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Unsung Heros – Maud (Mulvihill) and Herbert (Sean) Mitchell

over. Several men were arrested with 
some immediately released, others 
including Frank, Seamus O’Brien, John 
Blayney and Peter Malinn were held for 
some time. Séamus Hurley was in fact 
interned in England. While the Company 
did not reach Dublin, it had members 
already based there, including the 
Elliot sisters, Eilis and Emily ( ounding 
Members of Cumann na mBan) who saw 
action at the GPO and Four Courts.The 
sisters had the task of transmitting 
the struggle to the outside world with 
special attention on the Irish American 
audience, at that point America had 
not as yet entered the First World War. 
Today there is a road in Athlone named 
after these brave women.

After the surrender in Dublin and the 
subsequent arrests the movement for all 
intents and purposes became inactive 
in Athlone. However, the Volunteers 
working in conjunction with Cumann na 
mBan did organise concerts and dances 
to raise funds to provide for the men 
who were imprisoned.

When the general release of prisoner’s 
took place in 1917 the reorganisation of 
the volunteers got underway. O’Connor 
in his papers highlights that Herbert 
Mitchell and Sean Maloney were 
instrumental in getting the organisation 
active. Open drill parades were held 
regularly, and Officers training was 
held near Coosan during that year, 
often overseen by Liam Mellows. It was 
also the year that Herbert was offered 
a commercial position in Cork which 
he accepted. Before moving to Cork 
the couple were presented with a gold 
medal and bracelet by the Brigade in 
recognition of their hard work in the 
cause of Irish Freedom.

Arriving in Cork
When they arrived in Cork, they joined 

Cork No 1Brigade ‘G’ Company as they 
were living in its area. ‘G’ and ‘H’ were 
part of the Lough Parish on the south 
side of the city. It was recommended to 
Herbert to change his Christian name, 
to confuse the authorities when they 
came to his place of work to check their 
records, he changed his name to Sean.

It was at this time they formed a 
friendship with the Hegarty’s of The 
Laurels, John Joe, Nan and Mamie (H 
Company), Conn Neenan (G Company) 
and other officers of both Companies.

On their arrival Sean and Maud soon 
set up arms dumps, both at Clarkes 
Bridge in the city, and helped also with 
John Joes dump and bomb factory 
at the Laurels. Sean took an active 
part in several jail breaks helping 
volunteers to escape, saving them cruel 

interrogation and probable execution. 
Similarly, like the Hegarty sisters Maud 
became an intelligence officer, moving 
arms and dispatches around the city 
during daytime and curfew hours. She 
was later appointed President of the 
Bishopstown branch. Their lives were in 
constant danger, and their homes often 
raided by the RIC, Army, and Black and 
Tans. In 1919. Dick Mulcahy on a visit 
to Cork, appointed Sean a Captain in G 
Company (a few short years later they 
were to become sworn enemies).

War of Independence
Sean and Maud often returned to 

Athlone to see her parents accompanied 
by their children, on these occasions, 
they also delivered dispatches and 
secured arms from his brother Walter 
(who was also very active) for the Cork 
Brigade.

On the 13th of May 1919, Sean (with 
his son) was returning to Cork with guns 
when the train stopped at Knocklong 
Station, a famous rescue occurred. The 
freeing of Sean Hogan who was on his 
way under armed guard to Cork to be 
interrogated in the Military Prison.

Hogan along with Dan Breen, Sean 
Treacey and Seamus Robinson were 
responsible for the Soloheadbeg Ambush 
on the previous January, when they 
fired the first shots in the War of 
Independence. The delay in the train 
arriving in Cork allowed Sean and his 
son to walk home unincumbered.

The Brigade relied a lot on the 
Intelligence secured by the women of 
Cumann na mBan who had members 
working in hotels, big houses, shops 
and restaurants. They also worked as 
Secretaries in Army and RIC Barracks, 
so troop movements and mail were 
always copied and reported back to the 
Brigade. Some working in the Cross & 
Blackwell factory smuggled out tin cans 
to be used for bomb making.

Volunteers working on the Railway 
provided information on which trains 
were safe to raid, thus giving G and H 
company time to plan their ambushes. 
These raids provided further vital 
information and equipment.

1920 -1921
In the local elections held in January 

1920 Sinn Fein won 30 seats out of 
a total of 50 seats s on the Cork 
Corporation. Thomas McCurtain was 
elected the first Republican Lord Mayor 
of Cork. His first proposal in office was 
to recognise Dail Eireann as the legal 
constitutional Parliament of the Irish 
nation. This set the tone for significant 
future events that occurred in the city. 
The Mitchells together with members 
of G&H company were very proactive 
in these elections. Within a few short 

They also accompanied her when she went to visit 
Sean and the Active Service Unit delivering arms and 
dispatches. On one occasion when Nan was visiting, 
the house was raided, to frighten the women, the 
IFS fired shots over the house shouting, this is what 
will happen to your husband when we find him, they 

believed she oversaw an arms dump. They never 
found anything apart from some nurse’s uniforms 
that were taken from the UPNOR. Sean fought not 
only in Cork but travelled to Limerick to prevent 
the advance of the IFS army. Sean depended on 
my father John Joe to protect the arm dumps 
as well as gathering intelligence. When John 
Joe was arrested, he was to be executed if he 
did not give Sean up (who was using the Laurels 
as a Brigade and safe house). Luckly for him he 
was recognized by an IFS Officer who had him 
released and allowed escape. Thus, allowing this 
story to be told.

Remembering The Heros
In 1953 a monument was unveiled in Athlone 

to honour the Midland Brigades. In attendance 
were local Cumann na mBan members Eilis Elliot 
and Brigid Reynolds, Eamonn deValera, Sean 
McBride, Frank O’Connor and Erskine Childers.

In Cork the Old IRA Men’s Association also 
erected plaques in memory of their fallen 
heroes. In 1960 one was placed on Joe Murphys 
house by H company, G company placed a similar 
one at Phairs Cross. In 1963 a new memorial was 
unveiled at the Republican Plot by President 
DeValera (not without incident).

Sean and Maud saw action in both Brigades 
and kept their very strong republican beliefs 
for the rest of their lives. Sean did spend jail 
time during the early years of the Free State. 
Sean died in 1971 and Maud the following year, 
both are buried in Saint Finbarrs cemetery 
close to the Republican plot. There is now a 
development in Kerry Pike, called Mitchell Court 
in their memory.

Footnote: In my talks over 50 years ago with 
Frank O’Connor in Athlone, I was not aware 
that his friend Herbert was the same man as my 

father’s friend Sean, nor that Maud, Nan and Mamie 
were close active officers in Cumann na mBan.

Information: jimhegartyauthor@gmail.com
www.Hegartycollection.ie

The Town of Athlone Is situated in the 
middle of Ireland spanning the River 
Sannon between counties Westmeath 
and Roscommon. As a Garrison town, 
it is recognised as one of the longest 
continuously occupied Military barracks 
in Europe. During the British occupation 
it served as the Headquarters for 
the Western Military District. Having 
access to the River Shannon, extensive 
Railway and Roadways made Athlone a 
very important hub for British Military 
Operations. At the height of the British 
Empire many soldiers left what was then 
Victoria Barracks, to travel and serve in 
faraway places - to India and beyond. 
Brigades such as the 1st East Yorkshire, 
9th Lancers (Cavalry) Royal Field Artillery 
were all operating from Athlone before 
and during the War of Independence. 
The famous Connaught Rangers were 
stationed there during the 19th century 
and the Westmeath Rifle Militia during 
the Crimean war. In February 1922 after 
over 200 years, the facility was formally 
handed over to the emerging Irish 
Army. Since then, many Irish Soldiers 
have left the same Barracks (now 
known as Custume Barracks) to serve 
with distinction in the United Nations 
Peace Keeping Forces, across Europe 
and Africa.

Despite the Town having many families 
dependent on the British Army and 
Police Force for their wages, and local 
business’s dependent on their custom, 
there were also many planning for Irish 
Independence. Families such as the 
O’Connors, Elliott and Reynolds would 
later play vital roles in the Easter Rising, 
War of Independence and Civil War.

Our story concentrates on Maud 
Mulvehill from Coosan and her husband 
Herbert Mitchell. Maud wrote in her 

memories ‘The Man with the Long Hair 
‘ “I am eighty. My life is at an end. What 
I write is the truth. Do nothing about it 

until I am dead.”
Maud was born in Athlone in 1891 into 

a Roman Catholic and very Nationalistic 
family. She was very active in the 
formation of Cumann na mBan, a close 
friend of Liam Mellows with whom she 
helped organise the Midlands Brigade. 
She was the first Captain of Cumann na 
mBan in the Midlands.

Herbert James Mitchell was also born 
in 1891 in the Midlands into a Protestant 
(his father Robert was a Fenian) family 
and grew up in a very privileged planter 
stock. With his father’s encouragement 
and support he became involved and 
committed to the early Volunteer 
movement in Athlone and participated 
in many of its activities.

Sean later converted to Catholicism 
and  marr ied  Maud  on  the 8 th  of 
September 1915 in St. Marys Catholic 
Church Athlone.
Pre-Easter Rising 1916

The Volunteer movement in Coosan 
started in the summer of 1914 with 60 
men. Despite the lack of arms regular 
parades were held with visits from Liam 
Mellows, who put them through drill 
exercise and manoeuvre’s, men such 
as Frank (Butt) O’Connor, Séan Hurley 
and Herbert were very much to the 
fore with the organisation. Meanwhile 
Maud was active with Mellows after the 
establishment Cumann na mBan. Both 
organisations were busy fundraising for 
the Brigade to purchase arms. Prior to 
the Rising it was customary for soldiers 
returning home on leave to bring their 
ammunition and guns with them, as a 
result some were bought while others 
were stolen. The authorities banned 
this practice after the Easter Rising.

When the Great War started the 
Volunteer force split owing to the very 
pro English attitude adapted by John 
Redmond and the Irish Parliamentary 
Party. The great majority of Volunteers 
in the Midland area followed Redmond 
and formed a different force known 
as the Irish National Volunteers. Only 
a small number remained loyal to the 
Irish Volunteers who then became 
known as the Athlone Company. The 
young Mitchell couple stayed true to 
the Irish Volunteers.

Easter Rising
In Frank O’Connor’s papers he 

states that on Easter Sunday morning 
the Company mobilised at Maghera. 
Sean Hurley was in charged after 
mobilisation was complete. They set 
out for Shannonbridge on bicycles 
and not military formation to avoid 
any suspicion. A party had been left 
behind to destroy the Railway lines 
and Telegraph’s Communication in 
the Athlone area, and when achieved 
they were to rejoin the party 
at Shannonbridge. The plan was 
to hold Shannonbridge until 
Casement’s Brigade passed 
through and Liam Mellows was 
to meet them there. The rifles 
were taken to Shannonbridge 
the previous day by Edward 
Farrell in his horse and trap, 
Farrell had friends living there 
who hid the weapons. On the 
Sunday morning, they received a 
counter commanding order, to go 
home, but to hold themselves in 
readiness for a recall. There was 
a dance in Coosan that night, and 
nearly all the men attended. The 
men remained mobilised until 
they learned the Rising in Dublin was 

weeks of his election on the 20th of March the 
Lord Mayor McCurtain was murdered at his home in 
Blackpool, in front of his pregnant wife and family, 
by members of the RIC. The Corporation donated 
a plot of ground at St. Finbarrs Cemetery for his 
burial, now known as the Republican Plot. Seán was 
tasked as Chief Marshall on the day giving support to 
the family and especially to the Lord Mayors young 
son Thomas. (Just over 50 years later Thomas would 
speak at Sean’s own funeral in the same graveyard.)

Terence McSweeney became McCurtain’s successor 
as both Brigade Commandant and Lord Mayor of Cork. 
The Mitchells continued their activities under their 
new commanding officer.

As the war escalator during 1920 Michael Collins 
issued a nationwide decree to burn RIC Barracks 
and increase further disruption to the British 
administration.

G&H company burned their local Togher Barracks 
to the ground, Sean and John Joe participated in this 
action, the guns and equipment were carried by Nan 
and Maud to the site and they returned them to 
the Hegarty’s dump at The Laurels which was 
only a few fields away.

On the same evening orders were given to 
burn Tax Offices records although not necessarily 
the buildings, both successful actions resulted 
in putting huge financial and logistic strain on 
the British administration in Ireland. Similar 
successful activities were completed in Athlone.

On the 21st of June Sean together with members 
of G and H company (including Joe Murphy who 
later died on hunger strike) were involved in 
the attack on the Farran Barracks which lasted 
for over three hours. They continued to ambush 
trains on their way to British Army Barracks; these 
rewarded them with valuable information on 
troop movements and useful ordnance, which was 
used against the authorities, burned what was not 
required and sending a strong message to spies.

G&H company made a further nuisance 
of themselves by felling trees and digging 
ditches across many main roads, thus disrupting 
the transport movement of Troops, RIC and 
Auxiliaries. Sean was also instrumental in 
disrupting the British communication network 
when he and his men took it upon themselves to 
cut telephone lines.

Over the Summer many Volunteers were 
captured and imprisoned without trial. This led to 
a mass hunger strike culminating in the death of 
Lord Mayor Terence McSwiney, Michael Fitzgerald 
and Joe Murphy of H company during the month 
of October. On his death Sean O’Hegarty (no 
relation) was appointed CO of the Cork Brigade. 
Sean had a reputation for bravery and strategy 
against the British Forces.

In December the Black and Tans went on a 
rampage and burnt Cork City destroying many 
business’s and making hundreds homeless. This 
resulted in its citizens supporting the actions of the 
IRA in their fight for Irish Independence making life 
for the British authorities more untenable.

Truce
On the 11th of July 1921a Truce came into effect, 

halting fighting between the IRA and the British 
Authorities. Hours before in came into effect four 
British soldiers left their posts in Cork Jail and made 
their way up Bandon Road. There they were lifted 
and executed with their bodies only discovered the 
following day in nearby Ellis’s Quarry, based in G 
and H companies area. Both Dublin and London were 
furious at this turn of events, but they were never 
told who was responsible. Many Volunteers were 
tortured and executed at the hands of the Army when 
they were captured and sent to jail. It is accepted 
that their deaths were an act of revenge for the 
murder of their comrades.

Treaty
When the treaty was signed in December 1921, 

it resulted in rallies being organized nationwide to 
garner support for its acceptance. Many were broken 
up by anti-treaty supporters. In her papers Maud 
states that Sean was summoned by Michael Collins 
to attend a meeting in Moore’s Hotel. There he was 
offered the position of Command of the Southern 
Division of the Free State Army. Sean quired Collins 

saying, “You don’t mean to split the Army”? “To hell 
with the Army “Collins replied,” well to hell with you 
Mick “The dye was cast.

In March 1922 just months prior to commencement 
of the Civil War under the command of Sean O’ 
Hegarty the Brigade launched an audacious plot under 

Tom Crofts to secure arms. Hegarty became aware 
that a British vessel the UPNOR (well documented) 
was to transport British arms and ammunition from 
the soon to be the decommissioned Haulbowline 
base back to the UK. Once they captured the UPNOR 
(despite it been escorted by two British Naval 
Destroyers) they sailed it to Ballycotton Harbour and 
unloaded its ordnance. Waiting there were officers 
Conn Neenan and Martin Corry with over a hundred 
lorries in which they transported some of the arms 
to Mitchell’s home now in Kerry Pike some 5-6 miles 
from the city, some to The Laurels, with the majority 
going to Tom Barrys section in West Cork. Collins and 
Churchill were fuming at this event knowing it would 
arm the anti-treaty forces in the Munster Republic.

Civil War
Sean and Maud immediately took the anti-treaty 

together with their friends, the Hegarty’s of The 
Laurels. As a result of O’Hegarty taking a neutral 
stance together with other senior officers, Sean 
played a significant role in the war. For its duration 
he was rarely at home as he was very much a wanted 
man being on the run from the Irish Free State (IFS) 
Authorities. His home was raided on a regular basis, 
not now by the Black and Tans or RIC but by former 
comrades in the IFS. Maud was raising a young family 
during this period with help from the Hegarty sisters, 
bringing her food and supplies.

Maud Mulvihill

Herbert (Sean) Mitchell Cathal McSwiney Brugha, Tadgh Manley Quill 
(their great grandson) and Jim Hegarty

Herbert Mitchell (grandson) at launch of 
Hegarty’s of The Laurels & Jim Hegarty)

Unveiling of Athlone Monument 1953 - on platform- (lLtoR): Eamonn DeValera  
Sean McBride, Frank O’Connor , Erskin Childers , Eilis Elliot and Brigid Reynolds 
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