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DEDICATION

To the memory of the patriotic Bawnard Kent brothers and their loyal mother, who helped to give us the Ireland we have today.
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16LIVES Timeline

1845–51. The Great Hunger in Ireland. One million people die and over the next decades millions more emigrate.

1858, March 17. The Irish Republican Brotherhood, or Fenians, are formed with the express intention of overthrowing British rule in Ireland by whatever means necessary.

1867, February and March. Fenian Uprising.

1870, May. Home Rule movement founded by Isaac Butt, who had previously campaigned for amnesty for Fenian prisoners.

1879–81. The Land War. Violent agrarian agitation against English landlords.

1884, November 1. The Gaelic Athletic Association founded – immediately infiltrated by the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB).

1893, July 31. Gaelic League founded by Douglas Hyde and Eoin MacNeill. The Gaelic Revival, a period of Irish Nationalism, pride in the language, history, culture and sport.

1900, September. Cumann na nGaedheal (Irish Council) founded by Arthur Griffith.

1905–07. Cumann na nGaedheal, the Dungannon Clubs and the National Council are amalgamated to form Sinn Féin (We Ourselves).

1909, August. Countess Markievicz and Bulmer Hobson organise nationalist youths into Na Fianna Éireann (Warriors of Ireland) a kind of boy scout brigade.

1912, April. Asquith introduces the Third Home Rule Bill to the British Parliament. Passed by the Commons and rejected by the Lords, the Bill would have to become law due to the Parliament Act. Home Rule expected to be introduced for Ireland by autumn 1914.

1913, January. Sir Edward Carson and James Craig set up Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) with the intention of defending Ulster against Home Rule.

1913. Jim Larkin, founder of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU) calls for a workers’ strike for better pay and conditions.

1913, August 31. Jim Larkin speaks at a banned rally on Sackville (O’Connell) Street; Bloody Sunday.

1913, November 23. James Connolly, Jack White and Jim Larkin establish the Irish Citizen Army (ICA) in order to protect strikers.

1913, November 25. The Irish Volunteers are founded in Dublin to ‘secure the rights and liberties common to all the people of Ireland’.

1914, March 20. Resignations of British officers force British government not to use British Army to enforce Home Rule, an event known as the ‘Curragh Mutiny’.

1914, April 2. In Dublin, Agnes O’Farrelly, Mary MacSwiney, Countess Constance Markievicz and others establish Cumann na mBan as a women’s volunteer force dedicated to establishing Irish freedom and assisting the Irish Volunteers.

1914, April 24. A shipment of 25,000 rifles and three million rounds of ammunition is landed at Larne for the UVF.

1914, July 26. Irish Volunteers unload a shipment of 900 rifles and 45,000 rounds of ammunition shipped from Germany aboard Erskine Childers’ yacht, the Asgard. British troops fire on crowd on Bachelor’s Walk, Dublin. Three citizens are killed.

1914, August 4. Britain declares war on Germany. Home Rule for Ireland shelved for the duration of the First World War.

1914, September 9. Meeting held at Gaelic League headquarters between IRB and other extreme republicans. Initial decision made to stage an uprising while Britain is at war.

1914, September. 170,000 leave the Volunteers and form the National Volunteers or Redmondites. Only 11,000 remain as the Irish Volunteers under Eoin MacNeill.

1915, May–September. Military Council of the IRB is formed.

1915, August 1. Pearse gives fiery oration at the funeral of Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa.

1916, January 19–22. James Connolly joins the IRB Military Council, thus ensuring that the ICA shall be involved in the Rising. Rising date confirmed for Easter.

1916, April 20, 4.15pm. The Aud arrives at Tralee Bay, laden with 20,000 German rifles for the Rising. Captain Karl Spindler waits in vain for a signal from shore.

1916, April 21, 2.15am. Roger Casement and his two companions go ashore from U-19 and land on Banna Strand in Kerry. Casement is arrested at McKenna’s Fort.

6.30pm. The Aud is captured by the British navy and forced to sail towards Cork harbour.

1916, 22 April, 9.30am. The Aud is scuttled by her captain off Daunt Rock.

10pm. Eoin MacNeill as chief-of-staff of the Irish Volunteers issues the countermanding order in Dublin to try to stop the Rising.

1916, April 23, 9am, Easter Sunday. The Military Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) meets to discuss the situation, since MacNeill has placed an advertisement in a Sunday newspaper halting all Volunteer operations. The Rising is put on hold for twenty-four hours. Hundreds of copies of The Proclamation of the Irish Republic are printed in Liberty Hall.

1916, April 24, 12 noon, Easter Monday. The Rising begins in Dublin.
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16LIVES - Series Introduction

This book is part of a series called 16 LIVES, conceived with the objective of recording for posterity the lives of the sixteen men who were executed after the 1916 Easter Rising. Who were these people and what drove them to commit themselves to violent revolution?

The rank and file as well as the leadership were all from diverse backgrounds. Some were privileged and some had no material wealth. Some were highly educated writers, poets or teachers and others had little formal schooling. Their common desire, to set Ireland on the road to national freedom, united them under the one banner of the army of the Irish Republic. They occupied key buildings in Dublin and around Ireland for one week before they were forced to surrender. The leaders were singled out for harsh treatment and all sixteen men were executed for their role in the Rising.

Meticulously researched yet written in an accessible fashion, the 16 LIVES biographies can be read as individual volumes but together they make a highly collectible series.

Lorcan Collins & Dr Ruán O’Donnell,
16 Lives Series Editors
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Chapter 1
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Ireland’s Forgotten Patriot

Until his state funeral in September 2015, Thomas Kent of Bawnard House, Castlelyons was Ireland’s forgotten patriot – the least known of the sixteen men who died for Ireland after Easter 1916. He and Roger Casement were the only men executed outside Dublin.

In the late night hours of 8 May 1916, Thomas Kent sat alone and barefoot in a cell in Cork Detention Barracks. His death sentence had been confirmed by General Maxwell: he was to be shot at dawn. The hours ticked slowly. His only companion was the rosary beads given to him earlier that night by Fr John Sexton, chaplain to the Military Hospital, who had come to the dimly lit cell accompanied by a prison guard.

Thomas had been stripped of his clothes and thoroughly searched on the morning of 3 May, despite having already been searched in Fermoy Military Barracks, where he, his three brothers and his mother had been taken the previous morning after a shoot-out in defence of their home. A few coins and a short poem – all he possessed – were taken from his jacket pocket. After he had signed a record book he was allowed to dress. His temperance badge was still pinned on his lapel.

In the cold, dark morning his bare feet were sore: after capture he had been compelled to walk the five miles from his home to Fermoy barracks on the rough stone road, handcuffed behind a military cart. The soldiers would not allow him to put on his boots.

This intellectual man, who loved books and literature and took pleasure in writing poetry, prose and drama, was not given a pencil, paper or a book to read during the long days and nights of solitary confinement in Cell No. 17. Many of the officers wished to help but had to obey orders. Thomas knew that his brother Richard had been shot and severely wounded by British military outside his home; his badly wounded brother David was in some prison; his brother William had been brought to Cork Detention Barracks with him. It is believed that Thomas would have liked to write a last letter to reassure his mother that he was prepared to die for Irish freedom, but the General Officer Commanding forbade this request. His trial on 4 May, by field general court martial rather than a judge and jury, was a foregone conclusion. Though he entered a ‘not guilty’ plea, he was not allowed any witnesses and was found guilty. The sentence was death.

Two of Thomas’s comrades, Seamus Fitzgerald and Mick Leahy from Cobh, had been arrested in Cork on 3 May and were also in the detention barracks. Fitzgerald noticed as he signed the record book that ‘brave Tom Kent must have been the prisoner previously brought in, as it was under his signature that I appended mine … I was put in his adjoining cell, but … I was removed after a few minutes to Cell No. 27 on the opposite side.’

Fitzgerald, Leahy and those arrested in Cork city with them were kept in solitary confinement until Tuesday, 9 May with a daily ‘short exercise … in single file in the detention yard, all talk being forbidden,’ Fitzgerald wrote. ‘We never saw Tom Kent, as he was apparently kept under the closest supervision.’1

Thomas – known to his friends in the latter part of his life as Tom – was unaware also that his close friends and colleagues Terence MacSwiney, Tomás MacCurtain, Bill and Bob Hales and others had been arrested in the early hours of 3 May. Tom had been to the Hales brothers’ Knocknacurra home – a meeting place for Volunteers – and knew them well, especially Tom Hales (who had escaped on this occasion).

When the military banged at the Knocknacurra door at 2 a.m., those in the house were in bed. Bill jumped up, grabbed his gun and aimed it; MacSwiney tilted it before Bill pulled the trigger. ‘Look what happened the Kents!’ he snapped. ‘Like them, we can’t fight our way out!’ Bob and the Hyde brothers in the bedroom next door had also snatched their guns when MacSwiney burst in. ‘Hold your fire! The Kents!’ he shouted.2

During the night of 8/9 May, Fr Sexton returned to the cell and sat with Thomas; they talked and prayed. It is not known what they talked about, or how much information Thomas was given regarding the Rising by the priest or the prison officers (some of whom were kind to him).3

When the handcuffed Thomas was marched to the exercise yard at dawn on 9 May, he was unaware that officers and senor nursing staff in the mess room – men who had returned from the Western Front and nurses such as Head Nurse Eleanor Gordon, who had tended to severely wounded men in field camps in foreign lands – ate their early breakfast in an ‘eerie silence’ and ‘hushed stillness’.4 Fr Sexton was present at the execution and noted that at no time did Thomas show ‘the slightest sign of nervousness’.5

Thomas Kent had been charged with ‘taking part in a rebellion’. The Kent brothers and their eighty-one-year-old mother had defended their home. They took a stand, decided they wouldn’t surrender; in doing so they had participated in the Easter Rising. The family’s four-hour gun battle in the early hours of 2 May 1916 set an example for Cork County Volunteers and made them more determined to fight for their country’s independence.

Thomas and his family merited for their county of Cork the sobriquet ‘the Rebel County’.


Chapter 2
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The Moulding of a Patriot


Accursed be the false worded tongue of the raider;

Accursed be the sons of the Gael who would aid her;

Let him who feels shame for his ancestor’s story

Begone from our pathway – let ours be the glory,

We’ll conquer or die, as our fathers of old

Have died for the land of the Green and the Gold.6



These are lines of a poem written by Thomas Rice Kent, Commandant of the East and North Cork, Galtee Battalion in the Cork Brigade, Irish Volunteers during Easter Week 1916. He wrote them while he and his brothers awaited orders from Dublin Headquarters as to what role they should take in the South of Ireland. They were in a ‘safe-outhouse’. The poem expresses the passion Thomas had for his native land, and gives an account of pent-up angst.

During the Land War, Irish people were fighting to overthrow tyrannical landlordism and for the ‘three Fs’ – fair rent, fixity of tenure and free sale. The Kent family of Bawnard House, Castlelyons, five miles outside Fermoy, was well known for the important part it played. In the late 1880s, five athletic young Kent brothers – Edmond, Thomas, David, William and Richard – with their curate Rev. Fr Jeremiah O’Dwyer and neighbours fought court cases and endured hard-labour imprisonment in an effort to defeat the authoritarian landlord and the Balfour Coercion Acts, and to have the rights of tenant farmers vindicated by Land Acts. Generally on their release, thousands of their fellow countrymen escorted them back to Bawnard House.7

The Kents could trace their Irish heritage back as far as the twelfth century. There were different branches of the Kents or Ceannts (Irish version). Anne Kent recorded that her uncle Eddie wrote, ‘We Kents have much more in common than the common surname … We are descended from the Celtic speaking people … who reached Ireland … What seemed to make for their success in the huge migration, as, in later life was a strong co-operative spirit which a uniform language did much to support and direct.’ Rev. Edmond Kent noted that he found in their descendants ‘a people of initiative, of perseverance and enterprise, modest in success, grateful for their blessings, generous and supportive of their neighbour, patient in adversity and suffering, a kindly, sympathetic people, slow to anger, though willing to make even heroic sacrifices in the cause of right, loyal to their country and faithful to their religion’.8

Thomas Kent’s ancestors settled in the Co. Cork area around 1550. ‘Some [Kent families] managed to keep their property, but the majority reverted to being tenant farmers on land they once owned. They bowed their heads and weathered the storms arising out of the Desmond Rebellion, the aftermath of the last Battle of Kinsale, the Confederate Wars and the Cromwellian confiscations.’9 They survived, just like the ancestors of another East Cork patriot and nationalist, Liam Lynch.

The Kent name has been around Castlelyons for many generations. A David Kent (Thomas’s great-grandfather) ‘and his sons by his first marriage obtained a tenancy of land in Ballyhampshire around 1770’. They paid their rent to Lord Barrymore for seventy-seven acres and seven perches. David Kent married twice. With his first wife he had sixteen children: little is known of that family. His second wife was Margaret Fitzgerald and it is from that family that Thomas descended.10

Thomas Rice Kent was born in Kilbarry House, Coole, Castleyons on 29 August 1865.11 He was the fourth of nine children born to David Kent and Mary Rice, and was baptised on 31 August 1865 in St Nicholas’ Catholic Church, Castlelyons.12 Like his brothers and sisters, he was given his mother’s surname as a middle name. So his full name (which he liked to use) was Thomas Rice Kent.

Thomas’s father David, born in the townland of Ballyhampsher (Ballyhampshire) on 8 December 1832, was the founder of the Bawnard branch of the Kents and the eldest of the nine children of James Kent and Ellen Verling. The family lived in the old Kent homestead in Ballyhampsher, Barrymore barony in the valley of the Bride River, Co. Cork. After their marriage, David’s parents James and Eileen had continued to live with James’s grandmother, Margaret, née Fitzgerald. (Margaret’s husband, David Kent Sr, had died in 1828 aged eighty-seven.)13 Sometime after the Famine, Margaret moved to Castlelyons village where she remained until her death in 1859, aged ninety. Her son, James (Thomas’s grandfather), visited his grandmother daily. She is buried in the family vault, which he had built in Castlelyons Parish Churchyard for the Kents and descendants.

David, Thomas’s father, on his marriage in 1858 left his home and went to live and farm at Kilbarry House, Coolagown – the marriage dowry of his bride. Mary, Thomas’s mother, was born in Ballinacarriga House near Kilworth in 1835. Her parents were evicted and succeeded in getting a house and lands in Kilally for which they paid rent. ‘The Rices had lived at Ballinacarriga House since 1340 when their castle at Buttevant was dismantled by the English. During the operation of the Penal Code, they had enjoyed the protection of the Geraldines.’ Their home welcomed travelling teachers: ‘a Mass-house in times of persecution … a resort of distinguished ecclesiastics and scholars … amongst them was Richard Rice father of Edmund Rice, founder of the Irish Christian Brothers’, who was an ancestor of Mary Rice.14

Mary Rice’s cousin Rev. Canon James Rice, Charleville, was ‘a close personal friend of Isaac Butt. At Canon Rice’s table, when he lived at Queenstown, the Home Rule movement is said to have been first mooted.’ Mary’s maternal ancestors the O’Noonans, ‘a powerful sept’, settled at Castleishon, near Buttevant.15

Mary was the eldest of six children (parents Edmond Rice and Eliza Noonan); she had two sisters, Ellen and Jane, and four brothers. Her eldest brother William became a priest in Cloyne diocese, and ultimately Cloyne archdeacon; Richard studied law and became Cork County Coroner; Edward and James farmed on rented land and became involved in nationalist campaigns, particularly the Land League.16 It was a fine farm of 193 acres.

Mary was ‘a tall slim woman of twenty-three when she married David Kent in 1858. His family background matched hers. They made a handsome pair – she, rather grave and very erect under her dark cloak and bonnet; he several inches taller, handsome and clean shaven, save for a Gladstonian fringe of beard.’17

The eldest of David Kent and Mary Rice’s nine children was James, born in 1859. Elizabeth (1) or Ellen (called after The Moulding of a Patriot her grand-aunt, Ellen McCarthy) was born in 1860 and died of unknown causes at the age of twelve.18 Edmond was born in 1862. Thomas, the fourth child, was born in 1865, David in 1867, John in 1869, Elizabeth (2) (Eliza) in 1870, William in 1873 and Richard in 1875. All nine were given the name of Rice after their mother, so they were known as the Rice-Kent family.19

The young Kent children were always occupied on Kilbarry farm. Edmond, Thomas and David entered Castlelyons School on the same day, according to the school records. This was normal in those times. Records show that Thomas was in first class in September 1871. Castlelyons School Register states that the number of children ‘reaching 6th class is small’. The cost was between three and four shillings per term: high for parents who had to secure money for farm and house rent and living.20

Daily they walked over two miles to school in all kinds of weather, often with scant clothing, and generally with well-worn shoes or barefoot as money was scarce. Their teacher was conscious that many of the pupils would have to emigrate, so they were taught to be always polite. One of their teachers often worked outside the National Board curriculum; his love of country, history, reading and mathematics shone through. All the children were well educated in reading and writing in both English and Irish, and in mathematics (sums). As they moved into the higher classes they also learned geography and history. Thomas was only seven when his sister Elizabeth (1) died. William and Richard entered Kilmagner School in 1878; Elizabeth moved from Castlelyons School to the nearer Kilmagner School.21

On the farm every hand was important: from an early age Thomas and his siblings fed the calves, fowl and pigs and helped with picking potatoes and all the other chores. The work was hard and dangerous. Like most farms at the time, there was no running water; the Kents drew water in barrels from the Bride River, a tributary of the Blackwater, with the help of horses. From a very young age the boys were trained in riding and handling horses and would accompany their father with cattle to the fairs. This meant rising around 4 a.m. and herding the cattle along the five miles of rough road to Fermoy, the twelve miles to Midleton or to one of the other towns around. Thomas noticed that generally his father, having tried to bargain, had to accept what the dealer offered as the money was badly needed.

Thomas and his brothers learned to swim in the Bride River, which was close to their Kilbarry home. Their father showed the young boys how to fish. They competed with the local boys in running, jumping and riding horses. Their mother nurtured them in a strong Christian ethos, whose language and discipline would direct them towards unswerving loyalty to family and country.22

Around 1875 Thomas left Castlelyons School for a period.23 This may have been related to the health of his father, who died in 1876 at the age of forty-three. Thomas was only ten, David was eight, John was six, Elizabeth (Eliza) was five, William was three and Richard was barely a year old. This was an extremely difficult time for their mother Mary, as her eldest sons, James and Edmond, were only sixteen and fourteen. Mary decided to keep Thomas home from school at certain times such as fair days to help James and Edmond, although he always had a pull towards learning.

Thomas’s father David had been extremely hard-working and often went without much sleep in order to cater for his young family. His cause of death is unknown (no death records can be found). Apparently Thomas was distraught, as he was often his father’s companion in the fields, in the yard or going to fairs. Mary was a strong character and worked inside and outside the house to try to keep the bailiff from the door. She kept pigs and hens. Eggs were very important to feed her family and she sold the surplus at Castlelyons market. Growing all their vegetables and being self-sufficient was important. Paying the rent was a great strain.

Thomas left national school in 1880 at the age of fifteen.24 He was extremely intelligent, as were all the family. Later he went to St Coleman’s College, Fermoy for a period. His brothers David, Richard and William also attended St Coleman’s later. Like all the Kent family, Thomas was a fluent Irish speaker and wrote in both Irish and English, though he wrote much of his poetry in English. He was always ‘scribbling something’.25 His history teacher gave him a grounding in Irish history. He would later recall ‘learning of Ireland’s subjection by force of arms’ and that several attempts had been made to overthrow British rule in Ireland, with ‘emphasis on the Risings of 1798, 1803, 1848 and 1867’. He recollected the ‘interesting stories of history’ and the epic tales of ‘local feats achieved by the fathers and grandfathers’ of a number of his neighbours.26

Thomas’s mother’s family, the Rices, were all well educated despite the eviction of their parents shortly after their marriage. His uncle Richard Rice, Kilally House, Kilworth (son of Edmond), born March 1846, was educated in St Coleman’s College. He was extremely bright. Admitted a solicitor in 1871, he was elected Coroner by open voting of the county for East Riding in 1872, and later ‘received a personal letter from W.E. Gladstone and several public persons expressing appreciation of the able and impartial manner in which he throughout protracted and most perplexing inquiries had discharged his duty’.27

Thomas read any papers he could obtain. The story of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), founded in Dublin and New York on 17 March 1858, struck a chord. He knew that his cousin John Curtin Kent had joined the Fenians in Boston.

James Stephens had resisted pressure from America to summon a Rising to overthrow British rule in Ireland and to create an Irish Republic. He was replaced by Thomas J. Kelly, who took control of a military venture in 1867; this failed because of a combination of bad planning and betrayal. Kelly, from Galway, and Timothy Deasy, Clonakilty, were arrested. An attempt to rescue them in Manchester resulted in a police sergeant’s death. In a general roundup, sixty Irishmen were arrested. Five of them (William Allen, Michael Larkin, Michael O’Brien, Edward Condon and Thomas Maguire) were charged with complicity in the murder of Sergeant Brett and were found guilty and sentenced to death. Maguire was then given ‘free pardon’ and Condon’s sentence was commuted (because of uproar as to the lack of evidence).

The public execution on 23 November 1867 of Allen (who was from Bandon), Larkin (from the US) and O’Brien (from Lady’s Bridge – Thomas Kent’s area) caused outrage. The three became known as the Manchester Martyrs; an estimated 60,000 marched at their public funeral in Dublin. Edward Condon in his speech from the dock said he had nothing to regret or to retract: ‘I can only say: God Save Ireland.’ T.D. Sullivan composed a ballad with those lines which became the IRB marching song.28

A relative of Thomas’s, David Kent, fought with William Lomasney’s regiment in the American civil war. In 1866 a number of Irish-American officers decided to take their own action after James Stephens failed to order a general rising. The only fighting of any consequence was in County Cork and in Dublin. ‘In Cork there were two risings, one consisting of 70 men under Peter O’Neill Crowley of Ballymacoda, the other from Cork City led by William Francis Lomasney, Francis O’Brien and Michael O’Brien who was later executed at Manchester.’ Lomasney’s party, which included David Kent, attacked Ballyknockane Barracks near Mourneabbey. When the police resisted, shooting broke out. A local priest negotiated the surrender of the barracks to the Fenians.29

David Kent was arrested after an attack on the Martello Tower, Fota, Cork. He was charged with treason but released on condition that he would leave the country under police escort. Detective Tobin accompanied the prisoner to Queenstown.30

Another relative of Thomas’s was a Fenian: John McCarthy of Fermoy, a member of the O’Neill Crowley company, who was involved in an engagement at Kilclooney Wood in North Cork where O’Neill Crowley was mortally wounded.

In 1876–1890 Ireland experienced a series of agricultural depressions. The 1880s were further disturbed by the Land War. During this period, farmers and their families had much to endure. Mary decided to sell her interest in the Kilbarry farm to a Mr Leahy and to take a ‘lesser lease’ of a farm at Bawnard. The landlord was Samuel Perrott, whose father John Walter Perrott early in the nineteenth century had acquired a large tract of the original Barrymore Estate. It was to Bawnard House and farm that Mary Kent and her seven sons – James, Edmond, Thomas, David, John, William and Richard – and daughter Elizabeth came to live in a long, one-storey, poorly constructed house near the banks of the River Bride.31


Chapter 3
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First Encounter with Land League

Thomas was two months short of his sixteenth birthday when he and his brother Edmond, in June 1881, attended a meeting held in Castlelyons under the auspices of the Land League. The Nation (25 June) under the heading ‘Land Agitation’ reported that ‘Great enthusiasm was manifested throughout … The Rev. T. Ferris, P.P., was moved to the chair amidst great applause.’ Edmond Kent, High Park – Thomas’s uncle – was already joint secretary of the Castle-lyons branch.32

The Land League, initially based on James Fintan Lalor’s suggestion of Tenants’ Protection Societies, was founded in Callan in 1849 by two Catholic curates, Fr O’Keeffe and Fr O’Shea. Their aim was to protect tenants from excessive landlords’ demands, secure a fair rent and prevent tenants from buying or renting land from which another person had been evicted. The Callan example spread countrywide, principally as tenants suffered hardships due to the 1845–1849 Famine. The landlords retaliated. By 1850 over 100,000 evictions had taken place countrywide. In August of that year at a meeting in Dublin, Charles Gavan Duffy and Frederick Lucas founded the Tenant League. Fr Thomas William Croke, a curate in Charleville, quite close to the Kent homestead, was a supporter of the league. (Fr Croke was later appointed Archbishop of Cashel.)

The aim of the movement was to secure ‘the three Fs’ – fair rent, fixity of tenure and free sale. This idea eventually grew into the Land League (Irish National Land League), founded at a Dublin meeting on 21 October 1879. Charles Stewart Parnell (Wicklow) was elected president; Michael Davitt (Mayo) supported it.

The Land League was formed due to worsening conditions of tenant farmers during the agricultural depression of the late 1870s. According to its constitution it was a moral force, with aims of tenant protection and abolition of unfair treatment by landlords. The intention was to expose injustices and infliction of injury to any farmer. However, the Westminister government regarded it as a physical force movement. It was supported by the IRB and the Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP), and in America by the Fenians.

Thomas’s brother Edmond and his Uncle Edmond were organisers of the Castlelyons branch of the Land League. Many priests were involved in the movement. Fr Peter O’Leary (later known as An tAthair Peadar Ó Laoghaire), chairman of the Charleville branch, ‘rejoiced’ because the priests had stood between ‘the poor farmers and the terror that was crushing their spirit.’33

Five years after his father’s death, Thomas had witnessed local evictions and was aware that his family was in danger of eviction. Paying rent had been even more of a challenge since their move to Bawnard. They had planted oats and barley in the spring, and in early July 1881 hoped that the coming harvest would be bountiful.34

Thomas had been following William Gladstone’s efforts to address Irish grievances. In 1870 Gladstone got a law through parliament which compelled a landlord who evicted a tenant to compensate him. However, landlords continued to evict people and abandon them ‘to aimless vagrancy’. Members of the Land League refused to pay the exorbitant rents being imposed. The League, as it became known, made a rule that when a farmer was evicted because of inability to pay inordinate rent, no one else should take that land. Landlords were greatly displeased; if the rule was rigidly followed countrywide (which it wasn’t) it would be of no benefit to evict a tenant, as the land would lie fallow. Vengeance was sometimes wreaked on a ‘grabber’ (tenant who took over).35

Thomas’s cousins, the Curtin Kent family, had some years previously been evicted from their farm. A member of the family, John Curtin Kent, had emigrated to New York and was immersed in the Irish cause.36

The League had a powerful weapon in the ‘boycott’, outlined by Parnell during a speech on 19 September 1880:


What are you to do to a tenant who bids for land from which a neighbour has been evicted? ... you must show him on the roadside when you meet him, you must show him in the streets of the town, you must show him at the shop-counter ... by putting him into moral Coventry … you must show him your detestation of the crime he has committed.



This had been done in an estate that Charles Cunningham Boycott managed in Mayo – hence ‘boycott’.

The Second Land Act (1881) established the principle of dual ownership by landlord and tenant and the ‘Ulster Custom’ (or Tenant Right); it provided for compensation for improvements and disturbance, and for the establishment of a Land Commission and a Land Court. Gladstone’s intention was to control landlordism. The legislation was so complicated that it became unworkable. Though the tenants had a right to take their rents to the Land Court for reduction under the Fair Rent clause, the Act had little other immediate benefit because countrywide the situation had deteriorated; poverty and starvation were common.

Though the Second Land Act was supported by other members of his party, Parnell opposed it and urged the Land League Convention ‘to test the Act’ in the Land Court, which was to be established in October (trial cases, he believed, would expose its ‘hollowness’). The Land Court would arbitrate between landlords and tenants in rent disputes, with power to annul unfair clauses and conditions. Parnell feared that the League would run out of funds ‘to support evicted tenants’, and used ‘provocative language’ to denounce the Act.37

He was arrested on 13 October and joined colleagues in Kilmainham Gaol.

Thomas struck up a friendship with Fr Ferris, now Castlelyons Land League chairman. Fr Ferris was a tenant of John Walter Perrott, Monkstown who lived in the Manor at Castlelyons. Perrott also, with his son Samuel, owned Bawnard farm which Thomas’s mother leased (some years later she would get an eviction notice from him). The parochial lands consisted of fourteen acres.38

Fr Ferris followed the League’s rules and withheld payment of the rent demanded. He offered to pay Griffith’s valuation of the holding. This was refused and a writ of eviction was issued. The holding was put up for auction and was purchased on behalf of the landlord for a nominal sum. An ejectment order followed and eviction day was fixed for 22 August 1883. At the last minute, this was postponed.39


Chapter 4
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Work and Pleasure in Boston

Thomas, who had rarely travelled outside his own county, made up his mind that he would go to Boston, although he was only seventeen years of age. His mother would not stand in his way. He hoped he would be able to help to support her and his siblings by sending money periodically.40

In early February 1883 his cousin John Curtin Kent, who had returned from the US, called unexpectedly at their home one evening. Though he talked at length to Thomas, it is doubtful if he divulged his reason for crossing the Atlantic. John was a member of the Fenian Brotherhood, a secret oath-bound society, and his upcoming mission (to take part in a dynamite campaign in Britain) was known to only a small group. His parting words were ‘God Save Ireland!’: this phrase was always on his lips, and was later used by Thomas.41

In May 1883 Thomas left Queenstown harbour on the Batavia, which landed in Boston on 21 May.42 Soon he got a job as a ‘printer’ and then a ‘clerk’ with Thomas B. Noonan, his grandmother’s cousin. Thomas B. Noonan & Co., Publishers, Book Binders and Church Furniture Makers was engaged in many activities. It had a bookstore to sell books it had published and others: mainly Irish history, stories and religious books. The Irish American Weekly (27 December 1879) advertised ‘The Most Popular Story Of The Day – “Willy Reilly and His Dear Colleen Bawn” – A Tale Founded on Fact By William Carleton … a beautiful edition of a well known story issued by Messrs Noonan & Co.’

Thomas lived at 7 Oxford Place, reasonably close to his work. In subsequent years he moved first to 69 East Newton (South end) and then to 89 Essex Street (West Broadway) and 83 Essex Street – all within walking distance of work.43

Soon Thomas got involved in the Irish cultural and social life of Boston. He joined the Philo-Celtic Society, which had been founded in Boston in 1873 for the purpose ‘of spreading knowledge of the Irish language, and publishing the literature contained therein’. The objects of the society were ‘the cultivation of the Irish or Celtic language and the publication of Irish or Celtic literature’. There was, it was felt, ‘a well merited reason, to vindicate the character of the Irish as a race, from the foul slanders heaped upon them for centuries by English or Anglo-Saxon writers, nothing can rebut or disprove [the slanders], except the national language and literature of Ireland’.44

During Thomas’s first few months in Boston the talk among the Irish community reflected concern for the welfare of John Curtin Kent and his Fenian comrades who had been arrested in London. The trial, under the Treason-Felony Act 1848, for conspiracy to blow up Scotland Yard and the Houses of Parliament began in the Old Bailey, London, on 11 June 1883 and concluded on 14 June. The accused were John Kent, alias John Curtin (34, engineer); Thomas Gallagher (33, physician); Tom Clarke, alias Henry Hammond Wilson (22, clerk); Bernard Gallagher (29, iron moulder); William Ansburgh (21, no occupation); and Albert Whitehead (23, painter). They pleaded ‘not guilty’. Ansburgh and Bernard Gallagher were acquitted, but ‘John Curtin’ (John Kent), ‘Henry Wilson’ (Tom Clarke), Patrick Gallagher and Whitehead were sentenced to penal servitude for life (this meant at least twenty years). As John Kent was being led away to Millbank Prison, he was heard to say, ‘God save Ireland!’45

Solitary confinement, a diet of just bread and water for even minor offences, no communication with each other, everything to be done in silence, hard labour, isolation, absence of freedom and dull monotony played on their minds year after year. Physical punishment, with lashes of birch and whips, was used for any misdemeanour or for no reason. Kent and his comrades were moved to Chatham in August, where the strict regime continued. The pain of hunger was constant, with most chewing rags, timber – anything to ward off the agony.

Chief Inspector Littlechild, who had arrested Kent and the others, visited the prison in an effort to get them to implicate Parnell in the dynamite campaign. Despite whippings and torture, Kent would not sign anything. The men were moved to Portland prison in 1891, where the regime was even more severe.46

Thomas was a fluent Irish speaker, and equally at ease in writing in Irish and English. He gave his spare time to the Philo-Celtic Society, and settled into life 3000 miles from home relatively easily. He wrote often to his mother, and sent money home as often as he could afford it. His mother wrote long, newsy letters on events at home. His brothers’ and sisters’ letter-writing, though always sincere, became less frequent as time went by.47

Soon he got an update on his friend, Fr Ferris. ‘On the evening of 22 August the Rathcormac Band heard that the eviction of Fr. Ferris had not taken place as anticipated. They concluded that the matter had been settled amiably by the landlord and tenant. By way of a tribute to the priest the band assembled outside his cottage and played a serenade of airs.’48

However, on Thursday 30 August 1883, eight days later, the landlord’s agent in Castlelyons, ‘John Perrot, an elderly man, with a solicitor, Mr. Lane from Fermoy, accompanied the evicting party to the priest’s house.’ The evicting party under sub-sheriff John Gale’s command consisted of four bailiffs, fifty policemen under sub-inspector Flemming and forty men of the 37th Regiment from Fermoy under Lieutenant Crofts.49

Though a large crowd turned up for the eviction, there was no rioting. ‘The evicting party was greeted with prolonged hooting, shouting and uncomplimentary remarks. The chapel bell was tolled incessantly as a signal to the people that the eviction was taking place.’

Thomas’s mother and his brothers Edmond and David witnessed this event. Fr Ferris declared:


Felonious Landlordism will not always have its own way in this country … The man that is perpetrating the legal robbery of today is already in possession of stolen property. In fact all the property that he holds here was confiscated from our Catholic Forefathers. The original title deed was based on an act of robbery, some of it sacrilegious robbery. Look at those abbey lands up there. To whom did they at one time belong? To the Catholic Church. They belonged to the priests and poor monks of former times. The Saxon robber came, Cromwell with his infernal troopers came, turned out the poor monks, evicted them, as I am being evicted today. Not a farthing compensation was given them. They were made beggars, their abbey was demolished. The ruins stand there still, a living memorial of their sacrilegious robbery.50



By 2 p.m. the eviction was complete. The priest’s furniture was transferred to the Land League hut that locals had erected for him on waste ground near the church yard. He lived in the hut, later extended, for the rest of his life.51


Chapter 5

[image: illustration]

Getting a Foothold in Publishing

Thomas was settling in well; he was happy at work and found his social and cultural life rewarding. Five months after he came to Boston, his older brother James arrived there, on 29 October 1884, on the SS Cephalonia via Liverpool and Queenstown. They were joined in May 1885 by another brother, David.

For some time Thomas and his colleagues at the Philo-Celtic Society had been engaged in a project geared towards a publication. This breakthrough occurred in January 1886 with the introduction of the Irish Echo, which was to be a ‘regular publication by the Philo-Celtic Society of Boston’. Thomas was on the editorial board. According to the first editorial, the objective was ‘to aid and assist in the vindication of the character of the Irish race from the foul slanders of centuries by English writers’.52


Every subscriber to the IRISH ECHO, will be a member of an army for the vindication of the Irish race – an army whose members will have no occasion to use or fear a leaden bullet, or a ball of dynamite, as members thereof; and it will be called the “Army of Vindication”.



By this time Thomas was studying the literature of his forefathers, and writing about them. Though the articles and accounts do not have a by-line, it is known from family records that he was engaged in recording and imparting his knowledge. The Irish Echo asked:


Can it be denied that the Irish were, for centuries, the disseminators of secular, as well as religious, instructions throughout the countries of Western and Central Europe, after the overthrow of the Roman Empire in the 5th century of the Christian era? Are there any people in existence to-day, on the face of the globe, who can produce such a glorious record?



In the second issue Thomas, with P.J. O’Daly and editorial staff, dealt with ‘anti-Irish writers and stump orators of the English type slanderously asserting, as an argument against a local parliament’ that ‘the Irish cannot govern themselves’. Thomas believed that ‘The best policy for the English parliament to pursue is to make Ireland a friend by allowing her to manage her own affairs by means of an Irish Parliament, rather than have her an enemy in the camp, waiting for the first opportunity to smash the British empire into smithereens.’53

The April 1886 edition of the Irish Echo reported ‘a strong feeling of opposition to the Irish Home Rule Bill in the house of Commons in England … This we expect, is the last kicking of these stolid Englishmen.’ An


Irish Home Rule Bill and its passage into law is a necessity, and Gladstone, the “Grand Old Man” and England’s best and wisest friend at the present day, sees it clearly. But could it be possible that there is yet so much Saxon stupidity lurking in the composition of these English kickers, as not to see that the time has arrived when they want all the friends they can possibly make.



In April 1886 Thomas and his brothers met important figures at a ‘mass meeting’ in Faneuil Hall in Boston. The main topic was Home Rule. It was chaired by the first Irish-born Mayor of Boston, Hugh O’Brien. John Boyle O’Reilly, an active Fenian, delivered an address to the large gathering:


I take profound pleasure in speaking here; the first word of pride and respect and gratitude to the great English statesman who has had the courage and the honesty and the wisdom to offer Home Rule to Ireland (tremendous applause) … Mr Gladstone has in one day softened the hatred engendered, and increased by centuries of misrule in Ireland for the people of that land.



Hon. John E. Fitzgerald told the audience that:


Seven years ago I stood on this platform with Mr. Boyle O’Reilly (applause) at the first meeting called to sympathize with men and women, the poor tenant farmers, at whose door stood the gaunt specter of famine and the sword of the tyrant. A month afterwards here stood Michael Davitt (applause) and for the words which he spoke then and for the words which he spoke in New York he was relegated to prison when he returned to England. But the Irish people in those seven years have learned that the important land question is not the only solution of the Irish troubles, that deeper and stronger than all that, a better remedy than the Irish land question is the remedy of liberty to the Irish race.



This brought loud applause and a chorus of ‘God Save Ireland!’54

The overall message of the meeting was that Gladstone’s Home Rule Bill should be honoured: if not, there would be consequences for England. Events like this had begun to shape Thomas’s life.

In his spare moments he wrote poetry. Some he submitted to various publications, mostly anonymously. Here is an extract:

Closing an Old Account – April 9, 1886

A hymn that gathers on its way the growing sound,

Our deep Te Deum grandly circles earth around:

For this we thank you, England, you, and you alone,

You drove the Irish race, despised, to every zone,

And now from every zone the Irish race sends back

Response that shakes the lightning’s finger on its track!

Our triumph is the world’s; dispersion made it so;

And this stands first among the British debts we owe.55

The Philo-Celtic Society’s publication of June 1886 stated that ‘The English government has acknowledged that Ireland should have “Home Rule” but the English aristocracy won’t grant it, although the civilized world is in favour of it. The absence of “Home Rule” in Ireland of which the country was robbed by treachery and fraud 86 years ago is the cause of misery and starvation among the people.’ According to the July Irish Echo, ‘it is a matter of indifference to Ireland which party is in power. Home Rule for that country cannot be withheld much longer with safety to the British Empire.’

James Kent’s name appears in The Pilot (Boston) as a contributor to the Irish Parliamentary Fund. Though Thomas’s name did not get newspaper headlines, it would be untypical if he and his brother David were not contributors to the Fund, especially giving his outspoken views.56

The Philo-Celtic Society of Boston had decided by July 1886 that during ‘the fall and winter’ branches of the Society would be established in cities and towns of New England, in ‘the interest of the language and literature of Ireland’.57

Thomas continued to work daily as a clerk in Thomas B. Noonan’s business. During his leisure time he immersed himself in the Philo-Celtic Society and all things Irish. The Irish language, culture, literature and history were extremely important to him and defined Ireland as a nation requiring a separate identity. He learned of what had happened to his father and their family in 1833, and about the ‘tithe’ law whereby Catholic farmers were forced to pay one tenth of what they raised out of the land every year to the support of ministers of the ‘established’ church.

This is a snippet of a poem which it is believed came from his pen:


Sweet tongue of our druids and bards of past ages! Sweet tongue of our monarchs, our saints, and our sages! Sweet tongue of our heroes and free-born sires!

When we cease to preserve thee, our glory expires.58



Thomas, James and David went to the Boston Theatre to hear Justin Huntly McCarthy, Irish Parliamentary Party member, speak. McCarthy stressed that:


When we get [an] Irish Parliament it will be in the fullest and completest sense the National Parliament of the Irish people … neither sect nor class … no principle of exclusion ... I am not without hope … that with that Irish Parliament we shall have our Ireland of the future, the Orange-men of Ulster there with us … I hold out the hand of friendship and brotherhood to our bitterest present opponents among the Orangemen of Ulster.59



‘Tremendous applause’ followed. The Kent brothers now had ‘Home Rule’ firmly established for them.

At the Philo-Celtic Society’s annual election of officers on 8 November 1886, Thomas was appointed financial secretary and treasurer.60 According to the constitution, this combined position required him to produce ‘when required by the Board of Directors a satisfactory security for the faithful discharge of his duties’. Now that membership of the Society had increased, and as activities including concerts and public lectures were introduced, responsibility for the Society’s finances was onerous.61 Thomas was also appointed a member of the Irish School’s board and its financial secretary.62

The Irish Echo was beginning to have an impact, especially among Irish-Americans. Its November letter-head stated that it was ‘Devoted to the interests of the Language, Literature, History of Ireland and Autonomy’.63 Irish names and manuscripts were explored and explained. Brian Boru and the Battle of Clontarf were recorded, with a poem written specially for the Irish Echo by John Fitzgerald Murphy, entitled ‘Brian Boru Before Clontarf’.64

By December 1886 Thomas was on the Board of Directors of the Philo-Celtic Society, Boston, and was responsible for many of the activities of the Irish School, which held ‘sessions for the study of the Irish language every Sunday afternoon … and on Thursday evenings’. The Irish Echo publication on ‘the literature of the Irish language’ stated that ‘slanders … are spread over the pages of English literature and will remain as the “facts” until the language and literature of Ireland are brought forth to prove the contrary’. The spirit of the Irish race should ‘loudly protest against the sanctioning of English slanders’.65

Thomas was now leading an active social life. His love of music and Irish dancing increased. He appears to have been extremely happy as Christmas 1886 approached; he had settled into Boston life mainly due to his wide circle of friends, and his brothers.

In February 1887, the pupils of the Philo-Celtic Irish School gave ‘a unique Irish literary entertainment show, free to public’. The idea was to show ‘the proficiency that is being made in the study of Irish language in the city of Boston’. The audience in the ‘crowded hall’ witnessed Irish step-dancing, poetry reading, short sketches, and a range of Irish songs and music-playing.66

Back in Coolagown, near Bawnard, on 23 January, a magnificent meeting had been held on Richard Rice’s farm, against which proceedings had been taken by his landlord, Dr Peard, for the recovery of rent. Edmond Kent was at this meeting; Richard Rice was Kent’s cousin. It was reported that in ‘numbers and enthusiasm’ the meeting was the largest held in County Cork since the commencement of the land agitation:


Brigades of agricultural cavalry came from all directions to the place of meeting, and numerous musical bands and gay banners enlivened the assemblage. There were strong contingents from Midleton, Fermoy, Rathcormac, Tallow, Conna, Castletownroche, Ballyhooly, Glenville, Mogeely, and other places. There were over 100 spring cars, laden with the wives and daughters of their owners, in the field, and the scene as viewed from the platform, which was erected in view of the landlord’s residence, was a bright and inspiriting one. A shorthand writer, under the protection of three policemen, took a note of the speeches for the Government.67



This incident appears to have influenced David’s decision to return home. During the past few years the brothers had grown closer. David would be missed by Thomas and James.

For Thomas a major event took place on Thursday evening, 5 May 1887, the 14th Anniversary of the Philo-Celtic Society. He was one of the main organisers of a celebration held in conjunction with one in New York run by the New York Gaelic Society. These were hailed in the Boston Pilot as ‘Two Remarkable Celtic Musical Festivals’. The organisers of the Boston festival were complimented on their choice of performers and the smooth running of the event, held in the New Era Hall. The main programme with songs, recitations, musical entertainment, step-dancing and poetry commenced at 8 p.m., and was completed by 10 p.m. After the concert a dance commenced and ‘continued until 2 am’.68

Relatives have said that twenty-one-year-old Thomas, who was almost six feet tall and extremely good looking, with black hair, had many admirers on the dance floor. As he was a good dancer he liked this part of the night. He was happy that his venture was a success.69


Chapter 6
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Return to the ‘Emerald Isle’

On 14 May 1887 Thomas’s brother John arrived in Boston on the SS Catalonia. Immediately he began to work as a clerk in Noonan’s. Early in June Thomas returned to Castlelyons to see his mother and family. He would be missed in Boston. The Irish Echo wrote that:


One of the more indefatigable workers in the Irish language movement in Boston, is at present on a tour of pleasure in the land of his birth, the “Emerald Isle”. The good wishes of all the members of the Philo-Celtic Society, not excepting the Irish Echo, will follow him until he is landed again in their midst in the Hub. His absence would be felt more, however, had not his brother James volunteered to fill his place until his return.70



This shows how important Thomas was to the Society and the Irish School.

In Boston Thomas had been reading newspaper accounts of the plight of the Irish tenant farmers due to the difficult economic conditions and the harsh weather in the winter of 1886–87, which had followed bad prices in previous years. It seems that as soon as he got news that there was trouble for his mother and for the viability of her holding at Bawnard, he was anxious to return and to bring with him whatever cash he could. He was warmly welcomed, regardless of the money: his mother and family hadn’t seen him for four years.

We have no account of what went on in the family setting on his homecoming, but the New Zealand Tablet, 3 June 1887, stated that ‘Mary Kent, widow, would appear to have received a writ [of eviction] from her landlord, William Coppinger … It was condemned and it was resolved to fight this case, as well as others, “to the bitter end”.’71

This eviction order related to Mary Kent’s rent, which had risen in successive years and was in arrears. Her fear of eviction was great, as relatives had been evicted. No doubt Thomas’s financial help allowed her to keep the holding for some time longer.

Back in Boston he was missed. The Irish Echo reported:


We have not heard yet from Brother Kent … It is, however, a consolation to know that wherever he travels he will work in the interest of the Irish language movement. He’ll pick up all the Irish MSS he can get for the IRISH ECHO, which is anxiously awaiting his return.72



August brought the busy harvest season at Bawnard, when Thomas helped his brothers with the farm work. He had become aware of the Plan of Campaign, which originated on the Co. Limerick O’Grady estate in November 1886. Conceived by Tim Healy and organised by William O’Brien, John Dillon and Tim Harrington, the Plan was based on an article Harrington wrote.73 It was a strategy employed by tenants against landlords who continued to increase rents despite the depression in the prices of dairy produce and cattle in the mid-1880s, which meant that many tenants were in rent arrears. If the landlord refused to accept reduced rent, the tenants were encouraged to refuse to pay. Campaigners collected some of these rents and banked them in the name of a committee of trustees. Funds were used to assist evicted tenants.

Thomas and his brothers attended meetings locally. Some clergy supported the organisation; others, led by Bishop O’Dwyer of Limerick, opposed it.74

Thomas got to know John Mandeville: politician, National League activist and president of the Mitchelstown GAA, who had had ‘a fleeting involvement’ in the 1867 Rising. His uncle was John O’Mahony, founder and Head-Centre of the Fenians in America and provider of funds to establish the IRB in 1858. O’Mahony’s remains were returned to Ireland for a massive funeral in Cork in 1887. Mandeville supported the tenants on the Kingston estate near Mitchelstown, most of whom were facing eviction; he was a great friend of the Kent family, especially Mary Kent.

The Irish National Land League nominated Mandeville as its candidate in the Poor Law Guardians election. He organised ‘a demonstration of solidarity by neighbouring farmers and labourers’ in early February 1887. A large body of people ploughed and seeded the farms of tenants who had decided ‘to sell equipment and stock when served with civil bill writs earlier in the month … by the end of one day the land of over 100 tenants was ready for sowing’.75

Mandeville and William O’Brien established a boycott and the fortification of estate cabins; they organised crowds to defend citizens whenever outstanding evictions were being executed. This came to a head on 9 and 11 August when they were said to have broken the draconian Criminal Law and Procedure (Ireland) Act, set up in July 1887 and designed to attack League strategy by proscribing incitement against payment of rent. Thomas, still home, was seeing the reality of life for the tenant farmer, and how boycotting could work.


Chapter 7
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‘The Mitchelstown Massacre’ and Its Aftermath

Thomas’s twenty-second birthday had just passed. Though he was getting involved in local activism and with John Mandeville, he believed his future lay in Boston. In early September 1887 he was back there; his return was welcomed by the editorial staff of the Irish Echo and the directors of the Philo-Celtic Society.

The Society’s report stated that members ‘should make a united attempt to place the Irish School on a still better standing than it had for the past year. Determination is the key to success and the proverb, “Where there is a will there is a way” should be borne in mind by all the members who would see their society placed in a position where it would command respect from all.’ Members were asked ‘to put forth their best energy during the coming winter by having a larger attendance and interesting those Irish Celts who have failed to do their duty towards their country, by preserving and reviving the grandest mark of their nationality – their language’.76 It was reported in Boston that in Ireland ‘school inspectors [are] being compelled to have knowledge of the Irish language before they can be considered competent to fill the position of inspector’.77

Meanwhile the Irish Echo was looking for correspondents: ‘An Irishman in every town in New England and other states to work in the interests of the Irish Echo. Good position for the right man.’78

The Boston Pilot (September 1887) reported that the Irish School had reopened at the Codman building after ‘summer vacation’. The President introduced ‘classes for the study of Irish language for the winter season’. Thomas was re-elected as financial secretary of the Irish School, and was named as ‘Thomas Rice Kent’ in the newspaper report. He still held his position as a director; furthermore, he was engaged in the organisation of the winter school sessions, which ran on Thursday evenings and Sunday afternoons. He publicly issued an invitation to ‘all those who are desirous of studying the Irish language to attend’.79

His skills as an organiser came into focus when the Philo-Celtic Society programme for an autumn night of entertainment (music, singing, dancing and poetry recitals) was being planned. This took place in the New Era Hall on Friday 10 September, 1887. A dance followed the concert and continued until 2 a.m. It is believed that by this time Thomas had a girlfriend, though little is known of her. The night’s event was described as ‘a creditable affair to the Society and a grand success financially’.80

News came in a letter from his mother of a terrible event in their local town of Mitchelstown on 9 September. An account of this also appeared in September 1887 editions of newspapers such as the Boston Pilot and the Irish World.

John Mandeville and William O’Brien MP were summoned to Mitchelstown Petty sessions on 9 September on charges of inciting people to resist eviction. Arthur J. Balfour, Chief Secretary had secured his Perpetual Coercion Act due to the Land War. The Plan of Campaign by Mandeville aided by O’Brien was yielding success in the organisation of tenants’ resistance on the Kingston estate. However, it led to summons being issued. Though they refused to comply with the order, a large crowd of tenant farmers gathered in the town.

Edmond, David, their mother and neighbours travelled to Mitchelstown. Outside the town they joined the crowd and marched in procession with bands and banners. Several hundred extra police were drafted into Mitchelstown for the trial. Under Balfour’s orders the police were instructed to suppress all disorder connected with the Plan: he had said in the House of Commons, ‘Do not hesitate to shoot.’ A report on the day stated that prior to entering the town the organisers told the people ‘not to indulge in stone throwing and to conduct themselves in a peaceful orderly manner’. The Kents and their neighbours were on a peaceful protest march of solidarity.81

Mandeville and O’Brien were there not to attend the court but ‘to make known that they and all the public were angry and wrathful because of the injustice that was to be done in the court that day, when men were to be accused of breaking the law because of speaking on the side of justice and against injustice’, wrote Fr Peter O’Leary, who was there with ‘several people’ from Doneraile: ‘instead of expecting any trouble we were afraid that we would only have a very small meeting’. But crowds ‘kept coming’. It was estimated that around 8000 people ‘crowded in’. Three long cars pulled up outside Fr Thomas Morrison’s house for the speakers. Fr O’Leary was in one of the long-cars and ‘had a good view of the gathering’.82

Fr O’Leary records that ‘English gentlemen … came to show that they detested the way the laws were being enforced in Ireland’.83 The speech making was about to begin, and the crowd pressed around the platform. John Dillon MP, a leading figure in the Plan, went towards the platform/cart to speak. The RIC tried to accompany the official Castle note-taker to the front, and decided to push a space through the ‘jam-packed’ crowd. There was some ‘commotion’ and then for ‘about five minutes all was peaceful … there was no fighting or disturbance’. Then police attacked with batons. Some men in the crowd ‘retaliated’; the police retreated towards their barracks. Soon there was ‘a strong resounding, the report of a shot’. When a second shot rang out John Dillon ‘leaped from the cart’ and tried to contain the people to the square. When a third shot rang, Dillon with Fr Patrick O’Callaghan rushed towards the barracks. He dashed up the barrack-stairs towards a window where a policeman ‘was on one knee, shooting and reloading’. He grabbed him and dragged him from the window.84

That day the police killed three people and badly wounded many more with baton-charging and rifle-butting. Fr O’Leary wrote:


never was murder committed in a more revolting, uncalled-for manner than was the murder that was done in Mitchelstown on that day. It was just the same as facing the people at a fair, or a congregation at Mass, and beginning to shoot them without cause or reason.



The event became known as ‘the Mitchelstown massacre’. Most of those present had ‘nothing personal to gain’; they came ‘to witness O’Brien’s challenge to the Crimes Act’.

Michael Lonergan was the first man killed. A young lad named John Casey was killed on the spot. His sister died shortly afterwards ‘from an illness attributed to the death of her brother’. His father died at the end of January 1888 from an illness said to have been caused by the shock of his son’s death. John Shinnock (49), a native of Castlelyons, was wounded in the left temple that day; he died the next day at 2 a.m. His funeral was arranged for Coole Abbey the following Wednesday: Edmond, David, Richard and their mother were among the large attendance.85

Despite the killings, the first case under this new Coercion Act was heard (in absentia) that day. Mandeville was sentenced to two months and O’Brien to three months in gaol. They were arrested and imprisoned first in Cork and then in Tullamore gaol. Though O’Brien told Mandeville not to fight the prison system, the latter refused to wear prison clothing. Under Balfour’s orders the prisoners were not allowed to wear their own clothes. On 22 November 1887, six warders tore off his clothes; the next day the Governor and six warders tore away his sheet. He was left naked on the bare floor in a confined cell and fed for two months on bread and water. There was ‘constant bullying punishment designed to break his insistence on political status’. He was not allowed any exercise and was ‘repeatedly physically punished’ in that suffocating space. Balfour instructed that he would be under the control of ‘a Governor named Captain Featherston-Haugh and a doctor named Dr. James Ridley “who were to be relied on” according to Lord Halifax’s Memoirs … Dr. Ridley certified the prisoner to be fit for punishment and repeatedly the Governor punished him on orders from Dublin Castle.’ Mandeville became ill during the harsh November weather; the cold of the cell and illtreatment later took a toll on his well-being.86

What happened in Mitchelstown had a profound effect on people for miles around. In Boston, Thomas, James and John got updates from local and international newspapers as well as handwritten accounts, especially from their mother. Also in Mitchelstown that day were other relatives who were involved in the Plan: Uncle Ed, cousin Richard Rice and Uncle James Rice.

A few months later an inquest was held into the deaths of ‘the three unoffending’ people on the march in Mitchelstown. The Coroner was Richard Rice, Thomas’s mother’s brother. Coroner Rice had an important function: he held inquests into ‘the widely published cases of deaths caused by or arising from collisions of the executive forces with the people in the Agrarian agitation, in which the coercion regime was defiantly opposed at meetings’. He received a personal letter from Gladstone and ‘several public personages expressing appreciation of the able and impartial manner’ in which he discharged his duties. The verdict of the jury on the Mitchelstown killings as directed by Coroner Rice was ‘Murder by Crown Forces’.87

In November 1887, a little over two months after Thomas returned to Boston, his older brother James decided to take a trip home. It is understood that their mother was having difficulty in paying her rent. Also, his help on the farm was badly needed as winter was drawing in.

In Boston, Thomas’s work at Thomas B. Noonan’s and his social life moved on. The 1887 Christmas concert and dance that he and his comrades organised were a great success and again brought a profit to the Society. In early February 1888, Thomas was deeply involved in the Society’s ‘arrangements for their midwinter literary and musical entertainment to be held in New Era Hall, on the evening 10 February’.88

Advertisements in the Irish Echo had begun to increase, therefore as a business for the Philo-Celtic Society it had become profitable; this helped to fund books and material for their free-attendance Irish School. Thomas, though loyal to his employment, devoted his spare time to the Society and the School.89

He was constantly in touch with home. His mother was a great letter-writer, and since James had returned to Bawnard he also kept Thomas abreast of happenings around Castlelyons, including the Land League and the Plan issues. James and his brothers continued to attend meetings on behalf of tenants on the Kingston estate. The Cork Examiner reported on 2 February that ‘the entire country’ awaited progress.

For agreement the terms would have to be put to the campaigners. In mid-December 1886, of the 735 tenants on the estate, ‘sixty were obliged to clear their lands of stock and practically to suspend all farming operations’. The owners of five shops were dispossessed. Campaigners believed that ‘a special provision should be made for tenants’ who had suffered great hardship in their businesses due to the landlord’s action.90

On 9 February it was announced that:


This day ended the protracted rent struggle on the Kingston estate. A settlement of the dispute was arrived at … today in the Presbytery, Mitchelstown between Dean O’Regan and Mr Webster. To complete the incidental details of the arrangements, Mr Thomas Condon, M.P. [director of] the Plan of Campaign movement on this estate … since its inception, accepted the landlords’ proposals … and so the struggle terminated. The leaders here regard the capitulation of the landlords as a great victory, and the tenants are all jubilant.91



The Cork Examiner reported the tenants were granted 20 per cent abatement ‘due to the Plan of Campaign’. The magnitude of the movement is evident in the fact that ‘seven hundred tenants inhabiting a whole country-side were concerned in it, and also a number of shopkeepers in the town’. Ejectments were served, writs issued and ‘wholesale evictions were threatened, but at this point there was a pause by the landlords’. The action of William O’Brien MP and John Mandeville stopped the evictions. The tenants stood together; the neighbours supported them; finally the landlord ‘was glad’ to accept peace.92

However, evictions continued in other areas. James, Edmond and David Kent’s attention turned to the evictions that were taking place on the nearby Ponsonby estate. This was to the south of them in the Killeagh/Youghal area. On 2 February, the Cork Examiner reported:


The Plan of Campaign having conquered the landlord on the Mitchelstown estate, the Government seem to have transferred their attention and concentrated their efforts on the estate of Mr. Ponsonby, near Youghal … to break down the “Plan” on the estate, or failing in this, to break the tenants. This is proved by their sudden and unexpected action in connection with the eviction there yesterday. The Cork Defence Union and the Land Corporation are also working in co-operation with the authorities, and the combined action of all three resulted in the eviction coup of yesterday.



On the previous day, after ‘the most elaborate preparations’, the Sheriff and ‘emergency men’ (workmen) took the tenants ‘at a disadvantage’; however, they didn’t ‘find them unprepared’. Eleven out of 250 families were evicted. The Plan was ‘unbroken’, according to the report. The campaigners were determined not to be weakened in any way. That day the scene was horrendous. The Land Corporation Captain with 15 ‘aids’ left Cork at 6 a.m. and headed for Killeagh. They took ‘a waggon containing a battering ram, crowbars, hatchets &c. and all the paraphernalia of an evictor on a campaign. A detachment of fifty men of the Cameronians Regiment, accompanied by an army surgeon and a like number of constables under the command of District-Inspector Creagh (Midleton)’ plus the inspector from Ballincollig all travelled on the train. The Ponsonby estate agent, Mr Blakeney, and Mr J. Gale, County Sub-Sherriff accompanied the forces under direction of H.E. Redmond, RM.

This was a special train which ran without notice to stationmasters; at level-crossings ‘gates were just swung open’ as the train ‘rushed’ past. Maurice Doyle, a young man ‘who had leased one of the largest farms was first selected for eviction’, apparently because he was the most prominent in the Plan: ‘Of the sturdy campaigners on the estate, Maurice Doyle has been the most sturdy.’ He was ‘in the forefront of the battle since the beginning’ and therefore ‘incurred some additional enmity from the agent and some closer attention from the authorities’. Other ‘expedients to force Mr. Doyle to abandon the “Plan” or desist from its advocacy having failed, it was decided that he should be evicted as a warning to the other tenants’.93

He was in his dwelling house with two workmen when the Sheriff knocked on the door. Doyle refused entry. Immediately the emergency men, described by spectators as ‘maddened with whiskey’, attacked the gable wall with the battering ram. When it was discovered that there was ‘a double wall’ this was abandoned. A smaller number ‘mounted the roof’, ripped off the slates, but discovered that ‘the roof was packed with hawthorn bushes’. Despite this, a few of the emergency men got down the stairs. One of them ‘attacked Maurice Doyle by throwing a hatchet at him’. He ‘ducked’ and the hatchet sunk ‘some inches into the stairs’. A few other Emergency men ‘jumped on Doyle’ and began ‘to beat’ him; he was ‘being chocked’ as the door was opened and policemen entered. They had to rescue Doyle from the emergency men and take him into custody. Meanwhile ‘four Emergency men were pleasantly engaged in pummelling one of the workmen’. The outhouse was also ‘evicted’. The sheriff handed over possession of both premises to the agent, Mr Blakeney, who handed possession to Captain Hamilton, as caretaker. ‘Two Emergency men and six constables were put in to hold each of the premises.’94

As the day progressed, a large crowd, including Edmond, David and James Kent and many ‘Plan’ members and supporters had gathered. They were helpless in the face of so many military.

The military party proceeded along the road with the intention of evicting Mrs Ellen Doyle from her home. Mau-rice Doyle was ‘marched out in the middle of the police’. He was ‘compelled to watch the conduct of the jeers of the drunken Emergency men while they threw his mother upon the world, and was deprived of assisting her in any way’. The little furniture that she possessed was ‘thrown out’. The ‘widow Doyle’ was now homeless, with her son in custody. She was evicted ‘for no other reason only that she was Mau-rice Doyle’s mother’, and he was ‘a leader’ for ‘The Plan’ in that area.95

The assemblage then marched on the road to Michael Gould’s holding. Possession ‘was rendered without resistance’. This eviction was pursued for no particular reason except that he was a ‘Plan’ supporter. This was the last eviction for that day.96 The Registered Magistrate, Mr Redmond, ‘appeared to be troubled by the presence of a man whose sturdy attitude throughout the struggle on the estate might prove an incitement to others’, therefore he was determined ‘to get rid of him’. A temporary court was ‘held in Gould’s yard’. Mr Redmond addressed Capt. Hamilton of the Land Corporation: ‘Do you proffer a charge against this man?’ The latter replied that as the evictions ‘had passed off so quietly’ he would not press the charge. Mr Redmond said he would ‘afford every facility’ as it was his duty ‘to see that the law was vindicated’. There were witnesses including Canon Keller. Further questioning ensued. After the brief hearing the case against Maurice Doyle was dropped.97

On the same day, an incident occurred in a town not too far from Castlelyons. The Cork Examiner reported that ‘One more of the shameful scenes which have caused so much pain and evoked so much indignation not alone in Ireland, but in England and other countries was enacted at Newmarket yesterday, when Mr Balfour and his police once more laid their sacrilegious hands on a priest.’ Fr Kennedy was sentenced to two months’ imprisonment, ‘to the plank bed and gaol diet and to herd with criminals … for doing his duty manfully and fearlessly’. Under Balfour’s ‘crimes making Coercion Act’, Fr Kennedy was charged ‘with having on 18th December last “knowingly and unlawfully” taken part’ in a meeting of the suppressed branch of the National League at Meelin. He presided over a meeting ‘of his people’. A man described as ‘the greatest statesman of the day, powerful’ in ‘the prevention of crime … He only did what all other priests all over the country have done and … will do till the end of the struggle.’ He advised his people ‘along constitutional lines’.98

On 1 March 1888 James, Edmond and David Kent and their mother attended the twenty-first anniversary graveside commemoration of the death of Fenian Peter O’Neill Crowley, ‘who fell fighting in the cause of Ireland’s freedom in the memorable year 1867’. This involved a procession of ‘well over a thousand people’, organised by East Cork athletic clubs, to Ballymacoda graveyard. It ‘presented a bright appearance’ due to the club banners and ‘the picturesque costumes of the footballers and hurlers’.99


Chapter 8
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‘The Leahy Blood Tax’

A twist in events now occurred. Thomas and John in Boston and James, Edmond, David and William were seeing history unfolding in an unjust system. On Saturday afternoon, 9 March, ‘the Grand Jury of the County of Cork had before them an application for £1,200 from Constable Leahy, Mitchelstown, compensation for injuries sustained by him on the occasion in which three men were shot dead by the police at Mitchelstown’.100

Constable Leahy said he was ‘so maimed after having given evidence against William O’Brien M.P. who was charged with an offence against the public peace’. He claimed in his submission that witnesses were protected by law. He requested the Grand Jury to grant him compensation money, which ‘may be raised off the said County-at-Large, or off the Barony of Condons and Clongibbons being the barony in which such maiming was perpetuated, at the discretion of such Grand Jury’.101

Evidence given on Leahy’s behalf stated he was paralysed from the waist down. However, one of the medical doctors was unsure; he hoped his injury would not be permanent. Evidence was also given that Leahy sustained his injuries when he was leading an assault on the crowd of people at the meeting. It was further stated that Leahy did not have to be carried back to barracks. He arrived back after the other policemen.

Mr Roche QC asked if there could be ‘a shadow of doubt that a riot occurred in Mitchelstown on the day in question, which was occasioned by the police, rightly or wrongly endeavouring to force the police-reporter amongst the people, and into the meeting’. He said the


Grand Jury were not there to deal with such injuries, or to reward those who sustained them by putting their hands in the pockets of the ratepayers. The Government was able to provide for men who fell in the ranks of the police or the army, and it would be a queer thing if the Grand Jury were to place themselves in the position of rewarding members of even the “admirable force” as it had been described, for casualties that happened to them in encounters with the people.



Despite this Constable Leahy was awarded £1000, which was to be levied on the ratepayers of the Barony of ‘Condons and Clongibbons’.102

Mrs Kent and family would be among the ratepayers in the area compelled to subscribe to the levy. The following day, Sunday 11 March, Reverend Dean O’Regan conducted a meeting in Mitchelstown Town Hall ‘to protest against the injustice of the imposition and [to] devise means for their protection’.103 He stated that


when a member of the so-called “law and order” party applies to the Grand Jury for injuries compensation, they have not the least hesitation to grant it … It was a monstrous thing to tax the people for the illegal action of Leahy and his comrades. If Leahy suffered the people ought not to be made the victims of Government tyranny. It was the poor families of Lonegan, Shinnick and Casey [shot dead that day] that ought to be compensated, and not the men who were responsible for the scene which occurred on 8th September’.104



Fr J.D. Sexton said introducing ‘Blood tax’ into that part of the country was ‘a cunning device on the part of the Government to punish the Mitchelstown people for their triumph over the police … It was an attempt by Mr. Balfour to hit the people in the severest way possible – that is, in their pockets – to add to the distress already existing’. He maintained that the application to the Grand Jury was ‘specially packed and specially constituted’ and he believed that ‘outside of County Cork there could not be such a body of men found in Ireland representing Tory principles, landlord rapacity and aggression, such as they had in this specially packed Grand Jury’.

Other speakers reiterated strongly that the law of the land was stacked against the ordinary working people. Thomas Condon MP said he was ‘prominently identified with what had taken place on 8th September’. It was after he spoke on that day that the disturbances began, so he now ‘called upon the Government that if they think any action of his was illegal to bring him before any court in this land’. He said they would make the collection of this tax ‘disagreeable, and they would make them “Remember Mitchelstown”’. A committee was appointed ‘to take steps to protect the ratepayers from this tax’.105

A few days later, 14 March, Thomas’s uncle, James Rice was among those involved in a proposition at a meeting of the Fermoy Union:


That we, the Fermoy Board of Guardians, protest against the action of the Grand Jury of the County of Cork in awarding Constable Leahy the sum of £1,000 compensation for injuries which he received in a row promoted by the police, and we declare that the taxpayers of Condons and Clongibbons will be justified in resisting to the utmost of their power, the imposition of this iniquitous blood tax.106



By this time what became known as ‘The Leahy Blood Tax’ had become an issue throughout County Cork. John Mandeville, recently released from penal servitude in Tullamore gaol with health issues due to his imprisonment, chaired a meeting in Mitchelstown on 21 March. He stated that those who sought to ‘inflict a penalty on the cess-payers of the district’ would find it forcefully resisted: ‘We will exhaust every means to have this monstrous award annulled.’ W.J. Casey, secretary, remarked:


Let the landlords collect the tax if they will at the point of the bayonet, and when they had so collected it let the taxpayers deduct that sum which they should be compelled by brute force to pay for from the rents which they considered just to pay to the landlords.107



Life was becoming more difficult in Ireland at this time, especially among the farming community. A report in the Cork Examiner, 21 March 1888, showed how prices of cattle had fallen since 1884. ‘The difference between the prices realized then and now is certainly startling, and plainly shows the utter impossibility of realizing anything like the present rent of land.’

People were becoming impatient with the way the country was ruled. A meeting of the Protestant Home Rule Association in Dublin on 20 March passed a resolution ‘denouncing the policy of the Government in postponing indefinitely the satisfaction of the just demands of the Irish for Self-Government’. These ideas were along the lines of what Thomas was writing in the Irish Echo, Boston. He was concerned that ‘Mr Balfour was prepared’ to continue ‘in his endeavour to rule the country against the will of the people.’108

Thomas was constantly receiving updates on ‘the Blood Tax’ and was concerned for his mother and family. James, still in Ireland, wasn’t sure if and when he would return to Boston. He was getting more deeply involved with his family in the Plan of Campaign and in resisting the recent rise in rents and the Leahy tax. Moreover, the High Court Judge Morris confirmed the sentences passed by magistrates at Athlone on two MPs for ‘intimidatory speeches’. This was ‘an indication that the authorities do not mean to relax in any way the harsh operation of the Coercion Act’.109

On Sunday 1 April, for the first time, James travelled with his mother and his brothers Edmond, David, William and young Richard to the spot at Kilclooney Wood where Peter O’Neill Crowley, who commanded a group of 150 Fenians, was shot dead on 31 March 1867, and where John McCarthy, his father’s cousin, was arrested. On this, the twenty-first anniversary, there was a large ‘demonstration of people from the surrounding districts’ and from many parts of the country.

Later a committee of officers and members from a number of surrounding parishes, representing branches of the National League, ‘was constituted to organise a monster meeting to be held at Kilclooney Wood’. All National League branches were to combine ‘in making an appropriate memorial to the memory of Peter O’Neill Crowley on the spot where he died’, and to remember ‘all members of the ’67 Rising’ who were trying to get ‘the English Government’ to grant ‘Self-Government to Ireland’.110

In Kilclooney Wood, twenty-one years before, John McCarthy, McClune and Kelly were captured and taken to Fermoy for imprisonment and trial. During the trial proceedings McCarthy escaped; he then got to America and became a successful businessman.111

The Bishop of Cloyne, Most Rev. Dr McCarthy, referred to the action of the authorities ‘in proclaiming [i.e. banning] a meeting’ in Youghal:


Where will this all end? It seems evidently the intent of our present rulers [is] to drive the people to desperation in order to afford them an opportunity of a still more cruel enforcement of the iniquitous Coercion Act. God grant our people may not give them the opportunity they so evidently desire!



He hoped that William O’Brien ‘will not give the Government an opportunity of shutting him up in prison again in the manifest danger of his life which is too indispensable to his country to be rashly exposed’.112

O’Brien did visit Youghal. There was no public meeting. He stayed at the Canon’s residence and on Sunday visited the Presentation Convent and ‘was received by the Sisters and the children’. Following a brief talk, the children ‘after applauding Mr. O’ Brien vociferously for some minutes, finished up by singing “God Save Ireland” with all their might’.113

In the Irish Echo, Thomas noted that ‘Mr Balfour is determined that, so far as he can help it, there shall be no peace in Ireland and that the Irish tenants, if he can contrive it, shall be driven into crime. He broke the law and ordered the dispersal of men who had as much right to assemble in Cork, Mitchelstown or Youghal, as he has to speak in Lancashire.’114


Chapter 9
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The Kent Brothers Defy Balfour’s Act

Thomas had news from home that his brothers had attended another large meeting in Mitchelstown on the Blood Tax. John Mandeville in the chair stated that ‘the Government now sought to impose an iniquitous Blood-tax on the people of that district, and therefore it was necessary that the views of the people on the matter should be boldly and manfully proclaimed’. They wanted to see the Tory Government out of power. He encouraged everybody to support the return of William O’Brien and T.M. Healy to Mitchelstown.115

Poverty was everywhere in Ireland after some harsh years, an extremely poor harvest and a bitter winter. At a Corporation meeting in Cork, a Mr Barry said that a ‘number of poor people in Grattan Street and surrounding streets had got their bedding and furniture destroyed by the flood on the previous day’: he now begged ‘to move that £5 worth of straw be distributed by the Corporation among the poor people’ for bedding.116 Many Irish people were gathering whatever money they could and securing passages out of the country. On 5 April ‘over one thousand Irish emigrants embarked at Queenstown on board four transatlantic liners for New York and Philadelphia’.117

On 2 April 1888 the Cork Examiner stated that ‘The leaders of the National party have decided to hold a series of meetings next Sunday in districts in which the National League has been proclaimed, with the object of disproving Mr. Balfour’s statement that the League is dead in those districts’.118 On the Sunday, National Party members William O’Brien, recently released from a gruelling stint with John Mandeville in Tullamore gaol, and T.M. Healy arrived in Mitchelstown at 2.30 p.m. ‘They were accompanied into town by a fine procession of North Cork men reinforced by contingents from Limerick, Waterford and Tipperary.’

Hundreds came in processions, and in waggonettes from all the towns and villages surrounding Mitchelstown, and throughout Cork, ‘not-withstanding the pressure of spring agricultural operations’. The Ballyhooley contingent came in ‘two waggonetts with a band and banner and a mounted escort’. The crowd was reported to be ‘as large as that of the memorable 6th September 1887’ when the ‘massacre’ took place. Now Mitchelstown was a venue of national importance for the National League and for the Plan of Campaign.119

The Cork Examiner listed towns and villages with important representatives from each, e.g. ‘Castlelyons and Cool-agown – James Maye, James R. Kent, William Kent, P. Shinnick, P.L.G. [Poor Law Guardian], and Dr. Dilworth’.

James, still home from Boston, was being noticed by the newspapers and by the police. Edmond, David and their mother were also there that day. This was ‘a monster meeting’. District Inspector Seymour had at least 150 policemen ‘housed in two barracks in the town’, where they remained. The Cork Examiner reported:


Considering that this is a district in which the National League is supposed to be a thing of the past, it was something of a wonder to see the multitude of people who came wearing their National League cards in their hats. Indeed, those emblems were quite a display in themselves.120



William O’Brien addressed the meeting:


I confess it is to me rather a novel sensation indeed to be addressing you … without exposing yourselves and me to the chance of being bludgeoned or shot down. It has really come to that now in Ireland. (Cheers) … it was not by singing Te Deums to our rulers that we saved the Kingston tenantry … from the evicting army last autumn … It was simply intolerable that the Irish people and their members could not exercise the commonest rights of citizens without taking their lives in their hands and being at the mercy of every local policeman.



He told the people that ‘our work is not over yet’, and that the Plan of Campaign would conquer ‘as long as you have men like my friend Tom Condon … and … my brother in arms and brother in gaol, John Mandeville’.

O’Brien wanted to talk about ‘the thousand pounds which the Grand Jury of the county are about to call upon the cess-payers of Mitchelstown to pay to one of the – (a voice – “the Mitchelstown murderers”). Yes, the Mitchelstown murderers … The police committed three cruel and dastardly murders in this town.’

On the policeman’s injury, he declared:


I am sorry that any man should be injured; but if there is anyone upon whom he has a claim it is upon the murderous official who ordered him to go with his party to make an onslaught on a peaceful meeting …



A voice in the crowd shouted, ‘Devil a half-penny they’ll get.’ There was thunderous applause when O’Brien concluded. T.M. Healy then spoke for some time.

It was late evening when O’Brien and Healy left for Dublin ‘amid a scene of great enthusiasm’.121 That day had a profound effect on the Kent family in Ireland and in the United States in terms of defying Balfour’s Coercion Act.

News from Ireland was important to Thomas. He avidly read the accounts of the meetings at Killagh and Mitchelstown, and could see more trouble looming. The Pall Mall Gazette on 3 April 1888 announced that ‘the Government has proclaimed all the meetings which were to be held next Sunday in the districts where, by an official fiction, the National League is supposed to be suppressed. The authorities have received instructions to have sufficient force in readiness to disperse the meetings when they assemble, so that the Queen’s lieges, and law and order may be maintained by the illegal dispersal of orderly public meetings.’122

Coercion Acts passed at Westminster gave the Irish administration ‘special emergency powers’ during what they considered were times of ‘severe unrest’ in the country.123 However, Irish political leaders with ‘placid determination’ resolved to challenge Balfour openly, so that he could not refuse to answer. ‘One meeting, or two, would not be sufficient, they must emphasise the wickedness of the oppression.’124

Thomas was to read of the determination of the Irish people. Meetings were called in many parts of the country including Kanturk, near his home district, where around 2000 people attended. A ‘great display of armed forces’ were present at the ‘supressed meeting’. A reporter recorded that the police ‘baton charged’ the crowd, while T.M. Healy, MP in a loud voice ‘vindicated the right of the public meeting’.125 At Loughrea, in taking possession of a store, ‘the police injured a large number of persons who resisted them’.126

At every meeting volunteer speakers of national reputation were detailed. These were peaceful meetings. However, this type of protest resulted in ‘the whole military force in Ireland bristling with hungry bayonets’. Thousands of soldiers and constabulary were ‘moved hither and thither’, according to The Pilot. ‘In the sight of attentive England, and other nations, the lawless and murderous Tory rule was applied, and a peaceful country was destroyed by riot and bloodshed. At Ennis the cavalry pursued Michael Davitt and other leaders and finally a conflict took place between the incensed people and their tyrants in which many were injured and fifty were arrested.’ According to the report, ‘Now that the protest is over Mr. Balfour probably knows what it all means. The Tories do not learn or remember but they must foresee.’127

Under the Coercion Act William Murray, a newsagent in Midleton, was sent to gaol for ‘defying the law’ by having a notice of the Plan of Campaign and ‘how to proceed’ displayed in his premises. The notice stated that those evicted from farms were ‘to be left alone’ and ‘anyone who aided the evictor was to be shunned’. He told ‘the sergeant that if he had another he would put it up’. This was in the heart of the Ponsonby estate area, where James and his brothers had protested with neighbours and prevented tenants’ evictions.128

Meanwhile, an ex-policeman named O’Keeffe ‘who recently refused to do duty at an eviction near Limerick’ was given a ‘hearty reception’ in his home town of Bandon.129

On 9 June 1888, Thomas as financial secretary reported to the Philo-Celtic Society, Boston, at a ‘business meeting’ held in Godman Hall, that ‘the late festival held by the society’ had netted a profit of $150.130 However, he was always conscious of what was happening in his home area.

Later that month in Fermoy, cattle were seized as the owners hadn’t paid ‘the amount of their assessment’ for the ‘Leahy Blood Tax’. Baronial High Constable Therry made decrees in the local Petty Sessions Court against the non-payers. There was, according to the Cork Examiner, ‘the rather unusual spectacle of the adoption of two entirely different modes of procedure for the recovery of the one and the same tax’. It emerged that the ‘well-to-do people’ paid less than ‘the poorer tenants’.

Richard Rice (Thomas’s uncle) appeared on behalf of the defendants. Afterwards, cattle that had been seized were put up for public auction, and ‘things became pretty lively’. In the absence of competing bids, the cattle – which had been ‘decorated with green ribbons and driven down town amid great cheering’ – were ‘formally bought by Mr Barry and Thomas Gallagher for the owners’. According to the Cork Examiner (19 June 1888), ‘the conduct of the police all through the proceedings was anything but calculated to preserve the peace’.

On the following Sunday at Kiliclig, John Mandeville held a meeting in connection with the ‘Leahy Blood Tax’. As the assembly gathered two police constables ‘commenced an energetic attack upon a large placard’ suspended from a tree. However, the people walked peacefully on, so the police left.

John Mandeville, though battered from his prison experience, addressed the assembly. Speaking on behalf of the members of the Plan of Campaign, he said ‘whatever the other suppressed districts of Ireland may be doing, the people of that locality were not “things of the past” but alive and kicking. Not alone should they resist the levy of that unjust and tyrannical impost, but they should go forth to tell their friends through every part of the barony that it was their duty to do likewise.’ He declared that by their opposition to the Leahy Blood Tax they ‘would show the world that they were men – men who will not submit to tyranny of any kind or from any quarter … This agitation will force the eyes of the British public upon [the Tory Government] and will make them “Remember Mitchelstown”.’131

Thomas received a full account of the court proceedings from his brother James, still in Ireland. Both of them were proud of their Uncle Richard’s part and had great admiration for their friend John Mandeville.132 Some weeks later, distressing news reached Thomas: Mandeville had died suddenly. On 9 July 1888, the Cork Examiner declared that:


It is with great regret the whole Irish People will learn of the death of MR. JOHN MANDEVILLE, which we publish this morning. His sudden death will cause astonishment as well as sorrow among the numerous friends in this city … Mr. Mandeville’s death was actually the result of the sufferings he endured in Tullamore Gaol [when] he was subjected to gross and cruel usage … his clothes were dragged off him, and he was left naked for some time … it is not by any means too harsh nor too remote an inference to say that it was really the cause of his death. By his death, the people of Mitchelstown and the Kingston tenants have lost an able and wise councillor, a leader, and a friend of great worth and capacity. He guided and aided the Nationalists of that important district with intelligence, discretion, courage, and he will be sorely missed by the men who are fighting the good fight in the South of Ireland.



John Mandeville was ‘a man of grand physique’. Though only 38 years of age, ‘he had distinguished himself in the different National struggles with which he was identified … He was always, as well as his [O’Mahony] family, the foe to landlord oppression, as exemplified in the case of the King-ston tenants; in brave John Mandeville, as in his sires, they always found an opponent to their tyranny.’133

Over 20,000 people, including the Kent household, attended Mandeville’s funeral in Kilbehenny Churchyard.


From distant parts of the country prominent and representative men came to mark their respect for the memory of the first martyr of Tullamore and of the Coercion cruelty of the Tory Government. Every shop in town was closely shuttered.



Most people carried ‘mourning signs’ on their arms. Following the vast number of clergymen came the Mitchelstown band and the Kilbehenny John O’Mahony band playing the ‘Dead March’. The coffin was covered and surrounded ‘in wreaths from far and near’.134

A few days later under Coroner Rice (Thomas’s uncle), an inquest into John Mandeville’s death commenced; it lasted from 17 to 28 July. A jury of thirteen men was sworn in. The Coroner, opening the proceedings, said he had been requested by ‘the next of kin of the deceased’ to hold an inquiry. He also stated that ‘it was only right that he should mention that the District Inspector stated that he did not consider that the circumstances called for such an inquiry’. He further stated that ‘the local doctor who attended him preserved silence upon what was the primary cause of the illness which proved fatal’.135

At the inquest the prison services were ‘for the first time, professionally represented by Mr Thomas Rice, S. C. P for the district’. Mr Rice did not cross-examine the witnesses for the next of kin, and ‘only once broke silence for the purpose of stating that he had attended the inquiry to “assent” on behalf of the Attorney General to any application for postponement that might be made by the representatives of the Prisons’ Board’.136

A newspaper report stated: ‘It is hardly possible to conceive anything more sad or more shocking’ than the details given at the opening of the evidence on 17 July. Mandeville’s widow Mary ‘gave her testimony in a manner which the public will recognise as worthy of the wife of the gallant man now dead … She described her husband’s robust vigour, his regular life and with painful and affecting pathos likewise described the dreadful change which imprisonment had made on him.’ After a little over two months, her young husband had lost three stone and his health was broken. She was giving the evidence because her husband wanted the truth to be told.

When asked by counsel, she said that ‘before the imprisonment John used to carry her upstairs in one arm. After he came home from Tullamore he tried to do it on one occasion and he said I had got too heavy.’ She ‘stood by her husband while he was out in all weathers battling for the National League and organising the Plan of Campaign to protect the Kingston tenants and others throughout north Munster, Limerick and Tipperary to secure tenant’s rights’. She loyally gave evidence to the inquest at a time of ‘great personal distress’. Mary had ‘never been allowed visit her husband in prison and suffered greatly at the loss of her beloved at such a young age’.137

William O’Brien’s evidence was ‘graphic, striking and emphatic … In language of wonderful force and descriptive power Mr. O’Brien told what he knew of Mr. Mandeville’s imprisonment. He was in the best position to do so as he was his fellow prisoner in Cork and Tullamore.’ His evidence of the maltreatment of Mr Mandeville would ‘cause people to pause a little and consider what is meant by the system which condemns men like John Mandeville to the treatment which prima facie has caused his death’.138

Dr William O’Neill, one of five doctors who attended John Mandeville, got to know him intimately. He stated that prior to prison he was ‘a healthy man of temperate habits and joyous temperament. After he left prison he seemed to have lost that joyous countenance … His nerves were tremulous, his ruddy hue was gone, his face had grown flabby and his sight was defective’. He visited him on 7 November, he said, and found ‘he had swelling on the right side of his neck, his glands were very painful’. His evidence is harrowing.139

Medical evidence was given of John Mandeville’s treatment under Dr Ridley’s ‘medical supervision’, which ‘amounted to torture’, while in prison. He constantly ‘certified the prisoner fit for punishment and repeatedly the Governor Captain Featherston-Haugh punished him on orders from the Central Prison Board in Dublin Castle, closely controlled by Balfour the Chief Secretary for Ireland’. John Mandeville wanted to be accepted as a political prisoner.140

On Friday morning, 20 July, Dr Ridley, Tullamore prison doctor, was found to have committed suicide at the Royal Hotel, Fermoy. He was to give evidence that day.141 Coroner Rice adjourned the inquest for the day. It had become obvious that Dr Ridley’s evidence would not find favour with the general population.

According to the Cork Examiner, despite the ‘lies’ of the Crown witnesses, the jury returned a verdict of ‘death as a result of the brutality of the prison regime’.142 On 4 August the Cork Examiner reported that Balfour, Chief Secretary for Ireland, had attacked Coroner Rice in the Imperial Parliament in London ‘in an attempt to undermine the verdict of the inquest’. It became ‘a trend to discredit the verdict of Irish coroners and juries in the English mind’.143

By September 1888, James Kent had been in Ireland almost ten months, living and working at home in Bawnard. He had become quite involved with Uncle Ed, Uncle James Rice and his brothers Edmond, David and William in the Land League and the Plan of Campaign. James had brought most of his savings home to help his mother’s finances, including rent arrears.

James, his relatives and the Castlelyons branch took part in a big march on 9 September, the anniversary of the ‘Mitchelstown massacre’. A large crowd assembled outside the town.

Evictions continued. During the third week of September 1888, Mrs Hegarty of Curraghprivin, Rathcormac, had a warrant for possession placed on her. Her holding was quite near the Bawnard homestead. The landlord was John Hughes, who was in the Court Chancery and lived in Kingston. Six months previously Mrs Hegarty had been evicted but she was allowed to return as caretaker, ‘pending the expiration of the time for redemption’. The term had now expired. Emergency men had been ‘in pay’ for the previous two weeks and were ready to move in. Many locals, including the Kent brothers, had assembled to prevent this eviction.

When Judge Kavanagh, Kilkenny, receiver under the Court of Chancery, arrived from Dublin he was met by Fr Barry, PP Rathcormac, who suggested they go over the land together. Fr Barry ‘came to the conclusion that the farm was heavily over-rented’, and reduced the price by half on behalf of the tenant. Judge Kavanagh, a landlord himself, was ‘favourably inclined’ towards the offer; he said he would submit it to Judge Boyd. In this case the outcome was favourable as ‘all parties parted on the most friendly terms with the Receiver’, and Mrs Hegarty was happily back in her home.144

In November 1888 James returned to Boston under controversial circumstances. The Irish Echo reported that:


James Rice Kent, a member of the Boston Philo-Celtic Society, arrived home from a year’s visit to Ireland on Nov. 23th, and was warmly greeted by his many friends. He passed his year’s vacation at Castle Lyons [sic], near Fermoy, County Cork, where he was highly esteemed by the Nationalist party [the Irish Parliamentary Party, also known as The Home Rule Party].



He had been prosecuted and fined under the Coercion Act, but found no difficulty in evading both arrest and fine.145 It was a trumped-up charge for ‘speaking publicly’ on the Land League issue.146 ‘James Maye was a close friend of the Kents. He stood bail for James Kent so that he could escape.’ Kent sailed first to France and then across the Atlantic.147


Chapter 10
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Promoting the Irish Language to Boston Readers

In Boston at the October 1888 annual meeting of the Philo-Celtic Society, Thomas Rice Kent was again elected Financial Secretary. It was held in the ‘Irish School’ rooms, under the presidency of Michael C. O’Shea (son of one of the original founders). Thomas was complimented on his ‘meticulous account keeping’. The Auditing Committee reported that ‘the Society is in a flourishing condition, and its members are determined to make good progress in the study of the Irish language during the coming year’. Following the election of officers, P.J. O’Daly, superintendent, outlined the Irish School’s programme for the winter season.148

The political and social situation back in Ireland was still unstable. In early December 1888 Thomas read of a great meeting in Cork where William O’Brien took issue with the Government. O’Brien stated:


they know well of their jury-packing and their ruffian type attempts to brand honest political opinions as crimes and felonies: they know well that their conduct would not bear the light of open day and open discussion … They have to admit before the world that so-called Government in Ireland is carried on by insufferable tyranny and brute force, by battening and assaulting the people in their own homes, by packing juries and by many another infamy.149



The Kent brothers in Boston were shocked to hear of the death of their uncle James Rice, aged 39, on 9 December; he was described as ‘a champion member’ of the Land League.


The historic town of Kilworth in County Cork, Irel., was plunged into deep grief on Sunday, Dec. 9, by the death of Mr James Rice, of Killaly House. He was the last representative of an ancient family who had always thrown in their lot with the destinies of the people and the sacred cause of Ireland. A correspondent of the Cork Herald speaking of him says: “This much esteemed gentleman had during the short period of his public life won the highest respect and regard of all persons of every shade of opinion, by his manly, upright and straightforward conduct. The loss occasioned by honest James Rice’s death is keenly and bitterly felt.” The deceased was a brother of the Rev. Thomas Rice P.P. Ballyhea; Rev. William Rice, P. Ballymacoda, and coroner [Richard] Rice, who, it will be remembered, held the inquest on the three unoffending peasants who were murdered in cold blood last September in Mitchelstown. Three nephews of his are residents of Boston and members of the “Irish school” – James, Thomas and John Rice Kent – where they are much esteemed. Their numerous friends sympathise with them in their affliction.150



Far away from home and from their mother, news of her brother’s death was more poignant for the Kents. Both Thomas and James had met up with their Uncle James – a lively, progressive tenant farmer – during their visits to Ire-land. He had been with them on Land League protests and at meetings. James Kent had he been in Uncle James’s company at the ‘Mitchelstown massacre’ anniversary a little over a year before, and on the Kingston estate action with John Mandeville.

On 7 January 1889, Thomas sent a letter to the Gaelic Society Irish American Weekly. It was published on the 19th, under the heading ‘Boston Philo-Celtic Society’.


Gentlemen – Notwithstanding the unpleasantness of the weather, the hall occupied by the Irish school was filled by the sons and daughters from the Emerald Isle who came to study their venerable mother tongue, on January 6th. After instruction in the old tongue from 2.30 to 5 o’ clock the members were treated to some beautiful songs, readings and recitations in the Irish language, which are always highly appreciated. The members of the Boston society are doing their work well in the revival of the Irish Language: at all events they are determined to keep burning the old fire of Celtic patriotism and of possessing the only distinctive mark of a nation’s individuality, i.e. – its language, and to save, after all the wreck and ruin of Dane and Sassenach combined for 800 years, the venerable old tongue of Erin. Thomas Davis said: “When the language of a nation goes itself then craves a tomb,” and no man can say that Davis did not tell the truth; and certainly he was not the only genuine patriot who spoke in favour of its revival, for we have it on record that some of the greatest Irishmen of this country were interested in the study of that grand old tongue.151 But most of the old patriots are gone and a young race is springing up that will join in the good work of preserving their language, and give to the world the story and song of one of the bravest and most famed nations on earth. It is a shame for Irishmen not to know their own language. It is a sin for them not to help in its revival, it costs but very little to belong to an Irish Society, and in some cases, when the rent and light of the hall is free, it costs nothing, but still it must be said that our people do not take a real interest in its welfare, if they did our halls would be better attended, our people would know more about the old race from which they sprung and the old Celtic civilization which brightened Europe for centuries. Wake up, brother Celts, and join in the good work of preserving your language, and show to your enemies that the Celtic fire is burning still in your bosoms, and enough of patriotism remains to lift up the name and the fame of Erin again, and place her language once more in its true light before the world, and save the old tongue from total extinction.

Trusting this letter may help some of them to see the light, and that my fellow-countrymen will not be indifferent to their language in the future.

I remain, gentlemen,

Respectfully yours,
Thomas Rice Kent152



Thomas always liked Davis’ poem ‘A Nation Once Again’, which was put to music; he sang it with a local group at concerts – ‘And Ireland long a Province/Be a Nation Once Again’ expressed exactly his sentiments.

On the 4th of the following month Thomas sent a letter to the Irish American Weekly.


Gentlemen – A very important business meeting of the Philo-Celtic Society was held in the hall of the Irish School on Sunday, February 31st. About seventy-five of the members were present. The venerable President, Professor M. C. O’ Shea, occupied the chair. Three new members were elected. Mr. James Rice Kent was elected Librarian. And Mr. Thomas Rice Kent was elected to fill the position of Corresponding Secretary, until such time as Mr. P. J. O’ Daly, who is engaged in home matters at present would be able to attend to that duty. It was also decided to have a concert at the end of this month, and a committee of three was appointed to procure a suitable hall and talent for the occasion. As the members feel that their present hall is not large enough on account of the increasing membership a committee of three was appointed to visit the various halls throughout the city and to report at the next meeting of the society, which will be held on the first Sunday of March. The President reported that the opening of the Irish School in Malden, on Friday evening, was a great success. Fifty-three ladies and gentlemen were elected on the first night. The hall in which the meeting was held was kindly given for the occasion by the patriotic pastor of the Immaculate Conception Church, the Rev. M. F. Flatley, who has a great love for the old tongue. He has also allowed the members the free use of the hall while it will be used by the Irish class. Mr. Robt. Dineen, a former pupil of the Boston Society, was elected President, to whom, with Mr. Thomas R. Howard, all credit is due for the success of the meeting. We have every reason to believe that the members of the Malden Society will be well instructed in the Irish Language. Not one of the rich and prominent Irishmen of Boston – to the shame it must be said – is a member of our society, and they do not support it any way whatever. Although the members of our society are not rich, still they love the old tongue of their ancestors well, and the day will surely come when they can look back with pride on the noble work they are doing to-day on behalf of that glorious old land, its language and its music; its story and its song; and they can say that although they were poor they were not ashamed to be Irish like so many of their countrymen and women are today. Hoping that the Irish schools in New York are well attended, and that every effort made on behalf of the old tongue goes to save it after all the Acts passed by that robber nation England to kill it: it [the Irish language] will succeed, and that all Irish men and women worthy of the name will join in the good work and save their beautiful language from the death that now threatens it.

I remain, gentlemen,

Yours respectfully,
Thomas Rice Kent153



We learn from this letter that as well as being financial secretary, Thomas had been appointed temporarily to fill the post of ‘Corresponding Secretary’ during his comrade’s absence. In addition to updating his readers on the activities of the Philo-Celtic Society, and the opening of further ‘Irish schools’ he criticised ‘the shame’ that there existed a lack of interest by ‘the rich and prominent Irishmen of Boston’. No doubt he, his brothers and other board members were the main financial as well as volunteer supporters of the society.

In Ireland ‘the land question’ was very much to the fore, but the landlords were politically strong, and loyal to England. Evictions caused much trouble and ill-feeling and ‘land-grabbing’ was an unsatisfactory by-product of the system. Thomas continued to receive accounts of the constant battle his family at Bawnard and the wider community had to endure at the hands of landlords and agents.

The absentee landlord, who rarely visited his estates and whose concern was to get as much income from them as possible, was a disliked figure. Mark Bence-Jones has written that in 1878, ‘150 or so landowners’ each owned more than 10,000 acres in Ireland.154 Fergus Campbell notes that in 1881, ‘two hundred and ninety-one people owned 7,213,310 acres, or about a third of Irish land … These were among the wealthiest individuals in the United Kingdom.’155

In 1889, Charles Talbot Ponsonby, owner of a large estate in south-east Cork, was heavily in debt and had decided to sell his estate for ten years’ purchase. His neighbour Arthur Hugh Smith-Barry (the Kents’ landlord) organised a syndicate of wealthy landowners in Ireland and England to buy the Ponsonby estate. At that time, Smith-Barry was ‘the leading spirit in the Cork Defence Union’ (founded in 1885 under the presidency of Lord Bandon, to protect landlords and reliable tenants against the National League). He was a formidable opponent of the League; he and his associates ‘simply evicted the tenants’ and planned to turn the estate purchased from Ponsonby ‘into a vast cattle and sheep ranch’. The League supported the evicted tenants over a two-year period, and eventually succeeded in having many reinstated.156

The country, apart from the north-eastern part of Ulster, was united in fighting the system. The Land League brought together people of different classes and religious and political persuasions, as well as labourers and townspeople who also suffered from landlordism. As noted above, it had a powerful weapon in the ‘boycott’.

By May 1889 Thomas had founded his own publishing company, known as Thomas Rice Kent & Co., with ‘J. James, Manager’. At this time his company took over publication of the Irish Echo.157 The Kent brothers, especially Thomas and James, were becoming more involved in the Philo-Celtic Society. James had become Librarian; Thomas was Financial Secretary and Corresponding Secretary and was also on the editorial board.158

In June the editorial board told its readers:


We humbly and timidly assume the duties and responsibilities of the editorship of the Irish Echo. We can only promise our honest and earnest endeavours to sustain the character it has won in the estimation of its readers, as declared to us in very complimentary terms by many of our correspondents.159



Thomas appeared to be quite happy with life in Boston. With a wide circle of friends, he was particularly popular with women and had a ‘special’ girlfriend. His love of literature, Irish music, Irish dancing and especially writing formed a great part of his now ambitious life.160


Chapter 11
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Court Case under Coercion Act Begins

Although Thomas was intensely involved in his new publishing company and in his social and cultural activities in Boston, thoughts of home and Ireland loomed large. Correspondence from his family, and his mother in particular, disclosed that life was getting more difficult. His dream was of an Ireland where the land would be owned by the farmers who worked it; where the raising of a cap would show true respect and not a cringing fear of eviction; where the landowner would speak two languages fluently and well and would uphold the traditions, the values, the cultures of his ancestors, whose survival had often swayed on a tightrope of chance. Now his family and his relatives became the main priority.

Thomas’s brother Edmond was secretary of Castlelyons National League – a branch that had begun to take a significant stand. His cousin Richard Rice had been wrongly evicted from his home at Coole Upper in February 1887; since then Richard, with the help of his relatives and the Land League supporters, had been seeking justice. Richard Rice was brother of Thomas Rice, Sessional Crown Solicitor and Crown Prosecutor for East Riding of Cork, who conducted public prosecutions. Both were first cousins of Coroner Richard Rice and of Mary Rice (Thomas’s mother).

Prior to the eviction Richard Rice had moved his cattle and vacated his home. The occupants of three labourers’ cottages on the holding were also evicted. Richard claimed that he had spent £2,500 on the farm, and that it was in great condition. Since 1887 the farm had remained unoccupied. Two years later landlord Peard put the estate up for sale. Tenant farmers Mary Kent (Thomas’s mother), Edmond Kent (Thomas’s brother), William Kent (another brother), Callaghan McCarthy, James Crowley and ex-tenant Richard Rice showed an interest in purchasing their present holdings. They were present at a Land League meeting held in Coolagown Churchyard on 13 June 1889. These tenants submitted a resolution ‘in which they pledged themselves not to purchase their farms until such time as Richard Rice was restored to his farm’. This resolution was accepted by the 200 members who attended.161

Richard Rice began negotiating with Peard. He proposed to pay £200 off his arrears ‘to be followed by an 18 year purchase scheme at the rate of 13s per acre’. Though this was a good price, Peard did not accept. The following month, Orr McCausland, from the north of Ireland, took over the farm at Coole. He had property at the relatively close neighbourhood of Towermore, where a Scotsman named Browne resided and acted as McCausland’s steward and general manager. The sale of Coole farm soon became known.

A special National League meeting was called for Sunday, 28 July 1889, and was publicly advertised.


A special meeting of this branch will be held on 28 July at Coolagown. The people are requested to attend and show by their presence that they do not approve of land-grabbing, and that the land-grabbers will have to glut their greed elsewhere than in Coole.

Signed: Rev. Thomas Ferris, P.P. Castlelyons, president; D. Hegarty, Edmond Kent, hon. sec.162



Between 200 and 300 League members attended. A large police force under Head-Constable Moloney included Sergeant Conderan, police stenographer, who had been note-taker at the ‘Mitchelstown massacre’. The League committee ‘denied the police the right to enter’ Coolagown churchyard while the meeting was being conducted. Fr Ferris, Fr O’Dwyer, Richard Rice and Edmond Kent all addressed the meeting. Some weeks previously Fr O’Dwyer had returned to Ireland from Scotland. Castlelyons was his first appointment. He made the following speech.


You know Mr. Rice’s case better than I do. I am not sufficiently grounded in the case of land-grabbing from which Mr. Rice here is suffering … We are here today to band ourselves together, to form ourselves into an association to protect the evicted tenant, no matter who it may be. It is Mr Rice’s case today; it may be your case tomorrow. Will you suffer the evicted tenant to be cast on the roadside? (Cries of: “No”) …

Do not allow anyone to grab a farm, and do not allow anyone to work a grabbed farm; if you do it will be a disgrace to your posterity. Let the word go to Browne, and let him send it up to his master in the North.

I suppose Browne’s hay will be burnt, or something like that … but I promise you that no man, woman or child here will have anything to do with it. And then they will seek compensation from this parish … No man will I am sure, work on this farm, no carpenter, blacksmith, or anyone else; but when he is asked, he will put his hands in his pockets, and say, ‘good morning’.163



After this meeting the boycott of Browne intensified. Some of his employees left their employment. National League funds supported them. His ability to sell and buy livestock ‘was severely curtailed as were his efforts to buy food and provisions in Fermoy’. However, the Fermoy military decided to supply him. On 5 August 1889 Browne was prevented from purchasing forty cattle but he succeeded in buying seven cattle and four sheep. On 15 August the National League Fermoy branch threw in its support for the Rice case. By the end of the month the police decided to proceed against ‘the conspirators’.164

By this time Thomas was fretful as to what might happen to his brothers and cousin, Richard. His mother had told him of the case pending against them and the family’s close friend and neighbour James Maye, their parish priest and other neighbours and friends. She reminded him of gaol treatment under the Coercion Act: their family friend James Mansfield, Mitchelstown, had died prematurely.165

Thomas decided he would take a trip home.

On Wednesday, 28 August 1889, six emergency men arrived in Fermoy by train. They were escorted by the police to Towermore where they were accommodated at the lodges. Nearby a police post was established and was manned constantly. On 29 August summonses were issued against Fr O’Dwyer and nine other defendants to attend before a Crimes Act Court in Fermoy on 9 September ‘to answer a conspiracy charge’.166

Under the Crimes Act no distinction was made between a political crime and a common misdemeanour or between a political and a non-political prisoner. Priests and League organisers ‘who urged defiance were considered just as guilty as the man who carried out the crimes’ and were equally eligible for prison. Balfour was blind to the fact that this law made prisoners martyrs to the cause of liberty. In campaigning against the Act, nationalists focused on prison treatment and ‘the arbitrary powers of the Irish judges’, and issued reports on the state of prisoners’ health.167

Balfour had no hesitation in prosecuting any priest who incited tenant farmers to ‘crime’ or condoned it. He applied his usual tactic – to inform the local bishop of dissident priests in the hope that a reprimand would ensue. Furthermore, he ‘made approaches to Pope Leo XIII in Rome and eventually in 20 April 1888 secured a papal rescript condemning boycotts and forbidding clerical participation in them’. Of course this didn’t stop any individual-minded priest from pursuing what was seen in the community as Christian justice.168 ‘By 1887 no priest had been tried under the Crimes Act. In that year Balfour ordered the Law Room to proceed against them. Over the next three years, 23 priests would be prosecuted, and some would be imprisoned.’169

At noon on Monday, 9 September 1889, the trial opened. The nationalist press gave great prominence to the court proceedings and to the scenes outside the courthouse: large crowds were reported in the town. ‘Sympathy for the defendants was unquestionable.’170

A large police force was drafted in from the out-stations, under command of District Inspectors Ruthven (Queen-stown) and Ball (Fermoy). A cordon was drawn across the entrance to the courthouse. As soon as the defendants appeared, accompanied by ‘an imposing demonstration, headed by Castlelyons bands, the police moved forward, forming two ranks – up the front with baton men, the rear rank with fixed bayonets – [and] prevented the demonstration from passing’.171

They marched into Fermoy in processional order, and were met half a mile outside the town by vast numbers who led the way. Mainly those with business in court were allowed through, though Thomas Kent somehow got in. The court was thronged; orders were issued to keep the remainder of ‘the immense crowd outside’. According to the Freeman’s Journal, ‘several times a burst of applause resounded through the courthouse, consequently Mr. Gardiner, [presiding magistrate] ordered the galleries cleared’. The order was implemented ‘with much unnecessary violence by the constabulary’, and ‘ultimately the solicitors for the defence withdrew and left the courthouse’ in protest against the operation of the Crimes Act. The cases were ‘proceeded with in their absence’.172

The defendants’ solicitors were Richard Rice, Fermoy and R. Wynne, Cork. The judges were J.C. Gardiner and Colonel Caddell. The Crown Prosecutor was Henry T. Wright, Crown Solicitor, Cork. After the defendants’ solicitors withdrew, the defendants conducted their own defence. Judge Gardiner announced that the court was ‘constituted under the Criminal Law and Procedure Act, 1887’. The first case was called and framed as follows:


District-Inspector F. J. Ball, Fermoy against Rev. J. O Dwyer, Castlelyons; Edmond Kent, James Maye, David Kent, John Egan, Richard Kent, William Kent, John Cahill, Bartholomew Crowley, Callaghan McCarthy, the charge being that they, the said defendants, on divers days and times between the 20 July 1889 and 6 August 1889 at Coolagown and Fermoy, both in the county aforesaid, being a proclaimed district under the provisions of the Criminal Law Amendment (Ireland) Act, 1887, did together with other persons and persons whose names are unknown take part in criminal conspiracy punishable by law at the time of the passing of the said act, to wit, a criminal conspiracy unlawfully to induce certain other persons whose names are unknown, to wit, persons who might be desirous in the ordinary course of trade, business, or occupation, to deal with, or purchase pigs from one Robert Browne, who, on 29 July, 1889 at Fermoy aforesaid, had such pigs for sale, not to deal with or purchase pigs from the said Robert Browne as aforesaid.173



Some delay occurred owing to the defendants not answering to their names. Wright stated that this conspiracy arose due to the eviction in 1887 of Richard Rice from a farm at Coole Upper. He specified that the land was now held by Mr McCausland, who was not a resident of the district; Mr Browne, ‘a Scotch gentleman’ who acted as steward and manager, represented him in court. ‘Soon after the fact became known in the district that the land was let, the first overt showing of the existence of this conspiracy was on the 20th July last.’

Wright continued: ‘On the 27th July, Saturday, possession of the farm was given to Browne, as representing Mr. McCausland, by the agent of the landlord and on the next day, Sunday, a meeting of the National League of Castlelyons and Coolagown was convened by placard, partly printed and partly manuscript. You will have no doubt when you hear the evidence that Mr. Browne is “the grabber” referred to. The meeting was held in the grounds close to the chapel.’ Fr Ferris took the chair and initiated the proceedings. Wright then gave extracts from Fr Ferris’s speech, in which reference was made to the Ponsonby evictions. Fr Ferris stated that they would have ‘a taste’ of the same in Coolagown, and that the man who took a farm from which another was evicted because he could not pay impossible rent was ‘a landgrabber’ of the worst type. Wright said that Fr Ferris told the meeting that Rice was unjustly evicted, and ‘It is Mr. Rice’s case to-day. It may be ours to-morrow.’


Mr. Maye (a defendant) – ‘Hear, hear’.

Judge Colonel Caddell – ‘If you do not wish to go into the dock you will not be making these observations’.

Mr. Maye – ‘I do not know who you [Mr. Wright] are, and I am sorry the Crown prosecutor representing this district ran away’.



Edmond Kent followed. In the course of his remarks he said, ‘The farm is grabbed and we will do our duty.’

Wright went on to say that this talk was evidence that they had banded themselves together, and proceeded to show that Browne on the following day had great difficulty in disposing of pigs at Fermoy fair owing to the presence of Edmond Kent, William Kent and James Maye, and as Maye followed him into the buyers’ yard, the man in the yard refused to take them, although Browne produced the buyer’s ticket. After a considerable delay he paid for them. Wright said he would establish the facts and would ask the Bench to hold that there existed ‘a cruel, cowardly, and criminal conspiracy on the part of those village conspirators to prevent an honest man making an honest livelihood, and it would be for them to mete out a sentence proportionate to the offence, and show them that the law was still strong for those combinations’.

During the trial evidence was given by Browne and by the police. The prosecutors’ evidence set out to establish that Browne had been prevented from selling pigs at Fermoy fair and that he had been assaulted at Coolagown Cross on 27 July while returning from Fermoy.


After Mr Robert Browne was sworn in, Mr. Wright asked – ‘What are you?’

A Defendant – ‘A landgrabber! That is what he is’.



Mr Browne stated that he had been called ‘a landgrabber’ by several of the defendants, and had ‘eggs thrown at him on his way from church at Coolagown by David Kent and others’. On Monday, 29 July, he had his pigs in Fermoy Fair and several of the defendants were watching him, he said. A dealer had bought the pigs; he gave him ‘a ticket, and marked the pigs, which were taken by his men to a yard in the town’. He saw other pigs going into the yard, and went to look for the dealer who had purchased them. He saw several of the defendants at the yard. He saw ‘James Maye, Edmond Kent, William Kent and Batt Crowley standing at the gate going into the yard’. It was nearly three hours before he found the dealer.

He told the court that the defendants William Kent and Batt Crowley were immediately behind while he spoke with the dealer, who asked him if it would get him into any trouble if he took the pigs. Browne replied that he thought it would. He ‘insisted on getting his money, but did not’. He was followed everywhere he went by William Kent and Batt Crowley. He saw an unknown man speaking to James Maye.

To Mr Maye he said – ‘I consider I am boycotted. All my people left my employment.’ He said that he went to Lonergan’s and to O’Connell’s.


Mr. Maye – ‘Were you boycotted in those houses?’

Mr. Browne – ‘Not that day’. [29 July]

Mr. Maye – ‘Were you in Downey’s on pig fair day or cattle fair day?’

Mr. Browne – ‘I do not remember. I wanted to go into several houses, but did not like to get the owners into trouble as their men were following me’.

Mr. Maye – ‘Will you swear that I was at the yard after nine o’clock?’ Witness could not.

Father O’Dwyer examined – ‘Was I at the fair that day?’

Mr. Browne – ‘I would not know’.

Father O’Dwyer – ‘Are you boycotted? Give a direct answer’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘Be good enough to speak to the court not to the witness’.

Father O’Dwyer – ‘I am not up to the ways of the Court. It is my first experience’.



Arguments continued until Judge Gardiner said it was ‘time for the court to adjourn until half past ten’ next morning, Tuesday.

Fr O’Dwyer was wildly cheered outside the court. The police were marched up to barracks, those under arms leading.174

On the following day, 10 September 1889, the defendants were accompanied to the town by an immense demonstration headed by the Castlelyons band; again the police formed a cordon across the street and prevented the demonstration from coming within several hundred yards of the courthouse. Inside the court every available space was crowded almost to suffocation. The defendants were accommodated with seats. ‘A large number of clergymen were present.’175

The defendants were not professionally represented, as a protest against the Crimes Act. The charge was read again.


Judge Gardiner – ‘I think, Mr. Wright, that so far as we have gone the evidence is confined to three of the defendants, and to dates between the 20th and 29th July’.

Mr. Wright agreed.

Father O’Dwyer – ‘I asked the police to allow two personal friends of mine in, and I have been refused, and refused most insolently. My friends were roughly told to go back’. [One of his friends was Thomas Kent.]

Judge Gardiner – ‘Admit them by all means’.



David Kent then proceeded with the cross-examination of Robert Browne, which had not been concluded the previous day. Browne, in the course of his replies to questions as to the distance he was from the defendants at Coolagown when the eggs were thrown at him, led James Maye to say that witness was perjuring himself. Judge Gardiner said such observations could not be allowed.


David Kent – ‘Was Mr. Richard Rice an industrious farmer?’

Judge Gardiner – ‘We have nothing to say to that’.

Father O’Dwyer – ‘It is because he was an industrious farmer that my speech was made’.

David Kent – ‘Did you notice McCausland to take the farm?’

Judge Gardiner – ‘Don’t answer that’.

David Kent – ‘Did you get any goods in Fermoy last week?’

Mr. Wright – ‘Don’t answer that’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘I think it is better for the witness to answer to show the state of feeling in the town’.

William Kent – ‘It is to test his credit’.



Browne told how he got coal from the barracks and everything else from Belfast and Cork.


William Kent – ‘Did I boycott your pigs?’

Mr. Browne – ‘You stood at the crib all the time at Barrack Hill’.

William Kent – ‘Were the pigs bought at that time?’

Mr. Browne – ‘They were, but not delivered’.

William Kent – ‘Did I prevent them from being delivered in any way?’

Mr. Browne – ‘I believe you did’.

William Kent – ‘In what way?’

Mr. Browne – ‘In standing beside them in the yard and preventing the man from taking them’.

William Kent – ‘Would that prevent you from delivering your pigs?’

Mr. Browne – ‘It did’.



The questioning continued; William Kent showed that he did not physically do anything except create a fear with his presence.

Constable Michael O’Shea was examined:


I was on duty at the pig fair, and shadowed the defendant John Cahill. I saw him speaking to several persons, amongst others some pig buyers. I know Mr. Robert Browne, Tow-ermore. I saw some pigs of his in a pen at the fair. I noticed two buyers coming towards the pen where Browne’s pigs were. One of them stopped and priced the pigs, the other dealer moved on about three yards. I saw John Cahill, the defendant, at this time. He came forward to the dealer who was standing apart. He spoke to him and he said ‘them pigs’ – that was all I heard, as he spoke in a low tone. The jobber who stood by went back to the jobber who was buying the pigs and said, ‘come on, those pigs will not suit.’ The jobber who went back said he had not looked at the pigs before he said it. Those were Browne’s pigs. The buyer went away, and Cahill remained and went round part of the fair. He returned to where Browne’s pigs were. Within a quarter of an hour another buyer came and marked the pigs. I noticed the defendant, James Maye and Edmond Kent at this time standing at the corner. Cahill was coming towards them, and the three men met and followed the buyer. When he completed the purchase he stood, and Maye asked him did he buy many pigs to-day. He pulled a book out of his pocket and read something for the defendants.



Constable O’Shea then explained how the pigs were driven in the direction of Barrack Hill. Edmond Kent subsequently learned that the buyer of the pigs was Mr O’Connor, of Limerick. ‘Edmond Kent afterwards pointed out Mr. Browne’s man to the person in charge of the yard. The pigs and ticket were presented to this man, who said: “We don’t keep pigs for that man. I don’t know him at all.” When Mr. Browne came some time afterwards the man again refused to take the pigs. When the buyer arrived he directed the pigs to be taken and it was done.’

Edmond Kent said he did not see Cahill buying or selling anything that day.


Judge Gardiner – ‘Do you wish to cross-examine the witness?’

Father O’Dwyer – ‘I need not cross-examine a Constable’. Judge Gardiner to Edmond Kent – ‘Have you any questions to ask?’

Edmond Kent – ‘What is the use of asking any questions when every word the Constable swore is false’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘There is no use in these observations’.



James Maye then proceeded to cross-examine Constable O’Shea as to whether he saw him nod, wink or make any sign to anyone that day. Witness replied he had not. He asked if he saw him at Halloran’s yard.


Constable O’Shea – ‘I did not’.

Mr. Maye – ‘Did you see me interfere with the cribs in any way?’

Constable – ‘I did not see you there at all, but once that day’.

Mr. Maye – ‘From the first time the crib went up until you left the yard did you see me interfere with anyone?’

Constable – ‘No’.

Mr. Wright – ‘Could he have done so without your knowledge?’

Mr. Maye objected to Mr. Wright, State prosecutor, asking leading questions.

Mr. Maye – ‘Be careful how you answer. Browne swore that I was in the yard, and I want to bring it all out. Who were you told off to watch?’

Constable – ‘John Cahill’.

Mr. Maye – ‘Did you leave him after you?’

Constable – ‘I don’t know. He strayed away from me’.

(Laughter in court.)



James Maye continued questioning Constable O’Shea and said that the Constable was making statements altogether different from what he had previously sworn and the answers should be taken down.


‘What were you doing when Cahill strayed away?’

Judge Gardiner – ‘That is his business’.

Cross-examined by John Cahill – ‘Do you know whether I sold a lot of pigs that day or not?’

Constable – ‘I do not’.

Mr. Cahill – ‘Nice Shadow!’ (Laughter in court.)



Judge Gardiner said he would go no further this evening, and would adjourn till half-past ten next day (Wednesday). The Freeman’s Journal reported:


After leaving court Browne was hooted and groaned. Father O’Dwyer met with an enthusiastic reception and was warmly cheered to Millard’s Hotel. The Young Ireland Society had marched from their rooms and serenaded the Reverend gentlemen, and afterwards marched through the principal streets of the town playing “God Save Ireland” and other national airs. It was reported that during the day a strong police force came into town by train and cars.176



Next day – Wednesday, 11 September 1889 – Thomas Kent joined the defendants as they headed to Fermoy courthouse. Newspaper reports described the day’s proceedings as ‘very interesting’ and ‘exciting’. The Fermoy brass band, with a large concourse of people, left Fermoy about ten o’clock and went to meet ‘the defendants coming into town … when the united parties reached Fermoy it was a most imposing sight’. Three bands headed the procession, which extended nearly the whole length of the town.

When the demonstration came near the courthouse the police formed a cordon across the street and prevented its passing. ‘The police also very roughly handled several of the defendants, although informed as to their identity. In the court the greatest excitement prevailed throughout the day owing to the persistent objections of Mr. Wright, Crown prosecutor, to nearly every question’ the defendants asked.177

‘The charge was brief, being, the defendants did, on the 28th July last, take part in a criminal conspiracy, with others unknown, not to buy pigs from Robert Browne.’ Again the defendants were not professionally represented, as their solicitors had retired from the case as a protest against the Crimes Act.

At eleven o’clock sharp the names of the defendants were called. Only four answered: John Egan, John Cahill, Bartholomew Crowley and Callaghan McCarthy.


Mr. Egan (defendant) – ‘It is very hard for them to be here when they were stopped by the police outside. One of them assaulted me when I attempted to pass’.

Mr. Wright – ‘Speak for yourself sir. You are here, and if the others evince any anxiety to come into court I have no doubt they will be accommodated’.



After a few minutes District Inspector Ruthven, Queenstown, who was in charge of the police outside, entered the court and said it was untrue that any of the defendants had been stopped on their way to court. Five minutes more passed and the names of the defendants were again called. All answered except David and William Kent.


Father O’Dwyer – ‘David Kent was not allowed to pass.

The police stopped him on the way down, and shoved him back and almost knocked him down’.

Mr. Wright – ‘Did you see that yourself, sir?’

Father O’Dwyer – ‘I heard it, and I gave it as my belief’.

Mr. Wright – ‘You should not state what you heard’.

Father O’Dwyer – ‘I heard it from his own lips’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘Now, Mr. Wright, what course do you propose to adopt?’

Mr. Wright – ‘I propose to go on in their absence’.



Sergeant Black, Fermoy, was sworn and had given some evidence when David Kent entered court. Kent complained of being assaulted by the police although he told the police who he was and his business in court. Wright asked if he knew who the police were. ‘I do.’ Wright told him to ‘summon them for any offence committed’.178

The evidence up to this stage was repeated in the hearing of David Kent. Sergeant Black continued, corroborated the evidence of Constable O’Shea, and said he was on duty in Barrack Hill on 29 July.


I saw James Maye, John Cahill, and Edmond Kent at Halloran’s yard, when pigs came up. I ascertained afterwards that the pigs belonged to Browne. I noticed Maye when he stepped back on two or three times pointing his finger in the direction of Cahill and Edmond Kent, when he attracted the attention of the defendants, Cahill and Kent. I saw him point his finger in the direction in which Browne’s crib of pigs was observed. The defendants – Cahill and Kent – then turned round, and spoke to some persons who were near them.

James Maye cross-examined – ‘When I left Barrack hill where did I go to?’

Sergeant Black – ‘You went down the hill in company with the defendants Kent and Cahill’.



James Maye continued to question Sergeant Black about Maye’s movements. Regarding Hunt’s public house:


‘What time did I leave it?’

Sergeant Black – ‘I did not wait to see’.

Mr. Maye – ‘And you swore before that I left Barrack Hill at 10 o’clock’.

Sergeant Black – ‘If I did I made a mistake’.



In reply to further questions, witness said that after Maye went into Hunt’s public house he did not see him for a considerable time, probably not until the evening.


Mr. Maye – ‘I wish all this taken down, as he said before that he did see me’.

Sergeant Black – ‘I took no notice of you after’.

Mr. Maye – ‘Did you see me that morning nearer Halloran’s yard than twenty-five yards?’

Sergeant Black – ‘Indeed I did not’.



Wright kept interfering, but Maye said it had been sworn by another Constable ‘yesterday’, and he wanted to show that he perjured himself. He should be allowed every latitude. Maye then said that they might test the legality of the case being tried in the absence of one of the defendants.


Judge Gardiner – ‘As far as the Crown are concerned they will not dispute the fact of the man being absent. We won’t take it down’.



Constable Gilhooly, Castlelyons, was next examined, and gave similar evidence. He was handed a green placard, which he identified as the one he took down off a tree: it was ‘posted up in the chapel yard Castlelyons, on Sunday 28th July’. There followed a debate as to whether or not Fr Ferris’s name was on the placard. Apparently the placard was printed and a ‘manuscript’ was pasted over the printing afterwards. Fr Ferris denied he had anything to do with it.

Constable Denis Lane, Fermoy, was the next witness examined. He was, he said, on ordinary duty at Barrack Hill on the day in question, and he also saw the defendants James Maye, John Cahill and Edmond Kent coming up the hill at a very fast pace before the crib containing Browne’s pigs. It was not part of his duty to particularly notice these men that day, but he observed that they spoke to the man in charge of Halloran’s yard. His evidence as to what occurred there corroborated what had already been given.


Cross-examined by Mr. Maye – ‘Did you see me interfere in any way with the delivery of Mr. Browne’s pigs?’ Constable Lane – ‘Not more than to see you speaking to the man in charge of the yard’.



Maye said that the defendants had been boycotted and ‘treated like dogs’. They had Mr Wright jumping up every moment, ‘like a Jack-in-the-box, and asking questions of the witness’. The defendants did not interrupt him. Judge Gardiner said that Mr Wright hadn’t asked ‘this witness a single question while you were examining him. You appear to make use of too strong a language altogether. You have been treated with every possible latitude, and if you were represented by counsel you would not get half so much.’


Mr. Maye – ‘Yes, but you may remember Mr. Wynne, our solicitor said he had no leaning towards Fenians or people of that kind, but had to run out of court because of the way he was treated’.



After lunch, Sergeant George Drought, who was next examined, said he was present at the meeting at Coolagown on 28 July. He saw the defendants ‘all within hearing distance while the speeches were being delivered’. He heard the resolutions proposed and accorded and cheered, and the references made to Browne were received with groans. He heard the evicted tenant make a speech on the occasion.


John Egan, defendant, having asked some questions, which were disallowed, sat down, saying – ‘As we will not be allowed to ask any questions it is as well to put an end to the farce and give us the sentence at once’.

Father O’Dwyer – ‘Hear, hear; that is what we want’. Father O’Dwyer then said he would like to have Mr. Rice, the evicted tenant, put up as a witness.

Father O’Dwyer then examined the witness.

‘Are you the evicted tenant of Coole. Are you the brother to the Crown Prosecutor [Thomas Rice] of this district?’ Richard Rice – ‘I am’.



Replying to further questions, he said he was in possession of the farm for twenty-seven years up to the time he was evicted.


Father O’Dwyer – ‘Did you get the farm through friendship?’

Judge Gardiner – ‘What has this to do with it?’

Father O’Dwyer – ‘I beg your pardon. That farm is the whole bone of the contention’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘No, sir, with great respect, it is nothing of the kind’.

Father O’Dwyer – ‘I want to get to the root of it, and to probe it to the very bottom. How much per acre had you to pay for the farm?’

Richard Rice – ‘A guinea and three pence for a portion of it; 64s for another’.

We learn that Mr. Peard evicted him and that he was negotiating to get back into the farm again. ‘I had almost finally settled for the taking up of the farm’, Mr Rice said. Mr Wright, Crown prosecutor, kept objecting.

Father O’Dwyer said that ‘in the opening statement of the Crown Solicitor he said that Mr. Rice was evicted’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘And so he was, but we are not to inquire whether his eviction was a harsh one or not’.



Several other questions were disallowed.


Then Father O’Dwyer said, ‘Our solicitors on the opening day seeing the sham it all is ran away. I will ask no more questions’.

Mr. Maye – ‘Are the other defendants to be deprived of asking questions?’

Judge Gardiner – ‘Certainly not’.

Edmond Kent, rising, was told by Judge Gardiner to sit down.

Edmond Kent – ‘I will when I like’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘I will put you in the dock’.

Richard Rice was cross-examined by Maye – ‘Why were you evicted?’

Mr. Wright – ‘I object to that’.

As questioning continued Mr. Wright asked, ‘Are the defendants [Kent brothers] relations of yours!’

Mr. Rice – ‘They are, and I am proud of them’.



None of the other defendants called any witnesses, with the exception of James Maye, who said he would call the evicted priest of Castlelyons, Father Ferris.


Father Ferris – ‘It the first time either as a witness or defendant or plaintiff I have taken an oath in a court of justice, and I want to know what is the meaning of putting this book in my hands?’

Judge Gardiner – ‘If you won’t be sworn you cannot give evidence’.

Father Ferris – ‘Why is this book put into my hand? Explain the precise meaning of the book. Will you kindly tell me.’ Judge Gardiner – ‘If you don’t choose to be sworn, leave the place’.

Father Ferris (warmly) – ‘Don’t address me, sir’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘I won’t be insulted by you, sir. I won’t take your insults, sir’.

Mr. Wright – ‘You must conduct yourself’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘We cannot allow you to make a speech; if you won’t be sworn you must retire from the place’. Father Ferris here laid the book he held in his hand on the clerk’s desk, and said – ‘This is a Catholic country, and I am a Catholic priest. It is a downright insult to ask me to take an oath on a false version of the Bible. I won’t take it. I won’t be separated from my people’. (loud cheers in court). Judge Colonel Caddell – ‘We will put you out of court if you don’t hold your tongue’. (To District-Inspector Ball) – ‘If that Rev. gentleman speaks again put him out of court’.

Mr. Wright – ‘Such an excitable populace I never saw’.

Mr. Maye – ‘You will see more of us before you have done’.

Mr. Maye was again about to speak, when Judge Gardiner said – ‘Sit down sir. It is most unseemly, most extraordinary conduct on the part of the Catholic priest’.



Owing to loud applause when Father Ferris refused to be sworn, Judge Caddell ordered the galleries to be cleared of every occupant. The police at once rushed up and proceeded in a most violent manner to eject the people. Alex Heskin, vice-chairman of the Fermoy Board of Guardians, was at once set on, arrested, and dragged down the gallery stairs in a brutal manner, and placed before the dock.


Mr. Maye – ‘Look at the cowardly way that policeman is beating a friend of mine. He has no right to be treated in that way’.



Judge Gardiner asked Mr. Maye if he had other witnesses to be called.


Mr. Maye – ‘I intended to call several, but after the disrespectful way in which my parish priest was treated, I won’t allow any other witness to suffer the same degradation. It is a regular farce; I suppose you have the sentence in your little black bag. I ask you to pass it at once’.

Mr Wright said that in that case he would proceed to the second charge against the defendants.

Father O’Dwyer – ‘May I ask you to pass sentence on the case just heard? I am anxious to get to jail or the plank bed, or anywhere out of this’.



Judge Gardiner said they would go on with the case in order. The second charge was then entered into against the same defendants, the charge being in brief, ‘that the defendants did take part in a criminal conspiracy, with other persons unknown, to induce certain other persons unknown not to sell cattle and sheep to Robert Browne on the 6 August.’

The testimonies of Harding, Sheriff’s officer, and District Inspector Ball, which were made in the previous case, were taken as evidence in this. Robert Browne’s previous depositions were also read and admitted as evidence, which he endorsed, and further deposed that he was at Fermoy cattle fair on 6 August to buy cattle and sheep. He went to several pens of sheep, but owing to the presence of William Kent, Richard Kent, David Kent and Bartholomew Crowley, he was unable to purchase. At some of the pens there were no owners; at others he was told the sheep were sold, and other sellers told him not to mind them. Browne went into further details of his being boycotted, and described an incident of 4 August when he returned from church by Coolagown cross where there was a crowd of people. He was called ‘a land grabber’, the crowd shouting, jeering, and blowing horns. Among the crowd were several of the defendants, he told the court.

Judge Gardiner said that the court would adjourn for the evening. He addressed Alex Heskin in the dock, stating that as this was his first time before the court he would be discharged. The constabulary could take any steps they liked in the matter.179

Fr O’Dwyer was heartily greeted outside. A number of people bearing green branches marched in front of the band, which played up the street. The street lamps were also decorated with evergreens. District Inspector Ball approached Mr Eager, chairman of the Town Commissioners, and asked him to use his influence in getting the bands and people off the streets; Eager told him to get the police off the streets and everything would be quiet.


Chapter 12

[image: illustration]

The Prosecution Continues

The hearing continued the next day, 13 September 1889. When the procession arrived, headed by the Castlelyons and Coolagown bands, the police, instead of forming a cordon across the street near the courthouse as on other days, did so at the police barracks at the other end of the town – a considerable distance away. There they stopped the procession, and for some minutes kept the people standing. At length the police faced towards the courthouse and marched down the street, the procession following. One of the bands struck up again; the police at once turned round and stopped them. On being promised that the band would not play again they allowed it, with a portion of the procession, to pass through. In a short time this band struck up ‘God Save Ireland’. The police, fully armed, charged and dispersed them in all directions. There was an attempt to arrest the drummer and one of the fife players, but Major Hutchinson RM ordered police to let the men go.

Inside the court there was an amusing incident. Fr O’Dwyer submitted Sergeant Conderan, the shorthand note taker, to a test of 150 words a minute. Conderan broke down completely; in a further test by Judge Gardiner of 104 words, read deliberately and almost drawling, the witness again made a muddle of his transcript. He humbly told the bench he was so excited that he could hardly write his own name properly if asked. There was great laughter.

During the afternoon the charge against the defendants was that they unlawfully entered into a criminal conspiracy with certain other persons unknown to induce certain other persons unknown not to sell cattle and sheep to Robert Browne at Fermoy fair on 5 August last.

When the names of the defendants had been called, District Inspector Ball said that because the band that accompanied them was not allowed to proceed to the courthouse, the defendants refused to pass the line of police. The names were called again, and all the defendants appeared with the exception of William Kent. Robert Browne was again placed in the witness chair for cross-examination by defendants.

Cross-examined by David Kent, Robert Browne said:


‘I am sure it was Edmond Kent who called me a grabber. I saw your brother, William Kent, blowing a horn, and David Kent standing beside him in the crowd. I did not take particular notice of any of the others’.

David Kent – ‘As you were passing did I use any expressions towards you?’

Robert Browne – ‘I did not hear your voice individually, but the crowd were jeering and shouting, “Grabber.”’



David Kent questioned Browne as to whether he saw him at all. Browne said he was followed for the greater part of the day.


David Kent – ‘What time did you leave the fair?’

Robert Browne – ‘About two o’clock’.

David Kent – ‘And how can you say that I was following you the greater part of the day?’

Robert Browne – ‘Perhaps you will tell yourself how long you were following me. You were following me as closely as you could in such a way that when I stopped near any cattle to ask their price I could not find any owner for them. I did not see you make a token in any way’.

David Kent – ‘Did I interfere with you in buying lambs?’

Robert Browne – ‘You could not have interfered with me in the buying of those lambs’.

David Kent – ‘Why?’

Robert Browne – ‘Because the gentleman I bought them from would not allow you’.



In reply to further questions, Browne said that he came prepared to buy forty sheep, and would have had no difficulty if Kent had not interrupted him. He said he tried to buy sheep from Mr Briscoe. ‘I had the lambs I may say bought when the man beseeched me not to take them for fear of getting him into trouble.’


David Kent – ‘Was it because I interfered with him he would not give you the lambs?’

Robert Browne – ‘It was because you and other persons came up’.

David Kent – ‘Did anyone tell you that he had the lambs bought before you?’

Robert Browne – ‘Yes, there was a gentleman told me he was trying to buy the lambs before me’.

David Kent – ‘Did you tell him he could have the lambs if he wished!’

Robert Browne – ‘No’.

Mr. Wright – ‘That concludes the cross-examination’.



Maye proceeded with the cross-examination as to whether Mr Browne saw him at Coolagown cross on Sunday, 4 August. Browne said he didn’t. On further questioning he admitted that Maye did not interfere with him in purchasing cattle, and then kept replying that he couldn’t remember. The Justice said that the case against the defendants was confined to the charge of conspiring to induce persons not to sell cattle or sheep to Browne on 6 August. He asked the court to put a stop to these questions.


Mr. Maye – ‘There is some quibbling with the witness, and I want to bring it out’.

Judge Gardiner – ‘You have no right to make these accusations against this witness. So far as the court is concerned, the witness answered in a straightforward and satisfactory manner’.



Cross-examination continued with much evasion. Sergeant Conderan was called and read his transcript. It was found that he had omitted five words and made verbal errors, such as, ‘John O’Connor by not dealing’ for ‘John O’Connor had in dealing’.

Fr O’Dwyer asked for proof of Conderan’s competency. His case depended on it. If Conderan was not capable of taking down such a simple passage as had been read out to him, surely it was not to be expected that he could correctly report O’Dwyer’s speech, especially when he had his back turned to him. He asked for another test of half an hour. Judge Gardiner said there would be no further test. The court then adjourned.180

Next day, Friday 14 September, the hearing resumed. The procession, including Thomas and his mother, came into Fermoy where Fr O’Dwyer was welcomed by the cheers of the boys from the Christian Brothers’ School. On Fr O’Dwyer’s request they got a half-day holiday. Further down the street a police cordon stopped the band playing. A large armed police force then marched from the barracks and took up their position some distance in front; the police cordon commenced to move towards the courthouse, followed by the procession. The band again attempted to play but were quickly stopped. The procession broke through the cordon, and went rapidly down the street, followed by a party of police running, who soon abandoned the pursuit. At the courthouse a constable vented his feelings on a young girl by striking her between the shoulders. Fr O’Dwyer, who witnessed this, asked the constable for his name, which he refused to give. Fr O’Dwyer said he would not let the matter rest there, and entered the court. It was crowded as usual; the attendance included a number of Catholic clergymen and two English gentlemen. The defendants were not professionally represented.

The first witness called was Constable Lane, who said that he also saw the defendants, Edmond Kent and John Egan, going about the fair. ‘Mrs. Kent came up and spoke to Maye, remarking on witness following him. Maye said that another constable was following her son, Willie, to whom she replied, – “If anyone takes the bit out of Willie’s mouth I will do away with him”.’ Constable Lane ‘saw Browne in the fair at the time, but a distance away I noticed William Kent and Callaghan McCarthy who were standing by at this time. Maye said, “I don’t think there was any cattle for grabbed farms got to-day.” Maye left the fair with William Kent and McCarthy. I did not see the defendants sell or buy anything.’


Edmond Kent cross-examined – ‘Did you take any drink? Constable Lane – ‘I took two bottles of soda water. As I was relieved at twelve o’clock I took a bottle of stout’. Edmond Kent – ‘Were you off duty after twelve o’clock? And why did you go into Byrne’s public house after Maye if you were off duty?’



When questioned further, witness said that he did not see Edmond Kent interfere with Browne that day in any way. Maye cross-examined Constable Lane. At one stage he said to ‘swear and be careful’. Witness hesitated before answering.


Mr. Maye – ‘Did you see any of the defendants trying to sell pigs?’

Constable Lane – ‘I saw David Kent, but it was not on the 29 July’.

Mr. Wright – ‘Don’t mind what occurred at any other pig fair’.

Maye – ‘Where did I go to after I left Byrne’s yard?’

Constable Lane – ‘You went out the back door and went away. I could have followed you if I liked, as I had the key of the yard in my hand’.

David Kent cross-examined – ‘How many times did you see Browne in the fair that day?’

Constable Lane – ‘I did not count them’.



There was further cross-examination by John Egan as to whether he prevented Browne from buying cattle, and again Lane began to point out how the defendants communicated with each other. Egan asked him to describe how he himself moved.


Richard Kent cross-examined – ‘Did you see me doing anything at the fair that day?’

Constable Lane – ‘No’.



Constable John O’Hara was then called and gave evidence that when Browne was going to an open pen Edmond Kent said, ‘They are black sheep.’


Edmond Kent – ‘Do you think the action prevented Browne getting the sheep? Could Browne overhear the expression that I made about there being black sheep?’

Constable O’Hara – ‘He could not. He had moved away that time.’

Edmond Kent – ‘And how could I have prevented him from buying them?’

Constable O’Hara –‘I do not think you gave him time to buy the sheep’.



David Kent then cross-examined Constable O’Hara and Constable Beddy, who was called to the stand. Then Sergeant Conderan was called and examined by Edmond Kent, and the Sergeant admitted that there were alterations in his notes.


Edmond Kent reading – ‘And here it is Edmond Kent, Secretary to the Coolagown Branch of the National League’. Conderan – ‘I only have the words “Edmond Kent, Coolagown.”’

Edmond Kent – ‘Then your transcript was interfered with?’



Edmond Kent continued to question the Sergeant as to the accuracy of his personal notes. Replying to a further question, Conderan said that he could not swear that there was not another Edmond Kent in Coolagown.

Questioning continued by James Maye and Fr O’Dwyer, who both queried the note-taking by a number of policemen whom they accused of making some errors as to events of the meeting held in Coolagown.


Constable Beddy, Castletownroche, stated that he was at the cattle fair in Fermoy on 6 August. He first saw William Kent following Browne, and afterwards David and Richard Kent did the same. ‘Whenever Browne stopped at one of the pens where the sheep were for sale David and Richard Kent would stand within a few yards of him. This was while he was trying to buy sheep, and in presence of the people who were around the pen. Some of the people round the pen had sheep to sell. During the time I describe Browne was able to buy only one lot of sheep. I saw Browne leaving the fair field. David and Richard Kent followed him. I followed on also. David and Richard Kent were joined on Market Square by defendant, Callaghan McCarthy. He was coming in the opposite direction, and they met each other. McCarthy had a hurried conversation with them. All three, David Kent, Richard Kent, and McCarthy followed Mr. Browne. After Browne got up the quay some distance he stopped. The defendants named also stopped, and sat upon the wall some short distance from Mr. Browne. When Browne moved on again the three defendants moved after him. The three defendants entered into an earnest conversation, and I slided up as quickly as I could, and I heard the defendant David Kent say to the defendant McCarthy: “We’ll follow him and boycott him wherever he goes.” McCarthy was about to reply, but seeing me so close up to him he did not do so. They moved aside and allowed me to pass out between them. McCarthy and David Kent then went away. Richard Kent still kept following Browne. Defendants David Kent and Callaghan McCarthy halted outside the door of Byrne’s public house, and David Kent addressed himself to Richard Kent, who was standing a little bit higher up, and said: “Let you watch there for a bit.” Browne crossed the bridge in the direction of Barrack Hill. Richard Kent moved on. Wherever Mr. Browne went Kent followed.’



David Kent cross-examined Constable Beddy, who admitted that he did not hear Mr Browne ask the price of the sheep in his presence, although he could have done so without his hearing him, but he believed that David Kent prevented Browne from buying the sheep, as ‘every person in the vicinity was attracted by your following Browne about, and they would be afraid to sell to him’. Replying to other questions the witness contradicted his former statement that David Kent and McCarthy stood three minutes talking together. He said that in saying so he had ‘made a mistake’. But it was, he said, ‘a remarkable thing for a man to be following another about everywhere he goes’.


David Kent – ‘Is it an unusual thing for people speaking together to cease their conversation when a policeman comes up?’

Constable Beddy – ‘It is in some cases; but if they are speaking about boycotting a person it would be very unusual for them to continue speaking’.

David Kent – ‘Did you see him buy any sheep while you were after him? While you and I both were after him?’ (Laughter).

Constable Beddy – ‘He bought a lot of sheep before going into the cattle fair’.



Constable Corrigan was next examined and gave similar evidence to Constable Beddy.


David Kent cross-examined – ‘You have no right to be taking on yourself what will be taken down. We did not interfere with you and you will not interfere with me. I will stop your dictation’.



In further cross-examination Corrigan admitted that he did not see Richard Kent making any sign to anyone that day.

The cross-examination continued by other defendants until Maye said, ‘As the defendants have been sitting here since half-past ten o’clock this morning and are now tired, I would ask you to adjourn.’ Judge Gardiner said, ‘as we have been sitting here continuously since Monday last we will adjourn the court until Monday morning’.181


Chapter 13
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Coolagown Boycotting Conspiracy

On Monday, 17 September 1889 the hearing resumed. The police endeavoured to prevent the people from approaching the courthouse, but did not succeed. A large number of Catholic clergymen, English visitors, Poor Law Guardians and town commissioners, including the chairmen of both the last named public bodies, were present in court.

The hearing of the second charge of conspiracy against the defendants was taken up from the adjournment on the Friday evening. The first charge of ‘conspiracy to boycott’ on 29 July at Fermoy pig fair had concluded on Wednesday. This second charge against some of the defendants was that of ‘unlawfully conspiring with certain persons unknown to induce certain other persons unknown not to sell cattle and sheep to Robert Browne at Fermoy cattle fair on the 6 August’. The defendant William Kent, who hadn’t appeared since the previous Tuesday, turned up during the afternoon. As on previous days, H. Wright was Crown Prosecutor. The defendants were not professionally represented.

The defendants and their supporters made no secret of their opposition to the operation of the Crimes Act and to the courts of justice which lent themselves to its implementation. Questioning by the defendants of the policemen continued as to whether the green placard produced was the one that had been in Castlelyons chapel yard. No proof of its authenticity could be shown.

Fr O’Dwyer said there was another summons against him for intimidating Browne from occupying Richard Rice’s farm. By 2.30 p.m. all the evidence and speeches were concluded and the court was adjourned until 4 p.m. The defendants and their supporters flocked to the court for 4 p.m. and waited for the magistrates to return. Fr O’ Dwyer rose from time to time and with a few remarks initiated a scene of great disorder in the court. With reference to the magistrates of the court he commented on their business connections with the town of Clonakilty and on the treatment given to Fr O’ Callaghan, Administrator of Fermoy early in the trial when he was shown some discourtesy.


Fr O’Dwyer – ‘In the absence of the Magistrates I may remark that we will be happy if we have porridge for the next six months and it will be a benediction if we get the porridge from Clonakilty’. (Laughter).

James Maye – ‘I may mention that if we want cobblers we won’t go beyond Clonakilty for them’. (Laughter).



At this stage a struggle broke out in the gallery of the court, where the police’s attention was drawn to some merriment.


Fr. O’Dwyer – ‘We will have three cheers for the cobbler’. ‘(Hear, hear!)’ ‘And three cheers for the returning officer from South Africa’.



Fr O’Dwyer then pointed to Mr Wright and said: ‘He wears the cast off Coercion clothes of Mr. Blake’ (laughter).

At 4.15 the magistrates had not returned. James Maye then proposed that Sergeant Blake take the chair. This caused great amusement and some individuals in the gallery had to be forcibly removed by the police as their excitement increased. When the court was almost cleared Fr O’Dwyer rose to his feet and said, ‘We’re off too.’ At this the defendants including the priest made ‘a wild charge in the direction of the iron gate’ leading from the court house. They overpowered the policemen on guard. Police reinforcements were called in, and a struggle followed. After some hand-to-hand fighting with several policemen, the defendants were returned to their seats. When the magistrates returned, the court resumed.

James Maye called Richard Rice, who stated that he was the evicted tenant of the farm in question. There were three workmen’s houses on the farm. He did not know if those were evicted the same day. Edmond Kent called Laurence Smith, who, in reply to Kent’s question, said that he was at Coolagown Cross on 4 August when Browne passed, and he did not hear Edmond Kent shout anything. Edmond Kent then called Richard Rice, who said that he was in the fair on 5 August, and Mr Browne was in almost with him; it was about five minutes before he met Edmond Kent.


Richard Rice – ‘When I joined you I noticed that a policeman walked after us. From seven in the morning until twelve we were not separated from each other, except for a short time. I saw Browne at the fair, and you could not have interfered with him in any way. I met Mr. Browne on the bridge at Fermoy on the 30 July. I asked Browne was it true that he and Mr. McCausland had a treaty about the farm at Coole, and he said he thought so. At that time Edmond Kent came up, and I said to him it is true what I heard coming in today – that is, that the farm was taken. I had said to Edmond Kent, Browne being present, “Is it not a cruel thing to deprive me of the farm after nearly finally settling with the representatives of the mortgagees and having spent £2,500 in improvements?”

Edmond Kent – ‘Browne walked away then?’

Mr. Rice – ‘He did, and you said after him, “You sod of a rascal, we’ll see it out with you.”’

Edmond Kent – ‘And were you determined to get possession of your farm again and to hunt the grabber out of it?’



This question was the signal for an outburst of ‘Don’t answer that!’ from court.

Mr Rice was also cross-examined by David Kent, and replied that he did not see Edmond Kent interfere in any way with Mr Browne.


Mr. Wright – ‘That terminates that case, and as I see William Kent in court, who absconded some days ago, I will ask the clerk to read the depositions of the witnesses which were taken in his absence’.



This was done. Judge Gardiner asked defendant William Kent if he had any excuse to offer for absenting himself from the court without leave. He replied that he hadn’t. The charge of intimidation against Father O’Dwyer was then proceeded with. It was as follows:


That you, the defendant, on 25 July, 1880, at Coolagown, being a proclaimed district under the provisions of the Criminal Law Amendment and Procedure, Ireland, Act, did wrongfully and without legal authority use intimidation towards Robert Browne in consequence of his having done an act which he had a legal right to do namely, to occupy a farm at Coole Upper, County of Cork, and to act as the land steward and manager to one McCausland on the said farm.



John Harding, sheriff’s officer, gave evidence similar to that in the other cases. Sergeant Conderan was then called, and again read Fr O’Dwyer’s speech. Fr O’Dwyer asked for the whole of the speeches to be read. ‘I want Mr. Rice’s speech read. There were a few sentences in it which changed the whole of my speech. He asked only for our moral sympathy and support.’ Judge Gardiner said he didn’t believe other speeches could be taken as evidence in this case, and called the court to adjourn.

On leaving the court Fr O’Dwyer was loudly cheered. The police made a rush at the wagonette containing one of the bands, but the driver, adroitly turning his horses, managed to evade them, the band playing all the while. ‘A great deal of excitement prevailed for some time, but after a while the streets cleared.’182


Chapter 14
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‘God Save Ireland!’

Next day, 18 September 1889, the hearing of the Coercion Act cases against Fr O’Dwyer and other defendants concluded, having lasted eight days. The customary encounter between police and people took place. A special train arrived some hours before the cases concluded to convey the defendants to Cork gaol. Some of the scenes in court were ‘very exciting’.

After the magistrates retired to consider their decision, Fr O’Dwyer pretended to be sad. He said to the waiting court, ‘It is all very fine, we will be on a plank-bed tomorrow.’ Then Edmond Kent stood up and shouted: ‘God save Ireland, boys!’ He began to sing in the loudest possible tones. When he had sung the first verse all the defendants joined in the chorus. The singing ‘swelled through the court and was distinctly heard 40 yards from the building’. As Edmond Kent commenced the second verse the magistrates, known as ‘Balfour’s Removables’, rushed frantically from the consultation room to the bench. Their orders were inaudible in the chorus of voices that joined in the popular anthem. The defendants ‘ignored the protestations of the Magistrates’ and continued with the singing for another ten minutes. Judge Gardiner was then heard to say that if there was the slightest repetition of this noise he would clear the court of all but the defendants. A moment’s silence was broken by Edmond Kent’s voice announcing the next verse, and song was resumed. Immediately Judge Gardiner ordered the police, ‘Clear the court!’

The police obeyed the order with alacrity. The defendants, seeing this, said that if their friends were turned out they would go also. Judge Gardiner shouted, ‘Don’t let the defendants leave court!’ As the police did not seem to be able to prevent them, Judge Gardiner asked for extra police, who quickly appeared, and the defendants ‘were forced back’. While this was going on inside some 200 men of the Royal Warwickshire and West York Regiments, under arms with bayonets fixed, were marched to the courthouse and lined outside. These afterwards formed along with the police a guard for the prisoners on the march to the railway station. Among those violently ejected from the courthouse was Mr Kelleher, chairman of the Fermoy Board of Guardians.

At the sitting of the court the hearing of the third case, that of intimidation on the part of Fr O’Dwyer, resumed. Mr. H. Wright was Crown prosecutor. Fr O’Dwyer, not professionally represented, cross-examined Robert Browne. Browne said that he was unable to find the letter from Mr McCausland to him, which on the previous evening he had promised to produce. Fr O’Dwyer said that in that event no evidence had been given that he had authority to take possession of that farm at all. After consultation the magistrates held that Browne’s evidence was sufficient to show his authority to take the farm.

Fr O’Dwyer did not call any other witness. The fourth charge against him was examined: he was accused of having at Coolagown, on 28 July, wrongfully incited other persons unknown to intimidate Robert Browne. Judge Gardiner accused Fr O’Dwyer of using ‘unbecoming’ language, in the course of arguments:


Fr. O’Dwyer – ‘You may say it is improper and unbecoming language, but you see nothing unbecoming or improper for a priest to be on a plank bed. We see now the sort of men who are swearing away the lives and liberties of the priests and people’.



John Harding, bailiff, Cork was then sworn and deposed to giving possession of Mr Rice’s Farm to Mr Champion, Mr McCausland’s agent. Sergeant Conderan read once more Fr O’Dwyer’s speech at Coolagown. Robert Browne was again called, and asked to listen once more to Fr O’Dwyer’s speech. Sergeant Drought gave some formal evidence as to the meeting at Coolagown.

Browne was examined, and stated that while he was passing through Coolagown eggs were thrown at him by a crowd.

James Maye said the only evidence against him was that he had given what was called an earnest look at a buyer from a distance of fifteen yards. If there was any conspiracy disclosed it was a conspiracy of local ‘grabbers’ and hunting gentry to deprive him of his liberty. John Egan, David Kent and Edmond Kent also addressed the court.

After two brief adjournments, the magistrates returned to court and gave their decision. Judge Gardiner announced their decision as follows:


Taking into consideration the whole of the evidence, there was no doubt, at least on the minds of the magistrates, but that there was a conspiracy to boycott Browne [the first charge, 29 July], and he could use no other term. It was a conspiracy to prevent him from buying or selling pigs or cattle, or in any way to stock the farm. The decision of the court was that in this case the Rev. Father O’Dwyer will be imprisoned for three calendar months; James Maye for six months, with hard labour; Edmond Kent for four months, with hard labour; John Cahill, ‘who was not so bad’, to six weeks with hard labour; and Bartholomew Crowley to three months, with hard labour. The other cases in this charge against David Kent, John Egan, Callaghan McCarthy, and Richard Kent will be withdrawn.

The second charge [unlawfully conspiring to induce others], on the 5 August, was one of the same species, and after going through the evidence he saw that Richard Kent’s name appeared on two or three occasions, but he appeared always to set on the orders of the defendants. So far as he was concerned, regarding his youth, not yet 15 years old, and that he was coerced by others, the Magistrates would not inflict any punishment on him, but the Magistrates cautioned him not to be influenced anymore by any person. In order to halt this Coercion in the future it will be necessary to protect the public, they decided that the Rev. Father O’Dwyer, John Cahill, William Kent, Edmond Kent, Bartholomew Crowley, and James Maye will have to enter into securities – themselves in £50, and two sureties of £25 pounds each – to be of good behaviour, or in default of giving bail to be imprisoned for three months; David Kent, John Egan, and Callaghan McCarthy, in the second charge, to be imprisoned for two calendar months and kept to hard labour, and on the expiration of that term to give bail – themselves in £50, and two sureties of £25 each – to be of good behaviour for twelve months, or in default to be imprisoned for three months.

Regarding the charges of intimidation against Father O’Dwyer: in the first case he will have to be imprisoned for two months, the sentence to commence after the expiration of the former one; and in the second case against him, of inducing others to intimidate Robert Browne, the sentence is that of two months, to run concurrently with the other. The last case against David Kent will be dismissed without prejudice. Judge Gardiner further remarked that the sentences allowed for an appeal.

Fr. O’Dwyer – ‘I am ready to go to prison this evening’.183



The defendants were then taken into custody. Edmond Kent, on being placed in the dock, shouted loudly, ‘Death or Victory is our War Cry, and then the Saxon chains will break.’ While the warrants were being signed, one of the prisoners, Callaghan McCarthy, played ‘God Save Ireland’ on a flute.

Outside the court elaborate preparation had been made. Two hundred men of the Royal Warwickshire and West York Regiments were posted under arms with bayonets fixed. On the prisoners being brought out of the courthouse they were placed in a wagonette, handcuffed, except Fr O’Dwyer, who was accommodated in a covered car. The soldiers closed round, and with police front and rear, the prisoners were driven to the railway station, where special carriages were waiting to convey them to Mallow by the 8.25 train. Thousands of people followed, and ‘hearty cheers greeted the prisoners’ along the route.

‘Amongst others cheering were a number of soldiers and women of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment. Soldiers of the West York Regiment also cheered. As the prisoners passed at the station the police displayed great brutality. Several people were batoned. One woman near her confinement was thrown down, kicked, and struck with batons. The police, it is alleged, had no orders to act as they did.’ Another girl had her arm nearly broken by a stroke of a baton. The train left shortly after. Immediately the people ran a considerable distance along the line cheering the prisoners.184

At Mallow the prisoners were transferred to the Cork train to be taken to Cork gaol. The Freeman’s Journal reported: ‘Immediately that the result of the Fermoy prosecutions was telegraphed here, the local bellman proceeded through the town announcing it. About two thousand people, including all the town commissioners, assembled at the station, and vigorously cheered the criminals.’185

On 18 September the Mitchelstown branch of the National League expressed its support for the prisoners. On 23 September the guardians of the Fermoy Union ordered all fox-hunting in the region to cease as a reprisal against the landlords. They also appealed to the county magistrates to visit the prisoners. This was in line with the policy of the League, which attached great importance to the conditions of the prisoners. Cork’s Lord Mayor assiduously visited the prisoners; he made sure that daily reports on the prisoners’ health appeared in the Cork Examiner. From these reports we learn that Fr O’Dwyer was denied the right to celebrate Mass. James Maye and Callaghan McCarthy were reported to have picked up an illness in the prison. The nationalist papers referred to the men as ‘political prisoners’.186

The prisoners’ appeal was heard at Midleton Quarter Sessions from 2 to 9 November 1889. Some alterations were made to the sentences. The Recorder of Cork (Mr J.P. Hamilton, QC) gave judgment in the appeals. He denounced in strong language the attempt made to hunt ‘the grabber Browne’ out of the farm (originally in Richard Rice’s possession). He condemned the system which sought to deprive a man of individual liberty, and said there was nothing which ‘the law of the land so carefully guarded as that he should have the right to think for himself, that he should have freedom of action and liberty of thought’. The decisions then announced were as follows: Fr O’Dwyer, five months without hard labour; James Maye, five months; Edmond Kent and William Kent, four months each; Bartholomew Crowley, three months; David Kent, John Egan, Callaghan McCarthy, and John Cahill, two months each.

‘The decision of the inferior court is confirmed, except in the case of James Maye, whose sentence has been reduced from six to five months, and in the case of John Cahill, whose punishment has been increased from six weeks to two months.’ All the prisoners except Fr O’Dwyer got hard labour. The men were returned to Cork gaol in the evening. A large crowd awaited the train’s arrival; they were cheered all through the streets. As they turned into the prison, ‘one final encouraging hurrah burst from the crowd gathered at the Gaol cross’.187


Chapter 15
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Decision-Making Time

Thomas, back in Ireland since early September, was immersed in the Plan of Campaign. Having listened in court to how his brothers and neighbours were prepared to give ‘their all’ to help one another, he was determined to be a pillar to them. They were fighting for a principle, he believed. His mother never complained. She was unflinching in her resolve to support her boys, despite her poor financial circumstances. They in turn idolised her – three sons, Edmond, David and William, now in Cork gaol on plank beds, meagre food and hard labour; only Richard, still fourteen, left at home full-time.

Thomas’s hope and expectation was that one day the ‘three Fs’ – fixity of tenure, a fair rent, and free sale – would be resolved for the Irish people. The Kent brothers continued to make sacrifices so that the rights of all Irish farmers would be vindicated by Land Acts. They were a close-knit family, and worked as a team. Thomas continued to keep in contact with his brothers James and John in Boston. Sadly, little of that personal correspondence has survived.188

Meanwhile, in Boston at the September 1889 annual election of officers of the Boston Philo-Celtic Society, his brother James was among the ‘new officers elected’ as financial secretary and librarian, taking over some of Thomas’s tasks while he was away. P. Collins was superintendent of the Irish School.189 James was continuing to manage Thomas’s publishing company.

Whether or not Thomas planned to return to Boston is unknown. Nor is it known how much his heart-strings were pulled at this time. Because the Irish Echo sale and the Irish School closure did not occur for a year, it appears that Thomas’s mind was not fully made up just yet.

During the harsh winter of 1889 and into January and February 1890, life was difficult in Bawnard and for the farming community in the area. Agriculture was in a depressed state. Rents were extremely high; Mary Kent and her sons worked hard on the farm. The ploughing and sowing of crops with horses and rudimentary machinery in bad weather was extremely laborious. Around the farmyard there were often deaths of animals; cows calving and the feeding of young animals were gruelling work. There was no electricity – just oil lanterns as a guide through yard and outhouses with heavy buckets. The agility and strength of the Kent boys was needed. Thomas was a willing hand, prepared to participate in the team effort so that his mother could maintain her Bawnard holding.

Thomas was extremely conscious of families who were in greater difficulty with rent payments than his own. He was among a group who set up a branch of the United Irish League (UIL) in Castlelyons. Nationalist politician, journalist and land agitator, Mallow native William O’Brien, founded this organisation in Mayo in January 1898 due to the depressed conditions for farmers. It followed the principles of the United Irishmen on the centenary of their commemoration. It had quickly gathered support, and by April 1900 there were 462 branches. According to the Irish Independent, 9 April 1900, ‘One of the most enthusiastic and special meetings yet held in North-East Cork took place at Castlelyons.’


James Maye (ex-prisoner) proposed the formation of the branch … When David Dowling, in the chair rose to speak he was greeted with loud cheers. He was in politics, he said, in stirring times … They were about to form a branch of the United Irish League … in order to put ‘the finishing touch to all that was done from ’67 down’.



Thomas Kent, in a forceful speech, told his audience:


We mean business in Castlelyons. There is still a kick left in the hornblowers of this locality … We will not be content with the enrolment of heads of families in the organisation. We also have to get the young men – one and all, on whom the future of the nation depends.



The election of officers and committee then took place: President, Rev. Peadar O’ Leary, PP; vice-president and treasurer, David Verling; secretary, Thomas Kent; assistant secretary, James Maye. A committee was appointed.190

At a meeting the following Sunday, 15 April, Thomas was among the delegates selected to attend the Munster Provincial Conference on 25 April. At that meeting also Thomas announced that the Castlelyons branch had succeeded in disposing of 500 membership cards. With Michael Davitt as president, the United Irish League’s slogan was ‘The Land for the People’. It called for the fair redistribution of large estates among the small farmers at reasonable rent and it attacked the ‘land-grabbers’. It quickly gathered momentum. There were 462 branches with up to 80,000 members in April 1900, and it had its own newspaper, the Irish People, edited by William O’Brien.191 As secretary, Thomas sent correspondence for headquarters.

Relatives, neighbours and community were the fabric of rural Ireland. Thomas was now aware of a different, difficult life in Ireland, with the power of landlords and Balfour’s Coercion Act hanging like a rope over the people. Reading about the lack of freedom was very different to being immersed in it.

In early 1890 the Coolagown boycott entered a new phase. The first incident occurred on 2 February when a number of Catholic emergency men arrived for the 10 a.m. Mass in Coolagown Chapel. This was the first occasion since their arrival at Towermore in July 1889 that they attended Mass in the local chapel.

‘The emergency-workers arrived under police escort and when they entered the Chapel the local people numbering about 200 refused to go in with them.’ Fr Lane was deputising for Fr O’Dwyer during his imprisonment. Fr Lane did not say Mass that morning: the boycott of the emergency workers was total and the priest was deserted by all including the altar clerk. A similar incident occurred on 9 February and no Mass was said. Thomas, William and others led the boycotting of the ‘battering rams crew’, which continued for some weeks.192

On 28 March 1890, Thomas, his mother, his brother Richard, his cousin Richard Rice and other local National League members were at Tullamore prison gates to meet Fr O’Dwyer upon his release (he had been transferred there on 20 December 1889). The party had taken the early morning train. The Cork Examiner reported that the people of Tullamore had intended ‘to present Fr. O Dwyer with an illuminated address’ on the evening of his release. Dr Croke, Archbishop of Cashel met the party at Thurles railway station. The Archbishop was high on Balfour’s list of ‘desirable prosecutions’; he had defied Pope Leo’s rescript which forbade priests to take part in the National League’s Plan of Campaign.193 Thomas had attended St Coleman’s College, Fermoy, where Dr Croke taught and was later College President.

That evening the town of Fermoy was ‘brilliantly illuminated’ to honour Fr O’Dwyer. Bands paraded the people-thronged streets. A small group of police was on duty in the town. At about 10 p.m. the police led by District Inspector Ball disrupted a bonfire party at Barrack Hill. A man named Dineen was ‘beaten on the skull, arms and body’. Police baton-charged the crowd and injured three other men.194 Eventually they dispersed the people who were happily singing and cheering. Next day Fermoy Town Commissioners unanimously condemned the police’s action.

Thomas’s brother David, John Egan and Callaghan McCarthy were released from Cork Gaol on 28 March 1890. A ‘mighty welcome’ was given by the Fermoy, Castlelyons and Coolagown contingent, including a pipe band, who accompanied David followed by a large flag-waving, singing crowd all the way from Fermoy train-station to Bawnard.

Thomas was in Fermoy again on 3 April for the official welcome of the released prisoners and for the arrival of Fr O’Dwyer on the 4.30 p.m. train. A ‘large reception of people’ from Coolagown and Castlelyons assembled in spite of bad weather. Fr Ferris was one of the earliest arrivals at the station and was followed by the Castlelyons and Coolagown contingents ‘led by their respective bands’. The Cork Examiner reported that ‘the scenes at the railway station were simply indescribable’. The platform was thronged and continuous cheers were given for Fr Ferris, Fr O’Dwyer and his fellow ex-prisoners who stood beside him, and for Home Rule. The bands played ‘God Save Ireland’, ‘The Wearing of the Green’ and other national airs. ‘The far famed Coolagown horns,’ the report stated, ‘were also well in evidence, the station re-echoing with their dulcet strains.’195

The procession through the town, including some soldiers, was a mile long and created great excitement. The welcoming party also included many of the Fermoy Town Commissioners and Poor Law Guardians. At Castlelyons the host of people joined in singing ‘the national airs’.196

On Sunday 6 April, Fr O’Dwyer arrived at Coolagown Chapel to say Mass in public for the first time since his imprisonment. He supported the boycott. Every precaution was taken to ensure that the congregation would exclude the emergency workmen. William Kent and John Donovan slept overnight in the chapel. Patrick Walsh, Kilmagner School teacher, joined them at 5 a.m. When worshippers arrived for Mass the doors remained closed; they were brought in through one of the side windows. Fr O’Dwyer obtained access to the Chapel via the sacristy; he distributed Holy Communion to those who sought it.197

On this occasion the police were under District Inspector Ball’s direction. When Fr O’Dwyer and the congregation refused the emergency workmen admission to the chapel, Inspector Ball ordered the police to break in the doors; this caused the congregation to scatter. A few months later Inspector Ball issued summonses against a number of people including Thomas and William for this ‘conduct’.

Having heard first-hand of the harsh gaol regime inflicted on his brothers and friends, including his parish priest, Thomas was acutely aware of the establishment’s efforts to break the cohesiveness of the Castlelyons hinterland community. He would do his best to foil their efforts. Already he had become ‘known’ to the police.

The elusive tactics of many of those behind the Plan sometimes baffled the police. To help them in enforcing ‘law and order’ the police arranged, where practicable, to have the well-known campaigners ‘shadowed’ while attending gatherings such as a fair or market. Their activities would be kept under surveillance, and their associates would be noted. In a short time, as might have been expected, the ‘shadowing’ procedure became generally known, and less effective.

During a fair in Fermoy in April 1890 one such effort took a comic twist, at least for most of those present. A fairly young policeman was assigned to shadow Thomas, but his activity was noticed by ‘the suspect’, who exploited the situation.198 Thomas led the officer on a merry dance around the town; the situation became more comedic when the two tried to make their way through a well-filled pub. Thomas later recounted the event in quite a long poem entitled ‘One Monday in Fermoy’. It demonstrates his intelligence, agility and sense of humour (see the Appendix).


Chapter 16
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Eviction, Boycotting and Sentences

On 14 April 1890 the Freeman’s Journal reported that ‘a Coercion Act summons was served on Thomas Kent who is charged with having used intimidation towards Robert Browne’, who had occupied a farm at Coole Upper from which Richard Rice had been evicted, ‘and in connection with which arose the prosecutions of the Rev. Fr. O’Dwyer and nine others’ the previous September.

Browne acted as paid servant and manager to Orr McCausland. The Nation reported that the case was called at Rathcormac Petty Sessions on 18 April, but Thomas did not appear. ‘The District-Inspector intimated his intention to take up the case again.’199

Richard Rice attended on 18 April. During the prosecution hearing he was about to make some observations. Immediately District Inspector Ball ordered him to sit down. ‘Mr. Rice asked Mr. Ball what right he had to insult him, whereupon Colonel Langbourne ordered Mr. Rice to be put out of the court.’200

On 9 May the Freeman’s Journal reported that ‘three young men named Austin Rice, Thomas Kent, and William Kent, were arrested by District Inspector Ball under the Coercion Act and remanded on a charge of having, on the 28th April, used intimidation towards Mary Murphy, in the employment of Robert Brown [sic], steward to Orr McCausland, and prevented her from selling pigs at Fermoy fair’.201

They were released shortly afterwards, pending trial. On Saturday 18 May, District Inspector Ball and a force of police arrested Thomas and his cousin Richard Rice at 5 a.m. ‘on a Crimes Act warrant charging them with using intimidation’ the previous Wednesday towards John Murphy, emergency man, Towermore. ‘The prisoners were taken before Colonel Longbourne, R.M. … remanded for trial’ and ‘lodged in Fermoy Bridewell.’202 Bail was refused.

A few days later Thomas’s brother William and their cousin Austin Rice were arrested. The trial began in Fermoy on 28 May against Thomas, Richard and Austin Rice. They were charged under the Crimes Act before registered magistrates Captain Welch and Mr Irwin with ‘conspiracy to boycott’.

The case arose from Mr McCausland, Belfast, taking up a farm on the Barrymore Estate from which one of the defendants, Richard Rice, had been evicted. Robert Browne, McCausland’s agent, deposed that since he entered the farm he had been boycotted, and had to have ‘a protection hut and four police at his place’. All thirteen of his servants had left him. Mary Murphy and others had returned to his employment. Mary Murphy related that she went to Fermoy Fair to buy pigs for Browne, but found that Thomas Kent and ‘his companions’ were ‘following her and speaking to the seller’ which ‘prevented her’ from buying.203

At the special Crimes Act Court held in Fermoy, Captain Welch and Mr Irwin presided. ‘Four defendants – Richard Rice, Austin Rice, Thomas Kent, and William Kent were charged by District Inspector Ball with intimidating Robert Browne’s work people, at Towermore. Mr. D. Wright, S.C.P. prosecuted on behalf of the Crown; Mr. Richard Rice, solicitor, Fermoy, defended.’

The first case examined was against Thomas Kent, William Kent and Austin Rice for having, on 28 April, ‘with other persons unknown entered into a criminal conspiracy unlawfully to induce certain persons unknown not to deal with one Mary Murphy, who was in treaty for the purchase of pigs’.

Mr Wright, opening the case, said that its origin could be traced to the feelings of anger against McCausland and Browne for taking lands from which Richard Rice, Coole, had been evicted. Having dwelt at length on the case before him, he told the bench that ‘if he proved that the defendants Eviction, Boycotting and Sentences were guilty of the charge [it should be possible] to mete out such punishment as their conduct deserved, and in addition to put them under a rule of bail, which would have a wholesome effect, and show the people that no matter what the law was they should obey it’.

Robert Browne stated that since he was in possession of Coole farm there had been a great deal of ill-feeling towards him. He had been boycotted, and he was under police protection. His servants had been induced to leave him. He knew Mary Murphy, who was in his employment since the month of February.

Browne was cross-examined: ‘At the time you and Mr. McCausland took the farm were you not aware that Mr. Nason, senior magistrate of County Cork, and Mr. Thomas Rice, Sessional Prosecutor, had settled the matter between Mr. Rice and his landlord?’ Browne said he wasn’t.

Mary Murphy was next examined. She remembered the day in question when she came to Fermoy to buy pigs for Mr Browne. She asked a ‘man in charge’ at a cart ‘the price of the pigs’.


William Kent passed me, and returned with four or five others. After a time a man unknown to me left the group and came to the cart and said, ‘I will take the pigs at the price you are asking for them.’ The man selling the pigs looked around and said this man was pricing the pigs before. I did not get them, and went to several other carts where the same thing occurred. At one cart William Kent, and others coming up, told me he would not sell the pigs as I was too late. I then went across the field to another range of carts and priced the pigs. I agreed with the man for the price of two pigs and handed him a £5 note. As I was doing so I saw Thomas Kent stand with his back to the rail of the next cart. The man was up in the cart marking the pigs for me. Austin Rice caught the man by the sleeve, pulled him down, and took him away to where a crowd was standing. I saw Thomas Kent speaking to him, catch him, and lift his two fists at him. The man came back followed by Austin Rice.



She said she felt threatened and said she would go for the police if she did not get those pigs. She got them ‘after half an hour’s delay, and started for home’. On the way home she said she was threatened by William Kent and Austin Rice. Rice said, ‘you will be cooked some one of those days, yourself and Browne’. Her son Michael Murphy gave corroborative evidence, and added that he heard Austin Rice say they would get ‘no pigs today’.204

Richard Rice, solicitor, addressed the court at length on behalf of his clients, after which two other cases were heard against the same defendants in which they were charged with using intimidation towards Mary Murphy, and inciting others to do so, to cause her to abstain from working for Robert Browne.

The charge against defendants Richard Rice (tenant) and Thomas Kent was then proceeded with. It was alleged that on 14 May they ‘used intimidation towards John Murphy in consequence of his working for Robert Browne’. Mr Rice, solicitor, urged the bench not to deprive his clients of their liberty on the evidence of ‘a parcel of convicted sheep-stealers’.

Justice Captain Welch, in announcing the decision of the court, said they had heard the evidence against Thomas Kent and Austin Rice, and there appeared to be no attempt on the part of the defence to alter the facts of the case. When he heard that the old woman Mary Murphy was not a person of the best character he thought that some attempt would be made to show that she was departing from the truth. On the contrary, the case seemed to be perfectly established that these men went about the fair, and that the acts mentioned were done. They might have occurred once or twice by accident, but it was not possible that they could occur so often.

The magistrate said that legally ‘in the matter of conspiracy he was satisfied that there was ample evidence to establish the charge … They did not want, however, to look back. They would look forward, and deal with the case as lightly as they could and hope for better things.’ The defendants should each be sentenced to one month’s imprisonment with hard labour, and at the expiration of that period they would have to enter into bail to be of good behaviour for twelve months, themselves in £50 and two sureties of £25 each, or in default should be imprisoned for one calendar month.

Richard Rice said that he would not give bail, and the defendants were taken into custody. When the magistrates had retired William Kent cried out ‘Victory is our cry and our motto no surrender!’ District Inspector Ball shouted ‘Silence, silence!’ Thomas Kent struck the desk and shouted ‘God save Ireland!’

The gallery occupants burst into applause, and began to join Thomas in a song then regarded as the Irish national anthem. Judge Welch ordered that the court be ‘cleared altogether’. Everyone was then turned from the court house except a few of the prisoners’ friends. The prisoners were conveyed to the railway station en route for Cork gaol. A crowd followed, cheering loudly. District Inspector Ball ordered several baton charges. A number of people were injured. A cordon was drawn across the bridge and ‘no one allowed pass after the prisoners’, and in a short time the streets were cleared.205

In a neighbouring parish, the eviction campaign on the Ponsonby estate had opened on Tuesday 18 April. One hundred and sixty-eight tenants were evicted. Several English visitors, including Lady Sandhurst, were present.206

Many homeless families in East Cork required huts to be built – somewhere to get them in from the elements. Neighbours and friends in the Land League, including the Kents, did their best to help with the meagre cash they had collected from other tenant farmers. Furthermore, they gave of their time and laboured into the night.

On 5 June 1890 in Fermoy, summonses by District Inspector Ball were served on Thomas Kent, William Kent (both in gaol), Patrick Keefe, George Mulcahy, John Fouhy, Patrick Walsh, John Donovan and James Donovan.207

The trial opened on 16 June. The court was constituted under the Coercion Acts. Defendants were represented by solicitors Richard Rice, Mr Baylor and George Crosbie. William and Thomas Kent were in prison at this time.208

Mr Irwin RM and Mr Hodder RM were on the bench. There were two separate cases: the first against Thomas Barry, Kilavullen, and the second ‘a double-barrelled charge of boycotting and intimidation against a number of respectable people’ including Robert Browne, agent for Orr McCausland. ‘The prosecution seemed to excite a great deal of local interest, and the courthouse was well filled with townspeople during the day.’

Thomas Barry was charged with having ‘assaulted and resisted Sergeant George Drought in the execution of his duty as constable’ on 28 May. Richard Rice applied for an adjournment of the case on the grounds that Mr Barry had taken a civil action against District Inspector Ball and against Sergeant Drought for assault on the same occasion, so Mr Barry could not be in court that day. Mr Wright, Crown Prosecutor, agreed, but added ‘I shall enforce his attendance on another day.’ The summons was then marked ‘withdrawn’ and ‘a warrant was issued for Mr. Barry’s apprehension’.

The charge against William Kent and the others was of trying to induce John Smith, Margaret Smith, Mary Lee and a number of others not to work for Orr McCausland; further, that between January and 20 April all of the accused ‘used intimidation towards the persons named’.

Thomas and William Kent had been removed from the County Gaol in the custody of the police and a prison offi-cial. They were ‘firmly manacled, though to the mind of everyone who saw them thus bound there seemed no reason at all for that cruel punishment’, according to the Cork Examiner. George Mulcahy had ‘left the country’, so his name was struck out of the summons.

Richard Rice, on behalf of all the defendants except Fouhy and Keefe, applied for an adjournment of the case on the grounds that the cases would not be concluded in one day, and that he and Mr Magnier (who appeared for Fouhy and Keefe) would be obliged to be at Lismore to attend the Land Commission Court next day.

Mr. Wright for the Crown refused. He stated that ‘this Court was more important than the Land Court’. Judge Irwin also refused, saying, ‘Postpone the land cases!’

Mr Rice said, ‘And ruin the tenants! Then I must leave my clients to your tender mercies, whatever they are.’ He threw up his papers and left the court. Mr Magnier remained in his place.

Mr Wright proceeded to state the case for the Crown. He said that it was:


a matter of notoriety in this district that the eviction of Mr. Richard Rice, tenant from the lands of Coole, a short distance from the town, created in the minds of the ill-disposed, lawless, and turbulent people a considerable amount of ill-feeling and ill-will. Whether Mr. Rice was evicted harshly or otherwise was wholly and absolutely beside this case; but evicted he was, and the land lay derelict about a year and four months afterwards. Then Mr. Orr McCausland, who lived in Belfast and who held a farm at Towermore near this farm, entered into negotiations with the landlord, with the result that his agent, Mr. Robert Browne, took up possession of the Coole farm in July, 1889.



Mr said that there followed ill-feeling and outrage, ‘insult and annoyance towards Mr. Browne, and towards those in his employment according to the police. He was boycotted. The workpeople that he employed for Mr. McCausland were induced to relinquish that employment and cease to work.’ On 13 January, it became necessary to put out a number of these workmen, and ‘from that date might be dated the history of the present conspiracy,’ according to Mr Wright, ‘because contrary to the evident expectations of those lawless people, Mr. McCausland and his representative, Mr. Browne, were successful in getting others to enter their employment’.

The persons named in the summons:


entered Mr. McCausland’s employment, immediately after that this vile and unholy conspiracy was hatched – a conspiracy that contemplated the accomplishment of its object by denying those people the privilege of hearing Mass celebrated upon Sundays, and by refusing to them the ministrations of the religion to which they belonged, and thus inducing them to abandon in despair the task that they had set before them, and leave the employment into which they entered. On 2 February these workpeople, accompanied by a number of the constabulary, were at Coolagown chapel, and Mass was being celebrated. A person in the congregation seeing these people cried “Out, out,” and immediately the congregation left the chapel, leaving no one inside but the Towermore workpeople and the constabulary. On that day they had the privilege of hearing Mass.



The court should consider ‘the weapon of intimidation’. Wright continued:


On Sunday, 9 February, these people once more went to Coolagown chapel. As they arrived one hundred and fifty people were crowded on the road near the chapel, Eviction, Boycotting and Sentences the doors of which were open. Fr Lane, the officiating clergyman, arrived and entered the chapel and as he entered Mr. McCausland’s workpeople accompanied by the police, entered the chapel-yard. As they did so, the fifty persons in the yard rushed out and joined the crowd on the road.



None of them participated in the devotions that day:


As they went they hooted and shouted and jeered. Amongst those who left the yard was John Fouhy, and amongst those who were on the road was Thomas Kent. On that day the workpeople named were fortunate enough to hear the services of their Church celebrated. It was a fact not unworthy of notice that seeing that none of the ordinary congregation were at their devotions, that not one particle of allusion was made to this strange circumstance by the clergyman who said Mass on that occasion. Mass was usually celebrated at ten o’clock at the chapel, and on Sunday, the 16 February, these people arrived at half-past nine [in order to be on time] for the opening of the doors, but when they arrived the doors were closed and Mass was actually being celebrated, and all but concluded, half an hour before the time at which it ordinarily commenced. The doors were opened; the congregation came out, and as if in mockery one of the Donovans, commenced to ring the chapel bell.



At first these emergency men and the police ‘thought that the ringing of the bell was intended to show that there would be another service, and that, that plan was adopted so as to avoid bringing the congregation into contact with the obnoxious persons’. The workpeople went into the church and remained for an hour and a quarter. ‘Father Lane was at the altar, and one of the defendants, a boy named Donovan, came out of the sacristy, put out the candles, and removed the Mass book, and then from time to time came to the door. That was the first Sunday that they were not able to hear Mass celebrated.’

Mr Wright said that on the following Sunday, 23 February, they went at half-past seven to the chapel, and ‘at that time, strange to say, a number of people were seen near the chapel, and when they saw the constabulary approaching they hurried to get to the chapel before them’. When the police got there:


they found the doors shut, and the people went round to the sacristy door. When Fr Lane arrived he was admitted, and the door was again carefully shut. Then, about a quarter after eight, the doors were opened, and the people that were outside made a rush to get in; these workpeople succeeded in getting into the building also, but when it was seen that they got in, the people left the chapel and went away … one of the young Donovans, who usually served the priest at Mass, had his soutane on, and when he saw these workpeople from Towermore he threw off his robe, and no service was held in the chapel that day.



On the next Sunday, 2 March, Mr Wright explained that these people, accompanied by the police, ‘went at half-past nine to the chapel, something very similar to the events of the preceding Sunday occurred. The people got into the church and closed the doors upon the servants at Towermore’. In the gallery window ‘through a broken pane they hooted at the workpeople and the police; amongst those who thought it right to conduct themselves’ in that way ‘in the House of God was one of the defendants, William Kent’.

Seeing that they could not get Mass at Coolagown, ‘the police and their charge proceeded to Castlelyons where they arrived at 11.35, but here they found the doors closed against them and they were not able to be present at Mass’.

On 9 March they went:


once more to the chapel at half-past five in the morning. People were assembling in groups from that time until nine o’clock. The doors were still locked, so as to exclude the workpeople from the chapel, and they climbed in through one of the windows. William Kent, through the broken pane seized the bell-chain and at intervals rang the bell in derision of these people. There was no Mass celebrated that day in the chapel. When these people found that no Mass was to be celebrated they left the place, accompanied by the constabulary; as they left the bell was rung and horns were blown inside the chapel and outside of it.



On Sunday 16 March ‘things were similar’, said Mr Wright. On 30 March Mass was celebrated not in the church but in the sacristy, ‘for the purpose of excluding the Towermore workpeople’. On 6 April, ‘to obviate the necessity of opening the doors of the church … Two of the defendants William Kent and one of the Donovans slept there the night before, and at five in the morning Patrick Walsh, School teacher… was seen coming toward the chapel, and having got in through a window was engaged till ten o’clock in pulling others in.’ Then Fr O’Dwyer ‘arrived and invited all that were for Communion to come into the sacristy. The workpeople, not being for Communion, did not attempt to enter, and had not the privilege of hearing Mass that Sunday either.’

Mr Wright concluded:


Such is an outline of the main features of the case, disclosing the existence of a conspiracy, the participators in which did not hesitate to make the House of God the arena upon which to carry out their nefarious intentions – a conspiracy which could have been dealt with by some other authority. But, as the ecclesiastical authority had not thought fit to interfere in this matter, the Crown asked the Court to put down a conspiracy which was a disgrace to the fair name of religion, liberty, and justice.



It would be for the magistrates, said Mr Wright, ‘as conservators of the peace to mete out such punishment as they thought adequate to the gravity of the offence, and, by putting the defendants under a rule of bail, as would tend to promote peace and harmony in this unhappy district’.

Robert Browne was then called to prove the eviction of Richard Rice from the farm at Coole, and the taking of the same farm by him on behalf of Mr McCausland. Since then, he said ‘he had been boycotted, and many of his servants were induced to leave him. There was any amount of horn-blowing going on lately, and offensive names were called him.’ He had seen Thomas Kent, William Kent, John Donovan and James Donovan blowing horns. There was a relationship between the Kents and Mr Richard Rice, the evicted tenant, Browne said.

Browne to Mr Crosbie – ‘I know Patrick Walsh: I received no annoyance from him personally, but on Sundays he used to stand on a fence near his house, and when he would see us coming he would go into his house, and then his children and other children would call “grabber” after us as we passed.’

Constable Michael Kaye deposed that his usual place of Divine Worship was Coolagown Chapel. Mass was usually held at ten o’clock on Sundays. He knew some of the workpeople named in the summons as being in employment of Mr McCausland. On Sunday, 2 February he was at Coolagown Mass, in the gallery, and he heard someone in the body of the chapel, underneath the gallery, say, ‘Out, out’, and that was followed by the noise of people walking as if leaving the chapel. He could not, from where he was, see any of the people who were left. He was there on several Sundays after that ‘on duty protecting the Towermore workpeople’.

On Sunday 2 March he was at the chapel ‘on duty’. The door was barred against the Towermore workpeople. They went over to Castlelyons chapel, and he went with them. As he went along he heard ‘horns blown, and saw parties running across a bog towards Castlelyons’. He brought the workpeople up to the chapel door, but he could not get them in, because the door was shut when he arrived. Nearly the entire congregation was shut out. ‘Father Ferris, the parish priest, came to the door of the sacristy and said, “You came too late, you may go home now, you came too late”. We remained there until after twelve o’clock.’

On Sunday 9 March Constable Kaye was on duty, and arrived at Coolagown Chapel long before the hour for service. There were people in the chapel gallery. He identified William Kent as standing inside the window. ‘William Kent put his hand through the broken pane, caught the bell-chain and kept ringing the bell for a few minutes. There were about thirty persons in the yard, amongst them being Edmond Kent, who called upon District-Inspector Ball to take away his men and let the people go into Mass.’

Constable Kaye told the Court that Mrs Kent ‘addressed Mr. Ball and said, “as long as I have blood or life in my body the Emergency workmen should not get into the Coolagown Chapel”. I heard her say the same on several other occasions. She said she had no objection to the police going into Mass.’209

On the following morning, 17 June, the trial resumed. Sergeant Lennox was first examined, and gave evidence that was essentially similar to that of Constable Kaye. Head Constable Reddington was next examined, and gave an account similar to the Prosecutors’ evidence. He concluded: ‘Subsequently, Edmond Kent said to the people who were standing about, “Well, open the door let them go in, and they will see what they will get.” It is my firm belief that I saw William Kent in the chapel yard at Coolagown on the 9th of February.’


Mr Baylor: ‘Would you be surprised to hear he was in gaol at the time?’

Constable Reddington: ‘I would.’

Mr Baylor: ‘William Kent was not released till the 24th of February.’



The Head Constable said he was not clear about dates; ‘if Mr Baylor said William Kent was in gaol on the 9 February he (Head-constable) must be mistaken about his presence at Coolagown. (Laughter followed).’ The court adjourned.210


Chapter 17
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‘Extraordinary Charge of Conspiracy’

The following day when the court resumed, District Inspector Ball, in charge of the Fermoy constabulary district, said that on 2 March, like other Sundays, he escorted the Towermore workpeople to the chapel. They ‘arrived at half past nine, and found the door shut. William Kent, Thomas Kent, and Richard Kent were there. Fr. Lane arrived about the same time, and the congregation crowded round to speak to him.’ Mass was celebrated with closed doors, then Fr Lane went away. On the same day the police took the workpeople on a transport car to Castlelyons to hear Mass.

As they approached, ‘horns were blown as if to announce our coming. We arrived at 11.35 a.m. and found the doors closed, thus excluding some of the congregation. We waited until about 12.30, and up to then no door was opened.’ He saw William and Edmond Kent and Patrick Walsh at Castlelyons Chapel that day, and he saw them previously that morning at Coolagown Chapel. He noticed on Sunday, 23 February, that as ‘the Kent family drove to the chapel, in pony and trap, each member, lady [Mrs Kent] as well as gentlemen, had a tin horn ostentatiously displayed’.

On Sunday 9 March, Inspector Ball escorted the workpeople to Coolagown Chapel:


the ordinary congregation began to assemble near the chapel yard gate about nine o’clock. They remained there until the Kent family drove up. William Kent jumped off the trap, and went in front of the main door of the chapel, and turning towards the crowd beckoned the people towards him. They all crowded in at once. Edmond Kent asked me, ‘Are we going to be obstructed going into the chapel?’ I said there was nothing to prevent them going into the chapel, if the doors were opened; Edmond Kent wanted me to take away the police and the workpeople they had in their charge.



Inspector Ball related that there was a general conversation, mainly ‘that the people objected to the Emergency people entering the chapel. Some of the congregation said that their fathers built the chapel, and that when they were building it, these workpeople were far away. Others said, “Let the Queen build a chapel for them.” The door was closed all this time footsteps were heard as if crossing the chapel floor.’ Just then he heard ‘Edmond Kent say – “Well, open the door and let them in and see what they will get.” The door was not opened.’ He moved round to the right wing and observed persons climbing in through the window. ‘William Kent and his cousin Richard entered in that way. A large number of them assembled inside a window on the gallery. William Kent drew the bell-chain in through the window and rang the bell at intervals. No service was held that day.’ As he left he heard horn-blowing. ‘One horn at least was blown inside the chapel.’ Inspector Ball detailed similar incidents on subsequent Sundays, ‘the members of the Kent family being conspicuous in almost everything that was done.’ His evidence in relation to incidents on 6 April essentially repeated what had been said earlier.211 Several other members of the constabulary were examined, and the court then adjourned until next morning.212

The case resumed on 19 June, with a number of sergeants giving testimony that mainly supported evidence given by Inspector Ball and Mr Wright’s opening address for the Crown. Mr Baylor, who appeared for William and Thomas Kent and John and James Donovan, stated that Mr Browne ‘displayed in court a great deal of ill-feeling as he did on former occasions. All Mr Browne’s evidence was directed against the two Kents, and evidently he rejoiced to see them as they were in custody.’

Judge Irwin – ‘These are surmises of your own.’

Mr Baylor – ‘It is absurd to suggest that these workmen desired to come to Mass at five o’clock in the morning – persons, some of whom without any obstacle in their way, did not go to Mass for twelve months before that. But Mr Browne kept them in his penitentiary at Towermore, and then forced them to go to Mass. In all these proceedings, it would be noticed that the police specially noted the movements and conduct of the Kents who had already been punished.’

As the questioning continued Mr Baylor told the court that ‘The police and Mr Browne are the cause of it all.’ Addressing the bench on behalf of his clients, he said it was evident from the opening statement of Mr Wright that the prosecution was directed principally against his clients, because Browne wanted ‘to get rid of them’. Mr Baylor went on to refer to the distress existing in the year 1887, and the passing of the Land Act.

Judge Irwin interrupted – ‘This is really very irrelevant. We are not a Land Court.’

Mr Baylor was proceeded to refer to the eviction of Richard Rice. Judge Hodder at once pulled him up.

Mr Baylor – ‘Mr Browne, by taking possession of the farm, brought all this trouble on himself, and deservedly so. He came here [to court] and exhibited a great deal of ill-feeling, as he did on former occasions. He took pleasure in these prosecutions, and rejoiced at seeing the Kents in the position they are in [in prison]. All the trouble was brought about because these police and malefactors were marched to the chapel.’213

Despite interruptions and interjections, Mr Baylor concluded a lengthy statement by appealing to ‘the sense of justice and fair play’ of the Bench. He hoped the magistrates would deal fairly with the accused, and ‘acquit them of this charge’.214

The trial concluded on 19 June. Judges Irwin and Hodder stated that their sentence was ‘appealable’. They ‘hoped it would be long before their country and its ancient faith would be scandalised by such deplorable proceedings’.215

The Cork Examiner reported: ‘William Kent, at present undergoing a sentence of imprisonment for another branch of this boycotting, was now sentenced to a period of six months imprisonment. His brother Thomas, also a prisoner in the same cause, had a sentence of two months imposed upon him.’ Patrick Walsh was sentenced to two months’ imprisonment. John Fouhy, Patrick Keefe and James Donovan were discharged. John Donovan, a youth, was ordered to give bail to be of good behaviour for twelve months, but he refused to do that. On bail bonds being perfected Walsh was allowed to leave. Walsh and William Kent gave notice to appeal against their sentences.216

Thomas and William Kent and John Donovan were conveyed on the 6.25 p.m. train to Cork County Gaol. ‘A police cordon was placed on Fermoy bridge’ to prevent a crowd from assembling, as a sizeable number were ‘cheering the prisoners’ as they travelled from the court to the train station.217

The following day some daily newspapers called the result an ‘extraordinary charge of conspiracy’. The court case was really a farce. It is evident that the magistrates agreed with the Crown Prosecutor to strongly penalise Thomas and William Kent although the Kents and their comrades believed they were taking a stance for a just cause – against ‘the unjust eviction’ of Richard Rice and by extension the many other unjust evictions which were the reason for the Land League’s foundation and its campaign for Land Courts’ review in Ireland.

The next day, 22 June, Mr J.C. Flynn, MP for Cork, asked the Chief Secretary to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland in parliament whether he was aware of ‘a large number of prosecutions and imprisonments including that of Thomas Kent, William Kent, John and James Donovan, and others of Coolagown, Cork, on a charge of boycotting’ and of the fact that also prosecuted were ‘Fr. O’Dwyer and a number of respectable farmers in the locality; these have already taken place in exemption with charges arising out of the alleged taking of Richard Rice’s farm at Towermore’. Flynn asked whether ‘it is open to Mr. Robert Browne, the present holder of this farm, to bring these prosecutions under the Criminal Law and Procedure Act: and if so why have the local constabulary authorities gone to the expense and trouble eliciting this large number of prosecutions where it lay within the power of the private individual concerned to move in the matter?’


The Chief Secretary:

I understand that there were three prosecutions in connection with the offences committed in consequence of the farm having been taken by a new tenant. The boycotting conspiracy in the case was so determined, and its results were so serious, as to affect in a most prejudicial manner the peace of the whole district, and was carried on so generally as to be even introduced into the Roman Catholic Chapel, where for over two months the most disgraceful scenes were enacted Sunday after Sunday. (Irish cries of ‘No’). It is open to any person to prosecute for any offence committed against himself, but in prosecutions for criminal conspiracy, unlawful assembly, and all prosecutions when the public peace is involved, the prosecutions are invariably assumed by the Crown.



Mr Flynn asked, ‘was the right honourable gentleman aware that the disgraceful scenes alluded to were simply the refusal of persons to associate with those connected with the taking of the evicted farm, and was he aware that twenty persons and not three or four, including the Roman Catholic Priest, had suffered terms of imprisonment, the sole evidence against them being that they refused to work with, associate, or deal with the parties connected with, the taking of this farm?’ The Chief Secretary did not reply.218

The following day in Parliament, Dr Tanner asked the Chief Secretary to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland ‘whether his attention has been called to the manner in which the police escort behaved to two political prisoners, Messrs Thomas and William Kent, who were brought from the County court gaol to court held in Fermoy on Monday, the 18 June, under the Criminal Law and Procedure (Ireland) Act; and why and for what reason were the prisoners handcuffed?’

The Chief Secretary – ‘The constabulary authorities report that the prisoners mentioned were handcuffed at the request of the Police Officer who had them in charge with the object of producing them in Court under the Writ of Habeas Corpus. The handcuffs were only used when passing through crowds with a small escort.’ On the return journey ‘the handcuffs were not used’, the escort increased and ‘prisoners were imprisoned’.219

James Maye, neighbour and close friend of the Kents, had served a term of seven months’ imprisonment in Cork gaol for ‘alleged boycotting at Fermoy fair’ relating to ‘the taking of Mr. Richard Rice’s farm’, and ‘had barely stepped outside the prison gate when he was again seized on a warrant issued on the information of one of the police escort who had charge of Mr. Maye, Father O’Dwyer and other Coolagown men’ on their removal to prison after their conviction under ‘the Coercion Act’ at Fermoy, according to Dr Tanner.

The New Zealand Tablet noted: ‘The charge is a manufactured one of assault. Mrs. Maye and numerous friends were surprised. They need not be, for Balfour’s minions in Ireland are equal to any dirty trick.’220


Chapter 18
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The Coolagown Horn Blowers

When the ‘Plan of Campaign’ started, the Kents’ sense of justice brought them to the heart of it. They were fighting for the rights of all neighbours who were under the threat of eviction. The brothers were heroes and national heroes. Their sacrifices, along with those of other tenant farmers, ultimately defeated unjust landlordism and the Coercion Acts. They did not seek heroism; it was thrust upon them. Other counties looked to Cork, and especially to the Fermoy–Castlelyons resistance fighters, as the symbol for justice and the fight for a principle. Thomas, though a man of copious words, believed that action spoke louder than words. These brothers and the Coolagown and Castlelyons ‘horn blowers’ helped earn for Cork the title of ‘the Rebel County’.

Though membership of the National League had decreased and the United Irish League gradually took over, in the Castlelyons–Coolagown–Fermoy area where Thomas (now in gaol) was UIL secretary the two organisations continued hand in hand, as the cause and the result sought were the same. The rapid growth of the UIL worried the Irish Parliamentary Party, which had split over the Parnell leadership crisis. William O’Brien’s political initiative caused John Redmond and John Dillon to reunite the party and invite O’Brien to join them. When this was agreed, Redmond assumed presidency of the UIL and membership continued to grow.

The Kents continued to ‘speak’ with their actions. Thomas and William were in Cork gaol under hard labour and solitary confinement. David, having been released some months earlier, was now with younger brother Richard and their mother, farming in order to pay the high rent.

On 7 July 1890, David went to Fermoy fair to sell his lambs. The Nation reported that at the fair a novel case of ‘shadowing’ took place. David was shadowed by a constable, whereupon he in turn commenced shadowing District Inspector Ball: something similar to what his brother Thomas had done in April. This went on for some time, to the great amusement of onlookers. Inspector Ball at length turned round and told David Kent that if he persisted in following him he would arrest him. David replied that he could not sell his lambs while the constable ‘shadowed him’, and that if Inspector Ball removed ‘the shadow’ he would cease following him (Inspector Ball). Inspector Ball refused to do this, saying it was Kent’s own fault. Ball eventually ordered ‘the shadow to arrest Mr. Kent’, who was conveyed to the police barracks and detained there ‘from nine o’clock until half-past three’, when he was discharged on bail. ‘Mr. Kent complains that on several occasions he has been unable to sell his stock owing to being shadowed.’221

William Kent’s appeal came before Fermoy court on 11 July. Though still in gaol he was appealing against the maximum sentence of six months ‘under the Coercion Act’. His defence solicitor maintained that ‘most of the conduct of the people of Coolagown was the direct result of unwise, unjustifiable, reckless and imprudent conduct of the police and of Brown’s people’, all due to ‘an unjust eviction’.

Summing up on 13 July, Justice Hamilton stated that William Kent was ‘one of the most active people in the Coolagown parish, and undergoing punishment for an offence arising out of the same transaction’. He regretted he could not interfere with the magistrates who gave a six-month sentence in his case. However, as Kent had already served part of his two months’ sentence, he agreed to allow the sentence to run concurrently with ‘the sentence he is now serving’.

William Kent was taken by train to Cork gaol that evening. A cordon of police was posted on Fermoy bridge to prevent blockage, though a crowd demonstrated as the train left Fermoy.222

Cork’s Lord Mayor visited Thomas Kent, William Kent, Austin Rice, Richard Rice and five other political prisoners in Cork gaol in mid-August. He found all in good health and spirits; he also visited a Miss Cullinane, ‘who was quite well and made no complaints’.223

Later in the month Fr Ferris of Castlelyons and Fr O’Dwyer of Fermoy also visited the political prisoners in the Cork Male Prison and saw William Kent, Thomas Kent, Austin Rice and Richard Rice. While they had little time for conversation, they found that the men were bearing up well and were in reasonably good spirits despite solitary confinement, with hard labour restrictions.224

In early October, Thomas’s cousin, Austin Rice was ‘liberated after an incarceration of two months under the Coercion Act’. On his arrival at Carriglass there was general rejoicing. A large crowd assembled. Tar barrels blazed, and a great chorus arose as ‘the Tallow Band discoursed spirited Irish Airs’.225


The great welcome-home, for Thomas and William (much later than Thomas) when they were released from jail, was remembered by people in the area for years afterwards. Thousands gathered, from County Cork and surrounding counties, at Fermoy Railway Station on both occasions to greet the gallant brothers who had become the local heroes of the ‘Land War’. They had suffered much for others. From Fermoy railway station the welcoming escort of supporters for miles around led them triumphantly with cheering crowds waving branches and singing and bonfires blazing all along the route to Bawnard House.226



The October Lismore fair was remarkable for two things, according to the Waterford News: ‘the unusually large display of policemen in full war-paint and in spy costume’ and ‘the number of ex-criminals and vigilance men from surrounding districts, who put in an appearance’. Among these were ‘Messrs Thomas Kent, Tom Barry, P L G, James Maye, Edmond Rice Kent, etc., all looking as if willing to do six or eight months more to rout the grabber and emergency-men from the country’.

The report stated: ‘The O’ Donnells were well watched by both sides, and the group of “vigilantes” smiled when they saw the lot of fine cattle leave the fair unsold.’ Apparently, John Clancy ‘also found what it was to be boycotted’. Tom Barry stated that he would like to see ‘a more improved system of vigilance work all-round’ especially in Lismore. ‘If,’ said the veteran campaigner and vigilance leader, ‘the thing is only kept properly going for six months more, there will be no further need of vigilance men.’ County Inspector Whelan and District Inspector Clayton were in charge; they ‘watched Mr Barry and his friends pretty closely’. According to the report, ‘boycotted cattle sold and taken – nil’. Boycotting was working!227

On Sunday 12 October a large, enthusiastic meeting of the Castlelyons and Coolagown branch of the Irish National League was held at Coolagown. The police were completely ‘blinked’ because while the meeting progressed a few women and children, who had assembled in the chapel yard, blew their horns. This distracted the shadowers’ attention as they ‘remained listening to the strains of “Harvey Duff” and other martial airs’ that the women and children continued to play. A ‘plain clothes’ policeman passed by the chapel but never suspected that ‘an illegal meeting’ was in progress inside. He departed and everything ‘passed off quietly’. In the absence of the president, Fr Ferris, who was unable to attend due to illness, James Maye, ‘ex-coercion prisoner’, was unanimously voted to the chair.

The following delegates were appointed to attend the National League Cork Convention: ‘From Coolagown – Messrs. Thomas Kent, “ex-criminal”; David Kent, “do”; Patrick Donovan, “do”, Richard Rice, “do”. From Castle-lyons – Messrs. James Maye, “ex-criminal”, David Verling, D. Hegarty, P. Shinnick.’

The following resolutions were unanimously carried. Proposed by Thomas Kent and seconded by Patrick Shinnick:


That we the hornblowers of Coolagown and Castlelyons, assembled in mass meeting, rejoice with the whole Irish race on the safe arrival of John Dillon and William O’Brien in France, and we wish them a pleasant journey to the land of the free, where they will be met with a response that will shake the whole fabric of the bloody reign of Balfour to the dust.



Proposed by D. Hegarty, P.L.G. and John Fouhy, P.L.G. seconded:


That we, the members of the Irish National League of Castlelyons and Coolagown, hereby renew our confidence in the Irish Parliamentary Party, headed by our trusted leader, Charles Stewart Parnell, and that we pledge ourselves to do all in our power to further the interests of the Tenants’ Defence Association.228



The day James Maye was released from Cork gaol, Johanna Foley, publican, Watergrasshill, displayed ‘a certain flag and certain decorations’ from her house and pub. Sergeant Pat-rick O’Sullivan summoned her to Rathcormac Petty Sessions before Colonel Johnson, JP, and Colonel Longbourne, RM, for having this ‘display’. It was ‘not the known usual decoration usually fixed there in the way of business’. The prosecution was founded on ‘an old Act (6 and 7 William IV, chap 38)’. James Maye was described as ‘a released coercion prisoner’.

Sergeant O’ Sullivan stated that he saw a flag flying from defendant’s residence. ‘The whole place was decorated with a banner stretched across the street’ from her private home to the opposite side. He ‘told defendant’s daughter it was illegal’. Judge Longbourne expressed concern as to whether ‘the prosecution was ordered’. Inspector Ball replied that he remembered a similar prosecution in Belfast against a publican and in that case ‘no order was made’.

Mr Magnier for the defendant argued, ‘But it was not proceeded with.’ Inspector Ball confessed that the ‘matter went backwards and forward’ and ‘after a while it was dropped’. To this Mr Magnier responded, ‘What is sauce for the goose ought to be sauce for the gander!’ To Thomas’s delight, for once justice was seen. ‘The case was dismissed and the defendant cautioned.’229

In August 1891 a report stated that ‘a recurrence of scenes of some eighteen months since took place at Coolagown Chapel’. One of the emergency men employed at Towermore on the farm from which Richard Rice had been evicted entered the chapel and most of the congregation left. When Fr Rea arrived the clerk refused to answer Mass, although Fr Rea requested him to do so; consequently, Mass could not be celebrated. Only recently ‘a police protection post at Towermore was removed’ as the locality had become peaceable.230

On the anniversary of the ‘Mitchelstown massacre’ in September a large number of people from Coolagown and surrounding areas, accompanied by the local band, marched to Coole Abbey Graveyard, where the remains of James Shinnick – one of the victims of that day – were buried. At the grave everyone ‘knelt devoutly for some time in prayer’.

The Freeman’s Journal reported that ‘Mr. Thomas Kent, ex Coercion prisoner’, on being called to say a few words, spoke in a loud, clear voice:


We have come here each year to honour the memory of one who was slain in broad noonday in the bloom of life by the officials of a Coercion Government. He lost his life in the sacred cause of Ireland, and the lesson his death has taught us will linger forever in our breasts. We came here for no idle purpose. We came to renew our vows to carry on the work, to be true to our country’s cause, and never to rest until the Independence of our country is won.



His mother and brothers were also there that day.231


Chapter 19

[image: illustration]

Support for Evicted Tenants

Gladstone’s Home Rule Bill 1886 contemplated devolution of authority by the Imperial parliament to an Irish parliament. Gladstone declared that the bill was to discharge a great historic debt of justice to Ireland. Though it was defeated, it captured the imagination and won the admiration of Irish people everywhere. Gladstone continued through his public career (up to 1894) to fight for ‘Home Rule’.

Thomas Kent had been following the political travails of politicians including Parnell. After a hard-fought case when the Times published letters alleged to have been written by Parnell and intended to ruin Parnell’s reputation, his name was eventually cleared. The most atrocious letters upon which the case depended were found to have been forged by Richard Pigott, a journalist. The Special Commission Report published its findings in February 1890.

In a highly publicised event in June 1891, Parnell married Katharine O’Shea, who was divorced from politician Captain William O’Shea; this did not find favour with the hierarchy at Maynooth. They called on the Irish people to reject Parnell’s leadership. Though damaged, Parnell had brought Ireland’s claims home to the British public as no other leader had done. The splendid defiance with which he voiced the Irish demand for independent nationhood during the critical years of the Land League agitation prepared the way for the next stage in the struggle for independence.

Parnell died in October 1891, and was grieved by many Irish nationalists. His leadership had held together in a great unified national movement, which was now split. Much bitterness followed. Many young people began to retreat from the party politics of Home Rule that had fashioned their hopes and dreams.232

Thomas Kent was among those looking for a different direction. An emerging movement, the ‘Anglo-Irish Literary Revival’, helped to fill the gap. His love of intellectual pursuits was always part of his character; he believed that writing including poetry and drama in both Irish and English were necessary for the preservation of Irish nationality. William Butler Yeats, in the new revival, pointed towards much of what he was seeking. Thomas had promoted Ireland’s need for a separate identity during his Boston years. Yeats introduced a romantic view of the history and prehistory of Ireland including the legendary Cuchulainn. Stories were supplied by Lady Gregory, George Russell, John M. Synge, George Moore and others.

Thomas, who had been writing from an early age, continued to write poetry and drama in his spare time. Sadly, due to the destruction of their home at Easter 1916, scarcely any of his vast output has survived. It is known from his relatives and contemporaries that he got great pleasure from writing.

He sent news of home to his brothers James and John in Boston, and they kept him up to date with their news. When Thomas, his brothers and friends were in the thick of the Land War, it is believed that James would have liked to return to help out, but as he had ‘skipped bail’ to get out of the country he felt unable to return, as no doubt he would have been imprisoned instantly under the Coercion Act. Meanwhile he had got married.

By late September 1890 James had sold Thomas’s publishing company, Thomas Rice Kent & Co. This was obviously an agreed decision; it cannot have been easy for Thomas. A notice in the Irish Echo (September) stated: ‘All communications for The Irish Echo should be addressed to the Irish Echo Publishing Co., 37 Hayerhill Street, Boston.’

Thomas was missed in Boston cultural and educational circles. The Irish Echo suspended publishing at the end of 1890, and the Irish School was eventually closed.233

It is not known if Thomas corresponded with his former girlfriend at this stage, or what the position was between them. In any case the relationship appears to have fizzled out. We know very little about his personal life at this time.234

Now out of prison, he had suffered for a principle – the right of the Irish people not to be evicted at the whim of a landlord who owned thousands of acres. Thomas had decided his place was in Ireland.

In 1891 James Kent (who had acquired American citizenship in November 1889) returned to Ireland with his girlfriend Mary Hynes from Kinvarra, Co. Galway. On 1 August the pair were married in Queenstown (Cobh). It was a happy Bawnard homecoming for his mother and family. Elizabeth married David Ring the following year.

Though Thomas had a great interest in literature, the literary revival lacked popular appeal. However, a movement called the Gaelic League supplied a more generally accepted need. It was founded by Douglas Hyde, Eoin MacNeill and Fr Eugene O’Growney in 1893. Its principal aims were to keep spoken Irish alive in areas where it was still the main language, and then to restore Irish as the spoken language of the country. Hyde wanted Ireland to be recognised as a separate nation. This movement was non-political, non-sectarian and one in which all sections of Irish society could be represented. Thomas saw this as living up to what he had envisaged and helped establish with his involvement in the Philo-Celtic Society and the Irish Echo in Boston.

Thomas was bilingual, as were all members of his family. He agreed with the re-creation of an Irish culture separate from that of England – one with Irish music, games, dance, ideas and literature. Through its newspaper An Claidheamh Soluis and through the publication of stories, poetry and plays in Irish, the Gaelic League expanded quite rapidly. This was an important day especially for the Irish in the US.

In 1893, tragedy hit the Kent family when news came from Boston that John, who had been ill for two months, had died of complicated tubercular lung infection on 28 July. He was just 24 years old. Seventeen days later, on 14 August, his brother James died of a bronchial haemorrhage. James’s death came only two months after the birth of a daughter, Mary, to his wife, Mary E. Previously their twins David and Rose had died within three months of each other (David at eight months and Rose at eleven months of age). Mary E. was a Philo-Celtic Society member and sang at concerts. Mary lived with Mary E. until the latter’s death in 1949: Mary never married; she worked as a laundress and died in 1971.235

For Mary Kent this was a tragic loss of two sons. She had already lost a daughter ‘whom they all adored’ at the age of twelve, William’s daughter Prue recalled.236

By 1893 Fr O’Dwyer (ex-Coercion prisoner) had been moved from Castlelyons to Clondrohid; his replacement was An tAthair Peadar Ó Laoghaire (Fr Peter O’Leary), bilingual writer and storyteller. Like Fr O’Dwyer, he became a close friend of Thomas. An tAthair Peadar was happy that a decision had been taken ‘to foster the living Irish that was spoken by the people’. He wrote that ‘the work should be done in that way if it was to be done at all’. He had ‘Eugene O Curry’s books and the O’Donovan’s Irish grammar’ and knew that such books ‘could not add as much as one day’ to the life of the Irish language. ‘I knew that those men themselves admitted that all they aimed at was to preserve in books all the Irish they could collect so that, when the Irish people had ceased to speak it, that residue of it could be found in those books. O’Donovan and O’Curry realised that it was going, going slowly but surely, and they well understood that the work they were doing had no chance of putting a stop to that decline.’237

This was exactly how Thomas felt, and he had expressed that belief years earlier in the Boston Irish Echo. Having been abroad, he was aware that English was extremely important, but it was vital also to hold on to the Irish language, ‘as the death of the Irish language would mean our national character would be destroyed’.238

An t-Athair Peadar wrote that those who ‘knew only Irish, were intellectually crippled so far as worldly transactions were concerned’. In legal proceedings the man ‘who knew English could fool’ someone. If the speaker told his story in Irish, no one understood him ‘except the very man who was determined to wrong’ him – an interpreter who was often ‘bribed’. ‘No matter how you looked then ... the position of the man who knew no English … was deplorable.’ An t-Athair Peadar maintained, ‘if the two languages had been fostered together from the time that the Irish people began to converse among themselves in English to any extent, the two tongues would have helped each other, and given each other a strength and exactitude impossible to one language only’. This was Thomas’s view also. Both men were glad to help organise a branch of the Gaelic League in Castlelyons – one of over 600 countrywide.239

Thomas became one of the most active members of the branch. He participated in concerts and plays, wrote poetry and recited his poems publicly on occasion.240 ‘He conducted Irish, music and dancing classes in the local branch … under the presidency of Canon O’Leary.’241

Thomas had hoped that an ‘Irish School’ would be founded in Ireland like the one he and others established in Boston. A powerful speaker, he expressed his wish at many public events. (However, it wasn’t until 1905 that the first Irish teacher training college was established in Ballingeary, Co. Cork.)

On 14 January 1894 at Bridesbridge, near Fermoy, Thomas, Uncle Edmond and David Kent were among ‘a very large and most representative’ group who held a meeting in aid of evicted tenants (the Freeman’s Journal specifically mentioned Thomas and Edmond).

According to newspaper reports, ‘the spirit and enthusiasm which was evidenced amply proved that the patriotic spirit of the country was still alive and that the soldiers of the Land War have nothing to fear for the future’. Contingents from Fermoy, Castlelyons, Rathcormac, Watergrasshill, Lisgoold, Bartlemy, Tallow, ‘and even from more remote districts were in attendance’. A ‘respectable sum’ was collected for the Evicted Tenants’ Fund. The Castlelyons contingent said that after Mass each Sunday they would make a collection. According to the Freeman’s Journal, ‘Amongst those present were: Fermoy – Messrs Edmond Byrne, J P, Matthew Blake, John Moloney, Michael Russell, J Daly, D Culloty, George Baylor; Castlelyons – Rev P O’Leary, P. P., Fr. Coughlan, C. C. Messrs David Verling, P. L. G.; James Maye, P. L. G., Garrett Verling, Patrick Shinnick, John Maye, David P Hegarty, D J Hegarty, John McAuliffe, John Dooly, Patrick Dooly, Richard Scanlon, Michael Reardon, Thomas Kent, Edmond Kent, William Kent, Thomas Horgan, Michael Coady, Con Ronan, James Buckley, &c; Watergrasshill, Rathcormac and Bartlemy – Lisgoold – Kilworth – Tallow, and other districts were represented.’

Fr O’Leary, PP, Castlelyons, took the chair. He spoke of two facts that should be borne in mind. ‘First that only for the manner for which the evicted tenants allowed themselves to be driven from their homes, hundreds of thousands of farmers throughout the country would be paying double the rents they were paying.’ The landlords hoped that if they could get those tenants to pay ‘a rack-rent’ they would have all their own way, but ‘when the landlords saw the tenants would rather be evicted than pay a rank-rent they knew their power was broken’. It was mainly due to the tenants’ action that the land had been rendered useless to the landlords. Also, ‘eternal honour’ should go ‘to those who supported them in their hour of need’ and ‘so would eternal disgrace cling to those who allowed the evicted tenants to suffer, they folded their arms, and allowed [them] to go to Jericho’. He called upon ‘the Merchants and Traders of Cork to take their fair share in the sustainment of the Evicted Tenants Fund, knowing how closely their interests are bound up with the prosperity of the Country’.

Con Ronan proposed, and Edmond Kent seconded, a resolution:


That the great sacrifices made by the evicted tenants of the country should be recognised, and the immense service they have rendered, not only to the tenant farmers as a body, but to the highest interests of our country at large, we pledge ourselves to sustain these children of the nation until they are placed beyond the need of assistance.242




Chapter 20
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Gratitude Born from Kindness

In January 1899 at a meeting to select a candidate to represent the Fermoy and Castlelyons district on Cork County Council, Thomas Kent proposed that no candidate be selected ‘who would not pledge himself to Home Rule, to the establishment of a Catholic University, to the release of political prisoners, to the reinstatement of tenants and to compulsory sale of land to tenant farmers’. Michael Mackay, Ballyroberts, was proposed as the nationalist candidate; David Kent seconded the motion and pointed out that Col. John-son, unionist candidate, had been honorary secretary to the Landlords’ Association. Mackay was chosen ‘by a large majority’.243

In the early twentieth century, Mary Rice Kent, with the help of her family, continued to pay rent on her Bawnard holding, but life was about to change radically for her and her family. At this time, due to the combined agitation of nationalist and unionist tenant farmers, the position of landlords holding large estates had become untenable. This led to a Land Conference in December 1902 and January 1903 attended by tenant farmers and a section of the landlords. William O’Brien and George Russell had been advocating a subsidised scheme of land purchase; they were aware that this had the sympathetic ear of the Government. Based on the Conference report, a bill was introduced by George Wyndham, Chief Secretary to Balfour. It offered an incentive to landlords to sell their estates by proposing a bonus. Following a bargaining process, the Wyndham Land Act came into being. It did more than any of the previous Land Acts and brought about a major change in Irish landholding. Money was advanced to tenants and a percentage was charged over a number of years.244

The Kent brothers had fought and suffered and now had lived to see the tenant farmers’ grievances redressed and their rights vindicated by this Act, which enabled them to purchase their holdings and establish their titles to the land under a fair rent and free sale scheme.245

Mary Kent was, according to Jean Sheridan, ‘a woman of compassion and warm charity … When a farm worker’s wife became gravely ill, she nursed her back to health and cared for their son who was accepted as a brother by the young Kents.’ After the boy emigrated to the United States she provided for his parents in their old age, tended them on their death beds, paid for a grave and gave them a decent burial.246

Mary’s kindness and her sense of justice were rewarded. The young man had become an entrepreneur and grown wealthy; he came to Ireland and purchased for her ‘free title to the fertile lands of Bawnard from which high rents had been extracted from generations of tenants to keep the Barrymores and their successors in luxury in England’.247

On 24 February 1903, Thomas’s brother Edmond Kent married Margaret Dunlea, Carraigh-na-Bhfear. He left Bawnard and moved into the Carraigh-na-Bhfear homestead. They would have three children: William, Rose and Maureen.

Thomas, David, William and their younger brother Richard continued to farm at Bawnard House. They were extremely progressive, practising mixed farming with Hereford cattle and tillage.248 David, a lover of horses, trained them for neighbours as well as for the family’s use. With a horse called Friendship he won cups in Cork, Clonmel, Mallow and elsewhere. ‘All the family were able to ride, as it was part of farming.’249

The Kent brothers were all ‘good runners’ according to Kathleen Kent, William’s daughter. David represented Cork GAA in 1903–04 intercounty competitions in hurdles. He was also a skilled weight-thrower. Richard was ‘an outstanding athlete and won lots of prizes, medals and cups’.250 In 1902 he won first prize in hammer throwing and in 120 yards hurdles in Banteer Annual Sports. In the same venue in 1903 he was first in the 56 lb hammer, and in 1906 he won the 120 yards hurdles.251 Richard’s friend William Spillane, also an athlete, described him as ‘a weight-thrower and a very able man of over six feet in height. He was well known for his skill over the hurdles and throwing the hammer.’252 Richard was also friendly with Bob Hales, an athlete from Knocknacurra, Bandon; their paths would cross a few years later in Volunteer training in Cork city.253

Swimming was another of the hobbies in the area, ‘so naturally they were all great swimmers’, having learned at a young age to swim in the River Bride. ‘David was a brilliant swimmer – he used to swim across the Blackwater in full flood.’ This was also where they liked to fish, and fly-fishing was one of Thomas’s skills.254 He would chat with neighbours by the river when the day’s work was done, and would show local boys how to attach a fly to the line. ‘A local lad was fishing one evening. Tom Kent, having shown him the technique of fishing, gave him his fishing wallet with all the flies. Next time he saw that man was [when Tom was] handcuffed going over Fermoy Bridge.’255

In 1905 William Kent and ‘a neighbour, a Murphy lad’ set sail from Queenstown and travelled to South Africa. They settled in Durban. William gained employment in the diamond mines: difficult and risky work. A few years later Thomas decided he would join William: it is not known whether he worked in the mines. He stayed for a period and then returned to Bawnard.256
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Founding of Galtee Volunteers

Thomas had become friendly with Tom Clarke since Clarke’s return to Ireland from the US in 1907. Clarke and Thomas’s Fenian cousin John Curtin Kent had been involved in the ‘dynamite campaign’ and simultaneously (though in solitary confinement) spent twelve years in misery and suffering in Millbank, Chatham and Portland prisons. Curtin Kent emerged a broken man, and took some time to recover.257

In London in 1895 Dr Mark Ryan had initiated Thomas Barry into the IRB (a secret oath-bound organisation). Barry was engaged in various activities for the organisation during the Boer War. He came to Dublin in 1905 and was ‘transferred to the circle of which Pat Devlin was Centre … At this time there were about ten circles in Dublin and District. The Centres paid regular visits to all the circles, so that they were well known.’ In 1908 when Clarke was President, Barry visited Cork where he met Sean O’Hegarty and Liam Barrett, ‘who had a circle in Glanworth’. This was in Thomas Kent’s district. Thomas had been inducted into the IRB by Tom Clarke.258 Barry wrote that around 1908 ‘Tom Clarke got Pearse to address a meeting of the Wolfe Tone Memorial Committee at the Rotunda. That was the first time Pearse came before the public and he was brought out by Tom Clarke and the I.R.B.’259

In 1911 Thomas Barry took up residence in Cork. The IRB continued to hold an annual demonstration for the Manchester Martyrs. Though the group was dwindling, Sean O’Hegarty held ‘a circle’ of active men – members of ‘the Cork Young Ireland Society’, of which Thomas Kent was a member. Barry had been appointed president of this Society. Annually, the speaker in the Cork demonstration was an IRB member such as Bulmer Hobson, Major John MacBride, Seán MacDiarmada or J.J. Walsh. Tom Kent mingled with these men.260

William Kent wrote that after the Parnell split the Kent brothers ceased to take any active part in politics, though Thomas continued to participate in Gaelic League events and meetings. William had returned from South Africa and was again involved with his brothers Thomas, David and Richard in progressive farming at Bawnard. No doubt the money that he had accumulated helped with finances at home. Their holding was now well maintained and stocked. A tree-lined avenue led to Bawnard House, facing the rolling hills of east Cork; it had been thoroughly renovated. The single storey had been converted to a stately two-storey home with a little oratory at the top of the stairs, where at the window stood a statue of ‘the Blessed Virgin’ – a place of devotion for Mary Kent.261

The Kents were generous with their money, subscribing to various organisations and helping those in need. Jean Sheridan, a contemporary, wrote:


They were a whole-hearted crowd, idealising the mother who adored them and had given them a code to which they adhered all their lives. Loyalty to God, home and country was bred in their marrow. Material gain, worldly ambition or deflection from a hard course was not in Mary Kent’s philosophy, nor in that of her sons. During all the tumultuous years, during days and months when her men were overseas or in gaol and none left to sow the crops or gather the corn, she was never heard to regret their actions. To her and to them, compromise was unthinkable.262



The third Home Rule Bill was introduced in the House of Commons on 11 April 1912. Due to Conservatives’ and Ulster Unionists’ opposition in the House of Commons, the third reading was not carried until January 1913. It was signed into law in September 1914 but, by agreement with the Ulster Unionists and the Irish Parliamentary Party, it was suspended for the duration of the First World War. This left the Home Rule question unresolved.263

Meanwhile, though the majority of the nationalists of Ireland welcomed the Bill, Ulster Unionists led by Edward Carson strongly opposed it and plunged the country into crisis. On 28 September 1912 over 250,000 people gathered at City Hall, Belfast and signed a ‘Solemn League and Covenant’ which pledged to resist Home Rule. Some signed in their own blood. In January 1913 the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) was formed to resist Home Rule, by force if necessary. This organisation, supported by leading businessmen and the landed gentry, soon claimed a membership of 100,000.

William Kent wrote that he and his brothers Thomas, David and Richard discussed the situation and ‘decided that if the Ulster Volunteers were to carry out their threat of marching from Belfast to Cork, means should be devised to prevent them. We collected rifles and shotguns. Thomas, who was later closely associated with the leaders in Dublin, knew that Ireland’s opportunity would come.’ Though they wished for total independence, the Kent brothers and their circle of friends were willing to accept Home Rule as an interim measure.264

Thomas, being an IRB member, was aware of the feeling in the movement. Bulmer Hobson, an IRB Supreme Council member, decided that the time was right to organise a nationalist volunteer organisation in the south of Ireland. Eoin MacNeill, Professor of Early and Medieval Irish History at University College Dublin and founder member and vice president of the Gaelic League, had written an article in An Claidheamh Soluis on 1 November 1913 in which he welcomed the UVF:


There is nothing to prevent the other twenty-eight counties from calling into existence citizen force to hold Ireland ‘for the Empire’. It was precisely with this object that the Volunteers of 1782 were enrolled and they became an instrument of establishing self-government and Irish prosperity.



Bulmer Hobson contacted The O’Rahilly, assistant editor An Claidheamh Soluis and Gaelic League member. Both approached MacNeill. This led to a meeting in Wynn’s Hotel, Dublin on 11 November 1913 at which a ‘Provisional Committee’ of the Volunteers was formed.

The first formal public meeting was held on 25 November in the Rotunda Hall, Dublin. Thomas Kent with his brother David and some comrades travelled to Dublin by train. At this gathering MacNeill invited ‘all able-bodied men of Ireland to form themselves into a united disciplined body of freemen prepared to secure and maintain the right and liberties common to all the people of Ireland’. Following several other speakers’ contributions (including Patrick Pearse and Seán MacDiarmada), over 3,000 adult males enlisted in this first meeting of the Irish Volunteers.265 It is believed that Thomas and David enrolled that night. Thomas was already in close contact with Clarke and other leaders, and kept more in contact from here on.

That November night in Wynn’s Hotel, Diarmuid Fawsitt, secretary of the Cork Industrial Development Association (IDA), joined the Volunteers. When Fawsitt returned to Cork from the Dublin inaugural meeting he was enthusiastic to form a unit in the city. He contacted a friend: J.J. Walsh, a clerical officer in the General Post Office and Cork County Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) Chairman. (Walsh – a native of Ratharoon, outside Bandon, and neighbour of the Haleses of Knocknacurra – was an extreme nationalist. He knew the Kent brothers and had visited their home.)

On 3 December Fawsitt wrote to Liam de Róiste, vocational education teacher and Gaelic League member, and informed him that Walsh and himself had been ‘discussing the Volunteer Movement’. Walsh (whom de Róiste described as ‘an energetic man’) ‘extracted a promise from Eoin MacNeill to come to Cork and address the initial meeting’. He had also contacted Roger Casement, who agreed to speak at the meeting.266

De Róiste was animated with the idea that ‘all the Irish Nationalists ought to combine to make the beginning and work the idea to a success’. He believed that the ‘country was undoubtedly ripe’ for inspiration. However, when he contacted ‘a prominent O’Brienite Co. Councillor’ whom he believed ‘would have influence amongst men outside his own party ... his reply, full of bitterness astonished’ him.267

At a meeting attended by J.J. Walsh, Diarmuid Fawsitt, Liam de Róiste and Maurice O’Connor, it was decided to establish a ‘Cork City Corps of Volunteers’.268 Arrangements were made to convene a public meeting in the City Hall for 14 December 1913, at which Walsh would preside. Walsh wrote:


Diarmuid Fawsitt would read the manifesto issued by the Dublin Provisional Committee and Liam de Róiste would propose a vote of thanks to MacNeill who was to be the principal speaker. Party political feeling was then very bitter between the Redmondites and the O’Brienites in Cork. We had the alternatives of having no speakers prominently identified with either of the rival parties, or of inviting one from each side to speak. We wished to emphasise the non-party character of the movement and we decided to invite Eamon O’Neill from Kinsale as one identified in the public mind with the O’Brienite party, and John J. Horgan of Cork as one identified with the Redmondites, to attend and speak at the meeting.269



According to Martin Keniry Jr, Thomas had joined the Redmond Volunteers in 1913 and when a split occurred in the Volunteer organisation he ‘broke away’ to form a company of the Irish Volunteers. ‘At that time Mick Fitzgerald, who was later to die on hunger strike in Cork Jail and Sean O’Brien were active with the Kent Brothers in organising the local Company.’270

The news that an Irish Volunteer body was to be formed in Cork spread quickly throughout the county. It was welcomed in Castlelyons by the athletic club and the Gaelic League. Thomas, David, William and Richard were members of clubs in Castlelyons, Dungourney and Fermoy. These clubs and those of the surrounding districts all received admission tickets for distribution to the public meeting in City Hall. Thomas and his brothers had debated Carson’s formation of the Ulster Volunteers among club members. Also, Thomas’s influence on Gaelic League members was significant.271

Richard Kent, an excellent athlete with many medals, cups and plaques, was deeply involved in Castlelyons athletic club and Ballynoe GAA. Walsh wrote that, like the Kent brothers, he ‘realised the potentialities of the G.A.A. as a training ground for Physical Force. Its national ideals were of the highest.’272 Walsh wrote:


I gathered around me a force of youthful enthusiasts from the University, Civil Service and Business and in a short time we had organised Hurling and Football Leagues, not only all over the country, but also in the lanes and streets of the City and towns. Handball and athletics were likewise on our programme.273



‘The first memory of Tom Kent I have,’ said Martin Keniry Jr, ‘was at Ballynoe in 1913 when he held a meeting to get the Volunteer Companies going. He was later arrested and served a sentence. The Kents held a meeting at the Sinn Féin Hall in Chapel Square, and there Tom gave a lecture saying that the next time they would not take him without a fight. The first rifle obtained by the Company was a .22 which they fired in Condon’s Quarry in Knockanard.’274

At a meeting prior to the 14 December meeting in City Hall, Liam de Róiste ‘urged that there may be disturbance ... and we ought to prepare for it. Walsh waved all such warnings aside.’275 At this time, especially in Cork city, there was hostility between rival nationalist groups – followers of John Redmond (IPP leader) and William O’Brien (who had formed the All-for-Ireland League (AFIL)) – with frequent interruptions at meetings and formal gatherings. The Ancient Order of Hibernians was split between the two.276

On the night of 23 November 1913, Thomas, David, William and Richard walked in a torchlight procession through Fermoy to commemorate the Manchester Martyrs – Bandon man William Phillip Allen; Michael Larkin from the US and Michael O’Brien from Lady’s Bridge, not far from the Kent homestead – with whom Thomas always had an affinity.

On 14 December Thomas and David met up with some members of Castlelyons athletic club and took the train from Fermoy to Cork. By 8.30 p.m. City Hall ‘was packed from floor to ceiling,’ according to de Róiste. Some Fianna boys stood on the stage, and ‘a crowd of about 50, mainly Gaelic Leaguers, [were] at the back of the platform’, J. J. Walsh recorded. ‘These had come spontaneously and had not been organised by us.’277 Many IRB members and Celtic Literary Society members, including founder member Terence MacSwiney, attended. Fawsitt opened the proceedings with the manifesto as inaugurated at the Dublin meeting. J.J. Walsh told the audience that Volunteer units had already been formed in Dublin, Galway, Kilkenny and Kerry and that ‘Corkmen had never been lacking in the fight for Freedom or the fight for anything else’ and that the organisation now being initiated would be ‘the Movement of the Irish Nation’.278

The anticipation in the packed hall was high as Walsh introduced Eoin MacNeill, guest speaker. MacNeill began: ‘The right and duty of National defence applies to every free people in the world and the only question which arises is whether you consider yourselves to be a free people or not.’279 Referring to the formation of the UVF, he stated that ‘young Galwegians, staunch Irishmen all, had stood up and cheered for Sir Edward Carson’s Volunteers’ and ‘it is they who have opened the way for us. We stand in no fear of them and they stand in no fear of us.’280According to de Róiste, he ‘laboured it till I felt he was making a mistake, a big mistake for a Cork audience’.281 When MacNeill called for cheers for ‘Sir Edward Carson’s Volunteers’, an ‘organised group of Hibernians’ stood up. Then ‘the whole audience stood up. There was confusion, applause, hooting, hissing and shouting.’282

Scenes of ‘indescribable chaos’ with ‘shouts of “get down” and “sit down” – bedlam let loose’ followed, according to Diarmuid Fawsitt. Walsh rose and appealed for order, ‘but his words were drowned in the noise and shouting’. One man shouted ‘charge’, then ‘a tossing sea of heads rushed towards the stage platform’. MacNeill was surrounded by angry men. One protester lifted a chair and crashed it down on Walsh’s head. The stage turned into ‘a congested boxing ring’, according to Fawsitt. ‘Fierce fights were the order over the prostrate body of the chairman whose head was bleeding profusely.’283

Somebody turned off the lights and a rumour circulated that the RIC were outside. This ‘quickly encouraged the trouble-makers to flee’. The journalists, believing it was all over, also left. Casement and MacNeill had already gone from the stage.284 Maurice Conway located de Róiste and told him that ‘there was still a big crowd in the hall’; they encouraged some of the speakers to return. Fawsitt stood on ‘one of few remaining undamaged chairs’, put his hand on Casement’s shoulder and said, ‘Here is a man who would be welcomed warmly in every Chancellery in Europe. Will Rebel Cork deny him a hearing?’ The listeners replied with animated applause. Casement spoke. ‘He caught the crowd,’ according to de Róiste: ‘one could see he was a man of the world, one who had travelled ... Tall, supple, commanding, he looked every inch a man.’285

Casement spoke of ‘mother Ireland’ and said that her sons should unite and protect her. He told his listeners, who were again attentive, that MacNeill’s sentiments were misunderstood. The goal, he stressed, was a Volunteer movement, which should be supported. Following rousing applause, de Róiste spoke on behalf of the organising committee and finished with a few lines from Brian Higgins’s poem ‘Awake, Arise, Be Men Today’.

Following ‘thunder applause’, an IRB man near the stage handed up an enrolment form. ‘That was the opening for others, up they came; trooping in tens, in twenties, singly, in batches’, de Róiste wrote.286 Between 500 and 700 young men signed their names that night for the new Volunteer movement.287 Liam Ruséal was one of those who, in high spirits having joined the movement, escorted Casement through the streets to Turner’s Hotel as they sang ‘Rory of the Gael’ to the air of ‘The Boys of Wexford’.288 Liam de Róiste wrote: ‘the career of the Cork Corps, Irish Volunteers began’.289

Tom and David Kent and other young men from Rathcormac, Castlelyons and districts around Fermoy walked or cycled, not bothered by the heavy December air-frost and the coarse, sparkly road ahead. Jubilant and fired with ambition, they covered the twenty-odd miles from Cork City Hall to their destination. Sometimes they remained silent and at other times sang ‘God Save Ireland’. This was a night that Tom would later recall as ‘a turning point’, though he was not to know that it would seal his fate. He was ‘determined to follow in the Fenian tradition of his ancestors’, to get independence for Ireland; glad also that he had had a few encouraging words with Terence MacSwiney in the hall.290

The following day the Cork Examiner and the Cork Constitution reported only the chaos and disorder in City Hall; they carried letters from the various factions over the next few weeks.291 Thomas decided that he would follow up on MacSwiney’s invitation that they should get together and do some organising. He resolved to increase his volunteers, organise some neighbours and keep in touch with the Cork boys.

His friendship with J.J. Walsh, who was to the forefront of the Cork organisation, was also important. In Cork city, under Walsh’s chairmanship, a Provisional Committee was constituted to coordinate republicans and nationalists.292 All that had enrolled were invited to attend a meeting in An Dún, Queen Street on Friday 19 December. Only 150 turned up, but among them were the four Kent brothers: Thomas, David, William and Richard.

It was decided to meet three nights a week, and that each man would pay a three pence weekly subscription. They knew it would not be easy but they wanted this to succeed. Tomás MacCurtain had got Bill Goodwin, an ex-artillery sergeant major, to train the men. Shortly John Donovan, former sergeant in the Dublin Fusiliers, took over; he was ‘one of the best teachers I had known’ according to de Róiste. He instructed them in squad and section drill when they moved to larger premises on the strength of a loan that the committee took out.293

Thomas was an enthusiastic Gaelic League member; he had many nationalist friends who were willing to join him in the formation of a Galtee Volunteer branch in Castlelyons. Through the medium of this branch, and being recognised locally as a successful poet, he ‘did arduous promotional work’. Many who joined travelled with him to Cork one or two nights a week during the early months of 1914: a round journey of approximately thirty-eight miles.

Being an IRB member he was in touch with Tom Clarke; he travelled to Dublin by train on occasions to meet him. At the Cork training sessions he also met Tom Hales, Ballinadee, a Supreme Council member; like the Hales brothers, Thomas had begun to do organisational work with MacSwiney on the formation of Volunteer branches in North and East Cork.

Following John Donovan’s suggestion of using hurley sticks, Thomas got together some neighbouring boys and his Founding of Galtee Volunteers brothers and they practised drill movements nightly in a field near the house. At home in Bawnard there were often lively discussions. Their mother, as in the past, did not discourage them from participation in nationalist activities.

Despite a British Government proclamation, the UVF imported from Germany a cargo of over 25,000 rifles plus millions of rounds of ammunition, landing it at Larne on 24–25 April without interference from the security forces. This news only made Thomas and his comrades more determined that ‘force may be necessary’ to achieve Irish independence, which had become their aim.

In the monthly Irish Freedom, Thomas and his comrades could follow Tom Clarke’s activities. The IRB’s stated objective was to gain the independence of Ireland:


We stand for the complete and total separation of Ireland from England and the establishment of an Irish Government. Freedom can take only one form amongst us – a republic.294



The IRB had ‘inherited’ a policy from its predecessors: it decided that would avail of any advantage that occurred. ‘That is how the Irish Volunteers was started. Before there ever had been so much as a public whisper of a Volunteer force, the [Supreme] Council had discussed it’, according to P.S. O’Hegarty.295 These views influenced Thomas, but he had been steeped in justice and Irish freedom since his Land League days, and had talked about ‘independence’ back then.

Sinn Féin, founded by Arthur Griffith in 1905, suggested that there should be a return to Grattan’s Parliament with the crown as the personal link between Ireland and England; Griffith believed that the principle of dual monarchy would win widespread support in Ireland. This idea was at variance with the IRB, which was built on the Fenian principle.

Throughout 1914 Thomas spent much time visiting local parishes and getting ‘boys’ into an organisational frame. With the help of Terence MacSwiney he set up companies in the local townlands, under the umbrella of the Galtee Volunteers. In North and East Cork, Thomas was the First Battalion Commandant.296 Early in 1914 Liam Lynch (who would later become Brigade Commandant) joined the Mitchelstown Volunteer Company, which Thomas had set up. By the summer of 1914, just over 2000 men had been enrolled in eight companies of the Galtee Battalion. Many Volunteers ‘had their first practice shots in the woods around Bawnard and Ballyhampshire’.297

In 1914 ‘under English law in Ireland ... it was and is illegal and unconditional’ for men to drill or to promote ‘terms of physical force’. De Róiste wrote:


Many a man in Ireland during the last century went to penal servitude for those “crimes”. But when the Government seemed determined to carry Home Rule for Ireland, Sir Edward Carson and the leader of the Orangemen of Ulster began not alone to talk in terms of physical force but to translate their words into action by organising the Ulster Volunteers to resist the Home Rule Act of the English Government by force of arms. The Liberal Government allowed the Ulstermen to go on in their “illegal” course.298



The ‘physical force idea’ for the achievement of Irish freedom gained momentum. William Spillane, Castlelyons, who was with Thomas at Clonmult in 1914 at a recruiting drive for the Volunteers, said that he was ‘a thoughtful man dedicated to his work for nationalism’. Training was very important to him. Spillane recalls that they held shooting competitions behind Barrymore Castle in Castlelyons. Competitions were held ‘between Fermoy, Ballyhooly, Rathcormac and Castlelyons companies of the Volunteers’, which involved ‘seven shots at a target. One for aim and six to count; forty-two marks the maximum.’ Rifle practice was also held at Strawhall and on the Hill of Corrin.299

Thomas travelled to various areas where Volunteers assembled for marching and drilling. At this early stage the military accepted these manoeuvres, though Thomas and his comrades had begun to view a broader landscape. De Róiste stated that ‘in the natural order of things, it would be necessary at some time to appeal to force even to show the English Government and English people that we were in earnest in the demand for self Government’.300

Bill Hammond wrote that as well as athletics, ‘the Kents … kept fit by going to the Otter Hounds. It seems that sport knew no barriers either socially or politically, for the Otter Hounds were owned by the Marquis of Conyngham who kept them in the Royal Hotel Yard in Fermoy.’301


Chapter 22

[image: illustration]

The Kents’ Sense of Justice and Freedom


The Kents’ sense of justice was embedded in their psyche. Their prestige and influence in the Land League was enormous, and their stand exceptional. ‘Here were no downtrodden peasants from small holdings, but a family of substance and influence with much to lose by their resistance. In all this, Tom seems to have been an inspiration to them all. He was a great reader, a deep thinker, a Gaelic student and a delightful speaker. Once, at a meeting in Dublin, shortly before 1916 when speakers were so numerous that they were timed; the voice, the manner and the matter of Thomas Kent so enamoured his listeners that they allowed him to speak on undisturbed.’302



William Kent wrote that ‘Thomas, who was later closely associated with the leaders in Dublin, knew that Ireland’s opportunity would come and would be availed of when England was engaged in a European War.’303

From early 1914 Thomas and his brothers believed that a strong Volunteer force would be important for North and East Cork. They approached it as a team, with the same determination as during the Land League fight. In April the newspaper Freedom, referring to Home Rule and Carson’s attempt at ‘permanent exclusion’ from it, stated that ‘at the moment it is impossible to say whether the Government will proceed with their damnable attempt to divide Ireland ... It would mean disaster to Ireland.’ The newspaper noted that Redmond had 20 years of ‘free play’ of ‘trust’ from the Irish majority:


When partition is again mentioned let him stand aside, even at the cost of the ‘Home Rule Bill’ ... There is a force and a spirit growing in Ireland which, in the wrangle of British politics, he but vaguely realises. It will be Mr. Redmond’s duty to stand aside rather than submit to the dividing-up proposal. The Nationalists of Ireland will not wait passively while treachery of so foul a kind is at work.304



Nationalist sentiments had begun to change. The men who assembled in Straw Hall, Corrin Hill, Jack O’Keeffe’s field or other North and East Cork areas during the summer evenings of 1914 were athletic and extremely fit. Fitness became enormously important with the decision to pursue the physical force idea. The men who travelled to Cork learned drilling, manoeuvring and discipline from ex-Sergeant Donovan in the ‘drill hall’ in Cork city. He was ‘an excellent instructor’.305 Later the Kent brothers with their comrades organised running through fields, jumping hedges and ditches, so that they would be extremely physically prepared. With Thomas at the helm they were a community of intelligent, independent-minded men.

Thomas had some years previously become a member of the Pioneer Total Abstinence Association. From their knowledge of Irish history, Thomas and others were aware that many a battle was lost and many a cause abandoned through the abuse of alcohol. ‘Hence, such men and women welcomed the revival of the Pledge Movement.’ Its motivation was to give good example and to practise ‘self-denial from all intoxicating drink’.306

At the time ‘political party leaders did not openly oppose the Volunteer movement. In the summer of 1914 followers of the Irish Party came into the movement in large numbers’, according to J.J. Walsh. In Cork ‘they were given representation on the Executive Committee. There were probably around 2,000 in the city in July.’ As GAA Cork County Board chairman, Walsh had an intimate knowledge of areas in the county and decided he would help to organise the Volunteer movement. He enlisted the help of Lindsay Talbot Crosbie, a Kerry landlord who ‘possessed a motor car’. Walsh noted that in pockets of the county there was a ‘hatred’ between ‘the rival political parties’. He was helped by the fact that Crosbie was a follower of John Redmond.307

After Thomas and David founded the first unit of Volunteers in the Galtee area in 1913–1914, this ‘nucleus’ shortly grew into quite a few Volunteer companies in North and East Cork. Thomas and David travelled to Volunteer headquarters, Shears Street Hall, Cork on several occasions for ‘military instruction lectures’ and training. They were in close liaison with Terence MacSwiney. Thomas had decided to become a full-time Volunteer organiser.308

Walsh, on his first East Cork organisational visit in 1914, wore a Volunteer uniform – the first sight of one in the area. Through The O’Rahilly he obtained ‘the grey-green cloth’ from Mahony’s of Blarney and got T. Lyons & Co. to make the uniform. ‘The new garment created something of a sensation’, according to Walsh. Soon after this Thomas, his brothers and other young men in the locality ordered uniforms. However, their main priority was training, organisation and obtaining arms. In addition to the weekly subscription, Cork county Volunteers organised church gate collections.309

On 26 July 1914, the Dublin Provisional Committee succeeded in landing at Howth a large quantity of rifles and ammunition that Darrell Figgis had purchased. Erskine Childers, with his wife Molly and Mary Spring Rice, brought in the consignment in Childers’ yacht, the Asgard. Conor O’Brien on the Kelpie landed a further shipment a week later. Fifty of these ‘Howth’ Mauser rifles were sent to Cork the following month and entrusted to J.J. Walsh and Tomás MacCurtain, who stored them in Fishers Street. They were distributed to various Volunteer companies. Companies under Thomas’s command later received a small number of rifles and some ammunition.310

The few weapons meant that training could be more meaningful, and gave new life blood to local companies. Thomas’s David and their comrades continued with Sunday parades where companies visited other companies; it got the men together, built up a bond in districts and kept the morale high. The marches and the exercises were designed to improve fitness and field-skills, ‘foot-drill’ and discipline. Training was usually carried out at night and on Sunday evenings in the fields, using ‘arms drill with wooden guns’.311

The outbreak of the European war in August 1914 created a crisis within the Volunteer organisation. Its ranks were divided between those who wanted separation and independence and those whose objective was Home Rule. John Redmond and his followers had gradually been taking control of the Volunteers. On 3 August Redmond, in the British House of Commons, pledged Ireland’s support to England in the event of any oncoming threat. J.J. Walsh observed that Redmond, a strong advocate of Home Rule, ‘lived in London, and rode with the aristocracy in Rotten Row. More and more he moved away from his own people. These and similar symptoms made it clear beyond doubt that as a leader of nationalism he was a spent force ... his policy to the thinking Irish was unrecognisable.’312 It has to be stated that Redmond expected the war to be a short one, and he had hoped initially that the promised Home Rule (already on the Statute Book) would be implemented.

In March 1914, prior to the passing of the Home Rule Bill, which was strongly opposed by Ulster Unionists, officers in the Curragh Military Camp stated that they would resign rather than move against opponents of Home Rule. The incident, which bordered on mutiny, was sidestepped by the War Office. Brigadier General Gough publicly stated that he would rather fight with Ulster than against it. This created great unease among Nationalists and civil war was close to erupting.

Discussion in the Kent household centred on Redmond’s actions and the divisions that had arisen in the Volunteers in many parts of the county. Thomas and other senior figures were ‘a guiding force’. Terence MacSwiney had given up his job as a technical instructor and was in a position to visit parishes and promote the views of the Volunteer organisation. At a fundraising meeting in Cork on 31 July, Walsh said that those who joined the Irish Volunteers did so ‘out of a sense of patriotic duty. They have made sacrifices, and they pledged themselves to make even greater sacrifices should the time ever come for doing so.’313

In early August 1914 the conflict escalated as the German army pushed further through Europe, and it appeared likely that Britain would get involved. Cracks that had begun to appear in the Volunteer movement became more pronounced. Members of the original Volunteer committee issued a manifesto ‘declaring that Redmond’s nominees would no longer be regarded as members of the committee’.314 Despite these rumblings the Kent brothers and their comrades in Castlelyons and local companies continued to drill, practise manoeuvres and participate in athletic activities; they would be prepared to do their ‘patriotic duty’ as Walsh called it. A crisis arose when Captain Crosbie, ‘without the knowledge or sanction of Cork Executive Committee, purported to offer the services of the Cork Corps of the Irish Volunteers to the British War Office’.315

To determine the attitude ‘of individual volunteers’, Cork Corps organised a mobilisation of the city and county in the Cornmarket on 30 August 1914 ‘where companies were drawn up in military formation’ to listen to both points of view. The gathering was presided over by Walsh and supported by de Róiste and Fawsitt, all of whom wanted the Volunteers to hold their position and ‘to remain loyal to Ireland’, as Walsh, a noted orator, told the assembled group in an impassioned speech. John J. Horgan and Captain Crosbie supported Redmond’s view: ‘to fight for the Empire’. The speeches passed without incident as ‘Dublin Castle had arrayed its G-men close to the platform.’ Walsh urged his listeners to ‘maintain unity’. An appeal to the Redmondites from ‘one of the lesser speakers caused the ranks to break, and for a while pandemonium reigned’. The ‘seriousness of the situation will be better appreciated when it is recalled that the majority ... carried arms and that discipline existed only in name’, Walsh wrote. ‘The Redmondites were ready for anything and whole companies moved towards the platform, brandishing their deadly weapons ... the weak elements standing for Sinn Fein, plus O’Brienites ... would have been cut to pieces were it not for the timely intervention of Captain Crosbie.’316

When order was restored, the Volunteers in Cork were split. A smaller number remained on the side of the Cork Executive Committee; among those were Castlelyons and Mitchelstown supporters and other areas where the Kents had been a guiding force. ‘It certainly was a trying day’, Walsh wrote.317

The debate changed utterly on 20 September. At Woodenbridge, Wicklow, Redmond delivered a speech that caused the final split. He told the gathering that ‘your duty is twofold’: it would be a disgrace forever to Ireland if Irishmen refrained from fighting ‘wherever the firing extends, in defence of right, freedom and religion, in this war’. The Irish-American newspaper the Irish World wrote that Redmond exceeded his powers. ‘He never received a commission from the Irish people to act as a recruiting sergeant for the British Army.’318

A deep abyss divided many companies. In Cork city and towns throughout the county, members went with the majority and the new organisation became known countrywide as the National Volunteers. ‘A wave of imperialist jingoism swept the county’, according to Florence O’Donoghue. ‘Recruiting for the British forces became a public duty with all the accepted party leaders.’319 William O’Brien joined, to ‘the disgust’ of many of his followers. It was a difficult period for the Kents, especially Thomas, who had admired, befriended and supported William O’Brien over the decades; however, they decided to stick to their principles. Terence MacSwiney, ‘in his endeavour to enlighten public opinion and with prophetic insight into coming developments, came into the field with his weekly paper Fianna Fáil.’320 In this he was supported by Thomas Kent.

According to Florence O’Donoghue, the daily and weekly press joined in a drive ‘to put every man of military age in the country, and particularly the Volunteers, into British uniforms’. Terence MacSwiney wrote in Fianna Fáil (19 September):


We have come to let [the ancient enemy and their allies within our gates] know that Ireland is not to be delivered over to serve as a prop for a decadent and tottering empire, that they have mistaken a momentary apathy for acquiescence.



When William O’Brien said, ‘No one in his senses proposes to fight England’, MacSwiney retorted, ‘Thousands of us in our senses propose to fight her.’321 This could be seen as foolhardy, but he was reflecting the mood of those prepared to make sacrifices for ‘the separatist idea’.

Sean Hennessy recalled that Thomas Kent formed a company in Ballynoe in the summer of 1914, with ‘about 40 members’. Following the outbreak of the war, the ‘company was taken on a route march to Curraghlass’ one day and ‘put through some drill’. As ‘we were of the opinion that we were being led into the British army, we did not parade with the company for the return march to Ballynoe’. Hennessy and Dick O’Keeffe agreed to attend a meeting in the local hall, at which ‘there was a poster signed by Eoin MacNeill which said: Irishmen, under which banner are you going to fight? The blood-stained banner of England or your own immortal banner of green?’ As they entered the hall, the poster was taken down by the Ancient Order of Hibernians ‘head-man’.

Prior to the meeting they were informed there would be a vote of confidence in John Redmond. Hennessy said he would propose a vote of confidence in Eoin McNeill; Dick O’Keeffe said that he would ‘second my proposal’. On the proposal of Redmond, O’Keeffe with Martin and Sean Hennessy left the meeting. ‘This was the last meeting held by the Volunteer Company’ at that time.322 Thomas Kent helped revive it almost a year later.

On 15 October 1914, at Cork’s Cornmarket Street, there was a gathering of all Volunteers in the county, with a noticeable ‘presence of G-men from Police Headquarters in Union Quay’ to observe and take names of prominent ‘Sinn Feiners’. Among those who attended were Thomas and David Kent. J.J. Walsh was arrested and asked to ‘leave the country’ that evening. He could take up duty in a Post Office in Bradford. His friends advised him to go. He left, but on reflection believed it was ‘the first instance of British hate following the outbreak of war, it was up to one in my position to stand fast and defy the authorities to do their worst’.323 He saw afterwards how Thomas Kent defied any warning.

On 25 October, Tomás MacCurtain represented Cork at the first Irish Volunteer convention held in Dublin. With his comrades, he pledged loyalty to Eoin MacNeill and the original objectives for which the Volunteers were founded. MacCurtain on behalf of the Cork Executive Committee set about securing loyalty of rural units. He circulated a resolution to keep the Volunteer movement intact. This resolution pledged ‘unstinted support to the founders of the movement in resisting the efforts being made by Messrs. Redmond and O’Brien to make the organisation a recruiting ground for the British army’.324

The Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), the first of a series of emergency legislation, was passed on 27 November. This was designed to prevent collaboration between Irish revolutionaries and Germany. The Act gave sweeping powers to Dublin Castle authorities, which they implemented in circuitous ways in the following years.

Thomas and David Kent and Terence MacSwiney continued with an intensive recruiting drive, visiting Castlelyons, Rathcormac, Coolagown, Fermoy, Belgooley and Freemount. In MacSwiney’s notebooks he records Thomas as Tom Kent or sometimes T. Ceannt. MacSwiney notes that they ‘interviewed prominent men’ with a view to generating enthusiasm, and that Thomas was organising in Fermoy, Castlelyons, Glanworth, Baldangan, Belgooley, Rathcormac and Coolagown.325

Seamus Fitzgerald remarked that with ‘the split in the Volunteer movement, decisive alignments developed for or against Irish neutrality in the Great War of Europe’. The greater number became known as ‘Redmond’s Volunteers’, with a smaller number in ‘MacNeill’s Volunteers’.326

Seamus Fitzgerald with Mick Leahy and ‘five or six others’ formed the nucleus of a company in Cobh with Thomas’s encouragement. Fitzgerald noted that they kept in touch with ‘Tomás MacCurtain, Cork City Leader, but beyond a few letters from him of support, no organising work was done by Cork City Leaders in Cobh’. Arms were ‘very limited’ but were ‘more readily obtainable in Cobh’ due to the influx of cross-channel boats. At a meeting in Cork in early 1915, Terence MacSwiney made a great impression on Fitzgerald, as did Thomas Kent. The Fianna Fáil paper ‘inspired us greatly’.327

Route marches and parades were important in boosting the morale of the men. Thomas Kent was one of the organisers of a large public parade in Cork City on 17 March 1915. Seán MacDiarmada was the speaker. Thomas Barry, IRB, held a meeting of Volunteer Commandants that night in his house. ‘Tom Kent and Dathi Barry were there.’ This was an intimate meeting of IRB members, who also included Tom Hales, Supreme Council member.328 By 1915 Thomas Kent was within an IRB inner circle.

A few months later a meeting ‘of Cork [IRB] circles [was] held in a field near the Shanakiel Hospital in connection with the Volunteers’. Thomas Kent and Dathi Barry were present. The main discussion centred on future strategy for the Irish Volunteer movement.329

On Whit Sunday, 23 May 1915, Thomas and David Kent and Seamus and Thomas Fitzgerald were with the Cork Volunteers at ‘the great Limerick City parade which was reviewed by Pearse and Captain Monteith’. Seamus Fitzgerald wrote that they ‘ran the gauntlet of the attack by the pro-British section which almost culminated in serious conflict were it not for the disciplined control of Volunteers, who numbered over 1,000 men. Patrick and Willie Pearse, de Valera, Clarke, Mellows, Ned Daly, MacCurtain and MacSwiney were present.’330

In mid-1915, Thomas – the First Battalion Commandant in North and East Cork – organised a Volunteer area meeting in the Sinn Féin Hall, Fermoy. William Spillane and a number of the Castlelyons branch of Volunteers were in attendance. ‘Tom was a powerful speaker’, according to Spillane, and was extremely sharp. Suddenly there was a raid on the hall. Thomas had to make ‘a quick escape’ – fast ‘as lightning’ he was gone.331 By this time he was well known to the police.332


Chapter 23

[image: illustration]

Volunteers Become More Active

In August 1915, Rosscarbery-born Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, founder of the Phoenix National and Literary Society, leading IRB member and Head Centre of the Fenians (1877), died in New York. His body was returned to Dublin; the coffin lay in state at Dublin City Hall. He had grown up among the horrors of the Famine, poverty and death; he worked on Famine relief, emigrated to the US and was arrested on his return (1865) and sentenced to life imprisonment, whereupon he was extremely harshly treated, being flogged and made to eat ‘slop’ food with his hands tied behind his back. ‘The inner fire sustained him.’ After release he organised a ‘skirmishing fund’ for an attack on Britain known as the dynamite campaign. He castigated British rule in Ireland and was seen as a symbol of Republicanism and the Fenian tradition.333 John Curtin Kent and Tom Clarke worked on his team.

Irish Volunteer and IRB members nationwide assembled to attend O’Donovan Rossa’s funeral at Glasnevin cemetery on 1 August. A contingent of twenty-three young men of the Galtee Volunteers, including Thomas and David Kent, neighbours Jack Spillane and Michael Savage, all in Volunteer uniform, travelled by train from Fermoy to Dublin to join their comrades for the stirring occasion. Thomas ‘led the Fermoy contingent’. They joined the Cork Volunteers and marched with them.334

The funeral was a major show of the Volunteers’ national strength. Thousands of them escorted O’Donovan Rossa’s remains through Dublin’s streets, which were lined by delegations from all corners of the country: ‘an act of defiance that the British were powerless to prevent’.

At the graveside the Volunteers listened to Patrick Pearse, dressed in ‘the full uniform of a Commandant General’, deliver the memorable oration that ‘ignited the Republican flame’. He concluded:


the defenders of this realm have worked well in secret and in the open. They think they have pacified Ireland ... They think they have foreseen everything; but the fools, the fools, the fools – they have left us our Fenian dead; and while Ireland holds these graves, Ireland unfree shall never be at peace.335



Liam de Róiste, one of the marching Cork County Volunteers, wrote that Rossa’s funeral was ‘beyond description’:


It was stupendous, overwhelming, extraordinary, significant in view of the times and circumstances ... They computed that 7,000 men ‘of military age’ carried rifles in the procession. There may have been ten or twelve thousand Volunteers in all marching ... I estimated that there may have been 200,000 spectators. No British soldiers, no police were to be seen. Dublin that day was controlled by Irish Volunteers.336



That night Thomas, David and the North and East Cork men made their way home, ‘filled with a new excitement. Their train was late at Mallow and they had to spend the remainder of the night in the cold comfort of the waiting room before they travelled back to the Fermoy station next morning.’337 The endurance already moulded into Thomas’s life would shortly be sculpted into the lives of his comrades also. Bill Hales talked about the importance of this occasion as ‘a demonstration of the Volunteer movement’s strength countrywide’.338

The Kent brothers put all their energies into the organisation and training of the young members and worked to improve their soldiering skills. This ‘went on continually. Route marches, firing courses, drill sessions, parades were held and after the splendid show in Dublin at O’Donovan Rossa’s funeral, Tom Kent was to realise that the training would not be wasted when the time came to strike for freedom.’339

Soon local volunteers were equipped with ‘haversacks, water bottles, belts, ammunition pouches and … Volunteer caps. They were armed with Mauser rifles (better known as Howth Mausers).’340 The Kents attracted attention at gatherings ‘owing to their splendid physical and smart appearance’.341

Outside Fermoy and Midleton, in districts like Ballynoe, Clonmult and Mogeely, Terence MacSwiney and Tom Kent were organising the Volunteers for County Cork. ‘In most areas they were holding public meetings after last Mass, asking the young people to awaken and help to build a new Ireland. Often the work was disheartening; meetings which promised a good number of Volunteers might yield only a few names when the organisers returned to enlist.’342

When Patrick Pearse visited Sheares Street to deliver an address to Cork Volunteers, Thomas, David and a number of locals, dressed in uniform, travelled by train to hear him. Outside the hall there were ‘some disturbances caused by soldiers’ dependants’ who were not pleased with their ‘separation allowance’. However, according to de Róiste, ‘Our boys as usual took no particular notice’ and ‘accepted the affair good humouredly – the only way’. That night Thomas had a quiet conversation with Pearse. What they discussed is not known.343

That summer (1915) there was a training camp ‘for two complete weeks’ in Sheares Street, conducted by J.J. O’Connell. Thomas, David, William Spillane, Mick Leahy and Seamus Fitzgerald from East Cork attended.344 Throughout the summer and into the autumn, GHQ actively engaged in strengthening the movement nationally.


Drilling and carrying of arms was not up to this time forbidden by British law or at least the representatives of the law did not attempt to stop it openly, still most of the training was done by the light of the moon on some lonely hillside or in some quiet valley. The reason for this was that in an agricultural district the young men, whether farmer’s sons or labourers, were not finished their daily tasks sooner than 6 or 7 o’clock in the evening and they had often to travel from 3 to 6 miles on foot to the place appointed for the parade. There were generally three such parades during the week, and practically the whole day [Sunday] was devoted to training.345



In the city ‘MacCurtain and his staff focused on administration, logistics and training’.346 MacSwiney, a regular caller to Bawnard, had been appointed a full-time Volunteer organiser. On 4 September, de Róiste noted in his diary:


Terence MacSwiney is organising the country – congenial work for him I should think … It is now as easy to get corps started as in the early days of Volunteering, but it is not so easy to keep them going. In some districts the police are very active in endeavouring to intimidate the young men from joining while in other places the priests are opposed. The Redmond Volunteers are defunct in, I believe, nearly all the country districts in Co. Cork ... I have often expressed the opinion that I would not wish to see them fall through all together[;] they commit the Irish Parliamentary Party to some form of ‘physical force’ for the attainment of some form of Ireland’s rights.347



Thomas, in a letter to MacSwiney dated 6 September, wrote:


Dear Commandant,

I had a few of the Fermoy boys here on Sunday and a piper. I addressed a meeting and I fancy as a result I will have a good company in full swing at once. I have 12 already. We came to the conclusion that Rathcormac would be a very central place for a strong muster. Sunday Oct.10th would be a suitable day if you could arrange it. If you could get Mitchelstown and Glanworth also to come on that date, I could have placards posted through the district. This is about the best rallying centre. If you had some of your men fully equipped ’twould be O.K. Let me know if date suits and state the hour. I don’t know how Mallow stands as I cannot get in touch with them.

Mise

Do cara

Tomas Ceannt348



On the fourth Sunday in October 1915, ‘Tom and David Kent’, who had been to Clonmult, travelled on to Dungourney. ‘They were both in volunteer uniform.’ Eamonn Ahern met them before Mass and told them that ‘a British recruiting meeting was to be held after Mass that day. Action was quickly decided upon.’ On Thomas’s instructions Ahern got ‘five or six of the local lads to go through the congregation and ask them to assemble at the Tallow side of the village after Mass’. The district ‘was strongly O’Brienite at the time’, and there had never been any National Volunteer organisation: ‘there was a good national spirit in the district’, such as Gaelic League classes and GAA clubs.349 Thomas said to get ‘the famous Clonmult hurlers to march with us’. Thomas and David addressed the crowd with ‘great ability’.350

After Mass approximately 100 men ‘young and old assembled’. They organised them in fours and ‘told them what we propose to do’. Thomas told them to hold ‘their formation whatever happened’ and not to break ranks. Ahern quickly went to the village to see if there was a recruiting meeting. There was. Captain Donnellan, Major Hallinan and ‘a few other speakers from Cork were present’ but ‘no military or police’.

Ahern returned and Thomas instructed ‘our body of men’ to march ‘right through the meeting’. Ahern continued:


When Captain Donnellan saw us coming, he said, “Here are our boys”; he thought we were the National Volunteers. We marched on to the end of the village, then turned about and marched back. When we got back in a few minutes the meeting had broken and the people scattered. Captain Donnellan went to the Parish Priest. We then adjourned to an old library building on the Mount Uniake road, where we held a meeting and decided to form a Company of [the Irish] volunteers. I was Chairman of the meeting and Tom and David Kent were present. A Committee of twelve was appointed, of which I was elected Chairman. About 100 men nominally joined the Company and about 60 of these became active members.

Next day the D.I. of the R.I.C. came to me and enquired if I had any knowledge of what happened in the village on the previous day. I said that it was his business to find out. Extensive enquiries were made in the village and neighbourhood, but the police were unable to get any names and no action was taken. At the recruiting meeting Captain Donnellan had been quoting the numbers of men who had joined the British forces from various districts around. An old man in the audience, named Barry, remarked, “The more the fools they are”. The police endeavoured to trace who had made this remark, but without success.351



So the Kent brothers succeeded in getting Dungourney Company of the Irish Volunteers formed. The company immediately got involved in serious training, with weekly meetings and parades. Soon Dungourney, Clonmult and Ballynoe were included in the company area.352

Because of the war in Europe and Redmond’s commitment of the National Volunteers to back Britain’s call, the police were less suspicious of the Irish Volunteers’ motives. On 24 October 1915 at Beal na Bláth, Volunteers assembled from Cork city, East and North Cork and West Cork for a full day’s training under Terence MacSwiney. Many had arms and participated in a variety of strenuous exercises. This bonding was ‘most beneficial’. Thomas and David were among those from East and North who attended.

Periodically Thomas took a trip to Dublin by train to meet up with Thomas Clarke and others such as Patrick Pearse and Seán MacDiarmada. Little is known of these encounters with IRB members.353 By this time many companies ‘in well-organised districts’ had been grouped into battalions.354

In late 1915 the Ballynoe men heard from Clonmult that ‘Terry MacSwiney and Tom Kent and David Kent’ were to ‘organise a Volunteer unit there’. Sean Hennessy and Dick O’Keeffe attended and invited MacSwiney with the Kent boys to come to Ballynoe and form a company, which they did.355

In Dungourney, the company made efforts to organise and recruit Volunteers ‘in neighbouring districts’. They paraded at a meeting ‘in Lisgoold where Tom Kent and Terence MacSwiney and Sean Nolan spoke’. At a Sunday parade to Inch, Kent and MacSwiney attended and spoke forcefully, with emphasis on being ‘a united body’.356

In November 1915, Thomas was again one of the organisers from North and East Cork of the Manchester Martyrs commemoration in Cork city. The procession developed by MacCurtain and MacSwiney was headed by several pipe bands. They played the ‘Dead March’ as they approached the monument where Seán MacDiarmada, IRB member and General Council Volunteer, delivered an oration. MacDiarmada was highly regarded, as he had been a founder member and full-time organiser of the movement. In an address delivered to the large gathering, he described the Volunteers as ‘men who knew their own minds and understood the cause that brought them together; men who were strong in the justice of their cause, and who were determined to serve that cause’.357

The RIC Inspector General’s monthly report for November 1915 stated that:


Ireland was ostensibly quiet during the month. In Ulster there was no breach of political truce, though it is generally believed that the opposition of Unionists to Home Rule is unabated, and that it will be actively renewed at the end of the War. The Roman Catholic Clergy, with a few exceptions and a great body of Nationalists, acknowledge a strong and widespread aversion to any form of conscription … The Allen, Larkin and O’Brien Anniversary demonstrations were run by the Sinn Fein party … Sinn Feiners are saturated with disloyalty.358



The monthly report for December recorded that throughout the country the ‘Irish Volunteers undertake to resist compulsory military service, and by this policy they are rapidly gaining recruits and spreading the organization’. It noted that the Irish Volunteers were ‘very well organized, very active’ and that ‘The Irish Republican Brotherhood Circles hold meetings here and there at which seditious articles from the Sinn Fein Press are read and approved.’ The general condition of Ireland was described as ‘peaceable and satisfactory’, and ‘Although in Ulster the political truce between Unionist and Nationalists was observed, there is reason to believe that the old bitterness of the Home Rule question is only restrained by a mutual sense of the common danger created by the War.’359
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Arrested under the Defence of the Realm Act

In January 1916, the Inspector General’s Report stated that ‘a strict censorship has been exercised over letters passing through the Cork Post Office for the past few weeks’, because throughout the country the ‘usual’ political organisations are ‘all inactive except the Irish Volunteer movement which continues [to be] very active’.360

On 2 January Thomas, David and Richard Kent travelled to Ballynoe, near Tallow, Co. Waterford, where Thomas and Terence MacSwiney addressed a meeting. MacSwiney was ‘heckled by one of the A.O.H. supporters’ who shouted, ‘what will the Irish Volunteers fight with?’ MacSwiney ‘produced an automatic pistol, saying … “This contains a bullet that will kill at a half mile and there are plenty more where this came from.”’ Sean Hennessy took ‘names of 60 men who were prepared to join the company’. Following the meeting MacSwiney and Thomas Kent were arrested. Some days later ‘they were charged with making seditious speeches’.361

According to The Irish Independent (14 January) there was ‘a good deal of surprise and speculation’ in Fermoy when Thomas was arrested under DORA. ‘No specific charge was made, and Mr. Kent was committed to Cork prison pending further developments’ (as was MacSwiney).

On 15 January at Cork Police Office, before Sir Edward Fitzgerald and five other ‘Nationalist’ magistrates, MacSwiney was brought up on a summons that on 2 January at Ballynoe he ‘made speeches likely to cause disaffection in His Majesty’s Forces and to prejudice recruiting; and on the 13th January he had in his possession, at his house, Victoria Road, a certain cipher adapted for secretly communicating naval and military information, contrary to the regulations under the Defence of the Realm Act’. Thomas Kent was summoned for making a similar speech; also, on 13 January he ‘had in his possession one five chambered revolver, 54 rounds of ball cartridge, and 27 rounds of revolver ammunition without permission’.

Thomas was lodged in Cork Gaol without trial throughout January and into February. On 15 January Liam de Róiste visited the prison and saw David Kent waiting outside. De Róiste met David later in the city; David told him that ‘Tom is going on hunger strike till a charge is brought against him. He was in prison before, in Land League days.’362

On 15 February, Dr Wynne, Crown Solicitor and a staunch unionist, said that he had been instructed by ‘the competent military authority to bring defendants for trial before that Court of Summary Jurisdiction’. As the witnesses in the cases would have to be brought in from a distance, ‘he asked that the hearing of the cases be adjourned to a convenient date’. He added that some of the facts ‘which would be proved in evidence would surprise some people who were now talking most loudly upon the action of the Government in these cases’.

Mr F.J. Healy (instructed by Mr M.R. O’Connor, solicitor), who defended, opposed the application. ‘They were ready and willing to take their trial immediately on any charge’, he said. Mr R.F. Starkie, RM fixed bail of £50 in two guarantees of £25, ‘which were at once forthcoming, and defendants were released’. The cases were then fixed for the following Monday.363

Terence and Thomas were freed. ‘They looked pleased. Kent was smiling. Outside, he remarked: “I was in before. What do I care about them? Their day is done.”’364

On Monday 21 February at Cork Police Court before the Lord Mayor (T.C. Butterfield) and Messrs R.F. Starkie, RM, J. Lane, M. O’Regan and D. Horgan, ‘the case under the Defence of the Realm Act against Terence J. MacSwiney was heard’. The defendant, who was described as a teacher and organiser ‘of the Sinn Fein Volunteers, was charged with having on 2nd January, at Ballynoe, unlawfully made statements likely to cause disaffection to His Majesty the King … and hostility to, His Majesty’s Government’. He was further charged with having in his home on 13 January, ‘without lawful authority … a certain cipher adapted for secretly communicating naval and military information’. MacSwiney was ‘put in the dock with Kent’.365

Thomas Kent was accused of saying at the same meeting, ‘Better die in Ireland and be buried here than be thrown into a hole in Flanders.’ He had ‘a revolver, with ammunition, in his possession’.

Dr Wynne, Prosecutor, suggested the case should be one for summary jurisdiction by a Resident Magistrate and applied for an adjournment of the case for the second time. Frank Healy sprang up, saying he appeared for the prisoners. He ridiculed the whole proceedings and insisted on the case going on. Evidence of arrest and finding of documents and the revolver was given by the police. Mr. Healy: ‘Are not these gentlemen as much entitled to arms and ammunition as the other Volunteers in Ireland? Let Mr. Birrell and Attorney General Gordon come out straight in the matter. We know what you [Wynne] would do if you had the power. Trample the people of Ireland. Is ’98 to be gone over again?’ He queried ‘the whole Dublin Castle administration’.

Dr Wynne said he was not suggesting that MacSwiney was in the pay of the German Government, but he would show, as the case proceeded, that he had extremely anti-British and pro-German feelings and that he was ‘in communication with the enemies of this country, persons favouring the German cause, and some of the documents he would give in evidence would shock them’. The ‘real meaning of the speech which he delivered at Ballynoe was that Mr. John Redmond should be murdered on account of the line he had taken to [the] defence of Ireland, as well as the rest of the British Empire’.

Mr Starkie asked for evidence. Dr Wynne – ‘I will read a document found in this man’s handwriting. It apparently purports to be written from New York, but it was really written by the defendant himself. It was headed, “Our American Letter.” And was sent to his own paper, Fianna Fáil. It was dated … 12th October, 1914 … [It] purported to describe an Irish-American mass meeting at Terrace Garden, New York under the auspices of the Irish Volunteer Committee, at which a number of fiery speeches were delivered in reference to Ireland. The next document was also in the handwriting of the defendant. It was headed, “The German Manifesto to Ireland”.’

According to Dr Wynne, MacSwiney had written, ‘I can tell you, if you care to know. Mr. John Redmond has sold Ireland to Asquith for about £35,000 a year to himself and his followers, and probably more than that in jobs.’ Dr Wynne said that ‘accompanying this was a note from the defendant to his publisher, giving directions about the printing of the German manifesto and Lieutenant-Colonel Warburton’s letter’. There was next a note from McSweeney’s codefendant, Thomas Kent, in which MacSwiney ‘asked Kent “to write for a friendly newspaper” (foreign) a report as to how the Volunteer movement was proceeding in Ireland and Cork. The next document purported to be a copy of resolutions received from New York.’

The Bench decided to admit only documents in the defendants’ handwriting. At this stage the court was crowded by men, including Martin O’Keeffe and Sean Hennessy, Ballynoe, who were making noise. Dr Wynne said that if they were not stopped he would ask their worships ‘to clear the court’; that ‘it was as plain as a pike staff that the meeting which was addressed by defendant was not a meeting of the Irish Volunteers, but an anti-recruiting [anti-National Volunteer] meeting, at which [MacSwiney] made use of expressions highly calculated to promote disaffection against His Majesty, and favourable to his German friends; and also calculated to cause disaffection amongst the civil population … the defendant held up a bullet [at Ballynoe] and said, “How are we to fight with spades? This is able to kill, at a mile or half a mile, and where that came from there are lots more.”’

Sergeant Fraher swore to the defendant’s speech, and Captain Dickie, Intelligence Officer, Queenstown, said the cipher found in the possession of the defendant was a well-known military cipher, which was not adapted for commercial use. The possession of it without authority was unlawful.

Dr Wynne read a large number of anti-British and pro-German communications from all parts of Ireland and America. Constable Farrell swore that he saw the defendant ‘start to tear up the cipher code’ but he prevented him from destroying it.366

During an adjournment for lunch Martin O’Keeffe and Sean Hennessy ‘went to the Round House for some refreshments; during the course of a chat Tom Kent, holding the inevitable butt of a chalk pipe in his hand said: “Lads I was caught napping this time but the first policeman who shows his head in Bawnard to take me again, will be a dead man.”’367

After lunch Mr Healy submitted that the Crown failed to prove the charge. The magistrates, by a majority, dismissed the first two counts, convicted on the third count, and fined the defendants one shilling without costs. Justice Starkie dissented from the dismissal of the first and second counts. The application of Dr Wynne to state a case on either of these counts was refused.368

Sean Hennessy and many of Thomas’s supporters were present. Hennessy noted that the ‘case turned into a farce as all the magistrates had been approached by the Volunteers in Cork and told what to do … I recollect that following the decision of the Court to fine the defendants 1s each, one of the Cork officers informed me that when Sir Edward Fitzgerald was approached his reply was: “Always go with the waves and you’ll never drown.”’ In the court room there were ‘loud and long-continuing cheers’.369

‘Tom Kent and Terry MacSwiney refused to pay the fines’, but these ‘were paid by Claude Chavasse. When the case was over all members of the public present stood up and sang “God Save Ireland” coming down the stairs.’370

On leaving the Court, Thomas was immediately rearrested and imprisoned once more; one RIC man told him that he would be sentenced to two months because ‘arms and ammunition were found in the house’.371 Some days later under DORA, he was charged with ‘being in the possession of firearms and ammunition in the vicinity of a railway station, and conduct likely to prejudice recruiting and cause disaffection’.

At the court case he was charged with ‘addressing a meeting at Ballynoe [where he] had, it was alleged, said that he would maintain if the Germans landed in Ireland, taking it by force of arms, they would have just as much right to it as England. There was found on the defendant a parody of “The Croppy Boy,” holding Mr. Redmond up to disrepute; Mr. Kent, it was said, advised the people to fight for Ireland and be buried in consecrated ground, not dying like those in France, to be thrown into a hole.’

Mr Healy, for the defendant, said his client ‘had been kept five weeks in jail before trial, and he complained of an intimidatory article in the Cork Constitution’. The magistrates held that the distance to the railway station when the accused had firearms was between three and four miles. Judge Starkie dissented from their decision. Dr Wynne appealed to one of the magistrates, Judge Lane, not to adjudicate, as he had said that ‘so long as they were bound up with the accursed Empire they would be on the verge of starvation’. Judge Lane declined to retire. The Cork magistrates dismissed charges.372 Thomas was free once more.

For Thomas and David Kent, training and recruiting continued. In Cork city on St Patrick’s Day 1916 there was a great parade of all county Volunteers. MacCurtain and MacSwiney had been working hard to establish Brigade Commanders in each region. The parade was ‘a show of strength and discipline’, with twenty-four companies from the entire county participating, including ‘60 Volunteers from Ballynoe Company’. Many, including Thomas and David, paraded in uniform. It was a preparation of marching men for Easter Sunday, though most were unaware of any future plans, which were ‘already at an advanced stage’. Eoin MacNeill was there to speak. Following the parade, McNeill presided over a conference at Sheares Street Hall. MacNeill ‘did not impress’ Seamus Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald recorded:


A discussion took place on the difficulty of obtaining rifles, and Thomas Kent of Fermoy advocated the making of pikes. This sturdy man impressed me then with the sincerity he afterwards proved.373




Chapter 25

[image: illustration]

Plans for 1916 Rebellion

Thomas sent a post card, sealed in an envelope, to his cousin, the Fenian John Curtin Kent, New York, who during his fight for an independent Ireland had spent almost thirteen years of torture, solitary confinement and deprivation in British prisons. On release he was a broken man. Thomas wrote:


To my Dear Cousin, John C. Kent, with best wishes and hope to have the pleasure of a visit from you in the near future when the cause for which you suffered so much will be brought to a successful termination.

You’ll be glad to know that our cause is impregnable. We were never so strong [nor] had such an honest and determined leadership. Sinn Féin rules the country and is determined to be free.

Thomas R. Ceannt374



In early April 1916, key Cork county Commandants such as Tom Hales were ‘summoned’ to Sheares Street Hall to meet MacCurtain and MacSwiney. It is not known what Thomas Kent’s instructions were. MacCurtain asked Hales ‘to accept responsibility as West Cork Battalion O.C’. MacCurtain and MacSwiney gave Hales ‘an outline of G.H.Q.’s mobilisation plans for Easter Sunday’.375

Mick Leahy of Cobh recalled that his ‘orders for Easter 1916 were to report to the Volunteer Hall in Sheares Street on Easter Saturday night with all my unit, all available arms and equipment and to be prepared to be away for the weekend. I do not remember how I got these orders but it must have been in Cork as I was there frequently at the time.’376 The majority of Volunteers were unaware of any plans ‘for the establishment of an independent Irish Republic by force of arms’.377

The Military Council envisaged that 10,000 Volunteers, supported by Connolly’s Irish Citizen Army, would mobilise on Easter Sunday. Strategic buildings in Dublin would be seized and occupied and other parts of the country would also mobilise and occupy selected positions. The plan depended on the landing of a shipment of arms on Kerry’s coast.

The Cork Brigade would occupy positions on a north–south line from Newmarket to the Boggera mountains and westwards towards the Cork–Kerry border; with units of the Kerry Brigade they would extend westwards towards Tralee. Limerick Brigade would maintain contact with northern Cork units and extend northwards towards the River Shannon. Clare and Galway Brigades were to establish a line along the Shannon River to Athlone. They were geared towards and dependent on the landing of weapons from Germany at Fenit Pier on the Kerry coast.378

A detailed plan to ensure maximum mobilisation, including assembly points, was worked out. At the time only ‘some Volunteers were armed’. The men ‘paid a weekly subscription, and out of this fund,’ Michael Leahy said, ‘we purchased haversacks, belts and bandoliers’. Most of each company ‘were equipped in this way at Easter 1916’.379

After the outbreak of the First World War the IRB Supreme Council subscribed to ‘the old Fenian axiom’ that ‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’. They decided that ‘an armed rebellion should be mounted in Ireland before the end of the war’. This decision was copper-fastened in May 1915 when the British army was ‘locked in the stalemate of the western front’.380 The IRB Military Committee upgraded to a Military Council, comprising Patrick Pearse, Joseph Plunkett and Éamonn Ceannt, ‘formed to draft a plan for an armed rebellion’. By early January 1916, this small, secretive group fixed the date of the Rising for Easter 1916 (Easter Sunday fell on 23 April).381

Volunteer Jack Daly ‘remembered Tom Kent addressing a meeting at Leary’s Cross and he spoke of fighting for Ireland’s freedom’. Someone questioned him: ‘If you went down, what would happen?’ ‘Die for Ireland’, said Tom Kent.382

All ‘the evidence points to the fact that the military council … kept the actual date fixed for the Rising and as much of their plans as possible, absolutely secret’. This was necessary, but it had the effect of leaving brigade commanders countrywide ‘in an unenviable position’. Pearse issued a ‘General Order for the Easter Sunday Manoeuvres’ on 3 April.383

Patrick Pearse, as Director of Operations for the Volunteers, published the following notice in the Irish Volunteer on April 8.


Following the lines of last year, every Unit of the Irish Volunteers will hold manoeuvres during the Easter Holidays. The object of the manoeuvres is to test mobilization with equipment. Each Brigade, Battalion and Company Commander, as the case may be, will, on or before May 1st next, send to the Director of Organisation a detailed report of the manoeuvres carried out.



The Irish Volunteer of 22 April 1916 carried ‘Notes from Headquarters’ dealing with the projected Easter manoeuvres which stressed that all units – ‘even the smallest’ should engage. It was emphasised that Volunteers should parade with ‘full equipment’, ‘which meant full arms, ammunition, and marching kit. However the “notes” were so couched that no one could deduce from them that anything serious was afoot.’ Seamus Fitzgerald later learned that ‘the secret “orders” sent to different Commands were that at 7 p.m. on Easter Sunday they were to proclaim the Irish Republic and to go into action against the British’.384

The Cork Brigade Volunteers from various parts of the county headed in the Tralee direction on Easter Sunday via Kilmurry and Macroom. Some had been in Sheares Street Hall, Cork, since the previous night with arms, ammunition and equipment; others were travelling from dawn, marching or with a cycling corps; others travelled by train, all aiming for their designated assembly points. They had come from Cobh, Midleton, Kinsale, Dunmanway and all parts of Cork city. Speculation regarding the manoeuvres was rife when companies merged along the route.

Meanwhile at the Cork Volunteer Hall, shortly after the Volunteers had departed, Jim Ryan arrived by car and delivered a copy of MacNeill’s countermanding order to MacCurtain. MacCurtain and MacSwiney were in a predicament. Approximately 1,029 Volunteers ‘representing 70% of the brigade’s strength’ were assembling in eight different venues. MacCurtain decided there was no option but ‘to stand down’ the men and suggest that they return home.385

MacCurtain and MacSwiney set out from Cork in a borrowed car driven by David O’Callaghan. Heavy rain was falling. MacSwiney, Bob Hales and Sean O’Sullivan were dropped at Crookstown and MacCurtain went to Inchigeela and moved on. Some of the Cork Brigade was informed at Crookstown, others at Macroom and further assembly points. The men returned home confused and demoralised.

It had been intended that Thomas Kent would be informed by Volunteer headquarters in Dublin ‘what his role would be when the Volunteers moved against the British’. Over recent months he had maintained contact with the Limerick Brigade.386 However, no orders concerning the Rising of Easter Week (which began in Dublin on Monday, 24 April) reached Thomas or his comrades, though it is ascertained that a dispatch had been sent to him from Headquarters in Dublin. Sean Hennessy of Ballynoe, in a letter to Bill Hammond, wrote:


Re the week before Easter Week, we were out of touch with the Kents. In fact on Good Friday, 21 April, Freddy Murray delivered the dispatches re reporting at Volunteer Hall, Sheares Street, Cork on Saturday night for field exercises, every man armed to the best of his ability. These dispatches were only [sent] to Clonmult and Dungourney Coy and Ballynoe Coy, there being no other affiliated Coys in East Cork outside of Cobh.

On two occasions during Easter Week, from the 24th April to 1st May, David Kent came to know if we had any word from Cork, our line of communication was through Michael Hennessy of Clonmult. On the second occasion when again we had no word that Cork were going out, David’s words were: “Are we going to be caught like rats in a trap?”387



Thomas and David had been involved in the founding of Mitchelstown, Castlelyons, Dungourney, Ballynoe, Clonmult and other companies in North and East Cork. Eamonn Ahern, Dungourney Company, in his witness statement (WS) said that they got word ‘orally’ on Wednesday of Holy Week to go to Cork ‘Volunteer Hall on Easter Sunday evening with arms and equipment. We were to go prepared for action.’ Before leaving home on the Saturday, he sent a telegram to his brother, Maurice Ahern, Castlequarter Company Captain: ‘Send on the cattle’, signed ‘John McCarthy’. Clonmult, Dungourney and Ballynoe Companies travelled by train, slept in the Volunteer Hall on straw, went to Mass at St Francis church on Sunday morning and paraded with Cork companies towards Macroom. At Crookstown, where they met up with West Cork companies, some of them had news that the German arms ship Aud had been sunk in Cork Harbour by her crew on the Saturday, having been escorted there by the Royal Navy. The Volunteers thus believed that they had to return to Cork.388

Already MacCurtain and MacSwiney were desperately trying to manoeuvre through the fog of problems that arose due to MacNeill’s countermanding order and the sinking of the Aud. Roger Casement, who had travelled from Germany on a German submarine, landed in Banna Strand and was captured.389 The several companies on parade were dismissed at Macroom; they made their way back to their respective areas by train, walking or cycling.


Chapter 26

[image: illustration]

Easter 1916 by Bride and Blackwater


While stories of great legions make headlines in wars, big and small, it is the courage and tenacity of the small group, fighting alone against terrible odds that fires the imagination of ordinary men and is retold with pride over the passing years. Such is the story of the Kents of Bawnard, who, led by the indomitable courage of their eighty-four [sic – she was eighty-one] year old mother Mary, defended their homestead in a pitched battle with members of the RIC backed up by the Military, inflicting severe casualties on the attackers. From their youngest years, the Kents of Bawnard House, two miles from the village of Castlelyons, were known throughout Munster for their part in the Land War and for generations they had farmed the lands of some 200 acres with efficiency and success.390



 

William Kent wrote:


At Easter 1916, Thomas was Commandant in the Galtee Battalion. He was to have been informed by Headquarters in Dublin as to what his position would be in the South. No official communication reached him. It was afterwards learned that the man who was entrusted to deliver the message never did so. The first news of the Rising that reached Bawnard was contained in the newspapers. Ammunition was immediately got ready for rifles, revolvers and shot guns in anticipation of being called upon to join other Volunteers in a fight. Days passed and no order came.391



During the week before Easter, Fr O’Leary, Castlelyons came to Brodericks’ house (neighbours) to hear the Kent brothers’ confessions. Thomas, David, William and Richard Kent, equipped with arms, ammunition and a marching kit, left home for a safe house as Thomas awaited orders. (Edmond was married with a young family.)

Thomas was determined to be involved in staging a major rising in the south. Originally, within the IRB Military Council, this had been his plan. He was Commandant of the Galtee Battalion, which encompassed parts of East and North Cork. Whether his unit was to link up with the Limerick Brigade and extend northwards towards the River Shannon – the original plan – is unknown. Thomas was in the unenviable position that he could not impart whatever secret information he had even to his brothers. William wrote: ‘Notwithstanding the news that the Rising was over in Dublin we still remained alert, and did not remain at home at night.’392

On Tuesday morning the Rising was not mentioned in the Cork papers. In the Cork Constitution the leading article was concerned with the struggle around Verdun on the Western front. Under the heading ‘Sinn Feiners’ was the information:


The Sinn Fein element is so strong in Ballinadee that last Sunday some eighty members of the ‘doughty’ corps went on a march from their ‘native wilds’ to Macroom. On their way they picked up a few … They wore the volunteer uniform and the majority carried rifles or guns, also bandoliers and knapsacks … They are all of good physical type, such as is desired in the Army … they would be much better employed in defending their country in the trenches.393



On Thursday, the Cork Examiner stated that the Rising was ‘best described as a communistic rather than a revolutionary movement’. The Cork Constitution’s leading article, ‘A Mad Outburst’ reported ‘this untimely exhibition of the Nationalist cloven foot in all its hideousness’.

The news from Dublin was growing gloomier as each day passed, with ‘the splendid streets being reduced to ruins’. On Wednesday 26 April the Cork Examiner reported in large print: ‘Irish Sensation – Casement arrested after futile raid – German Auxiliary Sunk’. On Thursday morning its headlines read: ‘Dublin (Official) Liberty Hall Shelled by British Gunboat – Situation well in hand’.

The Kent brothers remained away from their home. On Sunday news arrived that Patrick Pearse had surrendered to General Lowe in Parnell Street the previous day.

According to the newspapers, life ran its normal peaceful course in Cork. The shops advertised the season’s new blouses; the Opera House had Peg O’ My Heart with a London company. A ‘Khaki Concert’ was held. With pride, the morning paper continued:


We are officially informed by the General Officer commanding at Queenstown that the situation in Cork City is absolutely normal. Peace conditions prevail. We are also informed that there is no reason whatever to anticipate any departure from those conditions or that it will be necessary to impose any restrictions on the citizens.394



The Cork Constitution reported the surrender in Dublin: ‘Gangs of dirty, unkempt insurgents are marching through the empty streets to gaol between double files of British troops with fixed bayonets.’


All the prisoners were in the last stages of exhaustion. Their faces were haggard and drawn, their eyes sunken and they looked like men who had been without sleep since the rising began. At the same time none of them showed signs of dejection.

One man, a notorious Sinn Fein apostle and an Irish poet of note in his own world, tossed back his long brown hair in a gesture of defiance. He had lost his hat and he carried his blanket, military fashion. There was a grey-haired old man in neat brown serge and immaculate collar, who glared disdainfully through gold-rimmed spectacles at the sentries beside the pavement. The people saw them pass without any demonstration.



Cork city was calm. Volunteers had handed in their arms to the City Hall on the advice of the Bishop, Rev. Dr Daniel Cohalan, and the Lord Mayor, T.C. Butterfield, after several hours of difficult and ‘painstaking’ discussions with Captain Dickie and the Volunteer leadership, which included MacCurtain, MacSwiney and Sean O’Sullivan. However, the British army broke faith on four counts, much to the annoyance of the Volunteer leadership. But for the moment peace prevailed.395

The Cork County Inspector recorded on Friday 28 April that he was instructed by the RIC Inspector General ‘to proceed vigorously against the Rebels’. However, next day the Cork commanding military officer advised the County Inspector to ‘avoid friction’ and await further orders.396

The Kents were desperately wondering what to do. They were anxious to get back to see their mother. On Monday 1 May, at fair day in Fermoy, an incident occurred that ‘could have sown the seeds of the action at Bawnard House’. Richard Kent called to the shop of two local Volunteers in Fermoy – Martin Keniry Sr and his son, Martin Jr. Martin Jr had joined the Redmond Volunteers for a time in 1913 and later joined the Irish Volunteers. Both Martin Jr and Martin Sr had travelled to Dublin with Thomas and David for O’Donovan Rossa’s funeral. Richard:


said to my father “Come on, Martin, I have a Lee Enfield Rifle and plenty of ammunition and we’ll hunt that ould policeman away from the front of the Post Office”. My father took the double barrel gun and 25 rounds of ammunition from the shelf and Dick [Richard] Kent added, “We have to do something”. Dick Kent was a big able man and my father was of a similar build but slightly smaller in stature.



The constable on duty outside the Post Office looked at the armed pair in alarm as they walked up to him.


“If you value your life you’ll get back to the barracks,” Dick Kent said and when he moved off they followed him up the street, across the square, and up to the Barracks in King’s Street. Dick Kent remarked to Martin that it was a good way of showing the authorities that the Volunteers were getting a bit of power. After the incident there was peace throughout the day.397



Late that night the Kents, with heavy hearts, left the ‘safe hiding’ feeling that they had failed to play any part in the great national effort, and made their way home. They were not to know that in a short time they would enter the history books and would be remembered for their own heroic action.


After a happy family meal they settled down for the night … They felt sure their return home was unobserved, the whole family felt secure and no watch was kept in the night. The strong shutters which were fitted to the inside of all the ground-floor windows were not closed, and tired after their many days in hiding, the Kents rested easily – but not for long.398



Back in Fermoy, shortly after 2.30 a.m. on there was a knock at Keniry’s shop door. Martin Sr went down in his shirt. Martin Jr recalled that as soon as he opened the door:


six to eight military and policemen filed in and ordered, “Stand there in the shop”. The policemen came up to my bedroom and told me to get up and come down to the shop. They carried the smaller rifles (Carbines) with fixed bayonets. One of the policemen handed me my clothes on the top of his bayonet and they also took my father’s clothes down to him and told him to dress himself. They said we were both under arrest and they handcuffed the two of us together. Then they went to Clancy Street to arrest Sean O’Brien and they also arrested Paddy O’Shea, a barber, and young Michael Fitzgibbon, who was a well known dancer and a member of the Gaelic League. We were all taken to the Police Barracks and put in a cell. Later they went on to arrest Mick Spillane and Jack Savage in Castlelyons and, although we did not know it at the time, to arrest the Kents of Bawnard.399



Frank King was a constable in Fermoy RIC barracks. He, with a number of men, got orders from British Military Headquarters in Queenstown to arrest prominent ‘Sinn Feiners’ in the district.

Dick Long, who worked on the Kents’ farm for many years, wondered whether there was ‘some hidden influence’ behind the police’s actions in the early hours of 2 May 1916. Long told Bill Hammond of ‘a casual farm-labourer’ of whom he was suspicious: this man’s hands ‘were lily-white’ with ‘perfect’ nails, whereas Long himself had ‘callused, rough hands and broken nails’. The man ‘vanished’ just before the action in Bawnard.400

Under Head Constable Rowe, two sergeants and five constables, armed with a rifle each, bayonets and 30 rounds of ammunition, travelling in two trucks, left the barracks at 2.30 a.m. on 2 May and set out to make arrests. On the main road towards Castlelyons, after they had made the Fermoy arrests, they went to Jack Savage’s cottage. Jack lived alone. ‘It took us a long time to wake him up’, said Constable King. Further on they arrested Mick Savage, who also lived alone; the two men were then handcuffed together.401

The police vehicles turned into the tree-lined avenue towards Bawnard House. The constables dismounted. The drivers, ‘two British soldiers were left in charge of the trucks and Constable Donoghue was left guarding the two handcuffed prisoners’. As they neared the house Constable Rowe ‘pointed out the positions we were to take up around the house so that we could cover all exits and allow no one to escape’, Constable King wrote. Sergeant Sullivan, Constable Walsh and King took up positions on the west side; Sergeant Cladbeck and Constables Dolan and Norris went to the east side of the house. Head Constable Rowe with his men went to the kitchen door.402 The stillness in the house was disturbed by a thunderous knocking. William, sleeping in the eastern side next to his mother’s room, jumped out of bed, pulled on some clothes and stuck his head out of the window. He called, ‘Who’s there?’ The reply was quick. ‘Police! Come down!’

William ran along the corridor to Tom’s room at the western side of the house. He shook Tom. ‘The whole place is surrounded. We’re caught like rats in a trap!’ Tom awoke instantly and pulled on some clothes. The knocking continued. Tom grabbed his rifle, which was propped against the nearby wall. Without showing himself called to those below, he called ‘What do you want?’ The reply came, ‘We are the police and have orders to arrest the whole family.’403

The noise had awoken their eighty-one-year-old mother. She came from her room, blessing herself. In the hallway she joined her four sons. For a brief moment ‘they stood together, a little family group, for the last time’. Tom broke the silence. ‘We’re not going to surrender, Mother. We’re going to fight. But if you wish otherwise …’ With a wave of her hand she stopped him. ‘I don’t wish otherwise Tom. Lest I won’t have the opportunity of speaking to you all again, I feel for you all at this moment as I did all those years ago when I held you in my arms as infants.’

Mary dipped her hand in the holy water font beside her on the wall and sprinkled her sons. The Kent brothers blessed themselves. Tom, who had gone down on one knee, instantly sprang up ‘like a man with a purpose. A man who had come to the greatest decision in his life.’

Once more there was loud banging on the door, and again a voice roared, ‘Open the door for the police! Come out peacefully and give yourselves up!’ Defiantly Tom and his family shouted, ‘We are soldiers of the Irish Republic, and there is no surrender!’404 ‘The police fired a volley, to which we replied and a fierce conflict began … We were armed with three shot guns and a rifle’, said William.405

Constable King wrote that ‘There were eight windows and we could see them all and had them all covered. It was daylight by this time as it was now 4.30 a.m. When we heard the [Kents’] shot we decided that standing in the open near these windows was very dangerous so we retreated back in the direction of some shrubbery to take up positions.’

There were shots from both sides. As the shooting continued, Constable King ‘could see Head Constable [Rowe] crouching behind a low wall on the far side of the house … Several shots rang out and I saw [Head Constable Rowe] fall back on the ground.’ It is unknown whether he was shot directly by somebody in the house, or by a ricochet or a cross-fire shot from one of his own men. The head wound was fatal: he died almost instantly.406

Now the firing from outside grew in fury. The fight continued for three hours. Inside Thomas, David, William and Richard continued firing. At times they moved from one window to another and ‘Mother assisted by loading weapons and with words of encouragement’, William wrote.

William ‘was firing with a single-barrel shot gun; at one stage during the engagement one of the cartridges jammed in the breach as he tried to fire’. He made several attempts to eject the damaged cartridge. His mother whipped the gun from him, went to the stairs, took out a stair-rod, pushed it up the barrel, released the cartridge, and handed the gun back to William.407

Realising the tenacity of the defenders of the house, Constable King went out to the road. ‘I told them [drivers] that the head Constable had been shot dead and that they had better go back to Fermoy immediately for reinforcements. I then returned to my position on the east side of the house, watching the windows. We had no contact at this time with our men on the west side, and we did not know whether it was they who were firing in at the house or whether the Kents were firing out at them, or both.’408

The RIC’s dispatch stipulated that ‘Military assistance’ was required. The party who took the dispatch to Fermoy took the two hand-cuffed Volunteers, arrested earlier, with them.409

John and Ellen Broderick, who lived beside the entrance gate to the Kent property, saw the military arrive and place a machine gun in front of the house. A number of soldiers spread ‘along by the ditch … about eight to ten yards apart’ and began firing.410 Constable King recorded:


There were about 50 or 100 men in the military party. They had five trucks and were armed with machine-guns and rifles. They also had a doctor with them and appeared to be prepared for battle. They were all Commissioned Officers and Cadets from the Cadet Training School which the British Army had at Moore Park, near Fermoy. They set-up the machine-gun … Sgt. Sullivan, Constable Walsh and myself were in the line of fire of this gun so we came back out of the way.



Síle Ní Bhriain in an RTÉ documentary said:


The fighting continued, now more fiercely than before. It is an inspiring thought: here was one family standing out against what was virtually an Empire’s might here in the South. They were taking up in the South where the men in Dublin had to leave off. Mrs Kent, eighty-five years of age [sic], supported her sons in the fight.411



The firing increased in intensity and volley after volley was poured into the house. Windows were shattered and bullets embedded in walls and furniture. David was badly wounded: he was lacing his boots when a bullet that had ricocheted off the wall hit him in the right side; he received ‘a gaping wound’ and fell to the floor. His mother bandaged him to the best of her ability. Earlier in the fight he lost part of two fingers on his right hand, but had continued firing. ‘By now ammunition was running low. The attackers had drawn back to a safer position and only Tom’s rifle was effective at the distance. However, the shot guns were a help in discouraging the police from charging’ to the house and breaking down the front door. ‘By this time the valley was awake to the sound of rifle fire and friends of the Kents wondered if the popular family would survive the ordeal.’412 William wrote:


The house was wrecked. Not a pane of glass was left unbroken. The interior was tattooed with marks of rifle bullets. The altar and statues in the Oratory, alone, escaped but not one of the statues was struck. At one time the fire of the attackers was attracted to the window of the Oratory where they thought a girl was firing at them. Strange to say, it was the statue of our Lady of Lourdes they saw from outside. The same statue was bought by my brother Tom at the sale of Father Ferris’s household effects. Father Ferris [who had been evicted] had brought it from Lourdes and I attribute to it the fact that our lives and home were saved from complete destruction.413



David was bleeding badly. Thomas shouted ‘Get a priest and a doctor! We’ve a man dying.’ William wrote, ‘when the last shot was fired from the house we had no alternative but to surrender. Our ammunition was exhausted.’ (A hidden box was forgotten in the turmoil.) William tied a piece of white cloth to the barrel of his gun and pushed it out a window.414

After a time a voice was heard and a whistle blew. ‘Cease firing. Cease firing. Put your arms down, we’re coming in’, said a British voice.415 Minutes later an officer called on them to throw out their guns, which they did, and two soldiers came to the window of what had been a small, comfortable room, and climbed in. The officer looked at the little group. ‘Where are the rest?’ he asked.

‘There are no others, it’s only our family. David needs a doctor’, Thomas responded. They were ordered to put up their hands and come out through the window, ‘assisted by the military’. Their mother and the badly wounded David were the last to be assisted. ‘Thomas was not permitted time to put on his boots. Thomas and I were immediately handcuffed’, said William. ‘Richard, a famous athlete, was not immediately handcuffed and in the confusion he attempted to escape by bounding over a hedge nearby.’ According to Constable King, ‘two British Cadets fired at him and he fell very badly wounded’.416 He was ‘dragged by soldiers across the yard’.417

William wrote:


We were then lined up against a wall of the house by the R.I.C. who prepared to shoot us, when a military officer interposed himself between us and the firing party. Ordering the police to desist, he said, ‘I am in command here. Enough lives have been lost, and I take these men prisoners of war.’418



Constable King wrote that when he saw the wounded David:


I left my position without permission and went down to one of the trucks on the road and told the driver to take me into Castlelyons for the priest. Canon Peter O’Leary was waiting at the Presbytery for a car to take him to say 7 o’clock Mass. He came away with me immediately in the truck instead. When we got to the Kent house the military were still searching the house and Mrs Kent who was 86 years of age [sic] had been under arrest. I saw one soldier leave the house with a biscuit tin full of shotgun ammunition. I heard several months afterwards, that the three shotguns which the Kent brothers threw out of the window of the house were jammed and they could not extract the empty cartridges. This probably accounts for all the shotgun ammunition that was left over. The shotguns were of German pattern and were not much good.419



The Kents’ dog had been shot. ‘One of the military chopped off a leg and hung it to the back-top of his gaiter.’420 Later in the morning, ‘leaving a silent wrecked home behind them’, Constable King took Mrs Kent and Canon O’Leary to Fermoy in a truck. The wounded Richard and David were put in a horse-drawn military cart and the handcuffed William and bootless Thomas were made walk on the rough stone road behind the cart on the five-mile journey into Fermoy. William wrote: ‘Under heavy military escort the four of us [Kent brothers] and our mother were taken to Fermoy Military Barracks.’421

Ellen Broderick, a close neighbour who had observed the ‘awfulness’ from her window, came over to milk the cows and help the workman: an eerie calm had descended. (Later, Ellen, fearing a raid on her house, burned Thomas’s uniform.)422


Chapter 27
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Trial of Brothers


When the 1916 Rebellion was over in Dublin and when the Cork volunteers had handed in their arms on the advice of Bishop Cohalan, yet by their refusing to be ‘put down’ by orders emanating from London, the Kents’ resistance by force and the willingness of the four brothers to put their lives at risk, provided powerful motivation to the men of Cork. The memory of what they were prepared to do and of the supreme sacrifice made by Thomas and Richard did in fact inspire and sustain fellow Corkonians in their struggle for freedom in the years 1916–1921. There was, for reasons well-known, no ‘rising’ in Cork in 1916; but a light was lit in May of that year at Bawnard which showed Corkmen that the price of freedom demands a love greater than which no man hath, than that a man lay down his life for his people.423



 

The citizens of Fermoy witnessed an unusual spectacle on the morning of 2 May 1916. Mrs Kent was accompanied by Constable King in an RIC truck; Richard and David lay wounded in a military horse-drawn cart and following were barefooted Thomas and his brother William, both handcuffed, being escorted by armed military as they crossed Fermoy bridge over the Blackwater. It gave the appearance of total humiliation. The four brothers were together, though apart, for the last time.424

Many people watched this extraordinary scene, including Volunteer Liam Lynch of the Mitchelstown Company under Thomas Kent’s Galtee Battalion umbrella. ‘It was a scene that cut to Liam’s very heart. That night he made a resolution that he “would atone as far as possible to dedicate his life for the sacrifices of the martyred dead”: he was determined that he would make the Irish Republic a reality; he was now a man of “one allegiance only”, believing that the only way to achieve freedom was by force – that it was in arms and only in arms that Ireland would achieve liberty.’425

Richard and David were taken to Fermoy Military Hospital. Thomas and William were escorted to the RIC Barracks, Thomas still bootless. The sergeant in charge of the barracks offered Tom a pair of boots. ‘I’m not going to walk in the boots of an RIC man’, he responded, politely.426

Later that day, upon ‘the request of a priest’, Mary Kent was released from custody. While alive, she never returned to Bawnard House, her beloved homestead, but went to live with her nephew Jeff Rice in Strawhall, Fermoy and then to her sister in Youghal.427

Later when relatives went to the house, everything of value had been taken – all correspondence, papers including some of Thomas’s poems and writings and, sadly, his letters from Boston to his mother and family members. All of David’s cups, medals and rosettes from horse shows and races were gone. Richard’s many medals, trophies and cups that he had won in athletics, hurdles and weight-throwing events were taken, as well as all other memorabilia.428 Constable King admitted that ‘the military who searched the house on the day after the arrest’ stole Richard’s medals and other valuables.429

Thomas and William were held in Fermoy Barracks. William had received a wound in his shin-bone when a bullet scraped it. He decided that it was best not to mention it, but to suffer it. It gave him a great deal of trouble later in life. A William (Bill) Kent was barracks quartermaster in Fermoy; he was Éamonn Ceannt’s eldest brother. (Éamonn was one of the Dublin 1916 Leaders and was at that time in Kilmainham Gaol having been court-martialled, and awaiting his execution.) Bill purchased food in the Fermoy canteen and gave it to Thomas. Subsequently, for this act of kindness he was ‘court-martialled’ and charged with having ‘stolen the food out of the canteen to give to a prisoner … named Thomas Kent (no relation)’. Éamonn’s wife, Áine, wrote that Bill Kent ‘insisted that he had purchased the food, but to no avail … against all agreements that had been made with him, he was sent overseas to the firing line’. (By a twist of fate, in 1917 on the anniversary of the Easter Rising, he was killed on the Western Front during the battle of Arras.)430

Early next morning soldiers with rifle bayonets fixed escorted Thomas and William by train to Cork. Tom, still without footwear, was marched with his brother from the station to the Cork Detention Barracks (used for soldiers’ detention) adjacent to Victoria Military Barracks. Here they were ‘handed over body and belongings, to the officer in charge’. While being parted, the brothers looked at each other.

They deposited any articles of value at the sergeant’s desk. All Thomas had was a few coins and a few short poems that he had written the previous week while awaiting orders from Dublin. Both were stripped of their clothes and these were ‘thoroughly searched’. Re-dressed, Thomas gave his name and put his signature in a ‘special record book’. His temperance badge remained pinned to his coat’s lapel as he was escorted upstairs to Cell 17. He had been in custody so many times, especially during the Land League days, that he was familiar with the plank bed, the bare walls and the cold dampness. But each time previously he had boots on. Now his blistered, cut feet were sore and getting more swollen.431

The Cork Examiner reported:


Early this morning [2 May] a party of constabulary, under the command of Head Constable W. M. Rowe, Fermoy proceeded to the residence of Mrs Mary Kent, Bawnard, Castlelyons to demand the surrender of arms and it is stated to arrest some of the members of the family who are alleged to be identified with the Sinn Fein movement. Shots were fired from the house, one taking fatal effect on Head-Constable Rowe, whose brains were blown out, death being instantaneous. The constabulary finding how matters stood sent for military assistance which having arrived the inmates surrendered and a number of arrests were made. Two of the Kents were seriously wounded – one it is stated fatally – and were conveyed to the Military Hospital. The sad affair has caused quite a sensation in the town and district … The whole sad disturbances are deeply deplored by the people of Fermoy who have always lived in the greatest good feelings with one another and with the authorities.432



The seriously wounded Richard and David were in Fermoy Military Hospital, in a cell under supervision. ‘David turned to Dick [Richard] and asked “how are you Dick?” “I’m all right now”, Dick said. At some stage David went to sleep. Later, when the curtain was drawn, Dick was dead.’433

The Cork Examiner reported:


‘The Fermoy Tragedy’. The death of Mr Richard Kent, Bawnard House, Castlelyons took place yesterday [4 May] at the Military Hospital, Fermoy. For many years he was a noted athlete winning many hurdle and weight-throwing events.434



David remained in Fermoy Military Hospital under Dr John K. Brody’s medical treatment. William believed that he ‘refused to certify him fit for removal until things calmed down somewhat’. However, he had ‘serious wounds’ in his hand – the loss of fingers – and a deep wound in his side. Seamus Fitzgerald said that throughout his life he had quite a limp and one felt he was suffering. After ‘a lapse of over two weeks’ he was transferred to Cork Detention Barracks.435 William stated that Dr Brody helped save David’s life.436

Meanwhile, on 4 May, two days after the Bawnard fight, Thomas and William, in Cork Detention Barracks, were taken before Judges Major R.G.A. Jeffreys (President), Captain Massey and Captain Frend to be to be tried by a field general court martial established under DORA. ‘The two devoted brothers, who years before had dreamed dreams of Irish liberty, under African skies, gazed on each other for the last time in the dark corridor of a Cork court.’437

William, who was tried first, pleaded ‘not guilty’. Three RIC men – two constables, a sergeant and two lieutenants – testified. Constable King testified that William ‘was [a] quiet, inoffensive type who had no “Sinn Fein” activities’. William said, ‘do not blame me’. The judges were satisfied with the police explanation, that he hadn’t ‘played an active part’ and that ‘he had nothing to do with the Rebellion or with the Sinn Fein movement’. So he was acquitted.438

Afterwards, Constable King wrote that he was stationed in Fermoy district for twelve years and ‘at the time I knew the Kent family very well. All their relatives and themselves were very respectable people.’439

Unaware of William’s fate, Thomas was brought face to face with the magistrates.


CHARGE: Did an act to wit did take part in an armed rebellion and in the waging of war against His Majesty the King, such act being of such a nature as to be calculated to be prejudicial to the Defence of the Realm and being done with the intention and for the purpose of assisting the enemy.

PLEA: Not guilty.



Though Thomas had not been ‘assisting the enemy’, which was Germany at the time, this made no difference under DORA – an Act passed on 8 August 1914 which was used in the trial of each of the men court-martialled in Dublin following the Rising. Thomas was well aware from his numerous previous court hearings that the title of the Act made no difference: extraordinary powers were in the hands of the Government and judiciary, and the outcome was generally predetermined. ‘Armed rebellion’ had not taken place in Cork due to the countermanding, contradictory and confusing orders from Dublin; the Kents – especially Thomas – had only the initial instructions. That May morning in Bawnard, they were following Eoin MacNeill’s original orders ‘to prevent themselves from being forcibly disarmed’.440

The prosecution called five witnesses – three RIC members and two military officers. Each gave a description of the Bawnard House gun-battle. We are just told of only three shots coming from the house; there is no indication or account of the police and military themselves doing any shooting, which is unbelievable considering the damage to the house. None gave any evidence implicating Thomas in Head Constable Rowe’s death. In fact he was not accused during the trial of the killing of Rowe.441 Strangely, in David’s case the indictment would include the phrase ‘feloniously and with malice aforethought did kill and murder Head-Constable Rowe’, though it would have been impossible in the circumstances to know exactly who did any shooting. During David’s trial (held later) the gunfire from both sides is fully exposed.442

Thomas was not allowed any witnesses. He briefly questioned three of the five prosecution witnesses. Sergeant Caldbeck concluded his statement by saying that when the family had surrendered to the officer in charge, ‘Constable Dolan brought me another fire arm which he found in a bedroom on searching the house. I examined it. It had quite recently been fired.’

Thomas’s cross-examination of Sergeant Caldbeck was as follows.


Q1: Did not Constable Dolan let this fire arm off by mistake?

A1: Yes.

Q2: After the firearms had been thrown out of the house, did not the police continue to fire into the house?

A2: Yes, occasionally.

Q3: Was there any firing from the house after the three arms had been thrown out?

A3: No.

Q4: Why did you continue to fire after we threw our arms?

A4: Having reason to believe that all the arms were not surrendered.



Thomas did not question the second witness, Constable King, who had made only a brief statement. Constable Norris, the third witness, concluded his statement by saying that following the surrender, ‘On entering the house later I saw six cartridges, 12 bore, no. 5 shot, lying on the floor. The accused was the second man to come out of the house. We went to Mrs. Kent’s house originally to arrest Thomas (the prisoner) and David his brother as being prominent Sinn Feiners.’

Thomas’s cross-examination of Constable Norris was as follows.


Q5: Had you previously come to my house with the intention of arresting me?

A5: Yes, for an offence against the Defence of the Realm Act.

Q6: Did I resist?

A6: No.



Thomas asked if he was acquitted of this offence at a Cork court, and the response was ‘Yes’. The fourth prosecution witness (military) responded ‘No’ to Thomas’s question as to whether he attempted to escape. In his ‘prisoner statement’ Thomas was brief: he stated that they surrendered and he denied having any arms or firing.

He was not allowed to call a witness to speak on his behalf. The brief court case concluded and was signed off on 4 May 1916 by ‘R.G.A. Jeffreys, Major, President, Field Gen. CM’. No evidence had been presented to connect Thomas Kent to the death of Constable Rowe: none of the prosecution witnesses said anything that implicated him, nor did they establish that he fired a single shot.

William, tried under the same terms in the same court on the same day with the same witnesses, had been acquitted. Thomas was confined to his cell. At that stage the authorities were aware that they had their prize in their grip. Two days later, the ultimate punishment was endorsed:


I hereby confirm the [finding and] sentence of death in the case of Thomas Kent …

Signed this 6 day of May 1916.

J.G. Maxwell

General (Field) Officer in Chief of the Forces.




Chapter 28
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The Kent Brothers’ Fight for Irish Freedom


In character, he had high ideals and strove to attain them. For him faith and justice were of primary importance. He lived his Christian faith and fought for justice. For these goals, he was prepared to give his all. Generous beyond measure, dogged, yet gentle withal, he was greatly respected and loved. He possessed qualities that go to form a leader of his fellows – clear aims, discerning and detached in the choice of means, decisive in action and utterly selfless. His love of country flowed from his love of God; for him, country and people were one and the same. Tom Kent was a staunch Catholic and a patriotic Irishman of his time.443



 

Thomas Kent waited and waited in Cell 17 over the following days. ‘No one saw him, not even his brother William … he never got out to the wash-basin. They definitely had decided that he was for execution, particularly because that was the only fight directly against them in the county. As a matter of fact,’ Seamus Fitzgerald believed, ‘there would not have been so many arrests in Cork County were it not for the fight made by Tom Kent and his family. We weren’t arrested until the day after the fight.’444

Two days after Richard’s death in Fermoy, his brother William, having been released following the court martial, was able to attend his funeral. He wrote:


The remains were handed over to the relatives on condition that the funeral would leave the town as quickly as possible. The small cortege came down Barrack Hill and was halted by a barrier on the bridge which was patrolled by Military. The general public was not allowed to attend the funeral, but women knelt on the side-walks in Fermoy as it passed and some young men from Cork Road escorted the remains to Castlelyons in defiance of the British order.445



Padraig Ó Braoin went with school friends:


Darkness had fallen before the sad little procession started its journey down Barrack Hill. Richard Kent was going home to his native village for the last time. There was a roadblock at Fermoy Bridge and the cortege was halted by the military, but it was permitted to continue its journey after a short delay.

Crowds thronged the sidewalk and tears streamed down the faces of many but there were also some with hate in their hearts who booed the remains on its journey … Although it was a dark night, there was a little ray of light in the sky at all times, shining over the hearse and in the little graveyard at St Nicholas Church, Castlelyons it was bright as noon day around the grave.446



William also mentioned that at the family graveside ‘a light, which appeared to have followed the cortege from Fermoy, shone on the vault, and by this light the officiating clergyman read the burial service’.447

Richard was buried and Thomas waited in Cell 17. On 8 May he was given the verdict of the court; he was to be executed early on 9 May. Cork’s Lord Mayor pleaded for clemency to the GOC, who rejected it in a written reply: ‘I think it unwise to comply with the request. Thomas Kent murdered a policeman.’ He ‘justified his decision to Asquith on identical grounds’, stating that ‘shots were fired from the house in the most deliberate manner’.448

The severity of his sentence from the closed court hearing no doubt reflected the government’s desire to demonstrate to the Irish people that they had defeated the Volunteers’ rebellion and would not tolerate further rebellious actions. On the day after the Bawnard shooting there were widespread arrests throughout County Cork. Rebel Cork would be peaceful. Many of Thomas’s friends and comrades-in-arms flooded Cork Detention Barracks and other holding cells; they were sent in cattle boats to various prisons throughout England.

There was quite an inconsistency in the trials and the sentences. Thomas Ashe was sentenced on 8 May for his participation in the Ashbourne gun-battle where eight to ten RIC members were killed, yet ‘the court’s verdict was commuted by the GOC to penal servitude for life’.

The RIC admitted that they had been watching the activities of both David and Thomas in the months leading up to the Easter Rising and their arrest. Indeed, they had had them under surveillance ever since their Land League activities. Police records revealed in David’s court martial that Thomas had been described as ‘Dangerous; Local Leader and associates with prominent men, was prosecuted for seditious language at Ballynoe on 5.2.1916’.449 In another document from David’s trial, Brigadier General Stafford, Commanding Queenstown Garrison wrote to GHQ, Dublin Castle asking whether David was to be tried in Cork or Dublin:


If here [Cork] may I be informed what charge should be preferred; whether one of murder or the charge preferred in the case of Thomas Kent, namely, under Section 50, of the Defence of the Realm Regulations?

I understand that the Prime Minister was anxious that it should have been made clear that Thomas Kent was executed for murder.450



However, he was not tried for murder or condemned for murder. All the indications point to the fact that they wanted Thomas out of the way. He was condemned to death for who he was rather than his part in the Bawnard action.

Meanwhile David remained under Dr Brody’s care in Fermoy Military Hospital while he awaited his fate. Brigadier General Stafford wrote of the situation on 9 May, requesting ‘promulgation’. Correspondence indicates that if he had been tried in Cork at this time a death sentence would have applied, as his trial afterwards showed.451

Thomas had been in solitary confinement since his imprisonment. He didn’t see any of his Volunteer friends in nearby cells; they did not see him on their once-a-day short exercise in the yard. Seamus Fitzgerald wrote that Thomas ‘was apparently kept under the closest supervision’.452

Fr John Sexton, chaplain to Cork Military Hospital, was the first and only visitor allowed to see Thomas. During a short visit late in the evening of 8 May he spoke to him and gave him rosary beads. There is no record of their conversation.

The only record of any contact Thomas had with prison officers comes from Senior Nurse Eleanor Gordon, a Fermoy native, who nursed in the military wing of the detention barracks. She had returned some time previously from service in the field camps on the Western Front, having seen and nursed ‘appalling wounds’ of war. News of the forthcoming execution was discussed among the staff. She had heard he was ‘a writer, very cultivated with a great knowledge of literature’; it apparently surprised the British Prison Officers ‘that an Irish peasant, as they would see it, [was] so cultivated and knowledgeable about the literature – the poetry and prose of England. Many of those officers would have come from an Oxbridge classical background. Some were sons of Church of Ireland clergymen; they were mainly descended from the upper-class in society. Before his execution they wanted to give him a dinner, but he refused.’453

Thomas sat alone on his plank bed in Cell 17 having refused a lavish dinner. The minutes slowly ticked away as he fingered the rosary beads, over and over. He was aware that he was to be shot at dawn. An officer had asked him if he had any request regarding his execution. ‘Yes, one. That no Irishman be asked to shoot me.’454

Lieutenant John Joseph O’Shea, a Cork man, of the Munster Fusiliers, was scheduled as orderly officer. The Barracks’ OC came to him the evening before the execution and told him to take the night off.455

‘Soon after midnight’ Fr Sexton was ‘summoned urgently to the Barracks’. He returned to Thomas for a final visit and preparation for execution. The cell was dim; clattering and noise could be heard. The two men sat side by side, talked and prayed. Slowly the minutes ticked. Nothing of their conversation has been recorded; it is not known how much information the priest gave Thomas of what had happened beyond the iron door regarding his family, his county, his country. Fr Sexton wrote ‘I spent most of the night before the execution with Thomas Kent in his cell … at no time did he show the slightest sign of nervousness.’456

Approaching dawn he was handcuffed and marched, bootless, down the dim corridor, Fr Sexton at his side. For the first time since his incarceration he entered the exercise yard. He ‘walked proudly to his doom, a Rosary Beads in his hands’ and was put standing at the eastern side against the high stone wall.457

Facing him was a firing squad drawn from the Scottish Borderers, stationed in Queenstown. The British naval officer in charge of the firing squad was Hereward Price.458 Thomas was asked if he needed a stimulant. He declined.


I have been a total abstainer all my life and a total abstainer I’ll die. I have done my duty as a soldier of Ireland and in a few moments I hope to see the face of my God.



He asked Fr Sexton to take charge of his temperance badge.


Give it to Fr Aherne, Castlelyons. I got it from him and I wish it to be returned to him untarnished. He may like to get it.

Goodbye.



The ‘goodbye’ was to everybody.459 He was offered a chair, but declined. However, on Fr Sexton’s insistence he sat down.460 He refused to be blindfolded as he faced the firing squad; in his bound hands he held the purple rosary beads that Fr Sexton had lent to him. When he received ‘the volley of bullets that would send him to join the other great hero martyrs for Ireland’, the beads fell from ‘his nerveless hands’. A young soldier picked them up, washed off the blood and gave them to Fr Sexton, who gave them to Military Nurse Mary Chambers.461 They were finally sent to Bawnard in 1959, after Mary Chambers happened to speak to a Fermoy doctor, Richard Cronin, while on holidays in the west of Ireland.

Thomas was buried near where he fell. His death certificate, registered in Cork, coldly states under ‘Cause of death’: ‘Shooting by Order of Field General Court Martial’. Controversy surrounded his burial place for almost 100 years; his marked, well-maintained grave within a sectioned-off area in the prison yard was private and could only be visited once a year by his family. Shortly after his execution the Bishop of Cork and the Lord Mayor applied for the body to be buried in consecrated ground. The request was refused. The reply in the House of Commons stated, ‘it was regretted that the removal of the body was not considered expedient’.462

The family sought to have his remains removed and buried in the Castlelyons family vault on several occasions. In 1922 Seamus Fitzgerald received a ‘resolution’ from Seamus Ward, Midleton asking to have his body returned for Christian interment in the tomb of his ancestors. Later William asked that he be buried beside his two brothers, Richard and David, who fought beside Thomas in the aftermath of Easter 1916. But despite several requests, including one from the Thomas Kent Branch, Army Ex-Service, the years dragged on regarding the location. In October 1999, following a question in the Dáil, John O’Donoghue, Justice Minister stated that when the grave was opened ‘no trace of Ceannt’s body was found’.463

That May morning during early breakfast in the Officers’ Mess, Nurse Eleanor Gordon recalled the stillness that pervaded the place; when the shots rang out ‘the look in the men’s eyes’ was ‘unforgettable’. She couldn’t recall any words being spoken, just ‘the palpable stillness’.464

The Fermoy Volunteers, Cork City Volunteers including Terence MacSwiney and Tomás MacCurtain, and West Cork Volunteers including the Hales brothers, who were being held in the barracks, heard the shots, but it was not until later they learned it was their colleague ‘Tom Kent’ who had been executed.

Martin Keniry Jr said, ‘At this stage young Fitzgibbon suffered a nervous breakdown as he thought we were all going to be shot.’465 Michael Leahy wrote ‘the day Tom Kent was shot in the Detention Barracks we were transferred by train with a number of prisoners to Richmond Barracks’. Leahy was with Tomás MacCurtain, Terence MacSwiney and Seamus Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald told of MacSwiney’s resolve: ‘Seamus, we must be beaten three times before we are successful.’ In Richmond barracks, ‘The main topic was the executions, thirteen of whom, including that of Tom Kent, had taken place before our arrival.’ In Frongoch, a prison camp in Wales, there were discussions on Tom Kent and his ‘will of steel’.466 No doubt Kent’s determination was an inspiration to Cork Volunteers and to MacSwiney, who later went on hunger strike in Brixton Prison and died in October 1920.

Prisoners had been brought to the detention barracks from Clonmel the previous day. A soldier told James Ryan that Tom Kent ‘was badly treated, he was shot in his bare feet and trousers. We heard the volleys but did not see the execution.’467

William Keyes McDonnell, Bandon had been among the West Cork men in the Detention Barracks. His wife Kathleen was trying to find where the men were located. Early on 9 May she with others met Fr Sexton in St Patrick’s Presbytery; he had returned from the military barracks. He said that ‘the prisoners had been removed to Dublin, but no further information was available’. He then ‘related the tragic experience’ in the early morning:


Never had he felt prouder of being an Irishman. Bravest of the Brave was Kent … He said he was not afraid to die or face his God and offered to shake hands with the firing party. When he fell the officer placed a leaf [piece of cloth] on his heart and fired again. No earthly power could destroy that memory of lofty patriotism.468



Sometime during the day, a neighbour came to Thomas’ brother Edmond’s door in Carraigh-na-Bhfear to tell him Thomas had been shot. (Edmond’s son William – then a ‘small boy’ – recalled the sad encounter.) His brother William, in Bawnard, received the news in a similar fashion. They informed their mother. It is believed that the outcome of his court martial was not made known even to his family during those anxious days before the execution.

Thomas went to his death knowing that his wounded brother David, still in Fermoy Military Hospital, was facing a court martial. No doubt he feared for him, for his beloved mother and the remaining family. His death would continue to resound; closure was sought for almost a hundred years for what had once been a close-knit band of brothers.


Chapter 29
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‘On the March to Liberty’

‘Cork’s reputation was worthily redeemed’ during the Rising by the actions of the Kents, a newspaper later noted.469 The morning after the execution the Irish Independent reported that ‘Tom Kent met death in a Cork prison in as brave and as Christian a manner as his Dublin comrades had met it in Kilmainham.’

The Cork Examiner (10 May) reported:


Appended in an official communication received from headquarters, Queenstown, yesterday morning – The following results of general courts martial are announced: – Thomas Kent of Coole, near Fermoy was sentenced to death and the sentence duly confirmed by the General Officer Commanding in Chief in Ireland. The sentence was carried out yesterday morning. William Kent of Coole was acquitted.



The Syracuse Herald, New York (11 May) reported that ‘Thomas Kent another Rebel was executed … He was the thirteenth to be executed for the insurrection in Ireland.’

That morning early news of the execution ‘deepened the feeling of tragedy that had quickly spread over Cork City and County’. ‘George Bernard Shaw angrily protested: “Men, who had surrendered as prisoners of war, were being shot, slaughtered!”’470

In the House of Commons the next day, John Dillon, Irish Parliamentary Party MP was enraged because an execution had taken place outside Dublin:


The fact is one which will create a very grave shock in Ireland. Because it looks like a roving commission to carry these horrible executions all over the country. This, I say, was the first execution outside the city of Dublin. In a district where there have been no serious disturbances. Would not any sensible statesman think he had enough to do in Dublin and the other centres where disturbance broke out without doing everything possible to raise disturbance and spread disaffection over the whole country?



Dillon warned General Maxwell:


You are letting loose a river of blood and, make no mistake about it, between two races who, after three hundred years of hatred and of strife, we had nearly succeeded in bringing together.



Prime Minister Asquith, not impressed, responded:


There is … a man called Thomas Kent who has been executed – most properly executed as everybody will admit – for murder at Fermoy.



On 11 May the prime minister had informed the Commons that in any future trials ‘in which a charge of murder is preferred, instructions will be given that the court-martial shall be held in public with open doors’.471

Some weeks later in Parliament Mr Asquith, responding to a question, stated that ‘Constable Rowe was killed by a shot fired from a window of the house whilst he was standing in the yard … Thomas Kent was not wounded. He was given a chair at his execution owing to his nervous condition.’472

Fr Sexton, in a letter, responded:


Sir – My attention has been called to a statement made by Mr. Asquith and published in yours of 6th July. Referring to Thomas Kent, who was executed in Cork Military Prison on 9th May, Mr. Asquith is reported as saying: “He was given a chair at his execution owing to his nervous condition.” This statement is absolutely incorrect. I spent most of the night before the execution with Thomas Kent in his cell, and was also present at the execution itself, and at no time did he show the slightest sign of nervousness. As a matter of fact, he wanted to be shot standing up, but yielding to my advice, sat down in the chair offered him by the military.

John Sexton C.C.473



Liam Ó Braoin met Hereward Price, the naval officer in charge of the firing squad. Price told Ó Braoin that Thomas died ‘very bravely, not a feather out of him’.474

Art O’Donnell, arrested with Clare Volunteers, stated that after breakfast ‘we were brought out to the exercise yard’, where a ‘friendly soldier showed us that place in the prison yard where Thomas Kent was executed and buried. There was no mark except a faint crude cross on the wall nearby.’475

Tadhg Barry, a ‘loyal’ friend to Thomas, had been arrested with the Cork City Volunteers; later he wrote a poem recording the morning after his execution:


… And a soldier stood by, as I knelt and I kissed

The grave of the comrade in life I had known

So sincere and so true, and who proudly had risked

And lost all, even life, he could claim as his own.476



The day after Thomas was executed, Queenstown Military HQ asked the constables involved in the shoot-out to prepare statements for David’s case. Next day Queenstown HQ sent a hand-written ‘secret’ note to Richmond HQ stating that he was ‘to be charged under the Defence Of The Realm Act’ – same as Thomas. Almost daily correspondence was exchanged. On 15 May Cork HQ wrote of David’s improvement in Fermoy Prison Hospital and asked Dublin HQ if trial would be in Cork or Dublin, and whether the charge would be ‘one of murder or the charge preferred in the case of Thomas Kent’:


(1) ‘The accused should be tried in Cork as in the other two cases’ [i.e. Thomas and William]. (2) ‘accused … not a competent witness for’ DORA? (3) ‘… the discharge of firearms to endanger the safety of a member of his Majesty’s Forces’. (4) ‘that the trial is to take place in open Court?’



On that day David was brought to Cork Military Detention Barracks. On 19 May the Lord Mayor of Cork sent a telegram to Asquith:


McCabe Sol defending David Kent before Field Gen Court Martial. Whether Sol & Council may appear for accused. Also wired Redmond. Matter urgent. James McCabe Sol. got permission to ‘see the accused in the presence of an officer’.



On 22 May, John Redmond sent a telegram to General Maxwell:


Would strongly urge that Kent Fermoy should be tried by General Courtmartial so as to get Legal Assistance.



Correspondence continued to flow between the Dublin and Cork HQs. It was stressed that David was the ‘brother of Thomas Kent who had been executed’: one gets the impression that Queenstown HQ would have liked David to be treated similarly.

In London HQ there was a change of mind:


before a General Court Martial at Cork [he] was implicated in the murder of Constable Rowe. The trial will be for murder in an open Court.



On 29 May, General Maxwell sent a ‘draft’ stating that ‘the case appears to be one of murder’. Next day it was decided that the trial would be in Dublin. On 5 June Dublin HQ wanted ‘a medical officer who can prove that Head Constable was killed by being shot’. Dr Captain Russell ‘saw him after death … warn him that he will be required as a witness’.

Daily correspondence continued. On 10 June David Kent was sent under escort to Richmond Barracks, Dublin. Correspondence shows that constables were coached on the statements and prepared for questioning; Dr Russell’s statement was vetted. The trial was fixed for 13 June. J.J. McCabe, solicitor for Kent, had asked Dublin HQ for ‘permission for his family to supply accused with good clothes and a collar and black tie to wear for the trial’.477

Meanwhile, in Cork Detention Barracks David’s wounds were dressed by Nurse Eleanor Gordon. On three mornings in succession, while in the exercise yard, he passed a newly made grave; only on the fourth morning, when he read the inscription painted on a rough cross that marked the spot, did he discover that ‘there lay the body of his brother Tom’.478

On 14 June, David’s trial by general court martial (which permitted defence counsel) ‘in an open court’ began in Dublin HQ. He was charged (1) ‘under the Defence Of The Realm Act’; (2) that ‘with malice aforethought, did kill and murder one Head Constable Rowe of the Royal Irish Constabulary’.

The climate of public opinion, in Ireland and internationally, had changed everything. David was ‘ably defended by Mr Patrick Lynch’. The trial was spread over a number of days, and the defence established that there was quite a lot of gunfire from the police as well as the Kents. One policeman gave evidence of a shot from the eastern side of the house. ‘It must have struck the wall, for we were covered with dust and gravel. A ricochet I thought it was ... the peppering off the wall struck me – but it did not do any damage’. In reply to the question whether ‘the Head Constable was looking towards the house’, the policeman said he himself moved around, ‘reloaded’ and ‘I fired again’. Around this time the Head Constable was hit: ‘someone said it’. The policemen were ‘disposed round the house’, he said.

There was much teasing out of shots fired to establish exactly how the constable was killed. Mr Lynch stated that ‘every charge of a criminal nature must be established against a man beyond all reasonable doubt, and if it is not established he must be acquitted’. Systematically dissecting the evidence, he pointed out its flaws and argued that it could not be proved that David fired the fatal shot.

The jury found ‘a verdict that the deceased Constable was shot by persons unknown’. Despite this and the conflicting nature of some of the prosecution’s evidence, David Kent was convicted and sentenced to death. However, newspapers were speculating that no more death sentences would be carried out.479

By the conclusion of David’s trial General Maxwell had become conscious of public opinion on the executions, so he bowed to political pressure and commuted the death sentence to five years’ penal servitude.480 David was incarcerated in the harsh prison system of Lewes and then Dartmoor, and later transferred to the equally harsh Pentonville. When he was finally released, his fellow prisoners in Lewes presented him with an engraved hunting horn.481

Some months later, William was returning after a visit to David when his attention was drawn to a report of a question by Mr Muldoon MP, IPP, in the House of Commons, referring to his brother Thomas. William wrote:


Mr Muldoon might at least, before using my brother’s name and the family bereavement for advertising purposes, have made sure that his statements were correct.

As an example, my brother Tom was not at a fair on the day previous to his arrest. This statement is only in keeping with the other statements made by this gentleman, which are only less inaccurate than those of the Premier [Asquith], when he said, in the House of Commons on the 11 May last, that “Thomas Kent had been most properly executed at Fermoy for murder.”

Everyone interested knows that Tom was not executed at Fermoy. They also know that at the Rowe Compensation inquiry the verdict of the court-martial was put in as evidence. This verdict showed that my brother was found guilty of treason.

Speaking on behalf of my family and myself, I would like to inform unsympathetic self-seekers that we want no apologist for my brother, and least of all from any member of Mr. Muldoon’s party. We would be glad if they allow Tom’s memory to rest in peace, and to leave the verdict on his actions to the judgement of his fellow countrymen.482



Like Mrs Margaret Pearse, Mrs Mary Kent was bereft of two devoted sons after Easter 1916.


After the raid Mrs. Mary Kent walked erect and dignified as in her youth, a cloak draped over her, a jet bonnet set high over her white hair. Her heart was breaking though she never wept and allowed only those dearest to her to sense her pain. She would talk of her ‘fine boys’, defend the rightness, the very naturalness of the way they had chosen, and then beg for news of the volunteers.

Their national history went back through the nineteenth century, through the days of land war and eviction. When the four men of the Kents drew guns in their own home on May 2, 1916, to defy the R.I.C. and military who came to arrest them, their mother, a woman of [over] eighty, stood beside them.

She was still there, noble and dignified, when death and the prisons had taken their toll of her beloved sons. She said: “My sons did what they had to do. I grieve for them, but I cannot regret what they did.”483



This ‘gallant and patriotic woman’ died on 5 January 1917, just over seven months after the Bawnard shooting. Her body was brought back for the first time since the incident to the still wrecked Bawnard house. William, the only son left there, with the help of neighbours had begun to make it somewhat habitable. David was still in Dartmoor and was not allowed out for the funeral. The Freeman’s Journal (6 January) stated that ‘the announcement will doubtless be received with feelings of the deepest regret by the numerous friends of a well known and patriotic family … those awful events told on the old lady’s health, which recently began to fail, and death came peacefully’.


Her funeral which extended over three miles was one of the greatest manifestations of public sympathy ever witnessed in Cork. The remains were borne from Bawnard House to the public highway on the shoulders of Volunteers, and as the cortege approached Fermoy, the procession halted, and again the coffin was similarly borne through the streets of the town.484



In June 1917 David was released under the General Amnesty. His homecoming brought ‘a great outburst of rejoicing’ in Fermoy and district, as well as in his native parish of Castlelyons. A procession containing ‘a large contingent from Mitchelstown’ and Volunteer companies from Glanworth, Castletownroche, Ballynoe, Dungourney and other areas was ‘accompanied by girls, who carried Sinn Féin flags and colours. The procession was brought up by the Fermoy Irish Volunteers. At the Pipers’ Club an address of welcome was read by Captain O’Denn.’

David Kent in his address warned against Redmond’s planned Convention, and noted:


I have been in prison. Why were we let out so soon? Not alone did we fight outside, but we also fought inside, and three weeks ago we wrecked an English jail, and if they did not let us out we would come out ourselves.485



On the reorganisation of Sinn Féin with de Valera as president, David became deeply involved. The police recorded that he was ‘Chief Sinn Fein Organiser in his district’.486 He was selected as a Sinn Féin candidate for East Cork for the forthcoming general election. Standing on the Sinn Féin abstentions policy he worked hard, was very popular, and was elected.487

On 20 April 1918, David had attended a Board of Guardians and Rural Council meeting in Fermoy and was speaking to the chairman when a policeman tapped him on the shoulder, saying he wanted him. ‘Mr. Kent replied that he did not want him and immediately ran off’ with ‘the police in quick pursuit’. He was ‘caught in Bank Street’, taken to the police barracks by ‘four policemen’ and ‘conveyed to Cork, in a military motor wagon under escort’. He had been arrested ‘for seditious speeches’, one specifically in Kanturk recently.488

On 12 May David was returned to Fermoy for trial ‘on a charge of encouraging persons, present at a meeting he addressed, to murder the forces of the Crown’. This was a fictitious charge. Mr E.A. Rice, who defended him, said ‘it was a disgrace to bring that charge against the accused. It was a charge never brought before a Court to their knowledge. It was done in order to put Mr. Kent out of the way in view of the Conscription Act coming into force.’ He was refused bail and removed under escort to Cork Prison.489

He was among forty-seven Sinn Féin candidates arrested under the mythical ‘German Plot’ in May 1918. Standing as Dáithi Ceannt he won the Cork East seat but, like many others, was not present for the meeting of the First Dáil, 21 January 1919.490

On release he continued his activities as a Member of the Fisheries and Agriculture Committees, Dáil Éireann. He was extremely knowledgeable and helped in writing papers for the Dáil.491 He was also a member of Castlelyons Volunteers, taking part in many actions with Cork No. 2 Brigade under Liam Lynch, and represented Castlelyons on the flying column formation in October 1920. He was ‘on the run’, and was rearrested on 17 January 1921 with a number of men who were maintaining dumps when encircled by a large British military force. Twenty-four, including Sean Hennessy and Martin O’Keeffe from Ballynoe, were arrested and sent to Kilworth camp. (Thomas and David had reorganised the Ballynoe Company on 2 January 1916 – that occasion led to Thomas’ and MacSwiney’s arrest.) Now in 1921 they were interned on Spike Island.

Unexpectedly on 18 April he was released, brought by a special launch to Cork and interviewed at Cork Military Barracks by Major General Strickland and the notorious Chief Intelligence Officer in the South of Ireland, Captain C.J. Kelly. Seamus Fitzgerald recalled:


They told him he was released because they believed he was the strongest-minded Republican in the South. They wished him to establish contact with de Valera for them, and they asked him if he would agree to bring a message to him. They obviously underestimated Kent’s strength of mind and character. He firmly refused. He was doubtful, no doubt, as to their bona fide. He feared they may be using him in a mean trick to capture de Valera … He said, “the only thing you can do is to advise your leaders to get in touch with de Valera by direct means”.

He refused to discuss any questions as to what form of settlement the Irish people would be prepared to accept, and when he was departing, he demanded a guarantee that he would be under no obligation to them, and that he could come and go as he pleased. Now that is an unusual stand for a solitary man.492



In early 1921 there had been moves between Lloyd George and Archbishop Clune to secure a Truce. Clune had established good relations with officials in Dublin Castle; it was arranged for him to visit Griffith and Sinn Féin leaders in Mountjoy. Complex manoeuvring to rope in Michael Collins foundered, and Clune returned to Australia.

David, who believed he might be killed by the authorities, sent for Seamus Fitzgerald – on the run at the time – to tell him what had happened. Wisely, he asked him to arrange a meeting with Cork No. 1 Brigade to report the interview. ‘Shortly afterwards I introduced him to Joe O’Connor, Florrie O’Donoghue and Dan Donovan in Cork where he gave them a full account.’493

This became public after David’s death when his brother William paid tribute to David’s bravery. General Strickland made a statement denying that this episode ever took place. William wrote to the Irish Independent:


I desire to make it known that the statement which I made was taken from a document written by my brother David. “On the last Monday in April, 1921, I left the camp for home … and was landed at the Custom House Quay, Cork, where I was met and taken to Cork Military Barracks. I was asked to go into an office, which I did, and after being there for a few minutes a tall gentleman made his appearance, and then for the first and last time I met General Strickland.” Here the document gave the discussion which took place between both. The question was asked, “What do you really want?”, and my brother having given his reply, the document states, “He (General Strickland) said there was not the difference of a silk thread dividing us, that we could get the republic in everything only in name, to which I replied that if we got our independence we would easily find a name. The question was put: “Are you prepared for a truce?” Answer: “I cannot answer but if you will give me a written request for a truce I would submit it to the proper quarters.”

These are the written words of my brother … It may so happen after a lapse of such a number of years the interview may have been entirely forgotten by General Strickland.

William Kent T.D., Feb. 1933



In May 1921 David was returned to the Second Dáil (unopposed, like all the other candidates). Seamus Fitzgerald recalled his attitude in the Dáil on the Treaty debates, when he spoke strongly against ratification and voted against it. In one of his contributions he said he ‘had been doing his duty to his country for forty years, and perhaps, he had been in prison uniform before some of the young men [contributing to the debate] were born’. Fitzgerald said ‘as a matter of fact, with Hunter and myself in East Cork, we were the only constituency in Ireland who voted block solidly against the Treaty’.494


When the Four Courts was attacked, Donal Óg O’Callaghan who was then acting Lord Mayor of Cork and myself decided to travel to Dublin immediately and we met David Kent en route in Fermoy, and Kent was then falling into the same “get” as he did in 1916 to take his part in the Civil War. He led a very hard and lonely life, but he was true to an idealism now that was as hard and fast as Iron or Rock. Indeed he deserves to be commemorated just as much as any of his two other brothers and his famous brother Tom who was executed ... He was the repository of Fenianism – the embodiment of Fenianism. He had an extraordinary method of speech, wonderful in public.495



During the closing the stages of the Civil War (April 1923) David was with Republican forces in a hide-out in Araglin, trying to avoid arrest by Treaty forces, when Liam Lynch (Chief of Staff), C.S. (Todd) Andrews and Republican Executive members entered the area. Lynch was glad to meet David, who had ‘regarded Liam Lynch as his protégé’ ever since Lynch joined Mitchelstown Company, formed in 1914 by Thomas and David Kent. Their lives were intertwined, as seeing the handcuffed brothers being escorted over Fermoy bridge on that May morning in 1916 had changed Lynch’s life forever. Now he was determined to continue armed resistance until his opponents were forced to negotiate; some but not all members of the Executive agreed.

Andrews ‘felt honoured’ to meet David, especially because he and his brothers had been ‘the only men in the County of Cork who had resisted the British in 1916’. He said that David ‘seemed the personification of the men celebrated in that most poignant of patriotic ballads which touched the hearts of generations of Irishmen [“Down by the Glenside”], perpetuating in them the separatist idea: “We may have good men, but we’ll never have better”’.

David guarded Lynch for four days before the Executive journeyed on for a meeting. We will never know what these like-minded men discussed. Lynch, who intended to return to Araglin afterwards, was shot dead a few days later (10 April) as he and his comrades moved up the Knockmealdowns; they were in an exposed position when Treaty Forces opened fire.496

Seamus Fitzgerald recalled that in later years David ‘gave me the impression that he was limping over sideways [from the Bawnard gunshot wound]. He was a tall, very finely built man, gentlemanly appearance, usually wearing a black suit, and he also wore a moustache. He was a fine type of man to look at’, Fitzgerald recalled.497

On 16 June 1922 he was elected to the Third Dáil on a Sinn Féin ticket. He didn’t take his seat as he refused to take the oath of allegiance, and thus forfeited his deposit and received no remuneration. ‘He was sent to America on a propaganda mission on behalf of the IRA, returned home after some months far poorer in health.’ After ‘a life of struggle for the freedom of his county, this brave soldier and patriot died at his old home at Bawnard on 16 November 1930. His work for the nation was never relinquished until he died. He died as he lived – uncompromised and uncompromising, a faithful soldier’ for Irish freedom.498 According to reports, a ‘vast gathering’ followed his remains; the Cork Pipers’ Band played the Dead March before the tricolour-draped coffin, which was followed by a large detachment of IRA’. Edmond died on 27 April 1931.

In 1920 William had married Catherine Curtin; they had seven children.499 He was the first Sinn Féin Chairman of Cork County Council in 1917, and was elected as a Fianna Fáil candidate in 1928. Representing Cork East he was elected to the Dáil first in 1927 (Fianna Fáil) and again in 1933 (National Centre Party); in September 1933 the party joined with Cumann na nGaedheal and the National Guard to form Fine Gael. William was a TD until the 1937 General Election, which he did not contest.500

Beginning on 15 April 1925, William and David had tried to get compensation for their property and ‘injuries committed by Crown Forces of England’. On their behalf a brief history of their fight ‘for the freedom of Ireland’ was given, witnessed by a Garda sergeant – Thomas’s execution, Richard’s fatal injury, David’s injury and his Dartmoor and Pentonville imprisonment, the condition of the house having been ‘riddled with bullets’ with the result that ‘in the winter months the rain comes through the roof. Of course a certain amount of repair was carried out, but owing to the awful tragedy at the time, the lands were laid waste and had afterwards to be let at a Sacrifice in grazing cattle and valuable thorough-bred horses being left totally neglected for several months.’ The letter is stamped ‘Garda’ with the addition, ‘The applicant [William] is at present in poor financial circumstances.’ After David died in 1930 and despite much correspondence and legal costs, there was no still compensation or pension.501

Eventually on 19 June 1934 at Fermoy Circuit Court, ‘The siege of the Kent home at Castlelyons by police and military, which resulted in the surrender of the brothers Kent’ was recalled. Judge O’Connor gave a decree for £250 ‘to Mr. W. Kent, T.D., Bawnard House, under the Damage to Property Act’. This was a paltry sum ‘agreed by the State’. They had given their private home and two brothers had died in the fight for Irish freedom.502

William continued to apply for a pension and a medal for himself and for Thomas, Richard and David. Five years later, September 1939, William wrote a brief letter to G. Boland, Minister of Justice, asking for a pension:


I will rely on you to see justice will be done in my case as you know the whole history of my family, hoping I am not trespassing in your valuable time.



Two years later, 1941, the Pension Board responded, ‘I can still see no reason for thinking that this man is entitled to a Military Service Pension.’ Further correspondence flowed. In 1947 Florence O’Donoghue, who had previously vouched for William, wrote again and gave ‘a good outline’ of the family’s participation in 1916. William himself wrote in December 1947:


as you are aware we were the only family outside of Dublin who fought in Easter 1916. I have no more to say in the matter and leaving it entirely in your hands that you will see Justice done to me.



In 1948 his cousin Richard Rice, solicitor wrote to the Board and stated that ‘he has injuries received in Defence of the home in 1916 when same was attacked by the R.I.C. and military. He is almost a cripple at the present time and it is believed that same is due to a bullet wound in his shin bone received in the attack.’ In 1949, he decided again to seek ‘a pre-Truce medal’. The response was, ‘the Minister regrets he is unable to accede to your application’.

William died on 8 March 1956. A letter in his file shows that he had an appointment for 25 February 1958, as it was decided ‘to re-investigate your application’ for a pension.503 That was two years after his death.

In 1925 William had sought a ‘1916 Medal’ for Thomas, Richard, David and himself. After much correspondence, Thomas was awarded a 1916 Medal on 7 October 1941 and Richard on 7 October 1941. David was not awarded a medal or recognition. Sadly, William also died without even being awarded a 1916 Medal.504

Sometime after Easter 1916, a ‘Brothers Kent Memorial Committee’ was formed in New York on the suggestion of Fr J. Corkery, CC Castlelyons (son of Dan Corkery, Macroom) to erect the Stations of the Cross in Coolagown church: ‘the church where the Kent family worshipped’. In 1966 suitably inscribed plaques were erected to accompany the ‘Stations’ and on Fermoy Bridge ‘in memory of the illustrious brothers’.505

In 1966 Cork Railway Station was named Kent Station and a bust of Thomas Kent was unveiled there. On the plinth is written: ‘From the graves of patriot men and women spring living nations.’

In June 2015, over ninety-nine years after his execution and burial in Cork Military Detention Barracks, an area behind Cork Prison walls, believed to be Thomas’s burial place, was excavated. The Organisation of National Ex-Service personnel (ONE), the National Monuments Service, Collins Barracks personnel and Sean Sherwin were driving forces in the process, which began some years previously with archaeologists’ and the family’s approval. Following DNA testing it was found that Commandant Thomas Kent’s body lay in a shallow grave beneath a headstone that bore his name and the title ‘Óglaigh na hÉireann’ with the emblem of the Volunteer movement. ‘It was a lonely grave in a lonely place. For many people he remained an obscure figure.’506 His grave could only be visited once a year by family members and friends.

On 17 September, following the removal at 4 p.m. to St Michael’s garrison church, Collins Barracks, over 80 relatives attended a private ceremony. Then in the fading light thousands waited in line, signed a book of condolences and filed past the coffin that bore his remains. A ceremonial guard of Army, Air Corps and Naval Service stood around the coffin for the lying in state.

Next morning, 18 September, Prison Officers formed a guard of honour at a family prayer ceremony beside the spot where Thomas lay for almost 100 years. At 12.30 p.m. the State funeral, with the Defence Service and Garda escort, commenced a 30 km journey to Castlelyons, going through Thomas Kent Park beside the prison, past the thousands who stood as the convoy went towards Kent Station, along a route of anticipating faces, past fields once familiar to Thomas, past the Kent Bawnard home and into Castlelyons. Spontaneous applause greeted the funeral procession as it approached St Nicholas’ church gates.

The Requiem Mass celebrated by Most Rev. William Crean, Bishop of Cloyne and five priests including Fr Gerard Coleman PP Castlelyons was heard by family members, the President, the Taoiseach, Dáil members and dignitaries from many countries, as well as a packed marquee with screen viewing and loudspeakers relaying the ceremony to the overflowing car park. Bishop Crean reminded the congregation that Thomas and his comrades ‘dreamed the dream of freedom’. The ceremony was peaceful, dignified, respectful and memorable. The rosary beads that fell from Thomas’s hands during execution, a Pioneer pin, an original copy of An tAthair Peadar Ó Laoghaire’s book Mo Scéal Féin and a photo of Thomas composed the offerings. Deep emotions stirred the congregation as the soldiers carried the coffin down the aisle, then spontaneous applause followed the silence and the Cork Prison Officers Male Voice Choir completed the ceremony with a powerful rendition of ‘Going Home’.

In glorious sunshine, Taoiseach Enda Kenny delivered an oration. In 1916 a volley of British gunfire caused the rosary beads Thomas gripped to drop. A three-volley salute of Irish military gunfire marked the State’s respect for the patriot being laid to rest in the family grave on 18 September 2015. The coffin was lowered, the Tricolour was raised to the sound of the Last Post and the bugle-call Reveille; the Army sergeant handed the flag that draped the coffin to the family. Castlelyons had welcomed Thomas Kent, its 1916 hero, home. Here in Castlelyons, the Kent brothers who fought together for Ireland’s freedom are buried. (James, who campaigned with them, is buried in Boston.)

Five Kent brothers – Edmond, Thomas, David, William and Richard – knew what it was to live under British rule and tyrannical landlordism. Deep in their hearts they treasured the sod on which they worked; they fought with their fellow countrymen for freedom, and when the opportunity presented itself they were prepared to die for the Ireland they envisioned and loved. Their part in Ireland’s land struggle was nationally known. All five spent terms in gaol for justice – from a month to twelve months. During the last period of his life Thomas wrote:


No threat could bend them, no force could break them.

No wiles could lure them from the road of right;

True men, loyal to the cause of Eireann,

Soldiers fearless in the fiercest fight.

From early boyhood, through the years of manhood,

On the march to liberty their lives were spent.

God grant to Erin in her day of danger

Guards unwavering as the brothers Kent.507




Appendix:
Poems and Songs by Thomas Kent

One Monday in Fermoy

The morning mists that clothe the peaks,

Of Knockmealdown and Galtees reeks

Blackwater vales no longer vex,

Bright April sun shines down

On Com’raths’ crest it gaily gleams.

O’er Decies countryside it beams

And pours its rays in golden streams

Upon the throbbing town.

For here Fermoy holds fair today

And flocks and herds in close array

From radiating miles away

Are gathered on its Green.

Through early hours from far and near

Have men and beasts been mustering here

For greatest far of all the year

This April fair has been.

Now circling close each penside round

Are buyers brusque and sellers found

With prices mounting pound by pound

Before a bargain’s made.

And oft when differing viewpoints tend

Agreement’s chances all to end

Some friendly neighbours freely lend

Their reconciling aid.

With scenes that sale and barter yield

The wide-extended market field

A busy bustling scene revealed

As hours successive passed.

With business airs are all imbued

No lounging idlers here are viewed

Unless indeed that policeman should

With such a crowd be classed?

For sure no zeal can animate

That slouching apathetic gait.

No purpose serious can wait

On such a laggard pace.

His casual airs full well suggest

That not a thought within his breast

Does on the crowd around him rest

For one brief moment’s space.

But ’neath the well-assumed disguise

The policeman has both ears and eyes

Which are to men and matters wise

In those he moves among;

For he has orders strict and stern

To ‘shadow’ on this Monday morn

Where’er his steps may tread or turn

A well-known suspect strong.

He must that man keep well in sight

The hours this fair is at its height:

Must duly note each move that might

Against him militate.

And now the policeman’s on his beat

Impressed with need for caution meet

Lest word or action indiscreet

Suspicion would create.

But soon alas his ardour hot

The better of his prudence got;

And, trying hard to overhear

A long and keen discussion’s trend

Between the suspect and a friend,

He drew forgetful near.

The policeman’s patent listening pose

At once unto the suspect shows

His ‘shadower’ today;

But wide awake a moment’s thought

To him a bright idea brought,

And (cool as though he noticed nought)

He turned to walk away.

Full mindful of command severe

That, while his place was well at rere,

The suspect must not disappear

One moment from his view,

The policeman, true to task assigned,

Now furtive followed close behind.

But soon the suspect’s steps unkind

All fast and faster grew.

The policeman then with lengthened stride

To match the other’s movements tried,

But still a distance stretching wide

Between them grew apace.

With footsteps faster than before

The policeman on and onward bore

As streams of perspiration pour

From brow and neck and face.

His shoulders square the suspect shook,

With swinging arms away he struck:

Through hampering herds and hostings broke

Enjoying both the fun and play!

The other followed in pursuit

Alike ignoring man and brute

And needing neither horn nor hoot

His course intent to stay.

As fast their feet all ’neath them crushed

Each obstacle aside they brushed.

Both young and old they rudely pushed

With gasping crowds around them hushed

To silence at the sight!

An oft, when wellnigh trampled sore,

Some men rough-hustled hotly swore,

And woman flurried faces wore

When scattering left and right.

In there among that sturdy crowd

Were some, who feelings strong, avowed

And spoke in language long and loud

About this ‘foreign yoke’.

And some, to serve the policeman’s good,

To cook his o’erheated blood,

A bath in cold Blackwater’s flood

Suggestively bespoke.

A wash, they said, would while it laved

With angry waters round that raved

The cooling give he seeming-craved

And would no doubt enjoy.

And it would teach his Heads the fate

That on themselves and all their state

In years avenging wake might wait

Some Fair day in Fermoy.

To clench a deal, with hands upraised,

Paused open-mouthed men amazed

To watch what seemed two patients crazed

Escaped from key and lock.

But – waking from their stunned surprise –

The situation soon they size

And now with grinning cheers and cries

The panting peeler mock.

Around the field’s wide open space

The hunt proceeds with lively pace

As, streaming down a ruddy face,

The perspiration flows.

With belt and tunic opened loose

Allowing his muscles’ freer use

The chase this policeman still pursues

Nor worries of his woes.

Round cart and crib and cattle shed

The line elusive long is led

When for the Square the suspect fled

With grit and strength unflagged.

Nor yields his follower a foot

Though lips disclose a rising froth:

His elbows conic sections cut

Though shaken knees are sagged.

Word soon to store and office spreads.

Through windows high show woman’s heads.

But as the chase unchecked proceeds

The policeman all ignores.

And while this two-man marathon

Through street and street goes ceaseless on

Some herds stampede: around they run –

And drovers’ ‘dander soars’!

The race prolonged at length has wound

The town’s extent and suburbs round

And now the pair are back to ground

They left in earlier morn.

Here through a pub’s strong portals wide

They push their way past groups inside,

Smash bottles, bowls and pints allied

And tables overturn!

With speed to shame a shooting star

They push right through the crowded bar

And all that might their movements mar

They scatter right and left.

As from the blue had bomb been flung

Abruptly ceases Fair-day song,

To silence hushed is every tongue,

And pathway through the muted throng

The pair had wellnigh cleft.

When from a cosy corner-seat

Two oldtime topers tete-a-tete

Slow stagger on unsteady feet

To leave that noisy place.

As to his chair one weakly clings

A slip his precious tumbler swings

And all its frothy porter flings

Right in the peeler’s face!

As now that peeler on his track

Lies sadly shaken, ‘off his back’

The suspect joins the fun and crack

In hostelry nearby.

In later times Blackwater shore

Saw little of such efforts more

But strongly lives in local lore

That Monday in Fermoy.

Thomas wrote the following poem as a tribute to his friend: it seems it was meant to be sung. He put ‘The Rhymer’ as author. I’m indebted to Eamonn Walsh, a Kent descendant, for this.

Gusheen

I raise my glass of sparkling wine,

In the midst of a festal scene,

And I drink, for the sake of Old Lang Syne,

To my dear old friend, “Gusheen”.

Through the valleys wide and the hills divide,

And the rivers rill between,

I’ll toast tonight, in a bumper bright,

My dear old friend, “Gusheen”.

I’m thinking yet, and I can’t forget,

That night upon the green,

How the wit and song from your soul rolled on,

My dear old friend “Gusheen”.

I raise my glass of sparkling wine –

The finest of Potheen –

Here goes, for the sake of Old Lang Syne,

And my dear old friend “Gusheen”.

May the New Year bright bring a wild delight

To all who love the green;

A long, long life and jolly wife,

To my dear old friend, “Gusheen”.

Under Which Flag?

(Air: ‘Paddies Evermore’)

The day has dawned for Irishmen

To show once more by deed

That Eirin only holds their love

For her alone they’ll bleed

That not one drop of patriot’s blood

In England’s cause we’ll shed

We swear that now in Heaven’s sight,

We pledge it to our dead.

The Dead who died for Ireland boys

On scaffolds England reared

The Dead whose blood makes every glen

And mountain side revered.

The thousands that the Saxon slew

By famine, fire and blade

Hark! How their memory calls on you,

“Will you their murderers aid!”

And will you fight beneath that rag

Of Famine, crime and greed

Or rally round your own green flag,

And serve your Country’s need?

If you be men of Irish race

Then answer with this cry

For Eire only and her flag

We’ll arm and fight and die.
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A family is evicted by police during the Land War.
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Mary Kent née Rice, mother of Thomas Kent.
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Richard, the youngest Kent son, wearing medals for athletic achievements.
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Thomas’s older brother Edmond Kent with his bride, Margaret Dunlea, on their wedding day in 1903.
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Thomas’s younger brother William Kent, best man at Edmond’s wedding. Jane Dunlea, sister of the bride, is on the left, and William’s own sister, Elizabeth, is on the right.
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An otter hunt at Céim in 1907, with the Bride View Otter Hounds. Front row, fourth from left (with bowler hat and moustache), is Thomas Kent. Front row, right of centre (with bowler hat and hunting horn, left hand on hip) is his brother David Kent. Third row from back, the small boy in white with straw hat is William, Thomas’s nephew. William’s father, Edmond Kent, is on his right, holding his hand.
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A letter from Thomas Kent to Terence MacSwiney, dated September 1915, arranging a Volunteer muster for the following month.
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Thomas Kent. This painting by Conor Walton is on display at the Officers’ Mess in Collins Barracks, Cork. It shows Kent in his Irish Volunteer uniform, holding a map. The original is in colour.
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An extract from the diary of Terence MacSwiney shows his plans for the Rising around Cork and the Volunteer personnel involved.
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David Kent, Thomas Kent and Terence MacSwiney are among these Volunteers pictured drilling in the Cornmarket, Cork.
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A newspaper clipping from the Daily Mail, 3 May 1916, relates the surrender of the Kents under the headline ‘Hunting Down the Irish Rebels: Cork Sinn Feiners Surrender Their Arms’.
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Thomas (left) and William Kent are marched over the bridge in Fermoy by British troops after their capture. They are following a horse-drawn cart, in which Richard and David lie wounded.
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The keys to Cell 17 in Cork Detention Barracks, where Thomas Kent was held, and the borrowed rosary beads he kept with him until his execution.
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A 1945 portrait by Sean O’Sullivan, based on a photograph of Thomas Kent.
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A memoriam card from the first anniversary of Kent’s death.
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A hunting horn presented to David Kent by prisoners of Lewes Gaol in 1916. David had been sentenced to death; this was commuted to five years’ penal servitude.
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Left to right: David Kent, Countess Markievicz and Darrell Figgis outside Bawnard House in August 1918, after David’s release from gaol.
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A procession to the Kent family plot in Castlelyons in the early 1920s, headed by Cumann na mBan members.
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William Kent and other family members lay a wreath at the grave of Thomas Kent in the prison yard of Cork Military Detention Barracks, on the anniversary of his execution in 1933.
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Family friends at Thomas’s grave (1966). Here his body rested for over ninety-nine years.
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A ninety-nine-year wait ended with the State funeral of Thomas Kent on 18 September 1915. In this picture, Kent’s remains are carried into St Nicholas’ Church in Castlelyons, Co. Cork, for a funeral mass. Members of his family, including Kathleen Kent and Prue Kent O’Riordan (Thomas’s nieces), follow behind the coffin.
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Bishop of Cloyne William Crean accepts the tricolour-draped coffin of Thomas Kent into St Nicholas’ Church.




[image: illustration]

A plaque commemorating the Kent family sits on the bridge over the River Blackwater in Fermoy. It was erected in 1966, funded by the Brothers Kent Memorial Committee, USA.
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