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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
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