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him all support in whatever step it may be necessary to take to protect the movement from
England’s thirst for Ireland’s soldiers”.8

“God Prosper Ireland’s Cause.”
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PIERCE McCANN,
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A Message from an English Gaol :

To THE MLECTCRS OF EAST TIPPERARY.
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Thank People East Tipperary for my
Nomination. God Prosper Ireland’s
(ause.—PIERCE MCCANYN, Gloucester.

BY VOTING FOR McCANN

You will be Voting for Ireland’s Cause.

Printed by ““The Nationalist’’ Newspaper Co., Ltd., Clonmel; Published

by Clanmel Sinn Fein Executive.

Sinn Fein election leaflet for E. Tipperary constituency for the 1918 general election.
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Men like Sean Treacy and Dan Breen probably had some influence on the Doon Volunteers;
both were committed [.R.B. members. However, McCan was not in the .R.B., though he was
friendly with these and other [.R.B. men. What then influenced him to take this unique stand?
One possible explanation is that by now he had come to accept the need for a policy which
would involve non-co-operation with England, a full Republican programme. No personal
statments of McCan’s at this time, however, have survived that would explain fully his total
rejection of Redmond’s policy.

On 3 October the National Volunteers (the pro-Redmond force) held their first county
convention in Thurles. Mr. T. Dawson (Tipperary) was elected President, Mr. R. Gill Vice-
President, Mr. O’Hanrahan (Fethard) Treasurer, and Mr. Barry (Golden) secretary.
Resolutions of confidence in Redmond were passed. With the exception of McCan, (who was,
of course, absent) the committee was the same as the previous committee.

4

Greatly depleted in numbers the Irish Volunteers now prepared to reorganise. On 25 October
the first convention of the Irish Volunteers was held in the Abbey Theatre, Dublin. Among the
160 delegates was McCan, who with E. O’Dwyer (Kilnamanagh) and a few others, represented
the Tipperary Volunteers. MacNeill was unanimously chosen as Chairman, with The
O’Rahilly elected as Treasurer.

Throughout November the Executive organised the election in each county where there were
three or more corps of county representatives for the General Council. By early December
Tipperary had elected McCan as its representative.l Amongst others of ability who might
have been elected were Sean Treacy, Frank Drohan and Seamus O’Neill.

However, these three were active [.R.B. and unknown to MacNeill a majority of the executive
committee were members of that body, and it is possible that for this reason the Tipperary
[.R.B. was anxious to avoid holding the primary county position.2 In any event, McCan’s
election endorsed his previous election as chairman of the Volunteers in Tipperary.

On 6 December Pierce attended the first meeting of the General Council at the Volunteer
headquarters. In all, 22 delegates attended, submitting reports from their respective areas.
Although nothing is known of Pierce’s report, on the previous Sunday, “All-Ireland Final
Sunday”, Volunteers from the provinces had met after the game. MacNeill, O’Rahilly, Hobson
and Mellows attended and from Tipperary there were delegates from Fethard, Thurles,
Roscrea, Clonmel and Nenagh. Afterwards the Tipperary delegates conferred together.3

During the summer of 1915 Volunteer training camps were organised in four centres —
Tyrone, Cork, Wicklow and on the Limerick-Tipperary border. The object of these camps
was to give officers a thorough grounding in military matters, so that they might be competent
to train their own local units. Pierce attended the Wicklow camp, from 31 July to 14 August.
Here he met Thomas Ashe and Dick Coleman, both of whom like Pierce were to die in an
English jail. McCan and Ashe became close friends in the course of the camp, a friendship that
lasted until Ashe’s death in 1917.4

The Dualla Volunteers, like most other corps, had split in 1914. At the meeting called to decide
which policy to endorse, Pierce spoke of Redmond’s efforts as an attempt to hand over the
Volunteers to the British Government. The corp split on the issue, and MacNeill’s supporters
reformed again under Pierce.5 Unlike many other corps, the Dualla Volunteers continued
their activities. Training in the use of arms, manouvres, and general lectures were held during
1915. Among their instructors were Ernest Blythe, Liam Mellows, Colm O’Loughlin, Ernie
O’Malley, Fr. Hackett S.J. and Pierce himself.6 The number of Irish Volunteers in South
Tipperary at the end of 1915 was 357.7
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In October 1915 a new factor entered into the situation. Feeling the need for more soldiers,
Britain increased its recruiting campaign in Ireland. Recruiting meetings were held all over the
country, one being held at Tipperary town on 6 october. The previous evening Sean Treacy,
William Benn, Eamonn O Duibhir and others posted up anti-recruiting literature all over the
town. Monsignor Ryan, a Redmondite, who was to speak at the meeting received threatening
letters. Although the meeting was held it won few recruits. However, others followed and that
year 1,448 men from South Tipperary joined the British Army.8

Throughout 1915 Pierce’s work in the Gaelic League also continued. While his activities
cannot be traced accurately, a few incidents give some indication of his involvement. He was a
member of the Cashel branch, which in February he represented at a meeting in Carrick-on-
Suir of all the branches in the Waterford or Deise district. Here Dail Deise , an executive to
control the district was formed, with control of the Irish College in Ring as its special concern.
Pierce was elected secretary to this new executive. In August he attended the annual congress
of the South-East of Ireland branches of the League.

In Dualla, Pierce took up the work of An Fear Mér, who had taught Irish there many years
earlier.” Now, and also after 1916, he held Irish classes, usually in the house of Owen Keevin. 10
About this time Fr. Hackett mentioned him as an ideal candidate for the presidency of the
League.

Meanwhile, in the political arena matters developed rapidly as the year progressed. Although
few knew of it then, a committee had been selected by the I.R.B. to prepare for an armed
insurrection.!! Throughout the country men trained, marched, and armed themselves. On
Whit Sunday a huge Volunteer parade was held in Limerick. Contingents from Dublin, Cork,
Tipperary and other counties attended. The reaction of onlookers was hostile.12

In the following months things changed. O’Donovan Rossa’s funeral in August provided the
L.R.B. with an opportunity to remind the country of its revolutionary history. Then came two
unwise moves by the British Government. The first was the second postponement of the
introduction of Home Rule, which led to a noticeable fall-off in Redmond’s support. Then the
enlistment scheme which was vigorously pursued from November tended to direct former
supporters of Redmond into the Irish Volunteers.

The early months of 1916 were politically a continuation of the latter half of 1915. In Tipperary
the pattern was the same. “During the early months of the year Sinn Fein (the Irish
Volunteers) were active organising and drilling especially at Clonmel, and between that town
and Cashel. The local press was moderate. A seditious newspaper called The Gael put out by
Eamonn Dwyer was seized and his house searched”.13

5
Because he was not in the |.R.B. —- a matter difficult to explain — McCan was left inignorance
of the proposed insurrection. This was regretted by the local .R.B. leaders, who had every
confidence in Pierce.! E. O Duibhir (Ballagh), county centre for the Brotherhood, knew of the
insurrection a fortnight beforehand,2 and passed on the word to others like Treacy, Benn,
Breen and Drohan.

All over the county preparations began. Drohan’s coach-building yard became the munitions
factory, as men worked night and day filling cartridges, and preparing explosives and field kits.
However, the orders remained known only to sworn .R.B. members.3

Exactly when McCan got news of the insurrection is not clear. Late in Holy Week he left for
Dublin to discuss the situation with the Volunteer leaders.4 On Saturday O Duibhir sent a
telegram to O’Neill, with what may have been definite information on the insurrection. Con
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Deere arrived in Clonmel soon afterwards, with news that the rising was to start at 4 p.an. on
Sunday, and that armed revolt was necessary in all areas.®

Deere knew that McCan would be returning that night. O’Neill who was instructed to meet
McCan, left for Con Deere’s house in Ardmayle. That evening in Deere’s home, Treacy, O
Duibhir, Michael Sheehan, O’Neill and others waited for the return of McCan. In the interests
of security, only O Duibhir went to meet Pierce at the station. Later he returned with the
message McCan had brought:

“The Rising is on, starting at 4 p.m. tomorrow (Sunday)6

The role allocated to the provinces by the leaders in Dublin was mainly to be disruptive. The
plans for Tipperary seem to have been relatively simple. Because of the heavy concentration
ot British torces in Clonmel, Cahir and Fethard, these barracks were not 1o be attacked.

Instead, it was decided that the Clonmel Volunteers would march to Lisronagh. There they
would be joined by the Fethard corps. Together they would attack the Lisronagh barracks.
Then they would besiege the barracks in Clerihan, before proceeding to Cashel, where they
would join forces with Pierce McCan.

The three units would then attack Cashel R.I.C. barracks. This, it was hoped, would disrupt
British authority in the area. It would also lead to the sending of reinforcements from Cabhir,
Clonmel and Fethard, which could be ambushed.”

In the early hours of Sunday morning men uncovered hidden arms and began oiling them. The
general feeling seems to have been one of relief that the long waiting was over.8 in Clonmel
preparations were well advanced by 10 a.m. That morning too, men had begun to gather at
Ballyowen, waiting for the order to march.9

But the order was not given. Around 8 a.m. The O’Rahilly and Brian McNeill arrived at
Ballyowen with Eoin MacNeill's countermanding order. MacNeill’s son remained in Ballyowen,
while McCan left to bring the countermanding order to Limerick and Kerry.10

The O’Rabhilly left for Cork.11 Before he left, McCan sent the latest message on to Fethard;
from there it reached Clonmel. Drohan then made for Waterford and New Ross with the
countermanding order.

This was MacNeill's second countermanding order. The first had come on the Thursday,
when he learned of the coming insurrection. Then hearing of the approaching German aid, he
was “converted” on Friday and decided to let matters go ahead as planned. With the arrival on
Saturday of the news of the fate of the German Arms ship Aud MacNeill issued another
countermand. and at midnight sent messengers to the country, The O’Rahilly going south.

The .R.B. military council met in Liberty Hall on Sunday morning. They decided unanimously
to carry on as pianned - - to strike at noon on Monday.

Late on Monday evening news of the Rising reached various centres throughout Tipperary.12
The Tipperay volunteers met to decide on a course of action. Although some — Michael
O’Callaghan and Dinny Lacey among them — were in favour of action, the meeting was
adjourned until the following evening. On his way home from the meeting O’Callaghan was
mobbed by Army sympathisers. In an attempt to arrest him later that evening two R.I1.C. men
were shot dead — the only victims of Easter Week in Tipperary.13

From Monday night houses of prominent members of the Volunteers were under survellance
by the police. In Dualla groups of local Volunteers guarded the Mc Can home in case of military
reprisals. !4 Tuesday was the day of messages and suspense. Drohan contacted Pierce with
the news that the Clonmel Volunteers were ready to fight.15 Why nothing constructive
happened that day is hard to explain, for O Duibhir later attested to McCan's willingness and
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determination to take part in the insurrection.

On Wednesday at mid day O Duibhir went to Ballyowen and asked Pierce to bring out all the
Volunteers in the county. McCan agreed to do so, but felt that, if their effort was to be of any
use, the Limerick and Cork Volunteers would also need to join in.

That evening O Duibhir left Dualla, with despatches for the Limerick and Cork commandants.
At Ballagh as arranged he met Treacy who went towards Cork, while O Duibhir set out for
Limerick. At Tipperary, Ballylanders and Galbally men turned out at Treacy’s call. The
response to O Duibhir’s message in the small towns and village was positive also.16

However, when Treacy reached Mitchelstown he learned of the failure of the insurrection in
the South and of the disbandment of the Cork companies.17 In Limerick too things had
reached a climax before O Duibhir arrived. The loss of the Aud, the success of which was
central to Limerick’s part in the rising, left the Limerick leaders in a dilemma. On Easter
Sunday about 130 men had mobilized; on Monday the officers met, but felt that since their
plans had centred on the arrival of the arms ship, they could do nothing. On Monday evening
the assembled men were dismissed.18

This was the situation that O Duibhir encountered on arriving there on Wednesday night or
Thursday morning. Treacy and O Duibhir met at Doon on Thursday evening having
disbanded any units that had mobilized. By this time McCan had learned of the failure of the
rising in Cork and had disbanded the Tipperary companies.

On Thursday morning Pierce had begun a general mobilization. A message reached him that
Cork and Kerry were in action, and that Limerick was about to join in.19 Drohan had been
ordered to march his men to Market Hill (Fethard), where he would join McCan’s unit. A
quantity of arms and ammunition was taken out in a bread-van along the Fethard road, for the
Volunteers to arm themselves outside the town. Because of R.1.C. vigilance it was impossible
to get the company out into the countryside unnoticed; the mobilization never took place.
Instead, Drohan cycled to Market Hill to await McCan and his men. They never arrived. Pierce
had learned of the failure of the Cork Volunteers to mobilise and had called off the proposed
movements of the Tipperary Volunteers. Nothing further happened on Friday. Treacy and O
Duibhir tried to teach Dublin. O Duibhir was arrested on the way and was imprisoned. On
Saturday news of the surrender in Dublin arrived, and that evening arms were returned to
their hiding-places.20

It appears that the task of the Tipperay Volunteers was to facilitate action by the Limerick
men. The attacks on barracks, destruction of transport and communications systems and the
ambushes proposed for Tipperary would have ensured that troops stationed in Tipperary
could not be sent for use against the Limerick Volunteers. The Tipperary town unit was
detailed to put Limerick Junction railway station out of action and, having disarmed the local
police units, was to proceed to Limerick city.2!

While the failure of the Tipperary Volunteers to rise was a cause of disappointment to many of
them, their actual number was relatively small (and more important) inadequately armed.22 [n
Clonmel, the largest town in the county, there were a mere 50 or so Volunteers. Their arms
consisted of 33 Lee Enfield rifles and 3,000 rounds of ammunition.23 They might have delayed
the movement of the troops, but could hardly have succeeded in taking any sizeable target.

For McCan, the events of 1916 were a disappointment. Months of preparation had given rise
to hopes. “I met him towards the close of 1917. He congratulated me on having been in Dublin
during Easter Week, and expressed the wish that he had been there with us. The fact that he
was in Frongoch (internment camp) for a time after the Rising was not enough for him”.24
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