














a phased revolt of several days instead of a mass surprise attack demanded by important
Leinster leaders such as Joseph Holt of Wicklow.

Contemporary accounts of the rising attest to the confusion which gripped the colony on
4 March 1804, when around 200 mainly Irish prisoners overpowered their guards at Castle Hill
near Baulkham Hills. Word had been received by the authorities that such an effort had been
planned but poor communications, the partially dispersed nature of the New South Wales
Corps and the necessity of safe-guarding Port Jackson prevented an immediate military
response.

Cunningham was evidently the principal leader of the rcbels and famously uttered the
Republican battle cry “death or liberty”, which had called United Irishmen to action on the
Anne and at many previous engagements. He addressed his buovant followers at Constitution
Hill (Toongabbie) on the night of 4 March before dispatching several columns to obtain guns
and recruits in advance of planned attacks on Parramatta and Port Jackson.

His two most prominent lieutenants, William Johnson and Samuel lHume, were both
Protestant United Irish officers from the north of Ircland and men who acted when the leaders
of the Parramatta segment of the plot pulled back. The columns raided settlers” homes in the
Seven Hills/Pennant Hills area in search of the few firearms available in a small and sparsely
populated penal colony. Skirmishing occurred in which the insurgents were opposed by
elements of the second-rate but well armed New South Wales Corps, the volunteer veomanry
“Sydney Association” and detachments of marines from visiting naval vessels. 1t was the
N.S.W. Corps, however, with Association support who spcarheaded the 5 March attack on the
temporary insurgent camp near Castle Hill, afterwards dubbed “Vinegar Hill” in honour of the
[rish battle of that name."

The arrival of the troops evidently surprised the rebels, who had expected at least an extra
day to consolidate their forces in advance of a major clash. Major George Johnson, a veteran of
the American War of Independence, was apparently confident that his vastly superior
firepower would prevail against a much larger but ill-armed body of convict rebels. He
advanced with a small escort to reconnoitre the crowds of rebels forming up on the hill and to
establish contact with his opposite numbers in their camp.

Pikes had not been manufactured in appreciable quantitics, if at all, and none of the wariness
displayed by Irish crown forces in similar circumstances in 1798 was apparent. Cunningham
and William Johnson may have understood the implications of their enemy’s bold action and,
after some discussion, agreed to confer with him under a flag of truce on open ground between
the opposing ranks. A secondary factor may have been the encouraging presence of
Cunningham’s Anne acquaintance Fr. O'Neil, whose mediation abilitv was again sought by the
authorities. An cvewitness, Wicklow United Irishman John Byrne of Seven Churches
(Glendalough), recalled:

Captain [sic] George Johmston came up to Custningham and asked hini what did he want? And Cunningham
came dowwn, with his sword in one hand and his hat in the other, to talk to Captain Johnston ... Caplain
Johnston behaved in an honourable manner when he asked them what they wanted and that he would strive to
get it for thew. Cunninglam said “Death or Tiberty”. Captain Johnston tould [sicl him to go up to his men
and to give directions. and never made the least offer to molest him, but [Thomas] Laycock, who wus
quartermaster in his corps, he came up and, with onc blow he put Cunninghant past doing awy nore. [lis
Laycock was six fool six inches high.”

Most reliable accounts indicate that Major Johnson had little compunction in dishonouring
the terms of his consultation with the two rebel leaders, and when an opportune moment
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arrived he and his bodyguard trained hitherto concealed pistols on their heads. A very short
ultimatum was followed by orders to open fire on the 250-300 insurgents on the hill, of whom
up to 30 were killed for no Government fatalitics. This casualty profile reflected the indecision
of the rebels when deprived of their leaders and their lack of firearms.

Martial law was declared for the first time in Australian history and the many prisoners
taken were consequently tried by military tribunals. Nine of the most prominent were hanged
and a similar number flogged; dozens more were sent to the harsh penal outposts of the Coal
River (Newcastle) and Van Dieman’s Land (Tasmania). Cunningham was not one of the
formally processed prisoners, however, and the precise details of his fate have been disputed.”

Byrne’s observation that Laycock’s blow put Cunningham “past doing any more” was
published in 1838 and probably influenced the very similar one collected by Culhane, which
claimed that the Clonmel leader had been “treacherously shot from the back by Lieutenant
Laycock.”” It is not certain, however, that Cunningham was then killed or mortally wounded
by the blow or gun-shot to his head. A different tradition records that he escaped Major
Johnson’s clutches in the heat of the first exchange of fire and fled with many others from the
scene of the one-sided battle.

This version alleges that he was captured by a patrol later that night or early on the morning
of 6 March, taken into the free settlement of the Hawkesbury and hanged in a storehouse. He
may even have been partially incapacitated or dazed by a wound sustained at his encounter on
“Vinegar Hill.” A hybrid of the two theories scems to offer the most plausible explanation;
namely, that Byrne described a fatal assault on Cunningham and that his lifeless body was, as
Holt claimed, afterwards “brought to Hawk|[e]sbury and hanged, though he was dead, to show
example.” Certainly, the gibbeting of Cunningham’s body would have been in keeping with
late cighteenth century and early nineteenth century notions of deterrence and exemplary
justice.”

The Castle Hill revolt was decisively crushed by the colonial troops, but was regarded as an
exceptionally dangcrous episode which had the potential to overwhelm the colony. On
12 March 1804 Governor King recorded his opinion that “2000 [men], all the Irish, w[oul]d have
joined [the] revolt” had not the crews of three naval vessels been on hand to aid the
suppression of the attempt.”® The insurgents of 1804 have been commemorated in Australia,
implicitly if not by name, by a substantial memorial unveiled on “Vinegar Hill”, western
Sydney, in 1988. If an individual was to be singled out for recognition arising from the event,
however, Philip Cunningham, a rebel leader in two hemispheres, would undoubtedly be the
most deserving.
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