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Introduction

T

his is the story of an ordinary working class Dublin
family, some of whom had one or two extraordinary
experiences. I trust that the reader will enjoy our story
and perhaps even manage a smile at times. I have deliberately
avoided using names in some instances to save embarrassment
to those still living. Our story starts with my father’s birth in
the year 1900 and takes us right up to date. The story hasn’t
finished. Most of the family are still living and there may be
more to come.
For some years before my father died in 1977, I had pleaded
with him to write down his experiences with the Irish Republican Army during the “War of Independence” or the “Tan War”
as he called it. He was very reluctant to do so, but I finally
managed to persuade him. Although it is by no means comprehensive, it will give the reader some idea of the man and those
he served with.
I was also curious to know why he never attended any of
the commemoration parades, for example, and when I enquired
about his reason for this, he looked me straight in the eye and
said, “Have you seen any of these parades?”
I answered in the affirmative.
“You’ve seen the guy who carries the flag, in that case.”
I nodded again.
“Well, in the first place, he and many of his colleagues never
fired a shot in anger. Although they were members of the IRA,
they were never involved in any action. There was some excuse
for those who didn’t turn out during 1916; due to confusion
when the mobilization order was cancelled. There was no excuse
this time, however. Everybody knew what was happening, but
some of them chose not to show. More importantly, a Republiv
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can Court tried the fellow who carries the flag, and found him
guilty of sexually interfering with a child. His sentence was a
bullet in the scrotum and that’s what we gave him. So, there’s no
way that I would march with a swine like that. On another occasion,” he continued, “as I was making my way along the quays,
I came upon two of these brave warriors. They were about to
throw a drummer boy dressed in his British Army uniform, into
the Liffey. The lad was about fourteen years of age and he was
scared to death. I pulled out my gun and ordered them to let the
boy go or I would shoot both of them on the spot. It is this sort
that gives an organisation a bad name.”
My father was a devoted follower of Eamonn De Valera all
of his life. He, like many of the men who stayed with the Republican ideal of a united and free Ireland, remained true to this
ideal to his dying day. My mother named me after his hero and
though there were twelve children in the family, we spent more
time talking than any of my siblings. He later served with the
British 8th Army during the Second World War, but this didn’t
change his original belief in a United Ireland. I have included
some photographs that I believe will be of interest to the reader.
The 1st Battalion memorial, shown here, is located opposite
the Public Library in Phibsborough Dublin-7. The sculptor was
a friend of my father and told him that he modeled the figure
after him. I have also included pictures of his medals and the
certificate of service that the government issued together with
other photos I have in my collection.
I dedicate this book to both of my parents. To my father,
who was a hero as far as I am concerned, and took up the gun to
play his part in freeing our country from the oppressor. To my
mother, who stood by him in good times and bad; whose dedication to the family was nothing short of saintly. She had twentythree pregnancies (contraception wasn’t considered, they were
devout Catholics), and this in turn led to her untimely death at
the age of sixty-three years. We still sadly miss her. If I have
any regret it’s that she didn’t live long enough for the family to
return in kind some of what she did for us.
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I have told this story as honestly and frankly as I can. It
relates the joys and sorrows of being brought up in a large but
proud working-class family in Cabra and Cabra West. It tells of
the effects of emigration on the family and how we coped with
living apart and in different digs in Birmingham. It was an old
industrialized city and it still hadn’t recovered from the effects
of the bombing that it had suffered during the Second World
War. I found it strange compared to Dublin. The houses had
been built during the industrial revolution. They were jammed
together in narrow streets and the toilets were in the back yard.
They did at least have a modern sewer system, unlike Oldham
where the system was primitive. I had no sex education whatsoever. Because of this and my Roman Catholic upbringing, I felt
obliged to marry the first girl that I had sexual relations with.
This, I discovered, is no basis on which to build a marriage and
it led to divorce eventually. I tell of my disappointment with the
Army and the Gardaí after I reported the plot to blow up Nelson
Pillar. As a result, I received threats to my life; and then there
was the killing of my old school friend Billy Wright. Then, there
was new love, new life, and stability at last.
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The beginning of our story
is told in my father’s own words . . .

Chapter One

Birth of a Hero

“I

was born on the seventh of June 1900, to Thomas
Sheridan and Alice Gaffney-Dunn. We lived in 61
Upper Dominick Street. The house was a tenement and
was occupied top to bottom by relations, on both sides of the
family. I attended St. Mary’s Boys School, which is located in
Mary’s Place, just at the top of Mountjoy Street and at the back
of the “Black Church.” My father was a coachbuilder with Great
Southern Railways and he wore a bowler hat to distinguish himself as a tradesman. He was also a member of the church choir
in Halston Street. He won the gold medal in the Feis Ceol in
the same year that I was born. My mother was a down to earth,
plain, and simple woman with a wicked sense of humour.
On Easter Sunday 1916, I went with my sister Molly to have
our photos taken in Keogh’s of North Earl Street. The studio
was near what is now Lloyds Public House. I was fifteen and a
half years old at the time. On our way back home, we saw the
men of the Irish Citizen Army marching into Sackville Street
(O’Connell Street). They were dressed in full uniform and
we wondered what they were doing. After asking some of the
people who had stopped to watch, we learned that they were on
their way to the Wicklow Hills to carry out an exercise.
Next day Monday, I went for a walk with my pal, Jim Brady.
We walked up Mountjoy Street and on up Berkeley Road and
into Phibsboro’. We carried on, out the Cabra Road and enjoyed
the surrounding green fields that were either filled with grazing cattle or growing vegetables. Once we reached the railway
line at the top of the Cabra Road, we turned around and headed
1
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back towards home. Just as we reached St. Peter’s Church at the
junction of Cabra Road and the North Circular Road, we noticed
a group of men formed up in ranks, carrying rifles and bandoliers of ammunition. They were under the command of a man
I recognised, called Joe Gogan. He was the brother of Richard
Gogan, who later became a Fianna Fáil TD. I also recognised a
Mr. John Falconer, whom I knew very well. After a short time
a car drove up and stopped near us. The man who got out was
dressed in the uniform of the Irish Volunteers. It was Commandant Edward Daly, who was later executed by the British for his
part in the Rising. A Mr. Sean Howard, dressed in the uniform
of the Fianna Scouts, accompanied him. I had no difficulty
in recognising him as he lived in Upper Dominick Street, not
far from where I lived. Sean was later killed in the fighting in
Church Street. The armed men moved off in the direction of the
city centre.
Not long after they had left, another body of armed men
came down the Cabra Road and asked us for directions to the
General Post Office. We knew by now that there was something
big about to happen, so we showed the troop all the way to the
door of the GPO. We hung around waiting to have our curiosity
satisfied and witnessed a troop of British Lancers on horseback,
charge down O’Connell Street from the direction of Parnell
Street. Just as I was wondering who or what they were charging, a volley of shots rang out from the GPO and several of the
Lancers, including the officer leading them, fell to the ground.
Some of the horses were also hit and the screeches as one lay
dying were unnerving.
All hell seemed to break loose and in the ensuing confusion, several shops were looted. My pal and I were sheltering
in a shop doorway when a stray bullet struck the doorpost just
above my head. We decided it was time to leave, and Jim and
I took off down the road like jack-rabbits. On my way home, I
met a volunteer named Mr. Mulcahy who knew me. He gave
me a pair of grey flannel long trousers. I didn’t ask where he
had gotten them and accepted them gratefully. I pulled them on
over my short ones and they fitted me fine. They were the first
2
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pair of long trousers I ever had and I was so pleased with them
that I helped the volunteers build barricades wherever they were
needed in the area. I was fifteen years old but looked younger.
So they sent me home because of my age; though I was reluctant
to go despite my earlier experience with the bullet in the doorpost. They told me that it was too dangerous to hang around. All
of this and what followed left a very deep impression on me,
and I was determined to get involved if the opportunity arose
in the future.
Following the “Rising” the police tried to keep people out of
O’Connell Street. This didn’t deter one of my pals, who climbed
the ruins of the GPO and retrieved the Tricolour. Jim Brady,
from Upper Dominick Street, the Frongoch Barber Jimmy Mullen, and I were in the street waiting for him. We all ran with
the flag to Mullen’s Barber Shop in Lime Street off Sir John
Rogerson’s Quay.
In 1917, following the amnesty, I went over to Westland
Row (Pearse) Station to welcome the returning hero’s from British gaols. Despite the hundreds that had gathered, I managed to
get right up near the exit; as the men came out of the station,
I found myself face to face with my schoolmaster. I knew now
why he had been missing from school. Nobody had told us
anything, though I suspected that he had been involved in the
Rising. He took my hand and shook it as I muttered, “Welcome
home, Mr. Lynch.” His first name was Finnian and he was later
to become Minister for Fisheries in the Free State Government.
They received a tremendous reception as they walked over to
Flemings Hotel, just across the road. There wasn’t enough room
to cope with them all so some went to Barry’s Hotel in Little
Denmark Street. Following this and on hearing that the fight
wasn’t over, I joined the 2nd Northern Fianna Scouts, which had
been reorganised. My superior officers included Countess Markievicz, Garry Houlihan, Theo Fitzgerald, Comandant Roddy
Connolly, Liam Murphy, Dan McArt, and Liam Langley.
We met in a hall in Skipper’s Alley near to the Franciscan Church on Merchant’s Quay. Although it was a boy-scout
organisation, we drilled at night and learned military tactics.
3
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On Sundays we would head off on route marches, usually out
the Wicklow Road towards Kilmacanogue. The main purpose
of these marches, apart from keeping us fit, was to act as
decoys and keep the Royal Irish Constabulary busy and away
from the areas where the Volunteers were drilling. The British
had declared it illegal for anyone to belong to an Irish Military
Organisation and we were constantly harassed. On one occasion the RIC drew batons and attacked us in Dundrum in South
County, Dublin. Some local people tried to come to our rescue,
screaming at the police that we were only boy-scouts but they
were beaten with batons to the ground.
Having reached my eighteenth birthday and just before the
Anti-Conscription Act of 1918, I was transferred to “E” Company of the 1st Battalion, Dublin Brigade. The Battalions remit
was to occupy the Four Courts, Broadstone Station, the terminus
of the railways from the west, and of covering the approaches
from the Royal (Collins), Islandbridge (Clancy) and Marlborough (McKee) Barracks. I was the youngest member of the
company at the time and Captain Donaghy, the unit commander,
took me under his wing. Unfortunately, he died soon afterwards
we then elected Paddy Garland to be our new company commander. Captain Bill Corri succeeded Captain Garland after he
was arrested by the British and sent to Ballykinlar Prison Camp.
We carried out manoeuvres at the rear of Messrs Craigies’
milk yard, situated between Cabra West and Finglas. It was all
green fields in that area then and we used it extensively. One
day while we were holding a range practice with the .22 rifle, a
British spotter plane flew over. We knew then that someone had
reported hearing shooting and the British were out to investigate. Very soon after the plane flew over, the RIC from Finglas
Station were searching for us. We managed to avoid them on
this occasion. Later still, while we were holding night exercises
between the hours of 2 a.m. and 4 a.m., in conjunction with
“H” Company around the area known as King James Castle, we
discovered that the RIC were hiding in a wooded area nearby
known as the “Glen.” They were armed with carbines. The
weapons we had were no match for high velocity rifles, so we
4
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beat a hasty retreat escaping across Glasnevin Cemetery. The
RIC were such a nuisance in that area that it was decided to curtail their activities; so their barracks was burned to the ground.
Meetings were also held in the Tara Hall Gloucester Street
and the Foresters Hall in Parnell Square. We commandeered the
Fowler Hall from the Masonic Lodge and were amazed to discover whom their members were when we looked through their
files. There were quite a number of refugees from the North
and we housed them in this hall. We seized food, clothing, and
cigarettes that was destined for Belfast and distributed it to these
people. We sometimes needed extra help to move the goods and
called on the Northern men to help. This they did reluctantly and
on occasion we had to order them to do it. The food, etc. was
after all, for their use. It was ironic that most of them joined the
Free State Army during the Civil War.
Following all this training, I was selected to attend an NCO
course, which took place in the Banba Hall in Buckingham
Street. Soon afterwards, I became a Section Commander. A
section consisted of twenty-five men. Sean Hegarty, the man in
charge of the course was later to become a high-ranking officer
in the Free State Army. We were now ready for action but nothing happened and when I asked our officer why we were not
doing what we had been trained for, he told me to mind my own
business. I reported this to the Company Commander and soon
afterwards, the lieutenant was relieved of his command. He
claimed to have a weak heart. He hated me for what I’d done and
told me so in no uncertain terms.
We carried out our first ambush under Captain Corri shortly
afterwards. The Black and Tans regularly drove up and down
Bolton Street, and on this particular occasion we laid in wait for
them. As the leading armoured car approached, I walked into
the road, trying at the same time to control my nerves. The car
slowed down and as it did I drew my pistol, and shot the driver
through the observation slot. At the same moment, the rest of
the section ran into the Street hurling hand grenades. There was
pandemonium and in the confusion we all got clear with no
casualties.
5
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Early in 1920, at 2:30 in the morning, the Wiltshire Regiment raided the house where I was staying and I was arrested
on suspicion of being a member of the IRA. They marched me
through the streets, pushing and shoving and shouting obscenities, until we reached the Royal (later Collin’s) Barracks where
I was lodged in the Guardroom. While there, I received a visit
from a Captain Jim Jones who lived near to my parent’s house in
Dominick Street. He said he was sorry that I had been arrested
and that he would see to it that my parents were informed of
my whereabouts. I had great respect for the Captain, who had
earned his rank the hard way. He had served in the trenches
during the World War. He was kind enough to leave me some
newspapers to read.
Following an IRA action, the Wiltshire’s ran amok one night
and pulled me from my cell into a small compound at the rear
of the guardroom where they proceeded to punch and kick me.
When I retaliated, they felled me with a rifle butt. Dragging me
to my feet, they stood me against the wall and cocked the firing action of the rifles. Just as I thought the end had come, the
guard commander rushed in with some other men and disarmed
them. I was bleeding badly from the wound on my cheek that
had been opened when they kicked me. I was also bleeding profusely from the nose but received no treatment for these injuries
until the following morning, when I was taken to see the Medical Officer. I was then asked to identify the culprits, which I did
but I never heard if any action had been taken against them. On
returning to my cell, I found that the new guard commander was
very civil and I had no further trouble.
A week or so later, a covered truck pulled up outside the
guardroom. I was handcuffed and placed in the back where I
found myself in the company of two other men. It turned out that
one of them was none other than Martin O’Sullivan, the manager of the Queens Theatre, and the other was a Mr. Fleming
who lived in Drumcondra. We were warned that if we made any
attempt to escape we would be shot. An armoured car escorted
the truck as we were taken to Mountjoy Goal. After being
relieved of all of my belongings, I was locked up in cell number
6
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33. This was located on landing 3 of “C” wing. My cellmate was
Mr. Walton, the owner of the Walton music store in the city. The
Governor of the prison at that time was a Major Munro.
Kevin Barry was held in “D” wing. Kevin was just eighteen
years of age and a medical student. He had been involved in
a raid on a British Army patrol that had arrived at a bakery in
Church Street to collect the bread for their barracks. There was
a problem with the raid and he was unfortunately taken prisoner.
He was tried and despite his plea to be shot like a soldier, he was
sentenced to death by hanging. I will never forget the day of his
execution. Feelings were running very high as we attended Mass,
which was celebrated by a Father Waters. We were incensed at
the idea, not only that one so young should die. Much more so,
because they refused his request that he should die a soldier’s
death. There were extra security precautions in place that day
as the authorities anticipated trouble. I was told to report to the
prison doctor and the warder began pushing me along for no
reason, so I turned and punched him. I was promptly paraded
before the governor and awarded fourteen days in solitary confinement on a diet of bread and water. The solitary cells were
located in the basement of the building and were known as “The
Dungeons.” The prison authorities were puzzled by the fact that
I looked healthier after solitary than I did before. What they
didn’t know of course was that my comrades were smuggling
food out of the dining hall. They would then put it into a tin can
and using a long piece of string they would lower the can out
of the window until it reached the outside of my cell window.
I would then reach out my hand and pull the tin inside and eat
the contents.
On returning to “C” wing, they told me that my new CO
was Commandant Rory O’Moore of the 5th Cycling Corps 3rd
Battalion. There was a sombre mood in the whole prison following the execution of Kevin Barry, and the mood was sadder
with the news that the son of Peader Doyle, one of our inmate
colleagues had been killed in the Dublin Mountains while trying to avoid arrest. This was often a convenient way of covering
up a cold-blooded murder. Commandant Tom Barry in Cork
7
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had taken decisive counter-measures to this sort of behaviour
in his area, resulting in the British being more careful about
murdering prisoners. All it did was to strengthen our resolve to
carry on the fight to the finish, regardless of the consequences.
The commanding officer decided that we should start a hunger
strike. The word went out to friends and family outside and
before long a very large crowd gathered outside of the prison,
saying rosaries, singing hymns and waving handkerchiefs. This
escalated into a general strike in Dublin and it took a battalion
of troops and two tanks to disperse them.
Maurice and Joe Twomey of the Tallaght Battalion were
dump keepers. In other words, they held a store of arms and
ammunition in secret, ready for use by the IRA. They informed
the CO of its location, who decided that it could be put to good
use by those still free. So he drew up a map and told me that as
I was only held on suspicion of being in the IRA, I should agree
to have my fingerprints and photo taken, which would allow me
to be released. The British had begun to release the hunger strikers anyway due to the pressure being exerted by those on general
strike in the city. They were obviously concerned that a fullscale uprising was likely to occur if something wasn’t done to
relieve the pressure. It would be useful to note that I was incarcerated merely on suspicion. I had not been tried in a court of
law. Not that we recognised British Law anyway. I informed the
governor that I was willing to have my fingerprints and photo
taken. It was done and I was duly released. The map was in my
sock as I walked out of the prison a happy man, thinking of a
reunion with my family. I delivered the map to Commandant
Paddy Houlihan the Battalion CO, together with a note from
Commandant O’Moore, explaining the reason for my release.
Commandant Houlihan saw to it that the information reached
its final destination. The boys in Tallaght would not go short of
the things they needed to carry on the fight.
I was soon back in action. I took part in ambushes in Bolton
Street, Frederick Street and Capel Street. Many of the families
living locally had a son or a husband serving in the British
Army and they didn’t take too kindly to what we were up to,
8
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particularly those living in Henrietta Street. They would hang
out of their windows and shout obscenities at us as we passed
by. We were obliged to issue them with a warning about the
consequences of informing. That seemed to bring them to their
senses and the name-calling stopped.
Two fellows were relieved of their shotguns in a bar in
Lower Dominick Street. They had been out hunting and decided
to call in to the pub for a pint. I just happened to be there with
Mick O’Brien, one of my comrades in arms who lived on Phibsborough Road, and we relieved them of their weapons. The stupidity of some people never ceases to amaze me. The two guns
were sent to the Galway Battalion. We also raided a company
in Upper Dorset Street named Puller Phibbs Ltd. They were
making equipment for use by the Black and Tans. These were,
as everyone knows by now, a bunch of criminals sent over by
Mr. Churchill to teach us manners. They had Carte Blanche as
far as their activities were concerned and they didn’t discriminate between man, woman, or child when it came to murder.
We burned everything in sight. We also executed an informer
in Ballybough who had been the cause of a number of deaths
among the volunteers.
Although we felt that we were holding our own against superior odds, there was, nevertheless, great jubilation as a Truce
was declared. The British were willing to talk. In the meantime,
the 1st Battalion took over Hoey’s Fields in Mulhuddart and set
up camp. We were armed with Lee Enfield Rifles, as well as
our personal handguns. Michael Collins and Richard Mulcahy
paid us a visit one afternoon. They complimented us on our efficiency with the Lewis Machine Gun. Most IRA units went into
training camps following the Truce. Those on holiday or unemployed spent all of their time there. Training was programmed
for 7 a.m. (5 a.m. at weekends) and generally went on until 7
p.m. Macready, the British General, complained that advantage
was taken of the truce to transform a “disorganised rabble” into
a “well-disciplined, well-organised, and well-armed force.” The
days were long gone when we only had a .22 rifle to practice
with. We were now a well-armed, fully trained force, ready to
9
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do whatever was required of us. About 100,000 volunteers were
on the rolls at the time, some of them had seen active service
in France. In addition, many new recruits (“trucileers”) now
flocked in from hitherto inactive brigades. They were keen for
immediate action. Referring to their previous inactivity, Collins’s caustic comment was that they had arrears to make up.
This was just another reason why the author’s father refused
to attend commemoration parades. Indeed it is still noticeable
even today at the Arbour Hill commemoration parades, that
father’s and grandfather’s medals are worn that denote membership of the IRA. Those who were in action have a bar attached
to the ribbon. Those who weren’t have no bar. Most of the medals worn at the parade are conspicuous by the absence of a bar.
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