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The Ballygar BayoneT 
Charge of 1918

county 
GalwayBallygar

on the 19th of May 1918, 
Ballygar Volunteers 
Jerry Clancy and Tom 
Brehon assembled a 

group of Volunteers in the square 
in Ballygar. They numbered 
over 100 and a quarter of them 
wore military style clothing.  
Both Clancy and Brehon wore cap, 
belt, bandolier and haversack.  
Shortly after this event took place 
both Clancy and Brehon were 
arrested by the rIC for illegal 
drilling and were held at Ballygar 
barracks. a sympathetic crowd 
gathered outside the barracks 
and this crowd also included some 
members of the Volunteers. The 
crowd grew in size and a band also 
arrived at the barracks, this further 
bolstered the size of the gathering.

Mr. rice, the royal Magistrate, 
arrived from Castlerea and made 
his way to the courthouse where 
he remanded both men in custody 
until the 17th of June and ordered 
their removal to galway Jail. The 
local press reported that the 
Volunteers had made it very 
difficult for the magistrate to get 
to Ballygar and that they cut down 
trees on the approach roads and 
barbed wire was strewn across 
the roads. The police later 

accused the crowd of becoming violent and arming 
themselves with objects taken from fitzmaurice’s forge 
nearby, this was disputed by the townspeople. The 
District Inspector failed in his attempts to disperse the 
crowd and he then ordered a bayonet charge. at least 
seven people received stab wounds from the bayonet 
charge. The crowd dispersed and the wounded were 
treated locally by sympathetic townspeople.  

Irish Volunteers from the Ballygar area firing a volley of shots at 
Killeroran Cemetery in 1918. 

Back Row (l to r): J.T Fitzmaurice, John Hanley, Benny Ryan. 

Front (l to r): Jack Hughes, John Gilmore, Jerry Clancy O/C. Standing 
on left: Tom Brehon.

Ballygar Volunteers, c.1918 - Back row (l to r): B. Kelly, Tommy 
Hannon, John Kilroy, John Hanley, John Gilmore, Jerry Clancy (O/C), 
Tom Brehon, Birdy Ryan, Martin Tarpey, Hannon (Cloonshivna). 

Front Row: unknown, F. Kelly, John Tom Fitzmaurice, B. Nolan, 
Michael Harly, Mick Fahy, Paddy Kelly, Jack Farrell.

Irish Volunteers, Ballygar, 1918. 

Back row (l to r): unknown, John (Birdy) Ryan, Bartley Hennigan, 
unknown, M. Tarpey. 

Front (l to r): John.T Fitzmaurice, Tom Brehon, John Hanley, Jerry 
Clancy, Benny Ryan, Jack Hughes.

Main Street Ballygar, 1918.

Insert above: New Zealand Herald (June 17, 1918, p6).

Insert below: Newspaper report from the New York Tribune (June 16, 
1918, p7).

The trial took place at galway Courthouse 
on Monday the 17th of June 1918 before 
Magistrates Mr. Kilbride and Mr. hill.  
Constable Mallane of the rIC in Ballygar 
gave evidence. The magistrates had no 
doubt that this was a military exercise 
and gave both men a one-month prison 
term. Clancy and Brehon never returned 
to Ballygar after serving their sentence 
in Belfast jail. 

Ballygar Bayonet Charge made 
headlines around the world, appearing 
in some of the World’s most popular 
newspapers, including the New York 
Tribune, the New Zealand Herald, the 
Adelaide Advertiser, the Riverine Herald 
in new South Wales, the Northern 
Advocate in new Zealand and the Sunday 
State Journal in Wisconsin, USa.
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The Ballygar aMBUSh 
1st JUly 1921

county 
GalwayBallygar

During the War of Independence there was a 
large British military presence in the Ballygar 
area, with members of the rIC and Black and 
Tans in the Barracks in Ballygar and over 100 

soldiers billeted within the grounds of Mount Talbot 
house nearby. any attack on crown forces was going 
to be difficult with such strong numbers in the area 
but in early 1921 the Ballygar company decided they 
needed to show a force of strength. They began to 
plan an ambush and found that the best location for 
an ambush was on the Mount Talbot end of town 
where the street was wide and suitable defensive 
walls existed nearby. They noticed that members of 
the royal Irish Constabulary regularly marched from 
Mount Talbot house to the rIC barracks in Ballygar, 
passing by the preferred ambush site. The numbers 
of rIC involved was never that large, never exceeding 
6 or 8 members.  a date and time was set for the 
evening of the 1st June 1921 but it seems someone 
close to the group was forwarding information to the 
enemy. When Crown forces arrived at the ambush 
location they took a route as far away as possible 
from the Ira men’s position making the ambush a lot 
more difficult to carry out. There was a considerable 
distance between the Volunteers and the rIC but 

 This photo was taken in the lawns of Mount Talbot House in August 
1919, during a garden party hosted  by Johnnie and Julia Talbot. 
Sitting in the front centre is John Denton French, then Lord Lieutenant 
of Ireland. At  the back are members of the Ballygar RIC, these 3 
men were part of the group that were ambushed in Ballygar in 1921. 
Sergeant Maughan (back right) was shot during the attack.

Ballygar flying column, Aughrane forest, Summer of 1921. Back 
row, (l to r): Mick J.Naughton, Willie  Mulrooney, Mick Lennon, Pake 
J.Naughton, Jimmy Farrell, Willie Fahy, Roger Nolan, Pake Crehan, 
Mick Crehan, Jack Downey, Pete Kelly, John Naughton, Mick Delaney, 
John Pakie Hanley, Sean Lohan (O/C). Front row: Tom Nolan, John 
Lyons, John Bartley Fitzmaurice,  Owen Smyth, Pake Naughton, Jack 
Smith, Jack Nolan, T.J. Farrell, Mike Coughlan, John McDonagh.

Above: Ambush at Garreer, near Ballygar, 1921.

Right: The Freemans Journal, July 8th, 1921. This article states that 
Dublin Castle denied any involvement  in the burning of the houses 
in Ballygar, stating it was carried out by ‘armed and disguised men’. 
Everyone locally knew however who was really behind the  night of 
mayhem.

Members of Ballygar Flying Column, August 1921.  From left: John 
Bartley Fitzmaurice, Mick Lennon, Bernard Scanlon (shop owner and 
non-combatant), Mick Fitzmaurice, Patrick ‘Clitter’ Nolan, Lohan, 
Pake Naughton and a visiting volunteer. Many of these men took part 
in the Ballygar Ambush the previous month.

the Commanding officer decided to engage the 
enemy anyway. They stood up behind the wall and 
started firing but almost immediately very powerful 
spotlights were directed at them from further up the 
town. This left the company completely exposed and 
they retreated hurriedly to a nearby bog under a hail 
of gunfire that was sent in their direction by the rIC 
and Black and Tans who had been hiding nearby. This 
engagement resulted in the wounding of three rIC 
members and a number of Volunteers. 

This attack by the Ballygar Company of the Ira on 
Crown forces resulted in very severe reprisals in the 
area by the Black and Tans, who were supported by 
auxiliaries and members of the rIC. Several houses of 
suspected Ira men were burned including naughtons 
in Cloonlyon. a public house in Ballygar owned by 
prominent Ira member Jack egan was also burned 
to the ground, this was located close to the ambush 

site. a shop owned by local volunteer John hanley 
was burned on the same night, this was located on 
the newbridge end of town near the present-day 
Town hall. The hanley children later recalled their 
mother ushering them out the back of the house as 
men with blackened faces entered the house from 
the front. The family hid in potato ridges in the back 
garden where they watched from a distance as their 
home went up in flames. Dublin Castle told the press 
that this night of mayhem was carried out by ‘armed 
and masked men’, but everyone in Ballygar knew 
who were behind the burnings. local people rallied 

around the families that had been rendered homeless 
after the attack, with clothing, food, and alternative 
accommodation quickly secured for those affected.  

The ambush was not the success that the local 
company had hoped for, but it did help cement 
local support for the local volunteers. The Ballygar 
company immediately began preparations for an all-
out attack on the heavily defended rIC barracks in 
Ballygar. This however was put on hold when a truce 
was declared on the 11th of July 1921. 
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The War of InDepenDenCe 
In Ballygar

county 
GalwayBallygar

The Irish War of Independence began 
on the 19th of January 1919 and local 
volunteer units in Ballygar and the 
surrounding areas were put on a high 

state of readiness. The Ballygar Company were 
originally attached to the Mountbellew Battalion, 
east galway Brigade but were later transferred 
over to the 4th Battalion, South roscommon 
Brigade, together with the Dysart and Kiltoom 
companies. The Ballygar Company was led by 
Captain Sean lohan with first lieutenant John 
Kilroy and Second lieutenants Willie Mulrooney 
and John fitzmaurice, andy lohan was adjutant. 
Some volunteers from the newbridge area 
remained part of the Mountbellew Battalion of 
the east galway Brigade. 

The first months of the war saw no large-scale 
action around the Ballygar area but by the spring 
of 1920 increased Ira activity caused alarm 
within the British administration and they quickly 
deployed British soldiers to Mount Talbot house 
nearby. over 100 soldiers and 3 officers arrived 
at Mount Talbot house in early april 1920 and 
were billeted in white tents on the front lawns.

Bernard Scanlon and Patrick Nolan in the yard of Scanlons shop in 
Ballygar. Patrick ‘Clitter’ Nolan played an active part in the War of 
Independence. 

Castle Kelly, Ballygar, a few years before it was burned to the ground 
by local Volunteers. Intelligence gathering had found that it was going 
to be used by British forces as a base.

 Andy Lohan of Hermitage, highly respected Volunteer. Adjutant of the 
Ballygar Company.

 Ballygar RIC barracks, 1919 v 2019. Note members of the local 
RIC at the door of upper photo. This building survived the War of 
Independence but was burnt to the ground during the Civil War. 

The Black and Tans came to Ballygar very soon 
after their deployment to Ireland. They joined the 
rIC members already stationed at the barracks 
on the western end of the town. private Walker 
and peter Smith were the first to arrive and a third 
member joined them a short time later. numbers 
were further bolstered when rIC members in 
Ballinamore Bridge and Creggs were deployed 
to Ballygar Barracks within the first year of the 
war after their own barracks were closed down. 

one afternoon a group of local volunteers were 
gathered at the pump at Tully and were rounded 
up by British forces and taken to Mount Talbot 
house for questioning. none of the men would 
talk so their interrogators decided to use a large 
water tank in the yards to force information out 
of them. The first person they chose was James 
Mulrooney from Tully who was a man of enormous 
physical strength. James managed to break free 
and he made his way quickly through the trees that 
surrounded the big house. a large party of British 
soldiers were firing at him as he ran towards the 
back gate. With bullets whizzing past his ears 
he managed to get over the gate and made his 
escape over the bridge at Mount Talbot. 



2013-2023
The County of Galway Decade of Commemorations 
Deich mBliana Cuimhneachán Chontae na Gaillimhe

Ballygar 1921 
rememBrance committee

This project was funded by the Commemorations Unit, Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media under the Community Strand of the Decade of Centenaries programme  
and Galway County Council. It is an action of Galway County Council’s Decade of Commemoration Strategy 2013-2023.

The War of InDepenDenCe 
In Ballygar

county 
GalwayBallygar

Kenny’s pub in Ballygar was the scene of a 
potential massacre in 1920. The owner of the pub 
was sympathetic to the republican cause and 
one night the Ballygar company were holding 
a meeting upstairs when they heard military 
vehicles outside. They could see through the 
upstairs window that three lorry loads of Black 
and Tans had pulled up outside and were about 
to enter the front door of the pub. The volunteers 
thought they had been set up and they loaded 
their weapons and prepared to shoot their 
way out. however, the Black and Tans only 
wanted a late-night drink and sat down in the 
bar downstairs and demanded whiskey. The 
volunteers men didn’t move or make any noise 
and eventually the Black and Tans left the pub 
and got back into their lorries. The men upstairs 
breathed a heavy sigh of relief as they knew that 
if shooting started most of them would not have 
left the building alive.

In the early summer of 1921, the British soldiers 
that were garrisoned at Mount Talbot house 
began to use stables and outbuildings at Castle 
Kelly near Ballygar for military purposes. 
The local Volunteers had information that the 

Local members of Cuman na mBan sitting in Birdy Ryan’s motorcar. 
Birdy was a member of the Ballygar Volunteers. 

 Mount Talbot House, near Ballygar, taken over by the British military 
in 1920. Over 100 soldiers and 3 officers were located here throughout 
the War of Independence. 

James Mulrooney of Tully, Ballygar, escaped captivity from Mount 
Talbot House where a large force of British soldiers were billeted.

Ballygar Volunteers, post truce 1921, from left: Willie Mulrooney 
(Quartermaster and 2nd Lt, of Tully, later Cloonlyon), Sean Lohan 
(Officer Commanding, Hermitage) and Pake Naughton (Cloonlyon, 
involved in intelligence gathering). 

soldiers were going to occupy the Big house and 
take over the area completely. Castle Kelly was 
subsequently burned to the ground by members 
of the Ballygar Company.   

a truce was signed on the 11th of July 1921 
and the local battallions immediately began 
intensive military training in case the truce was 
broken. a training camp was set up in Drinane 
near Ballygar and this was attended by most of 
the volunteers from the surrounding areas. a 
Treaty was signed on the 6th of December 1921 
resulting in the formation of an Irish free State. 

Market Square, Ballygar, a few years before the War of Independence 
erupted in the area.
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Ballygar leaDIng Up To 
The War of InDepenDenCe

county 
GalwayBallygar

The town of Ballygar was founded 
in June 1818, as a linen and yarn 
market, by the local landlord rev. 
andrew armstrong Kelly of Castle 

Kelly. The town was built on a green field 
site and quickly developed into one of 
the most popular market towns in the 
west of Ireland. Seeds of discontent were 
sown however in the mid-19th century 
when evictions and anti-Catholic policies 
were implemented locally by Tyrannical 
landlords. Mass evictions and numerous 
deaths occurred in the surrounding areas 
during the famine and this resulted in the 
creation of anger and resentment towards 
the people in authority. a branch of the 
land league was formed in Ballygar in 
the early 1880’s and a massive outdoor 
meeting was held in 1886. Thousands of 
people attended this meeting as well as 
three sitting Members of parliament. 
The national plan of Campaign was 
also hugely popular locally as was the 
United Irish league, that was formed 
in 1898. 

Main Street, Ballygar, winter of 1917. An RIC constable may be seen 
talking to the Bank Manager at the entrance to the bank. The town 
was quiet and peaceful, this was all about to change.

Insert top: RIC report giving details of nationalist activity at a football 
match in Ballygar. It states: ‘members of the GAA are responsible for 
keeping Sinn Feinism alive’. 

Ballygar hurling team, 1917. Many members of this team were also 
local members of the Ballygar company of the Volunteers. Back  row 
(l to r): Hennesy, B. Meeley, P.J Colleran, Mick Fitzmaurice, J. Kilroy. 
Centre (l to r): Pa Hannon, John English, Martin (Tiger) Smith, Jerry 
Clancy, James (Boggy) Kelly, Bernie Clarke. Front row: Sean Lohan, 
Benny Ryan, B. Ryan, Tommy Hannon, Tommy Fee.

The Ballygar Commercials Gaelic Football Team, 1898. Formed locally 
after the national Gaelic revival of the previous decade. They brought 
a sense of pride and a reawakening of nationalism in the area.  

Insert below: RIC report giving details of the activity of local Volunteer 
Tom Brehon in Ballygar. The local RIC raided his room in Colleran’s 
shop and found a number of items of a military nature, including a 
revolver and ammunition. 

McDonnells shop, Ballygar, 1917. Sergeant Maughan of the RIC may 
be in the centre with shop owner Peter McDonnell. 

Insert bottom: Ballygar Commercials dance in Aughrane (Castle 
Kelly), 1919. Note Jerry Clancy and Tom Brehon were on the 
committee, they were first and second in command of the Ballygar 
Volunteers.  

over participation in World War 1. Many 
local men joined the British army 
to fight in the war and the volunteer 
movement petered out in the Ballygar 
area. The 1916 rising resulted in a swell 
of republican support locally and by 
the end of that year the Volunteers had 
been reorganised in Ballygar, with Jerry 
Clancy as o/C (officer Commanding) of 
the Ballygar Company. Clancy increased the activity of 
the Volunteers and started to test the seriousness of 
the rIC with open displays of a military nature. he was 
helped by Tom Brehon who was second in command 

of the Ballygar Company. When WW1 ended 
some members of the Volunteers left as 
they only joined to help avoid conscription 
to the British army. This left a hardcore 
militant group that were prepared to take 
things a step further with the authorities 
and these men were under the control of 
the local branch of Sinn féin. Canon Kielty 

was president of Sinn féin and this brought huge 
public support for the organisation within the Ballygar 
area. The stage was set for militant action, all it needed 
was a spark, which duly arrived in early 1919. 

The great gaelic revival and the 
‘reawakening’ that occurred nationally in 
the 1880’s received widespread support 
in Ballygar. gaelic football and hurling 
teams were quickly formed, many having 
nationalist names, such as the ‘Ballygar 
fenians’. Many young men joined these 
teams and revelled in the freedom and 
comradeship that had been so rare 
locally up to that point. The days of the 
local landlord dictating what people done 
in the area were over. The nationalist 
movement in Ballygar received a huge 
boost in 1907, from a very unlikely source. 
In that year Canon Michael Kielty was 
appointed parish priest, bringing with 
him drive, determination, and deep-felt 
republican beliefs.  

The Irish Volunteers were founded in 1913 
to support the granting of home rule for 
Ireland. an Irish Volunteer company was 
set up later that year in Ballygar, with 
drilling and training taking place nearby 
in newbridge. The volunteers split in 1914 
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The CIVIl War  
anD a reTUrn To peaCe

county 
GalwayBallygar

The Irish republican army was 
deeply divided over the anglo 
Irish Treaty and conflicting 
views emerged among the local 

Companies. Many members of the 
Ballygar Company refused to recognise 
the Treaty and favored a return to war. 
The rIC vacated Ballygar Barracks in 
early 1922 and it was taken over by the 
Ballygar Company. 

The only fatality of the revolutionary 
years locally was John McDonagh of St. 
Brendans, Ballygar. his death occurred 
on 10th June 1922. he was shot by 
a man called Mannion from Dublin 
who had joined the local company. he 
carried out an unsanctioned attack on 
national Troops and John McDonagh 
favoured disciplinary action. Mannion 
shot McDonagh on the night of 5th June 
1922 and he died in galway 5 days later 
from gangrene. McDonagh’s funeral was the last 
time all local republicans joined together before they 
split over the Treaty.  andy lohan and some others 

National Troops outside the former RIC Barracks in Ballygar. They had 
taken the barracks from Anti-Treaty forces after a gun battle in July 
1922. It was burnt to the ground by Anti-Treaty forces in early 1923.

De Valera giving a speech in Market Square, Ballygar, 
1926. 

Funeral of War of Independence veteran James Mulrooney, Ballygar, 
1951.

Group of War of Independence veterans, 1966, includes 
many members of the Ballygar Company.

on the 7th of february 1923, two lorry 
loads of national Troops were ambushed 
by approximately 20 anti-Treaty soldiers 
in Ballygar. a non-combatant called pake 
fitzmaurice was shot in the knee by a stray 
bullet and was brought to hospital in galway 
by Birdy ryan. on the way back they crashed 
into a trench that had been dug across the 
road and Birdy ryan was killed instantly. The 
barracks in Ballygar was burned and badly 
damaged by anti-Treaty forces in april 1923.

The Civil War offically ended on the 24th 
of May 1923 and many of the Ballygar 
republicans were held in prisons around 
Ireland, some going on hunger strike to 
force their release. Most were released 
within a few months and former combatants 
tried to get their lives back to normality 
after many years of war. Independence 
had been achieved but at a great cost both 
in monetary and pychological terms. 

joined the national army but most went 
anti-Treaty, including andy lohans two 
brothers, Sean and Tom. anti-Treaty men 
from Southeast galway joined forces 
with men from South roscommon to 
form a flying column and together they 
held Ballygar Barracks. 

Mount Talbot house was occupied by 
national Troops in early July 1922. 
The house was attacked on the night 
of the 8th of July 1922, and involved 
100 anti-Treaty soldiers attempting to 
seize the house from 27 national Troop 
defenders, this attack was lead by men 
from Ballygar. anti-Treaty forces failed 
to take the house and retreated before 
daylight, with one dead and numerous 
injured. on the same day as the attack 
on Mount Talbot house the Irish army 
took over the Barracks in Ballygar, after 
a short but fierce gun battle. one of the 

arches of the bridge at Mount Talbot was blown up 
by anti-Treaty forces on the 15th of october 1922, 
making the bridge impassable.

Insert above, top: Newspaper report relating to the blowing up of Mount Talbot bridge, October 1922. 

Insert above, middle: Newspaper report relating to the attack on Mount Talbot House by Ballygar republicans, July 1922. 

Insert above, bottom: Newspaper Report relating to a dance in March 1922 that was organised by local Republicans. The Ballygar Company had 
not split over the treaty at this time.

Insert below: Obituary for John McDonagh, who was shot by a man from his own side that had joined the local Company from Dublin. McDonagh 
had fallen out with him over his complete lack of discipline. 


