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Introduction

The Easter Rising, not only in Dublin but in
Galway, Wexford and the north of the
country, could not have taken place without
the contribution of women from Cumann na
mBan and the Irish Citizen Army. As the
archives have opened up, the numbers of
women calculated to have taken part has
risen to about 260 women, around 30 of
whom were members of the Irish Citizen
Army. Prior to the Rising, the women of
Belfast Cumann na mBan played a very
active role in preparations, its members
enthusiastically participating in training,
collecting funds, First Aid, and any other
activities required of them. However,
because an uprising in the north was
regarded as impossible, given the political
divisions that existed, the story of the
contribution made by northern women to
Easter Week is little known. Six of the Belfast
Cumann na mBan members travelled to
Dublin on the eve of the Rising while another
served in the GPO throughout Easter Week.
This account is an attempt to uncover a
mostly hidden history and to pay tribute to
their courage and self- sacrifice using, where
possible, their own words, long buried in the
archives.
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The formation of Cumann na mBan

In 1912, in response to the prospect of
Ireland finally gaining Home Rule from
Britain, Ulster Unionists, led by Sir Edward
Carson, began to organise their resistance.
On 13 December 1912 the Ulster Volunteer
Force came into existence, determined to
oppose Home Rule by armed opposition. In
response, Irish nationalists decided that the
time had come to form their own
organisation; one that would, if necessary,
use physical force for the defence of Ireland.
On 25 November 1913, the Irish Volunteers
held their first meeting at the Rotunda in
Dublin. While some women attended that
meeting, sitting in a section of the hall set
aside for them, the organisation was all-male
and speakers at the meeting said only that
there would be work for women to do. No one
knew in what capacity or whether women
would have an organisation to join.

The suffrage paper, Irish Citizen, reported
that some women were refusing to work in a
subsidiary capacity and had decided to form
a volunteer corps of their own, with their own
aims. There was much discussion regarding
whether or not the women would be
independent from the men, with their own
aims and objectives. It was another five

months before what was first called ʻThe Irish
Womenʼs Councilʼ was formed. The Irish
version of its name, Cumann na mBan, was
adopted shortly afterwards. Nancy Wyse
Power, whose mother Jennie became its first
president, stated that ʻThe promoters may
have had in mind an auxiliary association of
women acting under the general instructions
of the Volunteer Executive but the
organisation immediately declared itself to be
an independent organisation of women
determined to make its own decisions.ʼ

The inaugural meeting of Cumann na mBan
was held in Dublin at Wynnʼs Hotel on 2 April
1914. Two women from the north attended
that historic event. They were Winifred
Carney and possibly Ina Connolly. The
Constitution of Cumann na mBan declared
its aims to be:

• To advance the cause of Irish liberty

• To organise Irishwomen in furtherance

of the object

• To assist in arming and equipping a

body of Irishmen for the defence of

Ireland

• To form a fund for these purposes to be

called ʻThe Defence of Ireland Fundʼ
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Cumann na mBan members

Women active in the nationalist movement in
the north came from all over Ireland, which
in pre-partition times saw much movement of
people around the country. Some of the
most active of the Belfast Cumann na mBan
in those early years came not only from
Belfast but from counties Tyrone, Dublin and
Wexford. There were about thirty members.
Many were young women, educated, and
working in a variety of occupations. Some
were teachers, one of the main professions
open to women at that time. We donʼt know
a great deal about all of the women, but
those whose lives are known were
independent young women, enthusiastic for
the future and unwilling to simply play a more
traditional female role.

One of Cumann na mBanʼs founders and
amongst its first executive members was
Elizabeth Bloxham, who came from a
Protestant family in County Mayo. She was
living in the north, working in Newtownards
as a domestic economy instructor from 1911
to 1916, giving up her holiday time to travel
round Ireland, speaking in public and
encouraging women to join Cumann na
mBan. As she had often spoken at
suffragette meetings she was chosen by
Jennie Wyse Power as an organiser because
she was one of the few women at that time to
have experience of public speaking.
However, Elizabeth did not speak at
meetings in the north, as that would have
created difficulties, given that she lived and

worked in a strongly Unionist area. In her
account of those times she recalled the
hostile reaction from local people when she
bravely made her nationalist views plain in a
letter to the Newtownards Chronicle in
February 1912. Later on, when she made a
ʻstirring speechʼ at a public meeting in
Galway in 1914 that was reported in the
papers, she found that the Principal of the
Technical School and his wife refused to
speak to her and her landlady was put under
pressure to force her to leave the house.
During the Rising Elizabeth was in
Newtownards, trying to hide her feelings
when news of the executions was reported in
the press. Although her teaching work went
on as usual, when the term ended in June
she received ʻa notice of dismissal for which
no reason was given.ʼ She then left the
north, was appointed to a teaching post in
County Meath and continued to organise for
Cumann na mBan.

Una (sometimes known as Agnes) Ryan who
came from a large nationalist family in
County Wexford, had four sisters also in
Cumann na mBan. She was a teacher in the
Dominican College, Falls Road. Roisin
Walsh from County Tyrone and Kathleen
Phelan of Dublin taught in St Maryʼs College.
Two of the daughters of James Connolly,

who was then working in Belfast as organiser
for the Irish Transport and General Workersʼ
Union – Nora and Ina - were prominent
members. Other members were all Belfast
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women: Sara Serridge and Miss Kerr
(teachers), Eilis Allen (also known as Lizzie),
Siobel Brennan, Bridie OʼFarrell, Kathleen
Murphy, Teresa McDevitt, Mary Russell, Kitty
Stewart, Brigid and Lena MacCamphill, Una
McCrudden, Nora Kelly, Mary McNabb,
Annie Ward, Elizabeth and Nell Corr and
May Wisely from the Ravenhill Road,
daughter of a spirit merchant and a school
friend of Elizabeth Corr. The best known of
the members was Winifred Carney, born in
Bangor, then living in Carlisle Circus in north
Belfast. She was a trained secretary who had
chosen to work for a low wage as an
organiser with the mill workers in the Irish
Textile Workersʼ Union, set up by Connolly in
1911. Winifred also typed up all Connollyʼs
writings, and was someone in whom he had
total confidence.

Elizabeth Corr and her older sister Nell joined
in October 1915. Elizabeth was a clerical
assistant working in the Central Library in
Belfast and the sisters came from a
comfortably off family living on the Ormeau
Road, their father an estate agent and former
member of Belfast Corporation. Neither had
had any involvement in nationalist groups
and were nervous that membership of
Cumann na mBan would require knowledge
of Irish and Irish culture. ʻWe had never
heard a word of Irish spokenʼ, but when the
First World War began they were, said
Elizabeth, ʻso disgusted with the pro-British
feeling in Belfast that we felt we must do
something about it.ʼ Their brother Harry had

already joined the Volunteers and he told his
sisters of the plans that were being made for
the funeral of the Fenian OʼDonovan Rossa
in Dublin. The sisters ʻjumped at the chanceʼ
to be away from the ʻloyalʼ atmosphere of
Belfast and had what turned out to be an
ʻexhilaratingʼ and inspiring experience,
seeing for the first time the Irish tricolour on
display and thrilled by the spectacle of the
vast procession of marchers. Elizabeth, in
other memoirs, recalled her friend Sheila
accompanying her to Dublin; it was Sheila
who persuaded her to join Cumann na
mBan. She was, she said ʻvery gladʼ that her
friend had done so. Joining Cumann na
mBan and the Gaelic League later that year
meant, said Elizabeth, ʻa complete change in
my life and the severing of many ties of
friendshipʼ but she was very happy in the
ʻcongenial atmosphereʼ of Cumann na mBan.

Roisin Walsh, from a farming family in
Clogher, had a language degree from UCD
and a higher diploma in education from
Cambridge. She had taught in Germany for a
year, returning on the outbreak of war to
Belfast and to St Maryʼs Teacher Training
College. Ina Connolly described her as ʻso
kind and gentle and never tired of trying to
enlighten us on a number of things that were
always turning up unexpectedly due to war
conditions,ʼ giving them first hand information
about the state of life in Germany and the
reasons why she did not believe Ireland
should join the war against Germany.
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Not all the members had skilled work.
Elizabeth Corr remembered Mary Patterson,
a mill worker, who was a member, and who
died young from TB because of her working
conditions. Ina and Nora Connolly, living on
the Falls Road, had left school early because
the family desperately needed their wages.
The family wage was £5 8s. This was made
up from Jamesʼ pay as a trade unionist, of
£2, and remaining £3 8s came from his two
daughters . At this time they worked in a
wareroom which supplied Red Cross aprons
and mattresses to the army. Nora and Ina
had been militant nationalists for some time,
as members of the Betsy Gray branch of the
Fianna, - the Belfast branch had several
female members, and was the only one to
allow girls to be Fianna members. Countess
Markievicz came to Belfast and inspected the
Fianna and joined them in route marches and
camps and Ina was particularly friendly with
her. She said that in 1914 Markievicz asked
Ina to come to Dublin for the weekend and
she took her to a meeting of Cumann na
mBan, where Ina told them what was
happening in the north and of the activities of
the Ulster Womenʼs Corps, working in
support of Carson and the Ulster Volunteer
Force. It was shortly after that when Cuman
na mBan, the nationalist womenʼs response,
was formed.

Belfast Cumann na Ban members were
undeniably a diverse group in terms of class
and geographical background but this was
not an important factor for the women.

Elizabeth Corr felt that the strong spirit of
fraternity meant ʻthe humble worker who toils
in a shop or warehouse is on an equal footing
with the cultured college professor and the
university graduate; and all, high and low,
rich and poor, show a high standard of
intelligence.ʼ
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Belfast Cumann na mBan organises

The Belfast branch began very soon after the
Dublin movement started. Nora Connolly
said she sent a letter to all the nationalist
newspapers, then had a meeting and got the
organisation started in Belfast. Denis
McCullough gives a different account, stating
that he was given instructions to form a
branch of Cumann na mBan, but ʻhad great
difficulty in finding any young women with
organising capacity to undertake this job for
me. ʻEventually Una Ryan, then teaching in
the Dominican High School on the Falls
Road, undertook the job and did it very
successfully.ʼ She was secretary and his
mother was elected branch chair.
McCullough goes on to say that before
Easter 1916 Cumann na mBan was carried
on by Nora and Ina Connolly and the Corr
sisters. Una Ryan provide the initial support
for the organisation, presiding over meetings
held in the early years. Nora Connolly
became O/C of the small group who were to
travel to Coalisland at Easter.

In October 1914 the Sinn Fein paper
reported that a meeting to form a branch of
Belfast Cumann na mBan would be held in
Berry Street. The Irish Volunteer paper in
November 1914 announced a meeting of the
Belfast branch would be held in Bank Street,
where an address would be read on the
Duties of Irishwomen, ʻby an able worker in
Irish-Ireland.ʼ Short reports of progress were
given in the various nationalist papers.
Kathleen Murphy, who came from the Falls

Road and was an early recruit, said that
meetings were held in various parts of the
city, depending on the availability of
premises, because ʻit was impossible for us
to obtain any central premises to rent as our
organisation was not popular nor considered
respectable in Belfast.ʼ Another venue was
the Ard Scoil in College Square North.

When the First World War began in August
1914 and John Redmond promised the
British government that the Volunteer
movement would fight for the Allies, there
was a split in the national movement. The
numbers of Volunteers in Belfast declined
rapidly and Frank Booth, a Belfast Volunteer
in 1914-16, said they had to start from
scratch, with only around 40 men left as
others followed Redmond and joined the
British army. However, by early 1916 the men
had regained their strength with around 300
Volunteers. Cumann na mBan was also
affected, but their numbers were much
smaller from the outset. As Nora Connolly
said, they had only a ʻsmall pool of women to
call onʼ. Despite their lack of numbers, once
the war started they were involved in anti-
recruiting meetings and were active in bill-
posting. It was not easy. Nora recalled
ʻdogged, determined work, in an atmosphere
of hostility we are never allowed to forget for
a moment.ʼ

By May 1915 the Belfast branch was able to
organise a large public meeting in a lecture
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hall in Queen Street, presided over by Una
Ryan, with more than 300 hundred present.
Mr M. Carlan delivered an ʻinterestingʼ lecture
on the Volunteer movement. Una Ryan
asked a Mr Nevan to outline to the women
why drill was desirable and it was announced
that there would be drill on Tuesdays and
Thursdays at 8pm in College Sq North.

Musketry training was carried out at the
Willowbank huts off the Falls Road, old
wooden army huts built a long time ago to
house soldiers during a time of riots in Belfast
and later used by the Fianna and a number
of other groups. Elizabeth Corr recalled that
Nora Kelly, on her first visit to the huts on a
dark night, asked the policeman who was
keeping an eye on the women, where it was
that they met, and he politely escorted her to
the hut.

The Belfast Volunteers and Cumann na
mBan women took part in the OʼDonovan
Rossa funeral parade in Dublin on 1 August
1915. It was, as Elizabeth Corr had realised,
an historic occasion, the first time that
nationalist Ireland would be seen in strength
and in uniform. All Volunteers were to march
fully equipped and Ina Connolly, thinking of
the different situation that existed in Belfast
compared to Dublin, said ʻThis would be a
wonderful sight for us from the north, just
such a thing we could not imagine and it was
up to us to induce as many people as

possible to goʼ. If they had enough people
they could get the price of the train ticket at a
special rate, 3s 6d return. In the end, 40-50
Volunteers from Belfast took part in the
funeral procession. Ina was certainly there,
but it is not known who else went with her
from the branch, which was still recruiting
members.

In December 1915 it was reported that
Belfast Cumann mBan was a ʻmost active
branchʼ with twenty new members joining
since the autumn session started. On
Tuesdays they had drill and First Aid from 8 -
8.45 pm. They were also involved in learning
to look after guns and to shoot. They were
about to begin a new programme of rifle
practice on Sundays at 11 am and on
December 5th they would be marching to
Divis Mountain to shoot at a larger range.
The women had to use miniature rifles as the
few service rifles were too precious to be
used for practice. On December 14th they
were having a series of public educational
lectures in St Maryʼs Hall. In the new year
they were planning a Whist Drive and Rifle
Raffle for the Defence of Ireland Fund.
Members also studied the Irish language,
made house to house collections and
regularly collected funds outside churches on
Sundays. As Kathleen Murphy recalled,
these activities were ʻintensively carried out
from the formation of the Branch up to the
eve of the Rising.ʼ
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Belfast and arms training

While newspaper reports of other branches
around the country mentioned the names of
women involved, reports from Belfast rarely
mention names, an indication of the very different
situation in which they operated. Una Ryan was
soon to marry Denis McCullough, head of the IRB
in Belfast and a very prominent northern
nationalist. Her family were all involved with the
movement so public association with the
organisation did not seem to be a problem for her.
Names were however mentioned when the
shooting competition results were announced at
the start of January 1916, the result of a
competition between the Volunteers and Cumann
na mBan. As the report said, ʼfriendly rivalry
between Cumann na mBan and the Volunteers
gave additional zest to the competitors.ʼ A
Volunteer won one prize and Nora Kelly and
Elizabeth Corr the other two. Roisin Walsh won a
turkey in the Cumann na mBan Christmas
shooting competition, and gave it to the Connolly
family as she was going home to Clogher, where
there was sure to be turkey for Christmas.

The ʻGeneral instruction on ʻMusketryʼ issued to
all Cumann na mBan branches stated that target
practice was optional to branches but cleaning
and care of rifle and practice in loading and
unloading should be part of ambulance training
because women should know how to unload the
weapons of injured men. They were encouraged
by being told ʻtarget practice is interesting,
revolvers are the most suitable weapons of self-
defence for ambulance members.ʼ All members
studied semaphore signalling and learnt first aid,

but most branches confined themselves to drill,
signalling and first aid. Belfast was exceptional in
its emphasis on women learning to shoot. They
held a raffle of a rifle to raise money for an
ambulance outfit (and were given a rifle back for
themselves), and intended to form a cycling corps.
Constance Markievicz arranged for Nora and Ina
Connolly to smuggle up to Belfast some of the
rifles from the Howth gun-running. In a couple of
days, said Ina, the girls knew how to handle a gun.
ʼWe had a very large bedroom that took in the
sitting room and the hall; one could lie their length
on the floor and have plenty of room to play with
even though the gun was very long and clumsyʻ.

In March 1916, just before the Rising, the Belfast
women were due to start practicing with small
arms and moving targets, which gives the
impression that they saw their role as going far
beyond being able to load and clean guns for
men, but wanted to be able to use them as well
as men. At the same time Nora Connolly
announced to the branch that at the next meeting
members should decide ʻwhether or not they
would actually fight if it became necessary.ʼ
Elizabeth and Nell Corr immediately declared
that they did not need to wait ʻwe were prepared
to fight and that was our reason for joining
Cumann na mBan.ʼ This was obviously
contentious within the Volunteer movement as
Nora was forced to state at the next meeting that
ʻshe had been advised not to press the matter.ʼ
The women were not free to decide themselves
on what their role would be if there was going to
be an armed uprising.
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Belfast activities before Easter Week

Plans made in Dublin, New York and
elsewhere sometimes had important
consequences in Belfast and the women in
Belfast, although far from the centre of
activities, made their own contribution to
Easter Week in a variety of ways. Una Ryan,
returning home to Wexford for Easter, was
asked by Denis McCullough to stop off in
Dublin in order to make contact with Sean
McDermott, her sister Minʼs boyfriend.
McCullough, who had been given
responsibility for the Belfast mobilisation but
who had little details of the overall plan, was
desperately attempting to contact
McDermott; he finally heard from him after
Unaʼs intervention. A few days before Easter
Ina Connolly was told to go to Denis
McCulloughʼs motherʼs shop to do some
messages for her. She was to take a parcel
of sewing and some newspapers to the
Volunteer HQ in Divis St. Ina was surprised
to see so many in the hall when she arrived.
It turned out that what she carried was the
ʻalleged German gold that was reported to be
responsible for the rising.ʼ

Another role performed by some of the
Belfast members was liaison with the
prisoners in Belfast jail. This became a
greater task after 1916, but before the Rising
a number of local men were imprisoned for a
period of time. Denis McCullough, Ernest
Blythe, Herbert Pim and Alf Monahan were in
jail in the later part of 1915, convicted under
the war-time Defence of the Realm

Regulations (DORA). It was the role of the
women to visit the prisoners and to help
organise a welcome on release.

Liam Mellows, who had been deported from
Ireland by the British, was smuggled back to
the country by Nora Connolly and Liamʼs
brother Barney, arriving first in Belfast. Ina
said he stayed a night at their house in
Glenalina Terrace and she was sent to
Clonard to get him an old priestʼs hat to help
his disguise. The girls escorted Mellows to
the car that brought him to Dublin before he
went to Galway, to make plans for the rising
in the west.

Connollyʼs daughters had to do many things
that were dangerous. Even though he was
now in Dublin and they were in Belfast, they
were in his confidence. For example, three
Fianna members from Glasgow arrived from
the boat with a big trunk. The sisters had to
escort them to the Dublin train and to get the
truck carried down too. As it was a Sunday
and all were at Mass, there were no cabs or
sidecars on the Falls Road. However, they
managed to get a Unionist driver, who
unwittingly carried a trunk load of gelignite
together with the Fianna boys. Margaret
Skinnider from Glasgow was another who
ended up at the Connolly house, with an
urgent despatch from Dublin that she and
Nora delivered. She would play an active role
with the Irish Citizen Army during the Rising,
being badly wounded in consequence.
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The week before the Rising Connolly
telegrammed Winifred Carney to join him in
Dublin. She stayed with Countess
Markievicz and was kept busy typing up
highly secret messages and mobilisation
orders. She made a brief return to Belfast,
carrying a message from Patrick Pearse, and
came back to Dublin on Holy Thursday, in
time for the Rising. Winifred was on full-time
duty in Liberty Hall until the end of that week,
when she marched out with the rest of the
Irish Citizen Army, to join the leadership in the
GPO, armed with a Webley and her
typewriter. She was ADC to Connolly
throughout the Rising.

Lily Connolly and her younger children left
Belfast for Dublin on Holy Thursday, to take
shelter in Constance Markieviczʼs cottage in
Wicklow. Ina and Nora continued their
preparations to be ready with Elizabeth and
Nell Corr, Kathleen Murphy and Eilis Allen, to

join the northern contingent of Volunteers at
Coalisland. The Volunteers they were with
were under the command of Archie Heron,
who worked for Denis McCullough and whom
Ina later married. They had to visit Great
Victoria Street several times, buying
excursion tickets for the Easter Weekend,
ʻwe bought the tickets in batches of a dozen
and half a dozen so the authorities might not
notice that all the travellers were nationalists
and males.ʼ The ticket money was given to
Ina by Mrs McCullough. There were about
132 Volunteers. On Good Friday Roisin
Walsh, at home in Clogher for Easter, was
sent for by the curate, Father James OʼDaly,
one of the Volunteer leaders in Tyrone, and
told that the Rising was to take place on
Easter Monday. The Tyrone volunteers
began to make preparations to meet up with
the men from Belfast. All were to travel
together to Galway, to meet up with Liam
Mellows and his forces.
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Belfast Cumann na mBan

and Easter Week

On Easter Saturday the first contingent of
women met at the Great Northern Railway
Station in Belfast, at 2.30pm, to travel by train
to Dungannon with a group of Volunteers.
The description by Nora Connolly conveys
the excitement of that moment, as the young
people gathered together:

When we got into the train, the Young Ireland
Pipers came along; they were Volunteers
also. They were unusual looking pipers; they
had groundsheets, bandoliers, bayonets on
their hips, and pipes under their arms. Every
sort of old carriage was gathered together for
the holiday travel. The carriage we got into
was old-fashioned, with half-backs, so that
one could see the people in the next. We
were in the one, and the Young Ireland
Pipers got into the other. We steamed out of
Belfast station to the tune of the pipers
playing “The Soldiersʼ Song.”

On arrival, the women went by horse car to
Coalisland while the men marched to their
destination. The small town was a hive of
activity, with various centres of mobilisation,
including some schools. Cumann na mBan
were allocated a billet in a house near the top
of the town. The young women visited the
different locations, finding a ceili in progress
in one school. When they reached the
Volunteer hall they discovered that one of the
men had shot himself while cleaning his
revolver. Nora remembered that ʻHe was only

grazed. It was the first shot in the affair. It was
very funny. I had the job of fixing him up; and
they all gathered round, watching the
process.ʼ Later that day a young man arrived
with a dispatch, telling Nora, as leader of the
Cumann na mBan group, of the order
cancelling the manoeuvres all over the
country. All the men were ordered back to
Belfast. The plan had been that a 2nd

contingent of Volunteers would leave Belfast
at 3pm and a last group at 7pm. This last
group would include another batch of women
- Bridie OʼFarrell (an older woman and Gaelic
League member), and Alice and Kitty Ward
(sisters of Annie Ward), who were not
officially in Cumann na mBan but who had
been well trained in first aid. However, the
last group never travelled, being told while
they were at the station that all the plans had
been cancelled.

The six women decided that they could not
return to Belfast, but they would go to Dublin
and tell Connolly of the confusion. Travelling
to Dungannon by horse and cart they were
able to get the midnight train to Dublin,
arriving at 5 am on the Sunday, rushing
straightaway to Liberty Hall where an armed
guard of Citizen Army men reluctantly
escorted Nora to her fatherʼs bedroom. A
shocked Connolly, hearing the evidence of
the women, said that it was so important he
would call an immediate meeting of the
leaders and sent the women to different
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locations with their orders. Kathleen Murphy
and Ina Connolly were sent to the Metropole
Hotel, to see Joseph Plunkett. Eilis Allen and
Elizabeth Corr had to visit three houses
before they finally came to the big tenement
house where Thomas McDonagh was
sleeping. Nora Connolly and Nell Corr found
Sean McDermott in another hotel.

The women returned to Liberty Hall by 7.30
am and began to help with the preparations
for breakfast – Kathleen Murphy recalling
difficult conditions, ʻan open fire, inadequate
utensils and primitive equipment generally.ʼ
That evening they all slept at Markievczʼs
house and reported back to Liberty Hall at 6
am. ʻThere was a great air of business,
everybody serious though happy in their
work.ʼ Elizabeth Corr saw Connolly coming
from another part of Liberty Hall with the
Proclamation wet off the press. They all read
it ʻwith wildly beating heartsʼ.

Ina said that Pearse wanted to see them. He
carried a roll of papers in his hand. ʻWe all
encircled him with anxious excitementʼ as he
announced ʻYou have the privilege of being
the first women to read this Proclamation.
Read it, study it, and try to remember what is
written and then you will be able to tell the
men of the north that you saw and read that
which will be read at the GPO today at 12
oʼclock, and will be posted all over the city.ʼ
The women were not allowed to bring one
with them, because of the danger if they were
caught, but they were given a despatch, ʻto

tell the men of the north that by the time they
get this note, the first blow would have been
struck in Dublin.ʼ Ina wanted to stay with her
father. She remembered that the last words
he spoke to her was to say ʻIt is not what you
want or what I want, but what is wanted of us
that counts. You would not desert your
countrymen of the north who need you more
than we do here. There are plenty of women
here to do your work. You would not be
missed here, but if there is any fighting taking
place up north, then that is your place. ʻ

The women endured another arduous
journey. Ina travelled to Coalisland, only to
find that the Volunteers had returned to
Belfast so she went to Sixmilecross to look,
unsuccessfully, for Dr Pat McCartan to whom
her despatch had to be delivered. Dr
McCartanʼs instructions from Pearse were to
mobilise all the men in the county, seize all
police barracks and hold up all trains with
military supplies going south. Ina was sent by
car to Omagh with the message and finally
sent to Clogher, to Volunteers mobilised in
the Clogher mountains at Ballymacan. Eilis
Allen was sent to Belfast to deliver her
dispatch to Denis McCullough. She was to
tell him what had happened and, in the words
of Nora Connolly, ʻShe was to tell him that the
Republic was proclaimed, the fight begun,
and ask him to mobilise and bring back the
Belfast men.ʼ

Roisin Walsh and her family were busy
bringing supplies to the Tyrone men who
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were camping in the hills, waiting instruction.
Ina met up with the Walsh family and worked
with Teasie Walsh, a sister of Roisinʼs, in
moving ammunition and carrying medical
and other supplies. Father OʼDaly said of the
contribution made by Ina and Teasie, ʻThese
two young girls worked night and day during
the week and were very disappointed that the
Tyrone Volunteers could not have helped
their comrades in Dublin.ʼ

On Thursday evening, Elizabeth and Nell
Corr and Kathleen Murphy and Nora
Connolly, having been hidden in a billet near
Coalisland, waiting orders, were told to return
to Belfast as there was no prospect of
anything being done in the north. As Nora
said ʻwe were ready for mobilisation but
nothing happened.ʼ She decided to go
looking for Ina and advised the others to
return to Belfast, which they did on Friday
morning.

Ina and Teasie met Nora, wearily carrying her
suitcase, who told them that most of the men
who had returned from Coalisland to Belfast
had been arrested and they went to bring this
news to the Volunteers in the hills, who told
them to go back to Dublin and inform Pearse
and Connolly. Nora and Ina set out the next
morning, and got a train to Dundalk. There
were no more trains after that. They had to
walk from there, reaching Dublin on the
Sunday night, learning the news of the
surrender and arrests, and of course of the
wounding and arrest of their father James.

The sisters went to William OʼBrienʼs house
in Belvedere Place and gave their revolver
and rounds of ammunition to his sister. They
arranged for their mother to come from the
cottage in Wicklow to Dublin. Nora
accompanied their mother to see James in
Dublin Castle. After the execution of her father
she embarked on a lecture tour of America, to
tell the story of Easter Week. Ina went to
London, where she worked for the London
IRA, returning to Ireland in 1920.

Elizabeth wrote to the Chief Librarian to
explain her absence from work. She only
gave him a small part of her story, excluding
her midnight trip to Dublin:

Where I was, was the Irish district and to
reach Dungannon it was necessary to travel
through hostile country, and my friends would
not allow us to go, nor to write home as they
thought the letters would be opened by the
police – all the men disbanded on Thursday
and I came home on Friday morning.

The Library and Technical Instruction
Committee decided her explanation was
unsatisfactory and dismissed her with one
monthʼs wages in lieu of notice, because she
had been absent from work without leave.
Elizabeth was sure it was because she was
a ʻSinn Feinerʼ, but she had no regrets, ʻeach
year as Easter comes round I recall vividly
the most thrilling moment of my life.ʼ

Winifred Carney was one of the last women
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to leave the GPO. After the evacuation she,
Julia Grenan and Elizabeth OʼFarrell stayed
with the men holed up in Moore Street. While
Julia and Elizabeth nursed Connolly, Winifred
typed the notices of surrender which
Elizabeth brought round the outposts.
Afterwards Winifred was one of the 77

women held in Richmond barracks. She was
later transferred to Aylesbury Prison in
England, along Helena Molony and Nell
Ryan, sister of Una. Constance Markievicz
was there also, but in a separate section of the
prison and they were not allowed to meet her.

16

Some of the women prisoners held in Richmond Barracks.
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Belfast Cumann na mBan

after the Rising

In the aftermath of the Rising, Belfast was a
difficult place for nationalists. Sean Cusack,
O/C of the Antrim Brigade of the IRA, recalled
a scene of disorganisation as many
volunteers were arrested and interned or
forced to go on the run. Prisoners in
Frongoch camp in Wales were not released
until December 1916. The families of many
of the prisoners suffered great hardship with
the loss of their breadwinner and the Irish
National Aid Association was established to
distribute funding to those in need. For a time
after 1916 Elizabeth Corr had a paid post as
Secretary for the organisation in the north.
The hard work ʻkept her from broodingʼ she
said. No one knew what the future would
bring, but she was heartened, on a visit to
Dublin in the summer of 1916, to hear, for the
first time, the cry ʻUp the rebels!ʼ It might only
have come from a group of small boys, but,
she reasoned, they must have heard it from
their elders, so perhaps it was a hopeful
pointer for the future.

Winifred Carney returned to Ireland after
eight months of detention in England but
worked in Dublin for the next six months, her
skills needed to process the National Health
Insurance scheme for the Union. Nellie
Gordon, her old friend from the Textile
Workersʼ Union, (now married to James
Grimley and with a baby born in 1916) felt
that Winnie had ʻbeen uprooted and just
couldnʼt settle.ʼ On Easter Monday 1917

Winifred, Helena Molony and Jinny
Shanahan commemorated the rising by
making replicas of the Proclamation and
defiantly raising a tricolour onto a flagstaff at
the GPO.

When Winifred returned to Belfast she was
elected President of Belfast Cumann na
mBan and chosen as delegate to its 1917
Convention. Her comrades, extremely proud
of her role in the rising, honoured her with a
presentation of a Tara brooch, a souvenir of
the high regard they had for her. This took
place in early May, at an event on Divis
mountain, where the Volunteers marched
and trooped the colour and the women
praised Winifred as ʼthe only one of our little
band who did her duty like a woman on that
never to be forgotten Easter Week, where
the blood of our Irish heroes washed away
the stain that dimmed the gloom of Ireland for
so long.ʼ

Cumann na mBan now included a new aim in
its constitution: ʻto follow the policy of the
Republican Proclamation by seeing that
women take up their proper position in the life
of the nationʼ. From now on, any funds to be
collected were to be for ʻthe arming and
equipping of the men and women of Ireland.ʼ
Despite martial law and being a banned
organisation women were joining Cumann na
mBan in significant members – in 1917 there
were 100 branches, by 1918 there were 600,
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but Ulster remained the weakest of the
provinces in terms of membership.
In May 1917 Winifred and Elizabeth were
asked by a Mrs Harvey to go to Longford to
help with the by-election campaign for the
first Sinn Fein candidate, the imprisoned
Joseph McGuinness. It was the first time the
slogan ʻPut him in to get him outʼ was used.
Winifred found it impossible to get away as
her colleague Cathal OʼShannon was
imprisoned in Crumlin Road jail and another
member of the union staff was ill. Elizabeth
described herself as feeling ʻquite downcastʼ,
believing Winifred was the ʻproper personʼ to
represent the women of Belfast at the
election. She did not feel ʻimportant enoughʼ,
although eager and excited at the prospect
of this novel experience of an election
campaign. In the end, she asked her friend
May Wisely to accompany her, finding her a
ʻdelightfulʼ companion, and a friendship
begun at school became even more firmly
cemented. The young women worked hard,
doing ʻa hundred and one thingsʼ in the
committee room, enjoying the benefits of the
much more generous sugar supply that
existed in Longford (Belfast suffered more
from war-time restrictions), and were thrilled
to meet senior figures from the movement
like Arthur Griffith and people who had
become household names, such as Count
and Countess Plunkett; Kathleen Clarke
(ʻwith whom May and I fell in love at first
sight. She is exactly like a widow in a book –
slender, sad and sweet lookingʼ); ʻdelightful,
motherly Mrs Pearseʼ and Grace Plunkett.,

widow of Joseph. McGuinness won by a tiny
majority of 37 after some misplaced votes
were found, and the crowd went wild,
Elizabeth included, ʻbefore I knew what I was
doing I was half way out of the window,
yelling at the top of my voice. How we
cheered! How we hugged each other – half
laughing and half crying I shall never forget it
as long as I live.ʼ That historic victory
considerably strengthened Sinn Fein as a
political party.

That September, Thomas Ashe, who had
been on hunger strike in Mountjoy, died from
the effects of forcible feeding. Nationalists
had a new martyr for the cause and Belfast
Cumann na mBan were part of the large
contingent that marched through the streets
of Dublin in his funeral procession.
Experiencing a ʻsurge of angerʼ, in recalling
the funeral of OʼDonovan Rossa a mere two
years previously, Elizabeth was conscious of
how much had happened in Ireland in this
small space of time.

In 1918 Winifred gave up her role within
Cumann na mBan, while remaining a
member. Elizabeth became branch
secretary, with Annie Ward, who lived in King
Street, as O/C. There was much to do.
Political prisoners from all over Ireland
continued to be sent to Crumlin Road jail and
the women were involved in bringing in
despatches from Dundalk to the Prison
Commandant, who was Joseph McDonagh
for a time, followed by Austin Stack. Warder
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McCann in the jail had a daughter in Cumann
na mBan and he proved to be a useful link
within the prison. In March 1918, when
Terence MacSwiney was arrested and sent
to Crumlin Road there were 49 republican
prisoners getting political prisoner
concessions and a further nine men without
status. His wife Muriel came to Belfast with
her baby to see Terence and she and
Elizabeth met several times. Elizabeth and
Nell Corr and a friend waited outside the jail
the day MacSwiney was due to be released,
hoping to be able to bring him home for
breakfast before seeing him off home.
However, as they had suspected, he was re-
arrested at the gate and taken in a van to the
station, on his way to deportation in England.
The women, determined to speak to
MacSwiney, not only managed to hop into an
empty carriage on an adjacent platform and
have a long conversation with him, taking
messages for his wife, they then also phoned
Dundalk and Dublin so that he would have a
few friends to greet him at each stop on his

way. Not long after, Elizabeth received an
extremely appreciative letter from him,
written on his way to Lincoln Prison.

On one cold, drizzly day in late 1918, while
outside the prison organising visits to the
prisoners, Elizabeth was delighted to meet
with Alice Milligan, in her fifties but with ʻthe
eager manner and the bright eyes of a young
girlʼ, who was there to enquire about the
welfare of ʻweeʼ John Doran (so-called
because he was six feet three in height) who
was on hunger strike for political status. Alice
was a well known poet, Irish language
activist and former member of Inghinidhe na
hEireann, whose Belfast-produced paper the
Shan Van Vocht, edited with her friend Anna
Johnston, had been a pioneering nationalist
paper in its day. The weather meant the
conversation was short, but Alice made her
support for the role of the women plain – 90%
of the prison visitors were women - referring
to them as ʻministering angelsʼ. It was their
only meeting.
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Winifred Carney and the 1918 Election

Winifredʼs stature within the republican
community was confirmed when she was
selected to stand as a candidate in the
historic 1918 election. Constance Markievicz
was the only other female candidate. True to
the ideals she and James Connolly had
fought for, Winifred insisted on standing for a
Workerʼs Republic. Most of the support she
received came from her Cumann na mBan
friends. Members of her electoral committee
included Marie Johnson, wife of labour
leader Thomas Johnson and a very close
friend. Indeed, it was Marie who had
persuaded Winifred to work for the Textile
Workersʼ Union in 1911 when illness
prevented Marie from continuing the work
she had been doing on a voluntary basis.
Marie had also rushed to Dublin after the
rising to see Winifred before she was
deported to England. Others on the
committee included Roisin Walsh, three
Brady sisters, Eileen McGrane (who had
been one of the first members of the UCD
branch of Cumann na mBan when a student,
and was now a Cumann na mBan organiser,
working as a teacher in Armagh), and Alice
Milligan.

Marie Johnson spoke on Winifredʼs behalf at
a meeting in Belfast City Hall, but it was
difficult to interest the newspapers in the
election, despite the fact that Winifred was
the first woman to stand in the north, as the
passing of the Representation of the People
Act had given women over thirty the right to

vote and to stand for election. The Belfast
Newsletter said simply that the ʻSinn Fein
candidate in Victoria ward ʻwas not regarded
seriouslyʼ, without even naming her
(December 16th), while the nationalist Irish
News was a supporter of the Irish
Parliamentary Party and Joe Devlin. The
only election meeting covered took place in
St Maryʼs Hall, and was headlined in the Irish
News on 10 December 1918 as ʻSinn Fein
Feminists Have No Time to Waste on “Such
Blackguards”ʼ; a reference to the police spies
in the audience. Alice Cashell, national
organiser for Cumann na mBan, Una Ryan
(who had married Denis McCullough on his
release from Frongoch in August 1916), Alice
Milligan and Countess Plunkett all spoke on
her behalf. It was a noisy meeting where the
women were often shouted down by
supporters of Joe Devlin. Alice Cashel was
booed and had to appeal for a hearing for
what she had to say. At the end of the
meeting Winifred spoke on the hard lot of mill
workers in Belfast, and appealed to them to
give her support. She remained strongly
feminist, telling her audience that ʻwomen
had not got the vote for what they had done
in the war, but because they had fought for it
and many had died to get it.ʼ She hoped that
women voters would show more sense than
men had shown in the past. However, her
constituency, in the Victoria ward of east
Belfast, was never going to elect a
republican. The working class but strongly
unionist area saw a Labour Unionist
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candidate elected, She received only 395
votes while Robert Waugh for the Labour
Representation Committee got 3,469 and the
victorious Donald Thompson got 9,509.
Winifred was very critical of the lack of
support given to her by Sinn Fein, writing to
her ITGWU colleague Joe McGrath:

I had neither personation agents, Committee
rooms, canvassers or vehicles, and as these
are the chief features in an election it was
amazing to me to find that 395 people went
to the ballot on their own initiative, without
any persuasion. The organisation in Belfast
could have been better – much better. We
had Father OʼFlanagan for 2 meetings, and
Sean T. OʼKelly for one – that was the only
help we got.ʼ

Other election work was also carried out by
Cumann na mBan members because Sinn
Fein put up a candidate against Joe Devlin
in west Belfast. Elizabeth Corr said she acted
as a ʻleader in public meetingsʼ and
administered first aid when necessary as ʻthe
opposition crowd was very violentʼ. This is
borne out by newspaper reports. The Irish
Independent on 10 December headlined
ʻgreat excitementʼ as supporters of the Irish
Party and Sinn Fein clashed in scuffles
encouraged by the bad street light while the
Irish Party supporters later engaged in
booing as they passed the Sinn Fein rooms.
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Belfast and the War of Independence

As opposition to Britain intensified and
Belfast nationalists began to suffer the
consequences of renewed sectarian
violence, Cumann na mBan members
engaged in fund raising to support those
forced to leave their homes and also in
visiting and providing food to prisoners in
Crumlin Road. Their role was also to support
their local IRA members. Mary Hackett from
Joy Street joined Cumann na mBan in 1917
and her activities included the care and
transfer of arms and ammunition to safe
hiding places. She moved several loads to St
Maryʼs Hall and continued such support until
May 1921 when she was discharged from
work owing to 50 rounds of ammunition and
a bomb being found in her place of work. She
found it impossible to find new employment.

In 1919 Winifred was sent by the ITGWU to
work in its Dublin office, but she was not
happy leaving the north and after six months
was able to return. She provided support to
jailed IRA men, in particular Austin Stack and
Fionan Lynch, whom she helped with escape
plans. In 1920, at the height of the war
against the British, Winifred was Secretary of
the Irish Republican Prisonersʼ Dependents
Fund; amongst her possessions was a long
list of names of those in need of support. She
still lived at home with her mother in Carlisle
Circus and gave shelter to such well-known
figures as Constance Markievicz when
leading figures came to the north. She also
helped with smuggling guns and other

material into Belfast port. At one time she
helped Sean Cusack to pack ammunition into
potato bags prior to their removal to
Dungannon. When Cumann na mBan
members came to Belfast in order to visit
safe houses and arrange for the distribution
of armaments, Winifred, the soul of
discretion, was usually their guide. Her home
was often raided and documents seized. She
was arrested in July 1922 for holding
documents for the Third Northern Division
IRA, spending eighteen days in custody
before being released on grounds of ill
health.

In 1921, in order to service another IRA
squad, Elizabeth Corr was asked to organise
a new branch of Cumann na mBan, named
Leamh Dearg (Red Hand), in the North
Queen Street area of Belfast. It was very
difficult to get venues in which to meet and
the riots became so violent the women found
it hard to travel. The branch lasted less than
a year as the police closed the meeting
place. Annie Ward said that eventually, ʻthe
disturbed state of the town, defection of
members, etc made it impossible to do so
any longerʼ. There were around thirty to forty
members, but at the time of the Truce in
August 1921 membership had declined to
less than twenty five. Mrs E. Delaney of
Norfolk Drive was one identified member,
along with Elizabeth, Annie and a fiery young
red haired woman called Nuala.
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Nationalist families in Belfast suffered the
brunt of police and military raids. Elizabeth
recalled that ʻlife was anything but pleasantʼ
as her family, Catholics living in a Protestant
district, suffered numerous raids. On one
occasion she had a diary covering the year
1915 taken away and eventually returned with
a number of pages ripped out. Their last raid
occurred not at curfew time, when neighbours
would have been indoors, but at one oʼclock,
when people were ʻstreaming home for their
dinnerʼ. Nell tackled the English officer who
had been in the charge of the raid, telling him
it was ʻdamnable to come in broad daylightʼ.
Elizabeth enjoyed watching her sister, ʻshe
was very tiny and he was very tall, and it really
was amusing to watch as he stood speechless
listening to what she had to say.ʼ

Roisin Walsh left her teaching post in Belfast
in 1919, possibly owing to political
harassment, and returned to Clogher. In
1921 she was appointed by Tyrone County
Council as their first ever female rate
collector. Although highly regarded she was
dismissed by the council in November 1922,
after her refusal to sign an oath of allegiance
to the King and the Northern Ireland
government. When the RUC raided her
family home she was forced to flee south to
avoid arrest and prosecution. An exclusion
order against her was issued by the NI
authorities. Her whole family moved then
moved to Dublin. Roisin changed profession,
found a job as a librarian and ended her life

with a distinguished career as Dublin Cityʼs
first Chief Librarian. She retained her political
commitments, moving in republican and
feminist circles.

Many who had been politically active long
before Easter Week, including the
McCulloughs, the Johnsons and, a bit later,
Ellen and James Grimley and other
republican, labour and feminist activists
moved to Dublin, finding it impossible to
make a living or to be politically active in what
was now an extremely hostile environment.
Maurice Hayes, looking at what happened to
nationalists, has likened their situation to
another Flight of the Earls, with a loss of
leadership to the nationalist community that
had significant consequences.1

Belfast sent delegates to the Cumann na
mBan Convention of 5 February 1922,
mandated to vote against the Treaty.
Watching from the gallery, Elizabeth
described the scene as the voting began:

The counties were taken alphabetically,
beginning with Antrim and our delegates
name was called first. Her “NI toil” was flung
into the assembly in a voice that could have
been heard at the Cave Hill. “Up Belfast!”
said my neighbour on the gallery. The other
Belfast and County Antrim delegates were as
emphatic…Sometimes, a delegate, not sure
of her Irish, said “Against”, but nearly all used
the Irish.
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Cumann na mBan, by 419 to 63 votes had
voted for allegiance to the Republic and a
rejection of the Treaty. A devastating civil war,
bringing ʻagony and bitterness to us in the
Northʼ was to follow. The isolation of the
nationalist minority in a post-partition north

had an impact upon republicans, who
reacted with sporadic, unsuccessful
campaigns. In the words of Elizabeth Corr,
ʻCumann na mBan in Belfast became
extinctʼ.
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