Soldiers from Nenagh and district in World War I

By Daniel Grace

At least 1,500 men from the town of Nenagh and the surrounding countryside fought in the
Great War of 1914-18.! Most of them appear to have served in the Royal Irish Regiment,
although a sprinkling was found in the Leinsters, the Munster Fusiliers, the Connaught
Rangers, the Irish Guards, the Royal Garrison Artillery and several other regiments. Sergeant

James Somers of Cloughjordan, a local
winner of the Victoria Cross, served in the
Enniskilling Fusiliers, but he had been born
at Belturbet in Co. Cavan.

The Nenagh recruits came from mansion
and cottage, from every religious and
political persuasion, but were predominantly
working class, Roman Catholic and
nationalist. Sons of farmers seemed reluctant
to join the fight — a point emphasised by
Lord Dunally of Kilboy, Silvermines, when
he publicly accused them from a recruiting
platform at Nenagh in 1915 of being “content
to stay at home on their farms and live upon
the fat of the land” 2

What motivated hundreds of young men
to leave home and family to flock to the
colours is probably as complex as the
personalities themselves. For the sons of the
landed gentry, many of whom had a strong
family tradition of service in the British
army, it was a rallying to king, flag and
empire in an hour of need. But nationalist
Ireland, which provided the majority of the
recruits, hardly marched to that tune.

In a subtle (and sometimes not so subtle)
way the message was hammered home to
them from poster and platform that this war
was “Ireland’s War”. When Lord Dunally
reminded the nationalists of Nenagh in
November 1915 that it was their duty to
fight, he was probably politely but firmly
ignored. But when two fellow Nenagh men
of impeccable nationalist credentials — Town
Clerk, F.R. Maloney, and Secretary of the
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Department of Agriculture, T.P. Gill — urged that message from the same platform, they were
more likely to be heeded.’

The “rape of little Belgium” undoubtedly spurred some young men to action. It was
extensively reported in the local press and collections for Belgian refugees were taken up all
over the locality.* At recruiting meetings there was usually a soldier from the Front who spoke
emotionally of the cruelties inflicted by the Germans on the men, and especially the women, of
Belgium.

At the great recruiting meeting at Nenagh in November 1915, for instance, a Captain Deane
of the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry told his audience that he knew from first-hand
experience that “they [Germans] outrage the women, kill the children, put the innocent up
against the wall and have them shot”. It was also common at recruiting meetings to have a
magic lantern show of scenes of destruction wrought by the Germans. At one such meeting at
Moneygall in July 1915 “various pictures of war scenes showing the effects of the bombardment
of the churches and homes of Belgium and France were thrown on the screen” .’

Many enlisted for the excitement or in the hope of cutting a dash in uniform. Certain local
employers, including Tipperary N.R. County Council, Borrisokane Board of Guardians and the
Nenagh Guardian newspaper, facilitated their employees by publicly promising them their jobs
back.® Others joined to follow friends or brothers into the army.

Twenty-six Nenagh families had between them ninety sons fighting at the Front. Four
families had five sons each; four more had four sons each; eighteen other families had three
each.” The story was often the same in the rural districts. Michael Collins of Urra near Puckaun
had four sons at the Front. One of them, Lance-Corporal Tommy Collins of the Second Leinster
Regiment, was killed in action in France on 21 March, 1917.%

Perhaps the late Jack Moyney, V.C., of Roscrea summed it up best of all some years before his
death.” He was working for a local farmer when the war broke out, and he and a friend Mick
Tobin decided to go along to the local recruiting office. “I signed up because everyone else was
going. I wanted to see a bit of life and I felt sorry for the Belgians to a certain extent”. “But the
hoors”, Jack added wryly, “they wouldn’t even give us a drink of water afterwards”.

Casualties of War

The first reported casualty of the Great War from the Nenagh district was Private Stephen
Coffey of the Leinster Regiment, killed in action on the Western Front on 18 October 1914."° The
last victim was Private Thomas Houlihan of Lorrha, killed in October 1918, some weeks before
the armistice.

Forty-year-old Stephen Coffey, a native of Carneybrack near Borrisokane, had been
prominent in local sporting and political circles. He had been a founder-member of the
Shannon Rovers G.A.A. club in 1898 and was chief organiser of the Carney and Knigh teams
which contested the North Tipperary hurling championship in the early years of the new
century. He was chairman of the local Land and Labour branch and served for some years on
Borrisokane Rural District Council.

By September 1917 a total of 66 soldiers from Nenagh and district had died in the Great
War." Fifty-eight of them had been killed in action or died subsequently from wounds, while a
further 8 had died from disease. Among the latter group were Private Martin Condon of the
Royal Engineers, who died in early 1917 from cold contracted in the trenches in France, and
Corporal James Moylan of the Connaught Rangers, who died later that year from enteric fever
at Salonika.
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An additional 110 soldiers had been wounded in action; 45 of them had been discharged as
unfit for active service while the rest had recovered and returned to duty. Twenty-one soldiers
from the district were either prisoners of war or listed as missing. Perhaps the uncertainty
surrounding those missing was most traumatic of all for relatives waiting at home. Mrs.
Murphy of Chapel Lane, Nenagh, had to wait until August 1919 before it was finally confirmed
that her son Bombardier Denis Murphy had died at Tarans in Turkey on 30 December 1916.

A number of soldiers from the Nenagh district were decorated for gallantry, although some
of these failed to survive the conflict.” Captain F.R.D. Prittie of the Rifle Brigade, younger son
of Lord Dunally, was awarded the French Legion of Honour but lost his young life early in the
war. Lieutenant Marshall Webb of Silvermines, Sergeant Albert Somers of Cloughjordan and
Sergeant-Major Oscar Hennessy of Nenagh each won the Military Cross, but the first two were
killed in action.

Hennessy was decorated for “carrying several of his comrades, including his commanding
officer, off the battlefield at the risk of his life”. Lance-Corporal Michael Grace of Dromineer
and Private Robert Brownlow of Nenagh both won the Military Medal, while Corporal Pat
Christie and Private Joe Bolger were each awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal.
Lieutenant Daniel Birmingham of Borrisokane received two citations for conspicuous gallantry
on the battlefield with the American army.

Two Victoria Crosses

Private Martin O’Meara, a native of Sharragh in Lorrha parish, was awarded the Victoria
Cross in 1916.® O'Meara emigrated to Australia, enlisted in the 16th Battalion Australian
Infantry Force in 1915, and was posted to France the following year. He received his award for
bravely rescuing wounded comrades under heavy fire during the battle of Pozieres on the
night of the 8-9 August 1916.

O’Meara returned home in October “without giving notice to anyone and walked from the
station along the disused railway to his home, and it was only when he made his personal
appearance that the news spread like wildfire of his return”. A local committee raised a
testimonial in his honour, which was presented to his sister by Brigadier-General Sir William
Hickie as her brother had already returned to the Front.

O’Meara willed the money to repair the old abbey ruins at Lorrha, but it was subsequently
applied to the renovation of the local Catholic church. Private O’Meara was wounded a
number of times, most seriously in the back and thighs in 1917. He returned semi-invalided to
Australia and died on 20 December 1935 after many years in a military hospital near Perth. He
was buried with military honours at Karrakatta cemetery; his Victoria Cross is displayed in a
war museum in Western Australia.

Great local interest was aroused by the award of the Victoria Cross in 1915 to twenty-one-
year-old Sergeant James Somers for gallantry against the Turks at Gallipoli.* Somers was born
at Belturbet Co. Cavan and his family had come to live at Cloughjordan some years before the
war. He enlisted in the Enniskilling Fusiliers in 1912 and was posted to France in August 1914
as part of the British Expeditionary Force. Wounded at the battle of Mons, he spent the
Christmas of 1914 at home in Cloughjordan. In April 1915 the Enniskillings formed part of the
assault force on the Turkish occupied Gallipoli peninsula, where together with the Munster
Fusiliers they bore the brunt of the fighting and suffered huge casualties.

The official citation of Sergeant Somers’s brave deed read: “On the night of the 1-2 July 1915
in the southern zone of the Gallipoli peninsula, where owing to hostile bombing some of our
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troops had retired from a sap, Sergeant Somers
remained alone on the spot until a party brought
up bombs. He then climbed over into the Turkish
trench and bombed the Turks with great effect”.

“Later he advanced into the open under heavy
tire and held back the enemy by throwing bombs
into their flanks until a barricade had been
established. During this period he frequently ran
to and from our trenches to obtain fresh supplies
of bombs. By his gallantry and coolness Sergeant
Somers was largely instrumental in effecting the
recapture of a trench which had been lost”.

Somers returned to Cloughjordan to a hero’s
welcome in August 1915. An immense crowd
greeted him at the railway station and he was led
in procession by the Volunteer Band to a platform
in the centre of the town where congratulatory
speeches were showered on him. He left
Cloughjordan shortly afterwards but returned for A family portrait of Sergt. James Somers, Nenagh —
a formal ceremony on 5 October 1915. He was restored by Frank Burgess.
presented with an illuminated address prepared
at the Convent of Mercy Borrisokane and a purse
of £240 raised from well-wishers in the district.

Lord Dunally presided at the ceremony, and among the other speakers were Major-General
Frend, commander of the forces in Ireland, Rev. Mr O’Sullivan, rector of Cloughjordan, and the
local curate, Fr Richard Bourke. The band of the Royal Irish Regiment provided music and the
town was bedecked with flags and bunting for the occasion. Nine days later Somers was
presented with the Victoria Cross by King George V at a ceremony at Buckingham Palace.

Sergeant James Somers died at Cloughjordan on 11 May 1918, aged 24 years. According to
reports in local newspapers, his death was due to “lung trouble contracted in France some
months ago”. But his family say that prior to his death he had returned to Ireland as a military
instructor and suffered severe lung damage from a leaking gas canister while demonstrating its
use at the barracks at Tipperary town. Invalided home to his parents at Cloughjordan, he died
some months later. He was buried with military honours at Modreeney cemetery, a few miles
outside Cloughjordan.

The coffin draped with the Union Jack was borne on a gun carriage, led by the pipe band of
the Cameron Highlanders and a firing party from that same regiment. The business premises
closed and blinds were drawn as the funeral passed through the town. The Nenagh News noted
that there was an immense attendance of all classes and creeds at the funeral. Sergeant
Somers’s gravestone at Modreeney carries an inscription from the Second Book of Samuel:

He stood and defended. The Lord wrought a great wonder.

Letters from the Front

Soldiers wrote home to family and friends, and sometimes their letters were passed to the
local press for publication. The following short selection is drawn from the many letters
published in the Nenagh News during the years 1914 and 1915. John F. Power, the proprietor-
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editor of that newspaper, had both a professional and personal reason for reporting extensively
on the war. It was a subject of great interest to local readers prior to the 1916 Rising and five of
his own sons were fighting in the war.

Since the letters were censored by the authorities one can hardly expect to find remarks
critical of the conduct of the war in them. But notwithstanding that limitation the letters offer a
valuable insight into the lives and emotions of ordinary Irish soldiers in France some 80 years
ago.”

Private Hugh Donnelly of the Connaught Rangers, in a letter of 26 August 1914 to his mother at
Nash’s Road, Borrisokane, described his experiences with the British Expeditionary Force in France.
Private Donnelly was a married man and an experienced soldier who had already seen service in the Boer
War in South Africa.

I received your letter this morning and was glad to hear from you. I am in good health but I
am getting it very hard at present. However, I am strong and able to bear it. We landed in
France on the 15th August and marched through France into Belgium and got into the firing
line on the 24th. We were beaten back into France on the 25th and were for three days and
nights without food or sleep. We are in France as I write and are continually fighting the
enemy, who are only about three miles from us. There were a number of our men killed on
yesterday. Our regiment had a narrow escape but only one man in my company was hit so far.
Don’t mind what you see in the papers about the Germans being no good, they are great
fighting men. They lost 8,000 men and we lost 300.

The Irish Guards got it hot. MB’s regiment is here and there is a number of them killed. Some
regiments got killed right out. I am not thinking of home, wife or children, my rifle and God is
all I have to think of now. Don’t think I am afraid, there is no fear in a soldier. I feel as if I was
going to a hurling match. Shot and shell bursting over our heads every day. The Boer War was
only child’s play to this. Don’t send any stamps when writing, but send some note-paper, as we
can’t get any to buy here.

At the end of September 1914 Mrs McGrath of Falvey’s Lane, Nenagh, received a letter from her son,
Patrick, who had been at the Front with the 18th Royal Irish but now lay wounded at Plymouth Hospital
in England.

Just a few lines to let you know I am back in England in good health, but wounded. I
suppose you read about our “trying times” in different battles. Well, I was in every one of
them. The place where the big battle is going on now is where I got hit after escaping Mons. I
hope to be allright soon and out again to see the last of the Germans.

Up in Belgium it was awful to see the poor people leaving their homes. Old women, men,
children, and little babies, trodding along the roads and their homes levelled to the ground.
When we copped the German infantry without their artillery we gave them “what-ho”. Our
boys were fine, marching on or in the firing line, always happy. One night in the trenches,
waiting for the Germans, they were singing “It's a long way to Tipperary” and “Sing
Something Irish to Me”, but it was not long when the German artillery sang “Get Out and Get
Under”. They sent us some “humming birds” — I mean shells — over to us and spoiled our
concert.

One day (a Tuesday, I think) we had a lovely fight which lasted eight hours. We killed about
1,000 and captured 5,514 machine guns and a wagon of ammunition. We had 3 killed and 10
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