The Sinn Féin Ard-Fheis of 1917: a North
Tipperary priest’s account

By Fr. Patrick Gaynor

Editorial Introduction

The author of this article was on the Executive Council of Sinn Féin for five years from 1917. A native
of Ballygraigue, Nenagh, he was educated at C.B.S., Nenagh, St. Flannan’s, Ennis and St. Patrick’s,
Maynooth, being ordained to the priesthood in 1911. He ministered first in Scotland, returning to
become diocesan inspector for Killaloe diocese, and was P.P. of Kilmihill at his death aged 63 in 1949. A
keen historian and archaeologist, he spent most of 1921 (both before and after the Truce) in Limerick jail
for his political activities. The editor of the Tipperary Historical Journal is grateful to Fr. Gaynor’s
nephew, Mr. Eamonn Gaynor, for permission to publish this memoir. It is hoped to publish a further
memoir by Fr. Gaynor, dealing with the conscription Crisis and the General Election of 1918, in next
year’s Journal.

De Valera’s victory in East Clare gave impetus to the Sinn Féin movement. Clubs were
founded in nearly all the parishes in Ireland and in October 1917 the time was ripe to hold a
national convention in Dublin. We deliberated for two days and adopted the constitution
which de Valera and some of the leaders had devised beforehand.

Arthur Griffith, President of the original Sinn Féin organisation, and a man free of vanity, stood
aside and accepted de Valera as President. Also, Griffith’s milder concept of “a national assembly”
gave place to a formal Republican Government of Ireland at the insistence of Cathal Brugha and
other 1916 men. We were obliged to stand unequivocally for an Irish Republic, because the term
“national parliament” might be interpreted to mean a mere measure of Home Rule.

I knew right well that we had little chance of winning a Republic for all Ireland in the face of
British and Orange opposition, but I did not foresee that any section of the Volunteers would
revolt against any lesser offer as “a betrayal of the Irish Republic”. In any event, we had no choice
except to proclaim that an Irish Republic was our goal, in unison with the Proclamation of 1916,

There were over 2,000 delegates at the convention, every district in Ireland being
represented, and we were desperately in earnest. Cathal Brugha, ever stubborn in maintaining
his opinions, wearied us with requests for verbal amendments on minor points in the proposed
Constitution, and other delegates saw a chance to make speeches. But de Valera dominated the
convention; he was impetuous then, and was on his feet at every turn to justify and insist on his
own formula, and he had his way.

I liked a leader who knew his own mind and was firm in upholding decisions which he had
taken in advance on consultation with the ablest men in the movement. He explained why he
used the uncompromising word “republic”, but added that the Irish people would be allowed
to choose their own form of government when we had achieved “the right of self-
determination”. That was the current phrase of the day, invented by President Wilson when he
joined forces with the champion of “small nationalities”.

Note “Dev’s” little trick. When he made a remark to please the moderates, he added a further
remark which pleased the extremists. De Valera said that if the people wanted to have a
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