
The Early Years of the Gaelic League in Kilkenny 

Liam Ó Bolguidhir 

Old Kilkenny Review 1992 

The census returns for 1851 showed the total number of Irish speakers in County Kilkenny at 20,830 

(15% of the total). Kilkenny city had only 590 or 3% of the total. By 1891 this number had dropped to 

3,767 (4.95%) in the County and 166 (14%) in the City. Among the native speafcers in 1891 the 

ability to write Irish was non-existant. 
In 1882 the first Irish magazine Irisleabhar na Gaeilge was published. Its total subscription of 911 

included the following Kilkenny residents: James Doody, Grannagh, Kilmacow; Mr. J. Doyle, N.S., 

Windgap; Rev. James Graves, M.A., M.R.I.A., Innisnag Glebe, Stoneyford; Patrick Reohan, 

Stradbally, Piltown; Michael O'Donnell, Lismatigue, Hugginstown; John Bowler, N.S., Dunkitt, 

Kilmacow and Patrick Byrne, N.S., Bennettsbridge. In the list of subscribers for 1883-84, Patrick 

Byrne again features and six members of the R.I.C. at Bennettsbridge: Edward Phair, Thomas 

Scanlon, Timothy Sullivan, John Lennon, Hugh McCann and William Barrett -another of the many 

paradoxes of Irish history, that when the general population were ignoring their native tongue, the 

R.I.C. in Bennettsbridge, local bastion of the Crown, were cultivating it! 
In the 1870s and 1880s Irish was still widely spoken in Glenmore in south County Kilkenny. The last 

man in that parish who could be classified as a native speaker, Patsy Power of Jamestown, died in 

1939 at over ninety years of age. There was a concerted effort by parents at that time not to allow their 

children speak Irish and in this respect it is interesting to note that the parents of Fr. Walter 

McDonald, who were both fluent Irish speakers, did not pass the language on to their family. 
This situation in south Kilkenny contrasts sharply with that in 1844 when during a survey between 

New Ross and Waterford in connection with the projected Waterford-Wexford Railway the surveyor, 

Thomas Lacy of Wexford, noted that Irish was generally spoken in that area at the time. In New Ross 

it was the custom for stores to have in their employment at least one person who could speak Irish in 

order to be able to do business with the elderly farmers of Rosbercon, Tullogher and Glenmore. All of 

this however had changed within the space of fifty years so that the period leading up to the end of the 

19th century was not the most auspicious in which to attempt to sow the seeds of an Irish language 

revival.
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Founding of The Gaelic League in Kilkenny 
The first meeting in connection with the setting up of the Gaelic League in Kilkenny was held in the 

Council Chamber of the Tholsel on April 24th 1897 with Ald. T. Cantwell (Mayor of Kilkenny) in the 

chair. C.J.Kenealy (Town Clerk) and other members of the Corporation were present, together with a 

number of solicitors, a representative body of the business people of the town and Gaelic League 

activists from Dublin, Cork, Belfast and Waterford. 
T.Barry who worked in the Tax Office was the man "with the energy and ability who worked up this 

business in Kilkenny". Tim Hanrahan, who came originally from Mitchelstown - solicitor and 

business-man who later purchased and restored Rothe House - was also closely involved in its 

organisation. Those who spoke in Irish included Patrick Kangley, a teacher in Johnswell and from 

1911, when he returned to his native County Meath, a Gaelic League activist, lecturer and contributor 

to newspapers and periodicals. Jim Nolan also spoke in Irish -a cooper and alderman of Kílkenny 

corporation, he was "one of the earliest and staunchest adherents of the Gaelic League in Kilkenny". 

His was the first official signature in Irish adorning the financial transactions of the Gaelic Athletic 

Association, of which he was President for over twenty years. He is credited to have brought to its 

reconstruction the healing influence of a genial nature, singleness of purpose and sound common 

sense. Bishop Brownrigg agreed to be patron of the newly formed branch of the Gaelic League. 
Irish classes commenced in the Tholsel and, when Rothe House was ready, transferred there on 

November 4th 1899, where classes were held in the New Rooms in Wolf s Arch. The average 

attendance at these classes was twenty. The Connradh na Gaeilge records of the time remarked: "The 

extraordinary apathy displayed by Kilkenny as regard this movement (classes) is in striking contrast 



to the enthusiasm of which the remainder of Ireland is animated". It was in English the minutes of the 

Branch were kept from the beginning as few were as yet able to read or write Irish. Women played an 

important part in the work of the local branch. Among the committee in 1900 were Miss Quirke, Miss 

O'Gorman and Mrs. O'Brien. 
On December Ist 1900, Douglas Hyde visited Kilkenny. He was met at the railway station by Capt. 

Cuffe and brought to Sheastown House. He later gave a lecture in the Court House in which he spoke 

of his trip to North America and of meeting an Irish speaking Kilkenny-man named Darcy, hunting in 

the wilds of Canada. In 1902 Dr. Hyde returned to Kilkenny where he attended a Feis in Coon 

organized by Fr. W. Delaney C.C.. 
In the early years it is of interest to note that the organisation locally seemed to have had strong 

associations with the middle and upper-classes. At the Queen's County Feis held at the home of Major 

Dease at Rath on August 12th 1902, the judges included Lord Castletown, Lord Walter Fitzgerald, 

Major Dease, Dr. Rogers, Dr. Malone, the Hon. W. Gibson and Dr. Douglas Hyde. A list of 

subscribers to Kilkenny Feis in 1906 included Lady Ormonde, the Misses Butler of Kilmurry, Lord 

Mountgarett, Mr. and Mrs. Wandesforde, Mrs. Tighe, Canon Beresford, Lady Hart, J.B. Loftus of 

Mount Loftus, Miss Poe of Harley Park, Mrs. Bellew, Mr. Smithwick of Rilcreene, Lady Power of 

Rilfane, W.H. Mosse, Col. Izod and the Countess of Desart. This sometimes led to tensions within the 

committee as, for example in April 1902 when the secretary, Fintan Phelan, proposed "That we the 

committee of the Kilkenny Branch of the Gaelic League hereby call on all public bodies in the city 

and county of Kilkenny to eliminate from their correspondence the words "On His Majesty's Service" 

which at present appear on their ofíicial documents". A lengthy discussion followed in which Capt. 

Otway Cufíe said that if the resolution was passed as it stood he would be compelled to resign his 

membership of the league. He did not, he said, believe that an Irish Ireland was incompatible with 

loyalty to the King. There was no seconder to the motion and so the matter rested. The Committee 

seemed to have arrived at a satisfactory "worMng agreement" on this whole issue and when the King 

visited Kilkenny on April 12th 1904 the local branch asked the Corporation that the address to him be 

in Irish with an English translation appended. Two years later Douglas Hyde was made a Freeman of 

the city by the Corporation as if to prove their total impartiality in the matter! 
Sgoruidheachts (concerts) in the Courthouse, the theatre and the Bandstand on the Canal Walk (when 

over two thousand people attended) were very popular in the early 1900s. So too were day trips to 

such as Woodstock, near Inistioge or Mount Mellary. On September 2nd 1903 the League organised a 

Festival at St. Fiacre's Well, the fírst time it was said that a gathering had taken place there in 123 

years. 
The years between 1903-05 was a period of mushroom growth for the Gaelic League. In 1904 An 

Claidheamh Soluis reached its highest ever circulation (over 3,000 copies weekly). The number of 

registered branches reached a peak in 1905 (964 - including one in Oxford University). In 1901 local 

branches were formed in Johnstown, Tullaroan, Ballyfoyle, Thomastown and Castlecomer. In 1902 a 

branch was formed in St. Patrick's and in 1903 in Johnswell, Urlingford, Callan, Goresbridge and 

Graignamanagh, which unusually had two units - one male and the other female. At the inaugural 

meeting of Johnswell branch Miss Cronin spoke in Irish. Thomas McDonagh also attended. After the 

election of ofíicers a four-hand reel was danced by Miss Cronin, Miss Mulligan, Thomas McDonagh 

and W. Kenealy. In 1904 a branch was formed in Gowran. 
On January 20th 1904 Pádriag O Cadhla (Leinster Gaelic League organiser) attended the monthly 

meeting of the Johnswell branch and had a conversation with some native Irish speakers. He was 

surprised to fínd fluent speakers within sight of one of the cities of the Pale. He also attended the 

Friary and was pleased to note that its recitation of the Rosary was in Irish (each Thursday evening at 

7 p.m.)- Two of the Capuchin friars were on the Gaelic League committee in the early years of this 

century. 
In 1908 a branch was formed in St. Canice's when some members of the Central Branch walked out in 

response to an attack made by Cardinal Logue during a visit to Kilkenny on a certain group within the 

League (dealing with education) who were it was alleged trying to turn the people of Ireland against 

the priests of Ireland and the subsequent spirited defence of the tolerance of the League by a local 

sympathizer (Mr. Dennehy) published in The Peasant. 
Kilkenny's first Feis was held on August 15th 1904, in the Market Yard and Courthouse. Bishop 

Brownrigg presided. A procession was held through the town headed by the Cork Pipers Band. There 



were over one thousand entries. Florence Hackett was Secretary of the Industrial Committee for the 

Feis. $ 
For the Feis of June Ist 1905 special trains brought participants and spectators from Dublin, Thurles, 

Cork, Waterford and Wexford. Marquees for the Industrial Exhibition were loaned by Sullivan's 

Brewery and Pilsworth's of Thomastown. Prizes were awarded in the following classes: plain and 

fancy needlework, lace, laundry, bread, cake-making, wood-carving, carpentry, drawing, clay-

modelling, map-drawing, penmanship, photography, honey, butter and eggs. A call was made to the 

Mayor to use his influence towards having the shops closed for two hours on the day of the Feis. 

Among the adjudicators at Feiseanna through the years were Sean T.O Kelly and Eamonn De Valera. 
During those early years also the Gaelic League was involved in effbrts to have St. Patrick's Day 

declared an official holiday. In 1902 Thomas McDonagh and Tim Hanrahan made a door-to-door 

canvass locally for the closing of shops on St. Patrick's Day. J.P. Smithwick was the first signatory 

and there was general compliance. In 1903 the first officially organised procession in the saint's 

honour was held past the G.P.O. in Dublin due largely to the influence of Douglas Hyde and the 

Gaelic League. 
The League also made efforts to promote Irish-made goods. On January 21st 1901 the members of the 

local branch in a resolution "hereby individually pledge ourselves to support so far as we are able 

Irish manufactures in preference to foreign whenever equal value is offered". 
The local branch also involved itself in efforts that would now be considered the perogative of trade 

unions - for example March 29th 1904 the following resolution was passed unanimously - "That the 

members of the Kilkenny branch of the Gaelic League heartily extend their approval to any effort that 

would lead to reduce the unduly long hours of drapery assistants". This in spite of the fact that there 

were a number of drapers members of the branch. 
Miss Cronin (1879-1964) 
At a branch meeting of September lOth 1901, it was decided to employ Miss Eileen Cronin from 

Ballingeary as a teacher to the League classes at an annual salary of £40. Being a native speaker she 

did not have much English when she first came and it is said that before her arrival a piece of material 

from her coat was sent on in advance for easier recognition in case there might be language problems! 

To give her a knowledge of English Tim Hanrahan arranged for her to attend classes at the 

Presentation Convent for six months while he paid all her expenses. When she arrived Irish was being 

taught in the C.B.S., James's St. and the De La Salle Brothers in St. John's and Patrick St.. In the year 

1902-03 Miss Cronin had classes in Sheestown (30 pupils), Johnswell, Urlingford, Castlecomer, 

Tullaroan, Thomastown, Callan, Technical School and in the Model School for painters and 

decorators. In 1905 a class for printers and one for stonecutters and masons was also held in the 

Technical School. A study of Miss Cronin's schedule for 1906 shows that from Monday-Friday every 

minute from 6-10 p.m. was employed in classes as well as taking pupils at five city schools before 10 

a.m. or after 3 p.m. as was the law at the time. Capt. Cuffe 
In 1904 Captain Cuffe was elected President of the Branch, a position he was to hold until 1912. He 

had first joined in 1900. The Gaelic League in many ways proved to be a turning point in his career 

and it was under its influence that he began the task that was to give fullest expression to his 

boundless energy - that of reviving some of Kilkenny's once famous industries. His íirst project was at 

the site of the former woollen mills at Greenvale which were for sale at the time and available at a fair 

price. He first enlisted the sympathies of the local Gaelic League Branch and then summoned a 

meeting of all interested citizens in the Kilkenny Theatre in July 1904. The project went ahead and 

Kilkenny Woollen Mills were opened on Easter Monday (April 16th) 1906 by the Chief Secretary of 

Ireland, Professor Bryce. 
The minutes of the League meeting held on the following night exulted: "The committee noted with 

great pleasure the prominence given to the Irish Language Revival at the opening of the Kilkenny 

Woollen Mills notably by the Dowager Countess of Desart, Mr. Bryce, and Mr. Stephen Gwynn" and 

it was with the sincerest pleasure that they observed that the Countess in setting the machinery in 

motion did it with the following Irish blessing: "go mbuanniughid Dia gach aoinne agus gach aon rud 

a baineann less an muileann seo" ("May God prosper every person and every thing connected with 

this mill"). 



The Woollen Mills have to-day again relapsed into a derelict state. The beautiful suspension bridge 

crossing the Nore connecting Talbot's Inch and the mill was swept away in the floods of 1947. 

Talbot's Inch was built specially for the operatives of the woollen mill. 
In 1905 a number of young men fresh from the woodworking class of the newly introduced Technical 

School applied to "The Captain" for assistance. He took premises for the Guild in Patrick Street, 

brought over a capable foreman from England and, within a year, had transferred to a more spacious 

building in Talbot's Inch. Beautiful examples of the work produced by the Kilkenny Wood Workers 

can be seen in Rothe House, Aut Even and other places about the City. In 1905 also Ring College, Co. 

Waterford was founded. To reduce the large liabilities of the College Capt. CufFe presented in 1910 a 

beautiful silver shield to be competed for by teams from clubs in Limerick, Cork and Kilkehny. 
In an article in The Irish Independent on the death of Otway Cnffe (January 3rd 1912) the following 

appeared -"Captain Cuffe was not one of those who believed in mere mouth beliefs. When he became 

a Gaelic Leaguer he dressed in Irish Costume - in the knee-breecb.es and shoes with which so many 

Irishmen of the past have dressed. No element of self-consciousness or faddism entered into this 

action of his for of all men Capt. Cuffe had probably the least liMng for the bizarre or the artificial. 

His object in donning Irish clothes and wearing them publicly was no other than give a lesson to the 

people who saw him, on the duty they owed home-made goods". 
If Captain Cuffe can be recognised as the motor driving all these myriad concepts then the liberal and 

enlightened munificence of Ellen, Countess of Desart was surely the lubricant that kept the engine 

purring. The minute books of the Gaelic League for the years 1904-14 are showered with mentions of 

her generosity. Her-yearly subscription rising in that period from £20 to £30, silver watches for Feis 

prize-winners and long-serving Gaelic League members, her purchase of a gramaphone, violin and 

uileann pipes for the League and much more besides. 
Thomas McDonagh 
Thomas McDonagh joined the Gaelic League at the end of 1901 and was co-opted onto the committee 

on April 28th 1902. He refused to let his name go forward for re-election at the A.G.M. of June Ist 

1903 because of a dispute with Aldermen Nolan and McSweeny over their voting for a non-Gaelic 

Leaguer against a member for a job vacancy. During his short association with the organisation he 

made a tremendous impression on all and on his departure the following motion was proposed and 

passed unanimously. 
"That we regret that circumstances unconnected with the Gaelic League compelled Mr. McDonagh to 

refuse re-election on our committee, and in parting with him as one of the secretaries of our branch 

and member of our committee for the past year we desire to leave on record on the minutes of 'this 

branch our opinion of his character and worth as a sterling Irishman devoted heart and soul to the 

loftiest ideals of the Gaelic League, unselfish in his motives, kind, tactful and gentlemanly in his 

action towards all and absolutely fearless in the discharge of the duties which his position as secretary 

or committee-man imposed on him and we assure him that he carries with him in his retirement the 

deep respect and hearty good wishes of every member of this committee". 
McDonagh maintained friendship with the people he had met during his short sojourn in Kilkenny. In 

a letter to Tim Hanrahan of July 8th 1909, enclosed in a letter from Pearse seeking funds for St. 

Enda's School he wrote - "Well, once more I must say I send you this with a perfect confidence of 

mutual understanding - just as I might ask you to go for a walk - you would do so if you at all could, if 

not, not and there's an end - with best wishes to Mrs. OH - Mise do chara i gcomnuidhe. T.McD." 
The Gaelic League and the Theatre 
The League in its early days was allowed to use Kilkenny Theatre so often that cynics at that time 

referred to it as "The Gaelic Theatre". However it wasn't the presentation of a play but its cancellation 

that brought the local branch to prominence. 
Towards the end of 1904 the League branch decided to perform a Nativity play in the Theatre. This 

half-hour production was written by Douglas Hyde and translated by Lady Gregory. It contained a 

series of tableaux of the journey of Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem and the visit of the Maji. Among 

the cast however were two Protestants. All was ready when some days before the performance was to 

be given a letter from the Secretary of a meeting of local priests appeared in the Freeman's Journal 

condemning the play. The following Sunday a letter was read at all masses stating that these 

representations could not take place. The League in its wisdom decided to withdraw the play and 

cancelled its proposed full evening's entertainment. Many years later, on St. Patrick's Day 1920, the 



League was again in trouble locally over its production of a play entitled The Parnellite. Prior to the 

proposed opening night some of the cast were warned by members of the local police that "the play 

could give rise to public disorder" and that they were not to proceed. The order was ignored and 

preparations continued as normal. At about 7 o'clock on St. Patrick's Night a force of military and 

police marched to the theatre in Patrick Street and forcibly entered through the Y.M.C.A. premises 

adjoining. When the members of the Dramatic Class arrived they found the police and military in 

possession and were refused entry to any part of the building. A large crowd of people who had come 

to see the play quickly gathered outside, and they began singing patriotic songs and jeering the police 

which continued for over an hour. 
At about 8.30 the police who were lined up outside suddenly drew their batons and charged the 

crowd, afterwards alleging that they had been provoked. Several people were injured. The police then 

withdrew to their positions and the crowd gathered again singing and jeering. The former became 

very agitated when singing of The Peeler and the Goat was begun. The military loaded their riíles and 

fired three or four warning shots in the air over the heads of the crowd. The throng quickly scattered 

and a number were injured in the rush. After this they dispersed while a reinforced guard kept 

possession of the Theatre for the night. The play was never subsequently presented. 
Open-air pageants depicting Irish historical epics were much favoured locally by Standish O Grady 

and Otway Cuffe. The biggest of these took place in Sheestown on August 15th 1902. The subject 

was the life of Aodh Rua O Sullivan. Over two thousand people attended and were seated on the 

sloping bank of the River Nore to see the performance by a group of actors and musicians from 

Belfast, under the leadership of Francis Biggar. On July 5th 1907 a similar pageant, The Masque 

ofFinn took place by the river at Greenvale in which local artists took the parts. 
The First Museum and the Gaelic League 
On March 2nd 1903, P.M. Egan came before the Gaelic League and told them that a meeting of the 

Antiquarian Society was arranged for the following night. He hoped that an understanding would be 

arrived at between the Society and the League and that the Museum would be handed over to a body 

of twelve trustees - six from each organisation. 
A meeting of the Museum committee was held next day at 12 o'clock to consider the application of 

Mr. T. Hanrahan on behalf of the Gaelic League. The following resolution was proposed by Rev. W. 

Hogg, seconded by E. Smithwick and passed unanimously - 
"That the Museum and its contents be handed over to the Trustees who would take all the future 

responsibilities of paying rent and all other expenses, also caring as far as lies in their power the 

contents of the Museum". 
Other members of the Antiquarian Society present at this meeting included John Willoughby, Richard 

Duggan, J.P., Nicholas Kenny, Thomas Cantwell, E.F. Hewson and A.J. McCreery. 
On March 30th 1903 a motion was proposed by Alderman Nolan and seconded by Mr. McDonagh 

that it be resolved to make an announcement that the League had taken over the Museum. 
On April 20th 1903, correspondence was received from Mr. M. Murphy, Secretary of the Museum 

Society stating that the meeting of March 3rd at which it was decided to transfer the collection to the 

Gaelic League was informal and illegal. It was decided to write an answer adhering to the former 

resolution. Shortly afterwards the contents of the museum were very early one morning boxed, 

transported by horse and dray to the local station and shipped to Dublin. 
Dr. Douglas Hyde described the work of the Gaelic League as "establishing a university for the 

people". According to Professor Moody in The Course oflrish History - "The Gaelic League caught 

hold of the popular imagination". It showed great potential as an adult education cum entertainment 

movement with its language, history and dancing classes; its drama groups, its local Feiseanna, 

Annual Oireachtas and Ard-Fheis. The League became much more than a mere language or literary 

organisation. It propagated national self-reliance and self-respect. The Gaelic League in fact became a 

well organized, nation-wide pressure group and could claim among its achievements that it gave 

Irish a prominent place in every branch of education, closed the pubs on St. Patrick's Day, turned 

that day into a national holiday and promoted native industry by helping organise industrial 

parades. 
"It remained unchallenged as a provider of entertainment, especially of Irish music and dancing 

in those days when cinema, radio, television were as yet unknown. It was probably fair to say that 



the League generated a Social Revolution in the superficial sense that for perhaps two decades it 

induced large numbers of young adults (perhaps at times as many as 75,000) to spend some of 

their leisure time in a new way". 
Notes 
1. I would like to thank Mr. Dan Dowling for the information relating to Irish language survivals in south Co. Kilkenny. 
I would also like to thank Mr. Peter Farrelly for information relating to The Gaelic League and Theatre in Kilkenny. 


