
 

Kilkenny Feis 1916 

 

In October 1915 there was a dispute in the local Gaelic League branch over the 
decision not to hold the annual Feis earlier that year. Lady Desart who had been chairman 
defended the decision: “When your country is undergoing the most desperate fighting for 
its very existence, you could not go and arrange the Feis for amusement and pleasure.” The 
result of the dispute was that Lady Desart resigned as chairman, further indication of the 
politicising of the organisation.

i
 

In the following year, despite the upheavals consequent on the Easter Rising in Dublin, it 
was decided to go ahead with the Feis on June 29

th
. The Kilkenny People reported: 

 
“ From any and every viewpoint, and considering the existing circumstances, Thursday’s function 
was a great success and the Feis committee are deserving of warmest congratulations on the 
fruition of their labours.The time at their disposal was indeed brief and the obstacles that faced 
them many and difficult but they setthemselves to the work with will, and it is a tribute to their 
organising ability that the arrangements throughout the day worked without a hitch. That the 
general public appreciated they're endeavours was amply  manifest in the large and enthusiastic 
crowds which made St James's Park their objective on Thursday. From the point of view of entries 
this year's function constituted a record. It was only a few weeks ago that it was finally decided to 
hold the Feis, but immediately the decision was arrived at entries bordering on the four figures were 

received.
ii”  

There had indeed been difficulties for the Gaelic League in the aftermath of the Easter 

Rising. Although the Gaelic League had no part in the organising of the rising, it was highly 

suspect as far as the Government was concerned. Six of the seven signatories of the 

Proclamation had  been members, as well as many officers and rank and file volunteers. 

Locally several of the men interned after the rising were members. 

The chairman of the Comhairle Ceanntair, Fr. Michael Gibbons spoke in Irish and in 

English. In the course of his speech he said: 

 
There is just one point I would like to draw attention to today and it is this: the Gaelic 
league is doing its honest best to revive every Irish ideal which an Irishman should 
strive after. The result is that our enemies come along and tell you that the Gaelic 
league is composed of political sore heads - people who are dabbling in politics and 
making the Gaelic League a means to an end. I publicly raise my voice against that 
here today. The Gaelic League stands out for Irish nationality and any man or any 
woman no matter what their political or religious Creed may be, provided only that they 
love their country, is free to come and stand up on its platform and do their little  part in 
the work of regeneration we have put this Feis on the board today to remind you that 
we have a country and to remind you that, after love of God, the love of your country 
takes second place and a good second. We have organised this Feis to remind you 
that patriotism is a virtue - a high and exalted virtue -a virtue of which anyone, no 

matter how high or low they may be, will feel proud. iii 
 
The main speaker on the day was Fr. William Hackett SJ, a native of the city who was 

teaching in the Crescent College in Limerick. Although not a member of any of the 

revolutionary organisations, he was a well-known nationalist, had had an article entitled What 

Freedom Means suppressed by the censor, and had spoken on the same platform as Patrick 

Pearse in Limerick in the previous February.
iv

 Nevertheless, Fr. Hackett confined himself to 

urging the principles of the Gaelic League on his audience. 

 



There is just one point I would like to draw attention to today and it is this: the Gaelic 
league is doing its honest best to revive every Irish ideal which an Irishman should 
strive after. The result is that our enemies come along and tell you that the Gaelic 
league is composed of political sore heads - people who are dabbling in politics and 
making the Gaelic League a means to an end. I publicly raise my voice against that 
here today. The Gaelic League stands out for Irish nationality and any man or any 
woman no matter what their political or religious Creed may be, provided only that they 
love their country, is free to come and stand up on its platform and do their little  part in 
the work of regeneration we have put this Feis on the board today to remind you that 
we have a country and to remind you that, after love of God, the love of your country 
takes second place and a good second. We have organised this Feis to remind you 
that patriotism is a virtue - a high and exalted virtue -a virtue of which anyone, no 
matter how high or low they may be,  will feel proud  
 

In returning thanks to the speaker, E.T. Keane, editor of the Kilkenny People was 

circumspect, but, in a veiled reference to the events of the preceding April and May, said: 

 
There is one thing which I think I am legitimately entitled to say today, and I think also 
it is but fitting that it should be said, and that is that the Gaelic League in the past 
couple of months has lost some of its greatest and most intellectual members. They 
were the men who watched over its cradle, who watched it grow in strength and 
beauty and grace, but who have not lived to witness its final triumph. They are gone 
from amongst us, but their memories will never be forgotten. Nobly they lived, and 
bravely they died, and the only thing I will ask you here today to do is this. I think no 
rules will prohibit this. I ask you to send up a prayer from your heartsto heaven that the 
God of Our Fathers who has watched over the destinies of this our beloved country 
through the ages may grant to their souls eternal rest and happiness.  

 

One of the highlights of the day was a hurling match between Leix, the reigning All-

Ireland champions and Kilkenny. The weather was so bad that it was decided to play a mere 

twenty minutes in each half.  Leix scored one goal and two points, and Kilkenny scored three 

points. 

The Kilkenny People report was careful to refer throughout to Leix, not Queen’s 

County. 
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