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I became conscious I had a country long before I had reached
ten years of age and that our country was held in subjection

by England by force of arms.   
- Art O’Donnell

The Making of a Rebel

Art O’Donnell was born in Tullycrine in West Clare on 21st September 
1890 and was one of fifteen children born to Simon and Mary O’Don-
nell.  He was born into a family with strong nationalist connections and 
his father was a member of the IRB.  However, it was through his mother 
that a young Art learned the history that was to influence his revolutionary 
activities.  Mary had a strong nationalist pedigree; she was the daughter of 
Conor McDermott, the renowned Cooraclare schoolteacher.  She was also 
an aunt of Con Colbert one of the executed leaders of the 1916 Rising.  

Art was influenced by his older brother Simon, a member of the IRB 
and later an organiser in the Kilrush area. He was part of a prominent 
group that included Cathal Brugha, Arthur Griffith and Sean McDermott.  
Simon emigrated to Canada in 1912 but stayed in contact with Sean Mc-
Dermott until his execution in 1916. 

Art himself was sworn into the IRB by Con Colbert who was a regular 
visitor to the O’Donnell house in Tullycrine. However, Art’s studies kept 
him busy and he had little time for IRB activities until he attended St Pat-
rick’s Teacher Training College in Drumcondra where he attended meet-
ings and became part of an IRB circle.



Once qualified, Art was appointed as teacher at Low Island National 
School situated in the Shannon Estuary and part of Kildysart Parish. In 
July 1914, whilst in Low Island, Hugh heard news of the successful landing 
of guns at Howth and the subsequent shooting of civilians by British sol-
diers at Bachelors Walk in Dublin. He knew then that plans for a rebellion 
were progressing. 

One of his first acts of rebellion was to bring anti-enlistment leaflets to 
Clare in 1914: 

I had the pleasure of distributing a number of these leaflets at a 
Killadysert sports’ meeting, at dances, football matches and
wherever a crowd was gathered for any purpose whatever.

 

The Volunteer
Art was implacable in his opposition to John Redmond’s call that the 

Volunteers enlist in the British Army and fight in defence of Belgium and 
he and others in the Kildysart area spread anti-enlistment propaganda lo-
cally and formed a small local IRB circle. In August 1914, the volunteer 
movement split with the majority siding with John Redmond and his call 
to fight in the forthcoming war on Britain’s side. Around 10,000 volun-
teers including Art sided with Eoin MacNeill and Pádraig Pearse to form 
the Irish Volunteers. 

Art believed that the rebellion was now at hand and he resigned his 
teaching post to work as full-time recruiter and organiser for the Irish Vol-
unteers. He built support by running dances and social events and link-
ing up with other groups around Clare.  Through Cranny man Peadar 
Clancy, the Tullycrine Volunteer group affiliated at headquarters in Dub-
lin.  Around this time, he also met his cousin Con Colbert at his home in 
Athea, Co Limerick and in Tullycrine and learned more about the plans for 
the coming rebellion.

That evening in conversation with him I was firmly convinced that the 
day was approaching rapidly when an Irish Army would again measure its 
strength with the English enemy.1



A Clare County Board of the Irish Volunteers was formed early in 1916 
and at a meeting in Ennis, their chairman Father Culligan of Carrigaholt 
laid down a marker.   ‘If you have not a rifle get a shotgun,’ he said, ‘and 
failing a shotgun get a revolver, pike, pitchfork or any weapon useful in 
defence’.   It was becoming ever clearer that the time for action was close.

Easter 1916 

Although the events of Easter 1916 were largely confined to Dublin that 
had not been the original plan.   Art became caught up in the confusion 
surrounding the order and countermanding orders of rebellion.  On Holy 
Thursday, Art was in Carrigaholt on military orders from Limerick head-
quarters which oversaw Clare.  There he was told about ‘a strange craft or 
ship off the Shannon Estuary for some two or three days and it appeared 
as if it had been waiting on something or another’.  On Holy Saturday, 
he was travelling to Limerick when he met Paddy Brennan, one of the 
Brennan brothers of East Clare, who told him with great urgency that the 
Rising was planned for the following day, Easter Sunday. 

In Limerick he met Paddy’s brother, Michael and they went to Fianna 
Hall, the Volunteer headquarters in Limerick.  There, they heard the awful 
news of Roger Casement’s capture and the death of two Volunteers sent to 
Kerry to collect the arms and ammunition, and the loss of those arms. This 
news dealt a blow to the plans for a Rising and O’Donnell and Brennan 
waited for orders on how to proceed.  Commandant Colivet of the Limer-
ick Volunteers made the decision to call off operations but stay mobilized.  
With little time to spare before the departure of the last train to Ennis, 
they were sent to relay the order.  

In Ennis, O’Donnell and Brennan went their separate ways on bicy-
cles with Brennan heading to Crusheen and O’Donnell heading for West 
Clare.  Their paths would cross many more times in the years of conflict 
that followed.  

Art spent Easter Sunday, 23 April, in Carrigaholt where he attended 
mass and carried out manouveres with the local Volunteers and on the 
Monday travelled to Kilrush where the RIC kept ‘at my heels’.  Art had no 



news of events in Dublin until Tuesday and expected an order from Lim-
erick to mobilise but it never came.  On Saturday 29 April, he travelled to 
Kilrush where he received a ‘fairly hostile reception’ from some who knew 
of his role in the Volunteers. He was arrested in Frances Street and taken to 
the barracks and from there sent to Ennis and onwards to Limerick Gaol.  
This was a time of mass arrests all over the country and the jails were filled 
with those the RIC thought had any involvement in the nationalist move-
ment.  Art was held in Limerick until the 9th May when he was sent by 
train with Volunteers from all over the south-west to Richmond Barracks 
in Dublin.  The prisoners had no access to newspapers and had no knowl-
edge of what was happening around the country.  On the train Art got a 
glimpse of a newspaper where he saw a report of the executions in Dublin 
of the leaders of the Rising including his cousin and friend Con Colbert.  

This began the first of Art’s prison journeys of which he would make 
many over the coming years.  This one took him to Frongoch prison camp 
in north Wales via Richmond Barracks in Dublin and Lewes detention 
camp in Sussex.  In his Military Archives Witness Statement, Art remem-
bers being brought before a tribunal in London where he was questioned 
about his membership of the Volunteers and his role in the rebellion.  
With regard to the Easter Rising, Art truthfully answered that he had not 
taken part but was mobilised and ready for action and would have partic-
ipated if he could.  A manuscript Art wrote in Frongoch has survived and 
was donated to Clare County Archives by Art’s son, Hugh. The digitized 
manuscript can be viewed on Clare County Library’s website.  The man-
uscript contains personal notes including the lyrics of nationalist songs, 
notes from Irish lessons and some names and addresses.   He was released 
from Frongoch in July 1916 and returned home.

 



Page from Art O’Donnell manuscript written in Frongoch



Art wasted no time in getting in touch with fellow Volunteers on his 
return and met with local leaders in Kilrush in early August.  They decided 
to continue organizing and training. Art noted that the people were much 
friendlier to the Volunteers than they had been at the time of the Rising.  
The death of the 1916 leaders had caused a sea change in attitude towards 
the rebels.  

Meantime World War One raged on and in 1917, Willie Redmond, MP 
for East Clare, was killed in battle which precipitated a by-election in the 
constituency.  Sinn Féin and the Volunteer movement held a contentious 
meeting at the Old Ground Hotel in Ennis which Art attended and where 
Eamon De Valera was eventually selected as a candidate.  He became in-
volved in the campaign and tells of the ‘extreme speeches’ given by both 
sides and the violent attacks by the ‘separation women’ and other relatives 
of soldiers serving in France.  The election was held on 11 July and Art was 
in charge of the Volunteers in Ennis that night. He ensured that Volun-
teers stood guard outside the Courthouse to prevent any interference with 
votes cast. The result was a clear win for Eamon De Valera who beat the 
Irish Parliamentary Party candidate, Patrick Lynch.

After the election, the Volunteers openly drilled and paraded and an-
other round of arrests began which included the Brennan brothers and Art 
O’Donnell.  This time Art was sent to the Military Detention Barracks in 
Cork where he was held with Austin Stack and Fionán Lynch, among oth-
ers.  The trial took place at the Military Barracks in Cork and the prisoners 
all refused to recognize the court martial.  Art was sentenced to two years 
hard-labour and sent to Mountjoy to serve his time in solitary confine-
ment.  In Mountjoy he was reunited with comrades from Clare including 
the Brennan brothers and Peadar O’Loughlin.  The prisoners demanded 
prisoner of war status and on 20 September went on hunger strike.   The 
authorities retaliated by taking away their bedding and shoes and smash-
ing the windows of their cells, leaving them in dire conditions.

They also began the process of force-feeding the hunger strikers includ-
ing Art who describes one such experience.

I was taken to be forcibly fed on this Tuesday morning. A new doctor 
named Dr. Lowe was in the cell where the food was forcibly administered 



and he proceeded to insert the tube, which I thought hurt more than 
usual, and on the first stroke of the pump I coughed violently. Dr. Lowe 
withdrew the tube, re-inserted it after the fit of coughing had ceased and 
then completed the operation. I was on the ground floor and after I was 
taken back to the cell. I saw Tom Ashe going to be forcibly fed.

The same doctor then attempted to feed Thomas Ashe but the proce-
dure failed and Ashe suffered serious injury.  He was taken to the Mater 
Hospital and died shortly afterwards of the injuries.  The inhumane treat-
ment of the men was condemned and the public outcry resulted in their 
being given political status.  Art remembers watching glimpses of Ashe’s 
funeral from his prison window as it made its way to the Republican Plot 
in Glasnevin Cemetery.  After this tragic incident, conditions in the prison 
improved and the men were allowed to mix freely and hold classes and 
concerts.  

The men, including Art, were transferred to Dundalk prison where 
the political status agreed in Mountjoy was withdrawn.  Austin Stack in-
formed the governor that the men were going on hunger strike and after a 
few days, the men were released under a ‘cat and mouse’ agreement where 
they were given a written order to return to prison by a certain date.  Art 
went back to Clare where he enthusiastically took up recruiting and drill-
ing and all over the county Volunteer groups increased in number as if in 
expectation of a new rebellion.

Art had now outstayed his ticket of release and in September 1918 was 
arrested and sent back to prison, this time to Belfast Gaol.  There he was 
part of a group of 160 men who were held on the top floor of the prison 
overlooking Crumlin Road.  After lockdown the men held concerts which 
unfortunately attracted the attention of unfriendly locals who gathered 
outside and sang anti-Irish songs such as Dolly Brae.  This resulted in the 
men being forcibly moved to cells on the ground floor.  The prisoners 
protested by smashing up the cells and were then handcuffed for a number 
of days before one of them managed to grab a bunch of keys and release 
themselves. This resulted in their being put on bread and water for seven 
days.  In time, the prison settled down and the men held concerts, Irish 
classes and physical training.  They held debates and mock court cases and 
even had their own newspaper, The Jail Bird’s Journal. One copy would 





be produced which the editor would read to the men whilst standing on 
a chair.  

At the end of 1918, World War One drew to a close but the returning 
soldiers brought back the deadly Spanish flu epidemic which in time found 
its way to the jail and Art was among the many who took ill.  He was left 
in his cell for a week before being transferred to the prison hospital with 
pneumonia and was treated until his condition improved.  On Christmas 
Eve 1918, Art and Michael Brennan were released together from Belfast 
Gaol and decided to spend Christmas in the city.  The boys enjoyed their 
freedom having Christmas dinner on the Ormeau Road and attending a 
Gaelic League ‘hooley’ on St Stephen’s night.  They returned to the gaol 
to see Ernest Blythe and Joe McMahon from Clare.  They were told that 
matters had deteriorated in the prison and the men were preparing for a 
siege.  They were also told that the military were waiting for orders from 
Dublin Castle to fire on the prisoners.

Art O’Donnell and Michael Brennan left Belfast on the 28 December 
and made their way to the Sinn Féin offices in Dublin where they relayed 
details of what was happening in Belfast and the need for urgent action.  
The Lord Mayor of Dublin intervened in the dispute and an uneasy peace 
was restored in Belfast Gaol. 

Art was once again heading back to Clare but not before he and Mi-
chael Brennan met with General Richard Mulcahy to discuss the divisional 
structure of the Volunteers.  This gives an indication of the standing of 
both men within the organization. Clare was divided into three Brigades 
– East, West and Mid. Once back in Clare, Art attended elections for 
the West Clare Brigade at the Workmen’s Club in Kilrush where he was 
elected Commandant, the elections were overseen by Mulcahy.  This po-
sition put him in charge of 5 battalions around West Clare with Michael 
Brennan taking command in East Clare and Frank Barrett in Mid Clare.  
Preparations were now being made for a very different war to that of the 
1916 rebellion.

January 1919 was a period of great significance in the movement for an 
independent Ireland. Sinn Féin had won a landslide in the 1918 general 
election replacing the Irish Parliamentary Party as the largest party in the 



country. They set about creating the Independent Irish Republic promised 
in their manifesto by refusing to send their MPs to the House of Com-
mons and instead setting up the first Dáil at the Mansion House in Dublin 
on 21st January 1919.  However, the British were still in control of the 
police force, the RIC.  That date also saw the beginning of the guerilla war 
when a group of Volunteers led by Dan Breen and Sean Treacy ambushed 
RIC officers escorting a consignment of gelignite at Soloheadbeg, Co Tip-
perary.  Two RIC officers were shot dead in the attack.  This is regarded as 
the first action of the War of Independence.

In West Clare, Art was busy reorganizing the battalions, improving 
communications throughout the county and establishing safe routes across 
the Shannon from Kildysart and Labasheeda quays.  In March 1919, Ernie 
O’Malley an organiser from Dublin arrived in Clare and stayed for a time 
at O’Donnell’s house in Tullycrine.  Whilst there, he trained with the Vol-
unteers and put them on a war footing telling them that the conflict was 
escalating and to get hold of whatever arms they could.  Both Art and Er-
nie O’Malley later wrote about an escapade during his stay that had serious 
consequences for Art.  On Palm Sunday, 13 April  they both attended mass 
at Knockerra church and were made aware that there were armed RIC 
men present in the church.  Ernie O’Malley hit upon the idea to take the 
rifles from the officers which failed and resulted in a gun battle between 
O’Malley and a police sergeant.  Although Art had taken no part in the 
attack on the instructions of O’Malley, he was arrested with a number of 
other local men and sentenced to two years hard labour.  However, after 
examination by the prison doctor in Cork, Art was released on the grounds 
of ill health and made his way back to Clare.  

On his return, he found that a number of local disputes were taking 
place between Volunteers and civilians which bore no relation to the con-
flict with the British but were agrarian based and sometimes grudge relat-
ed.  As local Commandant, it was Art’s responsibility to deal with these 
problems but first he travelled to Dublin where he met General Mulcahy 
and the Minister for Defence, Cathal Brugha.  To resolve the problems 
Art, who as well as being Commandant of the local Volunteers was Sec-
retary of the West Clare Sinn Féin branch, set up Sinn Féin courts in the 
district. 





In early February 1920, Art was drawn into a dispute in Carrigaholt 
where two businesses that had been supportive of the local IRA were be-
ing boycotted because they served police which they were obliged to do 
under the licensing laws.  As Commandant of the West Clare Volunteers, 
he ordered an end to the boycott but this caused anger at local level and 
a letter demanding Art be court-martialed was sent to headquarters.  Art 
was duly summoned to Dublin where he was brought before a general 
who he noted ‘appeared to have made up his mind on the whole question 
and stated that I must resign’.  Art accepted his punishment and agreed to 
resign but before he left Dublin he was asked by General Mulcahy to join 
the Dublin Brigade, an indication of the high esteem in which he was held 
by the leadership. Art said he would rather stay with his own men in West 
Clare even in the rank of private. He returned home with Peadar Clancy 
who had been on hunger-strike in Mountjoy before release and who would 
be killed by British forces whilst in custody the following November.  Art 
did not return to Clare empty-handed but carried a bag of revolvers and 
ammunition.  He was still a prominent member of the local IRA Volun-
teer unit and took active command of operations in his own area.  This 
included the setting up and training of a ‘mobile unit’ to carry out attacks 
on British military and RIC targets. 

Sinn Féin was now in charge of local councils and Michael Brennan 
was chairman of Clare County Council. Art was made paymaster with 
responsibility for receiving money collected from the rates and distributing 
it to assigned local trustees. He was also responsible for payment of wages 
to staff who came under the local authority remit.  This was a job of some 
responsibility and one which he carried out between August and Novem-
ber 1920 when he was arrested.  Art estimated that in that time he had 
received and dispersed monies in excess of £100,000.  

Art was arrested again the day after Bloody Sunday (21st November 
1921) and taken to Ennis barracks where the British military, including 
the Black and Tans, were quartered.  In the course of his stay he heard pris-
oners being beaten.  He was then transferred to Limerick and from there to 
Cork where the city was still smouldering from the burning by the Black 
and Tans a few days earlier.  After a short time, Art and the other prisoners 
were brought by boat to Belfast.  During the trip, they were held in the 



hull in terrible conditions and given very little food.  Once in Belfast he 
was interned with many others in Ballykinlar camp outside the city.   The 
internees at the camp included many who would rise to positions of power 
and prominence in the political sphere in Ireland in the coming years in-
cluding the future Taoiseach Sean Lemass. Whilst at Ballykinlar, Art spent 
time in the camp hospital with suspected tuberculosis. 

Although conditions were poor and they were held behind barbed wire, 
the men created their own world setting up committees and sub-commit-
tees to run the camp.  They held classes, played Gaelic games and even 
edited a newspaper called Na Bas Leis which they produced using a smug-
gled typewriter and duplicator.  However, despite the world they created, 
the men were prisoners and during his stay there, life was difficult and Art 
witnessed the shooting dead of three prisoners by soldiers. 

Release came quick on the heels of the signing of the Treaty and on the 
7th December 1921, the men were released from Ballykinlar and Art’s 
time in prison was finally over.   He had been an active member of the 
IRB from an early age and had organised, recruited and trained volunteers 
throughout West Clare from 1916 onwards and taken part in attacks. He 
acted as Commandant of the West Clare companies and been paymaster 
for the rebel Clare County Council.  He had endured imprisonment, hun-
ger strikes and force feeding and each time he was released he had returned 
to Clare to continue the fight for freedom.

Later Life
Art did not take active part in the Civil War that broke out after the 

signing of the Treaty although his affiliation was with the Republican side 
and his son Hugh tells of his lifelong admiration for Eamon DeValera 
who had visited the O’Donnell house in Tullycrine.  He feels that Art 
was disappointed that the Republic that had been set up had not been 
maintained. His health deteriorated after the War of Independence and 
he spent a long time in the Fever Hospital in Ennis; his years of imprison-
ment and hardship no doubt contributed to his condition.

Although Art was a qualified teacher, he was unable to obtain a post 
after the Civil War possibly due to his Republican affiliations and instead 



worked for Clare County Council. He married and raised a family in 
Steele’s Terrace in Ennis and was very much a family man who was deeply 
religious and attended mass every morning.  

The GAA was another of his passions and every year from 1912 until 
his death in 1973 he attended the All-Ireland finals except during the war 
years when he was otherwise engaged. He also had a great interest in ar-
chaeology and enjoyed travels with his son and grandchildren to various 
sites.  Art died at his son Hugh’s home in Shannon in 1973 after a short 
illness.   

Art was a quiet idealist involved in the struggle for independence from 
the beginning who made great sacrifices but who never wavered in his 
efforts. He was not happy with the outcome of the struggle and felt that 
the Republic should have been upheld. He did not apply for a military 
pension although he would certainly have been entitled to one. He insisted 
that when the time came there would be no military funeral or flag on his 
coffin as his son Hugh notes, ‘much in the vein of Robert Emmet’.

When my country takes her place among the nations of the earth, then 
and not till then, let my epitaph be written. I have done.

   Robert Emmet
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