
BEATRICE HARE O’BRIEN (1870 - 1960)

PORTRAIT BY MARIE CONNOLE
Smoke is a central theme in Beatrice O’Brien’s portrait. Wafting through the smoke are rare moths 
escaping her burning home, Roslevan House, Ennis. 

BORN: Kent, England   DIED: Somerset, England

POSITION: Aristocrat residing at Roslevan House, Ennis



Similarly, much was made of Edward O’Brien’s claim 
for clothing and shoes, including silk pyjamas. The 
Commissioner said of Edward’s application that ‘it was no 
part of his [The Commissioner’s] duty to deck a man out in 
silk and satin and velvet’. The court accounts display tones 
of both incredulity and ridicule towards the O’Brien’s 
privileged lifestyle. In the end the O’Brien’s original claim 
was reduced.

The sweeping changes occurring in Ireland during this 
decade, and the dramatic events mentioned above, must 
surely have contributed to the O’Brien’s decision to leave 
Ireland and move to England. They settled in Oakhill 
House, Somerset.

BIO: Lady Beatrice Hare O’Brien was well connected. 
Her father was the 3rd Earl of Listowel and she was 
married to Hon. Edward O’Brien, Lieutenant in the Royal 
Artillery and Justice of the Peace for County Clare, 
with whom she had two children. Beatrice’s brother-in-
law was Lord Inchiquin O’Brien of Dromoland and her 
sister-in-law, also Beatrice O’Brien, was married to the 
renowned Italian inventor, Guglielmo Marconi.

The O’Brien family and friends regularly went on hunting 
trips. On one such excursion they were involved in an 
ambush at Sessiaghmore, Carron. Beatrice’s hunting 
party consisted of two cars and included Ennistymon 
Landlord HV McNamara and several British Officers. The 
Volunteers learned of the trip beforehand and placed a 
barricade at the crossroads. At 9am in early December 
1919 the two cars were forced to stop at the barricade. 

The Volunteers approached the hunting party and asked 
them to surrender. Gunfire was exchanged and all the 
hunting party, including 49 year-old Beatrice, fired back. 
She was described as ‘a dangerous combatant’. After 15 
minutes, Beatrice’s group escaped to a nearby house. 
Every member of her party, and some of the Volunteers, 
received wounds but none were fatal. 

This was not the only dramatic event that faced the 
O’Brien’s. In 1909 the O’Brien’s purchased and renovated 
Roslevan House in Ennis. During the Revolutionary Years 
their home became a target. In June 1921 a group of 
Volunteers arrived at the O’Brien residence during a 
tennis match. 

Martial Law had been declared by the British government 
to quell the rebellion, meaning that bicycles and cars 
could only be used by military or those with a permit. 
This limited the movements of many people. In reprisal 
the Volunteers decided to surround Roslevan House 
and demand the car of one of the guest’s at gunpoint. 
A newspaper reports states the owner, Mr W.H. Ball, 
put up both hands but the gun went off and shot him in 
the hand and grazed his head. The leader of the group 
apologized, saying they ‘had not come for that’ and were 
sorry for his injury. 

A year later, in July 1922, Roslevan House was maliciously 
burned. The destruction of country houses in Ireland was 
a phenomenon of those years and at least 275 country 
houses were  deliberately burned down, blown up, or 
otherwise destroyed. Lady Beatrice and her husband 
sought compensation in the courts of  £18,505 for the 
house and its contents. A decree was given for £7,454. 
The State appealed the amount previously awarded in 
favour of the O’Brien’s for the house and contents, but 
did not appeal the £240 awarded for the garden and 
crops. 

Among the items claimed for were a collection of moths 
that Edward had gathered over 40 years, 27 jigsaw 
puzzles, Beatrice’s furs, 12 overcoats (some lined with 
camel hair), 14 evening dresses and 83 pairs of stockings. 
During the court case Mr Healy, counsel for the state, 
cross-examined Beatrice about the cost of her dresses 
and asked ‘Would you agree with me that once a lady 
is seen in an evening dress by her intimates the value of 
that particular evening dress is practically nil’. Counsellor 
Mr Phelps K.C. rejected this by saying ‘that only applies 
to government circles’. This was met with laughter. Mr 
Healy then responded that ‘Lady O’Brien says it applies 
in her social circle’. 

IRREPRESSIBLE WOMEN, A REFLECTIVE  
AND NON-PARTISAN ART PROJECT 

‘Irrepressible Women of Clare’ are portraits exploring 
the perspectives of five women who lived during 
Ireland’s Revolutionary Years (1913-1923). Artist Marie 
Connole worked with historian Brian Spring, military 
archives, newspaper reports, books and where 
possible, relatives of the women. 

The project is accompanied by the online video 
‘Irrepressible Women of Clare’.

Commissioned in 2021 for the Decade of Centenaries 
Arts Projects by Clare County Council with the 
support of the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, 
Gaeltacht, Sport and Media under the Community 
Strand of the Decade of Centenaries Programme.

For more about the project visit:  
www.marieconnole.com

ARTIST 
Marie Connole is an award-winning Artist and Teacher 
whose research-based art explores folklore, history and 
storytelling. She has exhibited at the Irish Arts Center New 
York, NUI Galway, Trinity College Dublin, Eva International 
Limerick and Tulca. 

FURTHER READING/VIEWING:
‘Irrepressible Women of Clare’, Video available on 
YouTube and www.marieconnole.com

O’Malley, Ernie, Edited by Ó Ruairc, Pádraig Óg, ‘The Men 
Will Talk To Me’, Mercier Press, Cork, 2016 
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