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‘It was the Presentation nuns who made a rebel of me’:
women religious and Ireland’s Revolutionary Era
Sophie Cooper

School of Arts, English and Languages, Queen’s University Belfast, Belfast, UK

ABSTRACT
This article explores the interconnections between female religious
orders and nationalist activity of the Irish Revolutionary Era (1912–
23) arguing that they played important roles in the Revolutionary
Era both in facilitating engagement with nationalist ideas and in
supporting revolutionary activity itself. Female members of
religious communities are simultaneously visible and invisible
within the historical record of the revolution. In this article,
Bureau of Military History witness statements are used to
consider the myriad connections between republican activities
and female religious orders, both explicit and unconscious. It
does not seek to make pronouncements on the views and actions
of women religious generally. Instead, it highlights examples to
prompt further investigation into the intersections of nationalist
activity and female Catholic religious orders during the founding
and early years of the Irish Free State. This article begins the
process of adding women religious into the study of Ireland’s
Revolutionary Era. In doing so, it presents an original perspective
to the study of women and the Catholic Church during the Irish
Revolution.

Introduction

‘Sister Beatrice was an out and out Sinn Feiner’.1 John McCarthy of the East Limerick
Flying Column made this declaration after his unit stored highly sensitive material in
North Cork’s Drishane Convent during the Ireland’s War of Independence from
Britain (1919–21). Sister Beatrice’s alleged political allegiances and involvement in the
story of the War of Independence is one of many instances where some members of
female religious orders used their particular position in Irish society to contribute to
the founding of the Free State. As Linda Connolly and Anne Dolan have effectively
argued, certain participants and certain activities have dominated the story of the Irish
Revolution.2 Despite the dominance of male actors and militant activities, women
played important and diverse roles in the Revolutionary Era (commonly understood
as 1912–1923). They identified their fathers, brothers, and sons’ bodies; they fought,
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spied, and couriered letters and weapons; and they inspired, taught, and nursed. Women
were participants in, and victims of, the Irish Revolution. Women who took religious
vows before, during or in the aftermath of the Irish War of Independence and Civil
War (1922–23) were not exempt from these roles, even if their work and influence in
the Revolutionary Era have not been included in the existing historiographies of the
Irish Revolution, religious orders, or the Catholic Church. For the first time, this
article begins the work of bringing these siloed historiographies together.

The role of women as revolutionaries, fighters, and victims of Ireland’s Revolutionary
Era, particularly between 1916 and 1923, has received increased scholarly attention in
recent years, building on the work of Margaret Ward and Louise Ryan.3 In traditional
histories of Irish women in the Revolutionary Era, women have been consistently por-
trayed as passive, or at the least there has been a continuation of ‘an artificial distinction
between man the leader and woman the auxiliary’.4 Gráinne O’Flynn highlights the
process of removing women, including women religious, from the ‘nationalist/liberation
cause’ narrative in the aftermath of conflict. Religious leaders and the new political elite
went to great lengths to encourage a ‘return to innocence [as] the best way to erase it
[women’s activities] from popular consciousness.’5 The work of Margaret Ward,
Louise Ryan, Mary McAuliffe, and Mary Peckham Magray, among others, have sought
to redress this image.6 Historiography placing the Irish Revolution within the wider
context of the First World War, particularly work by Fionnuala Walsh and Niamh Gal-
lagher, has expanded our understanding of Irish female activism within the public
sphere.7 Despite their important work, the overlaps between networks of women reli-
gious and revolutionary women remain unexplored. The reasons for this are unclear
but reflect a wider separation of the history of education and of religious orders from
national histories.

These women were there though. Women who joined religious orders before, during,
or after the Revolutionary Era were not removed from their familial and kinship net-
works. While many may have chosen a life of enclosure, or at least life with different
social expectations than marriage and children, they belonged to families, friendship
circles, and schools. Mary McAuliffe and Liz Gillis note the importance of familial and
kinship connections among revolutionaries, men and women. ‘It was not unusual for
groups of sisters to become politicised, usually once the eldest got involved the
younger siblings followed suit’, while ‘having brothers or male relatives involved eased
the way for many of these women into revolutionary politics’.8 Roy Foster has similarly
documented the familial and friendship networks which contributed to the creation of a
‘revolutionary generation’, particularly in the middle-class circles of Dublin.9 It was not
just within middle class groups though. Pivotal events in the early 1910s, such as the
Dublin Lockout in 1913, brought together women involved in anti-colonial, trade
union, and socialist activism.10 A woman’s choice to join a religious order did not auto-
matically preclude her from either participating in the action or make her forget her
familial and kinship networks and ideological priorities, though they may have
become more limited.

Letters and work in the community helped women religious to retain a sense of limin-
ality, crossing between enclosed and religious spaces into the trauma and violence of Irish
society in the years between the Easter Rising in 1916 and the end of the Civil War.
Family connections were ongoing and influential. This article was partly inspired by a
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paper given to the Historians of Women Religious in Britain and Ireland (H-WRBI) con-
ference in 2018. Sister Alberta Nic Mhaolalaidh, a Dominican Sister based in Galway,
spoke about Mother Brendan Heuston, sister of Sean Heuston who was executed in
1916 as a leader of the Easter Rising. Sister Alberta noted that though Sister Brendan
was not active in the Easter Rising, by moving from Dublin to Galway on her own she
could be seen as a woman with agency.11 Heuston was not the only Easter Rising
leader to have a sister in a religious order. Michael Collins’ sister Helena became a
Sister of Mercy, leaving the family home in 1901.12 Sister Mary Celestine, as Helena or
‘Lena’ was now known, continued corresponding with her brother until at least March
1921.13 Thomas MacDonagh’s sister Mary, Sister Francesca, was a member of the Irish
Sisters of Charity in Dublin. She rushed to her brother’s side before his execution to
give him her rosary. Later Sister Francesca helped her brother Joe escape Dublin after
Bloody Sunday in 1920.14 Michael Mallin’s children followed the request made before
his execution in 1916 and a son and daughter joined religious orders.15 James
McGuill, Commandant IV, Dundalk and later a member of the Irish Republican Broth-
erhood (IRB) in Louth, had two sisters-in-law who were members of religious orders and
who frequently corresponded with him.16 Acknowledgement of the connections between
republicans and their brothers in religious orders can be found in the historiography,
while their religious sisters have been ignored. These connections did not end on enter-
ing the convent. They were ongoing and could be utilised, or even weaponised, when
required.

Similarly, the importance of the Catholic Church in shaping the social, cultural, and
political futures of an imagined Irish republic, and the real Irish Free State, has remained
largely a male affair.17 Within the scholarship on the Catholic Church and Irish Revolu-
tion, M. P. McCabe provides a rare nod to the involvement of republican-minded female
religious in his consideration of Vatican envoy Monsignor Salvatore Luzio’s interactions
with Mother Stanislaus of the Loreto Convent in Dublin and Sister Mary O’Daly during
his visit to Ireland in 1923.18 Luzio’s interest in the view of female religious may have
been practical: Irish bishops boycotted the papal envoy due to fears within the newly
formed Cumann nGaedheal government and their clerical supporters about increased
Vatican oversight and the popularity of anti-Treaty views in Rome. They feared that
instead of a peace envoy, Luzio would support the newly formed government’s opposi-
tion.19 The historiographical focus on priests, bishops, and the Vatican, and omission of
female religious orders, can be, at least in part, traced to the organisation of archival repo-
sitories, and the provision for researcher access.20 While female religious exchanged
letters with their male counterparts which do appear in Vatican and Diocesan Archives,
the archives of women religious are largely held within their congregations which are
infrequently open to independent researchers.21

Despite this lacuna in the institutional archival access and consequent historiography,
nuns appear throughout the Bureau of Military History witness statements: refusing to let
female fighters into the Eccles Street Convent in Dublin after they were released by the
British military or ‘full of enthusiasm’ demanding to know all about the Easter Rising; as
sisters and cousins of republican fighters; as intermediaries and facilitators.22 These
women are simultaneously visible and ignored in the archive. Exploring the papers of
Monsignor John Hagan, Rector of the Irish College in Rome highlights this dual, contra-
dictory existence of having a voice and not being heard.23 At times letters to Hagan, a
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man who ‘was held in very high esteem’ by Irish nationalist leaders, are from nuns,
including his cousin and Sister of Mercy Sister M. Celsus.24 However, fears of letters
between the Vatican and Ireland going astray during the Civil War, particularly
between religious who opposed the signing of the Anglo-Treaty and therefore the
newly formed Irish Free State government, led to the use of code. Hagan and his col-
leagues, male and female, frequently refer to the ‘situation’ with the ‘Blue Nuns’: code
for the Irish political situation at the time.25 Portraying the Treaty debates as squabbles
within a convent, while reminiscent of The Abbess of Crewe,26 indicates a wider theme
within Irish historiography—the actions of women religious are obscured and confused:
by themselves, by contemporaries, and by historians when it comes to researching their
role in revolutionary activity.27

This article begins the process of adding women religious back into the study of Ire-
land’s Revolutionary Era, an effort begun by Margaret Mac Curtain in the 1990s.28 It does
not seek to make pronouncements on the views and actions of women religious generally;
rather, individual stories are highlighted to elucidate the myriad ways that women reli-
gious engaged with revolutionary activity in Ireland between 1912 and 1923. Firstly, this
article examines the role of women in convent schools in both shaping and hiding female
revolutionaries. Secondly, it considers the revolutionary activities of certain women reli-
gious during the Revolutionary Era: for some nuns this was an individual and secret
choice to support or save the life of a family member or friend, for others, a humanitarian
action. For an unknowable number, it was motivated by active nationalist or republican
sentiment. Women were not exempt from their social and political contexts, and while
many religious orders were enclosed and therefore sheltered from the violence, there
were women religious at the epicentre of many areas of conflict, in schools, hospitals,
and orphanages. Their involvement in revolutionary activities can therefore be con-
sidered through a lens of coercion, self-preservation, or nationalist/republican sentiment.
I do not presume to declare the actions of these women one or the other; instead, this
article highlights another area of female agency during the Revolutionary Era. Finally,
the movement of women involved in republican activities, including membership of
Cumann na mBan (in English, the Irishwomen’s Council), into religious orders during
and in the aftermath of the War of Independence and Civil War is explored. In doing
so, this research contributes an extra layer to our understanding of the women who
entered female religious orders in the Irish Free State and the importance of their con-
tributions to the development of the new state’s institutions and the Catholic Church
in Ireland. This article highlights some of the ways that members of female religious
orders engaged with revolution, moving them from being simply passive observers to
active members of society with their own ideas about the future of Ireland. It therefore
adds a unique and important perspective to the history of Ireland’s revolutionary period
and the close future relationship between the Irish State and representatives of the Catho-
lic Church within it.

Methodology and frameworks

After centuries of anti-Catholic repression in Ireland, Catholic female religious orders
were established, imported, and expanded during the nineteenth century. In 1800
there were just 120 Catholic nuns in Ireland, principally Presentation and Dominican
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Sisters. By 1851, that number had increased to 1500 due to the establishment of new par-
tially cloistered or apostolic orders who were more active in society: the Sisters of Charity,
Sisters of Mercy, and the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary (Loreto Sisters).29 Despite
the declining total population in Ireland as a result of famine and emigration, the
numbers of women joining religious orders continued to rise. By 1901 the number of
women religious had surpassed 8000.30 And while the historiography of Irish faith is
dominated by clerical control and male experience, women religious comprised 70
percent of the combined total number of nuns and priests in Ireland in 1901.31 As
Cara Delay’s work emphasises, it is difficult to overestimate the role that ‘Catholicism
has played in creating modern Irish identities’ and women played a vital role in expand-
ing, and exporting, that Catholicism.32 The role of women religious in shaping Irish
society, in the community, in hospitals, schools, care institutions, and the convent,
remains understudied outwith religious studies. These women, from a range of back-
grounds, possessed authority and respect within Irish society through the important
roles they played in the deeply devotional Irish society.33

In addition to the everyday, these women had important roles to play within a conflict
society. This article contributes a new perspective to the study of women and the Catholic
Church in the Irish Revolution and post-conflict Ireland. Research into female religious
activity in conflict societies is still in its infancy, but where it does exist, it largely focuses
on peace building, an important but by no means the only role played by these women.34

Dianne Kirby has done pioneering work in highlighting the multiple, but underacknow-
ledged, activities of women religious in the so-called Northern Ireland ‘Troubles’.35 This
focus on women religious reflects a heretofore binary that women in conflict and post-
conflict societies have frequently been placed in—peacemaker or victim. Linda Con-
nolly’s work emphasises the multiplicity of ways that Irish women asserted their political
agency during the twentieth century. She argues that although Irish feminism was not a
powerful political voice in the Irish Free State until the 1960s, it built upon a strong legacy
of female activism during the century’s first decades.36 This article does not seek to
present members of religious orders as unabashed feminists or republicans, though it
does build upon Connolly’s arguments concerning the foundations of Irish feminism.37

Instead, it emphasises that women religious were in a liminal position: guardians or
mothers of faith and nation, yet unmarried, separate, and sacred.38 How they engaged
with and occasionally took advantage of this doubly passive presentation provides scho-
lars of women in Ireland and of the Irish Revolutionary Era with a new component of
Ireland’s religious and national history.

While scholars date the Irish Revolutionary Era to the period 1912–1923, incorporat-
ing the militarisation of Ireland and the third home rule debates, the Irish Revolution
itself began in Easter 1916. As Senia Pašeta notes, the First World War provided a
‘vital context for the radicalisation of Irish society’.39 The Easter Rising involved a
week-long occupation of key prominent buildings in Dublin and smaller uprisings
around Ireland led by the Irish Volunteers, culminating in the arrest of hundreds of mili-
tants, and the execution of fifteen leaders.40 With many of their key leaders dead, in jail,
or abroad, republicans spent the next years training and organising. Electioneering took
centre stage, and separatist Sinn Féin won a majority of Ireland’s vote in December 1918.
After the new MPs refused to take their seats in Westminster, the First Dáil (Irish Parlia-
ment) was established in January 1919. A guerrilla campaign, the War of Independence,
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between the Irish Volunteers (latterly the Irish Republican Army) and the British crown
forces, including police, paramilitaries, and the British army soon followed, lasting
between 1919 and 1921. The truce and subsequent Government of Ireland Act and
Anglo-Irish Treaty resulted in the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922.
However, the loss of six counties in Ulster and mandatory oaths of loyalty to the
British monarch led to a split between factions of republicans. Civil war broke out,
lasting until May 1923, when the Irish Free State declared victory over the exhausted
anti-Treaty combatants.41

This study considers how women shaped and were shaped by the social and political
contexts in which they acted, by taking individual examples to explore the ways that
power was used and undermined by members of religious orders. It builds upon the
work of feminist historians and sociologists who have done such important work in high-
lighting the multiplicity of experiences during the Irish Revolution, in addition to those
who explore the agency of women within the Catholic Church. It also benefits from
access to two digitised repositories: the Military Service Pension Collection (MSPC)
files and the Bureau of Military History (BMH) witness statements. These sources
were collected by the Irish Free State in the aftermath of the Civil War and have been
released online by the Irish Government over the past decade. As Marie Coleman
states, the MSPC in particular ‘is probably the most comprehensive source we will
ever have for charting the role of women in the Irish revolution’.42 Despite their richness,
both source types are problematic. The MSPC was only expanded to include women and
anti-Treaty requests for compensation after 1935 and are being released in tranches every
couple of months. The collection that researchers have access to is therefore incomplete.
Additionally, not everyone applied for a pension, particularly those who opposed the
Treaty and saw all Irish governments after 1922 as having ‘betrayed the Republic’, and
their data, along with those who had died or emigrated by the 1930s, is not captured
within these collections.43

This same problem applies to the BMH witness statements which are much more sub-
jective and less rigorously tested for their veracity or accuracy, though historians have
concluded that they are more reliable than initially thought.44 The BMH statements
are much more skewed towards the views and experiences of men than the MSPC
which contained relatively even numbers of statements from men and women.45 The
subject matter presents a further problem: women religious were encouraged not to
keep personal belongings and to be humble, meaning that they did not tend to leave
large amounts of autobiographical material after their death. While some did maintain
a personal archive, there are ongoing hurdles in accessing the archives of religious com-
munities, particularly relating to orders in Ireland during the twentieth century.46 There-
fore, there is a difficulty in cross-referencing events found in BMH and MSPC records
with the personal or institutional records held by religious orders. This is compounded
by the use of both lay and religious names.47 While John Fahy, for example, mentions his
sister became Sister Gertrude in religion, at no point does he mention her birth name.48

Despite these reservations, the connections between female religious orders and revolu-
tionary activity deserves study and add an important perspective in the growing literature
on women in twentieth-century Ireland and the role of religious institutions within that
context.
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Educators and community leaders

The witness statement of Marie Perolz declares that ‘It was the Presentation nuns who
made a rebel of me, Sister Bonaventure especially’.49 Marie Perolz was a leader of the
Inghinidhe na hÉireann (Daughters of Erin) and subsequently the Cumann na mBan
(Council of Irishwomen), fighting with the socialist Irish Citizen Army during the
Easter Rising. In the first decades of the twentieth century, ‘women’s participation was
widespread across the broad spectrum of organizations working to create the new
Ireland’.50 Marie Perolz was representative of this female endeavour; she taught Irish
language and history as part of the Inghinidhe na hÉireann’s programme of encouraging
children to take pride and loyalty in Ireland and the future Irish Republic. Many of these
skills were the result of lessons, formal and informal, from women religious during her
own formative years.51 The important role of women religious as educators of potential
future revolutionaries was understood by those in leadership positions; for example, in
his last letter, Sean Heuston wrote to his sister, Sister Brendan:

If you really love me, teach the children the History of their own land and teach them the
cause of Caitlin Ní hUallachain never died. Ireland shall be free from the centre to the sea as
soon as the people of Ireland believe in the necessity of Ireland’s freedom and are prepared
to make the necessary sacrifices to obtain it.52

Benedict Anderson has emphasised the importance of education in shaping the imagined
nation-states;53 and leaders like Sean Heuston recognised that women like his sister
would have a crucial role in providing both the language and imagery to new generations
of Irish men and women.

Roy Foster has demonstrated the importance of the teaching profession in inspiring
revolutionary thinking as well as participating in militant activity.54 Convent schools
were not exempt from this.55 Women religious were valued for their roles as nurses and
educators, and therefore had a significant impact in shaping new generations of Irish
nationalists, republicans, and Catholics.56 In 1910, nuns educated 17 percent of Irish chil-
dren in state-funded national schools57 while there were an additional 62 convent boarding
schools catering to fee-paying students at the end of the nineteenth century.58 These
women were in positions of religious and educational authority and their students
looked to them with a mixture of mystery, fear, and devotion. Crucially for their work
during the revolution, they existed within a particular sphere of Irish society, both
bound by and blurring the boundaries of gendered expectations.59 Women religious
were frequently highly educated before entering the novitiate and had the time and
social freedoms to continue education, read, and debate.60 Miss Boden, a lecturer at Uni-
versity College Dublin and member of the University Branch of Cumann na mBan,
encouraged Eilis Aughney to join Cumann na mBan and later became a Dominican
nun herself.61 These were not women cloistered and separate from academic and republi-
can thinking. They were reading newspapers, fostering discussion, and hosting women ‘in
close touch with the people in Dublin who were making a national resurgence possible’.62

Máirín Cregan, a courier for the Executive Committee of the Easter Rising, noted that a
Sister at the Brigidine Convent in Goresbridge, Siúr Caoimhghín (Sister Kevin), ‘a Tipper-
ary woman’ gave her D. P. Moran’s vehemently Irish nationalist Leader newspaper every
week while Cregan was a teacher in the convent. This reading was supplemented by
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MissMargaret Browne who gave the nuns lectures each week on Irish and Celtic subjects in
1913 and early 1914.63 These activities fitted into broader endeavours, began with the
Gaelic Revival in the late nineteenth century, to create a national, republican Irish identity
through an emphasis on Irish craft, sport, and language.64

Women religious also took advantage of their connections within the community to
facilitate republican networks, particularly between women. When Bridget O’Mullane,
‘whole-time organiser’ and Director of Propaganda for Cumann na mBan from 1919
until her arrest and internment in late 1921, went to Belfast in the aftermath of the
violent summer of 1920, she hoped to coordinate Cumann na mBan activities in the
area.65 The organisation remained ‘comparatively weak’ in Ulster compared to the rest
of Ireland, though general secretary Alice Cashel and Louise Gavan Duffy had both
attempted to increase participation during 1918.66 On arriving in Downpatrick, O’Mul-
lane, not having very many local contacts outside Belfast, ‘called on the young curate, Fr.
Fullerton, whose name was given to me as being sympathetic’. After explaining what she
needed, Fullerton escorted her to the Convent of Mercy:

where he would introduce me to one of the nuns who would help me out in selecting suit-
able girls… She gave me the greatest possible assistance. She told me who the reliable girls
were, and I was able to summon a meeting. I have an impression that she contacted these
girls herself and called them to the convent to meet me.

Although O’Mullane could not remember the sister’s name, or did not include it for pol-
itical reasons, ‘she was a wonderful nun’.67 Women religious, particularly apostolic sisters
who worked in the community, were useful contacts to have. Depending on their
mission, a single convent could have sisters working in hospitals, schools, and reform
or caring institutions. These women had their own familial and friendship networks
which frequently crossed economic, class, and national borders. This spider web of con-
nections could be deployed to create or supplement networks of nationalist or republican
women throughout society. This was the case even outside Ireland. LiamMcMahon, Séan
Doran, and Paddy McCarthy, for example, received advice from the Faithful Compa-
nions of Jesus on evading capture after their escape from Salford Prison in 1918.68

These women often interacted with girls and women from birth to death, and depending
on the order, were engaged in teaching and nursing, continuing relationships between
the convent and home.69 They were important figures within their communities in
and outside of Ireland, able to hold influence across political and social spheres.

Activities during the revolution

As Dublin, Cork and Limerick became focal points of violence in the War of Indepen-
dence and Civil War, female religious orders were well placed to be involved, tangentially
or actively, in the activities of the Revolutionary Era. In 1900, 70 percent of all convents in
Ireland were based in the southern provinces of Munster and Leinster.70 The same pro-
vinces were home to 31 of the 42 branches of the militant republican women’s organis-
ation Cumann na mBan in 1916, an acknowledged, if subordinate, affiliate of the Irish
Volunteers.71 During the Revolutionary Era, ideas surrounding motherhood and guar-
dianship were frequently invoked in relation to female republicans,72 and women were
often portrayed as ‘selfless assistants and caring mothers’, a trope that continued into
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the Northern Ireland conflict.73 Women religious were able to fill both these roles,
through their roles as carers and nurses, and as educators of the young. At an even
more active level, women religious guarded actual secrets of the revolution: while
women were searched less often, making them useful couriers in a country often
under martial law, the religious habit provided another layer of perceived invisibility
which was often utilised in the fight for Irish republicanism. This did not apply to
every order, institution, or member, and this article does not seek to recast female reli-
gious orders in Ireland as freedom fighters and revolutionaries, particularly in light of the
role of many women religious in upholding and dictating oppressive gender, class, and
sexual expectations in twentieth-century Ireland.74 Where the Sisters of Mercy in Carrick
enthusiastically sent their students to an anniversary Mass for the Easter Rising, the Pres-
entation Sisters were ‘non-committal and evasive’.75 At an institutional and an individual
level, these women acted according to their own conscience and context. However, where
images of the heroism of male religious and clergy retain their prominence in Irish
republican thought, women religious have been overlooked. Women were present and
engaged, and that did not stop at the convent gate. The importance of familial and ideo-
logical ties between republican activists and female representatives of the Church must be
understood to situate the events of the Irish Free State and the development of Catholic
power within it.

The ways that women religious contributed to revolutionary activities were myriad
and, as they were often carried out discreetly, are difficult to find in official documen-
tation. It is often only in the recollections of those who benefitted from their actions
that they are visible. Nuns at the Mater Hospital in Dublin found out information for
the injured Patrick McCrea and helped him to escape after the Easter Rising while
James Slattery was instructed to pretend to be asleep when the Black and Tans entered
the hospital to interrogate those injured after the burning of the Custom House in
1921.76 Mother Cecelia from the Sligo Ursuline Convent was an ‘energetic enthusiast’
in planning Frank Carty’s escape from Sligo Prison in 1920.77 They also worked as mes-
sengers: for example, Agnes McHugh of the Presentation Convent in Castlebar, informed
IRA Officer Thomas Mannion that his home had been raided in 1920.78 Just as republi-
can women surreptitiously collected information as secretaries, for months unseen and
unsuspected because they fitted into the gendered and class expectations of their employ-
ers, women religious fitted the female ideal of quiet nurse and helper, wore homogenising
habits, and passed without remark through their places of work. Some used this to their
advantage.

This benefit of the doubt could be transferred to institutions. The convent acted as a
haven for members of guerrilla units and flying columns who were frequently on the
move. In the case of Drishane Convent, the Mother Superior presumably had no or
little knowledge of what was being held within her walls. MacCarthy noted that while
the Mother Superior was French and ‘harmless’, the Secretary, ‘Sister Beatrice is an
out and out Sinn Feiner.’79 Similarly, in 1920 guns were hidden in an Ennis convent
shed for ‘some time’: the Volunteers deeming it an accessible but safe hideaway.80

Andrea Knox has demonstrated the long history of convent spaces concealing clandes-
tine documents and books, focusing upon women religious hiding humanist texts
from the Spanish censorship of forbidden books during the Spanish Inquisition of
1559. Knox notes that because of the gender segregation of convent spaces, ‘Convent
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book collections could not be examined in the same way that male institutions came
under scrutiny’.81 They invoked the sacredness of the female-only space of the
convent as a way of stopping unwanted searchers from entering its walls, just as
women religious did during the Irish Revolutionary Era.

For family members of wanted men, the convent was a relatively secure place to tem-
porarily hide friends and family. Cumann na mBan officer, Annie O’Brien, recalled that
Sister Francesca, Joe McDonagh’s sister, brought her brother to the Sisters of Charity
convent in early 1921 until arrangements could be made to get him out of Dublin.
The unofficial nature of these meetings is shown by the need for O’Brien’s sister
Eileen to keep ‘guard in the hall to prevent any inquisitive nuns butting in’.82 Séan
Meade hid in Mount Melleray College in Waterford when he was injured in 1921. He
recovered under the supervision of a nun named Casey, working on the assumption
that he would be less likely to be found in a female space.83 Similarly, on her escape
from prison Eithne Coyle and three colleagues were secreted in the Cross and Passion
Convent in Kilcullen, Kildare.84 Escapes were not always so discreet. In 1919, Paddy
Hogan escaped from the Royal Irish Constabulary (R.I.C.) through the Presentation
Sisters’ convent. Inside the convent ‘the good Sisters further impeded the progress of
the police by closing all doors in their faces, and meanwhile the late Sister Barbara
had conducted Hogan safely through the garden and let him out by a rear entrance.’85

Of course, using religious space to hide revolutionary activities was not unique to con-
vents. In 1920, for example, the Carmelite Fathers allowed the Cumann na mBan to
hold their annual convention in the large room attached to their church in Whitefriar
Street in Dublin. According to Eilís Ní Riain, ‘Cumann na mBan assembled as a
women’s sodality’ for two days.86

Female religious communities were also by-standers, for whom revolutionary activi-
ties were an unwanted hindrance to their work. Nuns in the Bantry Workhouse were
forced to withdraw for their own safety after their home was subject to military occu-
pation and a rifle bullet passed up through the floor of their apartments.87 In the after-
math of the Easter Rising, numerous convents were searched. In Kinvara, the R.I.C.
raided the Sisters of Mercy convent in search of hiding rebels88 while Annie O’Brien
(then Cooney) was joined in her Bridewell cell by four lay teachers arrested at the Domin-
ican Convent in Eccles Street.89 The Sisters of Mary Reparatrix similarly had their
Merrion Square home raided by the military in late December 1920, though newspapers
reported that it was done in ‘a most gentlemanly manner’ despite the Mother Superior’s
protests at men entering the property.90 Waterford’s Little Sisters of the Poor claimed
compensation for £561 worth of property damage in 1922.91 In other places, the conse-
quences of nearby fighting was more dire: Sister of Mercy Mary Michell, for example, was
shot dead when a bullet went through the window of her convent in Limerick.92

The situation in Ulster’s urban centres was markedly different from cities in the more
southern provinces during the War of Independence. Brian Hughes has noted the vio-
lence that erupted in Belfast between 1920 and 1922 ‘was unique in revolutionary
Ireland’.93 While the city centre remained relatively untouched by what has been
called the Belfast ‘pogrom’, the working-class areas of the city witnessed sectarian vio-
lence which resulted in between 409 and 498 deaths, hundreds of homes burned, and
‘evictions and workplace expulsions for the full two years are as high as 23,000 and
10,000 respectively’.94 For the women religious based in the Bryson Street Holy Cross
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and Passion Convent, the violence was directly on their doorstep. When violence broke
out in July 1920, after the expulsion of Catholic shipyard workers brought religious ten-
sions to a head, the convent was attacked repeatedly and set on fire. While this has been
framed as a purely religious attack, with Catholics being killed and churches and schools
burned down, the BMH witness statements provide a slightly more complex perspective.
Manus O’Boyle’s statement notes that the Holy Cross and Passion Convent was the Irish
Republican Army (IRA)’s headquarters in 1920 ‘and up to and after the Truce’. When the
violence in the area escalated:

Mother Teresa could always present us with hundreds of rounds of .45 ammunition which
she received from him [J. J. McConnell]. She told me one day that she and her nuns had
orders to leave the Convent. I said we would be sorry to lose them. She replied that they
had refused to go, alleging that the work they were doing was invaluable, namely maintain-
ing peace and order. We posed as a peace picket. When [Royal Ulster Constabulary] Inspec-
tor McConnell came in one day to a room in the Convent we were all assembled there
sorting out ammunition—.37, .38 and .45. He said nothing except “so this is the peace
picket”, and walked away.95

O’Boyle mentions nuns as being particularly involved in helping to conceal the head-
quarters and smuggling the ammunition: Mother Teresa, Sister Ethna, Sister Peter &
Paul, and Sister Bridget. While it is difficult to corroborate these everyday experiences
due to the nature of the activities and self-censorship in the archive, correspondence
with the archivist of the Holy Cross and Passion Order confirms that the convent’s
superior was Mother Theresa [sic] at the time, and that Sisters Ethna and Peter & Paul
were members of the congregation.96

The complexity pointed to by O’Boyle is absent from news reports of the time which
observed that ‘a crowd of youths broke into the grounds of the Convent of the Cross and
Passion in the east end of the city on Friday night and set fire to several of the lower
rooms’ while soldiers fired upon the crowd who watched the fire. Several were
wounded and two women who were shot later died of their injuries.97 In the aftermath
of this attack, the convent was surrounded by barbed wire and ‘a barricade of sandbags
close by’.98 O’Boyle’s testimony indicates the complex social context of Belfast during the
violence, where sympathetic RUC inspectors and women religious provided cover for
republican and pro-Catholic activities, at times actively participating in moving ammu-
nition. This examination of the role of women religious complicates Hughes’ argument
that there was widespread dislike and resistance to the IRA from the Catholic clergy and
community in Belfast.99 While male clergy condemned membership of secret organis-
ations from the pulpit, women religious demonstrated, if O’Boyle is to be believed, a
greater willingness to act.

Just as the convent provided a façade of respectability, the habit was used to simul-
taneously draw and distract attention. Women religious, before the reforms of Vatican
II in the 1960s, received a habit or veil on entrance into their religious life, and they
lived within institutions which received similar respect, enclosure and privacy. 100 As Eli-
zabeth Kuhns notes, while ‘the habit serves to shroud the body and to mask the individ-
ual, it also dramatically announces its wearer to the world’.101 In addition to its symbolic
uses, ‘the veil was supposed to have a practical function’.102 During the Algerian war of
independence, for example, female fighters on both sides utilised the veil to ‘meet the new
problems created by the struggle’.103 For Frantz Fanon, the ‘veil protects, reassures,
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isolates’.104 In Ireland, the habit allowed women to move around without arousing suspi-
cion and this dual cloaking of gender and religion was utilised by paramilitaries and sym-
pathising religious. When Mrs McGuill was asked to smuggle hand-grenades from
Dublin to Dundalk on the train for the Irish Republican Brotherhood, there was an
expectation that she would be less suspicious to authorities than her husband, James,
because of her sex. To further protect herself and in order to avoid suspicion at the
Railway Station in Dublin, Mrs McGuill ‘was accompanied there by her sister—a nun,
Sister St. Luce of the Bon Secours Order’.105

While a symbol of modesty, the religious authority and respect often granted to
wearers could enable women to simply disappear from consideration, particularly in
the eyes of a predominantly male military force who seemingly remained unaware of
the involvement of some women religious. The McGuill sisters’ use of this gendered
and religious invisibility to protect themselves from suspicion may have been unusual,
but it was not an anomaly. It was used at least three times by male republicans
because of its ability to cloak the wearer in respectability. Liam Mellows, for example,
used the habit to escape from British custody in 1916. The story of Mellows escaping
from County Clare dressed as a nun, along with Father Crowe of Corofin and Bluebell
Powell and Miss Barry of Gort dressed as a novice and nun respectively, provides a
useful example of how the habit had the power to hide its wearer, literally adorning
them with a visage of respectability, harmlessness, and innocence.106 Terence O’Reilly
recounts a similar instance during the Civil War when Free State Commandant Paddy
Paul was smuggled out of the Waterford County and City Infirmary after a hunger
strike. Two ’nuns’ from the Sisters of Charity visited him and ‘the sentries naturally
did not search them’.107 A switch occurred in the hospital, with one member of
Cumann na mBan remaining in the hospital and the other escorting Paul, now
dressed in a habit, out of the hospital. Paul recounted that one sentry bid them a
polite ‘Good evening, Mother’ to which he responded ‘“God bless you, my child,”…
with genuine feeling, stepped past him and walked towards the car fifty yards away’
where they jumped into the waiting car which took them to New Ross.108 According
to O’Reilly, this scheme had the support of Monsignor Kearney, dean of Waterford.109

Michael Conway and John Timmins similarly planned to escape British custody using
habits provided by St John of God Sisters in Wexford. Though their planned escape
went awry, the nuns remained instrumental in their escape.110 Just as their sisters in
the Cumann na mBan used their gender as a tool to avoid suspicion, women religious
were able to use their respected position in society to move around, share information,
and provide comfort. These experiences were not necessarily separate, as the next section
will explore.

Revolutionary to religious

Eveleen (or Eibhline) Lawless, sister of Colonel Joseph Lawless, was heavily involved in
Cumann na mBan growing up. This outward involvement declined between 1918 and
1920, when she was Michael Collins’ secretary. Collins’ work as Minister for Finance
for the First Dáil and latterly Director of Organisation and Adjutant General for the
Irish Volunteers and Director of Intelligence of the IRA meant that she was forbidden
from being openly involved in Cumann na mBan in case participation in parades and
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wearing a uniform drew attention to their work.111 Lawless’ BMH witness statement
recounts instances of her hiding revolvers from the police, typing and sending out
reports, and communicating with members of Dáil Éireann regarding the organisation
of the army.112 The entire Lawless family were involved in republican activities and
had been since before the Easter Rising. Her witness statement recounts encountering
Michael Collins through her association with Joe O’Reilly, who had been interned in
the Frongoch prisoner of war camp in Wales with her brother Joseph, while her
father’s death sentence for ‘his part in the fighting at Ashbourne’ was commuted to
ten years penal servitude.113

Lawless entered the Convent of Our Lady of Refuge or the Sisters of Charity on Sean
McDermott Street in Dublin on 15 August 1920. The previous night her family home had
been raided by the British military who ‘took everything from the drawers in the way of
documents or books’. The family had been concerned for their father who ‘barely [had]
time to escape out the back. We were so concerned for his safety that we did not try to
save any of the papers among which were many of mine which would now be of inter-
est.’114 Lawless’ activities are all supported by her Military Pension application and
Eveleen, now Sister Mary of St Eithne, was awarded £28.15s in 1943.115 While there is
a persistent idea of members of female religious orders being separated or removed
from the traumas or excitements of everyday life, Lawless had years of hiding from
the police and stuffing revolvers down her stockings before she chose a religious life.
When she joined the Convent, Michael Collins gave her a gift of £25.116 Letters
between Lawless and Collins and other republican leaders may have ended when she
entered the convent, but those experiences and memories did not. Eithne Coyle
argued that ‘we women, are proud of the part which our sex played during that fight
for the redemption of Ireland’s soul’.117 These were women who had spent years of
their lives participating in, or at least observing, the re-shaping of political, social, and
religious landscape of Ireland. They were often highly educated women, relatively free
from the increasingly restrictive gendered expectations of the Irish Free State and
became integral to the provision of its social and educational care.

The role of women religious during the Revolutionary Era provides an important
insight into the familial and ideological connections between Church and State.
However, the ways that these connections continued into the Irish Free State should
also be considered. This section focuses upon women who were involved in republican
activities during the Revolutionary Era and later became women religious. As Carmen
Mangion and Karly Kehoe make clear, entrance into religious life was a conscious
decision: these women were ‘designing a new personal identity’ as well as ‘negotiating
a new direction for religious culture through collective female action’.118 Considering
the past lives of women religious—those who moved from revolutionary to religious—
provides a different perspective to the growth of the Irish Catholic Church, and the pri-
orities of its representatives. As Yvonne McKenna notes in her work on Irish nuns in the
mid-twentieth century, these women ‘were making the decision to enter religious life
during a very particular period in Irish history: one of nationalist struggle, nation build-
ing and national identity formation’.119 The women who joined religious orders in the
1920s and 1930s were entering into communities where their experiences during the
revolutionary period would inform their religious work. In doing so, they ensured a
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continued connection between female representatives of the Catholic Church and
nationalism.

Maire Dixon and Maire O’Connell were prominent younger members of Dublin’s
Gaelic League during the early twentieth century. Involvement in this cultural nationalist
organisation frequently translated into political nationalism when militant action was
decided upon, particularly for younger members.120 Dixon was a member of the
Gaelic League in 1916 along with her sister and the rest of her family. Her friend
Maire O’Connell, or Ní Chonail, was also heavily involved in the Gaelic League, translat-
ing Labiche’s La Fille bien gardée into Irish (as An Cailín a Shiubhladh ‘na Ccodladh) in
1912.121 The connections between cultural and political nationalism during the 1910s has
been well explored by Foster and Tim McMahon.122 Catholicism, Irish language edu-
cation, and Irish national identity were connected and encouraged through membership
of the Gaelic League and involvement in Dublin’s intellectual circles. As Marie Perolz’s
crediting of the Presentation nuns with her formative Irish cultural education demon-
strate, religious orders were not exempt from these intellectual circles, and as Dixon
and O’Connell would prove, there was a continued connection after the ending of
official hostilities.

The Dixon family was, along with other prominent Gaelic Leaguers, ‘closely identified
with the Volunteer movement and the girls were members of Cumann na mBan which
met in the big hall in 25 Parnell Square which was the headquarters of the Gaelic League
as well as of the Ard Craobh of the League’.123 The Dixon sisters and Ní Chonail were
members of Na hAisteoirí, a dramatic society for the production of plays in Irish, and
were therefore ensconced in the cultural and political aspects of Irish republican life
during the first decades of the twentieth century. In the years after the Easter Rising,
Maire Dixon joined the Dominican Oratory of the Sacred Heart while Ní Chonail,
also a previous member of Cumann na mBan, joined the Presentation Sisters in Killar-
ney.124 Una Hurley, educated at the Dominican College in Dublin, returned to her home
in Cork after graduating.125 In 1921, aged 30, she was recorded as a member of the Cork 2
Brigade of Cumann na mBan, and thereafter joined the Ursuline Convent in Black-
rock.126 Hurley and her sister were Irish and English speakers and may have been
involved in Gaelic League activities in their younger days. These women had training
in the arts and were surrounded by Dublin’s intellectual elites during the first decades
of the twentieth century. As the social networks of Dixon, O’Connell, and Lawless, the
sisters of the revolutionaries in leadership positions and not, demonstrate, these
women had often grown up with republicans. While not all were friends with the
leading lights in the nationalist, socialist, and republican movements, and the future gov-
ernance of the Irish Free State, many were.127 On an everyday basis, these future nuns
had been involved in the shaping of Irish hopes for a new Irish State, or at the very
least, a distinctive Irish identity connected to language, arts, and history.128

As these women applied for military pensions in the 1930s, they presumably did not
see their nationalist and republican activities as contrary to their roles within the Catholic
Church. This may have been because of the nature of their role. While Lawless had
hidden guns, Nora McCarthy’s (later Sister Mary Philomena of the Daughters of Mary
& Joseph in California) pension application notes that she ‘kept the movement active’
through teaching Irish classes, cooking for the IRA, delivering messages, nursing the
sick and wounded, and visiting the families of prisoners.129 These tasks all adhered to
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traditional gender roles for women and girls, and to the tasks undertaken in religious
service. Despite this, as Senia Pašeta notes, these women were acting within contexts
which were ‘anything but conventional’. Making tea and sandwiches ‘was hardly a revo-
lutionary act, but making tea and sandwiches in the midst of armed revolt, in a garrison,
often having dodged bullets in order to procure the ingredients for this simple, was by
default a highly subversive and radical act’.130

Lawless had been involved in prominent republican circles because of her familial
proximity to the republican leadership in Dublin, however she served the cause in
similar ways to other women who joined religious orders. Couriering letters, hiding
guns and men, keeping watch, and providing support to mind and body. John Fahy’s
sister, later Sister M. Gertrude of the Illinois Sisters of Mercy, kept her brother and
other Volunteers informed of enemy movements and supplied with food while they
were hiding in a cave in Galway during the War of Independence.131 In the same area,
Agnes McHugh was a messenger for Thomas Mannion of the Galway IRA before
joining the Presentation Order in Castlebar.132 Earlier in the conflict, Hannah O’Leary
helped her brother keep watch for steamers carrying arms to support Irish republican
activities during the lead up to the Easter Rising. Hannah later became a Carmelite
nun in Dublin.133 Beatrice Brady spoke against the Treaty at the Cumann na mBan extra-
ordinary Convention in 1922. She later became Prioress of Tranquilla Carmelite
Convent.134 Louise Ryan notes that although men may have ‘sanitised and naturalised’
their relationships with women who supported them, these women were working in
hazardous conditions and risked their freedom and life by keeping communication
lines open and republican men clothed and fed. Women’s participation in the War of
Independence and Civil War has been ‘mediated through their femininity’.135 It is inter-
esting then that women who chose to enter the religious life became mediators of gender
expectations, passing between male and female spaces under the protection of their habit.

Conclusion

During the Easter Rising, Ned Daly established his military command post in the
Convent of St John on North Brunswick Street.136 This convent was not empty and
the women inside, Sisters of Charity of St Vincent de Paul, spent the week providing
Daly’s men with hot soup and care: one fighter credited these women with ‘sustaining
our strength and energy to the last’.137 When Daly’s men could not reach the Church
Street Chapel to receive Holy Communion, the Mother Superior gave permission for
them to receive it at the Convent. As he received Holy Communion, Nicholas Laffan
noted that ‘I had not had a shave or a wash for a week and I was ashamed of my dirty
appearance before the nuns in the Chapel.’138 These women were participants and obser-
vers at some of the key events of Ireland’s revolution and their experiences cannot be
removed from our stories of war and revolution. The locations and visibility of convents,
both rural and urban, placed women religious in a particular position during the Irish
Revolutionary Era. Protected and separate, yet involved, convents and women religious
had an important role to play within communities frayed with trauma and suspicion. The
1910s and 1920s were decades of the mass strikes and lockouts, world war, sectarian vio-
lence, and episodes of martial law. Entering religious life and a convent did not exempt a
woman from the stresses and trauma of these pressures. For those who joined religious
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orders based within the community, as opposed to enclosed life dedicated to prayer, they
were confronted with the impact of these decades, in hospitals, in schools, and in their
ministries. Many of their activities in support of nationalist, republican, or socialist
action had to take place in private, but that does not mean that they did not exist.
These actions are rendered visible in the memoirs, witness statements, and pension appli-
cations of revolutionaries. However, they continue to be overlooked.

This article has outlined some of the ways that individual women religious partici-
pated in revolutionary activities, by choice or by happenstance. While Sister Mary
Michell was shot while moving around the supposedly safe space of her convent,
Sister Beatrice took advantage of supposed safety to hide information that would have
risked men’s lives were it discovered. While the habit and vows may have implied a
level of homogeneity across female religious orders, these women remained individuals
with their own motivations, priorities, and propensity for risk taking. The enclosure and
boundaries of the convent were made mobile through the wearing of the habit. The habit
provided another layer of anonymity and privacy. By paying attention to the habit and
convent, and the women behind them, in examinations of the Revolutionary Era and
its afterlives, we can consider a new layer of female agency which took place behind
the mask of religious self-control. The subsequent close relationship between the new
Irish Free State and the Catholic Church was echoed by revolutionary women who
joined religious orders.

While political and religious leaders sought to obscure the contribution of women in
the creation of a new Irish, and particularly Irish Catholic, state, the role of women as
‘mothers of the nation’ and women religious as teachers of the nation continued to be
acknowledged. As the new state developed, female religious orders were increasingly
empowered with Ireland’s social and educational institutions: shaping, controlling, and
confining the nation’s population.139 While lay women were being removed from the
workforce and the narrative of reform, women religious were empowered to take
control of the expectations and future of the nation.140 Acknowledging that some of
these women played multiple roles in the shaping of the Irish State, as revolutionaries
or in supporting revolutionary activities, as sisters and Sisters, presents scholars with
new opportunities to consider the myriad ways that women contributed to Irish revolu-
tion. This requires moving the historiographies of religion, education, and women out of
siloes and incorporating them into narratives of nations, states, and revolution. It is
hoped that other scholars will continue to search for the women behind the habit and
consequently, to add much richness to our knowledge of the ongoing interconnections
between religion, gender, and conflict societies.
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