Making Croppy Pikes in 1798.
The memory of the United Irishmen and of the Rebellion of 1798 was widely commemorated throughout Ireland in 1948. One of the most imposing features of many of these celebrations was the contingents of pikemen who took part in them. The pike was the principal military weapon of the United Irishmen, and the pikes borne in these processions were usually replicas of those employed in the battles of 1798.

Against present-day guns, bombs, tanks and other modern military equipment the pike of 1798 could accomplish little. But one hundred and fifty years ago it was a formidable weapon in the hands of vigorous and determined men, and it proved its worth in many a grim battle of the historic year referred to. As a popular song records:

‘At Three Rocks and Tubberneering how well we won the day.

Depending on the long, bright pike – and well it worked its way.’

And well, too, it worked its way at Oulart Hill, New Ross, Enniscorthy, and in many other engagements of that year, in Wexford and in other counties.

As weapons of destruction the rifle and musket, even of that day, had many obvious advantages over the pike. But it was very difficult for the United Irishmen to procure guns of any kind. They had no factories in which such arms could be manufactured at home, and the vigilance of the British Navy had to be reckoned with in any attempt to obtain them from overseas. Any guns in their possession then, before the commencement of the Rising were, for the most part, those surreptitiously acquired from government stores through the connivance of British soldiers, or those raided from private houses of the gentry. And the quantities thus obtained must have been practically negligible when it was a question of arming for battle the hundreds of thousands enrolled in the United Irishmen’s ranks.

The pike was much more easily procurable. It was an article within the competence of any ordinary blacksmith to fashion, and in Ireland there was no scarcity of material for the purpose.

In providing themselves with arms, then, the United Irishmen relied mainly on the blacksmiths of the country. In sympathy with the projected Rebellion as most of these smiths were, they worked zealously and in secret, turned out piles of pikes which were carried off by confederates, and hidden for the big event. And when the day of action did come, it is clear that some of these same knights of the hammer encountered the enemy as boldly and effectively as did ‘The Blacksmith of Limerick’ in Sarsfield’s day.

The vital part then being played by the smiths in equipping the United Irishmen for battle was not unknown to the authorities in Dublin Castle. In that quarter all smiths were held suspect. They were looked upon as among the most dangerous members of the community, and their premises and activities were closely watched by spies. It is no wonder, then, that in the year 1798 many of the fraternity paid the penalty of their devotion, and of their services, to the cause of the United Irishmen. 

Among those in the South who thus sealed their fidelity with their lives were a father and son named Dahill.*   A simple limestone slab to their memory points out the place in Rathcormac graveyard, Co. Cork, where both are buried.

Tradition has it that a local magnate, very powerful at the period, had them hanged in his lawn and that their bodies were left suspended for weeks afterwards from the trees on which they were executed. This gentleman, it is said, was out one morning taking his constitutional, when, approaching the spot where one of the bodies was hanging, a snow-white hare ran across his path. A similar incident happened on a second morning some time later and, after a further interval, on a third morning.

Surprised, and probably intimidated, and hoping to have some light thrown on the strange occurrences, this lord of the manor related his experiences to one of his workmen. The employee suggested that it was not a hare he had really seen but the ghost of the smith whose body was hanging from that nearby tree. And he further assured his employer that the ghost would haunt the place until its body was properly buried.

Impressed, if not convinced, by the workman’s theory the magnate had the body forthwith handed over to friends for interment. Ever afterwards he could take his constitutionals in peace.

The inscription inserted at the time on Dahill’s tombstone read:

Here lieth the body of

GARRETT DAHILL, who

died July 20th, 1798.

Also the body of

JOHN DAHILL, who lived beloved,

closed his life with Christian

fortitude and died a martyr

the 18th June, 1798,

Aged 38 years.

O Lord Have Mercy On Their Souls.

When this tombstone was erected there were in Rathcormac district many to whom the Rebellion of 1798 and the sentiments it embodied were anathema. They belonged to the class then, and for along time afterwards, known as ‘The Ascendancy’.   To have a supporter of the Rebellion, a traitor and a felon, publicly eulogised as a ‘martyr’ deeply offended the susceptibilities of some of these good people. This glorification of treason was an insult to their loyalties, and to all these loyalties stood for. It could not be tolerated;  the word ‘martyr’ had got to go from Dahill’s tombstone.

No doubt at their instigation, some amateur artist undertook to delete the offending word. But he did the job so crudely that he left an unsightly gap on the face of the stone. This blank, dented space in the epitaph, still clearly discernible, has always been more calculated  to attract attention to the stone and it history than the original (peccant) word. Even up to the present day it is not unusual to see groups when attending funerals in this graveyard gathered round the tombstone in question and commenting on the strange mentality of which such vandalism was an expression.

The meddler in this case only defeated his own purpose. Instead of detracting from the fame of the Dahills he:

‘…….but heightened their glory:

All the more for its marring that stone speaks their story.

 And in far future years haply time-worn and hoary,

Of Dahills the martyrs ‘twill tell though defaced.’

*See also the appendix, page 435 and the poem on page 26   (ed)

