The  South  in  Ninety-Eight
The Brothers Sheares,

Where were the Rebels of Rebel Cork?

In County Cork, and in fact in Munster generally, there was little revolutionary activity in Ninety-Eight, although the Rebellion of that year extended from the Northern counties right down to Dublin, Kildare, Wicklow and Wexford, and the movement had also countless adherents among the ‘men of the west,’ as was evident when Humbert landed in Mayo in the Autumn of the year. Were there any special grounds for County Cork’s inactivity? I have never seen this discussed, but there were at least two strong reasons for the Southern silence. 

For some years after the inception of the United Irishmen, in 1791, continuous efforts were being made to get help from the Continent, particularly from France, to drive the British out of the country; and this fact was well known to the Castle authorities. The likely landing place for such an expedition, if it did succeed in landing, was along the southern coast. The Castle had therefore seen to it that a strong standing army, as well as a large force of militia and yeomanry, was built up in Munster in the years preceding the Rebellion.

Apart from this, the Catholic Bishop of Cork at the time, Dr. Moylan, was very outspoken against helping or abetting any French invaders who might land in this country; and this undoubtedly had an effect on the people when the time for insurrection came. But, in addition to this, it would appear that the United Irishmen in Cork had no strong military leaders. In mid-May 1798, just before his arrest, John Sheares was arranging to travel south from Dublin to organise Kildare, Cork, etc., but as that was only a matter of a few days before the Rising he could not have effected very much in any case – in a time when travelling and communications were very slow and difficult. If Cork had a few capable leaders, we would expect that the United Irishmen there would have made themselves felt, if not at the opening of the campaign, at least throughout the long days of June and July when Wexford and Wicklow were battling bravely against heavy odds. There were over one hundred thousand United Irishmen in Munster in February of Ninety-Eight, so there must have been many thousands of them in this county then; even up to the present time stories are handed down in almost every parish in the South about the Pikemen of those times. But there were no officers to marshall and inspire them; no Lord Edward, no Emmet, no John Sheares, no Father Murphy. And so a few desultory skirmishes are about all that County Cork can boast of as far as ’98 is concerned.

There were, however, a fair number of Southern Irishmen who, while resident away from the confines of Desmond, did more than their share in the movement. Even at that time there were many Corkmen taking ‘single tickets’ to Dublin; and two of these were active in the higher councils of the United Irishmen in ’98. Both eventually died on the scaffold for their felony. I refer to: 

The Brother Sheares

The story of the Sheares brothers, like that of Robert Emmet, has been told and retold at Irish firesides over the nineteenth century, and well into the present one. It inspired the Young Irelanders, the Fenians, and, no doubt, the men of  1916. Yet to the growing generation of the Nineteen Fifties the Sheares are little more than vague names in Irish History. Concentration on events of recent years has tended to cloud the memory of ’98 and push it from the Irish stage. These few lines are intended as an effort to correct our historical perspective, and to reawaken interest among Corkmen in a few of those martyred sons of other days.

The Sheares brothers belonged to a well-off business family in County Cork. Their father was a partner in a banking concern in the city, and he was also a Member of the Irish Parliament (for Clonakilty) during the years 1761 to 1768. He had a family of nine; and, although dying comparatively young (in 1776), he had amassed substantial wealth. According to contemporary accounts, his son Henry Sheares had an income of £1200 per annum, while the younger brother John had much more; and most of this must have come from the father’s estate. Henry Sheares senior never showed any national leanings; no doubt he was more than satisfied with the existing regime, out of which he apparently did quite well.

He gave his family a good education; and we find that, in due course, both Henry and John were called to the Bar. Henry Sheares senior had a town house, and probably his banking premises, in the present Sheares Street in Cork city, called after the two rebel sons. John Fitzgerald, the ‘bard of the Lee,’ writing a few generations ago, said that the present licensed house at Moore Street corner was the Sheares house; and this is probably correct.

Henry Sheares had another residence, later known as Sheares Villas, in Upper Glasheen, near the present cemetery; and he owned a good deal of property in that area, which was a busy commercial quarter at the end of the eighteenth century. He had also a residence, if not his principal one, at Golden Bush near Bandon; and it is likely that the Sheares brothers were born there. One son, Robert, was drowned accidentally; another, Richard, perished in a hurricane at sea; while a third, Christopher, died of Yellow Fever in the West Indies.

Henry Sheares Junior was born in 1753. In 1782 he married a Miss Swete who was previously very intimate with a young barrister, the infamous Lord Clare of later days.  Lord Clare never forgave young Sheares for taking away this lady and marrying her, and, later on, Clare gave rein to his bitterness more than once in professional and political matters. She died, without family, in 1791; and a few years afterwards Henry remarried.

John was born in 1767. He was unmarried. It is significant that he was called to the Bar in 1788, a year before his elder brother, Henry.

Henry was apparently an extravagant spender. Despite his large income he had to borrow occasionally from John. He was fond of show and social life. He succeeded reasonably well at the Bar until Lord Clare, referred to above, began to work against him.

Henry and John were very attached to each other. John was the stronger personality of the two. Right through the Seventeen Nineties the elder brother was ‘said by’ John in all matters of consequence. They both changed residence from Cork to Dublin when called to the Bar.

In 1792 the two brothers visited France, where they witnessed, and were strongly impressed by, many stirring scenes in the Revolution. On their return to Ireland, early in 1793, they joined the United Irishmen. This was at the time little more than a moderate Reform organisation, but soon afterwards – largely owing to the unfavourable turn of events in Ireland, and also to the influence of the French Revolution – it developed into a militant insurrectionary body. Apparently neither became particularly prominent in the United Irishmen until March of ’98 when, because of the absence of several leaders, through arrests and otherwise, John Sheares was appointed on the Leinster Executive; and from this time until his arrest, two months later, he was one of the principal figures in the movement.

On May 19th, Lord Edward Fitzgerald (who, although ‘on the run,’ had slipped in to Dublin from the country to supervise the final arrangements for the Rising) fell into government hands – and two days afterwards the same fate befell the brothers Sheares. A spy named Captain Armstrong was responsible for their arrest. Armstrong was a soldier in a militia regiment camped near Dublin. He got into the good graces of a bookseller in Grafton Street name Byrne; and through Byrne, a weak but well-meaning United Irishman, he got an introduction to John and Henry Sheares – on May 10th 1798. Soon he had all the secrets of the Rising extracted from them, and almost as soon were they in the records of the Castle!   In less than a fortnight both brothers were arrested, and lodged in Kilmainham Jail. Here they were destined to spend the critical weeks while the men of Wicklow and Wexford were fighting it out on the hills of Leinster. In early July of that year John and Henry Sheares were arraigned before a Commission for High Treason; they were both found guilty; and on July 14th 1798 they were both executed outside Green Street Courthouse where they had been tried.

The charges in the lengthy indictment against them included an attempt at ‘the overthrow of the best of kings, and the subversion of the happiest Constitution which the civilised world could boast of.’   John Philpott Curran,1 father of the more celebrated Sarah Curran, was counsel for Henry Sheares, but his pleading was futile from the outset.

1 M.P. for Rathcormac, County Cork, from 1786 to 1797.

In the Sheares house in Baggot Street, Dublin, was found, at the time of their arrest, a manuscript draft of a fiery Manifesto, in John Sheares’ handwriting; and this was freely used, or rather abused, in the Crown case against him. The prosecutor took excerpts from it, and read them out of their context to try and emphasise the ‘villainous’ nature of the accused. John Sheares had begun this document (visualising a successful Rebellion – for then only would it normally have seen the light) by recording that ‘The National Flag, the sacred Green, is at this moment flying o’er the ruins of despotism.’   Later in it he had some sentences which were twisted to suggest that he intended that no quarter be given to any foe, whether or not innocent. This point was laboured at his trial, but it emerged from cross-examination that the Crown was relying more on some such remarks that John Sheares was supposed to have made to Armstrong than on the statements regarding this in the Manifesto itself; and Curran showed that this Armstrong was a man devoid of character, a man of atheistic leanings to whom an oath meant nothing, a man who was already dismissed from one regiment of militia, who neglected and lived apart from his wife – and whose evidence regarding the conversations with John Sheares was without corroboration of any kind. John Sheares vehemently denied the accusation; he regarded it as a foul effort to besmirch his character in the eyes of the world. In one of his last letters, written from prison before his execution, he repeated that he had never countenanced, what he was alleged to have done, the killing of innocent foes. Referring to the draft Manifesto, he remarked that ‘a considerable part of that scrawled production was suppressed at my trial.’   Some writers, even a few who were in sympathy with the United Irishmen and their cause, have been inclined to accept as his firm and full convictions the sentiments expressed in this document – or in as much of it as has survived, what the Crown thought fit to quote at his trial. More weight should be attached to his own dying statement that it was merely a rough draft, a ‘scrawled production,’ unrevised and never intended to see the light in the scribbled form in which it was taken from his desk. It suited the authorities at the time to brand him, in the eyes of the armchair moralists particularly – in Ireland and elsewhere – as a dangerous assassin.

That John Sheares was not impetuous nor as tactless as many would make us believe is clear from the attitude he adopted in one instance, sometime before the Rebellion, when Samuel Neilson, a friend of Lord Edward’s, was endeavouring to get support for a foolish plan to attempt the release of some political prisoners in Dublin. When John Sheares got to hear the details of it, he realised that it was ill-conceived, and he strongly opposed it. As Neilson persisted in it he had finally to threaten the latter that he could only carry on over Sheares’ own dead body!   That apparently put an end to the matter.

After John Sheares’ arrest, and right up to his execution, his major concern was to get his brother Henry free. Henry had a wife and young family, and John, conscious perhaps of some personal guilt in getting Henry into his serious danger, did everything possible to have him released. He was quite confident that this would happen – but it was not to be. Both brothers were hanged on the same morning, in July of ’98, after they had kissed each other a last goodbye.

Their mutilated bodies were deposited in Saint Michin’s vaults in the north side of the city; and here they remained for some time. These vaults have the peculiar property of resisting decomposition of human remains. When, however, the bodies of the Sheares brothers were exposed, later on, their features became no longer discernible. The coffins enclosing their mortal remains are still pointed out in St. Michin’s.

Although the two brothers have come to be looked upon as a pair of militant Irish martyrs who died for the cause, this scarcely describes the position correctly. Henry, as can be gathered from earlier remarks here, was somewhat of a weakling. It is doubtful if he was a rebel by choice; he was rather led on by his more alert and active brother. Even in the dock, Henry spoke feebly and pleadingly for his life – what we are not accustomed to find in such circumstances in Ireland. He drew attention to the loyalty of his family generally, and used this to make a case for himself. In the ranks of the United Irishmen there were many fine characters who finally suffered as Henry Sheares did, and who were made of more sterling stuff than he was. It is said that ‘Henry Sheares used to talk of Republicanism, but he was made for Courts’; and it only fair to the long list of outstanding Irish patriots who fell at different times in the fight for freedom that men like Henry Sheares, who were clearly of weaker calibre, should not be put on a par with all those gallant men. John Sheares was undoubtedly a genuine disciple of Wolfe Tone.




Thomas Russell

Another famous Corkman who took an active part in the United Irishmen was Thomas Russell, a member of a Protestant family, born in Kilshannick, near Mallow – ‘the man from God knows where.’

Russell and Wolfe Tone were among the first to join the ranks of the United Irishmen in Belfast. Russell, like John Sheares, was also destined to spend the period of the Rising in jail. He was arrested in September 1796 – at a time when the country was almost in open rebellion – and he was kept in Kilmainham until 1799.  (It is quite likely that he was allowed meet, or converse with the Sheares brothers while prisoners there).   He later served a period of detention in Scotland; and on his release, in June 1802, he joined Robert Emmet. He was soon an outlaw. Arrested in September 1803, he was tried and executed in Downpatrick in October of that year. He died as he lived, an uncompromising Irish rebel.

Lord Edward and the South

It may be mentioned in passing that Lord Edward Fitzgerald, the gallant Ninety-Eight leader, had some slight connection with Desmond. In 1780, when still a youth, he was a lieutenant attached to a British Regiment stationed in Youghal; and early in the following year he was posted at, what was then Lord Shannon’s seat, Castlemartyr. Soon afterwards his regiment was sent to America and took part in the closing battles for American Independence. Ironically enough, he was fighting against the Rebels; he had not yet cut himself free from the loyalist atmosphere in which he was reared.

There is a strong tradition that Lord Edward remained in hiding in a cottage in Shanakiel in Cork City sometime before the Rising in Ninety-Eight, although there is no mention of this in Tom Moore’s Memoir of him.  It is stated that he was taken down to Blackrock and secretly ferried across the Lee on his way out of the city.

.       .       .       .       .
In Ireland about the time of the Rebellion there were no less than three ‘armies’ opposing the United Irishmen – a small standing Army, the Militia, and the Yeomanry.

The Yeomanry were a voluntary force, first raised in 1796. They were mostly Protestants and all staunchly loyal. Within a year or two there were close on seventy-five thousand of them in the country. Many were put on a paid footing in the Spring of Ninety-Eight when the government was getting nervous about the position; and they remained so until the country was ‘pacified.’   They formed themselves into cavalry and infantry units, although the ‘cavalry’ proved quite inefficient – and in later years infantry contingents predominated.

In ’96 and ’97 the Muskerry Yeomanry were particularly active in watching the Southern coast. One of their principal jobs was ‘informing’ on those United Irishmen who were administering oaths to those being taken into the ranks. They were, in effect, an army of semi-professional spies. In the principal baronies in County Cork – Barrymore, Muskerry and Imokilly – they formed committees for the express purpose of ‘procuring secret information.’2   

The militia were auxiliary troops, a type of citizen army. Many of them were Catholics – and very large numbers of them had secretly joined the United Irishmen.  (This helps to explain why the Sheares brothers had so readily let Armstrong, a militia man, into their confidence).  There were over twenty thousand militia in the country in 1798.

Many of the ‘North Cork ‘ Militia (who actually had but few Corkmen in their regiment) fought in Wexford and elsewhere. In mid-June of Ninety-Eight a contingent of about two hundred ‘Westmeath’ militia had an engagement with rebels at Ballinascarthy, between Bandon and Clonakilty. Some of these militia were subsequently tried, and summarily shot, in Cork city for belonging to the United Irish.

According to the captured records of the Leinster Executive of the United Irishmen, there were over two hundred thousand members enrolled in its ranks, and most of them were supposed to have either pikes or muskets. These numbers are eloquent of the disturbed state of the country, and the persecution that was rampant, seeing that the population then was not much higher than it is today. But they suffered from too many disabilities to become an efficient fighting force – lack of education, lack of experienced leaders, difficulty of communications, and lack of effective military equipment. Nevertheless their daring stand fills a bright page in Irish history. And later periods have amply proved that:

‘They kindled here a living blaze

That nothing shall withstand!’

L d B

2 Cork H. & A. Journal, May 1892

