The ‘Murder’ of Gortroe.*

What is known as the ‘Murder of Gortroe’ arose out of an attempt by Archdeacon Ryder, parson of Gortroe, to seize the goods of one of his defaulting tithe payers, widow Ryan of Ballinakilla.

The parish of Gortroe corresponded more or less to the present Bartlemy. Early on the morning of the 18th December, 1834, the Archdeacon, accompanied by a large military force, approached the widow’s homestead. When the military attempted to enter the widow’s farmyard they were violently resisted by a large crowd gathered from the countryside, armed with every sort of weapon they could lay hands on. In the desperate struggle that ensued twelve of the resisters were killed and forty-two wounded.

The bloody affray created a profound impression in all quarters. The Government became alarmed, if not ashamed, and refused to lend further the forces of the crown to assist in the collection of tithes. The ‘Murder of Gortroe’ was thus the last great battle of the Tithe War. One of the military present on the occasion afterwards testified that he had ‘never seen such determined bravery as was exhibited by the peasants on that day.’

Monanig’s frosted hillsides grey in golden sunrise gleam.
The silvery vapours trace below the Bride’s far-winding stream.On Hightown slopes the flocks repose, in Kaime the brown herds low,
And heaven-blest peace this morn reigns wide o’er many-homed Gortroe.

But why these early bonfires on the Burrow’s heights that blaze,
And why these bugle calls that wake Lisurla’s winding ways?
Why post through glen and bog and brake these breathless couriers so?
Ah, tidings fell! The proctor’s force is hastening to Gortroe.

Loud swelling cries responsive ring from bleak Monanig’s steeps;
Down Ballinure and by Kippawn a host swift-mustered sweeps.
Down Ballyda surge crowds as fierce as flooded torrent’s flow,
‘Gainst Satan’s self all swear they’ll hold the haggards of Gortroe.

Today the impious tyrant’s power their banded strength will smite,
No more they’ll brook the triple curse of parson, church and tithe;
With Freedom’s God to bless their brands they’ll strike one smashing blow
And centuries’ suffered shame redeem this morning at Gortroe!

Cold bayonets prove but matchwood ‘gainst their rustic weapons rude
And bristling ranks but wintry weeds before their desperate mood.
Vain valour! down ‘neath shot and ball the sheathless peasants go,
And reeking currents crimson now what once was green Gortroe!’

The evening breezes on their wings a wailing chorus bore,
The hapless orphans’ piteous plaint o’er sires lying cold in gore,
The maid’s lament for lover lost, and –wildest strains of woe–
The mother’s caoine, despairful dirge, for sons slain at Gortroe.

No garlands deck the martyrs’ graves save Nature’s verdant wreath,
No columns crown the humble mounds their brave breasts lie beneath;
But while Monanigs ridge shall rise or Bride’s fair waters flow
Their tale with pride will sire tell son round firesides in Gortroe.

*See also “The Thithe War and the Murder at Gortroe” page 230   (ed)
