MAURICE SLATTERY

MARKING THE CENTENARY
OF CLONBANIN AMBUSH
On the centenary of the Clonbanin
Ambush (5 March 1921), Christopher
Warner relates the remarkable story of
Kerry’s Maurice Slattery, who was taken
hostage during the ambush against a
British military convoy, incarcerated in
several prisons before his final release,
and later joined the new Garda force
before his retirement in 1965.

I

f a movie is ever made about the life of Garda Maurice
Slattery, the action-packed film might open something
like this: “A British military convoy rumbles down a long
dusty road in West Cork. Rolling hills of the thick green
forest provide a canopy of shade in the lush rural setting
on a clear spring afternoon. In the back of the lead lorry
surrounded by well-armed soldiers, a handcuffed IRA
Volunteer sits quietly.
“Although battered and bruised, the 20-year-old
prisoner holds an unflinching gaze, reflecting the resolve
of a young man harder than a coffin nail. His name is
Maurice Slattery. The procession continues on its route
when suddenly gunfire erupts from all directions. The
soldiers quickly spill out of the lorries, only to be pinned
down in a hail of bullets. Slattery is ordered out of the
lorry, but in the ensuing chaos, he takes cover in a nearby
ditch while clutching a small crucifix in his bloodied
hand…”
His incredible story even includes a feel-good ending
in which an unlikely hero perseveres against all odds.
However, let’s start from the beginning in a small, rural
Irish village at the turn of the 20th century.
Maurice Slattery was born in the townland of Lyre, Co.
Kerry, on September 22 1900. His parents, John and Ellen
(née McCarthy), brought up seven children, all of whom
attended the Presentation Monastery School in Milltown.
At an early age, Maurice developed his keen sense of
adventure and passion for nature. The majestic splendour
of southwest Ireland, replete with its towering peaks and
bountiful rivers, provided an idyllic playground for the
ambitious youngster to explore. But in the spring of 1916,
news of the Easter Rising changed everything.
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War of Independence hero Maurice Slattery pictured in
1923, shortly after he joined the new Garda force.
STRIKING A DIFFERENT CHORD
Although there had been previous Irish rebellions against
the British Crown, the Rising struck a different chord. This
time was different – and the battle drums would grow
increasingly louder.
A small but determined guerrilla army soon led the
charge in a fight for independence against the most
powerful empire the world had ever seen. Inevitably, the
bloody clash tore families apart as a deluge of suffering
and death swept across the island.
Since its inception, the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC)
was comprised of members drawn from all over Ireland.
Various incidents, however, had fomented mistrust in
some sectors of the population, especially during the
mass evictions in the 1880s and 90s. This resentment was
further exacerbated with the arrival of fresh British recruits
(mostly ex-soldiers from WWI) to crush the insurgency.
Their makeshift uniforms earned them the label ‘Black
& Tans’ – a nickname that became synonymous with
police brutality. The second wave of reinforcements – the
Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary (ADRIC)
– was arguably worse. Extracted from demobilised army
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and civilians as hostages on convoys. The practice was
especially favoured by Brigadier General Hanway Robert
Cumming, who had previously served in the Boer War
and World War I, earning him the Distinguished Service
Order (DSO) and the French Legion of Honour.
The battle-tested officer then posted to Ireland,
determined to stem the flow of escalating hostilities.
Upon taking command of the Kerry Infantry Brigade,
Cumming issued the following order: ‘Take notice, owing
to treacherous attacks by armed civilians on military
and police convoys proceeding by road, on and after
Monday next, 20 December 1920, IRA officers or leaders
at present in military custody will be sent as hostages
with all transport moving armed forces of the crown and
proceeding by road in the areas proclaimed to be under
martial law.’
The map of the ambush where some 100 IRA soldiers
occupied an elevated position at Clonbanin, located
above the main Killarney-Mallow road.
officer ranks, the Auxiliaries would carry out some of the
most heinous atrocities of the war.
In 1917, Slattery joined the Irish Volunteers in
Milltown, serving in the Kerry Brigade of the old Irish
Republican Army (IRA). On the day he left home, his
mother gave him a two-and-a-half-inch crucifix to keep
on his person at all times. The Kerryman spent the next
few years ‘on the run’ before being arrested in early
November 1920. The authorities demanded information
regarding a recent wave of rebel attacks in Kerry. As a
result, Slattery was interrogated and tortured with a redhot poker. He gave them nothing.
HIT-AND-RUN RAIDS ESCALATE
British reprisals continued, unleashing mayhem
throughout the county. Towns such as Killorglin, Milltown
and Tralee saw widespread destruction and murder,
forcing townspeople to seek refuge at local churches.
In his book ‘Tans, Terror and Trouble’ author T. Ryle
Dwyer describes the dire situation: “A visiting French
journalist described Tralee as being more terrorised than
any town he had seen during the First World War.”
The unruly mob of ‘Tans and Auxies’ also burned
down Slattery’s family homestead and arrested his older
sister, Maggie, a member of Cumann na mBan. ADRIC
leader Major MacKinnon (aka ‘The Scourge of Tralee’)
had cultivated a despised reputation for his harsh cruelty,
notoriety he enflamed by ripping a string of rosary
beads from around Maggie’s neck. Eventually, a Curate
managed to intervene and negotiate her release.
By the spring of 1921, the volunteers had accelerated
their hit-and-run raids on enemy targets. Flying columns
(Active Service Units) routinely ambushed military patrols
throughout the country.
In response, British units began carrying prisoners

THE CLASH AT CLONBANIN
Like many young Irishmen at this stage of the war,
Slattery owned battle scars well beyond his years.
Additionally, having already seen his family, village, and
faith persecuted, he once again found himself in harm’s
way.
On the afternoon of 5 March 1921, Cumming ordered
an armed escort with 40 soldiers from the East Lancashire
Regiment to take him from Killarney to his headquarters
in Buttevant, Co. Cork.
The convoy consisted of three troop-carrying Crossley
Tenders, an armoured vehicle, and a touring car, which
transported the general and his staff officers. Slattery,
who was in custody at this time, was placed in the lead
lorry, unaware of the lurking danger that lay ahead.
After receiving intelligence reports about British
military movements, a combined force of some 100 IRA
soldiers occupied an elevated position at Clonbanin,

The British military convoy consisted of three troopcarrying Crossley Tenders (as pictured here) an
armoured vehicle and a touring car.
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Maurice Slattery’s older sister Maggie was a member of Cumann na mBan.

Cumming had been killed – one of
the highest-ranked British officers to
die in the conflict. Remarkably, the
columns suffered no casualties. The
victory made headlines worldwide,
delivering another stinging blow to
British morale – and could have been
much worse had the mines exploded.
Eventually, Prime Minister Lloyd
George concluded that prolonged
guerrilla warfare might very well
continue indefinitely. After two and
half years of fierce combat, the two
sides called a truce on 11 July 1921.
For Slattery, the struggle for
freedom had taken him on an
unimaginably dark journey. He
managed to survive the clash at
Clonbanin, an incident he later
described as the “culmination of
a terrible ordeal” but was later
incarcerated in several prisons
(including Spike Island) before finally
being released.
Following the subsequent Civil
War, the Free Irish State immediately
set out to restore law and order. It
wouldn’t be easy.
The 1920s became the most
lethal decade for An Garda Síochána,
marked by lingering feuds and
random violence. Gaining public
trust would require a resilient breed
of men dedicated to justice and the
dawning of a new day for policing in

located above the main Killarneypossessed far greater firepower,
Mallow road. The men were led by
including a stockpile of .303 Enfield
Sean Moylan and his Flying Column
rifles, two machine guns, and a large
from the Cork No. 2 Brigade.
cache of ammunition.
Supporting units included a
However, the volunteers’
section of the Kerry No. 2 Brigade
patchwork arsenal managed to
under Tom McEllistrim with support
wreak havoc for nearly two hours
from columns from Charleville and
before withdrawing ahead of British
Millstreet. Mines were laid using
reinforcements from nearby garrisons
six-inch piping filled with gelignite
at Kanturk and Millstreet.
and secured at each end by steel
plates. However, as the British
AMBUSH HITS THE HEADLINES
entered the ambush zone’s eastern
When the smoke finally cleared,
edge, the detonator
failed to trigger
the explosives.
Nonetheless, the
skirmish continued
as bursts of rifles
and shotguns rang
out, followed by the
loud rattling from a
Hotchkiss machine
gun.
During the melee,
Slattery jumped
from the truck and
quickly hunkered
down, caught in the
crossfire. Though
the rebels owned a
numerical advantage
and the element of
In 1917, Slattery joined the Irish Volunteers in Milltown, serving in the Kerry Brigade of the old
surprise, the British
Irish Republican Army (IRA).
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Ireland.
TIPPERARY IS FINAL DESTINATION
Slattery joined the force in 1923
[Reg. No. 5903] and passed-out the
following year from the Garda Depot
in Dublin, located in Phoenix Park.
He received his first assignment to
Aughrim, Co. Galway, before being
transferred to Carrigaholt in Co.
Clare.
There he met Mai Millar, whom
he married on 11 November 1936.
Adhering to Garda protocol, Slattery
was automatically re-assigned and
eventually landed in Tipperary, where
he spent the rest of this career at
Hollyford Station.
Nestled in a valley running through
the Slieve Felim Mountains, the
sleepy village of Hollyford provided
the newcomer with a welcome
reprieve from the turbulent days of
his youth. Coincidentally, Hollyford is
also the ancestral home of IRA leader
Sean Treacy, whose actions helped
ignite the Irish War of Independence.
The Slattery’s quickly ingratiated
themselves to the community while
raising four girls and a boy: Eileen,
Aine, Peig, Eithne, and Sean. All the
children received a formal education,
and the family occupied the same
seat at Mass every Sunday.
Two of the girls later married
members of the force in Limerick.
Peig wed Garda Cormac Hurley [Reg.
No. 14726E], the son of Sergeant
Jim Hurley [Reg. No. 2822], and

Eithne’s husband, Tom Gavin [Reg. No.
17449A], served as Superintendent in
Newcastlewest. It’s also worth noting
that Peig and Cormac’s daughter,
Muirne Hurley, won the Rose of
Tralee crown in 1994.
Sean Slattery joined the priesthood
in the Diocese of Clonfert, serving
in Aughrim –the same parish where
his father began his career in law
enforcement. He recently gave an
interview to ‘Irish Life and Lore’,
recalling the captivating stories told
by his father: “In those days, we
had no television… the family sitting
around the fire, and he would talk
openly about his experiences. To the
day he died, he strongly believed that
it was the crucifix that saved him at
the ambush in Clonbanin. So, I have
that crucifix now, and I treasure it.”
MARKING THE END OF AN ERA
Shortly before reaching retirement in
1964, Garda Slattery received a twoyear extension for his involvement
with the Volunteers. Instead, he
retired in May of 1965, having served
40 years and 284 days. His departure
also marked the end of an era with
the closing of Hollyford Station.
He later moved to Limerick,
indulging in several hobbies such as
fishing and gardening. He remained
a loyal supporter of Kerry GAA and
never missed a Munster Final or All
Ireland when the Green & Gold were
on the pitch.

On 19 October 1975, Slattery
gently passed away. A large
gathering of family and friends
attended the concelebrated Mass
at Our Lady of the Rosary Church,
followed by interment at Mount St.
Lawrence Cemetery.
The measure of a man can
be expressed in many ways.
Fortunately, Ireland has no shortage
of literary sages to cast a shining
light, including this quote from
the legendary playwright, George
Bernard Shaw: “Life is no brief
candle to me. It is a sort of splendid
torch which I have got a hold of for
the moment, and I want to make it
burn as brightly as possible before
handing it on to future generations.”
The author acknowledges the
assistance and help provided by the
Slattery, Hurley and Gavin families, as
well as Pat Kearney of the Limerick
Branch, in producing this article.
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