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Family History
Author Fran Christ's recounts her personal stake in

researching "John Kenny and the Easter Rising":

"How the project got started.
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(above) Mother and daughter, Elizabeth Kenny and
Fran Christ

My mother, Elizabeth Kenny Gilroy never met her
grandfather, John Kenny. He was ostracized from
the family and no one ever spoke to her of him.

She assumed he had died before she was born. My aunt,
Anne Kenny spoke to all of us, however, about the part my
great-grandfather played in the Easter Rising.

One story told me about him took place much earlier,
sometime between 1885 and 1891. John Kenny had moved
his family back from New York to the farm where he was
raised in Kilcock, County Kildare. He set up a stud farm as
a "front" for laundering funds coming in from the U.S.
(John Kenny was an excellent business man and very good
with numbers.) His children were constantly warned never
to tell anyone anything that went on at home, nor to tell
who they had seen entering and leaving the house.

Recently, people who are not family members have
told me that John Kenny ran very high-level meetings in
Kilcock. His then-youngest daughter Margaret, age 7,
would be sent out to deliver a cake to a neighbor's house.

This would be the signal that a meeting would be held that
night, at whomever's house the cake had been delivered to.

A second family story was the one I paid attention to:
according to my aunt, my great-grandfather attended a
meeting in Dublin at which someone rushed in to warn
that the British were on to them. My great-grandfather trav-
eled safely back to New York but everyone else at the
meeting was eventually captured and executed by the
British. I knew nothing about Ireland or Irish history and
had no way to confirm or deny either story.

Four years ago my mother came across the name John
Kenny in Peter de Rosa's book Rebels. My mother men-
tioned it to me casually, wondering if it could have been
John Kenny, her grandfather.

That summer on a trip to Ireland, I happened to men-
tion it to a man I was speaking to on the phone, Kevin
Lynch, who is from John Kenny's hometown, Kilcock. As
luck would have it, he is an avid Irish historian. By the
time I returned to New York, he had gone through his
books on the Easter Rising and photocopied many refer-
ences to John Kenny.

Now I was hooked. I set out to see if this John Kenny
and my mother's grandfather were the same person. The
date on my great-grandfather's death certificate sent me
searching for an obituary in the Clan-na-Gael newspaper,
the Gaelic American. While fast-forwarding the microfilm
I stopped the machine to see what date I was up to—and
there was an article about John Kenny commemorating the
execution of Tom Clarke, whom apparently he had been
close to. The article pointed me to the series of three arti-
cles John Kenny wrote about his two missions in 1914, on
which I based this article.

I found the obituary. The John Kenny in the Gaelic

American proved indeed to be my great-grandfather.
Since then, browsing through microfilms of the Gaelic

"My mother came across the name John Kenny in
Peter de Rosa's book Rebels . . . wondering if it
could have been John Kenny, her grandfather."
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American, I've come up with a half a file drawer full of
articles on or about John Kenny. And on my first trip to the
American Irish Historical Society, I came across a file
folder named "John Kenny" which contained the paper trail
of the mission!

Meanwhile, my relatives have generously sent me
books, articles, personal effects, and photographs. The Irish
Family History Forum, the American Irish Historical
Society, and the Irish Bookstore gave me valuable help, as
did Judy Opitaw, librarian at my Lynbrook, New York local
library, who tracked down censored newspapers and out-of-
print books. Kevin Lynch researched the family in Kilcock,
sent me books, and helped put my findings in historical
context. Finally, I'd like to single out my aunt, Sister Mary
Kenny, for the special encouragement she has offered.

It was very interesting to my mother and aunts to dis-
cover that John Kenny was living in New York when they
were young (although with the exception of one of the
older girls they never met him). They now believe their
father was secretly meeting his father in New York. John
Kenny was separated from his family—either because his
wife was tired of the strain that his political activities
placed on the family, or for other personal reasons. But he

always supported them very generously and was greatly
admired by his daughters.

There are many aspects of John Kenny's life that we
still do not know about, but I'm going to continue my
research. This summer I will be researching in Dublin. I
look forward to meeting Kevin Lynch with whom I've
been collaborating on this research for nearly four years. I
will see where John Kenny lived (and my grandfather grew
up), sites of meetings he attended, and locales where the
actual fighting took place in the Rising. And I hope to
track down files kept by the British on my great-grand
father.

If any readers have leads they think might
help me in my continuing quest, I'd be grateful if
you'd contact me at mchrist599@aol.com.

—Fran Christ

(below) Collage of articles from the Gaelic American
narrating the exploits of John Kenny, from which
author Fran Christ's learned the history of her great-
grandfather.
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