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Tllustration:

This advertisement
[from the Irish
Advocate was part of
Kellys campaign in
1919 for presidency
of the New York City
Board of Aldermen.
The effort was part of
his post-War devotion
of considerable

time and energy on
behalf of achieving
independence for
Ireland. The campaign
did not generate
enough support to get
Kelly on the ballot, bur
Kellys enthusiasm for
independence did not
decline. Courtesy of
John T. Ridge.

his commission and became actively involved in
Irish American politics in furtherance of the Irish
cause.

In 1919 he became a candidate for presiden-
cy of the Board of Aldermen of New York City on
behalf of the Liberty Party which advocated rec-
ognition of the Irish Republic. Jeremiah O’Leary
was a leading member of this group. The sitting
president of the board, Robert L Moran, was the
Democratic candidate up for re-election with the
backing of Tammany Hall. The Republican can-
didate was United States congressman and for-
mer deputy New York attorney-general, Fiorello
LaGuardia.® Tammany tried to persuade Kelly
to withdraw his candidacy and support Moran,
but he refused. The Tammany bosses petitioned
the New York State Supreme Court to remove
Kelly’s name from the ballot on the grounds that
some fifteen percent of the signatories to Kelly’s
nomination petition had failed to comply with
election rules. The court concurred, the decision
was confirmed on appeal, and Kelly’s name was
deleted from the ballot. However, on the day of
the election over 3,500 voters spoiled their votes
by writing Kelly’s name on the ballot paper. As a
result, LaGuardia defeated Moran by 1,363 votes.
Kelly and LaGuardia became quite friendly, and
twelve years later La Guardia, then a representa-
tive in the United States Congess, offered Kelly's
son, John, an appointment to the U.S. Military
Academy at West Point.”

Kelly, who had by then become known as
“Mike,” worked tirelessly for the Irish cause dur-

ing the years of the War of Independence in
Ireland. Eamon De Valera had been elected pres-
ident of the Sinn Féin organization in 1917.10%11

When he came to New York on a fund-
raising tour in 1919, the British government
through its embassy, tried to exert pressure on
the U.S. Army not to associate itself with De
Valera’s mission. Kelly refused to bow to the pres-
sure and, although no longer active in his old
regiment, appeared in his full major’s uniform
on the platform to welcome Dev."? Kelly and De
Valera subsequently became firm friends.

KELLY'S ROLE IN THE AARIR

In November, 1920, while still in the United
States, De Valera split with the Friends of Irish
Freedom (FOIF) led by Judge Daniel Cohalan
and John Devoy and formed the American
Association for the Recognition of the Irish
Republic (AARIR). Kelly was a founding mem-
ber of the AARIR and was designated by De
Valera as district secretary for the organisation
in New York. The organisation soon boasted a
membership of 500,000 Irish Americans, and a
year later claimed 700,000 members.

In November, 1920, a flying column of
the Irish Republican Army had wiped out an
eighteen-man patrol of the hated British Army
“Auxiliaries” in County Cork. This precipitated
the declaration of martial law throughout the
county. On the night of December 10, anoth-
er member of the British Forces was killed in
Cork city.

The crown forces were out for revenge, and
on the following night they burned, wrecked,
damaged, and looted over two hundred and fifty
buildings in the city center, including the City
Hall.

Kelly, in his capacity as secretary of the
AARIR in New York, sent a telegram to the U.S.
State Department petitioning it to sever diplo-
matic relations with Great Britain for the “burn-
ing of Cork City by brutal British troops.” The
Most Reverend Dr. Daniel Cohalan, as Catholic
bishop of Cork had excommunicated some
members of the IRA because they participated
in ambushes of British forces, and the bishop
blamed the IRA for provoking the British Forces
into burning the city. This led to a war of words
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testing detention without trial of Republicans
and calling on the United States government to
investigate their maltreatment.??

During 1922, Kelly also strongly opposed a
move by the Irish Free State government to gain
control of $2,300,000 which had been raised as
a result of De Valera and Boland’s fund raising
in New York. While a court case was ongoing to
determine who should gain control of the funds,
Laurence Ginnell arrived in New York City on
December 27, 1922 as De Valera’s envoy to the
United States in place of Harry Boland. Ginnell
proceeded to demand possession of the consulate
of the Irish Free State in Nassau Street, New York.
He was accompanied by six men, including Kelly.??
When Ginnell died in Washington on April
17,1923, Kelly, representing the AARIR, accom-
panied Ginnel’s body back to Ireland. Ginnell had
been an MP in the British Parliament and later a
Sinn Féin TD and director of propaganda in the
second Diil. He had also been jailed on a number
of occasions by the British. After the split he was
appointed Director of Propaganda by the anti-
treaty forces. He had become very friendly with
Kelly, who was considered by the Irish Free State
government as one of the principal leaders of the
anti-treaty position in the United States. On May
3, 1923, Timothy Smiddy, the Free State govern-
ment’s representative in Washington, sent the
following telegram to the Department of External
Affairs in Dublin:** “Major Kelly one of the chief
heads Irregulars in USA sailed twenty first April
with Ginnell‘s body. Chief motive consult with
Dev and important Irregs. Watch him closely.”*

Kelly accompanied Ginnel’s body all the way
to Delvin in County Westmeath where the burial
took place on May 2, 1923. The oration at the
graveside was delivered by Mrs. Pearse, mother
of Patrick Pearse, the executed leader in the 1916
Rising. Kelly, representing Eamon De Valera,
also spoke at the graveside, stating that “...he was
honored to be appointed to escort from America
the remains of the envoy of the Irish Republic
back to his native place.”* The Weekly Irish Times
reported on May 12 that a Republican meeting
held in Tuam, County Galway had been addressed
by “Major Kelly“ of the American Army, who said
that the next time he came to Ireland he hoped
that there would be a united Ireland.

The tradition in the Kelly family was that
Mike travelled as escort of Ginnel’s body only as
far as Liverpool.?” Kelly may not have wanted his
family to know that he had been in Ireland and
had not visited them. Divisions caused by the
Civil War had run deep, and there was great bit-
terness between the protagonists. The anti-treaty
forces had been defeated militarily before Kelly’s
arrival in Ireland, and they had declared a cease-
fire on April 30th. The reason why Kelly did not
visit his family in County Clare was, possibly,
because his half brothers, James and Paddy, had
been members of the IRA in Clare and had taken
the pro-treaty side in the Civil War.

When Michael Kelly arrived back in
New York he was welcomed by a committee on
behalf of the sixty-five councils of the AARIR in
New York. The chairman of the committee read
an address of welcome and invited the Kelly to
attend the association’s annual celebration and
convention at Madison Square Garden on May
26th and 27th “where you will have an oppor-
tunity of delivering to the people of the United
States the message you bear from the President
of the Irish Republic.” The convention was
attended by De Valera’s mother, and by Hannah
Sheehy Skeffington, the suffragette and human
rights activist whose husband Francis, a pacifist,
had been murdered by British Forces in Dublin
in 1916. Reporting on the convention, the
Irish newspapers stated that Kelly had recently
returned from a conference with Mr. De Valera.?®

We know from contemporary newspaper
reports that Kelly went on speaking tours to
a number of American cities on behalf of the
AARIR to promote the cause of the Republican
anti-treaty side in Ireland during the period of
the Irish Civil War. Kelly continued to sup-
port De Valera after the Civil War while Dev
and his followers were in the political wilderness
in Ireland. The anti-treaty members of Ddil
Eireann refused to recognise the legitimacy of
the Free State and abstained from taking their
seats in the Ddil since they would have to take an
oath of allegiance to the king of England as head
of state. De Valera split with Sinn Féin on the
issue of abstentionism in 1926 and formed the
Fianna Fiil party whose elected TDs took their
seats in Ddil Eireann, saying, when they did so,
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Hllustration:
This report of
Michael Kellys
accidental death
appeared in the
New York Times
published on
June 23, 1930.

MAJ. KELLY KILLED
BY HIS OWN PISTOL |

“Dynamite ‘Mike" of Old6Sth
Is Accidentally Shot While
Cleaning Service Gun.

WIFE FINDS - HIM DYING| |

Winner of Distinguished Service
Crosg and the Crolx de Guerrp
Succumba In Hospital. 1

Major Michael A. Kelly, known as

ToR¥uamite. Mike, (", F@aﬁwﬂﬂ;’qdv oy
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that they regarded the oath as an empty for-
mula. DeValera founded a newspaper, The Irish
Press, which was registered in 1928 but whose
first edition was not published until September,
1931. Its purpose was to represent the viewpoint
of the Fianna Fiil party. The newspaper was
controlled by De Valera and afterwards by his
family. Some of the money which was used to
finance the launch of the paper originated in the
fundraising carried out in the United States by
De Valera in 1919-1920. At a convention of the
AARIR in the Pennsylvania Hotel in New York
in 1930, Kelly, as chairman of the fundraising
committee, announced that $300,000 had been
raised towards the launch of 7he Irish Press. He
said that a holding company had been formed
in America, headed by attorney Frank P. Walsh.
Kelly stated that the printing presses had been
purchased and that publication would com-
mence on the following St Patrick’s Day.*

In the general election of 1932, De Valeras
Fianna Fdil party won 72 seats out of 153 with
44 percent of the votes, while their pro-treaty
opponents, then known as Cumann na nGaed-
heal, won 57seats with 37 percent. Fianna Fiil
formed a minority government with the support
of the 7 Labour Party members. The men who
had won the Civil War nine years earlier handed

over power peacefully to their opponents, and

Fianna Fdil continued in government for the
next sixteen years with deValera as Taoiseach.

KELLY'S TRAGIC DEATH

Michael Kelly did not live to see the first issue of
The Irish Press, nor did he see his friend Eamon De
Valera come to power as Taoiseach of the Irish Free
State on March 9, 1932. Kelly died in Fordham
Hospital on July 22, 1930 as a result of an acciden-
tal gunshot wound caused while cleaning his old ser-
vice pistol. He was buried with full military honors
in St. Raymond’s Cemetery in the Bronx. His death
and funeral were widely reported in publications like
the New York Times, the Irish World, Time magazine
and other news sources of the day. Many tributes
were paid by his army and political comrades includ-
ing Eugene Twomey, secretary of Fianna Fiil. His
death was also widely reported in the Irish newspa-
pers as well as in some British newspapers.

Michael and Eleanor had two children, the
second of whom, Thomas (1912-1914) died at
seventeen months. Their eldest son, John Edward
(Jack) Kelly (1911-1995) was a career soldier
who commanded a battalion of the U.S. Army in
Europe in World War I1. 3 He was awarded the
Distinguished Service Cross in 1945, twenty-seven
years after his father received the same honor. He
commanded the 160th Infantry Regiment in
Korea in 1954. He was appointed brigadier general
in 1961, and was sent to India in 1962 as an advis-
er to the Indian Army during its border war with
China. At this time he was promoted to major
general. He later commanded the 2nd Armored
Division at Fort Hood and afterwards served at the
Pentagon. He was promoted to lieutenant general
in 1968 and was appointed commandant of the
National War College in Washington. He retired
in 1970.%" Two of John Kelly's sons became lieu-
tenant colonels in the U.S. Army, while a third son,
Captain John Kelly was killed in action in during
the Viet Nam War in 1969.

It is worthy of note that Michael Kelly was
still involved in promoting the cause of his native
country when he died, more than two hundred
years after his ancestor, Captain Patrick O’Kelly,
fell while fighting for the same cause at the Battle
of Aughrim in 1691.
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Endnotes

1 John died in 1864 aged 75. He married Catherine Cullinan
who died in 1903 aged 107. She was a member of the
Cullinan family from the Ennis area. A Protestant branch
of this family were prominent in legal and medical circles in
Ennis in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

2 John Kelly married again and had two more children.
When his second wife died he married for a third time
and had a further six children. He died in 1916 aged 76.

3 InKelly's introduction to Jeremiah O‘Leary’s book,
My Political Trial & Experiences, Jefferson Publishing
Company, Inc., 1919.

4 Ibid. Conley served as Colonel of the 69th Regiment
until 1916.

5 The Aqueduct Police was a mounted law enforcement
unit created in 1906 to protect reservoirs and equip-
ment that supplied water to New York City.

6 For a detailed account of the fighting involving the
165th (69th) Regiment in France see Duffys War
by Stephen L. Harris, Potomac Books Inc., 2006.
Father Francis Duffy’s description of Michael Kelly
is in his book, Father Dufly’s Story: a Tale of Humor
and Heroism, of Life and Death with the Fighting 69th,
George H. Doran Company, 1919, p.28.

7 While serving in France, Kelly became aware that his
half sister, Marion Kelly, who was a Red Cross nurse,
was stationed close to his unit, and he was able to
arrange to meet her. They had not met since Kelly left
Ireland in 1899 when Marion was just ten years old.

8 After whom New York City’s LaGuardia Airport was
officially named in 1953.

9 During the Prohibition era LaGuardia was accompa-
nied by his friend Michael Kelly when he gave out free
beer with an alchol content of 2.75% in New York.
Apparently this was under the legal limit for the alco-
hol centent. See Oakland Tribune Aug. 1, 1926.

10 The author, as a child, met and shook hands with De
Valera in Kilmurry School on polling day, May 18, 1954.

11 Sinn Féin was a political party established in Ireland in
1905. After the Easter Rising in 1916 it came increas-
ingly militant and in the general election of 1918 it
replaced the conservative Irish Parliamentary Party
as the political representative of Irish nationalism.

Its elected members refused to take their seats in the
Westminster Parliament and set up Ddil Eireann in
Dublin as the Parliament of Ireland.

12 “Daring Exploits of Maj. ‘Dynamite Mike’ Kelly as
Related by Members of His Old Regiment” Irish World
Aug.3, 1930.

13 See report in the Drogheda Independent Dec. 24, 1920.

14 See Boston Post, Lima News (Ohio), Athens Messenger
(Ohio), etc., Dec.3, 1920.

15 Sims was a noted anglophile. He had been sent to
London by the Wilson administration as Senior Naval
Representative shortly before the U.S. entered the
Great War. He commanded the U.S. naval forces based
in Britain during the war. It seems thart his “jackass”
speech in London led to his recall to the U.S. by the
Secretary of the Navy.

16 See Irish Térrorism and the Atlantic
Communityl 865-1922, p. 246.

17 See Syracuse Herald, January 8, 1922.
18 See New York Times, August 2, 1922.
19 See Evening World, New York, August 23, 1922.

20 Papers of Desmond & Mabel Fitzgerald, P80,
Descriptive Catalogue, UCD Archives, Dublin.

21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
23 See New York Times, December 28, 1922.

24 Documents on Irish Foreign Policy, Vol. 2 No. 76,
NAI DFA ES, Box 28 File 186. (Royal Irish Academy,
Department of Foreign Affairs & National Archives of
Ireland).

25 The Free State Government referred to the anti-treaty
forces as “Irregulars.”

26 See Dublin Evening Telegraph, May 2, 1923.

27 Kelly's granddaughter, Erin Kelly Benitez, in conversa-
tion with the author.

28 See Dublin Evening Telegraph, June 11, 1923, and the
Weekly Freeman's Journal, June 16, 1923.

29 Report in the New York Times, June 18, 1930.

30 The author is indebted to Jack's daughter, Erin Kelly
Benitez, for much of the information on the career
of her grandfather, “Dynamite Mike” Kelly. Erin has
made several visits to her relatives in County Clare.

31 General Sir Thomas Kelly Kenny, 1840-1915, of the
British Army, who was also born in Kilmurry Ibrickan
parish, was a member of the same extended Kelly fam-
ily as Michael Kelly.

NEW YORK 1R1I5H H1STORY PAGE 11

Vol. 32, 2018



