


Introduction

As an Irish nationalist politician, militant republican, political
prisoner, and celebrated athlete, Austin Stack made a significant
contribution to the cause of Irish freedom. A gifted Gaelic
footballer, he captained the Kerry team to All-Ireland victory in
1904 before serving as President of the Kerry GAA County Board.
Elected as an MP and then TD continually from 1918 to 1927, he was
Minister for Home Affairs from 1919 to 1922 where he helped create
and establish the successful Dail courts. Fervently opposed to the
Anglo-Irish Treaty, Stack was active politically and militarily on the
anti-Treaty side during the Irish Civil War. Imprisoned numerous
times during the War of Independence and the Civil War, the harsh
prison conditions and the hunger strikes he endured weakened his
health and contributed to his early death.

Digitisation of NLI Primary Sources

This PDF draws from primary source material held in the National Library of Ireland newly
digitised to mark the Irish Decade of Centenaries (1912-1923). These documents range
from personal letters, memoirs, and official papers to contemporary handbills, maps and
photographs and help contextualise the decisions and motivations of the men and women,
including Austin Stack, who helped shape the revolutionary period in Ireland.
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key Momcents

Arrests + Hunger Strikes

Austin Stack failed to meet the
German arms ship, the Aud in April

1916 when it arrived three days early.

Arrested shortly afterwards he was
sentenced to life in prison. Released
in 1917 but quickly rearrested,

Stack led a successful hunger strike
demanding prisoner-of-war status
for himself and his comrades. He
was also elected joint secretary of
Sinn Féin and onto the executive of
the Irish Volunteers in this period.

Negotiated with
Lloyd George

Deputy chief of staff of
the Volunteers

Appointed deputy chief of staff

of the Volunteers in March, by
December Stack had been elected
unopposed for Kerry West in the
British general election while still
imprisoned in Belfast’s Crumlin

Road Jail.

After the Truce that ended the
Irish War of Independence, Austin
Stack was part of the team, which
included Arthur Griffith, that
negotiated cessation terms with
British Prime Minister David Lloyd

George.

On the run

Having been transferred to
Strangeways Prison in Manchester in
April 1919, Stack escaped in October
and went on the run in Ireland. In
November 1919 he became Minister
for Home Affairs and established

the republican courts over the next
two years. He also served as deputy
chief of staff in the IRA in this period.



A republican government

Stack was a staunch opponent of
the Anglo-Irish Treaty. In October
he helped set up a ‘republican
government’ with other anti-Treaty
TDs and was appointed minister for
finance in that shadow authority.

Arrested

In April 1923, Stack was arrested by Free
State troops and imprisoned. He led
multiple hunger strikes and was elected
Sinn Féin TD for Kerry and Limerick West v
while still in prison. Finally released in
July 1924, Stack married Winifred Una
Gordon in August 1925. She was an RIC
widow whom he had met in 1920 while
still a fugitive.

Death in 1929

Austin Stack stayed in Sinn Féin when
de Valera left to launch Fianna Fail in
March 1926. In the June 1927 election,
he retained his Dail seat but only after
the eleventh count. He took no further
part in elected politics. Falling sick
with appendicitis, Stack died on 27
April 1929 at the Mater Hospital. He
was buried in Glasnevin cemetery.



GAA

Austin Stack was born in Tralee, County Kerry in 1879 to well-known
Fenian and Land League leader William Moore Stack and Nanette
Stack (née O’Neill). He was involved in both the Young Ireland Society
at a young age and later in the Gaelic League, two organisations
which promoted the study of the Irish language as well as the history
and literature of Ireland. Leaving school at the age of fourteen, Stack
worked his way up to the position of senior clerk in the office of Tralee
solicitor John O’Connelly. He was also income-tax collector for the
Dingle and Caherciveen areas before being dismissed for his openly
republican activities. A talented Gaelic footballer, he led his native
Kerry team to All-Ireland victory in 1904. He served as President

of the GAA Kerry County Board where he helped to reorganise the
organisation into a much more effective body.

——

ADDRESS T AUSTIN STACK

TO YOU MR. STACK, ONE OF THE GREAT IRISHMEN OF THE PRESENT AGE,
WE HAVE BEEN DEPUTED BY THE SINN FEIN %LUBS OF SOUTH KERRY TO
EXTEND THEIR HEARTIEST CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR RELEASE FROM PRISON
TO EXPRESS THEIR GREAT SATISFACTION THAT YOU AHE‘: UNIMPAIRED
PHYSICALLY AND MENTALLY. AND TO OFFER YOU CEAD MILE FAILTE ON
YOUR BETURN TO YOUR NATIVE COUNTY. YOU HAVE SUFFERED WELL NIGH
EIGHT YEARS OF MARTYRDOM FOR YOUR COUNTRY'S CAUSE, AND WE OFFER
OUR HUMBLE THANKS TO THE DEVINE CREATOR FOR GIVING YOU THE ;
FORTITUDE TO BEAR YOUR AWFUL TRIALS, AND WE PRAY HIM TO GIVE
LIFE AND HEALTH TO COMPLETE YOUR GREAT WORK, TO LEAD YOUR COUNTRY
TO THE MOST GLORIOUS OF ALL GOALS 3}- FREEDOM.

WE LOOK UPON YOUR RELEASE AND PRESIDENTZ DE VALERA'S I% A
L 4- M hoaa = £ . Lot e

A typewritten address from Sinn Féin Clubs in South Kerry congratulating
Stack on his release from prison in 1924. In Kerry these clubs were associated
with both nationalist politics and Gaelic football. You can read this document
(MS 17,087/2) in full at http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtlsoo0780975
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Militant Nationalist

As well as his prominent roles in the Irish cultural revival in Kerry,
Austin Stack was a staunch militant activist through his membership
of both the Irish Volunteers and the Irish Republican Brotherhood
(IRB). With his Fenian family background, he was an ideal candidate
for the IRB. Cathal Brugha swore him into the secret organisation

in 1908 and by the following year he was IRB county centre or
chief in Kerry. He helped establish the Irish Volunteer movement in
Tralee and, with his GAA credentials and large network of contacts,
was widely recognised as its leading figure in the area. Stack was,
however, dismissed from his duties as income-tax collector for the
Dingle and Caherciveen areas for his active militancy.

In early 1916 Stack began to prepare for the April arrival of a German
arms-carrying ship, the Aud, to Fenit Harbour in Kerry. Despite Stack’s
careful preparations, the German ship carrying 20,000 rifles, one
million rounds of ammunition and three machine guns, arrived three
days early and was intercepted by the British Navy. In addition, when
Roger Casement arrived unexpectedly by German U-boat on Kerry’s
Banna Strand he was almost immediately captured. Stack was himself
arrested that evening when he walked into a RIC station to find out
what had happened to Casement. Despite being given a life sentence
in June 1916 he was released under a general amnesty in June 1917.

In the years after the Irish Civil War Stack claimed that he had had
serious concerns about the viability of the Easter Rising after the Aud
disaster and was particularly critical of the handling of the 1916 Easter
Rising in Kerry.

Austin Stack was also a staunch
militant activist through his
membership of both the Irish
Volunteers and the Irish
Republican Brotherhood
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Reprint from The Kerry Champion, August 31st, 1929,

LANDING OF CASEMENT

THE AUTHENTIC NARRATIVE

Written by AUSTIN STACK.

A Historic D?c_ununt.
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VOTE No. I AUSTIN STACK.

Published by D. J. Browne, Solicitor, Tralee, Election
Agent for the Candidate, and Printed by Tralee Printing
Works, Courthouse Place.
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Political Prisoner

Austin Stack was not only influential in the Irish Volunteers and in
the IRB, but he was also heavily involved in republican politics as a
member of Sinn Féin. Imprisoned in Mountjoy Prison in August 1917,
he led a strike demanding prisoner-of-war status for himself and his
comrades. The hunger strike which followed, and in which Thomas
Ashe died, was ultimately successful in achieving its aims. He went
on another two hunger strikes before being released in November
1917. By the end of that year Stack had been elected joint secretary of
Sinn Féin and by March 1918 was also deputy chief of staff of the Irish
Volunteers. Arrested once again in May and imprisoned in Belfast’s
Crumlin Road Jail, Stack led yet another hunger strike alongside
seventy other Sinn Féin prisoners. In the British general election of
December 1918, he was elected as MP for Kerry West while still a
prisoner.

Prison Escapee

In April 1919 Austin Stack was transferred to Manchester’s
Strangeways Prison. Although their relationship would deteriorate
later on, Michael Collins was impressed with Stack and determined
to break him out. Taking personal charge of the escape plan, Collins,
under a false name, visited Stack in Strangeways to confirm the final
details. On 28 October 1919, six prisoners including Stack and Piaras
Béaslai overcame a warden while their confederates outside threw

a rope ladder over the 35-foot wall of the jail yard. Stack was the

first man over the wall. He clambered onto another ladder that had
been set against the outside wall by their accomplices and was able
to climb down to the street below. A crowd had been drawn by the
prison break, but they were held back by a large group of armed Irish
republicans, allowing all of the prisoners to make their escape. Stack
would be on the run for the rest of the Irish War of Independence.
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http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000611770

Minister

Following his prison escape Austin Stack was smuggled back to Dublin and
took over as Minister for Home Affairs from Arthur Griffith shortly afterwards.
During his time as minister, Stack’s most important achievement was the
creation and administration of the Dail courts which attempted to replace the
British system of justice in Ireland.

In 1919 Stack established republican arbitration courts, a Supreme Court,
district courts, and parish courts to make the British justice system in Ireland
effectively redundant. A republican police force was also set up to support
these Dail courts. Operating under the increasing pressure of martial law

in Ireland, the republican courts still managed to function fairly effectively
across the island, except in parts of Ulster. Stack was widely credited with
the establishment of the courts and their success boosted the cause of Irish
independence abroad. The popularity of the Dail courts reached its highest
point after the truce of July 1921 but gradually they lost their usefulness. Once
the Anglo-Irish Treaty had been ratified, the British gradually handed over all
legal powers to the new Provisional Government. The courts that Stack had
created were then formally abolished in October 1922.

DAIL é1Reann.

February, 1921

REPUBLICAN COURTS.

A CHARA,

The Courts established by Decree of Dail Eireann have since their inception
discharged their functions so elficiently and prodoced such a world-wide moral
eficct by their impartial administration of justice that the forces of the enemy have
decided to suppress them and to use everyv weapon to achieve this object. Ireland
can give but one answer. The Courts established at the wish of the people by
the lawful Government of the people musi continue to function and the efforts of
the enemy must be defeated

The Courts administered justice fairly and impartially and provided an
expeditions and inexpensive method of settling disputes. The unsolicited praises
bestowed on them by many extreme opponents of the Republican Policy who had
practical experience of their capacity for promoting peace and order produced a

wonderful effeet on foreign countries and gave the lie direct to British

A circular letter of February 1921 stating that the Dail was ‘determined that the Courts must
continue to function’ despite the serious pressure that British crown forces were exerting
on their operations. You can find out more about this document (MS 49,356/9/5) at
http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtlso00588468
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Anti-Treatyite

Austin Stack fiercely opposed the terms of the Anglo-Irish Treaty. He did
everything he could to sway the vote and prevent the Dail from ratifying

the agreement. Stack went on a speaking tour to the United States in early
1922 to try and rally Irish-American support to the anti-Treaty side. His very
public opposition to the Treaty agreement led to his replacement as Minister
for Home Affairs by Eamon Duggan in January 1922. On Stack’s return from
America, he was once again forced to take up a fugitive life as the Irish Civil
War had broken out.

Austin Stack’s active opposition to the Anglo-Irish Treaty continued right
through the period of the Irish Civil War. He became the director of finance
for the anti-Treaty forces. Through the strong personal connections that he
had built up in his native Kerry, he was also a leader in the Munster anti-
Treaty movement, politically and militarily. In October 1922, Stack followed
de Valera and other anti-Treaty TDs into a shadow ‘republican government’
in which he was appointed Minister for Finance.

Eventually captured and imprisoned by Irish Free State forces in April

1923, Austin Stack now went on his final hunger strike. His forty-one-day
hunger strike in Kilmainham Gaol, to improve the conditions of anti-Treaty
prisoners, was a part of a wider campaign involving other Irish prisons which
at one point included 8,000 inmates. As an implacable opponent of the
Treaty, Stack was kept in prison until July 1924 despite the end of the Irish
Civil War in May 1923. While in prison he was elected as Sinn Féin TD for
Kerry and Limerick West.

He did everything he could to
sway the vote and prevent the
Dail from ratifying the agreement
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Political Failure

Austin Stack was re-elected as joint secretary at the Sinn Féin Ard Fheis in
November 1924. When de Valera and his supporters split from Sinn Féin

in March 1926 and set up Fianna Fail, Stack called de Valera’s departure a
‘betrayal of the Republic’ and stayed with the party. He was firmly in the
minority though with the rank and file of Sinn Féin switching their support
wholesale to Fianna Fail. The establishment of this new political rival shattered
Sinn Féin which now only had the finances to run fifteen candidates in the June
1927 general election. Stack retained his seat in Kerry and Limerick West but
only just. Sinn Féin’s poor financial situation left Stack without the campaign
funds to run in the September 1927 election and his career as an elected
representative was now over.

Life as a fugitive in both the Irish War of Independence and the Civil War as
well as the multiple hunger strikes that he had undertaken while in prison left
Austin Stack in poor health by 1924. His wellbeing was further undermined

by systematic harassment from the Irish Free State authorities with his office
routinely raided by an Garda Siochana. On 10 August 1925 Stack married the
widow of an RIC inspector, Winifred Una Gordon, in whose house he had
stayed while on the run in 1920. Less than four years later on 27 April 1929,
Austin Stake died of complications arising from appendicitis in Dublin’s Mater
Hospital and was buried in Glasnevin cemetery.

Stack called de Valera’s
departure a ‘betrayal of the
Republic’ and stayed with

the party
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Conclusion

Austin Stack made a considerable contribution to Ireland’s struggle
for independence as Sinn Féin politician, militant republican, and GAA
player. Working politically as an MP, TD, and Minister, Stack was also
active in the military operations of the IRA and the anti-Treaty forces.
Perhaps best known for his creation and administration of the Dail
Courts, Stack remained violently opposed to the Anglo-Irish Treaty
and never accepted the new Irish Free State. He later broke with de
Valera over what he felt was a betrayal of their republican principles.
Living the life of a fugitive and enduring harsh prison conditions and
multiple hunger strikes, Stack’s health suffered greatly throughout the
Irish revolutionary period leading to his premature death at just 49
years of age. His name lives on in Ireland today through the famous
Austin Stacks GAA club in his native Tralee, County Kerry.

A poem written by republican nationalist Lily O’Brennan in Stack’s memory two days after his death.
It highlights his dedication to Irish nationalism as well as his prominent career in the GAA. You can
find out more about this poem (MS 41,501/3/19) at http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtlsooo588052
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