
Kathleen Clarke
Republican, Politician, Campaigner



Introduction

As a republican activist, 1916 Easter Rising widow, charity 
fundraiser and campaigner for social change, Kathleen Clarke 
was a leading figure in the Irish revolutionary period. Instrumental 
in the foundation of Cumann na mBan, she also established 
the Irish Volunteers’ Dependants’ Fund charity shortly after the 
execution of her husband Tom and brother Ned Daly in 1916. As 
the widow Mrs Tom Clarke and as a political prisoner, she was 
an important part of republican propaganda and fundraising 
campaigns during the War of Independence. An influential Sinn 
Féin party member, Dublin Corporation councillor and TD, she 
would later become the first woman Lord Mayor of Dublin. Clarke 
also campaigned for better political representation for women 
and for social change including healthcare for poor children. 
During her long life Kathleen Clarke remained a constant and vocal 
defender of her husband’s reputation. 

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 Kathleen Clarke, who helped shape the revolutionary period in Ireland.
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Key Moments

1914

Cumann na mBan

Kathleen Clarke helped found 
Cumann na mBan (the Women’s 
Council), established on 2 April 
1914 as a republican women’s 
paramilitary organisation and 
auxiliary corps to the all-male  
Irish Volunteers. 

 

The Irish Volunteers’ 
Dependants’ Fund

The Irish Volunteers’ Dependants’ 
Fund (IVDF) was founded by Clarke 
a few days after her husband Tom’s 
execution in 1916. The IVDF was 
important as both a fundraiser for 
families affected by the Easter Rising 
and as a general propaganda vehicle 
promoting the revolutionary cause  
in Ireland. 

.  

Sinn Féin Executive Council

Already Cumann na mBan vice-
president, Kathleen Clarke was 
elected to the Sinn Féin Executive 
Council where she campaigned to 
attain equal political rights and 
representation for women within  
the party. 

 

Arrested

Arrested during the fabricated 
‘German plot’ roundups in May 1918 
Clarke was imprisoned in women-
only Holloway Prison in London for 
nine months alongside Countess 
Markievicz and Maud Gonne. 
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1918 1917
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1904

Dublin Corporation

Elected to Dublin Corporation 
Kathleen Clarke campaigned for  
the official recognition of the Sinn 
Féin government during the Irish  
War of Independence.  
She was also president of the 
republican children’s court 
and helped to set up the Irish 
White Cross. During the War of 
Independence Kathleen Clarke was 
active as a courier, smuggling money 
and weapons to IRA fighters. 

Dáil Eireann

Clarke was elected to Dáil Eireann for 
the Dublin-Mid constituency in 1921.  
She spoke passionately against the 
Anglo-Irish Treaty in the Second Dáil 
and took the anti-Treaty side during the 
subsequent Irish Civil War. 

Anti-Treaty IRA
During the Civil War Kathleen Clarke 
had influential roles in both anti-Treaty 
Cumann na mBan and the Anti-Treaty 
IRA including communications, 
logistics, and fundraising. She lost 
her Dáil seat in 1922 but eventually 
accepted the new Irish Free State. 

1921
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Fenian

Kathleen Daly was born into a prominent Fenian family in Limerick on 11 April 
1878. Both her father Edward and her uncle John were Fenian activists and she 
was already a militant republican by the time she married Tom Clarke in New 
York in 1901. When the Clarkes returned from America in 1907, their newsagent 
and tobacconist shop, first in Parnell Street and later in Amiens Street, was 
a hive of republican activity. Her husband, one of the 1916 Proclamation 
Signatories, helped revive the Irish Republic Brotherhood (IRB) and establish 
the Irish Volunteers in 1913. Her brother Edward ‘Ned’ Daly was one of the first 
to join the Volunteers while her sister Madge Daly would later join Cumann na 
mBan to work alongside Kathleen.  

A photograph of Kathleen Daly taken in Limerick before she emigrated to the USA in 
1901 to marry Tom Clarke. You can learn more about this photograph (TC 4) at  
http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000277295
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Cumann na mBan was formally 
established in 1914 as an all-female 
organisation that would work 
alongside the Irish Volunteers.

Militant

Cumann na mBan was formally established in 1914 as an all-female 
organisation that would work alongside the Irish Volunteers. Kathleen Clarke 
was a key member of the republican organisation’s first branch, the Ard 
Chraobh (High Branch) located in Dublin’s Brunswick Street. She served first 
on its Executive Committee helping to draft its manifesto and later as Vice-
President. Cumann na mBan members worked closely with the Irish Volunteers 
in the lead up to and during the 1916 Easter Rising, transporting arms and 
relaying messages. Clarke was sworn into the IRB before the fighting started 
and given the plans for the rebellion by her husband so she could maintain 
contact with republican networks in the event of a failed rising.

6
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A letter of 6 May 1917 from solicitor Hugh O’Brien Moran to Kathleen’s sister, Madge, 
enclosing Tom Clarke’s personal effects after his execution. Madge received the items  
on behalf of her sister. You can learn more about this letter (MS 49,355 /10/1) at  
http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000515752  

An undated photograph of a social meeting for Cumann na mBan’s Ard Chraobh. Kathleen 
Clarke is seated at the far left of the group. You can find out more about this photograph 
(NPA CNB) at http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000276947    
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Widow of 1916

Kathleen Clarke was imprisoned in Dublin Castle after the failure of the 1916 
Easter Rising. She was released in time to see her husband Tom before his 
execution on 3 May 1916. She returned to Kilmainham the following night to say 
goodbye to her brother Ned Daly who was executed on 4 May. 

The executions of both her husband and her brother had a deep personal 
impact on Kathleen Clarke. A mother of three, she was expecting another 
child at the time but didn’t tell her husband during their last meeting. She 
fell seriously ill shortly afterwards and had a miscarriage. After their deaths 
she was heavily involved in organising relief for the dependants of the many 
republicans who had been imprisoned in the aftermath of the Easter Rising. 
Clarke helped persuade Cumann na mBan to prioritise keeping alive the 
memory of the executed leaders of the Easter Rising. The organisation would 
also focus on public demonstrations on behalf of republican prisoners as well 
as organising welcoming ceremonies for those militants arriving home from 
British and Irish jails. 

Charity Organiser

Soon after her husband’s execution Kathleen Clarke established the Irish 
Volunteers’ Dependants’ Fund (IVDF) to raise funds for those families bereaved 
by the Easter Rising and the executions that followed. In August 1916, the IVDF 
amalgamated with the Irish National Aid Association to form the Irish National 
Aid and Volunteers Dependants’ Fund (INAAVDF). Clarke remained president of 
this new combined organisation. 

In February 1921 Clarke helped found the Irish White Cross which distributed 
funds raised by the charity the American Committee for Relief in Ireland. This 
money was allocated to Irish civilians who were injured or suffered financial 
difficulties because of Ireland’s War of Independence and later the Civil War. 
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A 1916 photograph of Kathleen Clarke with her sons 
John Daly, Tom, and Emmet was used to help raise 
money for the Irish Volunteers’ Dependants’ Fund. 
You can learn more about this photograph (TC 14) at 
http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000277561 

Handwritten notes by Kathleen 
Clarke on the 1917 Sinn Féin 
Convention. Clarke refers to being 
‘in a foreign element’ and how angry 
she was at the hostile reception given 
to Constance Markievicz’s speech. 
You can find out more about this 
document (MS 49,356/2) at 
http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/
vtls000311875
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Campaigner

Kathleen Clarke campaigned for women’s rights throughout her political 
career. Her motion at Sinn Féin’s annual convention in October 1917 ensured 
that equal rights for women became party policy. Four women were elected 
onto the executive committee that year: Countess Markievicz, Clarke, Kathleen 
Lynn, and Countess Plunkett. The same weekend Cumann na mBan held its 
fourth annual convention electing Clarke onto its executive committee. She 
was also a founding member of Cumann na d’Teachtaire. (League of Female 
Delegates) which worked to ensure that women would be elected on to public 
boards and onto all bodies within the Sinn Féin organisation. 

Prisoner

Between 1918 and 1919 Kathleen Clarke spent nine months in London’s female-
only Holloway Gaol for her alleged involvement in the ‘German Plot’. As the 
mother of three young children her detention was condemned in Ireland 
and internationally. While Clarke was in prison her children were looked 
after by her sisters in Limerick. In Holloway she refused to eat prison food, 
becoming extremely ill and suffering a heart attack before being released in 
February 1919. Her time in prison solidified her public reputation as an ardent 
republican; she was granted the freedom of Limerick City while still a prisoner. R
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A letter of 21 August 1918 from Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington to Laurence O’Neill, 
Lord Mayor of Dublin, referring to her concern for Kathleen Clarke’s health in 
prison. You can find out more about this document (MS 35,294/3/14) at 
http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000146809 
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Elected Representative

As a leading member of Sinn Féin and a widow of 1916, Clarke ran successfully 
in both Dublin Corporation and national elections for Sinn Féin during the 
Irish War of Independence. She was first returned as a Dublin Corporation 
councillor for both the Wood Quay and Mountjoy wards in 1919. Using her new 
elected position, she campaigned for the official recognition of the Sinn Féin 
government, was a member of the Harcourt Street Children’s Hospital board 
and chaired the school meals committee. Clarke also served in the Dáil Courts 
becoming president of the Court of Conscience and the children’s court. In 1921 
she was elected to the Second Dáil for the Dublin-Mid constituency.  

A Dublin municipal election handbill of 15 January 1920 for the Mountjoy Ward asking 
voters to ‘strike a blow for Irish independence’ by voting for Sinn Féin and Labour 
candidates. Clarke was successfully elected. You can learn more about this poster (EPH 
C75) at http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000506620   
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Anti-Treatyite

Kathleen Clarke was strongly opposed to the terms of the Anglo-Irish Treaty. 
As a TD and member of Sinn Féin’s Standing Committee Clarke’s voice carried 
real weight in the Treaty debates. She was adamant that the Treaty would not 
provide ‘the kind of freedom I have looked forward to’ and would not accept 
anything less than the republic for which her husband had died. She voted 
against the Treaty in the Dáil on 7 January 1922 and lost her seat in the June 
1922 elections. Despite chairing negotiations aimed at avoiding an Irish civil 
war, when fighting broke out Clarke was active in both anti-Treaty Cumann  
na mBan and the Anti-Treaty IRA with roles in communications, logistics,  
and fundraising.

A transcript of Kathleen Clarke’s speech of 22 December 1921 to the Dáil supporting the 
motion of Éamon de Valera to reject the Treaty. You can learn more about this document 
(MS 49,883/42) at http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000649344   
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Protector

While Kathleen Clarke took the anti-Treaty side during the Irish Civil War, she 
eventually made peace with the new Free State. Afterwards she continued 
her social work including fundraising trip to America for the Irish National Aid 
and Volunteers’ Dependants’ Fund in 1924, and membership of the National 
Graves Association board. Politically, Clarke was a founding member of Éamon 
de Valera’s new political party, Fianna Fáil, in 1926. She was elected as a TD for 
Dublin North in June 1927 before serving in the Seanad from 1928 to 1936 and 
becoming Dublin’s first woman Lord Mayor in 1939. Despite disagreeing strongly 
with de Valera over what she saw as the anti-woman attitudes of the 1937 
constitution, she stayed in the party until 1943. 

Kathleen Clarke was a relentless protector of her husband’s reputation. 
She always maintained that Tom Clarke was in fact the first president of the 
provisional government, and not Patrick Pearse. In the lead up to the important 
fiftieth commemorations of the Easter Rising in 1966, she led a public campaign 
for the recognition of her husband’s presidency. Having moved to Liverpool in 
1965 to be with her son Emmet, Kathleen Clarke died on 29 September 1972, 
aged 94. She was given a state funeral in Dublin and is buried in Deansgrange 
Cemetery. 

A 1941 photograph of Clarke as the first woman Lord Mayor of Dublin, seated at the centre of the 
group in a fur coat, glasses and hat. She was keen on removing all traces of past British authority 
from her office, including having portraits of British monarchs taken down from the Mansion House 
walls. You can learn more about this photograph (NPA SHE78) at  
http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000671008 
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Conclusion

Kathleen Clarke was a leading politician, militant, and social campaigner 
throughout the Irish revolutionary period. Widow of 1916, mother of three, 
charity fundraiser and lifelong republican, she helped found important 
organisations during this period like the Irish Volunteers’ Dependants’ Fund, 
Cumann na mBan, and the Irish White Cross. Contributing to the fight for Irish 
freedom as a courier during the War of Independence, she later fought on the 
anti-Treaty side in the Civil War. As a politician, she was a long-serving Dublin 
Corporation councillor and elected to the Second Dáil. A vehement opponent 
of the 1921 Anglo-Irish Treaty Clarke spoke passionately during the Treaty 
debates and voted against it. Later she would be a founding figure in Fianna 
Fáil, serve as a TD and senator before becoming the first woman Lord Mayor of 
Dublin. Clarke used her public position to campaign for social change, including 
women’s rights, workers’ rights, and better access to education and healthcare 
for disadvantaged children. Although often suffering from poor health, Kathleen 
Clarke remained determined to protect the reputation of her husband Tom right 
up to her death in 1972. 

Widow of 1916, mother of  
three, charity fundraiser  
and lifelong republican
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A letter of 19 August 1965 to ‘Eamon’ from Clarke referring to her own role in the Easter Rising  
and asking for due recognition of her husband’s appointment as President of the Provisional 
Government in 1916. You can learn more about this letter (MS 49,883/33/8) at  
http://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000769145/HierarchyTree#page/1/mode/1up
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Find out more about Revealing History programme at:

nli.ie/RevealingHistory.aspx 


