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The Shooting on Brandon
E.W. Hughes

In the not too distant past the area o f the Barrow  
Valley, from St. M ullins northwards to Goresbridge, was 
noted for three or perhaps more forms o f illegal activity. 
Perhaps the most popular was after hours drinking which 
now due to changes in the laws is not quite so prevalent. 
Extended hours and heavier penalties contributed to this 
decline.

Other forms of illegal behaviour such as illegal fishing 
in the salm on gaps on the w eirs loca lly  referred  to as 
‘Cudheelin' was quite common, here ingenious home-made 
nets blocked these passages thereby forcing ascending fish to 
about turn and become trapped in a separate area or pocket 
of the cudgel or net.

The third activity, that of poaching game, particularly 
on the slopes o f the surrounding hills, was less popular 
because o f the expense involved and the level of surveillance 
which landlords were prepared to adopt or both. It is in 
con n ection  w ith  poach in g  for gam e that the fo llow in g  
occurrence took place over one hundred years ago. The year 
in fact was 1888 and even today these tragic events are 
referred to as ‘The Shooting on Brandon'. More appropriately 
perhaps it should be described as ‘The Tragedy on Brandon'.

In the late evening of August 6th 1888, three young men 
from the south Carlow area crossed the river Barrow a mile 
or two down stream from Graignamanagh. They were fully 
equipped for a long days shooting on Brandon Hill and with 
low water on the weirs had no difficulty crossing over. They 
stayed over n ight in G alavan 's now M urphy 's licensed 
premises in The Rower, where they left at first light on the 
morning of August 7th.

The three young men were Patrick Byrne, Ballybeg, St. 
Mullins, Pierce Dreelan, Ballycrinnigan and James Doran, 
Knockmanus, Borris. Each had a well trained gun dog but 
the animal accompanying Patrick Byrne had just completed 
its training and was owned by Dr. Francis Bray who was 
invited to join the party, but was unable to do so.1

At that time Brandon Hill was divided into two separate
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properties, the northern half was owned by Lord Clifden who 
resided at Gowran, while the southern part belonged to the 
Tighe estate with Inistioge connections. A small stream over 
Ballavara served as a well defined boundary between the two 
divisions.

H av in g  covered  the 
low er area o f  the C lifden 
p reserv e  and bagged  a 
nu m ber o f  b irds the 
p oa ch ers  crossed  the 
boundary stream  into the 
T ighe estate lands w here 
they were accosted by two 
gamekeepers. The poachers 
at this time were m asked 
and som e p arley in g  took  
place, resulting in a request 
to con tin u e  p oa ch in g  on 
Tighe property. This being 
re fu sed , the poach ers  
retraced their steps and re
en tered  the C lifd en  
preserves follow ed by the 
gamekeepers as far as the 
boundary stream. Here two 
a d d ition a l gam ek eep ers  
jo in e d  the p u rsu ers  and 
fo llow ing  a d iscussion  all 
agreed that their primary objective should be to follow and 
identify the masked intruders.

Three o f the gam ekeepers were now armed and one 
Michael Walsh being the senior member assumed leadership 
so that as the poachers appeared to withdraw, the keepers 
followed by crossing onto the Clifden lands where Michael 
Walsh fired a single shot -  a prepared and recognised signal 
that help was required; instinctively one of the poachers' dogs 
on hearing the shot returned and when within yards o f the 
gamekeepers, Michael Walsh fired at the dog. Hearing the 
dog cry out in pain Patrick Byrne and his two companions 
h astily  retu rn ed  to w here W alsh  and the others w ere

Dr. Francis Bray encamped in 
Coolrainey Wood, 6 June 1900 

(Photograph by Nici)
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standing. Tempers were high at this stage and according to 
the evidence tendered at the inquest mutual threats were 
m ade by B yrne and W alsh all o f  w hich  cu lm in ated  in 
estab lish in g  that the first shot betw een poachers and 
gamekeepers was fired by Michael Walsh whereupon Patrick 
Byrne was seen to fall to the ground. Further shots were 
exchanged and M ichael W alsh in turn fell. D espite the 
confusion that followed it was clear that both Michael Walsh 
and Patrick  Byrne had sustained serious in jury. Both 
Dreelan and Doran were also injured and bleeding as were 
the gamekeepers two o f whom left immediately to summon 
aid. Shortly afterwards both Dreelan and Doran left the 
hillside and we shall later return to them.

The police at The Rower station were notified  and 
reached the scene ahead o f the local clergy and m edical 
practitioners by which time Patrick Byrne was dead.

An inquest to ascertain the cause of death o f Patrick 
Byrne was convened at The Rower and after an absence of 
approximately one and a half hours the verdict returned was 
as follows: “We find that Patrick Byrne, Ballybeg, County 
C arlow , cam e by his death on T uesday 7th A ugust on 
V iscou n t C lifd e n ' s p rop erty  at B a lly og an , p arish  o f  
Graignamanagh, barony of Gowran and County of Kilkenny 
from the effects o f a gunshot wound inflicted by M ichael 
Walsh o f Kilcross, gamekeeper to Col. Tighe and we find that 
the said Michael Walsh is guilty of manslaughter”. A  rider 
was then added which said: “That pursuing deceased and his 
companions onto Viscount Clifden's estate and shooting the 
dog was provocation”.

At this stage Michael Walsh the injured gamekeeper 
was seriously ill and although a warrant was issued for his 
arrest when he recovered, the unfortunate man died within 
days,2 as reported in The People.

The true id e n tity  o f  P a tr ick  B y rn e ' s p oa ch in g  
com panions, it seem s, was never effectively established, 
despite this, tradition and some writers claim that both were 
in fact charged but for lack o f evidence those were later 
withdrawn. To resolve this uncertainty I examined the State 
archives in their new location at Bishops Street, in Dublin, 
where indexation recorded that a file existed but also added,
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“file returned to Inspector General o f Constabulary on 22nd 
August 1888” . This was the last and only reference I could 
trace in the archives.

Advancing the theory that neither Dreelan nor Doran 
were charged is supported by the compelling testimony o f 
witnesses at the inquest, which brought about a verdict the 
authorities could hardly ignore. Add to this the following 
note which appeared in The Cashel Sentinel shortly after the 
tragedy occurred “no one knows who the dead man (i.e. 
poacher) is, he is about 21 years o f age”. No one knew the 
identity of his two companions either, except their families 
and closest friends.3 Obviously the authorities experienced 
co n s id era b le  d if f icu lty  in su rm ou n tin g  the lack  o f  
identification problem and knowing they were entitled to but 
‘one bite o f the cherry' which if  unsuccessful could justify 
those charged regaining their freedom. I suspect, the file was 
pigeon-holed for further consideration and that no charges 
were ever preferred.

Brandon Hill has played host to many unfortunates ‘on 
the run' from the law. Perhaps the most notable was Freney 
whose life story edited by Mr. Frank McEvoy has recently 
been published, others included ‘Cudheelers' avoiding arrest 
for unpaid fines on charges o f illegal fishing, all o f which 
must have inspired our local poetess the late Kate O'Leary to 
offer her sympathy in verse. This poem entitled Parting 
Thoughts is the first in her collection published in 1901, 
under the title of A Bresna from Brandon.

Parting Thoughts 
O God be wid you Brandon Hill and Gorlough green and high 
You never left me famishing in wet and cold to lie 
I'll miss your healthful breeze I know 
Like Gods blessing on my toil 
Oh there many a sad hour earning 
The goold on a foreign soil.

When Mick was caught “cudheelin”
On the weir down there below 
And the peelers all were searching 
An he had no place to go 
On your side he hid poor Brandon
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In the “fearens” and the moss 
As “Freany” might or a hunted hare 
Till a boat took him to Ross.

Cute as a fox sure then he doubled 
And sailed from Cork away etc., etc.

The theme of this delightful poem highlights the social 
problems o f the age with one hope that soon the ‘passage' 
money will arrive and all will be reunited overseas at last. 
Spending her last day on the “seat” of Brandon viewing with 
nostalgic pride the picturesque valley below she ponders on 
the future:

How will I leave you Brandon Hill 
With fraughens ripe and sweet
How will I live and think o f you closed in a city street

When the birds and bees are singing 
And the furze and fraugh in bloom 
How will I breath and think of you 
Shut in a city room.

Inevitably the search for the facts surrounding the 
behaviour of the two masked poachers who escaped the police 
net was clouded by the volume o f local gossip circulating in 
the wake o f this sad tragedy. Even the sworn testimony of 
the gamekeepers tendered at the inquest proved unreliable 
and in part contradictory. It was even suggested by one 
witness that the first shot following confrontation was fired 
by the deceased  P atrick  B yrne w h ile  oth er w itn esses  
confirmed the reverse. All however were in agreement that 
before any shots were fired, whether by way o f signal seeking 
assistance or at the dog, both parties were then on Lord 
C lifden's preserves. On hearing the dog cry out in pain 
Patrick Byrne hastened to the scene and again the testimony 
of another gamekeeper sensing impending trouble confirmed 
“I knew the row would be up”. How right he was for almost 
immediately further shots were fired and Michael Walsh fell 
to the ground. Since Patrick Byrne at this stage was lying 
mortally wounded on the ground the fatal shot from which
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M ich ael W alsh  la ter  died cou ld  on ly  com e from  a gun 
discharged by one or other o f the surviving poachers since it 
is unlikely that it came from the gun o f a fellow gamekeeper.

In the con fu sion  w hich  fo llow ed  there w ere m any 
exchanges o f fire which fortunately did not cause serious 
injury. Frightened at the turn o f events the gamekeepers 
present who were unarmed and who escaped injuries, left the 
scene to sum m on help and when on their way saw the 
surviving poachers rem ain for a short while with young 
Byrne and then leave the scene. The time was approximately 
12.15 p.m.

The police sergeant from The Rower testified that when 
he arrived both injured men were alive and confirmed that 
the “other man” i.e. the dying poacher whom he did not know, 
tried to speak but the officer could not understand what he 
said. The young man later identified by his father Edward 
Byrne died at approximately 2.30 p.m.

Dr. Joh n son , In is tiog e  and Dr. D en is W alsh , 
Graignamanagh, arrived at the scene and confirmed that 
P a tr ick  B yrne w as then  som e hours dead. They a lso 
confirmed that because o f the serious injuries suffered by 
Michael Walsh he was too ill to attend the inquest. During 
the course o f the evidence given by Sgt. Courtney, The Rower, 
he was asked why he removed from the scene a civilian who 
was offering succour to the dying poacher. The sergeant 
explained he was only trying to get a dying declaration from 
the in jured  man and never heard the civ ilian  recitin g  
prayers. This could well be true since a further press report 
confirm s that shortly  after the arrival o f the police Fr. 
Murphy, The Rower and Fr. Walsh, Inistioge, administered 
the last sacraments, presumably to both even though at the 
time Patrick Byrne was thought to be dead.

The published evidence at the inquest 
corroborates five important principles:
1. That before the shooting commenced all gamekeepers 

crossed over the boundary and onto the Clifden lands 
w ith  the in ten tion  o f  p u rsu in g  the poach ers  for 
identification purpose.

2. That one shot only to summon help was then fired by
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Michael Walsh.
3. That following the single shot, one of the poachers' dogs 

returned  to w here the shot was fired  and in turn 
Michael Walsh then shot the dog.

4. On hearing the dog cry out in pain all three poachers led 
by P a tr ick  B yrne re tu rn ed  and con fron ted  the 
gamekeepers.

5. Although there is still some confusion the weight of the 
evidence tendered by the gam ekeepers as reported 
confirms that the fatal shot which killed Patrick Byrne 
was fired by a gamekeeper.
Following the address to the jury  by Dr. W illiam P. 

Brown, solicitor, New Ross for the next o f  kin of Patrick 
B yrne they retired  to con sider th eir  v erd ict  and after 
deliberations lasting one and a h a lf hours returned the 
verdict to which reference has already been made.

During the course of the medical evidence it was stated 
that Michael Walsh due to the seriousness of his injuries was 
unfit to attend the inquest proceedings. Accordingly at the 
conclusion of the evidence a warrant for the arrest of Michael 
Walsh was reluctantly granted with the proviso that it should 
not be executed until the medical evidence confirmed that his 
life was no longer in danger. He never recovered and died 
within days o f the shooting.

Throughout the three parishes of St. Mullins, Inistioge 
and Graignamanagh, word quickly reached the ears of the 
extended and shocked neighbourhood. Crowds flocked to the 
rem oval o f the remains o f young Patrick Byrne. As the 
funeral cortege carried shoulder-high passed through the 
town o f Graignamanagh4 the scene was described to me as 
being “weird and eerie”. A hushed silence seemed suspended 
over the town broken only by the sound of movement of feet 
along the otherwise deserted streets. Home-made lighted 
torches added a degree o f solemnity to the sad occasion.

W hat then becam e o f  the poachers who survived? 
P icture the scene im m ediately  follow ing the tragedy as 
reported  in The C ashel S en tin el  o f  A u gust 11th 1888. 
“Grasped in a dead struggle lay two men, a poacher and a 
game-keeper both moaning terribly. Sitting on a stone a few 
yards away was another game-keeper holding a wounded
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arm in which he had received a number of pellets and away a 
little further was a third game-keeper who was wounded in 
the leg. A short distance up the hill stood two blackened men 
apparently  not w ounded looking to see how fared their 
com rade”. As we shall see later both poachers sustained 
injury and when Michael Croke, assistant gamekeeper, left to 
summon help the injured poachers returned to their comrade 
washed his face with water from the stream and then left the 
scene.

In the folk m em ory o f a people where passions are 
quickly aroused and particu larly  at this time with land 
agitation at its highest, sympathies lay mainly with tenants 
be they poachers or land leaguers. The lessons of ‘passive 
resistance' and above all else ‘keep within the law', both relics 
o f the tithe war era, were quickly resurrected to counter the 
police in their search for the missing evidence. So successful 
was this that little o f evidential im portance reached the 
police authorities. A file o f sorts was in fact sent to the 
Solicitor General's office, no doubt containing information 
gleaned from the inquest hearing. The archives contain a 
note which says that this preparatory file was returned to the 
Inspector General of Constabulary on the 22nd August 1888, 
w h ere  for reason s unknow n it rem ain ed  n ever to be 
reopened. Now over one hundred years later no trace o f this 
file  can be found. The same cannot be said o f  the folk 
m em ory to which I have referred , to com m em orate the 
centenary of this event in 1988 Luke Morrissey another local 
poet cleverly tied together events as they took place before, 
during, and following the tragic shooting. The Dreelan and 
Morrissey households adjoin at Ballycrinnigan, where Luke 
was born, and as a child he remembers Pierce Dreelan on 
whose knee he heard time and again the story o f this sad 
occurrence. The following is Luke's poetic summary of what 
h appened follow ing  the shooting  on that fatefu l day in 
August 1888.

James Doran and Pierce Dreelan 
They went down across the hill 
To Kenny's house in Blessington 
The house is standing still 
James Doran went to Borris



46 OLD KILKENNY REVIEW

Along Clashganny's road 
He reversed the time on a Borris clock 
A story true I'm told.
Dr. Bray came from Rathangan
By train to Thomastown
He was then conveyed by horse and trap
To the quay in Graig was bound
Blindfolded he was taken into P. O'Leary's house
And in the forehead of Pierce Dreelan
Some grains of shot he found

This poem gives an excellent sequence of events as they 
occurred before and following that fatal encounter.5 Apart 
from tradition few there are now living who can claim to have 
heard the facts from one who participated throughout the 
period. At Kenny's it was agreed that both should split up. 
James Doran having relatives in Knockmanus near Borris, 
decided on a cross country route under cover of darkness. By
passing G raignam anagh he crossed the river Barrow at 
Clashganny and then through the Kavanagh estate at Bun- 
na-houn he reached the village o f Borris in safety. There 
tradition says he arrived as dawn was breaking and gained 
admittance to the local pharmacy where his wounds, though 
slight were dressed. Whilst the chemist was busy preparing 
a dressing to take away Doran was reputed to have reversed 
the shop time-piece and by drawing the chemist's attention to 
the time as he left hoped that if later checked this would cast 
some doubt at least on Doran's ability to be in both Borris 
and Brandon Hill at approximately the same time. Perhaps 
it was fortunate that the police did not suspect a change of 
route or question the local chemists in the surrounding areas 
for it is doubtfu l i f  the alib i w ould have resisted  close 
examination.

Now let us return to Pierce Dreelan. Tradition tends to 
confirm that both our fugitives were together in the Kenny 
homestead at Blessington and there decided to await cover of 
darkness before venturing the return journey. Another 
account suggests that although related to the Kenny family 
Pierce Dreelan resolved to make his home before the hue and 
cry got underway. By whichever route each followed both
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successfully reached home. Even a cursory examination of 
Dreelan's injuries suggested immediate medical attention 
was necessary. Calling in a local doctor was immediately 
ruled out and since the dog involved was owned by Dr. Bray 
o f Graignamanagh but then practising at Rathangan, Co. 
Kildare a courier was dispatched by train to Rathangan there 
to explain why immediate medical assistance was required. 
Obviously the courier was well chosen. That night under 
cover o f  darkness and w ith  his instrum ents and other 
essentials securely packed Dr. Bray and the courier travelled 
by train to Thomastown from where by horse and trap they 
reach ed  G ra ign am a n agh  w h ilst the tow n w as asleep . 
A djoin ing the quay house and connected through a rear 
garden which was common to both house and yard, stabling 
opening on to the quay afforded ample security. Here Dr. 
Bray was blindfolded with his approval and ushered through 
the garden to the house where the patient was awaiting him. 
The patient was of course Pierce Dreelan, and he in turn was 
also b lind folded  and aided by oil burning lam ps Pierce 
D reelan  was placed on a stout m ahogany table, still a 
treasured memento, where the task of locating and extracting 
the pellets continued throughout the night. No better 
location for this under-cover operation could be found and 
when completed Dr. Bray packed his bags replaced his mask 
and quickly left to catch the early morning return train at 
Thomastown.

All evidence was destroyed including the pellets so now 
it is im p oss ib le  to say how m any w ere em bedded  and 
extracted. It is true that some were extracted from the area 
o f  the forehead over the left eye. Luke M orrissey later 
confirmed that as a young child he was encouraged to feel the 
impression left following the operation. Although Dr. Bray's 
prescription record is still available for 1888, for obvious 
reasons this does not contain any reference to his midnight 
escapade from Rathangan to G raignam anagh and back. 
P ierce Dreelan was taken home where he made a quick 
recovery and apart from the very close fam ily circle who 
cushioned our fugitive from police surveillance until the hue 
and cry abated, few outsiders were familiar with the events of 
that historic night.
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Some writers and folklorists suggest that both Pierce 
Dreelan and James Doran were later arrested and charged 
with involvement in the shooting. Having searched the State 
records for the period I could find nothing to suggest that 
having in itia ted  crim inal proceed ings these were later 
withdrawn. The only rational explanation for this could be 
lack o f essential evidence not only to establish identity but 
also to connect both or either with the events on Brandon 
Hill. Although quite a few people were involved to ensure 
that arrangements for the midnight operation at the quay 
house in Graignamanagh went smoothly it is significant that 
no enquiries were made through the owner of the premises at 
the quay or through any member of his family. Dr. Bray died 
at Rathangan on the 11th Decem ber 1901. Also related 
through my late father was Dr. William F. Browne L.L.D., 
New Ross who represented the next o f kin of Patrick Byrne, 
he died on the 20th December 1915 and lies buried in the 
grounds o f the Augustinian Priory at New Ross.

Despite the thorough family clamp down on information 
some interesting items have survived.
1. The press report o f the inquest proceedings at The 

Rower.
2. Copy letter written to Dr. Bray by Patrick Byrne and 

dated 23rd July confirm ing the dog was ready and 
inviting him down. This letter contains a foot note 
which says “shot dead on Brandon Hill August, 1888”.

Bally beg 
Monday 23rd July

Dear sir,
I got the bitch alright in borris and she is a fine 
One, the time is but short, however i will do 
my best on her.

Well sir if you come down we would have a days 
sport at them before August.

Yours truly 
Patt Byrne

3. Artist's impression of the shooting incident believed to 
be the work o f M iss Kenny, at whose house Pierce
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Artist's impression. Fatal encounter on Brandon Hill 
(Photograph by Nici)

D reelan  and Jam es D oran passed  the few  hours 
immediately following the tragic incident. Copied by 
her friend Miss O'Hanrahan of Blessington, who in turn 
gave the copy for safe k eeping  to her cousins the 
O 'H anrahan fam ily  in G raignam anagh now Peggy 
Hughes, where it rem ained and was much admired. 
The reason given for the transfer of the painting by Miss 
O'Hanrahan to her cousin in Graignamanagh was that 
the police became aware of the picture and believing the 
Kenny fam ily knew the identity o f the participants 
(poachers) they, the police, literally haunted the Kenny 
and O'Hanrahan household until a safe hiding place 
was found for the picture.
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4. Shot gun used by Pierce Dreelan on Brandon Hill during 
the tragic encounter.

5. Diary and prescription record used by Dr. Frances Bray, 
when practising at Rathangan covering the period 7th 
August 1888.
On the 7th August 1988 I was privileged for the first 

time to visit the scene where this sad event occurred. It was 
a d e lig h tfu l su m m er' s day w h ere  qu ite  a crow d  had 
assem bled from the surrounding districts o f The Rower, 
Inistioge, Graignamanagh and St. Mullins, to witness the 
unveiling of a commemorative plaque to the memory o f both 
gamekeeper and poacher. The event was organised by St. 
M u llin s bran ch  o f  M u in te r-n a -T ire , w hose N ation a l 
Development Officer, Mr. Pat Doyle performed the unveiling 
ceremony.

The inscription on the tablet reads as follows “ 1888 - 
1988 to commemorate the tragic death o f Patrick Byrne of 
Ballybeg and Michael Walsh o f Inistioge resulting from a 
shooting incident in this area on the 7th day of August 1888 
R.I.P. Erected by St. Mullins Muintre-na-Tire”.

I like to think that after a lapse of over a century this 
commemorative ceremony for the first time brought together 
families long separated by the memory of this sad event and 
by doing so thankfully ended a controversy which down the 
years had bedevilled relationships on both sides o f the river 
Barrow. For this to Pat Doyle and his colleagues in Muinter- 
na-Tire let the greater praise belong.

Notes & Sources
1. Letter from Patrick Byrne to Dr. Bray.
2. The evidence given at the inquest is reported in The People and is 

therefore assum ed to be an accurate account. The report in The 
M unster Tribune o f March 1958 is based on an account in The Cashel 
Sentinel o f  August 1888. It is reasonable to assume that The People 
report appeared before that, in The Cashel Sentinel.

3. Press report in The M unster Tribune o f  March 1958 and stated to be 
taken from The Cashel Sentinel August 11th 1888.

4. The late John O'Leary vividly described this scene as he saw “from my 
u p s ta irs  b e d ro o m  w in d o w ” th e  fu n e ra l co r te g e  p a ss  th rou gh  
Graignamanagh on its way to Glynn church.

5. The ballad entitled The Shooting on Brandon by Luke M orrissey 
contains seven verses set to a traditional air.
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