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Uncertain Times: Some 
experiences of the Goodbody 
family in Clara 1919-1923
Michael Goodbody

This account of the Independence and Civil War years in Clara is based on the 
recollections of three members of the Goodbody family: Joseph Harold (‘Harold’) 
Goodbody (1880–1947), Catherine Ellis Williamson (1896–1977) and Llewellyn 
Marcus Goodbody (1913–89). These three individuals, representing different 
generations of the family, provide a varied but fairly wide-ranging account of how 
the five years embracing Ireland’s transition to independence affected the lives of 
the family in Clara.

Most of what we know about this period is from an account of Clara and the 
Goodbody family’s involvement there which was written by Harold shortly before 
his death. Harold had by then taken over the running of the jute factory, J. & L.F. 
Goodbody, from his cousin Robert Goodbody, who was born in 1850 and had been 
the driving force behind its development and growth. He was also heavily involved 
in dealing with the affairs of his ageing father, James Perry Goodbody, who was the 
principal partner in M., J. & L. Goodbody, 
the milling business which was the source 
of the family’s original wealth. There were 
two other partners in the mills: Frederick 
Robert Goodbody, who now lived in 
Wales and would shortly be bought out, 
and Robert’s brother, Richard who lived 
at Clara House. These three members of 
the previous generation, Perry, Richard 
and Robert, had effectively run the two 
businesses since the 1870s.

Harold was a good businessman, 
probably not very emotional – outwardly 
at any rate – but he was generally respected 
in Clara and carried considerable weight 
in Irish business circles. He was not afraid 
to take difficult decisions and gained a 
reputation – particularly within the family 

– for facing up to and dealing with awkward problems. His writings are brief and 
to the point, and can probably be relied upon for factual accuracy, although his 
opinions were those of his class, and he saw life through the eyes of a manager and 
property owner. He had little respect for the political classes, especially those who 
came after independence, and clearly thought times were better when the country 
was part of the United Kingdom.

Catherine, born in the last years of the Victorian era, was a daughter of Lewis 
Goodbody of Drayton Villa, which had been built by her father in 1851. She was 
an idealist, who had a clear insight into the prevailing social conditions of the 
time, and the enormous gap existing between people of her class and the mass of 
the population. She was particularly influenced by her experiences of deprivation 
in the Dublin slums where, as a child, she accompanied her grandmother when 
she was working among the impoverished Jewish community who were being 
ignored by the authorities. Influenced by this and the teachings of her Quaker 
background, Catherine’s views turned towards socialism and she later stood – 
albeit unsuccessfully – as a candidate for the Labour party in two English elections. 
In 1921 she married and went to live in Canterbury where she served as Mayor 
from 1938 to 1940, the first woman to hold the position. Late in life she travelled 
widely, engaging in international peace movements, during which she secured an 
interview with Chou-en-Lai, the then prime minister of China. Catherine also 
published a number of books on a wide variety of subjects, including a series of 
essays concerning her younger life.Harold Goodbody (1880-1947).

Clashawaun factory, Clara from the air c. 1929
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The third source for this article is the recollections of Harold’s nephew, christened 
Llewellyn but known throughout his life as ‘Bunny’ Goodbody. Sensitive and at 
the same time charismatic, his complex character was clearly influenced by the 
difficult relationship he had with his mother. Having a vivid imagination, his 
stories were often subject to embellishment but he also had a prodigious memory 
which enabled him to recall events with a clarity which is often lost with age. Only 
seven years old at the outbreak of trouble in 1920, the events he later wrote about 
in his unpublished autobiography were clearly imprinted on his memory.

Several hundred men had left Clara during the First World War to fight for 
‘King and Country’. At least forty-five were killed, many more were wounded, and 
the remainder returned after the Armistice in 1918 expecting a hero’s welcome. 
Although the end of the war was greeted by celebrations in the main square and 
their return welcomed by their family and friends, public acclamation was more 
muted as the years went on. The British government’s mishandling of the failed 
1916 Rebellion had hardened nationalist feelings and the traditional – albeit 
tenuous – loyalty to the crown had been replaced by an increasingly vociferous 
demand for an independent state.1

1 The exact number of casualties is unknown. See Vivienne Clarke, ‘Remembered … or forgotten? 
Tullamore and Offaly men in the First World War’ in Michael Byrne (ed.), Offaly and The Great War 
(Tullamore, 2018), pp 2-4.

A further shift in attitudes came from a wider experience of the world which 
the returning soldiers brought with them. Apart from the horrors of warfare, they 
had travelled overseas, been exposed to foreign sights and customs, and mixed with 
a variety of men from other parts of the United Kingdom. Their horizons were 
considerably broader than when they left, such that the social status quo, which 
had ruled for so long, was no longer accepted.

Clara was unusual for an Irish 
midland’s town. For the previous sixty 
years the area had been dominated 
by the Goodbody family, whose jute 
factory at Clashawaun provided work 
for some 600 people. They were by far 
the largest individual employers in the 
county, such that the local economy 
was dependent on their prosperity. 
This had been an increasing factor 
since the turn of the century, reaching 
a high point during the war years when 
military demand for sacks was greater 
than ever.

Clara also had three flour mills 
owned by the family and these provided 
a further fifty or so jobs, although the 
principal mill at Charlestown had been 
destroyed in a devastating fire three 
days before the Armistice. Despite 
this, the welfare of their employees was 
an important part of the Goodbodys’ 

Quaker tradition, so they were found other work while plans for rebuilding were 
put in place. In the event, the former ‘steam mill’ was abandoned and Erry Mill, 
a short distance further down the River Brosna, was enlarged and fitted out as a 
more modern replacement.

There were in addition no less than nine Goodbody households, providing work 
for a full complement of indoor and outdoor staff. Many of Clara’s shopkeepers 
and small businesses were supported by them as well. Starting in the 1850s, the 
family had bought up much of the surrounding land, replacing the former estate 
owners, some of whom had been there since the seventeenth-century settlements. 
Apart from a few small farms and land attached to the Goodbodys’ homes, most 
of this had been sold off by 1920.

Inchmore, built in 1843 and described by David Quinn in his essay on Clara 
in the early part of the century as ‘the big house’, was then occupied by Perry 

Lewis Goodbody and his daughter Catherine at Drayton Villa c. 1902

Catherine Williamson (née Goodbody)
Mayor of Canterbury 1938-40
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Goodbody.2 Recently widowed, he lived there along with two daughters, one of 
whom, Eva Russell, had lost her husband in the war, leaving her with a small 
child. Despite having a butler, cook, four housemaids, as well as a coachman and 
numerous gardeners to look after 
them, they rattled around in such a 
large place.

Robert Goodbody lived at 
Charlestown, the original mill house, 
which had been acquired by his 
grandfather – also named Robert – 
who had settled in Clara in 1825 in 
order to start a new career as a flour 
miller. Living with him was his wife 
Eliza Jane and a Swiss governess, who 
had formerly taught his children. In 
1920 Robert built a new house on 
land belonging to the factory for his 
son Barrington, who had returned 
from the war. Barrington had 
married while away and lived in what 
was now known as ‘Cork Hill’ with 
his wife and young son.

Next to Charlestown was Upton, 
which was originally a cottage 
enlarged at various stages, and now 
the home of Richard Goodbody junior, known as ‘Dick’. He had inherited his 
father’s interest in the mills and was – like Lewis – also a nominal director of the 
jute factory. Dick and Helen had four young children, the eldest of whom played 
and fought with their numerous cousins when not rampaging around the mills and 
other family properties.

A little way up the Kilbeggan Road and on the opposite side was Drayton 
Villa, which was lived in by Lewis Goodbody, his wife Edie, daughter Catherine 
and a son John when he was not away at school. Lewis was a nominal director of 
J. & L.F. Goodbody, the jute factory, but his main occupation was as a partner in 
A. & L. Goodbody, who had a solicitors practice in Tullamore. As one of the few 
Protestant firms in the area they had done particularly well from the sale of some 
of the larger estates following the Wyndham land acts of the early 1900s.

Further on towards Kilbeggan was Beechmount, then occupied by Lucia, widow 
2 See D.B. Quinn, ‘Clara – a midland industrial town, 1900-23’ in William Nolan and Timothy P. O’Neill 

(eds), Offaly History and Society (Dublin, 1998), pp 799-830. David Quinn was a son of one of the 
Inchmore gardeners who left Clara after Perry died in 1923. He became a noted historian and retired 
as Professor of Modern History at Liverpool University. 

of Joshua Goodbody, Robert’s older brother. She had two grown up children: Eric 
who had served in the Friends Ambulance Unit in France during the war, and 
an unmarried daughter Phyllis, known as ‘Little Phyl’ because of her size, having 
(it was said) been dropped from her pram as a baby by a careless housemaid. 
The Goodbodys had been Quakers for eight generations, none more so than the 
Beechmount family who were stricter than most, having daily bible readings and 
at least three visits to the meeting house each week.

One of the last property purchases by the family was the former Bagot estate 
at Kilcoursey. In 1909 Harold’s father had built on this a substantial new home 
for him to the design of a Dublin architect, Larry MacDonald, whose work 
was heavily influenced by Austrian buildings. The new Kilcoursey had extensive 
gardens, outbuildings and a gate lodge.

At the far end of the town was Clara House, built in the late eighteenth-century, 
and formerly a seat of the Armstrong family, who were one of the original English 
settlers in King’s County. The Armstrongs had sold the estate in 1803 to a Dublin 
brewer called Ambrose Cox, whose descendents were still the owners of the house 
and surrounding demesne. Richard Goodbody senior, who died in 1918, had taken 
it from them on a long lease when he married in 1872 and it was now occupied by 
his widow Elizabeth and an unmarried daughter Helen, known as ‘Helen thin’ to 
distinguish her from Helen ‘Dick’, wife of Richard junior.

There were not enough houses for all however so, when he married in 1910, 
Reggie Goodbody, Harold’s younger brother, had rented Woodfield, which was 
owned by the Fuller family. Woodfield was two miles to the north of Clara in the 

Bunny Goodbody on his pony ‘Hope’ 1921

River Street, Clara
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direction of Moate so he would bicycle or ride into town each day to his work at 
the mill, where he was now a junior partner, eventually taking Perry’s share. The 
location of Woodfield was to be the cause of major problems for him and his 
family during the subsequent political disturbances.

Consequently, at the end of the war, only a few of Clara’s inhabitants could 
recall a time when the family were anything other than the main employers and 
occupants of the principal houses. In 1920 these nine households contained thirty-
eight Goodbodys who were permanently resident in Clara, as well as others who 
came on holidays or regular visits. Even among the Goodbody residences there 
was a social hierarchy, at this time headed by Perry at Inchmore. 

In terms of mortality the war had not hit the the family as badly as some. The 
Quakers’ aversion to violence and taking up arms meant that few had enlisted; in 
fact, Barrington was the only one from Clara who had done so. Fortune was on his 
side also, as he told of having had a narrow escape when a sniper’s bullet ricocheted 
off a silver hip flask in his back pocket. The Goodbodys had however supported 
the war effort by encouraging recruiting campaigns and subsequently helping with 
casualties. Phyllis joined the Red Cross in London and Norah enrolled as a driver 
in the Friends Ambulance unit in northern France. After the war she went to 
Austria to help starving refugees who had been displaced by the conflict. The only 
close family casualties were her own husband, Archie Warner and her sister Eva’s 
husband, Marcus Russell, who was a native of Moate.

Financially the Goodbodys were enjoying good returns from the jute factory, 
where the war had created an extra demand for sacking. A short disruption occurred 
in 1918 when the Transport Union organised a three-day workers strike for higher 
wages. The mills were also doing well as food prices were strong and the milling 

industry was under government control as it needed to maintain domestic grain 
production because of the threat to imports from enemy submarine activity. The 
Milling Control Board managed production quotas, set prices and remunerated 
mills at the same level of profitability as they had at the outbreak of war. Even the 
loss of M., J. & L. Goodbody’s principal mill in the fire of November 1918 did 
not alter this as they continued to be paid as if they were still producing flour until 
June 1921 when the scheme ended. In fact, the flour they sold was imported from 
England.Clara police barracks 1920

Blocked road near Clara 1920

Moate Tennis Club



Offaly Heritage 11

52 53

Uncertain Times: Some experiences of the Goodbody family in Clara 1919-1923

direction of Moate so he would bicycle or ride into town each day to his work at 
the mill, where he was now a junior partner, eventually taking Perry’s share. The 
location of Woodfield was to be the cause of major problems for him and his 
family during the subsequent political disturbances.

Consequently, at the end of the war, only a few of Clara’s inhabitants could 
recall a time when the family were anything other than the main employers and 
occupants of the principal houses. In 1920 these nine households contained thirty-
eight Goodbodys who were permanently resident in Clara, as well as others who 
came on holidays or regular visits. Even among the Goodbody residences there 
was a social hierarchy, at this time headed by Perry at Inchmore. 

In terms of mortality the war had not hit the the family as badly as some. The 
Quakers’ aversion to violence and taking up arms meant that few had enlisted; in 
fact, Barrington was the only one from Clara who had done so. Fortune was on his 
side also, as he told of having had a narrow escape when a sniper’s bullet ricocheted 
off a silver hip flask in his back pocket. The Goodbodys had however supported 
the war effort by encouraging recruiting campaigns and subsequently helping with 
casualties. Phyllis joined the Red Cross in London and Norah enrolled as a driver 
in the Friends Ambulance unit in northern France. After the war she went to 
Austria to help starving refugees who had been displaced by the conflict. The only 
close family casualties were her own husband, Archie Warner and her sister Eva’s 
husband, Marcus Russell, who was a native of Moate.

Financially the Goodbodys were enjoying good returns from the jute factory, 
where the war had created an extra demand for sacking. A short disruption occurred 
in 1918 when the Transport Union organised a three-day workers strike for higher 
wages. The mills were also doing well as food prices were strong and the milling 

industry was under government control as it needed to maintain domestic grain 
production because of the threat to imports from enemy submarine activity. The 
Milling Control Board managed production quotas, set prices and remunerated 
mills at the same level of profitability as they had at the outbreak of war. Even the 
loss of M., J. & L. Goodbody’s principal mill in the fire of November 1918 did 
not alter this as they continued to be paid as if they were still producing flour until 
June 1921 when the scheme ended. In fact, the flour they sold was imported from 
England.Clara police barracks 1920

Blocked road near Clara 1920

Moate Tennis Club



Offaly Heritage 11

54 55

Uncertain Times: Some experiences of the Goodbody family in Clara 1919-1923

This prosperity allowed the family to go on living at a higher rate than they 
could afford and did not reflect the changes in economic and social conditions 
which were taking place in Ireland. Consequently they were not really prepared 
for the troubles which were to come, although political discontent was increasingly 
apparent, reflected in the success of Sinn Féin who won 70% of the Irish seats 
in the 1918 general election. Wages had also risen sharply compared to 1914 
and there was a definite shift in the relationship between employers and their 
workers. There was also a running local sore over some land which had belonged to 
Perry’s mother and which he had not sold as quickly as might have been prudent 
after her death in 1913. Despite putting up for auction 550 acres at Kilmanagh, 
Ballyboughlin and Gurteen in March 1918, local farmers were not satisfied and 
drove 180 cattle off his land into the grounds of Inchmore. Perry was away at the 
time and Harold had to deal with it, calling out troops and police from Tullamore, 
who made a number of arrests. In the event the land was sold at poor prices and 
not sub-divided until much later.3

1919 was a fairly benign year in Clara. The jute factory was still making good 
profits and the workforce was relatively well paid due to the shortage of labour 
because of war casualties. Plans were being drawn up for the reconstruction of 

3 The Times, 3 June 1918.

the flour mill at Erry, although in retrospect this proved to be an unwise decision, 
as the milling partnership was overstretched financially because the cost far 
outstripped what was received from insurance. M., J. & L. Goodbody also had 
an interest in some large mills in Limerick and took on a further dockside mill in 
Cork. Politically there was relatively little dissension in the town and the returning 
soldiers, a large proportion of whom had been employed in the factory, returned 
to work. Eric and Barrington were among them, being given management roles, 
although Harold was now firmly in the driving seat. Their religion and class set 
them apart from other ex-servicemen whose record in the war would be something 
they would be reluctant to broadcast. While Eric had been in a non-combatant 
role, Barrington left the army as a captain.

For the previous sixty years members of the family had played a significant part 
in local administration, serving as High Sheriffs and Justices of the Peace. Perry 
was also a Deputy Lieutenant and had been a member of the County Council 
since its inception in 1899, fulfilling a useful role as vice-chairman and helping 
with financial advice. Not realising that his time had passed he stood again in 
the local election of 1920, only to be heavily defeated by the Sinn Féin candidate, 
Sean Robbins, who had worked in the factory and had served four months in gaol 
for illegal drilling in 1918.4 Perry took this badly and Harold considered it to be 
a factor contributing to his death three years later. Perry had served on the county 
council with another Clara councillor, Michael Henry White, who had a general 
4 Michael Byrne, ‘Clara and the war’ in Byrne (ed.), Offaly and the Great War. He was probably John 

Robbins, a jute factory labourer aged 18 of Erry Armstrong in 1911 Clara census: Census of Ireland 
1911 (http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/reels/nai002664227/).
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3 The Times, 3 June 1918.
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store in the town. White, who had supported John Redmond’s call for volunteers 
for the war, was now openly sympathetic to Sinn Féin; none the less the two men, 
both nearing the end of their lives, lived fairly amicably as near neighbours.

At this stage guerrilla tactics were being employed by the Nationalists 
throughout the country and the R.I.C. police were subject to frequent attacks, 
making their presence in the villages and remoter hamlets often untenable. The 
British government responded by forming two new police forces: one made up 
largely of demobilised soldiers and sailors, which came to be known as the ‘Black 
and Tans’ because of the colour of their uniform, and the second the ‘Auxiliary 
Division’, comprising ex-service officers and cadets. They were employed by the 
R.I.C. supposedly to keep order but, in fact, they created more antagonism by 
carrying out indiscriminate reprisals, which often involved burning houses and 
shooting innocent civilians. This activity was deplored by the unionist community 
and, on the other side, merely acted to draw more people to the nationalist cause.

Some idea of the fear these patrols engendered as they rampaged around the 
countryside can be learnt from the memoirs of Bunny Goodbody who was then 
a seven-year-old boy. The second child of Reggie and Edith Goodbody, who were 
then living at Woodfield, he describes an occasion in 1920 when the Black and Tans 
drove through Clara – fortunately without stopping – on one of their missions. 
As Woodfield was located two miles out of town and without any other form of 
communication, it was often necessary to send in Kenny, the coachman, to collect 
provisions or pick up messages. Bunny was given a small pony to ride and, as he 
gradually mastered this, he would accompany Kenny on some of these outings. On 
reaching town they would leave their orders for groceries at McGlynns and meat 

at Sam Clyne’s and then proceed to Inchmore to see his grandfather and be given 
milk and biscuits by his aunts.5

On this occasion they returned to the shops, making their way down Coachman’s 
Row, as the line of cottages on the left hand side of River Street was known, towards 
the central square. There were few cars on the roads in those days so they were 
surprised to hear in the distance the high pitched noise of lorries coming from the 
direction of Tullamore. A passer-by, realising what was happening, quickly took 
the bridle of his pony and, followed by Kenny, led them into an open gateway.

He then watched wide-eyed as a Crossley tender came bucketing towards them 
in a cloud of white dust, thrown up because the roads were then unsurfaced. The 
lorry was ‘full of men sitting back to back, holding service rifles between their 
knees and swaying to the roll of the car as it decelerated, before taking the corner 
with a roar from its open exhaust.’ Following closely behind was another Crossley 
tender, also full of men ‘with the ribbons of their Glengarry caps blowing in the 
wind’. The two vehicles rounded the corner by the police barracks and drove off 
in the direction of Moate. Soon after they heard a volley of shots and, fearing the 
worst, made their way gingerly across the square where a sheepdog, which was in 
the habit of snapping at the wheels of passing cars or bicycles, lay dying in a pool 
of blood. On this occasion it had chosen the wrong quarry.

5 Samuel Clyne (b. c.1877) is listed as a butcher of Main Street, Clara in the 1901 and 1911 census 
returns: Census of Ireland, 1901 (http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/reels/nai000951411/) and 
1911 (http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/reels/nai002664978/).

 Edward McGlynn (b. c.1855) is listed as an auctioneer and grocer of Market Square: Census of Ireland 
1911 (http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/reels/nai002664999/).
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With the Sinn Féin movement gathering strength it was only a matter of time 
before guerrilla activity reached Clara. This came unexpectedly on the night of 1 
June 1920 when there was a concerted attack on the police barracks. This building 
was situated in the central square in a house next to the Street mill, which was 
then used as a store. On the other side of the building, around the corner, was 
another house which was occupied by the police sergeant. The rebels, who also 
carried out an attack on the police barracks at Geashill, cleared the sergeant and 
his family out of the house and, using explosives, blew a hole in the wall between 
the two buildings. Simultaneously another group seized the keys of the mill from 
the foreman, entered the building and broke through from the other side. They 
then kept up a continuous rifle fire from the windows of the mill and from the 
house opposite. Although taken by surprise, Harold says that the police put up 
‘an excellent defence’ and threw a mills bomb into the sergeant’s house, killing or 
wounding some of the attackers. Their identity was unknown at the time as they 
were not locals, coming from Tyrrellspass and elsewhere.

While the police were successful in fighting off the attackers and suffered only 
minor injuries, the barracks was badly damaged and uninhabitable. The R.I.C. 
then withdrew from Clara leaving the town dependent on occasional police and 
military patrols so that, in Harold’s words, ‘the ordinary law ceased to function’. 
These patrols were fairly ineffective as they were hampered by fallen trees, bridges 
blown up and trenches dug across the roads. For a time all the roads into Clara 
were blocked, causing great inconvenience to the inhabitants, although ‘generally 

there was a way round.’ The mill carpenters constructed grooved wooden planks 
which were used to drive across the trenches, so by and large, life went on much as 
before although there was great anxiety about how things were developing.

There was some disruption to social activity, although for the Goodbody 
family much of this was confined to themselves and did not involve travel outside 
the district. Moate tennis club 
was popular among the younger 
members, who also played golf at 
Tullamore and shot snipe across 
the extensive local bogs. Train 
services were badly disrupted 
and, from May until the end of 
the year, railway workers refused 
to man trains carrying police or 
military. Since the train crews were 
then dismissed there were fewer 
and fewer crews available, leaving 
large gaps in the normal service. 
To make matters worse the lines 
were frequently pulled up so train 
journeys tended to be slower and 
more hazardous.

Trouble in Clara continued 
throughout the summer of 1920 
and on 19 June the court house in 
Church Street was burnt out. In 
fact this made little difference to 
the justice system, which was in 
abeyance through lack of police. 
The building was left in ruins and eventually a local court was re-established in 
what had been the former Charlestown mill office, but this was not until much 
later, in 1929. Meanwhile, during the troubles, Sinn Féin kept an unofficial form of 
order through the Dáil courts and by appointing their own judges, including Frank 
Geoghegan, one of the factory employees.6

By September Harold was so concerned about ‘the unfortunate conditions at 
present ruling in this Country’ that he refused to send in his annual tax return. 
Writing to the Special Commissioners of Income Tax in London he says that 
constant raids on the mails meant that letters were not safe and that, should his 
private affairs become known, he would ‘be considerably prejudiced here’. In a 
further dig at the authorities’ failure to maintain law and order he concludes by 
6 This is probably Francis Geoghegan, described as a factory hand aged 37 of Raheen, Clara in 1911 

census: (http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/reels/nai002664549/).

Woodfield Bridge 1921

Reggie and Edith Goodbody on holiday
with Edith’s sister (on left) in England 1923
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saying that, ‘as the Government seems at present to be confining its attention to 
taxation without providing the protection for their subjects’ which should go with 
it, his tax return should be left over until matters improved.7

The I.R.A. were now exerting more influence over the local population, although 
a measure of stability was maintained by Father Bracken, who had been parish 
priest since 1901 and did not approve of violence, unlike some of the younger 
priests who actively encouraged it. He was well liked by the Goodbody family, 
who had always had a good relationship with the local Roman Catholic Church. 
When Perry was having further trouble over some land he still owned in 1920, the 
‘Ballinough Tenants’ threatened to withhold their rents and wanted to know why 
he had not sold to them, having done so to the ‘big ranchers’. All they were looking 
for, they said, was ‘fair play’ and they would therefore put the matter in the hands 
of Father Bracken.8

The local area of rebel operations, known as Clara District, was headed up by 
Tom Fleming, who worked for the mill as the driver of the commercial travellers’ 
car. On several occasions he cycled to Limerick after work to attend conferences, 
returning in time to resume his duties the following morning, an activity which was 
not known to his employers until long after. Following the ‘Treaty’ of December 
1921 they had to apply to him for gun licences.

In November 1920 fourteen British army officers working in intelligence at 
Dublin Castle were murdered in their own homes. Some Clara men were thought 
to be involved and two were arrested shortly afterwards. Harold thought that the 
local I.R.A. believed that information on them had been given to the police by 
one of the chauffeurs at Inchmore or Clara House, both of them ex-service men. 
They were advised to leave Clara for their own safety the following February and 
promptly did so. 

The troubles continued into 1921. In February there were raids on the houses 
of the Protestant clergyman and local rural dean, James Hamilton, and also on 
the factory manager and one of the foremen. In the same month some railway 
wagons loaded with hay for British troops were set on fire at the station. Then on 
4 March the army ordered the closure of the railways through Clara and they were 
not reopened until twelve days later. The Barony Bridge over the line to Athlone 
was then partly demolished by the rebels, leaving all the lines out of Clara closed 
for the rest of the year. The magneto on Harold’s car was removed, probably he 
thought, because he had entertained an R.A.F. pilot, whose plane had crash landed 
near to the Monastery.

All this made the day-to-day running of the factory extremely difficult, although 
they had large stocks of raw jute, enabling them to carry on producing goods, 
7 J. Harold Goodbody to the Special Commissioners of Income Tax, London, 13 Sept. 1920 (in author’s 

possession).
8 Letter from Ballinough tenants to James Perry Goodbody, postmarked 11 Nov. 1920 (in author’s 

possession).
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which they sent away by lorry to Moate and Tullamore, and then on by train when 
the lines were open. Despite these setbacks, work on fitting out Erry mill had been 
completed, with the installation of new turbines, an engine and boiler and the 
construction of a railway siding and grain silo. They began to make flour again in 
April, however production was short lived as they could not get supplies of wheat 
delivered due to there being no trains. It was not long before the mills had to shut 
down again.9

The R.I.C., supported by Black and Tans, returned to Clara on 10 June, taking 
over Avonmore, nearly opposite to Upton and then lived in by Mary Ann Poff, 
the widow of Frank Poff who had worked as a clerk in the mill office.10 They 
stayed there until October, when they retreated back to Tullamore, where they 
felt more secure. Their presence was of little comfort to the family, who also had 
to find somewhere else for Mrs. Poff to live. In fact it was a great inconvenience 
as it put the occupants of Upton in danger as their home would now be a target 
for the I.R.A. in any attack on the police. The latter had fortified Avonmore with 
sandbagged rifle posts, barbed wire barricades and steel shutters.

According to Bunny Goodbody the police placed a Lewis machine gun in an 
attic window from which they would fire practice shots, the bullets flying in the 
direction of Upton. Dick and Helen Goodbody remonstrated with the officer in 
charge, extracting a promise that the practice would stop and there would only be 
gunfire if the station was attacked. Fortunately for them this never happened while 
the police were in occupation.11

Although the Goodbodys were still mostly practicing Quakers, who attended 
their own Meeting House opposite Inchmore, the Woodfield and Kilcoursey 
children were also brought up in their mothers’ religion. On alternate Sundays 
Bunny and his sister Margaret were taken by their mother and governess to the 
Church of Ireland on the other side of town. The children did not enjoy these 
services, which were usually led by Dean Hamilton, but there was some relief from 
their boredom when the R.I.C. was in Clara. Bunny records that he would watch 
with fascination as perhaps half a dozen of them stood ‘leaning on their rifles, 
holstered revolvers on belt, in front of the church porch.’ Just before the service 
began ‘they would clatter into the rear pews, rifles and all, join lustily in the hymns 
and, no doubt, enjoy every moment of the long-winded sermon, interrupted as it 
was by the Sinn Fein brass band playing patriotic airs in the square below.’ At the 
conclusion of the service they would fall in outside in the form of ‘an embattled 
wedge’ and make their way back to barracks.

In July the British government in London negotiated a truce with Sinn Féin, 
9 Irish Independent, 13 Apr. 1921. The report says that fifty men were ‘thrown out of employment’.
10 Francis James Poff (1867–1913), son of a former R.I.C. sergeant in Clara, married Mary Ann Wilson 25 

Feb. 1890: Civil Records (www.irishgenealogy.ie) (accessed 1 Aug. 2019).
11 David Quinn wrote that a tank had been stationed outside the house and the trigger-happy crew 

would occasionally let off a round at night down River Street. His essay gives a more detailed account 
of the events at the time. See Quinn, ‘Clara – a midland industrial town’.

giving rise to optimism that peace would be restored. That was a false hope, 
although it did enable the railways to reopen so the factory was able to work fully 
again. However at the same time wages, which had risen sharply during the war 
years, were reduced by ten percent and the hours worked from fifty-six to forty-
eight. Harold was far from satisfied with the position and says that ‘local troubles 
did not stop.’ The police were expected to co-operate with their recent enemies 
and British army officers had to go around with Sinn Féin liaison officers ‘of the 
lowest type’ investigating complaints. Sinn Féiners were billeted on the factory 
foremen – many of them Scottish Protestants – for several weeks without payment. 
Meanwhile there were no magistrates so crimes went unpunished, including a 
number of murders. The factory was raided and some Belfast-made twill destroyed, 
not in itself a great loss, but a disturbing trend nevertheless. A threatening letter 
received by Helen Goodbody, who lived at Clara House with her mother, was 
typical of the time:12

We hereby order you not to have any conversation with the enemies of our country 
the English Police Force. We will have no nonsense in the Matter and Trust you will 
realise same. Any Gratuities you wish to make make them to the poor of the Town not 
to Englands Blood Hounds.

Signed I.R.A.
Miss Helen Goodbody

The truce eventually led to the Treaty, which was signed in December 1921 and 
ratified, against considerable opposition from de Valera’s supporters, in the Dáil 
the following February. In Harold’s view the British government abandoned 
Loyalists such as himself, leaving ‘nothing but chaos behind them’. Many of the 
landed Protestant families sold up and left the country, but the Goodbodys were 
too heavily committed, both in terms of their business interests and also their 
obligations to their employees. A traditional Quaker belief was to look after those 
less fortunate and such a move would not have sat easily on the conscience of the 
family as a whole. Financially the move would have been disastrous in view of what 
they had just ploughed into rebuilding the flour mill.

Having achieved independence the country then descended into civil war 
following the indecisive result of the general election of June 1922. There is no 
need in this article to go into the details of the political situation at the time but 
it led to a period of great instability where the only course for the Goodbodys 
in Clara was to avoid getting drawn into visible support for either side. There 
was considerable labour trouble at the factory and the constant threat of armed 
action but Sinn Féin did manage to keep a semblance of order around Clara. One 
disturbing event was when they found that some people unknown to them were 
12 Dublin Friends Historical Library, Goodbody Collection, Portfolio 51.
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9 Irish Independent, 13 Apr. 1921. The report says that fifty men were ‘thrown out of employment’.
10 Francis James Poff (1867–1913), son of a former R.I.C. sergeant in Clara, married Mary Ann Wilson 25 

Feb. 1890: Civil Records (www.irishgenealogy.ie) (accessed 1 Aug. 2019).
11 David Quinn wrote that a tank had been stationed outside the house and the trigger-happy crew 

would occasionally let off a round at night down River Street. His essay gives a more detailed account 
of the events at the time. See Quinn, ‘Clara – a midland industrial town’.
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making bombs in the mechanics shop using the firm’s own materials. Harold says 
he told them that ‘they should be ashamed of themselves fighting other Irishmen’ 
and they left soon afterwards.

Rather close to home, in Tullamore the Republicans fatally shot Thomas 
Mitchell, manager of the Ulster Bank, in his office during a raid to get funds. This 
group, who Harold says then stole anything they could lay their hands on, finally 
left the town on 20 July but not before burning the army barracks, court house 
and county gaol. On the same day Provisional government troops took over the 
Protestant school house in Clara and, soon after, the trains started running again. 
Even so, Barrington, who had agreed to rent a house at Greystones for the summer 
months, claimed in a letter to the owner that he was unable to get there and 
eventually had to ‘take rooms in England for September so as the children may get 
some holiday’. He added that ‘our village is continually changing hands’ and as the 
railway was being cut a couple of times a week there was little prospect of them 
being able to travel from Clara for at least another fortnight.13

Harold was still arguing with the tax authorities in London, disputing their 
assessment of what he owed in a letter dated 31 August. With this he sent them 
a newspaper cutting about the destruction of a number of local houses which had 
been burned by the Irregulars, adding that ‘if property is not to be protected, I 

13 J. Barrington Goodbody to R.E. Follett Jones, 20 July 1922 (in author’s possession).

Kilcoursey, Clara

cannot see why it should be taxed.’ It is not known whether they ever received the 
tax they were demanding.14

Meanwhile at Woodfield, Harold’s brother Reggie was having a very difficult 
time, with constant threats to him and his family so that they began to feel very 
vulnerable. It may have been that people were eyeing up the land that went with 
the house so wanted to get them out or, far more sinister still, the I.R.A. believed 
that Reggie had informed the authorities that ‘Irregular’ forces were using the 
place as a local hideout.

If the latter, the threats probably related to an incident stemming from the 
previous year, when his two oldest children were playing in the yard behind 
the house. According to Bunny Goodbody, he and Margaret were climbing up 
the ladder to the hayloft when, to their surprise, they came across a young man 
sleeping in the hay. He says they found him to be friendly and he allowed them 
to handle the revolver which he had in his belt, although he had first removed 
the bullets. Before they left he swore them to secrecy and Bunny – ever one to 
challenge authority – readily went along with it, promising not to give him away. 
Margaret however, then aged 10 and the eldest in the family, ‘had a strong sense 
of responsibility’ so was unable to keep the secret to herself and told their mother 
later in the day. Bunny says he was furious at her for breaking their promise to the 
young man so went back to warn him, only to find him long gone.

Sometime after, Bunny records that they were woken one morning by a 
commotion outside the house and, on looking out, he saw a young cavalryman 
accompanied by a trumpeter riding past below the window. They got up immediately 
to find the place swarming with military and police. ‘Troops of the 17th. Lancers 
sat on their horses in an unbroken ring around the house and outbuildings, while 
parties of troops together with Black and Tans searched the haylofts and sheds.’ 
The house itself was not searched, the officer in charge taking his father’s word that 
the only occupants were his own family and servants who lived in. The search party, 
who had come across country from Tullamore, avoiding the roads so as to keep an 
element of surprise, found nothing except some empty dugouts in the woods, their 
quarry having been tipped off beforehand.

It is possible that the family had informed the authorities about the man in the 
hayloft. The I.R.A. obviously thought so, as became apparent during the summer 
of 1922. Reggie’s wife Edith, who he had met while in Switzerland where he was 
staying because of his weak lungs, came from a provincial English background. A 
woman with strong views and little sensitivity, she could never quite adapt to life 
in Ireland, failing to appreciate the precarious position the Goodbodys held in the 
prevailing political situation. In August she gave birth to a baby daughter so was 
in a highly emotional state and feeling particularly vulnerable. Also at Woodfield 

14 J. Harold Goodbody to the Special Commissioners of Income Tax, London, 31 Aug. 1922 (in author’s 
possession). About this time Brookfield, Durrow Abbey, Rathrobin and Screggan were burned.
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they were probably careless in what was said in front of the maids, some of whom 
had divided loyalties. One was said to have had a boyfriend in Sinn Féin and had 
reported the family making anti-republican statements. As well as this the maids 
were feeding the men in the dugouts, using food taken from the kitchen.

Reggie’s position at Woodfield became more and more difficult, starting with 
an incident at the end of April when armed men turned up and took his motor 
car. The bridge on the road out to Clara had already been blown up and during 
the summer trees were felled blocking the avenue. He organised a working party 
of men from the mill to come and remove them but the I.R.A. got wind of it and, 
the night before they were due to come, he was handed a note by one of the maids 
saying: ‘Get trees removed to-morrow and your time is up at Woodfield. When left 
in peace you only cause trouble. We know who brought the “Tans” to Woodfield.’ 
It was signed ‘Rory’ and while he was reading it he heard a volley of shots outside. 
All this, he said in evidence when claiming compensation at a Tullamore court in 
1925, ‘had a terrible effect on his wife and children’ and they decided that they had 
no option but to move out.15

Harold records that secret plans were drawn up ‘for an orderly, sudden and 
complete evacuation’ to take place on 9 October. Without forewarning the servants 
were paid and driven to Moate station, where they were put on a train to Dublin. 
The fact that they complied with this move without protest is indicative of the 
times. Reggie and Edith and their three youngest children – Margaret and Bunny 
had recently been sent away to school in England – moved into Harold’s house 

15 Offaly Independent, 23 May 1925.

Train crash at Streamstown 1923

at Kilcoursey along with their personal belongings, and vans came down from 
Dublin to remove all the furniture which was stored in Clara. There was a small 
farm attached to the house so it was also necessary to take the cows and poultry 
which would otherwise disappear.

As it was the people broke into the house the same night and started to strip 
it of its fittings. The following day, according to Harold, the remainder of what 
was removable, including the kitchen range, the fire grates, mantle pieces, baths, 
sinks and lavatories were all taken out by workmen and brought into Clara for 
storage. They were determined that as little as possible would be left for the looters. 
The actions of ‘certain people in ordering a local resident to leave his home’ were 
subsequently denounced by Father Bracken.16

Reggie and family stayed at Kilcoursey for about a month while they were 
arranging to rent a house in Dublin. It was still a very worrying time in Clara and 
Harold records that on 30 October he was woken up at 4 o’clock in the morning 
by someone hammering on the door. He got out his shotgun, opened an upstairs 
window and asked the raiders what they wanted. He saw at least two men, one 
of whom demanded that he let them in for food and clothes. Harold refused but 
offered them money to go away. He then turned a flashlight on them, whereupon 
they threatened to shoot him unless he put it out. They continued to knock on the 
door so he decided to frighten them by firing a few shots over their heads.

After a few more shots fired by both sides the men ran away down the drive. 
Edith was very frightened by this – not unsurprising in view of what they had been 
through at Woodfield – so Harold thought he ought to pursue the matter. The next 
day he spoke to the Free State soldiers, who were then occupying the Protestant 
schoolhouse, and they sent up an armed guard to Kilcoursey, although for a few 
days only. Harold, who was not someone to be easily intimidated, says that with 
all this trouble ‘we were very nearly at our wits end and thought it better to take a 
strong line’. They therefore posted the following notice for all to see in the factory 
and this ended overt action against the family:

‘An armed raid was attempted on one of the houses of our Family last night. Although 
we hope and believe that none of our employees are to blame for this or any other 
trouble, we would warn you that any further interference with us, or our property, or 
in any other way, may very easily cause the closing down of the Works, which are at 
present being carried on for your benefit under great difficulties and at a heavy loss. It 
is therefore in your interests that such things should not occur again.’

On 15 November the Irish military took over a house the family owned opposite 
Charlestown gate, near to the temporary police barracks at Avonmore. William 
Tomlinson, who was the mill cashier, had to move out hurriedly and he left Clara 
16 Irish Independent, 17 Oct. 1922.
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altogether in early 1923. According to Bunny Goodbody the soldiers seldom 
moved out ‘except in force, spending the remainder of their time playing spoil 
fifteen behind the shelter of the barricades’. After the military left, the house was 
taken over by the newly formed Civic Guard.

There was consternation in the family when nominations for the new Senate 
were announced in December. Among the nominees was Harold’s brother, Jim, 
who ran the milling business in Limerick and who shared the same name as his 
father, James Perry Goodbody. In view of the death threats to the senators, who 
had to live under police protection, the Irish Times was asked to state that ‘the 
gentleman in question is Mr. James Perry Goodbody junior’.17

The two sides in the civil war continued to fight an intermittent campaign until 
de Valera’s ‘Irregulars’ finally admitted defeat the following year. The Goodbodys in 
Clara were still greatly inconvenienced, especially in business, but did not appear 
to be in physical danger any more. In an attempt to get the new government to 
do something about the disruption to business J. & L.F. Goodbody sent a long 
and detailed memorandum to the Ministry of Trade and followed it up with a 
statement to the Fiscal Enquiry Committee in December 1922.18 Reggie had 
moved his family to a rented house in Monkstown and then to north Wales 
when further threats were received. Even when in Dublin life went on much as 
before, although it is doubtful whether there was much he could do in business. In 
December he showed his Airedale terrier, ‘Woodfield Tiger’ at the Corn Exchange, 
winning 3rd. prize.19

The local train service suffered continuous disruption with lines removed and 
bridges destroyed. Because of the constant interference a regular encampment of 
soldiers, protected by earthworks, was placed at Clara station. In February 1923 
major train crash occurred at Streamstown when armed men blew up a temporary 
bridge and sent a mail train and two goods trains into it, causing much destruction.20 
Two weeks later the railway bridge over the river below Ballycumber was destroyed 
and the morning train from Banagher sent down the line over it. The empty train 
jumped the bridge and ended up in the bog, with all the carriages destroyed by fire.

Harold gives an account of a journey from Dublin to Clara illustrating the 
difficulty of getting around. A normal service was then running as far as 
Portarlington but the branch line through Tullamore was closed because of a fallen 
bridge. When he got to Portarlington he hired a motor car and driver and they 
made their way towards Tullamore, following a large military force. They caught 
up with the army at Geashill where they had to wait an hour while trees blocking 
the road were cleared. They then went ahead of the soldiers but the road was so 
17 Irish Times, 8 Dec. 1922. James Perry Goodbody junior (1877–1952) was one of a number of 

Protestants nominated by President W.T. Cosgrave, who recognised the importance of including 
some former Unionist supporters. He retired from the Senate in 1928.

18 Margaret Stewart, Goodbodys of Clara 1865-1965 (London, 1965).
19 Dublin Evening Telegraph, 27 Dec. 1922.
20 Irish Independent, 19 Feb. 1923.

badly blocked that they had to turn off and drive past the house, which was then 
a ‘Nursery Garden’. Then they drove through the fields for about a mile, crossed 
the road again, through a farmhouse and another field, before rejoining the road 
about two miles from where they had left it. At Tullamore he got a lift in one of the 
mill lorries but all the direct roads to Clara were blocked so they were forced to go 
round by Tyrrellspass, using ‘a boreen for part of the way’ and eventually reaching 
home at 4 o’clock.

Lewis Goodbody’s daughter Catherine recalled her early life in a book entitled 
Come Along With Me. In this she writes vividly about the Irish ‘Troubles’ and how 
these affected her parents. The constant worry about their security – particularly as 
part of Lewis’s work involved acting as a land agent – had a debilitating effect on 
her mother’s health, which never properly recovered. Having spent several of the 
war years in London teaching braille, braille shorthand and typewriting to blinded 
soldiers at St Dunstan’s Hostel for the Blind, Catherine returned to England in 
October 1921 when she married a Canterbury tanner and leather merchant. It is 
difficult to pinpoint the precise time of which she writes but the episodes all took 
place during the period 1921–3.

On one such occasion, when English soldiers were billeted on them at Drayton 
Villa and a dozen or so officers were sitting round the dining room table, her father 
had to caution them to be careful what they said as the servants in the kitchen 
were predominately I.R.A. sympathisers. As she says, ‘it showed the forbearance 
and tact of my parents to these not-too-welcome guests’. Another time she recalls 
going to a nearby tennis party and playing all afternoon with two army officers, 
who they later heard were shot dead as they drove home with their wives. Lewis’s 
fears for his own safety cannot have been helped when his firm represented the 
‘Military’ – presumably the ‘Black and Tans’ – in a case where they fired shots into 
a house near Tullamore, killing an elderly man, Thomas Feeny, even though they 
expressed regret for what had happened at the subsequent inquest.21 

Sometime later, probably in the summer of 1921, when the Tullamore army 
garrison decided to set up an outpost in Clara, they selected Drayton Villa to be 
their headquarters. Catherine says that the local people in Clara were not going 
to let this happen, so blocked the road with a line of people. The troops thought 
better of pressing the point and it may be that the Goodbodys then came to an 
agreement with them to occupy Avonmore instead. This was a fortunate outcome 
for Lewis as the father of one of his gardeners was believed to have been the local 
Sinn Féin commandant.

Like many Irish houses, where there were periodic threats of attack in difficult 
times, Drayton Villa had shutters on the downstairs windows and these were 
always closed at night, usually by Lewis himself. As it got dark he would draw 
back the curtains and pull up the shutters, exposing himself to any snipers who 
21 Freeman’s Journal, 15 July 1920.



Offaly Heritage 11

68 69

Uncertain Times: Some experiences of the Goodbody family in Clara 1919-1923

altogether in early 1923. According to Bunny Goodbody the soldiers seldom 
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17 Irish Times, 8 Dec. 1922. James Perry Goodbody junior (1877–1952) was one of a number of 

Protestants nominated by President W.T. Cosgrave, who recognised the importance of including 
some former Unionist supporters. He retired from the Senate in 1928.

18 Margaret Stewart, Goodbodys of Clara 1865-1965 (London, 1965).
19 Dublin Evening Telegraph, 27 Dec. 1922.
20 Irish Independent, 19 Feb. 1923.

badly blocked that they had to turn off and drive past the house, which was then 
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might be outside. Many householders were shot like this so Catherine’s mother 
Edie, worried about the frequent threats to her husband, decided to do it herself.

As a solicitor Lewis was involved in many disputes and legal issues where 
emotions ran high and his life might easily have been in danger. Despite this he 
continued to involve himself in local activities and, when an angling club was 
formed in Clara in February 1922, it had his ‘patronage’ with a promise to stock 
the river with fish. According to the Westmeath Independent the project had ‘the 
co-operation of the I.R.A. police authorities’.22

Business continued to be very bad into 1923. Milling in particular suffered when 
the mill owners tried to reduce wages which had risen fourfold since the start of 
the war nine years before. As a result the mill workers went on strike in January, 
the stoppage lasting for nearly six weeks. This had major unforeseen consequences 
as it allowed the larger English firms – notably Ranks and Spillers – to start selling 
flour in Ireland, at the same time undercutting the domestic producers. At the 
time, Harold says, the Irish millers were ‘all at loggerheads’, badly equipped and 
inefficient as only a few of them were located at the ports where they could grind 
imported wheat. Under pressure from the millers the government looked into 
introducing a protective tariff but eventually decided against, under pressure from 
Jacobs and other manufacturers.

Although they now had milling interests in Limerick and Cork as well as Clara, 
the Goodbodys had just spent a large sum on fitting out Erry mill, with Clara 
eating heavily into their personal capital. The M., J. & L. Goodbody partnership 
also had a substantial number of family depositors as it was run as a quasi-private 

22 Westmeath Independent, 18 Feb. 1922.
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bank, so any profits there were from milling went on interest payments. Perry’s 
death in April 1923 only exacerbated the difficulties for the other two partners, 
Dick and Reggie, who had to rely on bank loans to replace the capital which had 
formerly been provided by their fathers’ generation.

The jute factory also had its problems with a nine-day strike in August, again 
over a reduction in wages, but the company was not nearly so badly affected as 
the mills because of the large reserves which had been built up during the war. 
Although Barrington, Eric and Harold were nominally joint managing directors 
of J. & L.F. Goodbody it was Harold who was actually in charge – probably as well 
as his business skills were undoubtedly superior to the other two.

Life gradually settled down after the war ended, returning to normal from 1924. 
Reggie’s family returned to Clara and took over Inchmore, which had been left to 
him in his father’s will. His aunts had left following Perry’s death and gone to live 
in England although Eva later returned to Ireland and married Tom Dreaper, the 
race horse trainer. In the event the house was far too big and expensive for him 
to maintain and it was sold by Edith following his death in 1933. Barrington was 
the only member of the family who was a British army ex-serviceman and was 
gradually accepted as such, attending British Legion memorial parades and being 
on the committee which erected the war memorial in Tullamore in 1926.23

Travel by car was still difficult as the roads and bridges had been badly damaged 
during the disturbances of the previous few years. In February 1924 a group of 
leading businessmen, shopkeepers and landowners formed the Offaly Road 
Improvement Association to press the authorities to do something about it. In a 
letter to the committee, which was then forwarded to the county council, Harold 
wrote to complain about the condition of the roads and, in particular, the bridge 
over the river at Ballycumber as it was in such a state that it was ‘practically an 
invitation to manslaughter’.24

As the older generation died off Harold was emerging as the doyen of the family 
in Clara. As well as managing the jute factory he took an increasing role in sorting 
out the problems at the mills where both Dick and Reggie were suffering from 
the debilitating effects of tuberculosis. The financial state of M., J. & L. Goodbody 
became increasingly critical and the firm was effectively bust when it was taken 
over by Ranks in 1930.

Reggie was awarded £735 compensation by Judge Wakely at Tullamore county 
court in May 1925 for damage done to Woodfield. The proceedings appear to 
have been conducted in a relatively light-hearted manner for, when he said in 
evidence that some of his maid servants were ‘in sympathy with some of the men 

23 Michael Byrne, ‘The County Offaly First World War memorial, O’Connor Square, Tullamore’ in Byrne 
(ed.), Offaly and the Great War, pp 364-82.

24 Westmeath Independent, 3 May 1924.
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in the woods’, the judge asked whether they were good looking.25 With A. & L. 
Goodbody’s Tullamore office acting on his behalf, he also put in a claim to the 
Irish Grants Committee in London for £3,509 to cover the cost of repairs to the 
house and the unexpired part of the lease which ran until 1931. In his statement to 
the British government he declares that he had been ‘a Loyalist all my life, as was 
my Father and Grandfather before me.’ He concludes by saying that, as a result of 
these expenses and heavy losses in business, his financial position was very serious 
and ‘it is hard to see how I shall be able to educate my family next year’.26 At the 
time he had three children at boarding schools in England. Although represented 
by a leading Queen’s Counsel, L.R. Lipsett,27 the Grants Committee dragged its 
feet for a further two years, then awarding him an interim payment of £250. He 
had to wait until 1929 for the full award.

As a family the Goodbodys would have regarded themselves as ‘loyalists’ 
while Ireland was still part of the United Kingdom. With a few exceptions, they 
had been Unionist supporters for some time as they felt that their property and 
business interests would be badly affected by Home Rule or any other alternative 
status for the country. They had been active supporters of recruitment for the army 
at the outbreak of war in 1914 and this may have been a contributing factor in 
why Clara produced a higher proportion of volunteers than other Offaly towns. 
Their business interests, however, kept them in Clara so they had no option but to 
adapt to living and working in the newly-formed state, unlike many of their class 
who abandoned their properties and went to live in England. During the civil war 
they would privately have favoured the officially elected Free State government 
of Arthur Griffith but locally they also managed to convince the Irregular forces 
under de Valera that they were not taking sides. Because of this and the effect their 
leaving Clara would have had on local employment none of their houses were 
burnt down. Although their presence in Clara was gradually reduced by death and 
emigration the family continued to live in the locality for a further seventy years.

25 Offaly Independent, 23 May 1925. He had lodged an initial claim for damages of £182 19s. 6d. in the 
High Court on 17 August 1922 and a total claim of £1,900.

26 Irish Grants Committee claim no. 1137, statement accompanying claim 18 Dec. 1926 (National 
Archives, London, CO/762/70/3). The Irish Grants Committee, originally set up in 1922 as the Irish 
Distress Committee to provide assistance for refugees from Ireland, was later expanded to reimburse 
southern Irish loyalists who had suffered hardship or loss.

27 Lewis Richard Lipsett (1876–1957) was born in Ballyshannon, described as a ‘solicitor’ of Bundoran 
in 1911 census and a Queen’s Counsel of King’s Bench Walk, London in 1928: (http://www.census.
nationalarchives.ie/reels/nai002043514/). He emigrated to Canada in 1930. (www.ancestry.com) 
(accessed 1 Aug. 2019).

Revd Philip Callary (1849–1925)
Revd. Hugh Behan, parish priest of Tullamore, died suddenly in May 1899, but no 
successor was appointed to the post until September of that year. The new parish 
priest was Revd Philip Callary who was well suited to the task of finishing the new 
church, the foundation stone of which had been laid in June 1898. Fr Callary had 
helped to complete the bell tower and spire at St 
Mary’s Drogheda before his transfer to Trim in 
1893.At Trim he took over a situation where a 
church had been started in 1891, but was proving 
difficult to complete because of lack of funds 
arising from the deep political divisions in the 
parish caused by the Parnellite split. The rift did 
not heal overnight but by the time Father Callary 
departed in 1899 the church was well on the 
way to completion (Trim church was dedicated 
in 1902). Within a few months of his arrival in 
Tullamore Father Callary had reactivated the 
building committee and threw himself into the 
work of building the church, which was finally 
completed in 1906. It had cost about £25,000 and 
was the largest building project in Tullamore since 
the completion of the new courthouse in 1835 and its rebuilding in 1927. As soon as 
the debt was cleared he set about erecting two secondary or intermediate schools and 
that for girls was opened in 1911, while the boys’ school was opened in 1912. Both 
schools were built at Convent Road, but the girls was demolished in 1960s when the 
new convent was built, while the boys’ schools served as the De Montfort Hall from 
1961 until the 1990s. Fr Callary departed from involvement in the county technical 
education committee when the department refused to sanction the use of St Brigid’s 
National School for classes on the grounds that it was unsuitable.

Callary was a founder of the Tullamore Relief Committee in 1916 and this 
continued its work for the winters of 1916-19. He had perceived waste as much as piety 
in mind when he told his congregation in Tullamore in the lead up to Christmas 1916 
that the practice of placing artificial flowers on the graves in Clonminch cemetery was 
to be deprecated. It was a pagan practice and far better to have an offering of masses 
and the giving of alms.  Other church related activities included the promotion of 
temperance. At a great temperance parade in Dublin in July 1914 Tullamore and 
district is said to have had been represented by between six and seven hundred young 
men and women led by spiritual directors, Frs Daly and Lynam. Callary, in his role 
as chairman of the county infirmary proved unreceptive to the Local Government 
Board suggestion in 1919 (after the war) that venereal disease be catered for.

Philip Callary was born at Oldcastle, County Meath in 1849, and was ordained 
at Maynooth in 1873. He was secretary to Bishop Nulty for a time and when Bishop 


