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Introduction

Although once widely acknowledged as a very important 
influence in Irish nationalist and republican organisa-
tion and activity, for most of the last century, William 
Rooney has been generally excluded from the history of 

the Irish national revival and the subsequent revolutionary period. 
The aim of this short account is to place the influential ideas and  
organisational capacity of Rooney and his working-class comrades 
in the context of the broad and inclusive popular separatist move-
ment in Ireland, from 1885 to 1905. The following narrative will 
draw on the key historical information available on Rooney, specifi-
cally from primary sources, such as the records of the organisations 
he was involved with, his extensive writings, as well as statements 
and recollections from prominent individuals, with whom he was 
associated or influenced.

Immediately after his sudden death in 1901, at the age of twen-
ty-seven, there was wide coverage in Irish and overseas newspa-
pers, emphasising his importance to the revival and his prominence 
in the separatist movement. Over the following three decades a 
number of key national leaders identified Rooney as a significant 
influence, highlighting his political philosophy and extensive writ-
ings. In the introduction to Rooney’s Poems and Ballads, published 
in 1902, his close friend Arthur Griffith asserted that: “… had he 
lived, (he) would have become, perhaps, the greatest leader Ireland 
has known”. In a commemorative piece in 1913, entitled ‘William 
Rooney: A Democrat’, written for The Irish Worker, James Connolly 
wrote, “… although he subordinated all other causes to the one su-
preme cause of Irish Independence, he was none the less a democrat 
in the truest and fullest sense of the word.” In 1922, Michael Collins 
invoked Rooney in an article written in support of the Anglo-Irish 
Treaty. In the article ‘Freedom Within Grasp’ Collins wrote, “Rooney 
spoke as a prophet. He prepared the way and foresaw the victory, 
and he helped his nation to rise and, by developing its soul, to get 
ready for victory.” As an intriguing counterpoint, in a series of lec-
tures in the 1930s, anti-Treaty republican Brian O’Higgins, 1916 
veteran and President of Sinn Féin, dismissed Griffith and declared 
that Rooney “…was the real founder of Sinn Féin.” Maud Gonne in 
her memoirs reflected on Rooney’s tragic loss, whom she personally 
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knew: “It was a great blow. Rooney was a fine national thinker and 
a convinced separatist; his influence on the young people of his day 
was comparable to Thomas Davis in his.”

During his short life, Rooney was recognised by many of his 
peers as a pivotal figure, and the key influence and inspiration for 
vital aspects of the cultural revival that emerged in Ireland in the 
late 1880s. He was primarily a leading activist and organiser in 
Dublin, from a working-class background, who helped to motivate 
and shape core elements of the emerging national liberation and 
anti-colonial struggle, which ultimately lead to the Easter Rising in 
1916 and the War of Independence. However, during his short life, 
Rooney’s involvement in this broad and inclusive popular move-
ment took the form of cultural, literary and peaceful political resis-
tance, rather than armed action.

Rooney and his comrades, in many respects, represented a conti-
nuity with the republican ideals and aspirations of their predeces-
sors, particularly John Mitchel and Thomas Davis, who represented 
the more militant, radical and democratic tendency in the sepa-
ratist movement. Espousing the progressive philosophy of Davis 
and the Young Ireland movement and maintaining respect for the 
later Fenians, which included Rooney’s father and the exiled lead-
ers John O’Leary and James Stephens. O’Leary on his return in 
1885, became active in a range of political initiatives, together with 
Rooney and other young men and women, involved in the separat-
ist movement. In opposition to the dominant Parliamentary ten-
dency, they kept alive the possibility of an Irish Republic, through 
physical force if necessary.

The activities of Rooney and his associates, in the late 19th 
century and early 20th century, must be considered as part of an 
emerging anti-colonial resistance across Ireland, which culminated 
in the emergence and formation of Sinn Féin as a political party. As 
borne out in the subsequent revolutionary decade, this broad popu-
lar movement would eventually mature as the essential element of 
a longer-term independence struggle, both in Ireland and abroad, 
influencing liberation movements in other British colonies. 

This new colonial resistance in Ireland proved vital in response 
to the Berlin Conference of 1885, where the main imperial powers 
forged an agreement to enable rapid expansion of their empires, 
particularly in Africa, referred to as ‘the scramble for Africa’. This 

expansionary ambition intensified the political imperative in West-
minster to ensure stability in Ireland, by proposing the first Home 
Rule Bill in 1886, which convinced the Irish Parliamentary Party, 
initially under Parnell and more markedly under John Redmond, 
to become a more pro-imperial party, aimed at securing Ireland’s 
future position wholly within the Empire.

The following two decades from 1885 would see a reawakening 
in Ireland of the sense of separate identity and unique nationality, 
articulated by Douglas Hyde in his ‘de-anglisising Ireland’ policy 
and shared by increasing numbers of cultural organisations and 
creative individuals. Eventually this momentum created the foun-
dation for a new radical political initiative, involving a very broad 
range of actors, united in their opposition to parliamentary politics 
in Westminster. This generation of activists believed and argued 
that Home Rule was primarily a ploy to secure the Empire and 
retain Ireland as a colony. 

Rooney’s early life and activism
William Rooney was born on 20 October 1873, in a tenement at 39 
Mabbot Street, which was adjacent to Montgomery Street, the lo-
cation of Dublin’s north centre city infamous district, ‘The Monto’. 
Dublin at the time had a significant concentration of extreme pov-
erty, living in the worst housing conditions in Europe. In 1880, Dub-
lin city had a population of 249,000. Of the 23,000 houses in Dub-
lin, 9,700 were occupied as tenement houses and, of these, 2,300 
were officially assessed to be in a condition unsuitable for human 
habitation. The Rooney family, including seven children, lived in a 
one-room tenement flat on Mabbot Street, until William was ten 
years old, when they moved to a tenement in Moore Street and then 
Jervis Street. 

Rooney’s father, who had been active and imprisoned during the 
Fenian uprising in 1867, worked as a coach builder in Hutton & 
Co. in Summerhill. For a short period, the Rooneys shared a house 
nearby with the Griffith family, before renting a house in Leinster 
Avenue, North Strand. William attended Strand Street National 
School and left at the age of eleven, in 1885, which was normal 
for working class children at that time. He was apprenticed as a 
clerk in a solicitor’s office in Dame Street, where Henry Dixon, a 
prominent Fenian, also worked. Rooney attended night classes in 
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O’Connell schools on Richmond Street, where he achieved the In-
termediate certificate in 1887, after which he was employed as a 
railway clerk. He also attended Irish classes and became fluent in 
the Irish language at that time. While Rooney worked full time, six 
days a week as a clerk with the Great Western railway, all his free 
time was taken up by his considerable political activities in the lan-
guage movement and separatist cause. Rooney was active during a 
period of great demoralisation and disillusionment among the more 
radical republicans, while Irish parliamentary ‘Home Rule’ politics 
was in the ascendant and very much the political mainstream.

At the age of fourteen he made the acquaintance of the poet, 
Rose Kennedy, a close friend of John O’Leary’s sister, the poet Ellen 
O’Leary. His earliest political activity, as a teenager, was in estab-
lishing the first Dublin branch of the Fireside Club, for working 
class youth to pursue an interest in Irish history and literature. 
The leading Fenian of the day, John O’Leary, was appointed as 
President of the Young Ireland Society on his return to Ireland in 
January 1885, after twenty years of forced exile. In his opening 
address, O’Leary proposed that the renewed struggle for indepen-
dence should concentrate on cultural resistance and mobilisation 
through the new organisations that were emerging during this pe-
riod, including the GAA, the Gaelic League, the Literary and His-
torical Societies and links to broad based political campaigans. 

This new radical approach to organisation was to be achieved 
by open mobilisation, among the committed activist involved in the 
wide range of cultural organisations, with the secret oath-bound 
organisation the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), then led by 
O’Leary, securing a covert influence through leadership. O’Leary 
after his return to Ireland in 1885, attracted a group of dedicat-
ed supporters and prominent activists. Rooney, Griffith and other 
young men, first encountered John O’Leary when he was President 
of the Young Ireland Society, of which they were members. Rooney 
and his young associates made common cause with O’Leary’s ini-
tiative and the elder Fenian directly supported and participated in 
many of Rooney’s initiatives, often as honorary president. Rooney’s 
earliest political experience was linked to the Amnesty Association, 
which was campaigning for the release of the last of the Fenians im-
prisoned since the 1867 uprising, namely Thomas Clarke and John 
Daly. At the age of seventeen he was sworn-in to the IRB and he 

William Rooney and parents, Patrick and Teresa 1899 (NLI)
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subsequently became a key organiser and recruiter for the group. 
In January 1891, at the age of seventeen, Rooney joined the 

Leinster Literary Society (LLS), where he first met Arthur Griffith 
and many of the young men that would participate in the various 
language, cultural and political activities subsequently organised 
and led by Rooney. Unlike the more prestigious Dublin societies, 
who could rely on the patronage of Home Rule politicians or the 
network of IRB organisers, the LLS was comprised solely of young 
working-class men, mainly from the north city area. Their week-
ly meetings, held at 87 Marlborough street, involved the members 
preparing and presenting papers on Irish historical or literary fig-
ures. A monthly Journal was also produced and quarterly social 
events, such as music sessions and cultural outings were organised. 
During this early period Rooney began to write his poems and bal-
lads, some of which were published in the United Ireland news-
paper. Despite their reservations about Home Rule, a number of 
the Society members, including Rooney and Griffith, were briefly 
involved in supporting Parnell, after the split in the parliamentary 
party. In fact, they produced a written address in support of Parnell 
and presented it to him on his return to Dublin during the election. 
However, the issue of Parnell also generated an internal crisis in 
the LLS when Griffith and some other members resigned and the 
Society was subsequently dissolved. 

Following the split and dissolution of the Leinster Society, in 
January 1893 Rooney founded the Celtic Literary Society and con-
vened the first meeting in his family home at 23 Leinster Avenue, 
North Strand. This society subsequently became one of the most 
prominent cultural organisations involved in continuous radical po-
litical activity over the next decade and had a significant impact in 
mobilising many of the young men and women who became promi-
nent in the struggle for independence. The Society rented premises 
at 32 Abbey Street Lower, owned by the United Ireland newspaper, 
where weekly meetings and monthly music sessions were held. 

Over the following decade this address also became the initial lo-
cation for a number of important political organisations, including 
James Connolly’s, Irish Socialist Republican Party, the Irish Trans-
vaal Committee, Inghinidhe na hÉireann and Cumann na nGael. 
Over the initial years a branch network was established across 
Ireland and in Britain. The founder members of the Cork branch 

included, Liam de Róiste, Terence Mac Swiney, Tomás Mac Curtain, 
Seán O’Hegarty and Daniel Corkery. A member of the Celtic from 
the early stages, recollected, “By far the most conscientious worker 
in the society was William Rooney. He was the founder and inspirer, 
and indeed, until the return of Griffith (from South Africa), he was 

The Blind Fiddler (a drama) with William Rooney (right), Sinead 
Flanagan and Arthur Griffith, photo by Luke Rooney  
(Rooney family)
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the factotum, and seemed to carry all the responsibility on his own 
shoulders.”

The Celtic was set up, to study and promote Irish language, lit-
erature, history and music, almost six months before the founding 
of the Gaelic League. At the early stages, recognising his talents in 
the burgeoning cultural and language movement, Eoin MacNeill, 
one of the founders of the Gaelic League, invited Rooney to become 
involved in the development of the organisation shortly after it was 
established in 1893. In the Gaelic League, Rooney became active as 
a promoter and organiser over the early years, alongside Patrick 
Pearse. However, he differed significantly from the main leaders, 
Douglas Hyde and MacNeill, in that he strongly believed that the 
League should be actively involved in leading political campaigns, 
such as the 1798 commemoration, and not remain ‘non-political’, in 
terms of language and cultural development. McNeill in his mem-
oirs claimed that Rooney was responsible for the antipathy of the 
Irish Parliamentary Party to the Gaelic League, because he stri-
dently criticised their failure in a speech in Mayo, in 1898

Rooney was very passionate about the Irish language as well as 
traditional Irish music and song. He was an accomplished singer 
and wrote many songs in English, to traditional Irish airs, which 
were published widely. He was involved in the organisation of the 
first Feis Ceol in 1897 and, in the same year he helped initiate the 
first Oireachtas na Gaeilge festival, which was held in the Mansion 
House, with an attendance of over one thousand. He became very 
active in the Gaelic League, setting up new branches in Dublin and 
travelling at weekends to initiate branches particularly in the west 
of Ireland. He first met Máire Killeen, from Cong in Mayo, who 
became his fiancée, in the Dublin branch of the Gaelic League. She 
was among the first women elected to the League leadership and 
also became active with the Celtic Literary Society and as a found-
er of Inghinide na hÉireann. 

 In order to commemorate the United Irishmen rebellion of 1798 
it was decided to organise a centenary commemoration with a new 
broad-based and inclusive political approach through a national 
organisation, of which Rooney became a prominent leader. During 
these commemorative events, the key cultural organisations and 
new groups of political activists joined forces across the whole coun-
try, including leading members of the Irish Parliamentary Party. 

Maire Killeen, dressed as a Celtic goddess (O Brolchain family)
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Rooney, elected to the steering group, was one of the main organ-
isers and travelled around the country, alongside Maud Gonne. 

In Mayo very large crowds convened to hear Gonne and Rooney, 
where the latter addressed crowds in Irish. On 11 May 1898, in 
Ballina a large monument was unveiled by Maud Gonne to honour 
General Humbert, who led the French army who had landed at 
Killala a century before. Inspired by the revolutionary history of 
Ballina, Rooney wrote the song ‘Men of the West’, which became 
the anthem for the commemoration. Rooney also insisted that any 
monuments erected should use the Irish language and provided 
translations for local committees. The centenary commemoration 
culminated with a massive gathering of tens of thousands of people, 
from all across Ireland and overseas, in Dublin to witness the plac-
ing of a foundation stone for a memorial to Wolfe Tone, at the en-
trance to St. Stephens Green. At the end of a march Rooney shared 
a platform that included John O’Leary, John Dillon, John Redmond, 
W.B. Yeats, a French delegate and the Lord Mayor of Dublin, Thom-
as Pile. Rooney’s oration was the only one delivered in Irish and 
commenced as follows:

A Mhic Uí Laoire agus a mhuintir na hÉireann, dúirt du-
ine éigin fad ó shin nuair raibh sa chathair seo ach fiorb-
heagán de chlann na nGael- “Beidh an Ghaeilge faoi ard-
mheas fós i mBaile Átha Cliath uasal na gcom fíona óil.” 
Ní raibh réalta sa spéir, ní raibh dóchas sna aer ansin 
chun chlann na nGael nó chun chúis na hÉireann, ach 
bhí creideamh chroí aige go rachadh an oiche thart agus 
go dtiocfadh an fáinne arís. Bhí a fhios aige nach raibh an 
chúis caillte go léir, nach raibh an tír marbh; ce go raibh 
scoth a clainne thar sáile agus a huaisle gan teach gan 
áras ina ndúiche féin. Níl an oíche thart go fóill ach tá 
an fáinne ag éirí agus tá an fhírinne ag an tairngire faoí 
ardmheas i mBaile Átha Cliath. Táimid anseo inniu chun 
onóir agus suim a thabhairt do na daoinne a thug a lándí-
cheall in aghaidh na namhad céad bliain  o shin. 

Thángamar as gach uile air dar fud na hÉireann, agus 
beagnach as gach uile thír ar dhroim an domhain chun 
obair a chur ar bun a thaispeánfadh don domhan nach 
bhfuilimid cloite fós. Thángamar le chéile chun obair a 

Maud Gonne portrait 1896 (NLI)
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dhéanamh a thaispeánfadh go bhfuilimid inár nDirean-
naigh fós ach, “ní Eireannach go Gaeilgeoir”, agus mu-
rar mían linn a bheith ag magadh faoina chéile caitfimid 
meas agus spéis a thabhairt chun teanga no hÉireann 
chomh mait le gach rud a bhaineann léi.

The 1798 centenary commemoration proved so successful in mo-
bilising people across the country that it was decided that there was 
a need for a radical, republican and separatist, weekly newspaper, 
free of control by the Irish Parliamentary Party. Alice Milligan and 
Anna Johnston (poet Ethna Carbery) had produced the monthly 
Shan Van Vocht in Belfast for three years from 1896, with Rooney 
and James Connolly and others as regular contributors. Rooney was 
directly involved in establishing The United Irishman newspaper, 
funded by several individuals closely associated with Rooney and 
the IRB. Milligan and Johnston passed their subscription list to 
Rooney. He was invited to become editor but declined and proposed 
his close friend, Arthur Griffith, who was in South Africa at the 
time, primarily as a means to entice him to return to a worthwhile 
job in Ireland but also in recognition of Griffith’s skills. The first 
paper was produced on the anniversary of the birth of the United 

Irishman and revolutionary, Robert Emmet, on 4 March 1899. 
With constantly expanding readership, this nationalist and re-

publican newspaper became the most influential political publi-
cation for over seven years. Rooney, operating as the joint editor, 
produced much of the content and influenced the direction and 
philosophy of the paper, working late hours writing content while 
maintaining his work with the railway company. Rooney com-
piled the weekly front page, ‘All Ireland’ column, which reported 
on the increasing range of local cultural and political activity. He 
also wrote detailed articles, poems and ballads, under ten differ-
ent pseudonyms, but was mainly known as Fear na Muintire. Over 
seven years the newspaper provided the means to highlight and 
promote multiple radical initiatives and campaigns linking the var-
ious Irish separatist and advanced nationalist organisations, until 
it was forced to close and was relaunched in 1906 under the title of 
Sinn Féin. 

The British invasion in southern Africa, in October 1899, gen-
erated a significant anti-colonial resistance in Ireland, built on the 
success of the centenary commemoration of the 1798 rebellion. The 
Irish Transvaal Campaign, in support of the Boers, led by William 
Rooney and his associates, included a broad range of republicans, 
nationalists and socialists and secured widespread public support 
for the Boer resistance. This radical activity involved Irish volun-
teers, including John R.Whelan from the Celtic Society, led by John 
McBride, joining the Boer guerrilla forces as an Irish Brigade, street 
protests in towns across Ireland, solidarity fund-raising for medical 
aid and The United Irishman generated widespread public sym-
pathy for the campaign. This popular mobilisation, which received 
massive support throughout Ireland, had gradually developed over 
the previous decade as the British empire expanded and became 
more violent. In response popular support began to grow for what 
was referred to generally as ‘de-anglicisation’ or in more specific 
terms, an anti-colonial movement. The local action groups who had 
been convened for the centenary commemoration, were encouraged 
to become active in support of the Boer rebellion against British 
occupation in South Africa. 

Rooney and Griffith convened the Transvaal committee, under 
the chairman John O’Leary. Many other notable figures involved, 
of both the advanced nationalist and cultural milieu, included WB 

The United Irishman front page first edition March 1899 (NLI)



18 19

Yeats, Maud Gonne, as well as James Connolly. Connolly, with 
Rooney’s help, convened a separate group led by the Irish socialist 
republican party, involving many organised workers. 

When Michael Davitt resigned his parliamentary seat in West-
minster, in protest at the British treatment of the Boers, Rooney 
and Griffith put forward and campaigned for John MacBride. Mac-
Bride was then leader of the Irish Brigade in the Transvaal and 
stood in the Mayo constituency as a protest candidate. The United 
Irish League refused to cooperate and easily won the seat, but a 
marker had been put down for future republican electoral tactics. 

Through the national campaign, substantial numbers were con-
vened at many sympathetic protests organised across the country, 
including one rally in Dublin in December 1899, to protest at the 
visit to Trinity College of Joseph Chamberlain. This was banned 
by the British authorities and the subsequent march, led by James 
Connolly, resulted in a street riot and baton charges in Dublin. 

In 1900, Rooney encouraged Maud Gonne and a number of other 
women associated with the Celtic Literary Society, including his 
fiancée Máire Killeen, to organise the Patriotic Children’s Treat, as 
part of the opposition to the visit of Queen Victoria to Dublin. The 
event was held on 1 July in Drumcondra and over 20,000 ‘nation-
alist children’ attended. This experience convinced the women in-
volved to form an independent womens organisation, which was es-
tablished as Inghinidhe na Éireann, on Easter Sunday. With Maud 
Gonne as president, while Márie Killeen was elected vice president, 
alongside Jennie Wyse Power, Anna Johnson (poet Ethna Carbery), 
Máire Quinn, Alice Furlong, Sinéad O’Flanagan and Mary Walker 
(actor Máire nic Shiubhlaigh). Each of these became prominent in 
the longer term struggle for independence and were initially in-
volved in anti-recruitment campaigns during the Boer War. This 
series of campaigns, mobilisations and active groups, organised 
during an intense period at the end of the 1880s by Rooney and his 
associates, culminated at Rooneys suggestion, with the formation 
of Cumann na nGaedhael in 1900. Cumann na nGaedhael brought 
together a network of the key organisations, with an agreed radical 
agenda. Rooney was the group’s initial treasurer and undoubtedly 
their main influence, placing him at the helm of what had the po-
tential to be a bold new political force for advanced nationalism, 
republicanism and separatism. 

Report of the first annual convention of Cumann na nGaedheal 
from The United Irishman 1st of December 1900 page 5 (INA)
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Early death of William Rooney
Tragically Rooney died from typhoid fever, on 6 May 1901 at the 
young age of twenty-seven, in his family home 23 Leinster Ave-
nue, North Strand, with Máire Killeen, Griffith, Patrick Bradley 
and other close friends with him at the end. His passing came just 
over a month after he had attended the funeral of James Stephens, 
founder of the IRB, whom he had met and photographed the pre-
vious Christmas. The unexpected death of William Rooney was a 
great blow to the organisers and activists of the whole range of 
cultural and separatist groups where he was involved. Over one 
thousand people, representing over fifty local and national organi-
sations, including the Gaelic League, the GAA, Cumann na nGael, 
Inghinidhe na hÉireann, and the Celtic Literary Society turned out 
for the funeral. The cortege left from his family home in a solemn 
procession to Glasnevin cemetery, led by a large number of young 
people from his neighbourhood. The leadership and branch delega-
tions from the large organisations marched in formation behind the 
hearse, including over thirty members of the IRB under the differ-
ent banners. The attendance included Michael Cusack of the GAA, 
Eoin McNeill and Patrick Pearse of the Gaelic league, the Fenian 
John Daly mayor of Limerick, and a number of elected City Coun-
cillors. Over fifty wreaths covered the coffin and large numbers of 
condolences were forwarded, including Maud Gonne, Yeats, Mark 
Ryan London IRB leader, Alice Milligan and Anna Johnston. Large 
numbers of clubs and associations passed votes of sympathy. In his 
graveside oration Griffith stated:

The Davis of the National revival is dead-dead in the 
spring of life - a martyr to his passionate love of our un-
happy country. Ireland has lost the son she could least 
have spared, and we have lost our leader, our comrade 
and our life-long friend. Like the name of Thomas Da-
vis, the name of William Rooney was no household word 
in Ireland; but the movements that have revived a na-
tion sinking into death sprang from his patriotism, were 
nursed by his genius, and carried to success by his energy, 
industry, and fiery enthusiasm … To make Ireland free, a 
sovereign, self-reliant nation was the ambition of his life. 
He stored his mind with her language, her literature, her 

James Stephens, Blackrock, January 1901 photographed by 
William Rooney
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history - he studied her economic resources, her military 
resources, her natural features to that end … And surely 
the cause that inspired a soul so noble and so great as 
William Rooney’s is a cause that in itself must be of the 
greatest and noblest.

Following the funeral a meeting was held in Glasnevin to plan 
for a memorial fund to pay for a grave monument and the publica-
tion of his writings. The members of Inghinide na hÉireann also 
agreed to care for the grave each month. The monument was erect-
ed by the end of the year and the book entitled Poems and Ballads 
was published, with an introduction by Arthur Griffith and a thir-
ty-four page biography by one of his closest friends, Patrick Bradley, 
who married Márie Killeen three years later. A further book enti-
tled, Prose Writings was published in 1909, with a short introduc-
tion by Seumas MacManus, husband of Rooney’s friend, the writer 
Ethna Carbery, who had died in 1902. This included a selection of 
his best known writings, which had appeared in The United Irish-
man, 1899-1901. The introduction to the poetry book included one 
of his most significant statements, which directly influenced the 
later formation of Sinn Féin policy. Rooney wrote a robust criticism 
of Irish parliamentarians and what he regarded as the failed con-
cept of Home Rule: 

‘Advanced’ nationalism is in truth, no petty, compromising 
propaganda, which talks of healing the wounds of centu-
ries, or guarantees the aid of Irish arms for Imperial buc-
caneering, ‘if our rights are conceded.’ It is indeed no con-
venient creed which would toast a foreign queen or flaunt 
the Union Jack on College Green for the privilege of being 
allowed to concoct a drainage scheme or pass an authority 
for a railway cutting through Cork or Connemara. It is no 
temporising, time serving, half-hearted sentiment which 
fears the future, but likes to take advantage of the pres-
ent, trusting to the forgetfulness of the popular memory to 
overlook any vacillation from the right road. It is a spirit 
which takes something more than an antiquaries interest 
in the struggles and belief of the past, which does not talk 
of the superior advantages of our fathers to excuse inac-

tion or indifference today. It is in fine, the spirit of Irish 
Nationality, which recognises nothing short of supreme 
and entire independence as the limit of Irish hopes and 
aspirations.

Rooney’s death dealt a staggering blow to Cumann na nGaed-
hael, and the other organisations where he was most active. How-
ever, after a period of adjustment,  the momentum to establish a 
unified, effective and more representative separatist organisation 
intensified, resulting, just over four years later with the establish-
ment of Sinn Féin,. This new organisation was a broadly based and 
inclusive movement, both in terms of class and political allegiance. 
The fundamental changes in social, cultural and political circum-
stances in Ireland, in the final decades of the nineteenth century, 
encouraged new types of organisation and activity, often facilitat-

Ar Tir Ar Teanga inscription on boaters centre Maire Killeen, left 
at rear Padraic O Brolchain front row Arthur Griffith and Maud 
Sheehan (O Brolchain family)
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ing mass mobilisation with increased public participation, in a va-
riety of new structures and the emergence of leaders from a range 
of class backgrounds, with women activists often in the forefront. 
This radical phase of Irish history was both exciting and dynamic 
and often a reaction to British colonial ambitions and paved the 
way for the next revolutionary phase beginning in Ireland in the 
following decade.

Rooney is certainly comparable to Thomas Davis of the Young 
Irelanders, who also died young at the age of thirty, both in terms of 
his writings and influence and political philosophy and republican 
fervour. However, with his death occurring four years before Sinn 
Féin first convened, it may appear far-fetched to refer to William 
Rooney as the ‘real founder of Sinn Féin’. Yet, without question, 
Rooney was central to the establishment of the main advanced na-
tionalist organisations that later formed the nucleus of the party. 
Rooney first developed and articulated the key ideas, philosophy 
and strategic vision that determined the initial political consen-
sus and shaped the longer-term outlook of Sinn Féin, as a sepa-
ratist and republican party. While traditionally Arthur Griffith has 
been recognised in this leadership role, he was very dependent on 
Rooney, whom he referred to as his best friend and mentor and, af-
ter his early death, Griffith continued the approach first articulated 
and led by Rooney and subsequently acknowledged the prominence 
and centrality of Rooney to the formation of Sinn Féin. 

The concept of ‘Sinn Féin’ was first proposed, debated and en-
dorsed at a public meeting held in the Rotunda Dublin on 28 No-
vember 1905. The Sinn Féin policy approved was based to a signif-
icant extent on the work and ideas of William Rooney, with many 
of the key positions agreed, drawn directly from Rooney’s thinking. 
This policy and approach formed the basis for the subsequent merg-
er, two years later, of the key nationalist and republican organisa-
tions, including Cumann na nGaedheal, the Dungannon Clubs in 
Ulster, Inghinghe na hÉireann and Griffiths National Council, to 
constitute the Sinn Féin political party. 

Rooney’s influence and legacy
A significant number of veterans from the revolutionary period, who 
provided witness statements to the Military Archive, confirmed that 
the Celtic Literary Society led by William Rooney, was the key early 

influence on their participation in radical activity. The membership 
of the Celtic Literary Society also provided a base for liaison and 
intervention in many of the larger cultural organisations and for 
IRB recruitment. Through his activism Rooney was directly associ-
ated with several of the leaders of the 1916 Rising, who were sub-
sequently executed, including Pearse, Connolly, MacBride, Cean-
nt and Clarke. Patrick Pearse was directly involved with Rooney 
through the Gaelic League and attended his funeral; Eamonn 
Ceannt was active in the Celtic Literary Society, James Connolly 
was involved in the Boer War campaign and organised a socialist 
support group with Rooney’s assistance and Thomas Clarke was 
involved in Cumann na nGaedheal and the IRB, of which Rooney 
was a member. John Daly, the renowned Fenian imprisoned with 
Clarke, also attended Rooney’s funeral, as Lord Mayor of Limerick.

As a contribution to the first anniversary of Rooney’s death. 
WB Yeats and Lady Gregory wrote a new one act play, Cathleen Ni 
Houlihan, which was dedicated to his memory, with Maud Gonne 
playing the lead role in the first performance. This highly patriotic 
play was based on the arrival of the French army in Killala in 1798 
and the impact of the local peasantry. Gonne had been closely in-
volved with Rooney in a range of political organisations. Thomas 
MacDonagh, also a member of the Gaelic League, was only twen-
ty-three when Rooney died but he was influenced by his ideas and 
dedicated one of his early poems, to his memory, ‘Of a Poet Patriot’:

His songs were a little phrase
Of eternal song,
Drowned in the harping of lays 
More loud and long.

His deed was a single word,
Called out alone
In a night when no echo stirred
To laughter or moan.

But his songs new souls shall thrill,
The loud harps dumb,
And his deeds the echos fill
When the dawn is come.
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Each of the City councillors, elected for Sinn Féin in Dublin in 
1906, were closely associated with Rooney, and leading members 
of the Celtic Society namely, Walter Cole, Tom Kelly and Seán T 
O’Kelly. In the same year, because of a legal action, The United 
Irishman newspaper changed its name to Sinn Féin, as the official 
voice of the new party, with Griffith as editor.

Rooney also became a totemic figure for young Irish separatists, 
an ideal against which older activists were found wanting. For in-
stance, Irish Freedom, newspaper of the Irish Republican Brother-
hood and founded by Thomas Clarke, began publication in Novem-
ber 1910, with Bulmer Hobson as editor and Sean Mac Dermott 
as business manager. In one of its first articles, it memorialised 
the early days of The United Irishman newspaper, celebrating in 
particular Rooney’s purist politics. This reflected the growing im-
patience with Griffith and his Sinn Féin newspaper, as he was not 
living up to Rooney’s reputation as an unalloyed separatist. On the 
tenth anniversary of his death, in 1911, the paper carried an ex-
tensive series of articles lauding Rooney as the main philosophical 
source for their republican views, stating,

We stand for the Ireland which produced Hugh, Shane and 
Owen O’Neill, and O’Donnell the Red, and Rory O’More, 
and Tone and Emmet and Fitzgerald, and Mitchel and 
Davis and Stephens and Rooney. On their behalf … we 
repudiate all bargains or treaties concerning the rights of 
this nation. Concessions be damned, we want our country!

In April 1913, three months before the lockout, James Connolly 
wrote a long commemorative piece in The Irish Worker entitled  
‘Rooney: A Democrat’ where he stated:

Although he is now dead some twelve years, the influence 
of William Rooney’s writings is still discernible among the 
young men of Dublin-and this is as it should be; although 
he subordinated all other causes to the one supreme cause 
of Irish Independence, he was none the less a democrat in 
the truest and fullest sense of the word. In every sphere 
in which he laboured he surrounded himself by men who 

John Daly, Thomas J. Clarke and Seán Mac Dermott 1900s  
(Limerick University) 
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earned their bread by their daily toll, and who, although 
handicapped as all workers are, devoted their spare time 
to the grand cause of freedom - not only the freedom of 
Ireland in the political sense, but also the social, industri-
al and intellectual advancement of her people.

Other important figures, such as Michael Collins, acknowledged 
the significant debt owed to the leadership, energy and inspiration 
of William Rooney to the development of the struggle for indepen-
dence. In his essay ‘Freedom Within Grasp’, written sometime in 
1922 after the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty, Collins referred to 
the early formation of Sinn Féin:

The Sinn Féin movement was both economic and nation-
al, meeting therefore, two evils produced by the Union. 
Inspired by Arthur Griffith and William Rooney, it grew 
to wield enormous educational and spiritual power. It or-
ganised the country. It promoted what came to be known 
as the ‘Irish-Ireland policy’… Rooney preached language 
and liberty. He inspired all whom he met with national 
pride and courage. 

Collins also quoted extensively from Rooney’s work, and con-
cluded: 

The freedom which Ireland has achieved was dreamed of 
by Wolfe Tone, was foreseen by Thomas Davis, and their 
efforts were broadened out until they took into their em-
brace all the true national movements by the ‘grim re-
solve’ of William Rooney, supported later by the ‘strong 
arm’ of the Volunteers. 

Arthur Griffith also remained loyal to his closest friend and 
mentor. In the final newspaper interview, before his untimely death 
in June 1922, he confirmed that:

Sinn Féin was not my exclusive creation. It is unfair to 
the memory of a great Irishman that this false impression 
should be allowed to exist. Sinn Féin was conceived by two 

Arthur Griffith Sinn Féin Abu!
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of us and the other man was William Rooney … The Sinn 
Féin movement was both economic and national. Rooney’s 
idea and mine was to make Sinn Féin in this way meet 
the two evils produced by the Union. Primarily Ireland’s 
need for education. Sinn Féin grew to wield enormous ed-
ucational power. More than that, we saw the fruits of our 
labours in the growth of spiritual power among those who 
came into the ranks of Sinn Féin. 

In the same interview, Griffith also asserted that Sinn Féin was 
not a pacifist organisation. He quoted Rooney as stating:

We most decidedly do believe that this nation has a right 
to direct its own destinies. We do most heartily concede 
that men bred and native of the soil are the best judges 
of what is good for this land. We are believers in an Irish 
nation using its own tongue, flying its own flag, defending 
its own coasts, and using its own discretion when dealing 
with the outside world. But this we most certainly believe 
can never come as the gift of any parliament, British or 
otherwise. It can only be won by the strong right arm and 
grim resolve of men. Neglect no weapon which the neces-
sities and difficulties of the enemy force him to abandon to 
us, and make each concession a steppingstone to further 
things.

When the poet Padraic Colum was preparing his biography of 
Arthur Griffith, in the early 1950s, he spoke with survivors of the 
‘Celtic’ group. He recorded that he was . . .

surprised to find that they stressed William Rooney’s 
rather than Arthur Griffith’s activities - activities which 
included not only a part of the publication of the United 
Irishman, but lectures, meetings, conduct of debates, the 
laying down of plans for the new departure. Rooney was 
fervent and he was tireless, whereas Griffith showed him-
self stolid and slow-moving … There is no doubt that in 
William Rooney, Griffith knew a spirit that expanded his 
own.

Colum also states that the name selected by Griffith for the new 
political policy was originally suggested to him by Rooney, when he 
had written to him in Africa, “You are right - Sinn Féin must be the 
motto.” 

Many of the participants in the revolutionary period, also subse-
quently cited, the Celtic Literary Society and the influential role of 
William Rooney, as an essential part of their personal development 
as they moved towards political involvement and commitment to 
the separatist cause. Among those, referring specifically to Rooney, 
who provided witness statements to the Bureau of Military His-
tory, was the then President of Ireland, Seán T O’Kelly, who cit-
ed Rooney’s influence after he joined the Gaelic League in 1897.  
O’Kelly was involved in the centenary commemoration and joined 

Womens Suffrage, Irish women holding a sign quoting William 
Rooney (Fort Lewis College)
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the Celtic Literary Society and the IRB in 1899. Others, who also 
provided statements, included leaders who had known Rooney, such 
as Alice Milligan and the writer and husband of poet Ethna Car-
bery, Seamus MacManus; Marie O’Brolchain (Marie Killeen) lead-
er of Inghinide na hEireann; IRB leaders, Denis McCullough and 
Bulmer Hobson, founders of the Dungannon clubs, and IRA leaders, 
Tom Barry and Seán Moylan. 

As seen throughout this text, many acknowledged Rooney’s 
abiding contribution to their intellectual formation. Whether this 
was through inculcation of the importance of understanding Irish 
history, to the promotion and use of the language and to the poten-
tial to develop new form of republican politics that did not rely on 
dominant political parties, who existed solely for electoral contest 
in isolation from the wider national separatist movement. After the 
split in Sinn Féin, with the formation of Fianna Fáil in 1926, sub-
sequent leaders of the party were closely associated with William 
Rooney. JJ O’Kelly (Sceilg), who wrote for The United Irishman, 
and succeeded DeValera as Sinn Féin party president in 1926, was 
a close friend of Rooney. Brian O’Higgins, President of Sinn Féin 
from 1931-1933, lectured and spoke on Rooney’s life, and also pub-
lished the entire 1956 edition of the Wolfe Tone Annual about him. 
Margaret Buckley, party president between 1937 and 1950, became 
initially involved with the Celtic Literary Society. She was then lat-
er a founder and President of the Cork branch of Inghinidhe na 
hÉireann as well as a leader of the Irish Women Workers Union.

At least up to the 1950s, Rooney continued to be recognised as an 
important, influential, and often central figure, in the development 
of separatism and republicanism, during the national revival and 
the revolutionary period. In terms of popular perception, in the ear-
ly 1950s, his poem ‘NINETY-EIGHT A Centenary Ode’ was among 
the prescribed poems for the secondary schools Intermediate Cer-
tificate examination, alongside Yeats and Padraic Colum. In 1956, 
The Clancy Brothers recorded his song ‘The Men of the West’. 

Yet, despite this public recognition, in general the many histo-
ries produced during the subsequent decades provided scarce refer-
ence to Rooney, save where he has been described as a ‘footnote in 
history’, or merely repeating that he ‘…spoke in Irish’ at the mas-
sive 1898 march, to support the Wolfe Tone memorial. However, in 
recent years there has been some recognition of Rooney, particu-

larly in books published on the Fenians and Irish nationalism, on 
the Irish Republican Brotherhood, and, specifically, in recent bi-
ographies of Arthur Griffith, which generally place Griffith as the 
founder of Sinn Féin but also acknowledge Rooney’s enormous in-
fluence and contribution. 

Conclusion
The Sinn Féin party emerged from a broad and inclusive movement, 
developed over two decades and which involved a wide range of na-
tionalist, republican and cultural organisations and individuals. It 
comprised of many different political perspectives and tendencies, 
although the anti-colonial aspect of this struggle, in a global con-
text, has been poorly appreciated and generally undervalued. 

William Rooney and his comrades were firmly anti-colonial in 
their thinking and, in the context of Irish republicanism were chal-
lenging the British Empire at the height of its power. They drew 
their inspiration and ideas from the United Irishmen leader, Wolfe 
Tone and the Young Irelander, Thomas Davis. In a period of general 
demoralisation among  the separatist movement, they were deter-
mined to regenerate hope by inspiring and mobilising resistance, 
by any means possible. In one of his articles Rooney had written:

History has never been made by the millions; the few who 
sacrificed did all the world is proud of. The single seed 
eventually fills the cornfield. The silent, earnest thinker 
moves the mass … It is necessary that they be men whom 
no danger shall deter and whom no indifferentism shall 
discourage; that they be men whose love of right alone 
shall be sufficient to make them persevere and rise supe-
rior to all the disillusions which unselfish effort too fre-
quently has to face …

Many of those involved were fully informed on resistance move-
ments in the British colonies and viewed their activity in this wider 
context. They had clear ideas for a radical alternative to continued 
British occupation. This can be seen in the lecture delivered to the 
Celtic Literary Society on 3 January 1900, entitled ‘The Develop-
ment of the National Ideal’. Here, Rooney articulated this anti-colo-
nial and republican vision of an inclusive independent Irish state, 



34 35

which later helped shape the core Sinn Féin policy, formulated in 
1905, and is echoed in the 1916 Proclamation:

An Irish State self-supporting, self-defending, her flag re-
spected in every port. Her shores and her sympathy for 
the oppressed of every race and colour. Her voice in the 
councils of the nations; her language, her laws, and her 
achievements the pride of all her people. Such is a nation-
al ideal and to Tone do we owe the fact that any of its most 
militant features still recommend themselves to the vast 
bulk of our countrymen.

These Irish republicans and activists, of William Rooney’s gen-
eration, organised and operated in a political environment where 
the British empire was at its most powerful, both as a military and 
economic power, occupying vast territories across the globe. Even 
though colonial Dublin was once viewed as ‘the second city of the 
Empire’, the native Irish were considered as either subordinate or 
troublesome colonial subjects, with the majority of citizens living 
in acute poverty. However, despite the demoralisation among the 
general population in Ireland at that time, Rooney was an optimist, 
and considering the severe challenges presented by imperialism 
and the colonial mindset of the occupier, he was able to envisage 
and articulate an independent republic. 

William Rooney’s ideas, energy and inspirational leadership en-
couraged many other young men and women to become active in 
the struggle for self-determination and freedom. His commitment 
and philosophy greatly influenced the generation who were pre-
pared to undertake the revolution. His intellect, energy and abso-
lute determination deserve to be recognised as a significant contri-
bution to Ireland’s independent republic, and as a continued source 
of inspiration to the current generation, seeking a unified island as 
Ireland’s future.

Cover of sheet music for The Men of the West 1903 (NLI)
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Willam Rooneys commemoration speech for the centenary of 
the 1798 rebellion, Dublin August 1898 (Conradh na Gaeilge)
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Celtic Literary Society invitation for inaugural meeting October 
1894 (NLI)

Programme for memorial concert for William Rooney 31st 
August 1901 (NLI)
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