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My name is Aidan Cooke (XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX). I live near Dungannon in Co, Tyrone. 

My mother was from Castlerea, and her father, John Silke, was a prominent activist in the events of 100 

years ago. I have recently written a book centred on his life -'How The West Was Won – In My 

Grandfathers' Time' (publ. By Amazon, centred around the lives of both my grandfathers). He was a great 

friend of Fr. Michael O'Flanagan (whose brother Luke had married John Silke's sister-in-law). 

There is a plaque on the bridge over the River Suck in Castlerea, erected in 1957, dedicated to the 

memory of Fr Michael O'Flanagan. However, it has weathered over the years, and it is not that obvious 

anyway; it is very easy to walk past it and not notice it. 

He was born in Cloonfower, outside Castlerea, both of which are in the same parish of Kilkeevin. 

It is remarkable how it has come about that the contribution that Fr. O'Flanagan made to the evolution of 

the Irish Republic has now been forgotten or overlooked by the vast majority of Irish people. Yet it was 

he who was chiefly responsible for creating the movement that turned the military defeat of the 1916 

Easter Rising into the political victory of the 1918 general election, which led to the establishment of the 

Irish Republic. 

Worse than that, his contribution is overlooked by most modern historians, or, even worse, the events in 

which he played a major role are incorrectly reported. 

For example, there is a plaque on the courthouse in Boyle which commemorates the victory of Count 

Plunkett in the by-election in North Roscommon (“the Election of the Snows”) in February 1917. After 

the Easter rising there had been 3 by-elections in 1916, 2 in the North, and the last in West Cork. None of 

these had made any connection with the rising, which was gradually fading into mere memory. So much 

so that the British government thought it was safe to release a large number of  internees at the end of 

1916. 
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The plaque says that Count Plunkett was elected representing Sinn Fein. This is incorrect. In February 

1917 Arthur Griffith's Sinn Fein was almost defunct. Plunkett was standing in support of the men who 

had fought and died in the Easter Rising (including his own sons), and Griffith's Sinn Fein had nothing to 

do with the Easter Rising; in fact, Plunkett and Griffith did not agree. It was the efforts of Fr. O'Flanagan, 

then a curate in Crossna in N. Roscommon, which were primarily responsible for the election victory.  

This was a huge turning point. De Valera had opposed the idea of having any Rising participants standing 

in elections, in case defeat would merely hammer another nail in the Republican coffin. But this victory, 

and the subsequent one in South Longford, changed his mind, and he was elected in in the next by-

election in West Clare, representing the men of Easter Week. Subsequently, Fr. O'Flanagan led the efforts 

to bring together the various factions. To keep Arthur Griffith involved it was agreed to give the new 

wider grouping the title of 'Sinn Fein' in the meeting at the end of 1917. De Valera was elected chairman, 

and Griffith and Fr. O'Flanagan were elected as vice-chairmen. During 1918, Britain was desperate to 

introduce compulsory enrolment into the army as the war dragged on. To silence the opposition from the 

new Sinn Fein party they rounded up most of the senior figures in Sinn Fein, alleging that they were in a 

'German Plot'. They did not include Fr. O'Flanagan, probably because he was a priest, and he became de 

facto leader of the party which achieved further political victories, and swept the boards at the general 

election after the end of the war in 1918. Fr. O'Flanagan did not stand as a candidate in any constituency 

in the election, but when the victorious Sinn Fein party decided not to go to Westminster, but to set up 

their own parliament in Dublin, Fr. O'Flanagan was asked to recite the prayers at the opening of the first 

Dail early in 1919.  

Throughout this period, Fr. O'Flanagan's bishop (who like many other leaders in the Catholic Church then 

was very supportive of the old Irish Party) was opposed to his involvement in these political activities, 

and suspended him from his religious duties. This was a sacrifice which Fr. O'Flanagan was prepared to 

tolerate when he was acting in the interest of the ordinary people.  

It is remarkable how little mention Fr. O'Flanagan has got in the recent historical books, articles and TV 

documentaries focussing on the events the centenaries of which are being currently celebrated. 

Most common is the incorrect glossing over of the evolution of Sinn Fein (as mentioned above). One 

could wonder why modern historians don't ask the question “Why was a curate from a remote parish in N. 

Roscommon asked to deliver the eulogy at the lying-in-state of O'Donovan Rossa, and say the prayers at 

his graveside the next day standing beside Patrick Pearse? And why was this priest asked to say the 

prayers at the opening of Ireland's first Dail, being introduced by Cathal Brugha as 'The staunchest priest 

who ever lived in Ireland'? 

Worse than that, a dreadful error was made by Prof. Diarmuid Ferriter in his book “The Transformation 

of Ireland” (quoted, for example, by one of the Irish Times' best columnists Fintan O'Toole in his 

otherwise excellent article on the centenary of the first Dail). He quoted a statement made by a lady 

witness to the Bureau of Military History who was looking after the injured in the GPO in Easter week. 



She had been sent by Pearse to get a priest to come to the GPO to attend the wounded. She said that the 

priest who answered the door was Fr. Michael O'Flanagan, who replied to her request with  “I am not 

going there, they are nothing but a crowd of murderers”. There was a Fr. Flanagan in that presbytery, but 

she had obviously got the name wrong. But this was quoted in his book by Ferriter, adding “who later 

became a vice-president of Sinn Fein”. Did he not wonder what the curate in Crossna was doing in this 

parish in Dublin in Easter week? But this must have coloured Ferriter's view of Fr. O'Flanagan, since he 

hardly makes any other significant reference to Fr. O'Flanagan in his book. And in a RTE radio 

programme in February 2017, marking the centenary of the 'Election of the Snows', Ferriter was the 

expert chosen to comment on this significant event. He never mentioned Fr. O'Flanagan, but enthused 

throughout about Count Plunkett, even going on to say that Count Plunkett was subsequently elected in 

Nov. 1917 as Vice-President of Sinn Fein along with Arthur Griffith! (It was Fr. O'Flanagan, of course, 

who was elected Vice-President– see above). 

These are only some of the events from Fr. O'Flanagan's life which deserve recognition. (For example, in 

his later years he was probably the only priest in Ireland who actively opposed Franco in the Spanish 

Civil war). 

Radio Eireann broadcast 2 programmes about Fr. O'Flanagan which gave him due recognition. One was 

'The Election of the Snows' around the time of its 50th anniversary, and another, 'The Staunchest Priest', to 

mark the centenary of his birth in 1976. A recording is still available on the RTE radio website -  

https://www.rte.ie/radio1/doconone/2011/0719/646834-documentary-podcast-father-michael-oflanagan-

roscommon-republican-priest-story/  

There is an excellent entry in Wikipedia on Fr. O'Flanagan written by Martin Byrne from Cliffony in Co. 

Sligo, where the people still recall, recognise and celebrate the help that Fr.O'Flanagan gave them in the 

couple of years he served there before being moved to Crossna. Martin also has several websites, 

especially www.carrowkeel.com which has an extensive commentary on Fr. O'Flanagan.  

So the question is – how can the people of Roscommon appropriately recognise the huge impact that one 

of their own had on Irish history, and spread that recognition around the rest of Ireland? 
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