
Bráithreachas Poblachtach na hÉireann, The Irish Republican Brotherhood 
(IRB), was founded in Dublin on St Patrick’s Day 1858. The founder and 
chief driving force was James Stephens. At the same time his colleague John 
O’Mahony set up a sister organisation, the Fenian Brotherhood, in New York, 
which provided military and financial support to the home 
organisation. 

Some of the principal personalities have been largely 
forgotten, however, due to accident of history, lack of 
information or even lack of local interest. One such 
example is William Francis Roantree of Leixlip, regarded 
by his contemporaries as one of the best organisers and 
finest figures in the movement. The destruction by fire of 
the house in which he was born is particularly saddening as 
it provided a historical link with one of the most interesting 
and most colourful of the Fenian leaders.

William Francis Roantree was born in 33 Main Street 
Leixlip in 1829. Rugadh sé i Léim an Bhradáin sa bhliain 
1829.

He joined the Fenian Brotherhood in New York 
around 1860. He soon became a trusted lieutenant in the 
organisation and was given the task of passing on money 
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from John O’Mahony to James 
Stephens, which involved moving 
between Ireland the United States. 
His movements at this point are 
shrouded in mystery but it is known 
that he visited Ireland at least once, 
before coming home for good.

He was appointed head or ‘Centre’ 
of the Leixlip ‘Circle’ as the district 
unit was called and the secret 
army advanced rapidly under his 
management. The Leixlip circle soon 
became one of the largest in the 
country and was said to comprise 

over two thousand members. North 
Kildare was a hotbed of Fenianism, 
recruits coming from the shop 
assistants, factory workers, teachers 
and labourers of the area. John 
Devoy at Kill, William Hampson of 
Celbridge, Dan Byrne of Ballitore and 
John Kenny of Kilcock among others 
strove to organise recruits and plan for 
rebellion. It was Devoy who introduced 
Roantree to the dangerous undercover 
work of recruiting members in the 
British army and around 1864 he was 
put in charge of the recruitment of 
Fenians in the British Army, at which 
task he was highly successful, until he 
was arrested in the police swoop of 
September 1865. The trials of civilian 
and military Fenians took up much of 
1866 and some of the following year. 
Roantree was sentenced to 10 years. 

In the meantime his wife Isabel 
Roantree faced the daunting task 
of making a living and raising two 
children on her own, under the hostile 
and watchful gaze of the authorities. 
Within a few months of the trial 
she had set up shop in Dublin as a 
newsagent, advertising as follows:

“ Mrs William Francis Roantree 
begs leave to acquaint the public that 
she has opened an establishment in 
51 High Street as dealer in periodicals 
and general newsagency. Also best 
Irish tobacco, snuffs, cigars and fancy 
pipes etc”. Business appears to have 
prospered, since in January 1867 she 
announced that: “at the suggestion and 
in accordance with the wishes of many 
friends, she has also commenced the sale 
of genuine Irish manufactured stationery 
and perfumery in all varieties. Orders 
by the post for books, periodicals and 
magazines punctually attended to”. 

She continued in business through 
1867 and into the autumn of 1868 

In 1853 in the grim years after the Gorta 
Mór he emigrated to America in search of 
adventure. He joined the forces of General 
Walker, an American mercenary and 
adventurer and fought in Nicaragua in the 
late 1850s.  He survived unlike his leader, 
and returned to America where he joined the 
United States Navy.   



at which 
point she 
moved to 
London, 

presumably to be closer to her 
husband. She was soon in business 
again as a stationer and tobacconist 
at 11 Great White Lion Street, 
hoping for “the generous support of 
the people of her own native land”. She 
also became involved in the growing 
amnesty movement. It would appear 
however that William had not been 
in favour of her move to London and 
prevailed upon her to take the family 
back to Ireland. By March 1869 she 
was on the move again, returning to 
Dublin. She set up shop at 21 Aungier 
Street and gave notice of her business 
in a confident and strongly-worded 
announcement.

“She will supply to all her customers, 
The Irishman, Flag of Ireland, Shamrock 
and all other National newspapers and 
periodicals and she confidently trusts 
that the friends and admirers of her 
gallant and patriotic husband who is now 
enduring the horrors of penal servitude 
for his devotion to Ireland, will enable 
her to support herself and her bereaved 
children. Remember the address – 21 
Aungier Street”.

Regarded by the authorities as one 
of the most dangerous and committed 
of the Fenians, Roantree served time 
in Richmond and Mountjoy before 
being moved to England in 1866, 
initially to Pentonville. From here 
he was moved to Portland where he 

was put to work in the prison stone 
quarries. Prison conditions at the time 
were grim and vindicative. Damp, 
cold, hard labour and almost total 
solitude exacted a terrible toll. Some 
prisoners committed suicide, some 
went insane, some were released to die 
on the outside so that the government 
would avoid bad publicity. Some, like 
Roantree, survived. His health broke 
down under the ferocious regime 
and he was transferred to Woking 
prison infirmary, from which he was 
amnestied and exiled in January 1871 
on the steamship Russia. His wife and 
two small children joined him in Cobh 
and he sailed to the United States to 
start a new life. 

In 1877 he was one of a small group 
of Fenians chosen to accompany the 
remains of John O’Mahony back to 
Ireland for burial. In Dublin Cardinal 
Cullen refused to let the remains into 
the Pro-Cathedral but the massive 
funeral procession to Glasnevin was 
a significant propaganda coup for the 
republican movement. Roantree, still 
a flamboyant figure and mounted 
on a white horse, marshalled the 
huge funeral on its way to Glasnevin 
Cemetery. The following year he gave 
the welcoming address to Michael 
Davitt, when the latter visited 
Philadelphia. 

William Roantree returned to 
Ireland sometime around 1900 
and secured a job as a ‘canvasser’ 
with Dublin Corporation, in which 
organisation there were several 

He continued, however to take an active part in republican 
activities and he joined John Devoy’s new Clan na Gael 
movement as an enthusiastic organiser in Pennysylvania.  In 
Philadelphia he helped to raise funds for the famous Catalpa 
voyage that succeeded in rescuing six Fenian prisoners from 
Freemantle Jail in 1876.



prominent republicans including 
Fred Allan and Major John 
McBride. In 1909 he gave 
the oration at the erection in 
Glasnevin of a memorial to his 
old leader, James Stephens. 
In his speech he expressed the 
hope that ‘before long, suitable 
memorials shall be erected over 
the mortal remains of Bellew 
McManus, O’Mahony and others 
of the faithful and the few who 
lived and died for Ireland who 
lie here sleeping together in this 
cemetery in neglected graves’. By 
a twist of fate it was to be exactly 
one hundred years before his own 
memorial was to be unveiled in 2009.

William Francis Roantree’s last 
hurrah was still to come. According 
to the late Professor T.P. O’Neill, who 
carried out much research on this 
period and on the reminiscences of 
contemporaries, Roantree managed 
to make his way down to O’Connell 
Street from his lodgings in Gardiner 
Street when the Easter Rising broke 
out. The eighty-eight year old made 
his way as far as the front of the GPO, 
where he is said to have shouted 
advice and good wishes to the young 
men inside.

William Francis Roantree died in 
February 1918 and his funeral in 
Glasnevin was attended by the Lord 
Mayor, Larry O’Neill and numerous 
old Fenians. Also present were Count 
Plunkett and Joe McGuinness of Sinn 
Féin, recently successful in the by-

elections of North Roscommon and 
South Longford respectively. His grave 
was in a plot owned by the Caseys of 
Leixlip, his wife Isabel’s people. It 
remained unnamed and unmarked 
until 2009, when the combined 
efforts of Leixlip residents, Roantree 
relatives and the National Graves 
Association resulted in the unveiling 
of a fitting memorial to a colourful 
and uncompromising Fenian.
As John Devoy summed up in a 
lengthy obituary: 
“The men who where active in 
Fenianism are rapidly passing away. 
Few of them can expect to live to be 
eight-nine as Roantree did but it is 
the men who lead the most strenuous 
lives who live longest. Most of them 
cherish the hope that they will live 
to see their dream realised”. William 
Francis Roantree did not survive to 
see his ‘promised land’ but it could be 
said he got a glimpse of it.
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