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Robert Emmet Holwell was my mother's maternal grandfather and my 
great grandfather.  (See tree near end.)  For many years, I had no idea as 
to the history of his name---never thought about it, assuming it was just 
a name his parents liked.  And, then one day Linda announced that 
Robert Emmet was an Irish historical figure.   Well, that sent me to the 
Internet, where I continue learning so much, as I always do from my 
genealogy hobby.   
 
Robert's father, Patrick Holwell, and Patrick's two brothers, James and 
John Holwell, emigrated from Ireland.  While we have the date for 
James as 1847 on the Albion, I don’t have the date for Patrick, but it was 
in the 1850s, likely due to the terrible potato famine of that country, 
caused by potato blight.   
 
Robert's final home was on a farm he and wife, Mary, owned near 
Adrian, Missouri. They were first cousins, with Mary as the daughter  of 
James above. Here are the three photos I have of Robert Emmet 
Holwell.  

 
 

Our Holwell roots are in Roscommon County (Contae Ros Comáin), 
underlined in red on the map.  It is 
in the province of Connacht.   
 
It appears, from second cousin 
Patrick Holwell's research, that the 
Holwell name is actually English, 
meaning "holy well" or "lives by 
the holy spring."  What a fun thing 
to know!  
 

 
In 1964, Linda's and my parents took us on a trip around the British Isles 
and four cities on the continent.  While in Ireland, we visited the Holwell 
homeland of Roscommon and the home of a Holwell cousin.  



      
Roscommon, Ireland    1964 

 
Living in the house were Margaret Anne Holwell O’Leary, her husband, James O’Leary, and their son, Harry 
(age 39).  Harry (Henry) stayed out in the peat field, and we did not see him again after he gave directions; 
when we needed to ask how to get to the home, by chance it was Harry we stopped in town!  He married Brydie 
about a year after our visit.  Margaret and James had another son, Thomas, and a daughter, Mary.  Margaret 
served us sherry and cookies.  Margaret was born in this home, along with her father, Henry. I thought my own 
ancestors were also born here, but now I am not sure.  The house was very clean.  It had a hard-packed dirt 
floor, and Margaret cooked over the open hearth with a kettle using peat dug from the farm for fuel.  

Cynthia Hendee, Margaret O'Leary, Jim O'Leary, Linda Hendee;, 
dog,                              Margaret and  Jim O'Leary 
      Roscommon, Ireland     1964 
 
At the time we visited, I had no idea exactly "who" Margaret was…how she was related---just that she was 
some sort of cousin.  Years later, when I became interested, it was too late to 
ask some people, but, over time, I have created the family tree at the end of this 
story based on information I have put together from what I currently have.  The 
two trees also show who "Grandma" is (the person to whom I sent the postcard 
below).  It shows how she was technically my great aunt and step grandmother, 
having married my grandfather after his first wife (my birth grandmother) died, 
the sister of Sallie.  But, enough with family history and moving on to the point 
of this story….    
 
After Linda informed me of Irish patriot, Robert Emmet, I realized that our 
great grandfather, Robert Emmet Holwell, was likely named after him.  With 
Robert's father, Patrick, being an Irish immigrant, he was surely aware of this 
historical figure.  I can only surmise that Patrick looked up to this rebel leader and admired his politics and 
courage.  Or, maybe he and Cassandra just liked the name.  But, I am writing this story with the belief that 
Robert Emmet Holwell was named in honor of this famous man and in homage to Patrick's Irish heritage.  



While wanting to showcase Grandma's father as the namesake of Robert Emmet, my main purpose of this story is to 
discuss a statue of Robert Emmet that I accidentally noticed at the California Academy of Sciences in San Francisco's 
Golden Gate Park many years ago.  It overlooks the Music Concourse.  I was touring the Academy and walked close 
enough to the statue to identify it---being surprised to see the first and middle names of my great grandfather.   The statue 
is on a granite base.  
 
As with much of genealogy, one step gradually led to another.  A fun, surprising and unusual find was a website titled, 
"Individuals Named in Honor of Robert Emmet"---of all things!  SOOOO….I entered the name of my ancestor, Robert 
Emmet Holwell, as seen in bold on page 8!   
 
I eventually researched the presence of Robert Emmet's statue in San Francisco, finding three others elsewhere.   

 
        San Francisco          Washington D.C.                  Dublin, Ireland                               Emmetsburg, Iowa  
 
"The statue was donated in 1919 by former San Francisco mayor, James D. Phelan.  
Phelan, the son of an Irish immigrant, was a strong supporter of the Irish cause, 
those championed by Emmet and de Valera, and San Francisco had a sizable Irish 
population at that time, making the statue seem like a gesture of solidarity with the 
Irish who sought independence from Great Britain. It was unveiled in front of the 
California Academy of Sciences building by Éamon de Valera.  Mr. de Valera was 
on a fundraising tour of the United States in support of Sinn Fein and the Irish 
Volunteers. He had, earlier in 1919, escaped from London's Lincoln Prison with a 
key smuggled to him in a cake. He then came to the United States as a stowaway 
and spent a year and a half raising funds for the Irish cause. He raised about six 
million dollars during the 1919-1920 tour in cities such as San Francisco, Boston 
and New York – all with large, and sympathetic, Irish populations."  

 
              Éamon de Valera unveils statue of Robert 
    Emmet in Golden Gate Park, July 20, 1919 
 
"Éamon de Valera was a prominent statesman and political leader in 20th-century Ireland. 
His political career spanned over half a century, from 1917 to 1973; he served several 
terms as head of government and head of state." 
 
"Each year the United Irish Societies of San Francisco (UIS) lays a wreath at the foot of 
Robert Emmet’s statue, commemorating his struggle for Irish independence and for the 
civil rights of disenfranchised Irish Catholics. The UIS remembers his heroism with Irish 
music, dance, and a recitation of his memorable 'Speech from Dock,' which he delivered  

    at his trial on the eve of his execution." 
Robert Emmet Remembrance Day 

San Francisco                



The statue in Washington, D.C. is in a small park near the Irish embassy.  Dublin's is on St. Stephen's Green. 

As to Emmetsburg, guess who the town is named after?  From 
Wikipedia:  "It was originally settled by immigrants during the 
Irish potato famine between 1845 and 1852 and named after the 
Dublin-born Irish nationalist, Robert Emmet, who was executed at 
25 for leading an 1803 rebellion against the British.  The city hosts 
many festivities the weekend of or following St. Patrick's Day, 
including a parade, and hosting a member of the Irish 
government."   
 
The town motto is  
     "Céad Míle Fáilte… 
       100,000 Welcomes!" 
 
 
 
 

The reader will note that the four statues 
are identical, designed by sculptor Jerome 
Connor (1874 - 1943) in 1916.  He chose 
the design to represent Emmet giving a 
speech.  Connor was born in County 
Kerry and later immigrated to Holyoke, 
Massachusetts. Many of the commissions 
he received were for civic memorials and 
secular figures which he cast in bronze, a 
pronounced departure from the Irish 
tradition of stone-carved, church- 
sponsored works.  He eventually returned 

to Dublin.  Connor is a recognized world-class sculptor                 Jerome Connor   c. 1903 
 
So who was Robert Emmet?  And why am I writing a whole story about him and his statues?   Well, as 
mentioned above, I choose to believe that my great, great grandfather, Patrick Holwell, admired this Irish 
patriot's values and deeds, so honoring his son with that name.    
 
While Robert Emmet was a Protestant who supported the causes of the Irish Catholics, we know that the 
Holwell family in Ireland was Catholic, and, from his obituary, that my great grandfather, Robert, was baptized 
Catholic here in America.  Robert apparently broke away from this faith, as his funeral was in the United 
Brethren church.  Cousin Mayme, whose father also emigrated from Ireland, remained Catholic, as did cousins 
Timothy Holwell and Catherine Holwell (siblings).  (all on tree below) 
 
Back to Irish patriot, Robert Emmet (4 March 1778 – 20 September 1803) ….“an Irish nationalist and 
Republican, orator and rebel leader.  He led an abortive rebellion against British rule in 1803 and was captured, 
tried and executed for high treason.  He was hanged, drawn and quartered in Thomas Street, Dublin (different 
version below).  He was the last person to receive this barbaric sentence from a British court. Robert Emmet 
came from a wealthy Protestant family who sympathized with Irish Catholics and their lack of fair 
representation in Parliament. The Emmet family also sympathized with the American Revolution. While his 
own efforts to rebel against British rule failed, his actions and speech after his conviction inspired his 
compatriots.” 
 
 



 Additional detail is found in this essay by Kevin Kelly. 
 

Robert Emmet's short, dramatic life came to a tragic end on 
September 20, 1803. However, although his life was short and 
his struggle in vain, his efforts, vision and idealism left a 
mythic mark on the Irish and on world history. 
  
Born in Dublin in 1778 into a fairly-well-to-do Protestant 
family, Emmet was educated at Trinity College, Dublin. With 
high ideals of fraternity and equality, Robert, like his elder 
brother, Thomas, became involved with the United Irishmen--

an organization formed in 1791 by Wolfe Tone, James Tandy, and Thomas Russell to achieve Roman Catholic 
emancipation and, with Protestant cooperation, parliamentary reform. 
  
From 1800 to 1802, Emmet resided on the continent with leaders of the United 
Irishmen who had been exiled from Ireland following the rebellion of 1798.  
While there, Emmet attempted to enlist French support for an insurrection 
against British rule. With the promise of French military aid secured, Emmet 
returned to Ireland in 1802 and began to organize and arm the country in 
preparation for the French landing. However, Emmet's hand was forced in July 
1803 when an explosion at one of his arms depots compelled an early call for 
insurrection on July 23. His plan now awry, the ill-timed insurrection ended in 
confusion as various factions failed to receive or failed to heed the call to arms, 
and the promised French invasion failed to materialize. 
  
Determined and undaunted Emmet--wearing a green and white uniform--marched a small band against Dublin 
Castle. On their way, the group happened upon Lord Kilwarden, the Lord Chief Justice, and his nephew. 
Emmet's followers seized the Lord Chief Justice and his nephew from their coach, piked them to death, and 
then began to riot in the streets. Disillusioned by his followers' behavior and realizing the cause was lost, 
Emmet escaped and hid in the Wicklow Mountains. 
  
From here, Emmet moved to Harold's Cross to be near Sarah Curran, his fiancée.  Emmet had hoped to escape 
to America with Miss Curran.  However, he was captured on August 25, 1803 and imprisoned at Kilmainham.  
  
When asked if he had anything to say in response to this sentence, Emmet gave what is considered to be one of 
the most famous speeches of the period. Emmet's speech to the court  "The Speech from the Dock" could be 
regarded as the last protest of the United Irishmen: 

 
" I have but one request to ask at my 
departure from this world – it is the charity of 
its silence. Let no man write my epitaph. No 
man can write my epitaph, for as no man who 
knows my motives and character dares now to 
vindicate them, let not prejudice or ignorance 
asperse them. Let them rest in obscurity and 
peace until other times and other men can do 
justice to them. When my country takes her 
place among the nations of the earth, then 
shall my character be vindicated, then may my 
epitaph be written." 



He was tried for high treason in Green Street Courthouse where he was 
sentenced to be hanged, drawn and quartered. Although he held out hope for 
a rescue, on September 20, 1803, he was executed. Out of deference to his 
aristocratic background, Emmet was hanged and beheaded, but was not 
subsequently disemboweled - as such a sentence usually involved. His burial 
site remains a mystery to this date.   
  
In 2003, Ireland and the world remembered the 200th anniversary of Robert 
Emmet's death and commemorated an earlier period of Irish history in which 
Irish Protestants and Catholics were united under one banner. In remembering 
those times, we can hope, pray and work for a modern era of peace and 
equality in the land.  
 
This story ends with that of Robert's love, Sarah.   

Sarah Curran (1782 - 1808) was the youngest daughter of John Philpot Curran, 
an eminent Irish lawyer. She lived in The Priory in Rathfarnham and was the 
great love of Irish patriot Robert Emmet.  Curran met Robert through her 
brother Richard, a fellow student of Emmet's at Trinity College in Dublin.  
Sarah's father considered Robert unsuitable, and their courtship was conducted 
through letters and clandestine meetings. Notable is Robert's letter to Sarah. 
Robert and Sarah were secretly engaged in 1803. When her father discovered 
that Sarah was engaged, he disowned her and then treated her so harshly that 
she had to take refuge with friends in Cork, where she met and married 
Captain Robert Sturgeon, a nephew of the 
Marquis of Rockingham in November 1805. 
The two lived in Haiti where Sturgeon was 
posted; she had a child, John, who died at 
the age of one month, after a difficult birth. 

Sarah died of tuberculosis on 5 May 1808. She was buried in the birthplace of 
her father at Newmarket, County Cork. She had wished to be buried in her 
father's garden beside her sister, Gertrude, who had died at the age of 12 from 
a fall from a window in the house; her father refused.  Washington Irving, 
one of America's greatest early writers, devoted "The Broken Heart" in his 
magnum opus The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent to the romance 
between Robert Emmet and Sarah Curran, citing it as an example of how a 
broken heart can be fatal. The road leading past Saint Enda's Park is called 
Sarah Curran Avenue.  Irish poet, Thomas Moore, was inspired by her story 
to write the popular ballads, "She is far from the land" and "Oh breathe not 
his name!"and the long poem, Lalla Rookh.  

A goal was to have my photo taken at the statue by the Academy of Sciences 
holding a picture of my great grandfather, Robert Emmet Holwell.   See pages 11-12 
for the happy ending to this story! 

Another finding--there is a town and county of Roscommon, Michigan, "named 
after the town and county of Roscommon in Ireland.  Irishman Charles O'Malley 
oversaw the renaming of some Michigan counties from Indian names to Irish names 
in 1843." 

 
 
Roscommon County, Ireland with Roscommon located in the middle  



           July 23, 1964 
 
Dear Grandma, 
 
We just finished visiting Cousin Margaret O’Leary, and it was quite an experience.  It took us about an hour 
wandering around the area to find it, but were delighted to see that it was a small thatched-roof cottage.   One 
man we asked directions of was their son who also lives with them.  She cooks over the turf fireplace.  She is 
76.  Her husband, Jim, is real nice, too.  He gave Daddy some Irish-made hard pipe tobacco that you whittle.  It 
was very interesting talking to them.  The cottage is a mud floor, but it’s more like concrete than mud.  They 
use a kerosene lamp, but are getting in electricity.  We took 2 pictures of them and the house so you can see 
what they look like.    Love, Cynthia  
 

 
 

        
 



 
Some time ago, I found this website and entered the name of my great grandfather, Robert Emmet Holwell.  It 
is in boldface and underlined near the bottom of the left column.  
 
http://www.robertemmet.org/in-memoriam/people.htm 
 
 
          Cynthia Ann Hendee Henry  
          September 2014 
 

Individuals Named in Honor of Robert Emmet 
  

Robert Emmett Hagarty, 
Cedar Falls, Iowa 

Robert Emmett Lutz and 
Robert Emmett Lutz II 

Major General Robert Emmet Rodes, CSA 
(1829-1864 - killed at the battle of Winchester) 

and his descendants: 
Robert Emmet Rodes, Jr., Robert Emmet Rodes III, IV 

and V 

Robert Emmet Kelly 

Robert Emmet Mulraney 
born: Sept-2006 

Robert Emmet Goodwin 

Robert Emmet Reilly, co-founder of the Robert Emmet 
Company, New Bedford, MA, USA 

Robert Emmet Dodds & 
Robert Emmet Dodds, Jr. [born, 09-Feb-2003] 

Robert Emmet Holwell, 1860 - 1916, Missouri, USA;  
son of Irish immigrant, Patrick Holwell 

Robert Emmet Whelan 

Robert Emmet Treacy, Jr., Esq., Charleston, SC 

Robert Emmet Kelly (Jr.) carrying the name given to my 
father in 1918 by his father, James Sylvester Kelly, Jr. 

James Sr. was a second generation American, his father, 
John having emigrated from Co. Galway in the 1840s. 
The family settled in and around Milford, MA and was 
resident there in the last half of the 19th century. Many 
were bookmakers. James Jr. established the Kelly Shoe 
Manufacturing Company in Milford in the late 1800s, 

later moving it to Fall River, and then Boston. 

Robert Emmet Crowe 

Emmet Cullen, Old Kilmainham, Dublin, Ireland 

Robert Emmett Healey 

Robert Emmet Smith, Granby CT, USA 

Emmet McConnell, Palmerston North, New Zealand  

 Robert Emmett Mahoney, III, his grandfather was 
Robert Emmett Mahoney, his father was Robert Emmett 

Mahoney, Jr., his son is named Robert Emmett 
Mahoney, IV. All four of the Robert Emmett Mahoney’s 

were born in Chicago, Illinois. 

Emmet Whelan, originally from Dublin originally, 
currently in Taiwan. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



December 2017---and now good news!  Ever since serendipity dropped 
in my lap many years ago by spotting and identifying the statue of 
Robert Emmet, recognizing the first and middle names of my great 
grandfather, and later learning "who" Robert Emmet was, I wanted my 
picture taken here holding a photo of great grandfather, Robert Emmet 
Holwell.   And, now I have it, thanks to three good friends who made it 
possible!  This unusual addition to Holwell family history came about 
as follows:  On our annual four-day Christmas get-away to San 
Francisco this year, Molly, LaDean, Judy and I had booked an amazing 
Behind-the-Scenes tour at the California Academy of Sciences--fun!  
We made sure we arrived early enough to work in this photo shoot!   
 
Remember from above, that this pose is of Robert giving a speech, 
likely his famous '"Speech from the Dock" ("the area of a courtroom 
where an accused party stands during proceedings") prior to his 
execution. Propped near Robert's left foot is the framed photo I display 
on the family photo wall in my study.  I am holding an enlargement of 
the same photo, taken on the Holwell family farm outside Adrian, 
Missouri.    

 
And, then a bonus….while I was posing, Judy cleverly went behind the 
statue and captured yet more information---where the statue was made and by whom!  It reads, "Bureau Bro's 
Bronze Foundry, Phila Penna."  Note the "P" used for both "Phila" 
and "Penna."  

"Bureau Brothers Foundry was 
a foundry established by two 
French immigrants, Achille 
and Edouard Bureau, in 
Philadelphia, in the 1870s. It 
was one of America's premier 
art foundries for many years 
and cast works by some of the 
nation's leading sculptors." 
 

 
 
 
 

back of Robert Emmet statue and close-up  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



As we headed over for 
our excellent tour at the 
Academy,  birds kept 
finding the top of 
Robert's head; I failed 
in my attempts to 
capture one on film, 
but got in a different 
angle of mission 
accomplished against 
the Music Concourse!   
 
 
 
 
 

"The oval-shaped basin was excavated in 1893 to create the Grand Court for the 1894 California Midwinter.  
Statuary and other relics from the exposition can still be found scattered around the concourse." 

And, once back home, great grandfather Robert Emmet Holwell made his way back 
on my study wall, as shown below, circled and with an arrow pointing to him.  
Daddy's side is on the left and Mother's on the right.  The room is filled with both 
family treasures and store-bought antiques that I have enjoyed so much over the 
years.  

Robert would surely be pleased about his field trip to San Francisco, posed beside the 
man for whom his parents honored him with the name of a famed Irish patriot from 
the homeland.  This photo has traveled from Missouri farmland to Colorado Springs 
to Denver to Manteca, California.  Many thanks to Molly, LaDean and Judy for 
making this happen---a fun adventure!  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


