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On the morning of 9 April 1885 a man named Ned Coll took his two-and a half-year-old nephew, Edward, by the hand and strode through the gates at Pier 36, on New York’s North River. An Inman Line Royal Mail Steamer, the SS City of Chicago, stood before them. With four enormous masts for sail, two fat funnels, and an itinerary calling for a stop at Queenstown on the way to the final destination of Liverpool, it stretched over 430 feet in length along the dock, dwarfing the little boy with the tousled hair and the healthy plumpness to his cheeks.


The child’s father was dead, his mother, Catherine, could no longer afford to raise him as a working single parent in Manhattan, and so it fell to a kindly uncle to ferry him from the city of his birth across the Atlantic Ocean to Bruree, County Limerick, the town from where his mother had emigrated in search of a better life. The young boy would remember nothing of the short chapter of his life spent in an apartment on East 41st Street except the leaving of it. He leaned over the wooden rails and stared wide-eyed at the broad expanse of green water the Chicago left in its wake.


Thirty-four years would pass before he would see his native New York again. By then, little Edward would be better-known around the world by the name of Eamon de Valera.






















CHAPTER ONE




[image: ]










Would one not say that was a very foolish mission, indeed, a very hopeless mission from the start, to go over to the United States and to ask the Government of the United States to recognise a Government that was set up here as the result of the votes of the majority of the Irish people, by a majority of the representatives of the Irish people; to recognise the Republic which was declared here by the Irish people; that it was foolish to expect that; that, so long as Britain did not recognise it, America was not going to do such a foolish thing as to offend Britain by giving such recognition? Yes, indeed, it would have been, in ordinary circumstances, a rather hopeless mission. What inspired it? Why was it undertaken at all? Well, those of us who lived through the last war and knew what was said during the last war understand it…




 





– Eamon de Valera, Dáil Éireann, 16 November 1943
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Nine days out of Liverpool, the 17,540 tonnes SS Lapland finally began to exit the Atlantic Ocean for the calmer, more inviting waters of New York Bay. Making its way through The Narrows and up the Hudson River, hundreds of passengers percolated to the top deck, to catch a better glimpse of the Statue of Liberty coming into view on the port side of the boat. It was a symbol of freedom, a sign the journey was nearing its end. There was cheering then. There always was once the lady of the harbour beckoned.


Manhattan lay off to their right, already steaming in the early morning of 11 June 1919, a shimmering monument to progress in the still-young century. The Singer Building, the Met Life Tower, and, larger than anything they’d ever seen before, the Woolworth, all fifty-five neo-Gothic stories of it, rising to meet them. The world’s tallest building reaching farther into the blue summer sky than any edifice ever, a metaphor for the philosophy of an entire country.


From the soldiers returning from Europe to resume lives interrupted, to the immigrants dreaming their lives anew, the reactions were similar as the skyline took their breath away. Awe. Excitement. Joy. Relief. Their destination was at hand.


Far below the whooping and the hollering, Eamon de Valera remained hidden in the lamplighter’s cabin. This dark, dank room had been his quarters since Barney Downes and Dick O’Neill, a pair of trusted Michael Collins’s lieutenants, had smuggled him aboard back in Liverpool. Rats had gnawed through his spare clothes, brandy had helped him gain his sea legs, and Frisco Kennedy, the San Francisco-born lamp-trimmer with whom he shared the tiny space, believed the tall, gaunt stowaway was on the run for murdering two policemen. He wasn’t on the run for murder. His life was way more complicated than that.


Since being famously spared execution for his part in the 1916 Easter Rising – for decades it was incorrectly assumed his American birth saved his life – he’d been imprisoned twice by the British and embarked on a political career. In the December 1918 British and Irish General Election where Sinn Féin (the party of which he was now president) ran on a promise not to sit in Westminster but to instead establish an Irish parliament in Dublin, he was returned in absentia for the constituencies of East Clare and East Mayo. Unable to make the sitting of the first Dáil, at the Mansion House on 21 January 1919, because he was still languishing in Lincoln Jail, de Valera escaped on 3 February, following a convoluted operation involving the classic cliché of cakes filled with files and keys, and returned to Ireland.


There, on 1 April, he was elected to succeed Cathal Brugha as Priomh Aire of the Dáil, making him de facto leader of a rebel government seeking independence from British rule. The title was meant to denote Prime Ministerial status but the semantics mattered little out at sea where that Dáil’s lack of international recognition was brought home to him every time de Valera lay down in his uncomfortable, temporary billet.


He was a man used to living in the twilight. In the four months since breaking out of Lincoln Jail, he’d gone from being on the lam in Dublin – at one point staying with the priests in Clonliffe College – to moving around the city with impunity, the British not bothering to arrest him, in case it would further burnish his legend. They had revoked his passport in order to restrict his movements, wanting him where they could keep an eye on his every move. This then was the only way to safely reach America, a fugitive secreted away on an English-owned ship, built at the Belfast shipyard of Harland and Wolff, just over a decade earlier.


He passed his days on a bunk that reeked of paraffin, nestled between ropes and paint, twitching at every strange footfall outside that might portend detection by the authorities. Even if the handful of crew members who knew his identity, sometimes smuggled him on deck at night to enjoy some fresh air as the rest of the ship slept, the discomfort, the stress and the stench were daily reminders of Ireland’s lowly position in the international pecking order and the size of the task ahead of him in America.


New York was the perfect launch pad for his ambitious crusade to improve Ireland’s circumstances by garnering recognition, monetary support and publicity for the attempt to break from the Empire. The newspaper and financial capital of the country, it was also a political hub and a place teeming with powerful Irish-Americans who had the resources, the influence and the desire to potentially turn his visit into a remarkable campaign for Irish freedom. All of this was underlined by the belief that the Washington government wouldn’t try to repatriate him for fear of rousing the diaspora’s vocal lobby.


With all the commotion filtering down from the decks above, de Valera finally peeked out through the porthole and caught a glimpse of the city of his birth, the place he’d left in the arms of an uncle before his third birthday. Thirty-four years later, he marvelled at the brightness of the sun beating down, but the eventual sound of the gangway being lowered onto the pier, at Chelsea, meant little to him. He had to sit and wait for every passenger to troop off. He needed the glorious New York day to turn into night and provide a welcoming cover of darkness before making a move. Even then it wasn’t his call to leave. That decision would be made by O’Neill and Downes, men practiced in the art of transporting human contraband.


When they finally came to him that morning, he handed a note to be delivered to Harry Boland. De Valera’s mission was so clandestine that not even Boland, the man he’d appointed Special Envoy to the US, just weeks earlier, knew he was coming on this particular day. Just four months earlier, the pair of them had strolled in the grounds of Dublin Whiskey Distillery, beside Clonliffe College. Back then, the talk of de Valera’s pending trip to America was such he’d told Boland that very night to procure him a large fountain pen for use on board ship. Now, he was sitting tight as O’Neill and Downes headed ashore to seek Boland out in the teeming metropolis, and to hand him this missive. 




Rather unexpected this! Will tell you idea when we meet. Am anxious to travel to Rochester [where his mother Catherine lived] tonight – hope it can be arranged. Want to see you before I meet anybody. I learnt a number of things since you left dealing with the matter you came to investigate. If you are watched, better not come to see me but travel to Rochester tomorrow or as soon as you can. I hope your experience did as little harm as mine has done to me. Till we meet. E de V. 





O’Neill and Downes located Boland who was so shocked by the news he ‘had a fit’. Then they organised the handover with the same smoothness with which they’d spirited their charge on to the Lapland back in Liverpool. He’d walked aboard carrying O’Neill’s bag to lend authenticity to his attempt to pass as a sailor. Half an hour before midnight, he walked off on the other side of the world, wearing Downes’s boatswain’s jacket and carrying a heaving line (a lightweight shipping rope), for extra effect. With his eyes scanning the darkness as he went, watching for unwanted observers or British spies, de Valera was taken to the back room of Phelan’s bar, on 10th Avenue, for the hand-over.


Downes and O’Neill’s mission was complete. They had delivered him to Boland, a trusted friend with an impish grin, who brought him uptown to Liam Mellows’s apartment on 39th Street. Mellows was another 1916 veteran who’d escaped from the British in Galway dressed as a nun. Just a dozen blocks down from the Nursery and Child’s Hospital where he was born, de Valera washed, and at long last changed into fresh clothes. Boland wasn’t alone through all this. He was accompanied by Joseph McGarrity, a dark-haired, moustachioed and rather dapper man with such an impeccable Republican pedigree the IRA would later use his name as an official code word for bomb warnings.


Born in Tyrone, McGarrity was a classic emigrant success story. A wealthy Philadelphia liquor merchant, he was publisher of the Irish Press in the city and a leading light in Clan na Gael, the American arm of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB). He had been one of the financial backers of the Howth Gun-running in 1914 and his support of de Valera would prove practical, political and crucial. Bulmer Hobson, Roger Casement and Padraig Pearse were among the litany of previous visitors to his house on Chestnut Street, and de Valera himself spent several days there undercover and undergoing something of a makeover.


Befitting a self-made man, McGarrity was keen that an individual trying to pass as leader of a country should look every inch the part for the American audience. To this end, he took his guest to a tailor to be fitted for suits, then presented him with a set of fancy luggage and some astute advice. Priomh Aire might have been grammatically correct back home but here, it would have to give way to a term the locals could understand and immediately equate with power. President of the Irish Republic – it was simpler, more direct, and easier translated.


McGarrity left his prints on the younger man in other ways too. On the final day of his stay there, de Valera said his good-byes to the family and picked up his suitcase to leave. At which point, his more experienced comrade intervened and told him to put the bag down: a statesman didn’t carry his own valise. ‘Remember,’ said the man from Carrickmore, ‘from the moment you leave this house, you go now as President of the Irish Republic.’


The new title quickly caught on. By 22 June, it was being used in a report in The New York Times speculating about whether de Valera was in America.


‘Mrs. Charles E. Wheelwright declared that she was amused when told that her son Edward de Valera, President of the Irish Sinn Féin Republic, had been in the city (of Rochester). She and her niece said they would not believe he was in the United States until they obtained direct communication with or saw him… She said she had not heard from her son since he was imprisoned. Mrs. Wheelwright said that if he has really got away, it would be more probable that her son was in Paris.’


De Valera’s mother told a lie for her country. She’d already


had a visit from her son. Her house had been his next destination after setting foot in New York. This wasn’t the first time the pair had been reunited since the day she sent him back to Ireland all those decades earlier. Just two years after his initial departure, Catherine had returned to Bruree for a few weeks and the highlight of the visit was a day out together in Limerick city. One of his fondest childhood memories was of an American alphabet book she sent him, and as a teenager, he had written to his Aunt Hanna, in New York, beseeching her to have his mother arrange his fare to America. Nothing came of that but on a visit back to Ireland in 1907, it was reportedly Catherine who was rejected after she suggested he should accompany her back to the country of his birth.


The pair kept in regular contact by mail, even though Catherine’s personal circumstances had changed greatly since the time she’d figured her son would be better off in Ireland than struggling with her in New York. In 1888 she married English-born Charles Wheelwright, and the couple had two children: a daughter, Annie, who died at the age of seven, and a son, Thomas, who became a priest. They were living on Brighton Street in the upstate New York city of Rochester when de Valera, the rebel on the run, came calling. The little boy she sent back with Uncle Ned was now a husband, a father, a politician and a notorious revolutionary.


The pair had a lot to catch up on. After the Easter Rising, Catherine had sought to clarify the name on his birth certificate in order to prove his American origins to the British.


That step later fuelled theories about whether she and Vivion Juan de Valera had been married at the time of their son’s birth. Amongst others, de Valera’s son, Terry, later worked diligently to try to prove his father was legitimate.


It was on Brighton Street where de Valera came closest to having his cover properly blown. All the false leads and canny propaganda counted for naught, once he was introduced to his cousin, Mary Connolly, inside the Wheelwright household. Within hours of his arrival, his loquacious cousin had told half the town that Catherine’s boy, the one being written and wondered about in all the newspapers, was among them. Helpfully, Catherine herself had brazenly told the Times she hadn’t even heard from her son since his imprisonment and discounted the idea he was even in the country.


For a man hoping to stay undercover, de Valera certainly got around in those first couple of weeks. He travelled to Boston to meet with his half-brother, Thomas (who’d also campaigned on his behalf after the Rising), and to Baltimore, Maryland, to call on Cardinal James Gibbons, the public face of Catholicism in America. He also went to Washington DC to personally thank Senator William Borah for proposing a resolution in the US Senate, requesting the Irish representatives be given a hearing at Versailles. Upon leaving Borah’s office in the Capitol Building, he almost bumped into an American journalist to whom he’d given an interview back in Dublin.


A step in the wrong direction there would have ended the guessing game and deprived Harry Boland of his fun with the press. After days of speculation around New York, Boland finally made an official announcement on 22 June, declaring de Valera had, indeed, landed safely in America and was preparing for a coming-out party. His opening remarks were equal parts press release and constitutional justification.


‘Eamon de Valera, President of the Irish Republic, is in his native city,’ said Boland in an exchange with reporters in the lobby of the Waldorf-Astoria. ‘He is here as the direct representative of the people of Ireland to the people of America. He is the elected President of the elected government of the Irish Nation, which has deliberately determined itself as a republic. He was chosen by adult suffrage through the peaceful democratic machinery of the ballot.


‘Nominated by no small group of special interest, nor yet self-appointed, De Valera was freely chosen by a three to one majority of the Irish people, as the duly accredited spokesman of the Irish Nation. He is, therefore, entitled to speak for Ireland with an authority from the standpoint of democracy, equal to that of the President of the United States or the President of France or of Great Britain. President de Valera has undertaken this journey at the request of his Government.’


Boland made these bold statements in the lobby of the old Waldorf-Astoria, the largest and most luxurious hotel in the world. It boasted a ground-floor corridor that began on 34th Street, stretched for 300 feet, and became known as Peacock Alley because society belles used to strut their stuff along the impressive amber-marble walkway lined with luxurious chairs and sofas. A place to see and be seen in the most exquisite finery, it was the preferred digs of the monarchs of Europe when passing through New York. A caller to the hotel who famously requested to be put through to the king was coldly asked by the operator: ‘Which one sir? We have two here today.’


For a group trying to convey some legitimacy to their enterprise and to lend a certain gravitas to the mission, it was also the logical, if slightly bizarre, choice for de Valera’s lodgings and headquarters during his stay in America. In this gilded age palace, Boland spun lines about the extent of his knowledge of de Valera’s whereabouts, offered a conspiratorial wink in response to questions about the circumstances of his arrival in the country, and outlined a brief biography. The New York Times reporter found him ‘soft-spoken except when Great Britain and Ireland are mentioned. Then his broad, thick hands close, his chin is thrust forward and he isn’t soft-spoken at all.’ As the warm-up act, he gave an eloquent performance liberally mixing historical exactitude with obvious untruths.


Several times he professed to have no knowledge, at all, of de Valera’s movements, yet he also assured reporters, in the next breath, that he definitely wasn’t in New York, Philadelphia or within five miles of the hotel on that particular day. This duplicity was a continuance of the stringent effort to keep him out of the public eye until the time was right. This tactic extended even as far as McGarrity’s Irish Press running a bizarre report on 21 June that de Valera was supposedly in Switzerland on secret business. As an attempt to distract from his true activities, the stratagem worked well.


Aside from coming laced with denials, Boland’s own rhetoric was of a quality designed to constantly emphasise and re-emphasise the proper legal credentials of de Valera, and to counter any prevailing image of him as an improperly-franchised man on the run from a legitimate authority: the British government.


‘His presence is intended to mark, in a conspicuous manner, the esteem in which the Irish people hold the people of America. His personal connection with this country, coupled with his well-known affection for it, in addition to his qualifications as a statesman, make him a suitable Ambassador. The visit of the President of the Irish Republic to America at this time is fraught with grave importance. He comes with a plan of reconstruction for Ireland, and will endeavour to interest American industries in the broad field of Irish commerce. He will float in America a bond issue of the Irish Republic that will start the new republic on a financial plane equaled by few and excelled by none. He will appeal to official America to stand by the Irish Republic and recognise it before the world…’


‘President de Valera, having completed his work in Ireland, decided with the approval of his Cabinet, to come to America to plead the cause of Ireland before this great Republic. He had unbounded confidence in the American people and he feels certain that America will insist upon her war aims being enforced and he knows that America will not permit the people of Ireland to be the only white people in Europe, or in the world, condemned to slavery.’


Between Boland publicising de Valera’s intention to make the Waldorf-Astoria his base and his actual arrival, more than a thousand telegrams and sacks of post for him arrived at hotel reception. One letter reached him, though it had been simply addressed to ‘Hon. Eamonn (sic) de Valera, Elected President of Irish Republic, New York City.’ The advance billing had worked to such good effect that every Irish man and woman in the five boroughs was talking of little else but the confirmation that de Valera was actually here, in their midst. The city hummed with rumours and exaggerations, tall tales and short stories about his whereabouts and ambitions, until the moment of revelation was finally at hand.



















CHAPTER TWO
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Press reports indicate Valera (sic) now in the United States. How did he get there? Is Department likely to get him a passport to return here?




 





 - Cable from John W. Davis, American Ambassador in London to US State Department in Washington, 23 June 1919
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Shortly before six o’clock in the evening of 23 June a dilapidated taxi cab pulled up in front of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel with a sign saying ‘Help the Irish Republic’ pasted on to its windshield. Several hundred people – including an estimated thirty priests and one man clad in garish green from head to foot – already gathered around the entrance burst into cheers which ended as quickly as they began. At the hotel windows, staff and guests turned away disappointed too. De Valera wasn’t in the car. The celebration had been premature. The mounted New York police officers in attendance were not yet required for crowd control. From within the building all the while could be heard the sound of an orchestra softly playing songs from the Great War.


Finally, an enormous touring car pulled up and there, plain, visible, and in the flesh at last, was de Valera. A mere glimpse of the man claiming to be President of Ireland sent the audience into a noisy frenzy. Flanked by a Carmelite priest, a pair of Judges and a who’s who of Irish-American politicos, he emerged and doffed his Panama hat in acknowledgment of the warm welcome received.


Taller than most of those waiting to see him had expected, this bespectacled man stooped slightly as he moved, the way bigger people sometimes do to conceal their true height. Neatly coiffured, he cut a professorial figure in a staid tweed suit, offset by the fat knot of a blue tie. As he made for the door of the hotel, an elderly woman marched past the police cordon, flung her arms around his neck and after kissing him heartily, declared: ‘Thank God you are here Mister President.’


He laughed, then appeared to quicken his step towards the entrance, and the crowd cheered some more. Inside, a fresh round of applause broke out among those politely sipping tea in the hotel lobby as the exotic new guest and his growing entourage strode past towards the elevator, on their way to the rooftop to pose for photographs.


In the most famous shot taken that day, de Valera stood in the centre of the frame directly behind John Devoy. His left hand was placed on the shoulder of the editor of the Gaelic American newspaper and unofficial leader of Irish-America in an affectionate manner that belied their future rancorous dealings. The pair were flanked on one side by Harry Boland and Liam Mellows, on the other by Diarmuid Lynch and Dr Patrick McCartan, another member of the first Dáil who’d preceded Boland as official envoy to the US.


It was quite an illustrious line-up. McCartan was a qualified doctor then editing McGarrity’s Irish Press; Lynch, elected for Cork South-East in absentia in 1918, had reputedly been the last man to leave the GPO in the Easter Rising; Mellows, acknowledged as the leader of the 1916 exiles, commanded the Western Division of the IRA when it briefly took over Athenry during the same conflict, while Boland, another veteran of that rebellion was honorary secretary of Sinn Féin and has been described by some as the most influential Irish revolutionary of the period. All their CVs of course paled next to Devoy’s, the only man in the picture not looking directly into the lens. With the solid grey beard and thatch of somebody approaching his seventy-seventh birthday, Devoy stared off to the right like a cantankerous grandfather underwhelmed by the excessive fussing of sons and grandsons milling around his house on a holiday.


The one-time French Foreign Legionnaire wore the solemn visage of a man who’d seen it all before throughout an epic career touching on almost every major event in the previous half-century of Irish history. A Fenian organiser and political prisoner, as far back as the 1860s, a key figure in planning the 1876 escape of six Fenians from an Australian penal colony aboard the Catalpa, and crucial adviser to Michael Davitt and Charles Stewart Parnell on ‘The New Departure’, Devoy had been so successful turning Clan na Gael into the voice of Irish-American nationalism that Padraig Pearse described him as ‘The Greatest of all the Fenians’. Almost completely deaf, he’d reached a stage in life where he was a silent, frustrated bystander at meetings, yet still held enormous sway over his constituency through the pages of the Gaelic American.


The sepia portrait is of a group of men, full of purpose, united by a common cause that spans the generations and the ocean. Of course, the irony is the snapshot – and in particular the vignette of de Valera touching Devoy’s shoulder – prefaces the inevitable split in the movement. Over the course of the next year, the united front put forward for the benefit of cameras would begin to crack rather spectacularly, Devoy and de Valera becoming such mortal enemies that the members of the supporting cast would have to choose between the two.


Ominously for their future relationship, one account of Devoy’s first meeting with de Valera paints them both sitting in complete silence, each refusing to make the first move. Another theory holds Devoy was impressed with de Valera’s performance on arrival but wasn’t best pleased that upon setting foot in New York, he’d holed up with McGarrity rather than paying his respects first to the elder statesman. But nobody was envisaging any dark days ahead on this particular evening.


After a brief visit to the palatial suite that would be his home for most of the next eighteen months – New York papers would dub it ‘The Irish White House’ and de Valera ‘the Irish Lincoln’– he repaired downstairs to the Gold Room, where around a hundred insiders had gathered for an unofficial reception that preceded his formal press conference. It was here he was formally introduced by Justice Daniel F. Cohalan, leading light in the Friends of Irish Freedom (FOIF). An organisation set up in America in 1916 ‘to encourage and assist any movement that will tend to bring about the national independence of Ireland’, Lynch served as its secretary, but Devoy and Cohalan were the dominant figures.


‘For the first time in Irish history we have the President of the Irish Republic on American soil,’ said Cohalan. ‘He is here as representative of the Irish people. He represents no party nor creed. He is the chosen leader of the people of Ireland – President de Valera.’


Demonstrating the type of efficiency that would be a hallmark of the trip from this point on, typed-up copies of his first speech in America were distributed to journalists before de Valera ever opened his mouth, the diligence necessary he warned ‘so that British propagandists cannot misinterpret what I said.’


He prefaced his initial remarks by apologising to the journalists present for the elaborate cat and mouse game surrounding his arrival and peregrinations to that point. Still, he couldn’t resist teasing them and adding to the myth-making by playfully suggesting he might have come to the city by air rather than sea. Having further justified the secret portion of his sojourn by claiming it was private rather than state business, he announced his future availability and openly canvassed newspaper support for the cause. He flattered the reporters by telling them he knew well the best way to communicate with the people was through the medium of the printed word rather than via meetings with politicians.


With the reporters suitably buttered up, de Valera served the main course, a speech reiterating his position as the elected head of an elected Irish government, recounting the sins visited upon the country by the British, and declaring himself head of ‘a republic established by the people in accordance with the principles of self-determination’. The latter phrase was chosen because it was the very cornerstone of the platform on which President Woodrow Wilson had placed America in the post-war negotiations at Versailles – the conference to which de Valera had been denied access.


He went on to draw an equally clever and lengthy analogy between the situation in Ireland in 1919 and that which pertained in America, before, and during, its own War of Independence from Britain, nearly a century and a half before. This was the recurring theme of an oration perfectly pitched to appeal to the locals’ sense of historic liberty, and powerful enough to make the front page of the following morning’s New York Times beneath the headline ‘De Valera Comes Here To Get Help for Sinn Feiners’.


‘The very same catch cries and the very same tools were used by the English government against the leaders of the American Revolution as are being used today against us,’ said de Valera. ‘But your leaders acted and so we have acted. They proclaimed their independence and their republic; we have proclaimed our independence and our republic. They fought; we have fought and we are still fighting. They were called traitors and murderers; so are we. The men who established your republic sought the aid of France. We seek the aid of America. It is to seek that aid that I am here and I’m confident that I shall not be disappointed.


‘I come here entitled to speak for the Irish nation with an authority democratically as sound as that which President Wilson speaks for the United States or Lloyd George for England or Clemenceau for France. I come directly from the Irish people to the people of America, convinced that the American people, and consequently the American government, which as a government should reflect the people’s will, will never consciously connive at, or allow itself to be made a party to, the suppression of the natural, God-given right of the Irish nation to its liberty. The great American nation, nurtured in liberty, has been liberty’s most consistent champion. It has never been appealed to in vain.’


Beyond his pre-cooked monologue, there were questions from the floor too. Many of the press found him evasive, failing to elaborate too much on his future plans beyond an intention to visit Congress in Washington. Given his birth just a few blocks away, he was inevitably asked whether he was an American citizen? ‘I ceased to be an American,’ he replied, ‘when I became a soldier of the Irish Republic.’


That sort of pithy remark exhilarated the crowd gathering for the post-press conference festivities. They deemed his debut performance such a critical success that before the official welcoming reception ended, Justice Cohalan requested all present to line-up and march in single file past the president so he could shake their hands. Some lingered longer than others. A priest from Bruree, the Limerick village where de Valera grew up, had too much drink on board and held him captive in a corner for a time.


Those in the inner circle repaired to de Valera’s suite when the official reception ended where some, including Devoy, stayed talking and drinking until four in the morning. At one point in the evening however, McGarrity, Mellows, McCartan and de Valera left the hotel and took a spin through Central Park in an open-top Victoria carriage. After all the subterfuge, the gentlemen leisurely enjoyed the fresh air of a glorious summer’s evening in New York. He was out in the open – at last. As they trundled along, de Valera rubbed the back of his head and half-sniggering,   wondered aloud about what might happen when the news filtered back to Dublin that ‘I came out in the press as President of the Republic.’


Following that tumultuous opening night, the extent to which the circumstances of de Valera’s arrival in America continued to fascinate can be deduced from a story out of the upstate New York hamlet of Middletown. A week before de Valera’s debut, residents there had been baffled by the arrival of an Irish stranger in their midst.


A mysterious salesman had suddenly appeared and caused quite a stir. A tall, clean-cut, lean character, he carried two large suitcases of Irish linen and cloth, was well supplied with cash, and gave his name as John James Mahoney. He did the rounds of the local tailors while holding forth in an Irish accent on the quality of the materials he was trying to peddle. Wanting to be above suspicion, he’d even visited police headquarters to show receipts for his goods, because a large quantity of similar linen had been recently stolen in nearby Maybrook. ‘It will wear like a lady’s tongue,’ answered the inscrutable visitor when asked by a potential customer about the feel of one of the cloths.


Was this enigmatic Willy Loman with the thick brogue really Eamon de Valera on the way back to Manhattan from his mother’s house in Rochester? That’s what the people of Middletown wanted to know when they saw the headlines a few days later. The story is relevant only because it demonstrates the aura of intrigue that attended his every move in those first days after his emergence. Two hours north of Manhattan, Middletown created and held fast to its own mythical encounter with New York’s flavour of the month. Others bought into even more outlandish tales.


One especially popular account of his journey had him escaping Ireland by seaplane, rendezvousing with a waiting yacht offshore, and then sailing across most of the Atlantic Ocean. The story continues that near the American coast, another seaplane came to shorten the last leg of the journey. A tad more dramatic than simply stowing away on an English liner staffed by men sympathetic to his cause, the racier version of events gained such credence that journalists repeatedly asked him to verify the story about the air-sea exploits.


His first response to the question was to smile enigmatically. What else could he have done upon hearing such a ludicrous yarn – in one telling the boat was actually described as the Irish presidential yacht – being appended to his legend. For fear of compromising the crew who had delivered him safely to New York, his initial grin gave way to the sort of evasion only likely to amplify the myth. ‘I can’t say one way or the other regarding any theories you may have of how I came here,’ said de Valera. ‘Because, you see, if I eliminated one after the other, you’d finally have me cornered on the right one – and that wouldn’t do at all.’


He spoke while seated at a desk in the presidential suite at the hotel. Upon entering in early morning, reporters found him still in his shirt-sleeves; unlikely garb for a statesman about to conduct his first raft of interviews. De Valera apologised for his informality (the New York Times interpreted the lack of a jacket as a sign of his democratic nature!) by explaining he’d been attempting to negotiate a mountain of correspondence since first light. After the euphoric welcome and festive mood of his opening night on Broadway, there was now much less glamorous work to be done behind the scenes.


Just three days before the formal signing of the Treaty of Versailles in France, he handed New York journalists copies of a 17 May letter that the Government of Ireland had delivered to the French Prime Minister, Georges Clemenceau, in Paris, asserting that Britain had no right to commit Ireland to any international agreement. De Valera also vigorously denied reports that it was regular infusions of Russian and/or German money that had revitalised the Sinn Féin party. There were other matters to clear up too, not least of which was answering a few thorny questions about his own legal status.


Was the fugitive worried about the possibility of the US government doing England’s bidding and placing him under arrest down the line? ‘The American people would never stand by and see me persecuted by British tools. When I came over here, I had all intention of observing the laws of a government of the people, by the people and for the people. An Irishman will only refuse to obey the laws imposed upon him in his country by a foreign power.’


Did he see himself as an Irishman or an American then? ‘I am an Irish citizen in so far as I am willing to lay down my life for the Irish Republic.’


Apart from clarifying his personal status again, there remained the small matter of the loan he wished to raise to fund the fledgling Republic. As soon as he announced the target figure of $5 million, questions arose about the legality of that enterprise because raising money to fund political aspirations in another country specifically violated US law. For the moment, he sidestepped the morality of the issue by declaring glibly: ‘When municipal and international law conflict with humanity, I regard them as no law.’


Joe McGarrity and a famed New York lawyer named Martin Conboy would eventually come up with a legal formulation to circumvent the legal obstacles. For now though, the press seemed more concerned with the exact purposes to which any cash might be put. Was the money destined for Sinn Féin’s own coffers to help it dominate Irish politics? Could he assure Americans it wouldn’t be used to purchase guns and ammo? ‘The money is not to be used for any party but for the development of the Irish commonwealth,’ he explained. ‘We will have to equip consulates and embassies in the various countries, France and Switzerland. The money will not be used as former money raised in America was used – for political fights between parties. It will be used for purely national purposes.’ He expanded the parameters of the loan by declaring portions of it might also be raised in Australia and Canada, countries he asserted contained plenty of supporters of the Irish cause. The mere mention of Canada in the context of the loan raised the unfortunate spectre of a peculiar episode from Ireland’s recent past, one that involved both fund-raising and military action.


In 1866 a group of Fenians in America had raised $500,000 through a bond issue in $20 denominations, and used it to finance an ill-fated invasion of Canada by an army made up largely of Irish veterans of the American Civil War. Intended to strike a blow against the British Crown, the attack on the colony (according to popular lore the Battle of Windmill consisted of a lot more wind than mill) degenerated into something of a farce, a couple of days after the invaders had planted a Fenian flag in Fort Erie, Ontario.


Originally sold to the public as an investment to be redeemed six months after Ireland gained its independence, the Fenian bonds which financed the whole imbroglio presented a serious conundrum for de Valera. If Ireland was now, indeed, a republic as he claimed, would its government be prepared to pay up to the subscribers from half a century previous? ‘We acknowledge the indebtness of the Irish nation,’ said de Valera. ‘And the payments will be met out of the new bond issue. Or notes of the present bond issue will be exchanged for the old bonds.’


While de Valera entertained journalists, councillors down at New York City Hall unanimously adopted a resolution offering him the freedom of his hometown. Plans were also announced for a nationwide tour to take him across the country, hopefully garnering recognition at every turn. An invitation to speak at a mass meeting at Fenway Park, in Boston, the following Sunday was eagerly accepted and, in between entertaining a constant stream of visitors to his quarters, he continued to meet every reporter’s query with measured and precise responses, designed to best explain Ireland’s quandary to the American audience.


‘Today, Ireland is being governed absolutely for the benefit of England. What news is received in this country regarding Ireland is sent to you through tainted channels. The British Government by military force virtually has possession of the machinery of the government and prevents our Deputies from carrying out their form of government. The occupation of Ireland by the British is similar to what the German occupation of Belgium was – they control the machinery of government by military force.  


‘Our first duty as the elected Government of the Irish people will be to make clear to the world the position in which Ireland now stands. There is in Ireland at this moment only one lawful authority, and that authority is the elected government of the Irish Republic….’


Over those crucial first few days, de Valera was constantly on message, reiterating again and again for the American press the extent of the legal and moral authority he claimed to possess. Such diligent repetition was necessary because, for all the boisterous cheerleading of an Irish-American community agog at his arrival, there was no shortage of those willing to question his position and deny his right to represent anybody.


Reverend DD Irvine, pastor of the First Methodist Episcopal Church of Richmond Hill and a transplanted native of Bangor, County Down, telegrammed the Waldorf-Astoria, challenging de Valera to a public debate about ‘the Irish Republic’. Somebody who would prove a dogged opponent of the republican cause throughout the visit, Irvine was eventually removed from his own position for ‘immoral behaviour’ in 1921. Ironically, one of his misdemeanours was using the office from which he published an anti-Sinn Féin paper for liaisons with a woman, who was not his wife.


There were other critics too. In an editorial, The New York Times lambasted de Valera for comparing Ireland’s situation to those of newly-liberated countries, like Poland, Greece and Hungary, arguing that he possessed no moral right to speak of those situations when he advocated remaining apart from their struggle during World War I.


‘Poland has been freed from alien rule, Greece has been freed from an autocrat, certain fragments of the Latin races have been freed from the Hapsburgs within the last two years,’ wrote the Times. ‘Where was the Irish Republic in those days? Many thousands of Irishmen – men like Tom Kettle and William Redmond – were dying for the freedom of the world; and for the sake of those men, if for no other reason, justice is due to Ireland. But where was the Irish Republic? The Irish Republic came in on what looked like the winning side; and now that contrary to all expectation of those days, the Kaiser has been beaten, it is still trying to be on the side of the winners.’


The letters page of the same paper also played host to a variety of censorious comment. Sir Charles Carrick Allom, a renowned English architect and airplane manufacturer, who’d been knighted for his work on Buckingham Palace, wrote a bracing attack on de Valera and the Roman Catholic priests he claimed were devoted to teaching sedition in Ireland. Two days after de Valera was feted at the Waldorf-Astoria, Allom was ejected from the St Regis Hotel following a loud argument in the lobby with a pair of sixteen-year-old girls who had set up a stand there to collect for Clan na Gael’s Irish Victory Fund. Angry at a Sinn Féin emblem on full display, Allom asked to see the manager and discovered, to his chagrin, the hotel was staffed and run by people sympathetic to the cause he abhorred.


Just a few hours after that fracas, at a location a mere thirty blocks to the south of the hotel, de Valera was guest of honour at the graduation ceremony in the Grammar School attached to the Carmelite Priory on 29th Street. Unremarkable from the outside, the Priory was an institution that, for generations, had offered shelter and succour to Irish rebels passing through New York, served as a temporary arsenal for weapons destined for the boat to Ireland, and would eventually be described by de Valera himself as ‘the cradle of Irish independence’. It was even where he slept the night before his debut at the Waldorf-Astoria.


Armagh-born Fr Peter Magennis was rector of the parish, national President of the Friends of Irish Freedom, and a vigorous campaigner for all things related to his homeland. When Sean Nunan, clerk of Dáil Éireann, arrived in New York off the SS Aquitania on 22 June (to take up a role as de Valera’s secretary) and couldn’t locate Harry Boland, he was directed to the Priory and given bed and board until the party met him there. Predictably then, de Valera’s presence at the graduation was treated with great pomp, and his arrival heralded by thousands outside the auditorium waving Irish and American flags in greeting.


‘Many of your names are Irish and from that I know that either your parents or their parents or more remote ancestors came from Ireland,’ said de Valera to the students sitting before him. ‘For seven hundred and fifty years, Ireland, the home from which your people first came, has been struggling to win the kind of freedom that you enjoy, just think of it, three hundred years before Columbus discovered America…I come here to ask the people of America to help.’


That same day, Woodrow Wilson’s private secretary Joseph P. Tumulty had sent a cable to the American president in Paris. It contained a couple of New York press reports which were advocating some sort of independence for Ireland and a note: ‘Frankly, this represents the opinion of the average man in America, without regard to race or religion. The arrival of De Valera (sic) in America is going to intensify the feeling and the Republicans will take full advantage of it. Now that the League of Nations is on its feet, we should take the lead in this matter.’


Tumulty was right. The arrival of de Valera was about to bring all sorts of attention to the Irish cause. Rather quickly.
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