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For Simon and all young Dubliners, in the hope of better days
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A VICTORY BALL, ‘A REGULAR LITTLE ARSENAL’ AND A MIDNIGHT VISIT TO DETECTIVE HEADQUARTERS
















A Victory Ball at Dublin Castle ushered in the new year for 1919 with a fanfare by the trumpeters of King Edward’s Horse Regiment. ‘Such a scene has not been enjoyed since 1914,’ the Weekly Irish Times enthused. Nearly 1,200 guests attended the subscription dance for the British Red Cross, which was presided over by Isabelle Shortt, wife of the Chief Secretary for Ireland. While the main event was held in St Patrick’s Hall, ‘the more discriminating dancers’ preferred the less crowded facilities of the Throne Room or the billiard room of the Red Cross hospital, which still occupied most of the State Apartments. Patients had decorated the rooms for the guests, and eight soldiers recovering from their wounds watched ‘some distance away from the joys they were unable to share.’


Among the social luminaries to survive the trauma of the war years was the perennial Lady Fingall, who organised the ‘state lancers’ quadrilles for the older set. For the younger set there were foxtrots and the popular one-step and two-step tunes that occupied most of the programme, as well as numerous waltzes. After the singing of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ to the accompaniment of the combined military bands there was ‘spirited cheering’ and ‘the taking of many flashlight photographs,’ which ‘set everyone laughing and chattering on their way to supper.’ Subsequently the dancing was renewed ‘with fresh vigour’ and continued into the early hours.


The Irish Times paid its usual attention to the gowns of the ladies. Most of the women, such as Lady Emily Campbell, wife of the Lord Chancellor and former unionist MP for Dublin University (essentially Trinity College), wore black in memory of close relatives killed in the war. An exception was Mrs Shortt, ‘to whose executive ability the success of the ball was largely due.’ She wore ‘a gown of mauve crepe de chine,’ although she had lost her only son in the defence of the British Empire. One of many constant reminders of the toll exacted from ascendancy families was the seemingly endless ‘Roll of Honour’ column in the Irish Times each morning, listing those who had died of their wounds or who had been listed as missing in action and were now confirmed dead.


The other notable difference between the Victory Ball and similar social functions from the pre-war years was that there was no longer any flamboyant display of Irish fashions. If Irish gowns and accessories were worn at all, they were not flaunted.1


In the dark, wintry Dublin of January 1919 there was not even the pretence of a shared future or identity of interest between the celebrants in Dublin Castle and the hostile citizens outside, who, a fortnight earlier, had voted overwhelmingly for Sinn Féin and independence. Two days after the Victory Ball, Dublin Corporation (as the city council was then called) held a special meeting requisitioned by fifty-eight members to offer the honorary freedom of the city to the president of the United States, Woodrow Wilson. They called on him ‘to use your mighty influence in urging the Peace Congress to give a just judgement of Ireland’s cause and to arrive at a just settlement of her claim.’


The following Sunday there were rallies in Dublin and Kingstown (Dún Laoghaire) and throughout the country to protest against the continued detention of almost two-thirds of the new Sinn Féin MPs in various Irish and British prisons. In Dublin’s own Mountjoy Prison, Sinn Féin and Irish Volunteer prisoners embarked on a hunger strike over being kept in the same appalling conditions as ‘ordinary criminals’.


On 2 January 1919 Dublin Corporation met to strike the rate (local property tax) for the new year; but the debate consisted primarily of attacks on the composition of the government’s new advisory committee for rebuilding the Irish economy. The councillors argued, with some justification, that the committee was dominated by members of the Kildare Street Club and leading lights of the unionist establishment, such as the Marquis of Londonderry, the Earl of Granard, Lord Dunraven, Sir Henry Robinson (vice-president of the Local Government Board) and Eddie Saunderson, son of a former leader of the Unionist Party, now private secretary to the Lord Lieutenant, Field-Marshal Sir John French.


The proposed rate was a record 18s in the pound, to meet the soaring costs of running the city. War inflation still drove the economy, with wages chasing prices. The earnings of white-collar workers had increased between July 1914 and January 1919 by 60 per cent, those of skilled workers by between 120 and 140 per cent and those of labourers by as much as 210 per cent. Unfortunately, retail prices had risen by 240 per cent. The corporation had no control over prices, and the business community felt strongly that further pay demands by city employees should be firmly resisted, including a novel claim for a shorter working week without any cut in wages.


When traditional champions of the business community, such as Alderman David Quaid and the Sheriff, John McAvin, protested that the corporation ‘was going from bad to worse’ they were told by nationalist colleagues that ‘it was better to give the workers money for services rendered than endure a strike that would deprive the city of power and light.’ The increase was provisionally agreed, by 33 votes to 10.


The threat to power supplies did not arise only from industrial militancy. For the first quarter of 1919 Dublin Corporation often had less than two weeks’ reserves of coal. The January sales suffered from shops having to close early to conserve fuel and observe government restrictions on indoor lighting. The illusion that peacetime plenty was returning helped boost seasonal sales but was belied by shorter opening hours. Fanciful sketches of attractive women on the front pages of the newspapers, displaying fur coats with generous discounts of 25 per cent, could not hide the fact that the furs themselves were of seal and moleskin. On the other hand, in a salute to better times ahead, flexible corsets previously advertised as ‘suitable for war work’ were now promoted as ‘suitable for dancing.’


On Tuesday 6 January thirty Sinn Féin MPs still at liberty met under the chairmanship of George Noble Plunkett (generally referred to as Count Plunkett after being made a Papal count in 1877), father of the executed 1916 leader Joseph Plunkett, in the Mansion House, Dublin, to demand the release of their colleagues. They agreed in principle to convene Dáil Éireann, the first national assembly in almost 120 years, and to invite all elected representatives of the Irish people to attend.


That evening there was a debate in the Abbey Theatre on the issue of ‘Irish Federalism versus an Irish Republic’ between Captain Stephen Gwynn, former Irish Party MP for Galway, and P. S. O’Hegarty, a leading propagandist of advanced nationalism and member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood.


Hopes were high that a still-embattled empire would have to concede independence quickly. Dublin Corporation’s quandary over how to contain wage demands without provoking a strike was as nothing compared with the dilemmas facing the British government. That same week more than seven thousand soldiers left their camp in Shoreham, Kent, and marched to Brighton to protest at delays in demobilisation, and members of the Army Service Corps drove lorries up and down Whitehall in London to demand a speedy return to civilian life. Further protests followed on Tuesday in London, Aldershot and Bristol.


The government and military authorities held firm, not least because the armistice of 11 November 1918 would run out within the month if permanent peace terms could not be reached. The only consolation was that British soldiers were driving more or less peacefully through the capital rather than trading political differences with machine-gun bullets, as was now a regular occurrence in Berlin.2


Irish separatists taking comfort from Britain’s difficulties failed to realise that the urgent need to address serious unrest on its doorstep meant that the government in London had little time to attend to their problems.


A Cabinet reshuffle the following week saw yet another Liberal home-rule lawyer, Ian Macpherson, replace Edward Shortt as Chief Secretary for Ireland, while Field-Marshal Lord French remained ensconced in the Viceregal Lodge. But the most fateful event of the month came on 21 January, when Dáil Éireann, or the ‘Sinn Fein National Assembly’, as the Irish Times preferred to call it, convened in the Mansion House. The Irish Volunteers provided stewards for controlling access to the event, admission to which was by ticket only. Well before the doors opened at 3 p.m. the queue stretched down Dawson Street and around the corner into Molesworth Street. The presence of large numbers of young Catholic priests was noted by the Chief Commissioner of the Dublin Metropolitan Police, Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Walter Edgeworth Johnstone, and the Inspector-General of the Royal Irish Constabulary, Sir James Byrne. Unlike the estimated hundred journalists admitted to record the proceedings, the police officials had to settle for watching the crowd discreetly from an upstairs window of the Royal Irish Automobile Club across the street.


As Sinn Féin activists waited patiently to enter the Mansion House they were treated to the spectacle of nearly four hundred members of the Royal Dublin Fusiliers marching behind the band of the Royal Hibernian Military School to attend a concert at the Theatre Royal in Hawkins Street. The men had just finished a welcome-home dinner in the Pillar Room, organised by the regiment’s Prisoners of War Committee. The committee had shrunk over the years into an appendage of the Dublin Women’s Unionist Club, out of whose premises it operated, but it made up in commitment for its dwindling numbers. The dining tables had been draped in the Allied colours, and cigarettes were supplied by courtesy of Sir James Gallagher, the tobacco magnate and former Lord Mayor of Dublin. The Countess of Mayo, Lady Arnott and Mrs Gaisford St Lawrence, who had carried the burden of fund-raising in the war years, were among the dignitaries present. The soldiers, some of whom had spent more than four years in captivity, as their 1914 Mons badges testified, marched down Dawson Street past a bemused crowd of Sinn Féin supporters on one side and welcoming family and friends on the other. The contrast was so bizarre that ‘the situation became humorous rather than serious,’ as one newspaper reported. A city trader broke the ice when he declared: ‘No city in Europe can beat Dublin after all.’ Some harmless banter followed as the soldiers reached the safer environs of Grafton Street, ablaze with bunting; but no reporter appears to have asked the men themselves what they thought of their city, changed as it was since the heady days of their send-off.


At the Theatre Royal the former prisoners of war were joined by four hundred wounded soldiers from Dublin’s hospitals and nursing homes to enjoy the entertainment. Father Crotty, who had been Catholic chaplain to the Limburg and Giessen prisoner-of-war camps, asked the men to lead the good lives they had promised to live when they returned home. ‘I know that you have been what Irishmen and Irish Catholics should be: proud of and true to your faith and your country.’3


But a few streets away, the Sinn Féin MPs gathering in the Mansion House just vacated by the Fusiliers were redefining what being true to their country meant. That the business was mainly conducted in Irish did not add to its clarity or inclusiveness. The minority of thirty Sinn Féin MPs at liberty4 adopted a Declaration of Independence that gave democratic ratification to the establishment of the Irish Republic, proclaimed in arms in the same city on 24 April 1916. They issued an Appeal to the Free Nations of the World to recognise Ireland’s right to choose its own form of government and adopted a Provisional Constitution and a Democratic Programme.


The idea of the Democratic Programme, outlining the social and economic aspirations of the infant republic, had first been mooted by the Dublin Trades Council. The invitation to draft it came from the Sinn Féin leadership, in recognition of Labour’s decision not to contest the general election. This helped ensure a Sinn Féin victory in at least three Dublin constituencies,5 which Irish Party or unionist candidates might otherwise have won. The main author of the programme was Thomas Johnson, secretary of the Labour Party, assisted by William O’Brien, president of the Irish Trades Union Congress, and Cathal O’Shannon of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union. It was amended by Seán T. Ó Ceallaigh, one of the new MPs who had served for many years on Dublin Corporation as a Sinn Féin councillor alongside Labour colleagues. He did so to meet objections from Michael Collins and other senior IRB men, who wanted the removal of explicit affirmations of socialist principles. Despite his concerns, Collins did not bother attending the discussions with the Labour men, leaving it to Harry Boland and Ó Ceallaigh to dilute the programme’s social radicalism. The IRB most objected to such clauses as the right of the country ‘to resume possession’ of the nation’s wealth ‘whenever the trust is abused or the trustee fails to give faithful service.’ Another excision was the clause encouraging ‘the organisation of people into trade unions and co-operative societies.’ Worst of all was the last clause of the Labour draft, effectually calling for the abolition of capitalism:


 






Finally, the Republic will aim at the elimination of the class in society which lives upon the wealth produced by the workers of the nation but gives no useful service in return, and in the process of accomplishment will give freedom to all who have hitherto been caught in the toils of economic servitude.6








 


Nevertheless, the final draft reasserted the claim in the 1916 Proclamation that national sovereignty ‘extends not only to all men and women of the Nation, but to all its material possessions, the Nation’s soil and all its resources, all the wealth and all the wealth-producing processes within the Nation.’ It further reaffirmed ‘that all right to private property must be subordinated to the public right and welfare.’


‘In return for willing service’ every citizen had the right to ‘an adequate share of the produce of the Nation’s labour.’ Furthermore:


 






It shall be the first duty of the Government of the Republic to make provision for the physical, mental and spiritual well-being of the children, to secure that no child shall suffer hunger or cold from lack of food, clothing or shelter, but that all shall be provided with the means and facilities requisite for their proper education and training as Citizens of a Free and Gaelic Ireland.








 


For many on the left the programme, read into the Dáil record by the man known as ‘the Alderman’, Tom Kelly MP, was a promissory note that the Republic would see working people come into their own.7


Some elements of the Democratic Programme were still considered too ‘communistic’ by senior figures in Sinn Féin, such as Piaras Béaslaí and Kevin O’Higgins. Yet Collins and Cosgrave, who had been among those most insistent on changes, were not averse to state involvement in the economy per se. Collins was a firm advocate of developing Ireland’s natural resources and its manufacturing base by whatever means necessary, while Cosgrave advocated a state monopoly in the insurance industry. There was widespread acceptance of the co-operative ideal for promoting such enterprises as banking, farming, fisheries, and retailing. Éamon de Valera would espouse it during his forthcoming trip to America, and Arthur Griffith would write a pamphlet commissioned by the new Dáil cabinet extolling co-operatives.


General economic thinking was somewhat woolly. Collins, for instance, argued that county councils ‘and other Public Bodies’ should take over the exploitation of valuable mineral deposits, while the Department of Local Government should take the initiative in ensuring that ‘in any negotiations with firms Labour should be consulted, as they [Dáil Éireann] could not support any firm which “sweated” its employees.’ These initiatives contained within them the seeds of the future statist approach of successive Irish governments to economic and social development.8


The dilution of the Democratic Programme failed to impress the leader-writer of the Irish Times, who condemned the ‘astonishing vagueness’ with which it permitted the Dáil ‘to be associated with any one of a hundred brands of modern Socialism, or with them all.’ The writer drew attention to the fact that, a few hours before the Sinn Féin MPs invoked ‘God’s blessing’ on their labours,


 






two Irish policemen were murdered foully in the fulfilment of their duty ... It should compel the nominal leaders of the Republican Party to ask themselves a serious question. Can they control the developments of the movement which they profess to guide—a movement that is based on hatred of constituted authority in Ireland? ...


There are two sets of Republicans in Ireland today. One set filled the public eye on Tuesday with its theatrical protests against British rule. It consists of a body of idealists who nurture themselves quite honestly on visions of an independent, but peaceful and pious Ireland. The other set has a very different ideal—the ideal which has submerged unhappy Russia in shame and ruin.9








 


It was a valid point. Earlier that Tuesday morning a group of Volunteers had ambushed and killed Constable James McDonnell and Constable Patrick O’Connell as they escorted a consignment of gelignite from the military magazine in Tipperary to Solloghodbeg quarry. They were certainly not acting on the orders of Dáil Éireann, which would not convene for several more hours. The Chief of Staff of their own organisation, Richard Mulcahy, condemned the Solloghodbeg killings; but Collins—the man who felt the Democratic Programme was too extreme—was already in touch with the perpetrators, including their ringleader, Seán Treacy, a senior IRB man. Treacy was a regular visitor to Dublin, with his boon companion Dan Breen. By July 1919 these Volunteers, in collaboration with members of the Dublin Brigade and acting under Collins’s orders, would be shooting policemen on the streets of Dublin.


Meanwhile the New Ireland Assurance Society anticipated a different aspect of the struggle for independence, nor did its directors wait for Dáil Éireann to convene before claiming its endorsement for their products. Their prescience was understandable, given that all were close associates of Collins, soon to be the Republic’s new Minister for Finance. The directors included the newly elected Sinn Féin MPs and senior Volunteer officers Michael Staines and Éamonn Duggan. Staines, who would be chairman and treasurer of the company, was Quartermaster-General of the Irish Volunteers; Duggan, a solicitor, was Director of Intelligence. The other company director was Liam Tobin, who would become Deputy Director of Intelligence when Collins took over as director from Duggan later that month.


There was one more political gathering of significance in Dublin in January 1919. This was a meeting of the Irish Unionist Alliance in the Freemasons’ Hall, Molesworth Street, on 24 January, and it resulted in a split. The issue, appropriately enough, was partition. Lord Midleton, the long-established president of the alliance, proposed a motion that Ulster unionists should not have a vote in the association on any government proposals for new constitutional structures affecting the rest of the country. Midleton and his supporters were even more opposed to partition than to a weakening of the Union: they faced political extinction if the British government negotiated such a settlement with advanced nationalists. The strength of the unionist community rested with its 900,000 members in the north-east. Together with 250,000 Southern unionists they comprised a significant block. Unfortunately, it was becoming increasingly clear to Midleton that his Northern brethren preferred the certainty of partition, which guaranteed Protestant majority rule in the North, to a defence of the Union that might leave all unionists at the mercy of the Catholic majority in the South.


Surprisingly, Ulster unionists were able to persuade a majority of delegates at the conference of the Unionist Alliance in January to vote down Midleton’s proposal, on the grounds that it would show divided counsels in their ranks. This proved to be the outcome anyway, as Midleton and his supporters withdrew to form the Anti-Partition League. The revolt by militant rank-and-file Southern unionists against their betters was not a new phenomenon in Dublin and before the war had proved fatal to election hopes in the city; but in this instance the effects would be more far-reaching. Having responded to the Ulster call for unity, they found themselves without any effective leadership in the South dependent on unreliable Northern allies in the British Parliament.


In turn, the leading figures in Southern Unionism who joined the Anti-Partition League found that they were a general staff without an army. Besides Lord Midleton they included the Earl of Donoughmore, grand master of the Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons of Ireland, Lord Iveagh, head of the Guinness dynasty, and the Earls of Arran, Bandon, Kenmare, Kerry, Desart, Courtown, Mayo and Wicklow, not to mention most of the leading figures in Dublin’s business community. These included Sir John Arnott, owner of the Irish Times, Sir William Goulding, chairman of the Great Southern and Western Railway, John Mooney, a leading city baker, John Good of the Dublin Master Builders, Edward Andrews, wine merchant and chairman of the Chamber of Commerce, Sir Maurice Dockrell, head of the main building suppliers’ company in the city, and the hotelier Sir Thomas Robinson. Good, Robinson and Dockrell had all been unionist candidates in the 1918 general election and Dockrell had actually won Rathmines for the party—the only unionist victory outside Ulster and the Dublin University constituencies.


The new chairman of the rump Alliance was Lord Farnham. Among its more prominent members were William Morgan Jellett KC, one of the unsuccessful candidates in the 1918 election for a Dublin University seat, and J. Mackay Wilson, a brother of the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Henry Wilson. But its supporters generally came from the Protestant ‘small farmers, the shopkeepers and rural clergymen.’10


There were few immediate consequences of the split in Southern Unionism. However, over time the Anti-Partition League developed into a think-tank. Colonel Walter Edward Guinness, eldest son of Lord Iveagh and unionist MP for Bury St Edmunds, told an early meeting that the Sinn Féin policy of abstention would reinforce the ‘natural tendency to neglect Irish problems’ in London unless the league actively engaged British political leaders in discussions on Ireland’s future. He urged the extension of the new health legislation to Ireland, through an Irish ministry able to take account of local conditions as a means of doing so.


Andrews urged members of the league ‘to support in every way possible the introduction of proportional representation’ in local elections to protect the rights of minorities. While his immediate concern was to prevent the further erosion of unionist representation on Dublin Corporation, the advocacy of such measures sounded uncannily like Sinn Féin policy.


There would be little to show for these efforts in the chaotic months ahead as British policy veered between neglect and incompetent efforts at repression; but eventually the senior policy-makers in Whitehall and Dublin Castle came to realise that Lord Midleton’s group offered alternative solutions to some of the most pressing problems they faced in Ireland. By then Midleton and his colleagues had concluded reluctantly that the rebel administration offered a better long-term prospect of stability and order in the South than the government to which they had so often pledged their allegiance.11


Of more immediate concern was the wave of industrial unrest that swept through the United Kingdom after the war. From November 1918 the British government had passed a series of Wage Regulation Acts aimed at maintaining pay at levels prevailing on Armistice Day. It continued to use the tripartite mediation system, involving employers, unions and the state, to avoid conflict. But once wartime restrictions were lifted there was a surge in militancy. Belfast’s engineering workers took the lead in the private sector, demanding a reduction in the working week from 54 to 44 hours with the same basic pay scales.12 The demand for a shorter working week grew not only out of a desire to escape the drudgery of working in jobs that could consume sixty or seventy hours a week of a man’s waking life but out of concern to ensure that returning ex-servicemen were reabsorbed into the work force without displacing hundreds of thousands of other workers. Belfast employers, many of them committed to employing returning ex-servicemen, offered a 47-hour week, which was first accepted and then rejected by a militant rank and file who engaged in what proved to be a futile three-week general strike in the city.


Inevitably, the trouble spread to Dublin, where engineering and shipbuilding unions secured a reduction in the 50-hour basic week to 47 hours. As we have seen, a similar claim made on Dublin Corporation had been conceded for most of its manual employees at the beginning of January. However, the Town Clerk, Sir Henry Campbell, was reluctant to reduce hours for related occupations in the municipal power station and other areas. Consequently a week’s notice of a general strike was served on Monday 27 January. Many workers were already operating the shorter working week, and the strike committee was barely allowing enough gas and electricity to be generated to keep the city’s businesses operating on reduced hours. Only hospitals were provided with power for twenty-four hours a day. Campbell, a pillar of the old home-rule establishment in the city for more than twenty-five years, was outraged. His protests about breaches in procedures were overborne; councillors voted by 28 votes to 4 to concede the shorter week, now seen as the new norm. Simultaneously, the railway companies reduced their 60-hour week for employees to 48.


Yet pressure on living standards remained intense. The National Executive Committee of the Irish Trades Union Congress and Labour Party convened a special conference in Dublin to demand a 44-hour week nationally, an increase of at least 150 per cent on pre-war rates of pay for all workers and a minimum wage of 50s a week.13 A proposal from the Dublin representatives for a 40-hour week was rejected as unrealistic, but it was agreed to call for the abolition of overtime, piecework and any other ‘system of payment by results.’ Thomas Farren of the Stonecutters’ Union, who was vice-chairman of the ITUC&LP, explained the rationale behind a minimum wage of 50s a week as the amount a man with six dependants would receive on the dole. A working man deserved at least as much. At the same time the president of the ITGWU, Tom Foran, said that the government must control prices, because ‘if things keep going as they have been going for the past four years, we will wind up having a minimum wage of £10 and being in a far worse position than we were when we had only 25s a week.’


The inflationary spiral appeared unstoppable. When lowly milkers and yardmen working for the Dublin Cowkeepers’ and Dairymen’s Association demanded an increase of 15s, to bring their weekly rate to 60s, the association was willing to pay up if a price increase was sanctioned.14


The formation of the Railway Clerical Workers’ Union, the Irish Asylum Workers’ Union and the Irish Bank Officials’ Association were further manifestations of new-found confidence and militancy. There were nine hundred members in the Dublin Branch of the Railway Clerical Workers’ Union, and they struck on Tuesday 4 February in pursuit of recognition. The action disrupted cattle trains, parcel deliveries and cross-channel traffic. The employers conceded recognition almost immediately. Workers in the Richmond Asylum demanded a reduction in their working week from 70 hours to 48. The management committee said it could not afford to take on the 115 extra employees that would be required to meet the new schedules and pay the £11,000 extra in wages; however, most committee members supported a proposal from Councillor P. T. Daly, leader of the Labour group in the corporation, to cut the working week to 56 hours, at a cost of £7,500. When Alderman William Dinnage, a unionist representative for Glasnevin, proposed that only a package costing £5,500 be conceded, he found little support. The Irish Bank Officials’ Association secured recognition, a pay scale, agreed overtime rates, pensions, lunch breaks and holiday entitlements from their employers without having to go on strike.15


The pusillanimity of the city fathers reflected the state of political flux. Sinn Féin had almost swept the board in Dublin during the general election of December 1918, yet the discredited old Irish Party councillors remained in office, because local elections had been suspended for the duration of the war, and none were planned.


Major problems loomed as the Dublin labour market was flooded with demobilised soldiers and men returning from redundant British war industries. Hundreds of women munitions workers were also let go from the National Shell Factory in Parkgate Street and the Dublin Dockyard Company’s shell plant. Thousands more were made redundant by other war contractors or demobilised from Queen Mary’s Army Auxiliary Corps, the Royal Army Medical Corps (nurses), the Women’s Legion (drivers), the Women’s Forage Corps and Voluntary Aid Detachments.


How many of the 25,644 Dubliners who joined the colours in the Great War or the more than eight thousand labourers who worked in war industries in Britain came home is not clear. Approximately half the total of Irish soldiers who survived the war never returned to Ireland, or returned only to emigrate again by 1920. Many labourers who went to Britain failed to send money home, which suggests that they too lost contact with their families.


It is equally unclear how many of the women serving in the armed forces and Voluntary Aid Detachments abroad returned. Those who did were certainly better off than their civilian sisters laid off by war industries, because they received a lump sum of two months’ pay and extra allowances on being honourably discharged. But both groups fared worse than male comparators. The scale of benefits applying to soldiers and civilians employed in war industries, demobilised from 12 December 1918 onwards, discriminated significantly between men and women. Men received 29s a week and women 25s; boys received 14s 6d a week and girls 12s 6d. However, soldiers, including female auxiliaries, were entitled to 26 weeks of ‘war donations’ (unemployment benefit) in the year following demobilisation; a civilian could claim only 13 weeks.


The ex-servicemen’s associations that sprang up in Britain and other former belligerent countries were replicated in Ireland by the Irish Nationalist Veterans’ Association, and British associations established Irish branches as well. As early as February 1919 steps were taken to set up a VAD Club for ex-servicewomen, including volunteers who served at home with the Red Cross Society and the St John Ambulance Brigade. The club was housed at 24 Molesworth Street, beside Buswell’s Hotel, and had a dining-room, lounge, waiting-room, writing-room and library and a classroom for meetings and lectures. ‘Bedrooms can be had in emergencies,’ the promotional material announced, and the premises were open from 11 a.m. until 10 p.m. each day, except Sunday, when opening hours were 3 to 10 p.m. Individual membership was available for 2s 6d a year, and the prospectus added that ‘an entire St John’s Ambulance Division or Red Cross Detachment can join for a guinea [21s] a year.’ St John Ambulance divisions from Clontarf, Rathgar, St Stephen’s Green, Carrickmines, Earlsfort Terrace, Grafton Street, Harcourt Street and the Fitzwilliam district had taken up the offer by mid-February. The less socially prestigious Central Nursing Division for the Building Trades Corps and Inchicore railway works also joined.16


One voluntary body linked to the services that disbanded in early 1919 was the Women’s Branch of the Royal Dublin Fusiliers’ Association. During the first year of the war its leading lights, such as the Countess of Mayo, Lady Arnott and Mrs Marcus Goodbody, had financed activities themselves. Subsequently the Army Council provided a subsidy. Some activities were simple morale-boosting exercises, such as sending large consignments of shamrock to the regiment’s battalions on St Patrick’s Day each year; but the association’s main work had been providing support for soldiers’ families and sending supplies of food and clothing to members serving at the front or held as prisoners of war. Among the items despatched were 27,929 pairs of socks, 10,146 scarves, 12,093 mittens and 19,894 pairs of leather bootlaces. Other items included cardigans, shirts, underpants, vests, handkerchiefs, books, magazines and even helmets. Mrs W. E. Purser had single-handedly knitted three hundred scarves. Candles, soap, sweets, games, fifty thousand cigarettes and 215 pounds of tobacco were among the items sent to prisoners. A Soldiers’ Wives’ Workroom had provided training that enabled women to obtain regular well-paid employment, and at the end of the war the association outfitted six hundred returning prisoners.


At the final meeting of the branch Major-General Fry presented War Badges to members. He told them that


 






before the war a great many people were doubtful about the capacity of women in taking a large part in the affairs of the world, but one of the lessons that the war had taught was the enormous value of the work that women were capable of.








 


They had played an essential role in ‘keeping up the spirit of the troops in the field and in relieving the anxiety of their dependants.’ Thus encouraged, the men were made to feel that ‘they had a grateful people behind them at home who were worth fighting for.’17


In reality the association had become an outpost of the Unionist Party in the city, as isolated and adrift from the prevailing sentiments of the wider community as many of the soldiers they had cared for over the years.


The changed political scene in Dublin was most apparent in the opening proceedings of Dáil Éireann and a subsequent session in April when Éamon de Valera was elected Príomh-Aire. He had been in Lincoln Prison when the Dáil convened in January. He escaped in February, with the assistance of Michael Collins and Harry Boland, the Dublin tailor and leading IRB member who had had a hand in redrafting the Democratic Programme. It was March before de Valera returned to Dublin, and when Collins announced that he would be greeted by the Lord Mayor, Laurence (Larry) O’Neill, and presented with the keys of the city at Mount Street Bridge, the General Officer Commanding in Ireland, Lieutenant-General Sir Frederick Shaw, issued a proclamation banning the ceremony, along with any other seditious meetings or demonstrations to welcome the escaper.


The greeting of de Valera at Mount Street Bridge would have been heavily symbolic. Not only had he been commandant of the area during this Irish Thermopylae, when a handful of Volunteers fought the enemy advance to a standstill in Easter Week, but the casualties had been among English soldiers rather than the Irish troops who made up half the British losses elsewhere in the city. Without the 234 dead and wounded Sherwood Foresters at Mount Street Bridge it would have been hard to portray the Rising in the simple ‘them’ and ‘us’ terms that now dominated political debate.


Far from having the keys of the city bestowed on him, de Valera had to hide in the gatekeeper’s lodge of the Archbishop’s Palace in Drumcondra. The arrangement was made by Boland with Father Michael Curran, the archbishop’s private secretary, a virulent nationalist and friend of the late Patrick Pearse. Officially the presence of the fugitive rebel leader was ‘not known’ to the archbishop, Dr William Walsh, but in fact he knew of the presence of his guest and was reputed to have met him regularly for tea. It would have been odd if he did not, as they had worked closely together during the anti-conscription campaign of the previous year.18


De Valera’s first executive act was to appoint a cabinet. Arthur Griffith, who had been Acting President during de Valera’s incarceration, was appointed to Home Affairs, Cathal Brugha to Defence, W. T. Cosgrave to Local Government, Michael Collins to Finance, Count Plunkett to Foreign Affairs, Constance Markievicz to Labour and Eoin MacNeill to Industry. The ministries would later be extended to include Robert Barton as Minister for Agriculture, Seán Etchingham for Fisheries, Ernest Blythe for Trade and Commerce and J. J. O’Kelly for the Irish language. Austin Stack would take over Home Affairs when Griffith deputised again as President while de Valera was in America.


The failure to make Agriculture and Fisheries full cabinet posts from the beginning was evidence of the overwhelmingly urban composition of the separatist leadership, with no fewer than four members of the cabinet being native Dubliners and most of the rest living there.19 Many members of the Dáil were also Dubliners or residents of the capital. Their election owed more to their being ‘out’ in 1916 than to their politics.


The new government placed great hopes on securing international recognition. The prospect of being able to put Ireland’s case to the Paris Peace Conference had heightened Sinn Féin’s electoral appeal in December 1918 and showed that it had an ambition beyond the modest, jaded demands of the Irish Party. That these hopes were misplaced would emerge only after the separatist cause was well ensconced. Dublin Corporation played its own modest role in the process when Seán T. Ó Ceallaigh was despatched to Paris, ostensibly to present the honorary freedom of the city to the president of the United States, Woodrow Wilson, but also in the hope that Wilson would secure his admission to the Peace Conference as emissary of the new Irish Republic. He failed, even after the socially more polished MP for South County Dublin and Francophile George Gavan Duffy was despatched to assist him.


Wilson did not ignore Dublin Corporation entirely. On 1 April 1919, after persistent lobbying in Dublin and London, the Lord Mayor of Dublin, Laurence O’Neill, was notified by the US consul, Edward Adams, that ‘constant pressure of his engagements’ in Paris prevented the president from accepting the invitation to receive the freedom of the city.20


Disappointment in Paris and the United States did not negate the useful political, financial and military aid generated during these international excursions. Similar trips to Australia and the wider Irish diaspora followed. Ó Ceallaigh described his experience as ‘a forlorn hope, almost a concession, made by fiercer spirits among the Sinn Féin leaders to those of their comrades who urged that every possible instrument of peaceful negotiation should at least be tried.’ It also honoured an election pledge: as Arthur Mitchell put it, ‘it was something Sinn Féin had to go through with.’21


The only successful excursion into the international arena occurred when Thomas Johnson and Cathal O’Shannon attended the first gathering after the war of the Socialist (Second) International in Bern, Switzerland, where they secured separate representation for Ireland from the British contingent. Meanwhile another political pariah, the Bolshevik government in Russia, recognised its Irish revolutionary counterpart. Ironically, the relentless drive by Lenin to build the Communist (Third) International helped split the Socialist International, and Ireland once more slipped off the institutional socialist map as larger issues than Irish independence swamped the debate.


Parallel with the fitful public political life of the new republic was the emergence of a surreptitious administration, both military and civil. The military machine emerged first, partly because the Irish Volunteers provided a ready-made structure, partly because its violence made a rapid and indelible impact on the public consciousness, and above all because its activities were destructive and therefore more readily achieved than the construction of an alternative government.


The war party within the Volunteers was congregating around Michael Collins. Most of the General Headquarters staff moved quickly into the ‘war’ camp, committed to renewing the fight as soon as possible. Collins cultivated militant local leaders, such as Seán Treacy in Co. Tipperary and Tomás Mac Curtáin, head of the Volunteers in Cork. But even more crucial was the adherence of Dick McKee, former commandant of the 2nd Battalion in Dublin, who had become commandant of the Dublin Brigade after Richard Mulcahy was elected Chief of Staff. It was in Dublin that Collins meant the fight to dismantle the enemy state machine to begin. McKee was a tall, phlegmatic character. Taciturn, speaking with a slow drawl, he inspired a fierce loyalty among the city’s Volunteers. A printer by trade with the publishing firm of M. H. Gill and Son, he constructed a firing range below the firm’s premises in Sackville Street. His deputy, Peadar Clancy, ran an outfitters’ shop in nearby Talbot Street. Not alone was Collins fortunate in having McKee and Clancy as senior commanders in Dublin but there were plenty of Volunteers willing to carry the fight to the enemy in ways not envisaged in 1916. Unfortunately, a shortage of arms posed a problem.


Although there were far fewer weapons in private hands in Dublin than in country districts, gun shops and private homes suspected of harbouring weapons were raided. In March 1919 the 2nd Battalion carried out systematic raids on all such premises in the north-east of the city. This had tragic results for Alfred Pearson, a foreman at Harrison’s Monumental Works in Great Brunswick Street (Pearse Street). His son was a staff sergeant in the Royal Engineers, which was probably why he had a couple of ancient rifles, two or three pistols and two swords in the house. On Tuesday 11 March, shortly after 7 p.m., Pearson was entertaining his housekeeper, Agnes Martin, and her friend Katie Orr to tea in the kitchen of his home at 146 Richmond Road, Drumcondra, when there was a knock at the front door. He answered it to find no-one there. A second knock followed shortly afterwards, and he was confronted by three or four youths, two of them wearing what Orr later described as ‘boy scouts uniforms’. There was a scuffle in the hallway and on the stairs as they forced Pearson to the upper floor. When one of the young men entered the kitchen brandishing a revolver, Orr declared, ‘I am a Sinn Féiner, don’t shoot me for mercy’s sake.’ The youth replied: ‘They have arms above but won’t give them [up].’


Pearson was badly beaten about the head and then shot in the chest. He staggered out of the house towards a milk bar opposite but collapsed on the road. In a response as interesting in its way as Katie Orr’s, Constable Patrick Kennedy, on foot patrol nearby, did not attempt to intervene until the armed group had fled. The few weapons in the house had not been taken. The coroner’s jury brought in a verdict of death from ‘a rupture of the heart and haemorrhage caused by a bullet fired from a revolver by some person or persons unknown.’ In all likelihood Pearson’s was the first gunshot fatality of the War of Independence in Dublin.22


A far more successful arms raid took place at Collinstown Aerodrome in north Co. Dublin on the night of 20 March 1919. The construction of the new facility was one of the few untrammelled benefits the Great War bestowed on Dublin, although construction began only as the conflict ended. It was a major source of well-paid employment for local labour and provided the infrastructure for what would evolve into Ireland’s largest international airport. A number of Irish Volunteers worked on the site, including Patrick Houlihan, who had fought in 1916. Working ‘for the enemy ... but keeping my eyes open to see what I could do to help the Republic to which we had pledged our allegiance,’ he soon discovered there was ‘a regular little arsenal’ on the site, and McKee organised a raid, with GHQ sanction.


Houlihan was put in charge and allowed to choose men from throughout the brigade. He deliberately picked single men, except for Pat Doyle, a carpenter who worked on the site; he had recently married but insisted on taking part or he would resign from the Volunteers. The men were supplied with khaki uniforms and masks. They fed poisoned meat to the guard dogs and quickly overpowered the RAF sentries. The Volunteers used sledge-hammers to wreck military vehicles and prevent pursuit before loading seventy-six rifles and five thousand rounds of ammunition into the motor transport provided by McKee. The raid was a success, despite serious mishaps: one vehicle had to be pushed the last three miles to the dump, and a taxi had to take thirteen passengers after a third vehicle failed to turn up.


The military authorities reacted angrily to what was to be the largest loss of weapons by the British army from a single operation during the War of Independence. Lieutenant-General Shaw not alone banned de Valera’s proposed triumphal entry into Dublin the following weekend but sacked all eight hundred workers on the Collinstown site. They were replaced by military personnel, with the agreement of the contractor, John Good—one of the defeated unionist candidates in the 1918 general election. It was an act of collective punishment, recognised and resented as such.


Shaw then issued an order for sentries to fire on any civilian who failed to halt when challenged on approaching a military post. The first casualty of this order was 51-year-old Charles Church, a jeweller and watchmaker of Upper George’s Street, Kingstown. Church was somewhat deaf and so failed to hear a sentry challenge him twice while he was walking along Crofton Road beside the Royal Mail Hotel, which was serving as a temporary barracks. The bullet shattered Church’s hand and the walking-stick he was carrying.


Quite a few participants in the Collinstown raid would become part of the activist Volunteer core in the city. Two would be executed in Mountjoy and two shot dead by Crown forces in 1921. The oldest, at twenty-seven, was Patrick Doyle, the married man who refused to be left out. He was typical of the rank and file in Dublin. A craft worker from the inner city, he had attended O’Connell Schools, a regular breeding-ground for rebels. He was an active member of the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters, Cabinetmakers and Joiners and had played for the Seaview team that won the Leinster Junior Football League during the 1912/13 season. He married in 1916 and had a daughter, Constance (named after Constance Markievicz), in 1917. A son, Patrick, would be born in 1919 only to die of pneumonia.


The youngest participant, Barney Ryan, was executed with Doyle for his part in the same Drumcondra ambush in 1921. He was an apprentice tailor, still in his teens at the time of the Collinstown raid. He lived with his widowed mother and invalid sister in Royal Canal Terrace, Phibsborough, and was the family breadwinner. Like Doyle, he was a keen sportsman: he played Gaelic football and had won a number of medals for swimming. The other participants who failed to survive the War of Independence were Michael Magee, killed in the Drumcondra ambush, and Seán Doyle, killed during the burning of the Custom House in May 1921.23


There was a further boost to the morale of the Volunteers almost immediately after the Collinstown raid when twenty prisoners escaped from Mountjoy Prison on Saturday 29 March by the simple ploy of overpowering the warders in the exercise yard when a rope ladder was thrown over the wall. By the time the military arrived to restore order only seven republican prisoners were left. This was the largest escape in Mountjoy’s history, preceded by the humiliating escape two weeks earlier of Robert Barton from the infirmary. In a note to the governor Barton complained that ‘owing to the discomfort of the place I felt compelled to leave.’ He would send for his luggage later.24 It was widely acknowledged that many prison officers were republican sympathisers. One bonus of these prison breaks was an increased attendance rate by TDs at Dáil sessions.


The prison break underlined one of the new facts of political life in Ireland to which the Irish Times had alluded in condemning the Solloghodbeg ambush. The motor of the revolution was not Sinn Féin but the Irish Volunteers, with the latter providing Dáil deputies as well as foot soldiers for the party. Even in Dublin, where British surveillance was greatest, the Volunteers functioned almost openly. The journalist and Sinn Féin propagandist Frank Gallagher, using the pseudonym David Hogan, wrote:


 






Beneath a placid surface, there was an activity unbelievable in its intensity. Through their streets, with their sauntering couples, went a young lad here and there who, at some unpretentious doorway, melted away from the scene. That was usually around seven-thirty or eight in the evening and these young men did not come back on to the streets again until ten o’clock or after. Without hurry or apparent secretiveness, they rejoined the saunterers and went home on the late trams.








 


Volunteer companies often assembled at halls associated with the wider national movement, such as those of the Gaelic League and the Ancient Order of Hibernians, or, better still, union premises, such as Liberty Hall and the Dublin Typographical Society offices in Lower Gardiner Street, or the premises of such organisations as the Dublin Total Abstinence League and Workmen’s Club in York Street, where Hogan’s company sometimes met. The captain of K Company, 3rd Battalion, was Tom Cullen, who would later be a leading figure in Michael Collins’s assassination squad. Another member was a young Seán Lemass. These were ideal venues within the city centre, where people came and went without attracting attention and with meeting-rooms set back from the street and escape routes at the rear.


Parades included elementary drill but were mostly given over to lectures and training. Lectures often dealt with the exploits of Boer commandos in South Africa against the British or, more usefully, lessons to be learnt nearer home from the Easter Rising, usually given by a revered veteran of the event. Arms and engineering classes—essentially how to manufacture mines and grenades—were the other main activity.


Volunteers were a cross-section of the skilled working class and lower middle classes. They did not generally include the unemployed or very poor, who could not afford the weekly subscription let alone turn out decently dressed or contribute to arms and equipment funds. Hogan stressed that,


 






with most of these listeners in the ranks, it wasn’t that they wanted to be soldiers as such, or yearned for a life in arms. It was that somehow they saw coming a struggle in which, if they trained, they could be of some use. That drilling had been declared illegal had something to do with it ... The more the right to serve our own nation was condemned, the more we felt that right must be asserted.








 


Despite his avowed aversion to the military life, Hogan, like many a young man, could still ‘remember the excitement of the first lesson in the workings of a rifle.’25


No-one had died during the Collinstown raid or the Mountjoy prison break, but these events did mark a serious stepping up of political violence in the city. In his memoir Hogan reflected that ‘a careful watcher’ of any venue where Volunteer parades took place would have noticed fifty or sixty men entering over perhaps half an hour. The ‘careful watchers’ included, of course, G Division, the intelligence branch of the Dublin Metropolitan Police; and on the night of 7/8 April 1919 the Volunteers’ new Director of Intelligence, Michael Collins, paid them a visit. It followed a meeting the previous evening between Collins and Ned (Éamonn) Broy at the home in Cabra of Mícheál Ó Foghlú, a leading figure in the Gaelic League. Broy was a member of G Division, and when he told Collins he could give him access to the DMP intelligence archives in Great Brunswick Street the following night Collins accepted the invitation with alacrity, even though a special ard-fheis of Sinn Féin was to take place the following day to regularise the relationship between the party and Dáil Éireann. At the ard-fheis de Valera would tell delegates that from now on they would be the ‘civic army’ of the Dáil, political activists who would put its policies into practice.


For the moment the Volunteers would retain their autonomy within the movement. Collins managed to combine seamlessly his roles as a member of the civilian administration of the Republic and a senior officer in its still-autonomous army. Broy would be an important intelligence asset: although a very junior member of G Division, he had the crucial job of typing the handwritten daily notes of detectives as well as confidential reports, such as the list of suspects to be arrested in the ‘German Plot’ round-up of May 1918. He had earlier sent notes to the Volunteers through Harry O’Hanrahan, a brother of a Citizen Army officer executed in 1916, but he appears to have been formally recruited to the Volunteers through Ó Foghlú’s wife. By chance she worked as a bookkeeper in Findlater’s shop, where Broy was regularly despatched by more senior colleagues to collect groceries.


Broy was often on night duty alone at Great Brunswick Street station, and this facilitated the visit by Collins. Collins brought Seán Nunan with him. Like Ó Foghlú, Nunan was a member of the IRB but was involved primarily in the civil administration of the infant republic. He would serve as secretary to Éamon de Valera in America and act as registrar for the Dáil Éireann bonds issued to finance the independence struggle. Collins probably wanted to maximise an unexpected opportunity to compile information by having the assistance of a highly competent apparatchik. The two men had to use candles to examine records, as switching on lights in the archive would have attracted attention.


Éamonn Broy was by no means the first policeman to switch sides. That honour went to Eugene Smith, who supplied information to the Irish Volunteers from before the Easter Rising until his retirement in 1918.


The only surprising aspect of the gradual disaffection of members of the police, which was occurring in the provinces as well as Dublin, was the failure of senior British administrators to anticipate it. Quite apart from the rapidly changing political climate that reached into almost every section of society, there had been disaffection within the DMP for many years over pay and conditions. In belated recognition of this, members received a pay increase of 1s a week at the outbreak of the Great War, their first increase since 1884. They received another 3s 6d weekly ‘war bonus’ from 1 July 1916, two months after the Rising. However, they demanded a 50 per cent increase, or another 12s a week, together with full retrospection from 1 September 1914. Like that of white-collar corporation staff, the demand was driven as much by comparative deprivation as by wartime inflation. DMP members were angered at the spectacle of manual workers in unions passing them out in the pay stakes.


Given the disturbed state of Ireland, the government had little choice but to give ground. It agreed an increase of 2s a week to men with less than three years’ service and 3s a week for longer-serving members. The same increases were given to the Royal Irish Constabulary (the armed police force that operated throughout the country), and at the end of 1918 the wartime coalition government improved pensions for both the DMP and the RIC in one of the last pieces of legislation it passed.26 Members of the Irish Party returned to London to vote for the measure before facing political extinction at the polls.


The financial gains made by DMP members came at a high price. The ringleaders of the revolt were dismissed, and about half, who had joined the Ancient Order of Hibernians to get around the ban on forming a police union, resented having to resign from the order under duress. One particular straw in the wind that the authorities missed was the fact that Éamonn Broy and an older member of G Division, Joe Kavanagh, had been among the activists in the abortive attempt to unionise the force. Kavanagh would become one of the first members of G Division to contact Collins, and he began passing information through a mutual acquaintance, the IRB member Thomas Gay, who worked in the corporation’s Commercial Library in Capel Street. In May 1918 Kavanagh was one of at least three detectives to warn Collins of the ‘German Plot’ raids.


Personal factors also played a role in the disaffection of the DMP. Sergeant Moynihan, who was attached to the Bridewell, wrote to Laurence O’Neill to thank him for his intervention at the funeral of the veteran radical nationalist journalist Séamus O’Kelly when


 






without any cause whatsoever one of the Ulster Covenanters [Superintendent Willoughby] gave us an order to cross the street and break up the innocent boys and girls returning home. Fortunately you arrived on the scene not a moment too soon and the prompt action you took prevented serious trouble and bloodshed. My three sons, who are only mere boys ... took part in the procession and in all probability would have run up against a truncheon.








 


Moynihan said he would have ‘thrown off my uniform and pitched it in the face of the Orangeman who gave the uncalled for word of command’ but for the fact that he had ‘nearly 25 years service and I must try to restrain my passions a little longer.’


Men such as Moynihan became a valuable asset to the IRA intelligence network, and they were assured that they were of more value to the national cause by remaining at their posts. The hostility they felt towards senior officers such as Willoughby was fuelled by a long-standing resentment that these ‘Orangemen’ owed their promotion to their religion and their membership of the Orange Order or the Freemasons rather than merit. These feelings predated the Great War but were heightened by developments since, when faith and fatherland converged.27


While men such as Moynihan could provide the Volunteers with valuable operational information, such as tip-offs on impending raids, Collins’s visit to the G Division archive on 7 April gave him a unique insight into the main enemy intelligence organisation in the city, including details of its informants. The enemy within was the one most feared, especially in a conflict where fundamental allegiances were contested. But first Collins had a more immediate task: to neutralise G Division. The commandant of the Dublin Brigade, Dick McKee, was given a list of detectives in each battalion area, and two nights later groups of Volunteers rounded them up to persuade them ‘to take no further part in ... treacherous work against their country.’ Not all were receptive. Detective-Sergeant Halley fired at Volunteers who called to his home on 9 April, and another veteran of the force, Detective-Sergeant Daniel Hoey, retaliated to threats by raiding a civic reception held at the Mansion House on 12 April, which Collins had to flee by climbing over a back wall.28


Collins realised that more forceful methods would be required, but a number of other things would have to happen before cold-blooded killings would become politically acceptable on the city’s streets.


Of course death was commonplace in the Dublin slums, and mortality rates soared as a result of the influenza epidemic, which had affected the city since the previous summer. It returned in the winter of 1918/19, when such deaths far exceeded those due to political violence. Dr Kathleen Lynn, Sinn Féin’s joint Director of Public Health, had been living on the run since the previous May and subsequently had to give up her medical practice. But,


 






as doctors were so very badly wanted, I just decided that I would go home and I did. I was arrested immediately and brought to Oriel House [headquarters of G Division]. I was told I would be deported. Miss ffrench-Mullen, the Lord Mayor and everybody kicked up an awful “shine.” Doctors were terribly wanted at that time. I was permitted to remain in practice if I did not leave the City of Dublin.








 


On her release she tested a flu vaccine on two hundred members of the Citizen Army at Liberty Hall. Once satisfied with the results, she used it on other patients.29


One of those who protested most vigorously at Lynn’s arrest, and probably brought most influence to bear on Dublin Castle, was Sir Charles Cameron, Chief Medical Officer of Dublin. Yet it was only towards the end of February 1919 that the corporation decided to make the notification of all cases of influenza and pneumonia compulsory. At a conference of hospital doctors and the Public Health Department on 20 February it was suggested that schools, theatres, cinemas and public libraries be closed and that dances and other social functions be suspended, to limit the spread of infection. However, the corporation had no power to enforce such draconian measures. The Theatre Royal and the Gaiety, Queen’s, Empire and Tivoli Theatres all continued to put on nightly performances, as did the city’s cinemas. The Pillar Picture House, owned by J. J. Farrell, a member of the corporation, remained open all day.


Cameron could only appeal for co-operation; and efforts to heighten public awareness of the risks were undermined by his comment that the infection was now less virulent than in the autumn. There were only 19 deaths in the week ending 15 February, a small fraction of the 250 a week in November 1918. Unfortunately, the figure soared again the following week, when there were 376 deaths, a rate of 45 per thousand in the metropolitan area (the city plus the surrounding townships) and 50 in the city. The corporation introduced health measures, such as a requirement on drivers of public-service vehicles to disinfect them after carrying infectious cases to hospital. Meanwhile employees of the city’s cemeteries were grossly overworked. Between forty and forty-five funerals a day were common at the city’s main cemetery in Glasnevin, including Sundays.30


As usual, the death rate was highest in the poorer districts of the inner city, reaching 56 per thousand by the middle of March 1919. The total city mortality rate was 35 per thousand in the first quarter of 1919, or approximately 50 per cent higher than average for the time of year. Of 95 cases of influenza in the Dublin metropolitan area in the week ending 22 February, 80 were in the poorest districts.31


Yet even the catastrophe of an epidemic could not slow the momentum of the Sinn Féin cause. The so-called ‘Spanish flu’ raged through the prisons even more rampantly than outside. In December 1918 Richard Coleman, a veteran of the Battle of Ashbourne in 1916, had died in Usk Prison in Monmouthshire, and his remains were given a hero’s welcome almost as great as that given to his commanding officer at Ashbourne, Thomas Ashe, when the latter died after forcible feeding on hunger strike in 1917. On 6 March 1919, as the epidemic reached its climax, another hunger-striker, Pierse McCann, MP for East Tipperary, died in Gloucester Prison. His death could not have been more politically opportune, for Sinn Féin had launched a campaign to demand the release of all political prisoners, citing their incarceration during an influenza epidemic as tantamount to a death sentence. After de Valera’s escape in February, McCann’s death depicted British policy as vindictive as well as ineffectual. Like many local authorities, Dublin Corporation condemned McCann’s death unanimously, although unionist councillors and their allies made it clear that they did not agree with some of the sentiments expressed in the debate.32


Fear of infection had not prevented Dublin Chamber of Commerce from holding its annual general meeting in the Commercial Buildings, Dame Street, that January. The wine merchant E. H. Andrews was re-elected to the chair, and the annual battle cry for a reduction in the city’s commercial rates was raised. A petition had been collected with four thousand signatures from property-owners with an aggregate rateable valuation of £270,000, and this would be presented to Lord French within the week. Despite this there was little support for a call by James Brady, a solicitor, for organising a rates strike. Nor did fear of influenza deter members who were shareholders in the Dublin United Tramways Company from attending its general meeting two weeks later, on 14 February, presided over by its legendary chairman, William Martin Murphy, who had defeated the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union in the 1913 Lockout.


As in every year since then, the company announced a healthy profit, despite wartime shortages and civil strife. The familiar practice of topping up the modest first half-yearly dividend with a more generous tranche for the second six months was maintained. The 4 per cent paid for the first six months of 1918 was increased to 6 per cent, making the annual dividend 5 per cent. In addition, shareholders received an extra 10s for every £10 they held in ordinary stock. Murphy felt that the extravagance was warranted, given the company’s ‘terminable existence’.


The exigencies of war had hampered services, and fuel shortages continued to do so. A constraint that exercised shareholders more was the tight municipal control of fares. Only 1d could be charged within 1½ miles of the city centre, and on long-established suburban routes the maximum fare was 2d. Higher fares could be charged on newer routes not subject to the corporation’s fares regime, but 41 million out of 71 million fares in 1918 had been for 1d. The tramcars were crowded, because fuel shortages limited the number of vehicles on each route, and uniform tickets with no destination listed were issued because of paper and ink shortages. Despite all the difficulties, the trams had travelled 7 million miles in the last year of the Great War conveying passengers across the city.33


He did not know it at the time, but Murphy’s own ‘terminable existence’ was nigh at hand. This was the last DUTC shareholders’ meeting that he would attend. He died the following June, aged seventy-four. The son of a small west Cork builder, born when the Great Famine was at its height, Murphy had created a commercial empire based on light railways and tramway networks on three continents and had made the Independent group of newspapers the dominant force in Irish publishing. But he probably realised he would be associated for ever in the public mind with two issues. One was his generalship of Dublin’s employers during the great Lockout of 1913, when a third of the city’s population was starved back to work in an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to smash the ITGWU; the second was the editorial in the Irish Independent calling for the execution of Seán Mac Diarmada and James Connolly in May 1916.


Murphy opposed the union not alone because it sought better pay and conditions for its members but because its leaders, Jim Larkin and James Connolly, were advocates of socialism and threatened the conservative Catholic nationalist values he championed. The editorial in the Irish Independent had in fact been written by the editor, T. R. Harrington, who candidly admitted he had misjudged the public mood, but such was Murphy’s reputation for cold vindictiveness that the legend persisted, despite the fact that in his latter years he took a strategic decision to abandon the Irish Party, for which he had once been an MP, representing the old St Patrick’s division of Dublin. He despised John Redmond for capitulating to Carson on partition. His newspapers helped secure Sinn Féin’s electoral landslide in 1918, but he was condemned to live in popular memory as the epitome of the sanctimonious, avaricious and conservative breed of businessman that would dominate modern Ireland for decades to come. A contemporary and sometime friend, P. A. Chance, memorably described him as a man ‘who carried a copy of the Companies Act in one hand and The Imitation of Christ in the other.’34


A special meeting of Dublin Corporation on 23 February re-elected Laurence O’Neill to his third term as Lord Mayor. O’Neill was an unlikely revolutionary. An auctioneer by profession, he owned a considerable amount of land around his family home in Strand Road, Portmarnock, Co. Dublin. He had been a radical independent-nationalist member of the Corporation for many years and was first elected Lord Mayor in the aftermath of the Easter Rising. He had not participated in the fighting but had been arrested as a suspected sympathiser, which gave a timely boost to his political career. He had a gift for obfuscation that was outstanding even by Irish standards and could maintain a public stance of defiance to the British authorities while developing a working relationship with senior officials. In other words, he made an ideal chief magistrate in those troubled times, expressing the aspirations of a citizenry that had voted overwhelmingly for Sinn Féin in the general election of December 1918 and simultaneously reassuring the incumbent nationalist majority in the Corporation that some degree of stability and continuity would be maintained in the governance of the city. Until the government lifted its ban on local elections, O’Neill would hold the ring between the home-rule old guard and impatient young Sinn Féin contenders. Many of the former were so convinced of their imminent demise that they ceased attending meetings, making it hard to drum up a quorum, even for such important matters as striking the rate.


The ascendency of Sinn Féin was implicitly recognised the day before O’Neill’s re-election when W. T. Cosgrave was co-opted to the corporation after a technical forfeiture of his seat for non-attendance because he was in prison. At the same meeting Seán McGarry was co-opted to replace William Reigh, a nationalist businessman who had died.35 Ordinarily it was the party of a deceased councillor that nominated a replacement, and a fellow-nationalist, John P. Farrelly, was proposed to replace Reigh. However, Farrelly withdrew his nomination in favour of McGarry. The latter was an electrician from Fairview and, more pertinently, president of the IRB. The fact that he was on the run, having escaped with de Valera from Lincoln Prison in February, and that this might hamper him in discharging his duties as a public representative, does not appear to have been considered an impediment.36


The new mood of incipient revolution affected matters great and small, as the continuing debate over the rates showed. One of the first, and meanest, savings was the ending of payments to dependants of corporation staff serving in the British armed forces. It was proposed by William T. Cosgrave at his first meeting after being released from prison. He argued that families would not need the payments, as the men concerned would soon be demobbed and able to resume work. The only surviving unionist alderman, William Dinnage, voted with Cosgrave and the majority of his colleagues to abolish the payment, demonstrating that party loyalties rarely usurped the higher allegiance most councillors felt to the ratepayers who elected them. On this occasion the amount saved was minute: £300 out of a total budget of £893,450.


In 1918 the rates had reached a record figure of 15s 8d in the pound for the north side of the city and 14s 11d for the south side, but an even higher unified rate of 16s 10d or even 18s in the pound was now envisaged. There were three main reasons for the soaring costs. One was the continuing price-wage spiral, a legacy of the war; a second was the amalgamation of the North Dublin Union (workhouse) and South Dublin Union, which should have yielded savings but had the reverse effect; and the third was the corporation’s defeat in a legal battle with Dublin Castle over whether the police rate should be levied on the basis of the city’s much lower pre-war valuation.


War-fuelled inflation was the most powerful of these drivers. Prices for essentials such as food, coal and clothes remained particularly high. Some of this could be explained by the high freight charges resulting from a post-war shipping shortage. This further contributed indirectly to the cost of other items, such as the 50 per cent increase in the cost of public lighting, which was generated from imported coal and coke. Fuel prices also remained high because of the disarray of the British mining industry and protectionist measures that kept out cheap American coal. At the same time Britain boosted foreign earnings by subsidising coal exports to war-torn Europe.


Wages and salaries for corporation employees rose by £150,000 in 1918 and by another £80,000 in 1919. The spiralling costs of the Dublin Union were a particular problem. In late 1918 the British army had commandeered the North Dublin Union buildings as winter quarters for soldiers, and inmates were transferred to the South Dublin Union. A generous topping up of the pension fund for redundant workers at the North Dublin Union incurred significant extra costs. So did large pay increases for the remaining staff, ranging from 125 per cent for the Master on assuming responsibility for the amalgamated institution to between 30 and 60 per cent for the rest. But by far the biggest item of expenditure was the growing number of Dubliners claiming outdoor relief (unemployment assistance not involving residence in the workhouse). The number of applicants rose by 50 per cent between 1916 and 1919. Weekly entitlements also rose. The rates were set by the British government but paid by Dublin ratepayers, providing further cause for disaffection.


The new police rate, which was subsumed under the poor rate estimate for the Dublin Union, was even more bitterly resented. Unlike British cities, Dublin had no control over the DMP or the RIC (whose personnel sometimes operated in the city). Both forces were under the direct control of Dublin Castle. The city fathers had mounted a successful legal challenge to the grounds on which the police rate was levied, only to lose their case on appeal to the House of Lords. As a result the city had to pay not only the increased rate for 1919 but £4,590 in retrospection on funds withheld in 1918. Another legacy bill of £5,000 was due to the British army, the outstanding balance of a successful claim for malicious damage to cavalry fodder caused by an arson attack on its East Wall depot in August 1916. The total bill had been £11,200.


The only good news was that the amalgamation of the Poor Law unions meant that north-side ratepayers would no longer be bearing a disproportionate share of the burden of looking after the city’s poor, who had been housed primarily in the area of the old North Dublin Union. The south-side ratepayer would now be taking up some of the slack.37 However, this was as far as welfare reform went.


The new Dublin Union was as bedevilled by scandal and infighting as the old ones. No sooner was it established than it was mired in controversy over the manner in which goods valued at £19,744 from the old North Dublin Union were disposed of before the building was handed over to the military. An inquiry by the Local Government Board uncovered only one serious irregularity. The Assistant Master, Maurice Kavanagh, had bought twenty-six beds for 27s 6d each, along with fibre mattresses at 10s each and pillows for 2s 6d each, to establish a lodging-house in Edenderry, Co. Offaly. But as the complainants failed to attend and make good their allegations, and as the prices paid by Kavanagh were the market value of the goods involved, the inquiry absolved him of blame. The subsequent meeting of the Board of Guardians (governors) of the Dublin Union degenerated into a dogfight over who was responsible for incurring the costs of the LGB investigation. This was followed by a debate over who should fill a teaching post in the Cabra Auxiliary Schools, run by the Union. As usual it came down to a vote, which was won by John J. Colbert with 46 votes, to 35 for Ignatius Freyne, in a final run-off ballot after all other candidates had been eliminated.38


Not only jobbery but the bigger perennial issues facing the old corporation regime in its twilight year evoked the same responses that they had always done. The debate over sickness pay for the corporation’s staff was a good example. John Ryan, a nationalist councillor representing the wealthy Clontarf ward, proposed cutting the estimate in 1919 by a third, from £1,500 to £1,000. P. T. Daly, leader of the Labour group, protested that there had been an influenza epidemic in the city, and ‘some men had gone back to work before they were fit to do so, and died in consequence.’ A chastened Ryan assured Daly that he was not suggesting that there had been any malingering, only for Alderman David Quaid, a solicitor representing the equally prosperous suburb of Drumcondra, to insist that there had indeed been ‘a great deal of malingering.’ The situation was defused when the City Secretary, Fred Allan, pointed out that the increase in sickness pay reflected pay increases rather than higher rates of absenteeism. The irony was that Ryan had been a member of Arthur Griffith’s non-violent Sinn Féin movement in his youth, while Daly and Allan as young men had both served on the Supreme Council of the IRB. Indeed Allan had revived his interest in the IRB and now worked assiduously to promote its interests. The debate showed in miniature the complex realignments taking place in municipal politics.


The annual row over the workshop budget was another standard fixture of the debate on the estimates. At the same meeting a nationalist councillor, John Foley of Fairview, challenged Daly over the accounts. ‘The Doges of Venice and their Council of Ten were never so absolute in their secrecy as the Workshop Committee,’ he railed, to little effect. Daly, as ever, defended the employees.


The Lord Mayor could only appeal to that institutional champion of the ratepayers, the Citizens’ Association, and its allies in the council to bear in mind that the main cause of the rising cost of running the city was something they had no control over: the war and its aftermath. He also reminded the trades council and the Labour councillors that high rates were bad for business and led ultimately to unemployment. Every member should ‘diligently attend to their duties’ and remember that, as ‘they were not going to be there very long ... they would leave a legacy to those who came after them.’


His appeal had little effect. In a burst of extravagance, £5,000 was committed to the Clontarf Promenade project, even though it could not proceed until Fairview Park and a new slobland dump were opened. It proved a short-lived gesture: when no supplementary funds were forthcoming from the Local Government Board, the project was abandoned.39


A far bigger challenge for the corporation was tackling the city’s slums. The high incidence of influenza, pneumonia, TB, sexually transmitted and other diseases was due in large part to the abnormally large proportion of the population consigned to the tenements. Attempts at slum clearance before the Great War had been pitiful and collapsed during the conflict, when nearly 1,000 additional tenements were closed as unsafe and 3,563 of the 4,150 families living in them became homeless. By 1918 only 327 new houses had been built in a city that urgently needed to rehouse 50,000 of its poorest inhabitants. Much of the blame could be laid at the door of the Local Government Board for failing to take advantage of British government funds available to local authorities. The achievements of nearby Pembroke Urban District Council, which built 759 houses for £175,000 during the war, showed what could be achieved where the political will existed.


In the first quarter of 1919 Dublin Corporation engaged in yet another of its interminable debates about slum clearance in the certain knowledge that the problem would be resolved by others. The Local Government Board had dangled a carrot for the councillors at the end of 1918, informing them that British government funds were once more available. It requested information on any proposals the city might have for building schemes on sites designated before or during the war, such as Crabbe Lane, Spitalfields, Mary’s Lane, Boyne Street, Church Street, North Lots and Newfoundland Street. The Housing Committee reluctantly agreed that five or six leading architectural firms in the city should be asked to undertake the task of designing suitable schemes.


When the Assistant City Architect, H. T. O’Rourke, protested that the work could be undertaken directly for half the £10,000 it was planned to pay to private firms, this led to further delays. Eventually the chairman of the committee, Alderman Tom Kelly of Sinn Féin, proposed that the best course would be to subcontract the work, because if the LGB finally sanctioned it the corporation would incur no expense, and if the board did not sanction the work the corporation would not be obliged to pay outside architects either, as their contracts would be subject to loan approval by the LGB.


‘As to Mr O’Rourke, there is no question of his ability,’ Kelly said, ‘but it is absurd that he should carry out the work to a conclusion at the cost he has suggested.’ As a sop, Kelly said the Housing Committee ‘had it in mind to reserve the [proposed] Marino scheme for Mr O’Rourke where he had the full scope for the exercise of his abilities.’ While Kelly conceded that the housing question in Dublin ‘was a very urgent one,’ it would require anything from £8 million to £12 million to resolve, ‘and there was very little chance of getting it from the British government.’ As for the Local Government Board, its ways were as dark and as full of tricks as ‘the Heathen Chinese,’ and no store could be put in its promises.40


In fact there were good grounds for scepticism by councillors over the intentions of the British government, whatever about the peculiar racial terms in which Kelly expressed it. The new Chief Secretary for Ireland, Ian Macpherson, told Irish local authorities airily that Irish banks would provide any capital required for housing. The banks thought differently and saw Dublin Corporation as a bad risk, given the disturbed state of the country.41


At least Dubliners could look forward to an improved fire service. The corporation decided after many years of prevarication to complete the motorisation of the Fire Brigade, begun in 1910. While the Irish Times agreed that, ‘beyond question, the motor machine is speedier than the horse drawn apparatus,’ it confessed that ‘we shall regret the disappearance of the horse drawn engines from the streets. They represent a truly stirring sight as they dash through the thoroughfares.’42
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‘I HAD NO REVOLVER MYSELF AND I AM GLAD NOW ... AS I MIGHT HAVE SHOT SOME OF THEM’
















In May 1919 St Ultan’s Hospital for Infants opened at 37 Charlemont Street. The prime mover was Dr Kathleen Lynn, Sinn Féin’s joint Director of Public Health, and it arose directly out of propaganda work she had been engaged in with her fellow-director Dr Richard Hayes.


At the time of their appointment in 1918 both had been concerned at the potential effect of the mass demobilisation of soldiers once the war ended. They estimated that some fifteen thousand Irish soldiers returning home would have contracted syphilis and would therefore pose a serious threat to Irish women. With some justification, Lynn described the battlefields of Europe and the rear areas where troops were concentrated as a ‘factory’ for TB, influenza, venereal disease (as sexually transmitted disease was then called) and other infectious diseases. The spectre of a plague of STD was regarded as the vilest and most humiliating manifestation of Ireland’s subjugation to the British Empire. Women active in the suffrage movement, Sinn Féin and Cumann na mBan, the women’s auxiliary of the Volunteers, were all too ready to rise to the challenge, answering the rallying call by forming the Committee for the Protection of Ireland from Venereal Disease.


The Charlemont Street premises had been occupied for many years by Providence House, a Protestant charity that provided training for orphan girls ‘of good character’ so that they could find employment as domestic servants. Empty now and quite run down, it was purchased by Ethel Rhodes, a Quaker friend of Lynn, for use at a low rent ‘until the committee were in a position to buy the house.’


The combination of fear and outrage that motivated the movement is evident in a letter that Lynn’s life companion, Madeleine ffrench-Mullen, wrote to her fellow-activist Hanna Sheehy Skeffington, explaining that the house would serve


 






as a small hospital for the treatment of infants suffering from syphilis ... We all realise that the number of such babies is alarmingly on the increase, especially in the case of boarded out babies. Such infants are a terrible danger to the families who receive them.








 


Even Lynn, who was usually measured in her language, told delegates to the 1918 Sinn Féin ard-fheis that


 






the evil we prophesied has already fallen upon us. All over the country syphilis is showing itself, introduced by soldiers on leave and the huge British garrison quartered on our land.








 


Like ffrench-Mullen, she warned delegates against


 






the increasing number of war babies sent over here from England to be boarded out. These babies have been known to infect whole households with syphilis.








 


Despite, or perhaps because of, the public revulsion aroused by this prospect, the Committee for the Protection of Ireland from Venereal Disease found it hard to raise funds until it amended its objective to ‘a general hospital for infants, with a portion of the building to be set aside for the syphilitic infants.’ Once the hospital was open, the emphasis quickly shifted to include the welfare of mothers as well as their babies.1 There is no denying Lynn’s contention that


 






the lack of knowledge of the treatment of infants [in the city] ... was appalling and the attention given to them in general hospitals was very defective; only surgical cases being treated. No interest was taken in malnutrition or kindred complaints. We considered it high time this state of affairs should be remedied.








 


The women certainly brought an urgency and commitment to the project that was missing from the provision of statutory services. Like many of their supporters, Lynn and ffrench-Mullen saw it as an extension of the struggle for the social objectives of the Republic outlined in the 1916 Proclamation and reaffirmed in the Democratic Programme of Dáil Éireann. Both women had served in the Irish Citizen Army during the Easter Rising. Lynn had been drawn to the organisation by her admiration for its commander, James Connolly, and was recruited by her cousin Constance Markievicz. She knew that beyond the theatrical costumes and dramatics Markievicz ‘was full of sound sense and was quite practical.’ Although she was given the rank of captain, there is no evidence that Lynn fought in the Rising or underwent military training. ‘I never drilled. I had no time for that sort of thing,’ she said. But she certainly possessed tenacity of purpose. A member of the City Hall garrison in 1916, she tended the wounded even as the rebel garrison contested each floor with British infantry until driven onto the roof and forced to surrender.


After her release from prison Lynn immersed herself in Sinn Féin rather than the labour movement. While she retained her socialist principles, she felt, like many activists, that more could be achieved in this way. Like most women involved in the struggle for independence, Lynn would eventually be marginalised by the new Free State regime, but she was a crucial figure in those years.


Her new premises in Charlemont Street were totally unfit for their purpose.


 






The women of the Citizen Army, of one accord on a Sunday came to that derelict house and cleaned it up. The pigeons had got into one of the top rooms which had been a dormitory and it was filthy dirty. The women cleaned it and made it presentable as far as possible ... Countess Markievicz helped and Countess Plunkett brought bedding. We got help from friends around. It was a very scratch affair.








 


She added that ‘before we had time to convert it into a children’s hospital the ’flu epidemic had broken out.’ Having successfully tested the flu vaccine on Citizen Army men, Lynn proceeded to use it in Charlemont Street.


 






Not one patient that was admitted to the hospital died. We had some patients that were very bad, among them Mrs. Cathal Brugha who, at the time, was expecting a baby. We had Michael Staines there. His friends in the I.R.A. were constantly trying to visit him, but I refused permission.


When the epidemic was over, we closed the hospital for the time being. It was formally opened as St. Ultan’s Infants’ Hospital on Ascension Thursday, May 29th, 1919. We had £70 in the bank, and there were two infants in the hospital.








 


The choice of a holy day of the Catholic Church was intended as an ecumenical gesture by Lynn, who knew that most of her patients would be Catholic working-class women. She does not appear to have been drawn to Catholicism, as Constance Markievicz and a number of other republican activists from a Protestant background were, but she was alive to the danger of sectarianism undermining the work of the hospital. Crucial support came from the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, Dr William Walsh, whom the committee visited during the planning phase of the hospital in 1918. It is not clear if a Church of Ireland endorsement was sought; if it was, the outcome of the meeting was not announced. Walsh, on the other hand, gave the project his very public blessing, and it was significant that Lynn thought it important that he should.


To consolidate support in the wider community Lynn organised an annual ‘pilgrimage-cum-picnic’ to Ardbraccan, Co. Meath, the reputed site of St Ultan’s well. This social and fund-raising event was intended to be bilingual and multi-denominational. In 1921 de Valera agreed to support the outing, boosting its popularity and fund-raising capacity if not necessarily its ecumenical appeal. Lynn’s efforts to build bridges across the sectarian divide with her co-religionists, such as Gaelicising the Church of Ireland liturgy, were less successful. She would be estranged from her father, a Church of Ireland minister in Cong, Co. Mayo, for most of these years.


Her work for St Ultan’s did not end Dr Lynn’s political career. She served on the Executive Committee of Sinn Féin, was elected to Rathmines Urban District Council and was a founder-member of the League of Women Delegates (later Cumann na dTeachtaí) within Sinn Féin. Her home provided a place of convalescence for republicans, such as Laurence Ginnell and Constance Markievicz, after terms of imprisonment. Ironically, it was never used by wounded Volunteers, because of the regularity with which it was raided.2


St Ultan’s was the most important public-health initiative undertaken by the independence movement in Dublin. Whatever other factors influenced these pioneers, the vital imperative was to reduce the dreadful level of infant mortality in the city. Between 1911 and 1915 infant mortality was 91 per 1,000, compared with 50 per 1,000 in rural areas. Within the city there were sharp social differentials: mortality was 7 per 1,000 among the professional classes, 22 per 1,000 for the middle classes and 120 per 1,000 among the children of unskilled workers. Syphilis was indeed a significant factor in the high mortality rate, and was probably underestimated, as doctors were reluctant to record it as a cause of death.3 Yet even more potent in their effects were poverty, overcrowding, malnourishment and lack of education in basic hygiene.


If St Ultan’s differed from other voluntary hospitals in its objectives, it also differed in the nature and motivation of its founders. Voluntary hospitals had tended to be founded by nursing orders, most notably the Mater Misericordiae Hospital by the Sisters of Mercy and St Vincent’s Hospital by the Sisters of Charity. St Ultan’s was a creation of modern, lay female professionals. Some male medical specialists were employed as required, but St Ultan’s pursued a policy of ‘positive discrimination’ when it came to recruitment, and almost all members of the staff were women. There seems to have been no difficulty filling vacancies. By 1920 women constituted 11 per cent of the medical profession in Dublin but they could not secure senior posts in the hospital system. Kathleen Lynn had herself been one of those excluded women. She had qualified in 1902, undertook postgraduate research in the United States and was awarded a Royal College of Surgeons fellowship; nevertheless she failed to secure a permanent position. After her involvement in the Easter Rising she had little choice but to set up in private practice. St Ultan’s filled an important gap in the development of the profession for the first generation of Irish women doctors, while paediatrics, fortuitously, was a new discipline that even conservative male colleagues accepted as particularly suited to the skills and insights of women.
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