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Authors’ Note


The first edition of this book was based on an exhaustive and unrivalled range of primary sources such as letters, diaries and accounts by participants and spectators, many of them hitherto unused. The key development since, which has made this new edition necessary, has been the release in 2004 by the Bureau of Military History of almost 2,000 witness statements written by participants in the events of 1912–21. Closed for roughly sixty years, they are a treasure trove of information and full of dramatic incident. They provide stunningly graphic accounts of a capital city at war, depict vividly the personalities and actions of the leaders on both sides and of the rank and file, and resolve many previously unanswered questions about the Rising. This new edition draws heavily on many hundreds of the most significant of these witness statements. It also draws on, and integrates this with, a considerable range of other, hitherto neglected, primary sources which have recently come to light and are located in the Irish National Library, the Irish National Archives and the Allen Library, Dublin. The consequence is that the text takes the reader closer to the events than was possible previously. Its content is genuinely encapsulated by its title: The Easter Rising.





In 1916 the main thoroughfare of Dublin was officially called Sackville Street. However, many inhabitants knew it as O’Connell Street, a name to which it was eventually changed. It is referred to as O’Connell Street throughout this book.
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1


The Planning of the Easter Rising: Part One


The Easter Rising of 1916 was planned and carried out by a secret revolutionary organisation, the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) and, in particular, a small Military Council of its leaders: Tom Clarke, Sean MacDermott, Patrick Pearse, Eamonn Ceannt, Joseph Plunkett and Thomas MacDonagh. In January 1916 they also formed an alliance with the radical socialist James Connolly who had established an Irish Citizen Army dedicated to a workers’ republic but ultimately made common cause with this group of conservative nationalists in order to overthrow British rule in Ireland.


Serious IRB preparations for a rising began only with the outbreak of the First World War but, in one sense, a rebellion had been in the making ever since the organisation was founded in 1858. There had been previous revolutionary attempts to establish an Irish republic, all of them unsuccessful. The Rising of 1798, inspired by Wolfe Tone’s Society of United Irishmen, had assumed serious proportions in various places, including Ulster. Those of 1803 and 1848 were miserable failures and while initially the IRB’s extensive ‘Fenian Conspiracy’ in 1867 had seemed dangerous, it too failed ignominiously. But they all left behind potent symbols and memories and the republican revolutionary tradition was never completely eradicated.


With no realistic prospect of revolution during the next decades, the IRB supported Charles Stewart Parnell’s Home Rule movement as the best available strategy for undermining British authority. However, even that limited ambition collapsed with Parnell’s fall in 1891 and the defeat two years later of a Home Rule Bill for Ireland. During the early 1880s the IRB’s sister organisation in America, Clan na Gael, concentrated on a dynamiting campaign in England that had Londoners living under daily threat as bombs exploded at the Tower of London, London Bridge, left-luggage rooms and tunnels in the underground railway system. Eventually Special Branch arrests ended the bombings.


In the early twentieth century the IRB began rejuvenating alongside a cultural and intellectual renaissance in Irish nationalism as many younger nationalists diverted their energies into the Gaelic League and Gaelic Athletic Association, which in turn became IRB recruiting grounds. This new dynamism originated in Belfast where it was driven by Denis McCullough and Bulmer Hobson.1 They seemed most unlikely political allies. McCullough was the son of a veteran republican and a Catholic educated by the Christian Brothers, while Hobson came from a middle-class Quaker family and had attended Friends’ School Lisburn, where his study of Irish history had converted him into a disciple of Wolfe Tone. Despite an austere, intellectual and rather priggish personality, Hobson soon revealed himself to be a formidable organiser and a prolific journalist and propagandist. He was also a talented platform speaker, capable of popularising ideas and supporting his arguments with a multitude of facts and figures assembled through what his biographer has called a ‘voracious appetite for researching topics’.2 Drawing lessons from Irish history, Hobson was constantly seeking ‘a line of action which was neither abject surrender nor futile insurrection’.3 Once he settled on that line Hobson pursued it with great single-mindedness and a self-righteousness and inflexibility that were always likely to aggravate his IRB colleagues. In March 1908 Hobson moved to Dublin where, by the eve of the First World War, he had had become arguably the most important – and certainly widest known – republican leader. With seemingly boundless energy Hobson was ‘at the apex of his IRB career’4 as chairman of its Dublin Centres Board, editor of the organisation’s journal, Irish Freedom, and member of the Supreme Council. In the capital Hobson worked closely with two allies, Tom Clarke and Sean MacDermott, and the story of Irish republicanism up to the Easter Rising was largely shaped by their fluctuating relationships; an association that began harmoniously but ultimately imploded into mutual loathing and an enmity that knew no cease.


Clarke was born in 1857 in the British military barracks on the Isle of Wight, the son of an English army sergeant married to a woman from Tipperary.5 The family eventually settled in Dungannon, Co. Tyrone, where Tom became involved in various nationalist societies and was sworn into the IRB by John Daly, a prominent republican. In search of employment, Clarke emigrated to New York where he met John Devoy, leader of the Clan na Gael. Soon the organisation sent him to England on a bombing mission which British agents infiltrated from the very start; Clarke’s arrest was inevitable. At the Old Bailey in May 1883 he conducted his own defence, but after deliberating for just over an hour the jury found him and three fellow defendants guilty of treason. When the judge sentenced them to penal servitude for life Clarke shouted to him: ‘Goodbye! We shall meet in heaven.’ He remembered being ‘hustled out of the dock into the prison van, surrounded by a troop of mounted police, and driven at a furious pace through the howling mob that thronged the streets from the Courthouse to Millbank Prison. London was panic-stricken at the time’.6


Like all other Irish ‘Special Men’, Clarke was soon transferred to Chatham Prison, the British equivalent of Devil’s Island. Usually there was no hope of release for twenty years and he endured a Calvary of ‘relentless savagery’ that involved physical hardship, perpetual silence, intellectual starvation and mental and emotional desolation. This regime was specifically designed to crush a prisoner’s body and spirit, something in which it normally succeeded well. Two fellow defendants went mad and the third was only released because of a serious heart condition. During three months of one cold winter Clarke spent forty days of punishment in the so-called Arctic cell, recalling later that ‘the horrors of those nights and days will never leave my memory’.7 He avoided insanity through his ‘unconquerable will’,8 endlessly practising mathematical calculation by counting the number of bricks in cells, bolts on doors and arrows and buttons on inmates’ clothes. Clarke’s salvation came suddenly in 1898 through a government amnesty. He re-emerged as a terribly damaged man, physically wizened, prematurely aged, socially inept, paralysingly shy and filled with hatred for British politicians and British rule in Ireland which he blamed for robbing him of the best years of his life. Yet at the same time he was also now a man ‘steeled and hardened, the embodiment of Fenianism, an impregnable rock’,9 convinced that he had survived for a purpose. Now more than ever committed to revolution, Clarke simply decided that he would start all over again.


Initially, Clarke didn’t envisage himself as the actual leader of a movement, and making his way to the summit of republicanism involved him in a long and somewhat twisted journey. Returning to Ireland in 1899, he fell in love with Kathleen Daly, the 21-year-old niece of his old friend John Daly. By marrying her Clarke was really joining a political clan and in Kathleen he had found a perfect soulmate whose ferocious political commitment matched his own, who worshipped him and gave him the support that sustained him for the rest of his life. In a later age she would have sat in her own right on the IRB’s Supreme Council. In 1900 Clarke emigrated once again from Ireland, partly to get a job but also because of his disappointment at the republican movement’s failure to strike a blow during England’s entanglement in the Boer War. By 1901 he was working in a New York pump room while serving his political apprenticeship under John Devoy, who was still the Clan leader. Devoy proved to be an excellent mentor who taught Clarke much about leadership and together they established a republican newspaper, the Gaelic American, with Tom as its general manager. By now Clarke was developing into an increasingly self-confident operator, a skilled organiser, manipulator and propagandist. However, by 1907 Kathleen’s temporary ill health had forced him to resign from the Gaelic American and move his family to a farm. When American newspapers began speculating about a coming Anglo-German war Tom decided to return home to be ready for such an opportunity. Although Kathleen would have happily stayed she knew that for her husband ‘everything began and ended with Ireland and her freedom’.10 The birth of the first of their three sons was a double delight for Tom because ‘having a son to follow him to carry on the fight for Ireland’s freedom was almost too good to be true’.11 The Clarke who landed at Cork in November 1907 was very different from the naïve young man of a quarter of a century earlier. Now more rounded and experienced, with Devoy’s endorsement, he brought with him a vision of rejuvenating the Irish Republican Brotherhood by recruiting men of action and setting it on a course to revolution.


Clarke was soon co-opted on to the Supreme Council, and he carried on his political activities discreetly from a tobacconist’s shop that he set up at 75a Parnell Street. This apparently humdrum public front for his subterranean activities suited him very well because as a ‘ticket-of-leave’ man he could be returned to jail instantly if he too blatantly violated the terms of his amnesty. Clarke’s charisma and implacable purpose rapidly made him an iconic figure, someone whose sacrifices and triumphant survival were inspirational; a towering personality whose shop became almost a shrine to republicans from all over Ireland.


The store was of a size that did not permit more than half a dozen men to stand in front of the counter at a time. There was just about enough space between the counter and the wall for two men to walk in together. Along the wall were arranged all of the important Dublin and Irish newspapers, weekly and monthly periodicals, and so forth. Behind the short and narrow counter was a large assortment of brands of tobacco, cigars, pipes and cigarettes, with a sideline of stationery. The window was occupied mainly by a cardboard representation of an Irish round tower, advertising the Banba brand of Irish tobacco. Both the window and the store itself were brilliantly lighted, and the whole place suggested care and attention and spotless cleanliness.


But the store and its attractiveness were forgotten after the first glance at the man who stood behind the counter. Of medium height, with grey hair thinning away from the temples, dark blue eyes deeply sunken under shaggy brows and high cheekbones standing up in startling prominence from thin, sunken cheeks, the general appearance of the man was keenness personified. Seemingly nearing his seventies, he was, nevertheless, possessed of a force and vigour that might well have been envied by men in their early thirties. The truth was that the man was in the prime of life. Brutality and confinement, however, had left on his features a mark that death alone could remove, but had been powerless to subdue the fire that glowed within and animated every thought and action of his life.12


Another visitor recalled Clarke’s piercing eyes and the assiduous manner in which he collected information: ‘He knew what was taking place in all Irish organisations as the IRB had members in all, but to the stranger he knew nothing outside the news in the press.’13


It took a few years for Clarke to winkle out those leaders who had presided over the IRB’s decline, but in that time he protected and advanced talented younger protégés. Clarke also revived the pilgrimage to Wolfe Tone’s grave at Bodenstown, organised an annual commemoration of Robert Emmet’s birth and in 1911 inspired the founding of Irish Freedom, a journal whose influence far exceeded its circulation. By then his drive and vision had brought him to the top of the republican movement.


With Sean MacDermott he also established the political friendship of his life, a somewhat unlikely partnership that more than any other inspired the Easter Rising.14 MacDermott was born the son of a farmer in 1884 in Co. Leitrim, and after leaving home at 15 he had worked successively in Glasgow and then Belfast as a gardener, tram-conductor and barman. Politically he began as a Home Ruler but graduated to revolutionary conspiracy and made a single-minded, lifelong commitment to Irish independence. After joining the IRB in 1906 MacDermott was soon demonstrating formidable energy, drive and self-discipline, as well as a talent for organisation and manipulation. A gregarious nature and considerable charm made everyone around him feel at home although he never for a moment relaxed his own rigid self-control. Even MacDermott’s girlfriend, Min Ryan, recognised his caginess; an inability to lower his guard even among people he trusted completely: ‘Secrecy was his watchword; he never talked of the business he did with others. I feel certain he has gone to his grave with more of the secrets of how the whole plan was developed than any other leader.’15 MacDermott exuded charisma, a handsome man with jet black hair, a high forehead and a firm jaw that suggested determination and power. A highly effective, often passionate public speaker; his whole frame would shake with emotion as he denounced British imperialism, and although he wasn’t particularly well read MacDermott did know his Irish history, enabling him to weave into his speeches and journalism references to Tone and Emmet and books like John Mitchel’s Jail Journal.


In early 1908 MacDermott moved from Belfast to Dublin where Tom Clarke recruited him as a national organiser for the IRB. Superficially they seemed very different, separated in age by more than a quarter of a century and with dissimilar personalities; one suspicious, introverted and virtually tongue-tied, the other sparkling, fluent and physically dynamic. But they complemented each other perfectly and established an unshakeable bond in which Clarke treated MacDermott with almost paternal affection while facilitating his protégé’s rise within the IRB. Soon MacDermott was on the Supreme Council and later became editor of Irish Freedom. Between 1908 and 1912 this secretive, manipulative and relentless pair (co-operating closely with Bulmer Hobson) revitalised the IRB, shaping its policies and promoting talented, like-minded individuals. And yet a suspicion lingers that MacDermott was also using Clarke; that with his nose for power and the icy calculation beneath his smile he realised that through the older man lay his road straight to the heart of republicanism. In 1911, however, he suffered a temporary setback when his extensive travelling throughout Ireland for the IRB left him physically and emotionally drained and possibly vulnerable to the polio virus that he now contracted. From this MacDermott emerged looking somewhat aged, frail and lame in his right leg, dependent thereafter on a walking stick.


By 1911 a revitalised IRB could still only muster about 2,000 members, but these were talented and committed men waiting to act if the Irish political situation changed. The breakthrough came with the Ulster Unionist campaign against the Third Home Rule Bill of 1912 which included establishing an Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) of 100,000 members. For a long time the Home Ruler leader John Redmond dismissed the UVF as a bluff, but by the autumn of 1913 nationalist Ireland was becoming increasingly uneasy that it might defeat Home Rule. Hobson realised that the IRB could exploit this disquiet to begin organising Irish nationalists militarily, but he knew it had to disguise its involvement so that the new enterprise would have the broadest popular appeal.16 A nationalist military organisation could particularly maximise its appeal by having an eminently respectable leader as its public face and Hobson had just the person in mind for the role. This was Eoin MacNeill, a fellow Ulsterman and Professor of Early and Medieval History at University College, Dublin. At first sight MacNeill was an unlikely choice, being primarily a scholar who, in the words of one historian, ‘might have been expected to fade quietly away among the book-stacks of the Royal Irish Academy, never more to be heard of except by a few professors and then only when he published an occasional and erudite study on an obscure manuscript’.17


Born in 1867 to a farming family living in the Glens of Antrim, he was superbly endowed intellectually with a penetrating mind. MacNeill had performed outstandingly at St Malachy’s College, Belfast and later in the Royal University of Ireland; becoming knowledgeable in Latin, Greek, ancient history and modern languages before finally graduating in economics, jurisprudence and constitutional history. MacNeill then spent twenty years in the Accountant General’s office at the Four Courts, where he combined his civil service career with a burgeoning interest in Irish history and the Irish language. In 1893 MacNeill and a group of friends invited Douglas Hyde to establish the Gaelic League, with MacNeill acting as secretary and editor of its journal. However an unrelenting workload eventually led to a nervous breakdown in 1899, and though excellent medical care brought him through, the illness’ legacy was a crippling inability to deal with immediately pressing tasks even such as writing letters. MacNeill was also afflicted intermittently with serious headaches and he never fully recovered his former zest, a condition that led to accusations of lassitude and indolence.


In November 1913 MacNeill’s article ‘The North Began’ created a political sensation by advocating a military organisation to protect Home Rule and nationalist interests generally. Hobson recognised the appeal of MacNeill’s impressive academic credentials, a social standing certified by Woodtown Park, Ballyboden, his residence on the outskirts of Rathfarnham, and his reputation for integrity and moderation. Furthermore, although MacNeill’s own sympathies probably lay with Redmond and the Home Rulers, he wasn’t identified narrowly with any party and so appealed widely across the political spectrum. After successfully urging MacNeill’s publisher, Michael O’Rahilly, to encourage him to begin forming an Irish Volunteer Force, Hobson organised a Provisional Committee that launched the new organisation at a large gathering at the Rotunda in Dublin on 25 November – supposedly on a broad non-party basis. But from the very start there was built into the Irish Volunteers a misunderstanding between the IRB, which had selected MacNeill as its public face, and the man himself. As one of his friends acknowledged, republican leaders had ‘sought only an ornament’18 and a politically inexperienced MacNeill seemed made for the role: a tall, gaunt imposing figure, articulate and eloquent, someone of unimpeachable integrity. To Clarke and MacDermott though, MacNeill was a dilettante who had strayed from the common room into what they regarded as literally matters of life and death. Assuming correctly that Hobson was from the IRB, MacNeill was aware from the start that he was being manipulated by republicans. Though quite prepared to let the organisation play its part in a broad nationalist movement, he wasn’t going to be its puppet. In a sense MacNeill on one hand and Clarke and MacDermott on the other were in perfect agreement: each believed they had created the Volunteers and weren’t going to let the other take it away from them. It was a perfect recipe for gridlock: creating suspicion and hostility, poisoning relationships among Volunteer leaders and plunging a dysfunctional organisation into a constant state of turbulence. It also inflicted years of frustration on the professional revolutionaries, complicating their plans and ultimately and momentously affecting the Rising to which they had dedicated their lives.


During the first half of 1914 the Irish Volunteers mushroomed to over 150,000 members. Such rapid growth of an organisation outside his control alarmed Redmond, who on 9 June demanded that the Provisional Committee co-opt twenty-five of his nominees or he would establish his own Volunteers. The IRB’s Supreme Council ordered members to resist Redmond’s demands, but Hobson was always his own man and determined to do what he considered right. He and other influential Provisional Committee members like MacNeill and Sir Roger Casement were initially inclined to resign rather than submit, but Hobson quickly came to believe that resistance to Redmond would result in a civil war within the Volunteers when the organisation was still experiencing teething problems: ‘To me the one vitally important thing was to keep the Volunteer movement united.’19 Arguing with immense persuasiveness that ‘this is a bitter pill but one we must swallow if we are to save the Volunteer organisation’,20 Hobson persuaded MacNeill and a majority – including other IRB members – to accept Redmond’s ultimatum, although a minority of seven, including MacDermott, dissented.


Somewhat dubiously, Hobson claimed that events had moved so rapidly that he hadn’t been able to consult other IRB leaders, but more probably it was because he already knew what their answer would have been. He didn’t have to wait long to find out. A friend recalled Clarke’s explosive reaction:





To say he was astounded is understating it. I never saw him so moved. He regarded it from the beginning as cold-blooded and contemplated treachery likely to bring about the destruction of the only movement in a century which brought promise of the fulfilment of all his hopes. During his life he had many, very many grievous disappointments but this one was the worst and the bitterness of it was increased by the fact that it was brought about by a trusted friend.21





Sean McGarry hero-worshipped Clarke as someone ‘slow to condemn, always ready to hear the other side and was perhaps rather over-tolerant to his friends’.22 But when thwarted or crossed Clarke could be venomous and at a meeting soon afterwards he and MacDermott ambushed Hobson like two attack dogs. Hobson recalled a ‘storm of hysterical abuse’23 during which Clarke suddenly demanded to know how much the Castle was paying him.


It was the most serious accusation that could be levelled against an Irish republican and created an irreparable rift. A physically and emotionally exhausted Hobson resigned every IRB office that brought him into contact with Clarke and MacDermott, including his seat on the Supreme Council, and he never spoke to Clarke again. Although Hobson and MacDermott did sit together on the Volunteers’ Provisional Committee their exchanges were formal and tinged with an unpleasant personal malice. Hobson attributed MacDermott’s hostility to a polio victim’s jealousy of his immense energy. However, Hobson had sworn MacDermott into the IRB and it must have been galling to see this novice being fast-tracked to the top and manipulating Hobson’s difficulties to dislodge him from Clarke’s favour. Not for the last time Hobson folded and threw in the towel, displaying a middle-class intellectual’s fastidiousness by refusing to get down into the gutter and slug it out with what he saw as two political bruisers who punched below the belt. Hobson claimed later that he was worn down through overwork and that was undoubtedly true. Nevertheless, there was also a strain of self-pity; a perception that he alone was struggling valiantly without his colleagues’ support; a victim and martyr who could take no more outrageous vilification. Hobson also claimed that he had acted to avoid splitting both the Volunteers and IRB. But whereas he believed that accepting Redmond’s ultimatum was for the Volunteers’ long-term good, by not taking on Clarke and MacDermott head-to-head he was abdicating control of the IRB to men and policies that he regarded as dangerously irresponsible.


Although ostensibly the triumvirate had collapsed over a single issue, both sides were really divided by two very different visions of how the IRB should influence political developments in Ireland. Hobson was convinced that England’s tremendous military and economic resources doomed any Irish rising involving untrained men and inexperienced leaders. Only by strengthening the IRB organisationally, building up its membership and constructing a broad nationalist movement could British rule be eventually overthrown in a campaign of guerrilla warfare. Besides, the IRB’s own constitution specifically forbade its Supreme Council from initiating a rebellion without the support of a majority of the Irish people. Hobson’s vision then reflected the man himself: patient, logical, sober, responsible, bureaucratic and evolutionary. By contrast, Clarke and MacDermott were daring, impatient romantic gamblers driven by a great fear that Home Rule would lead to Redmond accommodating Ireland permanently and comfortably within the United Kingdom. They were convinced that unless decisive action was taken soon a distinct sense of Irish identity would disappear and its people become effectively west Britons. Both men regarded Hobson as defeatist, someone who preferred postponing revolution indefinitely and fundamentally lacking an appetite for war. They were also elitists who deemed that they knew the national interest best; they were unwilling to share power, compulsively needing to control any organisation within their orbit and drive out anyone opposing their course of action. Believing that they were the creators and sole owners of the Irish Volunteers they had been sceptical of Hobson’s more pluralistic outlook even before the rift of June 1914. He in turn regarded them as ‘narrow partisans, inclined to distrust anybody who was not a member of our small organisation. They were very suspicious of my co-operation with men like MacNeill … who belonged intellectually and socially to a different world.’24


It was a permanent estrangement with reconciliation impossible. Disagreements so deep and poisonous didn’t heal and indeed having put Hobson under siege Clarke and MacDermott next tried to starve him out of Dublin. They even engineered his dismissal as Irish correspondent of the Gaelic American, his sole source of regular income, but Hobson wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of disappearing, particularly as he retained a power base as head of the IRB’s Dublin Centres Board and secretary of the Irish Volunteers. Fittingly, as an advocate of guerrilla warfare, he decided from these offices to do battle with his conquerors in an unrelenting campaign of obstruction and sabotage designed to madden them and frustrate their ambitions. If vengeance is a dish best served cold then Hobson was determined that eventually he would dine at high table. So an incessant struggle began within the Volunteers between Hobson’s determination to keep the organisation a broad national movement, and Clarke and MacDermott’s resolve to forge it into a sword for the IRB to smite England. But after being outvoted within the Volunteers on the issue of Redmond’s ultimatum, Clarke and MacDermott would never again risk an open showdown with their former ally. Instead, over the next two years they infiltrated their protégés into leadership positions in the Volunteers in what amounted to a silent coup; they slowly stripped MacNeill of effective control and intended to leave him as titular leader while IRB loyalists acquired operational control of the organisation. Hobson, for his part, was watching for incriminating evidence against his enemies and became a brooding nemesis over Clarke and MacDermott, forcing them and their allies to be perpetually on guard. When challenged about their activities they adopted a facade of evasion, pained indignation or simply lied. The split of June 1914, then, lit one of the slowest burning fuses in Irish history, but one that when it eventually detonated in April 1916 just before the Rising, was to do so spectacularly.


Despite his split with Hobson in the summer of 1914 Clarke believed his strategy was succeeding because overhauling the IRB had populated it with highly motivated men who shared his revolutionary goal and were infiltrating the leadership of the Irish Volunteers. Clarke now longed for an opportunity to strike at England and, like all Irish republicans, he thought that would most likely occur when it became involved in a great military conflict. It was partly the IRB’s failure to do so during the Boer War that had driven Clarke away to America and it was the prospect of an Anglo-German war that induced him to return. Thereafter he had spent years, metaphorically, scouring the horizon and waiting for that particular ship to come in. Finally it arrived. On 29 June Gearoid O’Sullivan bought an evening newspaper and told Sean MacDermott that its headlines only concerned some old duke who had been shot in the Balkans:





‘Give me that’ said Sean excitedly. As he read the few lines his piercing eyes seemed to dart from their sockets. Holding the paper in his left hand, staring at me intently he smacked the paper with the upturned right hand (this was the usual method of emphasis for him) and addressed me ‘Look out, Geroid this is no joke for us. We’re in for it now. Austria will move against those fellows (I didn’t know who the fellows were) Russia will back those fellows up, Germany and Italy will back Austria, France will take on Germany. You’ll have a European war. England will join and that will be our time to strike.’25





The First World War was a seminal event in Irish history. It involved more combatants and casualties than all subsequent conflicts in Ireland combined and it utterly changed the country’s political situation. Initially, people appeared gripped by pro-war sentiment as patriotic crowds in Dublin waved Union Jacks, wrecked shops owned by German immigrants and wildly cheered soldiers departing for the Western Front. By the end of 1915, encouraged to join by press campaigns, good wages and separation allowances, 86,000 men had been recruited. Irish soldiers had won seventeen Victoria Crosses. But the war quickly crystallised differences between the two nationalist traditions. Redmond saw the conflict in broad and generous terms, as an opportunity to unite Protestants and Catholics in a common cause. He hoped that Ireland’s participation in the war effort would create a national consensus and eradicate pre-war political differences, leading after the war to the implementation of Home Rule. On the other hand militant separatists could only see the Irish race sleepwalking to extinction. Observing the wave of pro-war hysteria sweeping the country, one Volunteer officer was convinced, apocalyptically:





that the final end of the Irish race was at hand. For centuries England had held Ireland materially. But now it seemed she held her in a new and utterly complete way. Our national identity was obliterated not only politically but in our own minds. The Irish people had recognised themselves as part of England.26





Such differing outlooks increased tensions within the Irish Volunteers and these were heightened on 3 August 1914 by Redmond’s speech to a cheering House of Commons, pledging the Volunteers to Ireland’s defence while urging the British government to concentrate on the war against Germany. Many Provisional Committee members were, of course, opposed to any support for the British war effort. Patrick Pearse wrote that ‘it seems either madness or treachery on Redmond’s part. A supreme moment for Ireland may be at hand. We shall go down to our graves beaten and disgraced men if we are not ready for it.’27 The militants’ patience finally cracked on 20 September when Redmond, speaking at Woodenbridge, Co. Wicklow, urged Volunteers to go ‘wherever the firing line extends’. The uneasy truce within the Volunteer leadership since Redmond’s takeover in June now collapsed and on 24 September Redmond’s nominees were expelled from the organisation. Redmond retaliated by establishing the rival National Volunteers, to which over 90 per cent of the 180,000 Irish Volunteers immediately defected. Although MacNeill retained most officers and the Dublin rank and file, his 11,000 supporters were a geographical rump, restricted outside the capital to a sporadic presence in the south and west. But the smaller Irish Volunteers were stronger than they appeared because Dublin was now the power centre of Irish politics, a city in which the political agenda was set, great public rallies took place and headline events were made.


Clarke and MacDermott were overjoyed at a schism that ended the threat of Redmond emasculating the Irish Volunteers. While only a small minority of members had stayed loyal they were the most committed and determined, and in their view, the only ones worth having. The Irish Volunteers now adopted a new structure with MacNeill as president and chairman of an Executive on which sat, among others, Hobson, MacDermott and Pearse. In December 1914 a Headquarters Staff was also created with MacNeill as chief of staff. Previously the Volunteers had been perceived largely as a political weapon to pressurise the British government into enacting the Third Home Rule Bill. The organisation lacked weapons, experienced officers, training facilities, instructors and equipment of all kinds; many Volunteers didn’t even possess a full uniform and made do with caps, belts and puttees. The new Headquarters Staff began creating a credible military organisation, something indispensable to Clarke and MacDermott’s vision of a revolutionary sword. IRB members were quickly infiltrated into key posts, including Patrick Pearse as Director of Organisation, Joseph Plunkett, Director of Military Operations, Eamonn Ceannt, Director of Communications and Thomas MacDonagh, who became Director of Training.28


Initially, mainstream nationalist support of the war was derived from sympathy for Catholic Belgium, the prosperity that it brought to rural Ireland and a general expectation of a short conflict. During 1915 this enthusiasm declined gradually in the face of a seemingly endless war of attrition in which casualties mounted incessantly and the wounded became a common sight in Dublin. Fear of conscription rose, especially after its partial introduction in Great Britain, while Sir Edward Carson’s inclusion in the coalition government that Asquith formed in May 1915 also outraged many nationalists. So did the War Office’s insensitive rejection of Redmond’s advice to create Irish brigades with officers chosen from his National Volunteers. All the time the IRB was shrewdly manipulating anti-recruiting and anti-conscription campaigns in the press and at public meetings. As Redmond’s National Volunteers lapsed into terminal decline, the Irish Volunteers came to the forefront of public consciousness, widening the organisation’s popular base through its drive and an uncompromising hostility to the war effort. The Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) reported that ‘a spirit of disloyalty and pro-Germanism, which had hitherto been confined to a small number, was spreading’.


IRB preparations for a rising that required military plans, weapons and men had already begun in mid-August 1914 when its Supreme Council decided, in principle, to revolt before the end of the war. It had then devolved organisational responsibility to its Executive which effectively consisted of Clarke and MacDermott. Initially they relied on a shadowy advisory committee comprised of Irish Volunteer commandants and vice-commandants who were also IRB members, but although it produced plans for a Dublin insurrection, Clarke wasn’t happy with either its report or the committee’s unwieldy size. He allowed the committee to lapse but passed its recommendations on to be refined by a smaller successor group consisting of Ceannt, Plunkett and Pearse. Although the last two were new IRB recruits they held important positions on both the Volunteer Executive and Headquarters Staff, as well as being students of military affairs. Furthermore, their membership of the new planning group bound them closely to Clarke and MacDermott while its small size facilitated both men’s control of its deliberations and proposals. Clarke and MacDermott had talent-spotted the trio, earmarking them for increasingly important roles in their revolutionary conspiracy. Indeed the three men’s lives appear to have brought them inevitably to this moment.


Eamonn Ceannt was born in September 1881 at the police barracks of a small Galway village where his father was the local constable. Christened Edmund Kent – a name that he retained during his childhood and youth – he was a shy, socially awkward and rather lonely young boy who exhibited an unusual stoic calmness.29 Even his brother Michael thought him ‘always a little oddity’.30 At school Ceannt imbibed an intense Roman Catholicism and a love of Irish history, culture and music as well as mastering French and German as spoken languages. After his father retired in 1892 the family moved to Dublin where Ceannt attended the Christian Brothers School in North Richmond Street, a veritable revolutionary seminary. Classmates regarded him as a distant, guarded youth bottling up his emotions. In 1895 he stood in his mother’s death chamber without uttering a single word or shedding a tear.31 Later, after his father passed away, an adult Ceannt remained alone with the body for a long time and when his brother Michael entered the room Eamonn looked him up and down silently and impassively: ‘There was no outward exhibition of feeling.’32


After leaving school Ceannt joined Dublin Corporation’s finance department where he found the work humdrum and intellectually arid. Colleagues respected his thoroughness, but disliked his sullen and abrupt manner, with one sensing Ceannt’s yearning ‘for some outlet that would move him from the drudgery of the desk, and give him free scope to be the master of his own destiny’.33 By now a friend regarded him as ‘a single-minded ascetic’ who shunned tobacco and alcohol while devoting his energies increasingly to the Irish language, having joined the Gaelic League in 1900 and ceasing to use the name Kent. Five years later he married Aine O’Brennan, a fellow language enthusiast, in a wedding ceremony that he insisted on being conducted in Irish, with French rather than English coins used for the silver. When their only son Ronan was born a year later the child was baptised and registered in Irish.


Ceannt’s avid reading of Irish history strengthened his commitment to physical force republicanism and in December 1912 Sean MacDermott swore him into the IRB, urging him to become involved immediately with the Irish Volunteers. MacDermott had discerned in Ceannt useful middle-ranking leadership abilities. A spare erect figure at 6ft tall with chiselled features, brown hair and hazel eyes, he could impose discipline on subordinates and guarantee organisational efficiency. Yet at the same time Ceannt relied more on drive and determination than natural flair and was willing to defer to more talented superiors. MacDermott also knew that someone who revealed so little of his innermost self even to those closest to him could be entrusted absolutely with the most valuable secrets of a revolutionary conspiracy.


Joseph Plunkett was born in Dublin in November 1887, the son of Count George Noble Plunkett, a papal knight who lived on an estate in the Dublin suburb of Kimmage. Thin, pale and short-sighted, Plunkett was plagued by ill health, and repeated surgery to remove tubercular glands from his neck had left him with appalling scars. One Dubliner thought he looked ‘as emaciated as the Spanish saint in his prison cell at Toledo.’34 His education in Irish and English schools and the National University of Ireland was constantly interrupted by spells in hospitals and nursing homes. Precociously intelligent and knowledgeable in philosophy, literature, the sciences and military strategy, Plunkett enjoyed good food and wine and was witty and convivial company.


Devoutly Catholic and a romantic nationalist, Plunkett gravitated over time towards supporting an insurrection. Imbued with considerable literary talent, he blended mysticism and nationalism in poems that centred on the idea of sacrifice. A contemporary described Plunkett as ‘hard as nails … prepared to die for his beliefs and see others die for them’.35 Terminally ill with tuberculosis and ambitious for a historic role in reviving the national spirit of Ireland, he sought a more heroic end. Plunkett joined the Irish Volunteer Force at the very start and was elected to its Provisional Committee, putting his journal, Irish Review, at the organisation’s disposal. Although he voted to accept Redmond’s ultimatum in June 1914, Plunkett opposed the Woodenbridge speech, arguing that the purpose of the Irish Volunteers was to secure Irish freedom, not serve England and her empire. Having joined the IRB in August 1914 he was delighted with the ensuing Volunteer split.


Patrick Pearse was born in 1879, the son of an English monumental sculptor who had immigrated to Ireland.36 At school he developed a love of Irish history and the Irish language in which he immersed himself even after studying law at university. He only tried one case as a lawyer before concentrating on the Gaelic League,of whose journal he became editor in 1903. As the number of Irish speakers plunged Pearse became obsessed with combating an English educational system that predominated in Ireland and which, he believed, was destroying Ireland’s separate identity and way of life. As a gesture of defiance he established St Enda’s, a school that thrived until 1908 when he overreached himself. Ignoring the warnings of friends, he shifted to a new location on the outskirts of Rathfarnham in a large house with splendid gardens. Here Pearse was headmaster of a boarding school with under a hundred boys, gentlemen’s sons taught in classes of seven to ten pupils, whom he hoped would go into farming and business as educated people.


The school in which his brother Willie taught art was part of the Irish renaissance, a prototype for the educational system that Pearse hoped people would receive in an independent Ireland. The teaching emphasised not just the externals of dress and sport but a specifically Irish way of thought and life. Pearse, a poet and dramatist himself, organised visits to the Abbey Theatre and brought in guest speakers, including W.B. Yeats. Pearse was a gentle and popular headmaster and a pupil described the school atmosphere as ‘socially and intellectually an exciting and stimulating life’.37 However, St Enda’s was a money pit, expensive to run, with too few pupils and competing against great boarding schools like Castleknock and Blackrock. According to Douglas Hyde, who had known Pearse since he was a boy, it was:





as everyone had foreseen that he was soon landed in financial difficulties. Nor was he a man of a practical turn of mind who could face them and pull through by sheer application to his business. On the contrary he was an idealist who kept writing poems for magazines and plays and doing things of the like nature when most other people would have been overwhelmed with the dread of debt and impending ruin.38





As a result, an educational vision which had considerable appeal in Ireland and the USA was kept afloat only by generous individual contributions, a public appeal and a fundraising American tour by Pearse himself. A friend, Maeve McGarry, who contributed money, recalled how ‘Pearse used to come to the house when he got into difficulties with the school. I saw him cry one day on account of his financial distress.’39


Distant, driven, seemingly unable to unwind or indulge in small talk and with an ascetic lifestyle that eschewed tobacco and alcohol, Pearse’s personal circumstances were forcing him in a radically different direction. According to his biographer Ruth Dudley Edwards, he felt trapped as the headmaster of a minor school perpetually in financial difficulty and yearned increasingly for a public stage commensurate with a man of his perceived abilities. Pearse steeped himself in the writings of Irish revolutionaries like Wolfe Tone, another disenchanted barrister and frustrated man of ambition. In Dudley Edward’s judgment ‘a craving for action came to dominate Pearse’s thinking, and combined with his literary and oratorical gifts it made him an object of interest to revolutionary groups’.40 Hyde saw it, too: ‘Let us do something was Pearse’s ambition.’41


Pearse’s journey to physical force republicanism was slow and rather tortuous because despite being a convinced separatist he still appeared on a Home Rule platform in 1912, arguing that devolution was the best available stepping stone to independence. It was MacDermott who talent-spotted Pearse and persuaded Clarke to give him a chance as orator at an important republican commemoration. Clarke was impressed and said, ‘I never thought there was such stuff in Pearse’. By the end of 1913 Pearse was excited by the formation of the Irish Volunteers and in December Bulmer Hobson swore him into the IRB. Despite coming late to republican politics (‘at the ninth hour’42) it was the start of a rapid rise that within two and a half years was to bring him to the pinnacle as President of the Irish Republic and commander-in-chief. Notwithstanding an evident lack of administrative ability and military skills, Pearse was a valuable recruit to the IRB. He looked a leader, dignified and handsome with a strong jaw and dark hair always sleeked down and never out of place. Rather stocky for someone just over medium height, his dark hair, grey eyes and pale complexion made a strong impression on people, especially when he wore his green Volunteer uniform. An admirer noted, this ‘was perfectly tailored, his slouch hat with the brim bound to the crown was always firm and straight on his head, never rakish. It made him look very intent and serious.’43 Educated, a poet and dramatist, fluent in both Irish and English, a middle-class intellectual filled with self-belief and a longing to change the world, Pearse projected an uplifting vision to an audience in short staccato sentences. Nobody has described Pearse better than Professor F.X. Martin:





He was dignified and reserved, an educationalist and a teacher, a poet, playwright and journalist in both English and Irish, an orator who spoke with measured burning phrases, drawing from the past and pronouncing with messianic certainty on the future. He had no lust for women or for gold. He was no man’s man but was wedded to his own vision of what Ireland had been and what Ireland should be. Out of his reading and meditation he moulded a new ideal, the Irish Hero, a man who exemplified the virtues of Cu Chulainn and the mythological heroes of ancient Gaelic Ireland who was modelled on the Christ of abnegation, suffering, death and ultimate victory who had the verve and unending determination of Wolfe Tone, John Mitchel and Thomas Davis who was identified with the Fenians and the common people of Ireland long suffering under the harrow of English domination.44





On the face of it, Clarke and the other conspirators were an extremely diverse group. They included a headmaster, a university lecturer, a corporation official and a former barman. They ranged from sophisticated cosmopolitans who wrote poems and plays, one the son of a count, to proletarians with an elementary education; men who seemed not so much from different generations as from different worlds. Their personalities also differed greatly. The gregarious MacDermott who oozed charm couldn’t have been more different from a dour loner like Ceannt. But much more important were those qualities binding them all together: energy, determination, cunning, ruthlessness and a fanatical commitment to the separatist ideal. They also possessed a blinkered belief in the righteousness of their cause and actions that banished all self-doubt. Supremely indifferent to their own lives, in their own different ways they were men of daring imagination, impatient to change the course of history. Finally as gamblers planning a rebellion they were all, in a sense, ready to stake everything they had, including their lives, on one roll of the dice, going for the jackpot.


At the end of May 1915, while MacDermott was serving a short prison sentence for anti-war activities, Clarke upgraded the planning group of Pearse, Plunkett and Ceannt into a formal military committee. Its existence, though never its activities, was only revealed later to the Supreme Council while the committee’s small size and completely trustworthy membership satisfied an autocratic Clarke’s craving for secrecy and total control. When MacDermott was released in September 1915, he and Clarke joined Pearse, Plunkett and Ceannt on what had now become a Military Council, and personally involved themselves in the planning for a rising.45 By now, the conspirators were paying particular attention to weapons acquisition. Already in the autumn of 1914, John Devoy had requested the German ambassador in America to have his government send an arms shipment to Ireland. Even before a reply came, the IRB was scouting for possible landing places in remote areas of the south and west, including Kinsale harbour and Tralee Bay.


However, the Military Council realised that the Germans needed to be convinced face to face of its seriousness. For six months the task of strengthening ties between Germany and Irish revolutionaries had been carried out by Sir Roger Casement, a former member of the British Foreign Service who had gained an international reputation for exposing European colonial exploitation in Africa and South America. Highly strung, temperamentally unstable, naïve and completely lacking in political judgment, Casement’s impeccable establishment background hadn’t prevented him becoming actively involved in nationalist politics, and as a member of the Volunteers Provisional Committee he became increasingly attracted to the idea of a German-Irish alliance liberating Ireland.46


When war broke out Casement went to Berlin and in November 1914 persuaded the Germans to announce their support for Irish independence. But this was as good as it got. Soon afterwards the German General Staff ruled out a naval invasion of Ireland and Casement’s pet project of an Irish Brigade of Irish prisoners of war reached its peak in June 1915, having only recruited fifty-six men. Casement’s minimal progress and deteriorating relations with the Germans, his pessimistic reports back to Ireland and Clarke’s suspicions of this former British diplomat, all convinced the Military Council that it needed to send an emissary to kick-start the stalled negotiations. Plunkett’s need to convalesce was an ideal cover for continental travel and he was dispatched on a clandestine mission that lasted from April to July 1915. Travelling in disguise with a moustache and beard he went to Spain, Italy and Switzerland before making a twenty-three-hour rail journey to Berlin where he was brought together with Casement. Sharing broadly the same political beliefs – an Irish rebellion with German assistance - they co-operated during Plunkett’s stay to produce a thirty-two-page memorandum for submission to the German government.47 This document, which became known as the Ireland Report, described the contemporary Irish situation, various Irish nationalist organisations, the Irish Volunteers’ structure and activities, political attitudes in Ireland and the strength of British military and police forces. It also analysed French intervention in the 1798 rebellion in Ireland and the lessons to be derived from that episode, and how Germany could most effectively assist a future Rising. The Ireland Report reveals the Military Council’s intentions and how much it wanted, not just German support. It dispels a long-held belief that Plunkett was engaged simply in an arms procurement mission; he wanted a large expeditionary force sent to Ireland whose arrival would coincide with the start of an insurrection to launch a joint German-Irish military campaign. Foreign help was essential because the Volunteers alone in their ‘unarmed, unequipped, partly trained’ state were incapable of achieving victory in the capital, let alone the entire country.


Plunkett and Casement estimated that any insurrection would have to overcome a British garrison of 37,000 troops with 5,000 stationed permanently in Dublin and the rest scattered throughout Ireland in camps such as the Curragh, about 20 miles from Dublin, Fermoy in Co. Cork and an artillery depot in Athlone. The British could also rely on 12,000 armed members of the Royal Irish Constabulary. Optimistically they asserted that British forces were not ‘equipped for the occupation of the country much less to resist invasion. Those units that are intended for immediate service receive their equipment, munitions and stores in England when they leave Ireland on their way to the front.’


They argued that because of these enemy weaknesses a military campaign could completely destroy British political and military power in Ireland, after which the Military Council clearly envisaged itself as the new ruler of an independent Irish Republic. Plunkett and Casement conceived a rising as a three-pronged but integrated military operation consisting of an Irish Volunteer seizure of Dublin; a German naval invasion landing a military expeditionary force in the west of Ireland; and a rebellion there by Volunteers and untrained local sympathisers whom the Germans would arm and lead. The Military Council would destroy British transport facilities at selected railway bridges, canals and viaducts then seize and occupy Dublin, arrest British officials and military officers, station guards at banks and British commercial interests and possibly appoint a military governor in the capital.


However, the key to success was a German expeditionary force of 12,000 soldiers landing in the west of Ireland, seizing Limerick and distributing 40,000 rifles to the Volunteers. This would electrify the whole of Ireland and initiate a nationwide revolt by provoking a serious rising in the west that would be a signal for the Military Council to seize the capital. In the west a German-Irish force would combine professional military expertise with the Volunteers’ numbers, enthusiasm and geographical knowledge, enabling it to occupy territory and towns, defeat British military forces and divert pressure from the rebels in Dublin – towards which it was ultimately marching. Military operations would commence once the Germans had converted Limerick into a base ‘as impregnable as the Dardanelles’, and then with their Irish allies started to penetrate the rest of the country.


After capturing a lightly-defended Athlone with its vital bridge over the Shannon, the force would advance on Sligo and gain control of the whole of Connaught, its resources, population and well-protected harbours. At a time when the Germans had initiated a campaign of unrestricted U-boat warfare against Allied shipping, Plunkett and Casement offered an enticing inducement that would make the submarine campaign even more effective. In return for a German expeditionary force to Ireland, the new rulers of an independent Ireland would help sever England’s Atlantic lifeline by allowing German U-boats to operate from Valentia harbour, Bantry Bay, Dingle Bay, Ventry harbour, the Blasket Islands and Killary harbour, where ‘the biggest battleships in the world can ride at anchor’. The German navy could also have the British naval base at Lough Swilly.


In relation to the land campaign, Plunkett and Casement envisaged a 50km advance by the German-Irish force from Athlone on Mullingar to take control of the midlands before an easy 70km march towards Dublin. They predicted that a British counter-offensive would be ineffective because their forces were top-heavy with cavalry and virtually bereft of artillery; Volunteers would have sabotaged their transport facilities and troops would be moving through a countryside ‘eminently suited to a kind of guerrilla or irregular warfare’, ‘in which the individual rifleman in cover could be of great value’ and whose walls, hedges and ditches made cavalry mostly redundant.


Casement and Plunkett also presented a detailed analysis of a previous naval expedition to the west of Ireland that an enemy of England had undertaken during a major European war. This was General Humbert’s French invasion fleet which landed at Killala Bay in Co. Mayo in 1798. Even though the main rebellion in Wexford and Wicklow in the south-east of Ireland had already been crushed and although Humbert had only 1,200 troops, four pieces of artillery and no weapons for any Irish rebels who joined them, Humbert’s Franco-Irish force descended on Castlebar, the capital of Mayo, and defeated the British garrison. It then advanced rapidly across the River Shannon and reached Co. Longford before it was finally surrounded and overwhelmed by the British commander-in-chief, General Lake. Despite very inadequate resources and no definite plan of operations, Humbert had still advanced well over a hundred miles through enemy-occupied country. The Ireland Report argued that:





Had Humbert come with 12,000 men instead of 1,200 and with a supply of arms and ammunition for the hardy and brave men that were so ready to risk their lives and homes by joining him, he could unquestionably have held the greater part of the island and established a provisional national government with a headquarters that would have attracted all that was best in Ireland.





Plunkett’s memorandum provides a unique insight into the attitudes, intentions and aspirations of the Military Council. It also casts doubt on the ‘Blood Sacrifice’ theory of the Easter Rising which postulates a heroic but doomed protest which the leaders knew would end in defeat, but that their executions would achieve a posthumous victory when the nation recognised their sacrifices and retrospectively approved of their actions. To this end, it is argued, they choreographed their own deaths after a creditable military performance to rouse the Irish people’s slumbering consciousness. In religious terms, a rising timed for Easter with its leaders’ deaths supposedly crafted as a political crucifixion would ensure Ireland’s resurrection. According to this theory, a short-term defeat would eventually be turned into a long-term triumph when a renewed and irresistible campaign of resistance would finally achieve national independence.


There is no doubt that a ‘Blood Sacrifice’ cast of mind was represented on the Military Council by Pearse, Plunkett and, later on, Thomas MacDonagh. Religious symbolism certainly infused these literary men’s writings but it was Clarke and MacDermott above all who drove the revolutionary enterprise. These two practical men were the IRB’s senior directors while the other three were junior partners operating under their control and accepting the disciplines of an organisation in which rank and position were all-important. Clearly Clarke and MacDermott were able to contain their subordinates’ restless and somewhat excitable energies, focusing them on this world rather than the next. Indisputably the Ireland Report reveals the Military Council’s plans as optimistic, coherent in relation to land warfare and directed to achieving a military victory by overwhelming the British forces in Ireland. Its campaign was designed to culminate in a victory parade down O’Connell Street by Irish Volunteers and Prussian grenadiers, with crowds cheering and throwing flowers as bands played A Nation Once Again and Deutschland Uber Alles. Victorious soldiers passing the General Post Office (GPO) would salute a Military Council that by then would have reconstituted itself as the new government of an independent Irish republic. The Ireland Report’s wealth of hard detail and its analysis of how a rapid victory over British forces in Ireland was attainable explain why the Military Council held Plunkett’s military expertise in such high regard. Above all, there is a striking boldness and daring about the whole scheme and the lengths to which IRB leaders were prepared to go to realise their vision. The radical step which Clarke and the others were prepared to take was, in effect, to join Turkey and Bulgaria in aligning an independent Ireland with the Central Powers in their war against the Allies.


The Ireland Report went to the German General Staff which, had it taken the document at face value, would have seriously considered an invasion of Ireland. Disappointingly for Plunkett and Casement, it reacted instead with extreme caution. The Germans knew nothing about Plunkett and they were losing faith in his co-author’s Irish Brigade. Besides, they understood, even if the Military Council did not, the enormous changes that had occurred in naval warfare and that the Royal Navy would make an amphibious expedition to Ireland extremely hazardous and potentially disastrous. The catastrophic Dardanelles expedition later in 1915 can only have vindicated their decision to reject the Ireland Report. When Plunkett left Germany in late June 1915 he did so without any concrete promises of German support. It is often claimed that while he was in Berlin Plunkett secured the Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg’s promise to send an arms shipment to the west of Ireland. But there is no evidence that Plunkett ever met Bethmann Hollweg, and every indication that the German army and naval authorities had vetoed military assistance to the Irish revolutionaries. Almost a year was to pass before their scepticism was overcome and a definitive decision was taken to risk sending German personnel on an arms mission to Ireland. In October 1915, when Devoy asked for ‘a small quantity of arms’ to be delivered to the west of Ireland, an unenthusiastic German Admiralty pigeonholed his request.


Although Plunkett returned to Ireland without definite promises of German support – leaving behind a deeply depressed Casement – his mission hadn’t been a complete failure. Unknown to an increasingly marginalised Casement, Plunkett had been conducting parallel negotiations with the General Staff and the Foreign Office, having seen for himself the dire relations between the Germans and Casement and their scepticism about any proposal that he submitted. Plunkett’s secret contacts were sufficiently encouraging to allow him to conclude that in the right circumstances the Germans would be interested in helping the Military Council. But that would entail the IRB proving that its revolutionary enterprise was serious and that Plunkett wasn’t simply another of the fantasists turning up in Berlin and promising to bring down the British Empire. Above all, convincing the Germans would involve fixing a definite date for an Irish rising. The Germans had clearly decided to steer a course between promising immediate material assistance and definitive rejection. Whatever their reservations about the unknown Plunkett, it was sensible to keep him in play just in case the IRB’s plans proved to be serious. In that event minimal German assistance in the form of an arms shipment mission might have an immense impact on the political situation in Ireland. Even if the projected Irish rising failed it would distract the British government’s attention from the war in France, force it to divert troops to Ireland to put down the rebellion, undermine the unity of the British state and the Allies’ claim to be defending the rights of small nations. Plunkett returned to Ireland, not with definite German promises, but Berlin’s commitment that things would change in the months ahead if the Military Council proved that it was worth taking seriously. This can only have emboldened the conspirators to press ahead even more urgently with their planning, particularly by scouting harbours in the west of Ireland where a German arms shipment might land.


Moderates on the Volunteer Executive knew about Plunkett’s prolonged absence, but he returned to Ireland with a cover story of frustration and disappointment. Sean Fitzgibbon, the Director of Recruiting, wrote:





I had always regarded Plunkett as rash and unbalanced. He came back from Germany in 1915. Bulmer Hobson told me what Plunkett was saying; that he had conferred with Germans of staff rank. The Germans told him they were not interested in Ireland. Plunkett said that all the German talk of will to win was bluff; that in reality they were trying to arrange a compromise peace with Britain. He gave the impression that his visit abroad had made him sane. I want to stress that he was not sent to Germany either by the Volunteer Executive or with the aid of its funds. I am now of the opinion that his moderation was a pose assumed to deceive.48





Germany’s encouragement prompted the Military Council to begin detailed examination about possible landing places for an arms shipment. In September 1915, Pearse sent Diarmuid Lynch, secretary of the Supreme Council’s Executive, to the south-west of Ireland to scout Tralee. There local Volunteer leaders unanimously recommended Fenit harbour in Tralee Bay, where a light railway could speedily transfer rifles to Tralee.49 German weapons were vitally necessary because of the Irish Volunteers’ limited arsenal, the organisation’s shortage of money having allowed only two gunrunning operations at Howth and Kilcoole in July and August 1914. More weapons were accumulated after the ban on arms importation was temporarily lifted in August 1914 and an American loan secured another 10,000 Martini Enfield rifles. The Irish Volunteers retained a small proportion of these after the split with Redmond in September 1914 and defectors from the increasingly moribund National Volunteers brought over more. Weapons were bought or stolen from soldiers while thefts were organised from the British Army ordnance stores in Dublin. There was also occasional smuggling. Michael O’Rahilly, Director of Arms, also popularised the use of single-barrelled shotguns loaded with buckshot, a weapon that proved its power and effectiveness during Easter Week.50 Ammunition and explosives were stolen from the Arklow munitions factory in Co. Wicklow and from railway wagons and colliery magazines in Scotland. Despite all these efforts, the Irish Volunteers in January 1916 still possessed only about 3,730 weapons, including rifles, shotguns and revolvers.51


In addition to military plans and weapons, the Military Council needed fighters and this made control of the Irish Volunteers indispensable. By 1915 Pearse, Plunkett and Ceannt were members of the Military Council, the Volunteer Executive and the Volunteers Headquarters Staff. The Military Council also controlled the four Dublin Volunteer battalions through their IRB commandants, Ned Daly, Thomas MacDonagh, Eamon de Valera and Eamonn Ceannt. Its supporters had also become Volunteer commandants in Cork, Kerry, Limerick and Galway and most provincial organisers were also IRB members. MacNeill suspected almost nothing about the extent to which he was being undermined, while Hobson was constrained by his IRB oath of secrecy.


The Military Council took enormous care to shroud its activities in ‘almost impenetrable secrecy’.52 But though no written records of its deliberations were kept and every member was subsequently executed, we can still reconstruct much of its planning for the Easter Rising. The council was small and tightly knit, expanding from three to five during 1915 and then to only seven by the time of the Rising. Operating on the basis of absolute trust and confidentiality, it was designed to eliminate the laxness, betrayal and enemy infiltration that had crippled previous Irish rebellions. Even Denis McCullough, President of the IRB’s Supreme Council, was excluded from knowledge of its deliberations and activities. James Connolly, who became a member in January 1916, displayed its obsessive secretiveness when one of his Citizen Army who was stealing gelignite required an operation for appendicitis; he would only approve surgery after receiving a doctor’s assurance that any dangerous revelations by the patient would be dismissed as delirious rambling. The council met only in discreet locations where guards and scouts protected it from police surveillance and raids; this was most frequently in the backroom of Houlihan’s, a basket-maker’s shop in Amiens Street.53 However it also convened at Clontarf Town Hall, whose librarian was an old associate of Clarke; at a closed restaurant in Henry Street; in private houses such as Ceannt’s and, most famously and finally; at Liberty Hall on Easter Sunday, 23 April 1916.54 As well as general planning sessions, individual council members were assigned specific tasks. MacDermott, for instance, was made responsible for obtaining information on Dublin’s telephone and telegraph manhole system. He used IRB members employed by the General Post Office who as clerks and outdoor servicemen surveyed and sketched every manhole in the city.55


Paddy Daly, an IRB member, has provided a fascinating description of the Military Council developing a project for the Rising.56 In 1916 he was a Volunteer in MacDonagh’s 2nd Battalion and employed as a carpenter at the Magazine Fort in Phoenix Park, the British army’s main weapons armoury in the capital. MacDermott had recruited Daly as a spy to provide intelligence on its layout, its garrison strength and the location of keys, tools and equipment. By Palm Sunday, 16 April 1916, the council had decided that one of the Rising’s first dramatic acts would be an attack on the fort. On that day most council members met at Clontarf Town Hall to commence detailed planning of the operation, and over the course of an hour they questioned Daly about such matters as the number of men who would be required and how they would best surprise and capture the guards. Tom Clarke was particularly interested in knowing the relative merits of attacking in daylight or in darkness. A debate then occurred over whether the Volunteers should seize the fort’s armaments for use in the Rising or demolish the whole complex in a great explosion. Thomas MacDonagh, who had recently joined the Military Council, favoured seizure but Clarke and MacDermott successfully argued for detonation, with Clarke demonstrating that the passage of time had not dimmed his youthful knowledge of dynamiting techniques. Daly then provided information on the fort’s ammunition, oil and tool stores and about the keys that were kept in a glasshouse in the guardroom. He also came up with a stratagem for gaining entry to the fort as he knew that on Sundays footballers often passed its gates and the unsuspecting guards: he suggested that Volunteers posing as a soccer team could get close enough to surprise and overpower the defenders. Clarke was delighted with the idea and the council instructed Daly to assemble a team as well as approving his proposal to use officers from the Fianna, the republican boy scout organisation. MacDonagh, Daly’s commandant, then promoted him to lieutenant, a post senior enough to enable him to recruit for the operation. Next day, on MacDermott’s orders, Daly took a plan of the fort to Liberty Hall – where Connolly was concerned that the Fianna members needed extra muscle – and added some hefty men to the team. On Wednesday 19 April MacDonagh told Daly to convene a team meeting at which the leadership passed on its final sanction for the operation and a rendezvous point on Easter Sunday was arranged for Daly’s men.


Daly’s account confirms that while, out of necessity, outsiders were given some information, only the council was ever allowed to see the whole picture or know the innermost secrets. Others to whom the council doled out information were the provincial leaders in Kerry – who were told about the proposed German arms shipment – and Volunteer commandants in the south and west – whom Pearse secretly informed in January 1916 of their military dispositions once a rising had begun. Even McCullough and the Supreme Council were treated as bystanders. When, in either late December 1915 or early January 1916, the Military Council fixed the Rising for Easter 191657 it didn’t reveal this at the Supreme Council’s last meeting in Clontarf Town Hall. At this session on 16 January 1916 MacDermott blandly proposed reaffirming the decision of August 1914 to rise ‘at the earliest possible date’. The Military Council had originally chosen Good Friday, 21 April, to begin the Rising but delayed it by a couple of days to Easter Sunday after realising that mobilising large numbers of Volunteers, many of them civil servants, on a Friday might cause the British authorities to suspect that something more than routine manoeuvres was in progress.58


While the Military Council refined the general plan it had battalion commandants carry out reconnaissance of important locations in their designated garrison areas. Ned Daly got his assistant quartermaster, who worked at Broadstone railway station, to show him and Vice-Commandant Beaslai around and explain the railway’s network of bridges, sidings, points and signal boxes.59 Ceannt’s intended battalion headquarters was the South Dublin Union, a large poorhouse that he visited on the pretext of collecting a toy gramophone for his son. A union official gave him a guided tour during which Ceannt keenly examined from windows the view of its sprawling grounds.60 At Guinness’ Brewery Ceannt also made the observation that its barrels would make excellent barricades. When Eamonn de Valera became 3rd Battalion commandant, he meticulously reconnoitred the district surrounding Boland’s mills and had his officers identify garages, stables and factories as well as food, clothing and medical stores.61 Later, when the Citizen Army came on board, Connolly’s deputy Michael Mallin believed that he would be commanding at Jacob’s, whose adjacent buildings overlooked Dublin Castle while snipers could operate from nearby houses. Mallin was also impressed by Jacob’s height and its ample stores of food. When the Military Council assigned him to the Stephen’s Green area later, Mallin examined positions around the park and listed high buildings while noting various park entrances, the fresh water supply, adjoining hotels such as the Shelbourne that would have food and beds and the nearby St Vincent’s Hospital. Stephen’s Green also had ample space for cars, lorries, stores and holding prisoners.62 Around September 1915 the Military Council devolved gathering intelligence about British military barracks on to battalion commandants and Ceannt asked Michael Staines to find out all he could about Islandbridge Barracks. Helped by a sympathetic soldier, Staines got inside and sketched every important building. Volunteer employees also smuggled Ceannt into the Curragh army camp, where he made notes and drew maps.


Battalion commandants were also to prepare their men psychologically and militarily for urban warfare with night classes on street-fighting techniques such as constructing barricades; cutting passages through buildings; loop-holing walls; sand-bagging windows and firing from rooftops. In the weeks before the Rising the tempo of activity was to increase as commandants conducted a final recruitment drive and attempted to secure more arms. During Holy Week rifles were moved into Dublin or removed from storage places in the city and transferred to dumps prepared for use by Volunteers at the start of the Rising. These included one cache that had been hidden among hundreds of coffins in a church vault.63


On 1 August 1915 there occurred an event of enormous symbolic importance, one that inspired revolutionary republicanism and in a subtle way helped condition Volunteers to think and act in a more offensive mode. This was the funeral of a venerable Fenian, O’Donovan Rossa, who had died in America and whose body was brought back to Ireland for a burial that Tom Clarke effectively stage managed and for which he had selected Pearse as the main speaker. Some time before MacDermott had recommended Pearse’s oratory to Clarke by commenting that ‘if you give him the lines he will dress it up in beautiful language’.64 A huge crowd followed the funeral cortege and its Volunteer escort to Glasnevin cemetery where a lone bugler played The Last Post and Volunteer riflemen fired a salute. For months past Pearse’s writings and speeches had been infusing the Volunteers with an increasingly warlike spirit and his graveside oration marked a significant advance in that direction. Delivered with his hands resting on his sword hilt, his address was directed not just at his listeners and assembled Volunteers, but beyond them to the nation. It was effectively a call to arms expressed with great eloquence and in a most impassioned manner as Pearse associated the new republican leaders with the dead Rossa’s uncompleted mission: ‘I may be taken as speaking on behalf of a new generation that has been re-baptised in the Fenian faith, and that has accepted the responsibility of carrying out the Fenian programme.’ He and others would see that responsibility through to the end, come what may and however strong the enemy: ‘They think they have foreseen everything, think they have provided against everything; but the fools, the fools, the fools! – they have left us our Fenian dead, and while Ireland holds these graves, Ireland unfree shall never be at peace.’
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The Planning of the Easter Rising: Part Two


In many respects the Military Council’s plans were progressing satisfactorily at the end of 1915 and in early 1916, especially as the general European context seemed favourable. There was a real possibility that the Allies would lose the war because Germany held the military initiative. Its armies occupied large swathes of territory; Belgium, north-east France and a considerable portion of European Russia. In the Atlantic German submarines threatened England’s lifeline and the first unrestricted U-boat campaign of 1915 had inflicted considerable damage on Allied shipping. The Dardanelles expedition – designed to knock out Turkey and open up a southern front against Austria-Hungary – was descending into yet another stalemate like that on the Western Front. There the German chief of staff, Falkenhayn, launched a great battle in February 1916 at the fortress of Verdun in an attempt to literally bleed the French army to death. At this time a frequent visitor to the Irish Freedom offices in D Ólier Street noticed Clarke, MacDermott and others following the Verdun battle with intense interest. They were absolutely convinced of a ‘coming German victory’ and ‘nearly all the people there were strongly pro-German. They used very frequently to have maps following the movements at Verdun and various places.’1


At Clontarf Town Hall in January 1916 Denis McCullough, as president, convened what was to be the last meeting of the IRB’s Supreme Council before the Rising.2 Ten or all eleven members attended and, according to Diarmuid Lynch, everyone accepted Clarke and MacDermott as leaders while Pearse said virtually nothing during the session. The two men kept quiet about their secret planning and came under no pressure from those not in the know to reveal anything. The council also gave them complete freedom in relation to the timing of any rebellion by endorsing a resolution ‘that we fight at the earliest date possible.’ That was Clarke’s intention because three factors were motivating him to drive the revolutionary project on. Unlike most people, he actually feared the war ending soon and a peace conference convening without Irish representation. He was also concerned that the Irish people were ‘never at lower ebb’,3 seduced by British rule into a national slumber from which nothing could rouse them ‘except the spilling of blood’. Furthermore it seemed to Clarke that perpetual inaction was demoralising the Volunteers – especially when millions of soldiers were engaged in great battles. The rank and file were becoming tired of drills, route marches and manoeuvres that appeared to be going nowhere, especially as they were being mocked and catcalled in public about being toy soldiers.


At the start of 1916 the Military Council was also apprehensive that it might be outflanked by James Connolly, a trade union organiser and socialist revolutionary who, through his speeches, calls to arms and parades, was making an impact far beyond the actual resources of his 200-strong Citizen Army.3 Connolly had been born in June 1868 to poor Irish parents living in an Edinburgh slum and had an early life that left him with an enduring hatred of poverty. He first saw Ireland briefly in the 1880s while serving in the British army, though after his marriage to Lillie Reynolds in 1890 he settled again in Edinburgh. Working for the Corporation, Connolly was largely self-educated and his reading, especially of Marx, led to him becoming immersed in socialism and nationalism. In 1896 Connolly became a paid organiser for the Dublin Socialist Society and spent the next seven years as an activist and journalist living in the city’s slums, honing his ideas and fusing together his socialist and nationalist principles. However, despite his formidable political talents, immense written and verbal powers of persuasion and intellectual clarity, Connolly’s advanced views made little headway. Disillusioned by slum dwellers’ unresponsiveness and with a growing family to support, he immigrated to the United States in 1903, ‘the greatest mistake of my life’. He returned in 1910, determined never to go ‘into the Dublin slums again to live; one experience of that is enough for a lifetime. My children are now growing up and it is part of my creed that when I have climbed any part of the ladder towards social comfort I must never descend it again.’4


Connolly became a union organiser, helped found the Irish Labour Party, and rose to prominence during the 1913 Dublin Lock-out (which ended in crippling defeat). Afterwards he became General secretary of the Irish Transport and General Workers Union and commander of the Irish Citizen Army, a small force of 200 men established to protect workers during clashes with the police. Both organisations had their headquarters in Liberty Hall which now became Connolly’s power base. After the outbreak of war he increasingly envisaged the Citizen Army as a revolutionary weapon and as he became committed to fomenting insurrection, his writings and speeches become more strident and impatient. At the same time the Citizen Army intensified its military preparations through training, route marches and accumulating weapons.


After socialist internationalism had failed to prevent the outbreak of the First World War, Connolly’s disillusion became more apparent, particularly as his movement had reached the limits of its growth in the south of Ireland – a conservative society with a small industrial working class and a powerful Catholic Church bitterly opposed to socialism. Increasingly he turned to contemplating a national uprising against British rule in Ireland and by the end of 1915 Connolly was demanding action, threatening that if nobody else took the lead he would strike alone with his tiny Citizen Army. Like Clarke, he too feared a sudden British victory in the war leaving the revolutionary movement high and dry; Connolly, of course, didn’t know about the Military Council’s secret preparations for rebellion and indeed he directed much of his anger at Volunteer leaders whom he denounced as spineless. His strategy was to appeal over their heads to the rank and file in the hope that if the Citizen Army rose then ordinary Volunteers would support it and drag the Volunteer Executive and Headquarters Staff into the struggle. By the end of 1915 the Military Council felt that Connolly was breathing down its neck and almost physically stalking some of its members, attempting to shame them into action. At a John Mitchel centenary commemoration in November 1915, just as Pearse was arguing that Irish risings of the past had all come too late rather than early, Connolly, from the audience, immediately interjected: ‘Will the next one be too late?’5


Republican attitudes to Connolly were ambivalent. Many regarded him as ‘impatient, irritable and petulant. The slightest upset annoyed him and he, I almost said, sulked.’6 However the same person also paid tribute to Connolly’s ‘massive intellect’ and his ‘great resource and courage’ and many people admired his determination, drive and organisational ability. Nonetheless, the Military Council’s primary concern was that his independence and impatience threatened their own ambitions and that his violent public exhortations to revolution might cause the British government to suppress both the Citizen Army and the Volunteers simultaneously. Connolly was very dismissive of secret societies or conspiracy, telling a friend that while he acknowledged the present generation of republicans’ determination ‘in his earlier years in Ireland many IRB men of this time did not mean business but just jogged along and talked physical force and he had no use for that sort of thing’.7 While Connolly accepted that keeping plans for revolution secret was necessary he also believed that rousing popular support meant publicly proclaiming an intention to act. The distinction alarmed a Military Council that suspected Connolly was spiralling out of control. Diarmuid Lynch said of Connolly’s public calls for a rising:





It was sheer madness – expressed, it is true, in complete ignorance of the decisions and plans conducted through the Military Council. It cannot be gainsaid that it was chiefly the mercy of Providence that blinded the British authorities to even an approximate sensing of the situation and kept them [in the first place] from pouncing on Connolly and his I.C.A. of 200 men – who could have been nabbed outside the precincts of Liberty Hall in the early months of 1916. Had they [the British] attacked the I.C.A., the Irish Volunteers were bound to become involved in some haphazard fashion. Incidentally, the leaders of the IRB as well as those of the Irish Volunteers [as such] might have been caught off their guard and arrested by the British. One shudders to think of the possible result!8





Hobson too recognised how perilous Connolly’s strategy was and persuaded MacNeill to confront him at Volunteer headquarters on Sunday 16 January 1916. At the meeting – which Pearse also attended – everyone was appalled by Connolly’s candid admission that he was prepared to use the Citizen Army to ignite a nationwide chain reaction. They warned Connolly that they would never allow him to drag them into such a venture. According to MacNeill, ‘Pearse remained with me after Connolly left and he told me that he agreed with my attitude. He added that he was confident that he would himself persuade Connolly to abandon his project. Very shortly afterwards he assured me that he had succeeded with Connolly.’9 In his own way Pearse was speaking the truth. He was dismayed by Connolly’s strategy and he did set out to persuade him to desist, but in so doing Pearse was acting on behalf of and in the interests of the Military Council, not those of MacNeill and the Volunteer moderates. Immediately after the meeting Pearse warned his fellow conspirators that Connolly was risking massive British repression before their own plans had been completed and that they had to neutralise him quickly. Despite being angry at Connolly’s irresponsibility and no doubt tempted to act against him, the plotters finally accomplished their goal in a most imaginative and even generous manner by reeling him into their own conspirators. MacDermott had a great ability to read others and they realised that behind his mask of inflexibility Connolly could bend and be tempted if something enticing was dangled before him. Three days after the meeting at Volunteer headquarters Connolly vanished, apparently voluntarily, from Liberty Hall in the company of two IRB members, who brought him to a brickworks in Dolphin’s Barn. During three days of negotiations with Pearse, MacDermott and Plunkett he learnt about the Military Council’s existence and its plans for a German arms shipment and a rising. In return for abandoning his own insurrectionary plans Connolly was offered an alliance between the Irish Volunteers and the Citizen Army, and a place on the Military Council. He accepted eagerly because in exchange for a few months’ delay he had been promised certain action by a far larger number of men than he could ever hope to put in the field. The Military Council, for its part, was delighted to eliminate the constant concern about a premature strike by the Citizen Army whose support it had now acquired. Its members could now concentrate absolutely on refining its plans for a rising, utilising Connolly’s military expertise in its own deliberations, as well using him to educate and lecture to Volunteer officers and members.


By the end of January 1916 the Military Council’s plans were well advanced, being essentially a modified version of Plunkett’s memorandum to the Germans. The centrepiece remained the Irish Volunteers seizing Dublin and inspiring the rest of the country to rise, thus transforming the insurrection into a truly national affair. The provincial rising would still be initiated in the west, where the Volunteers were relatively strong, and precipitated by the anticipated arrival of a large German arms vessel. The original destination of this shipment, which the Germans had not yet finally approved, had been Limerick, but about the end of January 1916 the Military Council changed it to Fenit, which the western Volunteer leaders had always favoured. Plunkett had believed that at most Limerick contained only a small British army garrison but in 1916 one Kerry Volunteer estimated there were 1,000 troops.10


Dublin’s central importance to the Easter Rising is obvious. The rebellion was planned there and the headquarters of the Irish Volunteers and the Citizen Army were located in it, as were the homes of the members of the Military Council. The Rising would begin in the capital, an Irish Republic would be declared there and a provisional government would be based in the city. The general outline of the insurrection in Dublin had been decided by the time Connolly joined the Military Council. For months past Volunteers had switched their training to handling explosives, bomb throwing and classes on street-fighting, though Connolly’s assiduous study of urban warfare in European cities provided useful advice. He especially stressed the importance of highly motivated men of initiative employing unorthodox methods against an enemy superior in numbers and firepower. He also rejected the traditional use of barricades with static defenders firing at oncoming troops and cavalry, arguing that the British would annihilate them. Instead Connolly proposed using unmanned barricades to frustrate cavalry charges and slow up advancing troops, allowing concealed Volunteers to decimate them. These defenders should loophole buildings and knock down parts of walls so that they could slip from building to building and rain rifle fire down on an enemy trapped in the open. This method would give Volunteers a vital fluidity, whereas with a static defence the British would be able to pin defenders down and eventually overrun them. Connolly stressed that urban warfare was a lethal battle of wits in which, for instance, an insurgent occupying a house who was unwary enough to answer a telephone would probably be cut down by rifle fire directed by the caller on the other end of the line.


In Dublin the four Volunteer battalions were to seize a series of strongholds in the city centre sufficiently close to one another to form an inner defensive cordon. These garrisons would also threaten rail and road communications along which would head British reinforcements for the city centre. The Provisional Government would seize the GPO in O’Connell Street. Ned Daly’s 1st Battalion would occupy the Four Courts, a large classical building that lay on the direct route of troops coming into the city centre from the Royal Barracks, a short distance further up the Liffey. Daly’s seizure of North King Street to the rear would also neutralise the route of troops coming from Marlborough Cavalry Barracks on the north-western edge of the city. MacDonagh’s 2nd Battalion was to occupy Jacob’s biscuit factory, which was less than three-quarters of a mile from both Portobello and Richmond Barracks on the southern rim of the central city area. De Valera’s 3rd Battalion would take Boland’s bakery close to Beggar’s Bush Barracks and cover the road and rail routes to Kingstown, a port through which the British would almost certainly rush troops from England. Ceannt’s 4th Battalion’s occupation of the South Dublin Union was designed to threaten Richmond and Islandbridge Barracks. In addition the Military Council intended seizing railway stations such as Kingsbridge, the terminus of the line from Cork and the south; Broadstone, from Athlone, Galway and the west; and Amiens Street which connected with Belfast and the north. It also intended taking control of the capital’s telegraph and telephone system.


That the Military Council did not plan to seize either Dublin Castle or Trinity College has caused endless debate. The Castle was the nerve centre of British rule in Ireland and Connolly had conducted Citizen Army manoeuvres in its vicinity during the winter of 1915/16. It is often argued that the council missed a wonderful opportunity on the first morning of the Rising when the small number of guards at the Castle was revealed, but the council was concerned with occupation over seizure. The conspirators decided, no doubt with some reluctance, that the complex of buildings was too extensive to be held for the duration of a rising. Furthermore, the Castle contained a military hospital and protecting and feeding the sick and injured as well as guarding many prisoners would have over-stretched resources. Trinity College was not seized but there are indications that it was originally a target because it features on a list of strongholds to be occupied by de Valera’s 3rd Battalion, only to be excised, suggesting a late abandonment.11


The Dublin Rising is often depicted as a siege in which encircled defenders endured as long as possible an onslaught by attackers who, after being initially surprised, always held the initiative. Yet enough is known of the Military Council’s plans to indicate that its strategy was considerably more imaginative, aggressive and optimistic. Having seen the consequences of submarine warfare in the sinking of the Lusitania off the coast of Ireland on 7 May 1915, it clearly hoped that the German navy would be able to prevent troop reinforcements arriving from Britain. Attacked by a U-boat, the liner went down with the loss of over 1,000 lives, and the Military Council clearly envisaged similar attacks on British troopships during the Rising. In April 1916 the conspirators were to demand the dispatch of a U-boat to Dublin Bay when the Rising began.12 This submarine, which existed only in the council’s imagination, appears to have assumed an almost talismanic significance during Easter Week, particularly in the General Post Office where Pearse mystified some of the garrison by his constant assurances that the U-boat would soon appear. If the U-boat failed, then Volunteers would attack reinforcements when they disembarked, as de Valera’s 3rd Battalion planned to do at the port of Kingstown. If the British garrison in Dublin could be isolated, then Volunteers in North County Dublin and surrounding counties might be able to exert pressure on it before being joined by mobile relief columns coming from the west. In this scenario, then, the inner city cordon can be seen as a trap, designed to lure the British on until they were squeezed between the rebel strongholds in the city centre and the large numbers of provincial Volunteers on the outskirts who would exert increasing pressure as they pushed forward to relieve the inner cordon. In that event, the Rising was envisaged as ending with the capitulation of the British army leadership, not that of the provisional government.


As Plunkett had envisaged, the Rising in the west was to be co-ordinated with that in Dublin and the Military Council had to hope that the German arms landing would incite a popular uprising in which large numbers of enthusiastic civilians would join the Irish Volunteers. German rejection of an expeditionary force vexed the Military Council, which was reluctant to abandon its dream of being supported by the best army in Europe. It tried, unsuccessfully, in April 1916 to bounce the Germans into supplying at least a token force by insisting that it required officers to accompany the arms shipment. It anticipated that even a small number of experienced and well-trained men would provide leadership to Volunteers in the west and give shape and direction to the rebellion there. Undoubtedly it would also electrify the country as a whole.13


The western Rising was planned to erupt suddenly. Triggered by the seizure of Dublin and the arms ship arriving at Fenit, Volunteers would surprise and overwhelm police and soldiers.14 As soon as the German vessel landed, news was to be transmitted to Tralee, where Austin Stack, the Kerry commandant, would mobilise his men, occupy the General Post Office and take control of telephone and telegraphic communications. At the same time roadblocks would isolate the town from the outside world to prevent pro-British sympathisers alerting Cork and Limerick. Once Tralee was under full control Stack was to dispatch a goods train to Fenit to receive the German arms. Simultaneously, other Volunteer units in places like Listowel, Castleisland and Killarney would prevent British forces disrupting the Fenit landing by capturing police and troops in the open, isolating their barracks with sniper fire or destroying them with fire and explosives. If, as was likely, the British authorities in Cork and Limerick discovered that communications with Tralee had been severed and sent out reconnaissance units, the Volunteers in Cork and South Kerry were to intercept them on the main roads or sabotage the railway lines with explosives. The German weapons were for use by the Volunteers in Kerry, Cork, Limerick, Clare and Galway and they were to be distributed quickly throughout the west. When the train carrying them from Fenit arrived at Tralee, some would be removed for the Cork and Kerry Volunteers, while the rest went to Limerick, then across the Shannon by boat and on by rail to Clare and Athenry in Galway. Once mobilised, the Volunteers in the western counties would eventually link up with each other to occupy a line running from the Shannon through Limerick and east Kerry to Macroom in Co. Cork.


Ulster was to play no part in the Rising because the Military Council feared a sectarian war in the province. Denis McCullough, the President of the Supreme Council of the IRB, was to be told by Pearse and Connolly in March 1916 to assemble his men in Dungannon and march to join up with Liam Mellows and the Galway Volunteers. He was sceptical about the prospects of undertaking an exhausting journey of over 150 miles during which he was ordered not to fire a shot, even though the most direct route passed a strong British garrison in Enniskillen, Co. Fermanagh.15


The Military Council clearly hoped that if it could overwhelm British forces and if the provisional government established effective control of the country, then it could defeat any attempt to re-conquer Ireland. Almost certainly it would have revived Plunkett’s offer to make Ireland a partner in the German war effort; by making its ports available for naval operations in the Atlantic the Irish Sea would become a new theatre of war, with a potentially crippling impact on Britain. If Ireland were able to hold out until the end of the war she would then be an independent nation, but if the Rising developed less favourably then the western Volunteers might at least be able to hold the line of the Shannon to receive the provisional government and those men who had broken out of Dublin. In those circumstances the joint force might be able to conduct a campaign of guerrilla warfare.


Both Connolly and the conspirators concealed their new relationship from moderate Volunteer leaders. MacNeill reported getting:





firm assurances in conversations that no plans of insurrection was adopted. I cannot say now from what persons I got these assurances but they included Pearse, Joe Plunket [sic] and T. MacDonough [sic]. Within the following weeks I observed various indications that a plan of insurrection was meditated, and one day walking home from University College with MacDonough I told him what I thought I observed. MacDonough assured me that I was mistaken, and reproached for not believing the assurances I had already got.16





Although MacDonagh wasn’t yet a Military Council member his close friendship with Pearse and Plunkett must have given him a good idea of the way things were going. Sean Fitzgibbon was mightily sceptical at the next Volunteer Executive meeting when:





Pearse, obviously in great stress of emotion, and speaking very tensely, said that he and MacDermott had induced Connolly to take no action without the aid of the Volunteers. I asked Pearse if he had given any promise or had pledged the Volunteers. Pearse said ‘No.’ His right knee kept quivering as he spoke. He kept raising his right foot slightly, tapping the ground with it, like a horse pawing as he answered my questions. He was lying, for at that time the date of the Rising had been decided upon.17





Hobson, for his part, didn’t believe a word of the entire charade. During the next three months an increasingly desperate power struggle took place at the top of the Volunteers between him and members of the Military Council. It was a battle waged behind closed doors, away from the gaze of the rank and file and the general public who had no inkling that serious policy differences existed within the Volunteer leadership. Although Hobson had allies such as J.J. O’Connell, the Chief of Inspection, he often felt that he was carrying an intolerable burden. He was also frustrated by his inability to secure certain proof of his opponents’ activities and they consistently outmanoeuvred the moderates by their unity of purpose, energy and unscrupulousness. Nor was it easy to propel MacNeill into decisive action; Hobson often found it easier to convince him ‘that nothing could be done than it was to spur him into positive action’.18 For example, in February 1916 MacNeill agreed to summon a special Volunteer convention to lay down policy. He then changed his mind, opting for a private meeting at which Pearse, Plunkett and MacDonagh reacted with hurt innocence and provided unqualified assurances about their loyalty. Their ability to subvert the Volunteers from within was greatly assisted by MacNeill’s frequent absences from headquarters where an overworked Hobson despaired about a regime of organisational indiscipline. In early April 1916, when Hobson demanded that all important orders should be signed by MacNeill, Pearse and his associates simply voted for the motion and blithely continued as before.19


As chief of staff MacNeill displayed a remarkable capacity for ignoring incriminating evidence. While visiting Limerick in late 1915 he learnt accidentally that Pearse, on his own initiative, had issued important orders to Volunteer officers and had even instructed Michael Colivet, the Limerick commandant, to ‘hold the line of the Shannon in the event of actual hostilities’.20 MacNeill regarded this revelation as ‘incredible’ but declined to investigate the matter further. Later, when an American correspondent warned him about a planned Irish rising, he lamely told MacDermott and wrote about the revelation in Irish Volunteer, expecting the publicity to frustrate any such venture.21


The conspirators’ freedom of manoeuvre on the Volunteer Executive was due largely to MacNeill’s negligence. Perhaps haunted by memories of a nervous breakdown precipitated by overwork, he avoided burdening himself with Executive meetings and Volunteer administration so that he could concentrate on his historical studies. MacNeill’s great gift, and flaw, was his talent for capturing the zeitgeist – the spirit of the times – by enunciating a big idea in well argued and persuasive detail and creating a public mood of excitement and intellectual ferment. He did this three times in his life: first with the Gaelic League, then by revolutionising Irish historical scholarship, and finally through an article that began the Irish Volunteers. Following through with the hard grind was a very different matter. MacNeill’s fatal weakness as a politician was that he lacked a real appetite for politics, a field that he had entered from a sense of public duty and from whose frustrations, demands and unpleasantness he increasingly shrank, but for which others like Clarke and MacDermott felt only unbounded passion. Increasingly MacNeill took flight to the comfort of dusty documents that never answered back or contradicted and defied his interpretation, unlike so many people he met in real life. A friend observed how MacNeill:
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