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AT FOUR MINUTES past noon on Easter Monday, April 24th, 1916, a Red Cross nurse, returning to duty at the wartime hospital in Dublin Castle, paused at the main gate and half-jokingly asked the policeman on duty, “Is it true that the Sinn Feiners are going to take the Castle?”


“Ah, no, miss,” said Constable James O’Brien of the Dublin Metropolitan Police. “I don’t think so. Aren’t the authorities making too much fuss?”


So the nurse smiled and went her way, passing out of sight through a stone archway which led into Upper Castle Yard, an archway imposingly surmounted by a large statue of Justice, which stood—significantly, said Dubliners of rebellious sympathies—with her back to the city. Upper Castle Yard itself was a two hundred and eighty by one hundred and thirty-foot quadrangle enclosed by the various Crown administrative offices and the Irish State Apartments, among them the gilded Throne Room, with its exquisitely curved ceiling, and the age-worn St. Patrick’s Hall, where for centuries the Irish Viceroys had given magnificent levees. It was in this room that new Knights of the Illustrious Order of St. Patrick were installed; here, also, that Victoria and Albert danced quadrilles on the occasion of their state visit to Dublin. Of the rather indifferent set of panels decorating the ceiling, the most significant was a painting showing the Irish chieftains paying homage to their feudal overlord, King Henry II, a measure of the time England had wielded paramount influence in Ireland. Here, then, in and around this short perimeter, lay the heart of British power in the subjugated sister island.


Less than a minute later, Mr. H. S. Doig, editor of the Dublin Mail & Express, whose windows faced the Castle Gate, heard one of his staff say, “Good God! The Citizen Army are parading in spite of MacNeill’s letter.” Doig, who was busy writing a leader on Shakespeare’s Tercentenary, rose from his chair and saw a small detachment of armed men and women just about to break ranks. He noted that they were wearing the dark green uniforms and the Boer-like slouch hats of the Irish Citizen Army. He watched O’Brien confront them with his hand up and thought he was telling them, “Now, boys, you shouldn’t be here at all.” Then, to his surprise, the Citizen Army stepped back and raised their rifles. There was the crack of a bullet and the big policeman crashed to the ground, shot through the brain. For a moment, the rebels hesitated, almost as though they were stunned themselves by this abrupt expression of violence. Then Doig heard their leader roaring, “Get in! Get in!” and saw them surge forward.


Inside the Gate, the military sentry fired once, then dived for cover as the rebels returned his fire. Quickly a number of them succeeded in reaching the archway and launching an assault on the Guardroom. Behind them, and still under the eyes of the astonished Doig, a priest who happened to be passing up Cork Hill, rushed in and began gesturing wildly in an obvious attempt to dissuade the main force from further action, but they simply ignored him and pressed on with their attack. Left standing in utter bewilderment—Irishmen, after all, rarely disobeyed Catholic clergy—the priest finally caught sight of O’Brien’s body lying beside the Gate and at once ran over and knelt down to administer the last rites. Even as he did so, the rebels opened up a general, if rather haphazard fire on the Castle in support of their advanced comrades.


Within that enormous, straggling complex of buildings, in a fusty Victorian office scarcely twenty-five yards from where O’Brien now lay dead, Sir Matthew Nathan, His Majesty’s Under-Secretary for Ireland, Major Ivor Price, the Military Intelligence Officer, and Mr. A. H. Norway, Secretary of the Post Office, had already risen to their feet in some alarm. They had been sitting discussing in detail a plan to arrest the leaders of Sinn Fein, following a decision reached at a conference held the previous night with the Lord Lieutenant, Lord Wimborne, at the Vice-Regal Lodge, Phoenix Park. This had marked the culmination of a series of incidents over the week-end, which had begun with the arrest of Sir Roger Casement after he had landed from a German submarine, and had reached an apparent climax with the cancellation of the special manoeuvres called for Easter Sunday by the Irish Volunteers—exercises which had been clearly intended, as it had now become obvious, only to cloak something much more serious. Although the conference had decided that the danger of real trouble in Ireland had almost entirely receded, still it had been considered advisable to take punitive measures if only on a kind of pour encourager les autres basis. After all, an overt attempt at rebellion had been made, and the conspirators ought to be locked away at once—as indeed, if the truth were admitted, they should have been a long time ago.


Before the arrests could be made, however, it had been constitutionally necessary to obtain the permission of the Chief Secretary, Mr. Augustine Birrell, who was in London. A cable had been dispatched to him the previous night, therefore, immediately after the conference, and his reply had just been received—or not much more than an hour before—agreeing to the arrests. Sir Matthew had waited until the arrival of Major Price at 11.45 a.m. before telephoning Mr. Norway at the newly-renovated and remodelled General Post Office in Sackville Street (which had just been reopened to the public) inviting him to join in the discussions. Mr. Norway (rather fortunately in the light of events) had left his office at approximately 11.50 a.m. and had arrived at the Castle almost precisely at noon. The three men were hardly settled down to their talks, therefore, when the sound of the shots penetrated their seclusion.




“They’ve commenced it!” shouted Price, leaping to his feet and running from the room, tugging at his revolver. In Upper Castle Yard he was in time to see half-a-dozen rebels breaking their way into the Guardroom. He emptied his revolver in their direction, then deciding that there was little he could do without assistance, rushed back to Sir Matthew’s office.


Inside the Guardroom the six soldiers on duty had been heating a saucepan of stew for their midday meal when they were rudely disturbed by the shots. Reaching for their rifles, they were about to rush outside at the double when a home-made bomb, lobbed through the window, landed right in the middle of them. It failed to explode but created such panic that when the insurgents broke in they had no difficulty in forcing a surrender. Within seconds, the six soldiers had been laid flat on the floor, trussed up with their own puttees, and the rebel party, under the command of Citizen Army Sergeant Tom Kain, were crouching under the windows, quietly planning their next move.


Among the several mistakes made by the insurgents during the course of the subsequent week, their decision not to press forward with their attack on Dublin Castle still ranks as one of the most difficult to understand. Possibly, as has been argued, their orders were not to capture the Castle, because of difficulty in defending it against counter-attack. Possibly they were simply overawed at the idea of taking a fortress which had defied the Irish for almost seven hundred years. But, more probably, they were afraid of blundering into the considerable military forces with which the Castle was normally garrisoned. Clearly they never guessed that the place lay almost entirely at their mercy; that fewer than twenty-five soldiers—and these were idling away their time in Ship Street barracks round the corner—were all that stood between them and an epic moment in Irish history. Yet they were aware that there was an excellent holiday card at Fairyhouse races (including the Irish Grand National) and might be presumed to have known that the garrison would be below strength. In fact, there were only two officers on duty in Dublin Castle that morning.


There were sixty-seven war-wounded soldiers in the Red Cross hospital but none of these, of course, could have fought. The Castle, to all intents and purposes, indeed, lay entirely in the hands of its civil servants, most of whom had spent their morning idly gazing out at a blue sky and at wisps of trailing cloud, envying holiday-makers who were even then enjoying themselves on the beaches at Dalkey and Malahide.


But instead of reinforcing Kain and ordering him to take the Castle—and if necessary burn it down—John Connolly (no relation of James Connolly), leader of the rebel detachment, decided to split his forces—acting on his original orders. He sent one party to occupy the premises of Henry & James, outfitters, on the corner of Cork Hill and Parliament Street, which directly faced the Castle Gate; another to charge up the stairs of the Mail & Express offices on the other corner and eject the startled Doig and his staff at bayonet point, while the main body, under his own command, turned aside to break into the City Hall, using a specially-impressed key to open the main door.




Meanwhile, in Sir Matthew’s office, Major Price had set about the hasty task of organizing the Castle’s defences. His first job, even while he waited for the rebels to break down the door and slaughter them all without mercy, was to summon every available soldier from Ship Street barracks. Sir Matthew himself took a revolver from his desk and prepared to assist in selling their lives dearly—fortunately, it proved to be quite an unnecessary gesture, for the rebels inexplicably failed to put in an appearance. In their stead, the military party from Ship Street turned up at the double, although Price was somewhat taken aback to count only twenty-five men where he had expected to see two hundred, the normal garrison strength. He at once reached for Sir Matthew’s private telephone which gave a direct line to Irish Command H.Q. at Parkgate, conscious that someone had blundered badly in not doubling the garrison that morning. In his excitement he had difficulty at first in disentangling the wires, but finally he managed to sort them out. For perhaps three full seconds he held the receiver to his ear, waiting. Then a wild look suddenly crossed his face and, turning to Sir Matthew, he exclaimed in desperation, “My God! They’ve cut the wires!”


Bugler William Oman of the Irish Citizen Army had sounded the “fall-in” for the main rebel army at exactly 11.30 that morning. The notes had risen stickily into the calm air of Beresford Place, which abuts the River Liffey, and had sounded hoarsely along the dingy corridors of Liberty Hall, headquarters of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union, and its militant offshoot, the Citizen Army. Sergeant Frank Robbins, who was trying on a new pair of trousers at the time, had them only half on when he heard the call. There was a sudden rush of feet along the rough boards outside the door and, heart in mouth, Robbins, who was only twenty, slung his bandolier over his shoulder, took up his rifle, and went racing down the stairs, still buttoning his trousers. He found the place in an uproar. There were bicycles parked everywhere, in some cases a dozen deep; girls were rushing about, carrying haversacks stuffed with food and medical supplies; wives and sweethearts were thrusting cigarettes or chocolates upon their men as they said farewell.


Outside in the big square in front of Liberty Hall, two hundred and fifty men and boys at the most were feverishly shuffling themselves into an orderly double column. One of them, Tommy Keenan, was only twelve years old. Behind them, bisected by the ugly Loop Line railway bridge which links termini at Amiens Street and Westland Row, rose Gandon’s graceful Custom House, in the sunlight a dazzlingly white-and-shadowed affair of slender dome and sweeping perpendiculars. Over the Liffey, mirrored as a lake now, swung the lazy, drifting gulls, like flowing polka dots.


Despite the enhancing effect of a glorious morning, the rebel army hardly looked an inspiring one. Fewer than a fourth of its members wore the dark green uniform of the Citizen Army or the heather green of the Irish Volunteers. One or two had tried to give themselves a military appearance by covering their legs with puttees or leggings; some had put on riding breeches; but all that most of them had been able to do was to sling a bandolier over their right shoulder or tie a yellow brassard around their left arm. Their armaments, too, looked appallingly primitive. In the bright sunlight, the high gleam of pikes caught the eye a great deal more readily than the dull glint of rifles; when there was a stir among the Kimmage men, for instance, the pikes were seen to jink in the air like the halberds of a Tudor army. For that matter, the rifles themselves seemed only a trifle less antique. There were a few modern short Lee-Enfields (filched or bought clandestinely from the military when no officer was looking); some Italian Martinis (smuggled in from the Continent among the blocks of Carrara marble) and the odd Lee-Metford (come from God knows where!). There were plenty of single-barrelled shotguns; but the predominant weapon was the brute-like Howth Mauser—so called because it had formed part of a cargo of German rifles landed at Howth in July 1914, from Erskine Childers’ yacht Asgard. This rifle, manufactured for the Prussian forces of 1870, was a single-loader, firing a soft-nosed lead bullet which struck with all the effect of a dum-dum. In action, it would be discovered that it drilled a neat hole in a man as it entered but tore out the other side like a plate, and its use would anger the British Army and lead to an accusation against the rebels of firing outlawed bullets. In short, these men, like almost any army of rebels anywhere, looked a forlorn and rather desperate lot.


No one, certainly, realized this better than James Connolly, commander of all the rebel forces in Dublin city. As he clattered down the broad sweeping staircase of Liberty Hall, a stocky little man in the full uniform of a Commandant-General, his bandy legs encased in highly-polished leggings, ready to lay down his life for the principles in which he so passionately believed, he stopped for a moment to say good-bye to his friend William O’Brien. In a half-whisper, so that the men nearby would not overhear him, he added, “Bill, we’re going out to be slaughtered.”


“Is there no hope at all?” asked O’Brien, who knew the question was superfluous.


“None whatever,” Connolly answered cheerfully and, slapping O’Brien’s shoulder, strode on.


At 11.50 precisely, the first body of rebels to move off turned smartly in obedience to Connolly’s sharp order, “Left turn! Quick march!” Twenty-eight men and eight boys, comprising a detachment under Citizen Army Captain Richard MacCormack, marched towards Butt Bridge. They had gone only a short distance when Connolly ran after them, shouting, “No, not that way, Mac!—you’ll get slaughtered! Fighting might have broken out in some places already. You’d better take a short cut and be as quick as you can!” MacCormack at once wheeled his column and led them up Eden Quay. With Robbins in the column was James Fox, aged nineteen. A few minutes before they moved off, an old man had pushed his way forward, leading a young man by the hand. “Frank Robbins,” Patrick Fox had said, “here’s my lad—will you take him with you? I’m too old for the job myself.”




It was 11.55 a.m. before Pearse himself finally made an appearance, followed by the pale-faced figure of his younger brother Willie. Preceding them was the bizarre and dying figure of Joseph Plunkett, his throat still swathed in bandages as a result of an operation for glandular tuberculosis three weeks earlier, who had to be helped down the steps by his A.D.C. Michael Collins. A filigree bangle glittered on Plunkett’s wrist and two enormous antique rings clustered upon his fingers. By this time MacCormack’s column had crossed O’Connell Bridge, marching at the double; the Castle detachment under John Connolly had followed; then John Heuston, aged nineteen, leading a party of twelve young men, all of about his own age, had tramped off to occupy the Mendicity Institution, up-river on the south bank. Until that moment there had been no perceptible thinning of the main body, but as forty men under Commandant Michael Mallin moved off to occupy St. Stephen’s Green—his second-in-command, Lieutenant Countess Markievicz flamboyantly following with her own troop of women and Boy Scouts—its numbers suddenly depreciated alarmingly. Hardly one hundred and fifty men, in fact, were left to shuffle their feet in Beresford Place—the total of the grand army with which Patrick Pearse intended to establish the headquarters of an Irish Republic in the General Post Office in Sackville Street.


From the steps of Liberty Hall Patrick Henry Pearse, thirty-six-year-old Commander-in-Chief and President of the Provisional Government, gazed out over the shabbily-thin ranks and, beyond them, two drays laden with an astonishing assortment of weapons and work-implements, including pickaxes, sledges and crow-bars and some brand-new wicker-hampers, to where a closed cab hung funereally about on the outskirts, stuffed to the roof with similar junk. For a moment he studied the men’s faces intently. Not content with a soldier’s normal equipment, many of them were carrying two rifles, one over each shoulder, or a rifle and a pickaxe, or a shotgun and a pike. Captain Brennan Whitmore, a member of Plunkett’s staff, wondered how they hoped to defend themselves if they were called upon suddenly to do battle but, before he could raise the issue, a dusty touring car swung round into Beresford Place and halted amid cheers. Down from the running-board stepped The O’Rahilly, Treasurer of the Irish Volunteers. No one there knew it, but The O’Rahilly had, in fact, spent the previous twenty-four hours doing his best, in the light of what had happened during the week-end, to prevent a Rising—his efforts taking him in a wild night drive to the provincial Commandants in Cork, Kerry, Limerick and Tipperary with orders from Professor Eoin MacNeill, President of the Volunteers, not to obey Pearse’s instructions. Now, however, he leaped eagerly up the steps of Liberty Hall to shake hands with Pearse and Plunkett, gasping out the explanation, “Well, I’ve helped to wind up the clock—I might as well hear it strike!” Delighted Volunteers and Citizen Army men began to load weapons, implements and home-made bombs into his car.


The time was just two minutes to twelve. Pearse, his thoughts fixed intently upon sombrely magnificent ambitions whose realization now seemed imminent, took his place at the head of the column. He was followed by Plunkett, his Chief-of-Staff and the mercurial brain behind the military planning and strategy of the Rebellion, who dramatically unsheathed a sabre as he took up his position. Then Connolly, having satisfied himself that all was in readiness, placed himself between Pearse and Plunkett, and behind the three Commandant-Generals (as they had ranked themselves) came the rest of the column in orthodox fours. Captain Brennan Whitmore took the extreme left and next to him stood Michael Collins, who, until recently, had been an employee of the Post Office in London. Further back stood Sean T. O’Kelly, who would one day find himself President of Ireland, and still farther back young Thomas MacEvoy, aged seventeen, a grocer’s assistant, who marched into insurrection blithely believing that he was taking part in an ordinary route march. Captain Michael O’Reilly, Brigade deputy-adjutant, tightened his grip on the magnificent sword which had cost him all of thirty bob and hoped that the words with which he had comforted his wife and four children (“Don’t worry now, when I come back, I’ll be Minister of Defence”) would prove prophetic. In the column, too, were Connolly’s fifteen-year-old son Rory, and his loyal secretary Winifred Carney, the only woman in the entire procession. The rear—behind the closed cab, the drays and The O’Rahilly’s motor-car—was brought up by two motor-cyclists, young Jack Plunkett (youngest of the three Plunkett brothers) and Volunteer Fergus O’Kelly who had been ordered by Joseph Plunkett to set up a wireless transmitter. Connolly snapped out, “By the left, quick march!”, a command which drew ironical cheering and clapping from a crowd of urchins and grown-ups who had been watching them parade.


The rebels stepped out briskly and, considering their weird impedimenta, quite impressively. Their disciplined look was not surprising. Most of them had been exposed to some form or degree of military training. Many had been drilling regularly with the Volunteers for the previous three years, while a number had actually served with the British Army; one, Major John MacBride, had fought with the Boers. They had an appreciation of order and discipline, therefore, despite their ridiculous paraphernalia, despite even the pikes.


Yet as Volunteer Patrick Colwell clattered up Abbey Street, he had no idea where they were all marching to, or, indeed, exactly what they were marching for. None of the officers had bothered to inform him, but he presumed, as young MacEvoy and several others had, that this was only an ordinary route march, or, at best, a tactical exercise. He was a Kimmage man—in other words, one of the fifty-six young men who for the past three months had been living it rough, sleeping eight to a mattress in some cases, in an old mill on the farm of Count Plunkett at Kimmage. They were Irishmen who had left their homes and jobs in places like Glasgow, Liverpool and London when conscription had been introduced into Great Britain, believing that if they had to fight for anybody, then they would rather fight for Ireland. At Kimmage, where the Plunketts had set up a crude arsenal, they had made weapons. Eventually they had attempted a field gun, using twelve feet of rainwater piping bound with copper wire, and a heavy chain. To test it, they had stuffed a charge of gunpowder into the breech, rammed the ammunition—pieces of metal of every description, including old razor blades—down the muzzle, and had touched it off. The gun, of course, had blown up immediately, scattering metal over a wide area and almost killing Count Plunkett’s daughter as she emerged from the door of the farmhouse. From then on they had confined their activities to the less complicated, if more unrewarding, tasks of making six-foot pikes, or hammering out crude bayonets, or even manufacturing home-made bombs from such unpromising materials as old tea canisters and tobacco tins.


That morning, all fifty-six of them, led by their captain, George Plunkett, had marched from Kimmage to the suburb of Harold’s Cross and had there, somehow or other, squeezed aboard a tram-car. The conductor was flabbergasted when Plunkett asked him for fifty-seven tuppenny tickets (“Why bother to pay, anyway,” he had expostulated, “when you’ve already captured the tram?”). Meanwhile, Volunteer James Brennan had moved up inside the vehicle until he was standing beside the driver. He then prodded the man gently in the back with a shotgun and ordered him to keep going without stopping until they reached O’Connell Bridge.


“I’ve more sense than to argue with a gun,” the driver replied, and cheerfully did as he was told to do. Several passengers, however, loudly voiced complaints, some insisting that they should be allowed to get off. One large woman, struck several times in the face by the swinging equipment, finally lost her temper and shouted at the conductor, “I demand that you put these men off!”


“In that case,” the conductor replied with what patience he could still summon, “would you mind doing it yourself, ma’am. As you can see, I’m rather busy.”


The long march up Abbey Street, for all its subsequent significance in Irish history, passed fleetingly for most of the men in the column that morning. When the front ranks reached Sackville Street, people halted on the kerbs to let them march through. One or two raised a cheer, but for the most part, they were greeted with an indifference which had become almost endemic in Dublin. There always seemed to be men marching about the streets; yet nothing of bloody consequence had yet happened.


The mainstream of traffic halted as Connolly led his forces out into the great street. He took them across to the far side, then marched them briskly up towards Nelson Pillar. Some British cavalry officers standing outside the Metropole Hotel grinned broadly as they marched past. From the main door of the General Post Office, Second Lieutenant A. D. Chalmers of the 14th Royal Fusiliers caught sight of them and paused long enough to say to a friend, “Look at that awful crowd!” Then he pushed his way inside to send a telegram to his wife in London.


Thirty seconds later, the rebels had drawn abreast of the great building—a Palladian structure with Ionic columns supporting a stupendous classical pediment surmounted by the figures of Hibernia, Mercury, and Fidelity (known colloquially as the Three Apostles). Suddenly, in the hoarse, bitten-off shout of a regimental sergeant-major, Connolly gave the command, “Company halt! Left turn!” Then, as his men obeyed him, he let loose a shout aflame with the pent-up passion of a lifetime:


“The G.P.O. . . . charge!”


The whole incongruous column broke formation to hurl itself towards the great façade, rifles, pikes and bayonets swinging in short, bright, menacing arcs. They swept through the main doorway in a cheering, triumphant mob and spilled out over the marble floor. Behind the counters the staff froze at their positions, while the public, who had been drifting leisurely about the splendid office, halted bewildered. Lieutenant Chalmers, on the other hand, did not even bother to look round, and the first he knew of the rebel occupation was when he felt something sharp prod his backside. He turned to find a pike pointed straight at him, held by a scowling rebel who looked determined to run him through. He might easily have been spitted upon the archaic weapon had not Captain O’Reilly warned the pikeman sternly, “That’s not at all necessary.”


Then Connolly shouted, “Everybody out!”


Not surprisingly, no one took the order seriously. Indeed, a woman’s voice could be heard loudly insisting that she wanted to buy stamps. But suddenly the staff stampeded; some, in their hurry, vaulting the counters, others running out without waiting to grab their hats or coats. Mr. D. A. Stoker, a Grafton Street jeweller, who had been standing outside the G.P.O. and had seen the rebels charge, actually decided to follow them into the building under the impression that they were making only a dummy attack. He managed to fight his way through the crowd flooding out, only to be brought up short by a youth who punched a revolver into his stomach.


“Get out!” said the youth.


“What’s up?” asked Stoker incredulously.


“Hands up or I’ll blow your heart out!” And Stoker found himself forced back towards the door.


Michael Collins left Plunkett, so ill that he had to support himself by leaning his arm on a wooden ledge, and crossed to the telegram counter where he informed Chalmers that he was a prisoner and would be searched. Chalmers, much concerned with retaining his dignity, submitted gracefully. Then, while Brennan Whitmore kept him covered, Collins crossed to a telephone booth in the centre of the office and yanked out the flex. With this he bound the Englishman, then lifting him on to his back, staggered across to the telephone booth and dumped him down inside it facing out towards Sackville Street.


Constable Dunphy of the D.M.P., also taken prisoner, had remained standing white-faced at the telegram counter, a rifle pointed at his chest, while Collins dealt with Chalmers. When he saw the big-shouldered Volunteer officer striding back, he called out, “Please don’t shoot me. I’ve done no harm.”




“We don’t shoot prisoners,” replied Collins curtly and ordered two Volunteers to take him upstairs and lock him in a room. As Dunphy was led away, he heard James Connolly ordering the rebels to “Smash the windows and barricade them.”


For several minutes afterwards, the big main office was a place of furious destruction. Glass showered on the pavements outside as men drove their rifle butts through the great windows. Inevitably, a man staggered out of the mêlée, holding up a bleeding wrist. Pearse, exhilarated as anyone else, beamed at The O’Rahilly, then suddenly frowned as the latter informed him, “We haven’t seized the telegraph instrument room yet.” Pearse turned to a Volunteer named Michael Staines and ordered him to “Take six or seven men and occupy the second floor.”


Staines led a small party up the wide staircase, meeting some girl telegraphists on their way down. One girl knew him and yelled, “That’s the stuff to give them, Michael!” When the party reached the landing they found themselves looking down the muzzles of seven rifles. Instinctively a Volunteer fired and his shot luckily dropped the sergeant of the guard. The entire guard at once dropped their weapons.


“We’ve no ammunition!” shouted a corporal.


Staines checked their guns and ammunition pouches and found that this was true. He thereupon backed the six soldiers against a wall, and ordered two of his men to take the wounded sergeant to hospital. The sergeant, however, suddenly sat up and declared he had no intention of quitting his post. “Ah’m on guard here until sax o’clock this evening and I dinna leave ma post until ah’m relieved,” he declared.


Staines did not argue. Leaving a guard on the obstinate Scot, he pushed on into the instrument room. The staff had left—except for the woman supervisor, another indomitable Scot. She, too, resolutely refused to leave.


“All right,” rasped Staines impatiently. “Stay if you like, but don’t touch those instruments!”


“Can’t I send out these death telegrams?” the woman asked, pointing to a sheaf of messages.


“No. Some of my men will do that.”


“Oh, then, in that case . . . !” she said, and angrily flounced past him.


Downstairs, the ground floor had by now become a shambles; tables, chairs, desks—anything solid or heavy—having been pushed under the windows. All along the front and sides of the big office the massive window-frames were empty. Men were standing on tables or desks, knocking out the upper panes. Others were busy piling books, ledgers, pads of money orders and even correspondence files into the empty window-frames, then flattening themselves down behind their piles to check what protection they gave. Brennan Whitmore, standing on a table, paused for a moment to wipe the sweat from his face. Beside him, Michael Collins smashed out a pane and a woman outside cried, “Glory be to God! Would you look at them smashing all the lovely windows!” Collins laughed boisterously, such an infectious laugh that within a moment half the Post Office was also laughing its head off. In the middle of the uproar somebody accidentally let off a shot, which ploughed its way into the ceiling.


Miss Carney had settled herself on a high stool behind the brass grille of a stamp counter where, an enormous Webley within reach, she began typing Connolly’s orders. Sean T. O’Kelly stood by himself in the middle of the big room, waiting to be assigned duties, for although he held the rank of captain, he was not a military man, and had no idea how to initiate orders. On first entering the building, he had kept close to his protégé Pearse, having volunteered to act as his A.D.C. His duties, however, had proved light. All he had done was accompany Pearse upstairs for a talk with Tom Clarke and Sean MacDermott, fellow-members of the Provisional Government, then accompany him downstairs again.


“Are you busy, Sean?” shouted James Connolly.


“No, not at all,” replied O’Kelly hopefully.


“Well, will you go to Liberty Hall and bring me back a couple of flags?”


“Glad to,” said O’Kelly, and after being instructed where to find them, trotted off.


He returned shortly, carrying the traditional green flag of Ireland and the Republican tricolour of green, white and orange (signifying the union of Catholic Ireland with Protestant and Orange Ulster).


“Here!” said Connolly to a Volunteer officer. “Have these hoisted up on the flagpoles.”


O’Kelly sauntered outside to view the effect. He watched the tiny figures of Volunteers suddenly appear above the massive tympanum bearing the Royal Arms of England, watched them move across to the left-hand corner of the roof and fumble around there for a moment. The big crowd standing behind him in Sackville Street gazed up in fascination, anxious not to miss a move which might cast light on this whole extraordinary and rather puzzling affair. For an instant the flag rested at the top of the flagpole, a dark, nondescript blob, then it broke out jerkily at the masthead—only to flap down listlessly in the warm midday air. A few half-hearted, half-mystified cheers greeted its appearance. It was not until a sudden breeze stirred it gently that anybody could make out what it was—a green flag on which was written in bold Gaelic lettering, half-gold, half-white, the quite incredible legend:


IRISH REPUBLIC
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IRELAND—which has probably the oldest continuing national consciousness of any nation in Western Europe—had always been a puzzle and a source of continual anxiety, not only to Dublin Castle, but to every English Government for centuries. Not that England was in Ireland for any reason other than for Ireland’s own good—or so Englishmen liked to think. As far back as the reign of Henry II, Pope Adrian IV, the only Englishman ever to sit on the throne of St. Peter, had recognized the chaotic state of the country and the inability of the Irish to govern themselves, and had issued a Bull bestowing the island upon those who could undoubtedly run it better. Yet, good Catholics though they were—and few had been more tenacious over the centuries for what they believed—the Irish had somehow or other never been able to accept the legality of England’s conquest.


They had almost rid themselves of the incubus during the reign of the first Elizabeth, but the eventual failure of the great Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone, after years of continual victories, had led in the end to the break-up of that ancient Gaelic order whose roots lay in pre-historic society. Worse, it had led to a policy of annexation and colonization by successive English governments so that eventually two Irelands emerged—that of the English landowners (the Anglo-Irish) and that of the dispossessed natives. But although apparently well and truly tamed by the end of the sixteenth century, twice in the seventeenth and again in the eighteenth century the country had risen in rebellion. Napoleon, indeed, was to lament that he had not attacked England by landing in Ireland, where he would have been warmly received, instead of wasting his time in Egypt. By the 1840s, however, such was the way in which war, waste and conquest and the stoutly-resisted Act of Union with England and Scotland of 1801 had operated upon the country, that the Irish had become the poorest people in Europe. Even the Duke of Wellington could say: “There never was a country in which poverty existed to so great a degree.” This was the age of the Anglo-Irish rakes; rapacious landlords who, on the one hand built elegant Palladian mansions and Grecian temples, planted innumerable avenues of glorious trees opening onto vistas of glittering fountains, and on the other gulped down such oceans of claret in the evenings that they could only sprawl senseless in their own vomit; an age when rich men quarrelled and duelled at the rear of coffee houses, gamed and wenched in common ale houses and, for bloody excitement, matched gorgeously-apparelled fighting cocks; erecting the whole grand edifice of extravagant living upon rents which rose higher and higher even as the population of the country mounted. This was a time when Ireland presented “the extraordinary spectacle of a country in which wages and employment, practically speaking, did not exist. There were no industries; there were very few towns; there were almost no farms large enough to employ labour . . . greens were unknown, bread was unknown, ovens were unknown. The butcher, the baker, the grocer, did not exist; tea, candles and coals were unheard of.” (The Reason Why, by Cecil Woodham-Smith.) Men lived on patches of land for which they paid preposterous rents and grew potatoes as their only crop. On this diet alone the population somehow managed to thrive—from some four millions in the second half of the eighteenth century, it grew to over eight millions by the 1840s. Then the crop failed; and, within ten years, two million Irish had vanished—either into the towns and prairies of America or into their coffins. By the start of the twentieth century a further two millions had emigrated, leaving the population at half its pre-Famine level.


Three times in the bustling, expanding nineteenth century—a time of unparalleled misery for the farming people of Ireland—the wilder spirits made a protest in arms. Each was hardly more than a skirmish, a brush with authority, a puny thing bordering on farce. Their objective, stripped of all qualifications and reservations, was the end of English rule. The twentieth century, however, opened with hope. There seemed an excellent chance that a Home Rule Bill might at last be granted; and this, it was felt on both sides of the Irish Sea, small measure of local government though it might be, would appease all Irish national sentiment. In addition, the attractions of English social and commercial order, now that they were being more fully extended to Ireland, had helped to soften many of the more bitter memories. The lifting of penalties against Catholics; the disestablishment of the Protestant Church of Ireland; the efforts of Englishmen such as the Liberal Gladstone, with his three attempts to push Home Rule Bills through Parliament, and of the Tory George Wyndham, whose Land Act had converted the peasants into a class of small proprietors, had all had their inevitable effect. The Famine became only a dark remembrance; the land agitation, with its evictions and boycotts, a matter for history. Great Protestant names such as Wolfe Tone, Robert Emmet, Dean Swift, Oliver Goldsmith and Charles Stewart Parnell became enshrined as those of national heroes and adornments. Catholic Irishmen received their own university. Self-governing boards, divorced from the control of Dublin Castle, were set up in various counties. Wealthy people began to act and think as the English upper classes did, and the British Army found a fertile recruiting ground among those of a more idle and less imaginative character. In the minds of the majority of English and Irish people, therefore, in the first decade of the twentieth century, Ireland had at last become an integral part of the United Kingdom; Dublin as much a British city as Manchester or Leeds, Edinburgh or Cardiff. A sixth of the House of Commons at Westminster were Irish members and Home Rule had become the great moral touchstone of British politics. At long last it began to look as though the two countries were about to embark upon a new era of mutual respect and goodwill.


There were only three things amiss with this otherwise beautifully ordered picture. The British Conservative Party were against any kind of independence for Ireland; the Protestant Orangemen, who had enjoyed a local majority in the four north-eastern counties since the great Plantation of 1603 (when the lands of the Irish had been seized and given to the English or Scottish settlers), believed that Home Rule meant Rome Rule—to which hell, of course, was preferable; and there were young men in the rest of Ireland who still resented any integration of their country at all into Britain’s political and economic structure and the consequent disappearance of their own nationality. The seeds of action lay with the Conservatives. As far back as 1885 when Gladstone was preparing his Home Rule Bill, Lord Randolph Churchill, father of Sir Winston, had offered the opinion that, “if the G.O.M. [Grand Old Man, i.e., Gladstone] went for Home Rule, the Orange card would be the one to play. Please God it may turn out the ace of trumps and not the two.” Gladstone, of course, did go for Home Rule and the Tories played their trump. The north Irish Orangemen (a society named for the Protestant champion, William of Orange, who defeated James II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690) were stirred to fury by a succession of demagogic meetings and made it plain that they would not stomach Home Rule at any price. The House of Lords, as might have been expected, adopted a similar attitude and Gladstone’s Bill was aborted.


In 1905, however, an Irishman of Welsh descent called Arthur Griffith, round-faced, pince-nezed, brushily-moustached, a journalist by trade, inspired by ideas which had enabled Hungary to achieve autonomy within the Austro-Hungarian empire, published a revolutionary proposal. The Hungarians had gained their objectives by refusing to send representatives to the parliament in Vienna; the Irish should follow their example and ignore Westminster. Members of Parliament could begin by withdrawing from Westminster and setting up an Irish Council; after that, Irish courts, banks, a civil service, a stock exchange, could be established to function alongside their British counterparts until the latter withered away through lack of use. The King of England, of course, could remain King of Ireland—in a Dual Monarchy—but that would be all. Griffith named this policy Sinn Fein (pronounced Shinn Fain) whose literal meaning is “Ourselves”—that is, “We rely on ourselves.”


His proposals were received enthusiastically by several disparate groups of Irishmen who at that time were vaguely groping towards a better Ireland. All, at least, were anxious to make sure that Ireland did not lose its separate identity. There were those who wanted to see a revival of the Gaelic language (Gaelic had ceased to be the spoken language of most of the country at the beginning of the nineteenth century) and of the native culture of the Golden Age. Others merely looked for a political and economic policy which would lift Ireland from her trough of poverty. Still others could only recall the misdeeds of England down through the centuries and feel themselves less than men because they were not free to rule themselves. All found in the principles of Sinn Fein some expression of their aspirations. Far more important for Ireland eventually, however, was the interest displayed in Griffith and his ideas by two militant organizations. The first was the Irish Republican Brotherhood, a secret society formed in the United States in 1857 and intimately linked with Clan na Gael, an open Irish-American organization. The second was the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union; housed in the worst slums in Europe and paid farcical wages, the victims of police oppression and frequent brutality, these trade unionists, militant and tough, supported the idea of a separate Ireland. Yet everything might have remained just a matter of talk and argument and general old blether if it had not been for two significant developments.


When, in 1911, the Liberal Party again found itself in power in Great Britain, it had a majority so small (forty-three) that, without the support of the Irish Party’s eighty-four members, it would not have found it possible to govern at all. As the price of his support John Redmond, leader of the Irish Party, demanded that the Government introduce another Home Rule Bill; this time it could not fail as Gladstone’s had, because concurrent legislation—the Parliament Bill—would be introduced making it impossible for the Lords to block any measure which had passed the Commons three times. The Tories responded to this development with a terrible vehemence. They enlisted the services of Sir Edward Carson, K.C., who set about arousing a new generation of Orangemen. In a grand gesture of sheer theatricality “King” Carson persuaded 80,000 Belfastmen to sign a Solemn League and Covenant against Home Rule, some of them in their own blood (many Englishmen did the same later). Then he organized them into the Ulster Volunteers, an independently armed, drilled and disciplined body—probably the most significant action to occur in Ireland since the eighteenth century. Finally, with the direct encouragement of Mr. Bonar Law, the Canadian-born leader of the Conservative Party (whose forebears had been born in Ulster), he and his Orangemen pledged themselves to resist Home Rule by force. They announced that they would fight the United Kingdom in order to remain part of the United Kingdom—which was being a great deal more Irish than the Irish themselves. They even went so far as to set up the skeleton of their own Provisional Government to take over and administer “Ulster” as an integral part of the United Kingdom.


Suddenly civil war threatened not only Ireland but even Great Britain herself. British Army officers debated whether to refuse any orders which directed them to take action against Ulster. Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty and—in contradistinction to his father—a supporter of Home Rule, ordered the Third Battle Squadron to stations off the west coast of Scotland, reportedly threatening that if Belfast showed fight, he “would have the town in ruins in twenty-four hours.” In the Curragh, Co. Kildare (the main camp for the British Army in Ireland), fifty-eight senior officers “mutinied”, that is, they declared they would accept dismissal rather than fight against Ulster. And then the Orangemen smuggled in 3,000 German rifles and 3,000,000 rounds of ammunition.


The time was April 1914. In Berlin, Kaiser Wilhelm II and his advisers watched the unfolding drama with keenest interest. Deep in the mire of unresolvable Irish politics, irregular armies stumping about all over the place threatening civil war or revolution, the regular armed forces mutinous and disobedient, the two great political parties ready to fling themselves at each other’s throat, England appeared to have her hands much too full to intervene with the dramatic situation then unfolding in the Balkans. In August, therefore, the Kaiser cast the fatal die in support of his ally, the Austrian Emperor—a month after a conference of all parties concerned with Ireland, called by King George at Buckingham Palace, had broken down in immutable intransigence.


Long before this, of course, the southern Irish had delightedly responded to the challenge thrown down by “King” Carson. “There is only one thing more ridiculous than the sight of an Orangeman with a rifle and that is a Nationalist without one,” declared Pearse. If it were legal for Orangemen to take up arms and defy the Government, then surely it must be legal for southern Catholics to take them up in its defence. The South decided to form its own “armies”.


In the field first were the Dublin trade unionists. Led by James Larkin, a great hulking man of extraordinary eloquence, and James Connolly, his first lieutenant, they formed the Irish Citizen Army. Originally intended to be simply a protective force against the Dublin Metropolitan Police, it was not until Larkin went to America in 1914, leaving Connolly to take command, that the Citizen Army began to be trained seriously as a revolutionary body. At his headquarters in Liberty Hall Connolly pored over the great insurrectionary battles of Paris and Moscow. He set up a rifle club, to which his men contributed sixpence a week. He bought guns illegally from British soldiers of the Dublin garrison. He got his women helpers to stitch and sew the Army’s dark green uniforms. He led route marches through the streets of Dublin in defiance of the police, and mounted dummy attacks against prominent public buildings. With the assistance of ex-regular army N.C.O.s and reservists, he rapidly made his Citizen Army a small, tough, creditably efficient force.


The poets and professors, the intellectuals and professional men—all the “advanced nationalists”—but above all, the Irish Republican Brotherhood, were also stirred to action. In November 1913, they founded the Irish Volunteers, electing Eoin MacNeill, the eminently respectable Professor of Early Irish History at University College Dublin, President of the Executive Committee and Chief of Staff. But, without MacNeill’s knowledge, three key members of the I.R.B., Patrick Pearse, Sean MacDermott and Eamonn Ceannt, managed to get themselves elected to the Committee. Cynically they planned to take over the whole organization eventually, and use it as a revolutionary weapon. Left to themselves, they had little hope of gaining sufficient adherents to form even the tiniest of “armies”, for most Irishmen had forsworn methods of violence. Joining the Volunteers, however, appeared to be a different matter—violence seemed only implicit—and by the end of 1913 membership had risen to 10,000. Redmond, jealous of the organization’s increasing power and influence, demanded a share in its control and, when his nominees were finally admitted to the Executive Committee, membership quickly reached 160,000. The Volunteers, in fact, appeared to be such a respectable body—their field commander was Colonel Maurice Moore, brother of the novelist, George Moore—that when they marched through the streets of Dublin in their light-green uniforms and their stiff-peaked caps (or those of them who could afford a uniform), the Castle authorities, if they hardly relished the sight, could discover little cause for alarm. Particularly as the organization had few arms and little hope of getting more following the embargo which had been imposed after the Orangemen’s exploit.


Yet, a month before general war broke out in Europe, the Volunteers managed to run in 1,500 Mauser rifles and 49,000 rounds of ammunition (most of it “explosive” stuff outlawed by international convention and therefore unusable). This cargo was landed at Howth, the landing being followed by an incident when regular troops opened fire on a crowd of jeering women and children—an incident which looked likely to spark off an explosion. By now, too, Parliament had passed Home Rule and the Bill needed only the formality of the Royal Assent. Mr. Asquith’s Government suddenly found itself facing a dilemma which had long been inevitable; either they had to impose the Bill on the whole country at once—and therefore clash with the Orangemen; or, by means of an Amending Bill, exclude “Ulster” for the time being—in which case they could expect trouble from the already incensed Irish Volunteers. Before the shotguns could go off in Ireland, however, a greater cataclysm was to divert men’s minds elsewhere. On August 4th, 1914, the Kaiser at last launched his armies against defenceless Belgium.


In the House of Commons that dark and dreadful day, Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, felt able to announce: “The one bright spot in the very dreadful situation is Ireland. The position in Ireland—and this is a thing I should like to be clearly understood abroad, is not a consideration among the things we have to take into account.”


Grey had every reason to believe that what he said was true. The Ulster leaders, through Bonar Law, had at once pledged themselves to call off their Home Rule revolt and to support the Government loyally—at least for the duration. John Redmond was driven to feel he could only say something equally generous. So he jumped to his feet to suggest that Britain could safely withdraw her forces from Ireland and leave the defence of the island to the Volunteers. This announcement was misinterpreted by an emotionally-charged Commons as a pledge of absolute Irish support for the war. As for the contentious Home Rule Bill—well, all parties were agreed that it should be deferred, and the arguments about it dropped.


Redmond had no doubts as to where Ireland’s real interests lay. He believed that Irishmen should support Britain and the British Empire to the hilt—thereby demonstrating a loyalty and friendship which was certain to be rewarded when the guns were eventually stilled. His subsequent recruiting speeches proved persuasive enough. Some two divisions of Irish troops voluntarily agreed to go to France.


Yet power to speak for Ireland was already passing from the parliamentarians. At a meeting held on September 5 th, 1914, the Supreme Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood decided upon an insurrection and agreed to accept whatever assistance Germany was prepared to render them. No specific date for an uprising was fixed other, it was agreed, than that it should take place (1) if the Germans invaded Ireland, (2) if the English tried to force conscription on the country or (3) if the war looked like coming to an end. The insurrection was to be accompanied by a declaration of war on Britain and a demand that the Provisional Government be represented as the envoys of a belligerent nation at the Peace Conference which must inevitably follow the end of international hostilities.


British authority in Ireland at this time rested primarily upon the shoulders of three men. The first was young Ivor Churchill Guest, Baron Wimborne, a Liberal peer who had only recently been appointed Lord Lieutenant (or Viceroy) and who, as the Monarch’s personal representative, lived in opulent state at Vice-Regal Lodge, driving through Dublin in an open carriage escorted by Household Cavalry and Hussars. Like the Sovereign, however, he possessed no executive authority and functioned only as a figure-head—a role against which he kicked frequently and vociferously.


The two men who really bossed Ireland, in fact, were the Chief Secretary, Mr. Augustine Birrell, a genial politician and litterateur, and his assistant Sir Matthew Nathan, the Under-Secretary, a former Governor of Hong Kong and an ex-Chairman of the Board of Inland Revenue. Until the war broke out Birrell had appeared to be handling Ireland with a quite superlative skill, possessing as he did a genuine regard for the country and its people—a feeling reciprocated by most Irishmen. In his seven years of office he had pushed fifty-six Bills through Parliament dealing specifically with improvements in Irish agriculture, housing and education. He had given Catholics their first university. And invariably he had treated North and South, Catholic and Protestant alike, refusing to countenance the invidious distinctions which former Chief Secretaries had done. In addition, he enjoyed a reputation for geniality and wit in a country bursting with genial wits. When he proclaimed that “Orangemen have no more religion than a billiard ball,” all Southern Ireland burst with laughter. The worst his Irish opponents could say of him was that he was “trying to kill Home Rule with kindness.”


The chief difficulty facing Dublin Castle by 1916 was the fierce opposition by the Irish people to any threat of military conscription. Young Irishmen evinced an understandable reluctance to sacrifice their lives for a nation towards which they felt no loyalty. Those who appreciated exactly what the struggle between Germany and Great Britain was about wanted no part of it; while the attitude of the rest is perhaps best summed up in a statement issued by Bishop O’Dwyer of Limerick after a party of Irish men and women emigrating to America had been jeered and cat-called at Liverpool docks as shirkers: “Their crime is that they are not ready to die for England. Why should they? What have they or their forebears ever got from England that they should die for her? This war may be just or unjust, but any fair-minded man will admit that it is England’s war, not Ireland’s.” It was a view which became more popular as Britain’s military position grew increasingly parlous and the enormous wastage of manpower on the battlefields of France caused British politicians and military leaders to cast about for new sources of manpower. In England thousands of young men of military age had to be exempted from duty because they were skilled workers; the Irish, for the most part, were technologically unskilled, and would therefore make ideal cannon fodder. In the last weeks of 1915 over two thousand young men, apprised of these facts, enrolled in the Irish Volunteers, and it became increasingly clear that any attempt to introduce conscription would be resisted, if necessary, with violence.


By now Redmond and his party had broken away and had formed their own organization, the National Volunteers, which, rather ironically, attracted by far the larger number of members. The rump, still calling themselves the Irish Volunteers, rapidly grew more vocal and belligerent under the direction of the I.R.B. Organizers such as MacDermott stumped the country, spreading violent anti-British and anti-recruiting propaganda, helping to break up recruiting meetings and promising young hotheads that a “day of action” was coming soon. Newspapers and magazines—they included publications such as the Spark, Honesty, Scissors & Paste—published material which Dublin Castle could only regard as out and out pro-German propaganda. Plunkett’s Irish Review, for instance, described the war as a “blessing” and said that it “approved” the possible “conquest” of Ireland by Germany. Alongside defaced British recruiting posters, fresh newspaper bills appeared all over Dublin announcing “England’s Last Ditch”, “England’s Growing Hypocrisy” and similar sentiments.


Mr. Birrell, as a member of the Imperial Cabinet, naturally found it incumbent to spend most of his time in London. His visits to Dublin had become increasingly rare and were, in fact, generally undertaken only at holiday times, drawing a complaint from the Irish Times that he was not earning his £4,000 a year salary. In Dublin Sir Matthew Nathan, upon whom the day-to-day running of the country devolved, tried to do what he could to keep agitation within bounds—short of attempting to disarm the Volunteers or arrest their leaders. He closed down one seditious newspaper after another, only to find them reopening under other names. He prosecuted full-time organizers of the Irish Volunteers such as Terence MacSwiney for seditious utterances, only to see an Irish magistrate let him off with a shilling fine. He banned the import of all arms and ammunition, only to discover that he had no means of preventing English firms importing what they liked (on one occasion an innocent looking case labelled “Hardware” dispatched from a reputable firm in Sheffield to a respectable firm in Dublin was found to contain five hundred bayonets). But, on the whole, he set his course by Mr. Birrell’s policy, which was to do as little as possible to upset the delicate balance of order in Ireland. Yet he had himself seen proof that the Volunteers were growing increasingly more cocksure. On St. Patrick’s Day, 1916 they had commandeered the entire centre of Dublin to stage a march past their Chief of Staff, behaving on this occasion with the contemptuous assurance of men who believed they could seize the whole city if they wanted to.


And then, on the night of March 20th, the guns finally blazed. The incident occurred in the town of Tullamore, about 45 miles from Dublin. The trouble had begun on the 19th when some young men jeered the 7th Leinster Regiment as it departed for France. The crowd turned on them and the following night, waving Union Jacks, converged on a local nationalist hall and stoned it. The defenders replied with shots, which brought the local police to the scene, and in the ensuing fracas some thirty shots were exchanged. Even Sir Matthew was shaken. Major-General L. B. Friend, G.O.C. Irish Command, at once ordered a detachment of infantry to stand by to raid Liberty Hall. But before General Friend could precipitate a widespread clash of arms, Mr. Birrell had dispatched an angry countermanding order from London.


Even when Major Price, early in April, produced a copy of a letter which had fallen into his hands, written by an advanced nationalist to a friend abroad and hinting at an early insurrection, Sir Matthew had no hesitation in writing in the margin: “The outbreak in the summer I look upon as vague talk.” The Chief Secretary was more emphatic. “The whole letter is rubbish!” he wrote in the margin. He could foresee nothing but a few small outbreaks of home-made bomb-throwing, he said. Yet drills and marches became more frequent; noisy demonstrations were staged against the deportation of minor figures; articles were published in the Irish Volunteers’ official organ or Connolly’s Workers’ Republic telling men how to fight in the streets or to conduct guerrilla warfare in open country.


From his imposing suite in Phoenix Park, where he could gaze out of the graceful windows and glimpse, over the tops of the trees, a memorial to yet another man of destiny, Wellington, who had actually been born in the country, Lord Wimborne almost daily bombarded Nathan with reminders that they were all sitting on a powder-keg. Repeatedly Sir Matthew replied that it was not possible to bring charges which would stick in any court; that there was nothing in the Defence Regulations designed to cover the situation. Sir Matthew probably hoped that the storm would blow itself out. Yet these hopes should have been dashed finally on Spy Wednesday, April 19th, 1916. On that day a Dublin newspaper attempted to publish a document which it claimed had been copied from the official files of the Castle. It gave specific details of a directive signed by General Friend, ordering an extensive swoop on all Volunteer premises in Dublin. The censor killed the story at once, but that afternoon an Alderman Kelly, who was handed the document by the newspaper’s editor, read it out to a meeting of the Dublin Corporation. His action produced immediate uproar, the document being regarded as proof that the Castle desired to provoke an insurrection so that the British Government might be absolved from its obligation to implement Home Rule when the war ended. Sir Matthew, of course, realized that the document was a forgery, but did not guess its portent. The document, in fact, was not really directed at the Castle at all and indeed came near to achieving its real end. Professor MacNeill—who, all along, had been adamantly against any violence unless the Government first moved against the Volunteers—convinced that there was a crisis at hand, issued a general order to all Volunteers to stand ready to defend themselves and their arms. The right atmosphere for violence had thus been shrewdly induced.


Sir Matthew should have understood what was happening particularly in view of an Admiralty message which had flopped onto his desk five days before; this had stated baldly that “a German ship and escort had left on the 12th, was due to arrive on the 21st, and that a rising had been planned for Easter Eve,” but had added, “the Admiralty is sceptical of such an intention.”


Wimborne had found the message so vague that he was left with the impression that the ship was coming from America. Anyhow, he did nothing. Nathan, of course—as usual—decided to take no action. The casual manner in which the message arrived, too, did nothing to help either man. General Friend received it from General Stafford, C.-in-C. Southern Ireland, who got it, again apparently quite casually, from the Admiral Commanding at Queenstown. No one appreciated that it was a vital intercept of messages passing between Clan na Gael in New York and the German Foreign Office in Berlin, an intercept secured by Naval Intelligence’s Room 40—that famous room where Captain (later Admiral Sir) Reginald Hall and his brilliant team of cypher experts had cracked the German codes; where everything passing between the German Embassy in Washington and the Foreign Office in the Wilhelmstrasse had long been an open book.
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PHYSICALLY, for heroes, the men who led the Irish insurrection were a quite extraordinary bunch. One would be hard put to find a more unlikely-looking collection of revolutionaries anywhere. Clarke was a small, frail man, broken in health after fifteen years of confinement in an English jail and aged fifty-eight; Pearse, tall and full of the dignity of his own destiny, was squint-eyed; MacDermott, dark-haired and almost handsome, limped as a result of polio; and Plunkett was a helpless figure suffering from glandular tuberculosis of the throat who was about to die anyway. Of the three remaining members of the Provisional Government, only James Connolly possessed that robust health and tough, overpowering dynamism which are the usual marks of a true leader. Without Clarke and MacDermott, however, it is highly unlikely that there would have been any insurrection at all, for these two men were its main architects—Clarke the old revolutionary master, MacDermott his zealous pupil. In his own person Clarke was a living link with the revolutionary effort of the previous generation, the dynamitards of the 1880s. Sunken-cheeked, wearing cheap glasses and with a drooping, seedy moustache, he looked for all the world like a downtrodden clerk or, at the best, a petty shopkeeper—which is exactly what he was. Yet he was the most singularly dedicated of all the rebel leaders and generated enormous driving force. On his release from an English prison in the 1890s he had gone to the United States, where he might easily have remained for the rest of his life. Once home again, he had become the focal point, the doyen, the old man of wisdom, the ancient prophet, the unresting force.


His greatest friend and ally was Sean MacDermott, who had begun life as a barman. MacDermott proved to be an intelligent and articulate speaker, possessing splendid energy and zeal. Perhaps his greatest asset, however, was his simple charm—years later, he was still remembered in Dublin as “a delightful man.” Yet he was also a person of hard and practical common sense. As a paid organizer of the Irish Volunteers (salary £150 per annum), he travelled about the countryside speaking on the aims of Sinn Fein and the I.R.B., and enrolling young men. It was a key position which enabled him to appoint members of the Brotherhood to many of the top Volunteer commands. When the rising came, such men, it was intended, would take their orders directly from Pearse and, if necessary, ignore MacNeill.




Thomas MacDonagh was a Professor of English at the National University and a stylish minor poet and dramatist whose presence among the rebel leaders has helped to lend the Irish Rebellion, in retrospect, a certain poetic ambience. By nature he was an excitable and temperamental little man given too much perhaps to exaggerated gestures and mannerisms, often maybe a trifle too flamboyant, even arrogant. His moods alternated between gloom and high exultation; psychological jargon today might classify him a manic-depressive. Normally, however, his conversation was rapid and full of learning and wit, though perhaps his poetry reveals more truly the man. It shows him inwardly as full of gloom, as one who had the death wish. Indeed, he once wrote a poem called “The Suicide.”


He was not, at the outset, a man who particularly wanted to be a rebel. When Irish Home Rule once again became an important issue in British politics he was a happily-married man with a young son, Donagh (later a well-known playwright), and a predominating interest in European literature plus a half-hearted one in the revival of the Gaelic language. The attempts of the Conservative Party to block Home Rule, however, utterly incensed him and finally drove him along the path which led to the firing squad.


Joseph Mary Plunkett’s father was a Papal Count and Director of the National Museum among many other honours and emoluments. The Plunketts had antecedents—a forebear was Saint Oliver Plunkett; kinsmen were Sir Horace Plunkett who reorganized Irish agriculture at the beginning of the century and Lord Dunsany, the writer. Plunkett and his two brothers, George and John, were imaginative and talented boys; early in life Joseph discovered an aptitude for excellent minor poetry. As boys they played a great deal with toy soldiers, and it was while planning imaginary military campaigns in the drawing-room that Joseph is said to have worked out the basis of the rebel strategy in Easter Week—although it is more probable that he found inspiration in earlier plans made by the United Irishmen in the eighteenth century and by Robert Emmet. Certainly he fancied himself as a military thinker. When he left Berlin in 1915, after paying a secret visit there to negotiate a cargo of arms, an exasperated member of the German General Staff was heard to declare: “That blowhard Plunkett! Imagine! He was trying to tell us how to conduct the war!”


Eamonn Ceannt (Edmund Kent) remains, perhaps, the most shadowy of all the rebel leaders. By trade he was a £300-a-year employee in the Treasurer’s Department of the Dublin Corporation; a zealous and sensitive man who possessed a passionate love for the Gaelic language and for the uileann pipes. Dressed in a saffron kilt, he once gave a recital for the Pope.


Towering above all the others, however, stood Patrick Pearse and James Connolly—Pearse the young dreamer and idealist of whom many who knew him say, as of a saint: “He would never have made a success of anything in this life”; Connolly the tough socialist, the iron-willed man who would probably have gone out in rebellion with only a hundred men. At forty-six, Connolly was a thickset, round-faced, big-moustached, bandy-legged man, capable of producing the most blistering language, either with his pen or his tongue, and revelling in sheer audacity. From the age of eleven he had been forced to earn his own living, and his education, while not inconsiderable, came wholly as the result of voracious reading on his own account. When James Larkin, the Irish trade union pioneer, left Dublin for America in 1914, Connolly inherited both the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union and the infant Citizen Army, which marched under the proud banner of the Plough and the Stars. His first action when he became boss of Liberty Hall was to hang a banner outside, declaring: “We serve neither King nor Kaiser, only Ireland.” A staunch believer in the equality of women, he would brook no distinctions in Liberty Hall; he even chose a woman to be one of his army commanders—Constance, Countess Markievicz, daughter of Sir Henry Gore-Booth, Bart., and a friend of the poet W. B. Yeats. By 1915 Connolly had converted part of Liberty Hall into a munitions factory, where he made bayonets, steel bars (for forcing doors) and bombs. His speeches and writings, meanwhile, underlined his determination to use them. So much so that the Republican Brotherhood became concerned. Scared that he might stage a small-scale effort on his own before they were ready (“What could he do by himself but stage a riot?” demanded Pearse, exasperated), they asked Connolly to meet them. The talks, held in a house in South Dublin, lasted for three days and in the end Connolly became a member of the Brotherhood and agreed that preparation for an insurrection should be conducted as a joint operation. Yet, strangely, the only result of this agreement was that, instead of becoming more discreet, Connolly’s behaviour became increasingly reckless.


On Palm Sunday, April 16th, he staged an elaborate ceremony at which the old flag of Ireland—a golden harp upon a green background—was hoisted on to the roof of Liberty Hall. That day the entire Citizen Army paraded in full dress, while thousands of Dubliners cheered and wept openly as Miss Molly O’Reilly, her long red tresses dancing in the wind, climbed out on to the parapet and hauled on the lanyard which sent the flag billowing in the wind.


That night he delivered a last lecture to his troops on tactics. “I’m going to fight the way I want, not the way the enemy wants,” he announced. “It’ll be a new way, one the soldiers haven’t been trained to deal with. We’ll use the rooftops for a start. But remember this; if you do snipe your man, don’t get enthusiastic and stand up and cheer, for if you do it’ll probably be the last cheer you’ll ever give.” Then he reminded them: “The odds against are a thousand to one. But if we should win, hold on to your rifles because the Volunteers may have a different goal. Remember, we’re out not only for political liberty but for economic liberty as well. So hold on to your rifles!”


It sounds incredible that Pearse went into battle knowing that Connolly had these reservations; yet Patrick Henry Pearse remains a most improbable insurgent leader. The thirty-six-year-old son of an Englishman (the family originally spelt the name Pierce), but born of an Irish mother, Pearse was an introspective idealist who, even from childhood, seems to have foreseen his tragic destiny. While still a boy, he once knelt down on a prie-dieu with his adoring brother Willie and swore an oath to some day “free Ireland or die fighting the English!” He grew up tall and well built, with a slightly stooping head and deep, profound eyes—the left one marred by a slight cast. What greatness, if any, he possessed was rarely apparent to anyone at first meeting: he was inclined to remain aloof and reserved unless he happened to be addressing a large body of people when the burning passion within him would then flood forth. It was largely because of his oratorical gifts that he eventually became prominent in nationalist politics. In private life he was an ascetic, neither drinking nor smoking, and normally restricting his social pleasures to the delights of good conversation and the tumultuous subject of Irish independence. Once MacDonagh managed to lure him to a music hall and, out of sheer irreverence, insisted on breaking into his embarrassed reveries with comments on the physical attractiveness of the young ladies on the stage.


“Begad, Pat, isn’t that a fine leg?” said MacDonagh.


“Like the limb of an angel,” agreed Pearse.


“What fine eyes, Pat,” said MacDonagh.


“Indeed, indeed, the eyes of an angel,” replied Pearse.


“Beautiful lassies,” persisted MacDonagh, desperately.


“Angels, angels, every one,” echoed Pearse, reverently.


Yet he had once managed to fall in love—and indeed treasured the memory of the girl all his life—his lost, drowned love, a young university student who had lost her life while bathing.


“O lovely head of the woman I loved


In the middle of the night I remember thee;


But reality returns with the sun’s awakening


Alas, that the slender worm gnaws thee tonight.”


And in a poem called “I Have Not Garnered Gold” he wrote:


“In love I got but grief


That withered my life.”


Early in life he had become fascinated with the Gaelic language and with that lost culture of Ireland which once produced such visual masterpieces as the Book of Kells and the Cross of Cong. In young manhood he liked to dress himself as a tramp and go into far Connacht to study the ancient language and the people who still spoke it, and to take down some of the old songs and stories. He became rapt in this “beauty of the Irish world” until finally this half-legendary society dominated his very life and thoughts.




His great work was the establishment of St. Enda’s, an experimental, bilingual school at Rathfarnham. He founded it as a protest against the existing National School system which, he said, was an English one, and not a very good English one at that, complaining that it was intended simply to turn all Irishmen into good little Britons. He described it as a worse offence against Ireland “even than the Famine”, insisting that Irish education must possess a soul of its own, that it ought to mould Irish character as the English public school system moulded upper-class English character. In pursuit of his theories he covered the walls of St. Enda’s with murals depicting the deeds of ancient Irish heroes, blazoning across them, too, the words attributed to Cuchulain (accurately echoing his own ambitions): “I care not though I were to live but one day and one night provided my fame and my deeds live after me.” Here, then, he practised the most modern methods of bi-lingual teaching, dreaming that some day everybody in Ireland would speak two tongues, English and Irish; yet, even so, failure haunted him, and the school was deeply in debt when he marched out into Sackville Street. Shortly before Easter, 1916, confiding to a friend that he might be forced to close the school, he confessed that he hated the idea because he did not want to be pointed out in the streets of Dublin as a failure.


In 1912 Sean T. O’Kelly arranged for him to be formally enrolled in the I.R.B. By 1914, when the war had begun in Europe and the Home Rule Bill lay suspended, Pearse was declaring: “If the English trick us again there’ll be war in Ireland; yes, by God! even if I have to lead it myself!” And shortly afterwards he wrote: “The European war has brought about a crisis which may contain, as yet hidden within it, the moment for which the generations have been waiting. It remains to be seen whether, if that moment reveals itself, we shall have the sight to see and the courage to do; or whether it shall be written of this generation, alone of all the generations of Ireland, that it had none among it who dared to make the ultimate sacrifice.”


On another occasion he declared: “My God, rather than go on living as we are, I would prefer to see Dublin in ruins.” Yet behind this bloody intention remained the gentle scholar: “Wouldn’t it be a grand thing to have no ambition whatever and to be a clerk with £2 a week? Yes, I should enjoy that—no worries and at ease among my books.”


Like Connolly, he realized from the outset that an insurrection was certain to prove a failure in a military sense. One afternoon in the winter of 1915, when he was standing in his own bedroom on the first floor of St. Enda’s gazing out at the magnificent view which extended west to the Dublin mountains, his mother entered. He called her over and said: “How beautiful is all that has been created by God, mother! Look at the slanting sun and the play of its shadow on the hills.” Then he moved to the middle of the room, talking about the flowers, the trees and the beautiful streams which ran through the grounds of the house.




“Soon, mother, that will be no more for me . . . for us. The day is coming when I shall be shot . . . swept away like that . . . and my colleagues, shot like me.”


“And Little Man, our Willie?” asked his mother.


“Willie? Shot like the others, mother. We will all be shot.”


In January 1916, as Director of Organization, he issued instructions to all battalions of the Irish Volunteers to prepare for special manoeuvres at Easter. As a result, MacNeill asked him directly if he were planning an insurrection and, on receiving an assurance that he was not, returned to his medieval studies. He should have known his man better. He should have remembered Pearse’s words at the graveside of O’Donovan Rossa, an old Fenian whose body had been brought back from America in 1915 for burial: “Life springs from death and from the graves of patriot men and women spring living nations. The Defenders of this Realm have worked well in secret and in the open. They think they have pacified Ireland. They think they have purchased half of us and intimidated the other half. 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.”


Up until Thursday, April 20th, then, the great insurrection promised to be a really serious and impressive affair. If every Irish Volunteer answered the call, 10,000 would be in action. If, in addition, once the fighting had started, Redmond’s National Volunteers would join in—as was hoped—then there would be over 100,000 men under arms.


Yet, as events transpired, Pearse and Connolly were to march into action with only two hundred men of the Citizen Army and less than a tenth of the full membership of the Irish Volunteers. Plunkett’s military plan for Dublin alone, on the other hand, called for at least 5,000 men. In addition, they were to march out short of modern rifles and ammunition and without even a machine-gun. Until Holy Thursday, however, they had every reason to believe that once the fighting began they would have plenty of material, for they looked forward to receiving a substantial cargo of arms and ammunition, including artillery, from Germany. Besides which, they still hoped—against admittedly forlorn hope—that the Germans might land an expeditionary force.


The original overall plan had hinged primarily on the successful landing of the German arms in the south-west of Ireland and the denial of the ports of Dublin and Kingstown to the Government by the deployment of at least one German submarine—whose efforts they themselves intended to reinforce by sinking blockships. The arms themselves were earmarked for the provincial battalions, most of which were even more abysmally supplied than the Dublin units (in the County Limerick, for instance, some Volunteers possessed only enough ammunition to sustain a five-minute action). When the provincial battalions had been at least satisfactorily armed, their task then was to establish a line based roughly on the River Shannon and from there advance upon Dublin, reducing military and police barracks piecemeal as they marched. Although an ambitious strategy, this was considered feasible enough because the British Army in wartime Ireland stood well below full strength.


In the capital itself the principal buildings were to be seized and a series of fortresses established in an inverted crescent across the southern suburbs of the city, commanding the roads and railways by which military reinforcements would enter the capital. If pressure ultimately proved to be too strong, these fortress garrisons were to fall back upon G.H.Q., and in case that, too, eventually failed to hold, a line of retreat would be held open northwards as far as the County Tyrone, where a link up with northern units would be made and the fight developed into guerrilla warfare in open country. As a socialist, Connolly, of course, firmly believed that a capitalist government would never dare to use artillery because of damage to property, and this view eventually became a cardinal tenet of rebel strategy. Joyously, therefore, his Citizen Army could parade through the streets of Dublin in the week before Easter, bravely singing:


“We’ve got the guns and ammunition


We know how to use them well,


And when we meet the Saxon


We’ll drive them all to hell.


We’ve got to free our country


And to avenge all those who fell,


And our cause is marching on.


Glory, glory to old Ireland,


Glory, glory to our sireland,


Glory to the memory


Of those who fought and fell,


And we still keep marching on.”
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ABORED BRITISH seaman patrolling the south-west of Ireland during Easter, 1916, finally summed up his desolate environment as “nothing but rocks, sea and Sinn Feiners.” The British Admiralty, however, knew a great deal better than that.


On February 10th, 1916, Von Skal, a member of the German Ambassador’s staff in Washington, had sent a dispatch to an agent in Rotterdam containing an extract from a letter written by John Devoy from New York and intended for the German Government. In this Devoy, a former Fenian and the head of Clan na Gael, had reported: “Unanimous opinion is that action cannot be postponed much longer. It has therefore been decided to begin action on Easter Saturday. Unless entirely new circumstances arise you must have your arms and ammunition landed between Good Friday and Easter Saturday. Expect German help immediately after.” On March 4th the German Foreign Office replied by cable to its Washington Embassy: “Between 20th and 23rd April, two or three steamers could land 20,000 rifles, ten machine-guns with ammunition in Tralee Bay. Irish pilot boat to meet trawlers at dusk north of island of Inishtooskert at entrance of Tralee Bay and show two green lights close to each other at short intervals.” Three weeks later another cable had reaffirmed that “three trawlers with a small cargo steamer capable of carrying 1,400 tons will be sent.” This message also stated that, beginning from April 8th, Mauen wireless station would broadcast every midnight the codeword “Finn”—meaning that the cargo had started—or the word “Bran” if a hitch had occurred. In reply to this Devoy had dispatched urgent messages on March 18th, 19th and 20th asking that Easter Sunday be fixed as the date for the delivery of arms and inquiring about the possibility of a submarine being sent to Dublin Bay. There was also a suggestion that Germany should try to land troops “possibly from an airship.” This had drawn the tart reply from Berlin: “Sending German submarines to Dublin harbour impossible. Landing troops equally out of the question.”
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