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I


Born into Patriotism


Irish freedom meant everything to Harry Boland. This yearning had been handed down to him from past generations on both sides of his family.1 Harry’s father, Jim, met Catherine Woods in Manchester while he was working at the laying of the Manchester Tramways. Catherine was born in Manchester in 1861, of Co. Louth lineage. Her father, Philip Woods, came from the Carlingford area. Her great-grandfather, James Woods, a blacksmith from Cooley, was whipped through the streets of Carlingford, tied to the back of a cart, for making pikes for the rebels in the 1798 Rising.2


Jim Boland could trace his roots to the townland of Cams in the parish of Fuerty, Co. Roscommon, but he was born in Manche­ster in 1857. His father, Patrick, was very active in the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), a secret, oath-bound organisation dedicated to establishing an independent Ireland.3 


Jim arrived in Dublin for the first time in 1880 as a foreman with the Liverpool firm Worthingtons, which had secured the contract for paving Dublin’s streets. Shortly afterwards, the city council decided to do the work by direct labour and Jim was given the job of overseer, with a weekly wage of £2. On 21 October 1882 he married Catherine in St Kevin’s Church, Harrington Street.


While in Dublin, Jim became a member of the Supreme Council of the IRB. He was also the centre (secret leader) for the province of Leinster and at one time chairman of the Dublin Directory of the IRB.4 Within the Directory, Jim was very friendly with Denis Seery. Denis was a first cousin of Thomas Tynan, who was a strong Land Leaguer and also a member of the IRB organisation in Leinster. Denis often visited the Tynan home – Peafield House in Mountrath – and he introduced Jim to the family.


In September 1882 an attempt was made to evict the Tynans, as they were unable to pay the increased rent of £4 an acre. The Tynan family’s imposing twelve-roomed, two-storey house stood on 175 acres of good Queen’s County (Laois) land. Almost 400 people from the local community assembled to prevent the bailiffs from seizing the cattle and horses on the farm or occupying the dwelling house. The bailiffs and police eventually withdrew, though they were expected to return, so Jim and Denis decided to try to frighten them. Jim constructed a bomb, which he gave to Denis, who then planted it near the land agent’s house in Cool, not far from Maryborough. The bomb went off at 2 a.m. on Christmas morning 1882. It did considerable damage to property, but no one was injured. However, the landlord became worried and, as a result, came to an arrangement with Thomas Tynan, whose rent was reduced from £4 per acre to £1 per acre. The Tynans of Peafield House would always remember the help Jim gave them.5


Heavy police surveillance of Jim soon forced him to leave Ireland for America with his young bride. For the next two-and-a-half years he organised Fenian activities in many parts of the USA. A younger brother of his, John P., was already a Fenian organiser there, having been sent out by the IRB to keep in touch with the Republican Clan-na-Gael movement in New York.6


Jim and Catherine’s first child, Nellie, was born in America in 1884. They left in 1885 and initially went to Manchester, where their first son, Gerry, was born in May 1885. When Gerry was just six months old, Jim and his family moved back to Dublin, taking up residence at 6 Dalymount Terrace, Phibsborough. Jim resumed his job with the paving department of Dublin Corporation.7 The couple’s second son, Harry, was born on 27 April 1887, followed by Kathleen in 1890 and Edmund (Ned), the youngest, in 1893.8


In the years after he returned to Dublin, Jim became a mem­ber of the National Club in Rutland Square and he enthu­siastically supported Charles Stewart Parnell, the Irish nationalist politician. The police continued to keep Jim under surveillance because he was still a member of the IRB, and a detective could be seen constantly outside the Boland home.9


Jim was also very active in Dublin GAA circles. In 1892 he was chairman of the Dublin County Board of the GAA and the following year he represented Co. Dublin on the Central Council of the infant organisation.10 Jim played with his young sons in the open green spaces near his own home and he gave Harry his first lessons in wielding the camán. The family lived near Dalymount Park, headquarters of Bohemians soccer club, where the playing pitch was grazed by sheep. Harry and Gerry spent many afternoons riding the sheep around the playing field just for the thrill of being thrown off.11


After the death of Parnell, Jim opposed Tim Healy and his supporters in their attempt to control the Irish Parliamentary Party. The Healyites took possession of the Dublin premises of the Parnellite newspaper, United Ireland. A group of Parnellites decided to regain control of the newspaper offices and, as part of this plan, Jim recruited a small number of IRB men to invade the premises. The two opposing sides, Parnellites and Healyites, became involved in a fracas and Jim received a heavy blow to the top of his head with the leg of a chair. At first it did not seem to be a serious injury, but a cyst developed inside his skull and exerted pressure on his brain. as time went on, his health gradually deteriorated, and he experienced severe headaches and then some loss of memory.12 He had to go on extended sick leave from his Dublin Corporation job and underwent unsuccessful brain surgery at the Mater Hospital. When Catherine saw that Jim was sinking rapidly, she sent for a priest from Phibsborough church to give her husband the last rites. The priest approached Jim in a stony fashion and said, ‘I believe Mr Boland, you are a great Fenian.’


Even though very ill, Jim sensed the cool greeting. ‘Not a great Fenian,’ he answered, ‘but a Fenian all the time.’


‘Of course, if you refuse to desist from your Fenian activities, I can’t give you absolution,’ admonished the priest.


Jim looked at him, unmoved, and said, ‘I won’t die with a lie on my mouth, so I must go to God as I am.’13


Catherine then sent for Fr Headley, a sympathetic Dominican priest, who gave Jim the last anointing. Harry’s father died in the Mater Hospital on 11 March 1895, having spent five months as a patient there.14 Harry was just eight years old when he lost the father he loved and admired very much.


Jim had been out of work for a considerable time before his death and the family was now left without a breadwinner, but his nationalist friends rallied around the widow and family. The Tynans of Peafield House did not forget the help Jim had given when they were in danger of eviction, and Thomas took a prominent position on the fundraising committee. Others on the committee included Fred Allen, then manager of the Irish Independent, William Field, MP, and Pat O’Brien, MP and former IRB friend of Jim. The final report of the Boland Family Fund stated: ‘A meeting of the committee and subscribers of the Boland Family Fund was held last night in the National Club. A balance sheet was submitted which showed that the total income reached the handsome sum of £293. After deducting the purchase of a first-class going business in the tobacconist trade at 28 Wexford Street it leaves a handsome balance in the bank to the credit of Mrs Boland and the family.’ With Catherine setting up in business there, the family went to live in Wexford Street.15 The building consisted of a shop and a house with four rooms. Catherine was in her mid-thirties when she took on the new business.


Further help for the family came from the Dublin County Board of the GAA, who held a special tournament at Clonturk Park on 9 June 1895 in which football and hurling teams from places as far apart as Thurles and Cavan took part. The Boland family received another good sum of money from the tournament.16


The Boland Family Fund kept the family going for up to five years after the death of their father. Nellie, the eldest girl, stayed at home helping with the family business, but she was not a healthy child. Gerry and Harry were at the point where their second-level schooling had to be considered. In those days only a minority of families could afford to give their children second-level education and the shop was not turning over enough of a profit for Catherine to pay for their further education because she was not a good businesswoman and had too soft a heart. Gerry later said that ‘she could not refuse the poor, whether they had money or not’.17


It was Pat O’Brien who arranged for the Irish Christian Brothers to admit Gerry to the new O’Brien Institute in Marino, Dublin, which was a semi-orphanage for children with only one parent alive. Harry was sent to school in Synge Street CBS, but soon clashed with one particular Christian Brother and refused to return.18 Catherine had many problems at the time and was becoming increasingly worried about the health of her daughter Nellie, who had contracted TB and was getting weaker, so Denis Seery asked Thomas Tynan and his wife, Anna, to help out with Harry’s schooling. They decided to bring Harry to their home and to look after his second-level education. In nearby Castletown, the de La Salle Brothers had a novitiate boarding college reserved for novices of the order. Thomas got in touch with the Brothers and asked them to make an exception and take Harry in as a boarder. They agreed to admit Harry for a very nominal sum of money and he spent three years in the novitiate. During the school holidays after each term, he stayed in Peafield House, where the environment was very nationalistic.19


There were great facilities for study in Castletown and a great spirit of learning. Harry excelled in the sporting arena in the college. Hurling was the dominant game in the junior school and every student was expected to try his skill at this sport. Harry brought with him the hurling skills he had learned from his father. Every student also had to learn to swim in the River Nore, which flowed through the college lands.20


While Harry spent his holidays in Peafield House he was reared as a young country farmer. He did the same work on the farm as the three Tynan brothers: John, Michael and Thomas Jnr. Thomas was the same age as Harry and they played together every day. Thomas always said that Harry would never back down from anything: ‘It was not his nature even to back away from a bigger lad if a row started. Even as a schoolboy he was a bit of a “divil”.’21 The eldest Tynan brother, John, who was then twenty-five years of age, was eleven years older than Harry. He kept a watchful ‘big brother’ eye on him and they became inseparable friends.22 Harry’s stay in Peafield House gave him an understanding of life in rural Ireland and he carried many of his Castletown and Peafield House educational, sporting and farming experiences with him throughout his life.
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In the GAA


The Boland family suffered further bereavement when Nellie, the eldest child, died from the dreaded disease TB in 1898. She was just fourteen years of age.1 For the second time Harry felt the deep pangs of loss. Following this, Pat O’Brien continued to look after the Boland family until 1900, when they became able to provide for themselves. That year Gerry left school, at fifteen years of age, and became an apprentice fitter on the Midland and Great Western Railway at Broadstone Station. However, ‘poverty sent Harry to live in Manchester’.2 There, he stayed with his aunt, Annie Devlin, his mother’s sister, who lived in the Salford area of the city. Harry also had cousins in Manchester.3


He soon returned to Dublin, but not before he had become a fan of the Manchester United soccer team.4 After a period in the tailoring department of Todd, Burns and Co. Ltd, General Outfitters in Mary Street, Dublin, Harry became an excellent, fully qualified tailor and a superb cutter of gents’ and ladies’ attire. He was made a permanent member of the tailoring staff of Todd, Burns and Co. Ltd, one of the biggest stores in Dublin at this time.5 Both he and his brother Gerry joined the IRB on the same day in 1904.6 Harry also joined the Keating Branch of the Gaelic League and studied Irish.7


Always an athlete at heart, he was not long back in Ireland before he began to take an interest in the GAA, and it was chiefly through this organisation and his exploits with the Dublin hurling team that he first became widely known. An unusual factor about Harry’s GAA career was that he was involved from the start both in the administration of GAA affairs in Dublin and the game of hurling itself – his enthusiasm inherited from his father’s association with the national games. When Harry first came on the GAA scene, many of those who were on league committees with him could remember his father, Jim, as a former county chairman.


Harry was interested in the running of Saturday and Sunday hurling leagues in Dublin because he hurled in the competitions himself. He is recorded as being present at a Sunday hurling league meeting in 68 Sackville (now O’Connell) Street, Dublin on 5 April 1906, and at a meeting of the Saturday hurling league three weeks later.8 He and his brothers, Gerry and Ned, first joined the O’Donovan Rossa football team and Rathmines Hurling Club. This hurling club also had an athletics section, as was common in GAA clubs then, and a gymnastics group. On Sunday 16 December 1906 Rathmines won first place in the Middle League when they beat Ua Tuathails. Harry lined out as full back on the team, and he distinguished himself by his long clearances from the Rathmines goalmouth under pressure. This was his first major win in a hurling match.9 In December 1907 he became a member of the Dublin County Board of the GAA at the unusually young age of twenty.


It was at this time that the Boland family closed their tobacconist shop at 28 Wexford Street and went to live at 26 Lennox Street, Dublin. Gerry, Harry and Ned were bringing home an increasing amount of money from their jobs and Kathleen, too, was working, as an assistant in a jeweller’s shop on Grafton Street.10


Harry brought an enquiring mind to GAA affairs from the start and he was not satisfied with the way many things were being done. At the annual convention of the Sunday hurling league at Rutland Square on 21 February 1909, he seconded a motion proposed by D. Burke of the Davis club to give more games to each club in the Dublin area. The motion was passed and put into operation. He also supported a suggestion to encourage schoolboys and minors to interest themselves in hurling – they were to be entitled to attend GAA games at one-third of the cost of ordinary admission. He recommended that invitations be extended to institutions such as Artane and Carriglea to view Gaelic games free of charge.11


In early January 1909 a junior championship tie was played between Rathmines and Ard Craobh. Lining out for Rathmines were Harry and his brother Gerry. Rathmines eventually won by a margin of two goals and Harry earned a place on the junior Dublin county team.12 Dublin reached the Leinster final and played against Offaly at Maryborough. This final came to a sudden end when, during the first fifteen minutes of the second half, an Offaly player committed a foul and the referee ordered him off the field. He refused to go and the referee promptly awarded the match to Dublin, who were leading by four points at the time. As a result, Harry won his first inter-county medal – a Leinster Junior Hurling Championship one.13


The final of the 1908 All-Ireland Senior Hurling Champion­ship between Dublin and Tipperary had been delayed due to inter-county disputes at administration level but was finally fixed for Jones’ Road on Sunday 25 April 1909. The Kickhams were Dublin county champions and had the right to select the Dublin team. They decided to hold a trial match between a Kickhams selection and the rest of Dublin. Harry played very well and, after a second trial, he was picked for the Dublin senior team to contest the All-Ireland final against Tipperary. A crowd of 6,000 people gathered in Jones’ Road for the final. This playing field had been levelled and rolled before the game and both teams gave a first-class exhibition of hurling. Harry combined with W. Leonard, the star Dublin forward, to score one point in the first half and to make another. In the second half, another bout of play between Harry and Leonard ended in a goal. Tipperary led through most of the game but they found it difficult to draw away from their opponents. A point scored by Harry and another by Leonard evened the score just before the final whistle.14 The replay took place at the Agricultural Society’s ground in Athy on 27 June 1909. The Dublin selectors made many changes to the team and Harry was not picked for the replay. Tipperary won easily.15


The IRB were at work quietly and unobtrusively in the GAA around this time. Between 1908 and 1910 young men of a new generation were being secretly recruited into the IRB – many of them having come to the fore in the GAA. Amongst the most prominent were Austin Stack in Kerry and J. J. Walsh in Cork.16 Harry, though only twenty-two years old, never missed an opportunity to further IRB principles of Irish freedom. P. T. Daly, honorary secretary of the John O’Leary Memorial Committee, wrote to the 1909 May meeting of the Dublin County Board saying that the inscription on the monument to John O’Leary would be unveiled on the third Sunday of that month. A public procession from Rutland Square to Glasnevin was planned and the Memorial Committee would be obliged if all fixtures arranged by the Dublin County Board could be postponed. Harry proposed that the Dublin committee accede to the request: ‘Mr John O’Leary, was a patron of this association,’ he said, ‘and he made many sacrifices for Irish freedom during the course of his life. I propose that this date be made a closed day in our capital city for all Gaelic games.’17 The fact that this proposition was made by a Dublin inter-county hurler made it easier for the delegates to accept the request.


When Harry went to London in 1909 on GAA business, he met Michael Collins for the first time. Collins was involved in the GAA in London and was treasurer of the Geraldines club. Harry suggested to Collins that he join the IRB.18 Harry then brought him to Sam Maguire, who initiated Collins into the organisation.19


During 1910 Harry continued hurling with the Rathmines Hurling Club but did not play on any Dublin county teams. He was, however, a regular attender at the meetings of the Dublin County Board and in August he helped to organise an athletics meeting for the Dublin GAA clubs. In his capacity as a GAA administrator in the Dublin area, Harry was becoming well known. On 22 October 1911 the annual convention of the Dublin County Board was held at 41 Rutland Square. Delegates from forty-seven clubs in Dublin were present. Three candidates were nominated for the position of chairman, one of whom was Harry. He ultimately received forty-five votes, J. Quigley fifteen and D. McCormack ten. Harry was elected and M. F. Crowe was unanimously re-elected as secretary and treasurer.20 Considering that he was then only twenty-four years of age, Harry was very young for this exacting role. But he brought the fresh ideas of young men into action in an association that was largely ruled by older men.


In 1911 Harry played with Dublin against Kilkenny in the Leinster senior hurling final at Maryborough. Kilkenny won easily. He again lined out with the Dublin team in the Croke Cup hurling final against Tipperary in Thurles on 21 April 1912, when Tipperary won by two goals. The revenue from this game went towards paying for the erection of the Croke Monument in Thurles and the payment of the first instalment of £1,500, out of a total purchase price of £3,500, for the Jones’ Road grounds in Dublin. These grounds were soon to be known as Croke Park, where ‘no other games but those of the Gael were to be played’.21


Not satisfied with his playing and administrative roles in the GAA, Harry took to refereeing both hurling and football matches in 1912, and he refereed the substituted and postponed 1911 All-Ireland hurling final between Kilkenny and Tipperary played in Fraher’s field in Dungarvan. The game, played before a huge crowd, turned out to be a thriller, with Kilkenny beating Tipperary by two points. Harry was complimented for keeping the game going at a fast pace.


Harry blossomed as a GAA administrator when he represented Dublin at the 1913 Congress, which was held in the council chamber of the City Hall in Dublin. Delegates attended from all over Ireland and from Lancashire and Scotland. Harry is remembered as an administrator of great foresight for being associated with three motions that passed at that congress.


The first came from the Dublin County Board and stated that ‘where a man is fouled but succeeds in playing the ball, the referee shall allow the game to proceed’.22 Harry was behind this motion because he felt football and hurling games should not be slowed down by an official blowing his whistle too often for minor infringements.


Another proposal, seconded by Harry, came from the Antrim and Cork County Boards and was moved by P. D. Mehigan (Carbery), the well-known writer on Gaelic games: ‘That a distinctive county colour be compulsory for inter-county, inter-provincial and All-Ireland contests, such colours to be approved of by the Provincial Councils concerned and registered with Central Council.’23 At a meeting of the Dublin County Board on 15 April 1913, chaired by Harry, it was decided that the Dublin teams would adopt as their county colours a light blue jersey with a white shield bearing the city’s arms.


The most important motion of all, and the most debated at the 1913 Congress, was proposed by Harry: ‘That the maximum number of players shall be fifteen a side.’ John Lalor of Kilkenny seconded the motion, which had a rough passage. J. J. Walsh moved an amendment ‘that the seventeen a side team be retained for hurling, but that the maximum number of footballers be fourteen’. Much debate followed and then two divisions of vot­ing took place until it was decided that fifteen players would be the maximum and thirteen the minimum. The reduction of players made the game more open, more strenuous and more active for the players, and also more attractive to watch.24
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Hurling and Volunteers


The living conditions of the inhabitants of Dublin in the first decade of the twentieth century differed greatly between the wealthy merchant and landlord class and the very poor, who lived in dreadful conditions. Parents and often up to eight children existed in the one room.


Catherine Boland had reared her family and was now better off. The income that the children were bringing into the Boland home from their combined jobs encouraged them to change residence once more, this time to a more open environment in Marino Crescent, Clontarf. They rented a large three-storey house with a spacious basement in a curved row of twenty-six houses. The Bolands lived at No. 15, almost in the middle of the curve – the houses were joined and they all had skylights opening off the roofs.1 An RIC (Royal Irish Constabulary) man lived in one of the houses in the row and, although the Boland family had a different political viewpoint to him, they generally lived on good terms.2


In 1907 James Larkin had come to Dublin and a year later set about forming an Irish union of workers, which he called the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union. A federation of 400 Dublin employers, organised by William Martin Murphy, refused employment to members of Larkin’s union. Men employed in the Dublin Tramway Co., also controlled by Murphy, were asked to sign a pledge that they would resign their membership of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union, or, if they were not then members, that they would never join. When they refused, hundreds of tram workers were immediately locked out. This led to the 1913 Dublin workers’ strike.


The Boland family were fully behind the workers. They were all trade union supporters and Gerry had a trade union book. Harry and Kathleen, in sympathy with the workers, refused to board a tram, no matter how long the journey they had to make on foot. They also refused to buy any items of food, clothing or merchandise from any firm that was locking out workers: ‘we were all Labour, as most of us were workers and sons of workers’.3 The strike led to public meetings of union members.


Then came the meeting in Sackville Street when Jim Larkin, dressed in a long black coat and wearing a beard, appeared at the balcony window of the Imperial Hotel and said a few words to the waiting crowd, which included the three Boland brothers, Gerry, Harry and Ned.4 The police attacked the crowd without warning, indiscriminately batoning people to the ground and kicking them when they were prostrate. They pursued those who escaped into lanes and side streets, wielding their batons mercilessly and beating those they caught. Harry and Ned were both strong and the Bolands fought their way through the police cordon. Ned, who later trained professional boxers in Dublin, was fearless and he, Harry and Gerry floored two policemen who came at them as they burst through the cordon with their fists flying. Six hundred people, mostly workers, were later admitted to hospitals in Dublin for treatment, and three of them, two men and one woman, died from their injuries.


Pádraig Pearse wrote in Irish Freedom:


I may be wrong but I do hold it a most terrible sin that there should be landless men in this island of waste yet fertile valleys and that there should be breadless men in the city where great fortunes are made and enjoyed.5


In November 1913 Harry joined the Irish Volunteers (a force set up to fight for the principle that Irishmen had the right to decide and govern their own national affairs) at the inaugural meeting at the Rotunda, and Gerry and Ned enrolled also.6 (A women’s organisation called Cumann na mBan was formed a few months later.) To Harry membership of the Volunteers meant an increased workload and a dual role. He had been re-elected as chairman of the Dublin County Board on 19 October. He had also changed hurling clubs and transferred to Faughs, a prominent senior hurling team. Faughs reached the 1914 Dublin county senior hurling final against Collegians – a team made up mostly of UCD university students. Harry played in the full-back position and had a good game before a record crowd. Faughs won easily and Harry acquired his first Dublin senior hurling medal. Faughs easily beat Davis hurling club in the Dublin Senior Hurling League four weeks later, a game for which Harry received praise for his many long clearances from the full-back line.


Harry was asked by John Tynan to be best man at his marriage to Cis Meagher of Cloncourse, Ballaghmore. John now had his own farm at Rockview House, Borris-in-Ossory, Co. Laois. The couple were married in Dublin and, after the church ceremony, the photographer set up the usual scene where the bridegroom and bride, followed by the best man and bridesmaid, were to emerge from the open church door and halt outside for a photograph to be taken. The people gathered outside would at the same time throw confetti on the married couple just before the photographer clicked his camera. The group lined up inside the church but, just before they began the walk out, Harry whispered to John, the bridegroom, ‘Let’s change places, just for the laugh.’ A quick word all round and they all agreed. The church door opened and they made a majestic exit with Harry arm-in-arm with the bride and a wide grin on his beaming face. The crowd laughed heartily as they shook confetti on the ‘new’ bridegroom. Then they cheered tumultuously when Harry kissed the bride.7


Meanwhile Erskine Childers, a supporter of Irish nationa­lism, had been in France and Belgium and finally in Hamburg, where he purchased 1,500 second-hand Mauser rifles and 49,000 rounds of ammunition to arm the Volunteers. He brought the cargo into the small harbour of Howth in his yacht, the Asgard, on 26 July 1914. The Irish Volunteers marched to Howth that morning, under the leadership of Thomas MacDonagh, Bulmer Hobson and Cathal Brugha, to collect the weapons.


Pat McGinley, a crewman on the Asgard, described their entry into the small fishing harbour of Howth in north Co. Dublin:


The weather was bad and as we were crashing the harbour, I happened to look up at the other end of the round pier and I saw the Volunteers coming down and I told Mr Childers, ‘There they are, they are coming down’ … Erskine Childers was a real good seaman. We got the guns out to the Volunteers in short time.8


Harry was not with the Volunteers that day, as only the officers were aware beforehand of the reason they were marching to Howth and he was in Dungarvan.


However, the gunrunning and the subsequent ‘Bachelor’s Walk Massacre’, where members of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers fired on a crowd of unarmed civilians, soon fell down the order of the news, when, on 3 August, in the House of Commons, the British government announced their decision to declare war on Germany. John Redmond, leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party, assured the English government that the Volunteers, on whose executive Redmond had twenty-five nominees, would guard Ireland’s shores against German invasion. The following day the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland officially entered the war. Shortly afterwards the Home Rule Act, which would allow Ireland a degree of self-government, received the royal assent and was put on the statute book, but its implementation was postponed until after the war.


Supporters of Redmond regarded this as ‘a great triumph for the Irish Party’.9 But Redmond’s attitude towards aiding Britain in the war was frowned upon by the more extreme Volunteers and particularly by the IRB. Redmond widened the divide between himself and some young men like Harry when he spoke to Volunteers assembled at Woodenbridge in Co. Wicklow on 20 September. He said that it would be a disgrace forever to Ireland if Irishmen refrained from fighting ‘wherever the firing extends, in defence of right, freedom and religion in this war’.10 The Volunteers gathered throughout Ireland to consider Redmond’s war policy. The number of Volunteers was estimated to be about 180,000 and when the vast majority backed Redmond, there was a clear split. Those who followed Redmond took the name of ‘National Volunteers’ and those who did not want anything to do with England or her war retained the name ‘Irish Volunteers’.


Many of the Irish Volunteers, including Harry, had the same ideas that Sir Roger Casement articulated in a letter published in Ireland and the United States: ‘Ireland has no blood to give to any land, to any cause, but that of Ireland.’11 Harry felt ‘that a greater and more vital question has arisen from the world war. The men who received the votes of the Irish people to secure Self Government, have endeavoured to harness the people of Ireland to England’s war chariot, forgetting that only a freely elected government in a free Ireland can decide the question of peace and war for Ireland.’12


The top leaders of the IRB inside the Irish Volunteers believed Ireland had suffered many evils at the hands of British administrators down through the years and that this war against Germany was the country’s opportunity to strike a blow against England for the freedom of Ireland. Tom Clarke, Seán MacDiarmada and the recently recruited Pádraig Pearse were already taking the first steps to organise an armed rising against England. Harry was still attending his secret monthly IRB meetings and he heard about plans for a rebellion. Gerry was saving his money to buy a gun, and he began to toughen himself up for possible hardship in his role as an Irish Volunteer in the event of a rising. For periods he went on strict diets of very little food, practising self-denial so that he could face deprivation if this was required of him at any future date.13


Towards the end of 1914 Harry was re-elected as chairman of the Dublin county Board of the GAA for the fourth time. The board revived its cross-country running programme by holding a novices’ championship at Larkfield. Garristown won the cham­pionship and the board entered a strong team for the All-Ireland Novices Cross-Country Championship. This team won the first team prize for Dublin.


In 1915 Harry had his last season of club hurling with Faughs and on 13 June he lined out to play against Davis in the final of the Dublin Senior Hurling Championship at Croke Park – Faughs won. In November Harry had another superb game when Faughs beat Rapparees in the final of the Dublin Senior Hurling League and this victory was the end of Harry’s club hurling career, by which time he had won two Dublin Senior Hurling Championships and two Senior Hurling Leagues.


On 13 February 1916 Harry lined out with his native Dublin in the semi-final of the Wolfe Tone Memorial Hurling tie between Kilkenny and Dublin. Harry hurled well in his old position of full back.14 Dublin beat Kilkenny to qualify for the Leinster Hurling Wolfe Tone Memorial Final against Laois – however, the semi-final was Harry’s last competitive game of hurling in Ireland and his last hurling game with his native Dublin.15


Co. Kilkenny-born Tommy Moore, a top-class hurler with Faughs and winner of two All-Ireland senior hurling medals with Dublin, said Harry ‘was a fine hurler and he could have been a real inter-county star but you’d never know when you had him. He’d hardly train at all. He was too busy with other things – national things.’16
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From Fairview to the GPO


Harry arrived home later than he had expected from the GAA Congress, which was held in Dublin’s City Hall on Easter Sunday 1916. His mother, who was then fifty-five years of age, noticed that he was more subdued than usual. When she spoke to him he seemed to look straight ahead into the distance as if he had not heard what she was saying. ‘Maybe he had a tough day at the congress,’ she thought.


Then Harry spoke in a grave tone. ‘I have to go out with the Volunteers, mother – soon.’


‘Where?’ asked Catherine Boland.


‘The other boys are going. It is serious.’


‘Who are they?’ asked Catherine.


‘Jack Shouldice, Frank Shouldice and many others.’


Jack and Frank Shouldice were GAA friends of Harry. Jack was an All-Ireland footballer. On his way home from the congress he had told Harry that the Military Council of the Republican forces, without Eoin MacNeill’s authority as chief of staff of the Irish Volunteers, had decided to go ahead with their planned insurrection on the following morning, Easter Monday.


Catherine looked at Harry with tears in her eyes. ‘Go, in the name of God,’ she said softly. ‘Your poor father would haunt you if you did not do the right thing.’


She was trying to put on a brave face.


‘The only thing I am worrying about is how you will manage,’ replied Harry.


‘I managed after your father’s death, when you were all babies, and I can manage again. I am in a better position now than I was then.’1


Tom Hunter was the commandant of the 2nd Battalion, Dublin Brigade of the Irish Volunteers. He spent Easter Sunday night at Fr Mathew Park in Fairview, getting military and medi­cal stores in order. He gave fresh orders orally on Easter Monday morning at 7.30 a.m. for the mobilisation of his battalion. He led the men who came earliest on that Monday morning to the west side of St Stephen’s Green near the College of Surgeons. Those who came late to Fr Mathew Park were kept there to load the mili­tary and medical supplies onto horse lorries that would take them to St Stephen’s Green. The military stores included ammunition and some guns. Seán Russell, an officer in the Fairview Volunteers, came late to Fr Mathew Park, as did Harry and his brother Ned. Gerry, who was now married and living in Crooksling, cycled into town with his gun that Monday morning.2


Leo Henderson’s company of Volunteers were amongst those detailed to escort the lorries carrying the supplies to St Stephen’s Green. Enniscorthy-born Captain Thomas Weafer was in charge of this operation.


When Tom Hunter arrived in St Stephen’s Green, he lined up his men and reported to Brigade Commandant Thomas MacDonagh. MacDonagh told Hunter the 2nd Battalion was moving out straight away to take over Jacob’s Biscuit Factory less than a quarter of a mile away. He also noted that the turnout from the battalion was smaller than he expected. Hunter told him that about 100 Volunteers were still in Fr Mathew Park loading the military and medical stores.3 MacDonagh moved out to occupy Jacob’s as scheduled. Gerry Boland arrived on his bicycle and joined his fellow 2nd Battalion Volunteers in occupying the factory.


Elsewhere, outside Liberty Hall in the city centre, what seemed to be an armed parade of units of the Irish Volunteers, Irish Citizen Army and Kimmage garrison was gathering. Many of the men, about 150 in all, still believed that they were going out on ordinary manoeuvres. Because of Eoin MacNeill’s order countermanding the planned nationwide Volunteer manoeuvres on Easter Sunday, which had been supposed to signal the start of the Rising, there were fewer men than expected. They carried Lee Enfields, Mauser pistols, even pikes, bayonets and sabres. Only a quarter of them wore uniforms. The others wore leggings or bandoliers to show that they were soldiers.


At five minutes to twelve the men were lined up. Then Pád­raig Pearse, James Connolly and Joseph Mary Plunkett came out of Liberty Hall, all uniformed, with Pearse and Plunkett carrying swords in their hip scabbards. They moved to the front line, Connolly in the centre. At twelve o’clock Connolly gave the order: ‘Column attention! Quick march!’ They moved off at a quick marching pace.


‘Left, right. Left, right,’ echoed through the almost deser­ted streets. They came out of Lower Abbey Street, wheeled to the right and advanced. When they were directly opposite the GPO, Connolly then gave the order, ‘Left wheel – GPO charge.’4 The Irish Republican forces broke ranks and rushed into the GPO. They ejected staff and customers and took over the building. One elderly man moaned as he was being ejected, ‘What’s the world comin’ to at all when a decent man can’t buy a penny stamp in comfort and peace in the chief post office in the capital city of his country?’5 Members of the Irish Volunteers and Irish Citizen Army took down the Union Jack from the flagpole on the roof of the GPO and put up instead two flags – one a green flag with a golden harp in the centre and Irish Republic written across it and the other a Tricolour of green, white and orange.


Simultaneously members of the Irish Republican forces occupied buildings in other parts of Dublin. Later that afternoon, Pearse, commandant-in-chief of these forces, stood on the steps of the GPO and read the Proclamation of the Irish Republic:


We hereby proclaim the Irish Republic as a Sovereign Independent State, and we pledge our lives and the lives of our comrades-in-arms to the cause of its freedom.6


In Fairview, Captain Thomas Weafer, knowing that action had begun at midday in the centre of Dublin, became aware that Fr Mathew Park was in danger of attack from British forces who were in their training camp on Bull Island, three miles to the north-east. If they were to seize the park they would capture the stores of the 2nd Battalion and put the 100 Volunteers under his charge out of action. He consulted the other officers present: Leo Henderson, Liam Breen, Frank Henderson, Oscar Traynor and Tom Ennis. Traynor wanted to go immediately into town, but Ennis said that they would lose all their stores if they did. They decided to send Ennis and John McDonnell to the GPO to discuss the matter with Pearse. Ennis was soon back with a written order from Pearse to bring the men and the stores to the GPO.


At 3 p.m. the half battalion set off by Ballybough and Summerhill towards Sackville Street, a journey of about two miles. As they went over the Royal Canal at Clarke’s Bridge on the top of Summerhill Parade, scouts from Dollymount reported to Captain Weafer that the British forces from Bull Island were also moving in the direction of the city centre. Just then they heard firing behind them, coming from the direction of the Great Northern Railway. Weafer decided to send a detachment under Frank Henderson to Ballybough Bridge and Fairview Strand to block the British from getting into the city centre. He sent a smaller band of Volunteers under Leo Henderson to intercept the British forces at Annesley and Newcomen Bridges if they tried to get in by the North Strand Road. He then took the main body of about fifty men into the houses near the Royal Canal at the top of Summerhill Parade. However, when the British forces did not follow, this main body of the 2nd Battalion re-formed under Weafer and reached the GPO at 4.30 p.m. on that Easter Monday afternoon. The medical supplies they brought with them were later used by the Fairview Cumann na mBan to establish the first-aid station in the building. The ammunition and guns were a godsend to the GPO garrison.


Harry was one of the detachment under Captain Frank Henderson who occupied Gilbey’s Wine Branch Depot in Fairview Strand, near the junction with Richmond Road. Fairview Strand was a continuation of Ballybough Road, with its top facing towards the northern railway line between Dublin and Belfast. These rails ran over sloblands that stretched out for about 200 yards. A parapet, reinforced by an embankment, propped up the railway line. All was quiet for a time, but then the British troops from Bull Island training camp, under Major H. F. Somerville of the School of Musketry, advanced into the area stretching from Fairview Strand to Annesley Bridge and Wharf Road (now East Wall Road). The Irish Volunteers stationed in corner houses on North Strand, in Spring Garden Street, Annesley Place and Leinster Avenue opened fire on the British advance guard crossing Annesley Bridge. During the fight the Volunteers put the British machine gun out of action. Those British soldiers who succeeded in rushing down Wharf Road came under fire from Volunteers in Leinster Avenue across an open space between the two roads.7


The main enemy force came under fire from Volunteers stationed 200 yards to the north of the bridge. The British re­treated under cover into the surrounding streets, including Fair­view Strand. There they came under fire from Frank Henderson’s group for about twenty minutes. During the fighting Harry Colley, one of the Fairview Volunteers, was badly wounded near the insurgents’ barricade of sandbags at Annesley Bridge.8 One British soldier was mortally wounded in this exchange of fire.9 The British forces were determined to maintain control of the Great Northern Railway line to Belfast and to advance with more of their forces into the city centre, while the Volunteers were attempting to hold off British troops coming from Bull Island for as long as they could.


When Connolly got a report that there was fighting in Fairview, he sent thirty riflemen under Seán T. O’Kelly to reinforce the Volunteers there. This group marched as far as Annesley Bridge, where they set up headquarters on the Drumcondra side of that bridge in the fertiliser factory of the Dublin and Wicklow Company. They also occupied the offices of the same company at the corner of North Strand and erected barricades nearby. There was no fighting going on at that time, but O’Kelly sent scouts to find out what had caused the earlier gun battle. The scouts found armed Volunteers looking out from the windows of houses near Fairview Strand. These Volunteers told them that there had been an engagement shortly before that with British troops who had tried to advance into the city across Annesley Bridge. O’Kelly sent a messenger back to the GPO to report that everything was under control in Fairview. After a short time the courier returned to him with an order to return with his thirty riflemen to the GPO.10


On Monday evening Kathleen Boland made her way from her home in Clontarf to see Harry in Gilbey’s. There had been no firing since the early afternoon in Fairview, but still she took cover by stooping down and edging along by the walls of the houses. Frank Henderson opened the door of the wine store and Kathleen entered, bringing some food. This group in Gilbey’s feared they might run out of ammunition. A Volunteer named Flynn, who lived in nearby Ballybough, told Kathleen that he had a bag of ammunition in his house that he had not had time to collect. She volunteered to collect it and bring it to him. She also knew that her friend Ena Shouldice, who was in lodgings at Addison Road nearby, but who was out of town on holidays, had some ammunition locked in a trunk. Kathleen, who had a key to the house, went and broke open the trunk. She got about ten packets of .303 rifle ammunition and brought it to Gilbey’s along with Volunteer Flynn’s bagful.11


British forces now knew that there was a concentration of insurgents in positions extending along Ballybough Road, Fairview Strand and Annesley Bridge. During Easter Monday night Major H. F. Somerville brought up more reinforcements from Bull Island and slipped them past Fairview in the darkness, travelling by foot on the railway line. He brought his men into the city, where he captured the Custom House, Amiens Street Station and the North Wall railway terminus, thus securing the important dock area.12


A party of 2nd Battalion Volunteers tried to blow up the railway line across the Tolka River just before dawn on Tuesday, but the explosives failed to do enough damage. The men then ripped up tracks further up the northern line. At 2 p.m. a strong military force in an armoured train pushed out from Amiens Street Station to repair the line. The insurgents on Annesley Road and Fairview Strand fired at them and pinned them down for a while, but the British fought bravely. A section of them went to repair the rails while the rest took the offensive against the insurgents and fought their way across the sloblands and in between the streets and avenues of Fairview, trying to dislodge the insurrectionists. They retreated when their companions had repaired the rails but left some of their men behind, who surrendered to the Volunteers.13 During this fighting Harry’s group in Gilbey’s captured one of these British soldiers – Sergeant Henry, a machine-gun instructor at the British camp on Bull Island – and Harry took charge of him. The British suffered casualties on the railway embankment and the Volunteers captured rifles and ammunition.14


Kathleen Boland managed to get to Gilbey’s again on Tuesday evening to see if she could do anything to help, but Harry told her to go home and not to come back as she would be of more help at home.15


With only about sixty insurgents in the Fairview district, there was the imminent danger that they would be trapped between troops coming out from Amiens Street Station and other forces advancing from the Bull Island direction. Extra troops also arrived from the Curragh by the Great Northern Line that evening. Captain Weafer, who had gone ahead to the GPO with the battalion’s military stores the day before, was worried about his men in Fairview. He had only intended that they fight a rearguard action to give him time to get to the GPO with his important stores. Now that he was involved in the fighting in Sackville Street he realised that he could lose sixty active 2nd Battalion Volunteers by allowing them to be cut off in Fairview. He consulted Connolly, who knew from reports that the British were now in possession of the Amiens Street Station to North Strand sectors. They were converging on Drumcondra and coming in on the Malahide and Howth roads. Connolly therefore issued an order to the Fairview Volunteers, directing them to relocate to Sackville Street as soon as possible and strengthen the garrisons of the Irish Republican forces close to the GPO.16


Captain Frank Henderson received the order in Gilbey’s. The Volunteers had to bring Sergeant Henry, their prisoner, with them. His khaki uniform helped to get them past the British machine gunner at Clonliffe Road, within whose sights they passed. Sergeant Henry was ‘whinging’ when he was not released, but Harry and others commandeered a cab into which they bundled the prisoner and drove quickly out of Fairview Strand towards the city centre.


The Times History of the War records that the attempts of the rebels ‘to control communications to the west and the south and the north had come to nothing at King’s Bridge, at Broadstone and at Amiens Street’. However, it admits that the Volunteers ‘strangled the Great Northern Line to some extent by their command of the Fairview district, an old Larkinite stronghold’.17
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Lived to See an Irish Republic


The sixty Fairview Volunteers arrived in Sackville Street in the centre of Dublin a little before midnight on that Tuesday evening. James Connolly was watching for their arrival and he shouted to the GPO garrison to let them in.1 Peter Carpenter ‘was part of a group with Oscar Traynor and Seán Russell and Harry Boland who reported first to the GPO’.2


When Harry arrived in the GPO he had Sergeant Henry with him. He was sent to report to Michael O’Rahilly (known as ‘the O’Rahilly’), who was in charge of the custody of prisoners in rooms on the top floor of the building, where the food stores were also kept and the cooking done. Henry protested to O’Rahilly at his detention and wanted to know what was to happen to him. O’Rahilly told him that the policy of the leaders of the insurrection was to treat captured British soldiers as prisoners of war. Amongst the other British captives Harry saw there were Private Richardson, a Connaught Ranger, and a Dublin Fusilier whose name he did not know.


Harry was then told to report to his colleagues from Fairview. These Volunteers were divided into three groups and Connolly issued instructions to them. Harry was detailed to go with a group to occupy the Metropole Hotel, which lay within a block of shops and offices between Prince’s Street North and Middle Abbey Street, and faced out onto Sackville Street. Harry’s youngest brother, Ned, was in a group sent to the Imperial Hotel on the opposite side of Sackville Street.3


Connolly put Lieutenant Oscar Traynor in charge of Harry’s group in the Metropole. Seán Russell, Peter Carpenter and Charles Saurin, all from the Fairview district, swept into the hotel. Both Connolly and Pádraig Pearse believed that the British would, in the end, charge into Sackville Street and fight a close battle with the insurgents, and Connolly looked on the Metropole Hotel as an outpost that the British would have to take before capturing the GPO.


Frank Thornton was in charge of the company of men in the Imperial Hotel. He was a Louth man who had come from Liverpool to join his comrades in Ireland in the Rising, just like the London-based Michael Collins.


On Wednesday morning Sackville Street came under attack from sniper and machine-gun fire coming from the roofs of the Rotunda, the Custom House and Trinity College. Every time Harry saw an armed khaki-clad figure dash from one street to another he fired. Later that day Harry saw Noel Lemass dash from the Imperial Hotel and race across the wide expanse of Sackville Street with a dispatch for the GPO. Bullets hit the pavement in front of and behind him, but he made it to the post office unscathed. However, he still had to return to the Imperial Hotel with the answer to his dispatch. Harry again watched from his perch at the Metropole window as Lemass dodged across again, zig-zagging as much as he could to avoid the fire of machine gunners and snipers. Harry uttered a short curse when he saw Lemass fall as he reached the footpath and put his two hands to his leg where he was apparently wounded. Then he saw two Volunteer figures run from the Imperial Hotel, grab hold of Lemass and drag him towards the hotel door. He sat bolt upright when he realised that the big six-foot Volunteer helping to drag Lemass towards the door was his brother Ned! The other man was Jack Whelan. The two men successfully pulled Lemass to safety, and Harry breathed a sigh of relief when they all got safely inside the hotel door.4
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