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Introduction


In 1737, the French Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire, in a letter to the future Prussian King Frederick the Great, stated that ‘history can be well written only in a free country’.1 In 2016, the events that gave rise to our own free country were brought into strong focus, as Irish society commemorated the centenary of the Easter Rising.


In the run-up to this significant anniversary, historians were prolific in assessing the momentous actions and the major personalities at the forefront of Ireland’s struggle for nationhood. One figure, however, was largely conspicuous by his absence – Douglas Hyde.


Though Hyde was one of the most consequential of Irishmen, he is today very much a forgotten patriot. His public career has been given scant attention by historians, even though Hyde had arguably done more than any other individual to shape a distinct Irish identity and to encourage Irish people to regard themselves, in his own words, as a ‘separate nationality’.2 Hyde also railed against any notion that Irish people ‘ought to be content as an integral part of the United Kingdom because we have lost the notes of nationality, our language and customs’ and he sought to ‘create a strong feeling against West-Britonism’.3 His cultural proselytising precipitated the political revolution from which Irish sovereignty flowed.


Exactly 200 years on from Voltaire’s musings about the drafting of history in a sovereign nation, the 1937 Constitution became the embodiment of the fullest form of Irish independence. The most important innovation in this new Constitution was the establishment of the office of President of Ireland as the effective head of state. Douglas Hyde would hold the distinction of being the first such office holder.


In the first year of Hyde’s term, Harry Kernoff, a leading Irish modernist painter, created a stamp design linking George Washington and Douglas Hyde as the respective first presidents of their nations. This graphite sketch is still available to view in the National Gallery of Ireland.4 Washington’s endeavours, on behalf of the nascent United States, earned him the sobriquet of ‘Father of Our Country’. In truth, such an accolade could also be applied to Douglas Hyde, given his work in preserving and promoting a distinct Irish national identity and subsequently as Ireland’s first first citizen.


In America, Washington’s work as Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army and later as first President has secured him a rich historical legacy. Apart from the American capital being named in his honour and Presidents’ Day, the official observance of his birthday, still being a national holiday, George Washington has more places in the United States named after him than any other individual. A 2013 survey of the Census Bureau’s geographic database found that America’s first President has ninety-four population centres called after him and 127 population centres where his name is found within a longer name.5 Washington has also had seven mountain ranges, eight rivers, ten lakes and thousands of American public institutions and amenities named in his honour. Even outside the United States, Washington has been memorialised in far-flung destinations, with the naming in his honour of a Pacific Island owned by the Republic of Kiribati, a municipality in the Philippines and, in 1918, a main thoroughfare in Cork city after local residents decided they no longer wanted the street called after a British sovereign. Since 1869, Washington’s image has adorned the dollar bill, the most common currency note in the United States.6


In comparison to George Washington, Ireland’s first President fares much more modestly. Hyde’s image briefly decorated the Irish £50 note from 1995 until 2002, when the punt was replaced by the euro. Of the very few public locations named after the first Irish President, arguably the best-known is the Douglas Hyde Gallery, a publicly funded contemporary art gallery, which opened in 1978, in the grounds of Hyde’s alma mater of Trinity College Dublin. Ireland’s reluctance to remember the service of past presidents is, perhaps, somehow encapsulated in an unfair and ungenerous ‘joke’, partly aimed at Hyde, told by a Fine Gael TD. In 1973, Oliver J. Flanagan suggested to his party’s Ard Fheis that the reason why there were no streets named after any former Irish President was because there was ‘no road long enough and no road crooked enough in Ireland to suit that purpose’.7


If apathy is, to paraphrase the Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel, a vice worse than anger, then Douglas Hyde’s legacy has been particularly ill-served by Irish historians. In the sixty-seven years since Hyde’s death, only two full-scale biographies of Ireland’s first President have been written. The first, written by two American professors of English and Comparative Literature, was published in 1991.8 Two years later, a two-volume biography by Risteárd Ó Glaisne, an Irish-language activist, teacher and journalist, was launched.9 In more recent times, Cormac Moore, a leading Irish sports historian, produced a commendable book focusing on the GAA’s scandalous decision to expel Hyde from its ranks.10 However, the general indifference that Irish historians as a class have shown to Hyde’s career belies the significance of his contribution.


Patrick Pearse, the titular head of the Easter Rising, seemed to understand intuitively the seismic impact that Hyde and the establishment of the Gaelic League would have on the course of Irish separatism. In 1914, Pearse wrote: ‘the Gaelic League will be recognised in history as the most revolutionary influence that has ever come into Ireland. The Irish Revolution really began when the seven proto-Gaelic Leaguers met in O’Connell St … The germ of all future Irish history was in that back room.’11


Pearse was also quick to praise Hyde’s influence on him personally, the loyalty he inspired and also the leadership he had provided in safeguarding Ireland’s culture. A year previously, Pearse had written: ‘I love and honour Douglas Hyde. I have served under him since I was a boy. I am willing to serve under him until he can lead and I can serve no longer. I have never failed him. He has never failed me … I can speak to him at once as friend to friend and as loyal soldier to loyal captain.’12


Ultimately, however, Pearse and Hyde would bitterly fall out, as the former embraced militant separatism at the expense, in Hyde’s view, of cultural inclusiveness. After resigning from the presidency of the Gaelic League in 1915, in a scathing reference to Pearse and his supporters, Hyde said that ‘these people queered the pitch and put an end to my dreams of using the language as a unifying bond to bring all Irishmen together’.13


In post-independence Ireland or, to borrow Voltaire’s phrase, in our own ‘free country’, the writing of Irish history has tended to focus predominantly on those who opted for the militant path in the formative years of 1914 to 1923. Our process of commemoration also seems to have developed almost a hierarchy in the national pantheon with more attention being given to those who took up arms in the cause of Irish freedom than to those who provided the intellectual basis for a separate state. This is not a new phenomenon born out of the understandable emotion generated by the centenary of the Easter Rising. Official Ireland’s non-recognition of Douglas Hyde’s legacy was an issue that long rankled with his family. As far back as 1972, Hyde’s daughter Una Sealy remarked in an interview, ‘I have often thought if he had killed people he would have been considered great, but because he was such a gentle, refined person, no one bothered about him. He has been ignored for a long time. They left his grave twenty-three years without attending to it.’14


I first heard Douglas Hyde’s name as a child in the place where he is still remembered best – his home county of Roscommon. My maternal grandparents lived almost across the road from the Dr Hyde Park, the county’s premier GAA ground, which officially opened in 1971. As a child, I often kicked a ball in ‘the Hyde’ and if, at first, I imagined that the stadium was named in honour of a great Roscommon footballer of yesteryear, this misunderstanding was quickly corrected. My grandfather was one of the brave generation who fought for our free country and he was an active member of the South Roscommon Brigade of the IRA. He was also someone who had a deep affection for the Irish language and an enduring respect for the Irish-Ireland ideals of the Gaelic League. My grandfather spoke reverentially about Douglas Hyde.


My initial interest in the presidency also had a Roscommon connection. The first presidential election in my lifetime took place in 1990. I was a teenager and I found it an enthralling contest. Brian P. Lenihan, the Fianna Fáil candidate, was our local TD in Dublin West and he had formerly represented Roscommon. Instinctively, he had our support. As my interest in the presidency deepened, I became aware that the office was a hugely under-researched area in Irish historiography. It is also one of the most misunderstood.


As far back as 1997, Professor Dermot Keogh bemoaned the fact that there is no published history of the presidency.15 In the intervening years, there have been two biographical studies of former presidents, but both of these studies are largely weighted towards the portion of their respective lives preceding their tenures in Áras an Uachtaráin.16


The lack of historical research into the presidency, especially in regard to the office’s early years, has allowed a number of misconceptions to take root. The most significant of these is that the formative presidencies were politically irrelevant. This train of thinking dismisses the presidency prior to 1990 as ‘a retirement home’, a largely ceremonial office, and a role far removed from the cut and thrust of political life.


I received my doctorate from University College Dublin in 2014 for a thesis that critically examined and highlighted the sizeable impact and engagement of the presidency in Irish politics and public life during the terms of office of the first three Presidents of Ireland (1938–1973). This book has its roots in my PhD thesis, which would not have come to fruition without the counsel of Professor Mary E. Daly. I was very fortunate to have her as my supervisor. She has been a source of great encouragement and wise advice to me since my days as an undergraduate student.


My research into the presidency was greatly facilitated by the professionalism and kindness of a number of archivists. Much of my research was carried out at the National Archives of Ireland and I wish to thank Tom Quinlan and all of the staff in Bishop Street, who were of real assistance to me. I am grateful also to Seamus Helferty, Kate Manning and Orna Somerville at UCD Archives Department; Maria O’Shea at the National Library of Ireland; Noelle Dowling at the Dublin Diocesan Archive and Ed Penrose at the Irish Labour History Society.


I am also obliged to Martin Fraser, the Secretary General at the Department of the Taoiseach, and Jerry Kelleher of the same department for granting me access to official records. Jerry’s knowledge of the administrative history of the Irish Civil Service is outstanding and he consistently answered queries and steered me in the right direction.


I spent a hugely enjoyable day with Des and Anne McDunphy in their home in Malahide. Des kindly shared with me his recollections of his father and gave me access to his father’s papers.


I want to thank Stephen Collins, Liam T. Cosgrave and Mary Cosgrave for facilitating my contact with former Taoiseach Liam Cosgrave. I want to acknowledge Eoghan Ó Neachtain and Pádraig Slyne, both of whom frequently came to my assistance when I struggled with documents written in the Irish language.


I owe a profound debt of gratitude to Bobby O’Sullivan, formerly of Coláiste Phádraig Christian Brothers Secondary School, Lucan. He was an inspirational teacher and he instilled in me a lifelong interest in history.


I want to thank all at The Collins Press for their courtesy, support and professionalism during the period this book was under production.


I am very grateful to everyone who assisted me in sourcing the photographs included in this book and for permission to reprint them. In this regard, I especially wish to thank Stephen Rae, Group Editor-in-Chief at Independent News and Media. My thanks are also due to Carcanet Press Ltd, Manchester, for allowing me to quote from the Collected Poems of Austin Clarke (copyright: the estate of Austin Clarke, 2008).


Loughlin Deegan and Joe Lennon undertook the time-consuming task of reading the manuscript at different stages. I am obliged to each of them for their generosity, their meticulous attention to detail and for many years of friendship. Any errors or omissions that exist are entirely my own responsibility.


I wish to acknowledge the scholarship of Jim Duffy, Robert Elgie, Gerard Hogan, Michael Gallagher and the late John Kelly, which was of huge assistance to me in explaining the powers and functions of the President of Ireland. I had many illuminating conversations on the subject matter of this book with Rory Brady and Brian J. Lenihan, both of whom had an in-depth knowledge of Irish political and constitutional history. It is a source of deep regret to me that both of them passed away before this book was published.


Other friends and colleagues were also helpful and offered valuable advice and insights throughout what I began to describe as ‘my search for Hyde’. I want to thank, in particular, Bertie Ahern, Richard Aldous, Nevan Bermingham, Colm Brady, Maurice Bric, Marie Campbell, Niamh Cooper, Fergal Corcoran, Brian Cowen, Loughlin Deegan, Dominic Dillane, John Dolan, David Doyle, Fiona Faulkner, Tony Feeney, Philip Hannon, David Harmon, Eoghan Harris, Gerry Hickey (RIP), Gerard Howlin, Anne Hurley, Mandy Johnston, Susan Kiernan, Michael Laffan, Jennifer Langan, Ralf Lissek, John McCafferty, David McCullagh, Peter MacDonagh, Paul McGuill, Bobby Maher, Richard Maher, Robert Mauro, Ciara Meehan, Cormac Moore, Joe Moran, Gary Murphy, Donnacha Ó Beacháin, Margaret O’Callaghan, Ciaran Ó Cuinn, Seán Tadhg Ó Gairbhí, Patrick O’Herlihy, John O’Mahony, Mary O’Rourke, Des Peelo, Will Peters, John Pollock, Paul Rouse, Peter Ryan, Brendan Walsh, Noel Whelan and Zhen Yao.


Finally, my deepest appreciation goes to my parents, Kathryn and Eddie Murphy, and to my brother, John. I am truly grateful for all they have done for me. Their unstinting support in life has made this book and so much more possible.
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25 June 1938


It had been a busy few days for Adolf Hitler, but Douglas Hyde had not slipped his mind.


It was Saturday, 25 June 1938 and, as Ireland’s President-Elect prepared to leave the newly named Áras an Uachtaráin in Dublin’s Phoenix Park for his inauguration ceremony, the Führer was beginning a weekend of relaxation in the Berghof, his Alpine retreat, near Berchtesgaden.


The previous week had seen Hitler juggle a number of competing demands on his time. His Nazi regime were currently in the process of finalising a decree forbidding Jewish doctors from treating Aryan patients and, days earlier, Hitler had personally ordered the destruction of Munich’s Great Synagogue because it was situated next to the German Art Museum.1


Hitler was still nursing a sense of disappointment at a major German sporting setback. On the previous day, Friday 24 June, he had sent a message of sympathy to Anny Ondra, the glamorous actress wife of Max Schmeling.2 The German boxer had been knocked out by Joe Louis in the first round of an eagerly anticipated world heavyweight title bout in Yankee Stadium, in a contest that had real political overtones. Hitler had lifted the night-time curfew across Germany so patrons could listen to the fight in bars. Schmeling’s defeat by an African-American inflicted a significant blow to the Nazis’ theory of racial superiority. During the build-up to the boxing match, a Nazi Party publicist had told the world’s press that ‘a black man could never defeat Schmeling’ and that the German’s prize money would be used to build more tanks.3


In the early summer of 1938, three months on from the Anschluss, Austria was causing Hitler some frustration. Prior to departing for the Berghof, the Führer had refused to meet a delegation of Austrian Nazis, who had come to Berlin to complain at their lack of influence since Austria had been submerged into the Reich.4


Tensions were also mounting with the Soviet Union. German economic and diplomatic penetration into Iran was making Stalin increasingly nervous and was the subject of criticism in the Moscow state-controlled press.5 Josef Stalin, the Soviet leader, had rightly concluded that Hitler’s strategy was to use Iran as a source of raw materials for the German munitions industry and as a potential base for an attack on the Soviet Union. At the same time, Hitler was gradually progressing plans to ‘smash Czechoslovakia at the first available opportunity’.6 One of his final acts before escaping to the Bavarian Alps for the weekend was to conclude an exchange of formal letters in which Hitler and his Italian ally, Benito Mussolini, pledged to respect traditional Swiss neutrality.7


Though Ireland was at this stage somewhat peripheral to Hitler’s dual quest for Aryan supremacy and German global domination, the fact that Douglas Hyde would be installed President of Ireland later that day had not escaped the Führer’s all-encompassing gaze. The news of Hyde’s emergence in April 1938 as the agreed candidate of the two largest political parties in Ireland for the new post had, according to Reuters’ Berlin correspondent, ‘evoked lively interest here’.8


Hitler, in particular, seems to have been intrigued by the prospect of a septuagenarian folklorist, retired university lecturer, linguist and Gaelic cultural icon becoming Ireland’s first citizen. In the run-up to Hyde’s inauguration in Dublin Castle on that Saturday, 25 June, Hitler ‘ordered’ the Berlin newspapers ‘to splash’ the Irish presidential installation ceremony.9 Hitler’s instructions created an unexpected financial boon for Irish photographers, many of whom received commissions from German newspapers to provide pictures of Hyde and the events in Dublin. Hitler’s interest in the new Irish President was the subject of some speculation. The News Review, a British current affairs magazine, suggested that the intense German coverage was because ‘Dr Hyde is married to a German woman’ and also because ‘the presidential scholar himself has acknowledged the help he had received from the research work of Gaelic experts on the academic staffs of Berlin and Bonn universities’.10 Further speculation about the in-depth coverage centred on the rather tenuous connection that the senior civil servant in Hyde’s new office ‘will spend a holiday in Germany this summer’.11 However, undoubtedly, the primary reason for Hitler’s fleeting fixation with Douglas Hyde was that the coming into being of the new Irish presidency diluted Ireland’s bonds with the British Empire almost to the point of disappearance. In the pre-Munich Agreement summer of 1938, Hitler may genuinely have hoped to avoid war with the United Kingdom, but he was also quite happy to highlight any geopolitical shifts that diminished the prestige of Germany’s most formidable rival in Europe.


In the United States, Douglas Hyde was also getting plenty of publicity, but for very different reasons from in Germany. In fact, much of the favourable coverage that Hyde’s inauguration generated in the US was rooted in the fact that the new Irish President’s values stood in stark contrast to the totalitarian style of leadership that had become prevalent across Europe. Prior to Hyde’s inauguration, a reporter from the mass-circulation New York Times Magazine spent a day with the President-Elect and noted that ‘no man seemed more the antithesis of a continental dictator than this Irish poet as he sat there in his study surrounded by his treasures of Gaelic scholarship and folklore’.12 Hyde’s Protestantism was a strong feature of American newspaper coverage and there was praise for what was viewed as the broad-minded ecumenicalism of the Irish people in not insisting on a Catholic President. The New York Times Magazine opined that ‘as a Protestant President in an overwhelmingly Catholic state’, Hyde would be ‘an earnest of the country’s love of religious tolerance and peace among all sects in the community’.13 Frank P. Walsh, a well-known New York attorney who had been a member of the American Commission on Irish Independence in 1919, told the Taoiseach, Éamon de Valera, that Hyde’s unopposed election ‘had made a deep impression in America. Every newspaper had front-paged the story, and when they followed it up with the reasons why the Irish people had conferred the highest honour at their command on this member of the [religious] minority the story made a deep impression.’14


The US Government was gratified by the selection of Hyde. At de Valera’s request, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had recently indirectly intervened in the deadlocked Anglo-Irish negotiations. Roosevelt asked his newly appointed Ambassador to the Court of St James, Joseph Kennedy, ‘to convey a personal message from me to the [British] Prime Minister, and to tell the Prime Minister how happy I should be if reconciliation could be brought about’.15 De Valera believed that the intercession of the United States was significant and had caused the British to soften their position, leading to the conclusion of agreements that ended the Economic War and brought about the return of the Treaty Ports.


The US administration saw the choice of a Protestant President as evidence of Ireland’s good faith in pursuing reconciliation and building a new dispensation of forbearance. This was a point that was elegantly made by Kennedy when he arrived in Dublin to collect an honorary degree just a fortnight after Hyde’s inauguration. Kennedy told reporters ‘America is very happy about the selection of your new President. It showed moderation. After all, Ireland is quite Catholic and the people of America feel that the country will get along well when it is handled like that. A spirit of tolerance is welcome to everybody.’16 All four of Kennedy’s grandparents had emigrated from Ireland to Massachusetts in the era of the Great Famine and, at a state reception in Dublin Castle, an emotional Kennedy spoke of the honour he felt in being welcomed by ‘the warm handclasps of the great men of my own blood’.17 He described ‘the choice of Doctor Douglas Hyde to be the President of the state, [as] an act that is eloquent of that brotherhood and tolerance which remain the hope of mankind in an angry world’.18 Developing the theme of a ‘broad Atlantic’ brotherhood of tolerance from which the US Ambassador to Britain saw Hyde’s presidency as stemming, Kennedy said that when he considered ‘the policies of your great leader, Éamon de Valera, of the British Crown and Prime Minister, and of the eminent statesman, President Roosevelt, who is my chief, I see a joined determination that blood shall not flow in this ocean again, the blood of brothers.’19


James Farley, the Postmaster General in President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s cabinet and another grandson of Irish immigrants, had been so enthused by the choice of Hyde that he had brought a proposal to the US President ‘to get Congress to send a special delegation to attend the inauguration of Dr Hyde’.20 Farley ultimately had to resile from this initiative ‘as it would violate the law of precedent’ and presumably would have led to US Congressional delegations being compelled to attend similar ceremonies in other nations.


Hyde’s election was very popular with Irish-Americans, but it also swayed opinion in communities traditionally hostile to Ireland. Judge Owen W. Bohan of the New York Court of General Sessions, who had been a prominent figure in the American Association for the Recognition of the Irish Republic in 1920, told the Irish Press that




the election of a Protestant to the highest office in the [Irish] head of state here had created a profound impression in the United States. Indeed it has quite bewildered the Ku Klux Klan or the more bigoted Protestant elements in America. As far as Ireland is concerned they have been silent ever since, and newspapers which in the past were definitely against Ireland have changed their attitude.21





In Britain, the reaction to Ireland’s new President was more muted. To the dismay of the British Government, even before the adoption of Bunreacht na hÉireann, the 1937 Irish Constitution, de Valera had managed to eliminate the Crown from the constitutional law of the Irish Free State.22 Bunreacht na hÉireann further advanced this position and placed the President of Ireland – rather than the British monarch – at the apex of a constitution that was republican in character, but did not formally declare a republic. Although many Conservative MPs were unhappy that de Valera’s new constitutional arrangement did not provide for the ‘traditional role of the Crown in Ireland’, Malcolm MacDonald, the Dominions Secretary, urged calm.23 Neville Chamberlain’s Government ultimately accepted this advice, in a step that some critics subsequently dubbed an early exhibition of appeasement. On 29 December 1937, the day Bunreacht na hÉireann came into operation, a British Government statement declared that they were ‘prepared to treat the new Constitution as not effecting a fundamental alteration in the position of the Irish Free State … as a member of the British Commonwealth of Nations’.24


Article 57.1 of Bunreacht na hÉireann stipulated that the first President of Ireland should ‘enter upon his office not later than one hundred and eighty days after the date of the coming into operation of this Constitution’.25 When Hyde was unanimously elected President of Ireland on 4 May 1938, the British Government continued with their diplomatic equivalent of the stiff upper lip, despite the ire of the Tory backbenches. On 5 May 1938, as Westminster debated the recently concluded Anglo-Irish Trade Agreement, Colonel John Gretton, the Conservative MP for Burton, complained that in Ireland ‘the Governor-General has gone and has been replaced by a President, who supersedes the representative of the King. The Crown is no longer recognised as having in any shape or form any weight, authority or influence whatsoever’ and Brigadier-General Sir Henry Croft, Conservative MP for Bournemouth, expressed his dissatisfaction that ‘the President was announced’ in Ireland, which meant that the country had ‘become, if not in name, in fact, something very near a republic’.26 Though Chamberlain was present in the Commons for this entire debate, he studiously avoided commenting on the new Irish presidency. The Prime Minister also remained silent when, in the same debate, Sir William Davison, the Conservative MP for Kensington South, sought ‘an assurance’ that ex-unionists ‘in Southern Ireland … will receive better treatment in the future than they have been receiving in the past’. However, David Logan, the Labour MP for Liverpool Scotland and an ardent sympathiser with Irish nationalist causes, rejected this criticism and gleefully reminded the British Parliament to ‘not forget the Protestant President’.27


Hyde’s inauguration was wilfully ignored by the British Government, with not one cabinet minister commenting on the events in Dublin. However, diplomatic courtesies were maintained in the form of the low-key presence of Geoffrey Braddock, the UK Trade Commissioner and the highest-ranking British diplomatic representative in Ireland, at the installation ceremony in Dublin Castle.28 The Daily Telegraph and The Times, the two newspapers most closely associated with the British political establishment, paid scant attention to Hyde’s inauguration. However, British Pathé, as part of their news digest for cinema-goers, filmed the scenes in Dublin and their commentator told British audiences that Hyde’s installation was ‘the greatest day in the history of the Irish Free State [sic]’, ‘the celebration of another victory for Mr de Valera’ and an ‘example of tolerance which is a model to many another nation’.29 The Observer praised ‘the wisdom’ of Hyde’s selection and the News Chronicle and the Daily Express accorded Ireland’s new President extensive coverage.30 The two latter papers even sent reporters to Ireland to interview Hyde. Robert W. Reid, a young reporter with the News Chronicle, spent some time with the President-Elect in his native Roscommon. His affectionate account of their meeting appeared in the British newspaper on the day prior to Hyde’s inauguration. Reid described Hyde as ‘tall, grey-eyed and looks ten years younger than he is … He favours moustaches after the style of Clemenceau to whom he bears a close physical resemblance. He wears tweeds, a cap and country-man’s boots.’31 Hyde explained to the English journalist his vision of an Irish-Ireland, which he emphasised as integral to his presidency, and said:




I hope we shall now develop along the lines of a Gaelic nation … Gaelic not only in language but in music, games, literature and dancing. It may not come in my lifetime. It may not come in yours either. There are not as many people as I would like speaking Irish today, but I have insisted on having an Irish-speaking staff at the President’s house. We are making progress, however, the children learn Irish in the schools, but the problem is to persuade them to continue its use as their mother tongue after they leave school. One good sign is the revival of Gaelic plays. The question of games is also important. The Irish have never been Anglicised in this respect. We have our own games, and I should like to see them played more widely. There is hurling for instance, and Gaelic football.32





On the morning of the inauguration, the Daily Express also published an interview with the President-Elect under the headline ‘Dr Hyde is just a little homesick’.33 Hyde had travelled to Dublin a few days prior to his installation ceremony and he had confessed to the Daily Express reporter that he was already missing home and that ‘Frenchpark takes a lot of beating.’34 English provincial papers, especially in areas of significant Irish immigrant population, such as the Manchester Evening News, the Nottingham Journal, the Yorkshire Observer and the Birkenhead News, which described Hyde as ‘perhaps, the most universally loved individual in [Ireland]’, treated the inauguration of Ireland’s new President as a big news story.35 In the Scottish capital, the Edinburgh Evening News lauded Hyde ‘as one of the greatest scholars Ireland has ever produced’ and welcomed his elevation as ‘Dr Hyde will be no Hitler or Mussolini, nor is he expected to copy their example’.36 The same paper also predicted that Hyde would quickly ‘prove that the example of Czechoslovakia in appointing such a famous scholar as Dr Masaryk to be her first President was the wisest model which Ireland could follow’.37


In Northern Ireland, almost inevitably, the reaction to Hyde’s inauguration broke down into tribal responses. The inauguration was uproariously celebrated in West Belfast and in other nationalist enclaves. Many Northern nationalists also travelled to Dublin ‘to witness the pageantry of parades’ associated with the inauguration ceremony and this was viewed as hardly surprising by Belfast’s nationalist newspaper, the Irish News, ‘since nothing so lavish, so significant in its meaning, or so nationwide in its appeal has taken place in Ireland since Tara was occupied by the ancient Kings’.38


In the unionist community, politicians competed with each other to express their indignation. The Northern Ireland Finance Minister, John Miller Andrews, described Hyde’s inauguration as a ‘slight on the King’ and ‘a deplorable tragedy’.39 Dehra Parker, the Parliamentary Secretary to the Northern Ireland Minister for Education, complained that ‘a man had been substituted as head of the southern state’ and that ‘the King had been insulted and rejected’.40 She said that this was ‘the final repudiation by the South of everything for which they in the North stood’.41 Sir William Allen, the Stormont MP for Armagh, claimed that ‘Mr de Valera had made a Protestant President of Southern Ireland simply to blindfold the people of England.’42 Similarly, Hyde’s Protestantism cut little ice with the Belfast Telegraph, which editorialised:




The election of Dr Douglas Hyde as ‘President’ of Éire was obviously a mere tactical manoeuvre which has been exploited to the full as an example of ‘religious tolerance’ owing to the fact that he is a Protestant in religion. This artifice should deceive no one … We in Northern Ireland are firmly determined to remain under the King and the Union Jack, having no desire to exchange them for a President and the Republican Tricolour.43





The Belfast Telegraph also made it clear that it was not enamoured with the efforts to restore the Irish language, which had been Hyde’s life work. It criticised the Dublin political establishment for a ‘campaign waged with an intolerant fanaticism equal to that of any Communist or Nazi for forcing the study of the Gaelic language into the schools’.44 The more liberal unionist Northern Whig, while sceptical of the new Irish presidency, was magnanimous towards Hyde and said that he would ‘have the good wishes and the sympathy of all Northerners who esteem a genial and inoffensive and hitherto retiring scholar who suddenly has had quasi-political greatness of a dubious kind thrust upon him’.45 Although the unionist community was far from impressed with the new Irish presidency, there was a distinct lack of personal animus towards Douglas Hyde. Despite her anger at ‘the insult’ to the King, Dehra Parker went out of her way to acknowledge that Douglas Hyde was ‘a worthy estimable scholar’.46 The Rev. Dr James Little, the Deputy Grand Chaplain of the Orange Order in Ireland, said that he would gladly welcome Hyde to Northern Ireland, although he did add with tongue in cheek that Hyde would be ‘received with Orange musical honours, and the programme will conclude with “God Save the King”, which I have no doubt, as a Protestant, would be sweet music to Dr Hyde’s ears’.47


Hyde’s selection as President of Ireland was a story with a truly global reach. Newspapers in Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and Argentina, countries in which Gaelic League branches had sprung up in or around the turn of the twentieth century, prominently covered the story. However, even in countries where there was a negligible Irish diaspora, Hyde was big news. Joseph Walshe, the Secretary to the Department of External Affairs, who was on a private holiday in the run-up to Hyde’s inauguration, wrote to de Valera from Cairo to express his ‘surprise’ at the interest in Hyde and the fact that ‘all the hundreds of papers in Egypt in various languages gave this appointment great publicity’.48


Douglas Hyde’s inauguration day began with a journey to a bastion of Irish Protestantism, St Patrick’s Cathedral, which had been an Anglican place of worship since 1537, following the English reformation. It was already bright and warm in Dublin on Saturday 25 June 1938, as Ireland’s President-Elect prepared to depart the newly renamed Áras an Uachtaráin shortly before 9.30 a.m. For generations, the eighteenth-century house had been the residence of the viceroys who oversaw British rule in Ireland, but later that day it would officially become the residence of the first President of Ireland. Michael McDunphy, the fastidious Secretary to the office of the President, subsequently noted that ‘although strictly speaking the President was not entitled to enter into occupation of his official residence until he had entered upon office’, with Government approval, Hyde ‘took up residence in Áras an Uachtaráin, formerly the Viceregal Lodge, on 20 June 1938’.49 For the previous five days, Hyde had been tutored by McDunphy in the responsibilities of his new office and had been given a crash course in the protocols and ceremonial aspects of the installation proceedings, at which he would be centre stage.


Hyde was understandably nervous. His anxieties were rooted not just in concerns that the inauguration ceremony would pass off smoothly, but also in his own persistent doubts that he was too old for the presidential office.50 The President-Elect was also uncomfortable in the formal attire he had been prevailed upon to wear for the day’s ceremonies. In the run-up to the inauguration, newspapers had repeatedly speculated on whether Hyde would ‘set aside the cloth cap and plus fours which he usually wears’ in favour of ‘morning dress and a silk hat’.51 As late as the day before the inauguration, a spokesperson for Hyde had told the Daily Express that the President-Elect had ‘not made up his mind today what he will wear for the ceremony’.52 Hyde’s instinct was for informality and in a widely publicised interview the President-Elect had even sought to make use of the disdain Fianna Fáil ministers had for morning suits to prepare the ground for his wearing non-ceremonial garb. The New York Times Magazine recorded:




People in Dublin are wondering whether President Hyde will doff his gray homespuns and his famous tweed cap, which he pulls down at a rakish angle, when he goes into residence at the Viceregal Lodge in the Phoenix Park. Recently, when the new Senate of Éire assembled in Dublin for the first time, Dr Hyde arrived in Leinster House to take his seat still wearing what he playfully called ‘that villain of a cap’. His only concession to city conventions was to lay aside his homespun plus fours for a navy suit, over which he wore a brown Irish tweed overcoat. Surely, some say who place more stress on clothes than the personal dignity of the man, as President he will wear full-dress morning clothes and a tall silk hat. When this poser was put to him he looked almost affectionately at the cap, thrown casually on a corner of his desk, and said, ‘I don’t think people will expect me to wear those things. I never wear a silk hat. You know, my dear fellow,’ he went on, ‘An Taoiseach does not wear a silk hat.’53





Nevertheless, on the morning of 25 June, Hyde was dressed in a waistcoat, morning suit and silk top hat. Both McDunphy and the President-Elect’s daughter, Una Sealy, the wife of a Circuit Court judge, had eventually persuaded Hyde that it would be best if he donned traditional formal wear. Hyde’s preference for a more egalitarian form of dress may have stemmed from his expressed desire, despite his new elevated office, that he would always be free to move among the people of Ireland in ‘a bond of equality with them’.54 Hyde’s immense public popularity was founded on a lifetime’s engagement with people of all classes in preserving and proselytising Ireland’s cultural traditions. The President-Elect intuitively understood that this distinguished work had been central to propelling him towards high office and in all probability he would have reflected on his personal journey on the day he became Ireland’s first citizen. As Ulick O’Connor speculated:




One wonders what thoughts were in Hyde’s mind on that June day. Did he think of those years when as a young man he had been a member of the class whose lives had revolved around viceregal life and how he had kept hidden in his heart his secret passion for the culture of the people whose cabins lay in the environs of the great estates? He had spent a large part of his life poring over manuscripts and setting down poems and stories from the people’s lips so that the culture of the Gael might not perish.55





Behind Hyde’s public pride in being chosen to be Ireland’s first President, there was familial pain. Hyde’s wife, Lucy Kurtz, an English-born lady from a distinguished Württemberg family, was in poor health and, according to Hyde’s aide-de-camp, Lieutenant Basil Peterson of the Irish Air Corps, ‘she was in no way pleased that her husband had been plucked out of his quiet retirement to go and live in the [Phoenix] Park and play a form of politics’.56 Hyde’s marriage had long been strained. Mrs Hyde did not share her husband’s interest in the Gaelic revival and she had grown to resent many of Hyde’s closest friends and colleagues, who (she felt) took his work for granted. She resolutely refused to leave Roscommon to live with him in Dublin and ill health also prevented her from attending the inauguration ceremony. In the days leading up to his installation, Hyde leaned closely on his only surviving child, Una, who temporarily moved into the Áras to help the President-Elect settle.


Peterson arrived punctually at the front door of Áras an Uachtaráin to escort Hyde to the ten o’clock religious service in St Patrick’s Cathedral, which was preceding the installation ceremony. The aide-de-camp was resplendent in the Air Corps’ full ceremonial dress uniform, which he described as having a ‘Ruritanian quality’ and was ‘appropriately, sky blue with trimmings of scarlet and gold – not [to] mention gold wings – rounded off by a black coat with scarlet lining and a cap of an Austrian pattern’.57 Like the President-Elect, Peterson was nervous. It was the biggest day of the 26-year-old’s military career and he had been given the difficult responsibility of ensuring that the day’s tightly planned order of proceedings ran on time. Hyde genially did his best to put the young Air Corps officer at ease by admiring his uniform. Peterson, however, was already privately fretting about the ‘complication’ caused by Hyde’s late insistence that his daughter accompany him on the journey to the church service.58 Protocol dictated that everyone should take their place in the cathedral before the President-Elect arrived and though Hyde considered his daughter’s presence in the car with him ‘a tidy form of delivery’, for his aide-de-camp it ‘really made a mess of things, for Mrs Sealy had to enter the cathedral by another door and be in her seat a quarter of an hour before Dr Hyde arrived’.59


Peterson, by his own admission, was ‘more used to plotting aircraft routes than movements through city streets’ and he was also a ‘country boy’ who ‘had been in the cathedral only once and had no knowledge of the surrounding streets’.60 Almost inevitably, as Hyde’s limousine approached St Patrick’s Cathedral and the nearby maze of small side streets in the oldest part of Dublin, with Peterson trying to keep an eye on his watch and a street map, the car took a wrong turn. At the back of the cathedral, the progress of the President-Elect’s car was blocked by a Garda who had strict orders not to allow any vehicles to pass through. Despite Peterson’s animated entreaties, the police officer refused to budge, stubbornly insisting that Hyde’s car was ‘in the wrong place at the wrong time’.61 ‘Just as time was almost up’ and with the President-Elect in real danger of being late for his first engagement of the day, a Garda inspector arrived on the scene and ‘whisked Mrs Sealy away’ and, to Peterson’s enormous relief, personally directed the presidential car to the west gate of the cathedral, where a red carpet had been laid.62


Hyde was welcomed by the Most Rev. Dr John Gregg, Protestant Archbishop of Dublin, and, accompanied by his aide-de-camp, he was escorted in procession into the cathedral. Peterson had been initially ‘puzzled’ by his appointment as Hyde’s aide-de-camp.63 Unlike Captain Éamon de Buitléar, Hyde’s other aide-de-camp, who had joined the Gaelic League as a sixteen-year-old, Peterson spoke only ‘minimal’ Irish, but ‘as he quickly recognised, his appointment was essential for another reason: he was a Protestant’.64 As a practising Roman Catholic, de Buitléar was prohibited by his own Church from attending a Protestant service so the military authorities had specifically detailed Peterson with this task. St Patrick’s Cathedral was packed and Hyde was seated in a special pew, which was formerly known as the royal pew and reserved for the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. As a sign of national pride at the changing dispensation, that evening’s Saturday Herald proudly noted that ‘this pew will in future be known as the President’s Pew’.65


Much of the service was conducted in the Irish language and prayers were said for Ireland, Dr Douglas Hyde and for Christian citizenship. According to the Saturday Herald, the service was ‘brief but beautiful in its simplicity’ and ‘a burst of brilliant sunshine flooded the cathedral during the singing by the choir of a translation of the moving poem of Dr Hyde’s, “God be in my head and in my understanding”’.66 For Peterson, the church service was ‘an emotional occasion and made me feel that at last the Irish had come into their own’ and the President-Elect, whose father had been a Church of Ireland rector and had wanted Hyde to follow in his footsteps into the clergy, also displayed signs of being moved.67


Included in the congregation who came to pray for Ireland’s President-Elect were a number of members of old ascendancy families, including the Earl of Meath, a veteran Anglo-Irish soldier of the Boer War and First World War; the Earl of Belmore, the Deputy Lieutenant of County Fermanagh; the Earl of Wicklow, who had served briefly alongside Hyde in the Irish Free State Senate; and Lord Farnham, a serving Irish Peer in the British House of Lords.68 The spheres of international diplomacy and journalism were most prominently represented by the Consul-General of the US, Henry B. Hatch, and the editor of The Irish Times, Bert Smyllie. Also present were a number of members of Seanad Éireann and an even smaller group from the judiciary.69 In retirement, Peterson claimed that ‘official representation was missing’, but he seems to have been unaware that the newly elected TD Erskine Childers, who one day himself would be elected as President of Ireland, was officially representing the Taoiseach.70


Just over a mile away, north of the Liffey, official Catholic Ireland was on full show. His Grace, the Archbishop of Dublin, Most Rev. Dr Edward Byrne, presided at a ten o’clock Solemn Votive Mass of the Holy Ghost in the Pro-Cathedral, Marlborough Street, where ‘inspiring devotional scenes were witnessed’.71 The Saturday Herald reported that ‘there was a large and distinguished congregation’, which included de Valera and his entire cabinet; W. T. Cosgrave and most of his front bench; the Chief Justice, Timothy Sullivan; the President of the High Court, Conor Maguire and other members of the judiciary, Dáil, Seanad and public bodies.72


Simultaneous ten o’clock services to mark the presidential inauguration were also being held by the State’s other Christian Churches. Less than half a mile north of the Pro-Cathedral, at the Presbyterian Church in Parnell Square, the Right Rev. W. J. Currie, Moderator of the General Assembly, presided over a modestly attended service.73 The sermon was preached by Rev. R. K. Hanna, who in recognising a Presbyterian affinity with the unionist regime in Northern Ireland, said that ‘many of the southern Presbyterians were born in the North and their hearts clung to the old folk in the old home’.74 Hanna, however, was also quick to acknowledge what he viewed as an olive branch and declared that ‘we see in the election of a Protestant by a community which is predominantly Roman Catholic a gesture of goodwill towards us, the minority.’75 Drawing a contrast between Hyde’s election and the political situation in other European nations, Hanna praised the tolerant ethos of the Irish state, and asked his congregation to ‘think for a moment of what has happened in Russia, of what is happening in Germany and of what is threatening to happen in England. There is a widespread revolt against the Christian creed and the Christian morality.’76


At the same time, on the far side of the city centre, in the Methodist Centenary Church on St Stephen’s Green, the Rev. R. Lee Cole preached a short sermon on the significance of the presidential installation, although he seems to have had difficulty grasping what Hyde’s new constitutional title would be, as he referred to Hyde on a number of occasions as ‘our new Governor’.77 The overall sentiment of Cole’s remarks, however, was hopeful and inclusive, and pledged Methodist fealty to Hyde and to Ireland. He said:




We are thankful to Almighty God for the peace and quietness which prevails after many years of struggle and for that growing sense of unity which has shown itself in the election of a Governor by a unanimous vote of all parties in the state. We pray that this disposition to agreement may increase and deepen so as to affect all parts of our community, and that the old days of contention, hatred and bloodshed are now over. On Dr Douglas Hyde in his new office we pray God’s blessing. Our presence here today is an assurance of our support, our sympathy and our prayers.78





Later on that afternoon, at four o’clock, a sermon was preached and a special prayer offered by the Rev. Abraham Gudansky, Chief Minister of the Jewish Congregation, in the Synagogue, Adelaide Road.79 The Government was represented at this service by Bob Briscoe, a Fianna Fáil TD, who was member of the Jewish faith. Rabbi Gudansky praised Hyde as ‘an Irishman to the very depths of his soul, [who] laboured unceasingly for the restoration to his people of its most precious national heritage – its language and its culture’.80 At a time when anti-Semitism was again raising its ugly head across the continent of Europe, Gudansky praised a spirit of forbearance in Ireland and emphasised Jewish fidelity to an independent Ireland. He said:




We who are blessed in the enjoyment of equal citizenship, renew today our wholehearted allegiance to the state, and reaffirm that, while remaining true and faithful to the ideals of Israel’s nationhood, we are determined to cooperate with our fellow citizens manfully and loyally in ensuring Éire’s continued progress and welfare. There is nothing inconsistent in our dual nationality. In fact, the better the Jew, the truer his patriotism to his adopted land.81





The burgeoning spirit of ecumenicalism reflected in the comments of various religious leaders surrounding Hyde’s inauguration was not entirely universal. One letter writer to the Evening Herald had suggested that the ‘Protestant minority show its gratitude’ for the election of Hyde as President by handing over Christ Church Cathedral to the Catholic authorities. This provoked a nasty debate with correspondents to the paper arguing trenchantly in favour of and against the proposition.82


Back at St Patrick’s Cathedral, the same sense of mild confusion that characterised Hyde’s arrival at the Church of Ireland service was on display as he exited. After the benediction, the procession was reformed and passed down the nave of the cathedral with Archbishop Gregg and Peterson escorting the President-Elect. The aide-de-camp ruefully recalled:




The service over, the choir moved into the aisle. We followed and the clergy followed us. It was then that I had my one encounter with the belt of a crozier or its equivalent. The choir abruptly turned to the left and we began to follow. Nobody had bothered to tell us otherwise. Suddenly I felt a jab in my back and a voice hissed ‘Straight on, straight on.’ I redirected Dr Hyde and we finally again reached the main door where the assembled clergy bade us farewell.83





Outside ‘the weather was fine’ and a large crowd had gathered, drawn largely from some of the worst tenements in the city, situated close to St Patrick’s, to catch a glimpse of the man who would within a few hours be their first citizen.84 The onlookers had, however, been marshalled some distance away, across the road from the cathedral and their view was further restricted by a long line of saluting Gardaí. Hyde was joined at the gates of the cathedral by his daughter and by his widowed sister, Annette Kane, his only surviving sibling. To distant applause, they walked slowly along the Garda guard of honour that extended right up to the parked limousine, but to the surprise of everyone Hyde did not enter the vehicle, but instead walked around it. With Peterson in tow and the line of Gardaí now behind him, the President-Elect crossed the road and approached the cheering crowd. Hyde spent a few moments shaking outstretched hands and he paused to sign an autograph for a barefooted boy before affectionately tousling the youngster’s hair. People in the crowd roared encouragement and good wishes at the President-Elect, but Peterson found himself the subject of some good-humoured ribbing. In a memoir of that day penned over forty years later, the aide-de-camp still vividly recalled ‘a somewhat outspoken crowd of Dubliners – their comments on my uniform were less than kind’.85


Hyde had an uneventful journey back to Áras an Uachtaráin accompanied by his sister, daughter and aide-de-camp. The President-Elect barely had time for a quick cup of tea before the Chief Justice arrived. Timothy Sullivan had close familial links to the first Governor-General of the Irish Free State; owing to the many marital links between their two families, the late Tim Healy had been both Sullivan’s double first cousin and his father-in-law. However, it was on the strength of his top-ranking judicial position, which also made him the senior member of the Presidential Commission appointed by the Constitution to exercise the functions of the President prior to the entry in office of the first President of Ireland, that Sullivan had been chosen by the Government to accompany Hyde on the journey to his inauguration ceremony.86 In inviting people to attend or participate in the inauguration ceremony, the Government had expressed the ‘hope that persons entitled to wear gowns, robes or uniforms will wear them on this occasion’ – a democratic suggestion that Sullivan had taken literally, as he turned up in Áras an Uachtaráin in his austere working judicial dress of a black coat, a black Irish poplin gown with white bands and a bobbed wig.87


The President-Elect’s limousine departed the Áras for Dublin Castle at 12.20 p.m.88 Hyde and Sullivan were joined in the state car by Peterson and de Buitléar, the latter a 36-year-old Dubliner and career soldier, who had served as adjutant of the Third Dublin Brigade of the IRA during the War of Independence and had joined the National Army in 1922.89 The two aides-de-camp sat in disciplined silence, but the Chief Justice and Hyde made amiable conversation as they were driven through the Phoenix Park and onto the south quays. Hyde’s earlier journey to and from St Patrick’s Cathedral had taken him along Watling Street, onto Thomas Street and then through the smaller streets of the Liberties. Now, on his way to Dublin Castle, Hyde’s car sped parallel to the Liffey, up one of the main arteries to the city. Hyde’s car was the only one in sight. Earlier in the week, the Commissioner of the Garda Síochána, Michael Kinnane, had given notice of orders to suspend all traffic and that no standing vehicle would be allowed on any of the streets along which the inauguration procession would move.90 The newspapers had printed specific details of the route that Hyde would take to and from the installation ceremony, which was being billed ‘as one of the most historic occasions’ in the capital’s history, and this helped to bring over 125,000 cheering pedestrians onto the streets to line the route.91 The inauguration was taking place on a Saturday, which had also been declared a public holiday, to maximise participation. Peterson later mused that people turned out ‘in considerable numbers’ because they ‘had had little in by way of spectacle for a number of years’, but this assessment underestimated both Hyde’s considerable popularity with his fellow citizens and also the sheer sense of patriotic pride at the manifestation of sovereignty involved in the creation of an Irish head of state.92


As a populist nationalist party, whose political appeal was embedded in championing the pursuit of the fullest measure of Irish independence, Fianna Fáil in government was keen to create an air of national celebration around Hyde’s inauguration. In conjunction with the city corporation, the Government had put considerable effort into decorating the city to generate a sense of carnival and colour around the installation ceremony. In the preceding days, council workmen had been busily engaged in raising portions of the pavements to make room for vermilion-coloured poles, on which flags, preserved from the Eucharistic Congress in 1932, were flown. Streamers had also been crossed and re-crossed high above the route that Hyde’s historic procession to and from Dublin Castle would take, and even Dublin’s bridges had been renovated. Capel Street Bridge was decked out in pleasant green, in restful contrast with the multicoloured flags in its vicinity.93 At the Government’s request, the national flag was also flying from prominent positions at City Hall, Trinity College, the Bank of Ireland College Green, the General Post Office, the head offices of the Dublin Port and Docks Board, and other principal buildings.94 A reporter for the Saturday Herald who walked the parade route observed that ‘Dublin was gay with flags and banners and many streets were spanned with bunting in honour of the event, while the Tricolour flew from all public buildings and business premises.’95 On the eve of the inauguration, a Dublin city fire engine had even been deployed to allow a corporation employee ‘place artistically arranged flowers’ in the high windows of City Hall.96 The Irish Times also noted Dublin’s inner-city residents had embraced the city decoration scheme for the presidential inauguration and that ‘the citizens have cooperated with Government and civic authorities in making Dublin’s streets a fitting background for the colourful procession … Windows on the route have been made gay with flowers, twisted papers and flags.’97 The good weather and the enthusiasm with which Dubliners took to the streets ‘to give a fitting welcome to the first President of the new Ireland’ also contributed to a festive atmosphere that was described by one journalist as the whole capital being ‘more or less en fête’.98


From his days at the head of the Gaelic League, Hyde was accustomed to being the focus of cheering crowds. In November 1905, Dubliners had lined the route from the Gresham Hotel to Kingsbridge Station to applaud Hyde, as a torchlight procession led by an advance guard of Dublin hurlers and five marching bands escorted the then President of the Gaelic League on the first stage of his journey to the United States on a fundraising tour.99 More recently, in April 1938, there had been touching scenes when Hyde had made his first journey to Dublin after becoming the agreed presidential candidate of Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael. On his way from Frenchpark, Hyde was honoured by towns and villages on the route, and a large procession escorted him into Longford.100 In May, large crowds gathered outside the Department of Agriculture to celebrate Hyde’s formal declaration of election and only the presence of a group of Garda bodyguards prevented Hyde from being mobbed by enthusiastic well-wishers.101 These crowds, however, paled into insignificance when compared to the thronged streets on 25 June 1938. It would have been clear to Hyde from the moment his car pulled onto Dublin’s south quays that his inauguration had captured the city’s imagination. The pavements were packed and, at every vantage point, a dense cheering crowd strained to see their President-to-be as he was driven alongside the Liffey towards Dublin Castle.102 Carrying his silk hat in his hands, Hyde was clearly taken aback, but he smiled and waved to the thousands who applauded him, and at times he chatted with the Chief Justice.103


Closer to Dublin Castle, the sheer volume of people on Dame Street and Parliament Street had been creating crowd-management difficulties for the authorities, who had underestimated the numbers. The Saturday Herald reported:




Dublin took a greater interest than was anticipated in the installation ceremonies. For a considerable time before eleven o’clock there was a trek to the entrances of the Upper Castle Yard and the streets immediately surrounding it. The crowd grew in dimensions every few minutes, and it was obvious that the Gardaí were going to have a great deal of work in keeping the route of the procession clear. By noon there was a dense mass of people around the Upper Castle gates, and intense interest was taken in the arrival of the various members of the Diplomatic Corps, representatives of public bodies and members of the Government. Mr de Valera was accorded an enthusiastic reception on his arrival.104





Just before 12.45 p.m., a burst of cheering from Parliament Street announced the President-Elect’s impending arrival at Dublin Castle. At the gates of the Castle Yard, there was some dangerous crushing as ‘the crowd swayed to and fro in its anxiety’ to see Hyde pass by.105


In 1204, King John had issued a ‘command’ to his cousin, Justiciar Meiler FitzHenry, to build ‘a strong fortress in Dublin [and] … to erect a castle there, in such a competent place there as you may consider to be suitable if need be for the defence of the city as well as to curb it, if occasion shall so require’.106 For the seven centuries that followed, Dublin Castle had been the seat of British rule in Ireland. This long occupation colourfully came to an end on 16 January 1922 when members of the Provisional Government of Southern Ireland, led by Michael Collins, arrived by taxi slightly behind schedule in Dublin Castle to receive the formal handover of the Irish state. The last British Viceroy, Lord FitzAlan, reportedly chided the Irish leader on this occasion, ‘You are seven minutes late, Mr Collins,’ to which he received the reply, ‘We’ve been waiting over seven hundred years, you can have the extra seven minutes.’107 Collins himself summed up both the magnitude of the change that he had helped effect as well as the castle’s connotations with British imperialism when he recorded: ‘How could I have expected to see Dublin Castle itself – that dreaded Bastille of Ireland – formally surrendered into my hands by the Lord Lieutenant, in the brocade-hung Council Chamber?’108


The extent of the Irish people’s hostility towards Dublin Castle had been such that once independence was achieved the Free State Government considered razing it to the ground, but common sense prevailed and the castle survived to witness a new era in Irish public life.109


Inside the castle walls, Hyde alighted from the car and was met by a warm handshake from the diminutive figure of the Tánaiste, Seán T. O’Kelly, who had been de Valera’s initial favourite choice to be President. Meanwhile, Peterson detected a professional detachment in his fellow military officers standing in formation in the courtyard and he recorded that ‘the infantry guard of honour came to attention but otherwise paid us no notice. Douglas Hyde was not yet their commander-in-chief.’110 The civilian observers in the courtyard were far less reticent and Hyde’s appearance provoked ecstatic clapping and cheering. The Irish Times noted that ‘virtually every window in the Upper Castle Yard was crowded with members of the Civil Service, some of the more adventurous of whom – women among them – found vantage points on the roof. When the President[-Elect] arrived he looked faintly surprised at the enthusiasm of the welcome which he received from the waiting throng.’111


With cheers still ringing in his ears, Hyde was shepherded through the main door into the State Apartments by O’Kelly. In silence, followed by an entourage of soldiers and civil servants, they ascended the split staircase onto the Battle-Axe Landing, named after the weapons carried by the ceremonial guards stationed here during the Viceregal era. On the landing, Hyde paused outside the doors of St Patrick’s Hall, waiting for a signal to proceed, so that the carefully choreographed ceremony would commence exactly on time. Hyde was familiar with the order of ceremonies and he had been coached assiduously by McDunphy. Nothing had been left to chance in the preparations. Two days previously, Hyde and McDunphy had met with de Valera, O’Kelly, Maurice Moynihan, the Secretary to the Government, and other senior officials at Dublin Castle, where they made a survey of the building and observed the preparations for the inauguration ceremony. So that proceedings would ‘run smoothly’ on the big day, the President-Elect had been taken through a rehearsal of the ceremony in St Patrick’s Hall.112


There was no precedent for a presidential inauguration in Ireland, though Bunreacht na hÉíreann did prescribe the circumstances in which the President was to enter on his office. Article 12 of the Constitution sets out the oath of office and states that ‘the President shall enter upon his office by taking and subscribing publicly, in the presence of members of both Houses of the Oireachtas, of Judges of the Supreme Court and of the High Court, and other public personages.’113 Government officials ultimately opted for a short and dignified ceremony, which was to be conducted almost entirely in Irish.


Considerable attention had been given to planning the seating arrangements for the principal dignitaries of the state. A dais had been erected at the far end of St Patrick’s Hall to seat the President-Elect, members of the Government, members of the Presidential Commission and members of the Council of State.114 To the front of the dais, on the right-hand side, seats had been reserved for the Diplomatic Corps. Altogether, diplomatic representatives from eleven countries were in attendance, including the Papal Nuncio, Most Rev. Paschal Robinson; Dr Hans-Ulrich von Marchtaler, German Chargé d’Affaires; John Cudahy, the Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary of the US; and B. Cauvet Duhamel, the French chargé d’affaires.115


Sitting behind the foreign diplomats were the parliamentary secretaries and immediately behind them were members of the Opposition front bench, followed by other members of the Oireachtas.116 The Fianna Fáil TDs and senators were clearly distinguishable from their Oireachtas counterparts by their less formal attire. The Opposition parliamentarians generally wore full morning attire with silk hats, but the Fianna Fáil members wore business suits.117 Although Sinn Féin had no Oireachtas representation, as a gesture of goodwill the Government had extended an invitation to the inauguration to the party’s leadership. This olive branch was not accepted. Brian O’Higgins, a member of the Sinn Féin Árd Comhairle and a former party president, said that ‘no republican’ would be ‘present at Dublin Castle or any other place in connection with the installation of Dr Hyde as President of the twenty-six county British Dominion.’ He said that Sinn Féin regarded the invitation sent to them as ‘a studied insult planned for publicity and in the worst possible taste’.118


On the opposite side of the aisle to the Oireachtas members were the clergy from the main religious denominations in the state, including the Primate of the Church of Ireland, Most Rev. Dr Godfrey Day; the Rev. Dr T. G. Irwin of the Methodist Church; Rev. Dr W. J. Currie, the Moderator of the Presbyterian Church; and Rev. Dr Francis Wall, the Auxiliary Bishop of Dublin and the titular Bishop of Thasus, who was representing the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, Edward Byrne.119 The fact that the Catholic Bishop and the Church of Ireland Primate had engaged in friendly, ‘animated conversation’ as they awaited the arrival of the President-Elect was deemed worthy of comment in a number of newspapers.120 Behind the clergy sat members of the judiciary, representatives of the army and the Garda Síochána, universities, civil service, public bodies and local authorities, including James Hickey, the Lord Mayor of Cork, and Alfie Byrne, the Lord Mayor of Dublin, who had flirted with the idea of running against Hyde for the presidency.121 There was one hiccup in the protocol of seating when Domhnall Ua Buachalla, the last Governor-General of the Irish Free State, was initially seated alone at the back of the hall. Later, however, he was moved to a prominent seat nearer the dais.122


From noon onwards, the invited guests began to take their seats.123 By 12.44 p.m. every seat on the floor of the hall was filled. With the ceremony just about to begin, the Government, with members of the Presidential Commission, took their seats on the dais behind the presidential chair, a newly made ceremonial blue-and-gold chair with a harp crest made by Messrs Atkinson and elaborately embroidered in beautiful Irish poplin by the Dun Emer Guild.124 Two members of the Presidential Commission – Justice Conor Maguire and the Ceann Comhairle, Frank Fahy – seated themselves at the front, alongside the Attorney-General, Patrick Lynch, and the Taoiseach, and for a few minutes everyone seemed to be fidgeting rather nervously.125
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