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            FOREWORD

         

         Originally conceived over a decade ago to place the lives of leading figures in Irish history against the background of new research on the problems and conditions of their times and modern assessments of their historical significance, the Historical Association of Ireland Life and Times series enjoyed remarkable popularity and success. A second series has now been planned in association with UCD Press in a new format and with fuller scholarly apparatus. Encouraged by the reception given to the earlier series, the volumes in the new series will be expressly designed to be of particular help to students preparing for the Leaving Certificate, for GCE Advanced Level and for undergraduate history courses as well as appealing to the happily insatiable appetite for new views of Irish history among the general public.
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            PREFACE

         

         I am grateful to Ciaran Brady and Colm Croker for producing the original edition of this book, and Barbara Mennell and Noelle Moran of UCD Press for their work on this revised edition. R. V. Comerford kindly commented on the original manuscript. Conversations with Frank Ryan’s friends – Elizabeth Clissmann, Eugene Downing and Nora Harkin – were of great help. Mark Hull, Brian Hanley, David O’Donoghue, Barry McLoughlin, Eunan O’Halpin and Margaret Ó hÓgartaigh generously shared their research. It benefited also from responses to papers read at St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, Hertford College, Oxford, and the Irish Historical Society. Thanks also to Tim Pat Coogan, James Hopkins, Paul Preston, Richard Baxell, Éanna Ó Caollaí, Wendy Davies, David Baxter, David Timmons and Selina Walsh. I would like to acknowledge the support of the Department of Modern History, NUI Maynooth, and the Irish Research Council for the Humanities and Social Sciences.

         
             

         

         Cover image of Frank Ryan in Republican Spain, October 1937, is reproduced courtesy of the Fifteenth International Brigade Photographic Unit Photographs Collection, Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, Tamiment Library, New York University.
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            CHRONOLOGY OF RYAN’S LIFE AND TIMES

         

         
            1902

            11 September Frank Ryan born at Elton, near Knocklong, County Limerick.

            1916

            Easter Rising occurs.

            1919

            War of Independence begins; Ryan may have taken part.

            1921

            Enters UCD; War of Independence ended by truce and Anglo-Irish Treaty.

            1922

            Ryan joins anti-Treatyites in Irish Civil War; interned by Provisional Government forces.

            1923

            Civil War ends; Ryan released from Curragh and resumes studies.

            1925

            Graduates from UCD and intensifies republican activism.

            1926

            Appointed adjutant of Dublin Brigade, IRA; organises demonstration against O’Casey’s The Plough and the Stars.

            1929

            Elected member of IRA executive; succeeds Peadar O’Donnell as Editor of An Phoblacht.

            1931

            IRA forms left-wing party, Saor Éire, leading to coercion of IRA by Cumann na nGaedheal Government; Ryan imprisoned in Arbour Hill. 

            1932

            Fianna Fáil elected to government; IRA coercion suspended.

            1933

            Rise of the Blueshirts; communist headquarters attacked; Jim Gralton deported; increasing tensions between IRA’s left-wing, including Ryan, and leadership; Ryan resigns from An Phoblacht and IRA executive.

            1934

            Left-wing republicans, including Ryan, leave IRA to establish unsuccessful Republican Congress.

            1936

            Spanish Civil War begins; Ryan leads contingent of Irishmen to fight in the International Brigades.

            1938

            Ryan captured by Italian forces and imprisoned in Burgos; Ryan’s death sentence commuted to life imprisonment.

            1939

            Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact; Second World War begins.

            1940

            General Franco releases Ryan to German military intelligence; Ryan and IRA chief of staff, Seán Russell, brought to Irish coast by U-boat but return without landing after death of Russell.

            1940–4

            Ryan remains in Germany as an adviser on Irish affairs. 1944

            10 June: Ryan dies in a sanatorium in Loschwitz near Dresden after long period of declining health.

            1979 Ry

            an’s remains reinterred in Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin.
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            CHAPTER 1

            Republican, 1902–32

         

         Frank Ryan was born at Elton, near Knocklong, County Limerick, on 11 September 1902. His parents, Vere Ryan and Anne Slattery, were schoolteachers. Both were from modest backgrounds – Vere was the son of a Limerick teacher, and Anne the daughter of a small farmer from Clare; but their nine children – or at least the boys – benefited from the greater opportunities of the times. Two of Ryan’s brothers – Vincent and Maurice – qualified as doctors; Jeremiah became a teacher; while John, whom Frank described as the ‘black sheep’ of the family, worked as a labourer in the United States. Three of Ryan’s sisters, Mary, Catherine and Anne, became nuns while the youngest, Eilís, a graduate, worked in the registry of University College Dublin.

         Ryan demonstrated the spirited side to his personality early in life. His sister Eilís recalled ‘how he used to break everything and get blamed for it – and how he ran away from school twice’.1 Ryan remembered ‘escaping through the window from his father’s school’, and later boarding at St Colman’s College in Fermoy, being at the receiving end of floggings for smoking and truancy.2 But Ryan also displayed a more thoughtful side to his character. He developed a deep enthusiasm for the Irish language of the Gaeltacht. Later, perhaps an early indication of his idealism, he felt he had a vocation and began attending the Holy Ghost Fathers’ Rockwell College. But his rebellious streak led to his expulsion for protesting against the food in the college, and he returned to St Colman’s to complete his secondary education.

         Ryan did not inherit his radicalism: his devout mother was apolitical, while his father had been a politically inactive Parnellite. Nor was East Limerick, dominated by big farmers, particularly republican. Yet even at school Ryan considered himself a ‘hot republican’, attributing this, like his love of Irish, to the influence of his older brother, Vincent, and one of the priests at St Colman’s. Eilís recollected:

         
            There was a priest there called Father Roche who was a mad republican. Frank was very easily influenced and he did what he was told. Jumped back out over the wall at night to drill. Maurice [Frank’s brother] who was with him … wouldn’t be led by anyone. That’s where Frank got it … Frank was impressionable; he’d believe anything. Maurice was sensible.3

         

         But Ryan’s republicanism was not unusual, considering he came of age during the Irish revolution. He was 13 at the time of the Easter Rising of 1916, and 17 when Sinn Féin swept aside the Irish Parliamentary Party in the 1918 General Election. Little is known about his early involvement in the republican movement. His friends believed he played little or no role in the War of Independence, but Ryan claimed that he joined the East Limerick Brigade of the IRA at 16 – around the beginning of the War of Independence – and was appointed an officer at 18.4 His sister, Eilís, believed he joined the IRA when he left school after the 1921 Truce. Given the poor image of the ‘trucileers’ and his later prominence in a leadership dominated by 1916 and War of Independence veterans, Ryan may have exaggerated what was probably a peripheral involvement in the war.

         In the autumn of 1921, as Sinn Féin negotiated with the British government and the disagreements within its leadership became more apparent, Ryan began studying for a degree in Celtic Studies in University College Dublin. When the Civil War began the following summer, Eilís saw her brother cycling off with two men towards the gunfire in Kilmallock. In September Ryan was wounded, captured and sent to Limerick Jail. He was interned in the Curragh, where he discovered a talent for journalism through editing the Irish-language camp magazine; for much of his life Ryan worked as a journalist, editor and printer of radical newspapers. However, his internment aggravated a painful childhood ear illness which rendered him partially deaf, a condition which continued to deteriorate throughout his life.5 After his release in November 1923, and the restoration of his county council scholarship, Ryan returned to UCD, where he edited the Gaelic Society’s journal and co-founded the Universities Republican Club. He graduated in 1925 and began studying for a master’s degree, but soon drifted into full-time republican activism.

         The mid-1920s was a demoralising period for republicans. Morale was shattered by defeat in the Civil War. Many of the republican leadership had been killed, while the 15,000 republican internees released in 1924 were faced with unemployment and discrimination by the pro-Treaty government. Public support for Sinn Féin proved initially resilient but subsequently declined, prompting de Valera’s formation of Fianna Fáil in 1926. As before, the IRA and Sinn Féin had overlapping memberships. Both were united in opposition to the Treaty and the Irish Free State, but there were important differences. Most significantly, the IRA saw its role as a military one and lacked much interest, or faith, in political means. Most IRA men continued to support Sinn Féin (and later Fianna Fáil), but there was considerable resentment against the ‘politicians’, who were blamed for the disastrous turn of events since 1921. This militarist outlook was strengthened by the IRA’s reorganisation in 1925, when it withdrew allegiance from the emergency republican government which had been theoretically established during the Civil War and vested authority in its own Army Council. The IRA was reorganised as a secret army whose principal opponent was the Irish Free State rather than Britain. Its activities consisted of little more than recruiting, training and sporadic violence. Although capable of shocking acts, such as the assassination of Kevin O’Higgins, it remained too weak to threaten the Free State.

         One effect of the Civil War defeat, reinforced by Cumann na nGaedheal’s coercion, was to bind the remaining rump of active republicans into a close-knit community. Ryan’s work, activism and socialising – with the distinctions between them blurred – took place within republican circles. He worked for republican-owned businesses, wrote for republican newspapers, organised Irish lectures and céilithe and worked his way up the IRA. In October 1925 Ryan began teaching night classes for the Gaelic League and met the writer Rosamond Jacob, an agnostic Quaker, and (like her close friend Hanna Sheehy Skeffington) a middle-class intellectual, feminist, republican and pacifist. Her causes included anti-imperialism, animal rights, anticlericalism and support for the Soviet Union. (This did not always lead to an entirely consistent outlook – Jacob rejoiced at the assassination of Kevin O’Higgins but felt that the anti-imperialist meetings attracted ‘nasty smoking spitting type of men’).6

         Jacob soon fell in love with Ryan – ‘you could learn anything from him, his mixture of intense interest and knowledge and natural equal simplicity is so delicious, combined with the pleasure of looking at him.’7 Despite some differences (Ryan was 23 when he met the more sophisticated 37-year-old Jacob), he was also attracted to her. They began a sexual relationship which, for Jacob at least, brought pain as well as happiness. Ryan insisted on secrecy, even to the extent of sometimes ignoring Jacob at social events. Their nights together were infrequent; in some years, much to her despair, as rarely as two or three occasions. The practical difficulties posed by Jacob’s vigilant landlady were surmounted by stealth – ‘The black panther [Ryan] came in noiselessly a little before 12 and was more delicious than ever’ – or secret meetings – ‘Made love eagerly for nearly an hour … but it was a horrid uncomfortable place … a motor car is infernally cramped.’8 But Ryan’s sense of guilt and lack of intimacy were greater problems. In 1929 Jacob noted: ‘He was lovely – but how insanely ambivalent he is – This must stop! – Do you think I’d come here if I didn’t like it? … He was so miserable, so sick with himself, so ashamed & downhearted … if only he’d be reasonable & articulate – but it’s so cruel not to be able to give him any comfort beyond the moment, to have him blame himself for giving way to his desires instead of letting me be permanent friends.’9 Jacob approved of ‘free love’ but Ryan appeared more constrained by his Catholic morality. The following month Jacob wrote: ‘As to black panther, I had hell from him, in suspense, disappointment and starvation, but I had a few heavenly hours to make up, – but if only his soul was more friendly – I sometimes feel that as he wants me physically he doesn’t want me to talk to – the shyness & the sense of sin he seems to get, & I helpless to prevent it.’10 Part of the attraction for Ryan may have been for a physical relationship without emotional ties. Even in private, Jacob noted, he was often withdrawn: ‘He was inaccessible as usual … but finally asked me not to talk’; ‘I think it’s too bad never to come except for that. It’s not fair.’11 In 1930 she wrote: ‘I haven’t yet succeeded in getting through the wall of reserve that encompasses him. He has given me a good deal of confidence and a little love, but so little of his company … I love him rather more than ever.’ She never did succeed. Their sexual relationship ended in the mid-1930s, but they remained life-long friends, and Jacob strove to protect Ryan’s legacy after his death when others did not.

         Ryan’s allure was partly due to his gunman image. Jacob was enthralled by his stories of ‘wild incidents of the war’ and a dramatic occasion when he asked her to hide some documents: ‘the thought of P[roinnsias] as an armed desperado is very intriguing.’12 But although Ryan had little difficulty in attracting women, he was less successful with relationships. He fell in love with Kevin Barry’s sister Elgin, but she married The O’Rahilly. His fiancée, Bobbie Walshe, left him, later marrying Frank Edwards. Ryan was not only attractive to women on a romantic level. He was more egalitarian than his contemporaries in masculine IRA circles and inclined to accept women as political and intellectual equals. His charismatic personality was also an important aspect of his appeal to men. He was hero-worshipped by younger republicans and admired by most who knew him. But he was also resented for a perceived arrogance: Geoffrey Coulter, assistant editor of An Phoblacht, described him as a man with the swagger ‘of the absolutely fearless young male – a trait that excites too much envy’.13 But for most people, Ryan was a likeable figure and genuinely popular even among his opponents. A close friend, Elizabeth ‘Budge’ Clissmann, recalled driving through Dublin in Ryan’s distinctive Sunbeam open-top car and being amazed by how many of the gardaí on traffic duty greeted Ryan with a grin and salute.14 Jacob noted Ryan’s attitude to the most hated figure in Special Branch, Superintendent Peter Ennis, with similar surprise after a court acquittal: ‘P. came out, & chatted happily & pleasantly with them nearly 5 minutes. Certainly one can’t hope to understand men.’15 The youthful Ryan was a likeable, if rather wild figure (‘a lunatic’, Jacob admiringly wrote), passionately devoted to republicanism but also very much a social animal. His life involved police persecution, endless meetings and unpaid work, but was convivial enough in other respects, allowing freedom from the boredom of conventional work, much socialising, drinking, dancing and a degree of notoriety.

         After graduating, Ryan attempted to establish a teaching career, but, despite his enthusiasm for Irish, his deafness proved too great a handicap. Despite numerous operations, his hearing deteriorated to the point where he had to rely on lip-reading or people to shout in his ear. He gave up teaching after being rejected for a position at the new teacher-training colleges: he had been unable to hear the interviewer’s questions. Ryan felt guilty about his failure to hold down a job: ‘He said he wasn’t going to try teaching jobs any more – its only making a fool of himself – & his father will be annoyed & disappointed, he keeps expecting so much of him.’ To his annoyance, a younger sister, who wanted to study music, had to follow her two sisters into the convent. Jacob noted: ‘It doesn’t seem much pleasure to him to go home – it’s “a worry” – they keep wondering why he doesn’t have a good job and get on; he having been the most brilliant one of the family.’16 Ryan turned to journalism, editing a travel magazine and – by night – the IRA’s An t-Óglach. His main ambition, however, was to found an Irish-language newspaper.

         The mid-1920s were an important period in the development of Irish republicanism. The Civil War had thrown together disparate factions under the banner of anti-Treaty Sinn Féin; within the party could be found extremists such as Mary MacSwiney who rejected any compromise short of a sovereign republic, alongside more moderate politicians like de Valera. By the mid-1920s tensions between these groups were surfacing on the issue of Sinn Féin’s attitude to the Irish Free State. De Valera argued that republicans must come to terms with the state’s existence and attempt to win public support for their views even if that meant entering the Free State Dáil, which republicans regarded as illegitimate. The MacSwiney faction continued to consider only those deputies who had remained true to the Republic – that is, themselves – as the legitimate government. This had the virtue of consistency, but ignored the fact that the Irish electorate increasingly accepted the legitimacy of the new state. In March 1926 de Valera’s faction split from Sinn Féin to form Fianna Fáil. As in the Civil War, social factors were not particularly significant. The post-de Valera Sinn Féin espoused an extreme nationalism, but was Catholic and conservative in its social outlook. Fianna Fáil was more socially radical, but combined conservatives like de Valera alongside more modernising politicians like Seán Lemass. The IRA stood somewhat detached from both. Its volunteers could be found supporting both, but most IRA men regarded political methods as inferior to physical-force republicanism. As with the two political parties, social issues were secondary – IRA membership spanned from right-wing bigots to communists.

         Where did Ryan stand during this period of schism? Jacob met him outside the Rotunda on the night of the stormy ard-fheis in March 1926 when Sinn Féin split: ‘He disapproves of the proposals, but knows we couldn’t get on without DeV … He said something very disreputable about wanting to go out with a gun again.’17 He expressed similar sentiments months later: ‘He doesn’t believe in [Fianna Fáil] … if they did get a majority the F[ree] S[tate] & all its institutions w[oul]d still be there – nothing for it but the gun.’18 Ryan believed the unfinished revolution was a military rather than a political problem. As he declared in a funeral oration at Milltown cemetery, ‘Ireland, held in subjection by force, can be freed only by meeting that force with greater force and thus defeating it. To-day, as in every other generation, the soldiers must be henceforward our primary concern, for they alone can bring freedom and peace.’19 As later An Phoblacht editorials demonstrated, he saw physical force as not only necessary but morally superior to other forms of struggle:

         
            Thus it was after the failure of the Fenian revolt of 1867: one leader seeking a new alignment, pinned his faith to an agrarian movement; another pinned his to parliamentary agitation. Neither faith was the true national faith, so neither faith – even when embraced by millions – led the nation to freedom.20

         

         Ryan’s use of the word ‘faith’ was apposite. His belief in physical force was rooted in a near-religious devotion to the creed which Pearse’s writings and subsequent martyrdom had made central to militant republicanism. Ryan’s pamphlet on the Easter Rising, published in 1928, demonstrated the extent of his Pearsean worldview. Ten years on, the First World War was still viewed approvingly: ‘Patriotism and patriotism alone moved the rival peoples … Nationality reared its head proudly in the welter of war, and the men of each country gladly fought and died for it.’ Quiescent Ireland, in contrast, ‘lay in shame’ until, in 1916, ‘great-souled men had, Christ-like, to lay down their lives’. For Ryan, the lesson of 1916 was utterly simple:

         
            The road we tread leads to war – war for Ireland against her only enemy, the British Empire. To that end, we concentrate all our energies in arming, equipping and training. We who have lived in 1916, who have triumphed in 1921, who have known defeat in 1923, we shall not go to our graves until that defeat be redeemed, until the shame that Ireland suffers be wiped out, when we again raise the flag in battle in our generation.21

         

         Even by the standards of the time, Ryan’s unbridled admiration for physical force was extreme and, at times, mindlessly simplistic; at one public meeting ‘He asked his audience to judge every cause by the one good criterion, “Were the supporters of that cause willing to fight for it?” If they are willing, that cause is good’.22

         Aside from physical force, the importance of the Irish language and culture formed a key aspect of Ryan’s outlook. Organising céilithe and teaching Irish formed part of his political activism, but, in contrast to his political views, Ryan did not sympathise with the language extremists within the Irish-Ireland movement. Although the Gaelic League had flourished in the late nineteenth century, the popularity of the once vibrant voluntary movement declined after the establishment of the Irish Free State. The state’s policy of enforced gaelicisation in the school and workplace failed, and a more strident tendency towards exclusiveness and insularity became evident within the Irish-Ireland movement. This was not shared by Ryan, who emphasised the need for ‘gaiety & lightness in the branch’ at Gaelic League meetings. He organised jazz dances for his Republican Club, an activity frowned upon by Irish-Ireland extremists; one of his more dour Gaeilgeoir acquaintances, the butt of Ryan’s jibes for kilt-wearing, even considered him a ‘Seoinín’. Ryan was even less keen on native speakers, whom he found ‘more slippery’ than parvenus like himself.23
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