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CHAPTER 01


SLÁN LEAT, DEV


As the great white gates of Áras an Uachtaráin swung open, the waiting crowd surged forward, impatient for a glimpse of the man in the back of the presidential Rolls-Royce. Some had been waiting for hours, and the 85 stewards were having difficulty keeping the roadway clear as enthusiasm mounted.1


It was June 1973 and Éamon de Valera was finally leaving public life, which he had dominated for more than half a century. The last surviving commandant of Easter Week, the undisputed leader of Irish nationalism during the War of Independence, commander of the ‘legion of the rearguard’ during and after the Civil War, head of government for 21 years, President for two terms, de Valera had an unrivalled position in Irish public life – though a deeply controversial one.


Estimates of the size of the crowd varied: 6,000 according to the Irish Times; double that, said the Irish Independent; 50,000 in de Valera’s own Irish Press. Whatever its size, there was no doubting the crowd’s enthusiasm. There were spectators on car roofs, sitting in trees, and clinging to the Phoenix Monument, and others crowded six-deep along the road. There were also – according to the Irish Press – ‘many elderly women . . . weeping and waving white handkerchiefs’.


The emotion was real, though it was far from the ‘spontaneous tribute’ suggested by the Fianna Fáil leader, Jack Lynch. In fact, the party had carefully prepared the ceremony. Banners were made for each of the 26 counties, with the county name and party logo prominently displayed. The National Executive had also organised special trains and buses to bring members from around the country to Dublin.2


Lynch was determined to make the most of whatever glory reflected on him from the founder of Fianna Fáil. As the navy-blue Rolls-Royce nosed out of the gates, Lynch stepped forward and opened the door, shaking hands with the President for the benefit of the cameras and welcoming him ‘back among us’ again, after his 14 years above politics.


When the cluster of photographers and camera crews blocking the road finally parted, the car moved off. The honour guard of Old IRA veterans saluted, and the crowd broke into patriotic song: ‘A Nation Once Again’, then ‘Wrap the Green Flag Round Me, Boys’. The President’s senior aide-de-camp, Colonel Seán Brennan, sat beside the driver, while Frank Aiken, dapper as always, with a crisply ironed handkerchief in the breast pocket of his suit, sat in the back beside his Chief.


Cheering crowds lined the route out of the Phoenix Park, along the south quays and through the city centre to the venue for de Valera’s final public speech. The choice of location was instructive. There were many potential backdrops: the Department of the Taoiseach, where he had presided for so long; the Dáil, which he had dominated for decades; the head office in Burgh Quay of the Irish Press Group, which he had established; or even, of course, the gates of the Áras itself.


Instead, de Valera returned to the scene of his first appearance on the national stage, where his enduring myth began: Boland’s Bakery, an otherwise obscure building by the Grand Canal, where he commanded the garrison during the Easter Rising.3 This choice underlined the fact that, without 1916, de Valera – born in New York with question marks over his paternity, sent across the ocean by his mother to grow up in a humble home in Bruree, in rural Co. Limerick – would hardly be ending his days as perhaps the most famous man in Ireland.


The five thousand people waiting at Boland’s gave him an enthusiastic reception. Helped out of his car by Aiken, de Valera, somewhat hampered by the furled black umbrella he was holding, raised his trademark black homburg hat to acknowledge the crowd. Guided by Aiken and Brennan, he slowly made his way to the platform. Many of the signs held by the crowd were in Irish, including one simply saying, Slán leat, Dev.


After the national anthem, Lynch made a lengthy speech, paying tribute to his former leader, ‘the greatest Irishman of this century’, for his years of service, beginning with the Easter Rising. He was followed by speakers representing the four provinces: Máire Geoghegan, a 22-year-old teacher from Co. Galway, later a TD, minister and European Commissioner; Seán Ó Ceallaigh, a former Clare TD; Cathal Brugha, grandson and namesake of one of de Valera’s greatest friends; and Seán MacEntee, a former minister whose sometimes turbulent relationship with de Valera had dimmed none of his admiration for the man he now referred to as ‘Ireland’s George Washington’.


Then it was time for the outgoing President to make his final speech, which he delivered in a firm voice, speaking throughout in Irish. He told the crowd that, while he had once thought he wouldn’t see Ireland free and united in his lifetime, he now believed he would – a somewhat rash prediction for a man in his tenth decade. He urged the crowd to have faith in the country, and in the language, and thanked them for their loyalty over the years. Then he left the platform, pausing as an afterthought to pay tribute to Erskine Childers, who was to be sworn in as President the following day. De Valera was then driven to the nursing home in Blackrock where he and his wife, Sinéad, would spend their final days.


Comment on his departure was mixed: all agreed he was the dominant political figure of the previous half-century, though it was recognised that his record was not unblemished. There were, of course, many achievements: his welding together of the disparate elements of advanced nationalism in 1917; his grit and determination in coming back from the devastating defeat of the Civil War; his skill in drafting a new constitution, introduced in 1937, to solidify independence; and his leadership in asserting that independence during the Second World War. He had founded the most successful political party in the country – out of office now, but sure to be back in government soon – as well as a hugely successful newspaper group.


But even in 1973 there were plenty of people prepared to say that de Valera’s record was a dismal one. He was blamed by some for instilling in the country a narrow cultural nationalism that made Ireland a grey place; to others he was at fault for the economic failure that almost submerged the state in its third decade; to many more, he was responsible for the Civil War.


In the decades since his death, in 1975, the negative parts of de Valera’s legacy have been stressed. His reputation has taken a battering, his stature diminished in comparison with others who have risen in public estimation – principally his greatest rival, Michael Collins, and his closest lieutenant, Seán Lemass.


But even his harshest critics have to acknowledge his dominance. For good or ill, it was his vision that set the tone of Irish society, his leadership that set the pace and direction of the march towards independence, albeit for only 26 of the 32 counties. This dominance is all the more remarkable given the barriers to his rise to power: his unusual background, his upbringing in rural poverty, his obscure career as a teacher of mathematics. And yet he became the leader of nationalist Ireland, obeyed without question at home and revered abroad. And then, just as rapidly, it was all snatched away after the signing of the Treaty. He became a pariah, hated, harried and imprisoned by his political opponents. But from the nadir of 1923 he managed to claw his way back to prominence, shattering one political movement and founding another, launching a hugely successful newspaper, and winning the trust of the Irish people.


It was an extraordinary rise – and it is this rise that explains the person he had become by 1932, when the time came for him to rule. It was this rise that forged his character, formed his views and fostered his self-belief. The story of his rise begins with the most fundamental of questions: who was he, and where did he really come from?









CHAPTER 02


THE QUESTION OF FAMILY HISTORY




In International Law am I a Spaniard or an American?


Éamon de Valera, 19161


As I was less than two years of age when my father died I do not remember him, and have only such slight information as my mother had.


Éamon de Valera, 19502


. . . the question became of importance some forty odd years ago, and I would like to have it answered.


Éamon de Valera, 19623





A missing piece of paper troubled Éamon de Valera throughout his long life: his parents’ marriage certificate. He was bothered enough by its absence to seek it – or any other evidence of their wedding – over many years, using many different agents: his half-brother, his cousin, ecclesiastical authorities in America and Spain, even the Irish minister in Madrid during the Spanish Civil War. Proof of the marriage would silence persistent whispers about his legitimacy, as well as proving to the world – and to himself – that his mother had been telling the truth about his parentage.


But no proof would be found, despite the efforts of de Valera and his legion of helpers, and of future biographers and genealogists. Neither would any proof be found of the supposed death of his father, Vivion de Valera, in Denver, or perhaps New Mexico, unless it was in Minnesota. Indeed, there is little evidence that Vivion ever existed.


Of course, an individual’s paternity should not affect our opinion of them. But the point is that the questions about his father and about his parents’ marriage affected Éamon de Valera. Did his own doubts about his ancestry lead him to take a more extreme approach in politics, to try to become, in effect, ‘more Irish than the Irish themselves’? And what was the effect of the repeated slurs de Valera had to suffer as he climbed to prominence? He was sometimes referred to as ‘that Spanish-American bastard’ or as an ‘illegitimate Dago’.4 In fact, there is very little evidence of any Spanish connection.


The official story is easily told. Catherine (Kate) Coll emigrated to the United States in 1879. There she met a young Spanish man, Vivion de Valera, a former sculptor who had become a music teacher after his eye was damaged by a chip of marble. They were married in 1881, and the following year their son, Edward, was born. Vivion, because of ill-health, travelled west, where he died, in Denver, Colorado. Kate, forced to work full time, then arranged for her son to return to her home place to be cared for by his grandmother.


To believe Kate Coll’s story is to believe that no record survives of her marriage; that all written evidence of her husband’s existence was lost; and that no credible Spanish connection would emerge after her son became world famous. Any one of these things is believable; to believe all of them requires a leap of faith. On the other hand, there is a birth certificate and baptismal certificate which bear his father’s (misspelled) name. And when Catherine Coll de Valera remarried, the officiating priest accepted both that she had been married before and that her first husband was dead.


The only evidence for the first marriage is Kate Coll’s word, and she was a notably unreliable witness. She appeared to be confused – or evasive – about many details: where she met her husband, where they were married, where he died. As she put it herself in a letter to her son, in relation to her accounts of his father, ‘Please excuse me if . . . I contradict anything I have told you. It is because I forget or was not really sure of it.’5 Even a dutiful son with a pressing need to believe her story must have found this less than convincing.


Kate Coll arrived in New York on 2 October 1879, aboard the Nevada from Queenstown (Cobh).6 New York had a population of 1.2 million,7 and the sheer scale of the place must have been a shock to a young woman from rural Ireland, although she had the benefit of an aunt in Brooklyn with whom she could stay until she found a job.8


When the 1880 census was taken in the following June, Kate was living as a servant at 98 Lawrence Street, Brooklyn. The household was made up of Frank Giraud; his wife, Martha; their children, 17-year-old Edgar and 4-year-old Ella; Frank’s sister Lillie, who was 24; and the 22-year-old Irish servant girl, Catherine Coll (she was actually 23). Giraud was described on the census form as an ‘artist’ – in fact, he was a vaudeville performer. Born in 1840, he trained as a blacksmith before becoming a minstrel and cannonball juggler in a circus. He served in the Union Navy during the Civil War, before returning to show business. In 1866, while on his way to New Orleans, he was one of a handful of survivors when the Evening Star sank off the coast of Georgia.9 Rescued after five days in the water, his injured leg was nearly amputated, until a surgeon saved it after recognising a Masonic signal he gave.10 In later life he gave up the stage for a career in real estate. He died in 1900.11 Giraud was moderately successful on the stage – but the family were hardly ‘members of New York high society of that period’, as one biography of de Valera later claimed.12


And it was here, in Lawrence Street, that Juan Vivion de Valera enters the story – probably. For on the question of when she first met the father of her eldest child, as on so much else, Kate Coll changed her story. On one occasion she told her son that she met his father at Greenville in New Jersey; on others she said she met him at the Giraud home, where he used to call to see Frank’s sister Lillie.13 The latter is the more widely accepted version.


Mary Bromage, an early and sympathetic de Valera biographer, noted Kate’s conflicting claims about her husband.




Those who heard about Vivion through Kate were to recall him variously as a sculptor, a professor, an actor, a linguist, a doctor, a singer, a raconteur, but always as a gifted, educated and entertaining individual . . . Some were under the impression that he had come from South America, others from Cuba . . .14





David Dwane, who wrote the first, highly unreliable, biography of de Valera made the improbable claim that Vivion de Valera learnt Irish following his marriage, with Dwane even purporting to quote Kate on the subject. ‘It was amusing to hear him trying to talk Irish.’15


In a letter to her son, Kate also described Vivion as improbably multitalented. He liked to write poetry, she said, and was ‘a great mimic’. His favourite musical instrument was the mandolin, and his favourite pastimes were drawing and writing. ‘I must say I never saw any person that could write as perfect as he did, and his Capital letters were a wonder,’ she wrote. But were any examples of this penmanship to be found? They were not.




I have been looking through all my treasures to see if I could find any of his letters, but somehow I can’t find them . . . Where I put them I can’t remember. I was very ill for some time and having strangers around they got mislaid.





She then moved on to Vivion’s appearance.




5 ft 8 in height, weight over 160 lbs, medium dark complexion, dark brown eyes, and dark brown curly hair, small hands and feet, always ready to play a trick or a joke . . .16





Kate said that in 1880, after they first met, Vivion went west to Denver for the sake of his health. When he returned she had left the Girauds and was working in Greenville, New Jersey, for a family named Armstrong. The relationship resumed, and in September 1881 they were married.


Her story was that she and Vivion were married on 19 September 1881 by Father Hennessey, at St Patrick’s Church in Greenville, Jersey City. The witnesses were Fred Hamilton, a friend of Vivion’s, and Lily Brady. In 1931, as her son was close to winning power in the Irish Free State, she would swear a deposition to this effect,17 presumably in response to political charges about her son’s legitimacy. She added that the church was near Bayview Cemetery, on the right-hand side heading from Jersey City to Greenville.18


However, there is no record of the wedding in the records of St Patrick’s Church. In 1935, three years after Kate’s death, a priest friendly with de Valera made enquiries of the parish priest at St Patrick’s. He regretfully replied that there was no record of the marriage, though he suggested that the wedding might have been performed by Father Hennessey in another parish in New Jersey or New York.19


In 1956 de Valera asked a visiting New Jersey judge to look for a copy of his parents’ marriage certificate. The judge enlisted the help of the then parish priest of St Patrick’s, Monsignor James Hamilton, who searched the records from 1875 to 1900 without success.20 In response, de Valera speculated that he could have been wrong in associating Father Hennessey with the church in which his parents were married.21 However, Kate quite frequently claimed to have been married in Father Hennessey’s church, including in a sworn deposition.


But could she have been mistaken? St Patrick’s is on the left-hand side going from Jersey City to Greenville, and is a good half-hour walk from Bayview Cemetery. Hamilton suggested an alternative: St Paul’s Church in Old Bergen Road.22 This is closer to the cemetery – only a 13-minute walk – and is on the right-hand side of the road. Despite the name and the lack of a connection to Father Hennessey, it matches the rest of Kate’s description. But, again, there is no record of the marriage. Hamilton was evidently not one to give up easily: he went on to check all the old churches in Jersey City and those established in New York City before 1880, again without success.23


In 1961 Father John Furniss got involved, contacting Hamilton, who described his efforts: personally inspecting the records of the older churches in Hudson County (which includes Jersey City); writing to the older churches in New York to see if any of them had a record of the marriage; and checking every church in the diocese to which Father Hennessey was attached. ‘I spent one whole year in a fruitless investigation but let not my efforts discourage you.’24


De Valera, by now President of Ireland, wrote to Hamilton to thank him for his efforts and asking ‘if you can give me any reason why my mother’s marriage should not have been entered’ in the parish register.25 Hamilton replied, perhaps diplomatically, that the only reason he could think of was neglect of entry, which happened sometimes, for instance if the priest was called away urgently. However, he wrote that




after a lapse of more than eighty years the task of ascertaining the facts of marriage either by legal or ecclesiastical records seems well-nigh impossible.26





A clearly disappointed de Valera thanked him once again.




I am afraid we must leave the matter where it now stands. It is rather unfortunate that it must remain like this, but there seems to be no help for it.27





There was, however, another twist in this story. Kate Coll was always very definite about where she was married – except once. In an interview with the New York Evening Journal on 1 August 1924 she stated that she and Vivion were married in New York. Her grandson, Terry de Valera, seized on this discrepancy to get around the awkward absence of a record of the wedding at St Patrick’s. He implied that the hypothesis of a New York wedding is made more credible by the fact that this ‘recently discovered information’ was ‘supplied by Kate de Valera herself’.28 The American genealogist Joseph Silinonte was similarly impressed by this development.




In the bride’s own words, she was married in New York City and not in Jersey City as we have been told for years. Why has this erroneous information been printed and stated over and over again?’29





The answer, of course, is that the Jersey City story came from Kate herself; her reference in the Evening Journal interview to getting married in New York may have been an error on the part of the journalist, or a mistake by her, possibly mixing up her first and second marriages. Such a mistake, however, hardly increases her credibility. And it remains the fact that the churches of New York were also searched for a marriage record – without success.30


Absence of evidence is not, of course, evidence of absence. It is quite possible that the marriage, wherever it took place, was not recorded properly. The problem is that the marriage certificate is not the only missing piece of evidence.


Six years of research by a team of four genealogists failed to unearth a single mention of Vivion de Valera, or any variant of that name, in the entire 1880 United States census. The only person with a similar name recorded in New York was a Cuban-born student, Claudio Valera, then a patient in a mental hospital. Vivion is not recorded in any city directory for New York, Brooklyn, Jersey City or Newark, or in the list of thousands of artists kept in the New York Public Library’s Division of Art. Nor is there any record of his death. The only documentary records of his existence are his son’s birth and baptismal certificates.31


Vivion de Valera does, however, appear in legal documents sworn in 1931. The deposition sworn by Catherine Wheelwright, as she then was, in April of that year states that she married Vivion de Valera in 1881, and that ‘the sole issue of said marriage was one son named Edward de Valera . . . the legitimate son of deponent and the aforesaid Vivion De Valera’.32 This document is supported by two further sworn depositions, by Patrick J. Hennessy and Catherine Daly, both of 76 Granite Street, Brooklyn, who said that they were ‘well acquainted’ with Catherine Wheelwright, ‘and knew her in the year 1882, at which time she introduced her husband, Vivion de Valera’, to them, and that they had ‘various other friends who knew the said Catherine de Valera and the said Vivion de Valera to be wife and husband’. However, in both depositions the surname was first spelt ‘de Valero’ before being corrected to ‘de Valera’.33 This is a simple enough mistake – though, curiously, it was one also made on both the birth and the baptismal certificates of his son, and on the hospital admission record of his wife.


Edward de Valera was born on 14 October 1882 at the New York Nursery and Child’s Hospital in Lexington Avenue; he was baptised seven weeks later, on 3 December, at the Church of St Agnes, 141 East 43rd Street. His mother’s address was given as 61 East 41st Street, a short walk from the church, and less than a mile from the hospital.34 The Nursery and Child’s Hospital was ‘an institution for the destitute, unwed and working mothers.’35 Joseph Silinonte traced the hospital records of de Valera’s mother. She is recorded as ‘Mrs Kate De Valero’ and as having been referred by ‘Mrs Abraham’, of 61 East 41st Street. Whether Kate was living in an apartment in the same building, or lodging with Mrs Abraham (actually Jennie Crager Abrahams36) is not clear. Another oddity of the hospital record is that the address of Kate’s brother Edward, then living in Rahway, New Jersey, is given under ‘parent’s residence’, apparently because the hospital needed an address for the next of kin.37 It seems odd that Kate gave her brother’s address, rather than her husband’s, who is not mentioned on the admission form. According to Terry de Valera, the explanation lay in Vivion’s state of health: he was ‘ill about the time of Father’s birth and away from home.’38


Whether or not he was present at the birth, Vivion de Valera was named on the birth certificate – though the original gives his surname as ‘de Valero’. It also gives his son’s name as ‘George’. After the Easter Rising, when she was trying to prove that her son was born in America, Kate produced an affidavit confirming that she told the doctor, Charles Murray, that the child was to be named George, but that by the time of the baptism she had changed her mind and named him Edward.39 In any event, Murray seems to have been in no doubt that Vivion was the child’s father.


The birth certificate does not explicitly state that the parents were married, but strongly implies that they were, as it gives Kate’s name as ‘de Valero’ and her maiden name as ‘Coll’. There is no ambiguity about the baptismal certificate, which names ‘Vivian De Valero’ as the father and Kate Coll as his ‘lawful wife’. The Rector of St Agnes’s, the Rev H. C. MacDowell, baptised Edward on 3 December 1882.40 Many years later, Vivion de Valera, Éamon de Valera’s eldest son, was given permission to alter the record in St Agnes’s so that the name he shared with his grandfather was spelt correctly.41


It would appear, then, that both Dr Murray and Father MacDowell believed Vivion to be the father, and he and Kate to be married. Their signatures on the birth and baptismal certificates are, however, the only official recognition of Vivion de Valera’s existence. Even his death is shrouded in mystery.


According to Kate, her husband was forced by poor health to travel west again in the summer of 1884, when his son was 20 months old. She gave the uncharacteristically exact date of 30 June for his departure. The following spring she was informed by Vivion’s friend Fred Hamilton that he had died. This information was verified by a friend of Kate’s, Pat Regan, a Bruree man on the New York police force. According to the notes that Éamon de Valera meticulously kept in a Bible he won at school, his father died in November 1884, in Denver – or Minneapolis.42


Again, there are more questions than answers. Where did Vivion die? Given that there is no record anywhere of his death, how did Pat Regan confirm it? When exactly did Kate hear of the death, and why did she decide so quickly to send her son to Ireland? These were questions that troubled Éamon de Valera in later life, and he made concerted efforts to find answers.


In 1944 the publication of a biography by M. J. MacManus ‘brought up the question of family history again’, and, de Valera told his half-brother Tom Wheelwright, he was ‘anxious to get all the facts I can’.43 Tom made enquiries in Denver, which led to coverage of de Valera’s search for his father in the newspapers in that city, to no avail.44


A more thorough search was carried out two decades later by de Valera’s cousin Ed Coll. Now President of Ireland, de Valera eagerly supplied what information he could – which wasn’t much.




I would say my father went west either in 1883, 1884 or 1885. He was certainly dead before I came to Ireland in April 1885, possibly a year before that date. My mother understood that he died at Denver, but I had also heard mention of Minneapolis. Later I was told that many others who were . . . going to Denver with lung trouble passed on to Santa Fe, where many of them died . . . If you succeed in finding anything it would, of course, give me the greatest pleasure.45





But Ed’s search of burial grounds and churches in Colorado, Minnesota and New Mexico found no trace of Vivion.


There may have been no record of Vivion de Valera’s entry into the United States, of his life there, of his marriage or of his death. But there was still the Spanish connection to investigate, and this Éamon de Valera did for more than half a century, though without satisfying himself that he had found the link he was seeking. Once again the problem was the vague and sometimes contradictory story told by his mother.


In 1922 Kate told one Irish visitor that she had no clear knowledge of any relatives in Spain. She gave the names of her husband’s parents as Antonio de Valera and Emilia Costa, and was quite definite that Vivion was an only child.46 And yet she also told Éamon that his father had a brother and a sister, Leon and Charlotte.47 These names are typically French, adding further to the confusion.48 And she named Vivion’s father as Juan on other occasions.49 Given the confusion over such basic facts, it is hardly surprising that a solid connection with family in Spain was never established.


While several branches of Valeras or de Valeras in Spain did claim kinship, Éamon de Valera was never able to prove the link, as ‘such information as they sent me did not correspond to the information given to me by my mother’.50 Both Maire O’Brien, while Republican representative in Madrid in the 1920s, and Leopold Kerney, while Irish minister to Spain in the 1930s, made extensive efforts to uncover the Spanish side of the family tree. Kerney believed de Valera was a relative of the Marqués de Aunon, whose family name was Valera, a grandson of the writer and diplomat Juan Valera. However, the names and dates did not support this theory, and de Valera himself did not accept it.51


On a visit to the Sanctuary of Loyola in the Basque Country in 1953, de Valera, then Taoiseach, came across the name of the sculptor of a statue of St Ignatius – Lorenzo Coullaut Valera. Thinking of the story that his father had been a sculptor, he had the Spanish embassy in Dublin and the Irish embassy in Madrid make contact with the sculptor’s family. The result was a very detailed family tree, which again failed to positively prove a link with Vivion de Valera.52


The issue became active again after de Valera was elected President in 1959 and was seeking his coat of arms. This proved difficult without names and dates and places of birth of his ancestors, even of his father and grandfather.53 The aid of the Spanish Jesuits was enlisted,54 as were the services of a Spanish genealogist, who was unable to do more than produce a highly speculative family tree. Again and again, the missing wedding certificate was mentioned as the vital clue that could unlock the mystery of Vivion de Valera’s origins.55 Eventually – five years after the first request – the Spanish heraldic authorities produced a coat of arms,56 but whether it corresponded to the correct branch of the family must be open to question.


De Valera’s exotic name helped him to stand out in later life. But it also led to suggestions that he was Jewish (the Fenian John Devoy referred to him as ‘a Jewish bastard’57). After the Nazis came to power, the Irish Legation in Berlin was instructed to protest after a German paper alleged that de Valera was Jewish.58 While de Valera was not anti-Semitic, several of his contemporaries were. These included Count George Noble Plunkett, whose odious views on the subject were set out at length in a letter to de Valera in July 1921.59 De Valera’s response does not appear to have survived, but he may have mentioned the rumours about his own background, because Plunkett took it upon himself to do some research on the matter in the British Museum Library, concluding that ‘the story of the Jewish de Valera is a myth’.60


Vivion de Valera remains a shadowy figure. As Joseph Silinonte concluded after six years of research, ‘No substantial trace . . . has been found . . . Two questions remain: who was Vivion de Valera and did he marry Kate Coll?’61 Answers to those questions may of course emerge; proof may yet be found both of Vivion’s existence and of his marriage. That, however, is irrelevant to a consideration of the character of Éamon de Valera. As far as he was concerned, there were no concrete answers, and the uncertainty about his father and about his own status must have had an emotional cost. That cost, however, was minor in comparison to that exacted by his relationship with his mother.









CHAPTER 03


MORE OR LESS AN ORPHAN




. . . every time I hear others talking of their mothers I feel more or less an orphan.


Edward de Valera to his mother, 19051


The first fifteen years of my life that formed my character were lived amongst the Irish people down in Limerick . . .


Éamon de Valera, 19222


To be a labourer was what was before me.


Éamon de Valera3





Éamon de Valera’s earliest memory was of lying or kneeling on a floor, aged about two, gazing up at a woman in black who was looking down at him. ‘I think of the figure always as that of a rather slim woman, pale face, with a handbag . . .’4 The woman was his mother, paying him a visit. Kate Coll de Valera had had to go back to work after her husband left in the middle of 1884, and had no option but to have her son cared for by others. He keenly felt the separation, particularly when he was sent back across the Atlantic to Ireland. Those feelings were compounded by her failure to reunite the family after she remarried. That sense of loss may explain much about his personality.


While Kate took a job as a nursemaid to a doctor’s family in Fifth Avenue in New York, her son was consigned to the care of a fellow Co. Limerick woman, Mrs Doyle, in Manhattan.5 This was not an ideal arrangement, but it appeared to be working. Why, then, did Kate send her son back to Ireland?


The immediate cause may have been her husband’s death. Kate claimed to have heard the news in the spring of 1885, not long before she sent her son away on 9 April. By coincidence her brother Edward happened to be going back to Ireland, giving her the chance to send her own Eddie home to be cared for by her mother. This left her free to pursue her career in New York – and, as it transpired, to build a new life and a new family. It would also change the course of her son’s life. Discussing the matter decades later with the poet John Montague, also a native New Yorker, de Valera said he had little feeling for the city of his birth, and he speculated on what he would have become had he stayed in the city. ‘Cardinal or chief of police?’6


Edward Coll was 18 months younger than his sister Kate and had followed her to the United States. Given that his name and address were on her hospital admission form, the two were obviously close, and he used to meet her in New York every Sunday to attend Mass and share the latest gossip from home.7 (Oddly, given this close relationship, he was unable in later life to offer any detail about Kate’s husband Vivion.8) After contracting malaria in the swamps of New Jersey, he was advised to take a long sea voyage as a cure. He went to New York to say goodbye to his sister, and ended up taking his nephew, at the age of two-and-a-half, with him back to Ireland.9 The City of Chicago left New York for the ten-day voyage on 9 April 1885.10


Kate instructed her brother to give the child porridge every morning and to put him in his velvet suit on arrival in Ireland so he would look his best when he met his grandmother. The first night out, two-and-a-half-year-old Eddie wept uncontrollably, to the distress of his uncle. ‘Half the night I was kept awake with his crying that tore at the very heart of me.’11 However, the child cheered up over the coming days, playing with a toy violin he had been given. ‘The ship passengers loved to watch the boy as he tucked the small instrument under his chin and pretended to play.’12


Arriving in Queenstown on 18 April13 was Éamon de Valera’s second memory.




I was with my Uncle leaving the ship . . . I saw in front of me an expanse of blue green water. That, and the rail of the ship, are the things that are most deeply impressed upon my memory . . .14





The two Edwards then headed for the Coll family home in Bruree, Co. Limerick.


Within three years, Kate Coll de Valera was to marry again – but not before a visit home, arriving on the day after St Patrick’s Day, 1888.15 Recalling her visit many years later, Éamon de Valera said he ‘remembered her black bag. It was a big black bag with a pocket on it under a flap’.16 Why his mother’s handbag made such an impression on the boy is not clear – it is about the only detail he seems to have recalled from their encounter. Kate could presumably have taken the five-year-old Eddie back with her to America. One of his American cousins later claimed that the family in Bruree ‘pleaded to keep him there’.17 Whether or not this was the case, Kate returned to New York alone. This is perhaps understandable given that the boy was just about to start school – and in the light of an impending change in her own circumstances.


On 8 May 1888 she was married at the Church of St Francis Xavier in Manhattan to an Englishman, Charles Wheelwright. The officiating priest had no doubts about her previous marital status, using her married name, de Valera, followed by her maiden name, Coll, on the marriage certificate.18


Kate had met her new husband while working as a governess for a family in Lenox, Massachusetts, where Wheelwright was a coachman. They later settled in Rochester in New York State and had two children: Annie, born in 1889, who died in 1897, and Tom, born in 1890, who was to become a Redemptorist priest. Curiously, in several census entries Kate is listed as having been married only once and as having had only two children, one of whom was living.19 It was as if her first child was not just out of sight, but out of mind.


There are hints about how young de Valera felt about this in the surviving letters he wrote to his mother and to other relatives. In 1889 the seven-year-old Eddie wrote to his aunt Hannie, who had recently joined her sister Kate in America. ‘Tell Mamma I am angry to her for not writing. Tell her also I will write her a long letter soon.’20 This note perfectly illustrates de Valera’s mixed emotions about his mother, combining resentment with a sense of filial duty. In 1896 he enlisted Hannie’s help – significantly, not his mother’s – in an attempt to escape from Bruree. Carefully waiting until his uncle Pat was out of the house, and advising his aunt to reply care of a friend so their correspondence would remain secret, he wrote: ‘I am going to school regularly and Uncle is as kind as ever, still I am not content here I would by far rather to be over, as I have no one to be with . . .’21


His complicated feelings about his situation are teased out in two further revealing letters. In 1902, a week before his twentieth birthday, he wrote to his half-brother Tom, now twelve, who had just started on his road to the priesthood at a Redemptorist college. De Valera was responding to an earlier letter in which Tom complained of being homesick. This was too much for de Valera, who couldn’t help contrasting their situations.




You have had a privilege heretofore which numbers have not had. You have been always near a loving mother, others who may have almost as much love as yours have to live separated by the ocean from her they love. You can see mother on your vacations, I must be content with the hope to see her one day. So then try and be happy.





He then gave some advice about study, before circling back to the most important topic, their mother.




Remember the sacrifices she is making for us. Every mother loves her child and we are exceptionally blessed with a mother’s love, yet she is willing to sacrifice our company, to sacrifice the joy of having us by her side – all for the service of God.22





That was certainly one way of putting it.


In a letter to his mother three years later de Valera again gingerly mentioned his feelings about their separation.




Mother you will think it strange but every time I hear others talking of their mothers I feel more or less an orphan. Fate has been rather hard on us. I know how much better I would be had I been under your softening influence, and perhaps I too could have made your path less difficult had I been with you.23





The summer of 1907 saw something of a family reunion, when Kate came home again on a visit with Tom. As well as visiting the Coll home in Bruree, they spent time in Dublin, Bray, Howth and Lisdoonvarna.24 According to de Valera’s later account, his mother suggested that he come to America with her. The suggestion was, however, a decade too late. The boy who had yearned to escape from Bruree was now 24, was beginning to make progress in life and felt he belonged in Ireland. And it was too late to change whatever effect a sense of abandonment had had on his character.


So de Valera’s formative years were spent in Bruree, in the care of his grandmother. Elizabeth Carroll had been born to Irish parents in London in 1836.25 Her father, Edward, was involved in building work, possibly as a stonemason. After a fall from scaffolding left him seriously injured the family returned to Ireland,26 where Elizabeth married Patrick Coll, a labourer. They had four children – de Valera’s mother Catherine, Edward, Patrick and Johanna (known as Hannie). In December 1870 Kate, just about to turn 14, left Bruree National School to take up full-time work.27 She worked for various families in the area as a domestic servant, before emigrating to the United States in 1879.28


Patrick Coll, senior, died in 1874,29 which worsened the family’s already difficult financial situation. The family lived in a single-roomed thatched cottage with mud walls on a quarter-acre of land about a mile outside Bruree village on the Athlacca road. Later, just as her grandson came to live with her, Elizabeth Coll was given a labourer’s cottage, and her holding doubled to half an acre.


The interior of the 22-foot-by-16-foot slate-roofed cottage is surprisingly spacious. Inside the half door is the stone flagged kitchen, with two rooms to the right; when de Valera lived in the cottage there was just a single attic room, over the downstairs bedrooms – the kitchen was open to the roof. The attic room or loft was reached with a ladder which hung on a peg near the door during the day.30 All cooking was done on the open fireplace.31


The acquisition of the new cottage was a significant step up in the world for the Coll family – but it was also the cause of serious distress to its newest member. When Eddie woke up in the old house on the morning after his arrival, he found himself alone in his strange surroundings. His screams of terror attracted his 15-year-old Aunt Hannie, who explained that the adults were up in the new house.32 In the main, his new home held happy memories for him. In later life he recalled combing his grandmother’s long auburn hair in the kitchen and plucking out the occasional silver thread. ‘I don’t think the sun shone so beautifully through any window or any door as it shone in that kitchen.’ He added, however, with a hint of an unhappier side to his life: ‘I was very often alone in it.’33


His grandmother doted on him, refusing to have his long blond curly hair cut, and dressing him in his velvet suit – and, much to his annoyance, in his aunt’s button boots – for a photograph to be sent to his mother in America.34 When he finally got rid of his curls, he felt he was ‘at last a real boy’, no longer ‘a bit of a sissy’.35


His grandmother also seemed reluctant to send him to school: when the neighbour who was supposed to walk him to school on his first day forgot to, she took this as reason enough to keep him at home for another year.36 He finally started at Bruree Boys’ National School on 7 May 1888, aged five-and-a-half. On hearing his name the principal was unable to spell it; his uncle had to write it on his book so the teacher could make it out.37 But de Valera was still known to his classmates by the more familiar surname of his grandmother – to them he was Eddie Coll, or as it was pronounced in rural Limerick, ‘Naddy Cull’.38 Eighty-five years later he claimed to have




a perfect recollection of the school . . . There were nine desks all told, each seating four pupils. Half the boys would be seated and the remainder used stand around the walls.39





Those at the desks would be writing or working on maths, while the boys standing at the wall were being taught directly by the teachers.40


De Valera early on demonstrated a competitive streak that would become more pronounced in later years. This was directed towards a boy of his own age, Jack Potter, and seems to have been started by his uncle Pat, who invited Jack into the house to read aloud and then made unflattering comparisons with his nephew’s abilities. De Valera came down with measles on the day a school inspector was due to visit and Potter was sent to the house to see where he was. De Valera overheard his rival agreeing with his grandmother that it would be better to keep him in bed. The patient concluded that this was an attempt by Potter to prevent him progressing to the next class, and so when his grandmother wasn’t looking he got dressed and ran to the school, where he duly passed the examination.41


De Valera’s memories of his childhood were unexceptional but give a strong impression of solitude. His grandmother sometimes left him in Bruree church as she ran errands in the village; when she collected him he complained about being lonely. ‘Lonely?’ she said. ‘How could you be lonely in God’s house? Why didn’t you talk to him?’42 The potential comfort of religion was thus highlighted early.


He was, in effect, an only child, and while he was friendly with a neighbour, Tom Mortell, as well as with a number of boys in school, he spent a lot of time alone. One biographer wrote that




Eddie, learning quickly to read and being inclined to stay by himself, was soon living in a world populated by the old heroes in Ireland’s story-books . . . Sent early in the morning to the creamery, he would read as he waited . . . The other boys would congregate round the warmth of the boiler in the creamery yard to pitch pennies, but Eddie did not join in, only raising his eyes from his page to see who might be winning.43





Even more suggestive of loneliness was his recollection of a favourite book and a favourite game.




What I liked best was playing Robinson Crusoe. I remember reading the book while I minded cows . . . What I liked best was to go away and play in the stream. It had an island in it. I could get away from everybody. I used to play Robinson Crusoe there . . . I had no-one to play with. I was alone a good deal. In the river I had a little island and I used to shape it and make plans about it. This was Ireland and I was the ruler of it.44





Bruree, a twenty-minute walk from the Coll home, is a picturesque village, with a stone bridge crossing the River Maigue, a tributary of the Shannon. As well as two flour mills, the village boasted a small factory for making cloth.45 It was a bustling community, and decades later de Valera recalled its evocative sounds.




The sound of the mill wheel . . . the sounds of the cooper, particularly them twisting the firkins or barrels around on the floor . . . At the smithy, I particularly liked to see the two men with heavy sledges battering down the iron . . . The sound of the shoemaker as he beat the sole when he had cut it out of the leather . . . The sound of the carts and the trucks and the trot of the horse and of the whistle of the train . . .46





Despite its small size, Bruree had notions of grandeur, amplified by parish priest Father Eugene Sheehy who frequently spoke of its ‘great and glorious past’.47 The name of the village comes from the Irish Brú Rí, ‘meaning the palace, or residence, of kings’48 – there had been forts of local chieftains there, as well as two castles of more recent vintage.


In the social hierarchy of rural Ireland, land ownership was everything, and the Colls were near the bottom of the heap with their labourer’s cottage and their half-acre of land. Indications of their status were plentiful, particularly to one of de Valera’s sensitivity. Decades later, he would recall his rival, Jack Potter, coming to school on a donkey ‘with a beautiful leather saddle. I used to envy him.’49 De Valera had to make do with a sack for a saddle on his donkey, and a piece of cord for stirrups.50


Life on a smallholding involved plenty of work, as de Valera later told the Dáil.




From my earliest days I participated in every operation that takes place on a farm. One thing I did not learn – how to plough . . . I cleaned out the cowhouses. I followed the tumbler rake . . . I took my place on the cart and filled the load of hay . . . I took milk to the creamery. I harnessed the donkey, the jennet, and the horse . . .51





The exception in this list – ploughing – is, as Ronan Fanning has argued, ‘revealing of the Colls’ poverty: a tiny holding of half an acre required little ploughing.’52 To earn extra money, Pat Coll sold eggs and kept pigs, as well as fattening cattle for sale at Charleville Fair. The cattle fed on the ‘long acre’, the grassy roadside verges. This was illegal, so young de Valera had to keep watch for the local RIC men on patrol. If he spotted them, he would either drive the animals off their route or pretend he was moving them from place to place.53 Like most of the rural poor, de Valera had no reason to love the RIC.


While relatively poor, the Colls were politically conscious – something passed on to young Eddie, from the Freeman’s Journal cartoons his uncle posted on the walls of his attic bedroom,54 and from listening to Pat reading to his grandmother from the newspapers. He was particularly struck by the ‘Mitchelstown Massacre’ of September 1887,55 when the RIC fired into a crowd of protesters, killing three men. He also remembered the controversy over the forged Parnell letters and the later split in the Irish Party over Parnell’s relationship with Katherine O’Shea, and even the 1892 heavyweight championship fight in New Orleans between John L. Sullivan and ‘Gentleman Jim’ Corbett.56


The people of Bruree were ‘strongly nationalistic’.57 Survivors of the Fenian attack on the nearby Kilmallock police barracks in 1867 were ‘highly thought of’.58 And the young de Valera was exposed to a nationalist view of history from his uncle Pat, who used to read aloud from Abbé James MacGeoghegan’s massive History of Ireland.59 The boy himself read A. M. Sullivan’s The Story of Ireland, as well as novels – his favourite, Robinson Crusoe, and Ivanhoe, one of the first books he remembered reading at National School. He and his uncle also tried to learn Irish from the lessons by Father Eugene O’Growney in the Weekly Freeman in 1893, though when Pat gave up, de Valera did too.60


Pat was also active in politics, though his election to Kilmallock Rural District Council came in 1899,61 after de Valera had left Bruree. But the boy was still in the house when his uncle attended the founding meeting of the Irish Land and Labour Association at Limerick Junction in August 1894.62 Organised mainly in Cos. Cork, Limerick and Tipperary, it campaigned for cottages, rent reductions and employment on road works.63 Pat described himself on the 1901 census form as a ‘general labourer and district councillor’;64 given his modest circumstances, his election was presumably a testament to the regard in which he was held by his neighbours.


One important political influence in the village was Father Sheehy, a leading nationalist figure and member of the IRB.65 As a curate in Kilmallock, he had been jailed for four months in 1881 for Land League activities. In 1884 he was appointed administrator of Bruree parish, when the parish priest was ill, and became parish priest himself in 1886.66 As an altar boy, de Valera listened intently to his sermons, regarding him as ‘one of the great Land League priests, very much on the side of the tenants’.67 Fr Sheehy was centrally involved in a row over evictions with a local landlord in 1886 – a protest meeting in the village was the first political event attended by de Valera.68 However, Fr Sheehy’s time in the parish was cut short as he went to the United States to collect funds for a new church. Typically, de Valera missed the communal send-off the parish gave him – he was minding cows by the roadside, reading Robinson Crusoe while the celebrations were going on.69


Eddie de Valera’s life in Bruree was marked by a steady reduction in his emotional support. First Uncle Ed, who brought him there, returned to America; then, in 1887, when the boy was five, Aunt Hannie also went to America. He was very fond of her, as ‘she had been very kind and apparently understood children well’. Touchingly, he remembered her final morning in the Coll house, helping him on with his boots and lacing them, telling him he would have to put them on himself from then on. ‘My grandmother sobbed bitterly as she was saying goodbye . . .’70 His grandmother’s death in July 1895 was the most significant and wrenching change to his circumstances, ‘a definite milestone in my life’. Mrs Coll had high hopes for her grandson: ‘She had, of course, at times wished that I could become a priest, but that seemed out of the question . . . She had planned that I should be apprenticed to a trade if she could afford it.’ He, however, doubted that this would be possible.71


In later years, de Valera loved to reminisce about his youth in Bruree; any letter from a former neighbour was sure of a response, and his papers contain lengthy recollections of the village and of the sights and sounds he experienced as a boy. He spoke at great length to interviewers and biographers about the village and his place in it. In fact, the further removed he was from Bruree, both in time and space, the more he idealised it. But when he actually lived there, he couldn’t wait to get out of the place. Just like his mother, he escaped as soon as he possibly could; just like her, he had absolutely no intention of ever going back. Her escape was through the timeworn route of emigration; his would be through education.


But to do so, he would have to convince his uncle. Pat was a big man – 6 feet 3 and ¾ inches in height72 – and de Valera remembered being frightened as a small child of how high he lifted him in play.73 As de Valera got older, his impression was that his uncle was severe:




he was a wonderfully good parent in his way [but] he had very high standards. I gave trouble. I remember staying out all day when I knew I shouldn’t. All the boys of the school stayed larking about. I remember saying to myself that I would be beaten in any case so I might as well see what there was too.74





This is not the only reference to corporal punishment in de Valera’s reminiscences – for instance, he ‘got a whacking from my uncle for staying out late in the evening after school to see the cranes lifting the wreck of the train at Bruree station’;75 on another occasion he was ‘reported for a thrashing’ by his grandmother, presumably to his uncle, after a domestic misdeed.76


These incidents raise the question of the warmth of their relationship. Corporal punishment was, of course, accepted practice at the time, and de Valera’s reminiscences do not imply any resentment at being beaten – in fact he readily admits that he gave trouble. Pat asked him to be godfather to his first child, Elizabeth, in February 1897, which implies he was fond of the boy.77 And when Pat was later applying for a parcel of land, his nephew wrote a letter of support to the Land Commission: ‘I am considerably indebted to him for my upbringing and I am anxious to assist him’.78 On the other hand, it is noticeable that de Valera didn’t name any of his children after members of the Coll family – the only family names passed on were his own Gaelicised version of Edward, and the name of his father, Vivion.79


When his mother died, Pat Coll inherited the cottage and the half acre of land, and his changed circumstances allowed him to marry Kate Dillane the following April. Marriage brought the possibility of a family, which made Eddie’s future status at Knockmore uncertain. Meanwhile, his school attendance suffered as he faced an increase in his domestic chores after his grandmother’s death80 – including making the wedding breakfast after his uncle’s marriage.81


Pat wanted his nephew to become a monitor in Bruree National School – a kind of paid teaching assistant, which might lead to a career as a teacher. It would in any case have brought some income into the household, as well as leaving de Valera free to perform jobs after school. And this is where de Valera showed the stubborn determination that would serve him so well in his political career, for he clearly regarded this suggestion not as an opportunity but as a trap.


Bruree’s attractiveness had already been lessened by the departure of his friend Tom Mortell. Many years later, asked if there was any unhappiness in his boyhood, de Valera mentioned Tom’s departure.




I had heard that he was going to Limerick to learn the grocery business and that meant my nearest companion going from me . . . I remember saying to myself, I suppose I have to keep on digging potatoes for the rest of my life!82





He would tell the historian Dorothy Macardle that Tom had entered




a big world from which I was forever shut out. To be a labourer was what was before me . . . Though I dreamed a great deal, I had no ambitions or expectations . . .83





Fortunately, another local boy provided an example. Paddy Shea was a couple of years ahead of de Valera at school; he subsequently attended the Christian Brothers’ school in Charleville, Co. Cork, and there won an exhibition (a prize for performing well in an exam), which led to his being accepted at St Munchin’s College in Limerick, the diocesan college run by the Jesuits. ‘I said to myself that what Pat Shea could do, I could do.’84 His first hurdle was to persuade his uncle.


Not unreasonably, Pat Coll expected his nephew to help with the farm work and contribute to the family income. By going to Charleville, de Valera would instead continue to be a drain on the family finances and would have less time for chores. But de Valera delivered what he later called ‘my ultimatum’: he wouldn’t become a monitor – the options were ‘Charleville or America’.85


This last suggestion may have been an empty threat. He had already written, in secret, to his aunt Hannie, bemoaning his situation and claiming that he would far rather be in America. He wanted her to get his mother to write to Pat, asking him to send the boy over to her, ‘and perhaps he might let me go’.86 There is no evidence of what action, if any, Kate took on this plea, though she did provide some financial support – de Valera wrote to thank her for a money order she sent for Christmas, 1897, which ‘helped to get me a portion of the books which I required at the reopening of school’.87 But perhaps the mere threat of his nephew going to America and his losing help on the farm was enough to change Pat’s mind.


In the summer or autumn of 1896 de Valera was taken by his uncle to see the headmaster of Charleville, Brother Prendeville. The headmaster was dismissive when Paddy Shea’s name was mentioned: he was exceptional, and not everyone could expect to do so well. At this, Pat went overboard in extolling his nephew’s virtues. De Valera remembered that he was




foolish enough . . . to praise me excessively, telling him that I knew, not merely arithmetic, but that I knew some algebra and geometry. How little that was he was not aware at the time, nor indeed was I fully aware of it myself.





He was made aware very quickly when Brother Prendeville asked him an algebra question he was unable to answer.




So my reputation was immediately shattered. However, when I went home and looked at the factors I did not forget them in a hurry again.88





Despite this embarrassing setback, de Valera was accepted into Charleville, starting on 2 November 1896. His day began at 6.30 when he lit the fire and made his breakfast, before walking a mile to Bruree station to catch the train at 7.40; on hard uncushioned seats in third class, he would try to catch up on his homework during the 20-minute journey; then another walk to school itself, which started at 9 a.m. Then in the afternoon the seven-mile trek home, as he had agreed his uncle would only have to pay one train fare a day.89 On one of his long walks home, he claimed to have come up with an ingenious solution to a difficult problem. He was sometimes told to buy bread in Charleville and bring it home – without eating any of it. So was another boy who sometimes walked home with him. It occurred to de Valera that there was a way to have some bread without breaking his orders. ‘I have been told not to touch my loaf, but I could eat a bit of yours, and you a bit from mine so that, coming home, each of us can truthfully say “I have not eaten from this bread”.’90 Though probably apocryphal, it was the type of story he loved to tell about himself – or, even better, have others tell – demonstrating his crafty ingenuity.


De Valera’s aim in Charleville was to obtain an exhibition, which would allow him to continue on to a more prestigious college. The state examination, the Intermediate, was divided into junior, middle and senior grades, the latter corresponding to the Leaving Certificate, which was introduced in 1924.91 De Valera was preparing for the junior grade and was advised by Brother Prendeville to take English, French, Greek, Latin and mathematics, the latter divided into algebra, arithmetic and Euclid (geometry). In June 1897, after seven months at the school, and aged only fourteen, he sat the junior grade. He did well enough, passing Latin, English and algebra, and receiving honours in Greek, arithmetic and Euclid.92 Given the circumstances, this was a good result for a trial run – but the pressure was on to raise the bar the following year.


He wrote to his mother in January 1898, apologising that he had been unable to write before. ‘I have very little leisure time, on account of having to study pretty hard’. He enclosed his Christmas exam results, hoping his mother would be pleased with them. But he would have to work hard, as ‘there is very keen competition between us boys, though the most of them are better circumstanced then I am, as they stay in town’.93


De Valera triumphed in the junior grade at his second attempt, in June 1898, aged fifteen, securing honours in all seven subjects.94 He was first of the three exhibitioners in the school, winning £20 a year for three years.95 He later claimed to have been in the top 40 candidates in the country96 – in fact, he was 45th among the male candidates; for some reason, girls were listed separately, and five of them had higher aggregate marks than de Valera, leaving him in 50th place overall.97 Nonetheless, when he was




informed that I had secured an exhibition I felt that my life’s ambition had been realised. I was now, I felt, on the road to success. In those days there was a great deal of competition between the various schools and colleges, and those who secured exhibitions were fairly certain of being given a place in one of these schools, on the payment to the school of the money received by way of exhibition.98





Things were not quite so straightforward, however. He first tried to follow, once again, in the footsteps of Pat Shea from Bruree by applying to St Munchin’s, ‘but for some reason my letter was either unanswered or not accepted’. He then applied to the Jesuit Mungret College, near Limerick, with the same result.


This was worrying, and de Valera discussed it with the curate in Bruree, Father James Liston – who, while on holiday in Lisdoonvarna, would have one of the most crucial conversations of de Valera’s young life. He met a fellow priest there, Father Larry Healy, who happened to be the president of Blackrock College, an exclusive school in Co. Dublin run by the Holy Ghost Fathers. Liston sang the praises of his young parishioner, so much so that Healy agreed to take de Valera as a boarder.99


At the end of August, Healy wrote to Liston advising him that his ‘young friend’ should study the prospectus for the Scholasticate (for trainee members of the order) and for the lay college. If he ‘feels drawn to the work of sacrifice which the Missions entail’ he could write to Father Kearney at the college; but because the Scholasticate was very crowded at the time a better option might be for him to enter the lay college for a year and consider his vocation. Healy would accept the £20 exhibition in lieu of fees, and




our arrangements for subsequent years would be as favourable for the boy. If his application is equal to his proved talents he ought to have a pretty brilliant career both in the Intermediate and at the Royal University.100





This was a generous offer – the normal annual fee in Blackrock was £40 – but it was not generous enough for Pat Coll, who sought £5 for himself from the £20 exhibition (which, in fairness, would have been used to offset the cost of sending his nephew to Blackrock). Father Healy got over this problem by ignoring the request.101


De Valera later described himself as ‘walking on air’ when he received confirmation that he was going to Blackrock.




No more long trudges over the interminable distance . . . from Charleville to Knockmore. No more chopping of turnips for the cows, or the drawing of water, or the attempts to do my lessons in the intervals . . .102





There was more expense to properly outfit him for Blackrock: he had to acquire sheets, night attire, a couple of suits (one cost 16 shillings), and a tin trunk to hold everything – all of it paid for by Pat Coll.103 Having outfitted his nephew appropriately for his new position in life, Pat drove him to Kilmallock Station in the donkey and cart, and saw him onto the train.104 And with that, Eddie de Valera escaped from Bruree.









CHAPTER 04


I HOPE TO DO SOMETHING




I am studying hard and hope to do something this year.


Edward de Valera, 19011


I love study so much that if it were taken from me, I would feel for the loss of my best friend.


Edward de Valera, 19022


It is heartless cruelty . . . to bring a youth up from a low station . . . and when he has learned to form ideas beyond his class . . . then only to disillusion him and place him . . . where to advance is impossible and to go back out of the question.


Edward de Valera, 19033





A month shy of his 16th birthday, Eddie de Valera was on his way from Bruree to Blackrock, Co. Dublin: a journey taking him much further than the 200 kilometres separating those places. As he sat on the train, his tin trunk beside him, de Valera counted the telegraph poles to estimate the train’s speed4 – the speed at which he was leaving his old life behind.


It was the beginning of one of the most important relationships of de Valera’s life. Blackrock College seemed to meet the emotional needs that had been left unfulfilled by his absent father, by his mother across the Atlantic, and by his tough upbringing in Co. Limerick. While he would always display a dutiful respect for the memory of his father, a somewhat stiff devotion to his mother, and a taste for romanticised reminiscences of his Bruree boyhood, he became and would remain a ‘Rock boy’ – though the relationship wasn’t always as close as he liked to suggest. His loyalty to the College in later years was evident not just in the tradition of his sons following him to Blackrock but in his own reluctance to leave the College, even after he was no longer studying or teaching there, and in his devoted attendance at sports days, plays and any other events the College put on. He chose to live and die in the vicinity – most of his family homes were there, and his final address was the Linden Nursing Home, two kilometres from the College.


Blackrock College was established in 1860 by Holy Ghost Fathers from France, with the aims of training personnel for missionary service and providing ‘a first-class Catholic education for Irish boys’.5 It was an exclusive school, with a competitive record in examinations: in 1898 it had the highest number of exhibitions of any boarding school.6 However, its political atmosphere was a far cry from the nationalism of the Christian Brothers: the prospectus promised students ‘a sound English education’,7 and when Queen Victoria drove by the college in April 1900 the vast majority of students had no problem in saluting her (de Valera was not among the recalcitrant minority).8


On arrival, young Eddie de Valera was given something to eat in the refectory and was then shown around by another boy, the tour concluding with his new bed in the dormitory at the top of the school building.




I remember well how happy I was on that night . . . I could not understand why boys coming to such a place should be weeping. I had heard some sobbing: but to me this coming was really the entry into Heaven.9





The boys he heard crying were homesick; there was little danger of de Valera feeling homesick for Bruree. As he later recalled, he felt he was there as an equal, with the same chance of studying as the other boys10 – it was now up to him to make the most of his opportunity.


However, his path was not a smooth one. For one thing, because of the delay in getting accepted, he arrived a week after the start of term; for another, many of the other boys had been in the school for years and were familiar with Blackrock and its ways.11 While his classmates came from all over Ireland – and some from further afield – few had emerged from the rural labouring class. His curiosity value would have been increased by advance advertising: at the start of term the Dean of Studies, Father Thomas O’Hanlon, warned the other students that they would have to pull up their socks. ‘There is a prodigy arriving from Charleville who will set the pace.’12 And then, of course, there was his exotic name; some of his classmates told their English teacher that the new arrival was foreign. ‘We Irish’, the teacher told a puzzled de Valera, ‘are known to be a courteous people to strangers, so will you please sit up at the top of the class.’13


Far worse came from the notoriously strict Father James Keawell in Latin class. ‘Hard on himself and demanding on others, he had an excessive idea of a boy’s capacity for learning.’14 De Valera found that Keawell ‘gave enough work each day for the week. There were written compositions, exercises, grammar, Latin idioms and so on to learn.’ Keawell felt the new boy’s work was not up to scratch, and was continuously sending him to Dean O’Hanlon. De Valera was




miserable and disappointed. I asked to get into another class – a lower class – but that was not permitted . . . Had I been punished by the Dean I doubt if I would have remained on in the College, I would have sought to get away.15





Luckily, O’Hanlon was understanding. ‘De Valera, are you really doing your best?’ ‘I am, Father,’ he protested, on the verge of tears. ‘Then go back to class; keep doing your best; and don’t mind what anybody else thinks.’16


Days in Blackrock were packed, with students up at 6 (5.45 in summer) and into the study hall 15 minutes later for prayers and study. Breakfast was not until 8.20, while classes began at 9.15. There was a half-hour lunch break at 11.30, with dinner at 3.30 and supper at 8, and prayers in the dormitories at 8.30. This was followed by yet more study until half nine or ten, followed by some time in the library until half past ten.


This was hard work, though the hours were no longer than those de Valera put in during his Charleville years; but now he was devoting himself full time to his own work, rather than spending hours on the farm.


There were new subjects to get used to, such as elocution lessons with Abraham McHardy-Flint. Shortly after de Valera started at Blackrock he went to this class for the first time, where another boy was asked to recite a piece. ‘Being quite unaccustomed to anything of this sort’, de Valera’s reaction to the performance was to think his fellow-student ‘mad’. The following week, to his horror, he was called on to recite something. The only poem he could think of was ‘The Downfall of Poland’, which had been in one of his school readers.




I shut my eyes tightly before what I felt to be a mocking throng and recited it; as it affected me very much I recited it with great feeling, and when I had finished it McHardy-Flint said, ‘I didn’t think we had an O’Connell here.’ I am certain that I recited it without any actions of any kind, and with my eyes tightly closed.17





The poem, by Thomas Campbell, had a theme of sacrifice in the cause of country which appealed to nationalist youth.




Our country yet remains!


By that dread name, we wave the sword on high


And swear for her to live! – and with her to die!18





Although he had been put off joining the scholastics when he went to Blackrock, he asked the president of the college to be allowed stay with them during the Christmas recess in 1898. The scholastics were allowed home only during the summer, so they had no choice but to stay on; but, to de Valera, Blackrock was preferable to Bruree. He befriended two of the prefects (Holy Ghost seminarians acting as teachers), Ned Shea and Jim Burke, and volunteered to help them in their secretarial work, sending out reports.19


His own Christmas report was reasonable, placing him sixth out of a class of 18, winning first place in religious instruction and arithmetic, with honours also in Greek, English, algebra and Euclid, but passes in French and Latin (an indication of his difficulties with Father Keawell).20 He had done well in mathematics in Charleville, but it was at Blackrock that his love of the subject really blossomed. He later remembered his two ‘splendid’ teachers, Father Kearney, who took him for algebra and geometry, and Tim Sullivan, who taught arithmetic. ‘In the latter’s class I first became interested in mathematics [and] found I could beat the others easily in arithmetical problems.’21 Top of the class that Christmas was John D’Alton, the future cardinal, who later recalled de Valera as ‘a good, very serious student, good at mathematics but not outstanding otherwise’.22


During that same Christmas break de Valera’s new friend Jim Burke was responsible for his first – disastrous – experience of rugby, getting him to play for the prefects against the scholastics. Improvising a tackle, the inexperienced Bruree boy got down on his knees and stuck his head between the opposing player’s legs; his ear was badly torn by a stud, leading to several stitches. His first rugby game having literally left its mark on him, de Valera opted to be a spectator for the time being.23


Throughout the early part of 1899 de Valera continued to work hard, gradually improving his standing in the class: in the early-summer house examinations he had moved up to fourth place.24 And then came his first great test in Blackrock, the middle grade of the Intermediate examinations. Not only did he get honours in all seven subjects – Greek, Latin, English, French, arithmetic, Euclid and algebra25 – but he came first in overall marks in the school and was in eighth place nationally.26 While three of his fellow students won gold medals for coming first in their subject in the country, de Valera had won what was more important for him: a new exhibition of £30 for two years. And coming first in the school ‘was regarded as a very great achievement . . . This made me hope . . . the following year . . . to do something better in the senior grade.’27


De Valera, then, began his senior year in Blackrock in good spirits. As the leading student from the previous year, he read prayers in church and in the study hall, and also in the dining-room during retreats. Seán Farragher, who researched de Valera’s time in Blackrock in great detail, has noted that de Valera ‘highly appreciated’ this task, which would not necessarily have been welcomed by every student. ‘Until then he was somewhat of an outsider among his peers, being a newcomer and otherwise undistinguished . . . He tended to look back on it with a certain satisfaction.’28 However, he was less pleased by another result of his new position – a nickname based on the similarity between his surname and one of the prayers he had to recite which began ‘Deliver us, O Lord’. ‘Had I a nick name? Indeed I had! And I hated it! I was “Deliver-us”.’29


Life was, as de Valera later recalled, ‘pleasant’, despite the hard work.30 It was so pleasant, in fact, that he again declined to go home to Bruree for Christmas, as his uncle wished:




as my vacation was so short and the expense so great, I thought it would not be worth my while to go home. I like this College and some of my companions are very nice.31





However, there were signs that he was not performing as well in his studies as he would have hoped. In the Christmas tests, two students who were repeating the year took first and second place; but John D’Alton came third, dropping de Valera into fourth place. A letter to his mother in March 1900 hinted of unease. He blamed his failure to write more regularly on




stress of work. This year especially I have more than I can do. I . . . felt poorly during winter and spring . . . Just imagine we have but three months more to prepare for the summer examinations.32





As he later recalled, his hopes of a good result were ‘completely disappointed’.33 While he got honours in six of his subjects, he achieved only a pass in trigonometry. This gave him joint second place in Blackrock College, but he was only in 40th place nationally. There was no new exhibition for de Valera, just a £2 book prize.34


Two months shy of his 18th birthday, de Valera now faced a decision about his future. He had confessed to his mother some months before that he had ‘scarcely an idea’ about what he should do next. ‘I suppose this year’s results and whatever the president [of the College] thinks best for me, will shape my course next year.’35 He decided to remain at Blackrock – despite his setback in the senior grade, he still had a second year of the £30 exhibition he had won in the middle grade. This, along with an hour’s teaching per day,36 was enough to pay for him to progress to the next level in Blackrock: the University College.


Known as ‘the Castle’ because it was housed in Williamstown Castle beside the school, this prepared students for the examinations of the Royal University of Ireland. De Valera hoped to secure a scholarship each year to pay his board and tuition. The BA course was spread over four years, starting with a full year to prepare for the matriculation examination, followed by three years of the arts degree proper. He opted to concentrate on mathematical science, despite his disappointing trigonometry result the previous year. This was due partly to personal preference; partly to the fact that fewer students took the subject, leading to less competition for scholarships; and partly to his knowledge that such a degree would be more help in securing a teaching job. The drawback was that he would have to do much of the work on his own, the maths and science teachers at Blackrock not being of the highest standard.37


Students at the University College were supposed to be housed in Williamstown Castle, but it couldn’t accommodate the 32 students recorded in the 1901 census38 so De Valera ended up in overflow accommodation known as ‘the Piggery’, a popular spot with students, being freer from supervision. Early in his stay there he was woken by four students who lifted him out of bed, warned him to keep quiet and retrieved wine bottles they had hidden under the floorboards.39 This lack of discipline wasn’t to his taste. When another student left a room in a better location vacant, de Valera occupied it without permission40 – another instance of his determination to better his situation.


De Valera’s aim was still the priesthood. In March 1901 he wrote to his mother informing her that he supposed he would go to Holy Cross College, Clonliffe, the Dublin diocesan seminary, to become a priest (as John D’Alton would do) either that summer or the summer after. ‘Do you see any objection to it? I would like to have your opinion.’ He again complained of ill-health over Christmas and stated his determination to improve on the previous year’s results. ‘I am studying hard and hope to do something this year.’41


This time he was not to be disappointed, taking a first-class exhibition in the matriculation exam, with a first in natural philosophy and second class honours in English and mathematics.42 His exhibition was worth £24, which, along with teaching, would pay his way the following year.43 His first attempt at teaching had also been a success: the two students he tutored passed all their subjects in their solicitors’ apprentice examination. They showed their appreciation by presenting de Valera with a ticket for the March 1902 Rugby international between Ireland and Wales.44


Needless to say, life in the Castle wasn’t all work; many enjoyed the occasional illicit trip ‘over the wall’ to one of the nearby pubs, the closest and most popular being Keegan’s. Buying a round in Keegan’s was the standard penalty for losing a wager, which was a problem for the cash-strapped de Valera. He recalled one occasion when the last one over the wall that night was to stand a round. He took the precaution of researching the hand and footholds on the wall, which got him over before some of the others.45 Surprising as it may seem given his later image, de Valera also frequently strolled around Blackrock Park with friends, listening to the band, but mainly looking at the girls – what he later referred to, in a piece of Rockwell slang, as ‘totty twigging’. He and a friend came to grief when they tried to progress to the next level by gatecrashing a party in one of the large houses in Blackrock. Perhaps unwisely, they attempted to make themselves look older by wearing false moustaches. The disguises got them past the door, but the heat of the room soon melted the glue holding them in place, and they were unceremoniously ejected.46


Although de Valera did not play rugby at this stage, he enthusiastically participated in a wide range of sports, including boxing, cycling, cricket and athletics. He went to bed early and got up early, had a drink of milk and then ran around the field before breakfast.47 His sporting escapades in Blackrock provided him with a rich fund of stories displaying him in a positive light which he relayed to various biographers and others likely to repeat them. For instance, he told a story about a race in which he felt exhausted and ready to give up, until he realised that his opponent must be feeling the same way; he got his second wind and won. This victory brought him a wooden biscuit barrel as a prize,48 and an allegory for his political career, as recounted by his faithful acolyte Frank Gallagher: ‘When in after life he was in charge of the nation’s affairs and things seemed hopeless for Ireland de Valera recalled that race – and held on.’49 Then there was the race he lost because he stopped to help another competitor who was taken ill: ‘his chivalry lost him a possible prize’.50 There was also a story he told against himself; determined to keep pace in a cycling race with the eventual winner, he spotted his singlet and kept right behind him, only to realise too late that he was trailing the wrong man, a slower competitor wearing the same colour.51 There was probably a political parable there too for those wishing to see one.


A Saint Vincent de Paul Conference (branch) was formed in Blackrock College at Christmas, 1900; de Valera was elected secretary and then president, a post he held until he left the Castle. According to another member of the Conference, some of the more cynical students regarded the SVP with derision.




The President continued his way imperturbably and light-heartedly – to all appearances unconscious or oblivious of smiles . . . He was earnest about the work in a degree beyond his fellow worker . . .52





His role brought him into contact with such public figures as the Irish Party MP William Field and the curate of Blackrock parish, Edward Byrne, later Archbishop of Dublin. One of the places he visited as part of his charitable work was Linden Convalescent Home, where he would spend his final days 70 years later. He also visited the houses of the poor. One family he visited contracted smallpox, so he had to be vaccinated. He was severely ill afterwards, and he noticed from that time a deterioration in his eyesight, which he suspected had been brought on by the vaccine.53


In the Castle, de Valera was refused admission to one student club, known as the Coptic Society, whose members had a ‘secret language’ using reversed syllables. This exclusion evidently rankled as he recalled it half a century later.54 He was, however, able to secure a number of positions of semi-authority at the Castle, which involved tedious tasks unattractive to other students. He was made secretary of the library, which gave him the power to search other students’ rooms to find missing magazines; he appears to have performed this task with a zeal that made him unpopular.55 He was also on the committee of the University College Debating Society, as well as taking part in the debates.


In one he argued that the culture of Greece had made a greater contribution to civilisation than the conquests of Rome (an appropriate argument for the future supporter of the Irish language against that of the conquerer); in another he praised Napoleon for saving France ‘from scenes of Anarchy’. He also displayed an equivocal attitude towards free trade and protection (he was ‘in favour of a little of both’), and preferred constitutional monarchy over Republicanism, because ‘constant elections disturb a nation’ – he also argued that ‘there is no rule so tyrannical as that of them all’.56


He delivered a paper to the society on 18 February 1903, on the university question. The establishment of the Royal University had not satisfied the demand of Catholics for a university of their own; the topic was a controversial one and would not be resolved until the National University of Ireland was established in 1908. The views of the 20-year-old de Valera are interesting not just because it was a major political issue at the time, but because 18 years later he would become chancellor of the NUI.


He proposed using the structure of Dublin University, of which Trinity College was the only constituent college. Another college, acceptable to Catholics, should be established and endowed with similar funds and buildings. In due course, another college could be set up for Presbyterians. All would form part of the single Dublin University. While autonomous, they would be subject to the supervision of a University Senate. This would mean that the future politicians of the country




would have the exceptional advantage of knowing each other thoroughly . . . They would have common sympathies and interests for which they would be ready to sacrifice their individual prejudices and inclinations and would be the embodiment of such a public spirit as raises patriots and constitutes stability.





Particularly significant was his positive view of Trinity – a view that would not have been shared by many Catholics at the time.


In his address he referred to the clergy as ‘the natural leaders of the people’, which some have taken as an indication of his clericalist instincts. This may be true, though the comment was made in the context of the clergy having ‘no real education which would suit them for that office’. He was also critical of the lack of university education among the new politicians (such as his Uncle Pat) serving on various local authorities. These were the views of a rather conservative young man.


Perhaps the most significant insight into his personality came in a passage which has not been widely quoted, but which may disclose his feelings about his uncertain future.




It is heartless cruelty, worthy of some devilish ingenuity, to bring a youth up from a low station, as the Intermediate often does, and when he has learned to form ideas beyond his class, when he has learned enough to develop . . . taste, and to be fired it may be with noble ambitions, then only to disillusion him and place him . . . where to advance is impossible and to go back out of the question.57





The insecurity expressed in this address was due in part to his mixed academic fortunes. In his First Arts exam in the summer of 1902 he got only a pass, earning him a second-class exhibition worth £1558 (although he was still well within the top 10 per cent of students at the Royal). Again, he supplemented the proceeds of his exams with teaching.59


Luckily, he had also hedged his bets by entering for a mathematical scholarship, which he sat on his 20th birthday, on 14 October 1902. As he told his half-brother Tom, if he got the scholarship ‘it will enable me to begin and complete my studies for the priesthood. If I fail to get it I will have to remain here teaching some time longer.’60 De Valera’s high hopes were to be disappointed yet again: he came fourth,61 which secured a second-class scholarship worth £24 – useful, but not enough to make him a priest.


Throughout his life, de Valera had a tendency to fall asleep while reading. One of the prefects in the Castle study hall attempted to catch him napping several times without success, but eventually managed to sneak up to the snoozing de Valera, turn the book he was reading upside down, and then wake him. De Valera’s attempt to claim he had been awake was scuppered by his inability to read upside down. The school doctor was unable to find a way to help him, so he finally attempted to solve the problem by studying in a tree, where failing to stay awake would have fairly immediate consequences.62


Falling asleep wasn’t the only difficulty de Valera faced. It appears that this studious young man feared that academic success made him vain and ambitious – qualities he deemed unseemly in a potential priest. In a letter to Tom in October 1902 he went into considerable detail about this problem. The letter was prompted by Tom’s starting his studies at a Redemptorist college in the United States. De Valera was enthusiastic, telling him to ‘pray for perseverance’ when he found the going tough. He warned against those moments when ‘the world will offer you its choicest pleasures, honours, etc. for the purpose of ensnaring you’, adding that he had himself had such moments, and that the only way to triumph was ‘by aid from above’.




Be on your guard against day dreaming, imagining yourself in very glorious positions. It seems a very innocent pleasure but in my case, it has been the chief method Satan has employed to disturb my peace of soul and make me waver.





He observed, somewhat immodestly, that he had been successful in almost everything he had undertaken, ‘brilliantly successful, more successful I fear than is good for my salvation’. It was clear, as de Valera himself acknowledged, that this ‘preaching’ would be better directed at himself than at Tom, but he concluded that it could do no harm to share his own experience. He also enthused about the fact that Tom would find the work hard at first but that ‘it will soon be loveable in itself. I love study so much that if it were taken from me, I would feel for the loss of my best friend’. He urged his brother never to be content with second best, but always strive to be first – before adding, obviously remembering his earlier advice, that he should do so ‘as a matter of duty . . . towards God and never to gratify your own pride’.63


As well as disclosing his guilt over his pride, the letter also suggests some disenchantment with his position in Blackrock, which perhaps explains an attempt the following June, just before his second-year exams, to plot a change of scene. His job application to St Wilfred’s College in England displays striking similarities to the letter he wrote seven years before to his aunt Hannie, seeking her aid in getting him out of Bruree. In particular, he pointed out that he had not yet informed the Blackrock College authorities that he was planning to leave and asked that any reply be kept confidential. ‘Secrecy would be gained by its being sent in a plain envelope’. He was ‘desirous of seeing a little of England and English character’ and therefore wanted to find a position at St Wilfred’s similar to the one he had in Blackrock. He then recounted in minute detail his academic achievements – ‘One cannot be very modest in a case like this!’ – and the subjects he was best suited to teach.64 For whatever reason, de Valera now wanted to put some distance between himself and the place which had been home and emotional support for five years. Nothing came of this approach to St Wilfred’s; but an even better opportunity was about to arise.


First, of course, there was the small matter of his Second Arts exam, where again he was disappointed to get a pass, with a second-class exhibition. He was among 11 students awarded this grade of exhibition, out of the 330 candidates for Second Arts in the Royal University in 1903.65 Again, he was in the top tenth of candidates – but he was not achieving the type of marks he hoped for. His future depended on getting a good degree, so his final year would be crucial. And his final year was not to be spent in Blackrock.


There is no doubt that Blackrock College had been extraordinarily good to de Valera; in return, de Valera would be extraordinarily good to Blackrock through the years, remaining loyal to it and its traditions, sending his sons there, attending its events almost obsessively. It was also during his Blackrock years that people first noticed the trait that would serve him so well in politics: his great personal charm. Seán Farragher, who interviewed many of his contemporaries, wrote that in all these interviews, ‘his character comes through as that of one remarkably upright, honest and of truly noble cast, but by no means a plaster cast, as he had a remarkable sense of humour’. One contemporary thought he was the last boy he would have imagined becoming a politician, because he was incapable of telling a lie. On hearing this, de Valera laughed and suggested that the comment couldn’t be used in his official biography, as many people wouldn’t believe it.66


Despite his emotional attachment to Blackrock College, the letter to St Wilfred’s shows that he was growing a little tired of it after five years. There is also a sense in which he didn’t really fit in. Farragher caught this: ‘Whereas he was a good mixer and was readily accepted in all company he was never immersed in the crowd . . . he held himself consciously or otherwise in some way apart’.67 But that was about to change.









CHAPTER 05


A HARD BATTLE TO FIGHT




It was in Rockwell that I became healthy and strong.


Éamon de Valera1


I have a hard battle to fight just now . . .


Edward de Valera, 19052


A man of your vigour and ability is sure to get on sooner or later.


Professor Edmund Whitaker to Éamon de Valera, 19123





Rockwell College, Blackrock College’s sister institution, is just outside Cashel, Co. Tipperary, and in the summer of 1903 it was looking for a maths teacher. There was constant staff movement between the colleges: the vacancy in Rockwell was created by a teacher deciding it was time ‘to improve himself’ by returning to study at Williamstown Castle in Blackrock.4 This should have given de Valera pause for thought, as he was facing his final exams that year, but the forces in favour of change were stronger. Rockwell had the advantage of being familiar, with many faces he knew already; it was in his native Munster, around 60 kilometres from Bruree; and it offered a steady income – his salary was £25, rising to £60 per annum in 1904 after he had his degree.5


The move to Rockwell College in September 1903 was a turning-point for de Valera. In his new environment he made many more friends, acquired the nickname – ‘Dev’ – that stayed with him ever after, developed into a decent rugby player, and even changed his appearance: he went to Rockwell weighing 10½ stone, but within six weeks he weighed 12, thanks to ‘stout, claret, and good Tipperary beef’.6 De Valera always spoke of his time in the college with fondness. ‘It was in Rockwell that I became healthy and strong.’7 Because he lived in the college he was quickly accepted by the staff ‘in a way he would not have been at Blackrock, where he still had the status of a student’.8


De Valera was one of a handful of lay teachers at the college, becoming part of their close-knit group. One, Jack Barrett, was ‘one of my very best friends . . . His very name always brings back to me some of the happiest days of my life.’9 Another was Tom O’Donnell, later a TD, and the first person to contract his name to ‘Dev’.10


Through the Rockwell rugby team, de Valera also became close to two local men, Jack and Mick Ryan, Triple Crown-winning Irish internationals: Mick was one of only three people he wrote to when awaiting execution in 1916.11 The Ryan brothers were frequent visitors to the college, and in return the teachers, including de Valera, played cards in Mick’s house, went to the races with them, and joined them fishing and shooting. These rural pursuits must have reminded de Valera of his boyhood in Bruree, though he was now far removed in status from the labourer’s cottage – his gun licence, issued in November 1904, described him as ‘Edward de Valera, Professor, of Rockwell College’12. On one of these excursions Jack Ryan advised de Valera to ‘aim at the thistle and you’ll hit the rabbit’, which sounds like a slur on the future Volunteer’s marksmanship; de Valera later blamed his difficulty in hitting a target on his eyesight, which was then beginning to deteriorate, although he didn’t realise it.13


There was also romance. Mary Stewart, whose family owned a hotel in Cashel, had her eye on de Valera, and it seems he was interested too: he came up with a cipher so their postcards couldn’t be read by the postman. Frustrated by his inability to make out what they were saying, the postman eventually wrote on one of the cards, ‘What is all this “sigh for”?’14 This episode prompted a colleague to write a poem lampooning the young lover:




The sigh is for a valiant knight


(the k-night was dark and long!)


Who to his lady-love would write,


(now, was that writ – or wrong!)


So he the letters twenty-six


Shook up with philtre gay,


The potion then with sighs did mix,


And marked it: ‘Once a day!’15





The relationship probably did de Valera’s reputation no harm, but it didn’t develop – after all, he remained uncertain whether he might still become a priest.


Rugby rather than romance took up most of his spare time. The college team was made up of students, teachers and others, like the Ryan brothers who helped Rockwell College to several Munster Senior Cup finals, though they never won.16 The arrival of a new teacher from Blackrock naturally led the rugby community at Rockwell to ask the all-important question: could he play?




The first day he togged out we appraised him critically. It was doubtful if his slight build would stand up to the strenuous type of Munster play, but he had courage and determination. We felt that he would make the grade, and he did . . .17





As usual with anything he put his mind to, he took nothing for granted, training conscientiously either alone or with Jack Barrett, and hounding the Rockwell cobbler to add bits of leather to his boots as he modified them in order to ‘balance the pressure’.18


After just five months of playing seriously, he was called for a Munster trial, with the north of the province playing the south. De Valera’s team was narrowly beaten, and his opposite number went on to be capped for Munster and later Ireland, indicating a missed opportunity.19 De Valera continued to be an important player on the Rockwell team,20 most memorably in the college’s victory over Garryowen in March 1905.21 Although he failed to convert the two Rockwell tries that were the only scores in the match,22 his performance was long remembered for a spectacular kick to clear his lines from a Garryowen attack.23 There was another outcome of that match: as he cryptically noted, ‘Drank some whiskey and bad results . . .’24 He later explained that, instead of his usual couple of bottles of stout after the match, he had had eight whiskeys – partly because of the victory, partly because of the intense cold. He became argumentative on the train home and then vomited in the jaunting car bringing them back to the college, though ‘luckily nothing but the ground got it’.25


It wasn’t the only example of uncharacteristic behaviour. He had a stand-off with the college president over the provision of cocoa, which was part of his contract. The president withdrew cocoa from all staff because it was so expensive; de Valera threatened to move to a hotel and charge the college; the president offered to resume his cocoa supply if he agreed not to drink it in front of the other teachers; de Valera refused; and eventually all the staff got cocoa again. He defied the college authorities again when they locked the door on a group of teachers – including de Valera – returning late from dances in Cashel. On the first occasion, de Valera climbed through a window and let his friends in; on the second, they removed the lock from the door and threw it in a lake.26 One might wonder how much time this convivial life left for study. The answer was, not enough.


On 20 June 1904 de Valera returned to Blackrock to prepare for his degree examination, which he sat in October. While waiting for the results he again explored the question of his future, and specifically whether he should enter the priesthood. He took a weekend retreat with the Jesuits in Rathfarnham Castle, where he discussed the matter in depth with his confessor. The priest avoided the question for some time, before de Valera impatiently broke in, ‘But what about my vocation?’ ‘Oh! Your vocation. You have what is known as an incipient vocation.’ Seeing that all he had after all his years considering the issue was an incipient vocation, he decided to forget about it, whistling merrily as he cycled back to Blackrock.27 There the matter rested for the time being, with de Valera clearly expecting a career as a lay teacher, armed with his new degree.


But when the results were published, he suffered a bitter disappointment. There were six candidates for the BA in mathematical sciences: four received first-class honours; de Valera and one other student had to be content with pass degrees.28 It must have been a huge blow to his ego; more importantly, it reawakened his fears for his future, because a permanent university appointment appeared out of reach, and even a decent teaching job would be hard to find. The battle to convince his uncle to send him to Charleville, the hard grind of his years there, his escape to Blackrock, all the endless hours of study – had it all been in vain?


The results were part of a pattern: while he was an assiduous student with a genuine love for mathematics, he frequently found exams difficult. The question is whether he wasn’t very good under pressure or whether he just wasn’t very good at maths. A later mentor, Professor Arthur Conway of UCD, suggested it was the pressure, observing that, while ‘his mathematical abilities are of a high order and he is possessed of great brilliancy and originality’, he was ‘adapted to excel in research work rather than to do himself justice in examinations’.29


This assessment is borne out by his results in Blackrock. While maths subjects were his best in his brilliant middle-grade result in 1899, they were among his worst in the senior grade the following year, with his worst result, a pass, being in trigonometry.30 In his matriculation examination in 1901, maths was his worst subject, as it was again in his much poorer First Arts results; maths was his best result in Second Arts in 1903, mainly because he did badly in his other subjects – but mathematical physics was his worst result.31 It is then surprising that de Valera chose to take maths and mathematical physics for his final degree. He might have fared better with other subjects, perhaps taking his career in a different direction.


He did at least still have a job, but teaching at Rockwell was not enough; he felt he had to repair the damage done by his pass degree through further study. He wrote to Professor T. J. Bromwich of Queen’s College, Galway, enquiring about the MA there, which he wanted to complete while continuing to teach at Rockwell. Bromwich advised him that ‘you will find the MA course worse than the BA for private study’. The college did offer senior scholarships, but these required two academic sessions in Galway to qualify. The junior scholarships hadn’t got this requirement, but, as Bromwich gently put it, ‘I fear that your degree would disqualify you for them’.32 Galway was clearly impossible, but he considered other possibilities, including writing a book on elementary algebra,33 which seems quite ambitious given his recent disappointment.


De Valera never lacked ambition, but the idea of writing a book, or even studying for a master’s degree, while at Rockwell was a pipe dream. He came to realise that ‘if I stayed further in Rockwell I would vegetate there’.34 The life was comfortable, the work congenial, but it was a dead end: to make progress he must leave. And even before he formally resigned his post at the end of the summer term in June 1905, he had moved on in a somewhat surprising direction.


He had been considering studying at Trinity College, Dublin, for some time. As early as August 1902 he had written seeking details of courses,35 and in February 1904, some six months before his final BA exam, he had enquired about a sizarship (a scholarship offering lower fees, cheap rooms and free dinners), which he intended to compete for. He may have been put off this plan by the advice he received that expenses would come to £60 for the year at the very least, even with the sizarship.36 But now, in January 1905 – six months before he left Rockwell – he took the plunge, paying the £15 entrance fee.37


He was one of only 34 Catholics out of that year’s intake of 320 students, and he was consigned to the care of Stephen Kelleher, the only Catholic fellow of the college.38 De Valera aimed to compete for a scholarship, which would cover two thirds of his fees for five years, as well as entitling him to cheap rooms and free dinners. Kelleher advised him that the course ‘is not very difficult. An Honours graduate of the Royal University has more than covered the ground’.39 He didn’t mention how someone with a pass degree might get on, and when de Valera sat the scholarship examination in mathematics on 29 May 1905 he came last out of 13 candidates.40 While this was something of a disaster, he did much better in a junior freshman exam on 30 June, coming first out of 80 candidates. This excellent result – not surprising given that he was 22 and already had a BA – allowed him to continue in Trinity for another year, and to have another go at the scholarship examination. But in the meantime he had to earn a living.


On leaving Rockwell he had expected to find his way back into Blackrock, as a part-time teacher at the very least.41 But, to his intense disappointment, there was nothing for him, which is surprising in the light of his popularity with the staff at the college. One biographer suggests that this may have been due to his occasional defiance of the rules and clashes with authority in Rockwell,42 though Father Nicholas Brennan, who was president of Rockwell in de Valera’s time, later wrote him a glowing reference. ‘He was devoted to learning, was extremely popular both in the class-room and the athletic field, and in every way deserves the highest praise that I can give.’43 Be that as it may, de Valera never worked at Blackrock or Rockwell again.


A possible option was Liverpool, where the Christian Brothers were looking for a maths teacher. De Valera thought he could teach during the day and study engineering at Liverpool University at night. He took the night boat to Liverpool, arriving at 4 a.m. and walking the streets until the school opened; but having met the headmaster and taken a look at the school, he decided he ‘wouldn’t stay for love or money’. To compound his misery, on the journey home he had his first brush with a recurring problem: seasickness. When he finally saw Howth on the horizon he ‘thought it stood still and was never coming nearer’.44


He finally managed to secure a part-time post, at Belvedere College, the Jesuit school in Dublin. He supplemented this by teaching at Holy Cross College, Clonliffe, and at the Eccles Street Dominican school for girls. He lived in a succession of digs,45 being so short of funds that at one point he not only had to share a room with his Rockwell companion Jack Barrett but even had to share a bed.46 It was an unsettled, and unsettling, existence. He wrote to his mother four days before Christmas, 1905, explaining how busy he was, teaching all day and working for himself in the evening.




I am trying to get a scholarship in TCD . . . but the Exam is very hard and the disadvantages for work and proper instruction are altogether against me. I am at that stage when advancement without opportunities is nearly impossible . . . I have a hard battle to fight just now.47





Meanwhile, the question of his ‘incipient’ vocation had not gone away. Quite apart from his own wishes, both his grandmother and his mother had favoured his becoming a priest.48 There was encouragement too from former school friends, such as John Keogh, who in October 1905, after finally deciding to join the Church himself, urged de Valera to do likewise.




Why stay out any longer? Would it not be better for you to come in at once and begin your life work? You have a very high idea of the Priesthood. So much the better . . .49





Perhaps prompted by this advice, de Valera broached the question some months later with the president of Clonliffe College, who took three days to think about it and then discouraged him. ‘Advised him not to come in now. To give up Trinity scholarship, to read for th. [theology] and RNI [religious knowledge instruction] and to read what may be useful to begin Th. study next year.’50


This was the third time (at least) that he had been discouraged from starting on the path to the priesthood. Ronan Fanning suggests these rejections might be explained by his inability to provide a copy of his mother’s marriage certificate, which was then required of every candidate for the priesthood.51 However, it’s not clear how the clerics would have been aware of this problem, and there is no indication that de Valera himself was aware of any difficulty about his parents’ marriage certificate at this time; when he sought it out later, he was surprised not to find it. It may simply be that there was something in his character that was regarded as potentially unsuitable for the priesthood. But despite this apparent rebuff by the Church, de Valera would remain true to his faith his entire life.


Against the advice of the president of Clonliffe, de Valera sat the Trinity scholarship examination again, on 21 May 1906. While he improved, he was still ninth out of ten candidates, and failed to win a scholarship,52 marking the end of his attendance at Trinity College.53 But his luck was about to change.


During the summer months, when there was no rugby, de Valera occasionally played cricket at Blackrock. One of the regular players was Father Joseph Baldwin, confessor to the Sisters of Mercy at their teacher-training college in Carysfort Avenue, just a mile from Blackrock College. Baldwin told de Valera of an opening there for a maths teacher and urged him to apply.54 The one fly in the ointment was that the post had been held by Mattie Conran, who had given de Valera grinds. Conran, later professor of mathematics at University College, Cork, approached mathematics as a science, a viewpoint de Valera appreciated. The nuns at Carysfort, however, did not: their students needed to pass exams and were regularly being failed, so they felt a more straightforward approach was required.55 De Valera went to see Conran, receiving his blessing to apply for the job.56


On 19 September 1906 de Valera signed on as professor of mathematics at Carysfort, with a salary of £125 per annum, to increase by yearly increments of £10 until it reached £150.57 He was clearly delighted with his new job and status as a professor. His teaching was kept strictly practical: if he had any notions of trying a scientific approach, he had the example of Conran, and the presence of a nun sitting in on his class, to keep him on the straight and narrow.58 The principal, Sister Keenan, later said de Valera gave




the most perfect satisfaction in every sense of the word. He was perfect master of his subject, and made it so clear and so interesting that he arrested the attention of one hundred students with the greatest ease. He was painstaking, devoted, very punctual and full of energy.59





When he reached the top of his pay scale a further agreement was made to increase his salary to £200 over three years.60 While in Carysfort he even got to write the book he had contemplated in Rockwell, a slim volume entitled Examples in Arithmetic and Mensuration, by E. de Valera, BA (Professor of Mathematics).61


Part of the attraction of the job was that he was back in his old Blackrock stomping-grounds. He moved to digs in Carysfort Avenue, near the training college62 and then, in September 1907, back into the Castle in Blackrock College for a year. It was unprecedented for someone not studying or teaching in Blackrock to live there, but Father Downey, the dean of the Castle, made an exception for him, because he ‘knew that he would be an asset to the place’.63


In 1908 he moved to Merrion View Avenue in Ballsbridge. His new landlady, Mrs Russell, was a native Irish-speaker, and he was then beginning to learn the language. His final address before his marriage was nearer to Blackrock, in Vernon Terrace, Booterstown, where he lived from October 1909 to September the following year.


Another attraction of the Carysfort job was that it required him to teach for only two hours, from 9 to 11 a.m. This left him plenty of time to pick up extra teaching work and to pursue his own studies. To his classes in Clonliffe College and Eccles Street he added St Mary’s College in Rathmines and Loreto College on St Stephen’s Green.64 But these involved teaching students sitting Royal University examinations – and the days of the Royal were numbered. The university question which he had discussed in the Blackrock College debating society was finally resolved with the establishment of the National University of Ireland in 1908.65 From then on, if he wanted to teach at university level he would have to get a job in one of the constituent colleges of the NUI, or at Trinity.66


But he remained determined to progress, spending his summer holidays at courses on experimental science in Belfast, on physics in 1906 and 1908, and on chemistry in 1907.67 Back in Dublin he attended lectures in Trinity by Professor Edmund Whittaker, the Royal Astronomer of Ireland. Whittaker was impressed by de Valera, telling him in 1912 that ‘a man of your vigour and ability is sure to get on sooner or later’.68


De Valera also attended lectures in UCD on the metaphysical aspects of mathematics, given by William Magennis; on mathematics, by Henry McWeeney; and, most importantly, on mathematical physics, by Arthur Conway.69 Conway introduced him to the work of William Rowan Hamilton and his concept of ‘quaternions’, a number system for describing three-dimensional space. Hamilton had been working on the problem for more than a decade when, in October 1843, as he was walking along the banks of the Royal Canal near Broome Bridge in Cabra, he had a moment of inspiration. ‘I then and there felt the galvanic circuit of thought close; and the sparks which fell from it were the fundamental equations . . .’70 He was so excited that he carved the equation into the stone of Broome Bridge. De Valera regarded the bridge as ‘a holy place’ and searched in vain for traces of the inscription.71


De Valera did some serious research on quaternions. Conway, writing a testimonial for him in 1912, said de Valera had gone deeply into the subject, and was ‘at present prosecuting an important original research in them which promises to be of considerable interest’.72 The research was never finished, and he never got the MA he had hoped for. But mathematics – and quaternions in particular – remained an abiding interest. He wrote to Conway from Lewes jail after the Easter Rising, discussing mathematical topics including quaternions; in Arbour Hill after the Civil War he attempted to master the theory of relativity; and during his presidency he would refuse to take the walk ordered by his doctor until his secretary read him a maths problem he could ponder as he walked.73


Of course, life wasn’t just about work and study. In Belvedere College he renewed his acquaintance with his elocution teacher, Abraham McHardy-Flint, who had written a play for the Abbey, A Christmas Hamper, which was due to open on 28 November 1905.74 Having been let down by one of his actors, he pressed de Valera into service to play the character of Dr Kelly. De Valera had only two short rehearsals, and as he went on stage he worried about the audience’s being able to hear him; as a result, he declaimed his lines so loudly that he could be heard out on the street.75 In his diary the critic Joseph Holloway observed that ‘the tall thin appearance of Mr E de Valeria [sic] as he made his entrance as Dr Kelly at the end of act 2 caused many to laugh, especially as Mrs Flint was overacting very much at the time. He fitted in better in the picture during the death-scene’.76 The play closed after its second night.


He also continued playing rugby, joining Blackrock College Rugby Football Club, eventually captaining the second team (as well as becoming club secretary). Oddly, in his reminiscences about this time he mentions being captain of the seconds, but not his frequent appearances for the firsts,77 almost as if being the chief counted for more than playing at a higher level. In 1908 de Valera led the seconds to the Leinster Junior League final at Lansdowne Road, where they were beaten 6-3 by Dublin University Seconds.78 Seán Farragher recorded that some blamed him for the defeat, because of what they saw as ‘almost a fixation he had about his ability to take penalties and place kicks’.79 A hand-drawn postcard in de Valera’s papers, addressed to ‘E. Develara [sic], Captain Blackrock Rugby Team’, seems to support this allegation: in it, a figure who is presumably meant to be de Valera is shown about to kick a ball (although the ball looks round rather than oval), and beside the picture is written: ‘Alas!! Alas!! Alas!! For our blighted hopes; but I told you so.’80 However, according to newspaper reports of the match, a player called Connolly failed to convert Blackrock’s only try; there is no mention of any other missed kicks.81 Despite this significant question mark over the idea that Blackrock lost the match because of de Valera’s insistence on taking the kicks, the story has been given much prominence in interpreting his character. Like many other stories about him, it appears it is too much in tune with perceptions of his character to leave out, even if unsubstantiated.


While he enjoyed his work at Carysfort, he still hungered after something better. As well as his continuing mathematical studies, he completed a postgraduate diploma in education in 1910, coming third of the three UCD candidates in the final exams.82 And he continued applying for jobs. He was beaten twice in the competition for school inspector by candidates he considered inferior but better connected. He was particularly resentful of his second defeat.




Felt outraged at this, as I felt he had neither the academic qualifications or experience I had. Resolved never to go up again.83





This theme – that if he was beaten it must be because of cheating by the other side – was to recur throughout his life. He also applied for the chair of mathematics at UCG in 1912 (though he withdrew from that competition).84


That year he had a stroke of luck that finally made him a university lecturer. Daniel Mannix, president of St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, the national seminary, wrote inviting him to apply for a position as lecturer in mathematics and physics. Mannix made it clear it would be only a temporary position, ‘as the Bishops look forward to having a resident Professor in the near future’.85 Needless to say, the professor would not be a layman, and would certainly not be the holder of a pass degree. In fact, the post would go to Father Pádraig de Brún – de Valera’s former pupil in Rockwell and Clonliffe – who was by then both a priest and a brilliantly qualified mathematician. De Brún was conducting post-graduate studies in Germany, which he would extend by another year in 1913, to the benefit of his former teacher, who continued in his temporary post.86


Bolstered by this new position, in May 1913 de Valera launched an audacious and persistent bid to become professor of mathematical physics at UCC.87 He assembled a formidable battery of testimonials and had them printed: ‘Qualifications and Testimonials of Edward de Valera, Professor of Mathematics in the Training College, Blackrock’. They paid tribute to his ability as a teacher, his brilliance at mathematics, his aptitude for research – from Sister Keenan, principal of Carysfort; from Father Brennan, president of Blackrock College; from the UCD professors Conway, Corcoran and Magennis. The latter delicately raised the sore point of his pass degree. ‘He gave me the impression of being a keen thinker and a steady worker – a student whose many and varied attainments are not adequately represented by his academic distinctions.’88


While somebody with a pass degree and no further qualification shouldn’t have been in the running for an academic post of this kind, the initial decision was in the hands of the governing body of the college, where canvassing could overcome such difficulties.


That May, J. J. Horgan – a Cork solicitor, Irish Party activist and Gaelic League enthusiast – received an unexpected visitor,




a tall, lanky young man about my own age. His dark hair and sallow complexion suggested a foreign origin which his name justified, but his rich Limerick accent seemed to belie.





De Valera bore a letter of introduction from Professor Corcoran, who had taught Horgan in Clongowes Wood College. A subsequent interview




confirmed Father Corcoran’s eulogy. My visitor, whose modesty was only equalled by his charm of manner, was equally acceptable on other grounds, for it appeared that he was not only an active member of the Gaelic League but also, like most young Irishmen at that time, a supporter of John Redmond’s home rule policy.89





Notwithstanding de Valera’s lack of academic qualifications, Horgan set to with a will to have him selected. In this effort, Horgan’s main opponent was his own father-in-law.


Sir Bertram Windle, president of UCC, was rather more concerned with academic excellence than was his son-in-law, and he was impressed by the report of the academic council, which stated that, of the eight applicants, E. H. Harper, a graduate of TCD then teaching at the University of Bangor, was ‘incomparably the best candidate’; he was followed by a Mr Riddell, who was followed by a Mr Bowen; there was no mention of a Mr de Valera. However, that was not necessarily decisive for the governing body, made up of councillors, clerics and representatives of teaching orders. They were susceptible to persuasion, and they were persuaded of the virtues of the young man with the strange name and the lacklustre degree.90 An ebullient Horgan telegraphed de Valera: ‘You tied for first place, congratulations.’91 But the final choice rested with the senate of the NUI, which proved less susceptible to the charm de Valera had used so effectively in Cork, appointing Harper professor without opposition.92


So de Valera was to remain an anonymous employee of a minor college. In the meantime, teaching had introduced him to a consuming new interest – one that would lead him to his future wife and supply him with a new name and even a new identity.
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