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For Caroline, and for all of history’s forgotten Irish soldiers.


With very special thanks to David, Joan, Justin and Richard.




‘I will say a prayer for all brave men who do their duty according to their lights.’


James Connolly, when asked to pray for the British army soldiers about to carry out his execution, 12 May 1916.




Preface


Some years ago Patrick Hogarty, a member of the Royal Dublin Fusiliers’ Association, was contacted by a priest who was interested in finding some information about a relative who had died during the Easter Rising, the armed rebellion by Irish republicans against British rule in Ireland that took place from 24 to 30 April 1916. The priest’s two elderly aunts had told him about an uncle of theirs, Patrick Leen, a member of a British army lancers regiment, who had apparently been executed by the British for taking a pro-republican stance and refusing to fight against the rebels. In the eyes of the priest’s aunts their uncle was a true Irish hero.


Patrick Hogarty’s interest was piqued and he began to do some digging. What he discovered, as happens so often with family traditions about relatives who served in the British army during the Rising, was that the story was far from true. On 24 April 1916 a troop of cavalrymen from the 6th Reserve Cavalry Regiment, which included men drawn from the 5th Royal Irish Lancers, were despatched from Marlborough Barracks (now McKee Barracks) and ordered to proceed down Sackville Street (now O’Connell Street). Disturbances had been reported in the area, and at 12:10 p.m. the Dublin Metropolitan Police contacted the army and asked for troops to be sent immediately. The cavalrymen were quickly despatched to investigate; however, they had no idea that armed rebels had occupied several positions around Dublin, including the General Post Office in Sackville Street, which they were using as their headquarters, and so the lancers were riding straight into danger.


The scene was recorded in the Sinn Fein Rebellion Handbook, published by the Weekly Irish Times a year later. (It was incorrectly believed for a time that the nationalist political party Sinn Féin had been involved in the Rising, and the erroneous terms ‘Sinn Féin Rebellion’ and ‘Sinn Féiners’ came to be widely used.) The lancers, it reported,




came into Sackville Street from the north end. As soon as they got in front of the Post Office they were met with a volley from the occupants of that building. The shots came for the most part from men who had got on the roof, from which position they had a great advantage over the lancers. Four of the latter were shot, and the horse of one of them fell dead on the street. The dead bodies of these men were taken to Jervis street hospital. The Lancers withdrew to the Parnell Monument, where they remained for a short while before returning to barracks.





The lancers, commanded by a Colonel Hammond, were jeered by a crowd for not trying again to assault the rebel position, and were also pursued by two Irish Independent reporters, Maurice Linnane and Michael Knightly, looking for an interview. A company of Irish Volunteers from Rathfarnham were still making their way into the GPO when the fighting began.


The event has sometimes been referred to as the ‘Charge of the Lancers’, but, as this account shows, it was nothing of the sort. The insurgents in the GPO simply waited for the lancers to trot past, and opened fire. They had been ordered by Commandant-General James Connolly to hold their fire until the lancers were closer, but some of them opened fire early, and so their comrades fired too. A second volley caused no casualties.


In his autobiographical account On Another Man’s Wound (1936), Ernie O’Malley, then a medical student (who later joined the IRA and fought in the War of Independence and the Civil War), described the scene:




I walked up the street. Behind Nelson’s Pillar lay dead horses, some with their feet in the air, others lying flat. ‘The Lancers’ horses,’ an old man said, although I had not spoken. ‘Those fellows,’ pointing with his right hand towards the GPO, ‘are not going to be frightened by a troop of Lancers. They mean business.’ Seated on a dead horse was a woman …





The English actor Sir Henry Lytton, who was in Dublin with the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company and was due to appear at the Gaiety Theatre on the day the Rising began, wrote about the event in his book A Wandering Minstrel (1933):




The whole of the little cavalcade, except one horse, was shot to the ground, and I remember seeing the animal standing helplessly by the soldier who had fallen from its back, pushing its nose against the lifeless body, wondering why its master did not get up and remount. While it stood there it too was shot and fell to the ground dead. The terrible little heap remained there for many days, it being impossible for anyone to go out and get the soldiers to bury them, or to remove the carcasses of the dead horses.





Only three of the four lancers who were shot were killed outright. They were twenty-year-old Private Frederick Hughes from Kingston-upon-Thames, a member of the 12th (Prince of Wales’s) Royal Regiment of Lancers, twenty-year-old Corporal James Headland from London, a member of the 5th Royal Irish Lancers, and forty-year-old Sergeant Thomas Henry ‘Harry’ Shepherd from Plymouth, also of the 5th Royal Irish Lancers (his wife, Mary O’Halloran, was from Ballincollig, Co. Cork, and his eldest son had been born there). The fourth lancer who was shot lingered on before dying on 1 May. This was 22-year-old Private Patrick Leen from Abbeyfeale, Co. Limerick, whose body lies in the cemetery of the Royal Hospital, Kilmainham, Dublin. Ironically, while Leen was part of his regiment’s depot squadron, stationed at home, the bulk of his regiment, then serving on the Western Front, were relaxing far behind the front lines throughout the period. If Leen had been with them at war he would have been perfectly safe.


When Patrick Hogarty contacted the priest and told him the truth about his relative’s death, the priest replied that his two aunts would not be happy with the story: it would shatter their long-held belief that their uncle was a republican hero who refused to fight against the rebels. Hogarty argued that Patrick Leen was indeed a hero: he died doing his duty as a soldier. It is not known whether the priest ever passed on the truth to his aunts.


When I looked into the history of Patrick Leen myself I discovered some more interesting facts about him. His father died when he was still a boy, and he was raised by his mother, Margaret, who ran a shop and a pub in Abbeyfeale. He was still living at home at the time of the 1901 census but by 1911 he was a boarder at Rockwell College, the private Catholic secondary school in Co. Tipperary.


Rockwell has its own better-known connections with the Easter Rising. Thomas MacDonagh, commandant of the 2nd Battalion of the Dublin Brigade of the Irish Volunteers, who was shot by firing squad in Kilmainham Jail on 3 May 1916 (two days after Patrick Leen died), was a former pupil; and Éamon de Valera, another rebel leader and future Taoiseach and President of Ireland, was a teacher there for a time.


My introduction to the fact that Irishmen had served in British army uniform during the Rising came in 2008 when I was researching for my first book, A Coward If I Return, A Hero If I Fall: Stories of Irishmen in World War I. Richard Moles, a former British army regimental sergeant-major turned military researcher, was assisting me with part of the book and mentioned that he had recently been asked to find the service file of an Irishman who, his descendants believed, had died on the Somme in 1916. He discovered that the man had indeed been killed during 1916, but not on the Somme: he had been killed on the streets of Dublin during the Easter Rising, one of the many Irishmen in British army uniform who fought and died that week.


When Richard contacted his clients to pass on the news, they were less than happy to learn that their relative had fought against the 1916 insurgents. Serving in British army uniform was apparently one thing, but fighting against the insurgents was an entirely different matter.


Later, when visiting my grandfather’s grave in Mount Jerome Cemetery in Harold’s Cross I came across a Commonwealth War Graves Commission headstone. This was not unusual. Many cemeteries in Irish towns, especially in Dublin, contain the distinctive graves of British war dead from both world wars, although predominantly from the First World War. During the period 1914–18 men wounded at the front and transported to Irish hospitals to recover often succumbed to their injuries and were buried locally. Others died from disease, while sailors who perished at sea and whose bodies were either washed ashore or recovered from the water were also interred in Irish soil. However, I was also aware that many of the British war graves in the main Dublin cemeteries – Mount Jerome, Glasnevin, Deansgrange and Grangegorman Military Cemetery – contained the bodies of British army and Commonwealth soldiers killed during the Easter Rising. The grave I had come across was one of these.


Part of the inscription made me stop and take a closer look. It read: 140229 Private N. N. Fryday 75th Bn. Canadian Inf. 30th April 1916. I was intrigued that a Canadian soldier – obviously on leave or in Ireland recovering from a wound – had managed to die in the Rising. Something told me to research him further, and my investigation into Private Fryday produced a surprise: Neville Nicholas Fryday was Irish. Also, he was only seventeen years old when he died. And he was the only man in Canadian army uniform to die during the Rising.


Born in Upperchurch, near Thurles, Co. Tipperary, Neville Fryday was living with his family in Aughvallydeag, just outside the village of Milestone, Co. Tipperary, at the time of the 1901 census. Some time after 1911 he emigrated to Canada, where several of his siblings had already gone, and began work as a labourer in Toronto. He joined the 9th Mississauga Horse, a local reserve cavalry unit, in which his eldest brother, William, was also serving.


In November 1914 another of Neville’s older brothers, Henry ‘Harry’ Fryday, enlisted in the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) that would sail to Europe and enter the war, and on 16 July 1915 Neville’s eldest brother, 26-year-old William, also enlisted. Three days later Neville followed William and joined the same unit, the 75th (Mississauga) Battalion of the CEF. While Neville claimed to be twenty-one at the time he was in fact only seventeen. The ruse worked, and the two brothers were soon training together in Niagara and Toronto; they then sailed back to Europe when their battalion set out for the war, landing at Liverpool on 9 April 1916.


Records show that the two brothers were immediately given leave to visit their mother, Elizabeth, who was living in St Malachy’s Road in Glasnevin, Dublin. They were still on leave when the Rising began and were called on to help defeat it. But on 30 April 1916 Neville Fryday received a gunshot wound in the abdomen. He was taken to Mercer’s Hospital but soon died of his wounds. (At the same time his maternal uncle Dr Robert Wayland was working not far away in the improvised hospital set up in the High School in Harcourt Street.)


This book is not in any way an attempt to diminish the courage shown and the suffering and sacrifices endured by the insurgents of Easter Week, 1916. It was acknowledged by the British forces that – for the most part – they fought bravely and honourably, and their rebellion ultimately led to the formation of the modern Irish state. However, there is another aspect to the story of 1916, one that has never truly been told. By a twist of fate, the rebels ended up fighting against many Irishmen who also supported the ideal of an independent Ireland, albeit in the form of Home Rule.


Many others have written extensively about the experiences of the rebels during the Rising, and this book will not deal directly with those. It is my aim to tell the forgotten side of the story. (Even so, it is not an exhaustive account of all Irishmen who served in British army uniform during the Rising, and it deals with the Rising in Dublin only.)


All these Irishmen in the British army were ordinary men – the same as the rebels against whom they found themselves fighting – and their lives also deserve to be remembered. Like their republican counterparts, the Irishmen in the British army suffered greatly during the Rising. Many lost friends, many were wounded, and some even lost their lives, dying in a battle that would make their memory for ever unpalatable to the independent Ireland that was soon to come about. But they were Irishmen all the same, and this is their story.




1


Introduction


I had always believed, perhaps because it was never clarified in my school history books, that those who took part in the Easter Rising had fought against exclusively English troops. But, as it turns out, this is simply not so. When used with regard to the history of the Rising, the words ‘British soldiers’ – while completely accurate insofar as all men wearing a khaki uniform were soldiers of the British army – can conjure up the notion that all these men were from Great Britain. They were not.


In April 1916 the Great War, as it was called, was nearly two years old. Added to the 20,000 Irishmen already in the British army when the war began, and the 30,000 ex-regular reservists or special reservists who had been recalled or activated for full-time service, 95,000 Irish civilian volunteers had already enlisted, bringing the total number of Irishmen in the British army to 145,000. A further 55,000 would join up before the conflict ended.


The Royal Irish Rifles recruited from Cos. Antrim, Down and Louth, the Royal Irish Fusiliers from Cos. Armagh, Monaghan and Cavan, the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers from Cos. Donegal, Derry, Tyrone and Fermanagh, the Royal Irish Regiment from Cos. Kilkenny, Tipperary, Waterford and Wexford, and the Leinster Regiment from Cos. Longford, Meath, Westmeath, Offaly and Laois. Despite its name, the Royal Dublin Fusiliers recruited from Cos. Dublin, Carlow, Kildare and Wicklow. Battalions from all of these regiments were involved in the Easter Rising in Dublin, meaning that men from nearly everywhere in Ireland served in British army uniform during the rebellion.


Stationed throughout the country were various battalions of the Irish infantry regiments of the British army, their ranks primarily filled with Irish-born soldiers. Some of these were ‘reserve’, ‘extra reserve’ or ‘garrison’ battalions – units that would never be sent to the battlefields of Europe or beyond; instead the reserve battalions trained new recruits, while the garrison battalions did exactly as their name suggests, so helping to free other units for service. In this way the military could retain a presence on the home front and train new recruits at the same time – fresh soldiers who could then be sent in groups or drafts to replace losses in the front-line battalions.


In Dublin in April 1916 two such reserve units were the 3rd (Reserve) Battalion of the Royal Irish Rifles, stationed in Portobello Barracks (now Cathal Brugha Barracks), Rathmines, with a complement of 21 officers and 650 other ranks, and the 3rd (Reserve) Battalion of the Royal Irish Regiment in Richmond Barracks (later Keogh Barracks), Inchicore, which comprised 18 officers and 385 other ranks.


There were also two garrison battalions in Dublin: the 2nd Garrison Battalion of the Royal Irish Regiment, based at Beggarsbush Barracks in Haddington Road, and the 2nd Garrison Battalion of the Royal Irish Fusiliers. (Both these battalions were very small in number, as they had been created only in March and April 1916, respectively.)


Meanwhile at the Curragh Camp in Co. Kildare were the 5th (Extra Reserve) Battalion of the Royal Dublin Fusiliers and 5th (Extra Reserve) Battalion of the Leinster Regiment. The 3rd (Reserve) Battalion of the Royal Dublin Fusiliers was based in Victoria Barracks (now Collins Barracks), Cork, while the 4th (Extra Reserve) Battalion of the same regiment was stationed in Templemore, Co. Tipperary. Finally, many soldiers in the Ulster-based reserve battalions of the Royal Irish Rifles, Royal Irish Fusiliers and Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers would also be summoned to the capital during the rebellion.


A problem with these units was that, because their primary roles were garrison and training duties, and their soldiers were never expected to see combat unless they travelled overseas to join a fighting unit, the ranks of reserve and garrison battalions often contained men unsuitable for the front, whether too young or too old, or – certainly in the case of the garrison battalions – medically unfit for active military service. Others were recovering from wounds received in the war.


Under-age recruits were often sent to these units. They may have lied about their age to sign up; experienced recruiting sergeants often saw through the ruse but enlisted them anyway, in the knowledge that they could be sent to danger-free battalions stationed at home, where they could gain a few years in age before being sent overseas and in the meantime would release an older man to head to the front. Similarly, older men – those who claimed to be younger so that they could enlist, or veterans who returned to the colours on the outbreak of war but who were past their fighting best – were sent to reserve or garrison units. Sadly, the same men would also soon appear on wounded and killed-in-action lists after the Rising.


The other type of British army infantry unit stationed in Ireland was the ‘service battalion’. The first service battalions had been created at the start of the war so that the British army could expand to meet the demands of such a large-scale conflict. Their ranks were filled with citizen volunteers, but these battalions were to be sent to the battlefields as cohesive units. Every so often new service battalions of a given regiment were created, and in April 1916 one such unit was stationed in Dublin awaiting orders to travel overseas. This was the 10th (Service) Battalion of the Royal Dublin Fusiliers – also known as the ‘Commercial Pals’ – stationed in the Royal Barracks (later Collins Barracks), which comprised 37 officers and 430 other ranks.
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British army lancers, Dublin, 1916 (from Dublin and the Great War, 1914–1918)


Irishmen also served in the various cavalry, artillery and other corps of the British army in Ireland (as well as in the Royal Navy), while elsewhere around the country other Irish units would become involved with the Rising, such as the 3rd (Reserve) Battalion of the Connaught Rangers – which recruited from Cos. Galway, Leitrim, Mayo, Roscommon and Sligo – a battalion that aided in defeating the rebels at Enniscorthy, Co. Wexford, and the 3rd (Reserve) Battalion and 4th (Extra Reserve) Battalion of the Leinster Regiment and the 4th (Extra Reserve) Battalion of the Royal Irish Regiment, which were all involved in dealing with the uprising in Limerick.


Altogether, between the 6th Reserve Cavalry Regiment (which had 35 officers and 851 other ranks), the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment, the 3rd Royal Irish Rifles and the 10th Royal Dublin Fusiliers, the British army had 120 officers and 2,265 other ranks stationed in Dublin when the Rising began. However, this figure omits the soldiers in the 2nd Garrison Battalion of the Royal Irish Regiment and the 2nd Garrison Battalion of the Royal Irish Fusiliers, along with Dublin University Officers’ Training Corps at Trinity College, the men of other OTCs, such as the Inns of Court OTC and Royal College of Surgeons OTC, the 1st (Dublin) Battalion of the Irish Association of Volunteer Training Corps – a home defence force – and the instructors and students attached to the Army School of Musketry at Dollymount and Elm Park Bombing School at Mount Merrion.


Ignoring all the additional smaller units and concentrating on the four main ones, the 6th Reserve Cavalry Regiment was not predominantly Irish, so if we take their numbers away from the total of British army troops in Dublin this still leaves 76 officers and 1,465 other ranks between the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment, the 3rd Royal Irish Rifles and the 10th Royal Dublin Fusiliers. Even if we allow for a third of these men to have been away on leave for the Easter holiday this still gives approximately 1,000 Irishmen in the British army who were present on the first day of the Rising in Dublin. (It is true that not all men who served in Irish regiments were Irish, but when the numbers of Irishmen serving in the 6th Reserve Cavalry Regiment and the additional smaller units throughout Dublin are taken into account the number would certainly return to at least the 1,000 mark.)


In comparison, Max Caulfield in The Easter Rebellion (1963) states that, ‘according to insurgent calculations made on the actual morning of the insurrection (these have been amended over the years until they now amount to something like twice this number), there were just seven hundred rebels out in Dublin altogether.’ If Caulfield is correct, Irishmen in the British army outnumbered the insurgents on the first day of the Rising. As Caulfield mentioned, other writers suggest a higher figure: as many as 1,200 to 1,400. This higher figure is now generally accepted to refer to the number of insurgents fighting in Dublin by the end of the Rising, meaning that as many as 700 later joined the 700 who set out on the first day. As several additional Irish regiments of the British army were summoned to Dublin after the outbreak of the Rising – an ‘Ulster Composite Battalion’ from the north, along with the 3rd, 4th and 5th Royal Dublin Fusiliers and the 5th Leinster Regiment, the majority of them Irishmen – it is unlikely that insurgent numbers ever exceeded the number of Irishmen in British army uniform in Dublin at any time.


So why did these Irishmen enlist in the British army for service during the Great War? Unfortunately, this is a loaded question. Too often the explanation is merely an attempt to remove ‘blame’ from them for having done so. When researching for A Coward If I Return, A Hero If I Fall, I often found that some families – perhaps less than proud that their ancestor had ‘taken the King’s shilling’ – mistakenly believed that their relatives had either been under age (too young to know any better) or conscripted (had no choice but to serve); there was even the unusual response that they served with the ‘Irish army’ in the trenches.


Conscription was never introduced in Ireland; and I often discovered – by using several non-military sources, such as birth and baptism records and census returns – that the allegedly under-age soldier was nothing of the sort. As for serving with the Irish army in the trenches, Ireland was still a part of the United Kingdom during the whole of the period; there was no Irish army until 1922, and arguably if there had been it would never have taken part in the war. The confusion was perhaps a result of the fact that several regiments of the British army had the word ‘Irish’ in their names, leading some relatives to assume later that these must have been Irish army units.


Of course one of the main – and genuine – reasons for enlisting at the time was poverty. The average Irish person, going by general opinion, could be forgiven for thinking that all Irishmen who ever wore a British army uniform must have been previously starving or destitute, particularly about the time of the First World War, and that those few who were not must have been either ‘West Brits’ (supporters of the King and Empire and so not really Irish in the true sense) or fools (who fought on the wrong side or in the wrong war).


The truth was that, while poverty was a motivating factor for many – as it certainly was for many Dublin tenement-dwellers, and for my own great-grandfather, who enlisted to escape the harsh life of an unskilled labourer in his home town of Athlone – many signed up to better themselves. Through the army they could be educated or trained and find discipline, status and career progression through the rank structure. Some joined to stay close to their friends, or because of a tradition of soldiering in the family. Others signed on so that they could be part of something greater than themselves as individuals and ‘make a difference’, as they saw it, while many actually enlisted for politically idealistic reasons, including the cause of Ulster unionism or Irish nationalism. It is the latter of these two political motivations that makes the story of the Irishmen who served in the British army during the Easter Rising a particularly tragic and poignant one.


By 1912 many Irish politicians had been fighting for decades to secure ‘Home Rule’ for Ireland. The country would remain within the British Empire but would be granted its own parliament and government. On 11 April that year the third Home Rule Bill was introduced in the House of Commons. Previously, in 1893, the House of Lords had vetoed the second Home Rule Bill, but now it could only postpone a bill for two years; and so it appeared that by 1914 Home Rule would finally be introduced.


Many people in Ulster, however, refused to accept Home Rule. Ulster was predominantly Protestant, whereas in the rest of the country the people were mostly Catholic. Furthermore, the Ulster economy relied more on industry and manufacturing while most in the south lived off agriculture. Many people in Ulster feared, therefore, becoming a religious minority, and that their livelihood would be destroyed by the economic policies of any independent government. They insisted on remaining a part of the United Kingdom, and swore that they would resist Home Rule, by force if necessary. The Ulster Volunteers (later Ulster Volunteer Force) – a paramilitary force containing tens of thousands of men – was soon set up throughout Ulster to defend unionist ideals.


In response to this, the following year those who wanted to see the introduction of Home Rule set up their own paramilitary force, the Irish Volunteers. Tensions between the UVF and Irish Volunteers grew as both sides trained, prepared and steadily built up supplies of weapons. The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, and the subsequent outbreak of the First World War, probably stopped the UVF and Irish Volunteers from starting a civil war over the issue of Home Rule.


Though Home Rule was formally granted on 18 September 1914, when war broke out it was announced that its implementation would be postponed until the end of the war (or for one year if the war turned out to be short). As a result, leaders of the Home Rule movement, and in particular the leader of the Irish Party (also known as the Irish Parliamentary Party), John Redmond, began urging the Irish Volunteers to enlist in the British army to protect Home Rule. If the Irish people refused to support Britain in the war, perhaps Home Rule would be denied to them afterwards. (The UVF had a similar idea and began enlisting in the British army to defend their own goal.)


This call produced a split in the Irish Volunteers. The great majority – 180,000 out of 190,000 – agreed with Redmond’s policy of supporting the British war effort. The dissenting minority had been influenced by the hard-line Irish Republican Brotherhood, a secret society that wanted to see the establishment of an Irish republic, totally free and independent of Britain. Those who supported Redmond renamed themselves the Irish National Volunteers, and thousands soon began enlisting in the British army – 22,000 by February 1916 and 32,000 by the end of the war – the majority of them Dubliners or Ulster Catholics, while those who wanted to bring about an independent republic kept the original name and began to plan a war of their own.


Ultimately this would become the Easter Rising of 1916. As fate would have it, the Irish Volunteers would fight their rebellion – along with their comrades in the Irish Citizen Army, Cumann na mBan, the Hibernian Rifles (a small military force organised by the Ancient Order of Hibernians) and Fianna Éireann – against many Irishmen in the British army who had been their comrades before the Irish Volunteers split.


An estimated 31,000 members of the UVF also enlisted. When this is added to the 32,000 Irish National Volunteers who enlisted, it means that 63,000 out of Ireland’s 150,000 wartime citizen volunteers, or 43 per cent, enlisted for politically idealistic reasons.


As for the Rising itself, this was organised by the seven members of the IRB’s Military Council. Planning had begun in September 1914, with the goal of raising rebellion before the end of the Great War, on the old principle that ‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’; but the chief of staff of the Irish Volunteers, Prof. Eoin MacNeill, wanted to go ahead with a rising only after an increase in public support for its aims, or following an increase in unpopular wartime moves by the British government, and so the Military Council began to bypass his authority. Contact was also made with the German government, which agreed to send arms.


Patrick Pearse, director of military organisation for the Volunteers, organised ‘parades and manoeuvres’ for 23 April 1916 – Easter Sunday; but when MacNeill learnt that this was code for an actual rebellion he threatened to ensure that it was called off. As a result the IRB Military Council was forced to tell him that arms from Germany were already on their way and that, as events were already in motion, if the British found the arms the Irish Volunteers would be suppressed, rising or no rising. MacNeill agreed to go ahead. However, after Sir Roger Casement was captured returning from Germany, and the ship carrying the arms, the Aud, was scuttled after encountering the Royal Navy, MacNeill decided to call it off. He issued a countermanding order, announcing that all ‘parades and manoeuvres’ had been cancelled.


The Military Council rearranged the rising for the following day; but because of MacNeill’s countermanding order only a minority of Volunteers in the Dublin area turned up at their assembly areas. But even with their ranks severely diminished, the rebels went ahead.


All in all, the 200,000 Irishmen who ultimately served in the British army during the Great War enlisted for many different reasons, and they continued to do so long after the brutally long lists of casualties became common in the newspapers after the battles of 1914 and 1915, so they were well aware of what they were letting themselves in for; but universally, they enlisted to fight Germany. They could not have imagined that, instead of finding themselves charging across a French or Belgian no man’s land they would be fighting from building to building and room to room – a type of urban combat they knew nothing about – in Dublin against fellow-Irishmen. They certainly did not enlist to suppress Irish independence (although the unionist recruits definitely did not enlist to aid it), but they were ultimately remembered as having done so.


Despite the fact that the Irish people were at first outraged at the rebels during and immediately after the Rising – many Dubliners suffered near-starvation, the destruction of their homes and even the death of family members, while the Irish Independent and Irish Times demanded the execution of the leaders – on 3 May 1916, only four days after they surrendered, the first of the leaders were executed. The executions continued until 12 May, when Seán Mac Diarmada and the badly wounded James Connolly were shot by firing squad. In accordance with British army regulations, each prisoner was first blindfolded – James Connolly was also strapped to a chair – to face the firing squad. Fourteen men were ultimately executed in Kilmainham Jail; a fifteenth, Thomas Kent, was shot in Cork Detention Barracks, and a sixteenth, Sir Roger Casement, was hanged in Pentonville Prison, London, on 3 August.


The speed with which the death sentences were carried out shocked the public and resulted in the beginning of a change in attitude that ultimately led to the War of Independence of 1919–1921. However, this also had the effect of sealing the fate of all those Irishmen who had joined the British army and who supported Home Rule. By the end of the war many people had forgotten why these men had gone to war, while public opinion now favoured an independent republic, not ‘Home Rule’. Ireland began to view its First World War soldiers as enemies – servants of a foreign oppressor.


Thomas Kettle, poet and Irish Party MP, had enlisted at the outbreak of the war to fight for the cause of Home Rule. After the Rising he remarked that the rebels ‘will go down to history as heroes and martyrs, and I will go down – if I go down at all – as a bloody British officer.’ He was killed on 9 September 1916 at the Battle of Ginchy on the Somme, aged thirty-six, while serving as a lieutenant with the 9th Royal Dublin Fusiliers. With no known grave, today his name is commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial.


Kettle was right to wonder ‘if I go down at all’, as the experiences of the vast majority of Irishmen in the British army during the period 1914–18 were forgotten in the years after the War of Independence. Many returning veterans were treated with hostility, were shunned and made to feel ashamed, and many never spoke about what they had been through; but in 21st-century Ireland the nation is well on its way to accepting and acknowledging the suffering of these men in the trenches. But what about the Irishmen whose battlefield was not France, Belgium or Gallipoli but Dublin? What about those whose enemy was not German or Turk but fellow-Irishman? First World War veterans may have suffered a stigma for having worn a British army uniform, but the Irishmen who actually fired at, and even killed, the soldiers of the Irish Volunteers or Irish Citizen Army were as good as cursed.


The truth is that they were there, and their role in modern Ireland’s most pivotal historical event equally deserves to be told. After all, it is simply a part of our history.


So who were these Irishmen who served in the British army in Dublin during the Easter Rising? They were Catholics, Church of Ireland men, Presbyterians, Methodists, Episcopalians, Quakers, Unitarians and Jews. Some would go on to become TDs or senators, others became judges of the High Court or Supreme Court after the formation of the Irish Free State. Some would die in the trenches of the First World War, others would lose their lives in the Second World War. Many of the Dublin University OTC cadets who helped to defend Trinity College would become doctors, dentists, architects, lawyers or businessmen, respected members of post-independence Irish society. One man would later be awarded the Victoria Cross (the highest British award for bravery), while after the war some would fight on both sides in the War of Independence – some as policemen with the Royal Irish Constabulary or British army intelligence agents, others as guerrilla fighters with the IRA flying columns.


Finally, along with the Irishmen who fought and died while serving with the British army it must not be forgotten that many policemen, members of the Royal Irish Constabulary or Dublin Metropolitan Police, were also killed during the Rising, while Irish doctors and nurses of the Royal Army Medical Corps, Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service or the Red Cross struggled to cope with the influx of British army wounded, along with captured rebel prisoners or civilians, who began flowing into Dublin hospitals during the fighting.
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The Rising resulted in the deaths of approximately 134 members of the British forces and RIC or DMP men, and approximately 387 more were wounded. Deducting the police figures for a moment (17 killed and 30 wounded), we see that Irishmen therefore made up 35 per cent of the British military fatalities incurred during the Rising (41 out of the 117 military deaths) and 29 per cent of the wounded (106 out of the 357 military wounded). The insurgents lost 64 killed during the fighting and an unknown number of wounded, while 254 civilians were killed and a further 2,217 injured.


The truth is that the links between Irish rebels and Irish soldiers in the British army during the Easter Rising are stronger than the reader might first imagine. Aside from the fact that many of the insurgents and many of the Irishmen in the British army had been members of the Irish Volunteers before the 1914 split, many of the executed leaders had some link to Britain or service in the British army. Michael Mallin served for thirteen years in the Royal Scots Fusiliers between 1889 and 1902, mostly in India, while James Connolly, under the alias Reid, served for seven years in the British army, as did his brother John. (John Connolly died of natural causes in Edinburgh on 22 June 1916, aged fifty-two, while serving as a corporal in the Scots Guards, six weeks after his brother was executed in Dublin.)


Tom Clarke’s father, James Clarke from Co. Leitrim, had served for twenty-one years in the British army. He fought at the Battles of Alma, Inkerman and Sebastopol during the Crimean War and was later stationed in South Africa, where young Tom lived with him for six years. Sir Roger Casement’s father, also Roger Casement, had been a captain in the 1st (Royal) Regiment of Dragoons. Joseph Plunkett was a member of the Officers’ Training Corps while studying at Stonyhurst College, a Jesuit private school in Lancashire. Robert Erskine Childers, whose yacht, the Asgard, was involved in the Howth gun-running on 26 July 1914, had fought in the Anglo-Boer War and was then awarded the Distinguished Service Cross while an officer in the Royal Navy during the First World War. Commandant Éamonn Ceannt (born Edmund Kent) of the 4th Battalion of the Dublin Brigade of the Irish Volunteers had a brother – Anglo-Boer War veteran Company Sergeant-Major William Kent of the 1st Royal Dublin Fusiliers – who was killed in France on the first anniversary of the Rising, 24 April 1917. With no known grave, today he is commemorated on the Arras Memorial.


Finally, after the execution of Thomas MacDonagh the poet Francis Ledwidge from Slane, Co. Meath, a supporter of Home Rule and a lance-corporal in the 1st Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, wrote a ‘Lament for Thomas MacDonagh’. Ledwidge himself was killed in action just over a year later in Belgium on 31 July 1917 and now lies in Artillery Wood Cemetery at Boezinge, near Ypres.
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Unarmed Soldiers During the Early Hours of the Rising


Before the British army began to respond in force, or really knew what was going on in Dublin, Irish soldiers in British army uniform came under fire from the rebels, often while unarmed. One such was Private Patrick Conway of the 3rd Royal Dublin Fusiliers, who had joined up in July 1915. Thirty years old and from Donnybrook in Dublin, Conway was based in Cork and had gone home on leave not long before the Rising.


Private Conway’s leave was due to end at midnight on 24 April, and that morning he made his way to Kingsbridge Station (now Heuston Station) to take the train back to the Royal Dublin Fusiliers’ depot at Naas, Co. Kildare. While in the vicinity of Kingsbridge he was shot in the back and right lung by a rebel. He would have been in uniform at the time but unarmed. He was brought to the nearby King George V Military Hospital (now St Bricin’s Military Hospital) but was soon reported dead. A month later, however, on 24 May, Conway’s sister Hannah Gray, in response to a letter from a Captain Mooney, records officer with the Royal Dublin Fusiliers, wrote: ‘Dear Sir, In answer to your letter of sympathy as regards the death of 22711 Private Patrick Conway 3rd Batt. R. D. Fusiliers I am very glad to let you no [sic] that he is in the City of Dublin Hospital Baggots Street where he is progressing favourably and expects to be up soon.’


Conway had survived his injuries and was discharged from hospital on 28 August and shortly afterwards returned to his battalion. Later in the year he was posted overseas, joining C Company of the 9th Battalion in France. He was still with this battalion when they took part in the disastrous Battle of Frezenberg Ridge on 16 August 1917. He miraculously survived the battle, but the following day he was admitted to the Boulogne Field Hospital suffering from a gunshot wound (listed as ‘mild’) to his left forehead and left eye.


By May 1918 he was back with the 3rd Battalion, now stationed in Grimsby, Lincolnshire, as part of the Humber Garrison, but on 3 June he returned to France and joined the 2nd Battalion. But his various wounds had taken their toll, and within nine days he was found unfit for infantry service. He was transferred to the Labour Corps, and ultimately survived the war. He was demobilised in July 1919, now aged thirty-three, and returned to live with his sister in Donnybrook.


Private David Brady had a similar experience. Originally from Tyrrellspass, Co. Westmeath, he had been living in Lower Kevin Street, Dublin, for many years and working as a labourer. He was attached to the 3rd Royal Irish Rifles and was forty-one when the Rising began. Not long after the Rising a report entitled Unarmed Persons Shot by Rebels was compiled by the DMP, and it records that Private Brady was ‘shot at Stephens Green with buck-shot [shotgun] when returning unarmed off furlough.’ He was treated first at the nearby Mercer’s Hospital and was later transferred to King George V Military Hospital. He ultimately recovered from his wounds and went on to serve with the 19th Battalion, a reserve battalion stationed in Newcastle, Co. Down, and later at Larkhill, Wiltshire, before finally transferring to the Army Ordnance Corps. He too survived.


Sailors in the Royal Navy and unarmed DMP men were also targets. One sailor who was home on leave when the Rising began was nineteen-year-old Stoker Neil Bowie. Born in Dublin in 1897 to Scottish parents, he lived at West Road in the north docks area of Dublin. He joined the Royal Navy as a stoker in November 1913 at the age of sixteen (claiming to be eighteen), having previously worked as an office boy and more recently as a dockyard packer. He was posted to the Royal Naval Air Service base at Eastchurch on the Isle of Sheppey, Kent, and on 31 December received a ‘very good’ character rating. The following year, on 1 April 1914, he joined the crew of the scout cruiser Blanche. He was convicted of theft while serving on this vessel and sentenced to ninety days’ hard labour, after which he was discharged from the navy. Less than a month later, Britain declared war on Germany.


Despite having been discharged for a crime, Bowie managed to re-enlist, this time in the Royal Naval Reserve in Dublin on 20 October 1915 (and in fact now aged eighteen). He was posted to a shore establishment in the Crystal Palace, London, and just before the Rising went home to Dublin on leave.


On Monday 24 April, as recorded in his service file, Bowie was ‘fired at by rebels while cycling in uniform at Fairview, Dublin … & wounded in right thigh.’ He was taken to Jervis Street Hospital and in mid-May was transferred to King George V Military Hospital. On 26 September 1916, now recovered from his wounds, Bowie received a ‘very good’ character rating and was transferred to the cruiser Vindictive, then stationed in the White Sea on the north-west coast of Russia. He was punished for not obeying orders relating to the upkeep of his hammock, and in 1918, while serving on the minesweeper Tedworth, he deserted for nearly fifteen months but returned and in January 1921 was discharged from the navy. He later married and emigrated to the United States but returned during the Great Depression. He settled in Leicester and died there in 1974, aged seventy-seven.


As for the unarmed DMP men who came under fire on 24 April 1916, the Sinn Fein Rebellion Handbook records that Constable Thomas Donohue, ‘while passing on duty through Christchurch place between 12 noon and 1 p.m., 24th April, received a gunshot wound on the left forearm. He was medically treated at Bridewell Station, and was on sick report from his injuries for 27 days.’ Unarmed Persons Shot by Rebels adds that Constable Donohue was ‘unarmed. Shot in arm by rebel in motor car in Winetavern St.’ Donohue, a native of Co. Cavan, was forty-seven and had served in the DMP for twenty-five years. He lived in Geraldine Street with his wife and their four children.
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Later the same day near the Bridewell Police Station another DMP constable was wounded. The Sinn Fein Rebellion Handbook records that Constable Charles Hales, ‘while passing on duty along Church street between 2 p.m. and 3 p.m., 24th April, was stopped by rebels one of whom fired at him with a revolver and wounded him slightly on the back of the left hand. He was then arrested by rebels and brought into the Four Courts, where one of them dressed his hand. He was released shortly after, and was nothing the worse for his slight injury.’ Constable Hales, who was fifty-four, had served in the DMP for thirty years and, like Constable Donohue, was from Co. Cavan. He lived in Ard Righ Place, off Arbour Hill.


*  *  *


On 24 April 1916 Lieutenant Edward Halpin of the 3rd Sherwood Foresters (Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire Regiment), a reserve battalion, was home on leave. He was twenty-eight and a native of Limerick. Having just stepped off the ship from Holyhead at Kingstown (Dún Laoghaire), he took a tram into Dublin, intending to catch the 3:15 p.m. train from Kingsbridge Station to Limerick. The tram was delayed, so Halpin – not knowing the reason – got off and managed to find a cab along the quays when some members of the 1st Battalion of the Irish Volunteers opened fire on it near the Four Courts.


Halpin was then taken prisoner by the insurgents. One account of his capture was later recorded by Liam Tobin of the Irish Volunteers (later major-general and director of intelligence for the IRA during the War of Independence):




I think it was on Easter Monday, when all the barricades had already been erected and such like, that I noticed a row going on at the barricade at the far side of Church Street Bridge. … A British officer in uniform was in the midst of our own men who were at that barricade, and a number of women – wives of British soldiers – were endeavouring to rescue him from our fellows. I succeeded in getting him away from the crowd – most of the women were hostile to us except one or two who were not. We got him across the bridge and over the barricades. He was our prisoner. He turned out to be a Lieutenant on his way home from England to Limerick on furlough. He was rather upset. He thought that he was going to be shot, and showed me his rosary beads. I assured him that he would not be shot, and that if I had the ill-luck to be taken prisoner, I hoped I would get as good treatment as I was sure he would receive from us. I brought him into the Four Courts, where he was put along with the other prisoners there.





Halpin remained in the Four Courts for the rest of the Rising, being released at 2 a.m. on Sunday 30 April. On 3 May he appeared as a witness at the court-martial of Commandant Edward ‘Ned’ Daly of the 1st Battalion of the Irish Volunteers, who had commanded the rebel garrison in the Four Courts. Halpin stated: ‘I was arrested opposite the Four Courts on Monday 24 April and I was taken into the Four Courts and detained in Custody until the following Saturday. I first saw the accused on Thursday 27 April, he was armed and in uniform. I don’t know if he was in authority. There was firing from the Four Courts while I was there.’ Daly cross-examined Halpin, who admitted that he had been well treated while held as a prisoner.


Lieutenant Halpin later entered the war in October 1916. He survived the conflict and by 1923 was living in Patrick’s Hill, Cork. He died in 1954 in Youghal, aged sixty-six.


At least one unarmed Irishman in the British army escaped being shot by the insurgents thanks to his neighbours. When the war broke out John ‘Jack’ Davin Power from Kimmage, Dublin, was thirty-three. He was working as a clerk for the London, Midland and Scottish Railway while living in Lower Beechwood Avenue in Ranelagh, Dublin, with his wife and their two daughters. In February 1915 he enlisted in the British army and, unusually, was immediately given the rank of staff sergeant-major in the Army Service Corps (responsible for transport, administration, and supplies) – perhaps because of his experience working for the railway – and quickly sent overseas. He landed in France on 18 February 1915, two weeks after enlisting. He served during the Gallipoli campaign against the Turkish army before developing severe influenza and being evacuated; in a postcard to his family he wrote that that ‘this influenza has left me just skin and bone.’ He was treated in Cape Town – a photograph taken at the time shows a thin, gaunt man – before being sent back to Ireland. According to the family, he returned to Dublin on 24 April 1916, now aged thirty-five, and was nearly shot by a member of the Irish Volunteers but, miraculously, a neighbour recognised him and made the Volunteer hold his fire.


[image: images]


Sergeant-Major John Davin Power from Kimmage, Dublin, photographed in Basingstoke, 1915 (David Davin-Power)


In 1919, the war now over, Jack Davin Power was discharged from the army, having reached the rank of regimental sergeant-major. However, he was mentally scarred from his experiences. He separated from his wife, leaving her and their three children and moving in with his brother Nick, who lived at Harold’s Cross. Returning to his job with the railway, he later went on Mediterranean cruises and travelled around Europe alone. He was almost certainly suffering from what today would be diagnosed as post-traumatic stress disorder. In the 1920s and 30s, however, there were no counselling or other services available to men like Jack Davin Power.


In 1940, during the Second World War, now aged fifty-nine, he left Ireland for good. He moved to England, working first for a company in London and later as an official with St Pancras Borough Council. He also joined the National Fire Service as a firefighter. Having survived the Western Front and Gallipoli, influenza and the Easter Rising, he was killed by a German bomb on 14 March 1944.


However, not all the unarmed Irishmen shot by insurgents in the early hours of the Rising were members of the British army. At least one was a civil servant who simply lived in a building owned by the military.


Just after midday on 24 April 1916 a group of insurgents were sent to destroy the stockpile of ammunition stored in the Magazine Fort in the Phoenix Park. In their way was a small garrison, together with the resident Playfair family. George Playfair was a captain in the Army Ordnance Corps who had been serving in France since August 1914. The Playfairs lived in the Magazine Fort, because George Playfair was also Assistant Commissary for Ordnance in Ireland. His 23-year-old son George Alexander ‘Alec’ Playfair worked as a clerk with the Commissioners of Inland Revenue.


That afternoon, just after 12:15 p.m., about thirty rebels under the command of Paddy Daly – who had worked with a building firm inside the fort six months earlier and so knew its layout and the routine of the guards – gathered at the foot of the hill below the fort. One of the rebels was a member of Fianna Éireann, Garry Holohan, who later recorded:




After a few minutes chat together, as if we were a football team with followers, we moved around to the front of the Fort in a casual way, some of the lads kicking the ball from one to the other. When we got near the gate they rushed the sentry who was standing outside, and then another party rushed in and took the guardroom completely by surprise. I was detailed off with Barney Mellows to take the sentry on the parapet. I rushed straight through the Fort … I rushed towards him, calling on him to surrender. He came towards me with his bayonet pointed towards me. I fired a shot and he fell, and at that moment Barney came along the parapet. The poor sentry was crying, ‘Oh, sir, sir, don’t shoot me. I’m an Irishman and the father of seven children.’ Barney tried to stand him up but his leg must have been broken. We told him not to be afraid as we would do him no harm and we would send his companions to attend to him.





The rebels had brought five bags of gelignite with them. They intended to open the high-explosive storeroom, set the charges inside and then evacuate, blowing the fort sky-high. However, the key to the store, which should have been in the guardroom, was missing; by chance, the officer in charge had taken it with him to the bank holiday races at Fairyhouse. They were forced to lay their charges in the small-arms store next door, placing them against the wall that divided this from the high-explosive storeroom, hoping that the explosion might get through the wall and detonate everything.


Before lighting the fuses they rounded up the Playfair family – Alec’s mother, Georgina, his seventeen-year-old brother Harold, his fifteen-year-old brother Gerald, and his six-year-old sister Marjorie – and let them go free, with instructions to get clear. Then they lit the fuses, took the Lee-Enfield rifles from the gun racks in the guardroom, and evacuated the fort. They brought their British army prisoners outside, under orders not to pursue them or try to raise the alarm once they were set free.


As they began to withdraw, however, one of them spotted someone running towards the exit at the nearby Islandbridge Gate. It was Alec Playfair. At some point during the attack he had managed to make it out of the fort in order to raise the alarm. Paddy Daly shouted at Garry Holohan, who was on a bicycle, ‘That’s young Playfair. Stop him!’ (He clearly knew the Playfair family.) Holohan set off in pursuit on his bicycle, and he later recorded what happened: ‘He [Playfair] stopped and spoke to the policeman who was in the middle of the road directing the traffic, and then ran away … When he got to the corner of Islandbridge Road he ran towards one of the big houses, evidently with the intention of giving the alarm. I jumped off my bicycle, and just as the door opened I shot him from the gate. At that moment … two large explosions took place in the Fort.’


The explosions were in fact quite small, the gelignite having failed to destroy the dividing wall and the high-explosive storeroom. The Magazine Fort was soon reoccupied by soldiers from Marlborough Barracks, who quickly put out the fire.


Alec Playfair had run to number 1 Park Place, the home of 56-year-old Joseph Higgins from Co. Offaly, a major in the Army Service Corps. Though Higgins was not at home, his wife was. She later gave a statement to the DMP for their report Unarmed Persons Shot by Rebels, to the effect that ‘he asked if he could telephone for assistance … Almost immediately afterwards a rough looking man came up to the house wheeling a bicycle; as he came up he drew a revolver and discharged three shots at Mr. Playfair, fatally wounding him. He died 24 hours later … at 11 a.m.’


In his account of the Rising, Garry Holohan said that ‘we were to take the Fort, blow it up, but we were not to hold it and we were not to take life if possible.’ Alec’s father, serving on the Western Front, could have had no idea that in April 1916 his son would be in worse danger back home in Ireland.


Alec Playfair was not the only person shot for attempting to let the military know what was going on at the Magazine Fort. Unarmed Persons Shot by Rebels records that William Hughes, a 61-year-old master bootmaker in Sarah Place – a street next to Park Place, where Alec Playfair was mortally wounded – was also ‘wounded by rebels when attempting to phone re their attack on magazine.’


Finally, for 24 April 1916 Unarmed Persons Shot by Rebels reports ‘a young soldier, unarmed, shot by two rebels in uniform on top of a tram car at Sandymount because he refused to fight for them … Extracted from a letter from Rev. W. Corkey, Belfast, to the Provost Trinity College. The former states [that] this case came under the notice of four ladies from Belfast who were present.’


Word that republicans had started a rebellion on the streets of Dublin was slow to spread. Even the following day Irishmen in the British army – travelling around in uniform and unarmed – were unwittingly making themselves targets (despite an order issued by Pearse on the evening of the 24th that no unarmed person, in British army uniform or otherwise, was to be fired on).


On the morning of the 25th Captain Rowland Scovell, a doctor in the Royal Army Medical Corps, was on his way into the city. Born in Killiney, Co. Dublin, and now living in nearby Shankill, Scovell was forty-nine. He and his wife had one son. Scovell was giving a lift to a friend, Richard Waters from Blackrock, a bank official on his way into work at the Bank of Ireland in College Green. Their route would take them through Ballsbridge, along Northumberland Road and across Mount Street Bridge. Unknown to the two men, a detachment of the 3rd Battalion of the Irish Volunteers, commanded by Lieutenant Michael Malone, had occupied the area to stop British reinforcements advancing into Dublin from Kingstown. Despite Pearse’s order not to fire on unarmed soldiers – specifically issued because Malone’s men had fired the day before on a home defence force who had rifles but no ammunition – when Scovell and Waters drove across Mount Street Bridge at 8:30 a.m. a group of Volunteers in nearby Clanwilliam House opened fire. It was later noted that the rebels made no attempt to challenge Scovell or ask him to stop. They were clearly aiming for Scovell, who was in uniform though unarmed; but their fire hit Richard Waters.


Scovell managed to drive on through the rebel fire and get beyond Clanwilliam House. He then rushed Waters to Sir Patrick Dun’s Hospital in Grand Canal Street. Waters, however, succumbed to his wounds and died later that day. As for Captain Scovell, he survived the Rising and the war, later moving to live in Farnham, Surrey, where he died in February 1939, aged seventy-four.


*  *  *


The same morning another Irishman knew there was some sort of civil disturbance going on in Dublin but had no idea how serious the situation was. Captain Edward Plunkett, eighteenth Baron Dunsany, an officer in the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, drove into Dublin to see if he could help with what he believed was a local riot. Born in London in 1878 into a Norman family who were also cousins of the seventeenth-century saint Oliver Plunkett, Dunsany was the son of a politician and mechanical engineer, John Plunkett, who had installed the first Irish telephone system and invented his own X-ray machine, while his uncle was Sir Horace Plunkett, founder of the Irish agricultural co-operative movement. His grandfather was an admiral in the Royal Navy, and his brother Reginald later became an admiral also. Dunsany was related also to Joseph Plunkett, one of the leaders of the Easter Rising, who would be executed on 4 May 1916.


Dunsany grew up in the family residences of Dunstall Priory and Ivy Cottage, both in Shoreham, Kent, and in London before coming to Ireland and settling in the main family home, Dunsany Castle in Co. Meath. The family also owned Trim Castle.


In 1896 Dunsany, aged eighteen, entered the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst in Berkshire and later was commissioned into the Coldstream Guards. In 1899 he travelled to South Africa to take part in the Anglo-Boer War, fighting at Belmont and Modder River. He returned to Ireland in 1901. In 1904 he married Beatrice Child-Villers, and the following year his first book was published, The Gods of Pegana, a collection of fantasy short stories. W. B. Yeats asked Dunsany to write a play for the Abbey Theatre, and the result was The Glittering Gate, which opened to critical acclaim.


When the First World War broke out Dunsany, now thirty-six, rejoined the British army as a captain in the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers. He continually requested to be sent to the front, but the authorities refused, saying that he was needed to train troops at home, probably because of his experience in the Anglo-Boer War.


On the morning of 25 April 1916 he set off for Dublin, intending to help out in any way he could. Travelling with Lieutenant A. P. Lindsay of the 5th Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, a Gallipoli veteran, he drove straight into the rebel barricade in Church Street, near the Four Courts. Lieutenant Seán Kennedy of C Company, 1st Battalion, Irish Volunteers, later recorded what happened next:




During my visit to the courtyard some short time afterwards, I found my Company Captain, Frank Fahy, speaking to a British officer in uniform who was wounded and whom I learned later was Lord Dunsany. Dunsany was accompanied by another British officer, Colonel [sic] Lindsay. They had been captured some time previously driving, from the Phoenix Park in the direction of O’Connell Bridge. They had approached our barricade at Church Street and had apparently attempted to crash it [other accounts say that Dunsany simply attempted to reverse and drive away]. Our people on the barricade opened fire and Dunsany was wounded in the cheek. As far as I could gather the outcome of the parley between Captain Fahy and Lindsay resulted in Dunsany giving his parole not to escape if he was permitted to go to the Richmond Hospital for medical attention. As his greatcoat was lying in the car some short distance up the Quays on the Park side of the barricade, and between it and Arran Quay chapel, I was detailed to go and get it for him. I went out on to the Quays and over to the car. While I was collecting his greatcoat, I noticed that there was a revolver and some ammunition in a small box also in the car, which I took possession of.





Dunsany went to the Richmond Hospital and later returned to the Four Courts, true to his word. Before he left for the hospital, as recorded by Liam Tobin of the Irish Volunteers, ‘as he was being brought to the Four Courts [he] kept shouting and speaking loudly about the brave men he regarded us to be, and so on.’ After returning to the Four Courts, Dunsany and Lindsay would have joined others, including Lieutenant Edward Halpin, who were taken prisoner the previous day.


Pauline Keating, née Morkan, a member of Cumann na mBan who was in the Four Courts during the Rising, recorded that ‘Lord Dunsany was a prisoner there too, although I never saw him. The first day we laid an ordinary tray for him, but the next day the girl who did it decked it out in great style to show what we could do. We thought it good fun. I think she was able to produce some silver implements to make a splash.’


Dunsany and his fellow-officers remained as prisoners in the Four Courts until the Rising ended. When he was released he is reported to have said: ‘Although in different uniforms, we are all Irishmen and you are all gentlemen.’ After the Rising he finally got his wish and went on to serve in France from September 1917. He served in the trenches for a time before being attached to General Headquarters.


Dunsany had been a patron of Francis Ledwidge and had opposed his enlistment, even offering him a stipend to support him if he stayed out of uniform, and in 1917 arranged for the publishing of two collections of his works. Ledwidge was killed in action on 31 July that year.


In February 1920, during the War of Independence, Dunsany was back at Dunsany Castle, which was raided by British forces in February 1921. A number of undisclosed shotguns and sporting weapons as well as ammunition were discovered, and Dunsany was arrested and subsequently court-martialled for ‘the keeping of firearms and ammunition not under effective military control.’ Clearly the authorities felt that these weapons might have been destined for the IRA, and that perhaps Dunsany was a republican sympathiser. During his trial he insisted that he was ‘loyal to the Crown’ and reminded the prosecution that he had been wounded and held prisoner by rebels during the Easter Rising; though he pleaded guilty, he stated that the weapons were merely curios or for sporting purposes. He was offered a choice between a fine of £25 and three months in prison. He chose to pay the fine.


Constable Eugene Bratton of the RIC recorded the incident in later years, recalling that




Lord Dunsany, was not liked by the police, especially the officers, as he was wont to give them a rough time of it when they came up for cross-examination as witnesses. One day, while discussing game shooting at the Kildare St. Club, he made a foolish statement that he could always go shooting, as the I.R.A. provided a protection party for him. This was reported, and Dunsany Castle was raided. It was never even suggested that he had any contact with the I.R.A.





Despite living in the middle of the city, Peter Ennis knew nothing about a disturbance. He had emigrated to Scotland before the outbreak of the war and was working as a labourer in Glasgow. On 4 September 1914, at the age of thirty, he enlisted in the Scots Guards. Sent to the 3rd Battalion in London for his training, he was posted to the 1st Battalion on 6 March 1915. He landed in France the following day and soon joined his new battalion on the Western Front.


During September 1915 the battalion was involved in the Battle of Loos, and on the 30th Private Ennis was admitted to No. 3 General Hospital in Le Tréport with a gunshot wound to the hand. By early October he had returned from France to a hospital in Manchester and was again posted to the 3rd Battalion in London.


In April 1916, now aged thirty-two, he again came home on leave and stayed with his mother at her home in Queen’s Square (now Pearse Square). This was not far from where the 3rd Battalion of the Dublin Brigade of the Irish Volunteers was based, its headquarters being in Boland’s bakery in Lower Grand Canal Street (not Boland’s Mill at Grand Canal Dock, as frequently stated).


On the morning of 25 April, Private Ennis had no idea what was going on in Dublin. In uniform but unarmed, he went for a walk along the canal. Unarmed Persons Shot by Rebels records what happened next: ‘When coming along canal bank, unarmed, a shot was fired at him, and he was killed, the shot having passed through the heart.’ This statement was signed by three witnesses in Sir Patrick Dun’s Hospital, where Ennis’s body was taken.


Peter Ennis is buried in Deansgrange Cemetery, where his headstone faces that of two Irish Volunteers: Lieutenant John Costello, who was killed in the vicinity of Boland’s Mill on 26 April, and Volunteer Andrew Byrne, who was killed on 27 April. Also in the same plot are three civilians who died of gunshot wounds during the Rising: John Kenyon, Joseph Clarke and William Carrick.
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3rd Royal Irish Regiment From the South Dublin Union to the GPO


On the morning of 24 April 1916 the 3rd (Reserve) Battalion of the Royal Irish Regiment, comprising eighteen officers and 385 other ranks, was stationed in Richmond Barracks in Inchicore. During the Easter Rising the battalion would fight against the Irish Volunteers in the South Dublin Union (a workhouse and hospital operated by a union of parishes, now St James’s Hospital), after which they would man the barricades in Sackville Street and the surrounding area, forming part of the military cordon around the GPO. An Irish officer and another Irish soldier of the battalion would later secure the Irish Republic flag from the top of the GPO, and it was to Richmond Barracks that the prisoners were taken after the Rising. During the fighting the regiment would lose six men killed, all Irish, and fifteen wounded, twelve of them Irish.


The 3rd Battalion was commanded by 56-year-old Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Owens, a soldier with a long and varied career. Born in Dublin in 1860, he enlisted as a private when he was about twenty-one. After serving for six years in the ranks – and obviously showing the potential for leadership – he was commissioned into the Bedfordshire Regiment as a second-lieutenant in May 1887. He was promoted to lieutenant the following December, and from 1890 to 1895 he was adjutant of the Indian Volunteers before joining the Royal Irish Regiment and being promoted to captain. He fought in the Anglo-Boer War with the 21st Battalion of the Imperial Yeomanry before returning to the Royal Irish Regiment. In 1908 – now a major, aged forty-eight, and with twenty-seven years’ service – he retired from the regular army but stayed on in the reserve. By 1911 he and his family were living with his father-in-law in Slieveroe, near Carrigaline, Co. Cork. In April 1913 he was promoted to lieutenant-colonel and appointed commanding officer of the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment. One of his soldiers would later describe him as ‘a shrewd man and a just one, but at times very bitter and uncouth.’


Owens had recently had a run-in with the anti-army and anti-recruitment Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, William Walsh. Father Michael Joseph Curran, secretary to Archbishop Walsh from 1906 to 1919, later recorded that
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on one particular occasion in 1914 the Archbishop peremptorily refused a request of the military to allow recruiting posters to be placed on the railings of the Catholic Churches in Dublin and, as the recruiting became more active, he caused it to be known that this procedure met with his strong disapproval. He went so far as to discountenance war hospital and Red Cross collections. He believed that these activities should be financed by the Government and that the appeals were being used for recruiting purposes.


I wrote in my diary under the 31st March, 1915 ‘Father Mooney Parish Priest, Ringsend and Chaplain to the Beggar’s Bush Barracks received a very curt letter this morning from Lieutenant-Colonel Owens, Officer Commanding the 3rd Battalion of the Royal Irish Regiment at Beggar’s Bush, intimating “the intention of the military authorities to hold a military parade on Easter Sunday, with a religious service in the Cathedral,” and asking him to arrange an hour with the cathedral authorities.’ This was announced also in the papers of Thursday. On Fr. Mooney visiting Fr. Bowden (administrator of the Pro-Cathedral), the latter rang up Archbishop’s House and then sent up the letter. The Archbishop at once scribbled out the draft of an equally curt reply for Fr. Mooney to sign: ‘I have, of course, no authority to interfere in arrangements for services in the Pro-Cathedral. The matter has been brought to the notice of His Grace, the Archbishop, who directs me to express his surprise that the military authorities, without having even applied for permission to make use of that Church, announce their “intention” of holding a Parade Service there, and I am to add that no such Service can be held.’





The battalion adjutant was Major Edmund Roche-Kelly. Born in April 1881 in the family home, Firgrove House, near Bunratty, Co. Clare, he was thirty-five in 1916 and also a regular soldier. He had attended Downside School in Somerset before being commissioned in January 1901 into the Royal Irish Regiment. He served with the 1st Battalion during the Anglo-Boer War and by 1909 had risen to the rank of captain. Before the First World War he also served in India and was promoted to major not long before the Rising, in January 1916.


As for the Irish soldiers in the battalion, they were a mixture of young and inexperienced recruits, men who had signed up for home service only, soldiers recovering from wounds received at the front, and veterans. One young soldier in the 3rd Battalion was 21-year-old Private Edward Goodchild from Waterford. A former messenger boy and then grocer’s porter, he joined up in Waterford as a reserve soldier in April 1914, aged nineteen; his older brother, Patrick, was already a sergeant in one of the regiment’s regular battalions. Edward Goodchild was mobilised for war on 7 August 1914.


Goodchild did not take well to the army. On 20 October 1914, while stationed in Richmond Barracks, Dublin, he went ‘absent from 10 p.m. until 12.30 a.m.’ the following morning, for which he was deprived of three days’ pay. Then in November he was ‘absent from tattoo [the signal to return to quarters, usually an hour before lights out] until apprehended by civil police at Waterford 5 p.m. 3-11-14.’ For whatever reason, Goodchild – who was still stationed in Dublin at the time – had left his unit and returned to Waterford without permission. He was again deprived of three days’ pay and this time was additionally given seventy-two hours’ detention in barracks.


A month after Goodchild finished his period of detention he was posted to the 2nd Royal Irish Regiment, and he landed in France on 17 December 1914. Over the next few months he served in and out of the trenches, at some point being given fourteen days of ‘field punishment no. 1’, whereby a soldier was shackled to a heavy object, such as a carriage wheel, and also forced to do hard labour for hours while on a restricted diet, a punishment amounting to torture.


In March 1915 Private Goodchild was invalided home, suffering from mastoid disease (a serious infection of the middle ear), and was posted to the regimental depot at Clonmel; he had previously been admitted to hospital in Rouen from 24 January to 17 February, also with an ear complaint. But he appears to have been cured, as his medical records do not mention the condition any further.


Despite his previous misconduct, Private Goodchild was promoted to lance-corporal on 26 May, not long after returning to the 3rd Battalion. But the promotion did not last long: on 6 June 1915 he was demoted to private for being ‘absent from tattoo until 9.20 p.m.’ Soon after, on 25 June, he was again ‘absent from tattoo until 10.30 p.m.’ Because of this second breach of regulations he was given twenty-one days of field punishment no. 1 and deprived of twenty-one days’ pay. After this he had obviously had enough, and on 24 September he deserted. It was not until 25 October that he rejoined his unit. On 5 November 1915 he was tried by court-martial and sentenced to six months’ detention on the charge of ‘when on active service, deserting H.M. Service’ and ‘losing by neglect his equipment etc.’ He was sent to a detention barracks on 10 November 1915, forfeited all former service, and was forced to repay the cost (£1 15s) of his lost equipment, which included his entrenching tool, water-bottle and haversack.


Goodchild was due to be released from detention and to return to his battalion in June 1916, but – ironically – because of good behaviour he was released on 4 April, ‘having earned a remission of two months,’ and returned to the 3rd Battalion in Richmond Barracks. This meant that he rejoined his battalion less than three weeks before it would become involved in the Easter Rising. Had he remained in detention he would have missed it.
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While Edward Goodchild was obviously an unwilling soldier, at the other end of the spectrum was Company Sergeant-Major Frederick Banks. A native of Athlone, Banks was thirty years old, the eldest child of a soldier in the Army Service Corps from Aldershot, Hampshire, who was a veteran of the Zulu War of 1879 and the First Anglo-Boer War of 1880–81.


In 1901 Frederick Banks was working as a civilian clerk in the Royal Arsenal at Woolwich, London. He later joined the army and, like his father, became an orderly-room clerk. On 13 August 1914, now a sergeant in the 2nd Royal Irish Regiment, he landed in France. During the Battle of La Bassée the battalion was almost completely wiped out near Le Pilly, the majority being captured and becoming prisoners of war. By 24 October 1914 the few survivors were transferred to the lines of communication. Sergeant Banks, however, was sent home; by April 1916 he had been promoted to company sergeant-major and was now in Dublin with the 3rd Battalion.


*  *  *


A first-hand account of the battalion’s experiences during the Rising was recorded by Private Albert Desborough, an Englishman, aged forty in 1916, who later became a sergeant and a Lewis machine-gun instructor. In April 1957, then aged eighty-one, he recorded his experiences for the Bureau of Military History in Dublin. Between 1947 and 1957 the bureau collected 1,773 witness statements, 334 sets of contemporary documents, forty-two sets of photographs and thirteen voice recordings relating to the revolutionary period. They are now housed in Cathal Brugha Barracks, Dublin.


Desborough had enlisted in Cork not long before the Rising, for home service only because of varicose veins. Previously he had moved in artistic circles, working variously as a ‘character-reader’ (claiming to determine what kind of personality someone had from the shape of their head and facial features), a novelist, and a music teacher, but by the time of the Rising he was servant, valet and batman to several officers in the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment, and on 24 April 1916 he was a member of the battalion’s 100-man piquet – a group of soldiers kept on stand-by, ready to move out at a moment’s notice. He recorded:




Early on Easter Morning, Monday, an officer brought in the report of the murder of a policeman on duty near the City Hall. His killers had been seen, and chased into and through the building of the Irish Independent Newspaper Offices, but had escaped, through the means of a rear exit. This was considered as an act of retaliation by some criminal, and at the time, little more was thought of it. Then came the news, someone had cut the overhead cables. This was considered a foolish excapade [sic] by some unresponsible fools.





The men of the Royal Irish Regiment apparently had no idea that these incidents were part of a larger rebellion.


Just after midday on Monday 24 April a military band was playing in Richmond Barracks when the 3rd Battalion was contacted by higher command. After phoning Marlborough Barracks in Blackhorse Avenue to have cavalry despatched to Sackville Street, in response to a report by the DMP of disturbances in the area, Colonel Henry Cowan, assistant adjutant-general and second-in-command to Colonel Kennard, the commanding officer of all forces in Dublin, contacted the Royal Barracks, Portobello Barracks and Richmond Barracks to follow up another police report. Dublin Castle was apparently under attack, and so he ordered the regiments stationed in each of the three barracks to send a column of troops to the castle immediately. According to the regimental history of the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment, Lieutenant-Colonel Owens requested more information from Colonel Cowan but was given none.


Not far away, between Richmond Barracks and Dublin Castle, stood the South Dublin Union in James’s Street. Built as a poorhouse in 1667 and converted into a foundling hospital in 1727, it became a workhouse by the middle of the nineteenth century. By 1916 the complex contained an infirmary, a hospital and a morgue as well as living quarters, churches and a bakery. It was spread out over fifty acres and housed 3,282 poor, elderly or disabled men and women, along with the resident doctors, nurses and other staff.


The South Dublin Union had been occupied that morning by a force of Irish Volunteers under Commandant Éamonn Ceannt. Its strategic position in the south-west of the city meant that a garrison there could threaten any British advance from Kingsbridge Station (where any troops coming from the Curragh would arrive), the Royal Hospital in Kilmainham, Islandbridge Barracks, or Richmond Barracks. Ceannt had allowed any staff members who wished to do so to leave, but many had remained behind, preferring to stay with their patients and to move them to safer, more centralised positions, which were subsequently marked by hanging Red Cross flags out the windows.


A few minutes after midday Ceannt was listening out, expecting to hear the explosion of the Magazine Fort in the Phoenix Park. Instead, however, he heard the music from the military band in Richmond Barracks. He turned to his second-in-command, Cathal Brugha, and told him that if the band was still playing it meant the army must have no idea what was going on in Dublin. But as soon as he said this, the music stopped. Private Desborough remembered the piquet being called to arms.




I left the officers quarters, my valeting completed at twelve o’clock, and started to cross the barrack square to my quarters – A Section – for my dinner. I had only got half-way across, when the Regimental bugler sounded the ‘alarm!’ and immediately following it with the ‘Fall in.’ From all quarters our troops rushed while Commissioned men and N.C.Os rushed to their positions to serve as ‘markers’ for the various companies and sections … We were handed out rifles and side-arms, with bandoliers and 250 rounds of ammunition, formed into column-of-route order, and under our respective supervisors left Richmond Barracks, turning towards the South Dublin Infirmary.





In command of the piquet that day was Major Philip Holmes. Thirty-nine years old and originally from Cork, he was one of thirty-two RIC district inspectors who were seconded to the army between the outbreak of the war and December 1916. He had joined the RIC in February 1898, at the age of twenty-one, and in November 1915 he applied for a commission in the army. Attached to his application was a recommendation from the inspector-general (commanding officer) of the RIC, Colonel Neville Chamberlain (no relation of the later British prime minister of the same name), which stated:




Throughout his service District Inspector Holmes has performed his duties with marked zeal and efficiency. He served for 11 years in Corofin in Co. Clare, one of the most disturbed districts in Ireland, and was afterwards stationed for 3 years at the Head Quarters of the County Roscommon. For the past year he has been in charge of a Company at the Royal Irish Constabulary Depot. He has been awarded no less than five favourable records for good police duty, one of them being awarded for bravery and determination against a hostile crowd, and he has also been twice highly commended for his work. He has an excellent manner in dealing with his men and is an officer in whom I have the greatest confidence.





While the rest of the battalion got ready to follow them, the advance column, led by Major Holmes and including Company Sergeant-Major Banks, turned east down Emmet Road, marching with fixed bayonets but rifles not loaded. Passing through Old Kilmainham, they were heading for Mount Brown and James’s Street when they came into view of the insurgents, 300 yards away at the McCaffrey Estate, an area of open ground to the north and west of the South Dublin Union (now the site of the group of houses known as Ceannt Fort). The battalion would have to march along the 500-yard length of this ground it if it wanted to continue on its route to Dublin Castle. On the approach road, at the corner of Mount Brown and Brookfield Road, behind a wall that was low on the Union side but steep on the side of the road, Ceannt had posted five men, including Lieutenant William O’Brien, Section-Commander John Joyce and Volunteer Seán Owens, with a further nine to their rear behind some hedges.


The 3rd Battalion kept coming, marching forward for another 100 yards before Major Holmes gave the order to halt, the piquet stopping at the crossroads. He had spotted the rebels behind the low wall to his front, and for a while he simply kept looking forward, towards the insurgents and Mount Brown beyond. His advance guard, of one sergeant and five privates, who had been moving 150 yards ahead of the rest of the piquet, had been allowed to pass by the rebels and continue on towards Dublin, so Holmes was not sure what exactly was going on.


Another officer, Lieutenant George Malone, then came up from the rear of the column, wondering why they had stopped. The soldiers were still in the dark, and Malone believed that this was just another one of the emergency drills the battalion had gone through in the past year. At about the same time Holmes asked for the senior lieutenant present. As it turned out, this was Malone, and Holmes gave him his orders. Malone was to take twenty men and move forward.


When he saw the rebels behind the low wall Malone realised that this was not just another drill. Holmes told him to advance past them if possible but that if they fired he was to respond immediately. Meanwhile the remaining eighty men of the piquet would stay behind and support Malone from their present position if needed.


Lieutenant Malone and Company Sergeant-Major Banks had a quick discussion about how to proceed, after which Malone and Sergeant Thomas McDonald assembled twenty men. McDonald was a veteran soldier who had fought in the Anglo-Boer War with the 1st Royal Irish Regiment; more recently he had served in France with the 2nd battalion, arriving there in August 1914 and, like Company Sergeant-Major Banks, escaping capture by the Germans at Le Pilly.


Malone and McDonald led their men forward, marching them in the centre of the tramlines that ran along Old Kilmainham towards Mount Brown. The more experienced men among this group apparently began to complain – which was understandable, considering that they were marching in formation with rifles sloped on their shoulders towards a group of armed men. They advanced until they were only yards from the rebels’ position, and when Malone turned to tell his men to stop talking, with the military and the insurgents only about five yards apart, the Volunteers opened fire.


Three soldiers were hit and went down in the first volley; the rest ran for cover towards the north side of the street and broke into whatever buildings were nearest to them. The remaining men of the piquet opened fire from further down the road, while Sergeant McDonald – unlike his terrified comrades – simply remained standing in the centre of the road and directed his men to cover, which meant he was looking away from the rebels, not at them. When Section-Commander Joyce of the Irish Volunteers then tried to hit him, Sergeant McDonald began moving, and Joyce could never get a clean shot. His shot hit a wall just above the sergeant’s head, but the sergeant simply ignored it.


In the chaos of firing, McDonald broke down the door of a tan-yard with the butt of his rifle and then ordered the remaining soldiers to get inside. Another soldier was obviously hit trying to run into the relative safety of the yard, as when Lieutenant Malone rushed for the door he found a dead soldier lying face down in the doorway. He grabbed the dead man’s collar, intending to drag him into the yard, when he was hit by rebel fire. Malone later recalled that he managed to make it into the yard – where he continued giving orders and began to reload his pistol – before passing out on top of a pile of sheepskins. Private Albert Desborough recorded the event slightly differently:




A first Lieutenant, one of my officers, trying to force open a door in a side wall, got three or four rounds through his hip, from a machine gun [rebel fire was so great that the soldiers believed that they were on the receiving end of machine-gun fire; in fact the insurgents had no such guns]. We carried him across the road into a butcher’s yard and laid him upon some sheep skins, there to await an ambulance … We surrounded the building, as a Sergeant [McDonald] went to various houses nearby, breaking holes in the windows, behind which he placed a man, with instructions to shoot anybody who refused to stop when challenged.





Malone later woke up on a sofa in a nearby house, with two young women dressing his wound. Beside him was Private John Moulton, a native of Liverpool, who had been shot in the jaw, the bullet fracturing his jawbone. (Having enlisted only on 6 January, Moulton was discharged in September 1916 because of his wounds.) On the floor beside the two men was the dead soldier that Malone had tried to drag into the yard.


Lieutenant Malone would later rise to the rank of major, despite having his leg amputated, and he would be interviewed by Max Caulfield for his book The Easter Rebellion (1963). Sergeant Thomas McDonald was later awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal, the second-highest British award for valour, after the Victoria Cross. The citation was published on 24 January 1917 in the London Gazette (the official journal of record of the British government – hence the term ‘gazetted’ for an official announcement). It read: ‘For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. He rescued a wounded officer under very heavy fire. Later, he led an attack with great gallantry and successfully drove back the enemy.’ In later life McDonald is known to have settled in Whitkirk in Leeds, where he was living in the early 1940s.


The 3rd Royal Irish Regiment was facing a total of 120 men of Éamonn Ceannt’s 4th Battalion. Approximately sixty insurgents were based in the South Dublin Union, while they had outposts at Jameson’s distillery in Marrowbone Lane, Watkins’ brewery in Ardee Street, and Roe’s distillery in James’s Street, these three outposts being manned by roughly twenty insurgents each.


When the last of Malone’s men had made it off the street and into cover, both the Irish Volunteers and the rest of the Royal Irish Regiment’s piquet had ceased firing. Major Holmes quickly sent word back to the remainder of the battalion, who were now on their way from Richmond Barracks.


Since the departure of the piquet Richmond Barracks had received another phone call, this time from the seven-man guard stationed in the GPO, also members of the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment. This building was also under attack, and the guard were requesting immediate help. Lieutenant-Colonel Owens now knew that something serious was going on.


The GPO guard was based on the first floor of the building, and although they had rifles they had no ammunition. Before the insurgents came rushing up the stairs twenty minutes after entering the ground floor, the guard managed to barricade the short corridor that led from the top of the stairs to the nearby instrument room, then stood behind the barricade with bayonets fixed. When the insurgents arrived they fired several volleys through the barricade and into the room, one shot wounding the sergeant of the guard. However, the resistance they were experiencing prompted them to circle around and enter the instrument room by another door, which only one soldier was guarding. They finally stormed the room after a fight that had lasted thirty minutes. The guard were subsequently taken prisoner by the rebels while a 43-year-old telegraphist, Katherine Gordon, a native of Scotland, tended to the sergeant’s wounds. They received permission to go to Jervis Street Hospital to have the sergeant’s wounds treated, after which they both returned to captivity in the GPO. Katherine Gordon was released later that day.


When the rest of the 3rd Battalion arrived to join the piquet, Lieutenant-Colonel Owens was outraged when he heard what had happened at the McCaffrey Estate. Firstly, he arranged with Major Roche-Kelly for a company to go immediately to the Royal Hospital in Kilmainham and set up firing positions there. A former home for retired soldiers, in 1916 it was also the official residence of the commander-in-chief of British forces in Ireland. It is a large three-storey building on high ground to the north of the workhouse, and any soldiers who took up position there would have an excellent field of fire into the complex.


Next Owens ordered the battalion’s second-in-command, Major Milner, to lead two more companies around the back of the workhouse. Among these reinforcements were two friends, Captain Alfred Warmington and Captain Alan Ramsay.


Warmington was the older of the two. Aged forty-two, he was born in Mountrath, Co. Laois, the son of a bank manager from England and a mother from Co. Cork. Like his commanding officer and the second-in-command, he was a veteran of the Anglo-Boer War. He had served as a trooper (equivalent of private) with Thorneycroft’s Mounted Infantry, a unit of 500 men raised in Pietermaritzburg in October 1899 by Major A. W. Thorneycroft of the Royal Scots Fusiliers. With them he was involved in the Orange Free State and Transvaal campaigns as well as the Relief of Ladysmith and several other operations. He subsequently transferred to the Cape Mounted Riflemen – a multiracial police force in peacetime – in Heidelberg in August 1900. When the Great War broke out Warmington was promoted to captain and served with the 6th Royal Irish Regiment in France, landing there in December 1915. By March 1916 he had returned to Ireland and joined the 3rd Battalion in Dublin.


Captain Alan Ramsay, now twenty-five, was from Ballsbridge, Dublin, where his family ran a successful nursery (what would now be called a garden centre). His father, a native of Dublin, was also a justice of the peace; his mother was from Co. Galway. The Ramsays had been running the nursery at Ballsbridge since at least the 1840s and now also had a shop at 33 Nassau Street. Alan Ramsay had previously been a member of Dublin University OTC while studying at Trinity College. On 11 August 1914, only days after the start of the war, he applied for a commission and was successful, being appointed a second-lieutenant in the 2nd Royal Irish Regiment. He left Ireland on Christmas Eve 1914 to join his battalion in France on 31 December, but on 9 May 1915, during the Battle of Frezenberg – part of the Second Battle of Ypres – he was wounded by shrapnel from a high-explosive shell. Two days later he was on his way to England.


After he had recovered, Ramsay was sent to serve with the 3rd Battalion of the regiment in Richmond Barracks, Dublin, until a medical board could declare him fit to serve overseas again. On 24 April 1916, now a captain, he wrote to the adjutant of his battalion, Major Roche-Kelly, requesting a gratuity for his injuries received at Ypres the previous May.




I was wounded on the 9th May 1915 at Ypres, in the Rt. Hand, Rt. Leg, Rt. Foot and Back (while with the 2nd Battalion The Royal Irish Regiment). My right hand is still considerably wasted, and the strength impaired. I rejoined the 3rd Battalion The Royal Irish Regiment on 8th October 1915, and have since been doing duty. I was examined by a Medical Board on 18th March [1916], and was found fit for General Service.





This meant that it was only a matter of time before Ramsay was due to depart for overseas service again and rejoin the war. Little did he know, however, that earlier in the day, when he had been typing this letter, the Easter Rising had been starting not far from where he was sitting.


*  *  *


The two companies of reinforcements travelled down the South Circular Road towards the south side of the Union. Commandant Ceannt had already foreseen the possibility that the British army would try to attack his position from the rear and so had ordered Captain George Irvine and nine men to cover the Rialto gate, an entrance to the complex on the southern perimeter. Irvine’s men had occupied a 300-foot-long, 26-foot-wide corrugated iron auxiliary ward nearby, and one Volunteer had even set himself up in a shallow trench directly facing the entrance. Further back these insurgents were supported by six men guarding the canal wall, along with eight men positioned in Hospital 2-3, a building 250 yards behind the Rialto gate. (In addition to these men, and their comrades in the McCaffrey Estate, Ceannt had men stationed in the offices overlooking the main entrance in James’s Street, while his headquarters was positioned in the nurses’ home, a large three-storey building in the north-east area of the complex.) As it turned out, the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment had decided to attack the Union through the Rialto gate.


As the soldiers approached the gate, several small groups were ordered to occupy the upper floors of houses directly opposite the entrance, while fifteen men were told to cross the canal – a branch of which ran past the South Dublin Union and into the nearby Grand Canal Harbour – and to set up in Rialto Buildings, a block of flats. (This section of canal has long since been filled in; the Luas tram runs along its site on the southern side of St James’s Hospital.) While these covering parties were being set up, the men who would make the assault against the Rialto gate got into cover behind garden walls. Lieutenant-Colonel Owens had arranged for the various groups of soldiers – the piquet in Old Kilmainham, the men in the Royal Hospital and the newly arrived reinforcements at the Rialto gate – to launch a combined attack at 12:55 p.m.


The soldiers positioned in the Royal Hospital opened fire with rifle and Lewis machine-gun fire while the piquet down in Old Kilmainham – who had earlier doubled back into cover – also opened fire and subsequently began to advance. The insurgents at the McCaffrey Estate began to retreat towards the Union’s buildings, but British army fire inflicted several casualties among them. At the Rialto gate they launched their infantry assault, the first wave being led by Captain Alan Ramsay.


British army bullets punched dozens of holes in the front and side of the corrugated iron auxiliary ward where Captain George Irvine was positioned. The ward was used to house mental patients, all male, and they were still inside with their ward-master (having moved to the sixth dormitory, furthest from the gate) when the fighting began. The insurgents began to suffer casualties, and then the Royal Irish Regiment pushed forward. While one group rushed to the canal and made their way along the high stone wall on the southern side towards a small back entrance, Ramsay led his men towards the Rialto gate. Warmington soon led a supporting wave behind him. The gate was locked, and the men had to break down a smaller wooden door to the side of the main entrance. As soon as they had managed to do this Ramsay led the way through.


However, the Volunteers knew exactly where to point their rifles, and – along with the single fighter in the shallow trench – the rest of George Irvine’s men opened fire on Ramsay from the corrugated iron ward. He was hit in the head and fell.


Ramsay’s men were ultimately forced to retreat – with only a narrow entrance to advance through, it was suicide to keep going against heavy and accurate fire – and they fell back to join their comrades outside the Rialto gate. The firing briefly died away, and both sides arranged for stretcher-bearers to remove the badly wounded Captain Ramsay. He was brought into one of the wards but was then taken back outside and examined by a medical officer. Captain Warmington then learnt that his friend had only minutes left to live. Distressed and enraged, he ordered a group of men to form up for another assault and then led them through the narrow doorway at the side of the main Rialto gate. He was shot and killed instantly by heavy rebel fire, his men retreating not long after he was hit. Another short truce was arranged. Ramsay had already died of his wounds, and Warmington’s body was now brought back outside and laid beside Ramsay’s.


Alan Ramsay is buried in Mount Jerome Cemetery. He was twenty-five years old when he was killed in action on 24 April 1916. His name is commemorated on the memorial cross in the grounds of St Mary’s Church in Donnybrook (Men of Donnybrook Parish who died for truth and freedom 1914–1918. Let those who come after see to it that their names be not forgotten) and also on the memorial tablet in St Andrew’s College, Booterstown.


Alfred Warmington, from Mountrath, Co. Laois, who had also served in the trenches, was forty-two when he was killed in action on 24 April 1916. He was first buried in the grounds of King George V Military Hospital but now lies in Grangegorman Military Cemetery in Blackhorse Avenue. Not long after his death Father Francis O’Loughlin, a chaplain based in Portobello Barracks, wrote to the army, asking, ‘Would you kindly let me know what steps it will be necessary for Mrs. Warmington to take in order to secure the pension to which I believe she is entitled.’


As for the soldiers of the Royal Irish Regiment who advanced along the southern wall by the canal, before they had managed to break down the small back entrance there they came under heavy fire from the rebel outpost in Jameson’s distillery under Captain Séamus Murphy. Some soldiers returned fire while a few actually tried to climb the ten-foot wall to get into the grounds. However, anyone who made it to the top of the wall was hit by rebel fire, almost certainly from the six men who Commandant Ceannt had positioned to guard this area. One private apparently managed to climb the wall and hide behind a telegraph pole. For a while the rebels could not hit him; however, when he tried to take aim he was finally wounded and fell, hitting the bank before falling into the canal.


Several sources mention that an officer also managed to reach the top of the wall, only to be shot in the head and to fall down onto the canal side of the wall. Volunteer Gerald Doyle incorrectly believed, as he said in a witness statement in October 1956, that the soldier who climbed the telegraph pole and the officer hit in the head were the same person, namely Captain Alan Ramsay. The only source that names the fourth officer casualty (the first three being Malone, Ramsay and Warmington) is the regimental history, which states that it was Second-Lieutenant Francis North. This officer certainly took part in the Rising and is known to have been wounded, though his service file does not suggest when or where. If he was the officer shot in the head as he attempted to climb over the wall of the South Dublin Union, the head wound – if that is where he was hit – must have been minor, as he did not die.


Frank North was twenty-four years old and a former medical student from Ballsbridge. The records do not specify how he was wounded, but it is known that he was mentioned in despatches (named in a report sent to headquarters because of meritorious conduct) for his actions during the Rising. Attempting to enter a rebel stronghold by climbing a wall under heavy fire might certainly have earned him this mention. He subsequently recovered from his wounds and later entered the war, serving in the trenches with the 6th Connaught Rangers. On 9 September 1916, the first day of the Battle of Ginchy on the Somme, he was listed as missing. His uncle in Dublin – also Frank North – was soon informed as his next of kin. The telegram, dated 16 September 1916, read: ‘Regret to inform you that 2/Lt FW North Irish Regt was missing September 9th. This does not necessarily mean he is killed or wounded. Will report any further news.’ Frank’s uncle wrote back to the army at the end of the month, asking if they had any more information. The reply read:




No further report has been received respecting him, since he was reported missing on the 9th September. Second Lieutenant North’s name has been included in a list of missing Officers, sent to the United States Embassy for circulation in all Hospitals and Internment Camps in Germany. In the event, however, of Second Lieutenant North becoming a prisoner of war, [you] will probably receive the earliest intimation of the fact from Second Lieutenant North himself. In this event the Military Secretary hopes that [you] will be so good as to inform this department.





Soldiers who disappeared were often considered ‘wounded and missing’ or even ‘missing, presumed dead’ only to turn up in German prisoner-of-war camps. This was obviously what Frank North’s uncle was hoping for. In an attempt to help, he offered a description of his nephew: ‘Abt. 6 ft. Slight build. Fair. Clean-shaven. 24 years old.’


On 26 April 1917 the army wrote to him again, having now come to the conclusion that Second-Lieutenant North must have been killed seven months previously, on 9 September. His uncle held out hope; but that December a discovery was made on the Somme. On 16 January 1918 – a year and a half after he had been reported missing – the army wrote to his uncle at his address in Grafton Street, Dublin, stating: ‘Recovery of body reported by General Officer Commanding, 3rd Army, dated 13th December 1917. A further report received from a Graves Registration Unit, states that his grave is located 1,000 yards east of Guillemont.’ This was proof that he had ‘died of Wounds on or shortly after 9th September, 1916.’ Today his remains lie buried in Delville Wood Cemetery, Longueval.


*  *  *


The 3rd Royal Irish Regiment continued fighting along the southern wall of the South Dublin Union, all the while under fire from Jameson’s distillery. They finally managed to break down the back entrance here and establish a foothold inside the grounds, pushing back the six insurgents who were stationed in this area. Rebel fire was still extremely heavy, and while the first soldiers through the door ran into the grounds their comrades behind were soon crawling through in an attempt to stay low and safe. The soldiers in their supporting positions in Rialto Buildings across the canal hit several of the fleeing insurgents, while back at the Rialto gate the rebels’ fire began to slow as their rifles began to overheat.


Captain George Irvine managed to get a runner through to Commandant Ceannt, asking for further orders, and Ceannt decided to let Irvine and his men withdraw. However, not long after Irvine had received his instructions the soldiers began firing on the ground behind the corrugated iron building, over which Irvine would have to retreat, while those in front of the Rialto gate made another push. This time three soldiers grabbed a large lawnmower and used it as a battering ram to break down the door of the building. The insurgents inside immediately surrendered.


At 2:30 p.m. fifty more soldiers made their way into the grounds through the small entrance in the southern wall. Still the insurgents were putting up a heavy resistance, but the soldiers managed to advance from two directions to Hospital 2-3, where eight Volunteers were positioned. About 3:30 p.m., when the soldiers smashed their way inside under heavy fire, the two insurgents on the ground floor, Volunteer Dan McCarthy and Volunteer Jim Kenny, briefly fought back – waiting at one end of a corridor or dormitory for the soldiers to appear, firing on them, then racing to the end of another corridor or dormitory and repeating the process. These two men were soon heavily outnumbered and were forced to retreat. However, despite the fact that Commandant Ceannt was nearby (tending to a wounded comrade), the soldiers did not immediately press on from Hospital 2-3 but instead concentrated on securing the building and defeating the six Volunteers still upstairs (commanded by Captain Douglas Ffrench Mullen). For men trained for trench warfare – who always knew where their enemy was: to their front – this kind of claustrophobic urban combat was completely alien. It put even experienced soldiers on edge.


The soldiers held their fire while they prepared to assault the second storey of Hospital 2-3. During this time Nurse Margaret Kehoe, who thought the brief ceasefire meant that the fighting was over, ran downstairs, while a fellow-nurse tried to stop her. She was frightened about the safety of the patients on the ground floor; but as she raced to the bottom of the stairs and ran out into a long corridor she was shot and killed by two soldiers of the Royal Irish Regiment. When her friend ran after her and saw what had happened, an army officer simply asked aggressively if there were any ‘Sinn Feiners’ upstairs. The nurse, shocked, merely replied ‘No’ and then asked for help in putting Nurse Kehoe’s body on a nearby table. The officer detailed two soldiers to do this but told them to hurry.


At the same time a patient came down the corridor carrying the wounded Volunteer Dan McCarthy, who had fought against the soldiers on the ground floor. He was badly wounded, having been hit in the stomach while retreating from Hospital 2-3. The officer was apparently happy to see the wounded rebel in such a poor state, then led his men upstairs.


Dan McCarthy was subsequently placed in a ward by other soldiers, and while they briefly left the ward McCarthy hid his pistol under the pillow. When Irish soldiers in the British army returned, however, some threatened to bayonet him, until an officer ordered them to stop. A patient in the ward then warned the soldiers that McCarthy had hidden his gun under his pillow. When the officer discovered this weapon he ordered McCarthy to be placed under guard and moved to another ward.


When the soldiers in Hospital 2-3 got upstairs the patients in the bullet-pockmarked wards became hysterical, terrified that the fighting would resume among them at any moment. The soldiers needed a key to gain access through a partition to the west wing of the hospital’s second floor, where Captain Douglas Ffrench Mullen and the remaining insurgents had withdrawn, and while waiting for the key they called out for the rebels to surrender once the door was opened. When it was opened the Volunteers did not surrender, and the two sides fought bitterly – with bayonets, rifle butts and fists, as the area was too small to open fire in – before the remaining Volunteers were forced to accept that they could not win. The survivors became prisoners, and the Royal Irish Regiment now secured the building, allowing them to set up firing positions that prevented any rebel attempt to rescue wounded comrades who were lying out in the McCaffrey Estate.


By 5 p.m. the soldiers had pushed back the Volunteers in all areas of the South Dublin Union. They now launched a renewed assault against the Women’s Infirmary, where Section-Commander John Joyce of the Irish Volunteers (who had earlier fired on Lieutenant George Malone and the twenty men of the piquet in Old Kilmainham) was positioned with about six comrades. The soldiers tried to force their way through the narrow entrance to Ward 16, where Joyce was (with many terrified women patients also still in the ward), but Joyce opened fire on them before managing to close the door and keep them out. He then retreated, the soldiers broke down the door, and they pursued him through other buildings before he managed to make it into Ceannt’s headquarters in the nurses’ home.


Soon afterwards the main fighting around the South Dublin Union ended for the day. William Murphy, a storekeeper at the Union (who provided food supplies to both sides during the week, travelling around with a white flag tied to a broom handle), later recalled that during the evening of Monday 24 April




Ceannt gave my wife a written message to take to the Commanding Officer of the British Forces within the Union asking for a cease fire for twenty minutes while they, the Volunteers, were collecting the dead and wounded. My wife delivered this note to the British Officer in command and his reply was ‘No, they have shot our Major (Ramsay) and we will give them no quarter.’ He tore up the note. My wife reported back to Ceannt and told him what the British Officer had said. The Volunteers cheered when they heard the news. By late on Monday night the British had occupied all buildings at the back of the institution while the Volunteers held all the buildings at the front overlooking James’s St. until the surrender.





In addition to the deaths of Captain Alan Ramsay and Captain Alfred Warmington and the wounding of Lieutenant George Malone and Second-Lieutenant Frank North, the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment lost four other ranks killed that day. These included Private Michael Carr, a forty-year-old former farmer from Parslickstown, near Mulhuddart, Co. Dublin; Private James Duffy from Co. Kildare, who died of his wounds before being admitted to Dr Steevens’ Hospital; and eighteen-year-old Private Thomas Treacy from Killenaule, Co. Tipperary, who also died of his wounds before being admitted to Dr Steevens’ Hospital. (As Michael Carr is the only one of these three men known to have been killed outright he is more than likely to be the dead soldier who Lieutenant George Malone tried to drag into the tan-yard.) All three are now buried in a communal grave in the grounds of the Royal Hospital, Kilmainham, along with 28-year-old Private Oscar Bentley of the 5th Royal Irish Lancers, a native of Montgomeryshire, who died on 24 April; 23-year-old Private George Barnett of the 2nd/8th Battalion, Sherwood Foresters, from Loughborough in Leicestershire, who died on 27 April; 24-year-old Volunteer Seán Owens of the 4th Battalion, Dublin Brigade, Irish Volunteers, an artificial limb maker, who died on 24 April; and Volunteer Peter Wilson of the Fingal Brigade, who died on 26 April.


A Welshman, an Englishman, three Irish soldiers in the British army and two Irish Volunteers are thus buried in the same grave. Ironically, if Michael Carr was killed at the McCaffrey Estate he is possibly buried beside the man who shot him, as Seán Owens, one of the five insurgents there, was killed there as soon as the soldiers of the Royal Irish Regiment began to return fire.


As for the fourth man lost by the Royal Irish Regiment on 24 April, the account of Private Albert Desborough suggests that he did not die in the fighting around the South Dublin Union. As Desborough recalled, ‘a little later it was noised round, that one of our full-corporals was missing. He had been sent on some duty and had failed to return, and could not be traced. He was never seen alive again, but, after the trouble was over, his grave was pointed out. He had been buried in the grounds of Portobello Barracks.’ This was Corporal John Brennan, a native of Gowran, Co. Kilkenny. He had enlisted in Kilkenny and had obviously been sent to Portobello Barracks – where the 3rd Royal Irish Rifles was stationed – or to the surrounding area on 24 April. With telephone communications badly affected by the insurgency, it is more than likely that he was sent as a messenger to another unit, only to be killed by insurgents in the Portobello area. His body was later exhumed and reinterred, and today he lies in Grangegorman Military Cemetery.


The Sinn Fein Rebellion Handbook gives a list of all those in the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment who were wounded during the Rising but does not include specific dates for each man. Furthermore, as only 30 per cent of British army service records for the period survive (the remainder having been destroyed during the Blitz) it has not been possible to trace the exact date on which every soldier was wounded. All the non-officer ranks of the battalion who were wounded during the Rising are mentioned, therefore, as a group at the end of this chapter. In all probability, however, most of them were wounded on 24 April, as this was the day on which the battalion experienced its heaviest fighting.


During the night of 24/25 April rifle fire could be heard from time to time in the vicinity of the South Dublin Union. The next morning, as recorded later by Annie Mannion, assistant matron, ‘to the best of my knowledge the British troops seemed to be wandering around the grounds at a loose end rather than taking up any definite position. The one building I do remember definitely that they occupied was what is now known as the Acute Hospital, that is the building opposite the Convent where Nurse Keogh [sic] was shot by the British military.’


The soldiers of the Royal Irish Regiment had pushed the Volunteers back to the north-eastern part of the grounds – back to Commandant Ceannt’s headquarters in the nurses’ home. They had also severed Ceannt’s communications with his outposts at Jameson’s distillery, Watkins’ brewery and Roe’s distillery. At about the same time these outposts became virtually useless anyway. In Roe’s distillery the rebel commanding officer there, Captain Thomas McCarthy, finding that he had no provisions, and believing that he could not hold the building, instructed his men to go home and then abandoned the position. He made no attempt to join Ceannt’s forces in the Union grounds.


The following day, Wednesday 26 April, at 6 p,m., Captain Con Colbert (instructed by Major John MacBride in Jacob’s biscuit factory in Bishop Street) abandoned Watkins’ brewery in Ardee Street and led his men to Jameson’s distillery, where he joined forces with Captain Séamus Murphy. The combined garrison now numbered about 100, including 40 women of Cumann na mBan. However, while they continued to fire at any British army soldiers they saw – including the snipers who set up in surrounding houses and a group of soldiers who began firing on their position from behind some nearby tree stumps – the garrison never ventured outside. For the duration of the Rising, the British army decided to simply contain and bypass them.


*  *  *


At 5:30 a.m. on Tuesday 25 April the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment opened fire on rebel positions in the South Dublin Union for ten minutes. Later that day Commandant Ceannt’s men raised a home-made flag – a green harp on a yellow window blind – out of one of the upstairs windows of the nurses’ home. From outside, the men of the Royal Irish Regiment could hear them singing ‘A Nation Once Again’. The soldiers in the grounds and the machine-gunners overlooking the area from the Royal Hospital immediately opened fire. However, while they caused no casualties, and did not even damage the flag, a woman who was reading in her home in the Crimea House tenement building in James’s Street and a man from Belfast out walking on the South Circular Road were hit and killed by stray bullets.


At 3:45 a.m. the same day the 5th Royal Dublin Fusiliers and the 5th Leinster Regiment – both part of the 25th (Irish) Reserve Infantry Brigade – arrived at Kingsbridge Station from the Curragh Camp, along with Brigadier-General William Lowe, commanding officer of the 3rd Reserve Cavalry Brigade. Lowe was now the seniormost officer in Dublin, and so he took command of all British forces in the city. He now had 4,650 men under his command.


At some point during the morning Brigadier-General Lowe ordered the 3rd Royal Irish Regiment to withdraw from the South Dublin Union and to set up at Kingsbridge Station. Lieutenant-Colonel Owens had no idea why he was being ordered to vacate his hard-won positions, and he was not happy about the move. The regimental history records that ‘the battalion, under orders from headquarters, remained in occupation of the Union for the night and on the following morning, for some extraordinary reason, it was directed to evacuate the Union, and concentrate at Kingsbridge Station. This was done under protest … The next thirty-six hours were spent in comparative idleness in the vicinity of Kingsbridge, but after many requests the battalion was allowed to rejoin the fighting.’


However, while the bulk of the battalion had withdrawn from the South Dublin Union, snipers remained behind in the Royal Hospital, overlooking the buildings, and fired on targets whenever they presented themselves. Furthermore, as Annie Mannion recalled, the houses around the Union were also secured by the British army.




During Easter Week the Nurses’ Home was a very bad spot, there was a lot of shooting from and to it. My sister lived on the South Circular Road and her back window looked straight over to the Nurses’ Home. I think it was on the Thursday that all the houses overlooking the place were searched by the military. After searching the houses a soldier was left on guard at each house. There was a young soldier left at the front of my sister’s house and my brother-in-law said to him, ‘Look here, boy, that is a hospital. Be careful,’ and the boy said, ‘Don’t I know it well. Didn’t I often go there to visit my grandmother.’ He was a Dublin boy we discovered.





By evening Brigadier-General Lowe decided to concentrate his efforts on surrounding the main insurgent positions in the GPO and the Four Courts. The lack of a large-scale response from the British army was becoming apparent, and to the people of Dublin it was beginning to look as though the mighty British army was afraid of a few hundred rebels. The truth was that the military still had no idea how many insurgents they were facing, and they did not want to commit their forces entirely, as they feared that the Rising would soon be supported by a German landing.


Lowe instructed his forces to create a cordon around the city centre. Colonel Bertram Portal of the mobile column of the 3rd Reserve Cavalry Brigade from the Curragh was ordered to set up an outpost line, running from Kingsbridge Station, past Dublin Castle and on to Trinity College; this would separate the rebels on the north and south sides of the Liffey. When the 4th Royal Dublin Fusiliers from Templemore, the Ulster Composite Battalion from the north and the battery of four 18-pounders from the 5th (A) Reserve Artillery Brigade in Victoria Barracks, Athlone, arrived that afternoon they were ordered to set up another line of outposts on the north side of the city, beginning about 3 p.m., to concentrate on harassing the rebels in the Four Courts and the GPO.
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