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Introduction
 




    I’ve been a student of the Easter Rising for a long time now, and in that time I’ve learned many things. When my interest in the rebellion began, I used to think that since, at a very basic level, the Rising started and ended within a single week, it would be a finite area of study. How wrong I was! Fifteen years of reading and researching later, I’m still experiencing the pleasure of learning new things, finding new unpublished sources, and chasing scarce publications. And yet there remains much more out there – many facts waiting to be uncovered and connections waiting to be made.


    There are, of course, some facts about the Easter Rising that are fairly widely known. Not everybody knows the details of that week in 1916, but a lot of people would know a little, and a few people would know a lot. This book is an attempt at presenting some of the many less well-known facts about the Rising and, as such, I hope it is of interest to people at all levels of knowledge. I don’t mind admitting that I found out a few new things myself during my research!


    The truth of it is that no matter how long a person spends reading and researching the Rising, many tales and facts will never be revealed – things said in secret, acts of courage or cowardice unwitnessed, tales told to family and friends, never committed to paper and now lost, tales untold by men who saw, or perhaps did, things they chose not to recall.


    All memories are fleeting, though, and if history is to be known to more than historians, then it is up to all of us to tell, to listen, to preserve – how many of us have heard stories of times past and said we must write that down some day; only to try and tell the same story to a new audience and have trouble remembering this detail, or that name?


    So if you have, or have heard, a family story about the Easter Rising (or any other historical event) write it down – scribble it, type it, email it to yourself! Anything to keep it – for yourself, for the next generation, for historians and non-historians. And if retaining it is a burden, send it to me, and I’ll keep it for you!


    When it comes to history, we can all look up the big events, the important dates, if we want to, in any number of books. But what interests me more are the so-called ordinary stories, the tales of the unimportant. What was it like to hear gunfire on Easter Monday and worry about getting enough bread the next day? What was it like to board a troop ship in Liverpool in the middle of the night, bound for who-knows-where, only to land in the unfamiliar port of Kingstown (Dun Laoghaire), to be cheered as you disembarked and to be shot at as you arrived in Mount Street? How did it feel to have your windows blown in by the booming of the artillery which the army was firing from outside your home?


    Ordinary people lived through these extraordinary times and their tales deserve to be known, to be remembered, to be told.


    Here then, are some extraordinarily ordinary, but fascinating, facts about the Easter Rising which you may not have known before now.


    Mick O’Farrell


    December 2008


     


     


     


     


    Author’s Notes: apart from some small actions, the 1916 Rising lasted seven days, from Easter Monday, 24 April, to the following Sunday, 30 April. Therefore, when the text mentions a day, without giving a date, it can be assumed that the day referred to is one of the seven days between that Monday and Sunday.


    The ‘old’ and ‘new’ name of Sackville/O’Connell Street are used throughout the text – Fact 34 explains why both names were valid in 1916.


     

  


  
1. Looking the other way
 




   


  To help the success of the Rising, the Volunteer leaders sought help from Britain’s enemy, Germany, in more ways than one – there was the well-known arms shipment carried by the disguised vessel, the Aud, which ended up scuttled at the bottom of the sea (see Fact 2). There was also the failed attempt by Roger Casement to establish an Irish Brigade from among Irishmen held prisoner in Germany.


  In general, however, the German reaction was best described as lukewarm – they flatly refused requests to land troops in Ireland and said that sending submarines into Dublin harbour was impossible. And although they did send a single arms shipment, it comprised weapons previously captured from the Russians and of debatable quality – ‘the rifles, which had been deemed good enough for Sinn Féiners, were by no means modern’, was one description.1


  Nevertheless, a less well-known German effort in support of the rebellion took place early on Tuesday morning – this was the diversionary naval shelling of the English coastal towns of Yarmouth and Lowestoft. ‘No doubt,’ according to a dispatch from Commander-in-Chief, Field-Marshal French, ‘the object of this demonstration was to assist the Irish rebellion and to distract attention from Ireland’.


  Even this supporting action, however, could be described as lukewarm. Despite involving more than four German battle cruisers and six light cruisers, the whole event lasted less than an hour – the bombardment of Lowestoft lasted just ten minutes and that of Yarmouth only a couple of minutes. The Germans were then engaged by a British naval force and, according to Field-Marshal French, the German shelling ‘failed entirely to accomplish its object’. The Irish Times reported that the raid was marked ‘by ineffective shooting and other instances of extreme nervousness and haste’.


  Nevertheless, despite failing to distract attention from Ireland, the raid’s ‘ineffective shooting’ resulted in about 200 houses destroyed, as well as the deaths of two men, one woman and a child.


   


  
2. A big what-if? Well, not quite …
 




   


  One widely-known fact about the Rising has led, over the years, to one of the most commonly-asked ‘What if …’ questions.


  As outlined in Fact 1, one of the few practical offers of help that the German government made to the rebels was the dispatch of an arms shipment on board the Libau, disguised to look like the neutral Norwegian Aud. Intercepted by the British Navy in Tralee Bay, the Aud’s captain, Lieutenant Karl Spindler, tried various ruses to get away, but a shot fired across the bows of the ship finally halted him. Spindler agreed to follow his escort to Queenstown (Cobh) harbour, but having travelled some distance, he halted unexpectedly. The ‘Norwegian’ crew, now dressed in German naval uniform, began abandoning ship into lowered lifeboats. Charges had been laid in the Aud’s hold, an explosion rang out, and the ship sank within ten minutes. Gone was her cargo of 20,000 rifles, ten machine guns, and one million rounds of ammunition, all of which, although of debatable quality, could have made an enormous difference to the outcome of the rebellion.


  And that raised the question which has so often been asked since then – what if the Aud’s cargo had been successfully landed and the arms had spread out into the countryside as planned?


  There are several well-known reasons for the Aud’s failure to deliver its cargo, including a change of rendezvous dates which wasn’t communicated to the crew and the accidental drowning of the Volunteers sent to meet the boat.


  However, the hard fact is that the Aud’s mission to deliver guns to the Volunteers was always doomed to fail and there never was an alternative outcome.


  During the First World War, the boffins of British naval intelligence were based in a single room, Room 40, in the Old Building of the Admiralty (their room number became their nickname). Because of their earlier code-breaking successes, the team in Room 40 knew about the voyage of the Aud almost before she had left port. Indeed, the navy had been expecting an attempt at gun-running for quite a while – for more than six weeks before the Aud even set sail, Admiral Sir Lewis Bayly, Commander-in-Chief, Coast of Ireland, had ordered a number of ships to patrol the west coast with the specific aim of intercepting any vessels acting suspiciously. In the Aud’s first two encounters with these ships, Spindler’s disguise worked well, but it was only a matter of time before her luck ran out.


  So in fact there is no need to ponder what might have happened if the Aud’s cargo of guns and ammunition had made it to dry land, because the ‘what if …’ scenario could never actually have happened. It wasn’t bad luck, bad timing, or bad organisation that led to the Aud’s scuttling, it was the inevitable result of dedicated code-breaking by Room 40, a ‘band of professors, clergymen, actors, art experts and naval officers’ who mastered Germany’s codes and affected the course of not just the First World War, but also Ireland’s Easter rebellion.


   


   


   


  
3. First shot of the Rising?
 




   


  Unsurprisingly, the first shot of the Rising has more than one claimant. However, one claim that has many supporters is that of the Volunteers of Laois, who destroyed a section of railway track at a place called Colt Wood on the night of 23 April – the day before the Rising began in Dublin.


  A monument to the event was erected near Colt Wood in 1996, in an area called Clonadadoran, on the N8 between Portlaoise and Abbeyleix. The monument bears three plaques – a copy of the Proclamation, a picture of a derailed train and a dedication, which names the Volunteers and reads:


   


  First Shot in 1916 Rising


  On Easter Sunday night, 23rd April, 1916, acting under the direct orders of Patrick Pearse, the Laois Volunteers participated in the demolition of a section of the Abbeyleix-Portlaoise railway line at a location near here.


  The purpose of this exercise was to prevent British military reinforcements from reaching Dublin via Waterford after the Rising had started. This demolition was followed by the firing of the first shot of the 1916 Rising.


  Other activities engaged in by the Laois Volunteers included an attempted similar demolition of the Carlow-Kildare railway line and a raid on the Wolfhill RIC Barracks.2


   


  Amazingly, the raid on the Wolfhill RIC Barracks was carried out by a single Volunteer, John Frawley, who attacked the Barracks alone. The details of this raid are not known, but Frawley’s name appears on the prisoner’s lists in the Sinn Féin Rebellion Handbook.


   


  
     








     
  


  
4. The rebellion’s first casualties
 




   


  Although (unbeknownst to themselves) the rebels had some success with telegraphy during Easter Week (see Fact 16), an earlier mission involving Volunteer and wireless expert Con Keating proved not only less successful, but in fact fatal.


  On the morning of Good Friday, three days before the Rising began, five men were ordered by the rebel leaders to travel by train to Killarney in County Kerry, where they were to be met by two cars which would bring them to Caherciveen. The mission’s aim was to dismantle the wireless station at Caherciveen, re-assemble it in Tralee and try to contact the ship carrying arms from Germany (see Fact 2).


  Although they started out in good weather, by the time the cars reached Killorglin ‘the night had turned very murky’.3 At some point in the journey, the two cars became separated, and when the first one was within a few miles of Caherciveen, it stopped and the men waited. But the second car never arrived.


  Tragically, having taken a wrong turn in Killorglin, the second car was unwittingly heading for nearby Ballykissane pier and it drove straight into the freezing cold water of the River Laune. The driver, Tommy MacInerney, managed to get out, as did Con Keating. Having swum together for a few minutes, MacInerney heard Keating say ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph’, before sinking out of sight. The other two passengers, Donal Sheehan and Charles Monaghan, also drowned, but MacInerney was eventually guided to shore by a local. Keating and Sheehan’s bodies were recovered the next day, but Monaghan’s remains weren’t found until six months later.
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