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			‘This graveyard hides a million secrets,

			And the trees know more than they can tell.

			The ghosts of the saints and the scholars will haunt you,

			In heaven and in hell ...

			You’re a history book which I never could write,

			Poetry in paralysis, too deep to recite.

			So dress yourself, bless yourself, you’ve won the fight,

			We’re gonna celebrate tonight.’

			–Philip Chevron (The Radiators From Space.) 

			‘Song of the Faithful Departed’ from Ghostown (1979), Courtesy of Rockin’ Music

			 

			 

			‘Dublin is Ireland in miniature; nay, Dublin is Ireland in concentrated essence. All that makes Ireland great or miserable, magnificent or squalid, ideally revolutionary or hopelessly reactionary, grandly unselfish or vilely treacherous, is stronger and more pronounced in Dublin than elsewhere in Ireland.’ 

			–James Connolly, Labour in Irish History (1910)

			 

			 

			‘The Liffey cuts the City like a meandering blue vein. 

			Ancient poetry echoes in soft rain down the lanes’

			– Grafitti, North Wall Dublin.

			(Maser, words from Damien Dempsey (2010)
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			Dublin’s Newsboys of Old

			The newspaper boys of the capital have entered its folklore, remembered as the lovable, shoeless, cheeky gurriers of a time past. In reality, the newsboys of Dublin were once a sizeable and precarious working-class presence in the capital who, on various occasions in Dublin’s past, found themselves the focus of charitable and political organisations, who saw them as a potentially dangerous underclass in some cases, or as youths in need of guidance.

			From the paintings of Jack B. Yeats to the written words of James Joyce and Sean O’Casey, the newsboy of the early twentieth century often featured in depictions of life in the capital in the period. Yet while the streets of Dublin were their workplace, they enjoyed little job security in life, which could bring them into direct confrontation with newspaper owners. In August 1911, newsboys in the capital went on strike in opposition to the terms on which the Evening Herald was provided to them by the management of that paper. It was reported in the media that a crowd of boys gathered outside the offices of the paper on Middle Abbey Street, and ‘as several vans were about to drive off with papers for the city newsagents shops, the boys surrounded them, threw stones and other missiles at the drivers, and then swarmed up the sides and pulled down the papers, which were ripped to shreds.’ During the dispute there were reports of bundles of the Herald being thrown into the Liffey by youngsters in protest, and of the newsboys even organising their own rally at Beresford Place, in the style of trade union rallies common at the location. The Irish Times reported that following a meeting of several hundred youths there, the boys marched towards the offices of the Evening Herald, and that at the head of this procession was ‘an imposing squad of youngsters decked out in the manner of Red Indians as they appear in lurid pictures illustrating tales of the Wild West.’

			The newsboys enjoyed a good working relationship with the trade union movement at this point, and as Padraig Yeates has noted in his study of the 1913 Lockout, Jim Larkin had mobilised them. By organising these newsboys, Larkin had established a distribution network for the publications of the Labour movement in the city, crucially important during the events of 1913. Yeates has noted that boys took a higher commission from sales of the union paper than they did from the Irish Independent, controlled by William Martin Murphy. A sizeable number of Dublin newsboys would appear before the courts in 1913 on charges of intimidation against strike breakers, with tough sentences dealt out against the youths in many cases. Of course, the early twentieth century was a miserable period in Dublin’s history, and as Joseph V. O’Brien noted in the classic Dear, Dirty Dublin, the pneumonia wards of Dublin’s hospitals, at a time when a third of the city lived in slum conditions, held more than their fair share of newsboys and street traders. Their ‘miserable physiques and ill-clad bodies’ stood little chance against the elements.

			It’s ironic, given that the newsboys played a role in that great showdown between Jim Larkin and William Martin Murphy, that it would be a son of Murphy’s, William Lombard Murphy, who would be among those attempting to reach out to the boys through charitable means. The Belvedere Newsboys’ Club was to serve as a charitable organisation, which by 1928 was operating out of a location on Pearse Street. It had been founded a decade earlier by former students of Belvedere College with the aim of helping young newsboys in the area. At the opening of their Pearse Street premises, Murphy remarked that: ‘Everyone who knows the Dublin newsboy knows what good qualities are to be found in him. He might not possess the greater civic virtues such as thrift and order and regularity, but he had immense loyalty to parents and an innate and essential decency of mind.’ The Belvedere Newsboys’ Club has evolved into today’s Belvedere Youth Club, which boasts over 350 members. Gerry Walsh’s excellent book How’ya Doc?, a study of the Newsboy’s Club, is a great insight into a forgotten bit of working-class Dublin history.

			The initial ‘Animal Gang’ of the 1930s emerged out of a dispute between the newsboys of the capital and republicans, who clashed over the wholesale cost of An Phoblacht during a 1934 printers strike. Demanding a cheaper rate, Garda reports note that dozens of newsboys attacked the distribution offices of the newspaper. They also attacked the offices of the Republican Congress organisation, again seeking a cheaper wholesale rate, and Gardaí noted that following their assault on Frank Ryan, who would later lead Irishmen to Spain to fight Franco, he informed them they were ‘little better than animals’. This is the Garda theory put forward for the origins of the term ‘Animal Gang’ among young newsboys in Dublin. Interestingly, when the IRA sought out the newsboys responsible for attacking An Phoblacht, they went to a social hall where they were known to gather, which was the Ardee Hall on Talbot Street. It is clear from Garda reports there was a belief that a ‘certain type’ of youngster attended this club. It is evident that a sizeable percentage of young newsboys wished to mingle away from the influence of political and charitable organisations.

			Today’s labour laws of course mean that the newspaper boy of old is no longer to be seen on Dublin’s streets. It is evidently clear from oral histories of the past that those who made their living on the streets held no romantic view of their situation. The difficulty of the lives faced by these children was perhaps best captured in the pages of The Irish Times in 1911 when the paper noted of the newsboy: ‘He lives from day to day, and his failures and successes are reckoned ruthlessly in terms of food and lodging, or their absence.’
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The Dublin Cinema Manager Who Became the Only Irish Prisoner of Dachau

			If you stand in the visitors centre in Dachau, you will see a large map of Europe on the wall. Over each country is a number, indicating how many of their citizens were imprisoned in the camp. The number ‘1’ is marked over Ireland. This is the story of John McGrath, who became the only Irish prisoner of Dachau. 

			John McGrath (c. 1893–27 November 1946), was born in Elphin, Roscommon and educated at the Christian Brothers’ Schools in Carrick-On-Shannon. Joining the British Army, he saw action in France in World War One.

			Returning home safely, he worked as an administrative staff assistant at the Gordon Hotel in London and was involved with the organising of the Grand Prix Motor Race in the Phoenix Park and the Military Tattoo in Landsdowne Road in the late 1920s

			He became the first House Manager of the new Savoy Cinema in Dublin in 1929, staying there for two years. When the Savoy Cinema in Cork was opened, he was sent down to manage it and worked there for a further two years. Returning to Dublin, in 1935, to manage the Theatre Royal on Hawkins Street, McGrath was recalled to the British Army as Major at the outbreak of war in 1939.

			Landing with the Allies in Dunkirk in May 1940, McGrath was one of the ‘small Allied band’ who fought in France after the evacuation. He was wounded twice in battle near Rouen, Normandy before finally being captured by the Nazis. McGrath, now a Colonel, along with other captured POWs were then forced to march over 400 miles to Germany. At least two hundred of the captured men died of exhaustion en route.

			Brought to the Oflag (officers’ camp) in Luckenwalde, he was imprisoned there for just under 12 months.

			McGrath was then transferred to the Friesack Camp, a special camp for Irishmen of the British Army. Here, the Irish were made various offers by the Nazis that in return for their freedom, they could become German agents and help sabotage the war effort in England, Germany and Scotland. ‘These men’, Col. McGrath said in a 1946 interview, ‘were continually being interviewed in secret, and all kinds of proposals, including very lucrative offers, were made to them. In not one single case did the Germans succeed....’

			After nine months of trying, the Germans gave up trying to ‘turn’ the 180 Irishmen in the camp.

			Also, McGrath was caught attempting to pass information about the camp to the Irish legislature in Rome, and so was sent to the infamous Sachsenhausen camp near Frankfurt.

			On arrival he was ‘stripped, searched and arrested by the Gestapo’ and lodged in the prison section of the camp. For the next year, he was kept in near solitary confinement.

			McGrath was transferred yet again, this time to the even more notorious Dachau concentration camp. One of the Nazis’ first prison camps, it would claim the lives of over 30,000 prisoners.

			Here, even ‘important’ prisoners like McGrath had their heads shaved, were forced to wear the striped camp uniform and were subject to regular beatings from the brutal SS guards.

			For nearly two years, McGrath struggled and survived in the camp becoming its the first and only ever Irish inmate.

			In the summer of 1945 with the U.S. 7th army sweeping through France and Germany, the SS marched the ‘principal captives’ of Dachau, which included McGrath, to Innsbruck and then to Tyrol in Austria.

			There, lodged in a hotel that had been closed for six years, McGrath and 130 other people were locked away in the bitter cold with no little or no food, at which stage they were on the verge of death.

			In an amazing turn of events, the U.S. army tracked the SS and the prisoners to Tyrol. Taking them completely by surprise, the U.S. took prisoner the 150 SS men who had guarded Dachau.

			From captured documents, it was revealed that McGrath’s party were not supposed to ‘fall into the hands of the Allies alive’. He had survived death yet again.

			The liberated prisoners were then ‘speedily’ driven to Verona and by plane to Naples. He was then finally brought back to Ireland via London.

			A special reception, hosted by his employers in the Theatre Royal, in the Royal tea lounge, marked his arrival back to Dublin in June 1945.

			After a couple of months of respite McGrath, now decorated with an Order of the British Empire (OBE), returned to his job as manager of the cinema on Hawkins Street.

			Never fully recovering from the physical and psychological trauma of his imprisonment in Germany, McGrath passed away, in his house at 38 Merrion Square, in November 1946.

			Though he was only in his early 50s, he had lived a truly remarkable life. Having fought in two world wars, Lt. Col. John McGrath then managed to survive the brutal conditions of four different concentration camps. The last of these was Dachau, one of the most horrific prisons of the whole war.
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			An unsolved mystery; the theft of the Irish Crown Jewels

			The theft of the Irish Crown Jewels is a mystery that goes back over a century, and remains unsolved. The jewels were not the equivalent of the English Crown Jewels; rather the insignia of the Order of Saint Patrick, the British Order of Chivalry associated with Ireland, and they disappeared in June 1907.

			The Order of Saint Patrick still exists today, although there has been no granting of its knighthood since 1936. The Queen remains the Sovereign of the Order, and the Ulster King of Arms, the position of the person entrusted with the safe keeping of the regalia, is still in place. Supposed to have been assembled from diamonds belonging to Queen Charlotte, the jewels were presented to the Order by King William IV in 1831.

			The theft of the jewels occurred in 1907. They were last seen in the safe in which they were stored on June 11 of that year, with the theft not discovered until the third of July, three weeks later. Valued at $250,000 in an article in The New York Times at the time, the jewels were stolen from a safe located in the office of the Ulster King of Arms, in the shadow of what was then the detective headquarters of Dublin Castle. King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra were due to arrive in Dublin for the International Exhibition that month, and plans were afoot to knight Lord Castletown during their visit. The process would have required the regalia of the Order, and was postponed as a result of the theft. Although the King is said to have been considerably angered, the visit went ahead. 

			Blame for the theft has historically been laid on a number of suspects, with varying motives. A viceregal investigation into the theft in early 1908 leaves no doubt that, whether or not he stole the jewels, the blame for their theft lay with the then King of Arms, Arthur Vicars. Known to take the jewels from their safe on regular occasions, mainly when entertaining party guests, he is said to have more than once awoken from a drunken slumber with them around his neck.

			Investigation into the theft showed that there was no forced entry to the safe, and that it was opened by a key (two of which existed, both held by Vicars), or at the very least, a copy of one. On two occasions prior to the discovery of the theft, a maid had reported to Vicars that the door to his office, and that of the strongroom in the office, were left unlocked. On both occasions, Vicars is alleged to have shrugged and failed to act on the information received.

			Another avenue of investigation pointed the finger at Vicars’ housemate at the time, Francis Shackleton, brother of polar explorer Ernest Shackleton. Francis, as well as his brother Ernest, were rumoured to be in great debt at the time of the robbery. Shackleton, who held office under Vicars, is rumoured to have hosted parties in the office where the jewels were kept, and an article in the Gaelic American accused him of ‘nightly orgies’ there. Although Shackleton wasn’t in the country at the time of the theft, this line suggests that he planned the robbery, which was then committed by an accomplice. Vicars, in his last will and testament (having been shot by the IRA on 14 April 1921, accused of being an informer,) maintained his belief that it was Shackleton who stole the jewels, saying:

			I was made a scapegoat to save other departments responsible … they shielded the real culprit and thief Francis R. Shackleton (brother of the explorer who didn’t reach the South Pole.)

			Other theories suggest both that the jewels were stolen by unionists in order to derail home rule and by republicans in order to embarrass the occupying Crown forces. What is known, however, is that the jewels were never found.

			In September 1931, a note was received by the Irish authorities, written on expensive notepaper, stating that the Crown Jewels would be returned in return for a ransom. Despite being widely reported in the media, nothing ever came of the investigation. One legend tells that the jewels were stolen under order from King Edward VII, and these were later fashioned into a brooch worn by Queen Elizabeth II. Even up to the 1980s, investigations were ongoing, and a field was dug up in the Dublin Mountains in the light of information received from an ex-republican. Despite a number of days’ hard labour, the search was to remain futile. 
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			Downey’s strike of Dun Laoghaire – The longest in world history

			Downey’s pub, formerly of 108 Upper George’s Street, Dun Laoghaire, has the dubious title of being host to the world’s longest ever strike. It began in March 1939 and ended in November 1953, lasting a total of 14 years and eight months.

			The trouble started when the unionised bar staff objected to a senior male assistant being let go and a non-unionised barmaid taking his place. The owner James Downey’s response was, as apprentice Con Cusask remembers, to ‘sack all of his staff and replace them all with non-union labour’.

			In reaction, the Irish National Union of Vinters, Grocers and Allied Trades Assistants put a picket outside. Here on, from 10 a.m. to closing, they tramped up and down outside carrying their battered placard: ‘Strike On at Downey’s.’

			After five years on the picket, Con Cusack left to find work elsewhere, and two years after that, Patrick Young (the barman dismissed) also found new employment. Undeterred, the union continued to send picketers for the next seven years. In total, it is believed that they walked a total of 41,000 miles altogether.

			The strike was featured in newspapers and periodicals from around the world including Time magazine. It was said that tourists used to go out of the way to visit the pub to see for themselves if the ‘everlasting strike’ was still going strong. (This prompted some to suggest that Downey was paying the strikers in order to attract the tourists!)

			A fantastic story, retold by maritime historian Frank Forde, highlights the extent to which the story traveled around the world.

			On 20 March 1943, the German U-boat U-638, commanded by Kapitänleutnant Heinrich Oskar Bernbeck stopped the Irish Elm ship. Rough seas prevented the Elm’s crew from pulling their rowboat alongside the submarine to present their papers, so the interview was conducted by shouting. During the course of the conversation, the Elm’s Chief Officer Patrick Hennessy gave Dún Laoghaire as his home address, which prompted Bernbeck to enquire whether ‘the strike was still on in Downey’s’.

			On the anniversary of the start of the strike, 3 March, Downey would host a party in the pub. He also, allegedly, would often ring up the union to tell them if the picketers weren’t there when he opened up.

			Downey, a former boxer originally from Laois, died in May 1953 at the age of 79. The strike finally ended in November after an agreement was reached with the new owner. In July 1958 the premises was bought by Hugh Larkin, proprietor of the Royal Hotel in Arklow and Flynn’s pub in D’Olier Street. It was put on sale again in April 1963 and bought in February 1964 by the Dublin supermarket company of W.H. Williams Ltd for a five-figure sum. 
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			The Siege of Connolly House, 1933

			Over three nights in March 1933, a religious mob laid siege to Connolly House on Great Strand Street. Connolly House, located at number 64, was the home of the Revolutionary Workers Group at the time, and considered to be the home of the Communist movement in Dublin. The attack on the building, and other buildings associated with left-wing politics in the city, followed on from a particularly vicious sermon in the Pro Cathedral on 27 March. 

			Among the crowd in the Pro Cathedral on that night was Bob Doyle. Doyle had been born into Dublin’s north inner city in 1916, and ironically would later go on to become a socialist himself, even fighting on the side of the left in the Spanish Civil War. He recalled being in the Pro Cathedral and hearing the Jesuit preacher tell the crowd that ‘here in this holy Catholic city of Dublin, these vile creatures of Communism are within our midst.’

			Anti-Communist feeling in Dublin had reached fever pitch by the 1930s, and the Saint Patrick’s Anti-Communist League had been founded only weeks prior to the siege of Connolly House. Anti-Communism had been a feature of the build up to the Eucharistic Congress of 1932, with The Irish Monthly, a Catholic magazine of the period, using that event to inform readers that there was a coming confrontation between the two ideologies of Christianity and Communism in Ireland. In an article entitled ‘The Coming Conflict: Catholicism Vs. Communism’, Capt. T.W.C. Curd noted that:

			The times are not without their significance for Ireland. In this year of Congress, the eyes of the world are upon her – a Catholic nation with a Catholic government and the social encyclicals of Leo and Pius open books before them.

			There was a belief that the slums of Dublin could provide fertile ground for Communism to develop in the city, and the political establishment availed of anti-Communist feeling among the masses for propaganda purposes on occasion, for example the infamous Cumann na Gaedheal election poster of 1932, which attempted to portray Fianna Fáil as a Communist organisation and showed a red flag superimposed on top of the national flag, encouraging voters to ‘keep the red off our flag’.

			Over three nights, beginning on 27 March 1933, Connolly House came under repeated attack by a mob. On the first night, this crowd numbered several hundred, but by the third night Gardaí estimated that it was in its thousands. Gardaí noted that among the crowd were ‘a large percentage of respectably dressed young women.’

			Five arrests were made on the night, with four involving members of the mob and the other involving Charlie Gilmore, a republican activist with the IRA who had taken part in the defence of the building and was arrested in possession of a firearm. Weeks after the assault, the Revolutionary Workers Group issued a response leaflet in which they spoke of ‘pogromists’ and ‘Hitlerists’ bearing responsibility for such attacks, and noted that James Connolly had had to face up to such ‘mobs’ in his day.

			An internal Garda report from 1934 noted that Communists in Dublin faced a huge level of resistance from the Irish public, and that: ‘The greatest difficulty of the Communist leaders in Dublin is to devise some way of putting Party propaganda before the public. The hostility of the general public has made it impossible to hold meetings or Communist demonstrations in the city.’

			 It is interesting to note,  those who attacked Connolly House to show their opposition to an ideology they saw as foreign and alien to them left a petrol can behind, bearing the letters ‘B.P.’, for British Petroleum!
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