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      INTRODUCTION


      The one among the national leaders of the period of armed defence of the Republic against the Treatyite forces who will grow in influence and stature with the years was Liam Mellows. The Gates Flew Open will be reprinted, from time to time, because I was there when Liam was murdered, and this book gives glimpses of him in prison up to the very last night.


      I have been tempted to include in this foreword the account, by one who was present at the cabinet meeting, which set out what passed there, from the first stunned silence that met the proposal that Dick Barrett, Joe McKelvey, Liam Mellows and Rory O’Connor be shot, through the tough resistance of certain ministers, down to the final silence that let the proposal through. Few among those who were senior officers in the IRA at the time would go wrong in naming who made the proposal, but I doubt very much if anyone among them would be right, even fifth guess, in naming who raised the first voice in support of it. If I resist the temptation it is simply because I think it is no longer of any importance who took what side in that period; that the interest should shift towards the study of the play of social forces that went into the making of the crisis of the Treaty. Mellows’ ‘Notes from Mountjoy Jail’ are an introduction to that study. Therein, largely, lies his immortality.


      When The Gates Flew Open was first published, the aspect of it that won it readers – and provoked resentment – was its statement of the conflict between the prisoners and prison chaplains, a conflict deriving from the infamous Joint Pastoral of the Irish Catholic Hierarchy of 1922. Strangely enough, I was among those who resisted, in those bitter days, the view that our Catholicism was legitimately at the disposal of the conservatives. I have not the slightest doubt but that had the view established itself among us that the role of our bishops proceeded, as of necessity, from our religion, most of us would have ceased to look on ourselves as Catholics. It just happened that we lumped their Lordships in with the reactionary middle class and their allies, the feudal remnant who came bawling out now from behind the demesne walls in whose shelter they had sulked all through the independence struggle, to support the Treaty, not for the measure of political freedom it gave, but for the fetters it imposed. We cursed the bishops heartily, but we waited for them to return to their job of serving the people, in humility, instead of trying to boss them, in arrogance. The Gates Flew Open is an illustration of how free-minded Catholics can be, in a good cause, in the face of unscrupulous and very terrible clerical reaction. It teaches a lesson of great value, within and without Ireland.


      We who took the Republican side in 1922 did not distinguish ourselves in the way we served a great cause, but in the division of the national forces of the time we were the custodians of the tradition of struggle.


      Ireland’s hope of independence still rests on that ‘large and respectable section of the people, the men of no property’. That hope may have to wait for realisation on a great thaw in Belfast that will release the working-class population there from their bigotry and their backwardness. Mellows was the greatest apostle of the creed of Tone in our day. He had the honour to be its martyr. His martyrdom enriches that creed and casts a glow over the names of all those who went the same proud way as he in its service.

    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 1


    When the cell door banged shut with a short thick-set thud, my mind went dark; I felt buried; I was as full of panic as a child, who, searching nervously in the distant corner of a barn at night-time, is trapped by a gust of wind which slams the door and puts out the candle; it was as bad as that. I was on the floor, for I had been catapulted in by the jailers, and the darkness within was smothering me. Did you ever crouch on a helm when there was no sky and the squalls were heavy with blackness and the roar of surf, and there was no air thin enough to breathe? It was worse than that, for a boat is a companion. ‘Steady, girl,’ you say, as she shies dangerously from a blast, and she is a-tremble with a tremor that invades your arm on the tiller and sweeps through your whole body in exciting companionship; a boat is a pal even when she leaps into a topper and drowns herself. But there was no companionship in this cell; I had never felt so unutterably alone.


    It is a trick of mine to search new fears with old ones, and now the jailers were not quite gone from the door when I was asking of myself sharply whether I had not lived through something as bad as this. My mind grabbed feverishly at the darkness and alarm of a few frantic minutes in a Scotch coal mine and I drew that early alarm right across my soul. I have never seen oil poured on breakers to give them a skin and save a ship from being smothered, but I know what it is to empty the oil of an absorbed experience on the rage and hiss of one in boil. I sat up slowly and twisted round to face the strip of window. I was in jail; just in jail.


    Now, I did not wish to say that either; not just yet. I was being very childish, but the power to seek refuge in mere childishness is a trick well worth preserving. I used to rid myself of a sore toe long ago with the excitement I could build up sailing boats in a bath of water and imagining adventures in the world that was behind the islands that guarded our bay. And what I wanted now was a book. I could squeeze a trickle of interest out of any jabber of words and sponge myself cool. A book, any book.


    I jumped to my feet. I saw a knob and I pulled it and a bell rang. I pulled and pulled and filled the jail with the jingle of a bell. A disc moved aside and a face came in front of the little circle of glass in the spy-hole; a dull face with a pale sheen of enquiry on it; I was perhaps the first of the new prisoners to ring a bell. ‘Get me a book please,’ I said. I was very close to that face and I saw it sour suddenly. It was gone in a second, but that sudden souring hung around the spy-hole like a bad smell. I whirled round and shuffled through the cell in an aimless wander like a sick dog. I halted at the bell and my hand went out to it again, but I didn’t pull. I emerged from my daze sufficiently to gaze around me and view the cell against the texture of my excited mind; how I loathed it. The walls, hateful; the door, a horror; the torn mattress, filth; the thick, yellow, dirty panes of glass, a diseased condition of light. I turned to the door and kicked it, but the door was a stupid dull-toned thing and I got no value out of the kick. I have often kicked cell doors, but I could never feel that I was getting value for my own hurt toes.


    And then suddenly I jerked alert, disentangled from my surroundings, clear of my fever; my first and last jail alarm was ended. ‘Oh, hump it,’ I said, and went across to the mattress which I spread out on the floor. I bundled the blanket under my head and lay down to rest. I was dog-tired anyway after the restless days and nights of the fight in the Four Courts. The jail was full of sounds, all strangely distant. There was a struggle going on in the corridor. A door banged, the short thick-set thud of doors in jail. No feeling in anything, not even in sound. I dozed.

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 2


    I became aware of a widespread hammering in the jail and as I blinked awake the sounds thickened. I was puzzled, for they were not sounds that could be made by any means within my reach. I went to the door and listened. I took off my shoe and, with the heel of it, broke the thick glass of the spy-hole and I picked out a stout splinter. There seemed only one weapon within reach that could enable me to make sounds like my neighbours and I must get it for I am (above all else) a great neighbour. That weapon was an iron bar firmly set in the side of the wall. It was intended, I understand, for use in making mail-bags in the cell. I knelt down to attack the cement around it and dig it loose. I lay on the floor and picked eagerly, noting how quickly sand and lime trickled down. But the iron bar was firmly gripped and freeing it was going to be a long job. What harm, time was nothing.


    Right above my head new and sudden blows thudded against the wall and flakes of lime scaled onto my hair. I turned over on my side and gazed at the blistering space. A brick flew out, and another. I reached up and wrenched the hold-fast free and just then Frank Cotter’s curly, lime-dusted head appeared in the opening and we both tore out bricks so that he could creep through. Together we attacked the next wall and in the following cell we found that we had been anticipated and so we moved through one opening after another until we reached an alcove leading out on the corridor.


    Prisoners were streaming out in a cheering throng while down below the guards were bellowing and whirling revolvers. An officer came on the scene and blew a whistle, but we all cheered and his words were lost. Suddenly rifle shots rang out and bullets cut through the air while there was a rush for the shelter of the alcoves. From here somebody glancing back saw a prisoner lying in the passage, wounded. We all dashed out again hurling abuse at the guard, who hesitated to shoot and so lost control of the situation. Indeed, hot words arose among the guards themselves and blows were struck. We remained outside the cells and later erected a sort of barricade inside the gate opening from the main hallway to our wing. We refused to allow warder or guard inside that gate. We organised our own system of orderlies to keep the wing clean and to accept and distribute food from the kitchen. We even appointed a representative to inspect the food and general cooking which was being done in the kitchen by the old prison staff.


    ‘D’ wing, Mountjoy Jail, where we were held, faces a strip of the North Circular Road; the top windows, through which you can peep by standing on the cell table, overlook the jail wall. I was lucky enough to have my cell up there on the top landing. This landing contains one of the three ‘condemned cells’, for the hang-house is immediately outside the door leading to the ‘D’ exercise yard. ‘Condemned cells’ are roomy and have a fireplace. None of us had been allotted to them, but Alderman Tom O’Reilly, who had been in prison previously on a political charge, forced the door into this one and I was invited to join himself and Peadar Breslin and Paddy Rooney there. Tom and I had both been officials in the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union. He was the wing representative in the kitchen and he often brought back dainties concealed in his trousers.


    Most of the prisoners were Dublin men and their folk soon crowded round the jail gates demanding visits, which were refused. As our top windows overlooked the roadway, crowds gathered opposite and when a flag or a hand was pushed out through a broken pane they cheered lustily. We reacted to that promptly by quarrying out the window frames so that we could lean our trunks well out and call across to the crowd. It was extraordinary how, amid the chorus of bellowing, one could aim words at a special person in the throng and snatch at the reply. Even while we talked, the noise of the rifle fire came up from the city where the fight was still going on. Machine-guns cut in fitfully and the eighteen-pounders boomed their accompaniment.


    With the passing of the days the crowds increased and the governor of the jail, Dermot O’Hegarty, later Secretary of the Executive Council of the Irish Free State, demanded that we withdraw from the windows. We urged that this was our only way of keeping in contact with our friends and tried to bargain for letters and visits. Finally, O’Hegarty presented an ultimatum that if we didn’t withdraw from the windows the jail garrison would shoot us out of them. We relayed the governor’s threat to the crowd outside and the excitement that grew out of the news prevented any member of the crowd from going home, so that by the time the ultimatum had matured there was a huge throng.


    The windows were crammed when soldiers moved into position in front of the wall facing us. Joe Dolan was in charge; he was a captain then. I knew no person in the crowd opposite, so my attention to the tense situation that was developing was not mortgaged in any way and I became vividly alert. The taut expectancy of the crowd vibrated right across the space in a silence that resisted talk from either side. I happened to turn round sharply to look along the faces in the windows and it was then that I noticed Mellows. He was leaning far out with his face set in that granite-toned pose that Leo Whelan has caught so wonderfully in his painting of him, and suddenly I was alarmed for Mellows. And for a moment I wondered if I could drop down from among the crowd and get near him. None of us had any intention of waiting to be shot in the jail windows, however emphatically the bluff may have been put up to the governor, but in that moment I was remembering a lot of things about Mellows. And I sensed with alarm that he was going to carry his gesture of defiance to the extreme end.


    In excited throngs my mind seems to jump clear of my body and set itself into the excitement around me. It was now naked to the silence that quivered in the space between us and the throng whose white faces were a pool tilted towards the puddles of faces in the windows. I became aware of the breathing around me. Down below, Joe Dolan closed his watch and my eye was on him when again the thought of Mellows swept urgently through me and I wriggled round hoping to capture his gaze. I was so outside myself that I did not react to the events as quickly as I had intended. I saw the rifles being presented, but I have no recollection of the firing, although I distinctly remember the sharp singing of the splintering granite. Mellows was alone in the window. I flung myself into the cell and dived through the throng to get to him and when I reached the cell door he was wrestling with some prisoners who had already pulled him down and he was ablaze with rage.


    The firing was, I think, intentionally wide. George Plunkett was hit slightly and one other whose name I forget. Once we had been driven from the windows, however, bullets began to pour in and quite a number of injuries resulted. One often marvels at the ways of bullets and how they can avoid doing serious injury.

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 3


    Driven from the windows we fidgeted around the cells and fumbled for means to escape. Our first attempts were little better than the restless scraping of a dog at a locked door. We tried a tunnel in the yard; we broke into the hang-house to drive from the bottom of the pit there, but neither of these attempts really promised much. We were still fidgeting when the governor decided to transfer us from ‘D’ to ‘C’ wing where we should be a much greater distance from the boundary wall. It was unlikely just then that any suggestion by the governor would have been acted upon by us, so we promptly refused to go. The ultimatum stage was quickly reached and Andy Doyle, whom we had elected O/C prisoners, was sent out to interview the governor. Doyle reported back that Kit O’Malley, Jim Slattery, Bob Halpin, Bolster, Baxter and a couple of Byrnes were collected in the governor’s office, and that they were a tough bunch in a dangerous mood. Doyle knew these men well for, although a mere youth, he had been right through the Tan war, taking part in the burning of the Custom House. He was plucky to rashness and his report impressed us. Doyle was sent back with some proposal, the nature of which I forget, and I was asked to go with him. I was glad to go for I was rather keen to have a peep at Dermot O’Hegarty, whom Barrett and Mellows seemed to consider rather virulent, and their opinion must have been shared by many, for eventually more Republican bitterness was focused on this man than, perhaps, on anybody else. I had not taken the whole row about the transfer too seriously for I did not feel there was much at stake.


    We were received in the governor’s office, which was rather thronged with officers in uniform whose ranks varied from colonels to lieutenants. The table was laden with revolvers, bombs and whiskey bottles, though I do not think that the governor’s pals were really very drunk: I should say that the governor himself was quite sober. I was rather puzzled to get the atmosphere of the assembly when Kit O’Malley – he was a colonel, I remember – sat up suddenly and pointed at Andy Doyle’s flowing tie, demanding what the hell right a prisoner had to come before them dressed like an ‘effing gentleman’. That put me in rather high hopes, for such a hard-chaw mood is mere turbulence and there is humanity always in turbulence. ‘There’s a talán in him,’ we say of such a man in Tirconaill. Certainly, the group were dead bent on appearing hard-chaws: they broke down revolvers and ejected the cartridges into their fists, reloaded the revolvers with care, closed them with a snap and tried to scowl. I have seen groups like this often, but without the guns, on the Scottish boat, in public houses on regatta evenings; big noisy boys who could be rowdy and destructive but rarely mean. This crowd was certainly in a destructive mood, but it could so easily change; it struck me almost at once that Liam Mellows or Tom Barry should come out and try their hands: I could imagine Mellows chuckling so heartily at this scene that Kit O’Malley would dissolve the hard-chaw turbulence in a burst of generous rage against the task he had assumed. And yet O’Hegarty’s presence might poison Kit O’Malley’s mood in at the roots: I certainly felt the influence of this man among this lot of noisy boys; he reminded me of a sting-fish among a lot of seans in the caslagh where we used to fish with pin-hooks. Our interview achieved nothing and on our return I suggested that Barry go out; he was one of the most brilliant of the leaders in the fight against the Black and Tans. Barry did go and I have never remembered to ask him what exactly happened. Perhaps Barry turned his tongue on O’Hegarty and the whole situation became suddenly inflamed. I know I was playing draughts on a board painted onto a cell floor when the word was passed round that we were all to transfer to ‘C’ wing.

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 4


    We went across quietly and we were locked in, two to a cell. I think I must have been locked into a cell by myself, for Andy Doyle, Denny O’Brien and I who digged together there in ‘C’ wing had two cells for the three of us, and sometimes I slept alone in No. 6, other times I dragged my mattress into cell 4, and joined the others; but I had my own cell for moods.


    We had agreed not to wreck the cells in ‘C’ wing, for it had become rather a nuisance after a while to have the cell walls broken, so we allowed ourselves to be locked in without protest and went to sleep. The doors were unlocked next morning for exercise and we trooped out peacefully so that I am sure the jailers must have felt very pleased. In the exercise yard, however, we decided to spring the cell doors so that we could not be locked in again. We drew on the experience of such veterans as Vincent Poole, who had served in stormy scenes in British jails after 1916.


    It is really easy to make it impossible for a jailer to lock a cell door; the only weapon required is a book. If the book is too thick, slit off some of the pages. The only book in my cell was a Bible and I had to slit it in two. Insert the book, whole or in part, between the door and the case right close to the hinge and then slam the door. The doors are very heavy and they normally fit closely into their steel frames, but now the impact against the book stretches the hinge spring and the door overlaps the casing. To remedy this strain is a big job; the whole door must be taken down and new hinges fitted. Andy Doyle, Denny O’Brien and I put our doors out of action very thoroughly, for they projected a couple of inches beyond the frames.


    As we could not now be locked in we had the same freedom of association which we had enjoyed in ‘D’ wing besides the comfort of cells free from the draughts that we had brought on ourselves there. The governor met our move by placing sentries on platforms looking right along the wing with instructions to fire on any prisoner who should appear on a landing after 11 p.m. ‘Get into your cells, there, “C” wing!’ became a familiar cry in the jail. We made a rule of our own, however, that parties should break up at eleven, so that on the whole the sentries had a fairly easy time. They fired a big number of shots but there was little danger of direct hits.


    Rory O’Connor, Liam Mellows, Joe McKelvey, Tom Barry and I, all members of the IRA executive, came together a good deal. Barry was the most restless human being I have ever seen in a trap. He puzzled me during our first talk on a plan for a jail escape, for his insistence was not on a plan but on a date, though I got to understand later that there comes a time when you have to say things back in at yourself, to get a chance to look out without fever in your eyes. ‘Fix the date and let us get down to the plans,’ Barry urged.


    Neither having been fixed in ‘D’ or ‘C’ wing, Barry decided to made a bid for freedom for himself. His escape need not have been noticed for a day or two, as we had been hiding two men from count ever since our transfer; we had two more in the wing than the jailer had on his list so that we could produce one of these for count in the event of Barry’s escape. The plan was simple: he would attempt to walk out of the gate in a Free State Tommy’s uniform with a forged pass. The difficulty was to get out into the grounds without being detected.


    I was in the exercise yard when Barry came out with a long top coat on over the uniform that had been smuggled in. We had been preparing the stage effects. A football match, with a rag ball, was in progress, and we had piled such cheering and excitement into it that the sentry was interested. This man had been posted beside some barbed wire, which prevented anyone from escaping along a wall into the grounds. Here was the only possible spot for Barry to creep through and what preparation we could give to the wire had been given. In the midst of the excitement the ball was kicked high and flew out into the grounds ending in a dip near ‘D’ wing. ‘Have a heart, sentry,’ we called out, ‘have a heart.’ He had; he went across for the ball. In a flash Barry’s coat was off and he was in among the wire. He was just on his feet when the sentry turned and we roared out encouragement and thanks to him, but he hesitated. He was puzzled that the uniformed man could have come in view so suddenly, and while, perhaps, he was remembering that he had been very interested in the match, still he was hesitating and obviously troubled. ‘Do you see that wire, sentry?’ Barry said, walking quickly towards him and pointing back at the opening through which he had just crawled. ‘Take my tip and report that when you go off; take a tip from an old soldier.’ The sentry nodded and flung in the ball and we dived into the game cheering every kick, but I’m sure Barry understood it was our send-off to him. While still quite close to the ring he met two soldiers and borrowed a match and then he disappeared from our view.


    But he was caught: he went to the wrong gate and the delay and suspicion were fatal. He was removed to some other prison and later was sent with a batch to Gormanstown Camp. He went in the gate, walked sharply across the grounds and out through the wire at the far side before the sentries had come on their beat. It was a chance to be taken in a flash and Barry in such cases is lightning. He got safely away.

  


  
    


    CHAPTER 5


    Jail life reminded me vividly of the few years I had spent on small islands. You leaned your shoulder against the cell door and looked out wondering whether you would go here for cards, or there for chess, or somewhere else for discussion. And just as the best oarsman, the crack helmsman, the melodeon player, the damnedest liar, stood out as personalities in an island community, so did individuals emerge in prison and become the coloured threads of its passing days.


    Moving through the whole jail world was Liam Mellows: down on the second landing I met him where at the head of opposing gangs we rough-housed until consciousness wobbled; I came on him in cells droning song with groups of picked ballad singers; his voice in the exercise ground would sound out for certain in the midst of any turmoil. And there were times when I stumbled on him alone, and hours when I shared the world his vision lit up. I was lying on the floor in a cell once while he paced the corridor outside alone with his head down and his face frozen in that granite-toned frown. ‘I would ask no better fate than to die for that man,’ a prisoner leaning against the door said solemnly. I always attend sharply to unconscious remarks that reveal average minds, for they are loud speakers for a great space of souls. It was an excitement to me to witness this evaluation of Mellows, for I am sure it is quite common for men to test their appreciation of leaders with just that query: ‘Would I die to save him in a pinch?’ It is an emotional test just as a woman tests her liking for a man by her instinctive reaction to the thought of kissing him; or of killing him. The youth of the wing made Mellows their pal and at the same time their idol. His items at the concerts – he played the violin with very great feeling and sang well – were riots. And it was extraordinary how old men full of jail irritations melted their quarrels in his presence and shared his chuckles over grievances that had seemed so formidable.
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