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16LIVES Timeline


1845–51. The Great Hunger in Ireland. One million people die and over the next decades millions more emigrate.


1858, 17 March. The Irish Republican Brotherhood, or Fenians, are formed with the express intention of overthrowing British rule in Ireland by whatever means necessary.


1867, February and March. Fenian Uprising.


1870, May. Home Rule movement founded by Isaac Butt, who had previously campaigned for amnesty for Fenian prisoners.


1879–81. The Land War. Violent agrarian agitation against English landlords.


1884, 1 November. The Gaelic Athletic Association founded – immediately infiltrated by the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB).


1893, 31 July. Gaelic League founded by Douglas Hyde and Eoin MacNeill. The Gaelic Revival, a period of Irish nationalism, pride in the language, history, culture and sport.


1900, September. Cumann na nGaedheal (Irish Council) founded by Arthur Griffith.


1905–07. Cumann na nGaedheal, the Dungannon Clubs and the National Council are amalgamated to form Sinn Féin (We Ourselves).


1909, August. Countess Markievicz and Bulmer Hobson organise nationalist youths into Na Fianna Éireann (Warriors of Ireland), a kind of boy scout brigade.


1912, April. Asquith introduces the Third Home Rule Bill to the British Parliament. Passed by the Commons and rejected by the Lords, the Bill would have to become law due to the Parliament Act. Home Rule expected to be introduced for Ireland by autumn 1914.


1913, January. Sir Edward Carson and James Craig set up Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) with the intention of defending Ulster against Home Rule.


1913. Jim Larkin, founder of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU) calls for a workers’ strike for better pay and conditions.


1913, 31 August. Jim Larkin speaks at a banned rally on Sackville (O’Connell) Street; Bloody Sunday.


1913, 23 November. James Connolly, Jack White and Jim Larkin establish the Irish Citizen Army (ICA) in order to protect strikers.


1913, 25 November. The Irish Volunteers are founded in Dublin to ‘secure the rights and liberties common to all the people of Ireland’.


1914, 20 March. Resignations of British officers force British government not to use British Army to enforce Home Rule, an event known as the ‘Curragh Mutiny’.


1914, 2 April. In Dublin, Agnes O’Farrelly, Mary MacSwiney, Countess Markievicz and others establish Cumann na mBan as a women’s volunteer force dedicated to establishing Irish freedom and assisting the Irish Volunteers.


1914, 24 April. A shipment of 25,000 rifles and 3 million rounds of ammunition is landed at Larne for the UVF.


1914, 26 July. Irish Volunteers unload a shipment of 900 rifles and 45,000 rounds of ammunition shipped from Germany aboard Erskine Childers’ yacht, the Asgard. British troops fire on crowd on Bachelor’s Walk, Dublin. Three citizens are killed.


1914, 4 August. Britain declares war on Germany. Home Rule for Ireland shelved for the duration of the First World War.


1914, 9 September. Meeting held at Gaelic League headquarters between IRB and other extreme republicans. Initial decision made to stage an uprising while Britain is at war.


1914, September. 170,000 leave the Volunteers and form the National Volunteers or Redmondites. Only 11,000 remain as the Irish Volunteers under Eoin MacNeill.


1915, May–September. Military Council of the IRB is formed.


1915, 1 August. Pearse gives fiery oration at the funeral of Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa.


1916, 19–22 January. James Connolly joins the IRB Military Council, thus ensuring that the ICA shall be involved in the Rising. Rising date confirmed for Easter.


1916, 20 April, 4.15 p.m. The Aud arrives at Tralee Bay, laden with 20,000 German rifles for the Rising. Captain Karl Spindler waits in vain for a signal from shore.


1916, 21 April, 2.15 a.m. Roger Casement and his two companions go ashore from U-19 and land on Banna Strand in Kerry. Casement is arrested at McKenna’s Fort.


6.30 p.m. The Aud is captured by the British Navy and forced to sail towards Cork harbour.


1916, 22 April, 9.30 a.m. The Aud is scuttled by its captain off Daunt Rock.


10 p.m. Eoin MacNeill as Chief-of-Staff of the Irish Volunteers issues the countermanding order in Dublin to try to stop the Rising.


1916, 23 April, 9 a.m., Easter Sunday. The Military Council of the IRB meets to discuss the situation, since MacNeill has placed an advertisement in a Sunday newspaper halting all Volunteer operations. The Rising is put on hold for twenty-four hours. Hundreds of copies of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic are printed in Liberty Hall.


1916, 24 April, 12 noon, Easter Monday. The Rising begins in Dublin.
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16LIVES - Series Introduction


This book is part of a series called 16 LIVES, conceived with the objective of recording for posterity the lives of the sixteen men who were executed after the 1916 Easter Rising. Who were these people and what drove them to commit themselves to violent revolution?


The rank and file as well as the leadership were all from diverse backgrounds. Some were privileged and some had no material wealth. Some were highly educated writers, poets or teachers and others had little formal schooling. Their common desire, to set Ireland on the road to national freedom, united them under the one banner of the army of the Irish Republic. They occupied key buildings in Dublin and around Ireland for one week before they were forced to surrender. The leaders were singled out for harsh treatment, and all sixteen men were executed for their role in the Rising.


Meticulously researched yet written in an accessible fashion, the 16 LIVES biographies can be read as individual volumes but together they make a highly collectible series.


Lorcan Collins & Dr Ruán O’Donnell,
16 Lives Series Editors





Chapter 1



The Young Pearse


Patrick Henry Pearse was born on 11 November 1879 into a family of English, probably Anglo-Norman, stock and pre-modern Gaelic Irish heritage. His father James was born in London in 1839 and lived for many years in Birmingham where he worked as a stone-carver. The boom in church-building and Gothic decoration brought James Pearse to Dublin, and, by the early 1860s, he was a foreman for Charles Harrison at 178 Great Brunswick Street. From 1864, he sculpted for Earley & Powells of 1 Camden Street.


He had married Emily Fox in Birmingham the previous year. Mary Emily was born in 1864 and James Vincent in 1866. Agnes Maud followed in 1869. Both Agnes and her sister Catherine, who was born in 1871, died in early childhood. Such tragedies contributed to an inharmonious marriage, which ended with the death in 1876 of Emily from a spinal infection. She was just thirty years of age.1


A short time later, on 24 October 1877, James married Margaret Brady in the Church of St Agatha, North William Street, Dublin, and they set up home at 27 Great Brunswick Street, modern-day Pearse Street. James operated his stone-cutting business from this address. Great Brunswick Street was a major thoroughfare leading to College Green and fashionable Grafton Street, with easy access to O’Connell Bridge and the north side of the river Liffey. They faced the substantial campus of Trinity College Dublin and were adjacent to Tara Street Fire Brigade Station.


James’s second family produced daughter Margaret (‘Maggie’) in 1878, Patrick in 1879, William in 1881 and Mary Brigid in 1884. Living conditions were far from salubrious but were vastly superior to the city’s notorious tenements where tuberculosis (TB) wreaked havoc.


Margaret Brady’s extended clan had farming interests, which provided the city-born Pearse children with a modicum of rural exposure. Contact with their great-aunt Margaret was especially significant. In 1913, Pearse wrote:


I had heard in childhood of the Fenians from one who, although a woman, had shared their hopes and disappointment. The names of Stephens and O’Donovan Rossa were familiar to me, and they seemed to me the most gallant of all names; names which should be put into songs and sung proudly to tramping music. Indeed my mother (although she was not old enough to remember the Fenians) used to sing of them in words learned, I daresay, from that other who had known them; one of her songs had the lines ‘Because he was O’Donovan Rossa, and a son of Grainne Mhaol.’2


Pearse’s maternal grandfather, Patrick, had left the Nobber district of Co. Meath in the 1840s to escape the worst years of the Great Irish Famine and had settled in Dublin city. A supporter of the radical Young Ireland movement in 1848, he was sworn into the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB, aka ‘Fenians’), who, from 1858, revived the revolutionary agenda.3


Pearse recalled a visiting ballad singer performing ‘Bold Robert Emmet’ and other favourites in the republican repertoire, songs that moved him to explore the locality after dark, hoping to find ‘armed men wheeling and marching’. Upon finding none, he sadly declared to his grandfather that ‘the Fenians are all dead’.


Certainly, the family into which Patrick Pearse was born was steeped in Irish cultural inheritance, a tradition of political engagement and a sense of the diaspora.4 At least two Bradys had fought as United Irishmen during the 1798 Rebellion, one of whom was reputedly interred in the ‘Croppies Grave’ on the Tara Hill battle site. Walter Brady, Pearse’s great-grandfather, survived the bloody summer and qualified for the Amnesty Act that enabled the vast bulk of combatants to resume private life. Pearse’s maternal granduncle, James Savage, was a veteran of the American Civil War of 1860–5 in which approximately 200,000 Irish-born soldiers participated. It is unknown whether Savage was one of the tens of thousands who simultaneously joined the Fenian Brotherhood, sister organisation of the IRB, who were reorganised as Clan na Gael. When facing execution in 1916, Pearse claimed, ‘when I was a child of ten I went down on my bare knees by my bedside one night and promised God that I would devote my life to an effort to free my country. I have kept that promise.’5


James Pearse thrived as an independent ecclesiastical sculptor and occasional partner of Edmund Sharp in the late 1870s and 1880s. The firm produced altars, pulpits, railings and expensive features for churches the length and breadth of the country. A healthy volume of contracts brought prosperity, and in 1884 the family relocated to a house at 3 Newbridge Avenue in the coastal suburb of Sandymount.6


Not only a respected craftsman and an independent thinker, James Pearse was also a man versed in English literature. His library included books on the plight of Native Americans, history, legal tracts, language primers and modern classics. Significantly, he possessed republican tendencies and admired Charles Bradlaugh, a radical polemicist with the Freethought Publishing Company. In 1886, James published a pro-Home Rule pamphlet in which he stressed his English ancestry to underline the innate justice of the proposed devolution of local government to Dublin.7 Raised in a household where aesthetic, philosophical and cultural values were prized, Pearse cherished his ‘freedom-loving’ parents from ‘two traditions’ who ‘worked in me and fused together by a certain fire proper to myself … made me the strange thing I am’.8


In 1891, Pearse was sent to the Christian Brothers on Westland Row, where the robust, practical education posed no challenge to the highly intelligent youth. The school was convenient and one of a select few that taught Irish as part of the curriculum, providing Pearse with an untypically strong grounding for a Dubliner, which he later exploited with considerable effect.9 Pearse mused that the people he presumed to be ‘gallant and kingly’ were unknown to his schoolmaster in Westland Row.10


By 1900, Pearse possessed a BA in Irish, English and French from University College Dublin (UCD) and a BL from Trinity College Dublin (TCD). His prowess in Irish ensured a temporary teaching position in UCD as well as work as an external examiner in Irish history at Clongowes College, Co. Kildare.11


In September of that year, James Pearse died while on a visit to Birmingham. An Irish Times obituary reported that the funeral was held in St Andrew’s Church, Westland Row, and that James Pearse was a man who ‘rapidly rose to the foremost place amongst the ecclesiastical sculptors of the Three Kingdoms. Essentially a Gothic artist, his works may be seen in practically every church of importance throughout the country, forming beautiful and enduring memorials to the skill of his chisel.’12


It fell to Patrick to administer the estate of his father, who died intestate.13 Although still twenty-one, and a self-described ‘law student’, Pearse was listed as ‘Head of Family’ in the Census taken on 31 March 1901.14 He was called to the Bar in Dublin later that year. The family address was 39 Marlborough Road, Ranelagh, in October 1903.15 Building on the status accorded their father, the cultural, educational, artistic, legal and political accomplishments of Patrick and Willie Pearse were frequently charted in the mainstream print media.16


In 1896, at the age of sixteen, Pearse had formalised his commitment to promoting the national language by joining the Gaelic League (Conradh na Gaeilge). At its inception in 1893, Douglas Hyde strove to situate the project firmly in the cultural domain; however, politically active members, not least an invisible cadre of IRB men, intended a more ambitious programme. The Gaelic League, as with the Fenian-inspired Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), went from strength to strength as rising membership yielded a national organisation unconnected to the State.


Although by no means precocious, Pearse was tenacious and ambitious and applied himself with vigour to all matters dear to his heart. As early as 1897, the teenager averred in an address to Irish-language revivalists that ‘The Gael’ was fated to a ‘destiny more glorious than that of Rome … to become the saviour of idealism in modern intellectual and social life’.17 The juvenilia of Pearse, like that of his heroes Tone and Emmet, was not primarily significant for its thematic content but rather for its very existence. Such writings manifested a spirit of engagement and proved, in retrospect, harbingers of later evolutions.


The actions of Pearse in maturity demonstrated that he believed himself to be part of new generation of citizens and not mere subjects, as they were classified by an alien crown. In the late 1890s, it was eminently possible for a youth to be enthused by the glories of romantic nationalism while simultaneously striving to champion cultural values in the present. Restoring Irish to day-to-day life was a minority interest entailing a rejection of Anglocentric norms, with all the obvious political implications. The unelected House of Lords had frozen Ireland, England, Scotland and Wales in a proto-democratic phase in which the aristocratic ‘Victorian’ Establishment directed ‘national’ discourse. A minority of men and no women possessed the right to elect the House of Commons in London.


Pearse and his schoolfriend Eamonn O’Neill were the driving force behind the New Ireland Literary Society (NILS) formed on 1 December 1896 in the Star and Garter Hotel, D’Olier Street.18 On 20 December 1897, Pearse wrote to Eoin MacNeill, Professor of Irish at St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, inviting him to deliver the weekly lecture on 18 January 1898. MacNeill lectured in Molesworth Hall on ‘Ossianic Gaelic Poetry’ in the presence of eminent antiquarian Dr George Sigerson.19 Pearse held MacNeill in high regard, as evidenced by his dissolution of the NILS at the older man’s suggestion in order to bolster membership of the Gaelic League.


Ireland was by no means unique in having intimately connected worlds of culture and politics, but the lack of a national parliament motivated young men like Pearse to combine the strands. Diligence was rewarded by advancement to the League’s Executive Committee in 1898.20 Pearse adapted lectures given to the jettisoned NILS for publication as Three Essays on Gaelic Topics. Always mindful of maximising impact, this title provided his first bid for a literary afterlife.21


At the 1899 Pan-Celtic Congress in Cardiff, Pearse made a strong impression on James Mullin, an ex-Fenian and occasional critic of Gaelic League policy, who regarded the ‘young’ Pearse as ‘an idealist with his head in the clouds’ and an obsessive faith in the ‘cult of the Irish language’. Mullin mistook Pearse as apolitical, later admitting his error of judgement.22


Seamus Ua Caomhanaigh joined the Gaelic League in 1899 and moved in the ambit of Brian O’Higgins.23 Ambitious and bright, he transferred to the Wednesday gatherings of the Ard Craobh in 24 Upper O’Connell Street: ‘At these meetings I met and became well known to a number of people whose names will live forever in Irish history: P. H. Pearse, Douglas Hyde, Agnes O’Farrelly, Father [P. S.] Dineen and Bill Rooney.’24 Young IRB activist Seán T. O’Kelly was a leading member, as was Eamonn O’Neill, ‘a close associate of Padraig Pearse’.25 This was the most prominent forum of the Gaelic League.26


On 25 January 1903, Pearse participated in an event to support the mission of Fr Mathew Memorial Hall on Church Street where the declining Temperance Movement organised social events, Irish classes and educational lectures for teetotallers. The Church-backed mission attracted prominent personalities such as Lord Emly and the future Archbishop of Melbourne, Daniel Mannix. When Mannix moved a vote of thanks to those who had lectured over the course of the year, Pearse seconded the resolution.27


He was also active in the Catholic Graduates and Undergraduates Association and was part of the ruling committee that criticised Westminster for ‘the utterly inadequate provision for University Education in Ireland’.28 The Committee, as with the League, comprised members of both genders and received national media coverage. Such dynamism was rewarded in March 1903 by his appointment as Editor of the League’s weekly organ An Claidheamh Soluis.29 Pearse received an annual salary of approximately £200 per annum for his editorial duties and attained considerable reach in national affairs by virtue of the fact that the paper catered to Irish-speakers as well as monoglot supporters of the language movement.30


In 1903, Pearse visited Connemara to improve his Irish in the company of close League friend and teacher Mary Hayden.31 There was no suggestion of romantic interest, and Pearse in adulthood was not known to have formed a lasting relationship of this nature with anyone.


In April, Pearse acted as examiner in Rosmuc, Co. Galway, for a group of young men seeking Gaelic League certification in Irish-language instruction. They studied Séamus Ua Dubhghaill’s Tadhg Gabha in detail and awaited with trepidation the arrival of the important visitor from Dublin:


He was a young, dapper and handsome man, pale-faced and studious, with a high forehead and a thick head of black hair. He was a very timid person with that shyness that is the preserve of a loner. A silent, reserved type, he preferred listening to speaking, and he had a squint in one eye [the right], which only seemed to add to his dapper appearance … Being examined by a person as renowned as Pearse left me in a bit of a daze.32


The standard of Irish used by Pearse, Hyde and MacNeill, as well as the language-policy stance taken by An Claidheamh Soluis, was challenged by J. J. O’Kelly (‘Scellig’) and other Munster-dialect proponents. Seán T. O’Kelly believed their bitterness stemmed in no small part from Pearse’s assumption of control of the main League title, a position coveted by Cathal Brugha of the Keating Branch of the Gaelic League.33


O’Kelly recalled that ‘P. H. Pearse was very prominent in the Central Branch and never went outside it. As the Americans say, he was not a good mixer.’34 Yet the rise of Pearse was hailed by many. Denis F. Madden, a young solicitor’s clerk in Fermoy, Co. Cork, recalled a lecture Pearse delivered in the Assembly Rooms in 1904, chaired by ‘patriot priest’ Fr Kennedy:


Pearse’s lecture was something entirely new to me. I had been listening to the eloquence of [William] O’Brien and the others including John Redmond, for a long time before this. Here was something different. His delivery was perfect and what he spoke was original. It was on the language revival. When his finished his address, Father Kennedy, a very able man, praised it. He said: ‘sparkling as it was with genius and with wit’.35


In November 1904, An Claidheamh Soluis carried an article by Pearse about his recent visit to Ballyvourney, Co. Donegal, where he re-encountered Dr Domhnall Ó Loingsigh. They had met at a Celtic Conference in Paris in 1900 and on other occasions in Ireland. Pearse cycled to Donegal from Cork City via Macroom, where he was reunited with the charismatic Ó Loingsigh, a man who had financed the construction of a public hall. In a telling appreciation, Pearse remarked, ‘During his time in Ballyvourney he has encouraged young and old to hold fast to their priceless linguistic traditions and the recent rise of Ballyvourney is the most striking example in the history of the language revival movement of the influence of a personality over a community.’36


Eager to research language instruction, Pearse took advantage of his fluency in French to visit Belgium in 1905, where the ‘direct method’ of imparting skills through realistic scenarios impressed him greatly. In 1906, he adopted the ephemeral nom de plume ‘Colm O Conaire’ to write Poll an Piobaire, an early attempt at an adventure story appealing to Ireland’s youth in their historic language.37


As the first decade of the new century progressed, Pearse’s editorials gradually engendered a separatist outlook that deviated from purely culturally motivated colleagues. From the vantage of 1914, he claimed, ‘I here protest that it was not philology, not folklore, not literature, we went into the Gaelic League to serve but Ireland a Nation.’38 While the nominally neutral outlook of the League was then under stress from the Home Rule crisis, the organisation was regarded in 1902 as having ‘progressed’ from its ‘anti-Irish and West-British’ conservative stance during the ‘Rebellion’ centenary celebrations in 1898. The infusion of new blood exemplified by Pearse was part of the journey Arthur Griffith contended was necessary ‘if the [language] movement is to keep in full sympathy with the country’.39


Other voices in the mainstream did not embrace the strengthening timbre of self-determination under the Crown, let alone sovereign independence outside the UK. D. P. Moran, Editor of The Leader, who ultimately expressed regret to Sinn Féin’s Seán T. O’Kelly for vituperating in his newspaper those who fomented the 1916 Rising, probably always represented a larger national sentiment than the militant strand cultivated by Griffith and Pearse.40 O’Kelly later acknowledged the ‘propaganda work of people like Dr Douglas Hyde, John [aka Eoin] MacNeill, Pádraig Pearse, and the other early pioneers of the language movement’ in bringing people into the orbit of the political ‘Irish-Ireland’ organisations.41


The Dublin District Committee of the Gaelic League hosted a meeting at the Rotunda, Parnell Street, on 25 February 1905, in which Pearse, Hyde, Edward Martyn and Alderman Walter L. Cole lectured on primary education in Ireland. John Redmond represented the Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP). Organisers claimed the Treasury operated a ‘starvation policy’ towards education in Ireland.42


This front-line advocacy was repeated on 29 March when Pearse delivered a lecture entitled ‘The Irish University Question: Wanted, a Policy’ in the Hall of the Catholic Commercial Club. The event was arranged by the Catholic Graduates and Undergraduates Association in which he had been prominent for years. Attendees including MacNeill, John Dillon, Charles O’Connor KC, Tom Kettle and Lord Louth.43 In the absence of what he regarded as a genuine national university and the poor prospect of Home Rule enabling significant short-term progress, Pearse addressed the debate regarding reforming Dublin University (TCD). His tone was strident and pointed. Having noted his objection to the historically anti-Catholic ethos of TCD, he argued that it should ‘come into touch with Ireland’ by overhauling its governance, rescinding sectarian policies and adding chairs in modern Irish language and literature, old Irish and Celtic philology, as well as Irish history and archaeology:


They had a University which catered more or less adequately for that portion of the British garrison which could not afford to go to Oxford or Cambridge. In addition to that West British University they had another, the Royal, which was intangible and ghost-like … They wanted an intellectual headquarters for Irish Ireland – an Irish National University safeguarding the scruples of Catholics, but whose doors would be open to all. They demanded University Education, not because they were British subjects, but because they were an Irish nation.44


The Gaelic League brought Pearse into court to practise as a barrister, a profession he had not pursued since being called to the Bar in 1901. On 16 May 1905, he defended Donegal’s Niall Mac Giolla Bhríde, who had been prosecuted on 11 March for writing his name in Irish on his cart, an offence, as the words were ‘illegible’ in English. This mild act of defiance in a region where Irish pre-dated English by millennia was in accord with a League drive to restore the language to common usage.45


During the High Court appeal, Pearse acted as Junior Counsel under Dr P. S. Walsh and T. M. Healy KC, MP. He was ‘instructed’ by P. M. Gallagher and shared a trait with Mac Giolla Bhríde in that both published poetry in Irish and English. While the defence failed to exonerate their client, it was held that Pearse’s contribution in asserting the legitimacy of Irish was well made, albeit irrelevant vis-à-vis the legislation. Piaras Béaslaí recalled that Pearse had ‘distinguished himself as a patriot rather than a lawyer’.46


He may well have prospered in a legal career: Pearse was wry and articulate when fending off the prosecutor and evoked laughter by suggesting that the logic of the law dictated ‘if an unfortunate Italian came over with the name Giovanni Giacomo his name should read John James’.47 When upholding the conviction on 18 May, the Lord Chief Justice conceded that the case had been ‘most elaborately and interestingly argued by Mr Walsh and Mr Pearse’.48


Pearse also appeared in defence of Domhnall Ua Buachalla, founder of the Maynooth Gaelic League branch in Kildare, who had used Irish on his shopfront, stationery and dray. Prosecuted in Celbridge in December 1905, Ua Buachalla refused to pay the fine when threatened with distraint and imprisonment. On 13 February 1906, Pearse opened the defence for Ua Buachalla’s second trial, held in Dublin at the King’s Bench Division No. 1. He told Lord Chief Justice Andrews and Justice Wright that a legal ‘point’ had not been resolved in earlier proceedings as the lettering in question had been rendered in Roman script and was arguably ‘legible’ despite being in Irish. The decision to uphold the Mac Giolla Bhríde precedent dictated that the case was unwinnable, but ancillary benefits accrued.49


Attempts to force the issue out of court by means of seizing Ua Buachalla’s property, as well as boycotting by pro-Imperial elements, failed due to the resolution of the sympathetic community. Auctioned forfeited goods were purchased at ultra-low prices by collusive friends and returned to their owner. Acts of private solidarity included Pearse’s attendance at a Maynooth League fund-raising ‘concert’ where Éamonn Ceannt played the Irish warpipes.50


Pressing the widely reported matter in An Claidheamh Soluis, Pearse wrote:


The language movement has won yet another victory in the British courts of law. That is to say, it has forced a British tribunal to pronounce the Irish language illegal … However gracious a British viceroy or even a British monarch, we of the Gaelic League are rebels and law-breakers; our organisation has an illegal propaganda; the meetings of the Coiste Gnótha are liable at any moment to be broken in on by soldiery. So says the law … Tá breall ar an dlighe, adeirmid-ne [The law is defective, we say].51


Conradh na Gaeilge published Íosagán agus Sgéalta Eile by Pearse in 1907, a compact book of ten stories in vernacular Irish regarding life in the west of Ireland. Noted artist Beatrice Elvery, who befriended Willie Pearse in the School of Art, Kildare Street, illustrated the volume.52 Pearse’s Bodach an Chóta Lachtna, published by the Gaelic League in January 1907, drew upon manuscripts in the Royal Irish Academy to generate a fresh Irish-language story from the Ossianic Cycle featuring the Fianna.53 Pearse’s revision of ‘Oro, Sé do Bheatha ’Bhaile’ reworked a popular Irish-language ballad that hailed the Scottish ‘Bonny Prince’ Charles Stuart as poised to assist self-determination at the head of liberating allies from France and Spain. Pearse, however, in the spirit of self-reliance championed by republicans, exchanged external Jacobite agency for that of the equally figurative yet native leadership of Connacht’s celebrated ‘pirate queen’, Granuaile. Deliverance from imperial thrall by resort to arms remained a constant theme.54


Pearse had a special affinity with the Rosmuc district of Connemara, which he visited frequently on Gaelic League as well as personal business from 1903. Colm O Gaora, who wrote the influential memoir Mise in 1943, appreciated that his exposure to native speakers and intermittent periods of immersion in their routines provided Pearse with vital inspiration for his writings in Irish and English.


He acquired a lakeside cottage, An Turlach, at Inbhear outside Rosmuc for holidays and was respected for his unfeigned egalitarianism:


he didn’t hold himself aloof from the people. You would always find him down in the cabins of the poor people, speaking Irish and learning the history and lore of the Irish-speaking areas at their firesides … The local gentry and their flunkeys thought Pearse an eccentric. Why an educated man such as him was more interested in the needs and culture of the rustic poor rather than spending his time with the ‘higher-ups’ of society was a mystery to them.55


O Gaora sighted him in 1908, strolling alone on a rural road:


 [w]alking at a steady pace at one moment and then slowing down again the next, like somebody who was debating some big question in his mind. As I cycled past him, we began to chat and I told him about the fund raising efforts we were involved in for the hall. He promptly gave me a gold sovereign as a donation … That man was none other than Patrick Pearse … He must have decided on a spontaneous visit.56


The two became friends, with the Dubliner acting as cultural and political mentor to the gifted writer. Already from a Fenian family, O Gaora joined the IRB in Galway soon after. The O Gaoras brought Patrick and Willie Pearse sailing in the Naomh Pádraig and engaged in free-ranging discussions on the future of Ireland. The subject of Home Rule arose on one occasion when the Pearses and O Gaoras were deep in discussion. Colm O Gaora recalled vividly: ‘the consensus was that any acceptance of Home Rule would prove a sell out and a waste of time’.57


Countering the march of Anglicisation into Irish-speaking areas took many forms for Pearse and extended to screening a film at Turloughbeg schoolhouse using equipment sourced in Dublin. The devoted O Gaora compiled an account of the evening for An Claidheamh Soluis. He remembered that people walked ten miles


to see a film about the rich history and culture of our own country and people … Pearse was an animated figure that night and his speech was the best that I ever heard from him … The English gentry never held another party on their estates for the locals after that, a fact which really irritated their lackeys.58


Dr Philip Murphy, who founded a League branch in 1900 in his native Carrick-on-Suir, was one of many Tipperary-men who first encountered Pearse through the language revival. Pearse stayed with Murphy when he was invited to open the annual feis and to deliver a number of lectures to League adherents. Murphy was a schoolfriend of The O’Rahilly at Clongowes Wood College and in 1914 became a founder member of the Irish Volunteers in the sector.59


In 1908, bilingual advertisements placed in the Freeman’s Journal and the Irish Independent announced that the ‘Irish Ireland boarding and day school for Catholic boys’ would commence on 7 September in Cullenswood House, Oakley Road, Rathmines, a ‘spacious schoolhouse and grounds’.60 Pearse was listed as Head Master and Thomas MacDonagh as Second Master. MacDonagh, who was also Pearse’s colleague in the Gaelic League, had previously worked in Rockwell College in Cashel, Co. Tipperary, as well as in St Colman’s College in Fermoy.


The concept of the college, however, required unusual specificity, notwithstanding the transparent assertion of an ‘Irish-Ireland’ agenda:


Apart from its distinctively National standpoint, St Enda’s School will adopt several new and important principles in educational aim and method. Features of its system will be the Direct Method teaching of modern languages and bilingual instruction in all other branches. It will devote special attention and ‘modern’ subjects generally. While aiming at producing scholars, St Enda’s will aim in the first place at producing strong, noble and useful men. The domestic arrangements will be in charge of an experienced lady … For prospectus apply to Pádraic Mac Piarais (P. H. Pearse), Cuil Crannac, Cill Muire Caippgin (Leeson Park), Baile Ata Cliat (Dublin).61


The assertive advertisement was a manifesto for the transformation of the curriculum and modes of instruction as part of an overt socio-political mission. Rather than imposing full immersion in the Irish language and insisting that GAA be played to the exclusion of all ‘garrison’ games, youths were to receive lessons in different languages and to participate in sporting codes that reflected the hybrid culture of modern Ireland. They would be equipped with a skill set in which deep appreciation of Gaelic society impeded neither third-level education nor the professional environment, where the language of the imperialist coloniser remained essential.


Pearse contributed an important section of pedagogy in An Macaomh entitled ‘By Way of Comment’ in which he downplayed ‘high and patriotic motives’ in founding the school and promoted the ambition of helping ‘as many boys as possible to become good men’. His definition of ‘good’, however, necessitated ‘Irish learning as its basis and fundament’.62


The highly qualified staff included Thomas MacDonnell, J. P. Henry and T. P. O’Nolan, who possessed extensive teaching experience.63 The credibility of the school was quickly established, reinforcing Pearse’s authority within the Gaelic League and as a national-level commentator on education affairs and on the Irish language. From the vantage of 1914 New York, where he was raising funds for the school, and when there were seventy students thriving on campus in St Enda’s, Pearse recalled the situation in 1908:


The curriculum in the secondary schools and colleges in Ireland was of such a character that the students who attended them were becoming imitation English. To put briefly, St Enda’s was started for the purpose of saving the mind of Ireland from becoming completely denationalised … Ireland’s ancient civilisation and culture, the lives of her great men, the ideals they cherished, fought and died for were things unknown to the students of those institutions … St Enda’s programme from the start has been thoroughly Irish and its example has had its effect upon other Irish school and colleges of the same class. … St Enda’s was founded by me in 1908 with the object of providing for Irish boys a secondary education which, while modern in the best sense, should be wholly Irish in complexion and bilingual in method.


Apart from its Irish standpoint, our College is distinguished from other secondary schools and colleges in Ireland by the appeal which its ideals make to the imagination of its pupils, by its objection to the ‘cramming’ system, its via voce teaching of modern languages, its broad literary programme, its courses in manual training, and, in short, its linking of the practical with the ideal at every stage of its work. We are convinced that we are training useful citizens for a free Ireland.64


In the early days, students were handpicked. Maurice Fraher from Waterford was among the first boarders. Pearse knew his father, Dan Fraher, who was a native Irish speaker, from GAA and ‘broad Irish connections’.65 According to Maurice Fraher’s brother-in-law, Pax Whelan of Dungarvan, Co. Waterford, Maurice had been ‘sought out by Pádraic Pearse’.66 A relationship blossomed between the families.


Eamon Bulfin was ostensibly ‘the second boy’ to join.67 His father, ‘Señor William Bulfin’ of Buenos Aires, hailed from Birr, Co. Offaly, and was Editor of the English-language Irish-Argentinean paper The Southern Cross. A republican, he supported Griffith and raised money for the faltering Sinn Féin title prior to his death in 1910.68 Frank de Burca (aka Burke) was the son of a doctor, Fenian and IRB organiser who lived in London, Belfast and Kilkenny.69


Joe Buckley was recruited when Pearse wrote to his father, Domhnall Ua Buachalla, his ‘constant friend’, urging enrolment. The Maynooth militant was promised that his son would join ‘a great band of young Irish people’.70 Another overseas student, Des Ryan, was born in England to Irishman W. P. Ryan, editor of pro-Sinn Féin newspaper The Irish Nation. W. P. was well known in League circles. Following graduation, Des stayed on as a teacher and also worked as Pearse’s secretary. He drew upon this close contact in his loyal publications.71


Pupils from committed political dynasties of this kind were far from the norm in Dublin, and they entered an educational project tailored for the cultivation of nascent republican leaders. Pearse prided himself that ‘many prominent Irishmen have sent us their sons to be educated. We have pupils from almost every county in Ireland, and the children of exiles have come to us from places as distant as Seattle and Buenos Aires.’72


Nationalist media were intrigued. A lengthy review of plays performed in a temporary theatre built by staff and students in the garden was carried in the Freeman’s Journal of 22 April 1909. The boys had assisted their teachers in manufacturing props and uniforms. Douglas Hyde’s An Naomh ar Iarraidh and Standish O’Grady’s The Coming of Fionn were staged to a level of praise indicative of revelation:


It is not easy to overestimate the educational and nationalising influences of such plays on the youthful mind, and the staff of Sgoil Éanna appear to be fully alive to the importance of Irish plays in moulding character and as agencies in the intellectual development of their pupils, who, in turn, seem to take the very keenest and most intelligent interest in their work, judging from the manner in which the plays were produced.73


Pearse’s ‘famous boy-players’ were honoured on 9 April 1910 by being given access to the Abbey Theatre for a Saturday-night performance. Hyde’s reprised An Naomh ar Iarraidh preceded Pearse’s Íosagán, a dramatisation of his ‘miracle’ Irish-language short story. It was claimed that ‘in “Íosagán” he has raised the standard of revolt against the folk form, which he says, has hitherto prevailed’.74 In keeping with the promotion of bilingualism, Pádraic Colum’s The Destruction of the Hostel and Standish O’Grady’s The Coming of Fionn rounded out the bill.75


Back in St Enda’s, the school theatre’s cast numbered 100, ensuring that all with a remote interest in production and performance could participate. Their annual ceilidh on 17 February 1910 had featured Alice Milligan’s Last Feast of the Fianna and a reading by Thomas MacDonagh of his unpublished play Metempsychosis.76


Plaudits flowed arising from Pearse’s steering the students to produce the journal An Macaomh in June 1909. The Western People reported


its coming is a surprise to us all. Just twelve months ago many laughed at the idea of ever starting a secondary school where Irish should be the vernacular. Others thought Pádraic Mac Piarais was starting too soon, and they feared the result. Very few indeed did not expect failure. Success then is a surprise to most of us, but more especially the success betokened by the issue at the end of the first scholastic year of a magazine that other colleges could not attempt twenty years after their foundation.77


The formation of the Éire Óg branch (Croabh Éanna) of the Gaelic League from the student body was an additional strand of activist incubation.78


The opening of a new study hall in St Enda’s was celebrated in October 1909 by a visit by Douglas Hyde, Agnes O’Farrelly and Colonel Maurice Moore, as well as by Scottish Gaelic-speaker Major Cameron, who was researching League methods. In a moving scene, 100 boys cheered the entrance of the dignitaries.79


The white-hot energy driving Pearse revealed his immense character and selfless purpose. By 1910, he had surpassed all contemporaries in terms of concrete achievement of short-term goals and multifaceted engagement on several fronts with strategic importance for generating an Irish Ireland.


In April, the press covered Pearse’s view on the Board of Studies policy on the status of Irish within the National University. The key question was whether matriculation should require knowledge of Irish, a major issue as it was deemed that if it were discounted as a prerequisite for university entrance in what became UCD the standard of language instruction was in danger of falling.80


That same year, St Enda’s moved to the more spacious Hermitage estate in Rathfarnham, south Co. Dublin, freeing Cullenswood for use as a girl’s boarding school. Scoil Íde (St Ita’s College) was managed by Gertrude Bloomer, but it did not prosper and closed in 1912.81 Teacher Louise Gavan Duffy recalled, ‘Pearse had no money to keep it going; any money he had he wanted it for St Enda’s … Pupils melted away.’82


‘The Hermitage’ was leased on 15 July 1910 and absorbed funds released by the winding up of the Pearse family’s sculpture business.83 Donegal writer and historian Seamus McManus was ‘one of the most generous supporters of Pearse’.84 He had underwritten Griffith’s United Irishman and its successor title, Sinn Féin, which came into being after a libel action was brought against the United Irishman by a Limerick cleric.85


Seán T. O’Kelly worked closely with Pearse in the Gaelic League and grasped the budgetary pitfalls of the far-sighted project: ‘Pearse, from the time he founded the school, was always in financial difficulties. How he managed to drag along I often wondered.’86 As a minor investor, O’Kelly was invited to a 1910 meeting of creditors in Westmoreland Street. Teetering ‘on the verge of bankruptcy’, the college survived for the simple reason that sympathetic contributors endorsed its long-term mission.


Rathmines businessman Thomas O’Connor, who had £1,000 irredeemably advanced, confided in O’Kelly:


I think Pearse is doing magnificent work with this school of his. It is the type of school that was very badly needed. Most … are hotbeds of ‘West-Britonism’. They encourage their boys to play foreign games; they do little or nothing to teach them Irish history … Pearse deserves the support of every true Irishman.87


The College outlived the 1910 conclave that could have justifiably foreclosed the venture on financial grounds. Debts were voided or rescheduled with extra funds provided ‘as best they could’.88


Margaret McGarry of the Ard Craobh of the Gaelic League was a confidante of Pearse. Her daughter Maeve recalled,


Pearse used to come to the house, when he got into difficulties with the school. I saw him cry one day on account of his financial distress. She used to help him with money, as she had the greatest sympathy with him and she thought St Enda’s the most important undertaking of the time.89


Maeve’s brother Milo was transferred from the well-established St Mary’s College to St Enda’s in due course.90


Another trusted friend was Kitty O’Doherty (née Gibbons), member of Cumann na mBan, whose IRB husband also joined the Irish Volunteers, 2nd Battalion:


I was a friend of Pearse and also knew Pádraig Colum. I used to go boating with Pearse and I met others at Gaelic League outings and aeridheachta. I was intimate with Pearse and interested in his experiment at Cullenswood and St Enda’s. He was a dreamer, but unfortunately never had the money to bring his dreams to fruition.91


Financial disaster, however, seemed a perennial threat, and a January 1912 attempt to put matters on a firm footing ensured a mere reprieve.92
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