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16 LIVES Timeline





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




 





1858, March 17. 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, November 1. The Gaelic Athletic Association founded – immediately infiltrated by the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB).




 





1893, July 31. 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, August 31. Jim Larkin speaks at a banned rally on Sackville (O’Connell) Street; Bloody Sunday.




 





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




 





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




 





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




 





1914, April 2. 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, April 24. A shipment of 25,000 rifles and three million rounds of ammunition is landed at Larne for the UVF.




 





1914, July 26. 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 Bachelors Walk, Dublin. Three citizens are killed.




 





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




 





1914, September 9. 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 Eóin MacNeill.




 





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




 





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




 





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




 





1916, April 20, 4.15pm. 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, April 21, 2.15am. Roger Casement and his two companions go ashore from U-19 and land on Banna Strand. Casement is arrested at McKenna’s Fort.




 





6.30pm. The Aud is captured by the British navy and forced to sail towards Cork Harbour.




 





22 April, 9.30am. The Aud is scuttled by her captain off Daunt’s Rock.




 





10pm. Eóin MacNeill as chief-of-staff of the Irish Volunteers issues the countermanding order in Dublin to try to stop the Rising.




 





1916, April 23, 9am, Easter Sunday. The Military Council meets to discuss the situation, considering 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 Republic are printed in Liberty Hall.




 





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





At the beginning of the twentieth century, when many of the leaders of the Easter Rising were still relatively unknown figures on the peripheries of Irish political and cultural life, the name Major John MacBride was already becoming familiar in Ireland, and indeed to the Irish nationalist Diaspora.


MacBride was part of a small band of armed men known as the ‘Irish Brigade’, uitlanders (or foreigners) in the Transvaal. During the Second Boer War (1899–1902) they had taken up arms to fight against what they saw as British imperial aggression in South Africa. Transvaal flags flew in the breeze in Dublin and tens of thousands demonstrated across the island in sympathy with the Boer cause. It was a war that sparked something in nationalist Ireland, and moved W. B. Yeats to write, ‘the war has made the air electrical just now.’1


W. B. Yeats plays a significant part in the story of John MacBride. Though the two knew little of one another in person, they moved in the same nationalist circles, were both disciples of the veteran Fenian John O’Leary and, most crucially, both fell in love with the nationalist campaigner Maud Gonne. The popular image of John MacBride today has been derived from Yeats and his poem ‘Easter 1916’, in which MacBride assumes the role of a ‘drunken, vainglorious lout’. Gonne would write that the poem was ‘not worthy of Willie’s genius, and still less of the subject.’2


The marriage of John MacBride and Maud Gonne was, in a single word, disastrous. Relatives of each, and indeed influential Irish nationalists, had urged the two not to marry. During their divorce case, allegations of violence, drunkenness and sexual impropriety were levelled against MacBride, though of these only drunkenness was found against him in court. The bitter separation that followed left MacBride estranged from his wife and distant from his young son Seán. They remained in France while MacBride returned to Ireland. In recent years the discovery of John MacBride’s papers in the collections of Fenian leader Fred Allan has enabled historians and biographers to re-examine the disastrous marriage and the controversial separation that followed. Deposited in the National Library of Ireland (NLI), the papers give crucial new insights into a traumatic chapter in the lives of both Gonne and Mac-Bride.


John MacBride had little doubt that he would be executed for his role in the Easter Rising, even though he was not a member of the Irish Volunteers, and most likely stumbled across the insurrection by a degree of chance on 24 April 1916. Having taken up arms in the conflict in South Africa, he knew his past would stand against him. He was proved correct.


General Sir John Maxwell, the British general sent to Dublin to suppress the insurrection, wrote to Prime Minister Herbert Asquith in the aftermath of the Rising. He began the justification for MacBride’s execution by stating, ‘This man fought on the side of the Boers in the South African war of 1899 and held the rank of Major in that Army, being in command of a body known as the Irish Brigade.’3 Maxwell was himself a veteran of the same Boer War in which MacBride had fought.


John MacBride was duly executed on 5 May 1916, when he was placed in front of a firing squad in the stone-breakers’ yard of Kilmainham Gaol. This biography sets out to demonstrate that MacBride was an altogether more complex figure than the caricature of the man depicted in both the poetry and studies of the period has allowed him to be. It seeks to look at the context in which MacBride emigrated to South Africa, showing the emergence of a separatist Irish nationalist community there, even before the outbreak of the Second Boer War in 1899. It examines the separation of MacBride and Gonne in detail and also examines MacBride’s return and readjustment to Ireland in the aftermath of that sad affair, in a period when great change was underway. Lastly, it draws on the testimony of the men and women who were there in 1916 and who fought alongside MacBride, to demonstrate that the leadership skills he developed in South Africa were apparent during that very eventful week on the streets of Dublin.




Notes


1 Quoted in Elleke Boehmer, Empire, the National, and the Postcolonial, 1890–1920: Resistance in Interaction (Oxford University Press, 2005), p26.


2 Maud Gonne’s correspondence with Irish American lawyer John Quinn, quoted in Nancy Cardozo, Maud Gonne (New Amsterdam Books, 1990), p92.


3 ‘Short history of the rebels on whom it has been necessary to inflict the supreme penalty’ sent by General Sir John Maxwell to Herbert Asquith, 11 May 1916. Reprinted in Brian Barton, The Secret Court Martial Records of the Easter Rising (The History Press, 2010), p209.




















Chapter 1


•  •  •  •  •


The Development of a Young Fenian







His great-grandfather took part in the insurrection of 1798; his grandfather followed the fortunes of the Young Irelanders who first struggled for the establishment of an Irish parliament and ultimately drifted into revolution; his father and uncles were members of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood of 1867 … Irish patriotism was therefore, so to say, in his blood.4





While preparing for his bitter and public separation from Maud Gonne, John MacBride penned the above words in a brief autobiography for his legal team. While the blood of Fenianism certainly flowed in MacBride’s veins, it came not from his father but rather from his mother, Honoria Gill’s, side. John MacBride’s father, Patrick, was in fact the captain of a merchant schooner. He was of Ulster-Scots Protestant  heritage and hailed from Glenshesk in Antrim. Patrick had settled in Westport and married into the respected Gill family in the mid-nineteenth century. They were the years when the Quay of Westport was alive with ships and commerce, bringing men like Patrick to the town. In the 1960s John Davis O’Dowd, a relative of John MacBride, would recall the Quay’s former glory:




If you ever go down the Quay Hill to the Custom House and look down that half-mile, or more, of desolation, you will have some conception of the sadness it brings to one who saw it over seventy years ago, when the tall ships lined the Quay.5





Though earlier than O’Dowd’s recollections, the Quay was bustling too in the time of John MacBride’s arrival. Born on 7 May 1868, John was the youngest of five children. Blessed with a head of red hair, ‘Foxy Jack’, as John would become known, was the ‘child’ of the family. MacBride’s elder siblings were all boys, and the brothers would lead interesting and varied lives, though they shared one thing in common – all held strong nationalist convictions. Joseph, the eldest of John’s brothers, was eight years his senior. He would find work with the Harbour Commissioners, later becoming a Sinn Féin TD in 1918 and remaining active in Irish politics throughout his life. Anthony would become an important figure in the Irish republican movement in London, establishing himself as a Doctor there before later returning to Ireland where he continued his medical pursuits. His achievement in passing the Royal University Degree Examination in Medicine in 1889 was reported in the Connaught Telegraph, indicating the standing of the family locally. It congratulated the son of the respected Honoria MacBride of Westport Quay ‘on his successful collegiate course, which is highly creditable to a genial man so young.’6 John’s third brother, Francis, emigrated to Australia, while Patrick eventually assumed control of the family business in Westport.


MacBride’s mother Honoria was a woman who was of strong Mayo stock, and one of nine children herself. Two of her cousins had taken part in the doomed Fenian rebellion of 1867. Éamon de Valera would praise her while speaking in the town at the unveiling of a plaque to John MacBride in 1963:




It is said that there is an island in Clew Bay for every day of the year. That may be so, but for John MacBride there was one island in particular: Island More. His mother’s people came from Island More. She was Honoria Gill: a truly remarkable woman, forceful, kind, but always masterful. There was a strong Fenian tradition in the Gill family. James Stephens, the Fenian, was a friend. Martin Gallagher who married a Gill was the Head Centre of the Fenians in Mayo; he made a spectacular escape to America and later took part in the Fenian invasion of Canada in 1870.7





At only thirty-five-years of age, John MacBride’s father Patrick died of typhus in 1868, leaving Honoria with both the raising of the family and the maintenance of the family business. To lose her husband in the same year as the birth of her youngest son left Honoria in a difficult position but the family operated as a wholesale grocer, described also as a ‘tea, wine and spirit merchant’ and she managed to keep the business going. It remained a commercially successful enterprise that allowed Honoria to educate her children well and to give her sons a degree of comfort in life.


Honoria would ultimately outlive her youngest son, passing away in 1919, having taken the news of his execution with great dignity. She also lived to see Joseph, elected as the first Sinn Féin TD for the constituency in the 1918 elections. At the time of her death, the high regard in which she and her family were held was evident from the outpouring of local grief. The Castlebar Board of Guardians passed a resolution of sympathy, and one member of the board noted that ‘I have known the MacBride family for many years and I can say that there is not a more respected family in Mayo.’8


The MacBride’s business thrived in John’s early years as Westport in the nineteenth century stood in stark contrast to more impoverished areas of Mayo. It had once been the seat of the Marquis of Sligo, who owned an extraordinary estate of 114,881 acres, making it the largest estate in Mayo and one of the largest on the island. The county was devastated by the famine of the 1840s and poverty remained a fact of life for many in Mayo in subsequent decades.


In 1879 The Freeman’s Journal reported that in a summer of intense weather and misery ‘the two props of the Mayo farmer’s homestead have collapsed miserably upon his head. The potatoes are bad – the turf is worse.’9 Westport itself became the staging ground for significant agitation from the poor and landless, with thousands gathering on the edge of the town to hear Charles Stewart Parnell speak in June of that same year. Despite the meeting being condemned in no uncertain terms by the Catholic Archbishop of Tuam, John MacHale, there was much anger among the Mayo poor that day, enough to ignore clerical denunciation and attend the rally. The people listened as Parnell urged them that ‘you must show the landlords that you intend to keep a firm grip on your homesteads and lands. You must not allow yourselves to be dispossessed as you were dispossessed in 1847.’10 Also addressing the meeting was Michael Davitt, a native of Mayo, who would become synonymous with the ‘Land War’ in Ireland and the battle of the rural peasantry and landless for better rights as tenants. The crowd also listened to militant speakers such as the Fenian Michael M. O’Sullivan, who informed them that ‘moral force’ had to be backed up by ‘the power of the sword’11.


While the messages of class discontent resonated with the poor of the county and province on that June day, the MacBride family were of a different stock, as small business owners in the town. John was educated firstly by the Christian Brothers in Westport, before attending St Malachy’s College in Belfast. The oldest Catholic grammar school in Ulster, St Malachy’s was established in the 1830s in the wake of Catholic Emancipation. Former graduates included Sir Charles Gavan Duffy, a founding member of the radical newspaper The Nation in the 1840s, while Eoin MacNeill, one of the founders of the Gaelic League and a man who would come to play no small part in the story of the 1916 Rising, was a contemporary of MacBride’s. The school, it has been noted, ‘was long regarded as the jewel in the crown of Catholic education in the town, producing future clerics and professional men alike.’12 While St Malachy’s College was a Catholic institution in a predominantly Protestant city, there does not appear to have been much nationalistic feeling among the student body. Patrick McCartan, later a member of the Supreme Council of the IRB, attended the school in the 1890s and remembered:




I wouldn’t say there was much nationalism there. I did not see any signs of nationalism amongst the students. There was one professor who started a branch of the Gaelic League there, named O’Cleary. He was not much good as a teacher, as a matter of fact, very bad, because he used to do more talking than teaching during class hours.13





Work opportunities for the young John, as a teenage graduate of St Malachy’s, came firstly via his family connections. They helped arrange an apprenticeship for him with John Fitzgibbon, a draper based in Castlerea, County Roscommon. MacBride claimed in his brief autobiographical sketch that it was as a young man of fifteen that he ‘took an oath to do my best to establish a free and independent Irish nation’, and that by the time he had arrived in the capital he was ‘associated with the party known as ‘Advanced Nationalists’, a term used to describe those whose nationalism favoured a republican approach, which stood in contrast with the constitutional nationalism of the Home Rule movement.14


The oath to which MacBride referred to taking at this point in his life was, of course, the Fenian oath of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), a secret, oath-bound society which strove to bring about an independent Irish republic. Variations of this oath had been in place since the establishment of the IRB in March 1858, and it was a pledge MacBride would prove faithful to, a promise to do all in his power to establish the independence of his country:




I, John MacBride, in the presence of Almighty God, do solemnly swear allegiance to the Irish Republic, now virtually established; and that I will do my very utmost, at every risk, while life lasts, to defend its independence and integrity; and, finally, that I will yield implicit obedience in all things, not contrary to the laws of God, to the commands of my superior officers. So help me God. Amen’.15





There is evidence that MacBride did involve himself in radical nationalist activities during his time in Castlerea, despite being only in his mid-teens. Michael J. Cassidy, a native of Castlerea and a contemporary of MacBride, would comment decades later:




I remember the late Mr Fitzgibbon telling me during the Boer War that MacBride was an extreme nationalist when he worked as an apprentice in his shop. When I went to serve my time in Castlerea I met from time to time a number of the old Fenians and heard from them that MacBride, during his apprenticeship years, was very active organising the Brotherhood. During the Boer War his name was constantly mentioned in Castlerea.16





Fitzgibbon himself had nationalist political sympathies. He was active in his lifetime within the Gaelic League and the Land League movement, and became a United Irish League MP for South Mayo in 1910. MacBride spent some time working for Fitzgibbon in Castlerea, though by the apprentice draper’s own admission, ‘not finding that occupation congenial I left it and went back to St. Malachy’s for another year. After leaving St. Malachy’s I entered into the employment of Hugh Moore.’17


In Dublin, Hugh Moore maintained a wholesale druggists and grocer, and MacBride would spend several years with the firm, on and off. Years after his time in the Dublin chemist, a rather dismissive account of MacBride’s work there appeared in the magazine The Chemist and Druggist, essentially an in-house publication for those in the industry. When MacBride secured a degree of notoriety by fighting alongside the Boers in South Africa, a March 1900 edition of the magazine gloated:




When our correspondent was in Messrs. Hugh Moore & Co. drug-department MacBride came to the house from his mother’s shop in Westport (co. Mayo), which is a grocers, and he was put into the sundry-department, the stock there consisting only of grocery goods, such as coffee, biscuits, confectionery tinned meats etc. He never served an hour to the drug-trade, and in our correspondent’s opinion he would not know ‘the difference between Epsom salts and powdered opium’.18





The presence of a young, sixteen-year-old John MacBride is noted in the minute books of the Young Ireland Society (YIS), Dublin. Young Ireland was an organisation which troubled Dublin Castle authorities greatly as they believed it to be little more than a front for the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB). On paper it was a nationalist literary and debating society, which publicly stated its goals as being to promote an interest in Irish literature, culture, history and debate. The premises of the YIS were raided by the Dublin Metropolitan Police on the day following its opening, indicating that the authorities were deeply troubled by the organisation’s very being.19


Participation in the Young Ireland Society and the cultural nationalist movement around it brought John MacBride into contact with a wide variety of nationalists, with differing opinions, including John O’Leary, Arthur Griffith and William Butler Yeats.


O’Leary was a veteran of the struggle and would become an important figure in MacBride’s life. The Tipperary native had certainly played his part in the Fenian movement, having spent years in English prisons and later in exile in the 1860s and 1870s. An unapologetic defender of armed separatism for much of his life, O’Leary would recall in his memoirs of the Fenian movement that:




Nations, any more than individuals, live not by bread alone. It was a proud and not undeserved boast of the Young Irelanders that they ‘brought back a soul into Éire’, but before Fenianism arouse that soul had fled. Fenianism brought it back again, teaching men to sacrifice themselves for Ireland instead of selling themselves and Ireland to England.20





If O’Leary was something of an elder statesman to the separatist movement, and an important inspiration to young activists such as John MacBride, it is important to note that O’Leary’s politics had evolved and changed with time. Indeed, even as he recalled his own political sentiments above, his political ideology had long since moved to a more comfortable centre. It has even been argued that he had become a ‘conservative … who favoured a constitutional monarchy.’21 O’Leary has perhaps best been defined as ‘a monument to an antique style of nationalism’.22 The veteran nationalist John Devoy recalled that ‘he thought there was so little difference between a moderate Republic and a liberal limited Monarchy.’23


O’Leary as a symbol and O’Leary as a contemporary political voice appear to have been two very different things. It was telling that John MacBride and Maud Gonne would later ask him to be the godfather of their son, indicating their respect for the aging figure and that they viewed his approval and indeed association with him as important. To a detective of Dublin Castle, O’Leary was ‘an old crank full of whims and honesty’24, but Irish historian and academic Roy Foster has suggested that for many O’Leary represented ‘a voice from the heroic past’, and that to William Butler Yeats he was an introduction to ‘the acceptable face of the extremist Fenian tradition’.25 In his autobiography, Yeats recalled of O’Leary that ‘he had the moral genius that moves all young people and moves them the more if they are repelled by those who have strict opinions and yet have lived commonplace lives’.26 O’Leary’s influence over individuals such as MacBride and Yeats would prove hugely significant, and it was the elder statesman who would later introduce Mac-Bride to the important US Fenian leader John Devoy.


Aside from the Young Ireland Society, another organisation John MacBride was active within when he moved to Dublin was the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA). He had involved himself in it with vigour during his youth in Mayo, and there was a real commitment to the organisation from the MacBride family. Joseph later served with the Connaught Council of the GAA and was elected as its President at its inaugural meeting in Claremorris in November 1902. In many ways the GAA served as both a sporting outlet and a social one for its membership, with very clear political undertones. Founded in 1884 by Michael Cusack, the organisation had approached Charles Stewart Parnell, Michael Davitt and Archbishop Croke of Cashel to serve as patrons. As W. F. Mandle has noted, this was a cunning move, as:




Virtually the whole spectrum of Irish nationalist politics was covered by the three, none of whom, apart possibly from Croke, who professed an admiration for handball, could be accounted sporting identities or having sporting interests. The political role and the political implications of the GAA were set from the start.27





To Archbishop Croke, the GAA would serve as a boulder against the increasing Anglicisation of Irish society. He warned that:




We are daily importing from England, not only her manufactured goods … but together with her fashions, her accents, her vicious literature, her music, her dances and her manifold mannerisms, her games also and her pastimes, to the utter discredit of our own grand national sports … as though we are ashamed of them.28





British authorities closely monitored this new organisation from its infancy. A Dublin Castle report from 1888 noted that ‘the question was not whether the association was a political one, but only to what particular section of Irish national politics it could be annexed.’29


If the GAA was as much about political ideology as it was sporting endeavour, then this was clearly reflected from the very beginning, and indeed in the prehistory of the body. As Eoghan Corry has suggested, there were also strong class dimensions to the formation of this new body, as historically athletic sports in rural Ireland tended to fall under the patronage of local landowning elites and aristocrats.30 In 1879, five years before the formation of the GAA, class tensions became clear in Mayo when the nationalist Patrick Nally organised an athletics programme at Balla which stood in stark contrast to the traditional athletics events held in the town, where Sir Robert L. Blosse served as patron. At these new games, Charles Stewart Parnell was a listed patron, and the games were attended by up to 2,000 people, with banners reading ‘God Save Ireland’ and ‘Pay Not’ in the crowd. Nally’s experiment at Balla was repeated the following year, with the MacBride brothers in attendance.31 Nally would be central to the formation of the GAA a few years later, meeting Michael Cusack in 1881. In addition to his sporting interests, Nally was a nationalist firebrand. He was a leading figure in both the Land League and the Irish Republican Brotherhood in Mayo and spent three months in Manchester in the winter of 1880, making arrangements to import 300 rifles into Mayo.32


Nally became Connaught IRB leader and he was a familiar figure to nationalist families in Mayo like the MacBride household. His activism saw him and six other IRB men arrested in May 1883. He was charged with membership of a criminal secret society, leading to his imprisonment for a period of ten years. Nally had also been charged with conspiracy to murder, based on the evidence of a man named Andrew Coleman, who claimed that he was also a member of the IRB. Coleman insisted that Nally had been planning the assassination of a landlord agent in Mayo. Owing to a fear of public outrage, Nally’s trial occurred not in Castlebar but rather in Cork, and as Owen McGee has noted ‘the belief that Nally was completely innocent was widespread’, and his sentencing to ten years imprisonment created great resentment among the nationalist people of Mayo.33


Nally’s family, and the nationalist community of Mayo, believed that he suffered ill-treatment during his incarnation. Only days before his release in November 1891 Nally died in Mountjoy Prison, reportedly of typhoid fever, though many blamed the conditions in which he had been held. Owen McGee has noted ‘there was a large attendance at his funeral, including eleven members of parliament as well as leaders of the GAA and the IRB. As a symbolic gesture, his coffin was covered with the same green flag that had covered Parnell’s coffin the previous month.’34


Among those to march in Nally’s funeral procession was John MacBride. He had also taken part in the funeral of Parnell in October 1891, on that occasion as a member of the GAA. During that incredible show of nationalist strength, the men of the GAA each carried a hurley draped in black, held in reverse as if to resemble a rifle, and marched through the streets of the capital to Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin. There, not far from the round tower of Daniel O’Connell, Parnell was laid to rest. One contemporary account noted that ‘stout burley fellows all … they marched six abreast with splendid military precision … the Gaels raised their camáns aloft and a wail rose from the people.’35


Involvement in a range of nationalist organisations provided the young John MacBride with a social and political purpose. By the mid-1890s MacBride was serving on the executive committee of the Young Ireland League which had emerged out of the Young Ireland Society and was in many ways an umbrella organisation for such bodies. The Young Ireland movement of cultural and literary societies was sizeable, with about 2,000 men affiliated to around a dozen branches of the body nationwide.36


MacBride also attended meetings of the Celtic Literary Society. Established in 1893, it was an organisation which included many of the individuals who were active in the Young Ireland Society. It was largely driven by the passion of Willie Rooney, a prominent journalist and nationalist who had been born in a Mabbot Street tenement in the heart of inner-city Dublin. The area around Mabbot Street is infamous in Irish history and Dublin folklore as the Monto, a red-light district which existed in the crumbling shells of eighteenth-century splendour, with the Georgian buildings of old becoming the decayed brothels and slums of the late nineteenth century. Rooney’s humble tenement beginnings contrast greatly with the middle class youth of MacBride. While Mabbot Street was certainly a world away from the family business on The Quay of Westport and MacBride’s years in a Belfast boarding school, the two young nationalists shared a devotion to such literary societies, even though some republican activists questioned if such societies could truly impact politically.


The Celtic Literary Society met at 32 Lower Abbey Street, and placed great emphasis on Irish cultural expression and the native language. Rooney edited An Seanachuidhe, the journal of the society, and his influence over it is clear from the memories of J. J. O’Kelly. Known as the writer Sceilg, Kelly penned several important nationalist historical articles, and recalled:




Willie Rooney was the backbone of the Celtic Literary Society …. He had a wonderful aptitude for poetry and, in the matter of general information, was a regular encyclopaedia. I often heard him say: ‘If anyone has any doubt about that, he will find it on page so-and-so of such-and-such a book.’ In his zeal for a thorough mastery of Ireland’s history, he burned himself out: of that, there can be no doubt. There was hardly a weekly meeting of the Society at which he did not lecture brilliantly or speak at some length.37





Rooney’s name is largely forgotten today but protagonists of the period recall him as an immensely important figure. Augustine Ingoldsby, secretary of Cumann na nGaedheal from 1898, remembered that ‘great credit is due to Rooney, Griffith and their followers for keeping up the opposition to the shoneenism and Union Jackery of the vast majority of the population.’38 While it was certainly a severe exaggeration to claim that the ‘vast majority’ of the populace in Dublin engaged in pro-British rituals, Ingoldsby’s recollections show how those active in the period recalled Rooney and Griffith.


The Celtic Literary Society had emerged from the earlier Leinster Literary Society, but it has been noted that ‘both were small and marginal. Their membership was young and lacked the political connections, especially with the Irish Parliamentary Party, characteristic of organisations with similar concerns, such as the Fenian Young Ireland Societies of the 1880s or the Gaelic League.’39 If these emerging movements did lack political connections or influence, they were still significant as they brought like-minded people into contact with one another. With people such as Arthur Griffith, John O’Leary and others moving throughout these various cultural nationalist movements, it is clear that in MacBride’s case organisations such as The Celtic Literary Society helped to forge political unions and personal friendships which would remain in place for years to come, and prove influential in the development of advanced nationalism.


As Irish republican politics evolved throughout the 1890s, various individuals sought to guide what was a broad movement. MacBride found himself joining the Irish National Alliance (INA) in 1895, a body sometimes referred to as the Irish National Brotherhood (INB). It has been described as ‘a radical organisation comprised of old Clan na Gael renegades, traditionalist Fenians, a resurrected cabal of Invincibles, and a London-centered association of regular IRB dissidents.’40 Essentially, the INA was a short-lived offshoot of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), with Dr Mark Ryan of London the central figure in the emergence of the new body on this side of the Atlantic. The split had its origins in power struggles within the American Fenian movement, which would ultimately produce the Irish National Brotherhood, claiming the lineage and role of the Irish Republican Brotherhood.


Dr Ryan is an important figure in the life of MacBride. It was allegedly with Ryan that MacBride would re-take his Fenian oath in his mid-twenties, years after first taking it as a teenager in the west of Ireland. Ryan recalled the event in his memoir Fenian Memories, a wonderfully colourful and vivid account of a life devoted to Irish nationalism. Twenty years after John MacBride’s execution, his brother, Dr Anthony MacBride was present at a ceremony in honour of Dr Ryan at the Mansion House in Dublin. Also present were Éamon de Valera, Seán T. O’Kelly, ITGWU Secretary William O’Brien and W. T. Cosgrave. The audience was indicative of the broad respect for Ryan across the political spectrum, reflecting both sides of the Civil War divide of 1920s Irish politics.


Anthony MacBride claimed that he first met Dr Ryan when he went to the Fenian leader as a young medical assistant in London and that the two had never lost contact. Anthony noted that John ‘did not think his initiation by him [Anthony] into the Fenian movement was enough’, indicating that it was from his elder brother that John first took the Fenian oath as a fifteen-year-old. According to Anthony his brother ‘insisted on going to London’ to take the Fenian oath from Dr Ryan and that this ‘was an instance of the influence Dr Ryan exercised on Irishmen with whom he was brought into association.’41


From his autobiographical notes John MacBride appears to have been a significant figure in the short-lived Irish National Alliance in Dublin. He recalled that he travelled as a delegate from Ireland to the Irish National Alliance Convention held in Chicago in 1895. The American media reported on events at the convention in detail, with the Los Angeles Herald noting that the following motion was ‘submitted and met with instantaneous approval at the hands of the convention’:




That this convention recommends the formation of military companies wherever practicable, in order to foster and preserve the military spirit of the Irish race and to be prepared for action in the hour of England’s difficulty.42





In the aftermath of the convention, a representative of the Irish National Alliance informed the press that:




The new organisation will concentrate the efforts of the Irish race and unite the Irish people all over the world for one object – Irish independence. It will become the ally of any power with which England may become involved, and will aid any such power with men and money in order to weaken England’s prestige and curb her arrogance.43





While the Alliance would ultimately prove a short-lived split from the IRB, the organisation’s ideological approach, of supporting those beyond Ireland’s shores who were at war with England, is certainly something which would later influence John MacBride to go to South Africa to take up arms against the British state.


Joseph MacBride, still residing in the west of Ireland, also appears to have involved himself in the activities of the Irish National Alliance. An 1896 police report on him noted that his mother ‘is a grocer and publican in the town of Westport, and also deals in dynamite detonators. Until recently Mac-Bride never took an active part in Secret Society work. He is now believed to be actively engaged in furthering the Irish National Alliance.’44


Travelling to the United States and participating in the INA conference brought unwanted attention however. John claimed that ‘on my return from the United States to Dublin I resumed my position in Hugh Moore’s and I was regarded as the best protected man in Ireland at the time as I would not be able to go about anywhere without having a brace of detectives on my heels.’45


Despite the intense surveillance from the Dublin Metropolitan Police (DMP) and Castle authorities, MacBride remained politically active, and involved himself with the Amnesty Association. Dr Ryan claimed that ‘before leaving for South Africa he had been a member of the Irish Executive of the Association.’46


The Amnesty Association campaigned for the rights of Irish political prisoners, and Dr Ryan recalled:




As a result of steady agitation, we succeeded in securing visits to the prisoners, of whom there were eighteen when we started our branch of the Amnesty Association … With John Redmond, M.P., I visited Portland, and saw some of the prisoners, including Tom Clarke and John Daly. Some of our members also saw other political prisoners, whose treatment we brought before the public through questions and debates in Parliament and reports of our meetings in the press.47





When political prisoners were released from prison, they were often greatly traumatised by their experiences. Dr Mark Ryan recalled that when for example Dr Thomas Gallagher was released from Portland Prison, having been arrested alongside Thomas Clarke in relation to the Dynamite Plot, he was in poor health, both physically and with regards his mental health. The Dynamite Plot, which was an intensive campaign of bombings that brought carnage and terror to the streets of London and other British cities between 1881 and 1885, had led to the imprisonment of leading Fenian activists in British prisons. Of Gallagher, Ryan remembered:




On their release in 1896, Dr. Gallagher was found to be insane …. Owing to the serious condition of Dr. Gallagher, we sent Dr. Anthony MacBride from the Amnesty Association in London to accompany him to America, where the unfortunate man was committed to an asylum.48





While the authorities may have been closely monitoring John MacBride and his activities with the Amnesty Association, and thus regarded him as a person of significant threat, he was not destined to remain in Ireland at this point. Perhaps the unwanted attention of intelligence police officers was a contributing factor in the young man’s decision to leave Ireland. J. J. O’Kelly, who knew the young MacBride, would recall that ‘my feeling now is that John was a young chemist, and that the reason he went to Africa was that he did not care about Dublin and thought he would like to go abroad. I feel sure he told me more than once, but it made no lodgement in my memory.’49 It is, however, important to acknowledge that MacBride’s enthusiasm for political activism in Dublin stands in stark contrast with O’Kelly’s claims.


J. J. O’Kelly may have believed it was a sense of wanderlust that led the young man towards South Africa, but MacBride himself would later claim it was political aspirations. Certainly, MacBride was not the only young Irishman of his generation to set sail for South Africa, and he would waste little time in establishing himself there as an important figure in Irish nationalist circles.
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