

[image: cover]




[image: images]




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


I wish to thank the trustees, archivists and staffs of the following institutions for their invaluable assistance in the conduct of my research: the Allen Library, North Richmond Street, Dublin; the Bodleian Library, Oxford; the British Library, London; the Imperial War Museum, London; Kilmainham Gaol and Museum, Dublin; the Military Archives, Dublin; The National Archives, Dublin; The National Archives, London; the National Museum of Ireland, Dublin; the National Library of Ireland, Dublin; the Manuscripts Department, Trinity College, Dublin; the Archives Department, University College, Dublin; and the Linen Hall Library, Belfast. Every effort has been made to trace the copyright holders of the various primary sources used: in the instances where this search has not been successful, I offer my most sincere apologies.


Finally, I wish to acknowledge the extent of my indebtedness to several individuals whose help and advice were crucial to the completion of this book. The support given by Dr Michael Foy was invaluable. He offered advice regarding the primary sources used, and provided some of them; his knowledge of the material relating to the Easter Rising is exhaustive, and his understanding of the tumultuous events during this period in Ireland’s history is uniquely comprehensive. Julian Putkowski provided me with invaluable material on the officers who served on the courts martial panels in Dublin after the Rising. He also, along with Gerard Oram, most generously provided me with detailed information on the nature of courts martial proceedings in the British Army during the First World War; they are both acknowledeged authorities in this field. Captain Victor Lang, at the Irish Military Archives, offered me much guidance on the use of the Bureau of Military History witness statements held there, and Ray Bateson provided expert assistance when drawing up the list of Volunteers who died as a consequence of the Rising. I wish also to express my sincere gratitude to my publisher, The History Press, in particular, to Simon Hamlet, and to my editor, Abigail Wood. I am also profoundly grateful to my wife, Valerie, for undertaking the laborious task of helping type up the footnotes and for painstakingly proof-reading the entire manuscript.




CONTENTS


Title


Acknowledgements


Introduction





Sir John Maxwell


Patrick Pearse


Thomas MacDonagh


Thomas Clarke


Edward Daly


William Pearse


Michael O’Hanrahan


Joseph Plunkett


John MacBride


Eamonn Ceannt


Sean Heuston


Con Colbert


Michael Mallin


Thomas Kent


Sean MacDermott


James Connolly





List of Insurgent Dead


Select Bibliography


Copyright







INTRODUCTION


The Easter Rising was conceived, planned and guided to fruition by the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood (IRB), a small underground organisation which had been formed in 1858. Its exclusively male membership drew their inspiration from Wolfe Tone and the 1798 rebellion, and the litany of subsequent unsuccessful Irish insurrections which had occurred over the 100 years that followed. The IRB’s last attempted rising had been a fiasco. On the night of 4–5 March 1867, several hundred poorly armed rebels had marched to the outskirts of Dublin in the snow and cold without any clear military objective. They were quickly rounded up, defeated by informers, bad weather, a well-prepared government, a disciplined army and their own inadequate planning. Subsequently, the IRB constitution was amended, to state: ‘The IRB will await a decision of the Irish nation as expressed by a majority of the Irish people as to the fit hour of inaugurating a war against England.’1


Within the Brotherhood in 1914, the truly dynamic element was a small, militant minority, some of whom had committed themselves to a rising within weeks of the outbreak of the First World War. They were acting on the old republican adage often repeated in wartime: ‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity.’ Twelve months later (on 15 August 1915), on the initiative of Thomas Clarke, this group formed the IRB Military Council. It was eventually composed of seven members: Thomas Clarke, Sean MacDermott, Patrick Pearse, Eamonn Ceannt, Joseph Plunkett, James Connolly and Thomas MacDonagh. They were aided by a body of Irish-American extremists called Clan na Gael; a movement founded in 1869, with over 25,000 members in 1914 and committed to the same objectives. It provided financial, logistical and moral support and was virtually the only channel of contact between the Irish insurgents and England’s enemy, Germany.2


The IRB was too small a body – just 2,000 members in 1911 – and its militant members too covert by habit and instinct to attempt to precipitate a large-scale rising by themselves. The Military Council hoped to use the Irish Volunteer Force (IVF) as a strike force in their planned rebellion. The Irish Volunteers had been launched in Dublin on 25 November 1913. At the time, the initiative appeared to have come solely from more moderate nationalists who had been impressed by the successful organisation and political impact of the Ulster Volunteer Force, and who aimed to form a paramilitary counter-balance to it. The IVF had 180,000 members by the autumn of 1914, but formally split following an appeal made by John Redmond, the Irish nationalist leader, in a speech at Woodenbridge, Co Wicklow, on 24 September. He had encouraged its members to enlist in British forces and to fight in the European war. The more extreme rump of 2–3,000 men, which included most of the rank and file members from Dublin as well as most of the officers in the force, had strongly opposed this initiative, and retained the original name, IVF. (Redmond’s supporters went on to establish the National Volunteers.) The IRB attempted to gain the support of the Irish Volunteers through a process of covert infiltration and deceit. A number of the leaders of the Irish Volunteers, notably Eoin MacNeill, were opposed to a wartime rebellion on grounds of principle. He was not a member of the IRB (because it was an oath-bound, secret society), but strongly supported the approach enshrined in its constitution – that rebellion could only be justified if it had some prospect of military success and enjoyed a significant measure of support from within the Irish population – and he firmly believed that this was the wrong time. However, the Military Council did form an alliance with the socialist, James Connolly. He was leader of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU) and commanded the Irish Citizen Army (ICA), whose members numbered about 200 in 1913. Liberty Hall was the headquarters of both organisations. Initially, the ICA was established to protect workers in clashes with the police during the lockout in Dublin of 1913, but when the First World War broke out Connolly hoped to deploy it in a rebellion aimed at establishing an independent, thirty-two county workers’ republic in Ireland. In mid-January 1916, he made common cause with and joined the IRB Military Council after it had disclosed to him its own secret plans for insurrection.


The seven members of the Military Council differed widely in temperament and also in their ultimate objectives; the others did not share Connolly’s vision of a socialist republic. Nor were they uniformly devout; Clarke, Connolly and MacDonagh had to a greater or lesser extent abandoned their religious beliefs and practices. But apart from the veteran, Thomas Clarke, who was of an earlier generation, they were of similar age. Each could be described as middle class. All were writers and propagandists as well as active revolutionaries. Most vitally, they were all suffused with a boundless energy, borne of a passionate desire to achieve the goal of Irish independence, and were unshakeable in their conviction that it could only be achieved by force. By early 1916, the attainment of this objective had come to give meaning to their lives. On 17 April 1916, the seven approved, and later signed, the draft of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic, which was to be declared on the first day of the Rising. It announced the formation of a provisional government in Ireland, formed of the Military Council members themselves. The Proclamation, which was found by troops still on the printing press at Liberty Hall after the Rising, stated: ‘In the name of God and of dead generations … Ireland, through us, strikes for her freedom … she strikes in full confidence of victory’. Its text has the paced composition of an orator such as Pearse; he probably wrote most of it. Its inflated language and sentiments reflect the passion behind it. The dogmatic and elitist claim that through this small, self-appointed group of revolutionaries the people of Ireland were being summoned into violent action sprang from the authors’ overpowering conviction that they spoke for the country’s deepest self and that freedom was essential for Ireland’s well-being as a nation.


The Rising was the product of the men and movements which preceded it. From the 1890s onwards a new nationalism had emerged in Ireland – a more radical, uncompromising spirit. It found expression in the emergence of new cultural movements, for example, the Gaelic Athletic Association and the Gaelic League, and in a number of political initiatives – the birth of the Sinn Fein party and the revitalisation of the IRB, as well as developments in the labour movement. The roots of this new nationalism are complex. One factor was disillusionment with the constitutional nationalism of the Irish Parliamentary Party – its persistent failure to achieve self-government, and its factional divisions after the fall of Parnell. Some came to regard its leaders as a remote, privileged elite, out of touch with Irish life, devoid of new ideas, with apparently little interest in Ireland’s culture, its economy or the deprived state of its working class. Equally, the centenary of the Wolfe Tone rebellion in 1898 reminded a new generation of an old faith, whilst the Boer War (1899–1902) helped dispel the assumption that British troops were invincible. The establishment of new cultural bodies gave a stimulus to the formation of more militant political organisations. Membership of these bodies often affected the outlook of those who joined them and they were drawn towards enrolment in more militant nationalist movements. In addition, prior to the outbreak of war, Britain’s delay in granting Ireland Home Rule and the militancy of Ulster Unionists in their opposition to it, helped confirm the drift towards support for physical force, certainly amongst a minority in Ireland.


For the more militant, the outbreak of war seemed a uniquely opportune moment for an insurrection – England and her empire were fully stretched, and throughout Europe men were dying for their country. Members of the Military Council were also at least partially influenced by the idea of a ‘blood sacrifice’. They shared the view that the success of an insurrection could not be gauged solely in military terms; its suppression and their own deaths would not mean that the enterprise had failed or had not been justified. The Military Council members were convinced that Ireland’s national spirit – its sense of itself as a distinct nation with a right to independence – was fading. This seemed to have been further demonstrated when the Great War began, by the initial burst of recruitment to Crown forces. The Council feared that if Britain did grant Ireland limited self-government, the Irish people would come to accept permanent inclusion within the United Kingdom, and the British Crown as head of state. The members considered this future could be avoided through a rising; through their death and martyrdom, militant Irish nationalism would be revived and the republican tradition preserved. Ultimately, this would enable their successors to wage a successful war against British rule and thus achieve full national independence. Even MacNeill partially accepted this justification, stating: ‘if we came to the conclusion that at least the vital principle of nationality was to be saved by laying down our lives then we should make that sacrifice without hesitation.’3 The rebel leaders also hoped to prove, through their willingness to die, that Ireland had a right to freedom.


For romantic nationalists – Pearse, MacDonagh and Plunkett – the idea of blood sacrifice had additional appeal. For Pearse, especially, religion and nationalism fused; he acted as he did partly in conscious emulation of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. In following His example, he would redeem the Irish nation. Such was the intensity of his devotional life that Sister Francesca, Thomas MacDonagh’s sister, suggested to him that he enter a monastery.4 Pearse was also influenced by the widespread, contemporary mystical belief in the regenerative importance for mankind of blood spilt on the battlefield.


The wealth of sources now available gives a clearer insight than was possible hitherto into the Military Council’s motivation and plans. As a consequence, the traditional ‘blood sacrifice’ interpretation of the Rising – with its assumption that the leaders from its inception regarded it as a doomed military enterprise – is now open to serious challenge. This interpretation is misleading in that it focuses too much on the attitude and role of those romantic nationalists within the Military Council and, in particular, on Pearse. But with regard to the inception, planning, and preparation of the insurrection, both he and those who shared his views were really secondary figures. The driving force, above all others, was Thomas Clarke, aided by and mentor to the much younger Sean MacDermott. Both were archetypal republican figures – hard-headed, practical, ruthless, manipulative, earthy realists who were exclusively committed to the use of force as the sole means of achieving what was in their view the only worthy nationalist objective, the complete eradication of British rule in Ireland. At the moment of surrender, when defeat was certain and with it the slaughter of the rebels, the members of the provisional government decided to negotiate with the British authorities. They did so apparently after discussion between themselves; their aim was to agree terms under which they would be executed but the rank and file Volunteers would be permitted to go free. Thus, in practice, their blood sacrifice, rather than redeem Ireland, served a much more immediate purpose – that of preserving the lives of their followers.


Powerful evidence for this is provided by the detailed proposal drawn up by Joseph Plunkett and Roger Casement – the rebels’ self-appointed envoy in Germany. This was contained in their thirty-two page Ireland Report;5 it set out their plans for a rising and was jointly submitted to the German High Command in May 1915. The report reveals clearly the scale of the military operations which the leadership was anticipating, and the full extent of their ambitions. Military victory for the insurgents was to be achieved through a rising in Dublin, which it was hoped would be supported by massive foreign aid. The report requested that 12,000 German troops should land at Limerick, and that they should bring with them and distribute 40,000 rifles to help arm and activate the Volunteers in Munster and Connaught. This composite force, led by German army officers, was then to sweep eastwards in support of the insurrection in the capital. The projected outcome, both sought after and planned for, was that British units in Ireland would be isolated and crushed and that the episode would culminate in a victory march in Dublin along Sackville Street (affectionately referred to at the time as O’Connell Street and officially known as such today), accompanied by the strains of A Nation Once Again and Deutschland Uber Alles. The newly established rebel-led government was then to ally itself with Germany in the Great War, joining Austro-Hungary, Turkey and Bulgaria. Though these plans were subsequently modified, the essential ingredients remained the same – a rebel rising in the capital and the landing of German troops to arm, combine with, and lead the rebel armies in the west, and ultimately the prospect of absolute victory. In April 1916, the Military Council requested that a U-boat be positioned off the east coast of Ireland to block the arrival of military reinforcements from Britain.


During the protracted, covert negotiations the German government rejected all the insurgents’ proposals to send either submarines or troops; this was regarded as too hazardous given the strength of the Royal Navy. But it did eventually agree to provide arms – 20,000 captured Russian rifles of 1905 pattern, and one million rounds of ammunition and explosives. Germany hoped that an Irish rebellion would tie up substantial British forces (the rebels estimated as many as half a million), impress its allies by illustrating its capacity to provide vital assistance despite the Royal Navy’s blockade and expose the alleged shallowness of Britain’s claims to be fighting for the rights of small nations. Eventually, on 9 April 1916, the munitions were dispatched aboard a 1,200-ton ship, the Aud. Already, in September 1915, the rebels had decided that consignments of imported arms should be landed at Fenit Pier, a secluded location in County Kerry with good rail links to Limerick and Galway. Arrangements were also made to land Casement on the west coast of Ireland ostensibly to prepare for the shipment; he left Germany with two members of his Irish Brigade on a U-boat on 15 April.


By the spring of 1916, the Military Council’s preparations for a rising had proceeded apace. Leadership positions within the IVF were infiltrated both in Dublin and elsewhere with considerable success, and its rank and file members trained in street-fighting techniques: amongst some, at least, expectations were growing that an insurrection was imminent. By January 1916, if not before, the Military Council had indeed set the date for a rising – initially Good Friday, 21 April 1916, later changed to Easter Sunday, 23 April. Its revolutionary intentions were to be masked behind publicly advertised and apparently routine Volunteer manoeuvres to be arranged for that day. Of necessity, on Wednesday 19 April 1916, the IVF’s commandants were given details of the plans for insurrection, despite the obvious risk of the information leaking to those of its members who were opposed to it, or to the British authorities.


Disaster threatened when Eoin MacNeill received confirmation of the Military Council’s intentions from Patrick Pearse in the early hours of Friday 21 April. After initial hesitation, he issued a last-minute countermand order cancelling the now publicised IVF manoeuvres for Easter Sunday, by placing a notice to this effect in that morning’s edition of the Sunday Independent. He also dispatched trusted couriers (The O’Rahilly, Jim and Min Ryan, Colm O’Lochlainn) into the provinces – to Wexford, Limerick, Cork, Galway, Dundalk, Tullamore – as well as throughout Dublin to deliver this instruction by hand. Most of them subsequently took part in the Rising, though the message they bore demanded ‘faithful obedience … [to] avert a very great catastrophe’. Afterwards, MacNeill maintained that ‘the postponement of the Rising to Monday served as a first class ruse de guerre ’. 6 In confusion and despair, the seven Military Council members met at Liberty Hall at 9 am on 23 April for four hours to consider their options. Connolly’s daughter, Nora, was with her father, and vividly describes their arrival – first MacDermott, then Clarke and MacDonagh, with Pearse arriving last; the front door was closed, strict instructions were given that the meeting was not to be disturbed, and there was ‘an armed guard along the stairs and … corridors’.7 They decided by majority vote to proceed with what forces they could muster at noon next day: Easter Monday. Clarke alone dissented; he opposed any postponement. Meanwhile, that afternoon, the ICA held a route march which passed so close to Dublin Castle that the sentry slammed the gates closed and summoned all the guards on duty. On their return to Liberty Hall, Connolly in his last public speech urged the men no longer to think of themselves as Citizen Army members or Volunteers, but as all now belonging to the Irish Republican Army.8


British intelligence ‘failed hopelessly’ in its surveillance of the preparations for a rising.9 Dublin Castle, the British seat of government in Ireland, lay virtually unprotected on Easter Monday morning. Volunteer manoeuvres were so common that there seemed to be ‘no more reason to apprehend an armed rebellion than when similar mobilisations [had been] carried out’.10 Over 6,000 Volunteers had marched throughout Ireland on the previous St Patrick’s Day. The two officials with greatest responsibility for Irish governance, the ageing chief secretary, Augustine Birrell, and his undersecretary, Sir Matthew Nathan, were both committed to the Liberal government’s policy of granting Ireland Home Rule; neither had any expectation that an insurrection was imminent. Birrell was indolent, inert, somewhat withdrawn and resided mainly in London where he attended cabinet meetings and parliamentary sessions. Over previous months, he had apparently stated repeatedly: ‘I don’t take these people seriously. I laugh at the whole thing.’ His approach was characterised by an unimpressed contemporary as ‘give peace in our time, O Lord’.11 Nathan, his key adviser and the major determinant of Dublin Castle’s response, was of German-Jewish origin, fifty-two years old, assiduously hard-working and had hitherto enjoyed a consistently successful administrative career. He had a growing feeling that ‘everything is not quite right’,12 but nonetheless, on Saturday 22 April he wrote reassuringly to his superior: ‘I see no indications of a rising.’13


This profound misjudgement, which would prematurely end Nathan’s career in Ireland and lead to Birrell’s replacement, was due in part to the distractions of war. Against its background, Birrell and his officials had been mainly concerned over previous months to contain, and not to provoke, Irish extremists. Moderate Irish nationalist leaders, who exercised considerable influence, argued that any repressive measures ‘would advertise [extremists] … and increase difficulty’.14 In addition, the insurrection leaders had laid their plans and preparations with unusual caution and skill. But they also enjoyed considerable good fortune and were helped by the sheer incompetence of the British administration. From February 1916, Sir Neville Chamberlain, the inspector general of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), had warned Dublin Castle of the increasing strength of the Volunteers, their accumulation of arms and the growing evidence that a rising was being planned with German support. His reports were ignored.


The exchange of messages between those planning the Rising and the German government, in particular those passing through its embassy in New York, had routinely been intercepted by British naval intelligence. Hence, from March 1916, the plans for a rising, the arrangements to import arms and Casement’s involvement, were known to senior British naval and military personnel. The ship containing German munitions, the Aud , was probably monitored as it passed along the Connaught and Munster coasts. Certainly police and troops in the south and west were placed on alert; both the ship and Casement were captured on Friday 21 April. But fearing leaks, full knowledge of such sensitive information was restricted mainly to the service chiefs. It was certainly not communicated to either Birrell or Nathan.15 Nonetheless, in late March, Major-General Lovick Friend, commander-in-chief in Ireland, did receive some secret information from the War Office and was informed, on 16 April, by the GOC, Queenstown, that the Admiral serving at that station had intelligence that ‘two submarines and a vessel containing arms had left Germany for Ireland’.16


However, by the eve of the Rising, Dublin Castle officials had themselves begun to receive more ominous and graphic reports of the real intentions of Irish extremists, mainly from two paid informers in Dublin, code-named Chalk and Granite. Though their reports were inconsistent, in March they did warn: ‘Things look as if they are coming to a crisis.’17 Nathan, who stored these reports in a safe in his office, had as a consequence decided, by Saturday 22 April, to intern a list of suspects. Nevertheless, he felt no sense of urgency having meanwhile received word that the arms shipment had been captured and Casement arrested. Nathan was further reassured when MacNeill’s published countermand was noticed in the Sunday Independent. The planned arrests were also delayed by the need to receive written authorisation from London before such action could be taken, and by a justifiable reluctance to proceed over the Easter period whilst so many people were on holiday in Dublin. Furthermore, though the inspector general of the RIC was increasingly concerned at the activities of the Volunteers, he had advised in March that they were incapable of making ‘even a brief stand against a small body of troops’.18


On Easter Monday morning in Dublin, the city’s four Volunteer battalions and Irish Citizen Army members assembled at various prearranged meeting points. Liberty Hall was the most significant; it was by now a veritable armoury and had for days been placed under constant armed guard by the rebels. At just before noon the units marched off towards a number of key buildings which they subsequently occupied. These had been selected to command the main routes into the city and because of their strategic position in relation to the main British military barracks and their value in disrupting telephone and telegraph systems. They included the General Post Office (GPO); at the time Special Branch estimated that eighteen Sinn Feiners worked there and the Irish postal system had for long been regarded by some as a ‘disaffected service’.19 The Four Courts, Jacob’s Biscuit Factory, Boland’s Bakery, the South Dublin Union, St Stephen’s Green and later the College of Surgeons were also seized. Given the advantage of surprise, all of these premises were occupied virtually without opposition. The insurgents then immediately set about making them defensible – sandbagging windows, loopholing walls, seizing adjacent properties as outposts and erecting barricades.


Owing to the confusion caused by MacNeill’s countermand order, the numbers mobilised were considerably lower than anticipated, forcing the abandonment of some of the original plans, most notably the intention to occupy the grounds of Trinity College. The capture of Dublin Castle had been considered by the leaders well before the Rising but rejected as they believed that they would never have sufficient men to hold such an extensive complex of buildings. The General Post Office served as rebellion headquarters and as the seat of the provisional government; five of its members served there: Clarke, Patrick Pearse, Connolly, MacDermott and Plunkett. Pearse was designated president (Clarke had refused the post), and also commandant-general of the army, and Connolly was appointed vice-president and commandant of the forces in Dublin. It was Pearse therefore who had the honour of reading the proclamation from the step in front of the GPO at 12.45 pm on Easter Monday; it was received with a muted response by bewildered onlookers (three Volunteers had printed 2,500 copies of the document at Liberty Hall; it had been a Herculean task, taking thirteen hours, and had been completed at ten o’clock that morning). Hundreds of these were then posted throughout the city and distributed to the other insurgent strongholds. Meanwhile, because telephone communication had been disrupted, a British Army officer in civilian clothes had had to cycle to Kingston Wireless Telegraph Station to transmit a message at 12.30 pm. It began: ‘Armed Sinn Fein rising in Dublin today … Troops called out.’20 It was received at 3.23 pm by the Admiralty who then advised the War Office.


The British military onslaught which the rebels anxiously anticipated and prepared for was not at once forthcoming. When the Rising began, the Dublin Castle authorities had just 400 troops available to confront roughly 1,000 insurgents. Their immediate priorities were to mobilise mass reinforcements; to gather information on rebel strength, location and arms levels; and to identify and protect vital strategic positions – not least the Castle itself. However, as the week progressed the fighting, in some areas at least, did become intense, characterised by prolonged hand-to-hand street battles in which no holds were barred. In these circumstances, lapses in military discipline were, perhaps, inevitable. Matthew Nathan himself accepted that on occasion the troops exercised ‘summary justice’.21 On Wednesday, official orders were issued instructing soldiers to shoot first any individual suspected of being a rebel, uniformed or otherwise, who was armed and not surrendering. In parts of the city ‘free fire zones’ operated; any civilian visible on the streets was assumed to be one of the enemy and was treated accordingly. On Thursday morning, troops ‘warned people’ in the Amiens Street area to disperse, and ‘those who refused to leave were fired on’.22 Rebels made substantiated allegations later of indiscriminate shooting into houses from armoured cars.


Subsequent allegations of British military brutality centred mainly on events in the Four Courts area of Dublin. It was widely believed amongst local civilians that soldiers had killed fifteen innocent and unarmed men in a block of roughly ten houses in North King Street (at numbers 27 and 168–177) in the course of a series of fierce house-to-house gun battles lasting almost two days, from 28–29 April. Within nationalist Ireland the episode came to be regarded as a ‘massacre’, a ‘cold-blooded calculated atrocity’, ‘an atrocious crime’,23 in which innocent bystanders were murdered by troops, supervised by officers, in some cases after the immediate danger had passed. At the subsequent coroner’s enquiry, Lieutenant-Colonel H. Taylor, the officer in command of the unit involved, claimed that ‘no persons were attacked by the troops other than those who were assisting the rebels, and found with arms in their possession’; the jury found the military explanation ‘unsatisfactory’.24 A later military court of enquiry concluded that ‘it was unlikely that any persons were shot or killed unless the men had reason to think that they had been fired on, whether they were mistaken or not’. On this occasion, however, Taylor conceded in reference to some of the deaths: ‘I think it very possible that these men might have been shot or killed [by soldiers] at sight.’25 The court’s presiding officer, Brigadier E.W.S.K. Maconchy, stated: ‘some men were possibly wrongly shot because they were found with arms on them in houses from which the troops had been fired at’.26 The general officer commanding troops, Ireland, Major-General Sir John Maxwell, conceded publicly that, ‘possibly some unfortunate incidents which we should regret now may have occurred’. He also admitted that perhaps some of the troops, in the heat of battle, ‘saw red’.27 Privately, he confessed to his wife that he was ‘bothered to death with these cases where soldiers are accused of having murdered innocent civilians in cold blood. I fear there have been some cases of this’.28 He informed Field Marshal Lord Kitchener: ‘It must be borne in mind … there was a lot of house-to-house fighting going on, wild rumours in circulation … a good deal of “jumpiness”. With young soldiers and under the circumstances I wonder there was not more.’29 His official explanation of the deaths was that they had occurred ‘during rebellion and active armed resistance to His Majesty’s troops in the execution of their duty’.30 By implication the rebels were therefore ultimately responsible.


Referring to the incident in the Commons, Prime Minister Herbert Asquith accepted that: ‘There could be little doubt that some men who were not taking an actual part in the fighting were in the course of the struggle killed by both rebels and soldiers.’31 He also indicated that it had not been possible to identify and charge those responsible. A detailed memorandum relating to the episode, prepared for the premier and written in late May 1916 by Sir Edward Troup, permanent secretary at the Home Office, was much less circumspect. It refers to an order given by Brigadier-General William Lowe, who was in command of overall operations at the time. It stated that ‘no hesitation was to be shown in dealing with these rebels; that by their action they had placed themselves outside the law, and that they were not to be made prisoners’. As a direct result of this, in Troup’s opinion, ‘it is not unlikely that the soldiers did not accurately distinguish between refusing to make prisoners and shooting immediately prisoners whom they had made’. Troup considered Lowe’s instruction to be ‘the root of the mischief … This [order] in itself may have been justifiable but it should have been made clear that it did not mean that an unarmed rebel might be shot after he had been taken prisoner, still less could it mean that a person taken on mere suspicion could be shot without trial.’ He strongly advised the prime minister against publishing the evidence taken by the enquiries, as did Maxwell, stressing that ‘there are many points that could be used for the purpose of hostile propaganda’. It was his opinion that ‘Nothing but harm could come of any public inquiry that would draw further attention to the matter’.32


The best-known civilian victim of Easter week was Francis Sheehy-Skeffington, a pacifist. On 25 April he had organised a poorly attended meeting in Dublin at 5 pm to discuss looting and relief measures for the city’s poor. Afterwards he was arrested and next morning shot by firing squad without trial in Portobello Barracks. The British Army officer responsible for giving the order was Captain J.C. Bowen-Colthurst. The impact of this episode on Irish opinion was again magnified subsequently due to the attempt made by the authorities to cover up the murder. The incident caused bitterness, particularly in County Cork. In June, the captain’s house, six miles from Macroom, had to be placed ‘under constant protection by [RIC] patrols’,33 and eventually troops had to be moved into the area to restore order. The captain’s farm was also boycotted by the local community. The Volunteers themselves considered that those troops who were from Irish backgrounds were the most bitter in their reaction to the Rising.


As for the rebels, their part in the fighting was somewhat less chivalrous than has frequently been depicted; they quickly came to be regarded as ‘heroes, martyrs and clean fighters’. There is, of course, ample evidence that they generally treated their prisoners (mainly soldiers and policemen) well. They seemed to show considerable courtesy to the owners of the private properties which they occupied, causing little malicious damage, and they were polite to the occupants of the vehicles they commandeered for the purpose of erecting barricades. Their efforts to stop looting and to distribute food within their battalion districts, and also their overall sobriety, were commented on with genuine admiration by many civilians.


But more dubious military actions and behavioural lapses on the part of the insurgents did take place. With justification, Sir John Maxwell complained: ‘Great capital is made out of these [the deaths in North King Street] but the cold-blooded shooting of soldiers, police and civilians by the rebels is passed over in silence.’34 At the start of the Rising several policemen and soldiers, who were still unaware that it had begun, were shot dead by the insurgents in cold blood. Within hours, the unarmed Dublin Metropolitan Police were withdrawn from the streets after two of its members had been gunned down and killed in separate incidents at around noon on Easter Monday. Eyewitnesses observed that the shooting by Volunteers was sometimes indiscriminate; this they surmised was partly in order to assert their authority and overawe the public, and also because of the youth, nervousness and, in some cases, the arrogance of their members. Police files contain numerous detailed reports of civilians shot and, on occasion, fatally wounded if they attempted to resist the occupation of their shops and homes or the seizing of their vehicles on the street or if they failed to respond promptly to instructions. It is beyond doubt that dum-dum bullets were used by the rebels, their noses shaped so as to inflict more terrible injuries. Pat Rankin, a member of the GPO garrison, recalls nervously discarding some of them by dropping them at his feet while standing near Nelson’s Column after the surrender.35 Evidence of their existence is also provided by post-mortem reports on a number of the fatally wounded and by the content of arms caches uncovered by troops during later house-to-house searches. A St John’s Ambulance Brigade officer graphically describes Volunteers breaching a locally arranged ceasefire near the Four Courts at Church Street on Easter Saturday evening.36 Allegations were made by both sides that the other failed to respect Red Cross personnel or property and that they used civilians for cover.


Pearse’s decision to surrender on Saturday was taken partly because he had himself just witnessed the death of one civilian bystander, who had been riddled with bullets, and had seen a group of women shot at during the fighting in Moore Street. Of the 450 who died in Easter week, over 250 were civilians. This was partly because much of the fighting occurred in or near densely populated areas; one-third of Dublin’s population lived in insanitary slums adjacent to the main streets in which most of the rebel strongholds were located. The number of fatalities was inflated by the insatiable curiosity of the city’s citizens and their apparently fatalistic acceptance of the dangers involved in watching the spectacle. One lady commented that although she ‘saw terrible sights, [she] felt drawn towards it’. Another stated enthusiastically when it began: ‘I shall see and hear the revolution.’ One eyewitness explained: ‘[you] could not stay in the house, but must be out either to see what was going on or to talk to the neighbours.’ Near the GPO on Wednesday, Dick Humphries noted: ‘An over-inquisitive crowd is standing at D’Olier Street and O’Connell Bridge, right between the firing parties. They appear quite unconcerned.’ He added that they seemed to regard it as a ‘sham battle for their amusement’.37 Doctors later reported cases of fear-induced hysteria. Some civilians unwisely wore green clothing and so unwittingly became targets themselves. More elderly individuals might enter contested areas oblivious of the danger to themselves or unable to react to it with sufficient speed. Others took unavoidable risks, courageously serving the needs of those actively participating in the fighting or who were merely caught up in it – priests, medical personnel and ambulance drivers in particular.


Apart from the physical dangers to themselves, during Easter week civilians progressively suffered increasing levels of dislocation and disruption. Houses caught within the fighting zones had to be vacated and much property was destroyed or damaged. The transport system in Dublin collapsed. The insurgents cut off gas supplies so as to reduce the risk of fire in their fortified strongholds, mail went undelivered, most newspapers ceased publication, and telephone and telegraph services were disrupted. Many offices and businesses closed – the Post Office (thus benefits could not be claimed) and also corporation premises, civil service departments, numerous shops, banks, theatres and cinemas. Essentials became scarce and expensive – coal, milk and above all bread. Most bakeries and retailers closed and the failure of the distribution system hit supplies of flour and meal. The problem was aggravated by panic buying and the requisitioning of food both by troops and rebels. But apart from these privations, the Rising was also an immensely exciting, dramatic and compelling spectacle, vividly described by its citizen observers as well as by participants. On Thursday at the GPO, Joseph Plunkett exulted: ‘It is the first time this has happened since Moscow. The first time a capital city has burned since 1812!’38 Moreover, the outbreak provided unprecedented opportunities for looting. This began soon after noon on Easter Monday and was facilitated by the withdrawal of the 1,100 Dublin Metropolitan Police officers (DMP) from the streets by order of Colonel R. Johnstone, the chief commissioner. The looting soon reached endemic proportions, far beyond the capacity of either the troops or the insurgents to prevent or contain. The reappearance of the police on 30 April occasioned some derision; Douglas Hyde records two old men shouting at members of the force ‘to accelerate their pace … “Houl that fellow! Houl that fellow!”’39


The civilian population was by no means uniformly hostile to the Rising, even during Easter week. Nonetheless, some had ‘thought Ireland was the only safe place to be at present, so remote from battle’40 and inevitably anger was expressed at the number of fatalities and the scale of destruction and distress which the insurgency caused. Its timing was also criticised, when the country was prosperous and Home Rule seemed imminent. In the context of war it outraged those with relatives in military service, by whom it was regarded as an act of treachery; 85,000 Irishmen had enlisted by the end of 1915 and over 16,300 from Dublin itself (though some 2,200 young men had by then emigrated from Ireland for fear that conscription would be introduced). At Jacob’s Bakery, when the insurrection began, Thomas Pugh records that the women were ‘like French Revolution furies, and were throwing their arms around the police, hugging and kissing them, much to the disgust of the police’, he adds. During the fighting in the Four Courts area several people were arrested by the rebels as spies. Here, as elsewhere, some of the Volunteers recorded bitter confrontations with local priests. At the College of Surgeons, the mood of the crowds who witnessed the Volunteers’ surrender was one of ferocious hostility; the insurgents were profoundly relieved when a British troop cordon was hurriedly set up in Grafton Street to restrain the sullen mob at bayonet point. There were similar scenes when the insurgents emerged from Jacob’s Bakery, and again when the defeated battalions marched under military guard to Richmond Barracks amidst the jeers and taunts of furious spectators. They were called ‘murderers’, ‘starvers of the people’; members of the company raised in Inchicore ‘heard all their names called out’, and there were shouts of ‘shoot the Sinn Fein bastards’. Frank Saurin refers to ‘a mass of howling, shouting women from the back streets’ at Francis Street, and Frank Thornton to ‘very hostile crowds at Patrick Street, soldiers’ wives. We would have been torn asunder but for British troops’. Likewise, outside Dublin, Min Ryan recorded with dismay a comment she overheard in the washing room at Mallow Station after the Rising: ‘it’s only the Sinn Feiners that are killed’.41


But to concentrate exclusively on such episodes would give a misleading impression of public attitudes. The route to Richmond Barracks led through areas of acute deprivation in which a significant proportion of the indigenous Catholic poor had family members fighting on the Western Front, whilst the sympathies of any local Protestant artisans lay wholly with the authorities. However, in some battalion areas the surrendering rebels were greeted with genuine enthusiasm. At Boland’s Bakery, de Valera was consumed with emotion at the spontaneous warmth of the civilian response; he remarked: ‘If only you had come out to help us … you would not behold us like this.’42 Ceannt’s Volunteers were likewise heartened by the friendly reception they received from spectators after they had vacated the South Dublin Union. Dr Kathleen Lynn, who fought at the City Hall, states that after the surrender there, ‘the people were enthusiastic and said we were great girls’.43 There were also more covert indications of sympathy; at the GPO, a milkman voluntarily made deliveries two to three times daily from Monday to Thursday, and refused payment. The speed with which the public mood changed after the surrender is suggested by Liam Tannan; he states that he heard ‘encouraging cries from people’ while being escorted to the North Wall after being held briefly at Richmond Barracks, adding that ‘this came as a great surprise’ given the intensity of their earlier hostility.44


With justification a number of rebels sensed that sympathy for their cause had grown as the week progressed. Liam Archer writes that people were ‘generally hostile for the first couple of days, but later their attitude changed completely’; one diarist noted that by Thursday, ‘the ancient racial hatred of England [had begun] to revive’.45 Even those observers who were initially hostile had to concede that by and large the Volunteers had fought a clean fight, with undoubted courage, palpable conviction and evident concern for the distress caused to the civilian population by their actions. With their motley collection of rifles and revolvers they had held out for a week against the resources of an empire, which was able and willing to deploy apparently limitless numbers of troops equipped with machine guns, heavy artillery, incendiary shells, armoured cars and even a gunboat. Eamonn Ceannt’s brother, Michael, who was not a republican, observed, ‘Lord, if we thought they had the least chance wouldn’t we all be in it’.46 Certainly the authorities fully shared this impression and were later to act upon it.


John Clarke, owner of a small shop who lived near the Four Courts, wrote after witnessing its surrender: ‘This ends the last attempt for poor old Ireland. What noble fellows! The cream of the land. None of your corner-boy class.’47 In the Four Courts area, police had recorded over previous months a measurable growth in political extremism, and soldiers serving near there were acutely aware of the hostility of some civilians during the fighting. Several of the medical staff at Richmond Hospital nearby gave the rebels vital support – informing them of troop movements as well as helping them man their casualty posts, tending those more gravely wounded in the hospital itself and assisting those recuperating in their wards to escape after the surrender. Though some in religious orders had been hostile, many local priests and nuns were also supportive, providing not only the comforts of religion but also food, accommodation, information on the disposition of British forces, and concealing weapons and likewise assisting some to evade capture at the end. They thus earned the enduring gratitude of some of the insurgents.


Paddy Holohan, who served at the Four Courts, paid particular tribute to the Capuchin Fathers (a Franciscan order), Church Street, ‘for the part they played in succouring the wounded and amid constant danger in bringing the consolations of religion to the dying all through the week’. He affirmed that ‘it began an association between the volunteers and the Capuchins which lasted throughout the trying years of the Black and Tan war’.48 When the Rising was over and the insurgents were being escorted from the Rotunda to Richmond Barracks, Oscar Traynor later recalled how ‘outside the gates of the … Barracks, I saw a Capuchin priest who as we were entering … kept saying, with tears in his eyes, “Misneach” [Courage] which was completely unintelligible to the enemy forces’.49 Eily O’Hanrahan, Michael’s sister, said of Father Augustine and Father Albert in particular, that ‘they saved the reason of many people whose sons and brothers were executed’ after the Rising.50 Many would have concurred with the view expressed by Eamonn Ceannt’s wife, Aine, that Church Street was ‘where the only reliable information could be obtained’; Con Colbert’s sister, Elizabeth, for example, received confirmation of her brother’s execution from Father Albert.51 The predominant role of the Capuchins, during and after Easter week, appears to have caused some resentment amongst other Catholic clergy. Whilst at Kilmainham, W.T. Cosgrave records how Father Eugene McCarthy, who was from St James’s church nearby and prison chaplain, called and ‘expressed wonder as to why we had asked for a Franciscan to attend us instead of the Parish Clergy’.52


Despite their initial lapses in intelligence, overall the British authorities responded competently to the Rising. Mass military reinforcements began to be drafted into Dublin on Easter Monday afternoon. The first to arrive came from the Curragh, followed by others from Belfast, Athlone and Templemore. A further 10,000 were already en route from England. By early on Friday 28 April, rebel numbers had risen to about 1,550 but they were confronted by 18–20,000 troops, with still more in transit, their arrival imminent. Information was also quickly gathered on rebel strength and positions. Vital locations in the city were speedily identified and defended, including the docks, railway stations, telephone exchange, munitions sites and the grounds of Dublin Castle and Trinity College. On Tuesday, the military forged an axis running east–west, from Kingsbridge to the Customs House, effectively splitting the insurgent forces in two, providing a safe line of advance for troops and facilitating their communications. Progressively a cordon was placed around the city, using the readily defensible line of the Royal and Grand canals; it was completed by Friday. By Wednesday, the most strategically significant rebel-held outposts had been taken, including the City Hall, the Mendicity Institution and Liberty Hall, which despite its appearance was actually unoccupied. From Thursday, the General Post Office was entirely cut off from the other strongholds and preparations were being made similarly to isolate the Four Courts. The subsequent ferocious artillery attack on the GPO induced the rebel leaders there first to evacuate, and hours later to accept the only terms the British were prepared to offer – unconditional surrender. Their decision was then made known to all the commandants and garrisons still fighting in the capital and in the provinces. It was accepted, often reluctantly, amidst scenes of heartbreak, anguish, bitterness and also disbelief, as some units had been more than holding their own against the troops and were convinced that they could have fought on for weeks.


During the fighting, the military made several costly tactical errors, most notably at Mount Street Bridge on Wednesday 26 April. There, the Sherwood Foresters, who had disembarked at Dun Laoghaire early that morning, made successive frontal assaults without artillery support, on a select group of determined, disciplined, well-armed Volunteers occupying strongly fortified and barricaded outposts. The attack succeeded but only after a gun battle lasting from midday to dusk and for the loss of 234 men dead or wounded; only five Volunteers were killed. A hard lesson had been learnt. Thus, two days later, after the Foresters had encircled the GPO, they did not attempt to repeat the mass infantry attack which the rebels were then anticipating. Instead they deluged the entrenched insurgent positions with incendiary shells to incinerate and destroy them, drive their occupants out and force them to capitulate. The strategy was effective. The cost was the destruction of much of Sackville Street where the conflagrations caused £1 million in damage to property and £750,000 in lost stock. As elsewhere in the city most of the fires were caused by British tactics, the rest by Volunteers strengthening their defences or by the casual actions of looters. Military losses were minimal and in total only nine members of the GPO garrison died during the fighting in Easter week. Nonetheless, afterwards, one contemporary who was unsympathetic to the rebels observed: ‘People are all saying: Oh, our beautiful city! Look how the military have destroyed it. The English will have to pay for this.’53


Owing to the capture of the Aud and Casement’s arrest, and the confusion caused by MacNeill’s countermanding order, the Rising was almost exclusively confined to Dublin. Cork failed to mobilise. In Limerick, local Volunteer leaders met and conferred but decided not to act. In Galway, 1,000 men assembled on Easter Monday, seized several RIC stations and then abandoned their activities on receiving news of Dublin’s capitulation. At Wexford, the rebels took over the town of Enniscorthy on Wednesday 26 April; they only surrendered after two of their officers were permitted to meet Pearse in person and receive instructions direct from him. The most significant action outside the capital occurred ten miles north of it when Volunteers, led by Thomas Ashe and the highly effective Richard Mulcahy, attacked several police barracks. In the course of a tense gun battle at Ashbourne on Friday 28 April, two Volunteers and between eight and fifteen members of the RIC died. Here, the insurgents ‘had been so successful’ that they greeted Pearse’s surrender order with disbelief.54 There were no plans for Ulster to play any part in the Rising as the Military Council had feared setting off a sectarian war in the province.


According to official estimates, the death toll from the Rising rose to 450 persons killed, 2,614 wounded and 9 missing, almost all losses occurring in the city of Dublin. The military had 17 officers killed and 46 wounded; 99 other ranks killed, 322 wounded and 9 missing. In Maxwell’s view: ‘We have lost a good few men … but considering the number of bullets flying about, not excessive.’55 The RIC had 13 men killed and 22 wounded; the DMP had 3 killed and 7 wounded. Government figures combined civilian and insurgent casualties, giving a total of 318 killed and 2,217 wounded. It is widely accepted that 64 rebels died; two of these losses occurred at Boland’s Bakery when one of the insurgents became mentally unhinged and shot dead a comrade; he was then fatally wounded himself by one of his own officers. The Volunteer casualties were low partly because in Dublin they were the defending force, and they fought with discipline and skill. Also, in the end, under instructions from Pearse and Connolly, they surrendered their strongholds rather than fight to the last man in an uneven contest against superior numbers of troops, armed with artillery and machine guns. After the insurgents had been forced to evacuate the GPO and were facing inevitable defeat, a majority of their leaders then agreed to negotiate with British officers. They hoped to strike a deal – namely that they themselves would be executed and that their death and sacrifice would enable the rank and file to go free and fight more successfully another day. Thus their ‘blood sacrifice’ was not a strategy carefully devised months in advance, but a gambit hastily concocted as the Rising disintegrated. It was designed not to redeem Ireland, but to perform the eminently practical task of saving the lives of their men.


The tactical errors made by British troops inflated their otherwise modest losses. The engagement at Mount Street Bridge proved the most costly, but at North King Street ignorance of the exact location of rebel strongholds in the area contributed to high casualty levels for the South Staffordshire regiment. During gun battles here on the Friday and Saturday of Easter week, 16 soldiers died and 31 were wounded. But the military leadership learnt from these mistakes. It was a considerable achievement to suppress the insurrection inside one week as the military force was comprised of mainly young and inexperienced troops, most with no knowledge of Dublin (some unaware at first that they were even in Ireland!), no training in street-fighting and often operating in improvised scratch units. Three-quarters of the Sherwood Foresters who fought at Mount Street Bridge had less than three months’ military service, and they had just disembarked at Kingston. Captain E. Gerrard, an Irish soldier who had served in the Dardenelles and was home on leave when the Rising began, claimed that they had ‘never fired a service rifle before … they were not even able to load them’.56 With justification, William Wylie suggested that ignorance of alternative routes into the city caused their losses; he states, ‘the telephones were working, and any DMP man could have acted as guide and saved the massacre’.57 Men drawn from twenty-four different regiments were based at Portobello Barracks during the Rising and this disparate composition was probably replicated at the other main military bases in the city. After the surrender, ‘a benefit mass was celebrated’ in the provost’s dining room at Trinity College for the motley range of troops that had gathered there; Miss Mahaffy, the provost’s daughter, noted that it was probably ‘the first time that mass had been said’ at the university.58


There can be no doubt that the response of Asquith’s government to the Rising contributed measurably to the further alienation of Irish public opinion. Acting against advice from its leading public servants in Dublin Castle, the cabinet introduced nationwide martial law on Wednesday 26 April. This decision resulted from its concern at ‘some disquieting features … indicating the spread of the rebellious movement … particularly in the west’. Next day, Major-General Sir John Maxwell was appointed General Officer Commanding British troops, Ireland, and thus also head of the country’s civil administration: the ‘Irish administrators’ were informed that they must ‘place themselves at his disposal and carry out his instructions’.59 For the next six months he played a decisive role in determining British government policy in Ireland. His ardent conviction from the outset was that militant nationalism must now be crushed; he believed that the preceding years of laxity and indecision had merely served to undermine respect for law and order. He never doubted that the leaders of the insurrection should be court-martialled and those most prominent executed. But he was also concerned that those who had surrendered with them, along with their suspected supporters, should be arrested and their arms seized in a nationwide sweep by British troops, supported by the Irish police force and intelligence services. At the end of Easter week, military personnel were dispatched in large numbers into the provinces, focusing especially on those areas which had shown any indication of active sympathy for the insurgents. The most dramatic incident that occurred in the course of these operations was on 2 May, when an RIC party called at Bawnard House, Castlelyons, County Cork, intending to arrest two prominent local dissidents, Thomas and David Kent. A gun battle ensued after which both men and another brother, William, were placed under arrest, charged with taking part in ‘armed rebellion’ and subsequently court-martialled. Thomas was found guilty and sentenced to death.60


In Dublin, for several weeks after the Rising, districts were cordoned off, numerous pickets posted on the streets, the ports kept under close surveillance and houses searched for known extremists and for arms. Meanwhile, preparations were being made to court-martial those suspected of being the leaders of the insurrection. Rumour had been rife amongst the Dublin rebels during and after the surrender of their various garrisons on Saturday and Sunday, 29–30 April as to what would become of them. They were all subsequently escorted to Richmond Barracks in the course of Sunday, the last arriving at about 8 pm where the selection procedure for the trials was to take place. On arrival, they were crammed into billets with a few buckets to serve as latrines; W.T. Cosgrave writes: ‘sanitation laws were suspended. Ten shillings for a few articles of clothing to use as blankets, which had to be returned at 5 o’clock am … The Germans could not learn anything from the standard of culture, education or civilization from the officers in Richmond Barracks in May 1916.’61 Robert Holland, who served at Marrowbone Lane, recalls that ‘the door was locked and we had hardly room to sit down. We were in this room all night. Everyone seemed to be in serious thought, and no one wanted to converse as we were practically jammed tight together. Someone suggested that if one side of the room tightened, the other half might get room to sit down and rest for a while. This was done.’62 In sombre mood some speculated that they might be transported to the Western Front to be used as cannon fodder, or expelled to some remote British colony, or perhaps all summarily executed. Next day, 1 May, they were paraded in the barrack square, where soldiers took note of their names, addresses and occupations on sheets of paper; in a few cases the troops were relatives of the men held captive. Next, they were ordered into a wooden gymnasium hall and searched for ‘concealed weapons … [and] anything that seemed to be documents and [the soldiers] threw them in a heap on the floor’.63 They were then instructed to sit in rows of ten facing a partition constructed of clear glass panes and wooden panels. They were soon aware that behind it DMP Special Branch detectives, from G division, were standing, watching them, whilst scrutinising the lists. After twenty minutes these entered the hall ‘like a flock of carrion crows’, walked amongst the prisoners and, over a period of two hours, identified those thought to have played the most prominent role in the Rising. They were ordered to stand to one side – MacDonagh, Ceannt, MacBride … and a numbered list was drawn up of those to be tried. ‘The great majority of us’, Frank Saurin later recalled, ‘who were not apparently regarded as anything but simple followers, were bade get up and marched in single file out’. They were searched again, and Saurin records that ‘neither on the first search nor at this search, was our money touched’.64 The members of G division were to be systematically gunned down by Michael Collins’ squad during the Anglo-Irish War.


Those selected at the gymnasium were afterwards packed in parties of forty into separate rooms of the barracks, mostly unfurnished, except for stinking slop pails. Piaras Beaslai recalls that for some, at least, ‘there was a preliminary investigation for all the accused prisoners, where British officers and soldiers, held during the fight by the volunteers, gave evidence of identification and of bearing arms against those charged. Some of these witnesses were vindictive; others generous, many refusing to recognise and identify.’ Beaslai referred specifically to a Royal Army Medical Corps officer who ‘said briefly he knew nothing about combatants, his job had been to care for British and volunteer wounded impartially, and he had done that’. Beaslai added: ‘Some of the “G men” openly offered chances to Volunteers they knew to escape, or hustled them out of sight of their more officious colleagues.’65


After what Maxwell described as ‘an unavoidable delay’,66 the court-martial proceedings began in the afternoon of 2 May; Richmond Barracks was deemed to be a suitable location as it was capable of accommodating large numbers of prisoners and was convenient to Maxwell’s residence at the Royal Hospital, Kilmainham. A number of trials, including those of MacBride, MacDonagh and Clarke, had been due to be heard on the previous day. During the first day of court hearings, six rebels faced charges in two adjacent rooms at Richmond Barracks. In one, Patrick Pearse’s case was followed by Thomas MacDonagh and Thomas Clarke; in the other Piaras Beaslai, then Joseph MacGuinness and Eamonn Duggan. Occasionally, the other Volunteers caught glimpses of a ‘leader or officer … being escorted from one building to another … brought out singly between four soldiers and an NCO’.67 Jack Plunkett described the courtrooms as ‘crowded … very small … The witnesses had to sidle in and out’.68 Beaslai confirms this description, stating that ‘the small room was suffocating with the crowd of witnesses, detectives, guards, three officers of the court-martial and the prosecutor’. He also records his impression that ‘the attitude of the officers of the court-martial towards the prisoners, however, was exceedingly courteous’.69


Meanwhile, some attempt had been made to provide for the prisoners’ spiritual needs; W.T. Cosgrave records that: ‘Rev TW O’Ryan, CC Golden Bridge (St James Parish), visited the prisoners in the gymnasium. [He] … heard the confessions of prisoners in our group and blessed us with the Blessed Sacrament which he was carrying.’70 Whilst in prison during their Field General Courts Martial, the rebels were permitted to have visitors and to correspond. This was a concession to their unique status as civilians being tried by military court – wartime conscientious objectors in British prisons were treated similarly. The issue did not normally arise at the front, as serving soldiers were only held captive very briefly for the period of their trial; afterwards they were hurriedly returned to their units to await the outcome.


On 28 October 1916, the Judge Advocate General’s Office stated that in Dublin ‘there have been held in connection with the Rebellion in Ireland’:71 161 Field General Courts Martial on civilians; one on a non-commissioned officer, and 22 General Courts Martial on civilians (including Eoin MacNeill). There were also General Courts Martial on an officer (Captain J.C. Bowen-Colthurst for the murder of Sheehy-Skeffington and two other civilians), a warrant officer (Sergeant R. Flood for the murders of Lieutenant A. Lucas and W.J. Rice) and a private (H.J. Wyatt for the murder of R. Glaister). In addition, four civilians were tried by Field General Courts Martial outside the capital – two in Cork (Thomas and William Kent) and two in Enniscorthy (R. Donaghue and T. Doyle). Thus, a total of 187 insurgents, including one woman, Countess Constance Markievicz, were in due course tried by military court.


Two forms of military court operated in Ireland after the Rising, both of them having jurisdiction to hear capital offences. The General Court Martial (GCM) was the highest form of military court, and was normally reserved for serving officers. It was comprised of at least nine commissioned officers; a judge advocate, who was required to hold the rank of major or above, presided. It was thus perceived as being unwieldy and impracticable in wartime. The death penalty required a two-thirds majority, and the sentence had to be confirmed by the general officer commanding. From the viewpoint of the authorities, the Field General Court Martial (FGCM) – which had the same powers as the GCM – had the advantage of being quicker, more predictable, and easier to convene as the tribunal was reduced to a minimum of just three officers. There was no requirement that any of them be legally trained, which influenced public perceptions of their fairness, but the most senior had to hold the substantive rank of captain or above and acted as the president of the court. A death sentence required the unanimous verdict of all three judges, but it was unlikely that in a disciplined organisation such as the army others junior to him would obstruct the presiding officer’s wishes. However, like the GCM, it could not be carried out until it had been confirmed by the appropriate commander-in-chief – Field Marshal Haig or Field Marshal French for troops serving on the Western Front, Major-General Maxwell for civilians in Ireland. During the First World War, this form of British military court was applied to civilians in Egypt as well as Ireland, and in the trials of dominion and colonial soldiers and of German and Turkish POWs (usually accused of killing British troops). A number of foreign nationals and suspected spies living in Britain were also tried under its procedures on espionage charges; several were subsequently executed in the Tower of London.72


The power to try civilians by courts martial after the Rising in Ireland derived from the government’s emergency wartime powers – specifically the Defence of the Realm Acts, 1914–15. This legislation included provision for the trial of offences by military courts and, crucially, it permitted ministers to create new offences by making regulations – without reference to parliament; their purpose was to ‘secure the public safety and the defence of the realm’. Utilising these powers, the executive drew up a significant number of offences, breaches of which could be tried in military courts, and if done with the intention of ‘assisting the enemy’, they carried the death penalty; defendants had no right of appeal.


One other circumstance, unique to Ireland, prevailed at the time of the Easter Rising. In 1915, the Defence of the Realm Amendment Act had permitted persons charged with breaches of Defence of the Realm regulations to opt for a civil trial in the ordinary courts. However, the Royal Proclamation, dated 26 April 1916, had suspended this right in Ireland; subsequently such cases could only be tried by courts martial. It had been envisaged in the 1915 amending legislation that the removal of this right would only be necessary in circumstances of dire emergency. But, by early May 1916, Dublin was quiet and the Rising over, and thus civil trial, or at least the hearing of cases in General Courts Martial, would have been possible. Yet all those charged in connection with the Rising were tried by military court, and denied the right to opt for trial in the ordinary civil courts, with their more sympathetic Irish juries. Thus, with justification, Asquith was able to inform the cabinet in mid-May 1916 that, ‘all the trials and sentences have been conducted, passed and carried out under the statutory powers of the Defence of the Realm Acts’. Similarly, he advised Maxwell that ‘in practice the Defence of the Realm Acts give you every power you need’, and that martial law was ‘not a matter of great importance except for its effect on outside opinion’.73


All those court-martialled after the Rising, including those tried outside Dublin, were charged with contravention of Defence of the Realm Regulation 50, a catch-all regulation (‘doing an act … prejudicial to the public safety or the defence of the realm … for the purpose of assisting the enemy’). Connolly, MacDermott and Mallin were also charged with the equally broad Regulation 42 (‘attempting to cause mutiny, sedition or dissatisfaction … among the civil population’); surprisingly, none of the three was found guilty of this lesser offence. The courts martial operated according to the provisions of the annually renewable 1881 Army Act and the rules of procedure made under it.74


How they were supposed to function was clearly set out in the sixth edition of the Manual of Military Law (1914, reprinted 1916), published by the War Office. It was in effect a handbook for the conduct of trials by court martial, and set out clearly the rules of procedure. The judicial process which emerges from it is one of punctilious enquiry, in which the interests of the accused are regarded as paramount. Thus, ‘care’ was to be taken in communicating the charge to the defendant and ensuring that it was understood; ‘reasonable steps’ were to be instituted to procure any witnesses he wished to call; he was to be given ‘full and proper’ opportunity (‘every latitude’) to prepare his defence; he was to have liberty to communicate with witnesses, and with his legal adviser or other ‘friend’ who, if legally qualified, had ‘the same rights … as the persons whom they represent’, whilst the Crown prosecutor was obliged to act throughout in a spirit of fairness. Moreover, the accused had the right to object to the membership of the panel of officers who formed the court; could enter a claim to be tried separately where his case was being held along with others; could question the jurisdiction of the court, and could even challenge the appointment of the shorthand writer selected if the appointee was not thought to be ‘impartial’. It was also stipulated that the accused must be present when the summary of evidence was being taken from prosecution witnesses after he was remanded – in order to give him ‘notice of the charge he will meet’ at his trial. However, a comprehensive study of the various court martial records which survive from the First World War concluded that in practice, ‘few of the executed men received the most elemental form of justice’. The Manual itself makes clear that the FGCM was regarded as an ‘exceptional kind’ of military court, with ‘exceptional rules under which the procedure is of a more summary character than that of an ordinary court martial’. Thus, unlike the GCM, the accused’s right to a legal adviser or to counsel, and even to prior notice of the charge, did not automatically apply in them. These matters were to be determined by what was practicable and available at the time, and decided upon by the officers on the spot.75


Controversially Sir John Maxwell issued a general order affecting all cases, that the Field General Courts Martial held after the Rising should be heard in camera (open neither to the press nor the public). It appears to have been his decision alone; the Irish law officers were only informed of it after the trials had begun. Sir Herbert Samuel, the home secretary, later informed parliament that ‘no civil legal authority was consulted beforehand’. The decision was, perhaps, not surprising; ‘the idea that military justice was a private rather than a public affair was deeply ingrained in the British military psyche; courts martial in the field invariably took place in private’.76 It was justified subsequently on the grounds that the proceedings were being held at a ‘critical period’, when ‘an act of rebellion was in the process of being quelled’ which had required the introduction of martial law, and that it was therefore in the interests of the defence of the realm and the safety of the state.77


With regard to the legality of the decision, as noted, the legal framework in relation to military courts was established by the 1881 Army Act and the rules of procedure made under that legislation. This provided no express powers to hear courts martial in camera; the courts martial could only be closed whilst the tribunal deliberated after hearing the evidence. Thus, the secrecy of the courts martial prompted repeated questions by Irish Nationalist MPs in the Commons, who argued that it could not be justified under the terms either of the Army Act or the Defence of the Realm legislation. They also urged that the proceedings should be published. On three occasions during 1916 (1 June, 10 July and 24 October), Asquith responded to these requests, and indicated that he was prepared to do so, no doubt in part to counter the growing public perception in Ireland that those executed had been shot in cold blood. In the last instance he had stated unequivocally, in reply to a query by John Dillon, ‘I will arrange for this to be done’. At the time, the prime minister himself considered that ‘the pledges were too definite to be got out of’.78


Shortly after Asquith’s pledge had been given, its potential ramifications were earnestly considered by civil servants and government officials. The matter was referred to the Army Council and Sir Reginald Brade, its secretary, stated: ‘there appears to be nothing in the Army Act, or the rules of procedure, to justify the holding of a court martial in camera … the power to sit in camera is only given to civil courts.’79 Likewise, the law officers of the Crown later gave the legal opinion that it had been illegal not to permit public access; in their judgement, ‘there [did] … not seem to be any legal justification for holding a court martial in camera’. On 1 November 1916, General Sir Nevil Macready, the adjutant general, concluded that there was ‘no legal justification for a court martial to be held in camera either in the Army Act [1881] or in any regulation under the Defence of the Realm Act’; he raised the possibility of the names of prosecution witnesses being excluded from publication, a suggestion accepted by Asquith.80


Asquith’s government fell in December 1916, and his commitment was then in no way binding on Lloyd George’s succeeding administration. Subsequently, both Brade and Macready prepared memoranda during early 1917 in which they formulated a series of objections to the publication of the court-martial proceedings. It was suggested that to do so would imply that it had never been justified to hold the trials in camera, and would therefore be ‘a grave reflection on the discretion of Sir John Maxwell’. It was claimed that if it was done, the lives of members of the courts, even of Sir John himself and his staff, might well be placed in jeopardy. It was also argued that at the time of the trials the witnesses had come forward in good faith, and given evidence openly and freely. They might not have done so if it had not been for the distinct understanding that the proceedings were in camera, and that they could not be identified in future and so lay themselves open to ‘any danger of life and limb’ which their testimony would otherwise entail. In these circumstances, public disclosure might therefore be regarded as a ‘breach of faith’ towards them and ‘a contempt of court’ (though, as Macready had suggested, names could have been withheld). In addition, the potential long-term significance of publication was highlighted. It was asserted that in future ‘it would in all probability be impossible to obtain evidence in support of charges, and military courts and authority would become as impotent as the civil courts in Ireland’. As a consequence, ‘the difficulties of a successful and hasty suppression of rebellion … would be greatly increased and the interests of justice would be defeated if it were realised that the evidence given in camera would in all probability be given publicly’. It was also considered that ‘the position of any General, who in the future may be required to cope with another rising, would be rendered almost impossible if he had to keep in view the possibility of his actions forming the subject of enquiry or comment [for example, his confirmation of death sentences]’. The adjutant general stated: ‘I doubt that any general officer would consent to undertake the repression of rebellion without the assurance that in all cases where he might deem it necessary to administer justice in secrecy that such secrecy should be maintained.’ Maxwell himself considered that ‘publication would be not only a grave indiscretion, but also a distinct breach of faith with those who took the decision that the courts martial were to be held in camera’.81


Macready suggested that the English law officers should be consulted as to whether the obligation under the 1881 Army Act, to provide a transcript of court martial proceedings to the accused, extended to the estate of the deceased accused, and whether the unsettled political circumstances in Ireland at the time of the trials could be used to establish justification for the proceedings being held in camera. The law officers expressed the view that, under Section 124 of the Army Act, ‘the only person who … is entitled to obtain a copy of the proceedings is the person tried’, and therefore, ‘if the accused person is dead, no copy can be supplied’. They concluded that giving the public access to the court documents could only be justified on grounds of national or public expediency; it was ‘a question of policy alone’.82 This would no doubt be influenced by concern to keep faith with Maxwell, the tribunal officers and the witnesses. But, above all, one vital consideration was bound ultimately to determine the response of politicians – the inadequacy of the evidence that had been produced in the courts martial of those who had been found guilty, sentenced to death and executed.


Sir Reginald Brade advised on 9 January 1917: ‘I have read the proceedings in each of the latter cases [those executed] very carefully, and while I can safely say that the evidence taken as a whole is conclusive of their guilt, there are one or two cases in which the evidence is extremely thin.’ The adjutant general on 7 January 1917 clearly felt even greater uneasiness. He stated: ‘As I have reason to believe that in certain cases the evidence was not too strong, the inevitable results of publication would be that a certain section of the Irish community will urge that the sole reason for the trials in camera was that the authorities intended to execute certain of the Sinn Feiners whether there was evidence or not. This is an argument which in my humble judgement would be extremely difficult to meet successfully if as I think the evidence in some of the cases was far from conclusive.’83 Thus, when the issue was next raised in the Commons, in March 1917, Bonar Law responded that ‘it would be most detrimental to the public interest to publish these Reports … [It] would be to reopen memories of the rebellion and would do nothing but harm’.84 When solicitors acting for the families of those executed urged the government to make the records available to them, it was to no avail. Precedent had hardly been encouraging; court-martial papers relating to the 1798 rebellion were closed to the public and were to remain so for 200 years.85


There was no contemporary legal challenge by the Easter Rising leaders to being tried by secret military tribunals, due no doubt partly to the speed with which their trials were conducted, and perhaps their reluctance to seek relief from a British court, and their acquiescence in the death sentences imposed. But in March 1917, the legality of the secret proceedings was placed before the English courts. Two candidates were selected as a test case – Gerald Doyle and Cornelius O’Donovan; both had been court-martialled and interned. The intention was to persuade the court, and the public, that their detention was illegal and their conviction invalid, as they had not received a fair trial. The one point of legal substance on which their council argued the case was on the grounds that there was no legal power to hold their courts martial in camera. The Crown took the challenge seriously. Maxwell swore an affidavit, on 10 March 1917, which rehearsed the familiar plea that prevailing conditions had necessitated a trial behind closed doors – ‘the actual fighting in Dublin had only just been quelled … there was a great unrest and possibility of recurrent disturbance’, he stated. The force of this defence was somewhat diminished by the recital in court of some of Maxwell’s communiqués at the time, as reported in The Times on 1, 2 and 4 May; these referred to Dublin as being ‘quite safe’, ‘reverting to its normal condition’, ‘quiet’. The judges were aware that ‘if the applicants succeeded, the proceedings of many if not all of the recent courts-martial in Dublin were invalid and irregular’, and ‘the result would be a great and irreparable public mischief’. Thus the court unanimously upheld the legality of the courts martial; it concluded ‘that a Field General Court Martial … had an inherent jurisdiction to exclude the public … where necessary for the administration of justice’, and that Maxwell’s affidavit provided a sufficient basis for his order in the aftermath of the Rising.86


To be court-martialled by British military authorities and executed by firing squad was no new experience for Irishmen by Easter 1916. Out of 2,916 traceable death sentences passed by court martial on British army personnel during the First World War, 221 were Irish soldiers. Though they constituted just two per cent of those enlisted in the force, they were the recipients of eight per cent of all the death sentences imposed. According to one authority, these uniquely disproportionate figures stemmed from a belief, endemic within the British officer class, that ‘the Irish needed firm, even harsh handling. The Easter Rising … merely confirmed the British in their preconceived idea, concerns and fears about Irish unreliability.’87


Of the 187 civilians who were court-martialled after the Rising, eleven were acquitted. Of the remainder, the courts martial registers contain details of eighty-eight sentences of ‘death by being shot’. These records, however, may be incomplete and the number of death sentences may consequently have been higher (in his researches into these court martial registers in relation to New Zealand soldiers in the First World War, the military historian, Dr Chris Pugsley, found that some cases had been omitted from them). Thus the Catholic Bulletin , published in August 1917, cites a figure of ninety-seven such verdicts in the aftermath of the Easter Rising, but it fails to provide a full list of the names of those on whom it was imposed; this would have permitted this total to be verified. However, The Sinn Fein Rebellion Handbook , produced in the same year, records the names of those so convicted and corresponds very closely to the registers, but its list is incomplete (it contains eighty-seven names, omitting Peter Slattery who was tried on 5 May; his sentence was commuted to eight years penal servitude). Certainly Maxwell confirmed the sentence of death verdict in fifteen cases. The official British government record of the trials involving these fifteen insurgents was released to the public for the first time in 1999, and is reproduced in this volume.


According to the Manual of Military Law , in Field General Courts Martial, the ‘proceedings’ were ‘kept under the orders of the … president’ of the court, who was ‘responsible for their accuracy and completeness’, and also for ‘transmitting [them] … for confirmation’ to his commanding officer after the trial. Those dating from the Easter Rising would appear to be true and accurate; at the time each page was indeed verified and signed by the president, and even minor textual changes and amendments were checked and initialled by him – as was stipulated by the Manual. It appears, however, that shorthand writers were not employed in compiling the proceedings, which are not therefore a verbatim record. Though referred to in the Manual , shorthand writers were rarely employed in military courts. Jack Plunkett refers to the cluttered nature of the courtroom during his court martial, which was partly caused by ‘quite a lot of office equipment’, but, unfortunately, he does not specify what this ‘equipment’ was (for example, whether it included note-takers or typewriters). He does describe how ‘the President … who had been taking notes during the examination – there was no sternographer present – wrote out a final summary of the case, taking some minutes to complete it’.88 It may well be that the official records were produced by the president, who contemporaneously wrote them out laboriously in long-hand as the trial proceeded.


Though the official records would seem to include all of the salient points made in court, they are not absolutely full and complete, or, as the Manual phrased it, ‘an entire record of the whole of the transactions of the … court’. For example, the questions put by defendants during their cross-examination of crown witnesses are not recorded, despite the Manual ’s stipulation that they ‘should be entered in the proceedings … whether answered or not’. But they were rarely written down, and in any case, they can, of course, generally be inferred from the text of the trial, which includes the answers that were given. In addition, Brigadier E.W.S.K. Maconchy, who presided in four of the fifteen cases, states that ‘in many cases I refused to put down what they said as it only made their case worse’; possibly he did not include any references the accused may have made to the expectation of German support for the Rising.89 But, crucially, in all instances where the transcripts can be verified from other primary sources, they would appear to be entirely accurate. This is true in relation to the statements made to the court by Pearse and Connolly, and equally so with regard to the detailed comments made subsequently about their trials by a number of the prisoners – Heuston and MacDonagh amongst others. The texts are brief but then the proceedings themselves were brief. W.T. Cosgrave estimated that his trial lasted no more than ten or fifteen minutes; yet his was probably longer than most as he called three witnesses in his defence – including Sir James Gallagher, the then Lord Mayor of Dublin.


The records are somewhat inconsistent regarding dates, but as far as can be determined, the trials of those listed below took place as follows:











	

2 May




	

Patrick Pearse, Thomas MacDonagh and Thomas Clarke









	

3 May




	

Edward Daly, William Pearse, Michael O’Hanrahan and Joseph Plunkett









	

3–4 May




	

Eammon Ceannt









	

4 May




	

John MacBride, Sean Heuston, Con Colbert and Thomas Kent









	

5 May            




	

Michael Mallin









	

9 May




	

James Connolly and Sean MacDermott















Their sequence approximately followed the number allocated to each of them after the selection procedure had been completed at Richmond Barracks on 1 May – with the exceptions of James Connolly and, of course, Thomas Kent. The numbering suggests no obvious sequence – Daly was allotted number twenty-one, the lowest apart from Patrick Pearse (who was number one); William Pearse was number twenty-seven, whilst Connolly and MacDermott were ninety and ninety-one respectively. They were the highest numbered of the rebels to be executed and therefore the last. All but two of the cases were heard at Richmond Barracks. The exceptions were James Connolly who, owing to his injuries, was tried propped up in his bed at the Red Cross Hospital in Dublin Castle, and Thomas Kent, who faced charges at the Detention Barracks in Cork city, twenty-five miles from where his alleged offences were committed.


Neither of the two senior officers who presided over most of the Dublin trials – Brigadier General Charles Blackader and Colonel Ernest William Stuart King Maconchy – was legally trained. They were in command of troops brought over from England to quell the Rising, notwithstanding the admonition in the Manual , which stated that the ‘members of a court … must not be personally interested in any manner in the case to be tried by them’.


The officers who served alongside Blackader and Maconchy on the tribunals do not appear to have been legally trained either (though it is possible that they may have had experience as magistrates), but generally do not seem to have served in Ireland. Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur Milton Bent was with the Royal Munster Fusiliers in India, 1890–1914, apart from a brief spell in South Africa during the Boer War, and was then transferred to the Western Front where he was seriously wounded in December 1914. He had been recuperating in a convalescent hospital prior to acting as a judge in the military tribunals in Dublin in May 1916; his wife was from Dublin. Likewise, Major Francis Willoughby Woodward of the North Lancashire Regiment had served in Egypt during the ten years preceding the courts martial; he had been born in India.


Both Lieutenant-Colonel William John Kent and Lieutenant-Colonel George German were from Territorial Force backgrounds. In wartime, Kent was a member of the Royal Field Artillery, serving with B Battery, 2nd Staffordshire, while officer commanding 3rd North Midland Brigade; he retired in April 1920. German had been a major, serving mainly in the 5th Battalion Leicestershire Regiment, which was posted to the Ypres Salient where it began tours in the trenches from 3 April 1915. He was also senior partner in a firm of land agents and chartered surveyors, and a lay canon in the Anglican Church. Major David Benny Frew and Major William Rhodes James sat on just one tribunal – Colbert’s case. Frew was trained as a civil engineer and had been serving with the Northern Field Company, 59th (North Midland) Division; it was drafted to Dublin on 25 April 1916, the first Territorial Force division to serve in Ireland. James was born in India and served there between 1905–14, until his regiment was transferred to the Western Front and then to Mesopotamia in 1915–16. That he should have been in Dublin in May 1916 suggests he was either on leave or had been wounded.90


From 2–4 May, Brigadier-General Charles Blackader presided at seven of the fourteen cases held in Dublin (Patrick Pearse, Clarke, MacDonagh, Daly, O’Hanrahan, MacBride and Ceannt). He was in his mid-forties in 1916. He had been commissioned 2nd lieutenant in the Leicestershire Regiment in 1888, and had seen service in the West Indies, in the Boer War (at the siege of Ladysmith), in India from 1904–14, and on the Western Front from 1914. He was promoted to brigadier-general in January 1915, was given command of 177th Infantry Brigade, 59th Division, twelve months later and became aide-de-camp to the king; he arrived in Dublin on 28 April 1916. He was described by Elizabeth, Countess of Fingall, with whom he dined occasionally in 1916 at Killeen Castle, County Meath, as a ‘charming, sympathetic person, half-French, very emotional, and terribly affected by the work he had to do’ (his mother, Charlotte Louisa Dorothea Guinand, was actually German, born possibly in Alsace-Lorraine).91 In July 1916 he was transferred back to the Western Front, becoming a divisional commander, but was demoted on health grounds after contracting rabies from his dog in May 1918. In September 1918, Haig (who had supported his promotion in early 1916) wrote that ‘he is not now up to the standard required under the present conditions of warfare’. Though his health was broken, he took up duties again in Ireland, being appointed as commander, Southern District, in November 1918. He died in April 1921 in a military hospital in London.92


Brigadier Ernest William Stuart King Maconchy had retired from the Indian army in January 1914, but had re-entered service to take command of the 178th Infantry Brigade, 59th Division, in July 1915. He arrived in Ireland on 27 April, and from 3–5 May presided over the trials of four of the insurgents (Plunkett, Heuston, Mallin and William Pearse). He was more sanguine than Blackader but found the role similarly stressful. Maconchy was born at Rathmore, County Longford, was in his mid-fifties in 1916, and had seen extensive service in India. In unpublished memoirs, he wrote:





[O]n the 3rd I was appointed President of one of the two … courts martial … although I protested to Sir John Maxwell as I was an Irishman. We tried a very large number. There could be no doubt on the evidence before us of the only sentence permissible, but of course it rested with the confirming officer to decide as to the carrying out of the sentence and it is possible that referral was also made to the cabinet in London. We could only recommend certain cases for mercy. When called on for their defence they [the rebels] generally only convicted themselves out of their own mouths … During the trial of one of the ringleaders, his whole attitude seemed so strange to me that I asked him if he would mind telling me quite apart from his trial what he was fighting for. He drew himself up and said: ‘I was fighting to defend the rights of the people of Ireland.’ I then asked him if anyone was attacking these rights and he said: ‘No, but they might have been’. This seemed a strange excuse for shooting down innocent citizens in the streets, but I presume that it is the fashion in all rebellions against constitutional authority. He then made a strong plea for the Irish National Volunteers [sic] as they were called whom he said had been kept in ignorance of the purpose for which they had been called out. This was a fact which was evident from the testimony of the men themselves. I was much relieved when an officer of the Judge Advocate’s Department was sent over to take my place.93





Maconchy was supplemented and ultimately superseded on or around 5 May by Colonel Douglas Sapte, who had retired in January 1914 after a military career served exclusively in the Empire. He was attached to the British Expeditionary Force as a staff officer in March 1915; he presided over the cases of Colbert, Connolly and MacDermott, and was presumably legally trained.


At a few hours notice, at midnight on 1 May, William G. Wylie was appointed as principal prosecuting counsel. He recalls:





I was just preparing to go to bed when an orderly arrived on a motor bicycle and said I was wanted at GHQ … [There] I was shown into a room and found a brass hat seated at a desk. It was General Byrne who had just arrived from England as Assistant Adjutant General. He said: ‘Are you Wylie?’ ‘Yes, Sir’. ‘Well, you will prosecute at the courts martial on the prisoners. Start tomorrow morning [2 May] at 9 am at Richmond Barracks’. ‘What charge, Sir?’ ‘That is for you. Make out your charge sheets, and notify the accused. General Blackader will act as President of the court. Carry on.’94





Wylie was selected to prosecute on the recommendation of Sir James Campbell and Sir James O’Connor, the Irish law officers. But local government law was his area of expertise; he was not a criminal lawyer.


Wylie was born in Dublin in 1881, the son of a Presbyterian clergyman from Ulster, was brought up and attended school in Coleraine, and studied law at Trinity College, Dublin, between 1901–4. He had an illustrious legal career. He was called to the Irish Bar in 1905, was appointed King’s Counsel in 1914, served as law adviser to the Irish government 1920–21, was appointed judge of the old high court of Ireland in 1920 and, in 1924, became a judge of the High Court of the Irish Free State. He had been holidaying in Kerry during Easter week, but had reported for duty on his return to Dublin on 27 April, and helped in suppressing the Rising as 2nd lieutenant of the Officer Training Corps in Trinity College, Dublin (he had joined in 1915). On Sunday 30 April he took the surrender at St Patrick’s Park of some of those he was soon to prosecute. On the morning of his appointment as principal prosecutor, 1 May, he had ‘walked down Sackville Street’. He wrote later ‘such a sight as it was. Dead horses, wrecked cars and tramcars, broken glass and shop goods of all kinds scattered over the streets. The GPO and the houses round it were blackened and still smouldering ruins. When you know a town well, I think destruction of that kind seems much worse. Such frightful and unnecessary waste and loss. It cured me of wars, particularly of civil wars.’95


Wylie was convinced, possibly by Pearse’s testimony in court (his first case as prosecutor) that ‘the majority … did not know when marching out on Easter Monday morning that there was to be a rebellion. This I am satisfied was true’ (Alfred Bucknill, Maxwell’s legal adviser, fully shared this view). He voiced strong disapproval of the speed and secrecy of the proceedings, believing that the trials should have taken place in public – he was perhaps aware that otherwise the suspicion would grow in Ireland that the prisoners had been shot in cold blood. He recalls, in his somewhat unreliable unpublished memoirs begun in the late 1930s: ‘The next accused was waiting outside when the court closed to consider the verdict on the one just tried, and I used to go out and ask them had they any defence or were there any witnesses which they wished to be called. In fact it was unfair to try them without giving them an opportunity to defend themselves.’96 He also proposed that the accused be allowed access to defence counsel. This suggestion was rejected at Dublin Castle by James Campbell, Irish attorney-general and later chairman of the Irish Free State senate, who bluntly informed him that ‘he would not be satisfied unless 40 [insurgents] were shot’, and he would ‘give the prisoners no public advertising’. Wylie claims to have responded by saying that ‘in addition to prosecuting I would defend them to the best of my ability and bring out every damn thing I could in their favour’.97


Wylie was not without influence. He had a good relationship with the GOC; in 1920 Maxwell used his influence with Lord French, the Irish viceroy, to secure Wylie’s appointment as law adviser to the Irish government. Throughout the trials they dined regularly together at the GOC’s quarters in the Royal Hospital, Kilmainham, and Wylie recalls that the general officer commanding ‘always cross-examined me for a few hours or so after dinner about the courts martial’.98 Wylie did succeed, after MacDonagh’s trial on 2 May, in ensuring that defendants were permitted to call witnesses if they so wished; just three did so (MacBride, Ceannt and Mallin), and they summoned five in total. He was not uncritical of the officers on the tribunals – he described Blackader as ‘rather unimaginative’ – but from his memoirs he appears to have been given every latitude to bring out facts favourable to the defendants.99 John MacBride expressed fulsome gratitude to Wylie for the consideration he had shown him during his court martial. Likewise, W.T. Cosgrave acknowledged his benign influence; he wrote later: ‘the members of the Court-martial were pleasantly polite [but] their knowledge of law was most elementary, so much so that the Crown Prosecutor had on several occasions to insist upon prisoners’ rights’.100 Though Wylie generally showed considerable sympathy for the accused, there were some notable exceptions. He said of Eoin MacNeill: ‘I felt that [he], while avoiding the results of his teaching, had done more than anyone else to mislead the youth of the country and had made the revolution possible … I did prosecute really hard but failed … to get enough evidence to justify the death penalty.’101 Wylie was unable to prove any connection between MacNeill and Germany.
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