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In the early hours of 20 March 1920, members of the Royal Irish Constabulary, their faces painted black, burst through the door of 40 Thomas Davis Street in Blackpool, Cork and assassinated Tomás MacCurtain. Just seven weeks before these men shot him in his own home, MacCurtain, Commandant of the Cork No. 1 Brigade of the IRA, had been elected the city’s Lord Mayor. Befitting the municipal office he held, his body was taken to lie in state at the City Hall. There, the people of Cork duly teemed in to pay their respects to their fallen leader.


When it finally came time to close the door to the public mourners that Saturday evening, MacCurtain’s friend Terence MacSwiney stayed behind. He wanted to spend the night beside the coffin he had earlier shouldered up the steps. Over the course of two decades, the pair had forged such a bond of friendship that MacSwiney was godfather to MacCurtain’s son Tomás Óg. Their relationship was so close indeed that Eilis MacCurtain used to joke that if Terence had been a girl, she’d have been jealous of the amount of time he spent with her husband.


At the North Cathedral the following day, MacSwiney again could not tear himself away from the casket of his friend. Long after the church had emptied, he remained in a kneeling position, praying before the altar like somebody transfixed. On Monday, after the elongated funeral procession had wound its way through the grieving city to St Finbarr’s Cemetery in Glasheen, he steeled himself to deliver an oration by the graveside. His short speech culminated in the line: ‘… no matter how many lose their lives in the cause of their duty, as did the Lord Mayor, another will always be found to take the lead.’


Just eight days later, MacSwiney was elected unopposed to replace his friend as Lord Mayor. Nominated for the post by Liam de Róiste, seconded by Tadhg Barry, and supported by Sir John Scott, leader of the unionist representatives, the announcement of his appointment caused uproarious cheering and celebrations in the city chambers and beyond. After the chain of office was formally placed around his neck, MacSwiney, who had also succeeded his friend as Commandant of the Cork No. 1 Brigade of the IRA, stood and delivered an acceptance speech that was equal parts stirring tribute, political manifesto and militaristic call-to-arms.


‘The circumstances of the vacancy in the office of Lord Mayor governed inevitably the filling of it. And I come here more as a soldier, stepping into the breach, than an administrator to fill the first post in the municipality…We see in the manner in which our late Lord Mayor was murdered an attempt to terrify us all. Our first duty is to answer that threat by showing ourselves unterrified, cool and inflexible … I wish to point out again the secret of our strength and the assurance of our final victory. This contest of ours is not on our side a rivalry of vengeance but one of endurance – it is not they who can inflict most but they who can suffer most will conquer – though we do not abrogate our function to demand and see that evildoers and murderers are punished for their crime.’


‘It is not they who can inflict most but they who can suffer most will conquer.’ Within a matter of months, those very words would, in so many ways, become his own epitaph.
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Freedom of the City




[image: ]










But it is because they were our best and bravest that they had to die. No lesser sacrifice would save us. Because of it our struggle is holy, our battle is sanctified by their blood and our victory is assured by their martyrdom. We, taking up the work they left incomplete, confident in God, offer in turn sacrifice from ourselves. It is not we who take innocent blood, but we offer it, sustained by the example of our immortal dead, and that Divine Example which inspires us all for the redemption of our country. Facing our enemy, we must declare our attitude simply … We ask no mercy and we will accept no compromise.


Terence MacSwiney, inaugural speech as Lord Mayor, 30 March 1920.





Shortly before 5pm on Thursday, 12 August 1920, the postman delivered a letter to 4 Belgrave Place, the home of Annie and Mary MacSwiney. The envelope was addressed to their brother Terence, the Lord Mayor of Cork. In his absence Mary opened it and found an anonymous note, scrawled in what looked like deliberately bad handwriting, requesting that the IRA assassinate a policeman in Tipperary by the name of Quinn. Helpful details were included about where this RIC officer might be most easily found and shot.


Mary MacSwiney reread the letter a couple of times, then promptly tore it up and burnt it. She’d been long enough in the game to sense when something wasn’t quite right. Here was the first ominous sign something was up that day.


Half an hour later, Terence walked in the door, as he nearly always did at that time of the day. She mentioned the special delivery but they didn’t dwell on it. This sort of thing was happening so often by then that nobody took much notice. It was after six when Terence finally pushed away from the table, thanked his sisters for the food and the cupán, and announced his intention to return to work. Fleeting visits had become the way of it with him and the family home. He could never stay too long in any one house for security reasons, and, in any case, he was always anxious to get back to his desk at the City Hall. Much to do and so little time.


He wasn’t to know then that he’d just enjoyed his last supper.


At the top of the steps in Belgrave Place, the city of Cork sprawled out beneath him. A troubled city in a troubled country. His troubled city. His troubled country. More than once in the four and a half months since being elected Lord Mayor, his home town had thrummed with rumours of his own assassination. When friends brought up these stories of his supposed demise, he enjoyed laughing them off, but more often than not, he now travelled with a bodyguard. Everybody assumed that in the War of Independence he was as much a target for killing as his predecessor and friend, Tomás MacCurtain.


Forty-one-year-old MacSwiney cut a dashing figure as he strode purposefully down Belgrave Avenue to begin the short walk across the River Lee that summer’s evening, along the very same streets and roads he’d traversed all his life. The same streets and roads he would never stroll again. A tall, dark-haired man with a rebellious lock of hair constantly falling over his face, he was helming a municipality struggling to assert its political independence from British authority, representing the constituency of Mid-Cork in the rebel government that was Dáil Éireann, and serving as commandant of the Cork No. 1 Brigade of the IRA. One man. Three full-time jobs. Some schedule.


‘Meals were snatched hurriedly and in the shortest possible time,’ wrote his friend P S O’Hegarty. ‘In those days it was hardly possible for any of his friends to see him on anything but business. From 10am until 10pm, with short intervals for dinner and tea, he was at the City Hall, working, interviewing, directing. And there was no seeing him there except on business. To an old friend who during a short holiday in Cork at this period liked to see him every day, he used to say: “Come here at 12.45. I’ll be going to dinner then and you may as well walk up to the house with me and have some.” At 1.30, he would return and plunge into work once more. It was simply phenomenal courage and endurance.’


Befitting a man carrying that sort of immense workload for too long, MacSwiney had been beseeched to take some type of holiday and was scheduled to head off that Saturday. A proposed week away from the routine that might even stretch into ten days, it was hoped that this break would recharge the batteries, stop him from falling sick due to overwork, and, most importantly of all, allow him to spend precious time with his wife Muriel and their two-year-old daughter, Máire.


More and more the dictates of these peculiar and turbulent circumstances were preventing him from seeing them both with any degree of regularity. The fear that the Black and Tans or the RIC might come to arrest or shoot him under cover of darkness meant that he only ever got to snatch a stolen evening here or there with Muriel. Such was the bounty on his head that he never slept in the same bed for two consecutive nights.


‘I saw my husband sometimes, because I was in the house of friends but indeed, very, very seldom and always at a very great risk,’ said Muriel MacSwiney. ‘Sometimes he would come up after dark, because it was a little out-of-the-way place, a little outside of the city. And then he would come after dark and go away the first thing in the morning. The only meal I could have him for was breakfast, and that on rare occasions. I hardly ever saw my husband at all, to tell the truth.’


Their domestic situation was so gravely compromised by the difficult and dangerous environment that the chief means by which he communicated with his family for much of his time as mayor had been the telephone. A perk of the job, his daughter came to regard the device as so synonymous with the voice of her absent father that even when Muriel was making other calls Máire would grab the handset and shout for her daddy.


When MacSwiney returned to his office at the City Hall on this particular evening, there was no time for calls to his wife and child. The headquarters of the municipal government was a busy place, with all the various strands of the struggle, violent and non-violent, coalescing beneath its roof.


Downstairs, one of Dáil Éireann’s national arbitration courts (which had in many places usurped the crown’s faltering legal system) was holding a hearing involving the Prudential Insurance Company. That one of London’s most respected corporations was participating in a court overseen by the outlaw regime in Dublin’s Mansion House was a graphic illustration of how the shadow government was trying to adhere to proper judicial structures in order to legitimise its cause.


On a less legal track, MacSwiney was supposed to have a 7pm sit-down with Liam Lynch, Commandant of the IRA’s Cork No.2 Brigade, who had travelled into the city especially to see him. Then, he was supposed to meet with the council of his own No.1 Brigade an hour later. His schedule was so tight it had been decided the best thing to do was to have his colleagues gather around his desk for the eight o’clock pow-wow.


As a consequence of that itinerary, the corridors were now teeming with some of the most wanted men in the whole country. Even worse, and unbeknownst to MacSwiney, officers from the Irish Republican Brotherhood, the more exclusive, secretive and older forerunner of the IRA, had also chosen to get together at the City Hall that evening. A decision motivated by the centrality of the location, it would play a crucial role in the denouement of the rest of the night and the remainder of his life.


‘A British raid on local mails at one point on 9th August gave them an indication of the possibility that some (IRB) officers would meet at the City Hall three days later,’ wrote Florence O’Donoghue, head of intelligence for the Cork No. 1 Brigade. ‘It was an accident of war which gave the Intelligence Officer of the British 6th Division at Cork a slight lead which he fully utilised. He had a stroke of luck and he made the most of it.’


The British good fortune was compounded by the fact that nobody in the IRB had taken steps to cancel the compromised meeting. This was why not long after MacSwiney made it back to his office that evening, a convoy of six lorries and six armoured cars departed Victoria Barracks and began trundling down through the northside of the city, heading towards City Hall, eager to act on its freshly-harvested intelligence.


Just moments before the troops swarmed from their vehicles to surround the building, word finally reached those inside of the impending raid. Escape plans were hastily pressed into action. The inevitability of this kind of raid had prompted elaborate security measures to be put in place and the fabric of the building altered to help anybody trying to leave in a hurry.


In the room next to the Lord Mayor’s office, a trapdoor in the ceiling led through a series of other trapdoors all the way to the roof. In one corridor, a door had been camouflaged into the wall in order to allow only those in the know to gain egress. Crucially, on this night, MacSwiney had left the key to that door in his sisters’ house in Belgrave Place.


‘I rushed upstairs to warn the Lord Mayor,’ wrote Cornelius Harrington, his personal secretary. ‘Between the top of the stairs on my western side of the building and the Lord Mayor’s suite on the other side was an open corridor about sixty yards long. As I ran along the corridor I saw Dan Donovan [known as Sandow] come from the Lord Mayor’s Room and rush down the main stairs leading to the vestibule. About halfway on this stairs, there was a landing at which was an entrance door to the balcony of the Assembly Hall. Through this door, Sandow disappeared. As I reached the end of the corridor, I met Terry. He was rolling a piece of twine. He knew what was going on. I asked him if he had anything on him that I could take. He said he had not.’


By then, the soldiers had occupied the bottom floor and were on the move. With this avenue out sealed off, MacSwiney and Harrington made for the back stairs on the eastern side. When they reached the bottom steps, they were met by a soldier, his rifle and fixed bayonet extended, shouting: ‘Halt!’ At this juncture, Harrington decided rather selflessly to try to distract the soldier by walking towards the vestibule. The rifle-holder took the bait and followed him. This allowed MacSwiney to head for the back door.


‘When I got to the top of the wall, I saw some civilians coming out the back door of the hall,’ said Lieutenant WM Gillick of the 2nd Hampshires, the officer in charge of the detail sent to cover the rear of the building. ‘We ran around the path and found them in a hut, a workshop place. There were eleven men in that hut. I sent the private back to the sergeant for some more men and then put a guard over the civilians in the hut.’


The Lord Mayor had made it no farther than the corrugated iron works area behind the City Hall. He was now under arrest. When his fellow prisoners asked him what they should do now that they were heading to jail, he replied: ‘Hunger strike.’ It was an extreme reaction but also a kind of inevitable one. Just the previous day, eleven Republican prisoners at Cork Jail had started refusing food to call attention to the fact that they were being held there indefinitely without trial.


Whether or not MacSwiney’s decision was motivated by his belief that the new intake of inmates should publicise their colleague’s plight by acting in sympathy with them, it was certainly a spontaneous move. No prior approval had been sought for such a drastic action from within the IRA.


‘It was clear that MacSwiney had determined his own line of action,’ said Florence O’Donoghue. ‘No one opposed the suggestion and all refused food from the time of their arrest.’


An hour and a half after the raid began, the British soldiers had sorted the wheat from the chaff. Those involved in the Prudential case and all other accidental tourists were released. Only a dozen men remained in custody, all now corralled inside the hut out back. Among them were MacSwiney, his vice-commandant, Sean O’Hegarty, Joseph O’Connor (Quartermaster, Cork No.1 Brigade) and Liam Lynch. At one point, MacSwiney and two others were separated from the main group after the soldiers spotted them surreptitiously trying to tear up and dispose of sheets of paper.


By ten o’clock, the first pangs of hunger hitting, and darkness finally starting to fall on late summer Cork, MacSwiney and his cohorts were on the back of lorries and being driven up to Victoria Barracks. It was quite a haul of elite prisoners, but the lack of an RIC officer in the raiding party meant that the British soldiers didn’t even realise how many senior IRA figures they’d just arrested. Perhaps too smitten by the idea of having the Lord Mayor, they ended up releasing the other eleven, including the prized Lynch, without charge just four days later.


When MacSwiney was being taken into formal custody by the military that night, Sergeant-Major Bailey, the officer in charge of the detention facility, asked him to remove his chain of office from around his neck.


‘I would rather die than part with it,’ said the Lord Mayor. Bailey did not push the matter any further.


At Belgrave Place, the MacSwiney sisters grew frantic when they heard about their brother’s arrest. Annie’s first reaction had been to pace the floor of their home, lambasting the British and swearing vengeance. They soon had even more problems.


‘At midnight that [Thursday] night, two military officers and a large body of men came to our house to raid it,’ said Mary MacSwiney. ‘They were sent for that letter. They wanted it for evidence against my brother. If that letter had been found he would have been charged, not with the charges that were proffered against him, but on being the leader of a conspiracy to murder policemen. And they searched my house very thoroughly that night to get evidence of his complicity in the murder of policemen. They did their best to manufacture it beforehand.’


The first Muriel MacSwiney knew of her husband’s travails was early on Friday morning. Shortly after seven o’clock, a friend knocked at the door of the house where she was staying in the seaside town of Youghal, brandishing a newspaper with the story of his arrest. Her absence from the city made the situation even more complicated and draining.


‘What could I do?’ she asked. ‘There was nobody to mind the baby except myself. I had nobody to take her except strangers and she would not go to them.’


Closer to the action, Mary MacSwiney set about getting in to see her brother, but by the time she gained access he’d already been transferred to another facility.


‘I saw him in Cork Gaol that Saturday morning, and that was the first intimation I had that he was hunger-striking,’ said Mary MacSwiney. ‘He looked very bad then, although it was only his third day.’


That was the bulletin Mary brought to Youghal when she headed down to help Muriel with the baby later that day. On Sunday, the family received unofficial word that a court-martial, to be held under the Defence of the Realm Regulations, had been set for Monday morning. Muriel headed back to Cork and, accompanied by Annie, went to the prison to try to see him right before the trial began. They caught a glimpse, and that was enough of a sight to behold.


‘A big military lorry came up, a very large one,’ said Muriel MacSwiney. ‘I never saw so many soldiers in a military lorry in my life before. My husband was sitting in the centre of them on a chair…I need not tell you that he was very weak. It seemed such a cruel thing to have so many armed men guarding a weak and absolutely unarmed man … He was in very great pain. He looked it. I think that was one of the worst times for me … I knew he was in pain and it was an awful thing that I could not give him anything to eat, for of course, it was part of my duty that I should look after all his wants.’


Despite his debilitated condition, the authorities were taking no chances with the journey to bring MacSwiney from the jail back up to Victoria Barracks, the location for the hearing. Apart from the soldiers flanking him on the back of the truck, there was a convoy of other vehicles, including an armoured car. Every precaution was taken for fear that the IRA might try an audacious rescue attempt. The security measures included rigorously searching every person who wished to attend the hearing, requiring each one to sign his or her name and address in a recording book, and having soldiers stationed throughout the room.


By the time the visibly weakened MacSwiney entered the courtroom that 16 August, Day 4 of his hunger strike, with riflemen on either side of him, there were plenty of familiar faces present. Apart from his wife, with whom he’d managed to snatch a brief conversation in Irish before the start, and Annie, there was Father Dominic O’Connor OSFC, chaplain to the Cork Brigade of the IRA, deputy mayor Donal O’Callaghan, the town clerk Florence McCarthy (who had also visited him in Cork Jail), and a number of other high-ranking officials from the City Hall.


‘First of all, they took him up very high stairs to a place where they were going to try him; and then they changed and took him down again,’ said Muriel MacSwiney. ‘I saw by his face that he was suffering, and I said to one of the soldiers, could they not give him a chair, because he had been without food for so long. I was speaking to him in Irish and they did not interfere. He told me that he felt himself he would be sentenced, and that he would be deported to England and that others arrested with him would get out. But of course he was pleased with that. He wanted to suffer for everybody else’s wrongs.’


With Lieutenant-Colonel James (South Staffordshire Regiment) the presiding officer, the other members of the court were Major Percival (Essex Regiment) and Captain Reeves (Hampshire Regiment), and Under the Defence of the Realm Regulations, MacSwiney, by now sitting in a chair, was formally charged with: 




	1. Possession of a numerical cipher that belonged to the RIC


	2. Having this cipher under his control


	3. Possession of a document containing statements likely to cause disaffection to his Majesty [which was actually an amended version of the resolution passed by the Cork Corporation acknowledging the authority of and pledging allegiance to the First Dáil]


	4. Possession of a copy of his own inaugural Lord Mayor’s speech from earlier that year [which had been widely publicised at the time it was made]





Before the start of evidence, Colonel James asked MacSwiney if he was represented by legal counsel. His strident response ignored the question, focusing instead on the legitimacy of the entire affair and setting the belligerent tone for his approach to the rest of the day.


MacSwiney: I would like to say a word about your proceedings here. The position is that I am Lord Mayor of Cork and Chief Magistrate of this city. And I declare this court illegal, and that those who take part in it are liable to arrest under the laws of the Irish Republic.


James: Mr. MacSwiney, you will be able to say that afterwards. Do you object to being tried by me, as President, or any of the officers whose names you have heard?


MacSwiney: What I have said already refers to this. You are all individually liable for any action you take in the court.


James: Are you guilty or not guilty?


MacSwiney: Without wishing to be in any way personal to you, I wish to point out that it is an act of presumption to ask me that question. I say this whole proceeding is illegal.


James interpreted that as a refusal to plead. Captain WC Gover OBE then began the case for the prosecution by announcing his regret that the defendant had chosen not to recognise the validity of the court and wasn’t going to be professionally represented in the proceedings. In his approach to arguing his brief, Gover’s main aim appeared to be proving that the numerical cipher had been in MacSwiney’s possession or control on the evening of his arrest.


Private Norris (Hampshire Regiment) testified that while standing guard over eleven prisoners in the hut behind City Hall on the evening of 12 August, he witnessed three of them, including the Lord Mayor, trying to rip up papers. When he reported this information to his superior, the trio was then moved away from the others and a subsequent search of the area where they had been standing revealed two letters (one addressed to the Commandant, First Cork Battalion, IRA) and a coded RIC message. With no knowledge of RIC codes, neither Norris or the officers on duty realised the import of that message at the time of its discovery.


A Lieutenant Koe then gave evidence of participating in a further search of City Hall at 11.30 on the same night. In a roll-top desk in the Lord Mayor’s Room, he claimed to have unearthed MacSwiney’s private diary and a host of papers including letters and the key to the cipher. This latter batch of material formed the substance of the charges brought against MacSwiney, and County Inspector Maunsell of the RIC was brought in to explain the significance and to establish the veracity of the cipher.


Having confirmed that the key to the cipher was one that had come into operation on 28 July that year for use by RIC officers when transmitting messages, Maunsell also verified that the coded message discovered behind the hut was a note he had sent to the Inspector General in Dublin regarding Republican prisoners on 11 August. Asked whether it was an especially complicated cipher to figure out, he replied: ‘I consider that it would be impossible to decipher without a key.’


MacSwiney spoke up at this juncture.


‘I have something to say to this, gentlemen,’ he said. ‘The only thing relevant about this code is this – any person in possession of such a code who is not a member of the Irish Republic is evidence of a criminal conspiracy against the Irish Republic. Therefore, in giving that evidence you do not indict me, but yourself.’


The prosecution having rested its case, Colonel James asked MacSwiney if he intended to call any witnesses in his own defence. He didn’t. As he laboured to stand up out of the chair, the presiding officer then offered him the option to speak while seated. He declined.


‘I believe I will be able to hold my feet until after the close of these proceedings, and then it is quite immaterial.’


From there, he revisited his earlier attack on the legality of the proceedings and delivered a speech that was more like a soliloquy in praise of the Irish Republic established by Dáil Éireann at the Mansion House in January 1919, rather than an attempted refutation of the charges against him. Having reiterated that his comments were not to be considered an effort at proffering a defence, he did point out inconsistencies in the prosecution case. For starters, Captain Gover had neglected to mention a document seized from MacSwiney’s desk that was a resolution regarding the inquest which found the British government and the RIC guilty of the murder of Tomás MacCurtain.


‘And now it must be obvious to you that if that were an invention, it would be so grave a matter that it would be the chief charge here today, even in this illegal court. But that document is put aside.’


He then addressed the main charges against himself by alleging that the soldiers involved in the raid hadn’t testified truthfully regarding the whereabouts of the cipher.


‘Lt. Koe has committed perjury, for the code was not in my desk though I know where it was and am sure that it was put in my desk. I do not know who separated it from other documents; but it must have been done to make two charges against two individuals. No one is responsible but me. I know where that paper was and where it was sworn to be. My respect for your army, little though it was, owing to happenings in this country of late, has now disappeared. It is a document that ought to be only in my possession. No one else should have it without my consent, without committing an offence. Anyone who used such a cipher to transmit messages about the Irish people is guilty of a crime against the Irish Republic.’


The allegation that the cipher was placed in his desk was revisited by Moirin Chavasse in her biography.


‘While waiting in the shed, (Quartermaster) O’Connor had succeeded in tearing up the cipher key, and when he and the other prisoners were called out of the shed to be searched he pushed the pieces between some boards,’ wrote Chavasse. ‘It was found by the military later on, and at the trial, was sworn to have been discovered in the Lord Mayor’s desk, and this became the chief charge against him. When O’Connor found that possession of the cipher key was to be brought against MacSwiney he offered to make a deposition to the Courtmartial that it had been in his own possession. MacSwiney refused to allow him to do this, saying it would be useless and that the Courtmartial would never allow such a deposition to be published.’


On the day in question, MacSwiney continued to use the public platform afforded him. Having emphasised that the most complete rebuttal of this court was contained in the inaugural speech which formed the basis for the fourth charge against him, he sought to highlight more inconsistencies in the prosecution case. Why no mention of other documents they’d seized from his desk, such as a letter to Pope Benedict XV about the beatification of Oliver Plunkett, or a missive received from the president of the municipal council of Paris regarding the port of Cork? Should these now be considered seditious materials too?


If those sort of comments made good copy for the press reports on the following morning, MacSwiney, just before his finishing remarks, revisited his inaugural speech, quoting the first and last paragraphs from it before concluding: ‘This is my position. I ask for no mercy.’


The military tribunal took just fifteen minutes to consider the evidence. As the deliberations were going on, MacSwiney and his wife chatted briefly. They did so in Irish, an age-old tactic used to prevent the soldiers eavesdropping on their conversation. Then it came time for Colonel James to read out the verdict: not guilty on the first charge of having possession of the cipher but guilty on the second, third and fourth. Again, the defendant was moved to speak.


MacSwiney: I wish to state that I will put a limit to any term of imprisonment you may impose. I have taken no food since Thursday, therefore I will be free in a month.


James: If sentenced to imprisonment, you will take no food?


MacSwiney: I have decided the term of my imprisonment. Whatever your government may do, I shall be free, alive or dead, within a month.


James announced a sentence of two years without hard labour.


‘None of us dreamed that it would be a month,’ said Muriel MacSwiney. ‘I certainly did not think it would be more than a fortnight at the outside, and I did not think it would be that much.’


With their intention to deport him to England being well-known enough that it was reported in The Times of London on the previous Saturday, the authorities kept him in Victoria Barracks that night. While being processed there, MacSwiney complained about the cell to which he was assigned. He made the case that when holding Brigadier General Lucas captive earlier that summer, the North Cork IRA had afforded their prisoner treatment commensurate with his high rank. Apparently swayed by this argument, the British transferred the Lord Mayor to a cell with a better bed and gave him an officer as his guard.


It was there that his sister Mary and younger brother Sean, both of whom hadn’t attended the trial, visited him later that Monday evening. They found him huddled for warmth inside an enormous overcoat and Mary immediately tried to find out the planned time for his transfer to England. None of the officers would give any information on that.


‘This thing is rather important to us,’ pleaded Mary to the soldiers. ‘My brother has only the clothes he has on. If you are going to send him out of the country, we want to send him a suitcase with clothes.’


The soldiers would only answer that it might be best to bring the suitcase along. They knew. Just as the family suspected. He was going sooner rather than later.


At three o’clock the next morning, MacSwiney was taken from his cell. He was driven under heavily-armed guard through the streets of his still-sleeping city to Custom House Quay. There, a British naval sloop was waiting to bring him away. As he walked onto the gangplank, his legs unsteady now from four and a half days without food, the Lord Mayor departed his home town for the final time.



















CHAPTER 2


Court of Public Opinion
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‘Taking up another, a living Irishman’s poems [the work of Philip Francis Little], this day of watching, one may read:-




A PILGRIM from beyond the sea


Upon a lowly pallet lies,


A love, surmounting agony


Bright gleaming in his tranquil eyes;


So shall the Rose in deserts bloom


When Faith irradiates the Tomb.


EXULTANT NOW, who underneath the rod


Of Tyranny, oppression’s yoke had borne,


Exultant…


Flawless those brows were now, and radiant


As is the sun, which shineth in his strength:


A steadfast peace expressed those cloudless eyes.


WHO SAYS they died in vain?


’Tis an irony, a lie!


They have taught us how to live,


Who have shown us how to die.’


Professor WFP Stockley’s letter to the Irish Independent, 23 August 1920.





So the story goes, twenty-seven-year-old John MacSwiney left Ireland in 1862 because he wanted to go to Rome to enlist in the Papal Guard in order to help protect the Pontiff from the encroaching Italian nationalist forces of Giuseppe Garibaldi. By the time he reached the Vatican, however, the conflict was over. His quest for adventure continued to London where he forged a career as a schoolteacher, and met and married Mary Wilkinson, whose family had emigrated from Cork generations before.


After the birth of their third child, the couple decided to move back to Ireland where John wanted to open a tobacco factory in his home town in partnership with his brother-in-law, John Buckley. By the time another son, Terence James, was born, on 28 March 1879, the business had bankrupted both families and caused major upheaval. The child with the jet black hair would only be six when his father emigrated to Australia, never to return. The boy’s abiding memory of his dad would be of learning a poem, usually with a rebel flavour, to recite in front of him on Sunday afternoons.


The bookish kid showed real academic promise at school in the storied North Monastery but left at the age of fifteen so that he could contribute to the upkeep of the family home. He began training as an accountant with Dwyer and Company, and though disillusioned with the drudgery of the work from an early stage, he remained there past his thirty-third birthday. Having graduated with a degree in Mental and Moral Science from University College Cork while working, he snagged a job teaching business methods at the Cork Municipal School of Commerce. This role eventually led to him traversing the county as Commercial Instructor for the Joint Technical Instruction Committee for Cork.


The upward tick of his professional career was matched by a surge in his interest in Irish nationalism. A curiosity first piqued around the time of the centenary of the 1798 rebellion, it had drawn him into the Young Ireland Society and the Cork Celtic Literary Society, and caused him to use his writing talent towards political ends with opinion journalism, plays and poetry. When the Cork City Corps of the Irish Volunteers was formed in 1913, MacSwiney was immediately nominated onto its Provisional Committee, quickly assumed a lead part in the organisation and was centrally involved in Cork’s controversial failure to rise in Easter 1916.


Over the turbulent years that followed the Rising, he was imprisoned for his activities and, along the way, he married, despite the objections of her wealthy family (the owners of a Cork distillery), Muriel Murphy. That the wedding took place under armed guard while he was interned by the British at Bromyard, Herefordshire, perfectly captured how almost every facet of his life had become secondary to and subsumed by his commitment to Irish independence.


By the early hours of Wednesday morning, 18 August, this turbulent journey had brought him to the port of Pembroke, Wales, a prisoner aboard the British naval destroyer, Salmon. Still under heavy guard, he was escorted onto a train bound for London. That night, the newly-registered Prisoner No. 6794 was placed in the hospital wing of Brixton Prison, in an airy room that contained six other unoccupied beds, and which reeked of history. This was the same ward where Roger Casement had been detained while on remand in the facility back in 1916.


‘This man is not to be released,’ wrote Geoffrey Whiskard, assistant-secretary at Dublin Castle, in a telegram dispatched to the Home Office shortly after MacSwiney reached London. ‘It is intended to forcibly feed him. You are aware that he is entitled to be treated as a political prisoner.’


Once he arrived in Brixton, there began a daily ritual of physical examinations. Dr WD Higson was the medical officer on duty that week and on Thursday morning, 19 August, Day 7 of the hunger strike, he conducted his first tests on the patient. Having found his pulse to be 54 beats per minute, Higson then wrote the first daily briefing to the Home Office: ‘The prisoner is not hostile in any way and states his only objection to taking anything in the way of nourishment is that it would mean prolonging his detention.’


It was only that day the MacSwiney family back in Cork received notification as to where exactly he had been taken. After initial reports that he was headed to Wormwood Scrubs, Art O’Brien, Vice-President of the Irish-Self Determination League of Great Britain, eventually wired them with an update as to his exact location. By the time that information reached Belgrave Place, Mary MacSwiney was already en route to London.


With Friday, 20 August marking the start of his second week without food, Dr Treadwell, the Medical Commissioner of Prisons came to the prison that day to conduct another check-up, an obvious sign that the authorities were concerned about the possible wider implications of his fast. Afterwards, he warned MacSwiney that due to the lingering damage done by a bout of pleurisy earlier in life, he was especially poorly-equipped to subject his body to this kind of extreme ordeal.


That information had about as much impact on him as the commissioner’s subsequent reading of a letter from the Home Secretary, Edward Shortt. This missive reminded him that he would not, under any circumstances, be released on account of his hunger strike. MacSwiney informed prison officials that he fully understood the document, and then dictated a reply. It was transcribed for him by Mr Morris, the prison schoolmaster, who also did clerical work for prisoners. During the dictation, he had to stop several times when he felt like he was going to faint with weakness.


‘He [Dr Treadwell] impressed on me the gravity of my state then read a document from you, informing me that I would not be released,’ wrote MacSwiney to Shortt. ‘And that the consequences of my refusal to take food would rest with myself. Nonetheless, the consequences will rest with you. My undertaking on the day of my court-martial that I would be free or dead within a month will be fulfilled. It is clear from your communication my release is to be in death. In that event, the British government can boast of having killed two Lord Mayors of Cork in six months, an achievement without parallel in the history of oppression. Knowing the revolution of opinion that will be thereby caused throughout the civilised world and the consequent accession of support to Ireland in her hour of need, I am reconciled to a premature grave. I am prepared to die.’


Later in the day, Mary MacSwiney and Art O’Brien walked up to the prison gates for the first time. Only Mary was allowed  in because O’Brien didn’t have the required permit. Emerging very soon after, she told reporters her brother looked unwell yet expressed himself determined to pursue his protest right to the end. Her stay by his bedside had lasted only fifteen minutes, and had been cut short due to his lack of strength.


‘I have just seen him and his condition is even worse than I had anticipated. I found him in bed in a very weak condition. He was so weak that it was with the greatest difficulty I could catch what he was saying. He tried to give me a message for somebody but I could not understand him and had to leave without understanding it. I cannot, therefore, unfortunately, deliver the message. He however made himself clear on one point. He expressed his determination to continue the hunger strike until he was released or died. There was no mistaking his determination on that matter. A warder was in the cell when I was speaking to my brother. He was very kind. So was the priest and doctor.’


If she put on a brave face for the journalists, Mary was actually distraught by what she’d seen. To her mind, her brother looked like a man in so much physical distress that he might not last a week. This notion had been confirmed to her by Dr Higson when he gave a personal assurance that he would contact her immediately once the Lord Mayor reached the brink of death, just so that the rest of the family back in Cork could be advised to travel over.


Obviously motivated by what she’d seen and heard, Mary went to the Home Office that afternoon to seek an audience with the Home Secretary. As a former Chief Secretary for Ireland, Edward Shortt knew well the situation in Cork but on this day he was unavailable to receive her. The only ranking official to speak to Miss MacSwiney was the under-secretary Sir Ernley Blackwell. He also boasted an Irish pedigree. As chief legal adviser to the Foreign Office in 1916, he’d been involved in leaking details of Roger Casement’s homosexuality during the latter’s trial for his role in the planning of the Easter Rising, an event he was actually hoping to get cancelled at the time of his arrest.


As might have been expected then, Blackwell wasn’t exactly a sympathetic ear. He merely reiterated the government’s steadfast position about not releasing the hunger striker.


‘Do you mean that you are going to let him die in prison?’ asked Mary.


He did.


Moreover, Blackwell went on to contend that the responsibility fell on the shoulders of herself and the rest of her family to persuade the mayor to do the sensible thing and accept food before it was too late. She countered that no relative would proffer advice like that, nor would he take it. Hopeless as this meeting may have sounded when she conveyed the details to reporters afterwards (the appetite for MacSwiney news was then intensifying), it didn’t deter her any from tilting at more bureaucratic windmills.


Her quest for more positive responses from the highest echelons of the British government would continue for months yet and, before she left the Home Office that day, she handed in a written request for an interview with Shortt.


Behind the public bravado, the British authorities were becoming increasingly worried about the situation. Some were already trying to figure out ways to circumvent the strike. On 20 August, JCC Davidson, a prominent Conservative MP, wrote, on behalf of Andrew Bonar Law, his own party leader, to Alexander Maxwell at the Home Office: ‘Mr Bonar Law has noticed that MacSwiney is taking water. Would it not be possible to introduce into it some additional “vitamins” or some substance containing them which would keep him going?’


Maxwell replied that such a manoeuvre might cause him to get suspicious enough to give up the water too, and, in any case, it really wouldn’t do much good anyway. That Bonar Law and Davidson were discussing MacSwiney’s regimen even after just one week, though, is an indication of how his protest had already begun to impact.


On Saturday, 21 August, Day 12, Muriel MacSwiney arrived at Paddington Station in London. Immediately she set off for the prison with Father Dominic. Even before entering her husband’s room for the first time she had an audience with the doctor during which he implored her to try to intervene and to stop the strike.


‘You will see your husband in a few minutes,’ said Dr Higson. ‘And will you not try to get him to take food?’


Higson laboured his point by emphasising the long-term damage the strike would do to the mayor’s health if he did manage to survive.


‘I told him I understood that, and it was perfectly true, and I understood the harm of going without food, and of course from a health point of view, I quite agreed with him,’ said Muriel. ‘But I did not interfere with my husband in anything, especially in matters of conscience of what he should do.’


This was the truth. Three years earlier, just months after the couple was married, she had watched her husband and a number of his Volunteer colleagues embark on a hunger strike in Cork Jail as they campaigned for better conditions. Later, she admitted to not believing in that particular protest. Crucially, she didn’t tell him this until long after it was over. This time around, though, she declared herself four-square behind her spouse even if she was taken aback by the appalling sight that greeted her from the bed.


‘I saw my husband then. I saw a great change in him. He looked very badly indeed. Dreadfully bad.’


Father Dominic’s assessment of the situation was more detailed but no less disturbing.


‘I found the Lord Mayor considerably worse than when I had last seen him on the Monday before. He was wan, wasted, and haggard-looking, but clear in mind and fully determined to force open the gates of his prison, even though he should die in the attempt.’


That much was reiterated the following morning when, during a chat with Mary MacSwiney, he now had the strength to whisper one more message of defiance. ‘My death will do Ireland good and that is all that matters.’ His sister wasn’t prepared to accept this fate just yet even though she had already received a stern rebuff from the Home Secretary.


‘I have received your letter of the 20th instant, asking for an interview with regard to your brother, Mr. Terence MacSwiney, and can only say that an interview would serve no good purpose,’ wrote Shortt. ‘It is the final decision of His Majesty’s Government that Mr. MacSwiney will not be released from prison because he refuses to take food. Owing to the state of his health, Mr. MacSwiney cannot be fed forcibly. For any consequence that may ensue from his refusal to take food, Mr. MacSwiney alone is responsible.’


Definitive as that communiqué may have sounded, it didn’t stop a rumour sweeping London and Cork on Saturday that Shortt had actually ordered an immediate release of the prisoner. Whether maliciously or innocently circulated, this erroneous information reached Father Dominic and caused him to fetch up at the gates in Brixton that night, looking to accompany MacSwiney on his walk to freedom. At that point, the guards assured the Capuchin that nobody had ordered anything, and he departed alone.


This wasn’t the only falsehood doing the rounds that weekend. The Sunday papers carried a report from the Press Association that MacSwiney had himself petitioned the Home Secretary for his release. A rather serious distortion of his letter to Shortt that culminated in him asserting his willingness to die prematurely (‘I am reconciled to a premature grave’), this was vehemently denied by his wife.


That weekend, MacSwiney’s first in London, also marked the beginning of the daily ritual wherein Father Dominic, the family, and a close coterie of friends held vigil by the bedside. They worked out the scheduling as best they could so that somebody was present as often as the prison governor would allow.


‘After a bit he did not like to be there without some one of us,’ said Muriel. ‘My brother-in-law [Sean] came over, and his other sister [Annie] afterwards. For of course they were afraid that he would die at any moment. Nothing but his faith kept him alive. There is no doubt about that. He did not like to be left alone, so one of us would go in the morning, and another at noon, and another in the evening.’


Realising very early on that international publicity might be the best hope for gaining his release, no visit went unreported to the press. Thrust into the spotlight in the middle of London, where suddenly they found themselves fielding inquiries from reporters from all over the world, Mary, Muriel, and Annie morphed quickly into spokespersons for the Lord Mayor, offering eyewitness and often poignant updates on his condition.


‘His spirit is as strong as ever,’ said Muriel to the Daily Mail outside the prison gates on Sunday afternoon. ‘Although he could scarcely speak above a whisper, his determination to resist is unchanged. I support him in everything.’ The reporter noted that she looked relaxed and cheerful among the many well-wishers already gathering around the jail to pray for her husband. That his detention was now the talk of the country can be gleaned by the fact that on Monday, 23 August, less than a week after his arrival in London, MacSwiney’s case warranted an editorial in the Times.


‘He has appealed to the weapon of the hunger strike, and now, in weakened health, confronts the Government with an embarrassing, though a familiar, dilemma. In our view one course alone is open to them in this instance. Had the Lord Mayor of Cork been tried and sentenced for complicity in murder or in serious outrage, we should have held them justified in permitting him to suffer the full consequences of his action. But his offences are not of this character; and in the eyes of his fellow countrymen, bear no moral stigma. If he dies, the majority of the Irish people will conscientiously regard him as a martyr, and the Government as his murderers. We can scarcely conceive that Ministers, if they remember the storm which followed the death of Thomas Ashe [an Irish volunteer who died from force-feeding while in custody in 1917], and the shipwreck towards which it first drove the Irish Convention, should desire such a result. Even if they are gambling on the eventual surrender of their prisoner, the game is perilous. Such advantage as might accrue to them were Alderman MacSwiney, from religious or other motives, to yield, would be, at the best, unreal; whereas the detriment, if he persist to the end and by his death stir the angriest depths of Irish feeling, may well be irretrievable. True statesmanship avoids such issues …’


Strong words from the Times that Monday morning set the tone for an action-packed day. After his examination of the prisoner, Dr Higson warned him again of how serious his condition was becoming. Having failed to persuade MacSwiney to eat by pleading that he’d surely be of more use to Ireland alive than dead, Higson also informed him that once he became unconscious the doctor’s own medical duty would be to feed him liquids in order to try to keep him alive.


Among the visitors to Brixton Prison on the afternoon of Day 11 was a high-powered religious delegation led by Archbishop Daniel Mannix of Melbourne, Australia. A native of Charleville, County Cork, and a former President of St Patrick’s College in Maynooth, Mannix was a polemical figure whose outspoken nationalism had led the British to forcibly prevent him from landing in Queenstown earlier that month. Banned from setting foot in Ireland, he had been basically ‘quarantined’ in England.


His visit to the jail, accompanied by Bishop Fogarty of Killaloe and Bishop Foley of Ballarat, was only sanctioned on condition that they undertook not to encourage MacSwiney to continue abstaining from food.


‘Could sane Englishmen do nothing to stay the hands of those who were sending him to his grave?’ asked Mannix shortly after departing the jail.


‘He is very prostrate,’ warned Fogarty.


Prostrate he may have been but defiant he remained. From his prison bed, MacSwiney dictated a message he wanted made public that day. ‘We must be prepared for casualties in the last battle for Irish independence. Let every man offer his life and the future of the Irish Republic will be safe. God is with us.’


Others were on his side too. At a demonstration calling for ‘Peace with Russia’ held at Trafalgar Square in London that Monday afternoon, George Lansbury, editor of the left-wing Daily Herald and a former MP for Bow and Bromley, told an audience of 7,000 people that the Lord Mayor of Cork was currently being murdered in Brixton Prison by the British government. He even went as far as to ask his fellow agitators what they were going to do about this outrage.


Back at Brixton, Mary MacSwiney didn’t like what she saw of her brother’s disimproving condition. After passing on his call to arms, she urgently telegrammed Annie back in Cork. ‘Just returned from Terry. Much weaker. Be ready to cross tomorrow.’ Annie and Sean MacSwiney were on their way to London within hours.


His condition deteriorated further on Tuesday when he was visited by his wife and sister, and a delegation of two colleagues from Cork Corporation, Aldermen Liam de Róiste (who had proposed his election as mayor) and Professor William Stockley. The chair of English at UCC, where he first met MacSwiney, and the victim of an attempted assassination earlier in the year, Stockley’s presence sparked an odd confession from MacSwiney: in his current predicament, his mind was still full of remembered lines from Shakespeare’s Macbeth.


‘I am for ever saying them to myself,’ he said. ‘I never could have thought they were so true.’


Stockley offered a detailed description of the scene he discovered in the ward.


‘He lies on a prison bed in pain and restless, panting often and moving parched lips, his voice a whisper,’ said Stockley of what he witnessed in the prison that day. ‘One can indeed nearly always hear, but only if one places one’s ear very close to his mouth which utters no complaint, but which lets his thoughts be known that “the authorities will hold on to me as long as they can, even if they ever let me go”. It is bitter irony but it contains truth to say that our hero-victim is fighting for England’s “war aims”, those fine words belied by base words in Ireland …


‘Terence MacSwiney greets his friends affectionately, gratefully, and has even a nobler and more beautiful smile of kindliness for those coming to see him now in his helplessness than when he was amongst us in all the manly vigour and untiring energy of his work for others, for friends not to say for the poor foe too blind to see that all the world is saved by the man who is ready to lose his mortal life, who dies for justice, indifferent to this passing show unless its actors are seen in the light of the things that are eternal.’


Now almost two weeks without food, MacSwiney’s physical state had already diminished so much that had an order for his immediate release been issued that very day, he would not have been strong enough to be moved. All around him, though, the maelstrom continued to whirl.


Moved by the sight of his friend’s suffering, and perhaps motivated by his softly-spoken admonition to him to ‘do everything you can for the cause’, Professor Stockley sat down in the Cosmo Hotel later that day and wrote a long letter to the Manchester Guardian. In a typically literary piece, he invoked Tennyson’s Iron Duke (‘who never spoke against a foe’), the example of Calvary, and the persecution of Christians in ancient Rome. Having compared what he called MacSwiney’s moral tour de force in Brixton to that of Sir Thomas More in the Tower of London, he emphasised again that the mayor was dying for the same cause for which so many Englishmen had died in the Great War.


‘But if you Englishmen of the better hopes still and of the old honour, if you wish for inspiration, kneel by that bed in Brixton Prison, watch that panting form on your rack, hear his whispered resolve to die for his country. I say he dies for yours. He dies for what makes life worth living in your country, in every country… If the victim dies for the good cause, for the cause of every soul’s right, he has won.’


Meanwhile, Mary MacSwiney was a little more prosaic in the telegram she sent to Prime Minister Lloyd George, then on his summer holidays in Lucerne, Switzerland, on Tuesday, 24 August, Day 12.


‘My brother, Lord Mayor of Cork, at point of death in Brixton Prison,’ she wrote. ‘Home Secretary says Cabinet decision to allow him to die. In event of death his relatives and people of Ireland will hold you and your Government responsible for murder.’


Others were doing their bit to highlight his plight. Back in Cork, workers downed tools for an hour that day and many used the stoppage to attend masses being said for his release. Labour leaders also warned their members to be ready for further calls to action. In quick succession, institutions like the Cork Harbour Board, the Board of Guardians, the Cork Trades and Labour Council, and the County Insurance Committee passed resolutions protesting MacSwiney’s deportation and subsequently sent wires of complaint to the Home Office. As a gesture of support, the Cork County Board cancelled all forthcoming GAA fixtures and adjourned indefinitely.


Beyond Cork, public bodies were offering their expressions of solidarity too. The Dublin and Rathdown Boards of Guardians, and the Waterford and North Tipperary County Councils all adopted resolutions demanding his release and echoing the warning that the British government would be responsible for murder if he died. In Dundalk, a thousand employees of the Great Northern Railway stopped work at noon on Wednesday morning and marched to the Dominican Church where Very Rev. Flood recited the rosary for ‘a man lying prostrate in an English dungeon’.


Amid this growing clamour, Lloyd George was forced to interrupt his holidays and to give an official response. Having spent most of the morning of the 25th reading various communications he’d received about the case, he dictated the following statement to be distributed to the press.


‘I have received several communications here concerning the Lord Mayor of Cork. I deeply regret his decision to starve himself and the suffering he thus, of deliberate choice, is inflicting, not only on himself but on his relations and friends; but the Cabinet are responsible for preserving to the best of their ability the machinery upon which the protection of life and good order depend in the country. If the Lord Mayor were released, every hunger-striker, whatever his offence, would have to be let off. A law which is a respecter of persons is no law. If the Cabinet, therefore, departed from its decision, a complete break-down of the whole machinery of law and government in Ireland would inevitably follow. Whatever the consequences it cannot take that responsibility.
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