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NOTE ON MILITARY AND POLICE FORCES





Volunteers Members of armed units of the unilaterally declared Irish Republic, the Irish State proclaimed in the Easter Rising in 1916 and reaffirmed by the Dáil in January 1919. These units came to be known collectively as the IRA.





RIC The Royal Irish Constabulary was one of Ireland’s two police forces in the early twentieth century, alongside the Dublin Metropolitan Police. The RIC was disbanded in 1922 and replaced by two new police forces: the Garda Síochána in the Irish Free State and the Royal Ulster Constabulary in Northern Ireland.





B Specials Initiated in 1920 as a vigilante force locally recruited from ex-members of the Protestant Ulster Volunteer Force, later funded by the Northern government. A Specials and C Specials completed the Ulster Special Constabulary.





DMP The Dublin Metropolitan Police was the police force of Dublin from 1836 to 1925, when it became part of the new Garda Síochána.





Black and Tans Because of the enormous strain of guerrilla warfare on the RIC in 1920, the government found it necessary to obtain reinforcements in England. The new recruits were mostly unemployed ex-servicemen. They came to be known as the Black and Tans because of their uniforms, which were a combination of police and army uniforms. A more elite force was later recruited. These were ex-officers and became the Auxiliary Division of the RIC.





Cumann na mBan Cumann na mBan, a women’s league associated with the Irish Volunteers, was founded by Countess Markieviez in association with Agnes O’Farrelly, Jennie Wyse-Power and Louise Gavan Duffy. It had the same aims as the Irish Volunteers but was a separate organisation. As well as learning first aid, the members drilled and learned how to load, unload and clean guns.






















FOREWARD





In March 1959, eighty-three steel boxes were locked into the strongroom in Government Buildings in Dublin. They contained the 1,770 statements of the Bureau of Military History, which, with the backing of successive governments, had organised the collection of the statements from those who took part in the Irish revolution from 1913 to 1921. There was only one problem. No agreement had been reached about when the statements should be released. It was a problem that remained for nearly half a century.


In 1967, the historian F. X. Martin bemoaned ‘the official iron curtain … cutting off the findings of the Bureau from all outsiders. The papers of the Bureau have now become a miser’s hoard’. But he also maintained that the material would prove to be ‘a gilt-edged investment, increasing in value with the passage of the years’. The statements were finally released in 2003, and, as Annie Ryan has demonstrated in this absorbing, original and engaging book, F. X. Martin’s prediction was accurate.


Here, we see the Irish War of Independence laid bare: the triumphs, the sorrows, the idealism and the brutality, the bravery and the pain. What makes this book important is that the stories are told through the voices of those who participated directly. It is a period of Irish history still much disputed, but a lot of the research to date has excluded the voices of those who were fuelling the Irish republican engine.


The value of this book lies not only in the determination to allow the voices of the participants to emerge, but also the acknowledgement that there were many layers to this revolution. It was, like all wars, complicated and difficult, and the certainty expressed by so many in its aftermath was rarely evident at the time. There is much defiance, resoluteness and bravery on display in this book, but also uncertainty and vulnerability. It is to Annie Ryan’s credit that she has not sought to simplify or romanticise what was such a painful period for many, marked by pride, but also by suffering and conflicting allegiances.


This was overwhelmingly a revolution of the young and the inexperienced. As the author acknowledges, many of them took huge risks for little or no reward, but the bonds of friendship and common purpose that they shared helped them in their quest. It was a war fought on different levels. There were the activities of the IRA Flying Columns, or, in the words of Seamus Robinson, one of those who gave a statement to the Bureau, ‘the ghostly army of sharpshooters’, but also ‘the occasional chivalrous enemy’. There was often a pitiful shortage of weapons, and communications problems between IRA GHQ and the regional Brigades. There was also an intelligence war fought, and a crusade to undermine the Royal Irish Constabulary, many of whom were rightly regarded, as pointed out by Ned Broy, as ‘personally honest and decent men with discipline and self-respect’. There was also the attempt to supplant the British administration in Ireland in the areas of local government and the administration of justice, with Sinn Féin courts in Leitrim, for example, ‘held in a local disused granary on the mountainside’.


The author has done justice to the many regions and counties involved, by examining events north, south, east and west, but also individuals who were away from Ireland, serving in the British army, such as the mutineers in the Connaught Rangers in India. Many had joined for reasons that had little to do with politics or imperialism; in the words of Maurice Meade, who joined the British army in 1911, ‘any private thoughts I had were given up to the hope of gaining my own independence’.


There were chilling executions also, such as that of RIC Sergeant King in south Roscommon, shot dead when cycling to his barracks on the morning of the Truce in July 1921, and the publican in Borris, County Carlow, shot dead because he would not support the IRA. There was anger about alleged spies and informers, and sometimes a resistance to the IRA when it was deemed not to be acting in the interests of the communities it claimed to represent. There were many resourceful women in Cumman na mBan whose structures proved efficient and reliable, and whose role in transporting despatches was indispensable. As Leslie Price discovered, the safest way for these messages to get to Cork was through Celbridge, and ‘to test its efficiency she cycled every yard of it herself as far as Cork’.


Annie Ryan’s commitment to making these Bureau statements accessible and putting them in context has resulted in an honest and illuminating book that, by focusing on the ordinary Volunteers, will greatly enhance our understanding of the various dimensions of the Irish War of Independence.


Diarmaid Ferriter, IRCHSS Fellow, April 2007






















INTRODUCTION





Comrades: Inside the War of Independence is the second book to be based almost exclusively on statements submitted to the Bureau of Military History by men and women who had been involved in the movement for independence in the early years of the last century. The statements, which had been locked away for so many years, are now accessible at the Military Archives in Cathal Brugha Barracks in Rathmines, Dublin, and at the National Archives on Bishop Street, also in Dublin. The material assembled from these statements by the Bureau of Military History in the years between 1947 and 1957 was far from exhausted by Witnesses: Inside the Easter Rising, the companion volume to this book. I found it impossible to walk away from the rest of the story, as told by a new group of men and women, dealing with new events and offering new perspectives on the period, in which men and women from all over the island were involved in one way or another.


Apart from the carefully organised infiltration of the postal services, and the cooperation of some members of the RIC, unexpected help for the nationalist cause came from unsuspected quarters: from secret sympathisers who held funds for the Volunteers and took huge risks for little or no reward. Information was imparted from unlikely quarters, as is described in Seamus Robinson’s witness statement, for example.


What emerges above all from the testimonies of the men and women is the wide circle of friends and colleagues which grew out of their activities. A labyrinthine grid of mutual assistance developed over the whole island, supported by a remarkable consensus of outlook. The unity of purpose which emerged was never so marked as at the time of the threat of conscription in 1918, but the deep foundations of trust amongst these men and women essentially lay in their long connection with the Gaelic League, the Volunteer movement and Sinn Féin. One of the most important organisers of the embryo State, Seamus Ua Caomhanaigh, remarks that, through his long-standing connections, ‘There was hardly a parish in the country in which I did not know someone who would act as a cover.’


The bonds forged by the shared experiences of time spent in prisons and internment camps proved invaluable – and were carefully fostered by nationalist leaders like Michael Collins, who appeared to find the reorganisation of the IRB at Frongoch useful for his purposes. Moreover, the Cumann na mBan of the time were able to forge country-wide connections without the aid of secret societies. This network enabled them to provide the long-term recuperative nursing care, in safe surroundings, which many of the men who had been on active service required.


It is true that the differences which arose in the national movement at the time of the Treaty sundered the bonds which had been built up since before 1916 – a fact of which the men and women who submitted their testimonies to the Bureau of Military History in the 1940s and 1950s were well conscious. An air of ineffable sadness hangs over many of the statements. Most of them stop short of the Treaty negotiations, choosing to conclude on the date of the Truce. One or two make painful references, such as Michael Hynes from Borrisoleigh, County Tipperary, who remarks: ‘No one ever thought that civil war would develop and that things would become so bitter.’


The rifts left by the Civil War began to close during the Second World War. These witness statements, together with contemporary documents, press cuttings, photographs and a few rare voice recordings from people who had been active in the national movement between 1913 and 1921, are a gift which the army has collected and kept safe for us. There is much in these archives to unite us, and much for us to admire.





Annie Ryan, April 2007
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EXECUTIONS AND DEPORTATIONS





On 3 May 1916, almost as soon as the Easter Rising was over and while Dublin lay in smoking ruins, the first of the executions of the rebel leaders took place. Spread out over two weeks, they had a profound effect not only on the participants and would-be participants in the Rising but on public opinion as well. The initial reaction to the Rising had been one of shock. It was different in Britain: there the reaction was one of fury – hardly surprising in the year of the Somme and in the middle of the Great War. As a result, martial law was introduced throughout Ireland. The principal Irish newspapers demanded retribution.


The last of the executions took place on 12 May 1916. The country was quiet. As Elizabeth Bloxham, a young Protestant nationalist from the west of Ireland, put it: ‘There was great agony of spirit in Ireland at that time.’ As a student in Dublin, Bloxham had known many of the leading figures involved in the Rising.


On 8 May, Ignatius Callender, who had been a dispatch carrier for the rebels during Easter Week, was




so horrified by the announcement of the execution of my Company captain and intimate friend Sean Heuston, that I decided it was time something should be done…. I called on a priest friend and discussed the situation with him; we decided on certain action.





In 1954, when Callender gave his testimony to the Bureau of Military History, he




was happy to say that as a result of the priest’s action and the speech made by John Dillon in the English House of Commons, on 11 May, that Asquith promised that, with the exception of the two men already sentenced, no other executions would take place.





Whether the priest was as influential as Callender believed or not, the executions came to an end on 12 May, when Sean McDermott and James Connolly went before the firing squad.


Before the Rising, Callender’s mother ran a restaurant that was heavily patronised by the British military. Callender recollected that:




On the third of May, 1916, when the Stop Press Evening Mail appeared, announcing the execution of P. H. Pearse, T. MacDonagh and T. J. Clarke, my mother on hearing the news exclaimed ‘May the Lord have mercy on their souls’. One of the British HQ Command chauffeurs, who was having lunch in my mother’s restaurant, said ‘What is that you said?’ My mother repeated the prayer for him. He immediately left, without finishing his meal, remarking as he left, ‘that is more than you said for our poor fellows who were killed’.





Soon after this incident, the Lucan Restaurant, as it was known, was ‘put out of military bounds by order of the British authority’. It closed at the end of June.


Muriel McSwiney, widow of Terence McSwiney, who made her statement in Paris in 1951, remembered the feeling of revulsion that was generated in Cork and elsewhere by the executions: ‘The news was posted up on the pavement in front of the Cork Examiner office, day and night, and the crowd gathered to hear it.’ People all over Ireland were hungry for news of the rising and its aftermath. Miss Dulcibella Barton, who was a sister of Robert Barton (later to be a noted political activist) and a cousin of Erskine Childers, had a very clear recollection of events:




I was very interested in the fact that there was a rebellion in progress. I spent about a week in the city. I think it must have been at the end of the week that I met Father Sherwin of University Church and he asked me where I was going. I said I was going into town to buy an Irish Times. He asked me to get one for him. When I got to the Times office there was a great crowd and as I hate standing in a queue I got a little boy to get the papers for me. He did and I gave him something for himself. The paper was a single sheet and I brought one back to Father Sherwin.





Dulcibella Barton left for home, in Annamoe, Glendalough, County Wicklow, the next day. A policeman stopped her at Roundwood and asked her for news from Dublin. She refused to give him any. After all, Barton was a great friend of ‘Con Markievicz, and whenever I wanted a bed in Dublin I had one in her house in Leinster Road’. Barton also took care of her dog, a brown spaniel, whenever the Countess was in jail.










Elizabeth Bloxham was working as a teacher in Newtownards, County Down, in 1916. When she read news of the Rising in the Evening Telegraph, she was shocked ‘into a state of unreality by the bald report in the paper’. There was no one to whom she could talk:




Then came the time when each day’s paper brought news of the executions. I made what I thought was a successful effort to hide my feelings from people who I knew were unsympathetic. But later on the woman of the house told me that whenever she entered my room at that time she felt I was as one watching by the dead. I said I thought my manner to her was the same as usual. ‘It was,’ she said, ‘but I knew that the moment I closed the door you were again watching by the dead.’





Marie Perolz (née Flanagan), who had missed the Rising in Dublin because she had been sent to Cork on courier business, was arrested on the day Tom Clarke was executed. She was sent to Kilmainham before being moved to Mountjoy, and eventually on to Lewes Prisons in Sussex in the south of England. Perolz remembered:




At Kilmainham I was very depressed when I knew the men were being executed. I could neither eat nor sleep. Only for Brighid Foley I would have died. She kept up my courage and tried to force me to eat.





Ignatius Callender escaped arrest despite his activities during Easter Week. Not so lucky were many others throughout the country who had not taken part in the Rising but were sympathetic to its aims. All over Ireland, after the rebellion had collapsed, there was a round-up of suspects by the RIC and the British army.


In many places, these suspects had tried hard to get to Dublin, with every intention of taking part in the rebellion. For example, Edward Moane describes how in Westport ‘the Rebellion came upon us and still found us without any proper armaments and, worse still, without any orders’. By Wednesday of Easter Week, Moane’s IRB Circle knew that fighting was taking place in Dublin. They held a meeting to discuss what they could do but concluded that it would be hopeless to attempt anything. In the subsequent round-up, Joe McBride, a brother of Major John McBride, who was executed for his part in the Rising in Dublin, was arrested, whereas Moane was not. Moane did not escape completely, however. Early in the spring of 1917, when all the other prisoners had been released, Moane was imprisoned for three months for singing a seditious song at a concert.


According to Robert Holland, the nineteen-year-old who had fought so valiantly at the Marrowbone Lane Distillery:




everyone and anyone who had anything to do with any organisation participating in the Insurrection were liable to arrest … the prisons in Ireland and England were packed … in Dublin men and women suspected of sympathising with the Insurrection were dismissed from their employment.





Many of the prisoners’ relatives were finding it very hard to get the necessities of life. Holland was beginning to think that ‘we, in prison, were better off than some of them’.


It is little wonder then that people like Kathleen Clarke, Tom Clarke’s widow, had begun to organise aid committees for the relatives even before the executions had ceased. Those members of Cumann na mBan who were not imprisoned got down to work immediately. Aine Heron, who was a Captain in Cumann na mBan, was involved in the founding of the Volunteer Dependants Fund. This fund, together with the National Aid Committee, was invaluable in restoring some kind of morale for the stricken families and friends of the prisoners. Heron found it difficult at first to establish contact with the relatives of the Volunteers:




When we called at the houses sometimes the inhabitants denied all knowledge of the Volunteers in question, as they did not know us and they thought we might be setting traps for them. Gradually it became easier as the sympathy of the public had veered round to the victims of the rebellion. Especially, the Masses for the men of Easter Week did a great deal to give courage to all these people. They gave them the only opportunity they had of coming together and exchanging news from the various prisons.





Eilis Bean Ui Connaill, vice-commandant and member of the Executive of Cumann na mBan, had a very similar story to tell in her witness statement: 




news of men killed in action, of soldiers shooting our innocent people in their homes as occurred in our area in North King Street, execution of our leaders, deportations, raids, arrests and all the mock trials etc. We seemed helpless at this stage.





The National Aid Fund was established to relieve distress among ‘the dependants of persons killed in action, executed, sentenced or deported’, as Ui Connaill notes. Voluntary helpers assembled in Exchequer Street and issued an appeal to the whole country – to which there was a huge response. Ui Connaill continues: ‘Many of our members helped on that committee. Each went around in her own area, investigating the cases of distress. We met with great difficulties.’ Many of the relatives were terrified of being identified with those who took part in the Rising ‘as the military and police were still very busy making raids and arrests’.


Ui Connaill first noticed a change in attitudes towards the prisoners through the size of the Cumann na mBan church-door collections for the National Aid Fund:




People who had refused to subscribe before now gave generously and sympathetically. This gave us great courage and resulted in [us] filling several boxes on Sundays instead of merely one.





Prisoners such as Robert Holland were deeply grateful for the existence of the National Aid Fund. While he was in prison, he worried for his mother, who was an invalid, and his twelve-year old sister. Others too began to be aware of the hard times their families were going through. Holland’s testimony informs us:




We heard at this time that the National Fund had been started, that a kind of means test was in operation with the object of relieving the most necessitous cases first. As time went on and money came in, every deserving case was relieved to some extent; we in prison thanked God and said many a Rosary for those who gave their time and money to help our destitute people.





No one was more appreciative of the help and support received from the Fund on their release than Seamus Ua Caomhanaigh, Secretary ‘Defence of Ireland Fund’; Accountant to the Sinn Féin Executive; Secretary, Local Government Department, Dáil Éireann. The support began for him on the boat home from Britain. The night before Christmas Eve, Ua Caomhanaigh and his comrades were paraded from Frongoch Jail to catch the train to Holyhead. It was a terrible night, and the ex-prisoners stood for two hours at the station in a blizzard of sleet and snow until their train arrived at eight o’clock. By the time they embarked on the mailboat, the comrades were saturated. The boat was packed with people going home to Ireland for Christmas and, to the former prisoners’ surprise, their fellow passengers were very nice to them. Ua Caomhanaigh had no difficulty in remembering the details:




We were not long on board when a man came up to me and asked me would I like a cup of tea. I said I would. He went away and brought it back to me in no time. Then a lady gave me an enormous hunk of rich Christmas cake. Another gave me a large piece of cheese. I was literally starving, as we had [had] no refreshment of any kind since leaving Frongoch…. I drank the tea and with the cheese in one hand and the cake in the other I would take an alternative bite out of each and by the time I had got it all down I was feeling fine.





It was even more pleasant for the former prisoners to meet old friends. Ua Caomhanaigh goes on:




Some of the girls who had been released were going home on the same boat. I remember talking to Miss Helena Moloney and I think also Miss Kearney. It was a very rough passage. The night was wild. There were no lights showing anywhere on board as this was in the middle of the first Great War





They arrived in Dublin on Christmas Eve.
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THE PRISONERS’ RETURN





It was hard for Seamus Ua Caomhanaigh to put his memories on record for the Bureau of Military History. He found it extremely painful to recall the experiences of the War of Independence, especially the lead-up to the truce and the Treaty. A fit of terrible depression would descend on him whenever he heard or read anything relating to the happenings of those years: ‘I could not read a book nor look at a movie without experiencing it.’ He told the Bureau to feel free to scrap his statement if they thought it was no good. Luckily, the Bureau accepted his contribution. Ua Caomhanaigh’s account of his time in Frongoch and his return to Ireland on the mailboat is only part of his enthralling story. His full statement covers his life from his birth on 21 April 1888 in St Michael’s Lane, not far from St Stephen’s Green, up to the formation of the Department of Local Government under the first Dáil, and the Truce in 1921.


When his mailboat reached Dublin’s North Wall on Christmas Eve, 1916, Ua Caomhanaigh was met by Paddy McGuirk, who had been his next-door neighbour in Stafford Jail, and had been released earlier: ‘[McGuirk] had an outside car waiting to bring me home, where I arrived in a short time.’ Ua Caomhanaigh did not return alone. He brought Joe Duffy, another prisoner friend, home with him:




When we reached Dublin Joe had no place to go. He was a stranger to Dublin, never having lived there except for the short time he had been in Larkfield, Kimmage.





It was at Larkfield, on the Plunkett estate, that the men who had returned to Ireland for the Rising set up camp.


Ua Caomhanaigh was in prison when he learned of the birth of his son. He had not known that his wife was pregnant at the time of his deportation; by the time he returned, the child had been christened and named Seamus Diarmuid, after Sean McDermott. On the day Ua Caomhanaigh arrived home, a Christmas hamper was delivered to the house. It was provided not by the National Aid Fund ‘but by one of the societies of women who were working so hard at the time in the national cause’. The National Aid Committee, however, sent him an ‘order for a complete new outfit’.


Within a few days, Ua Caomhanaigh was appointed secretary to the ex-prisoners’ committee. He was given the task of examining the cases of all the former prisoners and their dependants ‘and seeing that nobody was left destitute’. Ua Caomhanaigh had found his niche. He was kept happily occupied during the spring and summer ‘having things done properly and quickly’. It was at this time that Michael Collins had been appointed secretary of the National Aid Fund; Ua Caomhanaigh heartily approved of Collins’s selection for this post, as it made his own job much easier. Amongst his many other talents, Michael Collins was an extremely efficient administrator.


People like Ua Caomhanaigh were already beginning to look to the future rather than the past. Before they could do this, however, it was necessary for some to analyse the events, unhappy as they were, of Easter Week. Robert Holland had gone into the question in some depth whilst still in Knutsford Jail. Indeed, even before the surrender, towards the end of Easter Week, as the fight was beginning to wind down, Holland and Con Colbert (who was later executed) drew up lists of their men who had and had not turned out for the Rising. In Knutsford, Holland had learned:




all that had happened in the two sections of the South Dublin Garrison, also all about the battle at Ashbourne and in fact, before the middle of May, we knew all that had taken place in the country during and after the insurrection – of the fate of the men they termed our leaders – of prison sentences of the group of less important [rebels]. We got this through small groups who were being picked up in Ireland and were still being transferred to Knutsford Prison.





When Peadar McMahon, who had fought in the Rising under Commandant Michael Mallin, was released from Frongoch in the autumn of 1916, he found himself out of a job. The shipping firm that had employed him before the Rising refused to re-hire him due to his involvement in the Rising. Whilst visiting the widow of Tom Clarke, one of the leaders of the Rising who had been executed, McMahon met Miss Madge Daly, who was desperately looking for help with running the bakery business:




She said that her brother was executed; her uncle, John Daly, had died and some assistance was required to run the business. I decided to go to Limerick…. While in Limerick I assisted in the formation of a second Battalion in the city and a number of Battalions in the adjoining country.





Ernest Blythe, who had been imprisoned in Reading Jail for his pre-1916 activities, expected to be released with the other leading figures who were held there. But the governor of the jail informed Blythe that, because the order under which he had been deported a fortnight before Easter 1916 had not been lifted, he could not return to Ireland. He was, however, free to go where he liked in England. But Blythe decided to take a chance and went to Dublin with the rest. On Blythe’s arrival there, Sean T. O’Kelly invited him to his home for breakfast; Blythe later went out to Bray to see his old friends, the FitzGeralds. From there, he went ‘up North’ and spent a week at his father’s house in County Antrim, ‘the police having lost sight of him’. The police caught Blythe when he went to Belfast ‘to see if I could find Sean Lestor’ (an old friend from pre-1916 days who was afterwards Secretary General of the League of Nations, and the father-in-law of Douglas Gageby, who was editor of the Irish Times and also wrote Lestor’s biography). Blythe was then picked up, taken to the police station and put aboard a train for Dublin and conveyed to Arbour Hill. At length, after many negotiations and undertakings, and withdrawing of undertakings, the British Commander sent a ‘DMP man … who told [me] that the order to leave Ireland had been suspended’. Blythe could now go where he liked. He decided to go to Limerick:




The Dalys of Limerick had written asking me to spend a while with them. I accepted the invitation and arrived in Limerick just after the end of the Clare election.





In the first few weeks after his return to Ireland, Blythe knew little of how matters stood with the Volunteer organisation. His visit to the Dalys afforded him the opportunity of observing activities at close quarters. Blythe found:




There was a great deal of strained feeling between the officers of the Volunteers, as there was prior to the Rising, and a great many people who found fault with their attitude and action at that time. I thought there was no use in discussing the past, but I agreed that the complete inactivity of the existing body of Volunteer officers was wrong.





In his testimony, Joe Barrett from Clare, who had, like so many others in 1916, mobilised for a Rising on Easter Sunday, only to wait in vain for further orders, gives us a fairly clear indication of what might have been the bone of contention in Limerick:




When we learned that the Limerick Volunteers had surrendered their arms to the British authorities, the Volunteers in my area entirely disagreed with this action.





Edward Moane of Westport, County Mayo, delicately suggests that something of the same kind happened only ten miles from him in Castlebar:




We knew there was about thirty rifles in the Castlebar area, but [as to] where they were located or what ammunition was available we had no information. Some of these rifles were surrendered to the British authorities after the Rebellion.





The surrender of arms was a severe embarrassment to the Volunteers, none more so than to those in Cork. Muriel McSwiney, the widow of Terence McSwiney, who died on hunger strike in 1920, remembered that:




It was towards the end of Easter Week that the Volunteers surrendered their arms. Some of them gave up wooden instruments wrapped in stuff and kept their rifles.





The Catholic bishop of Cork, Thomas O’Callaghan, in some way became implicated in a deal with the British military whereby it was promised that, if the arms were ceded, there would be no arrests of Volunteers. This involvement soured relations between the leaders of the Volunteers in Cork and the bishop for many years afterwards.


Henry O’Brien from Athlone had been active in the Volunteer movement since 1913. About a week or so before the Rising, a priest called Father O’Reilly managed to procure arms for the Volunteers in Athlone. On Easter Sunday morning, they ‘mobilised about thirty strong…. Our first task was to cut the railway and telegraph and telephone wires outside Athlone.’ The rifles and shotguns had been sent on to Shannon Bridge, where the Volunteers were to meet Liam Mellows after cutting the wires. But at 2.30 PM, ‘we received a message that the whole affair was off’.


O’Brien was arrested immediately after the Rising but was released, and returned home in time to witness the surrendering of arms:




Mr Chapman, who owned the printing works in Athlone, and one of the friars from the Abbey, acted as liaison officers between the RIC and British authorities, and the Volunteers, and through them the rifles and ammunition were surrendered to the British authorities.





Timothy Houlihan from Ballybunion, County Kerry, was careful to record that, even if the town was not particularly active up to 1916, its honour was saved by a Volunteer leader from Listowel:




After the Easter Week Rebellion, when the order came to surrender all arms in the country, a man named Paddy Landers, who was in charge of a Company in Listowel before Easter Week, sent out to Ballybunion two BSA rifles and five hundred rounds and a lot of cartridge and wads by a man named Joe Mahoney, a native of Ballybunion. The stuff was dumped at Eddie Horagan’s, a farmer who lived near the town. Horagan looked after the stuff. He was never under suspicion as he was regarded as pro-British.





The opinion held by Patrick McElligot (a member of the IRB from 1911 and of the Volunteers from 1914, and OC of the Listowel Battalion) of Paddy Landers is unambiguous, however. According to McElligot, Landers made no attempt to save the arms but was in fact determined to surrender all the guns to the RIC:




Landers sent for the RIC and handed over the stack of broken guns, at the same time informing the RIC of the missing nine rifles …. The Volunteers were more afraid of Landers than the RIC as he was constantly in touch with them.





Another Kerry man, Matthew Finucane, was careful to record that in Duagh, where the Volunteer Company had been reorganised by Ernest Blythe in the early months of 1916: 




the order to surrender all arms in the Company was never carried out, as the RIC were not aware that there were any arms in the possession of the Volunteers here in Duagh.





Almost immediately after the release of the prisoners, the work of reorganisation began; indeed, some would say that it began before the general release, which took place at Christmas 1916. Certainly the Committees that were set up to assist families that had been left without means of financial support after the Rising helped to draw the remnants of the revolution together.


The significance of imprisonment on the development of the Volunteers cannot be overlooked. William Mullins, quartermaster of Duagh Company of the Irish Volunteers in County Kerry and OC of Kerry No. 1 Brigade, from Moyderwell, Tralee, was emphatic about the role of the prisons and detention camps, particularly Frongoch. He states:




I am fully convinced that Frongoch made our whole organisation into what it eventually reached. The comradeship that developed in Frongoch and the knowledge we got of each other from different parts of the country, the military aspect of things and being brought into close contact with men whom we used only hear about previous to that, was a binding force for the future.





Many of the Volunteer leaders, when they made their way home after their time in jail, found everything in order. In Duagh, the Volunteers were reorganised for a second time, Mullins remembers:




The Company strength was about forty men. Up to the end of 1917 and all through 1918 we held meetings, received drill instruction and paraded from time to time.





Matthew Finucane was appointed quarter master of Duagh Company in 1919 and made responsible for the collection of all shotguns and arms in the area. As Henry O’Brien found in Athlone, in almost every area where the Volunteers had been active before the Rising:




nearly all our members became active again …. We held regular parades for drill, in secret of course. We had no arms and each member paid a small subscription towards a fund for the purchase of arms. Concerts, dances and so forth were run with the assistance of the Cumann na mBan.





Patrick Egan, who had hid out in the hills above Ticknock after the Rising, was able to attend a meeting in early 1917 in Cathal Brugha’s house in Dublin when things became more normal. At that meeting, the reorganisation of the Battalion began and ‘the election of officers for C Company took place’.





Oscar Traynor, who was later to become commandant of the Dublin Brigade and a member of the Army Council, was released on Christmas Eve, like the great majority of the internees. He remembers:




Shortly after my arrival in Dublin I made contact with the Volunteer organisation again. My old Company, while meeting from time to time, was very much below strength.





The renewed activity of the Volunteers did not escape the notice of the authorities. In early January 1917, the Volunteers – or, as they were beginning to be known, the Irish Republican Army – started a reorganising campaign in Tralee and the surrounding country districts. Joseph Melinn, vice-commandant of Kerry No. 1 Brigade, recalls that he:




was actively engaged in this when I was again taken prisoner, and deported with twenty-seven others from other counties, to different parts of England, on February 22nd, 1917. By arrangement, the Irish Republican Brotherhood got us in touch with friends in London and Manchester who offered assistance to enable us to escape back to Ireland.





Joseph Melinn, with fourteen others, escaped on that occasion and ‘reported back to headquarters on the morning of May 5th, 1917’.


A pattern was beginning to emerge: arrest, imprisonment, escape. This pattern did not, however, impede the growth of the IRA. By December 1917, the Battalion in the Westport area alone numbered




three hundred and fifty strong and [was] organised in nine Companies…. I (with two others) organised these Companies, travelling here and there, sometimes on cycles but more often across country on foot





according to Edward Moane, Vice Commandant of the West Mayo Brigade of the IRA.


In Limerick, Peadar McMahon and Ernest Blythe, after a good deal of discussion with the other senior Volunteers, decided that the only way to get over the inactivity of the existing Volunteer body in Limerick was to organise a second Battalion from amongst ‘young men who were not Volunteers and who were not being encouraged to join’, as Blythe notes. Eventually, they were able to establish ‘a number of Battalions in the adjoining country’.


Later, Blythe expresses some uncharacteristic doubts about his actions in Limerick. He felt that he could have handled the situation better:




Perhaps if we had continued to urge the existing officers to undertake some activity, our appeals, plus the changing temperature, would have sufficed to induce them to make the moves [begin a new campaign with new officers].
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LINING UP





Dan Breen, best known later for his book, My Fight for Irish Freedom, describes in his statement to the Bureau of Military History an important element in the drive for action that seized several of his comrades. All over Ireland, people like Sean Treacy (one of the leaders of the South Tipperary Brigade during the War of Independence) felt impelled to carry on from where the men and women of 1916 had left off. Treacy was later shot dead in Talbot Street, at the height of the war which he so ardently desired. Dan Breen recalls in his statement:




At this time, following 1916, I was Treacy’s chief, if not his only confidant, and he discussed everything freely with me. I remember him talking about the Rising of 1916 and calling it ‘another ’98’, meaning that this was another failure, as 1798 had been, and yet he was insistent that everything was not yet lost and that we might still do something to retrieve [the failure of the 1916 Rising].





Seamus Robinson puts it in another way:




I would say that it was the leaders of the 1916 Rising by their heroic deaths after an historic fight that left us survivors…. [and with] no honourable alternative but the slogan ‘They shall not have fought and died in vain’.





In his testimony, Robinson attempts to answer how, when and on whose authority the hostilities began after 1916. During his imprisonment in Reading Jail, Robinson was in a good position to assess the thinking of his fellow prisoners. These included Arthur Griffith, Sean T. O’Kelly, Ernest Blythe, Herbert More-Pim, Darrell Figgis, George Nicholls, Sean Milroy and others – all of them leaders in Sinn Féin. These men – Sean T. O’Kelly excepted – were, in Robinson’s opinion, convinced that a ‘united passive resistance policy was all-sufficient to win our independence’. Robinson was at pains to make his own position, and that of younger men, clear. He and his young comrades had a tremendous regard for the intelligence, clear-sightedness, integrity and zeal of these eminent older men. In his opinion, it was only common sense that the Volunteer army needed a vigorous political party in order to withstand the ‘pro-British partisan propaganda of press and pulpit’. They could see the importance of the ‘moral-legal support of an elected government…. “the Constituent Assembly” of Arthur Griffith’s talks to us’. They could also see the necessity of having ‘the will of the people behind the coming struggle’. This was of equal importance with the existence of a well-organised and well-equipped army, if the revolution was to succeed. Robinson lists the officers in Reading at the time who were in favour of the political movement ‘as the nation’s second arm’. He lists them:




Terence McSweeney, Tomas MacCurtain, J. J. O’Connell, Eamon O’Duibhir, Joe Robinson, Seamus Pender, Mick Brennan, Padraig O’Maille.





According to Robinson, when the prisoners came home to Ireland after their release, the Volunteers quickly became aware of the immense support that the people as a whole gave to Sinn Féin: ‘It soon was unnecessary for the Volunteers to waste their time on it’. So they concentrated on building up their own forces instead.


In October 1917, Sinn Féin’s annual convention, or Ard Fheis, was held in Dublin – the tenth such convention that had been held by the party. Under cover of the Ard Fheis, the Volunteers also held a convention. In fact, many of the delegates held dual membership of the two organisations. The attendance at the Ard Fheis included several people who were also members of the Irish Republican Brotherhood; many were members of all three organisations.


Monsignor Patrick Browne, president of University College Galway, who used to meet Arthur Griffith fairly frequently after 1916, ‘generally in the Bailey smoke-room’, was certain that Griffith was out of sympathy with ‘the Resolution to proclaim the country independent and follow a Republican policy’. Griffith expressed his considerable distaste with the idea of declaring Ireland a republic then, as he also did in 1919, just before the Dáil proclaimed the Republic. He professed his disbelief that the Irish people wanted such an arrangement. It was on Griffith’s proposal that de Valera was made President. Browne added that, ‘as time went on, Griffith fell in with the policy and, when de Valera was in America, [Griffith] was Acting President’.


Seamus Dobbyn’s testimony regarding the IRB makes interesting reading. Dobbyn’s membership of the IRB stretched back to the Dungannon Club, where, in 1907, he met men like Sean McDermott, Denis McCullough and Bulmer Hobson. Dobbyn had done his best to join the Rising but had been frustrated in his attempts in this area. He had been one of the first to be imprisoned after the Rising but was released in the autumn of 1916. In May 1917, Dobbyn was sent to Dublin to meet three members of the Supreme Council of the IRB: Diarmuid Lynch, Mick Collins and Sean McGarry.


Dobbyn recalls that ‘I was asked by them to go on a six-month tour of inspection of the nine Ulster counties’. Dobbyn made his report on this tour a few months later. Things were not good with the IRB in Ulster. The main trouble was that, although they were doing nothing of any significance for the national movement, ‘a number of them thought themselves superior to the IRA and were not even supporting the IRA’. Soon after this tour, Dobbyn was co-opted as a member of the Supreme Council of the IRB.


Seamus Robinson was even more critical of the IRB organisation as a whole. According to Robinson:




The IRB had lost prestige after Easter Week 1916, their authority moribund where not already dead. Many had apparently shirked the Rising. There had been some movement started in Frongoch which aimed at reviving and getting a change in control of the IRB. Shortly after the release from internment, young chaps mixed among us broadcasting the news that every member of the ‘Organisation’ was requested to attend a meeting in Parnell Square – No. 44 I think. At that meeting I saw young fellows with notebooks rushing round and about the ground floor (there were about 150 present) buttonholing individuals with anxious whispers – ‘We must make sure that no one will be elected an officer of the Volunteers who is not a member of the “Organisation”.’ As if that were something new or something that we would be allowed to forget.





Robinson was not impressed. He did not wait for the meeting to begin and walked out in disgust. He never again ‘bothered about the IRB’. When the Volunteer Executive was elected at the Ard Fheis in October 1917, Robinson considered the authority of the IRB redundant and illegal for the Volunteers. Stronger still, he stated: ‘After the Oath of Allegiance to the Dáil, the IRB became a sinister cabal.’


Whatever Robinson might have thought about the IRB, the organisation continued. Dobbyn was given the job of reorganising the IRB in Ulster. He was then asked to add the inspection of the IRA to his IRB duties. ‘This I believe was given as a cover for my activities with the IRB,’ he says.


As for the Sinn Féin Ard Fheis in October 1917, Dobbyn is certain that




IRB men were instructed to have themselves elected delegates to that Convention, if possible, and to vote for the election of de Valera as President. I was ordered by the Supreme Council, and carried out the order, to give instructions to suitable IRB men to join the local Sinn Féin Club and, if possible, to have themselves elected to that Convention





Whatever certain members of the Volunteers (or the IRA, as it was beginning to be called) thought of the IRB, on occasion almost everyone was glad of its help, particularly in organising prison escapes outside Ireland. Liam McMahon, Centre (head) of the Manchester Circle of the IRB, was born in 1878 in Kildimo, County Limerick. He emigrated to Liverpool, where he worked for the butter merchants Dowdall Brothers as a clerk. He became a member of the Gaelic League in Bootle, Lancashire, and later joined the GAA. He was picked to play for Lancashire against Kilkenny in the All-Ireland Hurling Championship in Croke Park in 1905. It was while crossing back to Liverpool after this match that McMahon was inducted into the IRB by a man called Paddy Lively. As McMahon says:




After a short conversation, during which he explained the aims and objects of the IRB, he asked me if I had any religious scruples about becoming a member. I said I had not. There and then, he administered the oath, as we stood by the rails looking out to sea.





Later on, McMahon’s firm appointed him to their Manchester office and the IRB transferred him from the Liverpool Circle to the Manchester Circle. Sean McDermott visited Manchester some five years before 1916, and ‘from time to time, we purchased war material – mostly revolvers and ammunition – and sent it across to Dublin’.


Unlike the men at the Kimmage camp and, indeed, Michael Collins and other members of the IRB, McMahon was ‘not summoned to take part in the Rising’. He met Collins through the National Aid Society:




I was made Honorary Secretary to that Society for England and Wales, and through that I met Michael Collins. Our association afterwards, up to the signing of the Treaty, was most intimate.





Michael Collins was not the only republican leader who was in touch with McMahon. McMahon describes how Éamon de Valera involved himself in the development of the movement:




Some time after Mr de Valera’s release from jail in June 1917, I got a letter from him, through Harry Boland, saying that he thought Sinn Féin in England was rather dangerous. It was proclaimed and all that. He suggested we should form the Irish Self-Determination League. He asked me, as Honorary Secretary of Sinn Féin, to call the officers of the different Irish Societies there and to start a provisional executive, which I did.





The first meeting of this executive, which was held in Manchester, was a huge success. Two halls, the Free Trade Hall and the Albert Hall opposite, were packed out. Arthur Griffith, Laurence Ginnell MP and Harry Boland came over from Dublin to speak to this large gathering. The League spread rapidly: ‘At one time we had over four hundred branches in England and Wales.’ McMahon describes his modus operandi:




We decided that the best plan was to use the League, not openly but surreptitiously, for IRB purposes. All our organisers were IRB men. They were to report likely persons to start a Company of Volunteers. If we got a good man, whom we thought was reliable, we would initiate him into the Volunteers.





In the capable hands of McMahon, the Irish independence movement in Britain flourished. The contacts made, and the networks established, were invaluable later on, not least to Michael Collins when he and his comrades managed to ‘spring’ de Valera from Lincoln Jail.
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POLITICAL ACTION: THE BY-ELECTIONS





There is nothing like a contest against a common enemy for welding different elements of a movement into a united front. The first three by-elections after the Rising were ideal for this purpose. By the time that some extremely sensitive issues came to be discussed at the Volunteer Convention, the delegates were able to deal with them comparatively easily. Major Patrick Colgan, a veteran of 1916, attended that meeting and in his statement reports:




Éamon de Valera presided at the meeting. A long discussion took place on a proposal that Eoin McNeill should be tried by a Volunteer Court for his action in countermanding the Manoeuvres which were to be held on Easter Sunday, 1916.





But the time for that kind of discussion was past.


Seamus Ua Caomhanaigh, who by this time must have been settling in nicely at home after his prison experiences, not to mention into his new job at the centre of events, considered that:




The first of the more important things that happened was Count Plunkett’s name appeared in the papers as a candidate, a man named Gallagher, a draper with a place of business in George’s Street, called to see me. He told me he was a native of Roscommon and that he continued to take an active interest in the affairs of the county. He asked me was Count Plunkett all right from the Sinn Féin point of view, ‘for’, said he, ‘if he is, he’s already elected. I know all about his sons Joe, George and Jack. But you know many a son reared a bad father, and I want to make sure he won’t sit in the British Parliament if elected.’ He said his word went far in the county and if he put in a favourable word for the Count his election was assured.





Ua Caomhanaigh was able to get him an assurance from Headquarters that Count Plunkett was indeed sound. He won the election with 3,000 votes against 1,700.


Miss Brighid O’Mullane, who had lived in Leinster Road in Rathmines, Dublin, at the time she gave her account of her work in Cumann na mBan, remembers that she:




had just left school in Sligo, after my mother’s death, when the Roscommon election was held. I was asked to assist on the organising committee of a banquet that was to be given to Count Plunkett and his wife some weeks after his victory. The Corporation had decided to confer the freedom of the city on him.





The second by-election in 1917 was in South Longford. The candidate, Joseph McGuinness, was a prisoner in Lewes, England, and his election campaign used the slogan: ‘Put him in to get him out’.


Eilis Bean Ui Chonaill was a personal friend of Joseph McGuinness, and this was her home constituency. She took a week’s leave, and set off for the country without delay:




I made a personal canvas of my native parish and the surroundings, and the fact that I knew the candidate was almost sufficient to convince the people to go to the polls.





No one gives a clearer account of this by-election than Judge Charles Wyse Power, who, as he describes, was given a watching brief:




My role was generally to watch the legal position of the candidate as he was still serving his sentence of penal servitude in lieu of the death sentence which had been passed on him in 1916, and it was feared that there was a possibility that the Redmondites might raise the point that he was a felon and therefore incapable of being a candidate.





Nobody in fact raised the point, but the count after the election proved to be one of the most exciting in the history of County Longford. Wyse Power was there:




The first declared result announced that the Redmondite had been elected by a majority of thirteen. The votes had been counted in bundles of fifty placed on each side of the table. When this was announced, the Redmondites, inside and outside the courthouse, physically danced for joy. Looking out of the window I saw Arthur Griffith and our supporters looking very glum on the other side of the street.





But Griffith and his friends had no need to be downcast. Joe McGrath, who later ran the Irish Sweepstakes, had calculated that there must be fifty missing votes:




The fifty votes were found immediately and they were McGuinness’s, thus altering a minority of thirteen against McGuinness to a majority of thirty-seven for him.





Leo Baxter, who lived in Longford when he testified in 1950, was one of those men who joined the Volunteers after 1916. He joined a small Company in Ardagh, consisting of about thirty men that had no arms of any kind. This did not prevent them from engaging in military exercises, however. Baxter states: ‘Our instructors were a couple of British army men who were also members.’


The membership of this Company overlapped completely with the Sinn Féin Club in Ardagh. According to Baxter: ‘The Volunteers took a big part in the McGuinness election in South Longford and were active in canvassing and other duties on his behalf.’


The people, including the clergy, took their elections seriously in County Longford. Bean Ui Connaill recounts the story of one priest, Father Terry Meehan, who paid for the transport of sympathetic voters out of his own pocket:




On the Saturday previous to the election, in his enthusiasm, he overlooked the time for Confessions in his parish and he was, as a result, shortly transferred to a parish in the back of beyond.





The next by-election, the one in East Clare, was to demonstrate a shift in public opinion which was to become altogether more apparent in the general election in 1918. The Irish Parliamentary Party (or the Redmondites, as the supporters of Sinn Féin still called them in 1950) were never to recover electorally from this shift.


The East Clare election took place on 11 July 1917. Wyse Power remembered: ‘The announcement of the result of the poll … went through Ireland like wildfire, for Mr De Valera had polled three to one.’


Joseph Barrett of Kilrush, County Clare, in his testimony explains:




The prisoners who were sentenced after the Rising were released and numbers of these, as well as the men who had been released from internment earlier, came to Clare to assist in the election. The presence of all these around the county, as well as the meetings held in connection with the election, gave a great fillip to the morale of the volunteers in the county. Thousands of new recruits joined the ranks that time.





The volunteers in County Clare got such a head start at the time of the by-election that there was little to do in the line of recruiting in 1918: ‘all the available young men had already joined up’, says Barrett.


The first incidents of any consequence in the bitter fight which was soon to take place in Ireland were connected with the celebrations that followed the election victories. One such incident took place in Ballybunion, County Kerry, when people from the town and the surrounding country gathered for a victory parade. As the parade passed the RIC barracks, some RIC men there became so annoyed that they opened fire on the people and shot one man, a certain Scanlon, dead. The story of the inquiry and the court case which followed is told by Judge Wyse Power in his witness statement.


It was in 1917 too that Thomas Ashe died on hunger strike. Ashe was born and reared on the Dingle Peninsula. In 1916, he led the Volunteers in battle in Ashbourne, on the outskirts of Dublin. He was subsequently condemned to death, but the sentence was commuted to life imprisonment. He was released from Lewes in June 1917 and, like the other Volunteers, helped in the by-elections. His sister, Nora Aghas, describes how he made a political speech in Ballinalee ‘for which the police were after him’. He was picked up in Dublin and sentenced to two years’ hard labour in Mountjoy. Almost immediately, he and the other prisoners went on hunger strike. He died before his sister could get to see him.


Patrick Walsh from Annascaul describes the funeral:




We had the Volunteers reorganised, our ranks began to swell, and then came the death of Thomas Ashe. He was one of our own, and on the day of his funeral we sent representatives to Dublin but we also organised a procession to the Ashe family burial ground at Kinnard. We had a great muster of Volunteers. They came from Dingle, Ballyferriter, Lispole, and some came by boat from Cahirciveen. An oration was delivered at the graveyard.





Years later, Nora Aghas remembered her brother as he had been when he was at home in Kerry:




He always went home for holidays. He always had nice setters and a good gun and he used to range the mountains – himself and Padraig Aghas, a second cousin who lived next door – after game of all kinds, woodcock, snipe etc. He also had a set of bagpipes and used to go up on Kinnard hill, which belonged to our farm, and walk along it playing the pipes. The neighbours all over the parish used to listen to the music and missed it greatly when he was dead.





In Dublin, the public funeral took up most of the day. The members of Cumann na mBan were much in evidence. Eilis Bean Ui Chonaiil remembered:




We met on the Sunday morning – I think it was at 12 o’clock – in Exchequer Street. And we were there a considerable time before we moved off to join the Procession…. We were dismissed at 6 PM





It was the first death of a republican on hunger strike.
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