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The Easter Rising, day by day


Apart from some small actions, the 1916 Rising lasted seven days, from Easter Monday to the following Sunday.


Easter Monday, 24 April 1916:


Beginning of rebellion. Main body of rebels muster outside Liberty Hall – conflicting orders result in a turnout much smaller than hoped for. From about midday on, the following locations are occupied by rebels:


• GPO and other buildings in O’Connell Street area;


• Four Courts, Mendicity Institution;


• St Stephen’s Green, College of Surgeons;


• Boland’s Mills and surrounding area, including Mount Street Bridge and nearby houses;


• City Hall and several buildings overlooking Dublin Castle;


• Jacob’s biscuit factory, Davy’s pub by Portobello Bridge;


• South Dublin Union and James’s Street area;


• Magazine Fort in Phoenix Park.


Proclamation of Republic read by Pearse outside GPO. Lancers charge down O’Connell Street. Looting starts. That afternoon the British counterattacks begin.


Tuesday, 25 April 1916:


City Hall retaken by military. Shelbourne Hotel occupied by soldiers and machine-gun fire forces rebels to retreat from St Stephen’s Green to the College of Surgeons. British reinforcements, including artillery, arrive. Martial Law proclaimed.


Wednesday, 26 April 1916:


Liberty Hall shelled by Helga, backed by field guns. Artillery put into action against buildings on O’Connell Street. Kelly’s Fort evacuated. Metropole Hotel occupied by rebels. Troops marching from Dun Laoghaire halted by rebels at Mount Street Bridge. After many hours of intense fighting and terrible casualties, the military gain control of the area. Clanwilliam House burns to the ground. Mendicity Institution retaken by the British.


Thursday, 27 April 1916:


Military shelling of O’Connell Street intensifies. Fires on O’Connell Street begin to rage out of control. Hopkins & Hopkins and Imperial Hotel evacuated because of the inferno.


Friday, 28 April 1916:


General Sir John Maxwell arrives in Dublin. Metropole Hotel evacuated. Rebels evacuate GPO. New HQ established in Moore Street.


Saturday, 29 April 1916:


Non-combatants murdered in North King Street. Rebel leaders in Moore Street decide to surrender. Four Courts garrison surrenders.


Sunday, 30 April 1916:


Rebels in remaining outposts surrender – College of Surgeons, Boland’s, Jacob’s and the South Dublin Union. Deportation of prisoners.


Wednesday, 3 May – Friday, 12 May:


Fifteen rebels, including the seven signatories of the Proclamation of the Republic, are executed by firing squad.














Introduction


PREVENTION OF EPIDEMIC


Persons discovering dead bodies should inform the Police or the Chief Medical Officer of Health, Municipal Buildings, Castle Street, immediately.1


When wars and conflicts are studied, the usual method is to divide the participants into friend and enemy, us and them; and in the case of Ireland, the rebels and the British. But sometimes the more interesting division is into combatants and non-combatants, armed and unarmed – those who were doing the actual fighting and those who were just caught up in it.


When the rebellion of 1916 had ended, more than 400 people were dead and over 2,000 wounded. More than half of these were civilians, and while it could be argued that the casualties among the rebels were in control of their own destiny and that those on the side of the authorities were at least doing their duty, the stark fact is that the destiny of the civilian casualties was out of their hands. They were in their homes or travelling to work or shopping. Some, of course, were simply fatally curious.


Many books have been written on the history of the Rising – who did what, where it was done, why they did it, what the outcome was. While these usually address the civilians’ predicament to some degree, in general they are written from a factual point of view – how many were killed, who the looters were, etc. Apart from the effect the rebellion had on the unfortunate civilian casualties, few, if any, histories examine what effect it had on the general population.


In recent years the Bureau of Military History has made many hundreds of witness statements relating to the Rising freely available on the Internet. However, while these histories are important, and indeed fascinating, they are largely confined to participants and concern military history. So, are there statements from civilian eyewitnesses about the week of rebellion in 1916?


Thankfully the answer is yes, although not in as official a capacity as the Bureau of Military History’s collection. Many people at the time had an acute awareness of the fact that history was being made before their eyes and that present and future generations would want to know about it. So they wrote diaries or sent letters, some of which still survive. Some witnesses wrote memoirs or an autobiography in later years and included a chapter on the Rising and how it affected them. In other cases, newspaper or magazine editors with an eye for the human story published contributions from civilians who were directly affected.


This anthology is an attempt to bring together a number of these civilian accounts of the rebellion in 1916, to give the reader the non-combatants’ unedited point of view. Many of these accounts have never been published before and others, although having appeared in print, have languished for decades between the covers of long-defunct magazines or as minor chapters in otherwise obscure memoirs.2


In compiling the collection, I’ve been very aware that the vast majority of affected civilians would have had no opportunity, and even no ability, to keep a record of events, so I’ve tried to include as broad a range of contributions as possible – from the letter telling a mother that her daughter was shot dead, to the report by a Post Office engineer on the difficulties faced by GPO staff; from the six-year-old who was forbidden entry to Stephen’s Green, to the last Lord Chancellor of Ireland, who managed to continue reading Plutarch, ‘notwithstanding the sound of machine-guns and cannon’. Despite their different social standings, the writers quoted in this book were all civilians, for whom the rebels’ charge on the GPO heralded a week unlike any other they’d ever experienced, filled with events beyond their control.


Some common themes are present in the accounts. For instance, a fear of going hungry, which resulted in constant, and dangerous, attempts to stock up with supplies. There was also a grim understanding of what the rest of Europe had been experiencing over the previous two years: ‘We know a bit what War is like now.’ For some, there was even an undeniable element of excitement – one witness writes: ‘now that it’s over, none of us would’ve missed it for the world.’ After watching a woman shot in the street, another witness notes that he ‘saw a man rush out and take a snapshot’. Elsewhere, there were ‘crowds looking on as if at a sham battle’. For most, however, it was the kind of excitement they could have done without: ‘Our world of security and unchanging values had been burnt to ashes,’ remembers one man, while another writes of ‘the sickening sight of corpses littering the streets’.


Many of the incidents mentioned in the accounts may already be familiar to those who have read histories of the Rising; however, while eyewitness accounts can sometimes conflict with known facts, the fascinating thing about them is the personal point of view, the human detail, the emotion, which is absent from official or academic histories. So if you want some understanding of these events as they were experienced by the people of the time, then you’ll find it in details such as the number of typing errors on Sheehy-Skeffington’s manifesto, or in the description of the Proclamation by one who had just read it as ‘a long and floridly worded document full of high hopes’, or in gruesome descriptions of sights such as the girl found ‘leaning on the window with the top half of her head hanging off’.


For Ireland the Easter Rising was probably the most momentous event of the twentieth century – on an individual level it was also probably the most momentous event in the lives of any of its citizens who experienced it. And although opinions changed over the years for many people, the fact is that, at the time, the Easter Rising was disastrous for the civilian non-combatants, as can be seen in these accounts. Of course, for many citizens it was fatal, and the hundreds of civilian dead included very old and very young, men and women, boys and girls. One witness remarked: ‘It was very melancholy living in Glasnevin in those days immediately after the Rising as funeral corteges followed one another in quick succession.’


Eventually this devastating effect on the civilian population of Dublin could no longer go unnoticed by the combatants, and when the rebellion finally ended, P. H. Pearse’s notice of surrender tellingly began: ‘In order to prevent any further slaughter of Dublin citizens …’














‘The streets are not exactly health resorts’


Robert Cecil Le Cren was an insurance official, aged about thirty-eight at the time of the Rising. He wrote this account of events from the Kilworth House Hotel, an establishment with frontages onto both Kildare and Molesworth Streets.1


Kilworth Hotel


26/4/16


(Wednesday)


Dear Girls


I may as well begin a letter tho’ of course I don’t know when it will be collected.


We have been in a state of siege since Monday but the arrival of three troop ships today should relieve the situation very soon. The Sinn Feiners (pronounced Shin Fainers) suddenly mobilised on Monday morning, occupied the railway termini, the GPO & entrenched themselves in Stephen’s Green – at the top of Kildare St. They also invested the Castle & one or two of the barracks by occupying the surrounding houses & sniping from the windows & roofs. The telegraph & postal system is entirely suspended & we have no news of the outside world. I have had no sleep for 3 days & 2 nights as firing is going on all over the city & bullets are hopping about outside the house & machine guns are rattling from the roofs of buildings.


I ventured out this morning soon after dawn as it was believed the Green was cleared but the sickening sight of corpses littering the streets soon sent me home.


They have practically surrounded the Green now & occupied various houses. This afternoon we witnessed from a side street a pitched battle where the troops – English lads just landed, were endeavouring to drive them out. The soldiers were dropping like flies & the Red + were bringing out a constant stream of dead & wounded. It was dreadful to think of the poor fellows enlisting to fight Germans & being murdered by ruffians over here.


In some places the rebels have a whole terrace of houses – communicating by holes knocked through the walls & when the troops advance to bomb the buildings they are fired on from unsuspected houses at the side & rear.


Not a policeman has been seen since Monday & looting is rife – whole streets of shops ransacked without any restraint.


Thursday


Last night was quieter & we all went to bed. Heavy guns have been brought up at last & I believe the troops are shelling the GPO & a large factory.


Reynolds came over last Thursday & I dined with him & his wife on Sunday evening at the Shelbourne Hotel in Stephen’s Green. He intended crossing on Monday night but they are presumably still in the hotel which is occupied by the troops & barricaded.


There has been a great fight around the Castle – about 200 casualties & the Sinn Feiners are now evicted from the neighbourhood.


There are all sorts of rumours about the rebellion in the provinces but an RIC official assured me that all was quiet except in Galway – although they let loose the Germans interned at Tullamore!


The city is under martial law & the latest proclamation is to the effect that anyone seen out of doors after dark will be shot at sight. The hospitals are all full & private houses are being commandeered for the wounded.


I hear the German submarine & the vessel flying the Norwegian flag which landed machine guns & ammunition on the Kerry coast were both sunk by a British destroyer.


A man here is going to try to get out of the city & I’m giving him this to post.


Bob.


Thursday evening


Our friend has come back having been unable to get away.


It is now impossible to cross the town. Our neighbourhood is quieter & the principal fighting appears to be in Sackville St in which the GPO is situated.


Half the street is in flames – an extraordinary spectacle.


From one of their strongholds the Sinn Feiners telephoned to an adjoining hospital to know if the latter could take in 200 of their wounded!


The St John’s Ambulance men are going round requisitioning bedding for the emergency hospitals.


This moment the maxims at the top of the street are going off at a fearful rate.


It’s reported that Asquith stated in the House that the PO was retaken – this is certainly not true yet, but now there are 20,000 troops in the town & armoured motor cars constructed out of Guinness motor lorries it shouldn’t be long.


Friday morning


The 5th day of the battle of Dublin & Reign of Terror.


Firing never ceases. Last night about 10 p.m. we were ordered to extinguish every light in the house under pain of being fired on, so everyone had to grope their way to bed in the dark – no easy matter in this rabbit warren.


The looting of shops proceeds merrily but many people are starving & bread is being distributed by the military.


We are getting a limited dietary – no groceries – such as sugar – & no fruit being procurable.


Noon


It is reported that the GPO is really retaken now. More troops & heavy artillery have arrived from France. Howitzers will be placed in the mountains to shell Jacobs biscuit factory, a stronghold the military have not yet been able to approach as every house in the vicinity is a sort of Sidney Street episode.2


I have just given a card addressed to you to a man who hopes to post same at Kingstown from where it may be sent to England by gunboat.


Friday night


This afternoon was comparatively quiet & we sunned ourselves on the Molesworth St frontage but now firing is heavy & the conflagration is reaching terrible proportions – about four square miles containing some of the largest shops & hotels.


At lunch & dinner today we had rations of two biscuits each in lieu of bread & Mrs S says she cannot feed us after Sunday.3


Visitors trapped here are in a desperate frame of mind as they [are] unable to communicate with their friends & relatives in the provinces.


Some people motored in from Belfast with the intention of spending Monday night only in Dublin & are now seeking a passport to get into the suburbs with a view to walking about forty miles to the nearest town north.


One inconvenience arising out of the rebellion is the absence of the laundry!


Saturday


If it were not for this ‘diary of the war’ I should have no idea of the day of the week. This is the ninth day of ‘holidays’ & sixth of ‘war’.


Troops continue to pour in. They have passed without intermission along the other end of the street for hours this morning – artillery, field kitchens, etc., all complete.


An English newspaper of yesterday has been seen. Kut we hear has fallen4 & Asquith has referred to ‘slight disturbances in Dublin’.


Cold ham & biscuits for breakfast this morning, ditto for lunch, plus potatoes.


Sat. 5 p.m.


Great news – the main bodies of SFs have surrendered. I have been up to the Shelbourne & spoken thro’ a window to Mr & Mrs Reynolds who are alive & well after six days immersed.


Odd snipers are still at work & the streets are not exactly health resorts. The main streets are still patrolled by soldiers & civilians are not allowed to pass.


It has been a most astonishing business & extraordinary rumours are afloat. Nineteen German transports are said to have been sunk & I believe it is a fact that German & Austrian officers are among the prisoners taken in Dublin.


A machine gun is still rattling two blocks away as I write & I expect desultory fighting with parties of ‘no surrenders’ and isolated snipers will continue for some days. However I hope tomorrow we shall be allowed a larger orbit of perambulation & that letters & papers will arrive once more.


There is no use in posting this letter tonight so I will keep it open till tomorrow.


Sunday evening


There is still desultory firing. The ‘garrison’ of the College of Surgeons near here surrendered this morning & I saw them being marched off to prison. There were 110 of them – a scratch-looking lot with only a dozen uniforms between them. At the head of the column marched Countess Markievitch [sic] (an Irishwoman) in male uniform – such a scarecrow. As she is an arch conspirator & socialist, an abetter of Larkin the strike manager, it is to be hoped she will be shot.


A few English papers were in today – selling at 1/- each & you may be sure they are eagerly sought after – the first news for a week.


This morning we were regaled with home-made scones but as they were rather more deadly than the dum-dum bullets used by the rebels, I contented myself with biscuits for my cold ham.


The bakeries are opening this evening however so we may get some bread once more.


It is very doubtful if business will be resumed tomorrow or even for some days. This has been an eventful week in my life.


It is quite strange to hear children playing again in the street outside.


Monday (1 May)


Except in one fairly remote part of the City there is only an occasional exchange of shots between soldiers & snipers, & the public were for the first time for five days allowed to go through the main thoroughfares. Sackville St – or rather the site of – was an appalling sight. Large hotels, churches, theatre, picture palaces, banks & printers’ offices also & nearly 200 shops (173 I see in the official estimate) entirely destroyed.


Several side streets were also burnt out & the scene is just acres of ruins with a few shells of buildings standing here & there.


Apart from all this several houses are battered by artillery & hundreds of innocent people burnt to death or shot. Imagine the raging inferno & no assistance for the helpless people trapped.


If they escaped into the Attic it was only to face a hail of bullets or to be crushed by the falling masonry.


There were at least 500 casualties among the troops & there must have been as many Sinn Feiners & civilians killed & wounded.


I went round to Reynolds’ hotel to get him to despatch telegrams from England but found he had left early this morning having got a passport & proceeded to Kingstown by road where he probably found a steamer for Holyhead.


It is said the Banks will open tomorrow – I hope so, as no one has any money & I shall open the office in case any of the clerks turn up.


Wednesday 3/5/16 (at office)


Nothing happened yesterday. We were allowed to walk freely within the City but communication with the suburbs is difficult & none of my clerks have turned up. As there is no postal service yet there is no work to be done & the shops are not reopened. By tomorrow, business will have been suspended just a fortnight.


Keep the diary for me. Love to all. Bob















‘As he lay on his back he spouted blood like a fountain’



Shrewsbury School in Shropshire, England, has an impressive list of famous past pupils; among them is the author Nevil Shute, or, to give his full name, Nevil Shute Norway, son of Arthur Hamilton Norway, head of the post office in Ireland in 1916. When the rebellion began, the then seventeen-year-old Nevil was on holidays in Dublin, and got involved as a volunteer stretcher-bearer, a position which put the youth in many dangerous situations and afforded him some gruesome experiences. The following article appeared shortly after the Rising in The Salopian (Shrewsbury School magazine) – it’s unattributed, but was clearly written by Nevil Shute.1


Before setting out to comply with the request of the editors to send them an article on the rebellion in Ireland it is essential to say a few introductory words. Such an article is in the circumstances bound to be based largely on personal experiences and it is an extraordinarily difficult and endless task to decide which of the thousands of different and, in a great many cases contradictory, rumours are to contribute to the material of such an essay.


The class of the rebels varied between poets and corner-boys, but the vast majority of the men were men who were in government pay or other good positions. This may perhaps make it easier to understand why the rebellion was so formidable while it lasted. It was not numbers, which could not have exceeded 4,000 men, that produced the stubborn resistance, but the fact that all the principal buildings throughout the town were betrayed by their own inmates into the hands of the rebels. To some it may seem extraordinary that the insurrection was so formidable for a week and then came to a sudden collapse. The reason for this was that against the rebels in their strongholds rifles were no use, and even machine guns were very little use. It naturally took some days to get artillery over from Liverpool or up from Athlone, and this only arrived towards the end of the week. It was after a short taste of big guns that the rebel leaders realised that all was up and that they had been out-trumped.


During the first few days, life in Dublin was one of the most striking sights I have ever seen. Up till the middle of the first week the population were allowed about without passports and the oblivion which seemed to reign in one street when men were being picked off every five minutes in the next street was extraordinary. A great many people were sucked as it were by a whirl-pool into places of extreme danger by an indomitable spirit of curiosity and excitement. Except for the fact that they had to convey their own food home in baskets or other receptacles, house-keepers were behaving as though nothing had happened. Old ladies were exercising their dogs in the squares on which they lived, blind men were being led about for their daily walks, street Arabs were playing marbles on the pavements, steam-rollers were still to be seen at work. The only uncommon sight was that there were no wheeled vehicles about; the familiar sound of the electric trams was conspicuous by its absence. It is perhaps slightly incorrect to say no wheeled vehicles; there were motor ambulances, milk-carts and bread-carts but no others, barring a few bicycles. It almost transformed the city streets into suburban terraces to see one’s neighbours all on their doorsteps in deck-chairs doing needlework, smoking and interchanging rumours. Some of these rumours were of course true, but it is beyond doubt that a very great many were false. For example it was believed in a country town, about 11 miles south of Dublin, that a whale had escaped from the Dublin Zoological Gardens, had swum down the River Liffey and was devouring the inhabitants of the city.


During the first half of Easter week one might see bread-carts and milk-carts, standing in the road with a crowd of hungry urchins and mothers all round them waving pennies and sixpences at the miserable drivers. I once saw no less than 8 bread-carts and three milk-carts at the same time in one street barely 150 yards long. After the barricades had been put up however the poor could no longer do this and excellent photographs were afforded of crowds of poor people behind barricades waving jugs and money at the soldiers who had commandeered the carts and were serving the sufferers across an excellent counter of sandbags and kitchen tables and sofas.


Such as these were the common sights in the quieter side of civil life, but it must not be forgotten that all this time there was the danger of being hit by a stray bullet or a ricochet, though only in some cases by a direct hit. It is with this subject that the remainder of this article must deal.


Two remarks I should like to make before starting this second half of my narrative. Firstly, I am writing everything exactly as I saw it or heard of it and I am giving the editor a free hand with anything that may be too morbid, so that with him the blame for such must lie. Secondly if such experiences seem tame or pointless it will be because they have been censored as giving too much information. They are mainly a disconnected collection which I am not attempting to make into a continuous whole.


On Monday afternoon I saw a great friend of my father’s drive up to his hall-door in a motor-car. His two sons got out and went indoors and he was about to drive off again when a man came up to him and putting a revolver to his head said, ‘I must ask you to step out; we want your car.’


‘And who are you, might I ask?’


‘I am an officer in the Irish Republican Army.’


My friend refused, and the man pulled the trigger. It was a miss-fire and my friend laid him flat on his back in the road and drove off. The revolver fell open and he had forgotten to load it.


I was going out to buy a sack of flour for a hospital one morning and as I was passing a bridge, I saw a postman being stopped and asked for his passport. He had none. He was suspected and searched. The military found the whole of his coat and waistcoat and other clothes simply padded with ammunition of all sorts. He was shot on the spot.2


A friend of mine at another bridge saw a similar scene. A milk-cart driven by two women was driving along towards one of the rebel strongholds. A sergeant-major signalled to it to stop, whereupon the driver stood up and whipped up the horses into a gallop. She whipped the sergeant-major also but he was too late to do anything. An officer then jumped forward and caught the horse by the reins and stopped the cart in spite of a hail of blows from the whip. The men then came to the rescue but not in time to save the officer being stunned. They took down the women who turned out to be men and found the cart full of ammunition. The two were shot there and then.


I witnessed another instance of men disguised as women in a different spot. There was a barricade under fire at the top of one of the streets joining Mount Street, a name that may be familiar. Three women wanted to pass this barricade and were told to do so at the double. They were not so good at disguising themselves as to be able to remember that they were women at a moment of danger. They scuttled past the lane at an unmistakably manly run and their men’s clothes underneath were sadly betrayed by the raising of their skirts when they were in a hurry.


A friend of mine was riding his motor-bicycle along one day when it got clogged somewhere. He got off and started settling it and while doing so started to smoke; he also gave a cigarette to a passing Tommy, who was sympathetic. He was then accosted by a man in mufti who asked for a cigarette. He replied that he had not one. Upon this the other man put his hand into his breast pocket and my friend saw a knife appear. When he saw the handle he did not wait for the blade but hopped on his bicycle and rode off. He looked back to see the man holding the dagger open, which had so nearly been the end of him. This story is told more as an example of the way in which the rough element in the city took advantage of the rebellion, (as the police were confined to barracks), than in connection with the actual Sinn Feiners. (Incidentally this name is pronounced Shin Faners, as a good many do not seem to realise.)


So far these incidents have been such as are exclusive of bloodshed other than bloodshed in execution. There are many more like them which might be told were it not for lack of space. Similarly the following are only a selection from the many instances that might be told of wounded and dead men.


I was standing in a window of our house dressing one morning, and I was looking towards a military barricade at the corner of the square. There were several soldiers passing along behind it, and the word was being passed from one to another to keep low as the barricade was under fire. One poor fellow was just beginning to speak to the man behind when he dropped. A doctor from a house at the corner ran out barefooted with nothing but his trousers and medical coat on and picked the fellow up in his arms, and carried him single-handed to the hospital that was next door. On examination he was found to have been hit between his left eye and the bone just to the left of that. The bullet had gone on in underneath the bone and had come out at his ear which was in ribbons. It was one of the closest shaves I have seen but he is doing well.


A friend of mine was walking along and saw an old man walk out of a lane with a barrow. He had gone very few yards when he was hit in the knee. He sank to the ground and my friend was just endeavouring to pick him up when another bullet went clean through his heart and took off the top of my friend’s little finger on the other side.


Another civilian was walking along and came to a military barricade. He was halted but lost his head. He started to turn and run away and, was naturally fired on. He dropped. The stretcher bearers went out and got him in and we took him into the theatre of the hospital. There was only one surgeon present and he was unfortunately not a general practitioner but a nose, throat and ear specialist. He found the man had been hit in three places in the abdomen. It was a horrible sight. As he lay on his back he spouted blood like a fountain. It was an impossible case and the poor fellow died very shortly. Up till the very last he was in agony, calling for his sister and asking to be shot. With the exception of men who had been shot dead this was the most grisly case I saw.


Another poor fellow that we carried in was shot by a sniper. He was walking quietly along in a street hitherto quiet under the impression that there was no danger. A muzzle however pointed out from some area railings and shot him in the ankle. He had to have his foot amputated.


One poor servant girl that had to be seen to, had just opened a top storey window and had barely put her head out when the whole top of her head was taken almost off by what must have been a machine gun or more probably a Lewis gun as the military had more of them and were using them more in the neighbourhood. She was found exactly where she was standing, leaning on the window with the top half of her head hanging off and the window sash besmattered with her brains. Death must have been instantaneous.


Several men were shot dead, and of course had to be brought in whenever an opportunity occurred, but, in as much as the soldiers were sitting on our door-step to fire and to be fired at, it was foolhardy to look after any but the wounded men till after dark, when things grew calmer. And indeed it is only too easy to distinguish between the dead and the wounded. Having once seen death, one would almost prefer to feel it than ever to see it again.














‘The poor dog is nearly out of her mind’


We can see from the 1911 census that Bella Gloechler was an Englishwoman living in No. 8 Killarney Avenue, near Amiens Street (now Connolly) Railway Station. Her unusual surname came from a marriage in about 1906 to Karl B. Gloechler, a hotel waiter from Austria, six years her junior. By the time the rebellion began in 1916, however, Karl was no longer in No. 8; Bella was ‘in the house all alone as my landlady went to Naas for Easter’. She now found herself in an area full of danger – ‘machine-guns were firing up and down Killarney Street’, just metres from her front door, ‘people have been risking their lives all day to get food’, and ‘a tenement house up Buckingham Street, half a minute walk from here was shelled nearly all day’. Under these conditions, Bella began to write a diary which, all these years later, still conveys her worries and her fears, as well as her concern for her neighbours. Unpublished until now, the diary was kept in a small envelope, simply titled: 1916 Irish Rebellion.1


24 April


This afternoon an army of Sinn Feiners took possession of most of the big buildings including the GPO. They also entrenched themselves in Stephen’s Green, digging trenches and blockading the outside with tram cars, carriages, motor cars and every kind of vehicle which came along. All traffic is stopped, business is at a standstill, a few of the military were called out, but they were soon shot down and barracks were surrounded. Passed by Westland Row Station which was closed, barricaded and held by the Sinn Feiners.


25 April 2


The firing was continual all last night. All the riff raff have turned out and are looting all the shops as the Police were called in, several having been shot. Firing nearly all day, Killarney Street, Gloucester Street and Buckingham Street cut off from rest of city. No one allowed to pass. At 6.30 the Streets were cleared and machine guns were firing up and down Killarney Street, Gloucester Street and Seville Place. Everyone ordered to keep in. Firing continued all night and all today (26 April). We can’t go out and get food. Machine guns continually firing, Liberty Hall was blown up yesterday by the gun boats in the river. It is impossible to settle down to do anything as the shots are terrifying. The poor dog is nearly out of her mind, am in the house all alone as my landlady went to Naas for Easter and couldn’t get back. There is a big gun on top of Amiens Street Station (held by the Military) which fires straight up Talbot Street and another which has a range over Westland Row and others in different parts of the city. O’Brien’s were selling things out of the back of their place as we can’t get round in the front as a soldier orders us back and would shoot if we didn’t obey. It is simply awful. Mr Quin who lives in No. 5 and drives a DBC cart had the cart riddled with bullets yesterday,3 then he wasn’t allowed to take the horse and cart back to the stables so they were left at the Fire Brigade Station. We know a bit what War is like now. It is simply awful. Here there have been battles at Clontarf, Phibsboro and Drumcondra. A tenement house up Buckingham Street, half a minute’s walk from here was shelled nearly all day. There is not much firing now (10.30) Sackville Street is on fire. The sky is all red from the fires.


28 April


The firing all night was terrible just round here but as I slept pretty well I didn’t hear much of it. The firing has continued all the day. At 9 o’clock the streets were cleared to work the big guns. The soldiers told everyone to keep in. They have been firing up and down Buckingham Street and Killarney Street and Gloucester Street also Portland Row all the morning. They wanted to work a gun from the top of O’Brien’s house. As a lot of Sinn Feiners lived round here I hear there is some talk of searching the houses. There were four trains in readiness at Amiens Street station last night to take as many people as possible if necessary. The gas has been turned off since Monday night. People have been risking their lives all day to get food. Thanks to the goodness of neighbours I am not starving yet. I might run short of fuel though.


29 April


The firing all last night was terrible. Got up very early and was out looking for milk, got a little also some provisions. Then went with a neighbour over to O’Rorke’s near the Custom House to try to get bread. I was told I would have to fight to get in and that I would be killed. When I saw the crowd I knew it was no use trying to get into that so after waiting about thirty minutes I asked a soldier with fixed bayonet to get me six loaves. I was sorry for the poor man after as when he brought the bread to me he had a crowd of women clamouring round him. No men were allowed to pass the sentry. There was a lull this evening about 5 o’clock and crowds hurried out to get things. The military opened some stores down at Seville Place and all the people were helping themselves to bags of flour, oatmeal, etc., and some were dragging coal after them along the road. A neighbour invited me to tea this evening. It seems as if we are going to have a quiet night. I heard the GPO was burnt to the ground today. It was held by the Sinn Feiners and they had thirty soldiers as prisoners.


30 April


Big guns were booming the whole night and I heard there was hell at the North and South Walls and Swords. A proclamation was issued today to say people are not allowed out of doors between 7.30 p.m. and 5.30 a.m. This will do instead of the ‘Daylight Saving Bill’.4 The last newspaper I saw until today was the Daily Sketch on Easter Monday. Lloyds Weekly News was sold today in Dublin. It gave an account of the insurrections. Managed to get to Mass and back without excitement. The Archbishop said although the bells would ring for Mass no one need go as it was dangerous. The weather is perfect, no one is allowed over any of the bridges without a permit, then only one to the address given; so we don’t know how our friends are on the south side of the City.


1 May


We were allowed up into the City today (or what was the City). Sackville St, part of Henry St and part of Earl St are a mass of ruins. It goes to one’s heart to see the desolation. Some of the fires were still smouldering. Only the walls of the GPO, the Coliseum, and the Metropole were left. Hopkins, Reis, DBC and Clery’s were all burnt to the ground. Not much damage in Grafton Street; the boot shops seem to have suffered most. Some of the Shelbourne Hotel windows were broken. I tried to get to the American Consulate and was escorted by a sentry with fixed bayonet from the end of Merrion Square.5 The consul hadn’t been in since Saturday week so I was escorted back in the same manner. Shots are still being fired. The Morgue I believe is filled with the bodies of women and children. No one is allowed along Nassau Street or Westland Row. There was a great rush for the Irish Times when it came out this evening about 5.30.


3 May


Nothing exciting happened yesterday. At 7.30 last evening there was heavy firing apparently in Mountjoy Square vicinity. I see by tonight’s paper that Mr Kevin O’Duffy, an old friend of my father’s, was shot while walking along the street and died in hospital.6 Have heard several shots today. Three rebel leaders shot today, one had a shop in Amiens Street.7


4 May


Soldiers knocked at the door last night at 10.30 and told me to put out the lights at once. Managed to get to the Consul today. Mrs Mooney and her sister came back from the country so am not alone now. Went to Ranelagh. The soldiers searched every vehicle passing over Leeson St Bridge. A few trams were running today. Business is gradually being resumed. Today’s papers give the names of more rebels who paid the penalty of the law, one being Joseph Plunket [sic] whose marriage yesterday was given in today’s announcements.


7 May


A new order had come out. The public may now remain out until 8.30. Everything is quiet now, but since the firing ceased it has rained incessantly. The Police are making house to house search. The houses here were searched yesterday. One of two soldiers found in the ruins of the Coliseum has lost his reason.8 Two soldiers were found in the ruins of the GPO but were all right.9 During the looting people were seen to change everything they had on in the streets and put on all new clothing.


9 May


The gas is not yet on because of an explosion in Sackville Street yesterday. The fires are still smouldering.


10 May


Gas turned on at last.


Mr McKenzie who was accidently shot at his shop in Cavendish Row escaped the Lusitania disaster last year.10 The day after his death was the anniversary of the sinking of the Lusitania.


The milkman turned up after 10 days; he was held a prisoner for two days near Church Street by the S Feiners. Hundreds of cases of looting continue to be tried in the Police Court.


BG














‘Wait a minute – have a look at our corpse first!’


In 1916 Michael Taaffe was seventeen, living in what was then the outskirts of Dublin, near ‘where the Donnybrook tramline came to a lonely end’. His quiet life had already been shattered by the deaths of two cousins in France, but he was nevertheless seriously considering joining the army, a decision that was hastened by the events he witnessed during the Rising. His memoirs include a chapter called simply ‘Rebellion’,1 and although a non-combatant, Taaffe managed to fire a single shot from a rifle, in what can only be called unusual circumstances.


On Easter Monday the Rebellion of 1916 broke on Dublin like an unheralded thunderclap. The predictive lightning had been there for all to see, but few had heeded the warning. Least of all were the members of my family and their kind conscious of impending disaster at home.


They were preoccupied by more distant rumblings from across the water where a bitter and bloody holocaust was soon to begin in the shell-pocked wilderness of the Somme. Already two of my cousins from Cork had lost their lives in France; Cousin Frederick lay, severely wounded, in hospital in England; worst of all, the stolid, dependable William had been killed near Ypres. In the press of these tremendous events and in a common anxiety for the other members of the family and many of our friends, who were serving in various branches of the armed forces, indications of local trouble had gone comparatively unnoticed.


(When people in Dublin had had the time to sort out their feelings regarding the unexpected and catastrophic phenomenon of the Rebellion, it seemed that they were compounded of annoyance at the inconvenience caused to everyone, grief and shock as the list of those known to have lost their lives grew longer, and, I think, an uneasy element of shame on behalf of the theatrical figures who were brave enough to risk everything – even the possibility of looking ridiculous – in embarking on an unco-ordinated venture which many of them must have known was bound to end in initial disaster. Who was to know, then, that the repercussions of this lunatic project, set on foot by the believers in the dictum that England’s difficulty was Ireland’s opportunity, were to be wider, stronger, and speedier than even the most optimistic insurgent of Easter Monday could have hoped?)


The first news of the insurrection, doomed per se to failure from its ill-timed beginning to its squalid and pitiful end in the rattle of the firing parties, reached us when my father was away in Cork. My sister’s school in England did not allow holidays at Easter, so my mother and I were alone in the house.


‘Avice says Stephen’s Green and the General Post Office are full of rebels,’ announced my mother, putting down the telephone receiver. Her cheekbones were flushed with excitement. ‘You know how your aunt exaggerates, but all the same I’m going to Northumberland Road to see if Mother is all right.’


‘Rebels?’


‘Yes. Sinn Feiners, I suppose. Get my bicycle!’


To my suggestion that a telephone call to Grandmother would be safer, since there might be trouble afoot even in our remote and quiet suburb, she turned a deaf ear. ‘Get my bicycle!’ she commanded again, pinning on a large velvet hat, quite unsuitable for cycling.


I pushed the wooden-rimmed machine round to the front door and watched her arrange her skirts over the protective netting of the back wheel, mount, and pedal determinedly down the road. I realised for the first time that in her there was something of the spirit of Grandmother. I feared for her a little and then consoled myself with the thought that if the telephones were still working, things might not be so bad as Aunt Avice had made out. Since William’s death, a sorely stricken Aunt Avice had lived in a cloud of pessimism and everyone knew that she tended to put the worst complexion on any event.


These were uneasy days for me. The loss of William who had died at the head of his platoon in some minor attack, shouting, ‘Come on the Connaught Rangers!’ had been a stunning blow. It was hard indeed to believe that the serious, long-faced declaimer of the Indian Fakirs’ speech lay in a shallow grave in Belgium with a bullet-hole in his head.2 The fact that Frederick had been wounded was an additional burden on my conscience. Reason told me that even if I, too, had been in the Army, the fate of my cousins would have been unaffected. It was true that they were both older than I was, but Frederick was my senior by less than a full year and I fancied I detected sometimes a look of reproach in Aunt Avice’s face. It was true, also, that if I had not damaged my leg while playing Rugby (a kick had resulted in a stubborn infection of the shinbone, necessitating my removal from school for lengthy specialist treatment in Dublin), I should still have been a schoolboy, about to enter my last term. I clung to reason and tried to believe that these circumstances constituted a justification for my inglorious status as a civilian, but reason was an insecure prop. I was, in truth, acutely unhappy about my position and the feeling was growing in my mind that I must take some decisive action before very long.
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