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Introduction





On the eve of the centenary of the Irish revolution, the time is ripe for a biography of Éamon de Valera, incomparably the most eminent of Irish statesmen, that seeks to define the magnitude of his political achievement. From the moment of his survival as the only leader of the 1916 rebellion to escape execution until 1922 he defined and directed the course of that revolution. Even from the political wilderness (after the civil war of 1922–3 until his repudiation of anti-democratic politics in 1926) and from the opposition benches from 1927 to 1932, he continued to dictate the terms of the debate about Irish independence. Regaining power through the ballot box in 1932, he took a mere five years single-handedly to rewrite Ireland’s constitutional relationship with Britain. His 1937 constitution made Ireland a sovereign, independent republic in all but name. Irish neutrality in World War II, in the face of British and American pressure to join the alliance against Hitler, was the ultimate affirmation of that independence of which he became the personification.


Éamon de Valera, teacher, revolutionary, taoiseach (prime minister), and president of Ireland, has long been acknowledged as ‘the most significant figure in the political history of modern Ireland. This is a statement of incontrovertible historical fact, and it does not necessarily involve a laudatory judgment.’ He bestrode Irish politics like a colossus for over fifty years, an ascendancy crowned by his election as president of Ireland from 1959 to 1973: ‘We have here a span of political power and influence virtually unparalleled in contemporary Europe and in Irish history.’1


But Éamon de Valera also remains the most divisive figure in the history of modern Ireland because of the burden of his past: the resentment and the hatred which for so many is the enduring legacy of his rejection of the Anglo-Irish Treaty of December 1921 and his consequent culpability for the Irish civil war of 1922–3. That charge is irrefutable but, if his conduct in 1921–2 cannot be excused, it can, perhaps, be explained.


By a strange coincidence my father died on the same day as Éamon de Valera, 29 August 1975, some hours before him. He was buried in Dublin’s Glasnevin cemetery, again on the same day, less than a hundred yards away from where de Valera was buried an hour later in the republican plot. I was reminded on that morning that de Valera would remain as divisive a figure in death as in life. A family friend, who knew that my father was never an admirer of de Valera (despite often playing poker with Seán Lemass, his successor as taoiseach), said to me at his graveside as the undertaker was hurrying us out to make way for the state funeral, ‘What’s the first thing your father will say to St Peter when he sees him? “There’s another Irishman, a long fellow, coming up after me and he’ll cause havoc if you let him in!”’


The seed of this biography was sown at that moment. It is an attempt to reconcile the obloquy Éamon de Valera incurred for his conduct in 1921–2 that will forever scar his reputation with his right to recognition as Ireland’s greatest statesman.


But this book is more than a biography. It is also a meditation on power: on de Valera’s winning power in 1917, on his abuse of power in 1921, on his loss of power in 1922, and on his finding a path back to power in 1923–32. His unique understanding and mastery of state power in 1932–45 then forever identified him as the man who created a sovereign, independent Irish state.




Notes


1 John A. Murphy, 1–2.




















1


From Bruree to Blackrock





Edward de Valera was born on 14 October 1882 in the Nursery and Child’s Hospital, Lexington Avenue, Manhattan, New York; the only child of Juan Vivion de Valera and Catherine (‘Kate’) Coll, he was christened Edward (although recorded as ‘George’ in the baptismal register) at St Agnes Church, 141 East 43rd Street, on 3 December 1882.


Kate Coll had been born on 21 December 1856 in Bruree, County Limerick, the eldest of four children of Patrick Coll and Elizabeth Coll (née Carroll). Her father, who died when she was seventeen, was on the lowest rung of the social ladder in rural Ireland: an agricultural labourer. Kate had already worked for five years as a maid for neighbouring farmers until on 21 September 1879, aged twenty-two, she escaped through the same route as so many other women in post-famine Ireland: the emigrant ship to New York. Although she again worked as a domestic servant in Brooklyn, first with the Bennetts of Park Avenue and then with the Girauds, a French family, in Gold Street, her life was less onerous than the harsh servitude of Bruree. But she again sought a way out of domestic service and she had not been long in New York when, in 1880, she met and became friendly with Vivion de Valera, a visitor to the Girauds.


Vivion de Valera had been born in 1853 in Spain’s Basque country, where his father was an army officer who later brought his family to Cuba where he worked in the sugar trade between Cuba, Spain and the United States. Edward de Valera knew little of his father. Just how little is apparent from the notes he wrote in what became his family Bible, a book he won as a school prize. 




Father – born in Spain, educated abroad – knew fluently, English, German, Spanish and French. He was trained as a sculptor, but a chip injured his sight. Met mother in 1880 at Greenville – a village near New York Bay Cemetery and married mother September 1881. Died in November 1884 Denver. Was 5’7” or 5’ 8” in height and could wear mother’s shoes. Said he was 28 at time of marriage. Mother put things in old storage place – Reilly’s (?) in Lex. Ave in October 1884.1





Notes so pathetically sparse that they demand decrypting. Filial pride in the father’s alleged multilingual skills, information presumably gleaned from his mother, as was the bizarre nugget that his feet were so small that he could wear his wife’s shoes. Vivion de Valera had suffered from bronchial illness before he was married and when it recurred in 1884 he took medical advice to go west to the drier climate in Denver, Colorado. Edward de Valera, who was not yet two years old, never saw him again. There is no documentary evidence to substantiate de Valera’s account2 that his parents’ marriage took place on 19 September 1881 in Greenville, New Jersey; they then returned to New York, where they lived first in Brooklyn and then at 61 East 41st Street, Manhattan. The absence of documentary evidence of the marriage fuelled rumours of de Valera’s illegitimacy that were later sporadically disseminated by his political opponents; other local rumours that he was the son of a Limerick farmer named Atkinson, for whom his mother had worked as a maid before emigrating, can be discounted on chronological grounds.


One also wonders what ‘things’ she put into an ‘old storage place’ in October 1884, given that de Valera believed that his mother did not learn of his father’s death until the spring of 1885 when financial necessity dictated her return to domestic service as a nursemaid with a Dr Dawson on Fifth Avenue; as a temporary expedient she put her own child out to nurse with a Mrs Doyle, another Bruree immigrant, of Grand Street, Manhattan.


His mother’s social status was a matter of sensitivity for those closest to Éamon de Valera after he had achieved fame, and the preferred narrative followed his own account that his parents first met in Greenville and not at the Girauds where his father was a family friend and his mother a maid. But whatever social aspirations Kate Coll might have entertained about her relationship with Vivion de Valera were short-lived. ‘My mother had to surrender me in order to earn her living,’ recalled Éamon de Valera seventy years later, and he claimed to remember a ‘woman in black … a rather slim woman, pale face, with a handbag’, visiting him.3


The return to Ireland on medical advice of his mother’s teenage brother, Edward (‘Ned’) Coll (see plate 3), then working in Connecticut, offered her an opportunity to engineer a permanent separation from her son: Uncle Ned brought the infant Edward back to her family home in Knockmore, Bruree, County Limerick. De Valera, although then only two and a half, later claimed that his arrival in Ireland, at ‘Cove’ (then Queenstown, now Cobh) outside Cork city, on the SS City of Chicago on 18 April 1885 was ‘the second event clearly recorded in my memory’.4 His uncle Patrick was the head of the Coll household in Knockmore where there were two women: Edward’s fifteen-year-old Aunt Hannie, of whom he became very fond, and his forty-nine-year-old grandmother, Elizabeth Coll, who became, in effect, his surrogate mother. Hers became a more enduring influence after Hannie followed her sister Kate to America in 1887. Shortly afterwards his mother briefly visited Bruree before returning to New York to marry Charles E. Wheelwright (1857–1927), a non-Catholic Englishman, who worked as a coachman for a wealthy family in Rochester, New York. They lived over the stables in the grounds of the estate and had two children, both reared as Catholics: Annie (1889–1897), and Thomas (1890–1946), who was ordained as a Redemptorist priest in June 1916. Owen Dudley Edwards’s suggestion that ‘two non-Irish marriages are noteworthy’ and a reflection of Kate Coll’s determination to escape from that Irish background5 to which she had condemned her son is persuasive (see plate 2).


When Edward de Valera arrived in Knockmore, the Colls were moving into a new government-built, three-roomed, slate-roofed labourer’s cottage with a half-acre of land; sleeping in the old pre-famine, one-room, mud-walled, and thatched family home, he recalled ‘waking up in the morning and screaming … alone in a strange place’ and being told that his uncle was in ‘the new house’.6 He also remembered saving hay, picking blackberries and mushrooms, and avoiding the police while grazing cows on the ‘long acre’, the grass margins by the roadside. There was very little fresh meat, only bacon; no electricity, but candles and paraffin lamps; water was usually drawn from open wells; hay and corn were cut with scythes. ‘There was not an operation on the farm, with perhaps one exception, that I as a youngster had not performed,’ Éamon de Valera told the Dáil at a pivotal moment during the debate on the Anglo-Irish Treaty of December 1921.




I lived in a labourer’s cottage but the tenant in his way could be regarded as a small farmer. From my earliest days I participated in every operation that takes place on a farm … I did not learn how to plough, but until I was sixteen years of age there was no farm work from the spancelling of a goat and milking of a cow that I had not to deal with. I cleaned out the cowhouses. I followed the tumbler rake. I took my place on the cart and filled the load of hay. I took milk to the creamery. I harnessed the donkey, the jennet and the horse.7





The exception is revealing of the Colls’ poverty: a tiny holding of half an acre required little ploughing. But the graphic catalogue of menial, back-breaking chores burned into de Valera’s memory were of a life from which, like his mother and aunt, he sought only to escape. Education was his way out.


Edward de Valera’s schooling began from the age of six at Bruree national school (7 May 1888–9 October 1896). ‘For eight years Eddie walked the mile or so to Bruree, carrying with him a couple of quarts of milk for customers in the village.’ The exoticism of the name ‘de Valera’ meant that from the very beginning his peers saw him as something of an outsider and some instead called him ‘Eddie Coll’. His chores at Knockmore meant that his school attendance was poor and got worse; as he grew older and as his grandmother fell ill ‘his home tasks grew heavier … he was always passed for promotion each year’. His uncle Pat was a stern taskmaster who saw no reason why de Valera should not leave school and whose ambitions for his nephew did not extend beyond wanting him to become one of the school’s monitors, ‘boys who had just left school and hoped to become teachers themselves later … but de Valera thought this a dead end unless he had enough money to pay for his teacher’s training later’.8 The death of his grandmother, who had hoped he might become a priest, in 1895 deprived de Valera of his only ally in his fight to flee from a life of manual labour by going to the Christian Brothers School at Charleville to try to win a scholarship. Although de Valera had then only just turned fourteen years old, the outcome was the first demonstration of what became his most remarkable character trait: his strength of will. He overcame his uncle’s resistance by writing to his mother and insisting that ‘either he was sent to Charleville or she sent him his passage money for America. Kate evidently shrank from bringing her firstborn to the USA. Charleville it was’, and Frank Gallagher, a political ally in whom de Valera later confided, summed up the significance of the episode in a cryptic note in his diary: ‘First Victory for E. de V.’9


His two years in Charleville, 1896–8, were a ferocious test of character. It was seven miles away and a bicycle was beyond his means. While a train left Bruree at 7.40 a.m., there was no return train until three hours after school ended and he had to walk home in all weathers. The scars of that ordeal never left him and he told his official biographers of how ‘often on the long walk home … he would rest exhausted against a fence, longing to throw away the heavy pile of school books. But he persisted as so often later in life … At Charleville, he took Latin and Greek; arithmetic, geometry and algebra; and English and French.’10 The Christian Brothers’ unrelenting focus on ensuring that their pupils should succeed in state examinations meant that, notwithstanding the burgeoning Gaelic cultural revolution of the time, there was no room for Irish history or the study of the Irish language; his grandmother, ‘who was a native speaker … deliberately refrained from using Irish in his presence’.11 Persistence paid off in 1898 when he won a scholarship known as an ‘exhibition’, worth £20 a year and valid for three years, in the junior-grade examination that seemed to open the door to a college education.


At first de Valera’s hopes were dashed when two colleges in County Limerick, Mungret College and St Munchin’s, a Jesuit college, turned him down. But a stroke of luck then changed his life for ever. The local curate, Father James Liston, had sung de Valera’s praises during a chance meeting with another priest, the president of Blackrock College, Father Laurence Healy, while on holiday in Lisdoonvarna in County Clare that August. When the Jesuits rejected de Valera’s application, Liston wrote to Healy. Healy’s reply of 31 August 1898, which Liston later gave to uncle Pat, has survived and bears a gloss pregnant with opportunity written by the young de Valera: ‘Please do not let this go astray as it may be wanting [sic] E. de V.’ Healy enclosed copies of the prospectuses of both Blackrock’s ‘Junior Scholasticate’ and of its lay college. ‘If our young friend’, wrote Healy, ‘feels drawn to the life of sacrifice which the missions entail’, he could seek a place in the Scholasticate (comprising students destined for ordination as priests). But the Scholasticate was ‘very crowded’ and Healy suggested that ‘Master de Valera enter our College for a year, and study his vocation there’; he would accept his junior-grade exhibition in lieu of fees – a generous offer as the annual fees were £40 a year. ‘The boy will come,’ wrote Healy in his Acceptance Book on 2 September.12


Admission to Blackrock College was a giant leap up the ladder of social mobility for an inhabitant of an agricultural labourer’s cottage. ‘I am to remain digging potatoes all my life,’13 Eddie de Valera once said to himself at Knockmore when he heard that a schoolmate was going to a job in Limerick, the nearest city. No more was he haunted by that fear. Instead he was now in one of Dublin’s leading colleges, embedded in the Catholic, bourgeois elite that would come to power in Ireland in the twentieth century. The transformation (see plates 4 and 5) was well symbolised by the presence in the same class of John D’Alton who, as cardinal and Archbishop of Armagh (the primatial see), later exercised a leadership role in the Irish Catholic Church comparable to de Valera’s leadership of the independent Irish state. ‘From the time I heard that I was to go to Blackrock,’ de Valera recalled,




I was really walking on air. No more trudging over the interminable distance, as it seemed, from Knockmore to Charleville or from Charleville to Knockmore. No more chopping of turnips for the cows, or the drawing of water, or the attempts to do my lessons in the intervals … I remember well how happy I was on that night – my first night in the College. I could not understand why boys coming to such a place should be weeping. I had heard some sobbing, but for me this coming was really the entry into heaven.14





The passage reveals how the servitude of his years in Bruree forged de Valera’s character, how it had already moulded that almost impenetrable carapace of emotional self-sufficiency that became both his greatest strength and his greatest weakness. What he ‘relished from the start were the long uninterrupted hours in the study hall in the early morning before class and again throughout the evening … all his books there beside him in his desk with silence all round, and no other duties to disturb him’. He kept those textbooks and later presented them to the College, ‘with the name Edward de Valera, French College, Blackrock, written several times even on the same page … staking out what were his most cherished personal possessions, and perhaps asserting a new identity’.15


That a teenager alone in Dublin whose father had died and whose mother had ‘surrendered’ him before he was three should have sought a new identity was unsurprising. De Valera’s sense that Blackrock College was and would ever remain his home lay at the core of that identity. He got permission to spend his first Christmas as a boarder with the scholastics in the college, rather than returning to the domestic oppressions of Bruree, and that set the pattern for a future that included his returning to the college in later life ‘to join the community for Midnight Mass at Christmas’.16 Although he was only in the secondary school for two years (1898–1900), he also stayed in college lodgings from 1900 to 1903. He was then a student at University College, Blackrock (a college of the Royal University of Ireland), based on the school grounds in Williamstown Castle, which had been initially acquired by Blackrock in 1875 as accommodation for a civil service college. After a two-year teaching stint at Rockwell, the Holy Ghost Fathers’ sister college near Cashel in County Tipperary, de Valera again returned to live in Blackrock. Not until 1908, a decade after he first entered Blackrock, did he move into lodgings in the outside world. Those lodgings, in Merrion View Avenue, were in close proximity to the college, as were most of the houses where he lived with his family – notably in Cross Avenue, Booterstown – throughout his long life. And it was to Linden Convalescent Home in Blackrock, where, as a member of the St Vincent de Paul Society, de Valera had visited the patients while a student at Blackrock, that he went to die. (See the map of Éamon de Valera’s homes in Blackrock, p. xi.)


There had been few books in Knockmore, where the first novel de Valera read was Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe. His intellectual formation at Blackrock was likewise shaped by the ethos of Victorian England: the prize books he won, apart from the Douai version of the Bible, included Scott’s The Lady of the Lake, Pope’s Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, Macaulay’s Essays and Lays of Ancient Rome, Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield and Isaac D’Israeli’s Miscellanies, or Literary Recreations. Although his first year at Blackrock, 1898, was the centenary of the 1798 rebellion that served as a catalyst for the birth of Ireland’s ‘new nationalism’, there is no evidence that it impinged on de Valera or that he ever challenged or was in any way uncomfortable with the Anglocentricity of the college. Unlike Blackrock contemporaries, such as Pádraic Ó Conaire, who was among the few students ‘taking Irish, or “Celtic” as it was called then, as a subject for their public examination’, he did not attend Irish language classes and in later life recalled his astonishment when he saw T. F. O’Rahilly, who became a professor of Irish, reading aloud to his fellow students in the college’s recreation room from the first issue of An Claidheamh Soluis, the newspaper of the Gaelic League.17 De Valera himself showed no interest whatever in the League’s language-revival movement or in the resurgence of Gaelic games under the aegis of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA). Rugby, one of the foreign games renounced by the GAA, was the dominant sport at Blackrock. De Valera was an enthusiastic, if not proficient, participant from the outset; his ignorance of the technique of tackling led to one of his ears being so mangled in his first match that he was rushed to the college doctor for stitches. Nor was he among the handful of more nationalist-minded boys who disobeyed the college president’s direction to raise their caps and cheer when Queen Victoria’s carriage passed the college en route from Kingstown (now Dun Laoghaire) to Dublin in April 1900.18


But, notwithstanding the very different path subsequently carved out by Éamon de Valera, it is scarcely surprising that Edward de Valera never sought to question the ethos of an institution where, for the first time in his life, he was happy. On the contrary, he took to the way of life in Blackrock like a duck to water. His continued standing as a scholarship boy, moreover, depended on focusing on the combination of subjects likeliest to win him more exhibitions in public examinations to pay for his further education. Careful calculation of his own best interests proved an enduring characteristic and he duly won middle-grade and senior-grade exhibitions in 1899 and 1900. He seems to have made few close friends in his first year when he had arrived late after the beginning of the autumn term. But that changed in 1899 when he got more marks than any other Blackrock student in the middle-grade examination for which he won the title ‘Student of the Year’, an award that led to his appointment as ‘official reader of prayers in church, in the study hall, in the dormitory, etc., and … in the dining room during retreats … Until then he was something of an outsider … being a newcomer and otherwise undistinguished.’ This was not only a valuable experience in public speaking, but marked his early emergence as the foremost among his peers, a role he clearly relished, according to the contemporary who recalled that he ‘took his duties as official reader of prayers very seriously’.19


The seeds of the innately conservative respect for convention that always characterised de Valera were sown in his first years at Blackrock: ‘He retained all his life a special liking for the prayers of that school manual, as well as for the rosary … These were the family prayers on which his own family were reared; and it was these prayers which were recited for him at his request up to the end of his life at Linden Convalascent Home.’20 The deeply religious ethos of Blackrock marked the youthful Edward de Valera in other ways, most notably in creating a fertile climate for thinking he might have a vocation for the priesthood. When, in his first term, he asked if he might join the Scholasticate, the college president had demurred and counselled taking time to think it over, although he was allowed stay on with the scholastics at Christmas.21 In 1900, after witnessing the first ordination ceremony ever conducted in Blackrock, he wrote to his ten-year-old half-brother, Thomas Wheelwright, and later to his mother, ‘that he was thinking seriously of going on, this time to Clonliffe, to study for the diocesan priesthood’.22 It came to nothing and does not seem to have surfaced again until 1904–5 at the end of his time in Rockwell College, when several of his contemporaries went to England to join a new novitiate for the Holy Ghost Fathers in Prior Park, Bath, and when de Valera was still undecided about his own future. ‘At last, whether off his own bat, or the advice of someone else’, he went on a weekend retreat with the Jesuit Fathers in Rathfarnham Castle. His confessor advised that he had ‘what is known as an incipient vocation.’23 There matters rested until January 1906 when de Valera consulted the president of the seminary at Clonliffe College, where he was doing some part-time teaching, about entering the secular priesthood. Again, he was fobbed off and ‘advised … not to come in now.’24


How can one explain what Tim Pat Coogan has described as the ‘curious fact that, though many sources attest to his piety and deep religiosity, no director of vocations whom de Valera consulted encouraged him to become a priest’?25 His inability to provide a copy of his mother’s marriage certificate, then an essential prerequisite under canon law for every candidate for the priesthood, offers one explanation. Kindness and sympathy of priests who admired and liked him might have prompted their sparing Edward de Valera from confronting that brutal reality. What one can say with certainty is that enduring affinity forever marked his attitude to the priests in Blackrock and elsewhere, and there is no evidence that he ever resented the discouragement of his vocational aspirations.


De Valera’s involvement in the Literary and Debating Society during his time at Blackrock’s University College (1903–8) is also of interest in the light of his subsequent career. He supported a motion that ‘constitutional monarchy as a form of government is preferable to republicanism’, on the grounds that ‘constant elections disturbed the nation, and are not conducive of the prosperity of the people’ and he also argued that ‘there is no rule so tyrannical as that of them all’26 – an argument foreshadowing his assertion in 1921–2, the great watershed of his political career, that the majority had no right to do wrong. But his most significant contribution to the society’s proceedings was the paper of twenty foolscap pages he delivered in February 1903 on the Irish university question, then a subject of extensive political debate largely focused on the demand for a university or universities acceptable to the Catholic bishops. Two aspects of the paper merit particular attention: an originality reflecting an appetite for independent thought and an absence of any sectarian animosity towards Trinity College Dublin, long a bastion of Protestant ascendancy in Ireland.


De Valera began by insisting that he was proposing his own solution, saying that ‘he was a great believer in the “man in the street solution”’; he added that his research had ‘corroborated his own personal hunch’ in a passage that Seán Farragher has suggested ‘is the first documentary evidence we have of the process to which he was to refer later in life as “consulting his own heart” when he wanted to know what was best for the Irish people’. Citing Cicero’s saying that ‘to cease to think is to cease to philosophise’, de Valera argued that ‘the conception and expression of a single idea of one’s own is of more educational value than a cartload of other people’s ideas which are for the most part accepted without being boiled down, digested or assimilated’. After pointing out that Dublin University had been established in the sixteenth century with the intention that Trinity College should be but one of several colleges, he argued that no new legislation was needed for the foundation of another college of that university for Catholics with comparable funding and facilities; although the colleges would be independent in their internal organisation, they would remain integrated in a single university:




It is very prudent to have all the minds of the country shaped in one university – which does not necessarily mean shaped in one mould. If there was but one national university, it would tend to develop a strong national spirit among all students at it, whatever might be their other opinions and differences. You would have those men going out into public life with that intense common sympathy, with a common interest for which they would be ready to sacrifice their individual prejudices and inclinations. Such a spirit it is that makes patriots and constitutes the stability of a nation … They would have certain aims and certain affections in common, a thing which would do much to put an end to the present racial and religious strife in the country, while at the same time the religious training of all parties would not be neglected nor their consciences violated.27





Again, the Irish language and the ‘new nationalism’ are notable only by their absence and the paper reveals the independent views of a twenty-year-old on one of the rare occasions when he ventured outside the narrow realm of the four-year BA-degree syllabus on which he was by then well advanced. John D’Alton, the brightest boy in his class, recalled later that Eddie de Valera ‘was a good, very serious student, good at Mathematics, but not outstanding otherwise’.28 Hence his decision to focus on mathematical sciences for his degree and he duly continued to win the scholarships in the Royal University examinations that contributed towards his board and tuition. But he needed to supplement his income and, in 1901–2, tutored two students preparing for the Solicitors’ Apprentice Examination, who showed their appreciation by presenting him with a ticket for the rugby international between Ireland and Wales at Lansdowne Road on 8 March 1902; the ticket stub, inscribed ‘Given to me by my first class’, became a treasured souvenir.29 He did more part-time teaching in 1902–3 and, although he was not due to take his BA examination for another year, accepted the offer of a temporary appointment as professor of mathematics and physics for 1903–4 at the Holy Ghost Fathers’ sister college at Rockwell, County Tipperary. ‘So ended the five years at Blackrock which saw him develop from a raw country teenager into a sophisticated and assured undergraduate.’30


Why did Edward de Valera take up a full-time teaching appointment at Rockwell in September 1903 when he had yet to secure his degree in the final BA examination of the Royal University a year later? He appears to have been afflicted by a sense of insecurity about his future scarcely surprising in a newcomer to the ranks of Ireland’s Catholic elite. His application in February 1903 for a job in St Wilfrid’s College in England31 is certainly suggestive of indecision about where best to pursue the teaching career on which he now seemed set. The sudden offer of a vacant post in Rockwell, a sister college of Blackrock run by the Holy Ghost Fathers, must have seemed like manna from heaven. ‘Many of the staff were already known to him personally’ and he would have accommodation in the college and become ‘part and parcel of what was a very closed community (see plate 6), and … accepted in a way he would not have been at Blackrock’, where he had only the status of a student, albeit a university student.32 That sense of belonging meant much to someone who, only five years before, had still been trapped in the rural isolation of Bruree, and it was to Bruree that he now returned for a summer holiday in 1903 before taking up his post with the lofty title of ‘professor of mathematics and physics’ in Rockwell.


Tim Pat Coogan has suggested that ‘his stay in Rockwell, from 1903 to 1905, seems to have provided him with the nearest he came in life to a hedonistic interlude’33 and de Valera himself remembered ‘his period at Rockwell as the happiest time of his life; he never tired of recounting anecdotes about the conditions and people of that period … The lay professors dined with the prefects at a raised table in the boys’ refectory; they were very much part of a community with the prefects, being of the same age group and being involved in the same work for class and games. They even joined in their celebrations, authorised and unauthorised.’ In 1904 he captained the Rockwell senior rugby fifteen, consisting largely of lay teachers, prefects and senior students but whose star players were two past pupils, the Ryan brothers, who had played on Ireland’s triple-crown-winning team in 1899. Eddie de Valera – it was also at Rockwell that he acquired what became the lifelong nickname of ‘Dev’ – became personally friendly with Mick and Jack Ryan and he enjoyed the freedom of the Ryan household, participating in their other pastimes: shooting (a gun licence was issued to Edward de Valera [see plate 7], ‘professor of Rockwell College’ on 12 November 1904),34 fishing, card-playing, horse racing and ‘becoming an expert in the matter of punch making’. Stewart’s Hotel in Cashel was a social centre for Rockwell’s lay teachers where he picked up the local idiom of ‘totty-twigging’ for watching the girls go by and where they were entertained by the proprietor’s daughters, Cissie and Mary. ‘It was soon obvious to all that Mary had taken a special fancy for Dev and it was felt that there was a real romance in the making’; but it came to nothing.35 He and some other teachers used cycle to Cashel to dances, sometimes not returning until 4 a.m. When they once found the door locked against them, it was de Valera who took the lead by climbing into the college through an open window, saying as he opened the door that ‘we did not join the Rockwell staff as monks’ When they again found the door locked in the early hours, it was de Valera who once more climbed through the window; ‘this time [he] removed the lock and threw it into the college lake. The door was not locked again.’36


But Edward de Valera seems to have paid a high price for his uncharacteristic excursion into this less than lurid self-indulgence: it allowed little time for focusing on preparing for his BA examination in the summer of 1904. Although he left Rockwell and returned to Blackrock as soon as the school year ended, only fourteen weeks remained before the examination began. It was not enough. Although de Valera’s earlier university results were ‘highly creditable’ they were not ‘particularly outstanding’. Where 10 of the 450 candidates in the first arts examination in 1902 had been awarded first-class exhibitions, he was among the 24 awarded second class; similarly in the second arts examination when 7 of 330 candidates achieved first class, de Valera was among the 11 awarded second class.37 But neither result presaged his disastrous performance in the BA examination in 1904. ‘For the first time he had to take his place with the vast majority of students and be content with a mere Pass in Mathematics. He was thoroughly disgusted and was to regret it all his life.’38


Edward de Valera’s failure to acquire an honours degree damned his hopes of ever obtaining an academic appointment in a university. When the Irish Universities Act of 1908 dissolved the Royal University and established the National University of Ireland (NUI) in its place, de Valera’s BA in Mathematical Science was automatically transmuted into a Bachelor of Science (BSc) of the NUI. But a pass degree could not be transmuted into an honours degree and, privately if not publicly, de Valera always bore the intellectual stigmata of being a mere pass graduate. Understandably, the episode was not something on which he liked to dwell or about which he subsequently encouraged discussion and his authorised biography baldly records merely that ‘he was disappointed when he only obtained a pass degree’. He remained convinced, however, that teaching was his true vocation and went back to Rockwell to heal his self-esteem. But in the summer of 1905, after a second year there, ‘he felt he was likely to stagnate if he remained and returned once more to Dublin to seek another post. One interview for a teaching position took him to Liverpool but after one look round he returned the very next day, determined to accept whatever post he could obtain in Ireland.’39


There followed a string of temporary, part-time appointments that included Belvedere College (1905–6); Dominican College, Eccles Street, Dublin (1906–8); Holy Cross College, Clonliffe, Dublin, and another sister college run by the Holy Ghost Fathers, St Mary’s College, Rathmines, Dublin. Then the Blackrock connection opened yet another door for Edward de Valera. It took the form of a conversation in the unlikely setting of a cricket match – cricket was the summer sport both in Blackrock and Belvedere. Father Joseph Baldwin, the former dean of Rockwell, was well known to de Valera; he was transferred to Blackrock in 1905 where he became one of the leading players on the senior cricket eleven. He was also confessor to the Sisters of Mercy in the adjoining Carysfort Teachers’ Training College. De Valera ‘recalled how thrilled he was when one evening in the summer of 1906, as he came to watch the cricket’, Father Baldwin advised him that the Mother Superior had just told him of a vacancy in Carysfort for a professor of mathematics. Baldwin recommended de Valera, who was duly appointed.40


His remarkable reluctance to sever his ties with Blackrock College was reflected in his obtaining permission to live in the ‘Castle’. Its advantages have been summarised by Tim Pat Coogan: ‘The Castle presented both a scholarly and sympathetic milieu for de Valera – and one, moreover, in which he was well placed to keep an eye out for employment opportunities.’41 Another advantage was that it was only ten minutes’ walk to Carysfort, where he taught from nine to eleven each morning – he later claimed to have trained over a thousand women as teachers – leaving him time to cycle around the city to his other teaching engagements but little time for postgraduate research, despite his attending courses at Trinity College and University College. But he did find time again to take part in Blackrock’s Literary and Debating Society and in the rugby club where he became captain of the second fifteen in 1907–8 when their unexpected defeat in the final of the cup was attributed by his teammates to an authoritarian style of captaincy that foreshadowed his subsequent career in politics: a fixation he had about his ability to kick penalties and conversions,42 all of which he took himself. He stopped playing rugby after another season and in 1908 finally severed the umbilical cord binding him to Blackrock when he moved into lodgings nearby.


Blackrock College served Edward de Valera well in his future quest for power. ‘In its origins the Separatist movement was essentially a movement of the plain Irish people – the common man – and remained so,’ the secretary to William Walsh, the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, later wrote in his diary; ‘the Intellectuals were unseen and unheard, though some toyed with it after the Rising … Up to May 1916, the names of Clongowes and the more “select” Catholic colleges do not appear, and only rarely and inconspicuously for years afterwards.’43 But, as it grew in popularity, the separatist movement needed uncommon leaders, and Blackrock College proved an ideal training ground for one who came to aspire to lead Ireland’s Catholic nation.
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The Greening of Edward de Valera





The Edward de Valera who finally moved out of Blackrock College in 1908 had little in common with the Éamon de Valera who won fame as the leader of the Irish nation in 1917 when he first became the colossus of the Irish political landscape. Indeed neither the studious and religious scholarship boy in Blackrock nor the rugby-playing and totty-twigging Dev in Rockwell seems to have evinced any interest in politics. Even his address to the Blackrock debating society on the university question was reflective of his engagement in education rather than of any political aspirations.


From his teenage years de Valera had meticulously retained papers and documents of all sorts bearing on every aspect of his life; the letter from the curate in Bruree saying that he had won a place in Blackrock is a case in point. The voluminous collection of de Valera’s private papers includes all kinds of papers from his early years – even such ephemera as dance cards, tickets and programmes for concerts and sports days. What is remarkable about the collection in the light of his subsequent career is that it is utterly devoid of any document relating to politics in any shape or form. There is no evidence to suggest he was not part of the broadly quiescent nationalist majority that aspired to domestic self-government embodied in the home-rule programme of the Irish Parliamentary Party, led by John Redmond since 1900. But in de Valera’s case it was a low-intensity aspiration and he was to remain markedly averse to any personal participation in politics until after 1916.


Nor do his papers contain any documents earlier than 1908 that indicate that he had taken the slightest interest in the Irish language. His authorised biographers refer to his having ‘heard the old people, including his grandmother, converse in Irish’ but there is no evidence that he was ever minded to join in their conversation. Nor is their claim remotely persuasive that ‘he was inspired with an interest in the Irish language’ by Father Eugene O’Growney’s Irish-language lessons, published from 1896 in the weekly edition of the Freeman’s Journal, the leading nationalist newspaper. Initially ‘Pat Coll and his nephew thought they would study them week by week’ but, given de Valera’s remarkable capacity for self-help and for studying on his own, their contention that, because his uncle’s interest collapsed after the first lesson, ‘de Valera was unable to continue the studies alone’1 is utterly implausible. Although his later expressions of regret that he had not studied Irish earlier in life were doubtless genuine, there are not even the faintest signs that he felt any such regret before 1908.


Edward de Valera’s decision to leave the Castle and take lodgings in the outside world inaugurated the transformation. For a decade after his escape from Bruree, Blackrock and Rockwell Colleges had shaped his view of his place in the world. He was content, indeed understandably proud, of his achievements in state examinations, in the debating society, on the rugby field and as a budding teacher. But his career prospects were dramatically constricted on 28 October 1904 when the Royal University awarded him a mere pass degree. Although his intellectual ambitions were unimpaired, the lack of an honours degree crippled his chances of ever obtaining the university teaching appointment for which he had hoped. Nor, despite his enquiring about applying for a scholarship at Trinity College Dublin,2 did he ever acquire a postgraduate degree in mathematics. He applied for the chair of mathematics in University College Galway in 1912, the year his appointment at Carysfort came to an end, but withdrew his application before the appointment was made, and he was also an unsuccessful applicant for the chair of mathematical physics in University College Cork in 1913. But in October 1912 he got a part-time and temporary appointment as lecturer in mathematics and mathematical physics in St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, the main seminary for Catholic priests, a pontifical university since 1896 and, since 1910, a recognised college of the National University of Ireland. This Maynooth connection was ‘of great value to him in subsequent years’ as his colleagues on the staff included some of the brightest priests in Ireland destined for elevation to the hierarchy, notably Joseph MacRory, a future Cardinal Archbishop of Armagh.3


In the meantime Edward de Valera had begun plugging a gap that threatened to jeopardise his career prospects as a teacher. The first decade of the twentieth century saw two major changes in the Irish education system: the dramatic advance of Irish as a subject at all levels of education and the establishment in 1908 of the National University of Ireland (NUI). The campaign for the revival of the Irish language was a key element in the resurgence of the Irish-Ireland movement and the Education Act of 1900 (de Valera’s last year at secondary school) so encouraged the study of the Irish language that by ‘1904 almost 30 per cent of all secondary students taking examinations took Irish … by 1908 this had risen to almost 50 per cent’. Controversy over the evidence presented to a royal commission on university education ‘making the case for the enhanced study of Celtic/Irish … had given an enormous fillip to the public standing and the morale of the Gaelic League … That the League had the public support of leading figures in the … Irish Parliamentary Party, and of a broad spectrum of Catholic clergy (including bishops) was a further boost to its confidence.’ The introduction of the Irish Universities Bill, which established the NUI, in March 1908 provided the backdrop for the League’s insistence that ‘the new university would be “an intellectual headquarters for Irish Ireland”’.4


‘We take it for granted that from the outset Irish would be a compulsory subject at the Matriculation Examination,’5 wrote Patrick Pearse, the editor of An Claidheamh Soluis, the League’s newspaper, on 8 February 1908, a week after the bill’s introduction. This was but the opening salvo in a ‘remarkable propaganda blitz’ in the months before and after the bill’s enactment on 1 August 1908. ‘The decisive turn in the controversy came when a number of county councils, galvanised by the League,’ resolved that the scholarships they awarded students entering the NUI be conditional on the university’s insisting that Irish be a matriculation requirement; these resolutions were forwarded to the inaugural meeting of the Senate of the NUI on 17 December 1908; the Senate duly adopted a resolution to that effect by 21 votes to 12 on 23 June 1909.6


The national ferment about the role of Irish in education created pressure for its inclusion in the Carysfort syllabus and de Valera was also aware of the provision in the Universities Act that degrees would henceforth be awarded only to students attending the recognised colleges of the NUI (in Dublin, Cork, Galway and Maynooth) would restrict his opportunities to supplement his income by teaching elsewhere. So it was scarcely coincidental that, when he finally took the plunge of abandoning the comforts of the Castle in Blackrock in the autumn of 1908, he moved into lodgings with a native Irish-speaking landlady, Mrs Russell, in the adjacent Merrion View Avenue. But his opportunities for learning Irish there were limited since it could be spoken only when her husband, a Scot who had no Irish, was not at home. Then and only then did Edward de Valera, conscious that ‘he could not afford to ignore the potential effect of the language on his future career’,7 decide to take Irish lessons in a branch of the Gaelic League in Leinster College in Dublin’s Rutland (now Parnell) Square.


Falling in love with his teacher immediately intensified an interest in the Irish language, initially rooted in anxiety about his career. Jane Flanagan, an ardent language revivalist who had already gaelicised her name as Sinéad Ní Fhlannagáin, was red-haired, pretty, petite and four years older than de Valera.8 A primary-school teacher and amateur actor, she was talented, intelligent and had been teaching Irish in her spare time for some years, winning the gold medal in the Oireachtas teaching competition in 1907. The attraction was mutual and immediate: they agreed to marry in June 1909 only months after they met, although Sinéad did not wear her engagement ring in public until just before their marriage. Having first passed the intermediate examination in Irish, de Valera spent his summer holidays that year in Tourmakeady, an Irish-speaking district in County Mayo where Sinéad was attending an Irish college. Their engagement was short – ‘We hardly knew each other until we were engaged,’ she later recalled – and if an impatient de Valera, who wanted to get married in August, had got his way, would have been even shorter.9 The wedding ceremony, in St Paul’s Church on Dublin’s Arran Quay on 8 January 1910, was conducted in Irish by a priest who did not know the language but to whom de Valera had taught the formulaic sentences; after a short honeymoon at a hotel in Woodenbridge, County Wicklow, they began married life in Vernon Terrace, Booterstown, Blackrock, but soon moved into 33 Morehampton Terrace, Donnybrook, where they lived until 1916 (see plate 7).


Edward de Valera’s foreign surname had the advantage of not requiring de-anglicisation, but by now Edward had become ‘Éamonn’ – ‘Éamonn’ became ‘Éamon’ in the late 1920s. He set about the construction of his new nationalist identity with the same unwavering determination as his marriage and, subconsciously at least, Tim Pat Coogan’s suggestion that he ‘seems to have turned to the Irish language as part of a process of creating an identity for himself to compensate for the uncertainties of his early upbringing’10 is compelling. However opportunistic his embrace of the Irish language might have been in its origins, he brought the zeal of the convert to his involvement in the Gaelic League and became as thoroughly imbued with its ethos as he had earlier been imbued with the very different ethos of Blackrock College. Yet that Blackrock identity had the benefit of ensuring that his burgeoning nationalism was never tainted by the ‘robust Anglophobia’ identified by Roy Foster as an affinity uniting ‘middle-class revolutionaries in Edwardian Ireland’.11 At first Éamon de Valera was still so little known in Gaelic League circles that the reference to his wedding in its newspaper ‘did not give his Christian name and gave his surname as “Devalero”’.12 But a contemporary biographer described how the newly married de Valeras ‘were to be met constantly in the places where the enthusiasts of the “Irish Ireland” movement congregated’, talking Irish to each other as far as a limited vocabulary would allow, buying nothing that was not of Irish manufacture, and taking an active part in all the social and educational gatherings organised by the Gaelic League.13


De Valera quickly completed his Irish-language courses, winning first place for the teaching diploma in Irish while also attending lectures at the Royal University, for which he was awarded the Higher Diploma in Education of the National University of Ireland (his only postgraduate qualification) in October 1910. ‘My public life might be regarded [as having started] when I joined the Gaelic League,’14 de Valera declared in a memoir dictated half a century later and, once armed with these academic qualifications in Irish, he began to participate in the League’s broader activities. He was elected to the committee of the Ard-Craobh (central committee) in 1910 and chosen as one of its delegates to the annual convention in 1911 when he was proposed for membership of the executive committee. But he was beaten by the machinations of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), the oath-bound secret society committed to winning independence by physical force. The ‘first function of the IRB was … to get control in as many groups and organisations as possible. It was a policy of peaceful penetration in order to wield the widest possible authority in … trade unions … sports and athletic organisations and the Gaelic League.’15 De Valera was still so ignorant of nationalist politics that ‘he did not know who had defeated him. He had noticed Seán Ó Muirthile, a teller during the election “tricking with the votes”, and he went home in a high state of indignation’, blaming Sinn Féin because he knew Ó Muirthile was a Sinn Féin activist. ‘He thundered to Sinéad: “If there’s one organisation I will never join, it is Sinn Féin.”’16 What he did not know was that Ó Muirthile’s first loyalty was to the IRB.


De Valera’s engagement in political – as distinct from cultural – nationalist activities was still non-existent. Patrick McCartan, a long-time member of the IRB, wrote of how a decade later, when they were together in the United States, de Valera recalled hearing McCartan’s speech in February 1911 at a public meeting in Dublin protesting against a proposal that Dublin Corporation present a Loyal Address to the visiting King George V: ‘That was the first time he heard an Irish Republic advocated and … he went home thinking it was a fine ideal but one not likely to be attained.’17


De Valera’s commitment to teaching Irish was meanwhile unabated and he was appointed for a three-year term as director of the summer school in Tawin, an Irish-speaking island in Galway Bay linked by bridge to the mainland. In 1911 he brought his wife and Vivion, their eight-month-old son. But in August 1912, after a second child, Máirín, had been born in April, de Valera went alone and this first of many separations prompted a bizarre but erotic love letter18 mingling his feelings for his wife with, perhaps, a subconscious longing for the mother who had abandoned him. In the preface to his magisterial Speeches and Statements by Éamon de Valera, Maurice Moynihan writes of how ‘it may seem strange that the great bulk of the material presented in this volume is in English’ and explains how English had become and remained ‘the language of politics in Ireland’.19 For Éamon de Valera, English also remained the language of love.


‘My dear little Mummie,’ his letter began,




I am very lonely without my own sweetheart and her babies … I am always thinking of you darling – yet I don’t wish you here for want of proper accommodation is a desperate nuisance. There is a big big vacancy in my heart. I feel empty, joyless without you. I do not let myself think on for I know in a short time I’ll have my own darling in my arms …


I love you a million, billion times more now than I did when we were in Tourmakeady. When I read in the books about love – about the Speir-Bean [term used in Irish to describe the Spirit Woman or sometimes the spirit of womanhood] and all the rest I say my mummie is a great deal nicer than all that …


I have felt very often whilst here that it was a great pity I was not doing some literary subjects we could talk about at home. The maths are so cold and icy …


The words ‘beal beosac’ came into a poem a few days ago. We translated it as ‘nectar lipped’ – but I understand what the poet meant. Those wild kisses.


Goodbye darling,


Your husband,


and sweetheart, Dev


xxxxxxxxxxx





The census form for his family submitted by de Valera in 1911 also reflects his earlier rather than his ‘new nationalist’ identity, as well as a certain diffidence about his expertise in Irish. His own entry and his signature, as Head of Family, appears not as ‘Éamon de Valera’ but as ‘Edward de Valera BA, Dip. in Educ. Math. Professor’ and he entered his languages on the census form as ‘English and Irish’, whereas he entered Sinéad’s as ‘Irish and English’. The form provided that no entry should be made under Rank, Profession, or Occupation ‘in the case of wives, daughters, or other female relatives solely engaged in domestic duties at home’; that Sinéad’s entry under this heading was duly left blank eloquently testifies to how she had sunk into domestic anonymity within fifteen months of her marriage.


A recently discovered photograph of 164 people attending the Gaelic League’s national convention in Galway in the summer of 1913, de Valera’s final year as director of the summer school at Tawin, symbolises his relative anonymity in League circles. Pádraic Ó Conaire (his former classmate at Blackrock), Seán T. O’Kelly (who later served as a minister in all de Valera’s governments from 1932 until 1945 when he was elected president of Ireland), and such militant IRB revolutionaries as Éamonn Ceannt and Thomas Ashe are among the thirty or so seated in the front row with the League’s founding fathers, Douglas Hyde and Eoin MacNeill; de Valera stands at the back almost obscured from view.20


Political rather than cultural nationalism now began to command de Valera’s attention as the crisis over the third Home Rule Bill, the apparent fruition of nationalist demands for domestic self-government, deepened. The bill remained the repository of the hopes of most Irish nationalists who believed it would be enacted in 1914 in the form in which it had been introduced by the Liberal government in 1912, but attention increasingly focused on unionist demands for the exclusion of Ulster from the terms of the bill. The Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) had been established to resist Ulster’s inclusion in January 1913 and in September the Ulster Unionist Council (UUC) approved plans for the seizure of power by a provisional government if the bill were enacted. Many nationalists, frustrated by the interminable postponement of home rule, admired unionist militancy. ‘A wonderful thing has come to pass in Ulster,’ wrote Eoin MacNeill, a founder of the Gaelic League and long-time supporter of John Redmond’s home-rule party, in an article entitled ‘The North Began’ in the League’s newspaper on 1 November 1913. This was manna from heaven for the IRB and other hard-line republicans. ‘I am glad the North has “begun”,’ wrote Patrick Pearse, who had also initially supported home rule. ‘I am glad that the Orangemen have armed, for it is a goodly thing to see arms in Irish hands … I should like to see any and every body of Irish citizens armed. We must accustom ourselves to the thought of arms, to the sight of arms, to the use of arms.’ A steering committee to set up the Irish Volunteers first met on 11 November; on 25 November Eoin MacNeill presided over the inaugural meeting of the Irish Volunteers in Dublin’s Rotunda at which some 3,500 men enrolled. Among them was Éamon de Valera, who had until then also supported John Redmond’s party but who identified the occasion as ‘the next step in [his] public career’.21


De Valera was under no illusions about the gravity of the choice confronting him and later wrote of how, when ‘enrolment forms were handed out after the speeches’, he considered whether he should enlist.




I was married and my wife and children were dependent on me. I had no doubt that the formation of the Volunteers meant there wd. be an armed insurrection. The question was – was I justified in entering into an engagement to take part in an insurrection with its likely consequences. I decided that our manpower was such that if the movement was confined to unmarried men it would not be numerous enough to succeed. So I crossed the Rubicon and joined. From the moment I signed my name I regarded myself as a soldier with battle inevitably in the offing.22





His application of the logic of that decision, as with all de Valera’s decisions, was remorseless: his obligations as a soldier henceforth took precedence over his obligations as a husband and father.


De Valera’s commitment to any cause in which he came to believe was unswerving and, never a man to do things by halves, he immersed himself in the Volunteers as comprehensively as he had become absorbed in the life of Blackrock College in the 1890s or in the activities of the Gaelic League after 1908. Yet again his name – written as ‘Emin Dilvara’ on his membership card – caused initial confusion. But he was an ‘enthusiastic and whole-hearted Volunteer’ from the beginning. In addition to the weekly drill meetings, he also attended




the voluntary Saturday afternoon exercises … open to all Volunteers and … specially designed for picked men … Volunteers from all over the city gathered to do more advanced exercises in company and battalion drill … He paid his threepence weekly like the rest of the recruits but soon his diligence began to bring him to a more important position. He was first promoted to be a squad leader, that is something like corporal, in charge of twelve men, and then a section commander or sergeant, in charge of two such squads. Later he was elected a second lieutenant. When the Donnybrook company was formed, he was elected captain





and was responsible for recruitment, collecting subscriptions and drill instruction; he also ‘wrote, on request, a manual of drill suitable for the Volunteers’.23


Such rapid promotion was not due simply to diligence. De Valera was older, more intelligent and much better educated than most Volunteers; his experiences as a teacher, moreover, had accustomed him to exerting authority over younger men. More financially comfortable than his subordinates, he bought one of the Irish Volunteers uniforms as soon as they became available as well as his own rifle and bayonet for £2 10s, which he paid off in monthly instalments.24 But most significant of all was that Éamon de Valera now had a growing appetite, as well as an aptitude, for leadership.


His power of initiative was evident after the gunrunning on 26 July 1914 when rifles were distributed to waiting columns of Volunteers at Howth harbour. His company was the last to receive arms and, when it seemed impossible to cross the Liffey and get back to Donnybrook after the intervention of British troops, he marched his men in a wide detour to Santry near the present Dublin Airport.




De Valera soon realised that they would never manage to circle the city by the following morning, so he changed his plan. He dismissed two-thirds of his company, making each man leave his rifle with someone in the section left behind. Then he set out to cross the city alone. When he arrived in Donnybrook he took out his motor bicycle and side-car and returned to Santry. Each one of his remaining men was now in charge of three rifles and de Valera ferried them one by one with the rifles hidden under the apron of the side-car to their homes. The operation lasted all night.25





The gunrunning was one of a series of episodes that led to a dramatic increase in the numbers of Volunteers: from under 2,000 at the end of 1913 to 160,000 by July 1914. This so worried John Redmond, the leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party, that he issued a statement in June demanding control of the movement. Open dissension was at first averted when the Volunteer leadership grudgingly acquiesced but, after Britain’s declaration of war on Germany, a split became inevitable. It was triggered by a speech delivered by Redmond, on 20 September, after he had inspected a Volunteer parade at Woodenbridge in a field within yards of the hotel where the de Valeras had honeymooned in 1910. He called on the Irish Volunteers ‘to serve not only in Ireland but wherever the firing line extends’. His renown so soon after the enactment of the Home Rule Bill on 18 September ensured that the great majority – some 150,000 ‘National Volunteers’ – followed him. The minority of fewer than 10,000, including de Valera, retained the title of the Irish Volunteers. On 28 September de Valera explained to the weekly drill meeting of his company why he had broken with Redmond: he believed ‘the Volunteers could be more effective if not tied to a political party’.26 As he led the small majority of those who had supported him from the hall ‘he called back to the others remaining in their places. “You will want us to get that Home Rule bill yet, and when you want us we will be there.”’27 The remark shows that in the autumn of 1914 home rule remained the outer limit of Éamon de Valera’s nationalist aspirations; for him, unlike the members of the IRB, the split in the Volunteers was not about the respective merits of home rule and a republic but about the best way of achieving home rule.


The numbers in his company swiftly collapsed from 130 to 7. ‘Even with that small number de Valera carried on as if he had a full Company and solemnly issued orders to form fours with the seven men.’ Although that reaction might seem ludicrously pedantic, it symbolised the energy and ideological commitment motivating Redmond’s opponents. De Valera was also assiduous in educating his subordinate officers and Liam Tannam, who became company commander in 1915 when he was only twenty years old, recalled how ‘for four weeks, twice a week’ de Valera brought him to his home in Donnybrook and advised him on what to read and how to run the company.28


De Valera’s success in rebuilding his company, which he had redesignated as a scouting corps – he attracted new recruits with the slogan ‘Wanted: eyes and ears for the South City battalions’29 – impressed his superiors. On 11 March 1915, after ‘a terse interview’ establishing ‘de Valera’s readiness to obey orders without question’, Patrick Pearse confirmed his appointment as commandant of one of the four Dublin battalions – de Valera’s was the 3rd battalion in the south-east of the city. Two days later Pearse called a meeting of the battalion commanders when the possibility of a rising in September was discussed. De Valera later claimed that he was the ‘only one at that meeting who did not expect to survive. My age was abv [above] average of the others.’30


Age reinforced by education and his training as a teacher made for a ‘meticulous attention to detail’, which, as Charles Townshend has observed, was ‘a trait that would have been immensely valuable in a staff officer – if the Volunteers had had any’.31 Once he was told that ‘his battalion would be assigned to the Westland Row–Grand Canal Street area, de Valera made a close study of the district, surveying its military possibilities. With his son Vivion, then about five years old, he walked several times from Baggot Street to Grand Canal Street along the banks of the canal.’ He also travelled on the train from Kingstown, where British reinforcements might land, to Westland Row station ‘checking as he did so the means of immobilising the railway’.32 His attention to detail sometimes took bizarre forms as when, mindful, perhaps, of the symbolic association with the rebellion of the United Irishmen in 1798, he designed pike heads, which he had manufactured in Clonskeagh, although there is no evidence that they were ever distributed to his men.33


While Eoin MacNeill and a majority of the Irish Volunteers’ executive remained resolutely opposed to armed action other than in self-defence, the IRB element in the Volunteers, personified by Pearse, was continually planning an insurrection from this point on. De Valera, whose distaste for political intrigue went back to the summer of 1911 and the defeat of his candidature for membership of the Gaelic League’s executive committee, remained aloof from the IRB and he declined an invitation to join after his appointment as battalion commandant. But, as planning for a rising accelerated, he discovered that some of his subordinates knew more about those plans than he did. When he complained to the brigade commander, Thomas MacDonagh, whom he now also served as adjutant, MacDonagh explained that secret information was confined to members of the IRB and urged him to take their oath. De Valera at first resisted – saying that as a Volunteers’ officer ‘he could not serve two masters’ – but gave way when MacDonagh argued that, because the IRB controlled the Volunteers’ executive, taking the oath involved only obeying that executive. Although a reluctant de Valera then took the oath, in this case his commitment was conditional: ‘he made it clear … that he would attend no meetings’ and ‘did not want to know the names of any of the members or share any of the secrets of the organisation’ except those essential for his commandant’s role as the plans for the rebellion of 1916 gathered momentum.34
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