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What the future will hold for us no man can tell. In time of war, the unpredictable, the unforeseeable event is the only certainty.


(SEÁN LEMASS, Sunday Independent, 25 January 1941)




May 1941


When Peace at last puts on her crown of crowns


And comes from that last cave where she is hid,


I’d like to take young airmen round the towns


And show them what they did.


Some day when rancour and when hate are done


And eyes are clear and hearts again are light,


And men no longer listen for the drone


Of engines in the night.


I would not trouble them with rubble heaps


That were old buildings generations loved


And history’s most dear, remembered keeps


Where great and humble through the ages moved.


I would not say: This blackened dump was where


A poet penned his first, shy secret rhyme


Or, with a sonnet’s opening, climbed a stair


To outlast Time.


But I would say: This terrace here was hit


On one May night. The worst raid of the year.


The warden said a land-mine fell on it.


A girl died here.


A girl who, sleeping in the room above,


Dreamed of the morning all that night of May,


The morning that would be the morning of


Her wedding day.


I’d say: I knew the family that lived there.


The crater’s where their garden used to be.


I’d like to think that these would be the men,


The men who drove bright planes beneath the stars,


To see that this thing shall not be again


In what may be of wars.


(ANONYMOUS Thirty Years of “Dublin Opinion,” 1952)




[image: images]


Bomb area reference map


1   First bomb site


2   Second bomb site


3   Third bomb site in Phoenix Park


4   Fourth and largest bomb site


5   Newcomen Bridge


6   Charleville Mall Library




PROLOGUE




These four bombs formed an incident which had all the features of a major air-raid … search-lights, anti-aircraft fire, bomb explosions and fires, with the rise in terror as the tempo of the attack increased.


(DEPARTMENT OF DEFENCE)


Fear seized an entire city.


(LT-COL PADRAIC O’FARRELL)


Those of us who lived through that night of horror are not likely ever to forget it.


(MARY TWOMEY, 81)





Friday 30 May 1941


Dubliners were in a merry mood. The Whit holiday weekend was looming and the weather expected to be glorious. After the bleak winter of wet turf and wartime deprivations, people were desperate to burst out of the gloom into spring sunshine and outdoor activities.


Everyone had plans of some sort for the long-awaited break: a visit to the seaside, a cycling tour, an excursion by railway to resorts in the west, or simply a picnic in the Phoenix Park, a trip to the zoo, or visiting family and friends. The city’s many dance halls and cinemas were expected to be packed, adding to the excitement. By Friday afternoon the celebratory spirit was in the air.


Friday evening was balmy, the starlit sky above Dublin as clear as a crystal goblet. The mild temperature and the fragrance of early spring flowers enticed some to do a bit of after-supper gardening. It seemed that everyone was outdoors. People stood outside their front doors or by railings, chatting amiably with neighbours and passing strangers. Drinking men, in top form, took their pints and banter out onto lamplit pathways. Children frolicked in the streets, shouting gleefully, and ice-cream vendors could hardly keep up with the flurry of outstretched arms. From toddlers to grannies, everyone seemed in buoyant spirit on this Whitsuntide Eve.


No-one wanted to go to bed early and see such a lovely evening end, and the streets were filled with cheerful talking and laughter. Patrons pouring out of the cinemas and dance halls were especially animated, still howling over the hilarious Laurel and Hardy film they had just seen or singing their favourite show tune. Fellas, seeking to impress their girls, attempted to duplicate a few snappy Fred Astaire dance steps, adding to the laughter in the streets. Men, flush-faced and boisterous, shuffled out of their local pubs. Late-night crowds were mobbing the city’s fish-and-chip shops. It was one of those rare Friday nights in spring—Dublin at its most exuberant.


City-dwellers were accustomed to staying up late at weekends. Many people were still standing about in the North Strand area, some on Newcomen Bridge, their elbows on the old stone wall, puffing their Woodbines and looking down into the moonlit waters of the Royal Canal. A glance over at the big clock outside Corcoran’s shop told them that midnight was approaching. Local people relied on the village clock to keep their lives on schedule.


Adults might dally till dawn if they wished, but children had to be put to bed. That afternoon thousands of them had received their inoculation against diphtheria. Doctors warned their mammies that they might be fussy, and restless in their sleep that night because of a sore arm.


As midnight neared, some adults felt fretful. “Something didn’t feel right,” they would later say. Father Jackie Masterson sensed it, as did Alec King. Both men possessed prescient powers that had been proved before. Their instincts told them of impending trouble, though they were not able to predict its nature. On this night there was no doubt in their minds that something was awry, or about to go awry.


Father Masterson resided at his presbytery at 595 North Circular Road. A gregarious priest with boundless energy—and quite handsome, women noted—he was immensely popular. He was preparing to retire about eleven o’clock when the ominous feeling came over him, and the nagging feeling kept him awake. A few miles away, Alec King was experiencing almost identical sensations, that “something was up,” as he would later put it. He was the Chief Rescue and Demolitions Officer for his district. Intelligent and resolute, he was highly respected by the eighty men under his command. After surviving an excruciating brain operation at the age of twenty-one he felt he had acquired what he calls a sixth sense, some inexplicable instinct that forewarned him when anything in his universe was about to spin out of its natural alignment. This didn’t happen often, but when it did his sixth sense was always correct.


After some evening gardening, he too climbed into bed about eleven o’clock but could not relax enough to doze off. His wife asked why he was so restless, fidgety in bed. She had never seen him so agitated over a warning from his sixth sense. Unable to sleep, he decided to get out of bed, put on his dressing-gown and slippers and go downstairs to read for a while. “I just had This awful sense that something terrible was about to happen.”


At midnight that Whit weekend many Dubliners were still awake. At 12:02 the familiar drone of German bomber engines was heard overhead. For months, squadrons of Luftwaffe planes had been flying over the city at night on their northerly route towards targets in London, Manchester and elsewhere. But this night they sounded louder, perhaps because the air was so clear. Or was it that some of the planes were flying lower than usual?


At 12:04 a.m. huge anti-aircraft searchlights were switched on, making lazy sweeps back and forth across the starry canopy above the city. Shortly thereafter, warning flares were shot aloft; this was to alert pilots that they were over neutral territory and should depart immediately. Normally they did so—but not this night. Inexplicably, they seemed to be lingering in a strange, meandering manner. After about thirty minutes Air Defence Command, following precise procedure, ordered anti-aircraft gunners at several batteries to fire into the sky. This was meant as a final warning to intruding pilots.


For Dubliners it provided a dazzling show of lights and fireworks in a spectacle worth getting out of bed to watch at windows or from the streets. On this particularly lucid night it even drew “ooohs” and “aaahs”. After all, it was Whit weekend. It seemed almost as if the military brass had planned the flashy aerial show as entertainment to welcome the arrival of the Whit weekend.


Neither Father Masterson nor Alec King regarded it as entertaining. Both were wondering if it could have anything to do with their unusually strong forewarnings of trouble. As the minutes passed their suspicions grew. Some odd things were indisputably occurring in the sky above Dublin. Normally, when Luftwaffe pilots were greeted with searchlights and gunfire they politely continued on their northerly path, out of Irish air space. This time they were lingering. More mystifying, and troubling, was the fact that the pilots seemed to be flying in disarray. Highly disciplined Luftwaffe crews ordinarily flew in precise, tight squadron formation. Owing to the clarity of the starry, moonlit sky and powerfully penetrating searchlights, the planes could be periodically spotted. King, trained to identify German aircraft, judged their numbers to be considerable—possibly thirty or more. “Why weren’t they leaving?” he wondered.


When the activity began just after midnight Father Masterson arose from bed and got fully dressed. He began pacing the floor, continually looking out the window at the light display in the sky. When the anti-aircraft fire commenced, he decided to place his holy oils in his coat pocket, just to be prepared. Simultaneously, King was hurriedly dressing in his rescue and demolition gear. He then mounted his bicycle and headed for the depot where his men trained and kept all their rescue equipment. Both men were now feeling heightened warnings of an impending disaster. Of some sort.


By contrast, after an hour or so of watching the spectacle, most Dubliners grew weary and went to bed. Whit Saturday was going to be a busy, exciting day and they wanted to be rested. But as sleep was coming over them, many found themselves thinking that it was odd that the bombers would be sticking around for so long, especially as volleys of shells were now being fired.


At 1:28 a.m. the first bomb whistled earthward, then exploded. Dubliners leapt up. It fell near the intersection of the North Circular Road and North Richmond Street. One minute later a second one detonated, just around the corner at Summerhill. The two bombs toppled several houses and shops, trapping victims in the debris. Dublin Fire Brigade, members of the Local Defence Force (LDF) and other rescue groups raced to the scene.


At 1:31 a third explosion was heard. This bomb struck in the Phoenix Park; it gouged a large crater in the soft earth and blew apart the little house in which Joseph McNally lived with his eleven-year-old daughter, Winifred. He worked at the nearby Dog Pond pumping station. It also shattered windows and damaged the American Legation and Áras an Uachtaráin. In the zoo, frenzied animals, some of them dangerous, thrust themselves madly against their barriers, trying to escape. A large bison succeeded in thrashing its way out, as did Sara, a gentle elephant, who lumbered quickly down to the pond reeds in search of safety.


Three bomb blasts within four minutes. By now most of the city was awake, and worried. Was Dublin under attack? As Belfast had been six weeks before? But the city was neutral! And no air-raid sirens had been sounded. Confused and frightened, citizens watched the sky and waited.


After the third explosion, minutes passed and no more bombs fell. Some of the planes drifted off, but others remained overhead, one conspicuously so. This rogue aviator began engaging in daring aerobatics over the city, swooping low, veering sharply, then darting off to a safer altitude. His bizarre manoeuvres over the next half an hour would first spellbind, then terrify, all those who witnessed it.


At first, Air Defence Command officers observing this behaviour were perplexed. After fifteen minutes they were worried. They began to try to drive the plane away, as searchlights ceased making rhythmic sweeps across the sky and sought to pinpoint and illuminate a real target. Anti-aircraft fire became more intense, using larger shells. The pilot showed no fear. As recorded in the military log (kept in closed archives and marked “Secret” for the next sixty-five years), shortly before 2 a.m. military observers determined that the plane was “hovering” purposefully above, the pilot seemingly “awaiting instructions” of some sort.1 This was an alarming realisation.


Dubliners watching the “show” were at first more entertained than worried. To them it had become the “mystery” plane. It was exciting, suspenseful. “What was the German pilot fella up to, anyway?” And were Irish gunners now really trying to bring down a German plane? Scores of citizens were fixated on the spectacle as they watched from streets, gardens and windows. The Sunday Independent the following day would lambaste these “thousands of fool-hardy” Dubliners who pressed their noses to glass windows as the bomber swooped not far above their heads.2


By 2 a.m. Air Defence Command was convinced that the pilot was now searching for something as he focused his low runs around the area of Amiens Street railway station. “But what could a Luftwaffe pilot be searching for in the heart of neutral Dublin?” Northsiders in his path were now becoming frightened, and his low sweeps over rooftops felt menacing. Nonetheless, they remained mesmerised. No matter what the pilot was up to, nobody wanted to miss it.


There were still no air-raid sirens heard anywhere in the city to alert citizens of imminent danger.


At 2:05 a.m. the clock outside Corcoran’s shop on the North Strand was stilled for ever. A thunderous, deafening explosion—the most skull-piercing noise anyone had ever heard—struck with awful suddenness. The sky turned a fiery crimson and the earth shook violently from the ferocious force. Houses blew wildly apart; some just disintegrated. Steel lamp-posts and tram tracks bent like liquorice sticks. Windows shattered by the thousands as bricks and slates were fired like mortar shells great distances. Gas mains broke and blazes erupted. Decrepit, brittle old tenement houses throughout the city shuddered and cracked. Tremors from the mighty blast radiated outwards from the impact point, reaching to Mullingar, Enniskerry and beyond.


In a split second, masses of people were killed, injured, savagely mutilated. People out on the streets and in wrecked houses were tossed like rag dolls. Some bodies were catapulted onto rooftops. Shell-shocked victims floated eerily about in their night attire. Survivors were terrified, hysterical. Everywhere around the North Strand there was panic and pandemonium. Some truly thought that doomsday had come.


In type big enough to be read half a street away, the Evening Herald proclaimed it the “NIGHT OF HORROR”.3 To northsiders, the destruction was unfathomable. The Evening Mail told readers that the entire area from the Five Lamps to Newcomen Bridge had been “almost completely wiped out.”4 Surrounding streets suffered severe damage as well. In attempting to describe their experience, survivors could only compare it to nature’s wrath, telling reporters that it had been like a colossal earthquake, hurricane or tornado, smashing their world to smithereens within seconds.


____


No ordinary bomb had done the deed. It was one of the most powerful weapons in the German arsenal at that time, a 500-lb high-explosive bomb created specifically for use against strategic targets constructed of the strongest steel and concrete, designed to detonate on impact with the surface for maximum destruction, unlike most bombs, which have some of their power blunted by penetration. Throughout the war the Luftwaffe used this large, specialised weapon purposefully and sparingly—not randomly against people in their homes.


As fate would have it, the one that fell on the little North Strand village proved to be the “perfect bomb” in its performance. It struck the hardest and densest surface possible in Dublin: steel tram tracks and thick cobblestones, instantly unleashing the full fury of its pulverising power in a circumferential pattern. As documented by the Department of Defence, it “exploded with the resulting cone of the blast very flat, and therefore had maximum effect.”5 Had it fallen on any other type of surface, its destructive power would have been at least partially smothered. As it turned out, all the bomb’s other critical variables were also optimised. Dublin, a city of old brick, timber and slate, proved a pathetically vulnerable target. Of the millions of bombs dropped by the German air force during the Second World War, none could have performed more flawlessly.


The massive destruction was testimony to its effectiveness. Military and government authorities were astonished when the final assessments were completed. A total of 2,250 buildings had suffered some type of bomb damage.6 Many were completely demolished or severely smashed. Shops and houses half a mile away suffered severe damage. So many thousands of windows were shattered all over the city that glass supplies ran out within days. More than forty people were killed, more than a hundred seriously injured and countless others wounded. Hospitals and morgues were filled to capacity within hours, and the city’s blood supplies were running low. After only one day the Red Cross had to make a public appeal for help because their resources were being depleted. Nearly two thousand people would be rendered homeless.


____


When the first light of dawn crept over the city, illuminating the full magnitude of destruction, Dubliners were shocked and incredulous that their neutral capital had really been bombed. As the Irish Press affirmed:




Ireland has maintained its neutrality with a correctitude evident to all belligerents … yet had to suffer the horrors of this awful tragedy … this great calamity.7





The Irish Independent disclosed that not only had the “Irish people been horrified by the terrible tragedy … [but] the outside world was shocked by the news” as well.8 No-one seemed more stunned than the Taoiseach, Éamon de Valera. When he arrived at the scene at about nine o’clock on Saturday morning with a coterie of officials by his side, he stood at the edge of the bomb crater and was described by one reporter as appearing “dumbfounded.”9


Yet everyone had been warned. Dublin had previously been bombed on several consecutive nights in January. Bombings had occurred also in five other counties. In mid-April, when Belfast was blitzed, de Valera despatched fire brigades from Dundalk, Dublin and Dún Laoghaire to assist with battling the conflagrations and rescuing victims. He subsequently took in three thousand refugees from the North, providing asylum, shelter, food and medical assistance.


These acts constituted clear breaches of neutrality. There had been other violations of the neutrality agreement, which surely did not please Hitler. Nonetheless, the majority of Irish people, and many in the Government and the military, remained complacent, convinced that the war “over there” would never come “within an ass’s roar” of their shores.


On 26 January, only three weeks after the first Dublin bombings, Seán Lemass, the Minister for Supplies, scolded those citizens who acted as if the “war was being fought on another planet … immune from the effects of it,” while all around Ireland “cataclysmic things are happening.”10


In February the Irish Press issued a similar warning, calling Ireland “a suburb of a city on fire” and stating that it would be naïve to believe that the Irish people would remain untouched by the blazes of war.11 Even the Irish-American fascist William Joyce—known as “Lord Haw-Haw” because of his contrived English aristocratic accent—in his radio broadcasts foretold German retribution for Ireland’s breaches of neutrality.


Despite such admonitions, the great majority of citizens remained unfazed, oblivious of real danger at their doorstep. Between the authorities and the public there were plenty of blunders and follies to go around.


For its part, the Government failed miserably to prepare Dublin for a real bomb attack. The air-raid defence system relied on flimsy above-ground concrete shelters, ridiculed from the outset as “hat boxes” and “hen houses”, useless First World War gas masks and earthen trenches dug in the city’s parks and squares. The tragic irony proved to be that the air-raid sirens, the only modern air-raid precaution device, remained silent during all Dublin’s bombings—not because of mechanical failure but through human neglect. Perhaps it was no wonder that the populace failed to take war risks seriously.


On Whit Saturday morning, about seven hours after the “unthinkable” had happened, as de Valera, members of his Government and the Dáil trudged sorrowfully through the ruins, they could do little but shake their heads. Carnage on such a scale had not been witnessed since the first weeks of the Civil War in 1922. What did it mean for Ireland’s policy of neutrality? Dubliners felt a loss of both their innocence and their security. By early morning the city’s churches were packed with people in the throes of repentance, desperate to get into confession before another nightfall.


On the morning of Sunday 1 June, barely thirty-two hours after the violent bomb explosion, a related tragedy struck. In Old Bride Street in the Liberties three decrepit tenement houses that had been further destabilised by the bomb’s rumbling quake gave way and collapsed. A young mother, her baby and an older man were killed; many more were injured. News of the collapse sent a chill through the city’s vast tenement population and sent alarmed housing authorities into emergency session.


Over the next week Dubliners would experience more fear as well as profound grief when the funerals took place. It was a city truly bent in mourning. As the Evening Mail stated, “Never had the capital felt or expressed such sorrow.”12


____


The little city village of North Strand had been a Dublin treasure. One of the most traditional and picturesque in the city, it was an uncommonly provincial, “old-fashioned” community where residents traced their roots back many generations. Its tranquil, bucolic character made it unique. The simple, countrified way of life endeared it to both residents and visitors. People from other parts of Dublin liked to ramble over and enjoy its charms.


The German bomb not only largely destroyed the village and killed and injured inhabitants but expunged forever a cherished way of life. Survivors who were made homeless were transplanted to the barren “wilds” of Cabra and Crumlin, lonely and soulless environments that left them not only homesick but heartsick. Profoundly dispirited, many were never the same again.


Regrettably, from the outset the Government failed to comprehend the significance of the loss of a community. Instead, it essentially perceived the bombing as a political and military incident:




In real terms in the eyes of de Valera, and perhaps the government at large, the bombing was a political and defence issue, as opposed to the destruction of a community.13





In the immediate aftermath the Government had to contend with a barrage of criticism from the public and the press for the failures in the city’s defence system, as well as worrying about future relations with Germany. In the following weeks and months the Government concentrated its attention on the political and diplomatic ramifications, while the military authorities concentrated on defence matters. The devastated North Strand and its survivors were gradually neglected, then forgotten.


____


In historical perspective—taking into account the magnitude of physical destruction, death, injuries, homelessness, and housing resettlement—the German bombing was a catastrophe. In her book Mud Island, a general history of the North Strand area and Ballybough, Noelle Dowling asserts: “Within the history of Dublin it was a major tragedy.”14 Tom Geraghty, in A History of the Dublin Fire Brigade, calls it the most “grave crime against humanity” ever suffered by the city,15 while the former Taoiseach Bertie Ahern considered it one of the “seismic events in our capital.”16 Tony Gray, in 1941 a young reporter for the Irish Times, hopped on his bike and arrived at the bomb scene within minutes. Some fifty years later he reflected:




In these days of on-the-spot television reportage of wars, earthquakes and other disasters, we are all inured to the sight of the injured, the dead and dying, but in those times … I found the whole experience utterly shattering.17





Mary Cooke, one of a family of seventeen children, lived in a tenement house in Lower Gardiner Street, only a few streets from the explosion. At the age of seventy-four she draws an analogy:




I’m telling you, the disaster, it was equal to what happened at 9/11 in America. It was on a scale like that for us! Really and truly!





The German bombing of neutral Dublin for no apparent reason has long been historically fascinating because of the mystery and the speculation surrounding it for two-thirds of a century. Indeed Robert Fisk, author of the excellent work In Time of War, refers to the bombing as “the great mystery of Irish neutrality during World War II.”18 Was it simply a mistake, as many believed—an error on the part of the pilot? Or was it Hitler’s retribution against de Valera for multiple breaches of neutrality, most notably despatching firefighters to assist Belfast during the blitz? Some alleged that it was due to the anger of German pilots being so intensely fired upon that night by Irish gunners. Others even suggested that Britain’s new scientific technology had been used to distort or “bend” German aircraft navigational guidance beams, throwing aviators off course. Or was it a clever British plot carried out by Churchill and the Royal Air Force to draw Ireland into the war on their side? All these hypotheses have a certain credibility.


But surely one of the greatest mysteries about the bombing is why, after more than sixty years, not a single book had been written about such a seismic event in Dublin’s history. Which raises the question, if the bomb had fallen in one of the more salubrious areas of Blackrock, Rathmines or Ballsbridge, killing and injuring scores, virtually wiping out the community, would the tragedy not have warranted a book or two? City-dwellers have long pondered, and openly expressed, this question. There is abundant evidence that Irish historians and other writers as well have traditionally not regarded the working class and their communities as worthy of serious research and documentation. Tom Geraghty contends that this prevailing mentality dissuaded chroniclers from undertaking a major work on the North Strand calamity:




I think the reason why there has never been a book written about it is that people didn’t realise about social history, particularly about the working class. The bomb survivors, ordinary people, are worth writing about—and there are really stories there!19





Another contributing factor may have been that many important documents relating to the incident were in closed archives in the Dublin City Libraries and the Military Archives. Whatever the reason, the absence of a comprehensive work on the German bombing indisputably constitutes a glaring gap in the historical literature of Dublin.


Towards the close of the twentieth century several surprising developments conspired to renew interest in the event, stimulating some fresh analysis and speculation about the still-perplexing “mystery”. In 1997 and 1998 two men claimed to possess new evidence pertaining to the reasons behind the bombing. Some newspapers treated this like an old police “cold case” being resurrected in the light of new DNA evidence, spurring public interest once again.


Coincidentally, and more importantly, in the late 1990s the Military Archives at Cathal Brugha Barracks, Dublin, declassified its documents on the bombing, including information from the Air Defence Command log for the night of the air raid, stamped “SECRET”. Similarly in 2001, on the sixtieth anniversary of the bombing, Dublin City Library in Pearse Street finally opened its complete archive on the subject, including an extensive collection of rare photographs taken in the hours and days following the bombing. There has also long existed a wealth of documents in the possession of all the Dublin newspapers, inexplicably little tapped over the years.


However, archival documents and newspaper accounts are hardly sufficient for writing an authentic, comprehensive book on so human a tragedy. Also vital are oral history testimonies from survivors who lived through the experience. Only they can provide eye-witness accounts in great detail. Una Shaw, now seventy-five, a survivor, still lives in Rutland Street, in the same house in which she was born. It was severely bomb-damaged in 1941. She is among those who have long wondered why no book on the subject ever appeared, lamenting that “it’s part of the history of Dublin, a major part—and the story hasn’t come out!” It is her conviction that the “real story” must rely heavily on the words of the survivors themselves:




With oral history you’re hearing it, from the people who were there. Who knew what happened! You get the real facts … as it should be in a book.





After two-thirds of a century, the search for survivors was challenging. While some remained around the North Strand, others were scattered in Cabra, Crumlin, Ballyfermot and beyond. Through historical detective work, and patience, a surprising number were tracked down. Most are today between seventy-five and ninety-five years of age. But their powers of recollection on the cataclysmic bombing are astonishing. It was, after all, they say, the “most memorable experience of my life.” Details of what many still refer to as “that night of horror” are vividly etched in their minds.


Apart from survivors who were local residents there were other participants who experienced the bombing at first hand—firemen, policemen, nurses and orderlies, members of the Local Defence Force, as well as journalists who covered the scene, and even undertakers who buried the dead. They too were hunted down for their oral-history testimonies. Without their participatory, often gripping personal narratives the story would not be complete.


What emerges is a narrative social history of immense human drama that unfolds over a period of two years. Much of what preceded and followed the bombing was highly relevant, interesting, and dramatic in its own right. Thus it is not one story but many, intertwined to form the whole picture: stories of Government bungling and citizens’ complacency, of terror, courage, heroism and survival; of mystery; of human loss—and the remarkable resilience of the human spirit; even humour amidst the panic and pandemonium.


The untold tale of great historical tragedy that has long needed telling.


____


On 5 April 2004


Una Shaw is happy to tell her story. As she’s boiling water for the tea she points out to me where the bomb damage was done to her home in Rutland Street. How windows shattered and walls and ceilings cracked and crumbled as the earth quaked; where a great tree in the back garden was nearly plucked out of the ground as if in the teeth of an angry hurricane. She was one of the lucky survivors, being a few streets away from the point of impact.


The tea made, she is ready to reflect upon it all. The tape-recorder whirs softly. She needs “plenty of time,” she explains—hours and hours—for it’s a long story:




At the time of the bombing I was living right here, in this house. I can remember it so well. Vividly! It was Whit weekend …







Chapter 1 [image: images]


|   “NOT WITHIN AN ASS’S ROAR”




Even to have attempted a policy of neutrality … looks like a vast confidence trick. That it worked is still largely a matter for wonder and thanksgiving.


(BERNARD SHARE, The Emergency)


We felt very far away from the war, very remote. We weren’t part of it … we were neutral! Comfort, yeah.


(NICK HARRIS, 91)


Air-raid shelters—they were a joke!


(MARGARET LADRIGAN, 81)





“STOP PRESS—WAR DECLARED!” The news was blared through her tenement window in Lower Gardiner Street by “lorries going around with loudspeakers.” Seven-year-old Mary Cooke scrambled down the stairs and plunged outside to see what the commotion was all about. People were filling the streets, talking excitedly. The Brits and the Jerries were “going at it,” she was told. “Oh, I remember that day the war started!”


Everyone remembers. The news was being spread wildly across the city by legions of newsboys with their piercing cries of “Herald or Mail! Read all about it!” Around the Liberties, recalls Máirín Johnston, “even people who couldn’t read what was on them” were buying papers, relying on others to interpret for them. After absorbing the news about the outbreak of war everyone wanted to know what it meant for Ireland. Children became worried on seeing adults turn so serious after putting their newspaper down. Twelve-year-old Phil O’Keeffe felt anxious and decided to ask her father if she should be frightened. His reassuring words put her young mind at ease:




The war is far away. It will never touch us … the war’ll not get within an ass’s roar of us.1





Dev would see to that. Everyone was counting on him.


The Taoiseach, Éamon de Valera, had seen war clouds gathering on the horizon years earlier. Germany’s enormous military build-up and Hitler’s threatening rhetoric were alarming to surrounding countries. In an address to the League of Nations in 1936 de Valera reasoned that small countries were essentially defenceless against the military might of the great powers. If war erupted, the best they could do was to declare their neutrality, hope that it would be respected, then struggle against any pressures to be drawn into the conflict by the belligerents. In reality, the security of neutral countries depended on the will of the powerful warring states.


In September 1939, when war reared its ugly head, a state of national emergency was declared, and de Valera announced that the Irish state would be neutral. The policy of neutrality meant that Ireland would not align itself with any of the belligerents. With an expanding war raging around Ireland—on land and sea and in the skies—it was astonishingly bold to believe that a mere declaration of neutrality would keep the country secure and at peace. It would require great political and diplomatic skill. That it would last successfully for more than five years, against vast odds, was part political mastery, part pure miracle.


If the policy of neutrality was complex and delicate for the Government to uphold, the concept was simple enough for ordinary citizens. To most Irish people it meant “take no sides,” “stay out of it,” “play it safe”—the most common phrases heard in the streets. Let the Germans, the British and other European countries settle their disputes.


For de Valera, “staying out of it” was not quite so easy. Both Britain and Germany had interests in Ireland and saw real benefits in having the country join their side. From the outset of the war, Churchill was irked at de Valera’s refusal to participate in the struggle for freedom throughout Europe. From a purely practical viewpoint he wanted to reclaim the use of the three strategic “treaty ports” of Cóbh, Castletown Bearhaven and Lough Swilly. These would be valuable for refuelling British naval vessels, for re-supplying, and for refuge from German submarines. De Valera stubbornly refused. Hitler too wanted to acquire Irish ports for his navy; he also saw strategic value in being able to install air bases on Irish soil from which his pilots could easily strike Britain at close range.


Both belligerents coaxed and pressured de Valera to align with them. Churchill promised a united Ireland if he would take up with the British. De Valera rejected the offer, believing that the British would be in no position to make good their offer, that the Ulster Unionists would surely block the way. Similarly, Hitler tried to tempt de Valera into supporting Germany by offering to play a role in settling the problem of partition once the British had been defeated. He even promised to give Ireland weapons with which to help fend off any invasion by Britain, which was a genuine worry at the time. Again, de Valera declined.


All the while, behind the cordial offers of assistance to de Valera was the veiled threat by both countries that they might ultimately decide to invade and take control of Ireland. This reality made it all the more difficult for the Taoiseach to carry out his skilful tight-rope act as the war progressed. But people had faith in his extraordinary ability to keep them wrapped safely in his neutrality blanket.


De Valera, however, understood quite well the fragility of his neutrality policy. As early as 1937 the German Minister in Ireland, Dr Eduard Hempel, personally told him of Hitler’s expressed interests in Ireland. When the war began, however, Hempel gave de Valera a strong assurance that the German Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, had vowed that he would respect Ireland’s neutrality—as long as de Valera faithfully adhered to the terms of absolute non-intervention, meaning no acts of interference or support of any sort. De Valera assured Hempel that he understood perfectly.


In May 1940, when France fell to the Germans and the two small neutral countries of Belgium and the Netherlands were invaded, it was a sobering blow to de Valera and his Government, confirming his prediction of 1936 about the vulnerability of neutral countries. What did it mean for Ireland? In fact there had been more worry about a British invasion than a German one. Churchill, it was thought, might decide that he had better act before Hitler in taking over Irish territory. As Bernard Share asserts, there was now genuine fear of a real invasion, at least among many in the Government and the military:




The fall of France in May 1940 altered the picture. The invasion of territorial waters, or of Irish territory, by one or other of the belligerents no longer seemed a matter for humorous speculation.3





Among ordinary citizens there had indeed been plenty of humour, even derision, directed at Ireland’s neutrality, at the “Emergency”, and the paltry Defence Forces. Clara Gill, now seventy-nine, remembers well how men at her father’s public house on the North Circular Road got great amusement out of making jokes about Ireland’s status, how British or German troops might march into the country at mere whim. Open ridicule was heard in pubs all over the city. The risk of invasion was not taken seriously by the majority of citizens, rather it was fodder for joking and banter.


There was a prevalent feeling of remoteness, smug security. “We never bothered about the war then,” said Agnes Daly, now eighty-one, of North Clarence Street. “You didn’t think the war would ever come here.” Even when France fell and the neutral Low Countries were invaded, most Irish people were not a bit rattled. Indeed, as “Britain was blacked-out and blitzed, life in Ireland went on in an almost defiantly normal way.”4


To de Valera and other members of the Government this complacency created a dangerously false sense of security. On 1 July 1940, following the fall of France, Seán MacEntee, Minister for Industry and Commerce, openly criticised the “illusion of security” so pervasive throughout Ireland. His message was one of reality:




Destroy the illusion that while all the world rocked about them they might feel themselves secure and live unmolested.5





MacEntee’s concerns were hardly unfounded. Ireland had no real air force, no tank corps, little infantry or heavy artillery with which to defend itself. The army still had many First World War rifles, with which it would have to repel any German Panzer divisions sweeping ashore. As Tony Gray speculated, “whether the Irish armed forces could have held an invading army at bay for more than a few hours at best is debatable.”6 Despite MacEntee’s admonition, many people tended to see such warnings as unnecessarily alarmist.


____


At least Ireland could expand its defensive capability. The Air-Raid Precautions Act (1939) provided for the organising of citizens to participate in duties of guarding against aerial attack. Designated ARP wardens had the responsibility to “ensure that warning of expected air attacks be given to all citizens in their area. The means of achieving this was the use of the air-raid siren system.”7 They were to periodically carry out siren tests to make certain people knew the sound of the alert and what it meant. Wardens also had the duty of directing citizens into air-raid shelters and enforcing compliance with black-outs, if they were imposed. ARP wardens were issued with a helmet and an armband, which they wore proudly. Although the ARP service “attracted a hard core of enthusiastic volunteers, the populace at large remained apathetic.”8


This apathy troubled de Valera, especially after German troops had stormed into France and the Low Countries. On 1 June 1940 he decided to address the people candidly in a national radio broadcast about his dual concerns of public apathy and weak defence. People from Co. Donegal to Co. Kerry gathered around their radio sets to listen to his words. “Our greatest danger here is complacency,” he told them, “a complacency begotten by the fact that in the past we had not to defend ourselves directly.”9 Though the British had occupied Ireland for centuries, they had also prevented any other invaders from conquering the country. With independence, however, “the fact slowly began to sink in that, for the first time in seven hundred years, Ireland was on her own.”10 For the Irish to be oblivious of this reality while a brutal war was being waged all around them was both naïve and dangerous.


In his address de Valera announced the formation of the Local Security Force (LSF) as a reserve force for the Garda Síochána. He explained the need for citizens’ service and appealed for recruits. His forceful, persuasive speech stirred patriotic zeal. Recruiting forms were sent to Garda stations, and within days 44,870 volunteers had signed up. Recruitment was going so well that on 22 June the new force was divided into an “A” section, to act as auxiliary to the army, and a “B” section to supplement the Garda in policing duties. Several months later the “A” group was placed under army control and renamed the Local Defence Force (LDF). By August more than 148,000 enthusiastic patriots had answered their nation’s call to duty. By the time Christmas arrived, however, this number had declined sharply to about 84,000. Some 60,000 or so eager recruits quickly lost their enthusiasm when they learnt that membership in the force was not exactly what they had anticipated. They had expected to be properly outfitted with a uniform, boots, and real weapons. When they found out that they had to wear their civilian clothes, to drill in their own shoes, wearing only an armband and a cap (if they got even that), they had a hard time taking it seriously.


For those volunteers who stuck it out, marching in front of amused onlookers could be embarrassing. The father of the novelist Roddy Doyle, Rory Doyle, recalls joining the LDF in 1940 only to find that “we had no arms or equipment … we drilled with pick-axe handles and shovels.”11 Observers often made jokes about them. It was dispiriting. The poet Paddy Kavanagh’s caustic quip that Ireland’s volunteer defence forces “would be hard put to defend a field of potatoes against an invasion of crows” did not endear him to many.12


One LDF volunteer, Frank Matthews, tells of his disappointment. “We were woefully equipped, we performed with wooden rifles.”13 Then one day they got their hands on real weapons. One of the platoon leaders somehow showed up with “a gift of sixty Brown Bess flintlock muskets and two brass flintlock blunderbusses, with a supply of powder and ball.”14 The muskets had originally been issued to the Louth Militia, about 1798. Recruitment declined, and members faded away as “the initial enthusiasm had been tempered by the equipment shortage, organisational muddles … and morale was suffering.”15


Clearly any invasion, real or imagined, had to be handled by the regular army. During 1940 rumours of a British or a German attack were commonly heard, a number of which were taken seriously by the army and police. One persistent rumour in Dublin had the belligerent naval vessels steaming straight up the River Liffey into the heart of the city, placing invaders within only paces of the best pubs. In the Garda barracks in Kevin Street, Senan Finucane, now seventy-seven, and his mate, the notorious James “Lugs” Brannigan, constantly heard such rumours. Several times he was even ordered down to the river to look for invaders:




It was rumoured all the time that the Germans might invade here. Like an invasion up the Liffey. So I had to go down on the quays and keep an eye out for any boats coming up. They might as well give us a revolver and a candle—for what good it would be to anybody if they came upon a German boat! But I was never afraid.





Similar stories swirled around the army barracks. In 1922 Thomas Barry, concealing his real age of fifteen, joined the raw recruits of the new Irish army, “proud as a peacock” to wear his green uniform. Shortly after the fall of France he and his fellow-soldiers were told to be ready for action:




In 1940 we were expecting an invasion of the Germans. We were getting toughened up. Training. One night we were taking up defence where the Germans were to be invading. I remember well the priest giving us his blessings. We were worried, all right.





Most citizens, however, remained unruffled by events in the faraway war. In fact at this time “the putative invader was the British army, since Churchill greatly wanted the Treaty Ports.”16 To Irish people it seemed more likely that the British would temporarily return to occupy Ireland’s soil than that the Germans would invade. It was easier to imagine.


For the sake of debate, especially in pubs, Dubliners liked to take sides with the Brits or the Jerries. At the outset of the war, Clara Gill heard among the men in her father’s pub “very little anti-German feeling.” In fact many patrons “were IRA veterans and there was sympathy with Germany … because the Black and Tan atrocities were familiar in living memory.” Paddy Walsh, a fireman, born in 1916, agrees, noting that among many older men “there was a very pro-German feeling here, Hitlerites who blamed Britain for everything!” As Rory Doyle expressed it, at first “the Brits were getting a flaking from the Germans and we thought that was great. They deserved to be taken down a peg.”17 Taking a “good licking” might teach the British a much-needed lesson, many Irish people reasoned. However, as the war progressed and Hitler’s madness became more apparent, they didn’t seriously want to see Britain defeated. “We didn’t really hate the British, just the Establishment,” confesses Doyle. “We were hoping the Germans wouldn’t be too successful.”18 Ultimately, the Irish wanted to see Britain defeat Hitler, for everyone’s sake.


Though Ireland might not be able to repel invaders, it could at least provide some protection for citizens. Dublin, the capital and most populous city, was especially vulnerable. It required a system of both active and passive defences. The first comprised searchlights, flares, anti-aircraft guns and air-raid sirens. Passive protection depended upon bomb shelters, trenches, water tanks and gas masks, as well as the services of the Fire Brigade, the Gardaí, ARP, LDF, LSF, Red Cross and St John Ambulance Brigade, among others.


The active system of searchlights, flares and sirens was to spot belligerent aircraft, warn pilots they were over neutral territory, and alert citizens to danger. Anti-aircraft fire could be used to encourage intruding planes to depart. Gun emplacements were sited at Clontarf, Ringsend, Dalkey, Collinstown and elsewhere. Owing to limited stocks of ammunition, gunners got precious little practice. Air-raid sirens were regarded as a vital and reliable protection for citizens. They told people of impending danger and gave them time to seek safety. Similar to those used in Britain, they were affixed on buildings around Dublin in the autumn of 1940. Tested regularly, they worked flawlessly. Their high-pitched wail caused people to clasp their hands over their ears, and dogs to howl in harmony. The sirens were mechanically dependable; only human failure could cause them not to work.


Unfortunately, the city’s passive protections were not regarded as dependable. From their first appearance they were riddled with problems and met with controversy and criticism—fodder for innumerable jokes in pubs and on theatre stages. The notion of an army invading Ireland or dropping bombs on Dublin was seen as so preposterous that such humour was regarded as harmless enough.


British bomb shelters in such cities as London and Manchester were engineering marvels of fortified steel and concrete, excavated deep below ground. They were costly, but saved lives. Ireland considered various types of bomb shelter, but economics won the day. It was determined that it was not financially justified for a neutral country to spend large sums on costly underground shelters that were highly unlikely ever to be needed. Instead, Dublin’s shelters were blocks of concrete resting on the surface of streets. They looked like plain grey Jacob’s biscuit boxes and afforded about as much protection, it was said. They were not designed to withstand a bomb strike, rather to prevent or minimise injury from flying debris or shrapnel. A few shallow tomb-like shelters were dug out in the soft earth of several parks and squares, which would have offered scant protection.


James Martin, a Dubliner, now eighty-seven, was living in Manchester during the early part of the war. Several times during heavy German bombing raids his life had been saved by clambering down into nearby deep shelters. When he returned home to Dublin at Christmas 1940 and saw the concrete shelters sitting atop the streets he could only shake his head. “I’d say if a bomb had fallen they’d have blown over, and anybody in them would have suffered, severely.” A joke going around was that a person would be safer if they could find a fairy ring in which to stand than entering a shelter.


There were two types of shelter: open-door and locked-door. For the latter, Dublin Corporation (as Dublin City Council was then called) sought local men to be entrusted with the key in the unlikely event of their ever needing to be opened. Few men wanted the responsibility, saying it was too much of a bother. Noel Hughes, now seventy-eight, lived in Coleraine Street, just off North King Street, then a dense tenement district. His father was offered the key to a shelter directly across from their house. He declined. So did his neighbours. Once a man agreed to be the keyholder there was the question about him misplacing it in time of crisis. And what if the man himself could not be found? No-one seemed to worry about it.


The boxy, open-door shelters, says Margaret Ladrigan, now eighty-one, “were a joke!” Most Dubliners agreed. Before the concrete was even dry, people began using them for every imaginable purpose other than that for which they were created: playhouses for children, club houses for boys and men, trysts for passionate couples, and haunts for dossers, prostitutes, social miscreants of every kind. Noel Hughes kept a close eye on the shelter just across from his house. At first a Corporation man came around, swept it out, even washed it occasionally. It quickly became a popular hideaway for courting couples, who vied for coveted corners that afforded the most privacy for serious courting. Hughes claims that “more girls lost their virginity” in bomb shelters than anywhere else, adding that some of the unwanted “war babies”, as he calls them, were then dumped in the shelters to be found by local women who turned them over to the authorities or adopted them.


From the outset, shelters were commonly used as public latrines. Before long the Corporation men ceased trying to clean them. It was hopeless. The ones around Mountjoy Square, recalls Winnie Brennan, now seventy-three, “became like cesspools. Somebody actually wrote ‘Ladies’ on one door and ‘Gents’ on the other. Oh, it was dreadful!” Reeking with a foul stench that flowed out the doors onto the street, nearly gagging passers-by, they drew flies, insects and rats. On hot summer days the squalid shelters putrefied the surrounding area. Even dogs ceased using them. Says Mary Cooke, “All along the middle of Gardiner Street there were air-raid shelters; they made public toilets out of them—no way anyone would even dream of going near them!”


There were also several dozen designated “basement shelters”, as they were called, sited in the heart of the city beneath large buildings. They were essentially reserved for the elite members of government and business. They provided reasonable safety from a bomb blast. Throughout the rest of the city, ordinary Dubliners had access to basements below their old Georgian and Victorian buildings, many of which were decrepit tenements. They could seek safety there if they were willing to risk having the whole structure collapse and bury them. Conversely, a number of affluent people had private shelters erected in their back gardens. Most were the British Anderson type, which were dug about five to eight feet deep and covered with a corrugated metal roof.


The greatest folly was the Government’s expenditure on digging primitive trenches in the city’s parks and squares. To those knowledgeable about contemporary warfare in 1940, this archaic scheme was plain idiotic—scooping out soil so that citizens could huddle in open ditches. Tony Gray asked: “For what purpose? How could trenches dug in the Dublin parks protect anybody from anything? But trenches had become a part of the post-First World War mentality.”19 During 1940 nine large trench “shelters” were excavated, sizeable enough to hold more than six thousand trembling people. If heavy rain had fallen when they were nestled in, they would have been lucky not to have drowned.


Gas masks, or respirators, were another relic of the First World War. But Dublin Corporation was determined to distribute more than 400,000 of the weird contraptions to people—whether they wanted them or not. They were ugly, ill-fitting and smelly. To adults they looked silly, while children were frightened by the big snout and huge eyes. When Winnie Brennan’s father took her by the hand and walked her down to Gardiner Street School to get theirs she took one look at the scary, insect-head mask. “I can remember trying it on me … I was shaking from head to toe.” Una Shaw’s mask had the “most awful smell, I nearly suffocated. My father said, ‘They’re of no use, they wouldn’t keep us alive if gas came here.’” That being the consensus, most were promptly stuffed under beds or behind cabinets. Claimed Mary Cooke in 2004, “There are still some in attics here in Dublin.”


More useful, it first seemed, were concrete water tanks erected in streets around the city centre. If incendiary bombs ever fell they would ignite fires that could spread quickly, and instant access to water could help people douse smaller blazes in their homes. The tanks would also provide an auxiliary water supply for firemen. The plan seemed practical enough except for one flaw, according to Una Shaw:




These cement water tanks never had any water in them! Not an ounce of water—in the whole course of the war. Unless rain fell into it. These things really were supposedly put up just to calm us down.





There was never any public outcry to have them filled. Who thought they would ever be needed?


By the end of 1940 there were 64 above-ground concrete shelters dispersed around the city, compared with 9 trench shelters, 47 designated basement shelters and a few shallow underground chambers dug out in parks and squares.20 People joked that if they ever heard a bomb whistling earthwards they would prefer to crouch beneath stairs or dive under a table. And that’s exactly what they did.


____


Citizens may have been complacent about the war but they were hardly indifferent to the shortages it brought. It diminished the quality of their daily life and, for many, imposed real hardship. With safe shipping lanes gone, imported commodities declined or disappeared altogether. The scarcity of essential items created shortages and led eventually to rationing. Lacking domestic coal and oil, as well as other critical resources, isolated Ireland could not keep many factories going. Work at the docks dried up. Widespread unemployment sent droves of people across the water to work in British factories or to join their armed forces.


At home no-one starved, but many genuinely suffered, especially lower-income city-dwellers. The level of deprivation was a matter of class status:




The restrictions in supplies in basic foodstuffs, though causing some discomfort among the middle classes, hit the poor hard, reducing them to a level of subsistence. Shortages and rationing certainly accentuated the very wide gap between rich and poor.21





To Pauline Bracken of affluent Blackrock, “war naturally affected supply and demand … yet it seemed quite irrelevant to our lives.”22 Residents of the inner city, however, felt it deeply. According to Una Shaw, “we were badly off, through [limited] supplies, through poverty and deprivation. We suffered! We were living from hand to mouth.” Those with money could still get hold of almost anything they wanted through a thriving black market.


At first few thought it would last very long. Shortages could be temporarily endured. As months, then years, dragged on, people really felt the pinch. Scarcity of the most basic products imposed the greatest hardship: fuel, flour, sugar, clothing, soap, candles, tea and cigarettes. While milk, eggs and meat were in ample supply, people could no longer get imported flour for making good bread. Dark-brown or “black” bread had to be made from inferior domestic flour. It tasted awful and grew stale quickly. Nonetheless, though people grumbled they ate the detested bread. Around the Liberties, says Senan Finucane, women were “using a silk stocking, and they’d sieve the brown flour to get the dusty white flour off it, to get a few ounces to make a few nice scones.” Resourcefulness helped people to cope.


Fuel shortages conspicuously crippled the functioning of the entire city. Owing to diminished petrol supplies, private cars all but vanished from the streets, except those for emergency purposes. This gave rise to a sea of bicycles. A limited number of buses were kept running, so packed with humanity that their tyres nearly burst. Thanks to the Shannon hydro-electric scheme, most trams continued to operate. The most visible and dramatic change in public transport and haulage was the massive revival of horse vehicles, as the Evening Herald explained: “We are obliged again to fall back on our dumb friends to help us in an emergency.”23


With the return of thousands of horses, farriers enjoyed a resurrection. “Our craft was almost dead,” James Colman, one of Dublin’s veteran blacksmiths, told the Irish Press. “Now all the firms are going back to horses and our trouble will be to get apprentices.”24 Farriers were swamped with business, their forges open nearly eighteen hours a day. Soon the city was suffused once again with the sound of the smithy’s hammer upon anvil.


A fascinating variety of horse-drawn vehicles appeared on the streets: side cars, drays, brakes, hansom cabs, broughams, three-horse minibuses, even some ancient coaches not seen for more than a century. With the marvellous profusion of horse vehicles, jarveys shouting and cursing and swarms of zigzagging cyclists, Dublin’s streets had never been more lively and exciting. Or dangerous.


Within homes, fuel shortages struck a personal blow in kitchen and hearth. The absence of coal and the rationing of gas turned people’s world topsy-turvy. Curtailed gas supplies meant that it was limited to a few precious hours each day. Gas remaining in the pipes gave off a glimmer in burners, but it was strictly forbidden to use this; yet many a decent woman, craving a cup of tea, Bovril or shell cocoa, dared to secretly squeeze a bit off the glimmer to boil water. Knowing she could be nabbed by the now-legendary “glimmer man”, the Gas Company inspector sent around on his bicycle to catch violators. Sly mammies such as Una Shaw’s would post their children on the street as sentries to watch for the glimmer man as they illicitly used an extra bit of gas. Shaw recalls how she and her pals would scream to high heaven when they spotted the glimmer man on their street; “We’d scramble—‘it’s the glimmer man, it’s the glimmer man!’” If caught, most women were let off with a scolding and firm warning, but repeat violators could have their gas cut off.


Coal for heating and cooking seemed to disappear overnight. “We never saw coal during the war,” Una Shaw says. Turf became the substitute for coal, often wet, smouldering and smoking but giving off little heat. The Government brought in mountains of turf to the Phoenix Park. People had to wheel a cart or pram over to get a load, which was back-breaking work. The turf was sodden, heavy, and infested with fleas. Una Shaw dreaded having to go and collect it for her mother, “bringing it home in an old pram, wringing wet, you wouldn’t be able to light it—and you’d be eaten alive by fleas! You were freezing all winter.” It was no wonder that poor tenement-dwellers ripped wooden doors off some bomb shelters for fuel in the depths of winter.


Hospitals were allotted a limited supply of coal, so valuable that it had to be guarded by policemen, including Senan Finucane. He made regular rounds to make certain that no coal was being stolen. There was a trick to protecting it, he explains: “Hospitals would whitewash the coal with lime so they would know if anybody was stealing it. See, the white part would be gone and the hole would be in the black. Oh yes.” When alerted to theft, he would stake out and watch for the culprit.


One night he might be despatched to catch a coal thief, the next night down to the Liffey quays to watch for a German invasion. Such were the war years.


No shortages were more agonisingly suffered than those of tea and cigarettes. Tea was first rationed at two ounces per person per week. As supplies shrank, it was reduced to one ounce, then to half an ounce. To women especially it caused great anxiety and stress: tea was calming, it was their life’s elixir; men always had their pints. John Ryan contends that to get their hands on a few precious ounces of tea women would “swap almost their soul.” They tried to concoct substitutes from a mixture of ash and hawthorn leaves, or dried dandelion roots. Most people simply dried out used tea leaves and used them over and over again till they were anaemic and the tea nearly transparent.


Cigarettes were just as desperately sought. Almost every man smoked back in the 1940s and had cigarettes on his mind every waking hour. In his memoir, Remembering How We Stood, John Ryan recalls that in pubs such as the Palace, the Pearl and McDaid’s, where the literary set convened, talk of strategies for finding cigarettes was taken as seriously as a discourse on Yeats or Joyce. “One had to get them by assiduous supplication, guile, blackmail, bribery, or plain begging.”25 One of the most persistent moochers was Brendan Behan. Woodbines and Player’s were the old standards, but foreign sailors brought in cigarettes with all sorts of peculiar names, such as Tento, Drumhead, Lucky Strike, Yanks, State Express, 333 and 555. No-one could ever be sure what was actually in them. Cigarettes were then sold by twos, threes and even singly. Regardless of content or bitterness, they were smoked to the very nub.


Many a Dubliner wanted the war to end for no greater reason than to normalise their daily tea and cigarette habit.


Despite their deprivations, Dubliners knew they were very fortunate compared with the great hardships and suffering of those in war-torn countries. They were truly blessed, for every night they could go to bed in peace and security.


____


During the summer of 1940 Dubliners saw an increasing number of wartime newsreels in cinemas showing destruction by bombs, deaths of soldiers, suffering of civilians. They felt ever more fortunate to be so far away from the war “over there.”


In August an Irish merchant vessel, the Kerry, was fired on by passing German aircraft. It barely received notice in the press. A few days later, on 26 August, Jim Hawkins of Duncormick, Co. Wexford, heard a “bang” close to his home. A bomb had fallen nearby, doing slight damage to his roof. Shortly thereafter, about five miles away, another bomb descended on a creamery at Campile, Co. Wexford. Three young women working in the creamery, two of them sisters, were killed. This incident, widely covered in the newspapers, elicited great sympathy but was readily perceived as an unfortunate accident, as the Irish Independent commented:




The public accepted the explanation that this tragic occurrence was due to an error on the part of German airmen.26





A terrible mishap, hardly likely to happen again.


On 25 October a few more bombs fell in the open countryside about two miles from Rathdrum, Co. Wicklow. No damage or casualties. Wicklow folk wandered over to see the imprint in the earth. Dubliners didn’t bat an eye. Then, in early December, when Dubliners were anticipating Christmas, the mail boat Cambria was machine-gunned by German pilots only forty minutes after leaving Dún Laoghaire. Two weeks later there was a snippet in the newspapers about German planes dropping a few bombs “in open country throughout Northern Ireland.” There were no injuries or damage. Both incidents went largely unnoticed.


As Christmas week of 1940 approached, the city’s streets were jammed with people in jubilant spirits. Inner-city residents, with little money to spare, were happy with a simple Christmas. Mammies had saved their shillings for the Christmas pudding. They bought a few inexpensive items for their children at Woolworth’s or from the dealers along Henry Street. More affluent Dubliners shopped at Clery’s, Brown Thomas, or Switzer’s. Grafton Street was bedecked with garlands of red, green, silver and gold, while shop windows were a kaleidoscope of colour and activity, with animated Santas, reindeer and elves busy in their little workshops. Adults and children alike wriggled their way forward to get a close-up view.


Henry Street was bustling with traders and customers. The city was at its liveliest. Newspapers noted that people seemed even merrier than usual, as if they wanted to compensate for wartime hardships and shortages by celebrating Christmas more exuberantly this year. Carol-singers were on nearly every corner and Girl Guides out on streets collecting toys for poor children. During Christmas week the annual entertainment presented by the Children’s Party Committee of the St Vincent de Paul Society was a smashing success, with more than 1,500 children attending.


The city’s Christmas mood was made all the more joyful by the return for the holidays of Dubliners who had been working in Britain, relieved to get back home in a safe environment. James Martin remembers returning “just the day before Christmas” to stay until the new year with his family in Grosvenor Square, Rathmines. He had recently experienced heavy German bombings in Manchester, where he worked, surviving by plunging down into deep air-raid shelters. His parents were delighted to have their 26-year-old son home for the holidays, assuring him that his visit would be restful and peaceful, that he had heard his last bombs for a while.


On 20 December, shortly before 7 p.m., as residents of Dún Laoghaire were engaged in their own Christmas preparations, several bombs fell near Sandycove railway station. Three people were slightly injured and there was some minor damage to roofs and windows. People milled about the site, speculating about what had happened. When it was mentioned in the newspapers next day, busy Dubliners paid little attention to another minor “mishap”. However, an astute follower of these bombing incidents might have pinpointed them and found an interesting pattern of occurrence along the line of Co. Wexford, Co. Wicklow and Dún Laoghaire—the regular northerly route followed by German pilots as they flew towards their targets in Britain.


An incident on 22 December reported in the newspapers doubtless caught the attention of many Dubliners. Another neutral country had been bombed: Switzerland, long renowned and respected for its neutrality. A cluster of bombs fell in the heart of Zürich, injuring eleven people. And Germany wasn’t the culprit: it was the British. The Swiss legation in London issued a strong “protest to the British Government against grave violations of Swiss neutrality in flights over Switzerland.”27 The British apologised, ruling it an unfortunate accident of war. Some Dubliners reading about it surely must have wondered, “what if a belligerent’s bombs fell on our capital city?” If it happened in neutral Switzerland it could happen anywhere.


On 24 December the Irish Independent wrote at length about another “war drama” in the heart of Dublin, affecting scores of citizens. Affluent customers had been worrying whether or not the shops would have a good variety of luxurious merchandise for Christmas, because of the perils facing ships in getting safely through dangerous shipping lanes. Without quality imported items, they said, their Christmas could be spoiled. In an article headed “It Was a Happy Ending Despite the War,” the newspaper described the drama:




The tens of thousands doing their Christmas shopping in Dublin stores were at the happy last acts of a war-drama that has spread over twelve months. That drama has been the struggle of Dublin shop-owners to provide normal Christmas shopping facilities in the face of war blockades, submarine campaigns, and bombing of docks and transport facilities.28





Happily, the shop managers reported, “Irish-made fabrics, toys and fancy wares are obtainable in greater variety than ever.”29 But top-class shops wanted their shelves to be filled with “fine French silk scarves and leather handbags from America.” Some managers personally told customers “stories full of the drama of war,” how some shipments had barely made it through treacherous waters, with lurking German submarines, right to their shelves.30 However, when they heard other “stories of shipments gone astray or blown up,” some customers seemed positively heartbroken:




In one shop a department manageress seemed a little disconsolate thinking of what should have been the finest show in her department—a £500 order of the very best American hand-bags … either at the bottom of the sea or among the debris of some burnt-out warehouse in an English dock.31





As much of the highest-quality merchandise had dodged German torpedoes in the Atlantic or the Irish Sea, concluded the newspaper, “thus it was that Dublin has been provided with its usual Christmas shopping carnival.”32


As always, Christmas Eve was joyful and magical, a time of family and friendship and of religious celebration. Every Dublin newspaper published its Christmas greetings, typified by that in the Irish Independent:




Last year when we were celebrating our Christmas with the greater part of the world at war, we all hoped that when the holy season would come around again the clouds would have passed and men would once more be enjoying the peace on earth for which Christmas stands. But, instead of that, the war has grown more bitter. And very many more widows and orphans, refugees and homeless are experiencing its grim results.


We here have been happily spared the ravages of war.33





Dubliners had rarely savoured so much their Christmas pudding in peace and security.


____


Following Christmas, Dubliners looked forward to the New Year holiday. But those who would be saying goodbye to relatives and friends returning to jobs in Britain were worried. Hitler’s ominous message to his forces, published in Irish newspapers, did not help:




Herr Hitler, in his New Year Order of the Day to the German forces, thanked them for defeating their enemies on land, at sea, in the air … “We are ready—the year 1941 will bring the completion of the greatest victory in our history.”34





While other countries were praying for peace, Germany was promising expanded war, destruction and death.


Despite Hitler’s disquieting predictions of conquest, countries around the world tried to hold their traditional New Year celebrations. It was more important than ever to do so. Russians celebrated with their customary hotel parties and vodka drinking, while in Athens a Greek minister told his people to “be ready to fight to their last breath until the enemy was exterminated.”35 In Ottawa the Prime Minister, Mackenzie King, soberly prophesied that “before the end of 1941, events will have happened which will change for all time the world as we know it to-day.”36


Londoners, who had much to fear from the coming year, held their traditional celebrations with a Churchillian show of confidence and resolve. Nature had helped by providing inclement weather over their part of Europe for several days, grounding German planes. New Year’s Eve was London’s second consecutive raid-free night. With a steely courage and high cheer, Londoners showed the outside world, and themselves, that the German blitzing had not broken their spirit. Amidst toppled buildings and mounds of rubble, crowds massed in the streets outside St Paul’s Cathedral, celebrating unity and determination. They cheered and sang heartily, leading the Evening Herald to describe New Year’s Eve in London as having “almost an air of normalcy in the streets.”37


New Yorkers exhibited unusual exuberance in their parties and public demonstrations. Hundreds of thousands of revellers packed Broadway at midnight, singing and roaring out their wishes for a happy new year, “in defiance of an illuminated news projector which relentlessly flashed bulletins of a world at war.”38 Perhaps their gaiety reflected the feeling of a “last fling”—a sensing that the next New Year’s Eve might not be so happy and carefree.


Dubliners on New Year’s Eve were feeling grateful to their saviours, God and Dev, for having kept them safe through the first year of the war. In their New Year’s Eve editions, newspapers wrote that through God’s benevolence and de Valera’s brilliant diplomacy they continued to live in peace while around them war raged. As Father P. J. Gannon wrote in a newspaper article, “we in Ireland have, through the mercy of God, escaped its horrors … and we owe gratitude to God and to our leaders for this.”39 The Irish Independent expressed similar sentiments:




We have to thank Providence for the inestimable blessings of having spared us from this terrible conflict which ravages so close to our very shores.


1940 goes out to-day. Having given us many heart-breaking tidings of war in other lands, it leaves us still at peace. A continuation of this favoured state is what we pray for in 1941.40





De Valera, MacEntee and Lemass may have thanked God as well, but talk of Ireland being a “favoured” nation in God’s eyes worried them. The belief that Ireland was somehow protected by divine forces contributed to the feeling of complacency among the population. De Valera knew that this instilled a feeling of false security, one that could be shattered in the coming year.


New Year’s Eve celebrations in Dublin were traditionally clamorous. Normally the more rackety and rowdy the better to welcome in the new year. By midnight, revellers had a good few sups on them and were primed for singing, cheering, shouting, clashing pots and pans, using any musical instrument they could get their hands on. Ships in the docks blew their whistles. The din of it all could be heard throughout the city.


This year, however, the Evening Herald reported an “almost silent welcome in Dublin.”41 This was the result of the Control of Sounds Order (1940), issued under the Emergency Powers Act, which prohibited the “use of sirens, hooters, rattles and other like instruments, except for giving air raid warnings.” The restrictions silenced the ships and deprived citizens of loud noise-makers. They could still sing and shout at the top of their lungs, and certain moderate musical instruments were allowed.


Not to be denied their ancient tradition, by eleven o’clock excited revellers were gathering outside Christ Church Cathedral. Members of the Cathedral’s Bell Ringer’s Society, founded in 1670, had been up in the belfry for hours preparing for their biggest night of the year and setting out their large table with food and wine to be enjoyed after their duties had been carried out. As the final minutes of 1940 ticked away, the crowd swelled, people standing shoulder to shoulder, heads cocked upwards towards the great bells. But, as the Irish Independent reported, something was not quite the same as in past years:




At 11.45 the bells began to peal, and at midnight came the first of twelve strokes to denote the passing of the old year and the advent of the new. There was cheering and shouting, and a number of accordion and mouth-organ players led the chorus of “Auld Lang Syne.”


But, somehow, one fancies that the cheering was less vigorous and the singing not so lusty as in former years … it was as if most people felt that 1941 should be welcomed with a slight bit of reserve.42







Chapter 2 [image: images]


|   A LUFTWAFFE NEW YEAR’S GREETING




Dublin City had its first experience of bombing yesterday morning.


(Irish Times, 3 January 1941)


We came out of Rathmines station and the plane came right over us. And you could hear them releasing the bomb.


(GARDA MAURICE WALSH, 88)





New Year’s Day, 1941


The morning of New Year’s Day was as tranquil as Dublin ever gets. Few were stirring in the streets. Inside, people were still drowsy, or hung over, from the night before.


The apocalyptic headline in the Irish Times opened droopy eyes and jarred some groggy brains, as it cast the new year in grave terms:




1941 YEAR OF DESTINY—WORLD’S FUTURE TO BE DECIDED





What did this mean for Ireland?


The rest of the New Year’s Day news was not so grim. It was reported that, as was the custom on the first day of each new year, the German and Spanish Ministers, among others, would be calling to Áras an Uachtaráin to convey New Year’s greetings to the President. For Dublin’s cinema devotees who enjoyed following the exploits of American film stars, the news from Hollywood was that Bette Davis had just married Mr Arthur Farnsworth. At home Jack Doyle, the Irish heavyweight boxer, “stage variety artiste” and husband of Movita, the Mexican film star, declared bankruptcy. And, of course, Guiney’s advertised their huge annual sale on a full page, billing it as the “Winter Sale All Ireland Is Waiting For.” Despite wartime shortages they offered good selections at bargain prices for those who could afford them: men’s overcoats for 19/11, women’s evening frocks at 7/11, cardigans only 4/11, and Twilfit corsets for 2/11.


On a more serious note, the Irish Times revealed that the British air force had taken the offensive with some daring “raids over western Germany [that] claimed some direct hits.”1


Most Dubliners traditionally spent New Year’s Day in leisure at home or visiting family or friends. Cinemas always offered good films for those who liked to get out. A particularly big draw was the Baldoyle Races, both as a sporting event and fashion spectacle. The races attracted large crowds and a mixture of social classes. Newspapers sent their fashion reporters to cover the women, who often had no interest in horses but went solely to flaunt their new finery. It was fun for the “smart” set to show off before such an admiring crowd. According to the Irish Independent, the chilly day brought out ladies fashionably attired in furs, with muffs being the “in” thing:




The air was filled with New Year’s greetings and the attendance was good. It was a comfortably dressed meeting and in furs, boots, muffs and voluminous gloves, many women suggested a picture depicting Iceland rather than Ireland.2





Throughout the day, Dubliners were in good cheer, exchanging New Year greetings, determined to keep their new resolutions. Many expressed their hope that the awful war would be ended by next year at this time. With the holiday over, most people liked to go to bed at a reasonable hour and get a good night’s sleep for the work week ahead.


At 9:43 that evening Mrs Thomas O’Rourke, a resident of Julianstown, near Drogheda, was wheeling her bicycle over a bridge on her way home when the “district was shaken and lit up” by several explosions. The bicycle was “wrenched from her grasp and flung against the wall” of the bridge.3 In a house nearby, Agnes Johnston was so startled by the blast that she later told reporters, “For a moment I thought I was dead.”4 The next day the military and police would determine that five bombs had fallen at Duleek and three at Julianstown. All were relatively small, making shallow indentations in the fields. The roofs and ceilings of two small houses were slightly damaged. No-one was hurt.


As Dubliners turned off their lights to go to bed on New Year’s night, most knew nothing of the eight bombs that had been dropped. The holiday now a memory, the next morning would bring a return to work and the usual humdrum of daily life. As they settled beneath their blankets a light snow began falling over most of Ireland.


____


1–2 January 1941, Knockroe, Co. Carlow




When the eight members of the Shannon family knelt down and said the rosary in the cheery glow of the turf fire in their comfortable house at Knockroe they were, mercifully, unaware that death would snatch three of them from their sleep in the morning.5





Evening Rosary was the most comforting ritual for the Shannon family of isolated, ruggedly beautiful Knockroe. At Christmas and New Year’s Day they always counted their blessings, particularly having one another.


Their farmstead comprised a two-storey stone and slated house with several outbuildings for cattle, farm implements and storage. Here lived John Shannon, a widower aged forty-five, his brothers Patrick (forty-eight), James (forty-three) and Michael (thirty-seven), also his sisters Mary Ellen (forty-four), and Bridget (thirty-seven), as well as his son Raymond, aged seventeen, and his sixteen-year-old daughter Kathleen, known to all as “young Katty”. A close-knit family, they were all well known and “very popular” in their part of Co. Carlow. The menfolk tended to the farming and cattle on their 44-acre farm while the two unmarried sisters managed the house. The past year had been bountiful, with good crops and new calves born, and just before Christmas Mary Ellen had sold her pigs and poultry for the considerable sum of thirty pounds, now safely stashed away in a box in the kitchen. The new year looked equally promising.


The Shannon homestead lay in an undisturbed mountain valley about eight miles from Borris, almost on the Co. Wexford border. The setting was renowned for its natural beauty, but very isolated. “The family house lies in a lonely valley between the Blackstairs Mountain and Mount Leinster,” the Irish Independent reported, “and there are scarcely half-a-dozen houses dotted over the square mile of desolate countryside.”6 Knockroe folk knew little of Hitler and the war. They had their hands full on the farm from morning till night.


New Year’s night was biting cold and wintry, with a fresh snow blanketing the mountainsides and valley. The last acts were to bring their collie dog inside and tend to the turf fire. At 11:15 they gathered to say their nightly Rosary together, then exchanged goodnights.


By early morning the cover of snow had brought a hush over the land. Then, shortly before six o’clock, some neighbours heard the faint drone of plane engines breaking the perfect silence of the valley. The Shannons remained fast asleep, unaware. Then one plane, passing over the peak of Mount Leinster towards the Blackstairs, dropped flares over the snow-covered mountains and valley below. Suddenly “an aeroplane, streaking out of the frosty sky, rained bombs on the mountain district of Knockroe, and brought death and destruction to a peaceful farming homestead.”7 Eight bombs were dropped in rapid succession, in a straight line, with only a few miles between the first and the last, exploding as neatly as firecrackers on a string.


The first two bombs dug into the open earth, tossing out soil and stones. At 5:50 the third bomb sliced cleanly through the crisp air directly towards the Shannons’ home and “must have struck their house plumb in the centre.”8 It crashed through the slate roof and exploded in the kitchen, next to the room in which Mary Ellen, Bridget and Kathleen were sleeping. All were killed instantly. Mary Ellen died from a stone striking her head; Bridget was flung clear through the roof, and bed parts were blown out into adjacent fields. Young Katty was discovered under debris, her school books by her side. Michael and James were seriously injured. Outbuildings were also destroyed and some cattle killed. The family collie survived.


Neighbours had heard the explosions and felt the impact. All rushed along the road leading to the Shannons’. Peter Breen, who lived three hundred yards away, ran faster than ever before in his life and was the first to arrive. As others showed up he was digging frantically with his hands through the rubble to free those trapped. Once extricated, the bodies of the three women were laid out in the barn, side by side. All through the long winter day relatives, friends and strangers showed up, viewed the lifeless bodies of Mary Ellen, Bridget and young Katty and wept. That evening, “as dark was falling, the military carried the three bodies on a kreel down the stony mountain lane” to the main road, where they were placed on army lorries and taken for inquest.9


The next day, army investigators determined that the bombs had been “of small calibre.” Yet it only took a direct hit from one small bomb to cause such awful destruction and death. The Irish Independent emphasised the improbability of a single bomb hitting the Shannons’ house:




The most extraordinary feature of the Knockroe bombing tragedy is that the house which was struck stands almost alone in a mountainous district which is one of the loneliest in the country.10





It illustrated how a bomb, once released, was unpredictable in its path and its impact point. In the following days people all over Ireland would engage in conjecture, trying to calculate the odds of what had happened. Eight bombs dropped over a span of several miles, in a straight line. The Shannons’ little farm had to be precisely on their line, at exactly the right distance between the second and fourth bombs, for the third one to have struck directly in the kitchen.


There was no doubt about it—a plummeting bomb might strike anywhere, against any odds.


____


2 January 1941, Dublin


A few minutes past six o’clock in the morning, as Peter Breen and other neighbours were digging through the debris at Knockroe, aircraft engines were heard over Dublin. A familiar sound by now, few people paid any attention. On this morning they were particularly reluctant to leave their warm beds to look out the window. The heavy frost on the glass told them of the frigid conditions outside. However, those who were already up, or who decided to rise and peer outside, saw Dublin at one of its loveliest moments. The freshly fallen snow made the city appear as white as a wedding dress. Snowy parks and squares looked like Christmas cards. But most Dubliners at six in the morning chose to ignore the drone of engines and pretty wintry scenes to remain comfortably in their beds.


At 6:10 many decided differently. For the first time, Dubliners heard the sound of bomb blasts in their city.


Four bombs fell in the Terenure area. Two dropped in Lavarna Grove on vacant land; a third struck near the end of Rathdown Park and a fourth near the centre of the park. Almost everyone within hearing distance popped out of bed and went to their windows. Not James Martin. He remained bundled in his bed in Grosvenor Square, unfazed by the four “thumps”. “I was in bed and heard the bombs. But the week before I’d had a hell of a lot more in Manchester. So I was not the slightest disturbed.”


Others were very disturbed. Over at Rathmines Garda station the guard on night duty immediately identified the drones as German bombers that were flying unusually low over the city. He alerted the other men, who scrambled outside. Maurice “Mossie” Walsh had come from Co. Kerry only a year before at the age of twenty-one to join the force. He had never expected to have to deal with bombs in Dublin, but when he pushed his way through the door beside a comrade the plane swooped “right over us.” His more experienced colleague shouted at him to “hit the ground!” and to stuff his handkerchief into his mouth to cushion his teeth and jaw in case a bomb exploded near them. With fumbling hands he did so. When the bombs detonated over in Terenure he and the other guard were ordered to rush over to help with rescue work and crowd control.


Most Dubliners were more curious than frightened. At first, many had no idea they were bomb blasts. A number of men were already out on the streets or at work, such as milkmen, carters, lamplighters and those working in the fruit and vegetable markets. Farriers were in their forges, putting frost nails on horses so they wouldn’t slip on the icy streets. Many of them saw the “blue flash, like a blue flame that comes from the tramway wires when there was something wrong.”11 Peter Wilson, a dairyman from Swords, was making his rounds and got a close look. Just as he approached Rathdown Park he saw “a plane flying very low overhead.” Seconds later he felt the force of the blast and, “in a half-dazed condition, rushed into the nearest house for shelter.”12


At 6:22 a.m. John McColl of 19 Rathdown Park excitedly phoned Tara Street fire station for help. Meanwhile local police and members of the ARP and LDF were rushing towards the scene. Paddy Walsh, at twenty-five one of the younger firemen at Tara Street fire station, was on duty that night. When the station bell rang out at 6:23 he and his colleagues leapt out of bed and into their uniforms and boots, mounted their vehicles and were ready to roar out of the station. Then they saw the glistening streets, covered with a layer of slick ice and frost. Only the most skilled drivers could take the wheel under such conditions. Paddy Walsh was one of those chosen. Now aged ninety, he recalls:




The fire bell rung, but we didn’t know it was a bomb till we went out. I thought it was an ordinary fire. The officer in charge, Richard Gorman, came and said I was to be the driver. It was very very frosty. One engine had already gone out.


I was driving up Rathfarnham Road on this white frost—and no traffic on the road at this time. And I just tipped the brakes and the vehicle swung around and did a complete turn. But I readied it, and we headed on.





By 6:26 two fire engines and two ambulances were on the scene, under the direction of the superintendent of Dublin Fire Brigade, Major J. J. Comerford. Assisted by the LDF, firemen concentrated their efforts on numbers 25 and 27 Rathdown Park, owned by Mr and Mrs Plant and Louis Isaacson and his family. Here the “bomb apparently fell in the garden by the rear walls of the two houses … almost demolishing them.”13 Eleven-year-old Jacqueline Isaacson recalled, “I was choked with the dust and there was glass flying and I screamed.”14 Unable to extricate his daughter, Louis Isaacson ran out into the snowy street, hysterically crying, “Save my daughter, save my daughter!” An ARP warden and several of his men responded immediately, removing bricks and mortar and freeing the girl unharmed.


Next door at number 29, Mr Benson, a Grafton Street jeweller, and his wife were abruptly awakened by the blast. Mrs Benson looked up and “I saw a hole in the roof of the room where my child Leonara (aged two) was asleep in her cot.”15 She took the child in her arms and gently rocked her back and forth. When the child was fully awake she looked up at her mother and, with Christmas fresh in her mind, asked, “Mammy, has Santa Claus come down the chimney?”16


By this time Paddy Walsh and his Fire Brigade colleagues were engaged in rescue work at a nearby house where the blast had ripped off the roof and left the structure in an unstable condition. From inside they had heard a woman’s call for help:




This bomb hit the end of a terrace of houses, at the back garden. Made a crater in the garden and the house fell in, but not much fire. They were up-market houses, a place where there was a Jewish settlement. A woman was trapped there, in her bed. The roof had collapsed down and the joists were all criss-crossing on the bed.


Now I was just five foot nine but another lad with me was a hardy fella, Harry O’Keeffe. So we got in and everything was in a heap, the front of the house was still intact but the whole back was down. There was one joist holding most of the roof still on. So he got down on his hunker, if you like, and held it. Then he says to me, “I’ll hold that and give you time to get in.”


So we got in there, we made contact with her and talked to her. She was an old lady, a great character. Ah, she was delighted to see us! And we had a great chat. Then we had to drag her down. Somebody else looked after her then … and that was the last I saw of her.





Only a few houses away, LDF rescuers were trying to free another trapped woman. They asked a bystander if he would assist them by knocking at doors along the street in hopes of fetching a saw they needed. He hurried off and within minutes had good luck. The door was opened by “a charming old lady”, who told him, “I have a saw, certainly, but it may take me a few minutes to find it. Would you like a glass of champagne while you wait?”17 Not wishing to be rude, he accepted. At 6:35 a.m. he was sitting there alone, sipping champagne and wondering if it was all a dream. When the woman came back with a saw in hand he thanked her and then apologised for having to leave so suddenly. He ran back and turned the saw over to the rescuers, quickly telling them his story and summing up, “I have never had a glass of champagne in such circumstances, or with such speed.”18
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