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INTRODUCTION



Much has been written about the 1916 Rising over the years and the GPO, as the headquarters of the Rising, has been assured a unique place in Irish history. Surely no other postal headquarters can have witnessed the proclamation of a Republic in similar circumstances and this distinction has drawn into the GPO many visitors whose interest in the Post Office would otherwise be limited to buying a stamp or paying a bill.


The memoirs and reminiscences of those who took part in the Rising have helped to shed light on the events of Easter week, but they have sometimes also highlighted inconsistencies and inaccuracies in the accounts which can make it difficult to know exactly what happened. This will always be the case, but the great secrecy in which the Rising was planned, the confusion which followed the last minute cancellation of ‘manoeuvres’ and the swift execution of the principal leaders are factors which have accentuated the difficulties in understanding the events of Easter week.


The records housed in the British Postal Museum and Archive in London are unusually interesting because of the detail and freshness of the factual information which they provide on the progress of the rebellion. Here, in the official reports of various Dublin and provincial GPO staff, lies not merely an exciting account of Post Office people in turbulent times, but also nuggets of new information that should be of interest both to academic historians of the Rising and to the many people for whom the drama of 1916 holds a special fascination. Confidential police reports held in the United Kingdom National Archives provide extensive details of surveillance on some of the Post Office people who were secretly planning to cripple the Irish communications network at the outbreak of the rebellion. Some thirty-five years after the Rising, a few of those men gave statements to the Bureau of Military History which described from the inside what the G-men could only observe from the outside.


What is also of importance is the unique perspective that Post Office papers provide on the Rising. Composed at the time or within a couple of days of the suppression of the Rising, the Post Office memoranda are high-quality, contemporary eyewitness accounts of events almost as they happen. Such was the scope and breadth of Post Office operations at the time that accounts of the rebellion from several locations throughout the city – the GPO, the Crown Alley Telephone Exchange, Aldborough House, Dublin Castle and Amiens Street station – are available to the historian. In the comments and private memoir, Irish Experiences in War, of A. H. Norway, the Post Office Secretary, there is the discernment of a high-ranking official who, though emphatically a civil servant and not a politician, was in an excellent position to assess sentiment before the Rising and to appreciate government reaction in its wake. No other institution is able to provide such a rich, composite insight into the events of Easter week 1916. Reaction to events in Dublin, as seen through the eyes of other patriotic Irishmen in France, is to be found in the wonderful collection of trench letters posted to Monica Roberts from the Front.


Through many accounts and different viewpoints, the Post Office offers perspectives on the Rising that are unique in their immediacy, their freshness and their freedom from historical interpretation. What is of particular interest, however, for today’s GPO staff is the picture that emerges of a Post Office that is so resolutely committed to maintaining and restoring its service. It is an intriguing story of how ordinary men and women react in extraordinary circumstances – motivated, in Norway’s view, out of no more than simple ‘self-respect’ and the prospect of ‘a little extra leave’.
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Sketch map showing the location of GPO staff during and immediately after the Rising.


(Stephen Ferguson)












DUBLIN’S GPO – COMMUNICATIONS HUB AND FORTRESS



There is surely no other building in Ireland that can draw from Irish people the same recognition, affection and respect that is felt for Dublin’s General Post Office. For nearly two hundred years now, it has stood in the capital’s O’Connell Street, an ever-present and impartial witness to the dramas, great and small, that unfold before it day by day. It is important not just as the long-standing principal office of the Irish Post Office and as a building of considerable architectural significance in Dublin’s city centre, but also as the birthplace, in Easter 1916, of an independent Ireland. No other Irish public building can claim this unique heritage and, before hearing the voices of the GPO staff who in 1916 knew the building only as the headquarters of the Post Office, it is fitting that the grand old lady of O’Connell Street should set the scene for the events that would change the course of Irish history.


The old GPO had been located in College Green but by the start of the nineteenth century was in poor repair, so when a site which had been the location of a temporary military barracks became available in what was then Sackville Street, the idea of building a grand new Post Office as the centrepiece of a streetscape that would run all the way from the Liffey to the Rotunda, was accepted. The architect selected was Francis Johnston, a County Armagh man, who was architect to the Board of Works. The son of a builder who also dabbled in architecture, Johnston was born in 1760 and started his career as architect to the Archbishop of Armagh, Richard Robinson. He did work, both ecclesiastical and domestic, for a number of patrons before his appointment in 1805 to the Board of Works where the emphasis was on civic architecture.


The foundation stone of the new GPO was laid on 12 August 1814 and the building was opened for business less than four years later on 6 January 1818. It is, by any standards, a very fine Post Office and predates – much to the satisfaction of Irish Post Office pride – the completion of a new London GPO by over a decade. It is, in keeping with much of Johnston’s work, a solid and rather severe building, a touch institutional perhaps, in the opinion of the late Maurice Craig, who did so much to foster an appreciation of Dublin’s architecture. Built of Wicklow granite with a portico of Portland stone, the building was just over 220 feet long, 150 deep and rose 50 feet to the top of the cornice. Six Ionic columns support the central portico which spans the pavement in front of the building and, from their commanding position above the pediment, three fine symbolic statues by John Smyth survey the street. Hibernia, with her harp, stands proudly in the centre with Fidelity, the cardinal virtue of any postal service, on her left and Mercury, the winged messenger of the gods, on her right.


As GPO business developed and expanded during the nineteenth century, space became tight and the building was subject to various additions and refurbishments. Long before Pearse and Connolly entered the building on Easter Monday 1916, business expansion into areas like savings, telegraphs and telephones meant that staff accommodation in the GPO had disappeared. By the beginning of the twentieth century the building had been internally remodelled so many times that Francis Johnston himself might have found it hard to recognise his own work. The main Public Office was quite inadequate for business and the building was the butt of Dublin wits who said it was the only building on the street which had no door – the main public entrance being around the corner in Prince’s Street!
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Dublin’s General Post Office – a building of remarkable emotional and historical interest.


(Stephen Ferguson)





The Board of Works undertook a programme of significant renovation, including the acquisition of neighbouring property, in stages, in the decade leading up to the Rising. The railings outside the GPO were removed, the main entrance doorway was restored to the front of the building and long-standing critics of the cramped and dingy Public Office were silenced by the creation of a spacious, light-filled public area, fitted out with Burmese teak counters and vitreous mosaic floors. A beautiful public telephone kiosk, crowned by a clock – destined to be the detention place of one of the first prisoners of the forthcoming Irish Republic – can be clearly seen in the photograph of the interior taken on completion of the building works in March 1916. The press, the public and the editor of The Irish Builder were uniformly impressed: little did they know that the time to appreciate this gleaming new office would be limited to just a few weeks.


What, it may be asked, was in the minds of the 1916 leaders as they watched progress on the GPO building work? Tom Clarke’s shop was only round the corner and James Connolly’s Liberty Hall a short stroll down Abbey Street. They must have seen it virtually every day and been into it dozens of times. When was it decided that the GPO would serve as headquarters of the rebellion? Who took that decision? Such was the secrecy that attended the planning of the Rising – secrecy ensuring that, on this occasion at least, agents and informers were not able to penetrate the core of the movement – that with the execution of its leaders it became impossible to answer these questions.


The building, certainly, had defensive strengths, with Johnston’s central block possessing an ‘opulent severity’, something that sounds like it would at least discourage potential besiegers.1


Its thick walls, basement vaults and extensive size suggest a structure that could well serve as a temporary fortress. Its roofline commanded a strategic sweep of the city centre and would have made an assault difficult and costly. It occupied a large site, with good communication lines to the north and west, although with a less satisfactory route to the south, down Williams’ Lane. If symbolism is needed, it could be said that the GPO was the civil representative of imperial power on the north side of the Liffey, the building which most prominently flew the flag on the occasion of royal visits.


What can be said with certainty is that someone within the inner circle that planned the Rising appreciated the importance of communications. Martin King, for instance, a cable joiner in the Post Office and Irish Citizen Army man, recalled being asked by James Connolly towards the end of 1915 ‘if he wanted to cut communication with England, how would he go about it.’2


That there was also a perceptive understanding of broader public relations issues is clear from the composition and printing of the Proclamation, from the publication of Irish War News and from the ingenious attempt to broadcast by Morse code news of the Rising from the roof of a premises across the road from the GPO. The last generation of revolutionaries sought control of radio and television stations, today’s have at their disposal the extraordinary power of the internet, a medium much less amenable to the exclusive control of a single authority. Those who planned the Rising were not so well equipped, but clearly understood the relevance and importance of the well-established telegraph network and the newer telephone system.


On Easter Monday 1916, confusion from the previous day’s countermanding orders, lack of men and perhaps a little bad luck destroyed what had been a bold plan. Within a short time, the ingenuity and bravery of Post Office staff wrested back control of communications and, for all practical purposes, determined the outcome of the Rising. This is why the Post Office mattered and why, above all else, the GPO became the headquarters of the 1916 leaders.


________________


1. Maurice Craig, Dublin 1660–1860, p. 285.


2. Bureau of Military History (BMH) WS 0543.









A. H. NORWAY – SECRETARY OF THE IRISH POST OFFICE



Arthur Hamilton Norway, Secretary of the Irish Post Office during the 1916 Rising, occupies a place of particular importance in the history of the rebellion, a place which has, however, been obscured, perhaps by the fact that he was merely an English civil servant who happened to find himself at the head of the greatest Department and largest employer in Ireland during a period of unparalleled turbulence in Dublin.1 His appointment to Ireland at the time of the Home Rule debates, his knowledge of affairs in the run-up to 1916 and the personal responsibility he shouldered during and in the immediate aftermath of the Rising itself mark him out as an observer of unusual perception. His accommodation in the old Royal Hibernian Hotel in Dawson Street – a minute’s walk from Countess Markievicz’s position in the College of Surgeons, another to the defensive fortress that was Trinity College and just a short stroll from the GPO or Thomas MacDonagh in Jacob’s Biscuit Factory – placed him at the very heart of the Rising in Dublin and for that week his room became the headquarters of the Post Office in Ireland. From there, seated by the telephone and assisted by his wife, who published an account of the rebellion that is not only readable and vivid but also very fair, he and the few staff who could get to him coolly endeavoured to restore communications and bring order to chaos, while his formal reports to Sir Evelyn Murray, the Post Office Secretary in London, concentrated on Post Office business rather than the general destruction taking place around him and the personal dangers under which his staff were working. His undated memoir, Irish Experiences in War, written about ten years after the Rising when he was retired, recalls in tranquillity the emotion and turmoil of that week and the circumstances which brought it to pass.2 Since it was composed for private circulation only, he felt free to express there opinions, still inevitably clothed in a degree of diplomatic reserve, which he could not voice in anything designed for publication.


The man who casually dropped into his office in the GPO on Easter Monday 1916, en route to lunch with his wife and son, was born in 1859 and entered the civil service as a clerk in the Inland Revenue Department in 1880. He was transferred to the Post Office in 1883 and spent his early career there in the foreign and colonial branch of the Secretary’s office where he gained a reputation as a promising and highly efficient young man. He rose through the ranks within the Secretary’s office and was appointed Assistant Secretary in 1907. When the secretaryship in Ireland fell vacant in 1912, Norway applied for the job and got it. It was a lateral move for him and by no means an obvious career decision but, after nearly thirty years in broadly the same occupation, he may have wanted a new challenge and a change of scene suited his personal circumstances as both his wife and elder son were recovering from periods of ill health. The top job in the Irish Post Office required a particular political sensitivity as well as managerial competence and Norway, who was broadly sympathetic to the Home Rule proposals then under discussion, was seen as a safe appointment.


In Ireland the appointment was criticised by some as the imposition of yet another Englishman over the heads of deserving Irishmen, but Norway’s tact, even-handedness and willingness to listen – in the most testing of circumstances – had won him considerable respect and a reputation for fairness by the time he returned to London as Assistant Secretary in 1917. Progressive deafness may, by this stage, have impaired his chances of promotion to the top couple of positions in the Post Office, but his service was recognised by the award of a CB (Companion of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath) in the New Year’s Honours list of 1918. He retired in 1920 and died in 1938.


Son of a woman who wrote several children’s stories and father of the popular novelist, Nevil Shute, Norway was himself an author of broad taste. As a young civil servant he helped an older lady, Charlotte Riddell, with the production of The Government Official, a collaboration which he no doubt put behind him as soon as possible following a review which said, ‘We never met a duller group than the characters in The Government Official’ where ‘the sordid lives of commonplace people are traced with exasperating care’. Parson Peter, a Tale of the Dart came out under his own name and a few travel books, especially the Highways and Byways volume on Devon and Cornwall, illustrated by the popular Coleraine-born artist Hugh Thompson, were well received. A Cornish ancestor may have been the inspiration for his History of the Post-Office Packet Service which concentrated on the Falmouth packet station. It is a well-written narrative of the days when Post Office ships often had to fight to make port, but he has little to say about the Irish routes such as the Dublin–Holyhead mail boat which ‘confronted no dangers worth speaking of ’ – written, of course, long before the First World War – and the Donaghadee–Portpatrick route which was ‘still less interesting’.3 His appointment to the Irish job – certainly once the Great War began – may well have caused him to reconsider this rather peremptory dismissal of the dangers of the Irish Sea crossing.


Norway rented a large house, Southhill, on Mount Merrion Avenue in Blackrock not too far from the house built by John Lees, one of his predecessors in the position of Secretary of the Irish Post Office. The house provided convenient access to the city centre and the GPO, whilst offering plenty of space and gardens for his family. His granddaughter expressed what she thought the move to Ireland meant for Norway and his family:


In London there had been several men of the calibre of my grandfather who were in the Post Office, and all doing pretty much the same work, but in Ireland my grandfather was the big frog in the small puddle. They had a mansion to keep up and they were known in the area, and so they had to live a little bit more constrained a life perhaps, because they were in the public eye. They had a position to keep up.4
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