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The revolution is not a social dinner,


a literary event,


a drawing or an embroidery;


it cannot be done with elegance and courtesy.


The revolution is an act of violence.


Mao Tse-Tung
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The Proclamation of the Irish Republic 1916


IRISHMEN AND IRISHWOMEN: In the name of God and of the dead generations from which she receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom.


Having organised and trained her manhood through her secret revolutionary organisation, the Irish Republican Brotherhood, and through her open military organisations, the Irish Volunteers and the Irish Citizen Army, having patiently perfected her discipline, having resolutely waited for the right moment to reveal itself, she now seizes that moment, and supported by her exiled children in America and by gallant allies in Europe, but relying in the first on her own strength, she strikes in full confidence of victory.


We declare the right of the people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland and to unfettered control of Irish destinies, to be sovereign and indefeasible. The long usurpation of that right by a foreign people and government has not extinguished the right, nor can it ever be extinguished except by the destruction of the Irish people. In every generation the Irish people have asserted their right to national freedom and sovereignty; six times during the past three hundred years they have asserted it in arms. Standing on that fundamental right and again asserting it in arms in the face of the world, we hereby proclaim the Irish Republic as a Sovereign Independent State, and we pledge our lives and the lives of our comrades in arms to the cause of its freedom, of its welfare, and of its exaltation among the nations.


The Irish Republic is entitled to, and hereby claims, the allegiance of every Irishman and Irishwoman. The Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its citizens and declares its resolve to pursue the happiness and prosperity of the whole nation and of all its parts, cherishing all of the children of the nation equally, and oblivious of the differences carefully fostered by an alien government, which have divided a minority from the majority in the past.


Until our arms have brought the opportune moment for the establishment of a permanent National Government, representative of the whole people of Ireland and elected by the suffrages of all her men and women, the Provisional Government, hereby constituted, will administer the civil and military affairs of the Republic in trust for the people.


We place the cause of the Irish Republic under the protection of the Most High God, Whose blessing we invoke upon our arms, and we pray that no one who serves that cause will dishonour it by cowardice, inhumanity, or rapine. In this supreme hour the Irish nation must, by its valour and discipline, and by the readiness of its children to sacrifice themselves for the common good, prove itself worthy of the august destiny to which it is called.


Signed on behalf of the Provisional Government:






	Thomas J. Clarke






	Seán Mac Diarmada.

	Thomas MacDonagh.






	P. H. Pearse.

	Eamonn Ceannt.






	James Connolly.

	Joseph Plunkett.









Foreword


The most iconic building in Ireland is the General Post Office (GPO), which is located on Dublin city’s main thoroughfare, O’Connell Street. In 1916, this building was designated as both the civil and military headquarters of the Irish Republican Army as it attempted to overthrow British rule in Ireland.


Designed by Francis Johnson and opened to the public in 1818, the original General Post Office was classical in design and measured 200ft long and 150ft wide. Constructed from mountain granite with a portico of Portland stone, the building stood 50ft in height and was divided into three storeys. Its six fluted ionic columns supported a pediment surmounted by statues of Mercury, Fidelity and Hibernia that were designed by John Smyth.


The building housed an important central civil service department that catered for postal, banking and, by 1916, telephone and telegraph facilities. In 1912, Hamilton Norway was appointed Secretary of the Post Office and immediately began refurbishing the building in order to make it befitting of the second city of the British Empire.


Mary Louisa Norway, wife of Hamilton, wrote:


It was really beautiful. The roof was a large glass dome, with elaborate plaster work, beautiful white pillars, mosaic floor, counters all of red teak wood and bright brass fittings everywhere – a public building of which any city might be proud.1


Unlike the GPO, however, the rest of the city was in steady decline. Enclosed within two canals, the Royal to the north of the city and the Grand to the south, Dublin was divided by the River Liffey, with its quays and several bridges linking the north to the south. On the city’s main thoroughfare, Sackville Street (now O’Connell Street), stood two statues, one of Daniel O’Connell and the other of Charles Stewart Parnell, both symbols of the advances made in the previous century towards constitutional nationalism. However, in the centre of the street the 134ft Nelson’s Pillar dominated the skyline, a figure of British imperialism gazing out over the city’s inhabitants. Behind Sackville Street’s façade of commercial respectability, there lurked another world, hidden in the warren of alleyways and lanes. Many of the once-magnificent Georgian buildings had become tenements, with Dublin’s poor living in appalling, squalid conditions flanked by one of Europe’s largest red light districts, Monto.


In April 1916, a relatively small but determined group of Irish men and women took Britain’s conflict with Germany during the First World War as an opportunity to strike a blow for Irish independence.


As it was possible that Home Rule would be implemented, many northern Protestants formed the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) to defend Britain’s union with Ireland. In response to this action, Irish nationalists formed the Irish Volunteers in November 1913. The Irish Citizen Army (ICA), under the command of labour leader James Connolly, was a paramilitary offshoot of the militant labour union, the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union, formed primarily to defend union members during the 1913 Lockout. A threatened civil war between the UVF, the Irish Volunteers and the British government was averted with the outbreak of the First World War in August 1914. The Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) set about planning a rising against British rule in Ireland and made contact with Germany in order to acquire munitions and manpower. The leaders of both the Volunteers and the ICA believed that a combined force would have more success and in early 1916 an alliance was formed.


The Supreme Council of the IRB fixed the date for the Rising as Sunday, 23 April 1916. Eoin MacNeill, Chief of Staff of the Irish Volunteers, withdrew his support for the Rising, having heard that Roger Casement had been arrested and that the Aud, a German ship laden with arms and ammunition, had been intercepted by the Royal Navy. MacNeill issued a countermanding order, cancelling the mobilisation of republican forces, which was published in the national press and distributed by couriers throughout the country.


The Military Council of the IRB decided, however, to go ahead with the Rising despite MacNeill’s order and rescheduled the insurrection for the following day, Monday, 24 April 1916.


While republican battalions occupied a number of positions in Dublin, the area of operations for the Battalion headquarters of the Irish Republican Army was to be Sackville Street (now O’Connell Street) and the surrounding area, with the centrally located General Post Office designated as General Headquarters (GHQ).


The battle for the General Post Office in Sackville Street is seen by many as an epic struggle against one of the largest military forces in the world. Hundreds of people would die and thousands would be injured as British troops fought to regain control of the metropolis, a struggle that would see the city reduced to rubble.


The 1916 Rising was a seminal event in the history of twentieth-century Ireland. It was regarded by republicans, then and since, as a glorious fight for emancipation, a major step on the path towards an independent Ireland. Others saw it as a betrayal at a time when Britain was at war.


The battle for the GPO poses a number of questions for the student of military history in relation to the strategy employed by British forces. Having identified the GPO as the insurgents’ headquarters, General W. H. M. Lowe manoeuvred his troops into position within three days for an all-out attack on the building. The tactics employed in order to retake the capital involved his men fighting it out with the enemy in an agonising block-by-block struggle, an action that would endanger the population and destroy the centre of the city.


With regard to the Irish side, questions arise in relation to Joseph Plunkett’s and James Connolly’s strategy. The failure of the insurgent forces to capture Trinity College and secure Dame Street enabled the military to establish a central base that severed the Volunteer communication lines, leaving the GPO isolated. Controversy surrounds Plunkett’s and Connolly’s plan of occupying and holding positions in the city in the hope that the general population would rise in support – an act which never came about. The decision by Volunteer command to rise on Easter Monday, 24 April 1916 with a force that was seriously under strength due to Eoin MacNeill’s countermanding order must also be questioned, as must their failure to consider the possible use of artillery against their republican positions, which left the insurrection destined to fail.


The Rising has been analysed by academics and historians, commemorated in songs and ballads, and variously revered and reviled. While there has been disagreement regarding its effects and results, there can be no doubt about its central place in the history of modern Ireland. The Easter Rising of 1916 and the War of Independence that followed had a profound influence on the shaping of modern Ireland. The great swing in public opinion that brought about these changes can only be explained in the context of 1916 and its impact on Ireland and its people.


While many books have been written on the Rising and those who participated in it, this work is purely an attempt to detail the actions in the area of operations ‘in and around’ the General Post Office. The newly proclaimed Irish Republic was quickly and brutally suppressed, but the heroism demonstrated that week and the executions that followed changed Irish history forever. What follows is the story of 1916 and the battle for the General Post Office.




Chapter 1


Easter Monday,


24 April 1916: Morning


CHARGE!


At 08.00 hours on Monday, 24 April 1916, Liberty Hall, the headquarters of the Irish Citizen Army at Beresford Place, was a hive of activity. Armed guards stood to attention at the main door of the premises, allowing entrance only to the countless couriers that came and went from the building with great urgency. Sandbags festooned the windows and a small armed picquet of men stood guard in case there was an attempt to attack the building.


Throughout the morning, members of the Irish Citizen Army, Cumann na mBán, Fianna Éireann and the Irish Volunteers mobilised at Liberty Hall to await further orders. Following the capture of the German ammunition ship, the Aud, and MacNeill’s countermanding order, Volunteer mobilisation throughout the country had been incomplete.


The Military Council of the IRB had sent out messengers to the various battalions across the country rescheduling the insurrection for noon on the Easter Bank Holiday Monday, 24 April 1916. Confusion reigned amongst the rank and file of the various republican organisations, resulting in many refusing or ignoring the order to mobilise on the Monday. The turnout for those Companies that did mobilise in rural areas was small and many returned home, presuming that the Rising would not go ahead.


Many members of the Irish Citizen Army, anticipating some form of action, had slept in Liberty Hall overnight and others had arrived in the early hours of the morning. Corridors were filled with men and women dressed in an array of clothing and military accoutrements, waiting for something to happen. Helena Molony of the ICA recalls:


The [Citizen Army] women had no uniform, in the ordinary sense, nor the men either. Some of the men had green coats. They wore an ordinary slouch hat, like the Boer hat, and mostly a belt. They insisted they were citizen soldiers, not military soldiers – at the same time regimented and disciplined. I had an Irish tweed costume, with a Sam Browne [military belt]. I had my own revolver and ammunition.1


Many Volunteers were dressed in their grey-green uniforms with puttees, water bottles and haversacks. Others wore their everyday clothes criss-crossed with ammunition bandoliers. They were armed with a variety of weapons, including rifles, revolvers, shotguns and automatic pistols.


Those Volunteers who would make up the Headquarters Battalion to occupy the General Post Office (I) on Sackville Street were drawn from the four city battalions, the Irish Citizen Army and the Kimmage Volunteers. Among the latter group, some had evaded conscription in Britain while others were on the run in Ireland for nationalist activities. This group, commanded by George Plunkett and Frank Thornton, numbered seventy-five members and was loosely attached to the 4th Battalion. It took the name ‘Pearse’s Own’ but was more commonly known as the ‘Kimmage Garrison’ or the ‘London Irish’. In total there were only 150 men available to seize and hold the building on Dublin’s main thoroughfare.


In an attic room within Liberty Hall, the General Headquarters staff were assembling.


The Headquarters Battalion was to be led to the GPO by James Connolly, Commandant General of the Dublin Division of the newly formed Irish Republican Army and signatory of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic. Connolly, an ardent socialist and union official, had formed the Irish Citizen Army during the turbulent period of the 1913 Lockout. The amalgamation of his force and the Irish Volunteers had resulted in his new command.


On a table ready for collection were a number of copies of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic that had been printed over the weekend. These were handed to a junior officer for safe keeping. The Proclamation had been signed by Connolly and six others: Patrick Pearse, Thomas Clarke, Seán Mac Diarmada, Thomas MacDonagh, Eamonn Ceannt and Joseph Plunkett, some of whom were in the cramped and dimly lit attic room.


Patrick Pearse, who held the rank of Commander-in-Chief of the Army of the Republic and President of the Provisional Government, was also a poet, writer, educationalist, lawyer and revolutionary. A member of the Military Council of the IRB, he had helped plan the Rising. His younger brother, William, was also in attendance, as he was assigned to his older brother’s staff as his personal attaché.


Seated on a chair was Thomas Clarke, who was the first of the seven signatories to sign the Proclamation. Clarke had spent many years in prison for Fenian activities and was responsible for reorganising the IRB. He was also responsible for establishing the secret Military Council of the IRB. Seán Mac Diarmada, a native of County Leitrim, was a member of the Military Council. He stood nearby, supported by his walking cane, having suffered from polio four years earlier.
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