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        16LIVES Timeline
      
            

1845–51. The Great Hunger in Ireland. One million people die and over the next decades millions more emigrate.
            
1858, March 17. The Irish Republican Brotherhood, or Fenians, are formed with the express intention of overthrowing British rule in Ireland by whatever means necessary.
            
1867, February and March. Fenian Uprising.
            
1870, May. Home Rule movement founded by Isaac Butt, who had previously campaigned for amnesty for Fenian prisoners.
            
1879–81. The Land War. Violent agrarian agitation against English landlords.
            
1884, November 1. The Gaelic Athletic Association founded – immediately infiltrated by the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB).
            
1893, July 31. Gaelic League founded by Douglas Hyde and Eoin MacNeill. The Gaelic Revival, a period of Irish Nationalism, pride in the language, history, culture and sport.
            
1900, September. Cumann na nGaedheal (Irish Council) founded by Arthur Griffith.
            
1905–07. Cumann na nGaedheal, the Dungannon Clubs and the National Council are amalgamated to form Sinn Féin (We Ourselves).
            
1909, August. Countess Markievicz and Bulmer Hobson organise nationalist youths into Na Fianna Éireann (Warriors of Ireland) a kind of boy scout brigade.
            
1912, April. Asquith introduces the Third Home Rule Bill to the British Parliament. Passed by the Commons and rejected by the Lords, the Bill would have to become law due to the Parliament Act. Home Rule expected to be introduced for Ireland by autumn 1914.
            
1913, January. Sir Edward Carson and James Craig set up Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) with the intention of defending Ulster against Home Rule.
            
1913. Jim Larkin, founder of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU) calls for a workers’ strike for better pay and conditions.
            
1913, August 31. Jim Larkin speaks at a banned rally on Sackville (O’Connell) Street; Bloody Sunday.
            
1913, November 23. James Connolly, Jack White and Jim Larkin establish the Irish Citizen Army (ICA) in order to protect strikers.
            
1913, November 25. The Irish Volunteers founded in Dublin to ‘secure the rights and liberties common to all the people of Ireland’.
            
1914, March 20. Resignations of British officers force British government not to use British army to enforce Home Rule, an event known as the ‘Curragh Mutiny’.
            
1914, April 2. In Dublin, Agnes O’Farrelly, Mary MacSwiney, Countess Markievicz and others establish Cumann na mBan as a women’s volunteer force dedicated to establishing Irish freedom and assisting the Irish Volunteers.
            
1914, April 24. A shipment of 35,000 rifles and five million rounds of ammunition is landed at Larne for the UVF.
            
1914, July 26. Irish Volunteers unload a shipment of 900 rifles and 45,000 rounds of ammunition shipped from Germany aboard Erskine Childers’ yacht, the Asgard. British troops fire on crowd on Bachelors Walk, Dublin. Three citizens are killed.
            
1914, August 4. Britain declares war on Germany. Home Rule for Ireland shelved for the duration of the First World War.
            
1914, September 9. Meeting held at Gaelic League headquarters between IRB and other extreme republicans. Initial decision made to stage an uprising while Britain is at war.
            
1914, September. 170,000 leave the Volunteers and form the National Volunteers or Redmondites. Only 11,000 remain as the Irish Volunteers under Eóin MacNeill.
            
1915, May–September. Military Council of the IRB is formed.
            
1915, August 1. Pearse gives fiery oration at the funeral of Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa.
            
1916, January 19–22. James Connolly joins the IRB Military Council, thus ensuring that the ICA shall be involved in the Rising. Rising date confirmed for Easter.
            
1916, April 20, 4.15pm. The Aud arrives at Tralee Bay, laden with 20,000 German rifles for the Rising. Captain Karl Spindler waits in vain for a signal from shore.
            
1916, April 21, 2.15am. Roger Casement and his two companions go ashore from U-19 and land on Banna Strand. Casement is arrested at McKenna’s Fort.
            
6.30pm. The Aud is captured by the British navy and forced to sail towards Cork Harbour.
            
22 April, 9.30am. The Aud is scuttled by her captain off Daunt’s Rock.
            
10pm. Eóin MacNeill as chief-of-staff of the Irish Volunteers issues the countermanding order in Dublin to try to stop the Rising.
            
1916, April 23, 9am, Easter Sunday. The Military Council meets to discuss the situation, considering MacNeill has placed an advertisement in a Sunday newspaper halting all Volunteer operations. The Rising is put on hold for twenty-four hours. Hundreds of copies of The Proclamation of the Republic are printed in Liberty Hall.
            
1916, April 24, 12 noon, Easter Monday. The Rising begins in Dublin.
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        16LIVES - Series Introduction
      
            

This book is part of a series called 16 LIVES, conceived with the objective of recording for posterity the lives of the sixteen men who were executed after the 1916 Easter Rising. Who were these people and what drove them to commit themselves to violent revolution?
         
The rank and file as well as the leadership were all from diverse backgrounds. Some were privileged and some had no material wealth. Some were highly educated writers, poets or teachers and others had little formal schooling. Their common desire, to set Ireland on the road to national freedom, united them under the one banner of the army of the Irish Republic. They occupied key buildings in Dublin and around Ireland for one week before they were forced to surrender. The leaders were singled out for harsh treatment and all sixteen men were executed for their role in the Rising.
Meticulously researched yet written in an accessible fashion, the 16 LIVES biographies can be read as individual volumes but together they make a highly collectible series.
         
 

        Lorcan Collins & Dr Ruán O’Donnell,

16 Lives Series Editors
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        Introduction
      
            

Seán MacDiarmada left no political testament other than the short statement he gave to the priest who accompanied him to his execution and that statement does not elaborate on his views. His letters reveal little of his political beliefs. They are mainly reports of the current state of affairs in Ireland sent to Irish-Americans, or personal plans and gossip sent to friends.
         
MacDiarmada was ultra-cautious about what he committed to paper, aware that his letters could be intercepted by the police. All his adult life from the age of twenty-three in 1906 until his execution a decade later he was tailed by the police. His caution and obsession with secrecy were such that ironically, if it were not for the reports of this police surveillance little would be known about his activities as the IRB’s national organiser. Speeches he made in that role which are reported in Sinn Féin or the Gaelic American were written and editorialised by Arthur Griffith or Pat McCartan and may contain more of their views than of MacDiarmada’s.
         
Since he did not keep records or a diary or commit his views to print, and since he moved in the shadows, history has not allocated MacDiarmada the prominent role he deserves in the reorganisation of the IRB and in the planning  and organisation of the Easter Rising. This book goes some way towards attempting to remedy that deficiency.
         
In recent years new means of access to primary sources to help any study of Seán MacDiarmada have become available. Principally there are the witness statements of the Bureau of Military History (BMH), now searchable online, which yield hundreds of references and cross references under several different spellings of his name; MacDermott, or McDermott with one or two ‘t’s’, and various spellings of MacDiarmada. He signed himself Seán MacDíarmada in his will and on the Proclamation of the Irish Republic.
         
Nevertheless the witness statements in the BMH have to be treated with caution because they were given thirty to thirty-five years after the event. There is also the fact that predominantly they were provided by pro-Treaty IRA members. Besides the lapse of time and the provenance of the statements there is also the tendency of people to resort to hagiography when talking about someone like MacDiarmada, a signatory of the 1916 Proclamation.
         
The census returns for 1901 and 1911, also searchable online, have enabled MacDiarmada’s 1911 census return to be discovered and examined for the first time. Dublin Castle Special Branch Files from the British Colonial Office (CO 904) are now available on CD-ROM.
A growing number of secondary works have given MacDiarmada due attention. The starting point is Gerard McAtasney’s 2004 book Seán MacDiarmada: The Mind of the Revolution. Brian Barton’s The Secret Court Martial Records of the Easter Rising (2010 edition) provides a detailed commentary on primary sources about MacDiarmada’s execution. Charles Townshend’s Easter 1916: The Irish Rebellion (2005) gives new insights into the documents and sequence of events in Holy Week 1916.
         
This book sets out to give Seán MacDiarmada his proper place in the years leading up to the Easter Rising and his role in the detailed planning of the Rising which led to him signing the Proclamation of the Irish Republic second only to Tom Clarke. Along with Clarke, MacDiarmada reorganised the Irish Republican Brotherhood from 1908 on, and from 1912 the pair of them ran its organisation on a day-to-day basis, acting as a two-man executive of the IRB Supreme Council.
         
Since Clarke was a former prisoner on licence and liable to be returned to jail for any misdemeanour, MacDiarmada was the man who travelled the country and recruited members to the IRB as he saw fit. By late 1915 MacDiarmada held in his grasp lines of communication to all the major figures in the rump of the Irish Volunteers across the country who had rejected John Redmond’s call to arms in September 1914. MacDiarmada had allocated roles to them in the planned Rising. All this planning and organising were done surreptitiously under the noses of the official Volunteer command  structure and until the last minute it seemed MacDiarmada would pull it off. This book details how MacDiarmada went about taking control of the organisation of the Rising and how his plans fell apart so that the Rising that happened was not the one he planned.
         
In the course of writing this book I am indebted to Dr Seán MacCorraidh, Dr Éibhlín Mhic Aoidh and Dr Seán MacLabhraí of St Mary’s University College, Belfast who helped me decipher and translate Seán MacDiarmada’s 1911 census return and clarified other relevant items in Irish. Also to Mr Pat McDermott of Belfast, Seán MacDiarmada’s grand-nephew, for family details and information.
Any remaining errors in the book are my own.


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
Chapter One

• • • • • •
            
1883 – 1905
A Leitrim Upbringing

Seán MacDiarmada originally aimed to be a schoolmaster. For a clever and able boy, the eighth of ten children of a carpenter and part-time farmer, the chance to become a national school teacher offered an attractive prospect of advancement, a regular income, possibly a rent-free house beside a school, and a pension on retirement. It was also one way out of rain-soaked, poverty-stricken Leitrim. However, the route to a teaching post at the end of the nineteenth century was long and arduous. John McDermott, as he was known until his twenties, stuck at it for seven years, from 1897 to 1904, but the last hurdle, the King’s Scholarship examination, was too high and he could not surmount it.
         
Aspiring teachers like McDermott followed what was essentially a five-year apprenticeship from thirteen or so, the age when most other children left elementary school, the name for primary school in those days. School, for the vast majority of Irish children in rural districts in the nineteenth, and well into the twentieth century, was a one-room stone building where local children aged five to thirteen sat at rows of oak desks. They were taught together by the ‘master’, a person of some standing in the parish, who strove to bring each year group in the class up to a series of national ‘Standards’ in English, Arithmetic and other subjects like Geography and History.
         
Bigger schools sometimes afforded an assistant teacher but more often the master was helped by an older boy or girl who aspired to be a teacher. They were called pupil teachers or monitors but they were essentially dogsbodies, filling the inkwells, marking the work of junior pupils and tidying up at the end of the day. They came in to the school early and left late, using the extra time to study work set by the master and to prepare simple lessons for the class, given under the supervision of the master. Pupil teachers were paid a pittance, about £1 a month or less, which works out about €108 in today’s money.
         
After about five years, the pupil teacher sat what was in effect his or her final examination, the King’s Scholarship. If successful, a ‘call’ to a teacher training college in Dublin followed, but competition was so intense that a mere pass was usually not enough.
         
The exam was daunting. Florence Mary McDowell, a County Antrim writer and former national school teacher, described in her 1972 book Roses to Rainbows the exam she sat before the First World War:
         
Teachers were expected to know things. They were not expected to think, but they were certainly required to know. Everything was to be learned by heart: Joyce’s Irish History, British Constitutional History, the Physical and Political Geography of the World, no less, Music, Drawing, Penmanship, Arithmetic and Mensuration, English, Reading, Poetry, Drama, Composition and Literature. One failed the whole King’s Scholarship, a pre-requisite to training in Dublin … if one failed in any one of the ‘Failing Subjects’ English, Arithmetic, Music, Drawing, or the all-important Penmanship.
            

The sad reality is that McDermott had no chance of passing. The school he prepared in, Corracloona National School, still sits in rural isolation, renovated and modernised on the road from Glenfarne to Kiltyclogher. It is still a one-classroom primary school, and was no place to prepare for the KS. When McDermott was studying there in 1903 his access to the necessary resources must have been severely limited. He took a correspondence course with the Normal Correspondence College in London. Such courses were a very popular way at the end of the nineteenth century for students to gauge their abilities against a national standard and even to obtain recognised certificates and diplomas.1
         
In McDermott’s case one handicap was the absence of a library in the nearest village, Kiltyclogher, an hour’s walk away. However the lack of available books was not necessarily fatal since a lot of the KS syllabus was based on rote learning. McDermott’s Achilles’ heel was mathematics. It is quite possible that the master at Corracloona, Mr Magowan, did not have either the time or the knowledge to teach McDermott the mathematics the KS demanded, because McDermott took extra tuition with Mr James Gilmartin, assistant national teacher at Corracloona. McDermott told a friend at the time: ‘I hate Euclid and I’m afraid that the old rascal will have revenge on me if he catches me at an examination.’ It was a certainty that ‘the old rascal’ would catch him at the KS because Euclidean geometry was an essential component of the exam, but McDermott did not have to meet Euclid to fail. Records show that it was not only the more esoteric aspects of mathematics that presented McDermott with difficulty: as a schoolboy, he regularly failed elementary arithmetic.
         
Given that deficiency, the standard of the KS was such that no matter how hard he worked he was never going to pass. In 1904, after struggling for seven years, two years longer than normal, McDermott inevitably failed the exam and saw his hopes of advancement vanish.2 With no skills, no qualifications and no prospects, he was now twenty-one and still living at home with no visible means of support in the poorest, rainiest county in Ireland, a place people had been leaving in droves since the Famine.
         
Despite his humble background, there must have been some surplus cash available to account for John being allowed to stay on at school for seven years after the usual leaving age. It is probable that, in addition to money earned through carpentry and farming by his father, there was money coming in from family members working abroad, money known in those days as ‘remittance money’. By the time of the 1901 census, when John still had three years ahead of him as a monitor at Corracloona, one brother and two sisters had already left home. John himself, who at this stage of his life was still officially ‘John Joseph’, as he had been baptised, would not be long in following.3
         
How and by what steps did John Joseph McDermott, from remote rural Leitrim, become Seán MacDiarmada, one of the signatories of the 1916 Proclamation? Are there any clues in his family background or upbringing, or did he acquire all his opinions and convictions after moving to Belfast in 1905?
McDermott had been born in January 1883 in a remote farmhouse at a place called Corranmore in the townland of Laghty Bar in County Leitrim, near its border with County Fermanagh.4 Even today the way to the family home is an easily missed left turn off the road from Glenfarne to Kiltyclogher. In 1883 it must have been little more than a boreen. The thatched stone-built house the McDermotts lived in, now a National Monument, is a hundred metres off that narrow road at the top of what would have been a muddy path. It is built on the foundation of a flat rocky outcrop at the top of a small hill with a good view of the surrounding countryside.
         
Ten metres from the front of the house, the land slopes away steeply from the exposed rock towards a boggy depression covered with trees and lush grass. Two hundred metres to the right of the front door is a peat bog still being cut today, covering about three acres. To the McDermotts, the land would have offered no opportunity for arable farming. On each side of the house and at the back were small stone outhouses, enumerated in the 1901 census as a cow house, a calf house, a piggery, a barn and a shed. The two outhouses, one on each side of the family home, have been restored like the house itself, but those behind the house are in ruins.
         
The McDermott home had three rooms, two on the ground floor and a loft converted into a large sleeping space, probably by John’s father, Donald McDermott, using his carpentry skills. It is hard to see how the small-holding could have sustained ten children, five boys and five girls, at the level of prosperity evident in an 1890 family photograph, without the supplement of cash from those skills (which, according to local tradition, are responsible for the pews in St Michael’s Catholic church in nearby Glenfarne). Indeed, Donald McDermott must have regarded wood-working as his primary occupation, because he described himself as ‘carpenter’ in the 1901 census. The 1890 photograph shows Donald McDermott’s wife Mary, two years before she died in 1892 when John was nine.
         
Not surprisingly, after the body blow of rejection by the King’s Scholarship examiners in 1904 and the realisation that seven years of study had come to nothing, McDermott thrashed around for about a year looking for a different direction to his life, but above all for some means of employment. His first excursion in search of work, following the traditional route of thousands of men from Leitrim and northwest Ireland to Scotland, proved to be abortive. Unlike many others, he did not head for the coal mines or factories of Scotland’s central belt, or Glasgow’s shipyards, or the potato fields of western Scotland, but joined a cousin in Edinburgh doing gardening work.
         
Of course it was not real gardening as McDermott had no knowledge of that. It amounted to labouring: digging, brushing, sweeping and as McDermott himself said later, ‘raking paths’.5 He did not last long, and soon he was back in the family home where he probably spent the summer helping out on the farm. In October 1904, after the potatoes were saved, he headed to Tullynamoyle in County Cavan to study the curious combination of Irish and book-keeping at night school taught by Patrick McGauran. According to a Kiltyclogher ‘Commemorative Booklet’ produced in 1940, McDermott lodged with a local family at Tullynamoyle during his night school course, which lasted until March 1905. There is no evidence that he was in employment during this period, which suggests that family money must have provided his rent and upkeep.
         
It’s true that McDermott wrote to a friend extolling the benefits of learning book-keeping as a way to advance his career prospects, but could it be that McDermott went to Tullynamoyle mainly to learn Irish from McGauran? Why else choose to go there, thirty kilometres from his home instead of, say, to Enniskillen, forty kilometres away and on a better road? Or Sligo, much the same distance? It goes without saying that both towns would have offered far superior facilities for learning book-keeping. A century ago Tullynamoyle did not exist as a village: it was a townland. The so-called ‘night school’ must have been a room in McGauran’s house or one he rented in another house. On the other hand, neither Sligo nor Enniskillen would have provided the same opportunity to learn and speak Irish as Tullynamoyle did in the person of Patrick McGauran, who was highly regarded as a native Irish speaker and teacher.
         
The 1940 commemorative booklet reports McGauran recalling that McDermott was ‘anything but a book-worm’.6 According to the booklet, McDermott at twenty-two was of average height, which would have been about five-foot-six in those days, ‘with strong dark hair, well-marked eyebrows and dark blue eyes’.7 He loved hunting rabbits, and one piece of information betraying something of his political predilections is that, for the purpose of hunting or coursing, he kept a greyhound called ‘Kruger’ (named after Paul Kruger, the Boer War general and later President of South Africa). So it was likely that McDermott sympathised with the ‘pro-Boer’ (and anti-British) position adopted by Irish nationalists at the turn of the century. It’s also noteworthy that he was politically aware enough to choose a name like Kruger for his dog.
         
McGauran said that the only subjects that captured McDermott’s attention related to Ireland and its language, heroes and history, and he read everything he could find about those topics. He was keen on poetry, ‘especially Irish patriotic poetry’, and the work of Scottish poet Robert ‘Robbie’ Burns. McDermott’s party pieces were Emmet’s speech from the dock and a dreadfully maudlin, saccharine ‘poem’ called ‘The Celtic Tongue’, a lament on the death of the Irish language written by a Fr Michael Mullin from Kilmore in County Galway (who died in Chicago in 1869). Not much about book-keeping there.
According to Fr Charles Travers in a 1966 article, McDermott had ‘a fair fluency in Irish’ from his youth. His mother and father spoke Irish to each other, and at that time older people in the district used Irish almost exclusively, to the point that many of them had difficulty with English when they came into the towns to market.8 The 1901 census records that at the age of eighteen McDermott did not speak Irish, even though his father could, but ten years later McDermott filled in his own 1911 census return in colloquial Irish and by that stage was a fluent speaker. Did he go to Tullynamoyle to perfect the basic Irish he had learnt from his parents at home, or was he illiterate in Irish and went to McGauran to learn how to read and write the language?
         
Given his subsequent political trajectory the very fact that he took a conscious decision in 1904 to learn Irish is significant. Unlike book-keeping, Irish would not have improved his career prospects. His decision may have been driven either by the prevailing romantic nationalism of the Irish-Ireland movement, namely zeal for all things Irish, whether language, literature or sports, which was going from strength to strength in the country at the time, or by political conviction, or both. The fact that he chose to memorise Emmet’s speech from the dock and Fr Mullin’s romantic doggerel about the fate of the Irish language (along with the name he gave his dog) are all evidence of McDermott’s political leanings, though the fact that 1903 was the centenary of Emmet’s execution and the occasion of much commemoration might have had something to do with his selection.
         
It should also be noted that Emmet was one of the figures in Irish history McDermott especially revered and mentioned regularly in speeches when he became a prominent republican after 1908. In the years after he settled in Dublin he always involved himself in some aspect of the annual commemoration of Emmet’s rebellion. Regardless of the reasons, a commitment to romantic nationalism, pro-Boer views and the Gaelic revival were the sentiments he was known for in 1904 and 1905, and which people remembered about him years later.
         
However, there is little direct evidence about McDermott’s political views in his early life in Leitrim. Essays he wrote in 1903 in preparation for his KS exam reproduce the simplistic nationalist interpretation of Irish history that attracted him to Robert Emmet’s famous speech. Examples of his rhetoric include, ‘The power which still holds us slaves was brought on by the bigotry and spite of one treacherous man more than seven hundred years ago’, or about the British Empire, ‘In every way the colonies are of use to this nation but for poor Ireland nothing is of any use till the yoke of English tyranny is shaken off.’ Simplistic they may have been, but such uncompromising views were well beyond the settlement for which the Irish Parliamentary Party, or Irish Party as it was commonly known, had been striving. The Irish Party represented most Irish people in Westminster at the time and had been working since the 1880s for Home Rule, a very limited form of self-government under British rule rather than true independence.
         
Expressing strong nationalist opinions in his essays seems to have been as far as McDermott went. There is no evidence  of his involvement in any political activity. Nonetheless, considering where he grew up McDermott could hardly have been unaware of the major issue then exercising people in rural Ireland. The period from 1898 to 1902 was a time of great unrest as people, particularly in Connacht, agitated for compulsory land purchase to end the system of tenancy that had kept many in rural areas in grinding poverty. The campaign was led by the United Irish League (UIL) established in 1898 with a simple and direct slogan: ‘The Land for the People’.
         
Starting off as a movement of rural tenants, the UIL quickly developed momentum and all the leading figures in Irish nationalist politics rapidly became involved with the UIL. Within two years the dynamic behind the drive for land purchase proved a political imperative which managed to re-unite the factions into which the Irish Party had split after Charles Stewart Parnell’s fall from grace in 1891. By 1901 the UIL had 100,000 members in over 1,200 branches throughout the country, though its strength lay mainly in Connacht. It was also acting as the local organisation for the Irish Party in each rural constituency.
The UIL’s campaign reached its climax in 1901 and 1902 as agitation turned to boycotting landlords and their agents and there were instances of what in the nineteenth century were called ‘outrages’ (attacks and damage) against livestock and property. The British government responded to the intensified agitation with use of the draconian 1887 Crimes Act, which provided special powers for the Dublin Castle administration. The chief secretary for Ireland could ‘proclaim’ a county, which meant giving police widespread powers of arrest and the power to ban meetings of the UIL, as well as giving courts the authority to conduct trials without juries. By 1902 Leitrim was one of nine counties that had been ‘proclaimed’. Thirteen Irish Party MPs were in jail, including Patrick McHugh, the MP for McDermott’s constituency, North Leitrim. The UIL campaign was finally successful in 1903 with the passage of the Wyndham Land Purchase Act. Although the Act did not make land purchase compulsory, it sounded the death knell of landlordism in Ireland by making it attractive for landlords to sell. Under the terms of the Act the British government paid landlords the difference between the sum offered by tenants and the sum the landlords demanded.
         
In the case of the McDermott family, they rented their land from the Tottenham estate, an estate which by the turn of the century was particularly contentious. It is worth taking a look at the background to the estate, which provides the political context in which the young McDermott grew up. The Tottenham family’s main holdings were in Wicklow and Wexford, but until the 1870s the branch of the family in Leitrim held an enormous acreage in the county, 14,561 acres. The family seat was Glenfarne Hall, which they built in the 1820s on the shores of Lough McNean, which at that point forms the county borders between Leitrim, Cavan and Fermanagh. The family also financed the building of the village of Kiltyclogher in the same period.
         
During the Land War in the 1880s, which was largely about the same issues that later motivated the UIL, the Leitrim estate was owned by Colonel Arthur Loftus Tottenham. The Land War raged from 1879 through the early 1880s and was at its most intense in Connacht with attacks on property and livestock and occasionally individuals working for landlords. Organised by the Land League, many of whose prominent figures were members of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), or Fenians, which had been involved in an uprising against British rule in 1867, the aim of the agitation was to achieve security of tenure for tenant farmers, rent control and compensation for any improvements they made if they gave up the tenancy.
         
The British prime minister William Gladstone was sympathetic to the demands and worked to produce a settlement. The McDermott’s landlord, Tottenham, was MP for County Leitrim from 1880 to 1885, after which the constituency was divided in two and Irish Party members won both seats. Tottenham provocatively told Gladstone’s 1880 Bessborough Commission on the Irish land question that ‘the best manure for land is that it should be well salted with rent’. He strongly opposed Gladstone’s Irish policies and resisted the 1881 Land Act, which offered ‘fair rent, free sale and fixity of tenure’, in uncompromising fashion at Westminster with a lengthy speech.
         
Tottenham had other urgent business to attend to in 1881 besides attending Westminster. It was the height of the Land War and he was evicting tenants. The Freeman’s Journal of 4 December 1882 lists thirty-nine families Colonel Tottenham evicted between June 1881 and November 1882, including two families of McMorrow, one of five and one of six individuals. McDermott’s mother’s maiden name was McMorrow and the family tradition is that Tottenham had evicted her family. He also evicted a McDermott family of eleven in June 1881, though McDermott was such a common name in the district that it is impossible to say if they were any relation.
         
Even more pressing, and perhaps the explanation for his need to keep his land ‘salted with rent’, was the fact that by the end of 1881 Tottenham had become insolvent. In the 1870s he had undertaken to complete the Sligo, Leitrim and Northern Counties Railway line from Enniskillen to Sligo, which cost him £347,000, the equivalent today of €32.5 million. Tottenham enlisted the financial support of his wealthy Westminster colleague Sir Edward Harland, the MP for North Belfast and one of the owners of Belfast’s enormous Harland & Wolff shipyard, pledging his estate as surety for Harland’s loan. In 1881 the cash ran out and within two years the estate passed to Harland, who quickly began to look at ways to realise his cash. He managed to sell Glenfarne Hall, its demesne and some mountainous parts of the estate to a Colonel John George Adamson, but the tenants also tried to buy their holdings and the matter went to the Land Judge appointed to resolve such disputes under the 1881 Act Tottenham had so strenuously opposed.
         
What is the relevance of all these transactions to McDermott? After all, they took place before he was born in 1883. Quite simply, it is that the matter of the Tottenham estate went into the Chancery Division of the High Court in London in the 1880s and was still there over twenty years later, a source of contention and rancour between the numerous tenants who wanted to buy the land they rented and Colonel Adamson, who procrastinated endlessly. There had been an agreement in the 1880s to sell, but Colonel Adamson would not budge until an allocation of turf-cutting allotments had been made to his satisfaction. At the height of the United Irish League agitation for compulsory purchase at the turn of the century, the dispute became more heated.
         
In 1902 and 1903 the Irish Party MPs for Sligo and North Leitrim, John O’Dowd and Patrick McHugh, repeatedly asked questions in Westminster of Chief Secretary George Wyndham about progress in the sale of the estate. They were obviously responding to growing trouble caused by evictions as a result of tenants refusing to pay rent pending the sale of land to them.
         
About the time the campaign for compulsory purchase got underway, there were over one hundred evictions from the estate in 1898 to clear the land for Adamson’s hunting parties operating from Glenfarne Hall, and conflict continued for the next five years. In August 1901 John O’Dowd MP complained to Wyndham about the prosecution of ten men at Kiltyclogher for riot and unlawful assembly.
         
Six months later, in February 1902, Patrick McHugh MP demanded a settlement of the matter of the Tottenham estate to put an end to evictions,9 alleging that the RIC had deliberately created trouble in July 1901 after one. He told the chief secretary in a Westminster debate that members of the United Irish League had attended the scene of the eviction ‘to show sympathy with the victims’ and when ‘sixty or seventy men were returning home’ afterwards the RIC attacked them and beat them and charged a number with unlawful assembly – probably the same occasion O’Dowd was complaining about the previous August.
         
It is inconceivable that the eighteen-year-old McDermott was not aware of the goings-on on the Tottenham estate, the agitation which resulted in prosecutions in Kiltyclogher in 1901, and the imprisonment of Patrick McHugh in 1902, by which time the county had been ‘proclaimed’. However, there is no evidence that he played any part in these events or any like them. All that can be said for certain is that McDermott kept his head in his books in Corracloona in 1902 and 1903, preparing for his KS exam. Whether he acquired his ‘advanced nationalist’ (the polite term for republican in those days) opinions from reading, or from another source, is impossible to say.
         
However, one interesting piece of material which might throw some light on the question comes from McDermott’s father’s obituary in Irish Freedom, the Irish Republican Brotherhood newspaper McDermott would manage from 1911 until its suppression in 1914. Donald McDermott died in August 1913 at the advanced age of eighty-six and his obituary contains this paragraph.
         
He was one of Ireland’s true sons and one of those men who, guided by high principles and an ardent love of his country took his place in the ranks of the IRB. Like many of the Brotherhood he flung himself heartily into the campaign of the Land League. One of the last things Donald McDermott did was to ask for his old friend and comrade John Daly.
            

It’s not known who wrote the obituary, though the IRB’s Bulmer Hobson and Patrick Sarsfield O’Hegarty, who was the Cobh postmaster as well as being an IRB man, normally wrote most of the paper. Nevertheless, it is hard to believe that the paper’s business manager Seán MacDiarmada (as he was known by then) was not consulted about his father’s obituary. Indeed it is quite likely that the only reason there was an obituary in the paper at all was because the deceased was the manager’s father.
         
There is no way of knowing whether all the claims in that paragraph are true, but equally there is every reason to believe it is not a complete fabrication. By 1911 Seán MacDiarmada was well known in Leitrim, having played a major role in a hard fought by-election in the county in 1908 as the Sinn Féin party organiser. Making outlandish claims in Irish Freedom would have brought his family ridicule.
         
His father was born in 1827 so he could easily have joined the IRB in his fifties during the organisation’s resurgence at the time of the Land League, which got under way on a large scale after 1879. If it is true that Colonel Tottenham evicted the family of his wife, Mary McMorrow, in 1881, it may have spurred Donald McDermott into action with the Land League.
The mention of ‘his old friend and comrade John Daly’ is particularly intriguing. Born in Limerick in 1845, Daly had been in the Irish Republican Brotherhood since the age of eighteen and had fought in the 1867 rising, an ambitious but largely unsuccessful insurrection against British rule. Daly served time in jail in England with fellow IRB man Tom Clarke and became especially friendly with Seán MacDiarmada in the years before the 1916 Rising. MacDiarmada often stayed with the Daly family in Limerick, he and Daly exchanged correspondence, and a photograph exists of Daly, Tom Clarke and MacDiarmada together.
         
By the turn of the century Daly had become a successful businessman in Limerick, running a bakery business and even becoming lord mayor of the city. He helped finance Irish Freedom and during his long and chequered career was a member of the Supreme Council of the IRB during the Land War in the 1880s and the IRB organiser for Connacht and Ulster. It is quite conceivable that he did meet Donald McDermott in that capacity during the Land War, because he would have visited Leitrim (although there is no evidence that they did meet). It is also hard to believe that Daly would have allowed Donald McDermott’s obituary to contain the reference to himself if it was an invention. If true, the link with MacDiarmada’s father may help explain why Daly and his family were on such good terms with MacDiarmada in the years before 1916.
         
Apart from that single tantalising reference in Irish Freedom there is nothing else to indicate that the McDermott family was involved in agrarian politics or could have set an example that John McDermott followed. There was nothing to suggest the career in republican politics that lay ahead when John McDermott, having completed his book-keeping course, left Tullynamoyle at Easter (which was 23 April in 1905) and headed for Belfast to look for work.
         
Notes
1 Detailed information on MacDiarmada’s early life is based on an article by Rev C. Travers, ‘Sean MacDiarmada, 1883-1916’, in Cumann Seanchas Breifne, 1966, pp.1-45. Travers spoke to several of MacDiarmada’s contemporaries and knew the district where MacDiarmada was born.
            
2 There was a hiatus from 22 July 1899 to 10 December 1901 when MacDiarmada was not at the school. There was talk of a disagreement with the master about some cleaning duties required of him as a monitor but he came back after eighteen months and began his studies again.
            
3 An inscription on the fly leaf of MacGeoghegan’s History of Ireland, given to him in 1902 by his sister Katie, called him ‘John Joseph’.
            
4 His exact date of birth is uncertain. His birth certificate says 29 March 1883 but the baptismal records in St Patrick’s Kiltyclogher show he was christened by Fr Charles Flynn on 29 January. The likely date of birth therefore is 27 January.
            
5 According to Madge Daly’s memoirs, University of Limerick Archives.
            
6 McGauran himself contributed information to one of the authors in this Commemorative Booklet which was written to coincide with the erection of a statue of MacDiarmada on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Rising.
            
7 Police records also show he was five feet six.
            
8 Travers, op. cit., p. 5.
            
9. In 1907 McHugh was still asking questions in the House of Commons about the delay in settling the affairs of the Tottenham estate. See below chapter 3.
            



  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Chapter Two

• • • • • •
            
1905 – 1907
Belfast Republicans

The Belfast that John McDermott travelled to in spring 1905 was at the height of its prosperity. Like other industrial towns in Europe it had grown at enormous speed in the nineteenth century with its population increasing from 19,000 in 1800 to 350,000 in 1901. Indeed for the previous sixty years Belfast had been the fastest growing town in the United Kingdom, and in 1888 Queen Victoria had presented the charter establishing it as a city. By the turn of the century it had surpassed Dublin in size.
         
Belfast was unique in Ireland. While Dublin was the island’s administrative and commercial capital Belfast was the only place in the country that could be described as a modern industrial complex. It was a magnet for job seekers like McDermott. In 1905, thirty per cent of the population in the area that would later constitute the six counties of Northern Ireland were concentrated in the city. Forty-six per cent of its male population worked in engineering, shipbuilding and textiles, while forty-three per cent of Belfast females over the age of ten worked, sixty per cent of them in textile mills. Belfast boasted the largest shipyard in the world in Harland & Wolff’s, the world’s largest ropeworks, the world’s largest tobacco factory producing millions of cigarettes and tons of pipe tobacco annually, not to mention the city’s whiskey distilleries and mineral water bottling plants. The rateable income collected by the new city’s corporation from these industries was colossal and funded high quality public services like street lighting, transport, swimming baths and parks.1
         
The composition of the corporation, with only three nationalist councillors, reflected the fact that Belfast was seventy-five per cent Protestant and Unionist. Geographically the city was already split into sectarian divisions after sporadic but intense bouts of rioting since the 1850s between the majority Protestant population and the incoming Catholics looking for work in the city’s industries. Often these riots followed contentious marches in the city by the Orange Order, an exclusively Protestant organisation. On other occasions there were political causes, such as in 1886 when Protestants rioted against the first Home Rule bill. The divisions produced in the nineteenth century remain to this day and determined McDermott’s progress through the city, both where he lived and the political direction he followed.
         
He would have arrived by train from Enniskillen in County Fermanagh, steaming into the Great Northern Railway station at Great Victoria Street, not a hundred metres from the edge of the main concentration of Belfast’s Catholic population spreading out from the Falls Road. Thousands of Catholics from Ulster’s countryside had alighted at the same station before him to find themselves in largely hostile territory, because Belfast’s Protestants largely monopolised the city’s skilled jobs and guarded them vigilantly against incomers.
         
Although a quarter of the city’s population was Catholic, ninety-three per cent of the 9,000 shipyard workers in 1905 were Protestant. As the late Professor Tony Hepburn observed, Belfast’s Protestants regarded the industrial city as their creation, their capital, and saw people like McDermott as ‘the Irish in Belfast’, much as the Irish were viewed in Glasgow or Liverpool.2 The jobs available to those people were unskilled: labouring, building work, bar work or work in transport. Indeed McDermott’s brother Daniel who had preceded him to Belfast was working as a barman in McGlade’s bar in North Street close to the Catholic Carrick Hill district near the city end of the Falls Road.
         
The same divisions applied to accommodation as to employment. Family tradition holds that initially McDermott found lodgings in Hannahstown, then a small cluster of houses at a T-junction leading up to the large hill dominating west Belfast known as the Black Mountain, a couple of miles from the city boundary. In the 1911 census all fifty-six families living there were Catholic, so it was a safe place to live, but it had its disadvantages. For McDermott, living in Hannahstown would have meant walking a couple of miles to the nearest tram terminus, not the best place to start looking for work.
         
It is not known how long McDermott spent in Hannahstown or even if he did definitely lodge there. From his arrival in Belfast in the spring of 1905 until 8 November that year, there is no record of McDermott’s activities. He may have quickly moved closer to places where there might be work, for there is evidence that he stayed in lodgings on the Grosvenor Road on the edge of the Falls district, though again it is not certain if or when he did, nor indeed how long he spent anywhere in those early months.3 However, on 8 November 1905 he began work as a tram conductor (on probation, as was the case with all new employees) at two shillings and ninepence a day.
         
Belfast Corporation had taken over the Belfast Street Tramway Company in 1904 but retained the manager Andrew Nance, an Englishman from Portsmouth who had been Belfast’s tram manager since 1881. Nance ran a tight ship. A glance at the meticulous records of Belfast Corporation Trams shows men regularly dismissed for minor infringements, including impertinence to an inspector.4 With Nance, employees had no second chance. Those records show one Patrick McDermott, a man who may have been a relation of John (perhaps even his eldest brother) sacked on 28 March 1904 for not ‘reporting a horse fall and saying it did not matter’. If Patrick McDermott was a relation it might help explain why John McDermott came to Belfast. At the rate the records show men being sacked – Patrick lasted only four months – there were always going to be job vacancies on the trams.
         
The pay was poor, but it was a steady job and the men were supplied with a uniform, which saved their clothes. McDermott finished his probation on 5 December 1905 and his pay increased to three shillings and tuppence-halfpenny a day for a ten-hour day. After six months it went up to three shillings and four pence. Conductors could also work on Sundays, for which they were paid time and a quarter. Altogether, the maximum a man could earn working seventy hours a week was £1/4/2. Realistically, since overtime would not always have been available, a conductor like McDermott would earn £1 a week, about €100 today using the Retail Price Index for comparative worth.
         
To place his wage in perspective at the time, a skilled worker in Belfast was earning £2 a week. In 1907 Jim Larkin was in Belfast agitating for sixpence an hour for a sixty-hour week, that is, £1/15/- a week for dockers and coal heavers. However, McDermott enjoyed the full conductor’s rate for just six weeks. He was sacked on 18 July 1906 for ‘smoking on the platform of his tram’.
         
By that time McDermott was already deeply involved in the career which was to consume every waking moment of his life until his execution ten years later: republican politics. He had made his first appearance in police files after speaking at a public meeting in Clonard Street off the Falls Road on 5 June 1906. Speaking alongside John Bulmer Hobson and Denis McCullough, the two leading lights in the regeneration of republicanism in Belfast, McDermott added his voice to advocating the rejection of all things British. According to the police observer the trio told people not to serve on juries as one of the ways to paralyse the British government in Ireland and they also objected to efforts to recruit men into the British army.
         
In that summer of 1906, when Hobson and McCullough contacted him, McDermott met his destiny. Since the three of them were to be closely linked in the following years, it is worth spending some time examining who these men were and what their thinking was. How had McDermott thrown in his lot with them so completely that he came to join them on a public platform in Clonard? How had McDermott become a republican activist just over a year after arriving in Belfast?
         
Almost certainly his first step on the road had been moving into lodgings owned and resided in by Frank Wilson when he got his job on the trams in November 1905. Wilson lived in Butler Street in the heart of Ardoyne, a small Catholic district in north Belfast huddled in the shadow of a couple of giant textile mills. For McDermott, Ardoyne’s chief advantage was that Butler Street was only a hundred metres from a tram terminus and depot on the Crumlin Road. What McDermott is unlikely to have known when he moved there was that his landlord was a member of the IRB and also of Belfast’s Dungannon Club, an avowedly republican grouping set up in Belfast by Hobson in March 1905 to try to energise republicanism and challenge the complacency of the Irish Party in the city. Wilson was also a Protestant, a fact which would have come as a revelation to McDermott. Working-class Protestants were not exactly plentiful in rural Leitrim and those involved in Irish republicanism were like hens’ teeth. It is almost certain that McDermott met Hobson and McCullough through Frank Wilson.
         
During that winter and into the spring of 1906, McDermott travelled his political road to Damascus. Whatever his prior attachment to more moderate nationalism as practised by the Irish Party was, he underwent a total conversion to republicanism and also had a crash course in Belfast politics, partly from Denis McCullough but principally from Bulmer Hobson. Both men were exactly the same age as McDermott, as all three were born in January 1883, but McCullough and Hobson were far more experienced in the ways of the world.
         
According to Hobson, when he first met McDermott the latter was already a member of the Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH), a strongly Catholic, conservative nationalist organisation which supported the Irish Party, and the Gaelic League which promoted the revival of the Irish language, though it’s not known when or where he joined the AOH or even if he did. There is only Hobson’s word to go on that McDermott had already been a Hibernian in Leitrim. Writing years later Hobson described McDermott as ‘a bloody old Hib’ and said his membership of the AOH had given him a taste for intrigue, the implication being he had been a member longer than a few months in Belfast. It should also be said that observations by Hobson written years later were coloured by the animosity that developed between the men after 1914.
         
Given his subsequent career, if McDermott was in the AOH the likelihood is that he had joined it and the Gaelic League out of political conviction before he arrived in Belfast rather than in order to make contacts in a strange city. Like much about his early life, definite information is hard to come by.
         
In any case, conversations with Frank Wilson were most probably how McDermott’s interest in politics became known to others linked to the Irish Republican Brotherhood, most likely through the Gaelic League, which was full of IRB men. One of them, Paddy Carbery, who Denis McCullough had thrown out of the IRB because of his drinking, allegedly went to McCullough and said, ‘Well if you won’t have me, would you have a promising young fellow from the country who doesn’t drink?’5 Clearly the political views McDermott had been expressing indicated he was suitable material for the IRB.
         
Recruiting him was not that simple. McDermott was initially reluctant and not easily convinced. McCullough recalls that he was ‘an extremely religious man at the time’ (note ‘at the time’) and rebuffed suggestions that he join the IRB, which had been condemned by the Catholic Church from its very beginnings as a secret oath-bound society. According to McCullough, it was Hobson, a Quaker, who persuaded McDermott that there was nothing against his religion in joining the IRB and, besides, there was a great deal more to republicanism than swearing an oath to the Irish republic as IRB members did.
         
In their conversations with McDermott in early 1906 McCullough and Hobson explained what they were about. These two men epitomised the generational change which was taking place in Irish politics. John Redmond, the leader of the Irish Party, had been elected to the House of Commons in 1881, before McCullough, Hobson or McDermott were born, and the IPP had been pursuing Home Rule for over twenty years. There had been two Home Rule bills, in 1886 and again in 1893, with the first rejected by the House of Commons and the second unceremoniously thrown out by the House of Lords. In 1906, twenty years after the first Home Rule Bill, the IPP was no further on, and perhaps even further back. The party was irrevocably wedded to the fortunes of the Liberal Party in Britain because the Conservatives had set their faces against Home Rule. However, in the January 1906 general election the Liberals had won a landslide victory and possessed such a substantial majority that they did not need the IPP’s support. Since then the Liberals were sounding distinctly lukewarm about Home Rule, but even if they introduced a bill the House of Lords would throw it out. It seemed the IPP had hit a brick wall.
         
In any case, Home Rule would have amounted to little more than a glorified county council for Ireland administering a budget allocated by the Westminster parliament, which would retain control over all matters of importance and many of little importance, including the postal service and the regulation of savings banks. Forty-two Irish MPs would sit in the House of Commons, which would have continued to pass primary legislation for Ireland as before.
         
The new generation of nationalists advocated an entirely different kind of politics. Even if it had been granted, Home Rule would not have gone anywhere near satisfying the aspirations of the political activists and intellectuals who espoused separatism. In the 1880s Home Rule may have seemed a radical demand, but times had changed and a growing number of young people wanted political independence to go alongside the views they had absorbed of an Irish cultural independence distinct from England.
         
Hand in hand with advanced nationalism went the ideals of the Irish-Ireland movement, which had been gathering strength since the 1890s.The new generation had grown up conscious of their distinctive Irishness as expressed through organisations like the Gaelic Athletic Association (founded in 1884) and the Gaelic League (founded in 1893). Both organisations sought to eliminate English influences from Ireland and to create an ‘Irish-Ireland’, overturning what the Irish in the seventeenth century had spotted was the English plan, to produce a ‘Sacsa Nua darb ainm Éire’ (a New England called Ireland). Many at the end of the nineteenth century believed the English had succeeded in that plan.
         
The manifesto of the Irish-Ireland movement was a seminal lecture in 1892 by Douglas Hyde, one of the founders of the Gaelic League, called ‘The Necessity for De-Anglicising Ireland’. Hyde appealed to people to set ‘their face against this constant running to England for our books, literature, music, games, fashions, and ideas’ and instead to concentrate on what was distinctively Irish.
         
Hyde had struck a chord. When the Gaelic League was established in 1893, there were only six books in Irish in print. By 1894 the Gaelic League was selling 50,000 textbooks annually. Thousands registered for Irish classes.6 By 1901 there were two hundred branches of the League. In 1906 that number had more than quadrupled to nine hundred with 100,000 members, a clear indication of the enthusiasm for the Irish-Ireland movement. Although Douglas Hyde struggled to keep politics out of the League, it was to be in vain.
         
Writing in The Leader newspaper in 1900, WB Yeats, one of the great figures of the cultural renaissance in Ireland, gave an indication of what Hyde was up against. In a prescient passage demonstrating the link between cultural and political nationalism, Yeats wrote:
         
I myself believe that unless a great foreign war comes to remake everything, we must be prepared to turn from a purely political nationalism with the land question as its lever to a partly intellectual and historical nationalism like that of Norway, with its language question as its lever…7
            

In many respects the Gaelic League was performing the function of nationalist movements across Europe, which were agitating for independence from empires. All these nationalist movements, like Czechs and Slovaks trying to gain independence from the Austrian empire, or Finns, Estonians and Latvians trying to throw off the Russian empire, emphasised the importance of their native languages to help legitimise their claim to nationhood. In Ireland the slogan was ‘ni tír gan teanga’, that is, ‘no country without a language’. The Gaelic League’s motto was ‘Sinn Féin, Sinn Féin Amháin’, or ‘We Ourselves, Ourselves Alone’.
         
The sentiments and objectives expressed in the philosophy of the Gaelic League and the Irish-Ireland movement were attractive to the Irish Republican Brotherhood, which sought from the outset to infiltrate the GAA and Gaelic League, organisations which they thought might help further their aims in establishing an independent Irish republic. However, at the turn of the century the IRB was not in any position to capitalise politically on cultural developments, as Irish politics remained firmly in the grip of the IPP and the Catholic Church.
         
Besides, the IRB had dwindled to a shadow of its former self, down to fewer than a thousand members from the tens of thousands in the 1880s. The leaders were largely veterans of the Land War of the early 1880s, and in many places the ‘Organisation’ (as it was known) was little more than an old comrades’ association which tended to meet in pubs. The decline in membership, coupled with leaders devoid of energy or ambition, were not the only handicaps the IRB suffered. The Catholic Church had always regarded them as an enemy, and IRB men were excommunicated, suffered social isolation, unemployment, and even burial in an unmarked grave.8
         
Clerical antipathy was partly because the IRB was a secret, oath-bound organisation, but more because the Church hierarchy, heavily influenced from Rome, feared the republican body was imbued with the same revolutionary anti-clerical ideas which had damaged their power in Italy and France. By the 1890s, most Irish Catholics shared this view of continental governments. For example, when Arthur Griffith and some IRB men attended Bastille Day in Paris in 1900, they were roundly condemned by the Catholic press in Ireland and accused of celebrating ‘a priest-eating republic’. By 1905 republican France was on the attack, busily removing the Catholic Church from any position in the state.
         
In Ireland, however, the Catholic Church was the most powerful, all-pervasive force in the country. It had demonstrated its power, both political and spiritual, in destroying Parnell in 1891 after his affair with Katharine O’Shea became public and caused a scandal which split the IPP. It had taken a decade for the Irish Party at Westminster to come together again. With the dominant role of the Church in all aspects of Irish society, and the IPP’s monopoly in politics endorsed by the Church, there did not seem to be much advantage in being a member of the IRB at the beginning of the twentieth century.
         
Another blow to the IRB was the arrival on the scene of a greatly strengthened Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH) in the 1890s. The AOH was strictly and unquestioningly Catholic – members had to be Catholic – and its involvement in politics therefore strongly supported by the Church. In some parts of the country the AOH was the mirror image of the Orange Order, holding parades on Catholic holy days. Many AOH members were also members of the Irish Party. By 1900 AOH delegates were admitted to conventions which selected IPP candidates for parliament, thereby cementing the link between the IPP and the AOH.
         
The emergence of the AOH as a force to be reckoned with in Irish politics was almost single-handedly the work of the Belfast IPP politician, Joe Devlin MP. His efforts began in the 1890s by using the AOH for electioneering purposes, but he spotted the potential of the organisation when he witnessed its American counterpart’s operation while on a fundraising trip to the USA for the IPP in 1902. On his return he set about making the AOH into a mass movement controlled by the IPP. By 1905 the governing body of the AOH, the ‘Board of Erin’, openly supported IPP policy and accepted the leadership of Joe Devlin, who became the AOH Grandmaster for Life in 1904. By 1905 his leadership of the AOH, which by then had 10,000 members, made him the most powerful nationalist politician in Ulster. He was also general secretary of the UIL, which ran the IPP’s branch organisation in Ireland, giving him a unique position from which to wield patronage.
         
In the 1906 general election Devlin won West Belfast by a mere sixteen votes over the Unionist candidate with the help of carefully organised personation carried out by AOH members, who thereby began a tradition in Belfast of ‘maximising’ the Catholic working-class vote in the city. Personation, which required meticulous organisation, involved men voting in other men’s names (including some who had died but were still on the voting register). There was a suspiciously high ninety-five per cent turnout in West Belfast in 1906.
         
Naturally, given Devlin’s power base, the AOH was particularly strong in Belfast, but it was also a force to be reckoned with in Tyrone, Leitrim and Sligo, counties where there had been a history in the nineteenth century of secret rural organisations called Ribbonmen involved in the land question and prone to violence.
         
By throwing in his lot with Denis McCullough and Bulmer Hobson in 1906, McDermott was consciously rejecting the political establishment and the policy position of the major nationalist politician in Belfast, as well as that of the majority of the city’s nationalists. Furthermore, he was allying himself with men whom Devlin considered a potential threat to his Westminster seat in Belfast’s tightly fought sectarian elections and similar tight contests in Tyrone. Devlin and the IPP in general regarded any alternative political grouping in Ireland as a deadly enemy.
         
Politics in Belfast was different from anywhere else on the island. Outnumbered three to one in the city, Catholics struggled against Unionists for their share of the city’s prosperity and their rights as citizens rather than agitating against the English government or the power of Dublin Castle. The key question was whether Belfast nationalists should ally themselves to the national struggle through the Dublin-led and Dublin-oriented IPP, or concentrate on the issues particular to Belfast, which were not really about nationalism but about developing as a community.
         
On this question Belfast nationalists in 1906 had just seen the end of a decade-long struggle with the Catholic Church for control of the city’s working-class vote. Reforms to local government had made it possible in the 1890s for the first time to elect Catholics to the new city corporation. The Bishop of Down & Connor, the peculiarly named Dr Henry Henry, wanted men elected as Catholics working for Catholic rights rather than allowing a Dublin-based nationalist agenda to set the political representation and policy in Belfast. The bishop was interested in advancing the welfare of the Catholic minority in Belfast, not antagonising the Unionist majority by pursuing the politics of Home Rule, which had provoked widespread rioting, death, and destruction of property in Catholic districts in 1886 and 1893 when Protestant mobs attacked Catholic districts in protest against the first and second Home Rule Bills. Dr Henry therefore promoted candidates for election who stood as Catholics rather than as nationalists.
         
After years of manoeuvring and intrigue, by 1905 Joe Devlin had managed to wrest control of the city’s politics from the clergy, but at a price. He had the freedom to pursue the wider Home Rule agenda, but to avoid being portrayed in the same light as continental nationalist movements, he had to promote openly Catholic policies and avoid taking on the city’s Unionist establishment, which controlled the employment of his constituents. In all this, the AOH was a useful instrument because of the order’s avowedly Catholic precepts, its lurid devotional banners and regalia, and the fact that the clergy had a role to play in the AOH as chaplains and spiritual directors celebrating special masses and preaching sermons to AOH gatherings on holy days. Even so, with the support of the church and the AOH personators the 1906 general election victory in West Belfast was still a close run thing.
         
The last thing Devlin needed was the appearance on the scene of a rival organisation promoting exactly the kind of politics which he and the Catholic Church were at pains to avoid – republicanism. That was precisely what Bulmer Hobson, Denis McCullough and their eager new recruit Sean McDermott (who seems to have become ‘Sean’ to his friends sometime in 1906) were about.
Hobson and McCullough first met in 1901 at the Tír na nÓg branch of the Gaelic League in Albert Street off the Falls Road. They were both eighteen and immediately found they shared the same political views about Ireland’s place in the world. They agreed with Wolfe Tone’s recipe for solving the island’s problems – namely, ‘to break the connection with England, the never failing source of all our political evils’ – but for both of them, equally important was ‘to substitute the common name of Irishman in place of the denominations Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter’.
         
McCullough had reached this conclusion by conventional means. He was born into a republican family in west Belfast. His mother was a staunch republican, and both his father and grandfather had been IRB members, as was his brother. IRB meetings took place in the family home in Divis Street at the city end of the Falls Road, and McCullough himself had been sworn in at his father’s suggestion in 1901, when he became eighteen. It must have seemed the natural thing to do.9
         
Hobson, on the other hand, was a rare commodity. He was born in January 1883 into a comfortable middle-class Quaker family near what is now Queens University in south Belfast. The following year the family moved to Hopefield Avenue off the Antrim Road, then on the northern outskirts of Belfast. Hobson’s father was the only member of the Belfast Quakers who supported Home Rule, while his mother supported votes for women. Hobson recalled later that there were often political arguments at meals.
         
As a teenager Hobson was strongly influenced by two women neighbours, Alice Milligan and Anna Johnston, both poets and Irish nationalists. Hobson’s mother was friendly with Alice Milligan, a friendship which probably led to Hobson meeting her and Anna Johnston who wrote poetry under the nom de plume Ethna Carbery. Johnston’s father was Robert Johnston, a Catholic timber merchant and veteran Fenian. In 1896 the two women founded the Shan Van Vocht, a magazine to promote advanced nationalist views. As a precocious thirteen year old boarding at Friends School, Lisburn, Hobson became a subscriber. He later said it put him ‘in touch with the new forces that were beginning to stir in Ireland’.10 At Anna Johnston’s house, Lios na bhFionn, close to Hobson’s home, he met the leading Belfast figures in the Gaelic League and also visitors from Dublin including Douglas Hyde and Maud Gonne. He avidly read Irish history and was particularly taken by the work of James Fintan Lalor, a nineteenth century Irish revolutionary and journalist who in the 1840s advocated national independence. By the time Hobson was eighteen he was a committed republican, and Anna Johnston suggested to him in 1901 that he join the Gaelic League.
         
Hobson was a whirlwind of energy. Once in the League, he threw himself into a wide range of nationalist activities, regardless of the consequences, one of which was being sacked from his job at a printer’s in 1902 when it became known he was organising the Gaelic League’s Feis Uladh. He organised Irish language classes, taught many himself, set up hurling clubs in Belfast, joined the GAA, helped set up the Antrim County Board, and in June 1902 he established Na Fianna Éireann, originally a junior hurling league, later in Dublin a paramilitary organisation. A dozen hurling clubs joined Hobson’s Fianna league within a month. He also planned an Ulster branch of the Irish Literary Theatre which became the Ulster Literary Theatre. In 1903 he helped found the Protestant National Society to try to convert young Protestants to nationalism. It had scant success as he later ruefully admitted.
         
Hobson was equally energetic on the political side of things. As well as joining the Gaelic League in 1901, both he and McCullough also joined Cumann na nGaedheal, which Arthur Griffith had founded in Dublin in September 1900. Cumann na nGaedheal was a political organisation intended as a forum in which people interested in cultural as well as political ideas could meet and share their thoughts about advanced nationalism. Its programme advocated separatism but of a less extreme form than the IRB’s aim. The very fact that there was such a variety of clubs and societies in Dublin and Belfast is an indication of the turmoil and dissatisfaction with the state of nationalism and its ideology as articulated by the dominant Irish Party.
Hobson and McCullough quickly became leading members of Cumann na nGaedheal in Belfast, sitting on its Belfast district council and setting up new branches in the city. However they were both unhappy with the type of person the clubs attracted. McCullough said they were ‘mostly composed of irresponsible young publicans and grocers’ assistants with little or no national tradition behind them’.11 Like many party political meetings, Cumann na nGaedheal meetings in Belfast were often little more than a preliminary to going for a drink. The meetings ‘degenerated into Sunday night ceilidhes and as the members had easy access to drink some unedifying scenes occurred’.
         
Hobson and McCullough were serious about their politics and had no patience with talking shops and definitely not with drinking clubs. McCullough had already taken stern action against the middle-aged and elderly drinkers who seemed to comprise the IRB in Belfast when he joined in 1901, enlisting Hobson’s help in 1904 when he swore the latter into the organisation. Hobson was just as opposed to regular heavy drinking as McCullough and together they purged the Belfast IRB, going so far as to expel McCullough’s own father, who was an alcoholic.
         
On the political front they moved to set up their own clubs, similar to Cumann na nGaedheal but more definitely separatist in their programme which McCullough said ‘would do some serious national work and which [he and Hobson] could control’. On 8 March 1905 they established the first Dungannon Club in Belfast, named after an eighteenth century Convention which had met in Dungannon in County Tyrone and began the push towards Ireland’s legislative independence in 1783. To those aware of nationalist history the name indicated they were going far past the objective of Home Rule and wanted a complete separation from Westminster as well as economic independence.
         
One member of the Belfast club, and later of the IRB and Irish Volunteers in Belfast, Liam Gaynor, said the objectives of the Dungannon Clubs were ‘the complete independence of the country by physical force and the study and spread of Irish and the fostering of support of Irish industries’.12
         
What was equally important for the two men who established the clubs was to distance themselves from the narrow Catholic emphasis of Belfast nationalism as practised by Joe Devlin and his AOH supporters. The point that Hobson emphasised was that the eighteenth century Dungannon Convention was led by Protestants. Since Belfast was overwhelmingly Protestant he was convinced that nationalism was going nowhere if it appealed only to the Catholic minority as Devlin did.
         
Very quickly, however, the Dungannon Club dropped the idea of returning to the eighteenth century demands and by August 1905, as Liam Gaynor said, its programme advocated ‘the political independence of Ireland’. They began to publish pamphlets which came to the notice of the RIC, because as well as promoting the idea of political and economic independence they talked about ‘the exclusive use of Irish manufactures and produce’ and objected to the British armed forces recruiting in Ireland.
         
According to McCullough, Hobson’s powers of persuasion made all this extremely attractive to McDermott who joined the Belfast Dungannon Club in early 1906 and soon after was sworn into the IRB. He subscribed completely to the ideas and objectives of the Dungannon Clubs as expressed by Liam Gaynor and clearly enjoyed the weekly meetings which were organised around lectures and debates. In some respects the end of the gatherings sound rather like the Cumann na nGaedheal meetings that McCullough deplored, except there was no drink. McCullough said the conclusion was often a sing-song, which he led. Apparently, Hobson and McDermott had tin ears and you could not tell whether they were singing ‘God Save Ireland’ or ‘God Save the King’.13
         
By the time McDermott joined, the original Dungannon Club in Belfast had spawned others in the city and beyond. One was established in Derry in September 1905 and then others in Tyrone at Carrickmore, Ardboe and Dungannon. They spread to Britain with one in London and others in Newcastle-upon-Tyne and Glasgow.
As the summer of 1906 approached Hobson took to the streets in the long evenings to spread the gospel. However, despite his hopes of attracting Protestant interest in his separatist ideas, the streets they took to were exclusively in and around the Falls Road and in a couple of Catholic rural areas. Hobson (those powers of persuasion again) and McCullough managed to persuade Francis Joseph Bigger, a north Belfast solicitor, antiquarian, and friend of his family to lend them his ‘magic lantern’ (projector) to show slides to illustrate their talks about Irish economic self-sufficiency. With McDermott’s aid, they transported the projector on a cart they had borrowed from a coal merchant called Quigley, who was, according to Hobson, ‘a Fenian all his life’. However, Quigley calculated he could afford to lose the cart but not the horse, so the intrepid trio had to pull the cart themselves.14
         
Bigger’s magic lantern was not so fortunate. Hobson recalled:
We put up the lantern at one end of the cart and a screen at the other and, putting statistics and cartoons alternatively on the screen, we spoke on these subjects. The lantern was often battered with stones thrown by hostile crowds, but was never put out of action. When one has learned how to handle a hostile mob in Belfast, other audiences seem pretty easy.

It never seems to have occurred to Hobson that their evening talks about economic self-sufficiency might have been deadly boring to an audience of textile workers who were looking for an evening’s free entertainment. In the absence of amusing speeches the crowds usually seemed to have decided to entertain themselves by heckling the speakers and using their equipment (and sometimes the speakers) as target practice.
         
Such was Sean McDermott’s introduction to political life. Hobson had obviously been assessing McDermott after he joined the Dungannon Club in early 1906. By June he decided he was ready for a bit of action.
McDermott, one of our earliest converts, came over to us from the AOH and soon became one of our most active workers. He was a very handsome youth with an ingratiating manner and, after a little practice, became a fairly good speaker. His sincerity and energy made him a very valuable recruit.
            

At their first open-air meeting on 5 June, Hobson and McCullough decided to let McDermott have a go at public speaking.
As always at such meetings there were uniformed police and occasionally members of the Special Branch. These police either took notes of speeches as they were happening or made ‘a mental note’ which they then wrote up soon afterwards. Anyone standing up to speak, especially if pushing an anti-English or anti-recruitment line, knew they were going onto police files and would be a marked man from then on. There were other hazards. ‘A great number of factory girls were there too and they started jeering McDermott and being very friendly with the police. McDermott lost his temper and let loose on them. Forever afterwards he was much in demand by the platform patrons who always sought out “the young fella with the fiery tongue”’.
         
What is ‘a great number’ of factory girls? In those days before TV, radio or cinema, crowds thronged each evening in the densely populated districts surrounding Belfast’s factories and mills. The police estimate of the crowd at Clonard Street on 5 June was around 1,500, incredible in modern terms for such an event. At a gathering on 12 June at Derby Street, lower down the Falls Road, the estimate was 2,000. No wonder Hobson says the three of them were frightened for their lives. Standing up on the cart without any form of amplification required courage for at least three reasons: the police, the missiles and the vast size of the crowd, some of whom would inevitably be worse for drink. The speeches, if people could hear them, fell on deaf ears. McCullough admitted years afterwards that the crowd did not give ‘a tinker’s hoot’ about Irish exports and imports.
         
Nevertheless, Hobson’s project of setting up Dungannon Clubs to promote Ireland’s independence was prospering. They published their own newspaper, edited (of course) by Hobson, with the none-too-subtle title Republic, sold postcards and pamphlets and organised debates and lectures. Republic’s first editorial made clear its political credo.
         
We stand for an Irish Republic because we see that no compromise with England, no Repeal of the Union, no concession of Home Rule or Devolution will satisfy the national aspirations of the Irish people…National independence is our right; we ask no more; and we will accept no less.
            

Eventually Hobson and McCullough decided if they were going to expand and develop they needed a full-time organiser who would keep the growing number of local clubs abreast of developments and set up new clubs. Since McDermott was unemployed, having been sacked from the trams in July and literally living hand to mouth in the second half of 1906, they appointed him in January 1907. After all, he had served his apprenticeship on the back of Quigley’s cart so what more commitment to the ideals of the republic did anyone need to demonstrate?
         
They had a whip-round to fund him. Ernest Blythe, then a Dungannon Club member in Belfast and later a minister in the Free State government, recounted how they set McDermott up: ‘They simply got thirty members of the Dungannon club to agree to pay a shilling a week each … and without more ado Sean went on the road.’15 McCullough said McDermott’s wages were provided by ‘those members who could afford it (and most of us couldn’t!)’. However, McDermott must have been pleased. His thirty shillings a week was fifty per cent more than he got as a tram conductor though the terms and conditions of work were even more fraught than working for the severe, uncompromising Mr Nance.
         
Since the majority of Dungannon Club members were based in Belfast where Hobson and McCullough operated, McDermott’s main field of operations was to be Tyrone, a stronghold of the AOH. Liam Gaynor recalled that McCullough and Hobson decided to make McDermott ‘an organiser amongst the Hibernians in County Tyrone’. Gaynor says people expected ‘that Sean would meet with some trouble and for his protection was provided with a “revolver” which was in reality a lead pencil holder, probably a propelling pencil. This “revolver” was humorously presented by Sean McGarry in the club premises.’16 This was the same Sean McGarry who, Denis McCullough says, caught an egg thrown at the platform party during a public meeting in Belfast and ate it for his breakfast the following morning. As a more practical aid to help him in his travels, McDermott was also provided with a bicycle. Little did he know as he set off that his travelling around Ireland would continue until his execution nine years later.
         
McDermott did not restrict himself to Tyrone. He travelled to Antrim and Derry and also to South Down and South Armagh, places where Hobson spoke and where it is likely McDermott joined him. However, McDermott had a torrid time in Tyrone. From reports of his speeches, McDermott took a strong line against participation at Westminster, in other words a direct challenge to Redmond’s Irish Party. Hobson wrote that ‘the Ribbonmen [his name for the Hibernians] through the country are giving us the Devil. McDermott has been having a very hot time.’17 McDermott also wrote that he was ‘having some very narrow escapes from the Ribbonmen in Tyrone … Their leaders and National Chaplain [a priest who acted as Spiritual Director] are very aggressive and often brutal in their opposition.’18
         
Nonetheless, McDermott was not to be put off. He had found his calling. From January 1907 until his death he was a full-time republican activist, funded first by the Dungannon Clubs, then by Sinn Féin, then the IRB. At each stage he became more determined and extreme in his views as he perceived one option after another for obtaining Irish independence closing down. By 1907 he had developed a strong hostility towards Home Rule and those who advocated it, and had become an out-and-out republican promoting an independent Gaelic Ireland. He had begun to call himself Seán MacDiarmada.19
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Chapter Three
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1907 – 1908
The Sinn Féin By-Election

The hostility exhibited towards MacDiarmada’s missionary activities on behalf of the Dungannon Clubs in rural Ulster in 1907 is best understood in the context of Irish national politics that year. John Redmond’s Irish Parliamentary Party was on the defensive, as the 1906 general election had altered the argument between the IPP and its critics among advanced nationalists. The election had produced a resounding victory for the Liberal Party in Britain giving them 397 seats to the Conservatives’ 156, a majority of sixty-one over all the other parties combined. It was the biggest defeat the Conservative Party in Britain suffered until Tony Blair’s victory in 1997.
         
On the face of it the return of the Liberals was good news for Redmond’s IPP. After all, they had been allied unofficially to the Liberals since 1885 so now many people in the party and in Ireland generally expected that Home Rule was on the cards. In fact the opposite was the case. Since the Lords had thrown out the second Home Rule Bill in 1893, many senior Liberals had come to believe that the commitment to Irish Home Rule was an albatross round the party’s neck. Home Rule was not popular with the strongly imperialist British electorate and the fact that Irish nationalists had openly supported the Boers in the recent Boer War, and that some had even fought alongside the Boers in an Irish Brigade, made it doubly difficult for any British political party to be associated with the Irish.
         
If the Liberal Party included Home Rule in their election manifesto for 1906 and the Lords threw such a bill out as they inevitably would, another general election would be likely. For a lot of voters in Britain, therefore, it seemed that voting Liberal was a waste of time because a Liberal government would not last long enough to make a difference. Many Liberals themselves believed that it was the party’s commitment to Home Rule which had deprived them of a full term in government for the previous twenty years.
One of the strongest opponents of the commitment to Home Rule for all these reasons was Herbert Henry Asquith, who summed up the views of Liberals opposed to Home Rule when he said in 1905, ‘If we are to get a majority … it can only be by making it perfectly clear to the electors that … it will be no part of the policy of the new Liberal government to introduce a Home Rule Bill.’ Asquith’s views carried the day and became the policy of the new government in 1906 in which Asquith was Chancellor of the Exchequer. Any conciliation of Irish constitutional demands would be ‘step by step’. No grand gestures.
         
These developments were a heavy blow to Redmond and the IPP. First, the new parliamentary arithmetic meant Redmond had no leverage as the huge Liberal majority made the IPP surplus to requirements for a Liberal government for the first time since 1886. Secondly, placing Home Rule on the back burner was viewed in Ireland as a betrayal of the wishes of Irish voters and made the IPP look impotent. Since 1885 Home Rule had been the settled will of the Irish electorate who at each general election dutifully returned around eighty MPs who supported the policy. Indeed in general elections since 1885 up to sixty of the one hundred or so Irish seats were uncontested. What was there to contest? The MP was being sent to Westminster to vote for Home Rule. In most of the country outside the northeast there was no disagreement about that policy. Now after twenty years of waiting for a strong Liberal government able to deliver Home Rule it seemed that not only had Liberals reneged on the policy the IPP had taken for granted but there was nothing the IPP could do about it. This setback gave added strength to the central question republicans were posing: what was the point in going to Westminster when the wishes of Irish voters were ignored?
The growth of the Dungannon Clubs in Ulster and their spread to Irish communities in England and Scotland was not an isolated phenomenon. In Dublin the nationalist journalist, agitator and pamphleteer Arthur Griffith, a vigorous opponent of British involvement in Ireland, had developed a new policy which not only criticised the IPP’s role at Westminster but for the first time offered what appeared to many a feasible political alternative.
         
Griffith had been struck by the strategy the Hungarians had adopted in the nineteenth century after elections in 1848. Instead of going to Vienna to take their seats in the Austrian imperial parliament they had remained in Budapest and set themselves up as a de facto Hungarian national assembly, rejecting the right of Austria to govern Hungary. Finally, after nearly twenty years, in 1867 the Austrians, at a low point after military defeat by Prussia, conceded Hungarians’ demands and established a ‘dual monarchy’. This phrase meant that Austrian Emperor Franz Josef would reign over the empire, but would be known as ‘King Franz Josef’ in Hungary, while the Hungarians would govern themselves in what was to be called henceforth ‘Austria-Hungary’.
         
During 1904 Griffith had outlined the events in nineteenth century Hungary in twenty-seven weekly instalments in his newspaper the United Irishman. In November 1904 he pulled the articles together and published them as a booklet called The Resurrection of Hungary: A Parallel for Ireland. Comparing the relationship between Vienna and Budapest with that between London and Dublin, he recommended that Irish MPs withdraw from Westminster after the next election and sit in Dublin. They should boycott the British administration and instead establish one in the country run by themselves and based on the local government system established in 1898. The booklet struck a chord, for it sold 5,000 copies in the first twenty-four hours, an Irish publishing record which still stands. Within three months it had sold 20,000 copies, according to Griffith in the United Irishman.
         
Alongside his proposals for a political alternative to Home Rule Griffith published a comprehensive economic programme advocating a ‘Buy Irish’ policy and the imposition of tariffs on foreign goods (among which he included British imports) to help promote Irish manufacture. His argument was that Ireland was being exploited for England’s benefit and that only an Irish parliament would pass the necessary legislation to protect Irish industry. Taken together with the political proposals, Griffith presented his overall plan in a three-hour speech in Dublin in November 1905 which he published as The Sinn Féin Policy. To advanced nationalists it seemed that the Irish-Ireland movement now had a viable political programme and to top it off the programme even had a name in Irish – Sinn Féin or ‘We Ourselves’, almost the same as the motto of the Gaelic League. Those who supported the Sinn Féin policy did not see themselves as a political party at this stage, but were more a pressure group trying to influence IPP policy.
         
Griffith made his speech to the annual convention of the important-sounding National Council, which he had set up with others in Dublin in 1903 to coordinate protests against the visit to Ireland of the new king, Edward VII. The National Council had taken on a life of its own and branches had been established in Belfast, Cavan, Kilkenny, Waterford and Cork by September 1906. However, despite its name the National Council was far from a ‘national’ organisation. In reality it was one of a number of vociferous pressure groups based in Dublin and run by advanced nationalists like Griffith who wanted to persuade the IPP to consider an alternative approach to the national question. The historian FSL Lyons described Dublin at the time as being full of ‘a multitude of little clubs’. Apart from the National Council, these included branches of Cumann na nGaedheal and the women’s equivalent, Inghinidhe na hÉireann (Daughters of Ireland). Many people were members of two or three different clubs, political, literary or cultural.
It was no accident that Griffith launched his Sinn Féin policy when he did, just two months before the 1906 general election, to try to put maximum pressure on the IPP. His initiative had no effect on the election as the IPP ignored him, his organisations and his newspaper. The party received its usual massive endorsement of the Home Rule policy from the Irish electorate only to find that this time the Liberal majority rendered them powerless.
         
The new political scene at Westminster made many IPP MPs uneasy. The reality quickly sank in that the new Liberal government would last for the duration of a full parliament and that Home Rule was not on its agenda. The arguments of people like Griffith in Dublin and Bulmer Hobson in Belfast became suddenly more cogent and appealing.
The stance of Hobson’s Dungannon Clubs on national self-sufficiency, both political and economic, was essentially the same as Griffith’s Sinn Féin policy. Where they differed was on the type of government they advocated: dual monarchy for Griffith, using the Hungarian model, but a republic for Hobson. However, Hobson considered himself a member of the ‘Sinn Féin movement’ and there was no doubt that it was gathering momentum in 1906.
The IPP set out to kill it at birth. Certainly, MacDiarmada believed the attacks on him in Tyrone were part of a planned campaign. He wrote that ‘they [the Hibernians] have received secret orders to fight Sinn Féin and they are doing so’, though he did not provide any evidence to support this charge.1 It’s not that Sinn Féin was an electoral threat to the IPP in 1906. After all, the leaders of the Sinn Féin movement did not field any candidates. However, the IPP leaders were always conscious of the danger of a split in the party, as in any Irish political movement. It was a mere sixteen years since the wounds opened over Parnell had been healed. There would always be another election and they viewed anything which diminished the number of Irish MPs acting as a parliamentary unit as damaging.
         
Furthermore the IPP were under no illusions about the real agenda of people in the new movement. Many of the prominent figures including Griffith, Hobson, McCullough and others, were members of the IRB. They were in receipt of funds from Clan na Gael in the United States. Clan na Gael was a powerful Irish-American organisation composed of thousands of the nineteenth century Irish diaspora to America. It was run by former Fenians who made it the IRB’s incarnation in the US. These Irish-Americans did not support Home Rule. Almost all were more hard line than the Irish in Ireland, committed republicans who wanted to break the connection with England. They were ready to favour any organisation which undermined the IPP, especially one which promoted a viable political alternative. Accordingly the Clan had high hopes for the Sinn Féin movement, even though Griffith’s proposal of a dual monarchy didn’t go as far as they wished.
In the north of the country however, the Dungannon Clubs were openly republican and as such more attractive to the Americans. Another reason the Americans would favour the northerners was the important link between Pat McCartan, an IRB man from Carrickmore in County Tyrone, and one of the Clan na Gael leaders and donors, the Philadelphia-based Joe McGarrity, also a native of Carrickmore. Pat McCartan was a protégé and lifelong friend of McGarrity whom he had met when he emigrated to Philadelphia for a few years. McGarrity helped fund McCartan’s education in UCD as a doctor and the two kept in regular contact by letter, which provided McGarrity with the IRB view of current events in Ireland. McCartan also travelled regularly to the US by ocean liner on IRB business throughout the period up to independence in 1922, often bringing cash back to Ireland with him.
         
By 1907 when MacDiarmada was appointed organiser for the Dungannon Clubs, Clan na Gael, and especially McGarrity, were getting quite excited about developments in Ireland. Sinn Féin supporters had been winning seats on Dublin Corporation (by 1908 they would have eleven out of eighty councillors). The reports to McGarrity from McCartan about advances in Ulster, the burgeoning of the Dungannon Clubs and Hobson’s efforts to convert Protestants to the national cause led McGarrity to send £50 to Hobson in March 1907, a year’s salary for many people in those days. Hobson’s nationalist activities had made him almost unemployable.
However, what McGarrity and Clan na Gael wanted above all was a united movement to challenge the IPP. There were the National Council, Cumann na nGaedheal and the Dungannon Clubs with overlapping membership all saying more or less the same thing but each grouping inevitably competing against the other and all soliciting cash from America. The Clan urged them to amalgamate and threatened to withhold money unless they did. A first step was the coming together of the Dungannon Clubs and Cumann na nGaedheal in Dundalk in April 1907 where they agreed to call themselves the Sinn Féin League. The committee running the new League agreed to keep MacDiarmada on as its full-time organiser in Ulster.
         
Arthur Griffith tried to keep the process of amalgamation at arm’s length. He was very possessive about his Sinn Féin ‘brand’ and did not want to end up as a member of a committee or board which might outvote him or take his concept in a direction he did not like. In the summer of 1907 events overtook him and made the creation of a unified movement urgent.
In May 1907 the new Chief Secretary for Ireland, Augustine Birrell, introduced the Irish Council Bill, his attempt to mollify the disappointed Irish Party MPs. With his inveterate trust of the British parliamentary process, John Redmond had been working with Birrell to produce proposals that would survive Conservative and Unionist opposition in the Lords. His attitude to the bill is a good indication of how out of touch Redmond had become, both from the sentiments of advanced nationalism in Ireland and from the views of some of his own MPs. The bill would set up a toothless, powerless body to run eight of Ireland’s forty-five government departments but any of this new body’s decisions could be set aside by the Chief Secretary. As Birrell himself told the House of Commons, there was in his proposal, no ‘touch, or a trace, a hint or a suggestion of any new legislative power or authority’. The prime minister, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, was gratuitously patronising in his remarks, saying the bill was ‘a little modest, shy, humble effort to give administrative powers to the Irish people’.
         
Since he had been consulted about its format Redmond initially welcomed the bill but he had completely misjudged the development of national consciousness in Ireland, particularly among the young. He had to row back very smartly when faced with the uproar in Ireland at large and in his own party about how far the proposals fell short of Home Rule. James Joyce described the Irish Council Bill as ‘a wavering scarecrow’. He also observed that the débâcle damaged the standing of constitutionalism in Ireland.2 Arthur Griffith threw himself into a campaign against the bill in his new newspaper Sinn Féin.3 He declared the bill ‘an insult’ to the Irish people and demanded that Irish MPs support his policy and withdraw from Westminster. His invective accurately reflected the mood in Ireland outside the Unionist northeast.
         
Among members of Redmond’s party there was similar outrage. At a meeting of the United Irish League which incorporated Irish Party MPs, councillors and party officials, Redmond had to back-pedal rapidly. Ominously five of his MPs backed a resolution advocating Griffith’s policy. A resolution using Griffith’s word ‘insult’ was debated but defeated. Feeling in the UIL was running so high at what many regarded as a slap in the face that Redmond had to withdraw support for the bill. Birrell dropped it.
         
That was far from the end of the matter. One of the IPP MPs, John O’Mara, who represented Kilkenny South, resigned the party whip, but that was the least of Redmond’s problems. To his consternation, Charles J Dolan, the twenty-five-year-old MP for Leitrim North announced in June 1907 that he was resigning his seat to contest it again in a by-election as an adherent of the Sinn Féin policy, the crucial element of which was abstention from Westminster.
His announcement did not pose a problem for Redmond only. Suddenly the supporters of Griffith’s Sinn Féin policy had to get their act together. The imperative was to present a united front. Bulmer Hobson and Seán MacDiarmada had arrived in Leitrim as soon as Dolan had declared his intentions and before he resigned from Westminster. Although the by-election did not take place until February 1908, their campaign was underway immediately. The pressure was on Griffith to come in with the others in the new Sinn Féin League. In August 1907 Griffith’s so-called National Council merged with the Sinn Féin League, joining with the Dungannon Clubs and Cumann na nGaedheal to become a single organisation, from now on to be referred to simply as Sinn Féin. The newly united movement met together for the first time in September at the National Council’s congress.
         
The younger men sensed an opportunity and they had high hopes. Hobson wrote to McGarrity,
If a good fight is made in Leitrim other MPs will resign and once we win a seat the fight will be on and we will rouse the whole country.4
            

John Devoy, leader of Clan na Gael, sent £100 from America. Without hesitation, Griffith used all his journalistic powers to support Dolan through his newspaper Sinn Féin, while Hobson and MacDiarmada published a local Sinn Féin paper, the Leitrim Guardian, in Manorhamilton to support Dolan’s campaign. In total the Sinn Féin movement spent nearly £700 on the by-election, an immense sum of money for 1907.5
         
MacDiarmada came into his own in that by-election. He was there by right as the Sinn Féin organiser, but he was also a Leitrim man and a north Leitrim man at that. However, he was thrown to the forefront of the campaign by the sectarian onslaught local priests supporting the UIL made on Hobson. They denounced Hobson as ‘a dangerous person’, ‘a lay preacher down from Belfast to proselytise the people of Leitrim’, ‘an Orangeman’, and ‘against Catholic education’. Hobson wrote to McGarrity that his ‘presence would do Dolan more harm than good’ and he left the constituency in July. MacDiarmada, the local man, took over.
         
It was a vicious, violent campaign. The IPP knew very well that if Hobson’s analysis proved true they were in trouble; namely that a good showing in Leitrim, a backwater with unthinking support for the IPP, would make other MPs nervous and perhaps lead them to resign and copy Dolan’s ploy or worse, simply switch to Sinn Féin without resigning. The party threw everything into the campaign as if fighting for its future. However, Hobson, completely ignorant of the local conditions in Leitrim, was being unduly optimistic in his assessment while the IPP was being unduly alarmist. Nevertheless, Redmond was correct to take the Sinn Féin challenge as a threat. Ever worried about a split, he told his deputy John Dillon that the Sinn Féin challenge was ‘a very serious matter’.6
         
For men like Griffith, Hobson, McCartan and MacDiarmada, the man on the ground, the issue was the failure of the IPP’s parliamentary strategy, amply illustrated by the insulting Irish Council Bill, and the need to replace that strategy with the Sinn Féin policy of withdrawal from Westminster. The by-election was a glorious opportunity to place that policy on the national scene through newspapers and pamphlets. The fact that Dolan had converted from the IPP was the key point for the Sinn Féin men. They could present to the voters a man who had attended Westminster and who could testify to the futility of the IPP’s policy and the superiority of Sinn Féin’s. As against that, Dolan was only twenty-five and had represented the constituency for just over one year, having been elected for the first time in February 1906.
         
Some idea of the argument the Sinn Féin campaign team presented can be gathered from accounts of speeches MacDiarmada gave, which were reported for the benefit of Irish-Americans in Clan na Gael’s newspaper the Gaelic American. Pat McCartan wrote these reports, so while they were not verbatim and probably tidied up a bit, they give an idea of the line MacDiarmada was following. In a speech in September 1907 in Dublin, according to the Gaelic American, MacDiarmada rejected the IPP’s contention that their strategy was the same as Parnell’s. MacDiarmada instead claimed Parnell’s strategy for Sinn Féin: ‘[Parnell] always said Irishmen would never be content until they had destroyed the last link that binds Ireland to Britain.’ He denied that was the aim of the IPP, ‘nor could [Parnell’s aim] ever be accomplished by men going over to England to take an oath of allegiance to England’s king.’7
         
On another occasion McCartan reported MacDiarmada comparing Sinn Féin to nationalist movements in Hungary and Finland and ‘taking its stand on the principle that England [has] no right to govern Ireland. Passive resistance will have to be used against the British government as far as we can possibly do so. England and all her institutions must be completely boycotted by Irishmen.’
         
Unfortunately this kind of language simply baffled the voters in Leitrim North. MacDiarmada seemed to be putting the cart before the horse. For them there was only one issue – the land question – which as far as they were concerned was on the way to being resolved by the joint efforts of the IPP and the British government. Alongside the land purchase acts which were in the slow but inexorable process of making them owners of their land, there were measures like the Labourers (Ireland) Act of 1906 which initiated a scheme that would eventually lead to county councils building over 40,000 labourers’ cottages in Ireland with state funding, each on one acre of land.
The Irish Party’s loyal supporters in Leitrim just could not understand how withdrawing from Westminster could deal with the pressing matters of the day which for them were all connected to the land. It was not a new dilemma facing the republicans in the Sinn Féin movement. The veteran IRB man from Kerry, Maurice Moynihan, had expressed republicans’ problem well when speaking at Bodenstown in June 1899, saying: ‘The abolition of landlordism is in the minds of the masses, outside the towns and the cities, the be-all and end-all of nationality’. He added that, ‘it is to the young men of the cities and towns we must look for the formation of a national organisation.’
Unfortunately there were no cities in north Leitrim and what towns existed were too small to support the type of politics Moynihan was talking about. Leitrim was grindingly poor with high rates of emigration. The vast majority of people were impoverished small farmers still over-dependent on potatoes. The hard fact for republicans was that if these voters acquired ownership of their land they would have been content. High-falutin’ constitutional arguments cut no ice with the voters of Leitrim. Indeed it seems the only time the new Sinn Féin candidate and his organiser MacDiarmada were given a friendly reception was when they travelled to Ballinaglera in the south of the county to support tenants threatened with eviction. Even then, the best evidence for their welcome comes not surprisingly from Sinn Féin’s own paper the Leitrim Guardian.
         
MacDiarmada must have been fully aware that the voters in and around Kiltyclogher and Glenfarne, where he was born, were still in dispute with the owners of the huge Tottenham estate, mainly about turf-cutting rights, and the land purchase of the estate had not been completed.8 Resolving these matters exercised peoples’ minds, not republicanism versus Home Rule. It seems most Leitrim voters thought they had been thrown into an unnecessary by-election which was disrupting normal relations between their MP and Westminster and might present a potential threat to the process of land purchase. They found Dolan’s resignation inexplicable.
         
MacDiarmada carried other handicaps as well. In any by-election party workers from all over the country pour into the constituency to help the local party workers and that is what happened in north Leitrim. However, Dolan had, naturally, lost the support of his local organisation when he resigned and he brought precious few converts with him, so virtually all the Sinn Féin election workers were from outside Leitrim. The Sligo Champion newspaper, admittedly a partisan supporter of the IPP, reported that a meeting in Manorhamilton in November 1907 to back Dolan, ‘did not contain a single man whose name has ever been heard of in the public political life of North Leitrim.’9 On the other hand, Dolan’s opponent, Francis Meehan, a local man, was president of the AOH in Manorhamilton and a member of Leitrim County Council. In contrast to Meehan’s pre-existing and indigenous UIL election machine, MacDiarmada had to struggle to construct a Sinn Féin operation at the same time as fighting the campaign. He enlisted the help of his family and friends, with his brother Patrick assisting in establishing a Sinn Féin cumann in Kiltyclogher, but it was an uphill struggle touring the county and trying to find people to carry the Sinn Féin standard, as time was not on his side.
         
By the end of 1907, after five months campaigning, it was clear that Dolan was not going to win, the only question being the margin of defeat. Bulmer Hobson wrote to McGarrity in February 1908 to say they were ‘having a rough time’ in Leitrim and would lose. Physical confrontations took place at Kiltyclogher and Glenfarne, districts where MacDiarmada presumably could expect some support given that was his home territory. Kiltyclogher was an IPP stronghold and no doubt MacDiarmada caused much resentment by working for the ‘turncoat’ Dolan.
         
However, it was not all one-way traffic. On one occasion at Kiltyclogher a band supporting Dolan marched up to a meeting supporting Meehan and provocatively played loud music to prevent the speeches being heard. Fighting broke out and the band’s instruments were damaged. Probably this was the Glenfarne Fife and Flute Band, one of only two bands in the county MacDiarmada was able to enlist in support of the Sinn Féin candidate.
Usually, of course, it was the outnumbered Sinn Féin people on the receiving end. With the help of Griffith and other senior figures in the Sinn Féin movement like Seán T O’Kelly, later a president of Ireland, MacDiarmada had enlisted the support of Parnell’s sister Anna to prove that Sinn Féin was the true heir to Parnell (ignoring the fact that North Leitrim had been strongly anti-Parnellite since the 1891 split). At Drumkeerin the crowd pelted her, Dolan, and George Gavan Duffy10 with manure and rotten eggs. Anna Parnell insisted on speaking despite the crowd trying to prevent her from coming out of her hotel. At her third attempt she succeeded and got up on a box to address the crowd. The box was pulled from under her, someone threw a bucket of water over her, while another hit Duffy over the head with a stick, destroying his hat. The headline in the Independent on 19 February was ‘Violent Scenes in North Leitrim Contest’.
         
There was a large confrontation in Manorhamilton when MacDiarmada tried to organise a rally. Sinn Féin workers had strung a banner across Main Street reading, ‘No More London Parliament’. A contingent of thirty of Devlin’s AOH roughs had arrived by train from Belfast, with the rumour being that they were being paid ten shillings a day to disrupt Sinn Féin gatherings (an improbable sum). A free-for-all broke out in Castle Street and continued into Main Street where the RIC had to form a cordon across the street to keep the factions apart.
MacDiarmada himself had a lucky escape when he was assaulted in Drumshambo in January 1908 after he and Diarmuid Lynch, a senior IRB man, tried to conduct a church gate meeting after mass. They gave up when the mass-goers drowned them out with persistent booing and groaning. The pair then moved to the centre of town and renewed their attempt to hold a meeting. This second attempt appears to have incensed the locals who obviously thought chasing them from the church gates was the end of them. They dragged MacDiarmada down in mid-sentence from what was probably the back of a cart and fisticuffs ensued.
According to the Leitrim Observer, Lynch and MacDiarmada, in what must have been a nasty incident, had to fight their way to the town’s hotel, but its door was closed when they reached it. At this point a Mr Barry, a local UIL worthy, seems to have thought he had MacDiarmada cornered. A veteran of Belfast public meetings, MacDiarmada obviously knew how to defend himself. The newspaper reported that when Barry ‘approached [MacDiarmada], blows were freely exchanged with the result that Mr Barry received a nasty blow on the side of the eye’. Others in the crowd ran to help Barry and MacDiarmada ‘escaped a severe mauling’ by gaining access to the hotel and slamming the door in his attackers’ faces.
         
The final nail in the coffin of the campaign was the Bishop of Kilmore, Dr Andrew Boylan CSSR coming out publicly in favour of Francis Meehan who, after all, was a pillar of the church in Manorhamilton. Dolan’s uncle who was vicar general of the diocese remained ominously silent throughout the campaign. It was clear that to support Sinn Féin was to go against the Church.
In the end Meehan polled 3,103 votes to Dolan’s 1,157, a resounding victory for the IPP. Arthur Griffith was well pleased with the result claiming, rather improbably, that a large number of Unionists had voted for Meehan to help him against Sinn Féin. He said this proved Sinn Féin was the authentic nationalist party and that Unionists had identified the Sinn Féin movement as the real threat to the union, not Redmond’s party. The truth is that the fledgling Sinn Féin party, with no presence at all in Leitrim, was never going to beat the well-entrenched IPP despite the high hopes of people like Hobson. Nevertheless, despite Griffith’s discovery of large numbers of Unionist voters in Leitrim to explain Meehan’s total, the eleven hundred voters MacDiarmada had produced from a standing start was a creditable achievement.11
         
MacDiarmada was now a prominent figure in the Sinn Féin movement. During the campaign MacDiarmada had made what was probably the first visit of his life to Dublin in August 1907 for the negotiations which led to the amalgamation of the Sinn Féin League and the National Council. He found the atmosphere in the city so congenial that he decided to live there. He had come to McCartan’s attention during his activities in Tyrone on behalf of the Dungannon Clubs and cemented that relationship during the Leitrim by-election campaign. McCartan had been a regular visitor to Leitrim during the campaign, keeping Joe McGarrity abreast of developments and had been impressed with MacDiarmada. In September 1907 the two men moved into a large house, 18 Belvedere Road, on a street which runs between Lower Dorset Street and the North Circular Road.12 Shortly afterwards, MacDiarmada’s oratorical talents were enlisted (probably by McCartan) to make an impromptu public speech in Dublin attacking the IPP.13 He was now a figure on the advanced nationalist scene in Dublin.
         
The lengthy campaign from June 1907 to February 1908 made MacDiarmada’s name on the wider nationalist scene. Seán T O’Kelly said the by-election ‘made MacDiarmada an sar-fhear [the superman] of Leitrim’.14 His name had featured regularly in Griffith’s newspaper as the Sinn Féin election organiser as well as in the Gaelic American read by members of Clan na Gael. Most important of all, the result of the by-election was not a disgrace for Sinn Féin and among advanced nationalists MacDiarmada got the credit, especially from important figures like McCartan and Griffith. Of course these men, like MacDiarmada, were IRB (though Griffith probably left the IRB in 1906 or 1907) and it was IRB money from America that had funded the election campaign, just as it was IRB money that paid MacDiarmada as the Sinn Féin organiser. It was to the IRB, the real driving force and source of cash for republicanism, that MacDiarmada now devoted the rest of his life.
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Chapter Four
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1908 – 1911
Tom Clarke

The Leitrim by-election in February 1908 was the high-water mark for Arthur Griffith’s brand of Sinn Féin with its concept of a Dublin parliament owing allegiance to a British-Irish dual monarchy, an arrangement he hoped might be attractive to Unionists. However, hopes the young generation of republicans like MacDiarmada might have entertained of creating a successful electoral opposition to the policy of Home Rule faded rapidly after 1908. For the next four years they thrashed around without much success trying to find a way for republicanism to harness the nationalist energies which were being expressed through cultural and sporting organisations like the Gaelic League and the GAA, each of which now had thousands of members for whom Home Rule was not enough. MacDiarmada and his northern colleagues worked ceaselessly behind the scenes to find ways to direct such enthusiasm.
         
The seven-month campaign leading to the Leitrim by-election and the IPP victory in February had demonstrated conclusively that the Sinn Féin policy of abstention was not going to dislodge the IPP from its dominant position in Irish politics. Despite being at a low ebb because it no longer figured in the calculations of the Liberal Party, the IPP had weathered the storm which the feeble Irish Council Bill had whipped up in 1907 among its members and supporters. Only a handful of its MPs had broken ranks to criticise party policy and Dolan was the only one who resigned. The IPP had seen off the challenge from the advanced nationalists. Thanks to unforeseen developments in British politics the Irish Party’s fortunes would rise to heights in the next four years not seen since Parnell’s heyday. By 1912 it seemed that the Irish electorate’s faith in parliamentary politics would at last be vindicated, and Sinn Féin’s support had almost vanished.
         
It took some time for the young northerners who had led the charge in Leitrim to abandon Sinn Féin entirely. Three of the main actors – Hobson, MacDiarmada and McCartan – had all moved to Dublin and by 1908 were living in the same house in Belvedere Road (Hobson joining the other two on 11 March 1908). McCartan had his medical studies to attend to and Hobson was looking for work because he had found it impossible to gain employment in Belfast due to his well publicised republican activities. In MacDiarmada’s case, after Leitrim he became de facto national organiser first for Sinn Féin, then the IRB as well. In effect he was the only full-time paid revolutionary in Ireland.
         
After his foray into electoral politics MacDiarmada believed that it was a waste of time to challenge the IPP at the polls given the combination of forces arrayed against such a challenge. As well as the difficulty of overcoming the party machine of the IPP, MacDiarmada’s experiences in 1907 had led him to give up hope of converting a majority of the electorate to a separatist view of politics by contesting elections. He and a few others then directed their attention to attempting to manipulate public opinion in other ways. How to convince a sufficient number of influential people that Home Rule was not the solution to Ireland’s problems? How to end the stranglehold the IPP had on Irish politics, which MacDiarmada and Hobson claimed in their speeches meant having no policy at all but waiting for the British government to do the ‘right’ thing? How to transform the huge support and enthusiasm for the Irish-Ireland movement in all its various forms into a political force demanding national self-determination like the Finns, the Norwegians, the Czechs and Bulgarians were doing? After all, that was the logical political conclusion of the Irish-Ireland movement.
The advanced nationalists were faced with the unpalatable truth that, as Diarmuid Lynch, later a member of the IRB Supreme Council said, ‘the vast majority of the Irish people became and remained, in 1914 and later, denationalised to an alarming degree’.1 One option which attracted MacDiarmada was to try to develop and enhance the strategy the IRB had followed for years, which was to infiltrate and direct the organisations and societies that were the public face of the Irish-Ireland movement; in effect, to turn them into IRB ‘fronts’. It was not a tactic exclusive to the IRB. In Britain, members of the nascent Labour movement had from the 1880s pursued with some success a policy of infiltrating the Liberal Party. Their aim was to have left-wingers elected to Parliament as Liberals but remain under the control of the Labour movement and advocate left-wing policies. They called the policy ‘permeation’.
         
Some people, including Hobson and MacDiarmada himself for a while, saw Sinn Féin as the potential political wing of the Irish-Ireland movement and as yet another front for IRB activities but Griffith was not going to allow his brain child to be taken over by anyone. As a member of the IRB himself for many years he was well aware of that organisation’s tactics and was acquainted with its prominent members in Dublin, so he knew who to look out for. Anyone hoping to muscle in on Sinn Féin for their own purposes would have to look elsewhere for a political vehicle.
Griffith’s possessive attitude about Sinn Féin did not stop MacDiarmada and Hobson from trying. Initially, following the Leitrim by-election MacDiarmada hoped to build on the momentum and publicity resulting from the long seven-month campaign which had brought Sinn Féin (and himself) onto the national stage. During the remainder of 1908 and into 1909 he travelled the country tirelessly, ostensibly organising for Sinn Féin but also selecting people he judged to be key figures in local districts and (without any authority) swearing them into the IRB. Griffith’s Sinn Féin newspaper provides through its columns what is in effect an itinerary of MacDiarmada’s extensive recruitment activities around Ireland and among Irish emigrants in the lowlands of Scotland.2 The paper reports MacDiarmada’s speeches at meetings and the number of new Sinn Féin branches established as he brought the gospel to crowds of apparently eager listeners. There is no way of checking any of the numbers reported. For example, Griffith claimed in his paper that MacDiarmada had once spoken to ‘a crowd of some two thousand’ or that in August 1908 Sinn Féin had 115 branches. It always needs to be remembered that Sinn Féin was a propaganda sheet and Griffith was a brilliant propagandist.
         
In the event, virtually all the new branches of Sinn Féin that MacDiarmada managed to gather together in 1908 and 1909 were tiny and largely composed of people dissatisfied with their local UIL organisation which still retained its dominance. By 1910 the Sinn Féin branches and the movement itself had almost collapsed entirely as the fortunes of Redmond’s party rose again, not that MacDiarmada would have cared. Whatever the truth of Griffith’s claims about the expansion of Sinn Féin, what is known for certain is that when MacDiarmada was on his travels from the summer of 1908 onwards his priority, as it had been since 1906, was developing republicanism through the IRB, not Sinn Féin.
         
By the summer of 1908, unknown to Griffith, MacDiarmada was acting primarily to resurrect the IRB from the slump into which it had fallen since the 1880s. His position was formalised later in the year when Denis McCullough, by then a member of the IRB’s Supreme Council, had MacDiarmada’s appointment formally ratified.3 MacDiarmada continued to use his role as national organiser for Sinn Féin, to which he was officially appointed in May 1909, as a front for his real activity which was to build up the IRB into a potent revolutionary organisation.4 Just as the young northerners had acted from 1904 to 1906 to purge the IRB in Ulster, they now set about the same process among the organisation’s leadership in Dublin. Whereas in Belfast Denis McCullough had taken the renewal of the IRB upon himself with the support of Hobson, MacDiarmada and McCartan, in Dublin from early 1908 the newly arrived northerners had the blessing of a far more powerful figure – Tom Clarke.
         
Clarke had returned to Ireland on 10 December 1907 after spending eight years in the United States where he had gone in 1899 after his release from prison. Clarke was a legendary figure in IRB and republican circles generally. He had been convicted of explosives offences in 1883 and had served fifteen years’ penal servitude in hideous conditions in English prisons as one of the ‘Special Men’ – Irish prisoners convicted of treason-felony who had to endure an especially cruel regime designed to break them physically and mentally.
         
Clarke was the one of the last of the prisoners convicted of dynamiting offences to be released. In his case, release in 1898 was partly the result of pressure through the 1890s from sympathetic members of the Irish Parliamentary Party and the Irish National Amnesty Association which comprised both IRB men and Irish Party MPs. He had been serving a life sentence and could be returned to jail at any time for breaching the terms of his licence, or ‘ticket of leave’ as it was known then.
At first sight the timing of his release by the British government might seem singularly misguided. They intended it as a gesture of goodwill towards the widely-supported commemoration of the centenary of the 1798 rebellion which was being organised in various parts of Ireland by the Wolfe Tone Memorial Committees (WTMC), yet another IRB front. It might seem strange that the British government should give any recognition to the centenary of a rising against British rule but it was not that they supported the motives of the organisers. It was rather to draw the sting from the commemoration by depriving the WTMC of a unifying cause that year. It was also in line with the broader British Conservative Party policy of ‘killing Home Rule with kindness’ – basically giving the Irish anything they wanted short of Home Rule.
         
In the short term the gesture of releasing Clarke seemed to have succeeded in its aim. There was much celebration among nationalists at Clarke’s freedom and the Irish National Amnesty Association folded since there were no more IRB prisoners in jail. However, in the long term Clarke’s release proved to be catastrophic not just for British policy but for British rule in Ireland. He turned out to be a completely unrepentant physical-force man determined to take up where he had left off in 1883 and strike back to make the years he’d spent being tormented in British jails count for something.
Years later John Devoy claimed indirect credit for the 1916 Rising because he had sent Clarke back to Ireland from the US in 1907 to reorganise the IRB. There is an element of truth in that but Devoy did not send Clarke back to organise an insurrection. The precise terms of Clarke’s instructions, if any, are not clear but what is beyond doubt is that the IRB was on its last legs in 1907 and in need of immediate remedial action. It had been in decline since the end of the Land War in 1884 when the widening of the franchise by the Third Reform Act had for all practical purposes given the vote to all men in Ireland over twenty-one. Political energy had then been concentrated in Parnell’s eighty-six MPs at Westminster and Home Rule.
         
Since that time the IRB had been disintegrating. When Clarke returned from America in 1907 it is believed there were only about a thousand active members, the majority in greater Dublin with perhaps fifty in Cork City and county and scattered groups in other counties.5 Apart from Ulster, where McCullough, Hobson, MacDiarmada and McCartan had been active in reforming the organisation, those in charge were men in their fifties or older who spent their time in talking shops like the Wolfe Tone Clubs, organising commemorations of past Irish glories and attending funerals of veteran colleagues.
         
Clan na Gael’s chairman in the US, John T Keating, had visited Ireland in 1903 and reported back on the sad state of the once numerous and extensive IRB. Others had written to John Devoy with disturbing stories of inappropriate activities by senior IRB members, including the embezzlement of WTMC and Clan funds, or at least their use for electoral purposes by PT Daly, who was chief organiser of the IRB from 1902. When the Clan’s most trusted IRB veteran, Patrick Neville Fitzgerald, died in October 1907, Devoy sent Clarke back to Ireland to act as the Clan’s point man to try to knock the IRB into shape.6 Fitzgerald had been old-style IRB. The organisation’s chief organiser and arms procurement officer in the 1870s, he had been arrested in England with incriminating documents and was lucky to have avoided a heavy sentence. He had no interest in representative politics or any kind of personal political career. In contrast, PT Daly got elected to Dublin City Council in 1903, then threw in his lot with Sinn Féin in 1906 and pretty well urged everyone else in the IRB to do the same. The danger as Devoy saw it in 1907 was that Daly or men like him would take control of the IRB on the death of PN Fitzgerald and irrevocably change the purpose for which it existed in the minds of the Irish-Americans who, after all, were now the main funders. That purpose was to end English rule in Ireland, ideally by an insurrection, not standing for election.
         
Devoy had no time for electoral politics. He had known and trusted Tom Clarke for a long time, served time in the same jail, and was confident Clarke would not betray that trust by straying into electoralism. Clarke had met Devoy when he joined Clan na Gael after emigrating to America as a twenty-three-year-old in 1882. It was the Clan which had been responsible for sending Clarke from America to England in 1883 on the dynamiting mission which resulted in him enduring fifteen years of hell in jail. So when Clarke had arrived back in America in 1899 after his release the Clan looked after him. He was provided with a sixty-acre farm at Manorville in New York state, which gave him an income, but he did not like farming. He still retained contacts in Ireland and interest in republican politics. In 1902 republicans in Ireland nominated him an honorary vice-president of Arthur Griffith’s newly established Cumann na nGaedhael society. In 1903 Devoy made him an assistant manager of the newly established Gaelic American newspaper. Clarke’s sister Hannah was the paper’s circulation manager in Dublin.
         
When Clarke returned to Dublin in 1907, the Clan once again looked after him. He had enough money to rent a tobacconist’s shop at 55 Amiens Street in 1908 and in early 1909 he bought a newsagent and tobacconist’s shop at 75a Parnell Street.7 He was also able to buy a house. With his name painted boldly in Irish – T. S. Ó’Cléiriġ – above his Parnell Street shop front, it soon became a rendezvous for IRB men from all over Ireland and a magnet for members of the Dublin police’s G Division who sedulously recorded all the to-ings and fro-ings at the shop.
         
Two of the most frequent visitors to the shop were Bulmer Hobson and Seán MacDiarmada. Clarke knew the former since February 1907 when he organised a Clan na Gael funded American lecture tour for Hobson, who was always very exciting for republicans. Being a northern Protestant (even if a Quaker was technically not a Protestant) was confirmation that republicanism was not confined simply to Irish Catholics. There was always the hope that he might succeed in converting some northern Protestants to the republican cause and he was also proof that republicanism was non-sectarian. Clarke’s wife Kathleen said Tom ‘visioned Hobson as another John Mitchel’, the nineteenth century republican who was the son of a Presbyterian minister.
         
It was Hobson who introduced MacDiarmada to Clarke in early 1908 and the pair hit it off immediately. Theirs would become the most important partnership in orchestrating and planning the 1916 Rising. Why they should have so quickly developed a close relationship is not obvious. Clarke was fifty years old and MacDiarmada twenty-five. Perhaps the fact that Clarke’s father came from Leitrim was a factor, though Clarke himself had never set foot in the county. Besides, Clarke’s father was Church of Ireland and a British soldier; not much in common there with MacDiarmada’s Leitrim experience. Perhaps it was because Clarke had been a monitor in Dungannon National School, like MacDiarmada in Corracloona. Perhaps the obituary of MacDiarmada’s father in Irish Freedom in 1913 is true, that Donald McDermott was indeed a Fenian and did know John Daly in his days as Connacht organiser. If so, that would be a satisfactory explanation because John Daly had sworn Tom Clarke into the IRB in 1878, had been imprisoned with him in England, and after Clarke’s release in 1898 became his closest friend. Kathleen Clarke, who became Tom’s fiancée in 1899 and married him in America in 1901 was John Daly’s niece. However, the connection between MacDiarmada’s father and Daly, though intriguing, cannot be confirmed.
         
What is obvious however is that Kathleen Clarke quickly developed a bit of a grá for MacDiarmada. When they met in 1908 she was thirty, twenty years younger than her husband but only five years older than MacDiarmada. Uniquely of all the men who make an appearance in her autobiography she reserved a description of physical attractions for MacDiarmada alone. She recalls MacDiarmada’s ‘big beautiful eyes’ and describes him as ‘a very lovable character, kindly, sweet-tempered, full of fun and laughter. He adored children, ours particularly.’
         
After MacDiarmada was released from prison in 1915 having served four months with hard labour, the Clarkes met him at the gates of Mountjoy and brought him to their house in Richmond Avenue. It was a sunny day so they had breakfast in the garden. Kathleen Clarke was delighted to have MacDiarmada back. Twenty-five years later she wrote, ‘My memory goes back to that morning as one of supreme peace and happiness.’ Needless to say, MacDiarmada was always welcome in the Clarke’s house, often eating there and playing with the children, all of which no doubt helped his relationship with Tom Clarke.
It seems that there were two men in Kathleen Clarke’s life, even if she did not admit the fact to herself, though she does provide bizarre evidence in a peculiar episode in June 1916. After the execution of both Clarke and MacDiarmada Kathleen had some kind of a breakdown a few weeks later. She recounts having a near-death experience involving a feeling of floating upwards. She wrote that she saw Tom Clarke’s face ‘and then Seán McDermott’s. Seán said, “She must go back, Tom, She must.” Tom said, “God Seán, we can’t send her back, it is too cruel”, and Seán said, “You know Tom, she must go back. She has to do the work we left her to do.”’8 For Kathleen Clarke the two men really were inseparable in her mind.
         
Aside from her personal feelings towards MacDiarmada which were always described in carefully oblique terms, Kathleen Clarke’s account of the relationship between Clarke and MacDiarmada, which became key to the organisation of the Rising, needs to be treated with caution. Naturally because she revered the memory of her husband – her martyred hero and a national icon – she tends to suggest that Clarke took the lead in every respect. For example, she writes that MacDiarmada ‘did all his organising under Tom’s guidance’.9 It is easily demonstrated that this claim was far from the truth and that MacDiarmada became the pre-eminent organiser in the lead-up to the Rising. Furthermore, as Clarke’s trust in MacDiarmada grew, far from taking the initiative in all respects he was willing to take MacDiarmada’s advice in important matters. Thus it was MacDiarmada who introduced Patrick Pearse to Clarke and recommended in 1911 that Pearse give the Robert Emmet anniversary speech in March that year despite misgivings about Pearse among other senior IRB men.
         
Understandably, Kathleen Clarke was anxious to establish her husband as the real leader of the Rising, so in her autobiography it is always Clarke issuing instructions and being in charge. To this end she had no compunction about including long passages of direct speech purportedly by Clarke although she began writing her autobiography only in 1939. Her report of an early meeting between Clarke and MacDiarmada in 1908, thirty years earlier, is one example. She recounts how MacDiarmada was regaling Clarke with anecdotes about the Leitrim by-election when Clarke said, ‘Seán, I would rather lose an election than resort to tricks to win it. Our cause is too sacred to be sullied with electioneering tricks. No matter who else may indulge in them, we should not, neither should we participate in an election to the British Parliament.’ People might write like that but did anyone speak like that in colloquial conversation? Certainly Clarke’s letters to his wife do not indicate he spoke in such stilted and self-important tones. However, where Kathleen Clarke was correct about the relationship between the two men was in her conclusion, namely that ‘they trusted each other completely’.
         
What is clear is that MacDiarmada revered Clarke and deferred to his authority and experience. With his many years of thought and reflection about Britain’s role in Ireland Clarke affirmed MacDiarmada’s beliefs and reinforced his republican convictions first awakened in Belfast in 1906. There is equally no doubt that MacDiarmada would have been aware that Clarke was the main channel for distributing funds from America and was intent on reorganising the IRB, a project MacDiarmada had been involved in since 1906. It was Clarke who suggested to MacDiarmada in summer 1908 that he devote himself to the IRB as national organiser.10 Being close to Clarke meant being close to the direction and control of any reorganisation and it is certain from subsequent events that is where MacDiarmada wanted to be.
         
There was another factor in their relationship. Clarke was a ‘ticket-of-leave’ man and as such could find himself back behind bars again for the rest of his life if it were shown he had been involved in any illegal activity. He had to keep in the background. In practical terms MacDiarmada quickly became the means for Clarke to project his authority and implement his plans, someone who shared Clarke’s views and was equally dedicated to the cause. MacDiarmada was unique in that he was a full-time republican activist, the only one in Ireland paid by the IRB in 1908, a role Clarke created for him. In that sense MacDiarmada was dependent on Clarke who to all intents and purposes controlled Clan money for the IRB after 1908, so it was in MacDiarmada’s interests to keep close to Clarke and do his bidding. MacDiarmada was always available to participate in republican activities: it was his job, whereas McCartan had his medical studies and Hobson, like most, had to earn his living.
Naturally, Clarke strove to promote MacDiarmada within the IRB and appoint him onto whatever committees he could because, in effect, MacDiarmada was his eyes and ears and able to take risks which could have consigned Clarke to prison. As time went on, Clarke and MacDiarmada, in many ways mutually dependent, became ever closer in their common objective. Apart from Hobson and MacDiarmada, several other young men of like mind such as Ernest Blythe, Pat McCartan, Denis McCullough, Diarmuid Lynch, and PS O’Hegarty, all beat a path to Clarke’s newsagent’s shop. However ultimately it was MacDiarmada who earned Clarke’s implicit trust because he quickly came to share his conviction, perhaps as early as 1908, that the only way of overthrowing English rule in Ireland was by force. Their pairing proved to be the critical relationship which produced the drive and organisation that led to the rising in 1916.
         
However, in 1908 the prospect of using force in some sort of uprising was not on the horizon. There was talk about striking a blow against the English and MacDiarmada was prone to making inflammatory speeches but no armed republican organisation existed in Ireland. It would be another five years before such a possibility emerged, after Clarke and MacDiarmada had effectively taken control of the IRB.
Clarke and MacDiarmada were quickly able to pursue the IRB’s long-standing tactic of infiltrating Irish-Ireland societies and clubs. The time was propitious because the Liberal government was anxious to placate Irish opinion after the debacle of the Irish Council Bill the previous year. In 1908 Chief Secretary Augustine Birrell pushed through the Irish Universities Act. The Royal University of Ireland was to be abolished in 1909 and in its stead the National University of Ireland (NUI) established. It was in effect a national Catholic university with constituent colleges outside Dublin in Cork, Galway and at Maynooth. The Catholic Church was strongly represented in these colleges, giving it a powerful role in the syllabus and the awarding of degrees in Ireland. It was a triumph for the Church, which had always refused to endorse the Royal University and its ‘godless’ colleges, as well as for the Irish Party acting as its political agent at Westminster.
         
For the Irish-Ireland movement, however, the crucial item was the recognition of the Irish language in the new university. Throughout 1908 there were demonstrations and articles and speeches to ensure Irish was given a prominent role. Agitation continued into 1909 culminating with a rally of an estimated 100,000 people in Dublin. Ultimately the agitation was successful, for the outcome conceded almost everything the Gaelic League had been asking for in higher education. Not only was Irish included as a subject in the university calendar, but it became a requirement for matriculation in NUI as it remains to this day for students educated in the Republic of Ireland.
The Gaelic League naturally was in the forefront of the agitation with its IRB members concentrated in a couple of branches in Dublin and eager to press the case for Irish. Clarke and MacDiarmada had joined the Keating branch of the League in Dublin, named after Seathrún Céitinn (Geoffrey Keating) a seventeenth century priest, poet and historian.11 The Keating branch met at 2 North Frederick Street, later moving to 46 Parnell Square, and was the branch of choice of Dublin IRB men and later revolutionaries. In 1909 the president of the branch was Cathal Brugha.12 Apart from Clarke, MacDiarmada and Brugha, other IRB members of the Keating branch at various times before 1916 and after were Piaras Béaslaí, Con Collins, JJ O’Kelly (known as Sceilg), Thomas MacDonagh, Con Colbert, Thomas Ashe, Michael Collins, Fionán Lynch, Kevin Barry, Éamonn Ceannt, and Richard Mulcahy. It was a safe place to discuss IRB business under Gaelic League cover. The final meeting of the IRB Military Council before the Rising took place in the Keating branch.13
         
Members of this branch had their own journal called Banba. They met regularly after meetings (and at other times too) for a drink in a nearby pub called An Stad in North Frederick Street. They had a drama society, Na hAisteoiri, which put on plays in Irish. MacDiarmada acted in them. They played Gaelic football and hurling in Phoenix Park. For MacDiarmada the Keating branch was an important entrée into the heart of republican politics in the capital. MacDiarmada played an enthusiastic part in all the Keating branch’s cultural and sporting activities, especially the hurling. He apparently made his own hurley, a crude object which is now in the National Museum.14
         
The IRB men playing Gaelic games in Phoenix Park made as much difference to Irish politics as their conspiratorial activities in the Gaelic League. The success of the Irish language movement in having Irish fully recognised in the new NUI was just that: the success of the language movement Hyde and others had promoted for two decades. It was a cultural achievement by men who struggled to keep politics out of the Gaelic League and prevent it being taken over by men like MacDiarmada. However, it would be wrong to conclude that IRB men like MacDiarmada were interested in the Gaelic League for solely cynical reasons, in order to use it as a catspaw for their political objectives.
They were genuinely interested in the Irish language as a way to express their Irishness as evidence of not being English, as a way to stop further anglicisation of the country. Many of them were firm believers in ní tír gan teanga. A language native to a country was evidence of that country’s right to nationhood. MacDiarmada, like many of his friends, such as Cathal Brugha, had changed his name from John McDermott to emphasise his Irishness. Pearse fought his only case as a barrister on behalf of a Donegal man fined for having his name in Irish on his cart.15
         
In the years since they had established the Gaelic League Douglas Hyde and Eoin MacNeill, an Irish language enthusiast and first professor of Irish History at UCD, had through the League made the Irish language respectable. Most importantly the Catholic clergy came to support the Irish-Ireland movement, though the hierarchy was not always too keen. The clergy in general saw the movement as a way to protect Irish (and more importantly Catholic) society against secular and Protestant influences exemplified by the influx of English newspapers like the Daily Mail. Endorsed by the clergy, enormous interest had developed among the Catholic middle class who flocked to join the League and attend Irish classes. Many of them had been educated in private schools run by religious orders where Irish was taught or in schools run by the Irish Christian Brothers who placed a high premium on Irish language and history as an antidote to English influence. This was the case for many of the leaders of the 1916 Rising.16 A new self-reliance and confidence in Irishness had emerged in the early years of the twentieth century. Gradually, from the 1890s, legislation penalising the use of the language was repealed or ignored. Sinn Féin members of Dublin Corporation promoted the use of Irish on corporation vehicles and insignia. It was no coincidence that Tom Clarke had his name emblazoned in Irish above his shop in 1908.
         
Evidence of the growing legitimacy of Irish and its use as a statement of identity or the outward and visible sign of a political stance appears in the 1911 census where many Irish Christian names appear for the first time. For example, there were no Sinéads in the whole 1901 census compared to sixty-nine in 1911. There was only one Siobhán in 1901 compared to 155 in 1911. Surprisingly, there were no Seáns in 1901 but 155 in 1911, though it should be said there were several spellings of Seán in 1911, so the total would be even higher. Comparison with the 1901 census, where there was an almost complete absence of Irish outside native-speaking districts, is instructive. One striking example is Seán MacDiarmada’s own family in Leitrim.
         
Obviously emboldened by his now well-known son, the Donald McDermott of the 1901 census became Domnall Mac Diarmuda in 1911. In 1901 he filled in the form saying he could speak Irish and English, in that order, but completed the form in English. However in 1911 the whole form is carefully written in old-style Irish both in script and accents – no ‘h’s’. Now calling himself Mac Diarmuda, he can speak Gaedilġ agus Bearla. In 1901 he was a carpenter, in 1911 siúnneura – his own spelling. Still, the new-found confidence had not spread to his neighbours. There were ninety-eight people on the census in his townland of Laghty Bar but MacDiarmada’s father was the only one who completed the form in Irish although others wrote on their returns that they could speak Irish.
         
Seán MacDiarmada’s own 1911 census form is fascinating. By this time he was in rented accommodation at 15 Russell Place in Dublin, a big, rambling three-storey house off the North Circular Road near Mountjoy. No trace of it remains today. The landlady was a Mayo woman, Elizabeth Dunne, who lived there with her sister and niece. MacDiarmada was one of five tenants, though we know from police reports that Hobson also regularly stayed there with MacDiarmada until 1913. The census form itself is remarkable. Firstly, it is an untidy mess, partly due to MacDiarmada’s irregular entries but mainly due to the subsequent scrawlings of an official. Secondly, apart from Elizabeth Dunne and her relatives who wrote in English, all her tenants completed the form in Irish. One of them, MacDiarmada’s close friend Con Collins, a postal clerk from Limerick and IRB member whom Fionán Lynch described in his witness statement to the Bureau of Military History as ‘MacDiarmada’s alter ego’, called himself Conchubhar Ó Coileáin on the form. Elizabeth Dunne was sympathetic to the politics of her tenants. MacDiarmada requested her to come to Kilmainham jail in the hours before his execution and witness his will.
         
MacDiarmada called himself ‘Seaghán MacDiarmada’, writing carefully in tight tiny old Irish script. He then seems to have decided to amuse himself with the census enumerator, giving his age in Roman numerals as ‘XXVI’ even though he was twenty-eight three months earlier in January 1911. Beside this entry MacDiarmada wrote, ‘Tá Móirín co aois’ – meaning ‘Maureen is the same age’. For religion he wrote ‘Náisiúntacht na hÉireann’ – ‘Irish nationalist’. He gave his occupation as clerk – cléireach. There then follow two bizarre entries. For his marital status he wrote, ‘aonta acht ní fada a béidh’ – ‘single but not for long’. In the space for infirmities he wrote, ‘croidhe craidhte eadh ón aontach’ – ‘vexation of heart from the union’.
         
What does it all mean? If he set out to baffle the census officials he certainly succeeded. As with many census forms completed in Irish, civil servants pencilled in English versions. Against the religion of MacDiarmada’s fellow tenants who wrote ‘Caitilioceach’, someone wrote at right angles, ‘All Catholics’. In MacDiarmada’s case, underneath his ‘Náisiúntacht na nÉireann’, a confused official wrote ‘Ch of Ireland’! Above his ‘XXVI’ the same person helpfully wrote ‘26’ and drew arrows from ‘Tá Móirín co aois’ to the ‘XXVI’. As for MacDiarmada’s other entries, the official made no effort to translate them.
         
Of course translating is not the same as interpreting and at this distance in time what MacDiarmada meant by the entries about age and marital status remains a mystery. What did he mean by ‘single but not for long’? Who was the ‘Maureen’ spelt phonetically in Irish, who was twenty-six? Surely this must be Josephine ‘Min’ Ryan, as far as is known the only woman with whom MacDiarmada formed any serious attachment. He had first met her in 1907 while she was at university in Dublin, but after graduating in 1908 she went off to live in London. It is generally assumed that she and MacDiarmada did not become ‘an item’ until her return to Dublin in 1915 but absence of evidence does not mean they did not correspond while she was abroad. Surviving letters to her dating from 1915 show that although her nickname was ‘Min’, MacDiarmada addressed her as ‘Mairín’. She was the right age, twenty-six going on for twenty-seven at the time of the census in April 1911. It is entirely plausible that MacDiarmada was pining for Min Ryan and committed his hopes to the census form knowing they would remain secret and cryptic because written in Irish.
         
‘Croidhe craidhte eadh ón aontach’, his entry in the space for infirmity on the form, seems typical of MacDiarmada who had the reputation of a joker. His infirmity was having to live under the Union with Britain which was causing him torment in his heart.
         
However, all the frenetic cultural activity in speaking Irish, promoting Irish and acting in Irish language plays that MacDiarmada and his IRB friends engaged in through the myriad little clubs and societies in Dublin did not advance the IRB’s political aims one iota before 1912. Min Ryan, his girlfriend from 1915 until his execution, summed up the situation at the time quite well in her witness statement to the Bureau of Military History.
         
The bulk of people were satisfied with the Irish parliamentary party and with their efforts to get home rule. If you talked about Sinn Féin and tried to bring up a new idea, people looked on you as being a bit queer, with ‘notions’. That was the atmosphere even just before the Rising and when the Councils Bill [1907] had been mooted, so much was this the case that in order not to stymie Redmond in the achievement of his home rule Pearse and even Griffith stepped on the soft pedal to give him a chance.17
            

Of course there were some successes for the republicans but more in terms of morale than anything tangible. For example, MacDiarmada threw his heart and soul into opposing any official recognition of the visit of the new King George V to Dublin in April 1911. He put so much effort into this campaign that Pat McCartan wrote some years later that MacDiarmada might have left himself prone to the illness he contracted that summer. He was appointed joint secretary of an umbrella group called the United National Societies Committee which included representatives of the UIL, Hibernians, Sinn Féin and the Wolfe Tone Clubs. The committee met in Sinn Féin’s offices in Harcourt Street with the aim of stopping Dublin Corporation making a loyal address to the king, and in the end they were successful. MacDiarmada spoke to rallies, wrote letters, organised a black flag protest on the day of the visit, and finally the committee prevailed on the corporation.
Otherwise, for Dublin Castle the visit was a success as Áine Ceannt (the widow of 1916 leader Éamonn Ceannt) later explained: ‘Streets were decorated, flags everywhere’. The United National Societies Committee decided that one way to counteract this display was to erect a banner between two poles across Grafton Street at the Trinity College end. Apparently it was MacDiarmada’s idea. On the banner was written, ‘Thou art not conquered yet, dear land’. The police removed the structure so MacDiarmada went to the police station to claim the poles back as his property. The police said he had to sign for them which put MacDiarmada in a quandary because he did not want his name in the records so when he was handed the notepaper he saw it was ‘foreign’ (that is to say English) and said, ‘I would not write on foreign notepaper.’ He didn’t get the poles.18 In many ways that story of Áine Ceannt sums up the Irish-Ireland position of advanced nationalists in 1911: rather pathetic. MacDiarmada’s banner, the only visible sign of opposition in Dublin amid the array of flags and banners, provided evidence of the lack of support for the advanced nationalist position. On the day of the king’s visit republicans took themselves off on a train excursion to Bodenstown in County Kildare to avoid witnessing the scenes of adulation.
         
As far as politics was concerned, in this period the IRB as an organisation had even less impact on national politics than they had on the direction of the Gaelic League, and that was zero. At least IRB members played a full part in the Gaelic League and other societies like the Celtic Literary Society, whereas they played no part in real politics because they believed participation in Westminster-centred politics was a fundamental mistake.
         
Yet in the real world of Westminster politics in 1909 a vast constitutional drama was beginning to unfold which would in the end transform both the roles of the IRB and the Irish Party in ways no one could have foreseen. The frustration of people in Ireland with the inability of any Liberal government to get Home Rule legislation through the House of Lords was now matched by growing anger in the Liberal government at their inability to get their own legislation passed. Heavily defeated in the 1906 election, the Conservative Party quite ruthlessly decided to use the House of Lords, where they had an overwhelming majority, to prevent promised Liberal reforms being enacted. Even comparatively minor items like reform of the licensing laws were blocked.
The view of the Liberal government was that they had been given a massive mandate in 1906 to reform British society but the Conservative Party was using an unelected chamber to prevent the will of the electorate being implemented. Finally, after three years of obstruction, in 1909 the Liberal Chancellor of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George, tied together radical tax increases to fund welfare reforms into a package with finance to build eight new ‘all big gun battleships’, called Dreadnoughts to match Germany’s growing fleet. The package came to be called the ‘People’s Budget’.
         
There was huge public support for the new Dreadnoughts. A popular slogan was, ‘We want eight and we won’t wait’. The new tax measures, which Lloyd George said were targeting ‘the dukes’, were also popular. Lloyd George said in a speech, ‘a fully-equipped Duke costs as much to keep as two Dreadnoughts – and they are just as great a terror – and they last longer.’
Opinion differs as to whether Lloyd George deliberately set a trap for the Lords or whether he believed tying finance for welfare reforms into a budget was a fool-proof way to push them through because the Lords had not interfered with a budget since the seventeenth century. Whatever the case, the Lords decided to break with custom and voted the budget down by a majority of 350 to 75 causing a major constitutional crisis. They were challenging the elected government so there would have to be a general election.
The election duly took place in January 1910 and, to the dismay of the Liberals, completely changed the arithmetic in the House of Commons. The Liberals lost a hundred seats, ending up with 275 to the Conservatives’ 273. Two was not a workable majority in the acrimonious circumstances of 1910 and certainly not enough to push through constitutional reforms. The Liberals could still govern, but only if the eighty-two Irish Home Rule MPs, made up of Redmond’s seventy-strong Irish Party members plus other smaller nationalist groupings, did not vote against them. The budget was passed with the help of the Irish and Labour but the unfinished business was the House of Lords – just as vital to the Irish as to the Liberals, though for different reasons.
         
For the Liberal government it was essential the Lords’ powers be curbed, especially since, emboldened by the Liberals’ losses in the election, the Lords continued to frustrate Liberal policies for the rest of 1910. For the Irish, curbing the Lords was essential for passing a Home Rule act.
Prime Minister Asquith called another general election in December 1910, this time on the question of Lords reform. The outcome was an astonishing dead heat: 272 seats for the Liberals, 272 for the Conservatives. Again, if Asquith were to pass a bill reforming parliament and removing the Lords’ veto on legislation he needed the support of the Irish MPs. Of course the price was obvious – Home Rule for Ireland. Through 1911 the Parliament Act to remove the Lords’ veto slowly wound its way through Westminster against furious opposition from the Conservative Party and then ‘last-ditchers’ in the House of Lords. It became law in August 1911.
For the Irish the crucial measure in the Parliament Act was that no matter what filibustering or chicanery they might indulge in, the Lords could only delay an act, not throw it out. Therefore, unlike in 1893, even if a Home Rule bill was defeated by the Lords it would automatically become law in two years.
         
By 1912 the scene was set for the introduction of the promised Home Rule Bill. Had the Liberals failed to bring it in, Redmond’s Irish Party could quite simply have withdrawn their support, supported the Conservatives in a vote of confidence and turned the Liberal government out. There was no doubt the Irish would do it. The precedent for that kind of switching for Irish political advantage was 1886 when Parnell put Gladstone in as prime minister only on condition he would bring in a Home Rule bill.
While this monumental constitutional tussle was being played out between 1910 and 1912 Clarke and MacDiarmada and the new generation of IRB men were engaged in their own micro-struggle for control of the IRB organisation. The population of Ireland as a whole was agog at events in Westminster, with the vast majority of Irish people egging on the Liberals in the two 1910 elections, and only the minority Ulster Unionists backing the Conservatives. If they had known about it, Irish voters would have considered the machinations within the IRB to be like two bald men fighting over a comb.
To most people in Ireland it seemed that John Redmond’s time had come. The leader of the Irish Party had the Liberals over a barrel. By April 1912, when the Home Rule Bill had its first reading in the House of Commons it looked as if it was only a matter of time before there would be a Home Rule parliament in Dublin. Redmond had been on the ropes in 1907, but the result of the second general election in 1910 had enabled him to bounce back with a knockout blow.
         
Republicans were an irrelevance. Sinn Féin had difficulty filling a room for its 1912 ardfheis. How could anyone argue for abstention now? Indeed, in his endless travels around Ireland MacDiarmada found himself having to persuade Sinn Féin supporters not to field candidates in the January 1910 election. If they thought about the IRB at all, and few did, most people believed, as did the authorities in Dublin Castle, that it was something from nineteenth century history.19
         
Perhaps the unexpected restoration of the fortunes of the Irish Party galvanised Tom Clarke and the young northerners around him into action. It is also the case that by the beginning of 1910 Clarke had been back in Ireland long enough to see that the leadership of the IRB had been doing nothing ‘to end British rule in Ireland’. Far from it, they were slowly being sucked into electoralism as more and more advanced nationalists, including IRB members, were being elected to Dublin Corporation. Furthermore there was disquiet among the Irish-Americans in the Clan about the lack of results for the money they were sending and they could call the tune because by 1910 the Clan was the main source of income for the IRB. Although IRB members were meant to pay a subscription to the organisation, there were too few members, and even fewer actually paying, to make this a viable source of income.20
         
The struggle for control of the IRB began in early 1910, when it emerged that PT Daly, secretary to the IRB Supreme Council, had been using IRB money (really Clan money) to fund Sinn Féin candidates’ election campaigns to Dublin Corporation. His action was a twofold crime in the eyes of men like Clarke and Devoy in the US: first, becoming involved in electoralism, and secondly, giving financial support to Sinn Féin, which supported a continuing attachment to Britain. Daly resigned in April 1910. His resignation was followed by that of the Supreme Council treasurer John Geraghty and then its president, Neal John O’Boyle from Staffordstown, County Antrim, a long-time Ulster IRB leader. The executive of the Supreme Council had gone.
A new set of Supreme Council officers was elected with Tom Clarke as treasurer, mainly because the Clan trusted him to manage the money it donated. A year of infighting at the top of the IRB then ensued while the Irish population at large had its eyes intently fixed on events at Westminster. However, the crucial point for the future of the IRB was that Tom Clarke was on the Supreme Council and had now got control of the organisation’s finances. His position in the quarrel against the old guard was strongly endorsed by (the now qualified) Dr Pat McCartan who, as always, kept in close contact with his old friend and mentor Joe McGarrity  in America, the man who had financed his medical studies. McCartan regularly reported developments in the IRB to him. By 1910 McGarrity was in effect Clan na Gael’s finance officer, so his endorsement of Clarke was crucial.
         
There was another important aspect to the changing of the guard in the IRB in 1910 and 1911, and that was the indefatigable work of Seán MacDiarmada from 1908 to 1910, when he was travelling the country ostensibly setting up branches for Sinn Féin but in reality raising awareness and recruiting for the IRB. MacDiarmada, and indeed Clarke, had largely ignored the established rules of the IRB for recruitment simply because they were no longer relevant. The traditional procedure involved proposing a candidate and having his name read out for approval in a local ‘circle’, the basic IRB unit. This procedure was no longer feasible because in most parts of the country outside greater Dublin and parts of Ulster there were no IRB circles. On his endless travels MacDiarmada sized men up and swore them in if he thought they were suitable material. The newly sworn-in member would then set about trying to establish a circle. Naturally he would report to MacDiarmada.
Reading the witness statements in the Bureau of Military History it is remarkable how many people testify, often as an aside, to being sworn in by MacDiarmada or having heard MacDiarmada speak at some obscure hall in rural Ireland or at a public meeting during those years when he criss-crossed  the countryside by train or on his bicycle. The year 1909 was when MacDiarmada was most active. Police surveillance records show him in Scotland in January, then Belfast, and then on to Limerick and Galway. By March he was in County Cork, Tipperary in April, Cork again, Kerry in May and so on in the same tireless fashion. In each of these counties MacDiarmada visited the main towns and usually spoke at meetings, sometimes of the Gaelic League, sometimes just open air public meetings which he seemed to think particularly effective, probably as a result of his initiation in Belfast.
         
Occasionally the police records comment that after a visit from MacDiarmada there was ‘renewed activity in the IRB’. Of course as MacDiarmada was ostensibly acting on behalf of Sinn Féin he could hardly call a public meeting with a view to recruiting for the IRB. Nevertheless, by the end of 1909 MacDiarmada had created a network of IRB contacts in almost every county in Ireland. He had rebuilt the organisation at grassroots level almost single-handedly and continued the process in 1910, albeit at a slower rate.
Many of MacDiarmada’s public activities and visits around the county were reported in Arthur Griffith’s paper Sinn Féin, but evidence for the dramatic decline in support for Sinn Féin as a political movement is that in 1910 the paper incurred enormous debts and folded as a daily. Griffith managed to keep it going as a weekly until Dublin Castle suppressed it in 1914. Its collapse may also have been because it was no longer subsidised by either IRB or Clan money, and on its own it could not survive. It was probably no coincidence that the young northerners, particularly Bulmer Hobson, wanted to establish their own newspaper to promulgate republican views as opposed to the dual monarchy line Griffith advocated. Their proposal was endorsed by Tom Clarke and on 15 November 1910 the first edition of Irish Freedom rolled off the presses. Officially it was the monthly organ of the Wolfe Tone Clubs but no one in Dublin Castle or in the RIC was under any doubt that it was the IRB’s paper. Pat McCartan was editor and it was mainly written by Bulmer Hobson and PS O’Hegarty. It was uncompromisingly republican. Hobson’s first editorial stated:
         
We stand for the complete and total separation of Ireland from England and the establishment of an Irish Government untrammelled and uncontrolled by any other government in the world … At the outset we repudiate all English legislation for Ireland as wrong and immoral. Whether it is good or bad in itself, it is wrong and immoral from the fact that it is English legislation, the fact that it is foreign interference in the affairs of this country.

The paper condemned the coming December 1910 general election, the second that year, as ‘a huge game of bluff called English politics’, claiming that no matter who won, it would make no difference to the Irish people, who would still be governed by the English. The paper’s view was not shared by Irish voters who flocked to the polls in their thousands to vote for Irish Party candidates in the belief that the Lords’ veto could at last be broken and Home Rule would follow.
         
Seán MacDiarmada was made the paper’s business manager at a salary of £1/10/- a week, a task he threw himself into with his usual commitment.21 He was appointed not only because of his unquestioned organisational ability but because by the end of 1910 he had developed a contact in practically every town in Ireland. In effect he was circulation manager and knew who he could send copies to in any part of the country for them to try to sell. The reports back from those individuals to MacDiarmada kept his network alive.
         
However to all outward appearances in early 1911 when Tom Clarke and the northerners finally took over the remodelled IRB with the ousting of Fred Allan, the last prominent veteran on the Supreme Council, the IRB was a tiny irrelevant sect. The IPP supporting the Liberal government in its plan to emasculate the Lords in return for a Home Rule act was the only game in town. All Ireland awaited what seemed the inevitable outcome of the political process – a Home Rule parliament in Dublin two years after the Parliament Act was passed.
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Chapter Five

• • • • • •
            
1911 – 1913
The Volunteers and the IRB

Like the wheel of fortune, just as John Redmond and the Irish Party reached the top of the wheel’s cycle their political fortunes teetered briefly and then began to plunge downwards, slowly at first and then with ever-gathering momentum. Though no one could have foreseen it at the time the downward movement began in 1912. By 1914, although Redmond still held the balance of power at Westminster he had lost the initiative to the Ulster Unionists. The cup was about to be dashed from his lips before he could drink from it.
         
The Ulster Unionists had watched with growing alarm through 1911 as the Parliament Act removing the Lords’ veto received royal assent and became law. It suddenly became apparent that there was now no obstacle left to Home Rule becoming a reality. Even before the Parliament Act was passed, Unionists in the northeast had made clear their determination to resist Home Rule. They knew that since the December 1910 general election the Liberal government was dependent on John Redmond to pass legislation. On 10 January 1911 one of the leading members of the Ulster Unionist Party, Captain James Craig MP, told the British newspaper the Morning Post that,
         
Neither Mr Redmond nor the English people has any conception of the deep-rooted determination of the sturdy men and women of Ulster, or of the silent preparations that are being made to meet by armed resistance the encroachment on their civil and religious liberties that would naturally follow the establishment of a parliament in Dublin.

Most people assumed this sort of talk was bluff. In fulfilment of their deal with Redmond, Asquith’s Liberal government pressed on with its plans to introduce the Home Rule Bill. Only as the date for the bill’s first reading in the House of Commons approached in April 1912, did it become obvious just how serious Unionist opposition in the northeast of Ireland really was. The ferocity of Ulster Unionist rhetoric, with talk of a provisional government and raising an army of volunteers, took John Redmond and Home Rulers in general by surprise. They had either ignored northern Unionist opposition or wished it away.
As for advanced nationalists, the strength of Unionist resistance served to legitimise an equal and opposite reaction. The recruitment and later arming of the Ulster Volunteers to resist Home Rule would provide a precedent for the emergence of a similar body of nationalist volunteers to press for its implementation. If the British government was to be ambivalent towards extra-parliamentary, even treasonable, activity by Unionists, then surely Irish nationalists had a similar right to organise and prepare to use force to defend their political achievement which had been voted through by parliament?
         
In face of Unionist demonstrations of resistance the Irish Party began to feel it was necessary to show they did not take their parliamentary triumph for granted. In order to demonstrate the widespread enthusiasm and support for the Home Rule Bill in the rest of the country, a mammoth demonstration was held in Dublin on Sunday 31 March 1912. Huge crowds surrounded four platforms set up at intervals along O’Connell Street (then known as Sackville Street). John Redmond spoke at the platform next to the Parnell monument which he had unveiled in September 1911. He told the assembled audience,
I entertain a confident belief that the Home Rule bill will be a great measure and adequate for the purposes of those who promote it … Believe me Home Rule is winning. We will have a Parliament sitting in College Green sooner than the most sanguine and enthusiastic man in this crowd believes.

His speech was met with a great roar of approval from the enormous throng.
         
Further along O’Connell Street, John Dillon spoke at the second platform, Joe Devlin at the third, and at the last platform Eoin MacNeill. At each platform there were Irish speakers. At Platform No. 3 at the corner of Middle Abbey Street just below the GPO it was Patrick Pearse. He supported the resolution in favour of Home Rule in Irish, as the Freeman’s Journal reported, ‘in a vigorous speech’. Pearse ended his speech: ‘Let the English understand that if we are again betrayed there shall be red war throughout Ireland.’ Not many in his audience would have understood his Irish and those who did would not have taken his rhetorical flourish any more seriously than Craig’s threat the previous year in the Morning Post had been received.
         
If the point of the huge rally in O’Connell Street was to show the Liberal government the extent of nationalist support for Home Rule and expectation of its enactment, the purpose of a similarly enormous gathering nine days later in Belfast was to impress on the same government the extent and ferocity of opposition.
On Tuesday 9 April 1912, in a militaristic display 100,000 men marched past a reviewing stand at the Royal Ulster Agricultural Society’s grounds at Balmoral on the southern outskirts of Belfast. A resolution opposing Home Rule in strident terms was passed and the biggest Union Jack ever woven was unfurled from a ninety-foot flag pole. The scene was witnessed by the leader of the Conservative Party, Andrew Bonar Law, and seventy Conservative MPs from England, Scotland and Wales. If Irish nationalists could enlist the support of the Liberal Party for their political objectives, then Ulster Unionists could attach themselves to the Conservative Party to further theirs. In many respects this gathering formally sealed the political and constitutional alliance between the Ulster Unionists and Conservatives against Home Rule.
         
Two days after the Balmoral demonstration the Home Rule Bill was tabled in Westminster. With the combined numbers of Redmond’s Irish Party and the Liberals the Bill was sure to pass its first reading. The question that began to disturb Irish nationalists was, could the unconstitutional resistance threatened by the Ulster Unionists and Conservatives prevent the bill being enacted or if enacted, being implemented? As this central question became more pressing over the next two years, support in Ireland for a more aggressive demonstration of nationalism began to grow. Redmond’s faith in British parliamentary procedures began to look naïve as the Ulster Unionist Council, the governing body of the Ulster Unionist Party, encouraged the recruitment of men into Unionist Clubs. These men began to drill openly in early 1912. There were questions to Chief Secretary Augustine Birrell in the House of Commons in May about the drilling. Within six months the Unionists Clubs had been formally organised as the Ulster Volunteers. Would the government take action against the Unionists or would it cave in?
         
Senior figures in the Conservative Party including its leader Bonar Law were also openly encouraging the Ulster Unionists in their defiance of the government. The Liberal government had to decide whether the Ulster Unionist Council’s talk of armed resistance and a provisional government was bluff to prevent the passage of the Bill or whether opposition would continue to grow during the inevitable two years delay while the Bill was delayed in the Lords. If opposition did grow into insurrection would the government contemplate using force against British subjects who objected to the United Kingdom being weakened solely as a result of the votes of Irish MPs who wanted to bring an end to the United Kingdom? Would there be support for military action from British voters who had not given the Liberal government a mandate to introduce Home Rule? Would senior officers obey orders to enforce Home Rule in the northeast of Ireland? As the Home Rule Bill passed through its stages in the Commons in 1912 all these questions became more urgent.
During the period from August 1911 to April 1912, when the Parliament Act became law and the British government introduced the Home Rule Bill, Seán MacDiarmada was at the lowest physical ebb in his life. Some time in August 1911 he was taken very ill.1 By late August or early September he was in the Mater Hospital in Dublin diagnosed with polio, then more commonly known as infantile paralysis, which was reaching epidemic proportions in Ireland and Britain in the years before World War I.
         
Spread mainly by the faecal-oral route, the virus usually entered the body through contaminated water. On his incessant travels around Ireland recruiting for the IRB, MacDiarmada stood a better chance of being exposed than most individuals. Sadly for MacDiarmada, he was one of the minority of adults whom the disease paralysed. In his case he lost the use of his right leg. We also know from MacDiarmada’s medical examination when he was imprisoned in 1915 that the disease attacked the muscles controlling his bladder so that he had problems passing water. The prison’s medical officer recorded that MacDiarmada was also suffering from neuralgia though he did not say what form it took or where he was most affected.
While the disease was in its acute stage MacDiarmada was in hospital for four months from August or the beginning of September 1911 under the care of Dr Robert Farnan. According to a witness statement to the Bureau of Military History by an unnamed nun who was then a nurse in the Mercy order, MacDiarmada was in St John’s Ward in the Mater. She said he ‘received every possible treatment but was not fully cured and left on crutches’.2 The truth is that in those days there was no successful medical intervention available: nothing could be done for MacDiarmada other than let the disease take its course.
         
His stay in hospital provides some incidental evidence of the effect MacDiarmada’s personal charm had on people. Years later, in 1956, Dr Catherine Quinlan, describing herself as an ‘associate of Sean McDermott’, recalled that as a student in the Mater she had seen MacDiarmada in the hospital with polio. She had known him ‘very well’ until 1910 but had lost contact until his stay in hospital the following year. She produced for the Bureau of Military History a copy of Rambles in Eirinn by William Bulfin, which MacDiarmada had given her in 1910. In the fly leaf it had the inscription, ‘Ó S. MacD Dó C. Ní T.’3
         
She never saw MacDiarmada again but in the summer of 1916 she was told by leading Volunteers in Tralee, where she was then living with her husband Dr Maurice Quinlan, that MacDiarmada had been in Tralee a few weeks before the Rising and had designated her house as the signalling point for the German gun-running ship the Aud. She was told MacDiarmada did not visit or contact her because he did not want any suspicion to fall on her or her home. When asked for her reaction to the prospect of her house being taken over she said, ‘If I had one room to myself they could have done anything they wished.’4 Clearly MacDiarmada had made a deep impression on the young Catherine Timoney (as she was in 1911).
         
After some months in the Mater, apparently MacDiarmada took it upon himself to leave hospital in December 1911 against doctor’s advice and came to stay in Brendan Road, Donnybrook, at the house of Batt O’Connor, a friend from the same Gaelic League branch as MacDiarmada (the Keating branch). He was there for about five weeks. After that he stayed in Frank Fahy’s house in Islandbridge for another month or so.5 His friends attributed his illness to ‘his untiring efforts last summer to prevent official recognition from the Irish capital on the occasion of the British monarch’s visit.’6 In January 1912, Batt O’Connor set up an ad-hoc committee to organise a whip-round for MacDiarmada so he could take a holiday in the country. O’Connor acted as treasurer and Frank Fahy as joint secretary. Other members included Cathal Brugha, Helena Moloney and Piaras Béaslaí. At their first meeting they raised £11/10/-.7
         
Being struck down by polio cannot have been other than a life-changing experience for MacDiarmada. No more playing hurley with other members of his Keating branch of the Gaelic League in Phoenix Park. His hurley now was only useful as a walking aid. No more jumping off trains in various parts of the country and taking his bicycle from the guard’s van to finish the journey. He lost a lot of weight in hospital and grew a beard. His appearance was so changed that close friends did not recognise him. Piaras Béaslaí remembers meeting MacDiarmada in Dublin in spring 1912 and walking past him in the street, not recognising the bearded man limping with a stick who greeted him by name in Irish. MacDiarmada laughed off this kind of encounter as a great joke: it must have been anything but.
         
After his time with the O’Connors and the Fahys, MacDiarmada went to the Daly family home in Limerick to convalesce. John Daly, Tom Clarke’s former prison colleague and now father-in-law, was a prosperous businessman and kept a comfortable home where MacDiarmada often stayed. Madge Daly, John Daly’s niece, barely recognised MacDiarmada when she met him at Limerick station on his arrival by train from Dublin in early 1912. She was shocked when, instead of the ‘joyous, buoyant lad, full of life and vigour’ she knew, she saw ‘a delicate, bearded, middle-aged man’ walking on a crutch. He was twenty-nine. She said he looked as if he had aged twenty years. On his return to Dublin MacDiarmada spent an increasing amount of time at the Clarkes’ house being looked after by Kathleen, during which time he seems to have become closer to Tom Clarke than anyone else in the IRB.8
         
Although MacDiarmada was badly, and visibly, affected by his illness, he must have been physically a very strong man. At the end of December 1911, barely recovered from the attack of polio and still being looked after by Batt O’Connor’s wife in her home, he was able to participate in manoeuvres and intrigues in the IRB which came to a head at the turn of the year and had the important consequence that the younger generation of republicans finally took control of the IRB Supreme Council.
         
The origins of the dispute lay in events at the Emmet Commemoration Concert in March 1911, several months before MacDiarmada became ill. The younger IRB men, particularly MacDiarmada, set great store by the Emmet commemoration because they revered Emmet and his insistence on staging a rising even though there was little prospect of success. They also saw an opportunity for counteracting the adulation offered to King Edward VII on his visit to Dublin.
MacDiarmada had been much taken with Patrick Pearse’s rhetorical abilities and suggested him as the speaker at the event. He introduced him to Tom Clarke to gain his approval. Kathleen Clarke says MacDiarmada said Pearse was ‘a beautiful speaker’. He told Clarke, ‘If you give him the lines you want, he will dress it up in beautiful language.’9
         
However, the Supreme Council had instructed members of the IRB to concentrate on Emmet not on current politics, to keep a low profile and not to become involved in resolutions attacking the impending royal visit. On the night of the concert, egged on by Countess Markievicz, Dr Pat McCartan jumped on the stage after Pearse’s speech had stirred up the audience and proposed a resolution objecting to any loyal address to the king. Tom Clarke seconded and the motion was passed by noisy acclamation.
         
After the resignation of the IRB executive in April 1910 Dublin members persuaded a reluctant Fred Allan to return to his role as secretary to the Supreme Council to try to inject some order and discipline into the IRB. A veteran of the IRB, he was the only man with the necessary experience to run the organisation. Allan was furious at McCartan’s flagrant disregard of orders and defiance of the Supreme Council. He threatened to sack McCartan as editor of Irish Freedom.
         
Allan’s pacific approach to King George’s visit in 1911 did not gain favour with the Irish Americans. It must have become apparent to Allan during the summer of 1911 what way the wind was blowing because Joe McGarrity refused to answer any of his letters. Almost certainly McCartan had complained to McGarrity about Allan’s inaction during the king’s visit, pointing out that in his capacity as secretary to Dublin’s Lord Mayor, Allan had been with the mayor when he made his obeisances to the king in Dublin. The dispute within the IRB festered all year until finally, in November, Allan made good his threat and sacked McCartan, taking on the position of editor himself. McCartan telegraphed McGarrity for funds and with the money brought out a rival edition of Irish Freedom alongside Allan’s one in December.
         
The Supreme Council arraigned McCartan and Clarke to explain themselves for their defiance of orders in March 1911. Some say it was a court martial but the IRB was too weak and informal in December 1911 to engage in those kinds of military pretensions. In any event there was a confrontation in which McCartan was ably supported by Bulmer Hobson, Tom Clarke and Seán MacDiarmada. PS O’Hegarty, who was present, says that,
         
there was some brilliant dialective by Hobson, some very clever leading questions by Clarke and some very clever answers by MacDermott, the upshot of which was to confuse Allan.

O’Hegarty says it was ‘agreed to whitewash everybody concerned on the ground that the whole business was a misunderstanding’.
According to O’Hegarty, this meeting happened in December but he often admits in his witness statement to forgetting details. The sequence of events, the appearance of the two simultaneous editions in December and documents exchanged with McGarrity suggest a more likely time was January 1912. A January date would also be more plausible given MacDiarmada’s continuing poor health. The evidence of Batt O’Connor’s letter asking for a whip round for MacDiarmada, which is dated 2 January 1912, also suggests a January date. Even so, it was a considerable physical achievement for MacDiarmada to be involved at all.
That was not the end of the dispute. Allan learned at the meeting that McGarrity had provided financial support to McCartan to bring out the rival December edition of Irish Freedom. In other words, Allan’s authority and that of the Supreme Council counted for nothing in the eyes of Clarke, MacDiarmada, Hobson, McCartan, or, perhaps more importantly given the financial position, McGarrity. Allan resigned in March 1912 along with other Supreme Councillors and senior members of the IRB. The vacancies on the Supreme Council were filled by the younger generation.
         
Seán MacDiarmada replaced Allan as secretary. Now he would record the minutes of meetings and control the IRB’s correspondence and links with representatives throughout Ireland, Britain and the USA. He also replaced Major John MacBride, who had resigned along with Allan, as representative for Connacht on the Supreme Council. It seems MacBride, who lodged in Allan’s house in Dublin, had never visited Connacht in his capacity as IRB representative for the province, which gives some indication of the state of IRB organisation. Bulmer Hobson joined the Supreme Council along with Denis McCullough. Hobson became Head Centre, that is, leader of the Dublin IRB. The three northerners, all under thirty, were now in controlling positions in the organisation they had set out to revitalise in 1906 but the key men were Tom Clarke and Seán MacDiarmada, respectively treasurer and secretary of the IRB. They were based in Dublin, living in each other’s pocket and managing both the purse strings and the organisation’s bureaucracy.
         
The new president of the Supreme Council was Seamus Deakin, a Protestant Gaelic Leaguer who owned a chemist shop in Phibsborough. His religion helped maintain the non-sectarian image the IRB was so anxious to preserve but he was not nominated president because of his religion. Deakin was the ideal candidate for Clarke and MacDiarmada because he showed little interest in the machinations of the IRB. He never attended a Supreme Council meeting.10 That suited MacDiarmada and Clarke because the president, the secretary and the treasurer constituted the IRB executive who ran the organisation on a day-to-day basis. Two of the officers made up a quorum and could take decisions, so in the absence of Deakin, Clarke and MacDiarmada in effect ran the IRB from spring 1912.
         
The ousting of the old guard had been on the cards for some time. Delegations of senior Clan na Gael figures had been visiting Ireland since 1910 and taking a more direct interest in the IRB’s activities – or lack of them. They would not have been happy with what they found. They were anxious for some kind of action to end British rule but would have observed that veterans like Fred Allan were really only keeping the flame of republicanism burning and had no plans for any action.
A group of Irish-Americans from New York stayed with John Daly in Limerick in October 1910, their visit coinciding with the launch of the Irish Freedom paper in November for which Daly provided some of the funding. More significant was the visit in July and August 1911 of Joe McGarrity himself. He spent six weeks in Ireland meeting prominent IRB figures including Clarke, Daly and MacDiarmada but ignored Fred Allan. The police were unable to find out what he was up to. All they could do was note that the appointment of IRB officers tended to coincide with McGarrity’s visit to counties in Ulster. In September and October 1911 the senior New York Clan figures Judge Daniel Cohalan and Fr Denis O’Sullivan visited Ireland; the police were certain that both were on important Clan business, but exactly what they did not know.
         
What is clear, however, is that these senior men in the Clan were boosting the younger generation as evidenced by McGarrity’s humiliation of Fred Allan in November and December 1911 and that fact that, apart from seeing the veterans Tom Clarke and John Daly, the Clan members confined their visits to meeting the young, more active members of the IRB for whom Clarke and Daly were mentors. What is also known is that regular funds began to be channelled to the new men in control of the IRB, mainly through Seán MacDiarmada. In Recollections of an Irish Rebel John Devoy wrote that an employee of the White Star shipping line, Tommy O’Connor, would bring Clan cash to MacDiarmada. ‘On each trip O’Connor went from Liverpool to Dublin and delivered the money to Seán McDermott. Seán would make a note of the amount in his small, neat handwriting on a slip of paper, without any signature, and this would be handed to me as a receipt on O’Connor’s next trip to New York.’11 Presumably MacDiarmada would pass the cash to Tom Clarke, the IRB treasurer. As usual, fearful of losing his licence, Clarke always kept such transactions at arm’s length
         
It is not known when this arrangement began but it is most likely after MacDiarmada visited America on IRB business in autumn 1912, though really large amounts of money were not sent until late in 1914. In America the Clan took MacDiarmada very seriously. In some respects his visit to the US was a working holiday as MacDiarmada was still weak from the after effects of the onset of polio. He remained prone to infection and illness throughout 1912 including while in the US. Ostensibly the main purpose of his trip was to attend a Clan na Gael convention in Atlantic City in October in his official IRB capacity but he took the opportunity to spend some time with his sisters Mary Ann and Rose who had emigrated to the US and lived in New York. All in all, MacDiarmada was away for six weeks and arrived back in Ireland on 2 November.
Family visits aside, the main aim of his trip would have been to show him off to Clan na Gael members and for him to brief them about events in Ireland and discuss plans for the future. Seán MacDiarmada was, along with Tom Clarke, the most secretive and suspicious of the IRB leaders, and he travelled incognito, calling himself Burke. As an extra precaution and in line with MacDiarmada’s obsession with secrecy, he used another identity while meeting people, besides senior Clan members, in New York. Harry Phibbs, who had emigrated to the USA but who knew MacDiarmada from the Celtic Literary Society in Dublin, said he met MacDiarmada in New York with Devoy and Judge Cohalan. They were not aware that Phibbs already knew MacDiarmada from Dublin and introduced him as, ‘Mr O’Brien from San Francisco’.12
         
MacDiarmada fell ill again in December after his return from America. Tom Clarke wrote to John Daly on St Stephen’s Day with news of his young colleagues MacDiarmada, Hobson and McCartan. While the others had gone north MacDiarmada, ‘didn’t go from Dublin at all for the holidays; instead he spent the time with one of his friends here … His health is none to good; he is now just recovering from a fit of influenza – in fact that kept him to Dublin for the Christmas.’13
         
In early 1913 MacDiarmada returned to his work in Dublin at Irish Freedom’s office in Findlater Place, off O’Connell Street and convenient for Clarke’s shop and his IRB activities. Due to his continuing poor health his activities were now largely confined to Dublin with only occasional excursions to Connacht in his capacity as IRB representative for that province. Nevertheless, there seems to have been a new sense of direction about MacDiarmada on his return from America, a feeling that it was not business as usual. There is no way of knowing what decisions had been taken or commitments entered into but there are indications that some kind of direct action, however inchoate, was contemplated. There was a quickening pace. It was said that after contracting polio MacDiarmada felt that he would ‘never make old bones’.14 Claire Hobson, Bulmer Hobson’s wife, said her feeling was that ‘a long life did not interest MacDiarmada much as he was not a strong man and was due for another operation.’15 Whatever chance he had to make a mark he would take it. Denis McCullough said that after his illness ‘a new seriousness, a sense of purpose and determination to do something worthwhile with his life took possession of him’. That determination was certainly evident in his actions from 1913 on.
         
The emergence on 13 January 1913 of the Ulster Volunteers as a formal organisation under the command of veteran Indian army officer Lieutenant-General Sir George Richardson certainly had a galvanising effect on the younger, more militant members of the IRB as well as on nationalists generally. Again it should be emphasised that the vast majority of nationalists supported Home Rule and wanted the Act passed in September 1912 to be put into effect as scheduled in September 1914. However, the UVF were both a precedent and an example for nationalists. Slowly the sentiment grew that if the British government was not going to face down the UVF, then there should be some way for nationalists to fight for Home Rule if the UVF were going to fight against it. It seemed the threat of force was working because leading politicians in the British government were making noises about accommodating Ulster Unionists and there was talk of partition, or ‘exclusion’ of some northern counties, as people referred to it at the time. Within a week of the establishment of the UVF, republicans in Dublin were talking about arming themselves.16
         
In February one group began regular target practice every Sunday morning at Harold’s Cross. They set up an ad-hoc rifle range in the Greenmount Oil Refinery which was owned by the Le Brocquy family (one of whose children would be Louis, the famous artist). Those practising were Éamonn Ceannt, Cathal Brugha, Padraig Ó Caoimh and Seán MacDiarmada.17 At first they had only one rifle among them, Ó Caoimh’s .22, but they all quickly acquired their own weapons. They were able to do this easily because since December 1906 various acts preventing the purchase of firearms no longer applied. Major John MacBride had noticed this lapse and wrote to Irish Freedom in November 1912 advising men to take advantage of the situation, which many obviously did in 1913.18
         
The group at Harold’s Cross practised assiduously for months. Their activities were quite open. On Sunday 31 August the manager of the oil refinery offered cash prizes in a shooting competition with the very substantial sum of £5 – the price of a good rifle – for the winner, who turned out to be Cathal Brugha. Padraig Ó Caoimh said, ‘he made a bloody bulls-eye every time. He was a dead shot.’19 This group was by no means the only one. One IRB veteran, James Stritch, built a drill hall behind the Wolfe Tone Clubs’ headquarters in Parnell Square early in 1913 and began drilling members of the Fianna, local GAA clubs and IRB, many of whom also started buying rifles.
         
In later years various people laid claim to the idea of creating a nationalist counterpart to the UVF. Bulmer Hobson said he advised his Dublin IRB men in July 1913 that there was an opportunity to set up a body of volunteers, since Dublin Castle was taking no action against the Ulster Volunteers. Around the same time Dublin trade union leaders began advocating an armed body to defend workers from the assaults of the Dublin Metropolitan Police which were becoming more deadly during the summer as what became known as the Dublin Lockout began with employers sacking members of the Irish Transport and General Workers Union (ITGWU). Ultimately, the Irish Citizen Army (ICA) emerged after serious rioting in August culminated in disturbances between police and strikers in O’Connell Street on 31 August, as a result of which three men were killed and 500 injured.
Dublin was in a state of turmoil in the summer with economic life grinding to a halt as the ITGWU brought public transport to a standstill and sympathy strikes began around the city. At its peak 25,000 men were locked out. There was a fraught atmosphere in the capital because of events on the streets, a sense of foreboding about politics in general, a nervousness about events in Ulster and their effect on the promised introduction of Home Rule. William Butler Yeats encapsulated much of the sentiment in his famous poem September 1913, in which he castigated the employers and the Catholic Church, contrasting earlier nationalist heroes with the present-day politicians. It was published in The Irish Times on 8 September 1913; the first two stanzas give a flavour of the poem’s theme:
         
What need you, being come to sense,
But fumble in a greasy till
And add the halfpence to the pence
And prayer to shivering prayer, until
You have dried the marrow from the bone;
For men were born to pray and save:
Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,
It’s with O’Leary in the grave.

Yet they were of a different kind,
The names that stilled your childish play,
                  
They have gone about the world like wind,
But little time had they to pray
For whom the hangman’s rope was spun,
And what, God help us, could they save?
Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,
It’s with O’Leary in the grave.



During this time of mounting tension MacDiarmada was not in Dublin. He had to rush to the family home in Leitrim for his father’s funeral in August. MacDiarmada had been on holiday with his family earlier in the month and was surprised and shocked at the news of his father’s death at the age of eighty-six. He wrote to Madge Daly that when he saw him earlier in the year his father had seemed to be looking as ‘well then as he did five years ago’ (when MacDiarmada left the family home after the Leitrim by-election to live in Dublin) but out of the blue had taken to his bed for a month before dying. As a tribute to MacDiarmada’s position among republicans Irish Freedom printed his father’s obituary on its front page with the intriguing references to his role in the IRB and the Land League and his friendship with John Daly of Limerick, none of which can be corroborated anywhere else.20
         
MacDiarmada returned to a Dublin seething with anger, both political and social. In August and September the Lockout with its street demonstrations and riots filled the headlines. However, many people also wanted to take some action to influence political events on the national stage which seemed to be running out of the control of the Irish people. What was needed was the right catalyst and it came in November.
         
Michael O’Rahilly, the manager of the Gaelic League’s paper An Claidheamh Soluis, persuaded Eoin MacNeill to write an article about the current political situation. MacNeill agreed and contributed ‘The North Began’, which appeared in the edition of 1 November. The title of his article was taken from a Thomas Davis martial ballad about the 1782 Volunteers whose military threat led to Grattan’s Parliament. ‘The North began, the North held on … Till Ireland rose and cowed her foes.’
         
In his article MacNeill drew attention to the opportunity of establishing a nationalist volunteer force. He wrote that, ‘the present available resources of the British army are not sufficient to put down the Volunteer movement in four of the thirty-two Irish counties. In any case it appears that the British army cannot now be used to prevent the enrolment, drilling, and reviewing of Volunteers in Ireland.’ He went on to write that ‘there is nothing to prevent the other twenty-eight counties from calling into existence citizen forces’.
MacNeill had struck a chord. His suggestion turned out to be exactly what people were waiting for. The fact that MacNeill had endorsed the idea of recruiting a volunteer force was enormously important because of his prestige in the Irish-Ireland movement of the previous twenty years, as well as his respectability as a member of the Catholic middle class and his position as a senior academic in NUI. His intervention was precisely what men in the IRB, eager to set up an armed force, needed. It legitimised the idea. ‘Ten days after MacNeill’s article, O’Rahilly organised a meeting in Wynn’s hotel in Lower Abbey Street. Among those invited were six with IRB connections: Bulmer Hobson, Piaras Béaslaí, James Deakin, Éamonn Ceannt, Patrick Pearse and Seán MacDiarmada.’
         
O’Rahilly said later that he had chosen the men because they were ‘amongst the sincerest Nationalists’ he knew in Dublin.21 Perhaps, but O’Rahilly was not exactly an innocent abroad. He knew who these men were and what they stood for. He had worked with MacDiarmada, Ceannt and Beaslaí since at least 1911 on Irish Freedom. He had been joint honorary secretary with MacDiarmada of the United National Societies Committee opposing the visit of King George V in 1911. He had not approached MacNeill out of the blue but only after discussing the plan with Bulmer Hobson. Hobson did not attend the meeting because he thought he would be regarded as too extreme and the IRB wanted to keep the Volunteers from being regarded as a front for their organisation.
         
Fortified by MacNeill’s endorsement of the idea, the men O’Rahilly gathered in Wynn’s Hotel formed themselves into a committee to organise the recruitment of a nationalist force of volunteers. After the Lord Mayor Lorcan Sherlock, a staunch Redmondite, turned down their request for the Mansion House, the committee managed to book the Rotunda Rink and the Rotunda’s Large and Small Concert Halls for a public meeting to announce the new force and take enrolments of Dublin recruits. The response exceeded the wildest expectations of all those involved in the planning. The Rotunda Rink, a temporary structure in the Rotunda Gardens, held 4,000 but on the evening of 25 November when enrolment was to begin, it was filled to bursting and a crowd of several thousand gathered outside. Members of the organising committee, including MacDiarmada and Pearse, made speeches outside the Rotunda to the overflow. Other meetings in different parts of the country followed in December and into the first weeks of 1914 when thousands of men poured into the ranks of the Volunteers.
         
It may seem strange to modern eyes that the men behind the establishment of the Volunteers did not make common cause with the Irish Citizen Army who were getting organised at the same time but there were complex political and social reasons why such a connection did not happen. One of the leading figures in the emergence of the ICA was Jim Larkin, the fiery trade union leader whose union, the ITGWU, was at the heart of the disputes which led to the Dublin Lockout. Larkin was a controversial figure much criticised by the Catholic Church for his socialist views and his crusades against employers for paying low wages.
         
Labour in Dublin was divided, with several trade unions opposed to Larkin personally and to his left-wing ideology. This opposition was especially strong among members of craft unions, the skilled men who tended to support Sinn Féin and the IRB as opposed to the newly established Labour Party set up in 1912. These men regarded the ITGWU and the Labour Party as organisations for unskilled and low-paid men. The nationalist organisers behind the Volunteers did not want to be associated with socialism or to be accused of being anti-capitalist or hostile to employers and they certainly did not want to come into conflict with the Church. On the contrary, they wanted to attract the broadest support possible. The last thing they wanted was to become part of class war which was being preached by Larkin and his close associate James Connolly who would succeed Larkin as acting general secretary of the ITGWU.
On top of these differences the men flooding into the Volunteers were mainly middle class and lower middle class, or people who considered themselves to be so, and therefore a cut above the teeming working poor in Dublin’s hundreds of tenements. There were professional men, including some doctors and lawyers, but also clerks, civil servants, shop assistants, postal workers, as well as skilled workers and craftsmen. Many of the Volunteers were able to buy uniforms or have them tailor made. They had the energy and free time to become involved in drilling and exercises in the Dublin mountains. Some could afford to buy rifles. The going rate for a Lee Enfield .303, the rifle of choice, was about £4/10/-, way beyond the reach of the men in the ITGWU. In short, in social terms the Volunteers had little in common with the men who formed the ICA and who never numbered more than 250.
         
There were political reasons for keeping their distance too. Republicans like MacDiarmada believed that trade union activity, particularly involving street confrontation, was a distraction from the main task of direct action against the British. He took the view later enunciated by de Valera in 1918 that ‘Labour must wait’. More important perhaps was that MacDiarmada held a Manichean view of the British, or more precisely the English. Quite simply, his attitude was: Irish good, English evil. He was a strict adherent to Wolfe Tone’s position: ‘England, the never-ending source of all political evil’ in Ireland. When the connection with England was broken there would be time to consider social and economic issues. The efforts of any military organisation like the Volunteers should be focused exclusively on ending British rule in Ireland, not fighting a class war on the streets of Dublin.
MacDiarmada explained his views on the labour movement in a lengthy letter to Joe McGarrity in December 1913. He told him, ‘Larkin is a doubtful quantity … I’m afraid he is a danger nationally. He talks nationalism but only in so far as he thinks it is likely to help along his socialist programme.’
         
MacDiarmada then went on to expand on his attitude to the Lockout.
Socialism and the sympathetic strike are dangerous ruinous weapons in Ireland at the present time. The present labour troubles are doing a lot of harm. Industrially it has done an immense harm to Dublin and to Ireland, the work of years in support of Irish manufacture is practically destroyed. English firms have been gaining the business of Irish firms.
But all the talk about the friendliness of the English working man and the Brotherhood of man, the English food ships etc. have a very bad unnational influence … before the present trouble is ended the bogy (sic) of the “English working man” will have spent itself and all will have learned a lesson not to place their faith in the English working man any more than in the English lord.

He went on to assure McGarrity that, ‘we in Irish Freedom will hold to the same course no matter what happens we will not be dragged aside.’22
         
His uncompromising attitude is exemplified in his treatment of a man called Browne at an IRB meeting most probably around this period. There was a discussion about ‘internationalism’ initiated by Browne, presumably meaning the international labour movement. MacDiarmada asked him whether he would put Ireland before internationalism and Browne replied, ‘No. Internationalism would come first.’ MacDiarmada told him to get out, that there was no room for him in the IRB. He left and was not seen again.23
         
That is not to say that men like Clarke and MacDiarmada were unsympathetic to the cause of Dublin workers. In fact every man who signed the 1916 Proclamation publicly supported the strikers during the Lockout at one time or another. MacDiarmada was ‘strongly pro-worker’ but disagreed just as strongly with Larkin’s international socialism.24 The same witness who related the confrontation between MacDiarmada and Browne also recalled that Tom Clarke told him he had been taking up a collection every week for Larkin to aid the strikers. However one of the reasons for that collection was probably because Clarke and MacDiarmada, along with others who had similar views, objected to Irish strikers being sustained by strike money from the coffers of the English wing of their union, the British Trade Union Congress. They deplored the idea that an Irish trade union could be seen as in any way sustained by a larger group in Britain. They did not want to see the political link they were trying to break being replaced by an economic or social link of any kind.
         
Thus the Volunteers and the ICA remained separate until 1916 and only cooperated because MacDiarmada in particular persuaded James Connolly to throw in his lot with the IRB, fearing Connolly was about to stage some kind of half-cocked class-based revolutionary uprising which would fatally damage the republican rising planned for Easter. Accordingly, the Volunteers played no role in the Dublin Lockout, which continued into the New Year in 1914. Instead they concentrated on showing themselves to be a force to be reckoned with should the British government decide to renege on bringing Home Rule into law in September 1914.
         
The IRB leaders were anxious to have as broad a membership as possible, confident in their ability from years of experience of infiltration of bodies like the GAA and the Gaelic League to push the Volunteers in the direction they wanted. They had therefore resolved to keep a low profile in the Volunteers in case the presence of a number of well-known republicans in important positions would scare off ordinary nationalists and arouse the suspicions of John Redmond’s supporters. They were also concerned that Dublin Castle would be alarmed if the new force was too obviously an IRB front. Nevertheless, to the dismay of Clarke and MacDiarmada, Bulmer Hobson ignored this and became secretary of the Volunteers, an act which caused the first serious rift between them. Within six months the relationship between Hobson and the other two had completely collapsed into bitter antagonism about control of the Volunteers.
         
However, in December 1913 Hobson’s disregard of IRB policy was a minor irritation compared to the unexpected and sudden success of creating a force which was gaining recruits by the thousand. MacDiarmada set about putting to practical use the network he had created around Ireland since 1908. He worked assiduously to try to ensure that men he had sworn into the IRB would become officers in the Volunteers wherever possible. Although Eoin MacNeill was chief of staff of the Volunteers and Clarke and MacDiarmada believed it was important he maintained that role to reassure critics, nevertheless they beavered away to create their own alternative command structure within the new organisation. As far as they were concerned MacNeill was important only as a figurehead. It is clear from the attitude they adopted from the outset that they believed they had in the Volunteers the potential for an armed force which they could use to end British rule in Ireland. They still did not know how they would achieve this aim but they were confident the material was there and they set out to take control of it. The task would not be easy.
By the spring of 1914 there were tens of thousands of men marching and drilling around Ireland but most of them did not possess weapons. Within ten days of the establishment of the Volunteers at the end of November 1913 Dublin Castle had reintroduced all the restrictions on the purchase of firearms which had been allowed to lapse. It was also the case that in most districts the Volunteers were composed of supporters of Redmond and also, in many places, Hibernians, who as a body were hostile to republicans, had joined en masse. As would be proved in September 1914, the majority of Volunteers had no intention of supporting an uprising against British rule in Ireland. On the contrary, they signed up because they supported John Redmond and Home Rule.
         
Nevertheless, at the beginning of 1914 Clarke and MacDiarmada were the two most powerful full-time revolutionaries in the country in key positions in control of the IRB and with access to US money. Now a vehicle suitable for their purpose had been built, something they could not have hoped for two years before when Redmond’s party had triumphed in Westminster after waiting fruitlessly through seven general elections. What Clarke and MacDiarmada needed to find was a starting handle to set their vehicle in motion.
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Chapter Six
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1913 – 1914
The Howth Gunrunning

In January 1914 Seán MacDiarmada would be thirty-one. He had two years to live. In those two years the pace towards the end quickened, driven by a series of unconnected events which would change the face of politics in Ireland and Europe forever.
         
In the six years of slow, painstaking work since 1908 MacDiarmada had laid the groundwork for what was to follow in Ireland between 1914 and 1916. Apart from several hundred committed activists in Dublin, the IRB which MacDiarmada had been reorganising was in reality small cells – ‘circles’ they called them – based in most county towns, led by someone MacDiarmada had talent-spotted, known as a ‘centre’. Each cell or ‘circle’ would have been at most a dozen men but more likely fewer, though obviously MacDiarmada hoped they would grow in numbers. Bulmer Hobson called them small clubs meeting in back rooms. There were exceptions, of course, like Cork or Limerick, but they had a much larger pool to draw from than any rural town in Ireland.
         
Nevertheless, despite the small numbers it is clear that Tom Clarke and MacDiarmada had been determined for some time to stage an insurrection. Irish Freedom had been extolling the merits of physical force to overthrow British rule in Ireland since it began publication in 1910. Kathleen Clarke (writing years later) maintained the two men had been set on a rising since they came together in 1908. Neither of them saw small numbers or lack of general support or the prospect of failure as deterrents. After all, MacDiarmada’s hero Robert Emmet carried on in 1803 after his conspiracy had been compromised, staged his uprising with no chance of success, and ended up in charge of a bloody fiasco confined to Thomas Street in Dublin. In spring 1914, however, with the expansion of the Irish Volunteers across the country, it seemed that the chances of a successful uprising had been transformed. For Clarke and MacDiarmada there were two priorities: to keep operational control of the Volunteers and to acquire firearms for them. The first of these objectives would prove much more difficult to realise than the second.
         
On the face of it the IRB had a working majority on the Provisional Committee which ran the Volunteers. Of the committee’s original thirty or so members there were at first twelve prominent IRB members including MacDiarmada and Hobson, a number which rose to sixteen. Patrick Pearse, Joseph Plunkett and Thomas MacDonagh were co-opted and extra members were added to strengthen representation from Na Fianna Éireann. Furthermore, while the remaining committee members were made up variously of supporters of Redmond, members of the Hibernians or the Irish Party, the IRB members tended to vote the same way, whereas the others differed in their views. Therefore the IRB view usually carried the day.
         
It should also be said that the arrival of members to give voice to Na Fianna Éireann was engineered by MacDiarmada who planned to have men trained in the Fianna appointed officers in Volunteer units as they were formed. For MacDiarmada the Fianna, founded in 1909 by Hobson and Countess Markievicz, was not simply to be an Irish-Ireland version of the Boy Scouts but the junior wing of the IRB, boys being schooled in military drill and exercises, including target practice (initially in a shooting range in Markievicz’s basement). MacDiarmada’s view was that they needed to be brought under proper IRB control.
MacDiarmada’s point man in the Fianna was Liam Mellows who would lead about 500 men in the Easter Rising in County Galway. Mellows played a prominent part in the War of Independence, became TD for Galway East and was executed as a leader of anti-Treaty forces. As an eighteen-year-old, Mellows had walked into Tom Clarke’s shop in 1911 to ‘offer his services’. Clarke sent him to work for Irish  Freedom. There he met MacDiarmada, who clearly saw the youngster’s potential and soon swore him into the IRB.
         
After MacDiarmada returned from America towards the end of 1912, he proposed to the Supreme Council that Mellows should be appointed national organiser of the Fianna. That meant he would take his orders from Clarke and MacDiarmada.
Mellows began his travels around the country in April 1913 following much the same methods as MacDiarmada had used organising the IRB from 1908 on. His expenses were few for he travelled by bicycle (an Irish make, of course, called a ‘Lucania’). It was up to Mellows to ensure that suitable men – that is, local IRB men, often recruits of MacDiarmada – were chosen to act as drill instructors and officers of the Fianna throughout the country. When Fianna boys reached seventeen they could then be sworn into the IRB, though remaining as Fianna rank and file. It was no surprise, therefore, that Mellows was nominated as one of the Fianna representatives on the Volunteer Provisional Committee along with Con Colbert, Eamon Martin and Pádraig Ó Riain, all Fianna instructors and senior officers as well as IRB men.
Young men who had been in the Fianna since its foundation in 1909 had gained four years’ experience, which meant that by 1913 these Fianna officers were particularly equipped and experienced to play the role of Volunteer officers, as indeed many did. It was, therefore, a masterful stroke for MacDiarmada to have foreseen the potential importance of the military-trained Fianna in any insurrection and therefore the need to bring it under IRB control, and secondly to have managed to have four key Fianna figures placed on the Volunteer committee in 1914 under the guise of having all sections of nationalism represented.
         
Of course it was plain for anyone with eyes to see what was going on. People accuse Eoin MacNeill of naïveté, but the IRB’s activities on the Volunteer Provisional Committee were so obvious that he could not have failed to notice them. He was confident, however, that he would not simply be a puppet, and intended to ensure nothing important would happen without his imprimatur. On the contrary, there was a large degree of naïveté on the part of MacDiarmada if he imagined he could get away with planting so many IRB men at the top of the Volunteers without anyone noticing. In the world of Irish-Ireland Dublin, everyone knew everyone else and most prominent figures were members of several clubs and societies simultaneously so their political leanings were well known. MacNeill was just as determined that the Volunteers existed to defend Home Rule and support John Redmond as MacDiarmada was that the Volunteers were to be the military muscle of a republican uprising. Only a few people in the IRB could have thought MacDiarmada’s objective of directing the Volunteers along IRB lines was feasible.
At first the reaction of Redmond and his party to the Volunteers was confused. From the outset, Joe Devlin, the combative West Belfast MP, was hostile, obviously seeing the Volunteers as a potential rival to his own national organisation, the Hibernians. Men like Devlin could also see clearly the large number of IRB men among the personnel of the Provisional Committee. Hobson himself was well aware he was regarded as ‘an extremist’, and MacDiarmada, in particular, had always been a target for Hibernian anger. In 1907 Hibernians had attacked him in Tyrone and in 1912 he was ‘beaten black and blue’ with sticks and boots by Hibernians in Dublin despite his recent disablement from polio. Perhaps Hobson was correct in his claim that MacDiarmada had been a Hibernian before 1906 and AOH members regarded him as a turncoat?
         
It soon became obvious that the Volunteers could not be ignored. They were too popular and their numbers were growing too fast. The leaders of the IPP were faced with a number of options. Should Devlin instruct his Hibernians to join the Volunteers en masse and accept that they would be taking orders from another organisation whose Provisional Committee contained a large number of men known to be opposed to Home Rule? Should the IPP as a political party support the Volunteers as presently constituted? Or should they try to take control of the Volunteers?
         
It was an awkward situation. The Volunteer leaders presented their new organisation as a non-party political body. Aside from the known republicans on the Provisional Committee there was a number of other distinguished people apparently in controlling positions on the Provisional Committee who fully supported Home Rule and whose avowed aim for the Volunteers was to defend it. Apart from Eoin MacNeill himself there was Sir Roger Casement and Colonel Maurice Moore (late of the Connaught Rangers, a famous Irish regiment in the British army), as well as Tom Kettle, the prominent IPP MP, and at least half a dozen members of the AOH. So it could not be said the Provisional Committee did not represent all shades of nationalism. How could Redmond repudiate the organisation?
         
Given the suspicion and hostility of Irish Party members and Hibernians towards republicans and the huge popularity of the Volunteers, Clarke and MacDiarmada were expecting some move from the Irish political establishment to exert their authority over the Volunteers and resolved to resist. The move did come, but from an unexpected direction – inside the Provisional Committee itself.
Colonel Moore, a strong supporter of Redmond, had become increasingly concerned at the prospect of divisions within nationalism, especially after the Curragh Mutiny on 20 March 1914 when British officers stationed at the Curragh were given the extraordinary choice of resigning their commissions if they did not want to follow orders to compel Ulster Unionists to accept Home Rule. When fifty-seven indicated they would resign rather than go north, nationalists realised to their deep dismay that Asquith’s government was not going to enforce the implementation of Home Rule on Ulster Unionists. Moore believed that in the circumstances ‘only Redmond was in such a position of authority that a call to arms would be obeyed by the whole country’, but that ‘a countermand from him would paralyse our actions’. He decided that ‘if the great Ulster Tory alliance were to be countered, all National Ireland must be bound in a solid phalanx, and this could not be affected without the cooperation of the Irish Party’.1
         
He discussed the matter with MacNeill and Casement before approaching Redmond, who must have been becoming anxious at the ballooning numbers of the Volunteers after the Curragh Mutiny. The numbers increased dramatically between March and May, most noticeably after the UVF managed to bring in 25,000 rifles and over 3,000,000 rounds of ammunition on 24 April in what became known as the Larne gun-running. Between the date of the gun-running and the beginning of June 1914 over 250 new Volunteer companies were established, bringing the total numbers to over 100,000.2 How could Redmond not be involved when a force that size, albeit mostly unarmed, was marching and drilling across the country, growing ever more furious at the British government’s apparent impotence in the face of Unionist belligerence? How could he permit such a huge popular movement to parade around without any apparent political control?
         
Clarke and MacDiarmada were blind-sided by Moore’s manoeuvres which were unauthorised and unknown to the Provisional Committee. The IRB’s ignorance of the activities of Moore, MacNeill and Casement was accentuated by the absence of Hobson in America from 12 February until 24 April, by coincidence, the day of the Larne gun-running. Hobson was on good terms with MacNeill and Casement as well as with Moore and might have been able to keep the IRB up to date with the overtures to Redmond. Three thousand miles away, Hobson himself had not shared the sense of rising tension and outrage among nationalists after the Curragh Mutiny and returned at the end of April to the news of the Unionist gun-running and an Ireland full of division and fraught with anxiety.
By that date talks with Redmond had been going on for over a month but MacNeill had not sought to keep the Provisional Committee informed. Finally, the three who had taken these ‘negotiations’ upon themselves appear to have realised they had overreached themselves, pulled back and got the Provisional Committee to agree to a Volunteer convention at which an election to a new committee would take place, one which might satisfy Redmond. That would give Redmond the opportunity to put forward his own candidates. It was not enough for Redmond who wanted, in Hobson’s words, ‘homage and obedience’ from the Irish Volunteers. Redmond issued a public ultimatum in the form of a letter to the Freeman’s Journal on 10 June in which he demanded the existing Provisional Committee allow twenty-five nominees of his to join it. Failing that he would set up an alternative Volunteer organisation.
         
As the Provisional Committee considered how to respond to Redmond’s ultimatum, the IRB Supreme Council met and decided that while it was desirable to avoid a split in the Volunteers, only a proposal which could ‘maintain inviolate the Volunteer constitution and organisation’ would be acceptable. Obviously that did not include Redmond’s proposal so all IRB members were ordered to oppose it.3
         
In the meantime senior IRB members engaged in feverish talks with MacNeill and Casement. Dr Pat McCartan had already met them in Dundalk to persuade them not to accept Redmond’s nominees. As the pressure for a response to Redmond mounted, Casement fell ill and was confined to bed in Buswell’s Hotel in Dublin where more consultations took place. On 15 June Hobson and Moore met him there and heard he was planning to resign from the Volunteers, or at least from the Provisional Committee because of making a hash of the talks with Redmond. Casement wrote to Devoy in July 1914, ‘On Monday June 15th, while I was in bed at Buswell’s Hotel, Colonel Moore and Hobson were with me at 10.00 a.m. to noon … while they were with me Tom Clarke and MacDiarmada came to urge me to fight Redmond, and I refused.’
         
All this detail is important to place in context what happened next. Bulmer Hobson records that after the discussions in Buswell’s he went off for a long walk in the afternoon of 15 June to clarify his thoughts and decided off his own bat that he should persuade the Provisional Committee ‘to accept Redmond’s nominees as a lesser evil than a split in the Volunteer movement’. He believed that since the officers of the existing committee were mostly IRB, they could work round any new Redmond nominees. He thought that if there was a split ‘we should be left with the IRB and the Fianna, and the Volunteers would be a small ineffective body’. When the split did happen in September, Hobson was correct in one sense but the numbers available to the IRB were far larger than they had been in 1913. Hobson was also aware of plans to ship in guns for the Volunteers in July, plans which could go disastrously wrong if there was a split in June.
He returned the next day, 16 June, to see Casement at Buswell’s, then visited MacNeill at his home and brought him back to Casement. He persuaded them both to accept Redmond’s ultimatum. Later, Moore arrived and was also persuaded.4 Hobson and Casement then drafted a resolution for MacNeill to present to the Provisional Committee that night to accept ‘Redmond’s dictation only as a lesser evil and to avoid having our organisation split into two rival factions.’
         
At the committee meeting that evening Hobson spoke last and in favour of the resolution which was carried by eighteen to nine. Of course, he was disobeying the official IRB line which had been clearly stated. Not surprisingly, those voting against were IRB men: Pearse, MacDiarmada, Ceannt, Béaslaí, Mellows, Eamon Martin, Con Colbert, Sean Fitzgibbon (who was close to the IRB), and Michael Judge, an AOH man who detested Hobson.
The result was consternation in the Supreme Council. Clarke and MacDiarmada were thunderstruck at what they regarded as Hobson’s betrayal. Not only had he defied the IRB’s clear decision, but after being present in Buswell’s and listening to Clarke and MacDiarmada trying to persuade Casement to resist Redmond, he had gone behind their backs and persuaded Casement, MacNeill, Moore, and then the whole Volunteer committee, to do the opposite. Clarke and MacDiarmada were convinced, correctly, that with the addition of twenty-five nominees from Redmond the IRB would lose control of the operations of the Volunteers. Indeed it was self-evident that was why Redmond wanted to nominate twenty-five men to the forty-man committee. He expected his nominees to vote and act together to control the Volunteers. Hobson’s later claim that the IRB could ‘work round’ the nominees was fatuous. They would be there to ensure the IRB could not do so.
Clarke and MacDiarmada were outraged. Sean McGarry, a close associate of Tom Clarke and his ADC in the GPO at Easter 1916, was present when Clarke first heard of the events at the Provisional Committee.
         
To say that he was astounded is understating it. I never saw him so moved. He regarded it from the beginning as cold-blooded and contemplated treachery likely to bring about the destruction of the only movement in a century which brought promise of the fulfilment of all his hopes.5
            

MacDiarmada, as Supreme Council secretary, called Hobson to a meeting of the IRB executive at Clarke’s house. O’Hegarty was also present, and for once it seems so was Seamus Deakin. There Hobson, in his own words, was met with a ‘storm of hysterical abuse’. Attempts by him to explain himself ‘seemed to increase their [Clarke and MacDiarmada’s] fury’. He was shocked when Clarke asked him how much the Castle had paid him for his betrayal. Hobson gave up trying to put his case, an attitude which went down badly. O’Hegarty says that it was ‘characteristic of Hobson’s temperament that the fact that he had, in cold fact, played the organisation false, without explanation, and had actually defeated it, troubled him not at all.’
For a while Hobson contemplated presenting his case to the full Supreme Council but in the end, three weeks later he attended a lengthy meeting in the old Town Hall in Clontarf  on 5 July 1914. Police surveillance indicates that Clarke, MacDiarmada, Deakin, Denis McCullough and O’Hegarty were there and that the meeting lasted from 8.30 in the morning to 4.15 in the afternoon. It is likely that it was at this meeting Hobson resigned from the Supreme Council and as editor of Irish Freedom. Clarke never spoke to Hobson again, and his relations with MacDiarmada went into deep freeze. Subsequently MacDiarmada dealt with Hobson only insofar as he had to because Hobson remained a senior IRB figure in Dublin.
         
However, there was more to this parting of the ways than Hobson’s actions at the Volunteer committee. Clarke revered and admired Hobson up until the moment of his volte-face at the Volunteer committee and that admiration made Hobson’s actions so profoundly shocking to Clarke. On the other hand, relations between MacDiarmada and Hobson had been cooling for some time. O’Hegarty said the distancing began in 1912, a date Louis Le Roux also mentioned in his biography of Pearse. Le Roux said MacDiarmada ‘often had differences of opinion with Hobson, and professed no great love for his colleague.’6
         
There is no doubt the two had been competing for Tom Clarke’s approval since he returned from America. By 1912 MacDiarmada had come out on top, at least in terms of closeness to Clarke. After succumbing to polio in 1911 MacDiarmada spent more and more time in the Clarke household being cared for by Kathleen Clarke. He became Clarke’s choice for preferment in the IRB when he was made secretary of the Supreme Council in spring 1912, and ex officio a member of the IRB executive. It was MacDiarmada who was sent to America in autumn 1912 to update Clan members on the current position in Ireland. His exalted position within the organisation must have given him the confidence to develop and express his own views independently of Hobson, the man who had convinced him to join the IRB six years earlier who had guided his reading and his education in republicanism, and who had first encouraged him to speak in public.
         
Now MacDiarmada had gained a position in the IRB and the republican movement senior to and independent of Hobson. Even so, Hobson was an important figure in the Leinster IRB and remained so after his resignation from the Supreme Council in 1914. Hobson had been elected head of the Dublin Centres Board (in effect the IRB boss in Dublin) by the Dublin membership, which was a sizeable proportion of the IRB total, and was able to point out that MacDiarmada had only ever been co-opted to the Supreme Council with the support of Clarke. Hobson’s popularity in the movement seems to have rankled with MacDiarmada.
Hobson, for his part, always patronised MacDiarmada. In his writings he seemed to convey the impression that he regarded MacDiarmada as a ‘culchie’ [country bumpkin] with pretensions. He subsequently wrote that the origins of their antagonism lay in class difference, education and family background. He also suggested that after MacDiarmada suffered disablement from polio he subconsciously envied Hobson’s unabated energy and physical fitness, something which would again explain 1912 as the year when their relationship began to cool. Of course Hobson’s later writings would all be coloured by the breakdown in the two men’s relations in 1914.
         
However to outward appearances everything was rosy before 1914. Police records show that until 1913, when he was in Dublin Hobson often still stayed in the same house as MacDiarmada, 15 Russell Place. Still, there were straws in the wind. Hobson had been the main inspiration behind the establishment of the Fianna but MacDiarmada had Liam Mellows appointed national organiser and in doing so effectively took control of the Fianna away from Hobson in early 1913, though Hobson continued to play a role in the Dublin Fianna along with Markievicz. Even that connection was a source of some friction. Both Clarke and MacDiarmada were suspicious of Hobson’s easy relations with well-to-do Protestant republicans like the countess and Sir Roger Casement. Neither MacDiarmada nor Clarke was comfortable mixing in such circles. In fact they avoided such people. Writing years later Hobson said:
I had been aware for some time of an increasingly critical attitude on the part of Clarke and MacDermott. They were both deeply sincere men, completely devoted to the national cause; but were both narrow partisans, inclined to distrust anybody who was not a member of our small organisation. They were very suspicious of my cooperation with men like MacNeill and Casement who belonged intellectually and socially to a different world. Clarke told me about that time [1914] that he was sure Casement was a British spy.
            

When the break came in June 1914 it was a split waiting to happen, a rivalry which had been simmering for two years or more. It does not show MacDiarmada in a very good light but rather as a man seeking to displace someone whose abilities and energy and intellect intimidated him, whom he could not defeat by argument but only by the support and moral authority of the unquestioned leader, Tom Clarke. On the other hand this interpretation may be swayed by Hobson’s account of events after 1914 which display a lot of antipathy towards MacDiarmada. Perhaps MacDiarmada was better at intrigue than Hobson and manoeuvred to push Hobson out. In the end Hobson did the job for him by resigning. MacDiarmada’s eagerness to step into Hobson’s shoes is evident in his move into the latter’s office at 12 D’Olier Street as soon as Hobson resigned as editor of Irish Freedom in July 1914.
         
Hobson’s resignation from the IRB Supreme Council and Irish Freedom gave Clarke and MacDiarmada a free hand in the leadership of the IRB. There was now no one of substance in the leadership who disagreed with their view that there should be an insurrection no matter what, and that the Volunteers should be used for that purpose. Hobson, like Eoin MacNeill, always believed the Volunteers should adopt only a defensive role either against the Ulster Volunteers or, if necessary, against the British.
         
However, Hobson was still committed to the immediate objective of arming the Volunteers, something he had been helping to organise for some months before the summer of 1914. MacDiarmada, along with Pearse and Éamonn Ceannt, had been trying unsuccessfully to arrange the import of a thousand rifles from the USA, paid for, inevitably, by Joe McGarrity. As this project seemed to be going nowhere Sir Roger Casement set up a committee in London which managed to gather together £1,500 (about €134,000 in modern money) to buy weapons in Belgium with the idea of selling them to individual Volunteers after they were landed in Ireland.
Darrell Figgis and Erskine Childers were sent to Antwerp to buy the arms, which were to be transported to Ireland on two yachts: the Asgard owned by Childers and the Kelpie owned by Conor O’Brien. Casement turned to Hobson to organise the landings.7 MacDiarmada never acknowledged Hobson’s role either at the time or subsequently. It was Hobson who selected Howth as the place for unloading the guns and ammunition after reconnoitring potential places by cycling from Balbriggan to Greystones, and it was Hobson’s idea to have a large body of Volunteers march out to receive them for propaganda purposes and to show both the Unionists and the British that the Volunteers were a force to be reckoned with. He put the plans to Childers and Casement at a meeting in Buswell’s in June and they agreed the arrival date and time of the first shipment: noon on 26 July.
         
Hobson’s authority in the Dublin IRB and in the Fianna made him indispensable for the actual operation of bringing in the guns, 1,500 Mauser rifles and 45,000 rounds of ammunition in two boats on two dates. Of the 800 Volunteers who marched out to Howth on 26 July probably only some of Hobson’s IRB and Fianna officers knew what was afoot. It is quite likely that the detailed planning of the operation was finalised at the meeting on 5 July in Clontarf Town Hall when Hobson gave up his positions in the leadership of the IRB. It is difficult to imagine what else kept the men there for almost eight hours and it would not have taken Hobson that long to resign. Working on the detailed planning would have been a way for Hobson to show he remained loyal to the IRB and at the same time to retain some influence in the role he envisaged for the Volunteers.
Hobson set some of his IRB men with carpentry skills to work making seventy-five-centimetre-long batons out of oak, two hundred in all, which he believed would be a match for the police batons. No one imagined British troops would be involved. The batons were made in the homes of trusted IRB members, one of whom was Sean Tobin, the manager of Thompson’s motor garage in what is now Pearse Street. Years later, Seán T O’Kelly said that in Tobin’s house the week before the arms shipment arrived, he found Seán MacDiarmada supervising the manufacture of batons, which were then stored in Thompson’s garage. One in every four Volunteers would have one, and on the day of the landing, the Fianna carried the batons out to Howth in a cart. After they had handed out the batons to selected Volunteers they then used the cart to transport 2,000 rounds of ammunition back to Dublin.
         
As a diversionary tactic the Volunteers had gone on a route march each Sunday for some weeks before the arms shipment was due. They believed they had successfully lulled the police into a false sense of security so that on 26 July police seemed to be paying no attention at all when several hundred Volunteers set off for what was by then their weekly march. The police and British army only belatedly learned that something was happening and set off after the marchers in commandeered trams.
MacDiarmada spent the day with Clarke in Clarke’s house receiving updates from Cathal Brugha and Éamonn Ceannt as events proceeded. MacDiarmada could not march, of course, and Clarke, as always, kept out of trouble. However, when they received news that soldiers as well as police were heading towards Howth in trams, Clarke and MacDiarmada could be spectators no longer and headed off in a taxi which arrived as the guns were being unloaded. They filled the taxi with rifles and ammunition and drove back to Dublin, a journey they repeated several times. Henry Banks, a man MacDiarmada had sworn into the IRB in 1910, loaded the taxi. Banks said Clarke and MacDiarmada managed to carry away about thirty rifles.8 That night MacDiarmada pencilled an excited, triumphant account to John Daly in Limerick:
         
About 1,600 were landed all right at Howth. The men marched into Clontarf but the authorities prepared in the meantime and special trams were chartered to bring out the military and police. Tom and myself were in town on secret duty so we got our taxi out and met them. Some of them felt that all was safe, that no attack would be made on them, but it was clear to us that they would not be allowed to march in the town. The military and police had taken up their positions and our men had no chance so we got on the job immediately of taking off rifles in our taxi. That was our job for the evening – running them to safe places. Several other motor cars and taxis got on the job later with the result that practically all the rifles have been saved. There was very little real fighting so far as I know at present, there were only a few shots fired. We are only just getting the news ourselves and this is just to let you know that the principal part of the cargo is safe, as probably the papers tomorrow will say that they have all been seized. We have a good deal of work before us tonight, yet, getting some of them removed to safer places, etc. The crowds in the streets have been charged several times by the military. It will do good and all is well. That ought to open the eyes of the fools as to what Liberal government is.
            

In fact, matters were a great deal worse than MacDiarmada knew on the night of 26 July. The tramloads of British troops from the King’s Own Scottish Borderers and Dublin Metropolitan Police had disembarked at Clontarf, a distance of eleven kilometres from Howth, and waited for the tired Volunteers marching towards the city centre. When they arrived there was a confused mêlée in which the soldiers managed to grab nineteen rifles. Hobson ran the length of the column ordering the Volunteers to scatter with their new rifles, none of which was loaded, and they ran off through hedges and ditches. It had been a frustrating exercise for the soldiers who then marched back to their barracks, mostly empty-handed.
As they came onto Bachelor’s Walk in the city centre, a crowd who had heard tales of the confrontation at Clontarf and the successful arrival of rifles jeered at them and there was a bit of stone-throwing. Some of the soldiers opened fire, killing three of the crowd and wounding thirty-eight. One man died later of a bayonet wound. The consequence was a tremendous uproar in Ireland which led to a Royal Commission of Inquiry whose conclusion was that the crowd was not an illegal assembly and the shooting was unwarranted. However that conclusion was not until October 1914.
         
In the short term the public outrage was such that there was a rush of support for the Volunteers with an increase in membership of 25%.9 Others offered training facilities and firing ranges. Catholic clergy preached sermons and wrote letters of support, and Irishmen who had been former British army officers joined. Enormous funerals for the victims took place with large numbers of Volunteers marching behind the corteges, scenes which attracted further support for the organisation and engendered considerable anti-British sentiment.
         
The outrage was largely because of the different response by the authorities to the Irish Volunteers’ gun-running compared to the blind eye turned to the Ulster Volunteers’ much larger Larne gun-running operation in April. Of course the fact that British troops had shot innocent bystanders was the chief cause of the furious public reaction. The authorities were so taken aback at the enormity of the shootings on Bachelor’s Walk that the following day when Colonel Moore strode up to Dublin Castle to demand the nineteen rifles which had been seized at Clontarf, the army duly obliged.
MacDiarmada was also wrong in his letter to John Daly about the number of rifles landed. There were not 1,600 but 900 of the 1,500 bought. The Asgard had been in the water to its gunwales with the weight of its cargo so another consignment was required. The other 600, with ammunition, were on the Kelpie and were transferred off the Welsh coast to the Chotah, a yacht belonging to Sir Thomas Myles, a former President of the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland and an ardent Home Ruler. These rifles were on their way to Kilcoole, County Wicklow, twenty-five kilometres south of Dublin and arrived on the night of 1–2 August, the night-time landing being considered prudent after the shocking events five days earlier.
         
MacNeill had asked Hobson to organise the KiIcoole landing too but Hobson said he ‘was much too busy with the arrangements for Howth’. Sean Fitzgibbon was put in charge of the logistics instead but he invited Hobson along in case the IRB men doing the unloading did not obey him since he was not in the IRB. There does seem to have been a sizeable Dublin IRB contingent at Kilcoole, perhaps as many as sixty, along with numbers of Fianna led by Liam Mellows.10 IRB men from Dublin included Cathal Brugha, Seán T O’Kelly, Seán MacDiarmada and his close friend Frank Fahy, a captain in the Volunteers. Fahy’s wife later gave an interesting account of the Kilcoole operation, an event which took the Castle authorities completely by surprise. There were two RIC men by chance on patrol at the scene. They were placed under arrest and Anna Fahy says Seán MacDiarmada guarded them with his revolver at the bridge in Kilcoole while the reception party waded out for the rifles which were being ferried to the beach in small boats.11
         
MacDiarmada seems to have carried a revolver regularly and was quite proficient in its use. Anna Fahy relates that while he was on holiday with Con Collins at her family home in Ballyheigue, County Kerry, in September 1914 MacDiarmada gave an ‘exhibition of revolver shooting’ on Ballyheigue Strand. He took the hat of a man called Maurice Lawlor who was cutting corn with a scythe and filled it full of holes. Lawlor kept the hat as a souvenir.
How MacDiarmada got back to Dublin from Kilcoole is not known but a fleet of flat-bed lorries and taxis was involved in transporting the consignment and no doubt he travelled in one of these. Hobson also had to use one of these vehicles after the large charabanc (a type of bus) he was in broke an axle in the middle of Bray because of the weight of passengers and ordnance it was carrying.12 Other Volunteers marched proudly back to Dublin with their new weapons shouldered.
         
There was an element of competition in the distribution of the firearms. The landing of the weapons was an IRB operation whose main priority was to keep the rifles away from anyone associated with Redmond. For Hobson the objective was to acquire weapons for the Volunteers so that as a body they could present a credible threat to the British government should it try to appease the Ulster Unionists. Hobson did not even care much that the rifles were antiquated, of 1870 Franco-Prussian war vintage. For him, simply being able to show them off was an important statement as well as an important morale boost for the Volunteers.
         
For MacDiarmada, however, it was vital that the IRB got their hands on as many rifles as possible so that they could be used in an uprising. On the occasions of both the Howth and Kilcoole gun-running, MacDiarmada gave instructions for the weapons he acquired to be hidden in locations under the control of trusted members of the IRB who shared his view of the purpose of having guns, places like Pearse’s house and Joseph Plunkett’s family home at Kimmage. As originally planned, Hobson sold some of the rifles he controlled to individual Volunteers, often receiving payment in weekly instalments. MacDiarmada held on to the ones he controlled. They only reappeared at Easter 1916.
Almost as soon as the Volunteers got their rifles, events elsewhere dramatically changed the context in Ireland. Two days after the Howth gun-running, war had broken out in Europe on 28 July with the Austro-Hungarian invasion of Serbia. By 4 August, two days after the Kilcoole gun-running, Britain had declared war in support of France and the neutrality of Belgium. Given that there were now two armed groups in Ireland, a number of questions immediately arose. What effect would the outbreak of war have on Home Rule becoming law in September? How would John Redmond and the Irish Party respond to Britain’s call to arms? What position would the Volunteers, whom Redmond now controlled, adopt?
         
On the Unionist side there was no question what the response would be. Edward Carson, the leader of the UUP, immediately pledged total support for the British war effort. For Redmond it was essential that the Irish Volunteers, especially with their newly acquired weapons, were not seen by the British as a subversive threat. He tried initially to hedge his bets by telling the House of Commons on 3 August that the government could withdraw all its troops from Ireland without fear because the Irish Volunteers would defend the coast of Ireland from attack.
However, Redmond was desperate to have the Home Rule Bill, the culmination of his political career, enacted in September. When Carson urged all members of the Ulster Volunteers to enlist in the British army, Redmond was in a competition of loyalty he could not win. He knew he would have to give unequivocal support to the war to ensure that Home Rule was placed on the statute book.
Carson’s loyalty and commitment to Britain’s cause were rewarded with the creation of a specific division in the British army for the Ulster Volunteers, the 36th Ulster. By the beginning of September Carson was urging all Ulster Volunteers to enlist in their own division. In the end, thanks to Redmond’s assurances and ever more sycophantic pledges of support for the war effort, Home Rule was placed in statute and received the royal assent on 18 September but suspended until the end of the war. In return, on 20 September Redmond gave his total support to the war, urging Irishmen to sign up and saying it was Ireland’s duty, having, in his words, achieved future self-government, ‘to the best of her ability to go wherever the firing line extends, in defence of right, of freedom and of religion in this war. It would be a disgrace forever to our country otherwise.’
         
The vast majority of Irish people agreed with Redmond. They believed that Germany was in the wrong, that the invasion of neutral (and Catholic) Belgium was appalling and that it was correct to ‘fight for the rights of small nations’, one of which they considered Ireland to be. Many believed that going out to help Britain defend Belgium would prove Ireland’s bona fides and earn the right to self-government. The generally agreed sentiment was that the war would be over by Christmas and if not, within a year. Twenty-four thousand Volunteers agreed and quickly enlisted in the Irish regiments of the British army.
Redmond’s machinations in August and September 1914 made MacDiarmada incandescent. For MacDiarmada the outbreak of a European war was a heaven-sent opportunity. With Britain distracted by the war, now was the the perfect opportunity to organise a rising. It was now or never. ‘To hell with England. Let her fight her own battles. The Volunteers are only intended to fight for Ireland.’ He was a man in a hurry, strongly influenced by the belief that the war would be over in a year. Urgent action was necessary, yet before his eyes Redmond was taking away the Volunteers, the very force he planned to use in a rising, and giving them to the British army.
         
MacDiarmada was not alone in his views. For some years before 1914, as the likelihood of a European war grew, advanced nationalists had talked openly of taking advantage of such a development to mount an insurrection. Others had gone further. Sir Roger Casement had produced a set of proposals in 1913, outlining that in the event of war which he believed to be inevitable, Irish nationalists should enlist the help of Germany. Hobson had handed Devoy Casement’s memorandum when he visited New York early in 1914, with the expectation that Devoy would present it to German diplomats. With the advent of the Volunteers in November 1913 leading figures in nationalism believed they had the numbers and the means to mount a viable uprising which could be successful with German military help. To see Redmond depriving them of this unrepeatable chance drove them to new levels of loathing and contempt for the leader of the Irish Party.
The columns of Irish Freedom grew ever more vitriolic. Redmond was accused of ‘crawling imperialism’, of being a Judas. The attacks struck home. Redmond, who normally did not take advanced nationalists under his notice, felt moved to condemn Arthur Griffith’s paper, Sinn Féin, which fulminated furiously against his actions, as a ‘little execrable rag’. MacDiarmada became the target of a furious leader article in the strongly pro-Redmond Limerick Leader for a speech he made in Limerick at the end of August. He was described as ‘one of the bitterest opponents of Mr Redmond’. Later the same paper called MacDiarmada ‘the pro-German editor’ of Irish Freedom. That was a view which incidentally coincided with the opinion of the RIC who described MacDiarmada in November 1914 as ‘a well-known extremist and pro-German’.13
         
It is true that the views MacDiarmada expressed were those of a minority, but they were a vocal, intelligent, and influential minority, largely Dublin based and well-funded by Irish-Americans. The rage at Redmond because he was sending off Volunteers to fight for England and thereby removing men who could be used in a rising was the view of the even smaller minority who supported Clarke and MacDiarmada. Most advanced nationalists and republicans objected strongly to Redmond’s behaviour because they shared the views of Irish-Irelanders like Eoin MacNeill and Hobson that Redmond’s actions were an assault on Irishness. Their views were well expressed at the time by Desmond FitzGerald, the father of former Taoiseach Dr Garret FitzGerald.
There were reports of the success of recruiting, of Volunteer bands marching to the station to see off their comrades who had volunteered for service in the British army. The movement on which all our dreams had centred seemed merely to have canalised the martial spirit of the Irish people for the defence of England. It brought home to us that the very fever that had possessed us was due to a subconscious awareness that the final end of the Irish race was at hand. For centuries England had held Ireland materially. But now it seemed she held her in a new and utterly complete way. Our national identity was obliterated not only politically but in our own minds. The Irish people had recognised themselves as part of Britain.14
            

Seán MacDiarmada, steeped in Irish-Ireland dogma, shared those sentiments. Observing the language of Redmond and the excited support in the streets for the war made him all the more determined to mount a rising, to strike a blow for Ireland and to demonstrate the separate identity of Irish people and the distinctiveness of Irishness. For MacDiarmada a rising was nothing to do with a ‘blood sacrifice’ but an opportunity to show that Ireland was a separate nation and here at last was the golden opportunity to do that. Not following England blindly into war would be evidence of Ireland’s separate destiny. Using the war as an opportunity to strike at England would be proof of that destiny.
Eoin MacNeill was another who shared the visceral, emotional pull of Irishness and had done more than most people to create the consciousness of Irishness. He was prepared to go to extraordinary lengths to promote his beliefs but not to the extent of MacDiarmada who was determined to stage a rising regardless of the consequences. MacNeill would consider such a course of action only if there was a chance of success or if Dublin Castle struck at nationalists first. He was not a puppet of either the IRB or of Redmond whose political project he had supported. In this instance his views were closer to those of the IRB than to Redmond’s though of course he did not know in September 1914 how far the IRB leaders had gone in contemplating an uprising.
         
MacNeill could not agree that the Volunteers should fight for England. That was to go against everything he had worked for over his lifetime. A split was inevitable and it came shortly after Redmond’s speech on 20 September urging Volunteers to go ‘wherever the firing line extended’. That was too much for MacNeill and the Irish-Irelanders in the Volunteers. On 24 September the majority of the men who had formed the Provisional Committee of the Volunteers in November 1913 signed a manifesto saying Redmond’s actions were not in accord with the original principles of the Volunteers and repudiated Redmond’s nominees.
They may have been the majority of those who established the Volunteers in November 1913 but the Irish-Irelanders very quickly found that they had become a minority in the organisation. It is estimated that 93% of the Volunteers followed Redmond and his nominees and rejected the views of MacNeill and his largely IRB colleagues. Those who followed Redmond’s line became the National Volunteers.15 Whole companies defected to the National Volunteers leaving MacNeill’s Irish Volunteers in some places with units of a dozen or fewer members. In all, those rejecting Redmond’s call to arms amounted to about 10,000 in the whole country, 13,500 out of a total of 188,000, according to official British intelligence, though both figures were probably exaggerated.16
         
While this dispute within the Volunteer movement was being played out on the public stage the IRB leaders had not waited for Redmond to advocate support for Britain’s war effort or for a formal split in the Volunteers. Soon after the outbreak of war in August the IRB Supreme Council met and agreed in principle to strike for Irish independence. It was agreed that Clarke and MacDiarmada should plan the insurrection.
On 9 September members of the Supreme Council and leaders from as many separatist organisations as they could gather together met in Seán T O’Kelly’s office in 25 Parnell Square – the library of the Gaelic League – and passed a number of resolutions. First they agreed to expand all the military groups: the Volunteers, Na Fianna Éireann, the Irish Citizen Army and Cumann na mBan, the women’s auxiliary of the Volunteers, formed on 2 April 1914. They agreed to help any German invasion which would support Irish independence and to resist any attempt by the British to disarm the Volunteers. Finally, and most importantly, they resolved to stage a rebellion before the end of the war in order to secure Ireland’s place at any post-war peace conference, evidence that for men like MacDiarmada (and James Connolly who was also present) the motive for a rising was nothing to do with a ‘blood sacrifice’.
         
Nationalist groups in eastern Europe, other ‘submerged nations’ as republicans called them, also planned to stage uprisings for the same reason. It should also be said that for these groups’ objective in mounting insurrections to be successful it would be necessary for the empire in which they were ‘submerged’ to lose the war. Similarly for the IRB to succeed in gaining access to any peace conference Britain had to lose the war, though that was not realised in 1914.
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1914 – 1915
Imprisoned

Before the summer of 1914 was over Tom Clarke and Seán MacDiarmada began planning for a large-scale insurrection. The details of the national organisation were MacDiarmada’s responsibility. The overall strategy would be for men like Joseph Plunkett, Thomas MacDonagh and Éamonn Ceannt but mainly Plunkett, who studied military strategy and tactics as a hobby.
         
In certain respects the form of the insurrection would be similar to previous rebellions in that the plotters intended to enlist foreign aid just as the United Irishmen in the eighteenth century had pinned their hopes on French military help and sixteenth and seventeenth century insurrections had hoped for Spanish troops. This time it would be German forces. Bulmer Hobson and Sir Roger Casement had for some time been working on the assumption that they could gain German support for a rebellion against Britain. Contact had already been made with German diplomats in the US. Casement was soon on his way to Germany.
         
MacDiarmada had always set great store by Emmet’s rising and therefore much effort would be invested in taking control of Dublin where the main uprising would take place. Apart from his admiration for Emmet there were practical reasons for Dublin’s prominence in the plans. First, it was the capital with its large population and access to transport and communications; a serious uprising in Dublin would have international propaganda value. There would be little point in launching a rising in the back of beyond. Secondly, the IRB’s forces, particularly those with access to firearms and training, and also large numbers of the Fianna were concentrated in Dublin.
Just as in previous centuries there would have to be a landing of foreign troops or weapons, preferably both, somewhere in the west and then these troops would, it was hoped, march eastwards to the aid of those in Dublin. While others like Casement and Joseph Plunkett went to Germany to try to convince the German government to send military aid, MacDiarmada, in his capacity as the Connacht representative on the IRB Supreme Council but also as overall organiser, quickly headed west to prepare the ground for a German landing of men and material. He was on his travels from September, initially earmarking Limerick as the destination for German aid.
At the same time, he and Clarke wrestled with two major problems: how to retain control of the much reduced Volunteers, especially in Dublin where Eoin MacNeill and Bulmer Hobson were important figures, and more importantly, how to keep the plans for a rising secret from Dublin Castle, from the Volunteers at large and indeed from those in the IRB like Hobson who were less sanguine about such an event.
         
Perhaps because of Clarke’s personal experience with informers which had led to his arrest and imprisonment in 1883, he was obsessively secretive and had inculcated this attitude in MacDiarmada. MacDiarmada had said, ‘There will be no Red Jim McDermotts this time’, a reference to the notorious British agent provocateur of the 1860s who gave away Fenian plans.1 In the end this secrecy proved to be a fatal flaw because in the run-up to Easter 1916 no one apart from MacDiarmada and to a lesser extent Clarke, had a clear idea of the national plan for the rising and few even knew whether there was a rising in the offing.
         
Denis McCullough told the Bureau of Military History that:
Clarke had no detailed knowledge of the Rising. He told me that MacDiarmada had control of all matters connected with the Rising, together with – I think he said – with Pearse and Connolly.2
            

It took some time to come up with procedures which satisfied Clarke and MacDiarmada. Their scheme was to set up arms-length committees which the pair of them could control, acting as the executive of the IRB Supreme Council. The first priority was to organise the Volunteers after the defection of the vast majority into the Redmond-supporting National Volunteers. A Volunteer convention was called for 25 October in the Abbey Theatre and an executive committee was elected. This committee then appointed from among its members a central executive of ten, six of whom were IRB: Hobson, Ceannt, Pearse, Pádraig Ó Riain, Seamus O’Connor and Joseph Plunkett.
         
Not satisfied with having an IRB majority on the new Volunteer Central Executive, the Supreme Council – in effect, Clarke and MacDiarmada – set up an ‘Advisory Committee’ of Volunteer commandants and vice-commandants to work on plans for a rising, unbeknownst to MacNeill, still the chief of staff, and Hobson. This committee quickly produced before Christmas 1914 a plan for a rising in Dublin, but Clarke and MacDiarmada were unhappy with the large numbers on the Advisory Committee and rejected the plan. Perhaps they did so to throw the Castle off the scent: perhaps the whole committee was a decoy.
In December, the Central Executive Committee was superseded by a Volunteer Headquarters staff, again dominated by senior IRB men including Pearse, Plunkett, MacDonagh and Ceannt. Finally, in February 1915, Clarke and MacDiarmada established a tiny ‘Military Council’ made up of Pearse, Ceannt and Plunkett, all of whom by then had important staff roles in the Volunteers and who would report back to Clarke and MacDiarmada. Through this inner group the IRB was running a parallel command structure within the Volunteers of men who owed their allegiance to Clarke and MacDiarmada.
         
Meanwhile, MacDiarmada travelled, particularly around the west, to try to ensure that where possible Volunteer officers were reliable IRB men and that there would be a military structure to receive German aid in whatever form it arrived. One of the men MacDiarmada relied on was Tom Kenny, a blacksmith from Craughwell, about twelve kilometres from Athenry, who had been IRB Centre for County Galway since 1905. Kenny had had a close connection with MacDiarmada since 1909 when Kenny had been arrested after the local IRB shot and killed an RIC man in a dispute about ownership of a farm. MacDiarmada had travelled to Craughwell in 1909 to try to mediate between Kenny and the local Irish Party, who were boycotting him, but the party officials would not speak to MacDiarmada.3 Kenny lost his livelihood from the boycott. After that Kenny kept in contact with MacDiarmada, travelling occasionally to Dublin for meetings, always followed by the RIC.
         
By 1914 Kenny was an important figure in republican and GAA circles in County Galway. Today, Kenny Park GAA ground in Athenry is called after him. The district seems to have been unusually strong in its opposition to Redmond, for Kenny and his supporters managed to retain hundreds of Volunteers after the split. MacDiarmada clearly had plans for these men in the event of a rising. Liam Mellows was sent in 1916 to take command of the Volunteer force Kenny had built up. Defending the line of the River Shannon seems to have been an important consideration in MacDiarmada’s overall planning.
         
Problems with organisation and secrecy that Clarke and MacDiarmada faced as they began their planning were not new but what MacDiarmada does not seem to have taken sufficient account of were the draconian powers the UK government took as soon as the war began. The Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), passed on 8 August 1914, gave the government extensive powers over all aspects of life, particularly freedom of expression. It included this provision: ‘No person shall by word of mouth or in writing spread reports likely to cause disaffection or alarm among any of His Majesty’s forces or among the civilian population.’ Obviously that meant censorship and by December 1914 all separatist newspapers, including Irish Freedom, had been suppressed.
         
DORA also gave Dublin Castle the power to deport people from Ireland where it was feared they might spread disaffection and anti-war feeling or worse. As a result, many senior IRB men were expelled. One of those quickly affected was PS O’Hegarty, a member of the IRB’s Supreme Council who also happened to be postmaster at Cobh (then Queenstown). Intelligence showed he was in contact with the German ambassador to Britain so he was transferred to London. There, paradoxically, he found it much easier to carry on his subversive activities.4 By summer 1915 he had been joined in exile by Ernest Blythe, Liam Mellows and Denis McCullough, to name but a few. Although they were supposed to reside at ‘approved’ addresses in England, most made it back illicitly to Ireland. Nevertheless, compared with the freedom to engage in anti-British propaganda of all kinds before August 1914, the enactment of DORA did do damage to the IRB’s planning and communications, the imprisonment or deportation of leading men being the major problem.
         
The new strict war-time regime of course meant that MacDiarmada was placed under close surveillance and his mail intercepted. The man in charge of monitoring subversive activity was Major Ivor Price, who had been an RIC County Inspector. He was appointed by the War Office in September 1914 and soon had a comprehensive list of people he considered important ‘Sinn Féin Volunteers’. The top three were Tom Clarke, Seán MacDiarmada and Bulmer Hobson. Anyone whom they were observed meeting was placed under surveillance by the police and it is thanks to their diligence there is good evidence of MacDiarmada’s  movements in 1914-15.
         
However it would be a mistake to attribute too much efficiency to the Irish police and the new MI5 set up in August 1914 in Britain. Over 190 million letters were posted in Ireland between 1914 and 1915. Whereas in Britain MI5 had 1,453 in its censorship team, in Ireland the police had five in Dublin and five in Belfast. By the end of 1915, a mere seventy-one warrants for censorship were in place.5
         
There is no doubt that leading figures like MacDiarmada and Clarke were aware their mail was being intercepted. Seán T O’Kelly said that the pair of them had a list of people whose correspondence was being opened.6 Even if they hadn’t known they would have had to act on that assumption. A letter from MacDiarmada to John Daly in August 1914 (actually before a warrant for censoring his mail was issued) confirms that assumption. ‘I can’t tell you any more about it [a meeting of the Volunteer Provisional Committee] now as I don’t like giving unnecessary trouble to the overworked postal officials in reading through it.’ The hardpressed censors soon gave up since it was evident MacDiarmada was not going to write anything incriminating or even useful to them. He was removed from the interception list in January 1915. Nevertheless he continued to behave as if his mail was being opened.
         
For years MacDiarmada was tailed everywhere he went and now the fact that he could not write meant he had to convey information and instructions by word of mouth, thereby allowing the police to build up a good picture of his IRB contacts around the country. Tom Kenny and his Galway associates were one example. Others were in the north. MacDiarmada visited Belfast in December 1914 and met Denis McCullough and Ernest Blythe. They spent a day out in Lisburn with three women including McCullough’s fiancée. Thanks to the police (though some of this information comes from Ernest Blythe years later), it’s known that the main reason for MacDiarmada’s visit was to meet a Fr Fullerton from St Paul’s parish, which covers the Clonard district off the Falls Road where MacDiarmada had begun his republican journey in 1906.
         
Fullerton was a well-known figure in Gaelic League circles in Belfast but, unknown to the police, was also the IRB Centre for Belfast. More importantly, he was in regular contact with the USA and MacDiarmada met him to learn the latest news from America in a letter Fullerton had received from Boston which had not been intercepted since Fr Fullerton’s IRB role was not known. Following the meeting, Fullerton and McCullough joined the list of people whose mail was to be intercepted, though it is a testament to the inefficiency of the police that McCullough was not already on their list.
MacDiarmada continued his travelling, organising and exhorting Volunteers at public meetings to maintain their opposition to the war effort and resist British military recruiting. Either he was blithely unaware of how seriously the authorities were viewing such activities as the news from France became grimmer or he was simply acting out of bravado. By the spring of 1915 the first big British offensive, the second battle of Ypres, ground to a halt with massive casualties. The Dublin Fusiliers were destroyed as a fighting unit in May. Dublin Castle was not going to stand by as the likes of MacDiarmada went around the country campaigning against the war, opposing recruitment and decrying men who enlisted. Anti-war language and pro-German sympathies were not to be tolerated.
         
On Sunday 16 May 1915, on one of his visits to County Galway, MacDiarmada and Mellows were the speakers in the square in Tuam after mass. According to John D Costello, then the Volunteer Director of Organisation for north Galway:
When MacDiarmada said, ‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’, District Inspector Comerford and Sergeant Martyn mounted the platform which was a brake or long car. The DI caught MacDiarmada by the arm and arrested him. ‘What for?’ said MacDiarmada. ‘Under DORA,’ replied the DI. Then Seán said, ‘Let go my arm, I’ll go with you.’ The DI let go his hold.
I was sitting near the speaker [MacDiarmada] and I heard Mellows whisper, ‘Don’t fire,’ as Seán’s hand darted ominously to his hip pocket. Quick as lightning MacDiarmada made a left turn and Mellows a right turn and MacDiarmada’s automatic passed into the hands of Mellows and then into Willie Stockwell’s pocket.
            
When Seán MacDiarmada had gone about twenty yards he stopped suddenly and told the DI that he wanted a few words with Liam Mellows regarding his business in Dublin. A policeman approached the platform where Liam Mellows was speaking and Liam went at once to where MacDiarmada and his escort of several RIC men stood. The two distinguished patriots had a hurried conversation during which a notebook containing the names of all western IRB centres passed unnoticed from Seán to Liam.7
            

MacDiarmada was held overnight in Tuam RIC barracks, then transported to Dublin the following afternoon where he was locked up in Arbour Hill barracks with a number of others also arrested under DORA. Kathleen Clarke was his first visitor. He was remanded in custody in Mountjoy and after three more periods of remand came up for trial on 9 June at the Dublin City Commission.
He appeared before Mr Justice Mahoney, charged with making ‘statements liable to prejudice the recruiting of His Majesty’s Forces’. According to Seán Milroy, another Volunteer charged under DORA, who was present in court, the only evidence was from the police who arrested MacDiarmada and was clumsy and incoherent.8 However, MacDiarmada  did not deny the police evidence about what he said, namely that England’s difficulty was Ireland’s opportunity, that the opportunity should be acted upon, and that another nation should be sought ‘to fight our cause against England’. Instead, he presented a curious defence that he had not been given sufficient warning by the police who were there and they had ‘pounced’ on him.
         
Mr Justice Mahoney considered MacDiarmada’s remarks a ‘very grave offence’ and gave him four months’ hard labour, a particularly harsh sentence given MacDiarmada’s disability but less than the usual sentence of six months for similar offences against DORA. At all times in the court there were plenty of sympathisers for the men charged under DORA in the public gallery and when MacDiarmada’s sentence was handed down there was loud hissing. The hard labour, not the length of sentence, was the issue. It is difficult to see how MacDiarmada would be able to split logs with a heavy axe in the prison wood yard considering he had only one good leg.
Prison in 1915 was tough. Discipline was harsh. Food was poor – bread and thin soup. Men slept on boards. MacDiarmada needed all the outside help he could get though he insisted throughout his sentence on no special treatment and even objected to attempts by the prison visitors, an official body, to have him released early. From the outset, even while he was on remand, Kathleen Clarke and her sisters, the Dalys, did what they could to provide comforts for MacDiarmada, bringing in food, including strawberries and cream on one occasion, and visiting regularly. His solicitor, James O’Connor, a Volunteer and IRB member, also worked hard to gain special consideration for MacDiarmada. For example, he insisted that he be given proper cutlery for eating his food instead of the prison-issue spoon made of horn. He was also allowed to wear his own clothes.
         
Outside the prison during the summer there was a growing number of meetings to protest against the imprisonment or deportation of men under DORA provisions. Four days after his conviction on 13 June, Alderman Tom Kelly addressed a meeting outside Mountjoy about MacDiarmada’s sentence. With his disability MacDiarmada attracted a lot of attention, which must have kept the prison authorities on their best behaviour.
The increased zeal in implementing DORA in Ireland may have had something to do with the new attorney-general appointed on 25 May: none other than Sir Edward Carson KC, MP, the leader of the Ulster Unionist Party. By the end of June there were fourteen men in prison and thirteen deported, including Liam Mellows who ended up in Reading jail later in 1915. Another was Francis Sheehy-Skeffington who was serving six months for campaigning against recruitment. His wife spoke at a protest rally against his incarceration in Beresford Place, Dublin, on 20 June, where her husband and Seán Milroy had been arrested in May. She said that it was inhuman to imprison a man like MacDiarmada, who she said was in the prison hospital, a claim strongly denied by MacDiarmada, who seems to have taken great umbrage at any suggestion that he was in any way incapable of serving his sentence like any other man.
         
MacDiarmada wrote to Clarke hotly objecting to a story in the Independent that he was in hospital, calling it ‘an infamous falsehood. I have never been inside the place and I have not received, nor have I looked for, any treatment on account of my state of health different from the strongest navvy in the place.’ That was not strictly true.
         
Laurence Ginnell, an independent nationalist MP for Westmeath North who was subsequently elected for Sinn Féin in 1918, asked questions repeatedly in the House of Commons in 1915 about the administration of DORA in Ireland and the welfare of Irishmen imprisoned or deported under its provisions. In response to a question from him on 24 June about ‘the health and present treatment’ of MacDiarmada, Chief Secretary Birrell said MacDiarmada ‘has received certain privileges on medical grounds’ (one of these privileges was a mattress). When Ginnell had previously asked on 17 June how ‘Mr McDermott, a delicate man, is faring under his heavy sentence’, Birrell had replied that, ‘I can only say that the greatest possible care and attention is being paid to him.’
MacDiarmada was clearly permitted a certain latitude in Mountjoy which enabled him to persevere at his hard labour. Patrick Berry, a warder in the jail at the time and later an IRA man, dictated a witness statement in which he said MacDiarmada was allowed to consort with German internees, whom he met in Kerry in August 1914, and had long conversations with them.9 They were the crew of a German ship who had been interned after berthing in Dingle unaware that war had been declared. MacDiarmada had done what he could to help them at the time and they returned the friendship he had shown when they met again in Mountjoy. The ship’s captain did heavy work, like splitting blocks of wood for MacDiarmada, and had his men choose easy cuts for MacDiarmada to chop.
         
There is a wealth of personal information about MacDiarmada during his time in Mountjoy which comes as both a welcome revelation and a surprise compared to the secret life he had led up to that point. It is from this period that, thanks to his prison medical, we have a clear description of his ailments caused by polio.10 We also discover something about his lifestyle and his likes and dislikes as a result of letters posted and smuggled out of jail.
         
MacDiarmada liked a drink. He wrote to John Daly in Limerick lamenting the fact that he was not allowed ‘my bottle of stout with dinner’. He liked O’Connell porter from a Limerick brewery founded by John O’Connell in 1780. No doubt MacDiarmada had acquired a taste for this beverage  on his many visits to the Daly family in that city. He was also a smoker and craved cigarettes throughout his sentence. ‘I often get a craze for a smoke still as bad almost as the first days after my arrest.’ He wrote to John Daly that, ‘as it is nearing my release the longing becomes greater and greater every day. I must say that want of smoking and want of newspapers were the only real losses I felt.’
         
However, it was not only cigarettes MacDiarmada smoked. He liked a nightcap of whisky and soda and a cigar which he smoked while he read in bed. Despite being an out-and-out Irish-Irelander his whisky of choice seems to have been Scotch – Lloyds, now owned by Haig and called Tyler & Lloyds. There is no way to tell whether MacDiarmada enjoyed this lifestyle on a daily basis in Dublin or only when staying as a guest with the prosperous John Daly.
However, MacDiarmada was a single man and not short of money. PS O’Hegarty says he was paid £1/10/- a week as business manager of Irish Freedom which was about average earnings. It is not known if he was able to claim expenses though it must have been the case because of the large quantities of money coming through from the USA to the Volunteers and more particularly the IRB after autumn 1914. MacDiarmada did a lot of travelling on IRB business and usually stayed in hotels, none of which could be accomplished on £1/10/- a week.
         
What is known is that he could afford to eat lunch in a restaurant every day. Seán T O’Kelly says from summer 1914 MacDiarmada had lunch most days with Arthur Griffith and O’Kelly at Jenny Wyse-Power’s restaurant, The Irish Farm Produce Company in Henry Street, or in the Red Bank restaurant in D’Olier Street just across from his office.11 From 1915 until the Rising he had lunch ‘almost daily’ in The Ship in Abbey Street.12
         
It is from around this time that written evidence appears of his romantic attachment to Mary Josephine Ryan, known as ‘Min’, though MacDiarmada seems to have addressed her as Maírín. Min Ryan from Tomcoole, twelve kilometres west of Wexford Town, was one of twelve children, seven girls and five boys, raised on a 150-acre farm. (Denis McCullough married one of her sisters, Agnes, in August 1916.) The income from the farm was sufficient for the family to send any of their children to university if they wanted to go. Min graduated from the National University in Dublin in 1908 after spending time in France and Germany.
It seems she first met MacDiarmada in Dublin while she was a student, probably in 1907 or 1908. She then went to live in London and became heavily involved in republican politics founding a branch of Cumann na mBan there in 1914.13 In January 1915 she returned to Dublin and began teaching German at Rathmines Technical School, then became a secretary to Cumann na mBan in Dawson Street. Later the organisation moved to the same building in D’Olier Street where MacDiarmada was based and the pair began to meet regularly, or as regularly as MacDiarmada’s irregular life permitted.
         
The fact that the two of them were on very familiar terms in the spring of 1915 reinforces the suggestion that they did keep in contact from the time they first met and adds strength to the possibility that MacDiarmada was referring to Min Ryan in his cryptic census return in 1911.14 In her witness statement to the Bureau of Military History, she recalls how MacDiarmada asked her to go to Germany on IRB business about Easter 1915 because of her fluency in the language and because as a woman she would find it easier to travel across war-time borders. After taking the advice of some of her sisters she declined. Joseph Plunkett was sent instead.
         
She tells how she played a joke on MacDiarmada about Plunkett’s mission. Plunkett’s sister told her to tell MacDiarmada that Joseph had left Liverpool safely.
Incidentally my sister Kit and myself played a joke on Sean about this. We were having coffee with him in Bewley’s and I said to him: ‘By the way, Sean, did you see where Joe Plunkett was arrested?’ ‘Where?’ said Sean who looked very concerned. ‘In Liverpool,’ said I. He then noticed by my smile that it was only a try-on and he said, ‘Damn you anyway.’15
            

On the face of it, given his obsession with secrecy, it seems unlikely that MacDiarmada would have inducted someone he had met only a few months earlier into the innermost secrets of the IRB including asking her to travel to Germany to enlist German military aid. That meant she knew the purpose of such aid. Again, a week before he was arrested in Tuam he had written to Min Ryan from London where he had gone to warn off a loud-mouthed Irish-American called Brogan who was, according to Richard Connolly (the Supreme Council’s London representative), proclaiming himself to be a German agent. Connolly said MacDiarmada confronted Brogan and warned him to stay out of Irish affairs.16
         
While in London, MacDiarmada took the opportunity to update both Connolly and the deported PS O’Hegarty on plans for a rising. He referred to Brogan in the letter to Min Ryan only as ‘himself’ but the letter’s details about his location, travel arrangements and business provide another example of how much he trusted her (though he trusted no one completely except Clarke) and an indication that their relationship was unlikely to have been a mere five months old.
Obviously MacDiarmada’s republican activities practically ceased while he was in jail, although there is evidence to suggest that he managed to keep in touch as best he could. This can be inferred from cryptic references to a ‘farm’ he was thinking of buying and his need to discuss this business with both Tom Clarke and his solicitor James O’Connor. There was no such enterprise, of course. This ploy enabled MacDiarmada to have more visits than he should have been entitled to in July and August. He was also able to play on the sympathies of the prison visiting committee who were no doubt under pressure from outside parties like Laurence Ginnell MP and the regular public protest meetings. The prison visitors not only acceded to MacDiarmada’s request for visits about the purchase of the non-existent ‘farm’ but allowed him newspapers and requested his early release on the grounds of his poor health, a request MacDiarmada objected to. He need not have bothered. The request was rejected.
         
MacDiarmada, as he wished, served his full sentence and was released on the morning of 18 September, six days after a big protest meeting in the Phoenix Park on 12 September demanding the immediate release of all prisoners held under DORA. MacDiarmada was greeted outside Mountjoy by a large crowd of supporters and friends. He made an impromptu speech outside the prison gates and was then whisked off by Tom and Kathleen Clarke to their home in Richmond Avenue where they gave him breakfast in the garden, it being a sunny autumn morning.17
         
It seems to have been a hugely memorable occasion for Kathleen Clarke. MacDiarmada was emotional on his release from jail and according to Kathleen Clarke he turned to her and said what ‘happiness it meant to him to have us meet him and bring him home with us’. He then apparently became maudlin and said, ‘I have never known a mother’s love, and I have always longed for it. I have tried to picture what my mother would have been like. You fit that picture. When I see you with your children and the loving care you give them, I ache with the thought of never having known my mother.’
         
As always, these verbatim accounts from Kathleen Clarke, written decades after the event, have to be taken with a pinch of salt. MacDiarmada was nine when his mother died in 1892 at the age of forty-five and while as an adult he did not know her, he must have had childhood memories of her. However, given the occasion and the fact that MacDiarmada was no doubt filled with relief to be free from the rigours of Mountjoy it is understandable if his usual stoic exterior crumbled.
After a few days in Dublin ministered to by Kathleen Clarke, MacDiarmada was off to his second most favourite location, John Daly’s house in Limerick where there is every likelihood that he sampled some O’Connell stout and smoked one or two of Daly’s ‘good cigars’.
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Chapter Eight
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1915 – 1916
Preparations for a Rising

Denis McCullough concluded years later that ‘all details of the Rising and all its plans and preparations were in the hands of MacDiarmada and Joseph Mary Plunkett and that the Military Committee, the Supreme Council and the Executive of the Volunteers and all of us were used by them to bring the Rising about.’1 This unscrupulous exercise in deception, which had been going on since 1913 with the formation of the Irish Volunteers, was about to reach a new level of intensity in autumn 1915.
         
In later years McCullough bore no ill will towards MacDiarmada for what he had done, which is just as well because MacDiarmada led him a merry dance during Holy Week 1916 to avoid telling him any details of the Rising that as President of the IRB Supreme Council and ex officio a member of the IRB executive he was entitled to know. The following is McCullough’s considered opinion given in 1953: 
         
I have heard them [Clarke and MacDiarmada et al.] criticised for their actions in this regard but I have no complaint for what they did and the way they did it. A rising had been decided on. The fewer who were aware of the arrangements the less chance there was of any leakage of information. Too much had been lost in previous attempts by too many people knowing and hearing too much. They had the courage to take the immense responsibility to face the results for themselves and their friends. To them firstly and largely is due the freedom we now enjoy in our part of Ireland and those who enjoy it owe them a debt of gratitude – not criticism.2
            

McCullough’s endorsement of MacDiarmada’s behaviour is all the more remarkable because MacDiarmada’s first action to enable him to set the final phase of his deception strategy in train involved McCullough as an innocent party.
Elections to the IRB Supreme Council took place every two years. By autumn 1915 they was overdue, mainly because of the imprisonment of the Supreme Council’s secretary MacDiarmada. Some members, like Hobson and Seamus Deakin, had resigned in 1914, while others had stopped attending and drifted away. What MacDiarmada needed now above all was a new president who, like Deakin, would be a nominal figure so that MacDiarmada and Clarke could continue to function as the IRB’s executive.
When the meeting convened in Clontarf town hall in November, McCullough was sitting beside MacDiarmada and told him he intended to propose Pearse as ‘chairman’ of the Supreme Council as McCullough called the position. MacDiarmada must have been horrified because this suggestion did not fit into his plans at all. McCullough says MacDiarmada said to him, ‘For God’s sake, do nothing of the kind. We don’t know Pearse well enough and couldn’t control him.’ McCullough says that he agreed because Pearse was new ‘and was up in the clouds’, so he decided not to carry on with his proposal. MacDiarmada said that he and Clarke would propose a name in due course. Lo and behold, when the matter came up MacDiarmada proposed McCullough and Clarke seconded.
         
McCullough says: ‘I protested that I did not think I was a suitable name for the position; I did not wish the responsibility and in any event I resided in Belfast, whereas the time and the circumstances required a man resident in Dublin who would be available for consultation at any time and in any emergency. My protests were overborne and, despite them, I was elected unanimously as Chairman and occupied the position up to the Rising.’
The sort of man McCullough described, namely someone who lived in Dublin, was exactly the sort of person MacDiarmada did not want. On the contrary, living in Belfast made McCullough ideal. The meeting then proceeded to re-elect MacDiarmada and Clarke as secretary and treasurer respectively. McCullough’s election as president meant that Clarke and MacDiarmada could continue to direct IRB policy on a day-to-day basis as they had been doing since 1913.
         
By this stage in November 1915 MacDiarmada was fully engaged in adding the final touches to his overall operational plan for a national rising in 1916. After his spell in Limerick in September he had visited his childhood home near Glenfarne in the same month. He was met by bands playing as his train came into the station where he was required to make a speech before being followed to his family home at Corranmore by a crowd who stayed for a ceilidhe which lasted into the small hours. Being received as the conquering hero who had been jailed for Ireland was in marked contrast to his reception when he was organising the Sinn Féin by-election campaign. Was his visit to show himself to his family after his time in prison? Or was it a way to say goodbye in case the planned rising failed? In the event he would never see the place again.
         
When he left Corranmore at the beginning of October it was down to business. Clarke and MacDiarmada had themselves added to the IRB’s Military Council which they had established in February 1915. The three original members, Pearse, Ceannt and Plunkett, had worked on a strategy for a rising. Ceannt and Plunkett in particular fancied themselves as military planners, but although they had Plunkett dispatched to Germany to try to enlist military help, little of practical value had been achieved. That would change with the release of MacDiarmada and the addition of him and Clarke to the committee. From then on events began to move rapidly almost as if everything had hung fire while MacDiarmada was in jail.
         
To outward appearances MacDiarmada was engaged in his usual travelling to make speeches at republican events but, in reality, the occasions doubled as opportunities to meet men who would be active in the planned rising and to finalise local arrangements. It is no coincidence that he visited locations in the south and southwest where it was hoped German aid would be landed and where MacDiarmada had high hopes of an insurrection, especially in Cork. There his man was Volunteer commander Tomás MacCurtain who at Easter 1916 would have 1,000 men at his disposal in the Cork brigade.
On 28 November, MacDiarmada addressed an enormous crowd in Cork City at a demonstration to commemorate the Manchester Martyrs, Fenians executed in 1867. MacDiarmada reported the crowd would have stretched in Dublin’s O’Connell’s Street from the Parnell Monument to Nelson’s Pillar. He thought it was ‘the finest meeting I have ever seen; certainly it was the best I ever had to do with’. He was enormously heartened by the crowd’s enthusiasm and believed ‘the country is with us’. In truth, the country was with him in his opposition to any plans for conscription and determination to resist its imposition. There was no evidence that people supported an insurrection. The real business took place later that evening when he met Cork Volunteer commandants in Thomas Barry’s house and swore in MacSwiney who would die on hunger strike in 1920.3 MacDiarmada then went on to Kinsale to meet Diarmuid Lynch, the Munster representative on the Supreme Council, whom he had sent to scout out possible landing sites for an arms shipment.
         
There is abundant evidence that by this stage in 1915 a detailed national plan for the Rising existed and therefore that the Rising that occurred at Easter 1916 was not the one that was planned. One of the best sources for the details of such a plan is Donal O’Hannigan a Volunteer commandant and later special emissary from IRA GHQ.4 O’Hannigan says, ‘I had seen the plans [for the Rising] on two or three occasions and Liam Mellows and I went over them in detail. I understood they were drawn up by [Thomas] MacDonagh and Joseph Plunkett.’ He says ‘the plans were kept in a safe at Volunteer Headquarters in Dawson Street’.
         
Further evidence of the existence of comprehensive national planning is that O’Hannigan also provided detailed descriptions of what he was ordered to do in 1916 in ‘the Louth, Meath, South Down, South Armagh and South Monaghan area’ where he was to be in command. MacDiarmada gave him his instructions about a fortnight before the Rising. There was a total of 1,337 Volunteers there, with the biggest unit of 270 men in Dundalk. MacDiarmada also gave him a list of IRB men in the area.
         
One of O’Hannigan’s tasks was to free German internees from Oldcastle internment camp in Meath because there were artillery men among them. Since it was expected British artillery from the Athlone depot would be captured, these men would be useful. O’Hannigan also says Pearse told him about the same time that there was a good supply of arms and ammunition coming from Germany, including artillery pieces.
Pearse also ordered O’Hannigan to assemble his men at the Hill of Tara at 7.00 p.m. on Easter Sunday when he said the Rising was due to begin, and to read out the Proclamation. When O’Hannigan protested that Tara was ‘a very inconvenient place for mobilisation’, Pearse insisted that ‘for historical reasons Tara was all important and he wanted the Proclamation of the Republic read there’: typical evidence of Pearse’s tenuous grasp of practicalities.
O’Hannigan recalled that,
In the case of the country it was expected they would rise and a general instruction to them was that they were to attack and capture the British garrisons in their area. Tomás MacCurtain and MacSwiney had worked out a plan to cover Munster including the landing of arms … The plan was kept by Seán MacDermott in a safe in Dawson Street. I remember the special mission of the Galtee battalion was to capture Fermoy and Kilworth Camps.
            

There are many other examples of detailed and comprehensive local operations provided by witness statements and other accounts from Volunteer officers and senior IRB men. Denis McCullough explained at length in his witness statement what was to happen in the north, with the Belfast Volunteers going to Coalisland in County Tyrone to join Volunteers there before proceeding west to meet up with men who would hold the line of the Shannon. Complicated plans existed for keeping lines open to the west from the capital in the event of a retreat from Dublin.
MacDiarmada was in contact either personally or through couriers with the senior Volunteer officers and IRB men – in many cases, like O’Hannigan, the same individual – who were to carry out these manoeuvres around the country. Often MacDiarmada had selected and sworn the men in question into the IRB and had visited them several times over two or three years. Liam Mellows and MacCurtain were two examples.
Another was Alec McCabe, a recently qualified national teacher who MacDiarmada selected in October 1914 to be co-opted onto the Supreme Council as his replacement as IRB Centre for Connacht. Because of the detailed planning he was engaged in from that time, he could not any longer afford the time to play his role as Connacht representative on the Supreme Council. McCabe’s job in the Rising would be to destroy communications in the west. To that end he procured explosives by the simple means of buying gelignite in Gilmore’s shop in Sligo in August 1915. He was arrested with the gelignite at Sligo railway station but acquitted by a Dublin jury: one of the last men, he thinks, to be tried by a jury for such an offence. Soon after, juries were dispensed with for subversive charges. He was held for three months, then released.
         
On his release, McCabe says MacDiarmada told him in December 1915 the arrangements for the Rising and the date of Easter 1916.5 He sent McCabe to reconnoitre the coast from Ballina to Donegal for suitable landing places for German arms if the chosen place in the southwest proved impossible. McCabe selected Aughries and Enniscrone. MacDiarmada then instructed him to accept a teaching post he had been offered in Killybegs.
         
Examples of precise instructions such as those given McCabe can be multiplied, illustrating MacDiarmada’s attention to detail and the elaborate planning that went into the Rising both in Dublin and around the country. Explosives were acquired from sympathetic Irishmen working in quarries and mines in England, then transported to Ireland. Men involved in blasting work in Ireland were recruited for their expertise and access to gelignite. Plans were made to blow up bridges and railway lines. Hand grenades were manufactured from scrap metal. Bayonets were made in the Irish Cutlery Company on Merchant’s Quay.
         
MacDiarmada’s organisational abilities were wondrous. All lines led to him. While Plunkett concocted the grand strategy, all the actions of local units to make that strategy work were under the control of MacDiarmada. How much he kept in his head and how much he committed to paper is not known because so much was lost in the course of the Rising or destroyed in its aftermath to prevent information falling into the hands of the British authorities. Unfortunately, whether he stored the information on paper or in his head, the plans were fatally flawed because the conspirators were not in control of the key elements necessary to bring the project to a successful conclusion.
First and foremost, the success of the Rising on a national level depended on the arrival of German weaponry. The Volunteers were woefully short of guns and those they had, the so-called ‘Howth Mausers’ were single-shot rifles of 1871 vintage. Each 11mm round had to be hand loaded. The propellant was black powder which gave off much smoke and fouled the barrel after a few shots. Dublin Castle estimated in December 1915, with its usual improbable precision, that the Volunteers had 1,747 rifles among 11,393 men.6 Even if the figures are too precise to be believed, the general picture they presented was correct. Most Volunteers did not have a gun and at Easter 1916 many men, both in Dublin and in the countryside, went out unarmed. Some members of the Irish Citizen Army even carried recently made pikes.
         
Gathering together dribs and drabs of rifles from disillusioned Redmondite Volunteers, buying or stealing rifles from British soldiers and making individual purchases were no substitute for a large consignment of weapons from Germany. It is quite likely that MacDiarmada’s anxiety in jail in June 1915 about the so-called ‘farm business’ was code for the progress of Joseph Plunkett’s mission to Germany on behalf of the Military Council to negotiate aid.
Plunkett’s trip to Germany by a circuitous route through Spain and Switzerland lasted from April to July 1915. He had some success, in contrast to Sir Roger Casement, whose attempt to recruit Irish POWs to fight against England had been a fiasco. Plunkett managed to make contact with the German General Staff and Foreign Office, and while he left Germany without an agreement to supply aid, he did not receive a rejection. The Germans kept their options open.
There were two main reasons the German Foreign Office took Plunkett seriously. One was his endorsement by Clan na Gael whose German diplomatic contact in New York wired Berlin about the prospects of an Irish uprising. To Berlin, therefore, it seemed Plunkett had some official backing, even though the Germans were not to know the Military Council sounded a grander body than it was in reality. The second reason was a thirty-two page document Plunkett presented, written with the aid of Casement who was still in Germany but ignored by the German authorities. It seems to have impressed Plunkett’s contact on the General Staff, Captain Nadolny, and the German Foreign Office called it the ‘Ireland Report’. While the accounts of various contemporaries like O’Hannigan and McCullough demonstrate the existence of scores of local operations planned to take place as part of a rising, this document proves the existence of a national strategy of which those local operations were component parts.7
         
The document openly admits that a rising could not succeed ‘without help from an external source’. It acknowledges that the Volunteers are ‘unarmed, unequipped, partly trained’. Success would depend on the arrival of a German force of 12,000, pretty close to a division, in the west of Ireland, which would seize Limerick and be the signal for an insurrection in Munster and a simultaneous rising in Dublin. The document went into precise detail about the disposition of British forces in Ireland and then the tactics and the progress of a campaign by the joint German and Irish forces. It is an impressive proposal but overlooked the harsh reality that the British navy had been successfully blockading Germany since the beginning of the war and that no German flotilla, and it would need a flotilla to transport an expeditionary force that size, could take to the seas to run the blockade. There would be no question of the Seekriegsleitung – German Naval Warfare Command – agreeing to an amphibious operation. It would be sunk.
         
However, delivering weapons to support a rebellion in Ireland would be a German propaganda coup in its own right and might even succeed in tying down a large force of British troops far from the front line in mainland Europe. What the Germans wanted to know was if the Military Council had definite plans for a rising and, crucially, what the date would be. That was the state of play when Plunkett left Berlin in June 1915 but the final decision to send weapons was not taken until after St Patrick’s Day 1916, a date not chosen for any Irish reason but because it was when the top German naval authorities happened to meet.
The hope that the Germans might send help if they were given a definite date was part of the driving force behind MacDiarmada and the Military Council in December 1915 choosing Easter 1916. They did not want to keep the Germans waiting any longer. Plunkett had travelled to the US in September to report to Devoy and the Clan on his German expedition and they in their turn tried to put pressure on the German legation in New York. With that date in mind, and it could not be changed without losing all credibility with the German military, MacDiarmada threw himself into all the myriad details of dozens of local operations to coincide with the anticipated arrival of German equipment, although its arrival, let alone its very existence, was not in his control.
MacDiarmada was in a bind. Without a definite date there would be no weapons, without which the rising could not succeed. Yet even with a date there was still no guarantee the Germans would send any. He had to act on the assumption that weaponry would be forthcoming once a date was given. There were other serious problems. Only the five members of the Military Council knew all these details about the German connection and its requirements for a date. They had not been reporting to the Supreme Council partly because of Clarke’s and MacDiarmada’s obsession with secrecy, partly because the Supreme Council might not agree with what they had done.
         
There was an attempt in January to persuade the Supreme Council but it failed. Diarmuid Lynch, in his account of the meeting, says that neither Clarke nor MacDiarmada nor Pearse, the men who knew most, gave a full report to the meeting of their progress including that a landing place for a German arms shipment had been chosen (by Lynch) at Fenit in County Kerry.8 However, MacDiarmada, probably out of frustration, tried to push his luck and proposed a motion that ‘we fight at the earliest date possible’. Since those on the Supreme Council not members of the Military Council (the majority) were unaware of the extent of preparations and the commitment to Easter, they understandably objected.
         
The most cogent opponent was Dr Pat McCartan, who based his case on the IRB’s 1873 constitution which stated that there should not be a rising without having obtained the support of the majority of Irish people. McCartan modified that provision slightly by stating that they should have ‘at least a considerable section of the population behind us’. In fact they had no substantial support since most people did not know the IRB was planning a rising. MacDiarmada’s motion was defeated and instead the Supreme Council decided that there would be a rising in one of three circumstances: if there was an attempt to suppress the Volunteers by arresting large numbers, if conscription was imposed, or if it seemed likely the war would end quickly. This position was remarkably similar to the one held by Eoin MacNeill and Bulmer Hobson since 1914, a position the individuals on the Military council deplored. None of these contingencies suited the members of the Military Council who proceeded to ignore the Supreme Council decision and carried on with their plans for the rising in contravention of the IRB constitution. At least now MacDiarmada knew the extent of opposition he faced but perhaps more importantly the individuals on the Supreme Council who were most opposed.
         
MacDiarmada had to contend with another and potentially more dangerous problem in January 1916. MacDiarmada, Clarke and Pearse were not the only people who regarded the defensive position adopted by the leaders of the Volunteers with contempt. James Connolly, the leader of both the Irish Transport and General Workers Union and more importantly, of the Dublin-based Irish Citizen Army, was becoming more and more depressed and angry because of the war, which he thought was destroying international socialism. He had come to believe that there was an opportunity in Ireland to strike a blow for socialism by staging an uprising against Britain in Ireland. He had his own force of around 200 in Dublin but hoped he could persuade individual members of the Volunteers to join him.
         
At the end of 1915 and into the New Year as the war intensified, he was making inflammatory speeches and writing provocative articles in his Workers’ Republic scoffing at the supine policy of MacNeill and encouraging rank and file Volunteers to take action. It was obvious from the tenor of his articles that he intended some kind of uprising in the hope of creating chaos in Dublin at least. In conversations with Pearse and Hobson, Connolly confirmed his intention to stage a workers’ revolt.9 Hobson got MacNeill to meet Connolly on 16 January to try to calm him down, but to no avail. Pearse was present at the meeting and reported Connolly’s volatile state of mind to MacDiarmada who resolved on immediate action. The last thing he needed at that stage of his preparations was for Connolly and 200 men to arouse the British garrison in Dublin and perhaps involve them in assaults on the Volunteers which could lead to a general uprising going off at half-cock.
         
MacDiarmada decided to bring Connolly inside the IRB tent. On Wednesday 19 January, three days after the Supreme Council meeting, Connolly disappeared. At the time and for some years after, mystery surrounded what happened but the sequence of events is now quite clear. Eamon Dore, who often acted as a bodyguard for MacDiarmada after his release from prison, told the Bureau of Military History that MacDiarmada instructed him to wait in the office of MacDiarmada’s solicitor, IRB man Seamus O’Connor in Dame Street at noon on 19 January. Dore was to have Ned Daly and Frank Daly with him.10 They waited there for an hour and a half, then Ned Daly went to see ‘how things stood’. He returned and told the others they could go home.
         
The three men were MacDiarmada’s fall-back plan. MacDiarmada, Pearse and Plunkett waited for Connolly outside Liberty Hall in a car. When he came out to go to lunch MacDiarmada went up to him and asked him to get into the car with them. Whatever MacDiarmada said to him proved persuasive, as Connolly got into the car and was taken to an unknown destination (near Castleknock, according to Eamon Dore; to Dolphin’s Barn, according to others). Dore said, ‘If Connolly had refused to go voluntarily he was to be arrested and brought under guard and it was for this reason that Ned and Frank Daly and I stood by’. There, over a couple of days, the three persuaded him that there was a well-organised rising about to take place, that German aid was coming and that the public position of the Volunteers did not reflect what was going on behind the scenes, plans about which Eoin MacNeill knew nothing. Connolly was brought up to date on all the details and invited to join the Military Council with his ICA being offered a full part in the forthcoming rising. Typically, MacDiarmada and Pearse had no authority for any of this but just took the bull by the horns. MacDiarmada was nothing if not decisive.
         
Connolly did not buy into the Military Council’s schemes immediately. He obviously demanded chapter and verse and many assurances. As a result, it took three days of thinking and pacing up and down weighing all the pros and cons before he agreed. After all, it meant subordinating his socialist revolution to the IRB’s nationalist aims. Connolly would not have meekly committed his men to supporting something he did not agree with. Did he demand input into what became the Proclamation of the Republic? It certainly seems so given its final contents. It was an outcome with advantage to all concerned. There would be no abortive strike by a virtually unarmed group in Dublin with the potential to ruin months of planning by the Military Council. Connolly got his rising but now with a far bigger force and on a national scale, and the Military Council now had the addition of another 200 men in Dublin.
MacDiarmada’s precipitate action in whisking Connolly away for a crash course in republican plans ironically could have provoked exactly the outcome he was trying to avoid by bringing Connolly onside. Pat McCartan recalls that Denis McCullough told him MacDiarmada was called from an IRB meeting, probably held on Saturday 22 January, to talk to Countess Markievicz.11 There was apparently an understanding among ICA leaders that if Connolly were arrested or went missing Countess Markievicz and Connolly’s second-in-command Michael Mallin, would start an uprising, crazy though that idea was.
         
Apparently when Connolly could not be found after 19 January, Markievicz was all for calling out the ICA. Certainly there is strong evidence that ICA members including Michael Mallin, knew Connolly was with senior Volunteers. He was probably seen getting into the car with them (though any witnesses would not have been aware of their role as members of the Military Council) but the ICA did not know where Connolly had gone. They had been searching for him since the Wednesday, even travelling to Lucan on the suspicion he was there. Connolly reappeared on 22 January so it is quite possible that MacDiarmada could have left the meeting to assure Markievicz that Connolly was well and would soon be back in Liberty Hall. After all, MacDiarmada was in a position to know.
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Chapter Nine
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January – April 1916
Orders and Countermands

The Rising was on. James Connolly would now begin his own preparations in the ICA. MacDiarmada had sent couriers to Devoy and the Clan in the US to keep them abreast of developments and to make contact with the German Foreign Office about supplying weaponry. Telegrams were too risky as any sent from Ireland would be read by the British authorities. It took at least a fortnight and closer to three weeks for information to go to the US and return by courier on an ocean liner to Ireland. Equally it would take weeks for the Germans liaising with the Clan in the US to organise the logistics including signalling arrangements for when the shipment arrived – if the Germans agreed to send a shipment. After the Supreme Council meeting on 16 January and the subsequent involvement of Connolly there was no time to lose.
         
The task was not made any easier by the many obstacles MacDiarmada had still to overcome. The most obvious of these was the well-known opposition to the idea of a rising without provocation by the official leaders of the Volunteers including Eoin MacNeill but more crucially, Bulmer Hobson who was still an important figure in the Dublin IRB. They were opposed to any insurrection unless there was some legitimate reason, a position which had now been separately reinforced at the Supreme Council meeting in January. As the Military Council was very much a minority within the IRB leadership and of course had no official status at all within the Volunteers, that meant MacDiarmada had to operate in extreme secrecy and with ever greater deception until the last moment when everything would be in place.
         
On the face of it, the shadow, or parallel, command structure Clarke and MacDiarmada had set up within the Volunteers over the period from October 1914 to February 1915 placed them in a strong position to have their orders for a rising carried out. MacDiarmada’s handpicked IRB men were in position as commandants of Volunteer battalions around the country: MacCurtain in County Cork, Mellows and Tom Kenny in County Galway, Alec McCabe in Sligo/Mayo, Michael Colivet in Limerick, O’Hannigan in Louth/Meath, Austin Stack in Kerry, and Denis McCullough in Ulster, though there would be no insurrection there for fear of a sectarian bloodbath. In Dublin, IRB commandants Ned Daly, Thomas MacDonagh, Éamonn Ceannt and Éamon de Valera commanded the four Volunteer battalions.
         
As Easter 1916 loomed closer more men had to be told that a rising was imminent because obviously they had to prepare for action. It is a tribute to the discipline and secrecy within the IRB, as well as to MacDiarmada’s cunning, that details of planned actions did not leak out. Nevertheless it was inevitable that within the IRB more and more men would come to know not only that there would be an insurrection soon but that it was planned for some time around Easter. The only way MacDiarmada and his colleagues on the Military Council could explain away such talk when it was raised at Volunteer meetings was by bare-faced denials and protests of injured innocence.
In one account of a Volunteer executive meeting in February 1916 Sean Fitzgibbon, de Valera’s vice-commandant in the Dublin Volunteers, said Pearse told the meeting that he and MacDiarmada, ‘had induced Connolly to take no action without the aid of the Volunteers. I asked Pearse if he had given any promise or had pledged the Volunteers. Pearse said, “No.” His right knee kept quivering as he spoke … He was lying for at that time the date of the Rising had been decided upon.’1
         
Of course Fitzgibbon was speaking with the benefit of hindsight. In February 1916 the only senior figure opposed to a rising who had good reason to believe that one was to take place soon, though not its exact date, was Bulmer  Hobson, who found himself in an invidious position. Bound by his IRB oath, he could not divulge all he knew to Eoin MacNeill. He was intensely frustrated by the latter’s dithering because MacNeill had enough evidence to lead him to be extremely suspicious that something was cooking, yet he did nothing. Hobson said that while MacNeill was ‘a very charming person [he] would do anything to avoid a showdown or fight’.2 As close to the Rising as 6 April MacNeill received a letter from America telling him a rising was planned. He mentioned it to MacDiarmada who of course denied it. MacNeill took the matter no further. Hobson himself could not uncover any definite information that would enable him to take action until the week before Easter by which time MacNeill’s refusal to assert his authority had allowed all MacDiarmada’s operational plans to fall into place.
         
All, that is, except the German arms shipment. A dispatch had been sent to the German Foreign Office on 10 February telling them that Devoy was insisting, ‘we must have our arms and munitions in Limerick between Good Friday and Easter Saturday.’3 After a number of other wireless messages the following was transmitted from the Foreign Office in Berlin to the German Embassy in Washington on 4 March 1916:
         
Between 20 and 23 April, in the evening, two or three steam-trawlers could land 20,000 rifles and 10 machine-guns, with ammunition and explosives at Fenit Pier in Tralee Bay. Irish pilot boat to await the trawlers at dusk, north of the island of Inishtookert, at the entrance to Tralee Bay, and show two green lights close to each other at short intervals. Please wire whether the necessary arrangements in Ireland can be made secretly through Devoy.
            

The German Naval Warfare Command took a final decision in the middle of March to send only one vessel, the Aud, to arrive on 21 April. A series of telegrams was exchanged in March and April to firm up arrangements including requests for the vessel to have wireless. Agreed radio signals were established. While the final decision on the shipment fell far short of what the Military Council had hoped for, and there were to be no troops, the prospect of 20,000 rifles plus explosives transformed the chances of success for the Rising.
         
MacDiarmada threw himself into the planning. He went to Tralee and, unknown to Dr Catherine Quinlan whom he had last met while in hospital with polio in 1911, pinpointed her house as the location for a radio transmitter to contact the incoming German ship.4 As it turned out, her house was not needed since the German ship had no radio. Back in Dublin, MacDiarmada engaged the help of Michael Staines, the quartermaster of the Volunteers Dublin brigade, who later hoisted the tricolour over the GPO on Easter Monday and was to become the first Commissioner of the Garda Síochána. Staines says MacDiarmada ordered him to buy two ship’s lamps, each of which shone a green light.5 Austin Stack, the Tralee commandant, sent his deputy Paddy Cahill to collect the lamps from MacDiarmada, but for some reason Cahill did not bring them back to Tralee with him. MacDiarmada also instructed Staines to hire a large marquee to shelter the men unloading the shipment from Germany. Staines sent the marquee to Tralee by train. Landing the armaments was correctly envisaged as a huge task. If the landing of 600 rifles at Kilcoole in 1914 had occupied about a hundred men the best part of a night, the operation to unload 20,000 would be on an enormously bigger scale. The railway from Tralee and three lorries would also be used to distribute the rifles to Volunteers in Kerry, Cork and Limerick.
         
MacDiarmada had set up a committee to manage the logistics of the operation. On Holy Thursday night, a few days before the Rising, five members of this committee met MacDiarmada in a ‘safe house’, 44 Mountjoy Street, Dublin, to receive their final instructions. The house, which belonged to the aunt of MacDiarmada’s close friend Fionán Lynch, later became the lodgings of Michael Collins after 1917. The five men MacDiarmada met there were Denis Daly, Con Keating, who was a wireless operator, Donal Sheehan, Charles Monaghan and Colm Ó Lochlainn. They then set off for Kerry to begin their task on Good Friday night. Tragically, in the dark the car they were travelling in went off the pier at Ballykissane into the River Laune near Killorglin. Monaghan, Sheehan and Keating were drowned, the first casualties of the Rising.
         
As it turned out, it was doubly tragic, because it was all for nothing. It is now known that the Volunteers were never going to get their hands on the rifles. On 5 August 1914 a team of British military disguised as fishermen cut the transatlantic cables between Germany and the USA. From then on the German government was forced to use insecure cables or radio transmissions which the British intercepted. By Christmas 1914 the cryptanalysts in Room 40 of the British Admiralty working for Captain Reginald Hall, Director of Naval Intelligence, had broken the German code.6 The British were reading all German cables from then on. In 1915 and 1916 they were fully aware of the communications between the German Foreign Office and Irish-Americans and of the intention to mount an uprising, including the date. All the reports of Germany’s Washington ambassador and his New York office about Devoy’s requests and times and dates were decoded when transmitted to Berlin. The British navy knew everything about the arrangements and they knew them before MacDiarmada.
         
British Naval Intelligence informed Admiral Bayley in Cobh of the German operation and he arranged for armed trawlers to lurk around Tralee and for two naval sloops to be on the scene and ‘accidentally spot’ the Aud. ‘Accidentally’, because seizing the Aud deliberately would alert the Germans to the fact that their codes had been broken. The British General Staff kept the British army’s 59th division in Ireland to deal with any rising instead of deploying the men to the Somme where they should have been for ‘the big push’ on 1 July.
         
MacDiarmada and his men in Tralee were blissfully ignorant of any of this. So were the Dublin Castle administration, whom military intelligence kept in the dark probably because they were well aware that the Castle leaked like a sieve, but also because any kind of pre-emptive strike in Ireland could potentially alert the German Supreme Army Command that its codes had been compromised. In any case, it was much better to prevent the landing of arms, capture the German ship and gather as much intelligence as possible.
Meanwhile in Dublin, oblivious of British foreknowledge of the planned arms shipment, MacDiarmada was in the midst of finalising all his arrangements in Holy Week. It was at this point that he ran into serious opposition from Hobson and MacNeill. MacDiarmada believed, with reason, that of the two, Hobson, with his knowledge of the IRB and a more decisive personality was the greater threat to all his plans. That opinion was confirmed by Hobson’s actions at a concert run by the Volunteers in Parnell Square on 16 April, Palm Sunday. To fill a gap in the proceedings, Min Ryan of all people asked Hobson to make a speech to the concert-goers. Clearly, in the preceding weeks Hobson had been picking up all kinds of talk about unspecified ‘action’ and decided to take the opportunity to restate his opposition. In the course of his remarks he warned against ‘precipitate action’, scoffed at the idea of a rising in present circumstances and generally questioned the judgement of anyone planning such action.
         
Desmond FitzGerald who was present, said, ‘There was a certain breathlessness in the hall. One could see glances passing between those who were probably aware of what decisions had already been taken.’7 Obviously most people were unaware of Hobson’s much diminished role in the IRB and his exclusion from its inner councils. After all, he was still Head of the Dublin Centres, so many present would have assumed he spoke for the IRB, otherwise why ask him to speak? Equally surprisingly, Min Ryan was not aware of the animosity between Hobson and MacDiarmada, otherwise she would not have thought it appropriate for Hobson to speak, nor had she been told the date of the Rising. She later said that in Holy Week there was ‘a sort of seething undercurrent … you felt that something was going to happen but what it was you did not know.’8
         
Despite his affection for her, with Min Ryan, as with everyone else, MacDiarmada seems to have operated on a ‘need to know’ basis. Perhaps MacDiarmada was more important to her than she was to him? In the event, asking Hobson to speak at what was to be the last occasion when many of the Dublin Volunteers and Cumann na mBan would gather before the Rising (and indeed the last time they would all be together alive) was a serious gaffe, the effect of which she was completely unaware.
         
As Denis McCullough made his way out of the concert at the end of the evening he met MacDiarmada ‘limping in. I told him what Hobson was saying and with a good round oath Seán said that he would “damn soon deal with that bloody fellow”’. The next day, 17 April, according to Le Roux, the Military Council decided to ‘deal’ with Hobson by holding him under close arrest so that he could do no further harm but to postpone such action until closer to the Rising. However, the main business of that Military Council meeting was drafting the Proclamation of the Republic and agreeing on the members of the Provisional Government of the Republic to be declared the following Sunday.9 These men would be the signatories of the Proclamation, which would be printed with MacDiarmada’s name second after Tom Clarke’s, a true reflection of the inspiration, driving force and organisation behind the Rising.
         
Also at the same meeting, the Military Council decided to make public what became known as the ‘Castle Document’. This coded document had been passed to Joseph Plunkett the previous week by Eugene Smith, a nationalist official in Dublin Castle. Plunkett deciphered the document which contained orders for the police to be confined to barracks and for the British army to arrest a range of people including the leaders and executive committees of the Volunteers and Sinn Féin, prominent figures in the Gaelic League and even some leaders of Redmond’s by then defunct National Volunteers. There was to be a widespread search operation and certain buildings were to be occupied by the army, most controversially the house of the archbishop of Dublin and the Mansion House. These constituted exactly the set of circumstances which Eoin MacNeill had stated could lead him to initiate an uprising. The IRB Supreme Council’s position adopted on 16 January was similar. It was exactly what MacDiarmada needed.
         
At the time and for many years later there was much argument about whether the document was a forgery, with some suggesting it was completely concocted by Plunkett and MacDiarmada because it suited their aims so well. Charles Townshend in his Easter 1916 (published in 2005) demonstrated that the document was in fact genuine. ‘It was a dispatch from Major-General Friend [commander-in-chief, Ireland] to the Irish Office in London detailing precautionary measures in the event of conscription being imposed.’10 As there was no intention to impose conscription in April 1916, it was a contingency plan, not a plan for immediate action as Plunkett and MacDiarmada believed it to be and characterised it. Townshend does show that although Plunkett deciphered it, he deliberately ‘sexed it up’, obviously to justify an urgent response from the Volunteers. In that respect it succeeded.
         
Nevertheless, it is important to emphasise that MacDiarmada and Plunkett knew the document was a genuine British dispatch but mistakenly believed it was for immediate action. For the two of them, and no doubt for the others on the Military Council, it meant that it was absolutely necessary for the Rising to go ahead as planned because they were all going to be rounded up in the next few days. Many, including MacDiarmada, moved lodgings to avoid arrest. In their minds it was now or never.
The document had been passed to Eoin MacNeill over the Palm Sunday weekend 15-16 April. He believed it was genuine and called a meeting of the Volunteer executive for Tuesday to decide what action to take. MacNeill later recounted that MacDiarmada told that meeting that the Westminster parliament was going to hold a secret session to discuss peace terms with Germany, a complete fabrication on MacDiarmada’s part in order to force the hands of the Volunteer leaders. Taken alongside the measures listed in the Castle Document, the prospect of an immediate end to the war was the only component missing from the criteria agreed in August 1914 as the basis for justifying a rising. If what MacNeill says was correct, MacDiarmada was inventing an alarmist story to tip doubting members of the Volunteer executive into supporting a rising.
No decision was taken until another meeting of the Volunteer executive on Wednesday 19 April after which MacNeill issued a general order in response to the Castle Document, in his opinion ‘a plan on the part of the government for the suppression and disarmament of the Irish Volunteers’. MacNeill’s order was for members to take action ‘to preserve the arms and organisation of the Irish volunteers and defend themselves and each other in small groups’, a purely defensive posture. Following the Wednesday meeting of the Volunteer executive, the Military Council met in the evening and sent messages to the IRB commandants around the country that the Rising would begin on Easter Sunday 23 April at 6.30 p.m. in Dublin and 7.00 p.m. in the country at large.
         
There then followed four frantic, frenetic days for MacDiarmada as he put into action the detailed operations of the Rising that he had worked on for so many months. He must have got little sleep between that Wednesday night and the following Monday. It must have seemed to him that the elaborate deception in which Clarke, but particularly himself and Pearse, had been engaged since early 1915 had worked. The Castle Document had proved an unexpected boon because it convinced MacNeill that there was a British plot to suppress the Volunteers and mount an assault on nationalism in general. It also provided an urgent spur for the Military Council to press on with their plans. Now, in the light of MacNeill’s general order, the manoeuvres that Pearse had ordered a fortnight earlier for the Easter weekend looked plausible. Everything seemed to be slotting into place.
         
It was not to be. As preparations intensified on Holy Thursday now that IRB commandants around the country had been given the date and time of the Rising, more and more men had to be given their specific orders. At an IRB meeting in Dublin on Holy Thursday, Hobson learnt that orders had been given to cut telegraph wires and sabotage a railway line on Easter Sunday. The orders had not come through official IRB or Volunteer channels but from Pearse. Now Hobson understood why Pearse, the Volunteer Director of Military Organisation, had issued an order in the Irish Volunteer newspaper of 8 April for field manoeuvres on Easter Sunday. It was to be a cover for the insurrection but Hobson could do nothing about it because he was still bound by his IRB oath of secrecy.
         
Later that evening, about 10.00 p.m., JJ ‘Ginger’ O’Connell, the Volunteer Chief of Inspection, came into Hobson’s office and told him he had been given charge of the Volunteers in southeast Leinster. O’Connell had gone to Hobson to check if these were official orders from MacNeill. They weren’t. Now that Hobson had definite information from outside the IRB to confirm his suspicions, he was free to take action. He and O’Connell rushed off to alert MacNeill. They got him out of bed and then drove to St Enda’s school, where they cornered Pearse after midnight. He finally admitted the Rising was planned for Easter Sunday but dismissed MacNeill’s objections and indeed tried to dismiss MacNeill himself, telling him that he had served his purpose as a respectable figurehead, that the IRB had no further use for him, that it was too late to do anything now. Pearse seemed to assume that the objectors were powerless to stop the plans already in motion. He was completely wrong.
         
MacNeill, Hobson and O’Connell went back to MacNeill’s house and immediately drafted a series of orders, the crucial one being to cancel ‘all orders of a special character issued by Commandant Pearse or by any other person heretofore, with regard to military movements of a definite kind’. O’Connell was sent to Cork on the first train on Good Friday to stand down the Volunteers in Munster.
In the small hours of Good Friday morning, 21 April, after MacNeill had left St Enda’s, Pearse had had second thoughts about his cavalier dismissal of MacNeill’s objections and went to MacDiarmada’s safe house, 44 Mountjoy Street, early on Good Friday morning to tell him what had happened. MacDiarmada had moved there earlier in the week and like other Military Council members was guarded by armed Volunteers.11 MacDiarmada immediately appreciated the damage MacNeill and Hobson could do. They collected Thomas MacDonagh and went to MacNeill. MacDonagh had been co-opted to the Military Council only a fortnight before, probably in the hope that he could influence MacNeill because he was an academic colleague at UCD. At 8.00 a.m. the three of them roused MacNeill, who obviously had had little sleep. MacNeill says he was told MacDiarmada was there to see him.
         
I sent word to him to come up to the bedroom; he came immediately, and I sat up in bed talking to him. He disclosed to me for the first time that a ship with arms from Germany was expected at that very time. It will be remembered that in a previous conversation I had said to him that the importation of arms for the Volunteers was the one thing of importance … It was of course evident to me that in the circumstances a landing of arms from Germany meant an immediate challenge to the English government and I said to McDermott, “Very well, if that is the state of the case, I’m in it with you.”12
            

At the very least, MacNeill was simply facing the facts, namely that if German weapons were landed, the British would act to crush the Volunteers. MacNeill could not but accept that the Volunteers would have to fight, if only for self-preservation. After hearing MacDiarmada out, MacNeill had breakfast with him, Pearse and MacDonagh, where, according to MacNeill ‘there was not much said’. Apparently they were all agreed the Rising was going ahead. Ironically, MacDiarmada was playing his trump card of the German weapons at almost the exact moment when the planned landing at Fenit was falling apart, for Casement had just been arrested at Banna Strand after rowing ashore with two others from the submarine U-19, incidentally the first diesel-engined German submarine. Captain Reginald Hall of Naval Intelligence insisted personally on having Casement immediately transferred to London for interrogation, refusing to allow Casement issue a public statement calling off the Rising.13 Also unknown to MacDiarmada, the Aud had arrived in Irish waters earlier than the IRB expected and was being monitored by two British armed trawlers.
         
Oblivious to these developments and content that MacNeill was supporting them (even though they had not told MacNeill the details of the Rising planned), MacDiarmada and Pearse then began countermanding the orders MacNeill had distributed around the country. The first priority was Munster, where the arms shipment was due. MacNeill countermanded the previous order to O’Connell. MacDiarmada sent the UCD medical student Jim Ryan, Min Ryan’s brother, to Tomás MacCurtain in Cork with a dispatch confirming the Rising was going ahead as per the orders of 19 April. Ryan only got to MacCurtain early on Saturday morning just before news of the loss of the Aud (which was trapped by British ships and scuttled to prevent the arms falling into enemy hands) came through. MacCurtain told Ryan, ‘Tell Seán we’ll blaze away as long as the stuff lasts’, meaning the arms he had rather than the anticipated German material.
         
The events in Cork over the weekend provide a good example of both the chaos that developed around the country, as order followed countermand followed order, and of the sort of manic activity MacDiarmada was engaged in during those days. Ryan got back to Dublin on Saturday from Cork and reported to MacDiarmada. Later that evening he was sent back to Cork with what turned out to be MacNeill’s final order countermanding the Rising. This message was at least the fifth MacCurtain had received since the previous Monday when MacDiarmada had sent Brigid Foley of the Dublin Cumann na mBan with a dispatch. MacCurtain had sent Terence MacSwiney’s sister to Dublin on Wednesday to meet MacDiarmada to clarify the contents of the dispatch. (She later told PS O’Hegarty that MacCurtain had received seven messages that week). Meanwhile, Brigid Foley had returned to Cork on the Wednesday. In the end, Jim Ryan made it to Volunteer Hall in Cork on Sunday morning with MacNeill’s countermand just as MacCurtain was leaving for west Cork by car. He had mobilised 1,029 men and now raced around County Cork in pouring rain sending instructions to stand down.14
         
Back in Dublin on Good Friday, MacDiarmada set in train plans to execute the decision of the Military Council to ‘deal’ with Hobson who would not be so easy to convince as MacNeill. As Hobson waited for MacNeill to arrive at the Volunteer office in Dawson Street on Good Friday morning, Sean Tobin, the chair of the IRB Leinster Executive, asked him to come to a meeting. When Hobson arrived at the location, 76 Cabra Park in Phibsborough, a number of IRB men drew guns and told him he was under arrest. He was held until the evening of Easter Monday when The O’Rahilly and Piaras Béaslái prevailed on MacDiarmada to release him now that the Rising was under way. MacDiarmada sent Seán T O’Kelly with the order to Maurice Collins who was in charge of the men holding Hobson. It read: ‘Report to Ned Daly at Richmond Hospital and release Hobson. Everything splendid.’ Hobson walked home to Ranelagh and out of Irish history.
         
If MacDiarmada thought that taking Hobson out of the reckoning solved all his problems he was gravely mistaken. Good Friday had gone well for him. His couriers had been in full spate at the offices of the suppressed Irish Freedom in D’Olier Street where MacDiarmada had been in action since Wednesday sending and receiving men and messages from all over the country. The next morning, Holy Saturday, it all began to fall apart. He was handed a dispatch at 5.00 a.m. informing him of the capture of Casement. That afternoon news arrived of the scuttling of the Aud in Cobh at 9.28 that morning.15 There would be no German arms.
         
To add to the misery, Seán Fitzgibbon, whom MacDiarmada had sent to Tralee to supervise the landing of the arms shipment because of his experience in landing rifles at Kilcoole in 1914, now returned to Dublin with details of the disasters in Kerry. He had aborted his mission when he heard what had happened and caught the train from Limerick Junction back to Dublin on Saturday. On the way he met Colm Ó Lochlainn, one of MacDiarmada’s landing committee, also on his way back from Kerry who told Fitzgibbon of the drowning accident at Killorglin but also mentioned his suspicions about the authenticity of the Castle Document.
         
MacDiarmada had involved Fitzgibbon, a sceptic about a rising and not an IRB man, because of his success in managing the landing of German rifles in 1914. In principle, doing the same in Kerry was no different so Fitzgibbon did not object. However, on his return to Dublin Fitzgibbon went to Volunteer headquarters and learned about the Rising due the next day. He also learned that his orders to go to Kerry had not been authorised by MacNeill. He went to MacNeill’s house about six o’clock in the evening and told him what he had been up to in Kerry and also convinced MacNeill that the Castle Document was a forgery, a ploy to gain MacNeill’s support for military action. News had also arrived in Dublin of the sensational scuttling of the Aud. Taken altogether with the fact that the arms shipment was lost, MacNeill decided to reverse his decision of Good Friday morning and try to stop the Rising.
         
When MacDiarmada received the dispatch at five o’clock on Saturday morning about the disasters in Kerry, he sent Fionán Lynch and Michael Collins’s cousin Gearóid O’Sullivan, who had become in effect his aide-de-camp, to fetch Pearse by taxi and bring him to Liberty Hall. MacDiarmada went off to meet MacNeill to keep him sweet but also to see if he knew anything about events in Kerry. He did not, so MacDiarmada did not tell him. He was not to know that Fitzgibbon would fill in any gaps in MacNeill’s knowledge that evening. MacDiarmada then joined the other members of the Military Council which engaged in what became an all-day meeting at Liberty Hall, now turned into a fortress by James Connolly. Ultimately they resolved to press on despite what had happened in Kerry.
         
As the Military Council deliberated, little did they know that Eoin MacNeill was presiding at a another equally important meeting that Saturday evening in the house of Dr Seamus O’Kelly at Rathgar Road. Seán T O’Kelly, Seán Fitzgibbon, The O’Rahilly and Arthur Griffith were present.16 While MacNeill and the others discussed how best to circulate orders to stop the Rising, couriers sat in a back room, unaware of the content of the sealed messages they carried concealed about their person. Among them was Min Ryan, who obviously had not a clue about what was planned for Sunday. Beside her was her brother Jim who had just returned from Cork after bringing a message from MacDiarmada confirming to MacCurtain that the Rising was going ahead. O’Kelly recalled that there was a stream of people coming and going in cars and on bicycles. ‘There was a row of cars and such things stretching along past the church … There never was a plot or conspiracy accompanied by more noise and less secrecy. Around midnight the majority of the messengers were gone to the counties.’
         
The message the couriers carried said, ‘Volunteers completely deceived. All orders for special action are hereby cancelled, and on no account will action be taken.’ To make sure everyone received the message MacNeill cycled down to the Sunday Independent offices and inserted this now infamous notice:
         
Owing to the very critical position, all orders given to Irish Volunteers for tomorrow Easter Sunday, are hereby rescinded, and no parades, marches or other movements of Irish Volunteers will take place. Each individual Volunteer will obey this order strictly in every particular.

Word had reached the Military Council about the unusual activity involving Volunteers and IRB men on Rathgar Road. Plunkett and MacDonagh went to the house and left again when they saw what was going on but the Military Council seems to have believed their plans for the next day were now unstoppable, that key IRB commandants would fulfil the orders given since Wednesday. They obviously did not imagine the extent of the countermanding operation MacNeill had put in train. They went to bed in their various temporary lodgings having overridden all objections but tensions must naturally have been high in anticipation of the next day’s events.
         
MacDiarmada in particular was tightly wound up. Two Limerick Volunteers who had arrived in Dublin for instructions, Seamus Gubbins and Liam Forde, commandant of the Limerick brigade, found MacDiarmada in Mountjoy Street putting on a brave face and trying to reassure people despite the terrible news from Kerry. The two Limerick men were rash enough to suggest that with the loss of the Aud perhaps the Rising should be postponed. MacDiarmada lied to Gubbins, assuring him the loss did not matter, that the Aud was only ‘one of several German expeditions’. However he rounded on Forde and shouted that the Rising ‘should take place even if there were only sticks and stones to fight with’. He said there were ‘too many philosophers in the country’ and worked himself up into such a state that he vomited.17
         
It is not known when MacDiarmada finally got to bed but he could not have been asleep long. Fionán Lynch and Gearóid O’Sullivan went to early mass on Easter Sunday, probably six o’clock, then bought the Sunday Independent and saw the notice from MacNeill. They brought the paper back to MacDiarmada who was still in bed. According to Liam Forde, MacDiarmada literally threw a fit. ‘Before he got dressed MacDiarmada was shown MacNeill’s countermanding order which drove him frantic. He rent the coat of his pyjamas to shreds crying inconsolably that we were betrayed again.’18 Fionán Lynch says only that he had never seen MacDiarmada so angry and upset. After calming down, MacDiarmada dressed and walked to Liberty Hall with Forde. On the way he argued for a rising and repeated that it should take place ‘if only with pikes and bayonets’.
         
Once again, as on Holy Saturday, the Military Council went into all-day conference, this time to decide whether to proceed as planned at 6.30 that evening or postpone. There seems to have been no argument among the council about whether there should be a rising. Certainly Clarke, Pearse and Connolly had previously openly shared the sentiments MacDiarmada had expressed to Forde. The only issue was whether to go ahead later that day or on Easter Monday. On this issue, to his surprise and dismay, Tom Clarke found himself in a minority of one. He was certain they were all likely to be arrested that evening when they left the fortified Liberty Hall, and for him that meant the immediate return to the horrors of a life sentence, a living death.
The majority of the council could not have doubted now that they would be arrested if they did not mount an insurrection, but they took a more pragmatic view than Clarke, arguing to postpone for a day. The reasons for this decision seem to have been threefold. First, postponing any longer would guarantee their arrests and the scattering of the Volunteer movement. Secondly, MacNeill’s countermand was likely to have caused so much confusion throughout the country (exactly how much they couldn’t know for sure), that the result would be a shambles if they went ahead with the plan to start the Rising at 6.30 that evening. Better to assess how bad the results of the countermand were and act accordingly. Finally, pretending to comply with the countermand and postponing for a day would allow a batch of new orders to be distributed on Sunday evening, unknown to MacNeill, so that a more organised rising could take place on Monday.
         
MacDiarmada played a crucial part in supporting this decision in that he opposed Clarke’s view, much to Clarke’s consternation, because it was the first time MacDiarmada had defied him in a serious matter. If MacDiarmada had supported Clarke then in theory the two of them, acting as the IRB executive, could have issued orders to the IRB and there was the likelihood that James Connolly would have gone along with them so desperate was he to strike a blow. However, it would have been a futile gesture because orders issued by Clarke and MacDiarmada only would have been IRB orders and not binding on the Volunteers, and Connolly’s orders would have applied only to the 200 or so in his Irish Citizen Army.
MacDiarmada was also the only man on the council who knew all the levers that could be pulled around the country, which operations had a chance of being carried out and being successful if a local officer received an IRB order overnight. After all, over the previous few years he had personally selected most of the IRB men in senior positions in the Volunteers outside Dublin. At 8.00 p.m. Pearse handed out dispatches to couriers for selected Volunteer commandants around the country. They read: ‘We start operations at noon today, Monday. Carry out your instructions. P.H. Pearse.’
         
In MacDiarmada’s case it was fortunate he had spent most of the day locked in discussion in the heavily defended Liberty Hall. The RIC in Kerry had found the address, 44 Mountjoy Street, on the body of the drowned Con Keating and raided the house on Easter Sunday. Con Collins, whom Fionán Lynch referred to as MacDiarmada’s alter ego, was arrested there after the police found a gun and ammunition. MacDiarmada and his ADC Gearóid O’Sullivan decided to sleep in Fleming’s Hotel, Gardiner Place, the night before the Rising.
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Chapter Ten

• • • • • • •
            
Easter 1916
‘Everything Splendid’

The events of Easter week 1916 are well documented and have been told and retold by participants and eye witnesses through memoirs, diaries and witness statements taken by the Bureau of Military History. There is no need to rehearse them here especially since Seán MacDiarmada did not play a major part in the military side of the events. Although technically an Irish Volunteer, a rank and file member of B Company of the 1st battalion of the Dublin brigade, MacDiarmada did not wear a uniform or carry a gun during the Rising.
         
Tom Clarke and Seán MacDiarmada did not take part in the march of the Volunteers and Irish Citizen Army that James Connolly led from Liberty Hall to the General Post Office shortly before noon on 24 April. The pair of them had gone ahead by car and stood waiting at the corner of the GPO at Prince’s Street and O’Connell Street. Neither of them was fit to march with the column Connolly led. MacDiarmada limped heavily on a stick and would have had difficulty keeping up, while Clarke, prematurely aged from his years of terrible treatment in English jails, was simply too old for that kind of thing. Besides, he was weakened after having accidentally been wounded in the right arm at the end of February with a revolver. The arm was still useless at the end of March.1
         
For Clarke and MacDiarmada, participating in the military action in the GPO was not the point. They had achieved their objective which was to have an insurrection. Diarmuid Lynch, who wrote a detailed account of the course of the Rising in the GPO, described Clarke and MacDiarmada sitting inside the GPO watching the Volunteers taking over the place, ‘beaming satisfaction and expressing congratulations’.2 Paradoxically, it was probably the first time in months they had been able to relax, as MacDiarmada in particular had been on tenterhooks for the whole of the previous week. His euphoric mood explains the strange, irrelevant addition to the order that night to release Bulmer Hobson: ‘Everything splendid.’
         
So it was. The Volunteers had taken the British administration and police by surprise. Until the middle of Easter week and the arrival of thousands of British army reinforcements and artillery, they held the upper hand. On Monday night MacDiarmada was able to have an uninterrupted sleep probably for the first time in a week. When Min Ryan had tried to make contact with him that evening she was turned away by Gearóid O’Sullivan because MacDiarmada was asleep. O’Sullivan would have known that MacDiarmada had most likely been running on nervous energy since the series of crises began on Holy Thursday, first with MacNeill and then with the débâcle in Kerry. He would have slept little on Easter Sunday night having spent a lot of time writing dispatches to be sent around the country in an attempt to undo MacNeill’s countermand. By Monday night the Rising had actually happened and there was nothing more he could do.
         
Initially, with only about 400 troops available in Dublin out of the 2,200 in barracks, the British army did not have enough men to place a tight continuous cordon around the GPO garrison and its outlying strongpoints across O’Connell Street such as the Imperial Hotel, premises near the River Liffey and in the Metropole Hotel beside the GPO. People were able to come and go. At times there was a relaxed atmosphere. Min Ryan came back to the GPO on Tuesday night, where she and MacDiarmada went over the events of the previous week and had ‘a great laugh’ about MacNeill sending her out the previous Saturday with the countermand to Wexford. She stayed in the GPO that night, cooking and handing food round to Volunteers. Next day MacDiarmada sent her as a courier carrying orders from Pearse to various command posts around Dublin.
There were about thirty members of Cumann na mBan as well as ICA women in the GPO on and off, acting as couriers, helping with food and tending men with injuries. During Tuesday and Wednesday, Volunteers who had been confused by MacNeill’s countermand turned up. It was not until Wednesday that matters took a serious turn when eighteen-pounder field guns near Trinity opened fire and HMS Helga, which had sailed from Dún Laoghaire (then Kingstown), began to shell Liberty Hall.
         
Until Thursday, James Connolly was the undisputed commander and guiding hand in the GPO and its immediately adjacent outposts and barricades which he visited, crawling through holes in the walls of buildings and sometimes running across streets in a foolhardy fashion. That afternoon, in one of these excursions out in the open, he was wounded in the left leg by what’s believed to have been a ricochet, with the bullet causing a ‘compound fracture of the shin bone’ as Joseph Plunkett recorded in his notebook under ‘4th day of the Republic’. The pain and shock of the wound and the morphine Jim Ryan administered knocked Connolly out of commission for the rest of the day.
At this point, Pearse, Clarke and MacDiarmada began to assert their authority. It took some time to realise that there was not going to be a bayonet charge by hundreds of British troops, bringing an end to the GPO garrison with hand-to-hand fighting. There would be no opportunity to go down fighting a heroic defence against great odds. Instead the British were going to bombard the GPO to smithereens as they had already done with Liberty Hall, and try to burn the building and its defenders to ashes. Shrapnel and incendiaries were raining down on the GPO. By Thursday night parts of the building had caught fire and the fire was spreading. Pearse, it seems, on Friday took the decision to evacuate. But where to? And then what?
         
At various times during the week the Military Council members in the GPO, Clarke, Connolly, Pearse, MacDiarmada and Plunkett, had gathered for discussions which apparently were more often about high-flown matters such as the merits of rebellion and the political future of the Republic rather than about immediate tactics. Sometimes, as on Thursday, the result was a morale boosting speech by Pearse full of encouraging news he had invented about relief columns of Volunteers marching towards Dublin and raids on RIC barracks in the countryside. However, when the leaders gathered on Friday it was to decide on how best to withdraw from the burning GPO, which by that morning was under intense bombardment and machinegun fire. The roof was burning and timbers in the rest of the building were catching alight.
MacDiarmada gave instructions for moving explosives and ammunition into the basement below the GPO out of the way of sparks and burning embers falling from above and cascading down the lift shaft, though he had to be persuaded to take this action. He had a rather cavalier attitude to the danger from munitions, telling Sean McLoughlin, a level-headed young lieutenant in the Volunteers, who said they needed moving, ‘I have not seen any of them go off yet. I don’t think they are the best job in the world.’3 MacDiarmada also called men down from dangerous positions in the GPO and sent an order to retreat from the nearby Metropole Hotel. By late afternoon it was literally all hands to the pumps with MacDiarmada helping to douse flames as they spread on the ground floor.
         
By six o’clock on Friday evening there were about 300 men gathered, ready to run the gauntlet of British gunfire. All the women had already been evacuated, apart from Connolly’s devoted secretary Winifred Carney, and close friends Julia Grenan and Elizabeth O’Farrell, both Cumann na mBan, who acted as nurses though they had no formal training. The plan was to evacuate in groups at dusk from the GPO side entrance in Henry Street into Moore Street, which runs roughly parallel to O’Connell Street. Pearse made a typically rousing speech extolling the achievements of the past five days to which the men responded with an equally rousing ‘Amhrán na bhFiann’. The evacuation began about eight o’clock.
The leaders, moving in various groups, made it to Moore Street, with Connolly carried on a stretcher. Men had broken into houses and shops in the street to take cover from British army riflemen and from machine-gunners set up at a barricade at the Parnell Street end of Moore Street. Some, including Tom Clarke, tried to gain entry by blowing the locks off doors with pistol shots. In MacDiarmada’s group one man fired through a door lock and tragically killed a young girl on the other side. As the mother screamed, ‘My child, my child,’ MacDiarmada came to try to console her. Later that evening, according to Sean McLoughlin, MacDiarmada gave her ‘some of the money he had been carrying for Headquarters purposes’.
         
McLoughlin, who took command of the evacuation and subsequent attempts to tunnel out of Moore Street, provides some of the clearest accounts of MacDiarmada’s role in these last hours as the leaders of the Rising wrestled with the dilemma of whether and how to fight on or surrender. Again, it must be borne in mind that McLoughlin gave his witness statement to the BMH in 1949. While it is unlikely he would ever forget the dramatic events of Easter Week, his account of verbatim speeches need to have a ‘health warning’. The same applies to Jim Ryan’s account given in 1947.
MacDiarmada asked McLoughlin to stay with his group as they made their way out of the GPO. In the early stages of the evacuation there was chaos as British troops raked Moore Street with gunfire and confused Volunteers fired on each other in the gathering darkness. MacDiarmada said to McLoughlin, ‘My God, we are not going to be caught like rats and killed without a chance to fight!’ McLoughlin replied, ‘There is no need to get into a panic. I can get you out of here but there will be only one man giving orders and I will give them.’ MacDiarmada put it to Connolly lying nearby on a stretcher and he agreed.
         
The first premises in Moore Street that MacDiarmada’s group entered was a grocer’s shop where MacDiarmada was seen to take two eggs, crack them and swallow the contents raw. When the evacuation was complete and the leadership had established a makeshift headquarters, MacDiarmada sent for McLoughlin to come for something to eat. In the grocer’s kitchen Connolly was on his stretcher on the floor and around sat the ever-loyal Winifred Carney, Julia Grenan, Elizabeth O’Farrell, Patrick and Willie Pearse, MacDiarmada, Clarke, Plunkett and several wounded men, including some British soldiers, casualties of Volunteer fire.
McLoughlin ate in silence. Then MacDiarmada said to him, ‘Now Sean, you are going to have a big job. You will have to take charge now. You are the only one who is likely to get us out of here. Mr Connolly and the others have agreed that you take Mr Connolly’s place and all military commands will be given by you from now on.’4 McLoughlin agreed and went off to organise tunnelling through the walls of houses to try to head towards the Four Courts. He planned to be ready to move at daylight on Saturday. He noted that MacDiarmada ‘seemed to be the most active man there.’ Characteristically, MacDiarmada had taken over among the leaders in Moore Street when any organising or disposition of manpower was required. It was what he was best at and the others let him get on with it.
         
Early on Saturday morning, MacDiarmada came to McLoughlin to find out what progress had been made and in the daylight saw, in and off Moore Street, a number of bodies of men killed during the scramble to leave the GPO the previous evening. Among them was The O’Rahilly, lying on his back in a pool of blood. McLoughlin, MacDiarmada and a few other men knelt beside the body and said an Act of Contrition. McLoughlin then went back to the house where Connolly, Pearse and the other leaders were, and Connolly asked about his plans. After McLoughlin described his proposal to create a diversion with a bayonet charge to get as many as possible heading through tunnels and lanes towards the Four Courts, Pearse said, ‘The only difficulty with this is that more innocent people would be killed.’
McLoughlin went back to gather a picked squad together but just as he was preparing to throw grenades at the British barricade and start his diversionary bayonet charge, MacDiarmada arrived and called him back to the house where Pearse was. It was just before noon on Saturday. Pearse said he was very worried about the number of people lying dead on the street and asked McLoughlin to postpone his action. It was about this same time that Jim Ryan said that while dressing Connolly’s wound he saw through the window three elderly men lying dead in Moore Street with white flags in their hands. Ryan says MacDiarmada noticed what he was looking at, came over to the window and said something like, ‘When Pearse saw that he decided we must surrender to save the lives of the citizens.’ The charge of McLoughlin’s ‘Death or Glory’ squad, as he called them, would not be necessary.
         
About 12.45 p.m. MacDiarmada brought Elizabeth O’Farrell to the door of 15 Moore Street. O’Farrell says MacDiarmada ‘first hung [a white flag] out of the house to ensure me not being fired at’. This was from a top-floor window. He then gave her a stick with a white handkerchief attached. She poked it out and waved it. The British soldiers at their barricade instantly blazed away at the white flag as they had done at all similar truce emblems people had carried since Friday. When the firing stopped, O’Farrell stepped gingerly out into Moore Street and walked very slowly towards the British lines to give a verbal message from Pearse asking for surrender terms.
However, the new British commander-in-chief, General Sir John Maxwell, who had arrived in Dublin at 2.00 a.m. on Friday had decided to offer no terms. It was unconditional surrender or nothing. When Pearse’s request was reported to him he demanded Pearse come and surrender in writing, then give written surrender orders to all units. Notes which survive of Maxwell’s meeting with Pearse at 3.30 p.m. on Saturday afternoon seem to suggest Pearse believed that if the leaders surrendered unconditionally the ordinary rank and file would be spared. From the notes, Maxwell appears to have reinforced this impression by telling Pearse that he had, ‘no doubt that British Govt may exercise clemency for rank and file as is possible’. It seems therefore that such a proposal was discussed at least.
         
Pearse’s belief seems also to have been shared by the other leaders who were convinced by the tremendous inferno the British bombardment had ignited in O’Connell Street that the army intended to wipe them all out. They were completely surrounded. Fighting on or trying to make an exodus from Moore Street through lanes and tunnels would turn into a rout where they would all be cut to pieces. In any case the belief, whether based on substance or not, that surrender would mean only the leaders would be executed was used in various speeches to convince mutinous Volunteers that surrender was the best option. One Volunteer, later a Fianna Fáil Minister of Defence, Oscar Traynor, says MacDiarmada pointed to a piece of paper and told him they were surrendering as prisoners of war, which of course meant they would not be shot. That was far from the case and sounds like another of MacDiarmada’s inventions, in this instance to pacify Traynor. Connolly told McLoughlin, ‘All those who signed the proclamation will be shot.’ McLoughlin asked him was he sure and he replied, ‘Certain.’ McLoughlin asked, ‘What about the rest of us?’ Connolly said, ‘The rank and file will probably be imprisoned and later released.’
         
Nonetheless, many men were unwilling to surrender and thought they knew Dublin well enough to make good their escape through back streets and alleys to the Dublin mountains. They had to be argued out of it and MacDiarmada was the main persuader in Moore Street. One Volunteer, Joe Good, who wrote a racy and colourful account of the fighting in the GPO, provides a lengthy, allegedly verbatim account, of the speech MacDiarmada made to a large bunch of men in Moore Street.5 Like many Irish exiles fighting in the GPO, Good had come over from England to escape conscription, and those men were now afraid they would either be shot as deserters or conscripted and sent to the trenches. Clarke and Plunkett had tried to placate them but with scant success.
         
It was MacDiarmada who carried the day, delivering an address while teetering on top of a bin. Even if the precise words of Good’s account cannot be taken as accurate, the sentiments MacDiarmada expressed are supported by other witnesses. His decade of public speaking to hostile and restive crowds stood him in good stead. He managed to gain silence and hold the attention of the men. It was not only a question of them being killed if they fought on, he told them. He pointed out how many more people, innocent civilians, would be killed if they did not surrender because the British would pound the city into rubble. Good wrote that MacDiarmada said, ‘You’ve all seen what happened to the Post Office.’ Many Dublin citizens, the poorest, who had nowhere to go, would be killed or injured if the bombardment were extended. Nowadays it is what the American military call ‘collateral damage’.
         
Repeatedly, MacDiarmada said that the main aim for the men now was ‘to survive’, not get themselves killed. He seems to have convinced them that the worst that would happen to the rank and file was ‘a few years’ jail. He told them the leaders would be executed, but ‘we who will be shot’ would die happy in the knowledge that if the men survived ‘there are still plenty of you around to finish the job’. Joe Good reports there were no histrionics in MacDiarmada’s speech. It was ‘quiet and potent’. It did the trick.
Pearse and Elizabeth O’Farrell had gone off to meet the British in the person of General William Lowe, commander of British forces in Dublin, and offer Pearse’s personal surrender to him before sending orders to surrender to the other units holding out around the city. It was about 2.45 p.m. MacDiarmada and McLoughlin took the opportunity to clean up. MacDiarmada shaved. Most expected Pearse to return with terms but he did not, as the British held him and O’Farrell. Late in the afternoon detailed instructions arrived from the British about how the surrender was to be conducted: the route to take, where to line up, how to lay down their weapons and so on. When the men were all assembled towards evening MacDiarmada read out these surrender orders. He complimented the men on their bearing then and during their time in the GPO. He thanked them for all they had done and said that while many people would think what they had done was foolish, in years to come perhaps it would be appreciated.
         
Sean McLoughlin formed the men up in fours. He counted 320, including some women. At the head of the column was a group of the wounded including Connolly. Willie Pearse carried a white flag at the front of the column and also in that group, as far as McLoughlin remembered, was Seán MacDiarmada and Joseph Plunkett. It was twilight as the column marched out of Henry Street, lurid in the flickering light of the burning buildings in O’Connell Street, then around Nelson’s Pillar and across to the Gresham Hotel. There they laid down their arms. Julia Grenan wrote that two British officers walked along the line and one said, ‘There’s Tom Clarke.’ One called Clarke out of the line and a group of officers came to look at him. Another came to MacDiarmada and said, ‘You have cripples in your army.’ MacDiarmada replied, ‘You have your place, sir, and I have mine, and you had better mind your place, sir.’
British soldiers then took up position on both sides of the column, which was marched under guard to the Rotunda Gardens in front of the hospital. The men were made to sit down and told not to speak or move, otherwise they would be shot. As the night went on, other Volunteer units who had surrendered in different locations were marched in until the area in front of the Rotunda was crammed. Men ended up lying on top of each other. Anyone who shifted his position got kicked or hit with a rifle butt. They were forced to urinate where they lay.
         
From time to time British officers, some the worse for drink, roughed up prisoners, including Tom Clarke, Ned Daly and Joseph Plunkett. One whose name lives in infamy was Captain Percival Lea-Wilson.6 In the course of stripping Tom Clarke naked on the steps of the Rotunda hospital, Lea-Wilson became impatient with Clarke’s difficulty with his recently wounded right arm so he ripped his shirt off, re-opening the wound in the process. He also ordered MacDiarmada’s stick to be taken away and generally made himself obnoxious through the night. Michael Collins remonstrated with him as he abused Joseph Plunkett. There is also a garbled report of a confrontation with MacDiarmada, ‘an altercation’ according to Volunteer Patrick Caldwell. ‘What gave rise to it I cannot say, but I can recall McDermott saying, “We can still go back to our positions,” and Wilson rejoined, “You have no damned positions to go back to.” Sean McDermott’s comment was: “We’ll see about that.”’7
         
Years later, former Volunteer Joe Sweeney recalled that in 1920, ‘I happened to be in the bar of the Wicklow Hotel and Mick Collins in his usual way stomped in and said to me, “We got the bugger, Joe.” I said, “What are you talking about?” He said, “Do you remember that first night outside the Rotunda? Lea-Wilson?” “I do remember,” I said, “I’ll never forget it.” “Well we got him today in Gorey.”’ Lea-Wilson was serving as a District Inspector in the RIC in County Wexford when the IRA shot him dead.
         
Julia Grenan and Winifred Carney stayed close to the seriously ill Plunkett and to MacDiarmada whom Carney says was ‘in bad health’. It grew very cold and damp during the night and the two women ‘insisted on Seán MacDermott and Joseph Plunkett having a little warmth and rest.’ Connolly (who had been taken to Dublin Castle) had given his coat to Carney, but she used both Connolly’s and her own coat to cover the two men.
About nine o’clock on Sunday morning, the British mustered the crowd of stiff, starving and freezing Volunteers squashed in to the Rotunda Gardens and marched them off to Richmond Barracks at Inchicore in the west of the city. Without his stick, MacDiarmada could not march, as he explained to the officer in charge, but to no avail. He limped along painfully behind the main body of men, supported by Winifred Carney and Julia Grenan, falling further and further behind and arrived at the barracks three-quarters of an hour behind the rest, ‘completely worn out from the night’s exposure and the fatiguing march and as pale as death’, exhausted and sweating.8
         
The first day in Richmond Barracks was spent in horrendous conditions, with massive overcrowding, unspeakably insanitary circumstances, and a lack of food and water. There were about seventy men in the room MacDiarmada was crammed into first. They had to take turns to lie down. This treatment of the prisoners was not malicious. Swamped suddenly with about 600 prisoners and large numbers of British troop reinforcements, the commissariat in Richmond had not enough receptacles for either food or water even if they had had the supplies to dish out.
Conditions improved the next day, Monday 1 May, when the British began to ‘comb out’ the men they considered the most serious offenders. The British government had declared martial law in Ireland on 26 April and in Westminster, Prime Minister Asquith announced on 27 May that General Maxwell had been appointed Military Governor of Ireland. Therefore the British army were in charge of proceedings in Richmond Barracks but they could not proceed without the RIC and the Dublin Metropolitan Police, principally G Division, the DMP’s plain-clothes detectives. Only these men could identify the leaders and other prominent figures in the IRB and the Irish Volunteers whose activities they had been monitoring for years.
The prisoners were brought out into the barrack square where soldiers took down their names, addresses and occupations, a pointless exercise since many gave false details. They were then taken to the barracks gymnasium, told to keep to the right and sat in rows where they could be scrutinized by officers from G Division who stood behind a glass partition. Accompanied by British officers, two G men – most prisoners remember them as Detective Daniel Hoey and Detective John Barton – then walked through the rows of men in the gym and picked out those they believed were leading figures, including MacDiarmada. Barton carried an ash plant and Hoey an umbrella. The G men used these implements to point out individuals to move to the left of the gym, saying, ‘You, you and you, get up and over to the other side of the hall.’ British army personnel then took their particulars.9 They were all searched and on MacDiarmada’s person a soldier found an order dated 24 April signed by MacDiarmada summoning Volunteers to Liberty Hall at 11.00 a.m. ‘with full equipment’, which later proved to be telling evidence against him. The whole process of identification and selection in the gym took about two hours.
         
One of those singled out, Seán Murphy, a Dublin IRB man and Volunteer, stayed close to MacDiarmada in the first few days of May to help him because he had trouble getting about without his stick. On Wednesday 3 May a large number of the men selected on Monday were paraded in the square and were issued with cocoa, two biscuits and a half pound tin of bully beef. Murphy, who was one of those men, says they did not understand what was going on but then he learnt from one of the British soldiers they were about to be sent to England.
         
Murphy recalled:
In the parade in a rank behind me Seán McDermott was standing and I said to the Volunteer behind me, ‘Please change places. Seán is an old friend of mine. I would like to walk down along with him because he can lean on my shoulder.’ The Volunteer behind changed places. While standing waiting for the march-off two detective officers, John Barton and Hoey, who were marching up by the side of the column, stepped forward and took McDermott out of the ranks. On taking McDermott out of the rank Barton said, ‘Sorry Seán but you can’t get away that easy. There will be six of you in the morning I think.’ I took from this remark that Seán would be facing the firing squad in the morning.

Other sources say it was Detective Daniel Hoey, described later by Dr Jim Ryan as ‘young, handsome, intelligent, energetic and popular with his colleagues’, who identified MacDiarmada. Michael Collins’s ‘Squad’ shot Hoey dead on 12 September 1919 outside DMP HQ in what is now Pearse Street, while IRA gunman Seán Treacy shot John Barton dead on 29 November 1919.
In republican folklore Hoey and Barton prevented MacDiarmada from getting the boat to internment in Britain and as a result he was court-martialled and executed. There is also the implication that they were subsequently killed because of that. But it is extremely unlikely that MacDiarmada would have made it to internment in England. He had already been picked out in the gymnasium on Monday by Hoey, when another of the Volunteer prisoners later recalled he saw MacDonagh, MacDiarmada, Ned Daly ‘and practically all the [Volunteer] officers who were executed subsequently’ lined up on the left of the gym.10 Barton, and certainly Hoey, who was particularly assiduous, would have repeatedly scrutinised prisoners to find any they had missed before they were allowed out of Richmond Barracks.
         
Seán T O’Kelly also recalls that MacDiarmada was in a group assembled for deportation, ‘with bright muffler, talking eagerly and gaily’ and here is O’Kelly’s crucial point. ‘They were lined up for inspection by detectives. The inspector [presumably Hoey] stood in front of MacDiarmada for thirty seconds then he was ordered out of the ranks and marched back to his room in the barracks.’ Obviously the G men had been positioned as O’Kelly describes to inspect the line of men precisely to prevent the ‘wrong’ men being deported since the British soldiers had no idea who was important or even prominent in the Volunteers or IRB. That was the job of the police. MacDiarmada had far too high a profile to get past the G men. As for the later killing of the two G men, that was because of subsequent actions on their part against the IRA in 1919.
         
Notes
1 Frank Thornton said he had to fill Clarke’s pipe for him when he met Clarke during a visit to Limerick in March. BMH WS 510 Frank Thornton.
            
2 D. Lynch, The IRB and the 1916 Insurrection (Cork, 1957).
            
3 BMH WS 290 Sean McLaughlin. Much of the following account is based on McLoughlin’s witness statement.
            
4 McLoughlin says he found it interesting that MacDiarmada always referred to Connolly as ‘Mr’. Perhaps it was in deference to his age. He was fifteen years older than MacDiarmada.
            
5 Joe Good, Enchanted by Dreams: The Journals of a Revolutionary, (Dingle, 1996).
            
6 His name is often spelt Lee-Wilson but is spelt on his grave slab Lea-Wilson. He was married to a Cork woman, Dr Marie Ryan.
            
7 BMH WS 638 Patrick Caldwell.
            
8 C.T. Travers, Sean MacDiarmada, p. 37.
            
9 This account is largely based on the witness statement of Seán J Murphy, WS 204 and Thomas Doyle, WS 1041.
            
10 BMH WS 1670 Seamus Kavanagh.
            



  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Chapter Eleven

• • • • • • •
            
May 1916
‘We Will Be Shot’

MacDiarmada’s court martial and execution were not the assembly line procedures that General Maxwell had established as soon as the prisoners had arrived in Richmond Barracks. Just before MacDiarmada was dealt with political considerations had brought Maxwell’s assembly line to a juddering halt but the general was determined MacDiarmada and Connolly would pay the ultimate penalty.
         
By the time on 3 May when MacDiarmada was ordered out of the line of deportees and escorted back into custody in Richmond Barracks the first courts martial and executions had already taken place. There had been six courts martial on 2 May, three death sentences handed down and three executions carried out in the early hours of 3 May: Patrick Pearse, Thomas MacDonagh and Tom Clarke. General Maxwell intended to proceed with all speed, with teams of officers conducting simultaneous courts martial. He was apologetic that the first courts martial had not taken place until 2 May because of ‘unavoidable delay’, informing the Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener, that he expected ‘to be through with this part in a week to ten days’. He was as good as his word.
         
The order in which the courts martial were held seems to have been based on the number allocated to prisoners in Richmond Barracks when they were processed rather than on the importance of the prisoner or the charges levelled against him or her. MacDiarmada had the highest number, Prisoner Number 91, perhaps because he arrived last, and Number 90 was James Connolly who had been separately processed in Dublin Castle where he had been taken because of his gunshot wound. They were the last of the leaders tried (both on the same day, 9 May) and executed (on 12 May) within Maxwell’s ten-day target.
After the surrender, MacDiarmada never had any doubt that he would be executed. Indeed he expected it and at times expressed the view that his execution, along with that of the other signatories of the Proclamation, was inevitable and necessary for the Rising to have maximum impact.1 Desmond Ryan, the journalist and author who fought in the GPO, said in a BBC interview in 1966 that MacDiarmada told him after the surrender, ‘I am going to be shot. If I am not shot, all this is worthless.’ After the decision in Moore Street to surrender, MacDiarmada had told many Volunteers, including Jim Ryan, that ‘the signatories would be shot and the rest set free’. Towards the end of the first week in May, after several executions, MacDiarmada said, ‘Only Connolly and myself of the signatories are left. We will be shot.’
         
Now that the Rising had taken place, MacDiarmada’s greatest concern was to ensure martyrs from his generation for people in Ireland to commemorate in future, to add to those from previous generations like the Manchester Martyrs or his own favourite, Robert Emmet. The IRB had always used commemorations to keep alive the spirit of insurrection against British rule. That is the main reason why they worked to ensure that funerals like O’Donovan Rossa’s in 1915 were such important occasions. Over the previous ten years MacDiarmada had spoken annually at every commemoration of both the Manchester Martyrs and Robert Emmet, always a special occasion for him.
He told Volunteers in Tralee in 1914 that, ‘The spark of nationality left is the result of the sacrifice of the Manchester Martyrs nearly half a century ago and it will be necessary for some of us to offer ourselves as martyrs if nothing better can be done to preserve the Irish national spirit and hand it down to future generations.’ Speaking to Volunteers on St Patrick’s Day 1916 in Limerick he told them that ‘the Irish national spirit has sunk to a lower ebb than it did at any period in the history of our country’. He believed, correctly, that the executions of the leaders of the Rising would renew that spirit. After hearing the first shots fired in Kilmainham in the early hours of the morning of 3 May, he told a fellow prisoner, ‘the shots are our victory. Had they [the British] not shot them, we would be presented as a lot of poltroons who dared challenge the power of England. I’ll be shot and I hope I will be.’
         
For Irish Party MPs, however, the rapid courts martial of the leading figures of the Rising, held in secret with barely a pretence of due process, each followed by execution at 3.30 or 4.00 the next morning, were a political disaster. By the end of the first week in May, after the executions of Patrick Pearse, Tom Clarke and Thomas MacDonagh on 3 May, Willie Pearse, Ned Daly, Michael O’Hanrahan and Joseph Plunkett on 4 May, John MacBride on 5 May, and with five more men sentenced to death, even English politicians began to sniff political danger. Alarm bells rang in Westminster. The British Army’s Adjutant-General Sir Nevil Macready wired Maxwell at 12.10 a.m. on 5 May, ‘PM has told me to impress upon you the necessity of avoiding anything which might give rise to a charge of hasty procedure or want of due care and deliberation in confirming sentences.’ Asquith warned that ‘anything like a large number of executions would excite a swift revulsion of feeling here and sow the seeds of trouble in Ireland.’ Maxwell was called to London to explain himself to the Cabinet.
Irish politicians were in a state of shock and anger. They knew exactly what was at stake politically as the British government and military proceeded to follow the traditional script the IRB had written for them. John Redmond had written to Asquith on 3 May after the first executions to warn ‘that if any more executions take place in Ireland, the position will become impossible for any constitutional party or leader’ and he was absolutely correct.
         
In Dublin, where hundreds of men had been taken prisoner and continuing military raids threw more men in jail, people did not know who was likely to be next for the firing squad. The speed and secrecy had the rumour mill spinning. Few people knew what group was behind the insurrection but the only organisation which had expressed views similar to those in the Proclamation was Sinn Féin, which had nothing to do with the Rising. Nevertheless, within a week politicians and newspapers in Britain and Ireland began to call the event ‘the Sinn Féin Rising’ and give rein to their indignation at the blameless Sinn Féin movement. Very swiftly however, anger and outrage at the death and destruction the Rising had caused began to turn to anger at the British military and outrage at the executions. On 8 May Sean Heuston, Michael Mallin, Con Colbert and Éamonn Ceannt were executed. Of the four, only Ceannt was a signatory of the Proclamation.
Political pressure then abruptly slowed Maxwell down but it was too late. The consequences that MacDiarmada had hoped for were already beginning to happen. MacDiarmada wanted to be shot for exactly the same reasons as Irish Party MPs did not want executions. As far as the objective of raising national consciousness went, the Rising was a success and the horrified Irish Party MPs confirmed it.
         
John Dillon MP, who was, in effect, John Redmond’s deputy leader, let fly at Westminster on 11 May in a lengthy and emotional speech in which he excoriated the government’s response to the Rising and clearly articulated the effects of the executions on Irish politics. He told the House of Commons that Francis Sheehy-Skeffington, a well-known Dublin intellectual and pacifist, had been shot out of hand in Portobello Barracks and the army denied it for days. As a result, ‘can we blame the population of Dublin if they believe, as they do believe, that dozens of other men have been summarily shot in the barracks?’ He went on,
We are held up to odium as traitors by those men who made this rebellion … and now you are washing out our whole life work in a sea of blood … What is happening is that thousands of people in Dublin, who ten days ago were bitterly opposed to the whole of the Sinn Féin movement and to the rebellion, are now becoming infuriated against the government on account of these executions, and, as I am informed by letters received this morning, that feeling is spreading throughout the country in a most dangerous degree.

Dillon told Asquith, ‘this series of executions is doing more harm than any Englishman in this House can fathom’. Asquith was alarmed at the reports he was receiving from General Maxwell and the representations from Irish MPs. The day after Dillon’s speech he travelled to Ireland to see for himself.
         
MacDiarmada’s court martial had taken place on 9 May. Like all the others, it was a travesty conforming to all the stereotypes of British injustice in Ireland. On the previous evening a British officer had given him a sheet of paper containing the charges against him. The charges were the same as those preferred against all the prominent figures court-martialled, namely that he:
Did an act, to wit did take part in an armed rebellion and in the waging of war against His Majesty the King, such act being of such a nature as to be calculated to be prejudicial to the Defence of the Realm and being done with the intention and for the purpose of assisting the enemy.
Did attempt to cause disaffection among the civilian population of His Majesty.

As with all the other accused, MacDiarmada had no time to prepare a defence because his court martial was due to begin at 11.00 the next morning. Nor was he allowed to have defence counsel or call witnesses. The court president was a Colonel Douglas Sapte, who had retired on 3 January 1914 but after the outbreak of war had volunteered and had been assigned on 23 August as an Assistant Adjutant-General, which presumably meant he had some legal training. Sapte was joined by Lieutenant-Colonel Philip Bent, a gung-ho twenty-six-year-old Canadian who would win the Victoria Cross in 1917 when he was killed in action, and forty-four-year-old Major FW Woodward, who had served for the whole of his previous career in Africa, mainly Egypt, and was therefore well accustomed to dealing with ‘lesser breeds without the law’ as Kipling described the natives in the British empire. There would of course be no jury and proceedings would be held in secret. There was no question of an appeal.
         
Since the result was a foregone conclusion and there was neither the time nor any point in trying to make preparations, MacDiarmada’s fellow prisoners organised a concert for him the night before the court martial. MacDiarmada’s contribution was to recite what was apparently his party piece, ‘Brian Boy Magee’, bloodthirsty doggerel of no literary merit by Ethna Carbery. It concerned the massacre of Catholics in Islandmagee near Larne in 1641 and Brian Boy Magee’s determination to exact revenge from the ‘redcoats’; poetic licence, since the red tunic was not adopted until 1645. For MacDiarmada and his comrades that night, the word ‘redcoats’ at least had the merit of leaving no one in any doubt who the enemy was.
The next morning, MacDiarmada shaved with a razor one of the British soldiers guarding the prisoners had lent him. His remark, ‘I have to make a nice corpse, you know,’ indicated his estimation of his chances before the court martial. He was escorted in, pleaded ‘Not Guilty’ to both charges, and conducted his own defence. After all, he had no option. There was, however, some attempt to make the proceedings look like a trial rather than the kangaroo courts of the first week. Six witnesses for the prosecution were called, but of course no witnesses for the defence. However, the fact that the prosecution produced six witnesses is testimony to the effect the representations of the Irish MPs were having and the growing uneasiness in Westminster. Previous courts martial had fewer: in the case of both Tom Clarke and Thomas MacDonagh, only one. But the so-called ‘witnesses’ were all military or police, with the addition in MacDiarmada’s case of a prison warder.
         
As it was, the witnesses’ testimony did little to connect MacDiarmada to an ‘armed rebellion’. The first witness was MacDiarmada’s bête noire, Detective Daniel Hoey. Hoey testified that he had known MacDiarmada for three and a half years, had observed him attending meetings of the executive of the Irish Volunteers, associating with other leaders of the Volunteers, and frequently visiting Tom Clarke’s shop, where other leaders went regularly. Nothing that he said placed MacDiarmada in an armed rebellion.
         
The military witnesses gave evidence of MacDiarmada being in one of the ‘two armed parties who surrendered on 29 April’ and of saying ‘he had his place in the organisation’, that his name was taken as one of those who surrendered and that he was subsequently detained in Richmond Barracks. None of them saw him with a weapon. The note found on him in Richmond Barracks was presented as evidence to the court martial. Written in Liberty Hall, it said:
         
To the man in charge in camp. Frederick St. I want all your men to report to me at Liberty Hall by 11 a.m. today Monday with full equipment. Seán MacDiarmada. 24/4/16.

The Clerk Warden of Mountjoy Prison testified that the writing was MacDiarmada’s and produced the cash and property books from the prison to show MacDiarmada’s writing and signature.
The conclusive evidence against him which sealed his fate as far as General Maxwell was concerned was his signature on the Proclamation. What is extremely frustrating is that although MacDiarmada cross-examined the witnesses there is no record of his questions: only the answers of the witnesses. There also appears to be a section of the court-martial record missing, so that it cannot be known whether the fact that MacDiarmada signed the Proclamation was raised and, if so, in what way and by whom. It has to be assumed his signature was a factor taken into account by the court martial because a copy of what is known as ‘the half proclamation’ is appended to MacDiarmada’s court-martial papers. This document is the last three paragraphs of the Proclamation, printed by the British army from plates found after the Rising. Finally, because of the missing section, or sections, it cannot be said definitively that MacDiarmada did not make a statement in his defence.
         
What is clear is that in MacDiarmada’s case, as in all the others, mere membership of the Irish Volunteers was taken as sufficient evidence of being guilty of an armed rebellion. As far as the British were concerned, the Irish Volunteers, as an organisation, had staged the rebellion, so if you were a Volunteer, you were a rebel. In the case of men like MacDiarmada, proving that they were in leadership positions, for example membership of the Volunteer executive, was enough to establish their guilt beyond doubt. Their signatures on the Proclamation clinched it.
However, trying to analyse the rationale and processes of the courts martial means treating them like normal courts with established legal procedures when that was not the case, though Asquith and the Cabinet worked hard to pretend that it was. People assumed that because Ireland was under martial law, the courts martial operated under martial law. In fact this was not the case as the British prime minister went out of his way to explain to the House of Commons. Maxwell had wanted to use martial law, possibly to have summary executions, but was expressly forbidden. Asquith was anxious to give the appearance of due legal process using statute law so as to avoid the impression that law and order in Ireland had broken down and to curb any slide towards anything resembling ‘German militarism’ which British politicians and newspapers had regularly condemned since the outbreak of the war. After all, the events of Easter Week had been largely confined to the capital. In any case, the whole concept of martial law ran against Asquith’s Liberal sensibilities.
         
Therefore the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), which contained penalties for collusion with the enemy, was used and care was taken to charge each man under DORA provisions which had been enacted by Parliament and therefore civilian, not martial law. The courts martial were simply an effort to design a legal fig leaf to cover the executions of men the military had already decided were going to be shot for armed rebellion. The only questions were how many would be shot and when a halt would be called to the executions.
These questions were still unanswered on 10 May, two days before MacDiarmada and Connolly were shot. MacDiarmada was found guilty of armed rebellion and sentenced to death on 9 May. General Maxwell immediately confirmed the death sentence. In previous cases, after Maxwell had confirmed the sentence, the man had been executed at dawn the following morning, normal British military practice.2 However, this rapid execution procedure was not followed in the case of MacDiarmada.
         
By this stage in the courts-martial process, Maxwell felt obliged to explain himself to the Cabinet and was maintaining constant contact with Whitehall. He had to bear in mind the telegram from Macready warning him to avoid anything that might give rise to a charge of hasty procedure or want of due care and deliberation in confirming sentences. Maxwell had already warned the prime minister on the morning of MacDiarmada’s court martial on 9 May that if he and Connolly were found guilty they would suffer ‘the extreme penalty’. Asquith instructed Maxwell on 10 May ‘that no further executions are to take place until further orders’, countermanding a decision Maxwell had conveyed to him earlier that same day telling him Connolly and MacDiarmada would be shot at dawn on 11 May.
On 11 May Maxwell sent Asquith a set of typed memoranda entitled ‘Short History of rebels on whom it has been necessary to inflict the supreme penalty’, explaining briefly the circumstances of each man executed and the two currently under sentence of death. Each is stamped, ‘Deputy Adjutant General Richmond Barracks 11 May 1916’. In brackets beside MacDiarmada’s name on his memorandum is hand-written, ‘Execution suspended by Prime Minister’s orders’.
Maxwell’s memo on MacDiarmada reads:
This man signed the Declaration of Irish Independence. He was one of the most prominent of the leaders of the Irish Volunteers and attended at the meetings of the Executive and Control Councils.
            
He wrote and sent dispatches and mobilisation orders for and to the rebels during the rebellion and he surrendered with a body of rebels in Sackville Street with whom he had been operating for the previous week.

Asquith now had documents to hand justifying each execution, which, it seems, gave him added confidence. Already on 10 May he had told the House of Commons, ‘The trials by court martial of those who took an active part in the rising in Dublin are practically finished and beyond two sentences which have already been confirmed we have the best reasons for hoping and believing that there may be no further necessity to proceed with the extreme penalty.’ After receiving the documentation from Maxwell, Asquith told the House on 11 May,
There are two other persons who are under sentence of death – a sentence which has been confirmed by the General – both of whom signed the Proclamation and took an active part in the actual rebellion in Dublin. I do not see my way, and the Government do not see their way, to interfere with the decision of Sir John Maxwell that in these two cases the extreme penalty must be paid. If it was justifiable, as we think it was, in the case of the five other persons who signed the Proclamation, it would be extremely difficult, on any ground of justice or of fairness, to discriminate between them and these two others simply for the reason that they happen to have been tried a little later in point of date.
            

A lawyer himself and noted procrastinator, Asquith was unlikely to direct Maxwell to have MacDiarmada executed. He had now dithered for two days but his remarks in the House of Commons indicate he supported Maxwell’s decision. The decisive intervention came from Lord Kitchener, no doubt acting with Asquith’s approval. Kitchener told Maxwell at 2.40 p.m. on 11 May, unless he heard to the contrary from Asquith, to carry out the sentences on 12 May. On 11 May Asquith travelled to Ireland overnight on the boat train and arrived at Dún Laoghaire early the following morning, a couple of hours after the two executions had been carried out, the last from the Rising. He met Maxwell that day and told him there should be no more executions except of men against whom charges such as murder could be proved. However, Maxwell would have been happy to have got his way with Connolly and MacDiarmada, as he had written to his wife telling her they were ‘the worst of the lot’.
None of these behind-the-scenes machinations was known to MacDiarmada or his friends. They were aware that something had happened to halt the relentless parade of executions but they could not know what was going on. After Asquith’s instruction on 10 May to stay the execution it took a long time for the decision to work its way down to the condemned man. The evidence for this comes from the lengthy account of Father (later Monsignor) Patrick Browne, who was with MacDiarmada on the evening of 10 May.
         
Browne had cycled to Kilmainham after Min Ryan had told him MacDiarmada was to be shot at dawn on 11 May. The military had read out his sentence to MacDiarmada, including the date of his execution. Major WS Lennon, the prison commandant, told Browne that he had half an hour with MacDiarmada, but no one came near him for several hours. Thinking about this delay years later, Browne surmised that it was as a result of John Dillon’s speech in Westminster that Asquith ‘got the military authorities to stay their hand’. He thought the order had come in during that half hour because he believed, ‘Major Lennon completely forgot about me and sent nobody to take me out. It was the small hours of the morning when I left. I was about five or six hours there. This was the night of 10-11 May’.
It can be seen that Browne was a bit confused about the dates, understandably so because he was dictating his witness statement in 1952, thirty-four years after the events. The Dillon speech he refers to was actually on 11 May, the day after his visit. Browne reckons he arrived at Kilmainham about eight o’clock in the evening of 10 May so it would not have been until about one or two o’clock the next morning that Major Lennon came to tell MacDiarmada that he would not be executed in an hour or so as he had been told. No reason was given, and no new time was set because obviously Maxwell did not receive the go-ahead from Kitchener until the afternoon of 11 May.
         
There is no explanation of the unconscionable delay in Major Lennon informing MacDiarmada. Perhaps the military authorities at Richmond Barracks neglected to tell Lennon until the last minute? There is no way of knowing. Although the news was obviously emotionally disturbing Browne recalled MacDiarmada simply saying, ‘It’s only going to be postponed, but you never know. Life is sweet.’ The next day, when the priest heard MacDiarmada would be executed on 12 May, he returned in the evening but this time got half an hour only. Fr Browne tried to raise MacDiarmada’s hopes but he said, ‘I don’t believe that I am to get out of it so easily as that.’
MacDiarmada used the two days between sentence and execution to write two letters, one to his close friend John Daly in Limerick and one to his brothers and sisters, in both cases extolling the effects of the Rising. He told Daly, ‘We die that the Irish nation may live, our blood will re-baptise and reinvigorate the old land.’ In similar terms he wrote to his family, ‘The cause for which I die has been re-baptised during the past week by the blood of as good men as ever trod God’s earth’.
As the time for his execution drew close, late on 11 May, and it was clear there would be no reprieve, he asked to see Min Ryan and her sister Phyllis. Min Ryan recalls her shock and dismay to receive the call to visit because there had been no executions since 9 May and there was hope there would be no more. The sisters were brought to Kilmainham by military car, collecting on the way others MacDiarmada had asked for: his accountant, John Reynolds, also an IRB member and his landlady, Elizabeth Dunne. Apart from wanting to see them for the last time, MacDiarmada wanted to make his will. Min Ryan and Elizabeth Dunne witnessed it. He left £43, about €2,600 in today’s money, ‘to my sole executor John R. Reynolds for the purposes of the trusts verbally arranged with him’. He signed the will after midnight in a strong, steady, confident hand.
         
Min Ryan records the visit lasted about three hours, from around midnight until about 3.00 a.m. when the prison chaplain, Fr Eugene McCarthy, arrived to stay with MacDiarmada and minister to him at his execution. The priest’s sudden appearance was a shock, ‘a great jerk’, Min Ryan said. They all stood up promptly. Until that point they had been talking about the Rising and laughing about ‘the people who were in it and people that weren’t in it’. The idea was to keep his mind off ‘what was going to happen’.
Min Ryan said MacDiarmada harboured no ill will towards people like Eoin MacNeill or those who had not turned out, which was in marked contrast to the lengthy conversation he had had the day before with Fr Browne. Browne said that MacDiarmada was ‘very severe in his condemnation of MacNeill’ because without his countermand it ‘would have been a really formidable rising with a much better chance of world reverberation than that week’s fighting in Dublin. I think he felt very bitter about the calling off.’
         
This recollection of MacDiarmada’s attitude corresponds more closely than Min Ryan’s to other evidence of his disgust with MacNeill. Frank Thornton, whose court martial was the same day as MacDiarmada’s (and indeed they had been marched together from Richmond to Kilmainham, with Harry Boland supporting MacDiarmada) recalled that he had been sitting with MacDiarmada in a group of prisoners on a patch of lawn at Richmond Barracks when Eoin MacNeill arrived as a prisoner under guard. MacNeill went to MacDiarmada and ‘tried to shake hands with him, but Seán turned his back and walked away’.
Perhaps in the circumstances, a short while before facing the firing squad, MacDiarmada did not want to give Min Ryan the impression that he harboured ill will, was bitter or disappointed or, worse, to imply that he was annoyed with her role in bringing the countermand to Wexford. As it was, his parting with Min Ryan was not as he, or indeed she, would have wished. It is clear from her account that MacDiarmada very much wished to be left alone with her. ‘He was very anxious to have the others go but there was no budge out of them. “That is all now”, Seán would say, but there was no budge at all. Then we all came out together.’
         
Did he want to tell her, as he wrote to his family, that if he had lived, Min Ryan, ‘in all probability would have been my wife’? It was only some time after his execution that she heard that. Instead, with the others remaining in his cell rather than leaving them alone, MacDiarmada busied himself making mementoes for friends. Min Ryan says,
The most pathetic scene was where he tried to produce keepsakes for different girlfriends3 of his we mentioned. He sat down at the table and tried to scratch his name and the date on the few coins he had left and on the buttons which he cut from his clothes with a penknife somewhat reluctantly provided by the young officer who stood by.
            

When Fr McCarthy appeared at 3.00 a.m. Min Ryan was ‘the last to say goodbye to MacDiarmada and he said, just said, “We never thought that it would end like this, that this would be the end.” Yes, that’s all he said, although he knew himself, long before that, what the end would be for him.’
Ever practical and organised, MacDiarmada, an inveterate smoker, had arranged enough cigarettes to chain-smoke to the end. When his visitors left at 3.00 a.m. he had two cigarettes left from the five he had started the visit with. Fr McCarthy heard his last confession, then MacDiarmada sat down and wrote his last statement.
         
I, Seán MacDiarmada, before paying the penalty of death for my love of country and hatred of her slavery, desire to leave this message to my fellow-countrymen:
That I die as I have lived, bearing no malice to any man, and in perfect peace with Almighty God. The principles for which I give my life are so sacred that I now walk to my death in the most perfectly calm and collected manner.
I go to my death for Ireland’s cause as fearlessly as I have worked for that sacred cause during all my short life.
I ask the Reverend Eugene McCarthy, who has prepared me to meet my God, and who has given me courage to undergo this ordeal, to convey this message to my fellow-countrymen.
God Save Ireland.

Seán MacDiarmada was shot at 3.45 a.m. on 12 May and shortly afterwards Fr McCarthy gave his statement and his yellow woollen scarf to Min Ryan.
Notes
1 Quotations from MacDiarmada in this chapter rely on Piaras F. MacLochlainn, Last Words: Letters and Statements of the Leaders Executed after the Rising at Easter 1916, (Dublin Stationery Office 1990), G. McAtasney, Seán MacDiarmada, the Mind of the Revolution and B. Barton, The Secret Court Martial Records of the Easter Rising, (Stroud, 2010).
            
2 Some people have implied the executions took place in the middle of the night as an added measure of secrecy or concealment but that was not the case. Dawn was about 3.30 a.m. since the new practice of daylight saving did not come into operation in Ireland until 21 May 1916 and Greenwich Mean Time did not operate in Ireland until 1917.
            
3 In this instance, Min Ryan is using the term ‘girlfriend’ not in a romantic sense, but to mean a close female friend.
            



  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Conclusion

Seán MacDiarmada organised the Easter Rising. Professor FX Martin called him ‘the mainspring’. Organising was what MacDiarmada did best. He had been doing it all his adult life since first being appointed full-time paid organiser for the Dungannon Clubs in County Tyrone in 1907, then Sinn Féin organiser of the Leitrim by-election, then national organiser for Sinn Féin, and finally the task that dominated his every waking hour from 1908 on, organising and regenerating the IRB into a national movement capable of staging an insurrection.
         
Clearly, MacDiarmada’s organising skills were a talent his colleagues recognised and valued. Equally, for his part he wanted to be in control: it wasn’t simply a matter of doing his job. He went beyond the call of duty. As manager of Irish Freedom he kept working through meal times until he finished the task in hand. For MacDiarmada, working for Irish independence was a vocation which consumed his life.
         
Parallel with his organising and recruitment work for the IRB, he engaged in a raft of Irish-Ireland activities which he saw as an essential component of his vision of an independent Ireland. For example, at Christmas 1908, alongside his job as full-time organiser for the IRB, he also found time to organise Aonach na Nollag in the Rotunda in Dublin. It was an Irish-Ireland fair, a showcase of Irish agricultural and manufactured goods, coupled with Irish music and song illustrating the Sinn Féin concept of developing native industry and national pride. It was an overwhelming success with several thousand visitors in the run up to Christmas. MacDiarmada had rounded up the exhibitors and managed everything down to the smallest detail. The whole exercise was repeated for Christmas 1912.
         
In contrast to his other activities, Aonach na Nollag was open and above board and well publicised. There is even a photograph of the committee including MacDiarmada. As far as his political activities were concerned however, ‘secrecy was his watchword’ as Min Ryan later said. After he began concentrating on reorganising the IRB rather than Sinn Féin, and particularly after 1912 when he was a member of the IRB Supreme Council, his travels around Ireland would be unknown if it were not for reports from the police tailing him. This obsession with secrecy and security in the preparation for the Rising led to the sharpest criticisms of MacDiarmada from his IRB colleagues, as well as to accusations of deception and downright lies.
         
There seems little doubt that there were two sides to MacDiarmada. To outward appearances he was a cheerful, laughing, light-hearted character. His popularity is illustrated by the generous response to the collection Batt O’Connor organised from him after he was struck down by polio in 1911.1 Liam Manahan from Limerick said in his witness statement that he had never seen MacDiarmada ‘otherwise but laughing’.2 Robert Brennan, a Volunteer from Wexford, said MacDiarmada, ‘had more personal charm than anyone I have ever known’.3 Frank Fahy’s wife Anna said, ‘I never saw him in a bad humour. He was the most lovable character of the lot.’ Then she added, ‘He could size a man up at a glance.’4 Aoife de Burca, a member of Cumann na mBan, said ‘MacDiarmada had a wonderful personality and everyone loved and trusted him. I can see him now as I saw him then [in the GPO] his pale, handsome face and large dark eyes luminous with the fire of enthusiasm.’5
         
There is no doubt, as Aoife de Burca suggested, that there was a sulphurous intensity about MacDiarmada which sometimes manifested itself in his gaze. Under the surface of his bonhomie and easy-going friendliness there was the steeliness of a zealot. Often he seems to have been on a very short fuse, which he normally controlled quite well. However, on occasion the underlying tension would burst out. He did not like to be contradicted or frustrated. He quickly lost his temper with hecklers in Belfast in 1906, though he soon learned to control that impulse during speeches and became an accomplished performer.
         
He had no patience with people who held political views different from his own. There was the occasion when he threw a man out of the IRB for placing the cause of Labour above that of Irish independence, a mortal sin in MacDiarmada’s eyes. His best known dispute was with Bulmer Hobson, the man who introduced him to republicanism and whom MacDiarmada supplanted in Tom Clarke’s affections. Their disagreement simmered for a couple of years until it boiled over in 1914 about control of the Volunteers. As the Rising drew closer, the strain on him showed more obviously. MacDiarmada once shouted at Kathleen Clarke for criticising the quality of the Volunteers in Limerick. Michael Staines recalled that during a discussion in March 1916 at the Volunteer Council about the wisdom of a rising, some men expressed the belief that a rising would fail. MacDiarmada jumped up and asked, ‘Was Robert Emmet a failure?’6
         
MacDiarmada was always decisive, to the point of appearing impulsive at times. It was MacDiarmada who resolved the issue about whether James Connolly would stage an insurrection with his Citizen Army and damage the prospects of the IRB rising. Without consulting anyone other than Plunkett and perhaps Pearse, he brought Connolly into the innermost secrets of the Military Council’s plans. It was MacDiarmada who had Hobson taken out of circulation the Good Friday before the Rising.
There was a reckless and daring side to MacDiarmada. His speech in Tuam in 1915, which landed him in jail at a time when planning for a rising was gathering pace, was irresponsible. Was he daring the police to arrest him? He obviously did not think he would be arrested because he was carrying on his person a notebook with the names of all the senior IRB men in Connacht, also irresponsible.
         
Always carrying a revolver, as he did at Tuam, was an act of bravado but MacDiarmada was also making a serious statement by doing so. He was asserting the right of Irishmen to carry arms, something British governments had sought to deny until the turn of the twentieth century, when legislation prohibiting the purchase and acquisition of firearms was repealed.
The sort of actions he indulged in at Tuam, reckless though they were, were characteristic of MacDiarmada. He went out of his way to show his contempt for the law and the Crown forces. From his earliest days as a political activist in Belfast, he rejected the right of the British government to govern Ireland and during his career continually urged people to take action to deny and frustrate British rule. At every opportunity he advised people not to join the British forces, not to participate in juries, not to take part in elections. It was a matter of pride not to moderate his language after the war broke out in 1914, but it was reckless and he paid for it.
Perhaps one of the reasons for MacDiarmada’s behaviour and his frustration with opposition he met, both from the state and from political opponents like the Irish Party and the AOH, was the fact that from 1906 MacDiarmada lived in a republican bubble. All his spare time, such as it was, was spent in the Keating branch of the Gaelic League, in the Celtic Literary Society, acting in the Irish language drama society Na hAisteoiri or participating in soirées with like-minded Irish-Irelanders, sometimes playing bridge on a Sunday evening in the house of Kit Ryan, later Seán T O’Kelly’s wife, where ‘Sinn Féiners, Gaelic Leaguers and Volunteers’ regularly gathered.7 MacDiarmada lived in a closed world of people committed to establishing an independent Ireland with a distinctive Irish identity. He was prepared to go to any length to achieve that goal, and was one of a small minority who believed that the only way was through an insurrection. In his case he probably came to that conclusion in 1908, convinced of the futility of electoral politics by the Leitrim by-election and his earliest contacts with Tom Clarke.
         
Any activity that distracted from MacDiarmada’s goal he pushed aside or attacked. To that extent MacDiarmada viewed Larkin’s trade union agitation and the disturbances leading to the Dublin Lockout in 1913 as a threat and a diversion from the main task. As he wrote to Joe McGarrity about the Labour turmoil in 1913, ‘we will not be dragged aside’. In the end he succeeded in co-opting revolutionary socialism in Dublin, in the person of James Connolly, into the republican revolutionary cause in 1916.
MacDiarmada devoted the whole of his adult life to the cause of Irish freedom. He was only being accurate when he described his religion on the 1911 census form as ‘Náisiúntacht na hÉireann’ (Irish nationalist). Originally quite religious, as he fell under the influence of Bulmer Hobson and Denis McCullough he became a lapsed Catholic, hostile to the Church because of the way it treated republicans. He developed a particular bee in his bonnet, as he confided to Fr Browne during their conversation on the night before his originally scheduled execution, about the Church refusing to perform burial rites at the funeral of Charles Kickham, a member of the first executive of the IRB, when he died in 1882. Republicanism became MacDiarmada’s religion. He had no time for anything else.
         
There is no evidence that MacDiarmada ever had a meaningful relationship with a woman. Min Ryan was his girlfriend from 1915 until his death. They met for coffee in Bewley’s, sometimes on a daily basis, often with one of her sisters as a chaperone, but it’s doubtful if they ever even held hands. He wrote frequently to her but there are no love letters, no expressions of affection or even any endearments in his letters. The letters are usually about himself and his political activity, describing rushing from one meeting to another and apologising for being late or being unable to keep an appointment. He was prepared to use Min Ryan as he did others of his acquaintance in the cause of Irish independence, including asking her in 1915 to embark on a hazardous trip to Germany to seek military aid for a rising. Yet their relationship was not close enough for him to let her into the details of the Rising. He even kept her in the dark about the date, one side effect being that she unwittingly carried Eoin MacNeill’s countermand to her home county of Wexford.
         
MacDiarmada had no scruples about any of the lies or deception he engaged in to ensure the Rising was kept secret. In later years, colleagues castigated him for excluding them from his plans. Dr Pat McCartan was particularly scathing, but then McCartan felt he had been made a fool of in Tyrone at Easter 1916 and blamed MacDiarmada for that and for the chaos involving about a hundred Belfast Volunteers who travelled to Coalisland in Tyrone led by Denis McCullough. As a senior IRB man, McCartan was angry and annoyed at being left out of the loop about the Rising. His men refused to take orders from McCullough, and MacNeill’s countermand then further confused matters. Of course the real culprit was MacNeill, not MacDiarmada.
As Frank Fahy’s wife Anna said, MacDiarmada could size a man up at a glance and he selected IRB men who would serve as Volunteer commandants all over Ireland. He certainly had the measure of MacNeill, a ditherer, a self-important prig, a man who, as the events of Holy Week 1916 demonstrated, resembled a cushion, bearing the impression of the person who last sat on him. Unfortunately, probably goaded by Pearse’s contemptuous dismissal of him on Holy Thursday night, MacNeill was finally persuaded to take what was probably the only decisive action of his life, something MacDiarmada never imagined he was capable of, and the result turned the formidable national insurrection MacDiarmada had planned into the Dublin-based last stand.
         
However, the Rising MacDiarmada planned was not a ‘blood sacrifice’, nor intended to be. The Rising that happened was not the one that he envisaged. MacDiarmada had organised an enormous coordinated uprising with hundreds of men available in Kerry and Limerick, 1,000 in Cork, 700 in County Galway, and 1,300 in the south Armagh, south Down, Louth and Meath area, not to mention the four battalions in the Dublin brigade. German weapons would arm the men of the southwest.
Over two days it all fell apart. The crucial German weapons consignment was lost. Then the fatal countermanding order scuppered the deployment of the Volunteers around the country on Easter Sunday. Yet MacDiarmada pressed on. Why? The obvious answer is that it was MacDiarmada’s unshakeable conviction that it was essential to strike a blow for Irish independence, that he had been working to that end for years, that he probably felt he had to carry on just like his hero and inspiration Robert Emmet had done in 1803 even after his uprising had been compromised.
There were also practical considerations: the discovery of the Castle Document suggested to MacDiarmada and others that they were all in imminent danger of arrest. The need for action became more urgent after the news that the German weaponry had been lost. It was now certain that the British forces in Ireland would move against the whole Volunteer movement.
         
In short, in MacDiarmada’s mind there was nothing to lose, no alternative but to press on with the Rising, albeit postponed for twenty-four hours. He believed that he would have time on Sunday and into the early hours of Monday to send enough dispatches to undo the worst of the damage MacNeill’s meddling had inflicted on his plans, and because of his detailed knowledge of the arrangements for the Rising, MacDiarmada’s argument carried the day on Easter Sunday.
It is true that from time to time MacDiarmada used language that leads people to think that the reason he pressed on was because he was a believer in the concept of a blood sacrifice. For example, he told a crowd in Tralee in 1914 that, ‘the Irish patriotic spirit will die forever unless a blood sacrifice is made in the next few years’. He talked on other occasions about ‘re-baptising the old land’ and suchlike. However, his phraseology is language he almost certainly learnt from Pearse. Indeed, it reads like direct quotations. It is language MacDiarmada had not used before Pearse came onto the scene as a leading orator at IRB occasions.
MacDiarmada was not a sophisticated political thinker. Unlike Pearse, he would not have been familiar with Nietzschean concepts like the propaganda of the deed or how a single dramatic action can make a man ‘immortal’, the sort of motivation which drove Gavrilo Princip to kill Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914. MacDiarmada was of an altogether more practical bent. He was a ‘doer’ rather than a thinker. However, he would have sympathised with the view Princip expressed at his trial: ‘I am a Yugoslav nationalist, aiming for the unification of all Yugoslavs, and I do not care what form of state, but it must be free from Austria.’ Transpose the words Irish for Yugoslav and England for Austria and MacDiarmada could have said it.
         
MacDiarmada never publicly articulated his idea of how an independent Ireland would be governed. He did subscribe to and sell the newspaper Republic in the north of the country in 1906 and 1907, but Hobson wrote its editorials. MacDiarmada managed Irish Freedom, but PS O’Hegarty says he never wrote a word of it. For MacDiarmada, the priority was to organize a powerful insurrection and strike a blow against the British to demonstrate that Irish men and women rejected any English claim to govern Ireland. He believed it was right to strike that blow in any case, but that it was essential to do it before the war was over so that Ireland could stake a claim to independence at the inevitable peace conference.
         
In this respect, MacDiarmada was a man of his time, a time when nationalism and self-determination were to be the guiding principles of state organisation. There was a strong feeling among advanced nationalists that it was now or never for Irish independence, and a great fear that Ireland would be ‘left behind’ as Finland, Poland, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia all emerged from suppression by empires.
         
In the spirit of that time President Wilson of the United States would lay down in 1918 in his Fourteen Points to guide peace negotiations, ‘a strict observance of the principle that in determining all such questions of sovereignty the interests of the populations concerned must have equal weight with the equitable claims of the government whose title is to be determined’. It seemed a vindication of the position the IRB adopted in August 1914. The snag for Ireland was that Wilson was talking about colonial and imperial claims being adjusted. In Ireland’s case, Britain, the imperial power, had to lose the war for Ireland to benefit from the principle of self-determination.
Such technicalities did not detain Seán MacDiarmada in 1914. He believed that if Ireland did not demonstrate a will for independence by an insurrection against English rule, just as other nations were doing against the Ottomans, the Russians and the Austrians, then the British government could claim that Irish people were content to be governed by the British and the Irish national spirit would die. There had to be organised resistance. MacDiarmada devoted his life to demonstrating that there was a distinct Irish identity and that the Irish people did have a will to be independent and to rule themselves. As MacDiarmada said to comrades in Richmond barracks, in his mind it was important that the British executed him and the other leaders of the Easter Rising by firing squad because the British reaction proved conclusively his point that organised resistance to British rule did exist.
         
Notes
1 See above chapter 5 page 3.
            
2 BMH WS 456.
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[image: ]Seán MacDiarmada in his early teens.


[image: ]The MacDermott family about 1890. Seán is on the left in the second row, aged about seven.



         
[image: ]Seán MacDiarmada, Edinburgh 1904.


[image: ]Seán the tram conductor, Belfast 1906.



         
[image: ]Seán MacDiarmada (back left), Willie Ryan (back right), Walter Cole (front left) and Arthur Griffith (front right).
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[image: ]Kathleen Clarke



         
[image: ]Diarmuid Lynch


[image: ]Denis McCullough


[image: ]Patrick McCartan



         
[image: ]Joe McGarrity (left) and Bulmer Hobson in the United States.



         
[image: ]Seán MacDiarmada, Tom Clarke and John Daly after MacDiarmada’s release from Mountjoy in 1915. MacDiarmada grew the beard after his bout of polio in 1911.



         
[image: ]Irish Volunteers and Officers in Cork, 1915. MacDiarmada is seated in the front row, third from the left.


[image: ]The Ryan family. Mary Josephine or ‘Min’ Ryan is sitting at the far left beside the priest.



         
[image: ]Two Volunteers, Jack Doyle and Tom McGrath, photographed by Joseph Cripps inside the GPO on Tuesday of Easter Week, 1916.


[image: ]Page four of the Irish War News, a publication distributed in and around the GPO during the Rising.
               



         
[image: ]A staged photograph of British troops manning a barricade.


[image: ]The external structure of the GPO remained standing despite the British bombardment.



         
[image: ]Nelson on his pillar watching his world collapse.


[image: ]The twisted metal inside the GPO gives some indication of the ferocity of the fires.



         
[image: ]Postcard image of O’Connell Bridge showing the extent of the damage to property.


[image: ]The Middle Abbey Street entrance to the famous bookshop, Eason and Son.



         
[image: ]Sackville Street, later O’Connell Street, being scrutinised by Dublin’s citizens.


[image: ]Eden Quay, alongside the River Liffey.



         
[image: ]The Hibernian Fire & General Insurance Co. map of the destruction around the area of the GPO.



         
[image: ]Seán MacDiarmada about 1911.



         
[image: ]A page of MacDiarmada’s last letter, written from his cell, to his family.
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        The Easter Rising of 1916 was an attempt by armed revolutionaries to overthrow British rule in Ireland. A small group of Irishmen and Irish-women seized key building in Dublin and fought a pitched battle with British soldiers for one week. The execution of sixteen men awakened a generation to the cause of Irish freedom.

16 Lives will record the full story of those executed leaders …
         
      
Roger Casement
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A fascinating examination of the extraordinary life of Roger Casement, executed as part of the 1916 Rising, fighting the empire that had previously knighted him. Ultimately, he was hanged in Pentonville prison on 3 August – two years to the day after Britain’s declaration of war in 1914.
Thomas Clarke
         
[image: ]

Thomas Clarke spent fifteen years in penal labour for his role in a bombing campaign in London between 1883 and 1898. A member of the Supreme Council of the IRB, he was one of the rebels who planned the 1916 Rising, and was the first signatory of the Proclamation of Independence. He was executed on 3 May 1916.
         
James Connolly
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A leading Irish socialist and revolutionary, James Connolly became involved in socialism in Scotland and was the driving force behind the creation of Ireland’s trade union movement. He was Commandant of the Dublin Brigade in the Easter Rising and, too injured to stand before the firing squad, was executed tied to a chair.
Edward Daly
         
[image: ]

A commandant during the 1916 Rising, Edward ‘Ned’ Daly controlled the Four Courts area. On 4 May 1916, at twenty-five years old, he was executed for his part in the Rising, his body consigned to a mass grave.In this intimate and fascinating account, Helen Litton traces Daly’s life from childhood to commander within the Volunteers.
Sean Heuston
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This biography follows Heuston’s life, from his birth in Dublin, to his time as a railway clerk in Limerick. Finally it outlines his move back to Dublin, his joining The Volunteers, the Easter Rising, his imprisonment and execution.
         
Michael Mallin
         
[image: ]

Michael Mallin was a devout Catholic, a temperance advocate, father of four young children and husband to a pregnant wife when he was executed for his part in the Easter Rising. In this revealing new book, the first ever biography of Mallin, Brian Hughes asks what led such a man, with so much to lose, to wage war against the British in 1916?
Joseph Plunkett
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Dublin’s Joseph Mary Plunkett (1887-1916) was the designer of the military plan for the Rising, and the youngest signatory of the Proclamation. A recognised poet, he was already dying of TB when, aged twenty-eight, he married Grace Gifford in Kilmainham Gaol, just hours before he was exectuted on 4 May 1916.
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STOP PRESS!

THE IRISH REPUBLIC

(Iish) “War Newsis published to-day because:
‘momentoss thing has bappened. The Irsh Republic
bss been deciared in Dublin, and a Provisional
Goverment bas been appoinied to adminstr its
affsits. The following bave been mamed 2 the
Provisional Governmen

Thomas J. Clarke.

P. H. Paare.
james Connally.
“homas Mac Donagh.

Eamonn Cesnnt.

Joieph Plunkett.

The Irsh Republic was prociimed by 3 poster,
which was promincatly displayed in Dublin.

‘At 530 8.0, this moraing the folowing sate-
ment was made by Commandaat.Generl, P. Ho
Poaise
 Thellish Republic was proclaimed in Dublin
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by e B frcs ad were vy repile.
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Tumio) ahe Repiblicen forcs v a1 theit
posiions and the Britoh forces bave_nowhere
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continouws fghting for_nearly 24 bour, the
Gouuaties of the eneany being morh more numeraus

an those on the Repablican side. The Republican
forces everywhere are fghtiog withspleadid
lluiry. The gopulace of Dublia are plainly
‘with the Republc, a0d the oficers and mes are
cverywhere cheered 25 they march hrough the
S o wh e o e oy e
bands of the Republic, whose g fics from the
GPO. : )

Commandant General P. H, Pease s _come
maadiag in chicfof the Army of tbe Repablc and

is Puesident of the Proviional _Government
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manding the Dablin ditics,  Communicaion
with che country s largely cut, but feports 1o
band sbow tha the couniey s iiag, aad bodies o
men from Kilduee and” Fingall bave already
reporeed ia Dublin.

e
MORE PIRACY.

The condition of afairs llstrated i the follow-
ing comment from  The Advocate,” a New Yotk
Trish Redmondite paper, i not at al unlike piracy
on the bigh sews. In is laest issuc toband “ The
Advocaie” says

itish Government began to seize
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‘Swedish acquaintances that the lle cheques they
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Kind of petty larceny which the criminal arnals of

ible
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