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Our Own Red Blood

“ But where can we draw water?”
Said Pearse to Connolly,
“When all the wells are parched away?
O plain as plain can be
There’s nothing but our own red blood
Can make a right rose tree.”

—W. B. Yeats.

PART ONE






(n
Tuesday, May 2, 1916.

In a room at Richmond Barracks, Dublin, a field court-martial convenes.
The beribboned officers range in rank from licutenant to brigadier. Military
and Dublin Castle detectives pack the small court area. Standing at the back,
surrounded by guards, is the prisoner, a tall, well-built man in the green home-
spun uniform of the Irish Volunteers. He wears neither badges nor decorations.
His pale face is composed.

The prisoner’s name is Patrick Henry Pearse.  His crime is * rebellion with
the intent of assisting the enemy.” Britain is at war and her enemy is Germany.
A rebellion has been crushed in Dublin. The prisoner led it.

The proceedings are bricf. There is no defence council. There is no defence.
Pearse is identified as a member of the rebel forces by British military held in the
General Post Office during the Rising. Detectives give evidence of “ political
character,” describing him as a leading figure in such seditious bodies as the
Irish Volunteers and the Irish Republican Brotherhood.

The president of the court puts a question. The prisoner replies with a short
statement.

No records are available of the secret tribunal. The statement came to light
thirty years after the trial when the relatives of a dead British sergeant who had
been stationed in Kilmainham Prison during the Rising handed it to the Pearse
family. In a covering note, dated May 2, 1916, Pearse called the speech “ the
substane of what I said when asked to-day by the president of the court-martial at
Richmond Barracks whether T had anything to say in my defence.”

Here it is in full:

I desire, in the first place, to repeat what I have already said in letters to
General Maxwell and Brigadier-General Rowe. My object in agreeing to an
unconditional surrender was to prevent the further slaughter of the civil popula-
tion of Dublin and to save the lives of our gallant fellows, who, having made
for six days a stand unparalleled in military history, were now surrounded and in
the case of those under the immediate command of headquariers without food.
I fully understand now, as then, that my own life is forfeit to British law, and
I shall die very cheerfully if I can think that the British Government, as it has
already shown itself strong, will now show itself magnanimous enough to accept
my single life in forfeiture and to give a general amnesty to the brave men and
boys who have fought at my bidding.

In the second place, T wish it to be understood that any admissions I make
here are to be taken as involving myself alone. They do not involve and must
not be used against anyone who acted with me, not even those who may set their
names to documents with me.

I admit that T was Commandant-General commander-in-chief of the forces
of the Irish Republic which have been acting against you for the past week, and
that I was President of the Provisional Government. I stand over all my acts
and words done or spoken in these capacities. When I was a child of ten T went
on my bare knees by my bedside one night and promised God that I should
devote my life to an cffort to free my country. I have kept the promise. T
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have helped to organise, to arm, to train, and to discipline my fellow-countrymen
to the sole end that, when the time came, they might fight for Irish freedom.
The time, as it scemed to me, did come, and we went into the fight. I am glad
we did; we seem to have lost, but we have not lost. To refuse to fight would
have been to lose, to fight is to win: we have kept faith with the past and
handed on a tradition to the furure.

I repudiate the assertion of the prosecutor that I sought to aid and abet
Engiand’s enemy. Germany is no more to me than England is. I asked and
accepted German aid in the shape of arms and an expeditionary force; we
neither asked for nor accepted German gold, nor had any traffic with Germany
but what I state. My object was to win Irish freedom. We struck the first blow
ourselves, but I should have been glad of an ally’s aid.

I assume that I am speaking to Englishmen who value their freedom and
who profess to be fighting for the freedom of Belgium and Serbia; believe that
we, t00, love freedom and desire it. To us it is more desirable than anything in
the world. If you strike us down now we shall rise again and renew the fight;
you cannot conquer Ireland, you cannot extinguish the Irish passion for freedom;
if our deed has not been sufficient to win freedom then our children will win it
by a better deed.

The trial ends. Pearsc is taken to the barrack gymnasium to await the con-
clusion of other trials. Among the defendants that day are two signatories of
the Proclamation of the Irish Republic, Thomas J. Clarke and Thomas
McDonagh.

2)

Tom Clarke in 1916 was a greyhaired man of 58 with a thin, worn face and
wiry body. He was born in the Isle of Wight where his father, a Co. Leitrim
man, was stationed as a sergeant in the British Army. Later they moved to
Dungannon. In 1881, already a member of the I.R.B., Clarke emigrated to
America. Two years later he volunteered for the dynamite campaign in England
which one wing of the Clan na Gael—the Triangle led by Alexander Sullivan—
had organised despite the opposition of such Fenian lcaders as John Devoy in
America, James Stephens in France and John O’Leary in Ireland. British
cspionage was effective; Tom Clarke was quickly arrested, tried and sentenced
o penal servitude for life under the name Henry Hammond Wilson. He spent
more than fifteen years in various British jails.

The campaign was bloodless except for the death of the 67 Fenian leader,
William Mackey Lomasncy (the “ little captain 7)s killed in 1884 trying to blow
up London Bridge. Explosions occurred in the Houses of Parliament and other
public buildings, but no lives were lost. Nevertheless, the twenty-five men
handed long prison sentences in connection with the dynamitings received brutal
treatment. Two of Clarke’s comrades, Dr. Gallagher and Alfred Whitehead.
lost their reason. At one time Tom Clarke feared for his own sanity. His
“Glimpses of an Irish Felon’s Prison Life” tells the story of his prolonged cap-
tivity in unadorned prose.
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During the Parnell Commission hearings* a Scotland Yard inspector offered
Tom Clarke freedom and a civil service job if he would testify for the crown;
they wanted him to say the Irish leader controlled the revolutionary movement.
“I'd prefer to stay here till the day of judgment,” Tom Clarke replicd.

He was released in 1898 and sailed for America a year later. John Devoy had
taken over the Clan na Gael and Tom Clarke went to work for him. When the
“Gaclic-American” was founded in 1903, he became its bookkeeper. He married
Kathleen Daly, daughter of fellow-felon John Daly of Limerick, and farmed for
a ume at Manorville, Long Island. Bur Ireland kept calling and in 1908 he
returned with his family.

They settled in Dublin. Clarke bought & tobacconist shop in Parnell Street
and to it flocked the young men with advanced ideas. Tom was a taciturn man
who listened far more than he talked. It was a time of national awakening; the
language revival, the literary renaissance, Alice Milligan’s “Shan Van Vocht”,
Arthur Griffith’s “United Irishman”, the study of Republican ideas following the
'98 centenary, combined to create a new atmosphere which exhilarated the young.
In 1905 Sinn Féin was founded. Three years later it fought a by-election in
Leitrim when the Home Rule member, C. J. Dolan, resigned his seat to join the
new movement and then sought it back. Although Sinn Féin put up a good fight,
Dolan was beaten. But it was the first challenge parliamentarianism had received
in a long time.

Castle detectives watched Clarke’s movements; the Post Office read his mail.
The authorities listed him as “dangerously seditious™ and put those who visited
him often in the same category.

Those who visited him belonged to the I.R.B. He found the revolutionary
organisation moribund. Its ageing leaders mistook talk for activity. Clarke rallied
the younger element. Soon he had built up a team of ardent young organisers,
like Sean Mac Diarmada, who moved about the country spreading the separatist
doctrine of Tone. Within a few years the reinvigorated I.R.B. had launched the
monthly “Irish Freedom™: before long control of the organisation was in the
hands of Tom Clarke and his young allies. When World War I began they
pushed through a resolution calling for insurrection. That was Tom Clarke’s work.

His name tops the others in the Proclamation; that was an honour accorded
him by the Military Council because of his long service to Ireland. There is no
record of what he said at the court-martial, if he spoke at all. He was no speech-
maker. But he did tell his wife before the end: “I’'m glad it’s to be the firing
squad. I've had enough of imprisonment”. And he assured her that 1916 was the
start of a new phase in the fight for freedom, not—as so often in Irish history—
the depressing end of another failed rising.

On the surface Thomas MacDonagh was as unlike Tom Clarke as two men
could be: at 38 he was assistant professor of English at University College,
Dublin, a critic of distinction, a poet of promise, commandant of the Dublin

* Special Commission set up by British Government following series in The Times
(London) in 1887 called * Parnellism and Crime.” Richard Pigott sold forged letters to
The Times for £1,780 and they published some of them. A British agent in the Clan
na Gael named Le Caron gave evidence at the hearings. The Times lost and Pigott
shot himself.



Brigade, Irish Volunteers. Like Clarke, what moved him was the dynamic of
Irish nationalism, Like his menior Pearse, MacDonagh’s road to the firing squad
lay through the language revival movement. “The Gaelic revival has given to
some of us a new arrogance,” he wrote once. “T am a Gael and I know no cause
but of pride in that—Guaedheal mé agus ni heol dom gur nair dom é.

Thomas MacDonagh was a short intense man with a flow of “learned, witty
and humorous talk,” as his friend, the poet Padraic Colum phrased it. He came
from Cloughjordan, Co. Tipperary, the child of school teachers. He loved books
and developed a feeling for words. He was a scholastic at Rockwell College,
Cashel, for a time, discovered he had no vocation and went on to the National
University. He studied in Paris, wrote a play called “When the Dawn is Come”
which the Abbey produced in 1907, published some books of verse and a critical
survey, “Literature in Ireland”. When Pearse founded St. Enda’s he chose
MacDonagh as his first master. Around 1911 he joined Joseph Plunkett in editing
“Irish Review™ and immersed himself in national affairs henceforth.

According to his own account, MacDonagh’s trial lasted fifteen minutes. His
final statement was taken down by an officer who knew shorthand and someone
at “Irish Review™ got hold of it and had it printed. Newsboys distributed it in
the streets and the military raided the printing house. Some doubts have been
cast on the authenticity of the piece bur certain passages have MacDonagh’s
unmistakable stamp. Cne runs:

While Ireland lives, the brains and brawn of her manhood will strive to
destroy the last vestige of British rule in her territory. In this ceaseless struggle
there will be, as there has been, and must be, an alternate ebb and flow. But
let England make no mistake. The generous high-bred youth of Ireland will
never fail to answer the call we pass on—will never fail to blaze forth in the
red rage of war to win their country’s freedom. Other and tamer methods
they will leave to other and tamer men; but they must do or die.

Sometime around midnight of May 2, Pearse, Clarke and MacDonagh
learned they were to be shot at dawn.
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Padraic Pearse spent his last hours composing a letter and finishing two poems,
“The Wayfarer” and “The Mother”. In the letter he said: “We have done right.
Pcople will say hard things of us now, but later on will praise us.”

The letter was to his mother. Margaret Brady was a Dublin woman who
married an English sculptor named James Pearse. When her sons went out to fight
she was a widow. Pearse captures her strength and nobility in that last poem
where he has her say

I do not grudge them; Lord, I do not grudge
My two strong sons that I have seen go out

To break their strength and die, they and a few,
In bloody protest for a glorious thing.

They shall be spoken of among their people,
The generations shall remember them,

And call them blessed . . .



Pearse was a product of the Gaelic League, the language revival movement
which inspired many of the literary and political ideas that shocked Victorian
Dublin at the turn of the century. Dr. Douglas Hyde founded the League in
1893, He began his crusade with the now famous lecture “The Necessity for de-
Anglicising Ireland”* which ends with the plea: “In order to de-anglicise our-
selves we must at once arrest the decay of the language.” His words became the
watchword of a generation.

“What the battleaxe of the Dane, the sword of the Norman, the wile of the
Saxon were unable to perform, we have accomplished ourselves,” said Hyde. “We
have at last broken the continuity of Irish life . . .

“Just when we should be starting to build up anew the Irish race and the
Gaelic nation—as within our own recollection Greece has been built up anew—
we find ourselves despoiled of the bricks of nationality. The old bricks that lasted
cighteen hundred years are destroyed; we must now set to, to bake new ones, if
of a German-speaking Greece.”

It was inconceivable. The birthright cast aside must be recovered. Catholics
and Protestants, Nationalists and Unionists flocked to lcarn Irish in the League’s
draughty halls and mounted platforms to urge everyone to speak the language,
sing the songs and dance the dances of the Gacl. Pearse joined at 16. Dr. Hyvde’s
“Abhrain Ghradha Chiige Chonnacht™ (The Love Songs of Connachrt) influenced
the works of Yeats, Synge and Lady Gregory. But they wrote in English. Its
effect on Pearse was to send him to Rosmuc in Connemara summer after summer
until he became fluent in the language. Then poems, stories, plays—all in Irish—
flowed from his pen.

Padraic Pearse was a graduaie of the National University and a barrister.
Burt he preferred journalism to law and became editor of “An Cladheam Soluis”,
the Gaelic League’s bilingual organ. A man of enormous energy, he felt too little
was being done to arrest the anglicising process, especially in the secondary
schools where education was patterned on English lines. He decided to found a
school based on national ideas and went to Belgium and Holland to study bilin-
gual methods of teaching.

St. Enda’s began in the summer of 1908. He named it for the Sth century
Aran scholar who founded the first of the great Celtic Christian schools. The
difficulties were enormous, and lack of money was only one. The plan of a lay
boarding school for boys met strong opposition, Irish secondary education being
almost exclusively in the hands of religious orders. But Pearse was a determined
man: aided by Thomas MacDonagh, his brother Willie, his mother—she managed
the domestic side of St. Enda’s—he broke down prejudices and overcame obstacles.
St. Enda’s first location was Cullenstown House, Rathmines. Two years later
the school was transferred to The Hermitage, Rathfarnham, and Cullenstown
House became the girls’ school, St. Tra’s,

A fresco at the entrance hall to St. Enda’s depicted the boy hero Cuchulain
taking arms for the first time. A druid tells him he will have a short life, but a

#Delivered to the Irish National and Literary Society in Dublin, November 25, 1892.
The Society was the precursor of the dramatic movement which culminated in the
foundation of the Abbey Theatre.
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