The Rising of Easter 1916

   It was a leisurely Easter Monday, a bank holiday, and the people in the streets paid little notice as scantily armed units of Volunteers and Citizen Army deployed to take on an empire.  For several months there had been dissension among the ranks of the Volunteers under its founder Eoin MacNeill, who was content to not commit the forces unless the British tried to disarm them or conscript them into the British army for duty on the continent.

   The more militant, Republican coalition was lead primarily by Padraig Pearse, of the Irish Volunteers and IRB, and the leader of the Irish labor movement James Connolly, who also lead the Irish Citizen Army.  MacNeill was persuaded at first to go along with nationwide "maneuvers" on Easter Monday, which was in reality to be the call for an armed rising against British rule. But when a German freighter was caught by a British naval patrol and scuttled itself with twenty thousand riffles destined for the Volunteers, and Roger Casement, who had negotiated the deal with the Germans, was captured, MacNeill issued a countermanding directive calling off any action.

   Despite the MacNeill counter order, the decision was made to carry on. Only fifteen hundred men mustered at Liberty Hall, Dublin, that morning. Only half were armed. The rest of the country was effectively demobilized.  From Liberty Hall the men that showed up deployed and established predetermined positions throughout the city. One group attacked the Magazine Fort in Phoenix Park; another actually entered an unguarded Dublin Castle, but instead of occupying the symbol of British rule, withdrew to a biscuit factory nearby. Other units established strategic positions about the city. Countess Markiewisc took the College of Surgeons on College Green, Edward Daly seized the Four Courts, filled with British army records, and Eamon de Velera commanded five undermanned companies of Volunteers at Boland's Flour Mill which bisected a key routes from the port to the south onto the city.

   Pearse and Connolly, with full knowledge that they were engaged in a suicide mission, marched up the main street, Sackville Street to the British and O'Connell Street to the Irish, halted in front of the General Post Office and barricaded themselves in. They sent back to Liberty Hall for a flag which arrived in a brown paper bag, a green flag with the golden harp and the words in Irish "The Irish Republic" and a second flag that had never been seen before: a tricolor of green, white and orange. They flew together over the GPO as Pearse read a proclamation to a bewildered and somewhat indifferent crowd that had gathered outside:  "Irishmen and Irishwomen: In the name of God and of the dead generations from which she receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom..."We declare the right of the people to Ireland to the ownership of Ireland..."

   A detachment of British Lancers confidently charged down Sackville Street to break up the incipient revolt, but were repelled by a fusillade of rebel gunfire.  The insurgents fought with typical Irish determination and gallantry, attacked by British soldiers using heavy artillery and outnumbering them 20 to 1.  Cut off from all possible support from units from the countryside, they held out for almost a week until their food and ammunition ran out, the GPO burning down around them. The other rebel outposts fought bravely as British troops encircled them. Dublin itself was in flames and over 3,000 people died. Pearse issued a surrender order to save further civilian suffering and deaths.

   The leaders knew their rising was bound to fail, but they were prepared to batter their lives against the possibility of their dreams of a united Irish republic coming true after their personal sacrifice in blood.  The leaders were given quick secret military trials. Beginning Wednesday, May 3, and continuing through Friday, May 13, they were shot dead at a rate of one to four per day in Stonebreakers Yard, Kilmainham Jail.  Nearly all of them were scholars with early education by the Christian Brothers, some were musicians, some poets, and hardly a military man among them. Pearse said of himself and Thomas MacDonagh and Joseph Plunket at the start of the rising, "If we do nothing else we shall rid Ireland of three bad poets." They met their ends without regret, each making a last statement of defiance, even joy, as they faced their deaths.  James Connolly, severely wounded at the GPO, was the last of the 16 to be executed. He was carried out to be shot tied to a chair.  The British imposed martial law and hundreds of captured rebels were imprisoned in England.  Roger Casement was hanged in England on August 3, long after any danger of insurrection was gone.

   By these sixteen brutal executions the British had accomplished what the rebels themselves could not have accomplished; they enraged a lethargic Irish people against their historic oppressors. A great fire of patriotism was set ablaze that would carry the Irish people through the coming years of widespread suffering and open, armed rebellion.
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