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The seven members of the Provisional Government

Patrick Pearse

Patrick Henry Pearse (1879-1916) was born at 27 Great Brunswick Street 

(now Pearse Street), Dublin, the son of James Pearse, an Englishman with 

a stone-carving business, and his wife Margaret Brady. Brought up as a 

devout Catholic, he is supposed to have been influenced in his childhood by 

his maternal aunt Margaret who regaled him with stories of mythological 

Irish heroes and patriot revolutionaries such as Theobald Wolfe Tone 

and Robert Emmet. During his years at the Christian Brothers’ secondary 

school in Westland Row, he developed an intense interest in the Irish 

language and Irish literature, in furtherance of which he joined the Gaelic 

League at the age of seventeen. He attended University College, Dublin, 

graduating with a good degree in English, French and Irish. He later studied 

law at Trinity College, Dublin and the King’s Inns, and was called to the bar.

The Gaelic League became practically a way of life for Pearse. He was 

active on various committees and contributed articles to An Claidheamh 

Soluis on a wide range of topics—literature, history, education, emigration, 

politics, religion. The articles chart his intellectual progress over several 

years, revealing him as liberal, progressive and anti-sectarian. At this stage 

of his career his concern was more with cultural than political nationalism. 

He took on the editorship of An Claidheamh Soluis in a paid capacity for 

the period 1903-9, giving it a more literary orientation, but also becoming 

involved in various controversies, some with members of the Catholic 

clergy with whom he was more than able to fight his corner. Meanwhile, 

he wrote poems and stories of considerable literary quality in Irish and 
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English. He generally spent his summer holidays at Rosmuc, Co. Galway, 

where he drew inspiration from the Irish speakers and the rural way of life.

Pearse taught Irish part-time in various schools and in University College 

Dublin. In 1908 he established a bilingual boys’ school, Saint Enda’s (Sgoil 

Éanna), at Cullenswood House in Ranelagh, transferring it two years 

later to a mansion set in fifty acres of parkland at Rathfarnham, where it 

operated as a boarding school. The ethos of the school was distinctively 

Irish and was enlivened by occasional plays and pageants. The teachers 

included Thomas MacDonagh (French and English), Pearse’s brother Willie 

(art and English), and Con Colbert (drill), all three of whom took part in the 

1916 Rising and were subsequently executed. He also established Saint 

Ita’s, a school for senior girls and mixed preparatory at Cullenswood House.

Politically, Pearse was a moderate nationalist, supporting the Home Rule 

bill as late as 1912, but threatening revolution if it were not enacted. In 

November 1913, he was one of the twelve-member steering committee 

that set up the Irish Volunteers; he later held the important office of 

director of military operations. In December 1914 he was sworn into the 

Irish Republican Brotherhood by Bulmer Hobson. While on a lecture tour 

for St Enda’s in the United States, he came under the influence of John 

Devoy and Joseph McGarrity who completed his conversion to extreme 

republicanism. In September 1915 he was elected to the Supreme Council 

of the IRB and co-opted to the Military Council where he had a major role 

in planning the Rising.

Pearse drafted the Proclamation of the Irish Republic, some of the content 

being suggested by others, particularly James Connolly and Thomas 

MacDonagh. Because of his rank in the Volunteers and because he was 

widely respected, his fellow signatories of the Proclamation nominated him 

president of the Provisional Government. His title of commandant general 

was nominal as James Connolly was in charge of military operations. As 

president, Pearse read the Proclamation outside the General Post Office 

on Easter Monday.
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4.4 Patrick Pearse

At the meeting of the five available members of the Provisional 

Government in 16 Moore Street on Saturday morning, Pearse urged  

that they surrender to prevent further loss of life. He was tried by  

court-martial and executed by firing squad in Kilmainham Jail on 3 May.   

He was unmarried.
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A charcoal portrait of Patrick Pearse by Seán O’Sullivan RHA. He has been described as 
being of average height and of sturdy build. (National Museum of Ireland). 
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Pages from one of Pearse’s collections of stories. 
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Pages from one of Pearse’s collections of stories. 
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Postcard featuring Saint Enda’s School (Scoil Éanna), Rathfarnham, Co. Dublin. 
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The Saint Enda’s School magazine, An Macaomh (The Youth). Four issues were published 
between 1909 and 1913. This introduction reveals some of Pearse’s enlightened views on 
education. (An Macaomh, Vol. I, No. 1, Mid-Summer 1909).
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The original staff at Saint Enda’s School. (An Macaomh, Vol. I, No. 1, Mid-Summer 1909).
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Jeremiah O’Donovan (1831-1915) from Ross Carbery, Co. Cork, best known as 
O’Donovan Rossa. His life was dedicated to securing an Irish republic; for the new  
generation of separatists he symbolised the spirit of Fenianism and revolt. Following his 
death in New York, his funeral in Dublin on 1 August 1915 was a rallying point for
extreme nationalists. 
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The scene in Glasnevin cemetery where Pearse dressed in the uniform of the Irish 
Volunteers delivered a stirring oration over Rossa’s grave. In the photograph he appears to 
be putting his script back in his pocket. (Keogh 163). 
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A printed text of Pearse’s oration. 
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An autograph draft of Pearse’s best-known poem, ‘The Mother’. It was written early in 
1916 at a time when he had come to terms with the probable fate of both himself and his 
brother Willie. (Acc. 5922).
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Transcript

The Mother by Pádraic Pearse

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;

But I will speak their names to my own heart

In the long nights;

The little names that were familiar once

Round my dead hearth.

Lord, thou art hard on mothers:

We suffer in their coming and their going;

And tho’ I grudge them not, I weary, weary

Of the long sorrow – And yet I have my joy:

My sons were faithful, and they fought.
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Pearse’s recollection of his address to the court-martial, 2 May 1916. (Ms. 17,306). 
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Pearse’s recollection of his address to the court-martial, 2 May 1916. (Ms. 17,306). 
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Transcript

P.H. Pearse: Address to Court Martial. Statement written in  

Kilmainham, 2 May 1916. 

The following is the substance of what I said when asked today by the 

President of the Court Martial at Richmond Barracks whether I had 

anything to say in defence:

I desire in the first place to repeat what I have already said in the letters 

to General Sir John Maxwell and to Brigadier General Lowe. My object 

in agreeing to an unconditional surrender was to prevent the further 

slaughter of the civil population of Dublin and to save the lives of our 

gallant followers 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 Headquarters) without food. I fully understand 

now, as then, that my own life is a 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 give a general amnesty to the brave men and 

boys who have fought at my bidding.

In the second place, I 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 have set their names to documents with me. (The Court assented to 

this.)

I admit that I was Commandant General Commanding in Chief the forces 

of the Irish Republic which have been acting against you for the past week, 

and that I was President of their Provisional Government. I stand over all 

my acts and words done or spoken in those capacities.

When I was a child of ten I went down on my bare knees by my bedside one 

night and promised God that I should devote my life to an effort to free 

my country. I have kept that promise. As a boy and as a man I have worked 

for Irish freedom, first among all earthly things. I 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 
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it seemed to me, did come, and we went into the fight. I am glad we did. We 

seem to have lost. 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 future.

I repudiate the assertion of the prosecutor that I sought to aid and abet 

England’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 Germany [sic] gold, nor had any traffic with 

Germany but what I state. My aim was to win Irish freedom: we struck the 

first blow ourselves, but 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, too, 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 better deed.

P.H. Pearse, Kilmainham Prison. 2nd May 1916.


