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1916 The 1916 Rising: Personalities and Perspectives

Those who Set the Stage
Republicans and those who would resort to physical force

Eoin MacNeill and the Irish Volunteers

MacNeill contributed directly to the Rising by establishing, arming and
training the Irish Volunteers.

Eoin MacNeill (1867-1945) was born of middle-class Catholic parents at
Glenarm on the Antrim coast. He was educated at St Malachy’s College,
Belfast and gained a degree from the Royal University of Ireland. In 1893,
together with Douglas Hyde and others he founded the Gaelic League, an
organisation devoted to the preservation of the Irish language, literature,
and traditional culture. He was the first secretary of the Gaelic League,
and edited its influential journal An Claidheamh Soluis (the Sword of Light)
for a period. A brilliant linguist and historian, MacNeill revolutionised
Celtic studies, establishing that the sources did not extend beyond the
fifth century and that accounts of earlier periods were based on late
fabrications. In 1909, he became professor of early and medieval Irish
history at University College, Dublin.

While primarily a scholar and cultural activist, in an article entitled ‘The
North began’in An Claidheamh Soluis (1 November 1913), McNeill
advocated the formation of a national volunteer force on the lines of the
Ulster Volunteer Force. The organisation was established in Dublin on

25 November, its ostensible purpose being to safeguard Home Rule; a
number of the executive, however, were members of the Irish Republican
Brotherhood who aimed at using the Volunteers to gain full independence,
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which indeed came to pass, most of the participants in the 1916 Rising
being members of the Volunteers. MacNeill, also a separatist but moderate
in tone and well regarded publicly, was given the role of chief of staff.

Under MacNeill’s direction recruitment proceeded apace, the numbers
eventually reaching 170,000. He also encouraged the creation of a
complementary women'’s force, Cumann na mBan, in April 1914. As
chief of staff, he was involved in planning the importation of the Howth
arms. Following the split in September 1914 and the defection of the
vast majority of members to Redmond, the remaining Irish Volunteers,
numbering about 10,000 and mainly located in Dublin, continued under
MacNeill’s leadership. Many in this new and trimmed-down force of
Irish Volunteers had little regard for Home Rule, the majority being
committed republicans.

MacNeill’s strategy was to organise an insurrection if there were adequate
reasons and when circumstances seemed favourable; in the meantime,
the Irish Volunteers should be fully armed, trained, and held in readiness
to counter any attempt to disarm the organisation, impose conscription,
or abandon Home Rule. Some of the IRB faction in the leadership,
however, planned an insurrection for the more immediate future. It
organised routine manoeuvres for Easter Sunday 1916 as a cover for an
insurrection throughout the country. Learning of this on Easter Thursday,
MacNeill confronted Patrick Pearse, one of the IRB ringleaders, telling
him that he would not allow ‘a half-armed force to be called out’. Later,
however, Pearse, Thomas MacDonagh and Sean MacDiarmada allayed
his fears, informing him of the imminent landing of a German ship with
substantial quantities of arms at Fenit, Co. Kerry. When it transpired on
Saturday evening that the ship had sunk and the arms were lost, MacNeill
countermanded the order for manoeuvres the following day.

As aresult of MacNeill’s countermand, the 1916 Rising was almost entirely
confined to Dublin; even there, the numbers were only about a quarter

of what they might otherwise have been. The countermand probably

did not materially affect the outcome: even the entire Irish Volunteers
force, as it then was (10,000 men), could not have withstood the military
might which would have been deployed against it. In the event, MacNeill’s
action probably saved many lives. On the other hand, if it were not for the
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countermand, the British might well have prevented the Rising from taking
place, thus ensuring that there was no loss of life; once they believed that
the manoeuvres were off the British became complacent and in effect
allowed the Rising to go ahead.

MacNeill took no part in the Rising. Nevertheless, he was tried by court-
martial and sentenced to penal servitude for life; he was released under
amnesty in June 1917.
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Eoin MacNeill. (Keogh 77)



National Library
of reland

nII ‘ 1916 The 1916 Rising: Personalities and Perspectives

3.2.4 Eoin MacNeill and the Irish Volunteers

05La1E na néinesnn—The lrish Volunteers.

T

In view of the present situation in Mational affairs, a voluntary provisional
conference has been held Tor fhe formation of a National Volunteer Force, The
undersigned  have been  deputed to act s Provisional  Secretaries and o
communicale  with the various large organisations having Mational aims. It
is not asked thal any existing organisation should officially  adopt the
Volunteer movement.  We only request that the movement should be brought
to the knowledge of the members of each organisation and an  opportunity
given to them to act as they think right

The following - points have been agreed upon:—

Immediate steps to be taken to enable Volunteers to be enrolled in Dublin
and to promote the enrolment of Volunieers throughout Ireland.

The purpose of the Irish Volunleers will be fo sccure and maintain fhe
rights amd liberties common to all the people of Ireland,

Wolunteers to be enrolled according o locality and not  according to any
olber clissification (except where young men live under a special discipline and
authority ).

Those who act in initiating the Voluntecr movement do. not assume direction
or authority over the subsequent conduel of the movement

Persons  desirous  of furthering the movement will obtain e  fullest
information and assistance al our disposal

A public meeting to commence the enrolment of Irish Volunleers will be
held in the Large Concert Hall, Rotunda, on Tuesday, 25th Movember, at 8 pn.

EOQIN MacNEILL,
LAURENCE |. KETTLE,

} Provisional Secrelaries.

It is requested that this communication may be displayed where it can be
read by the members of the wvarious bodies that receive it

 Tesh Papel Ptk Maben, Prnter, 3 ¥arshall Stroes, Thabiin,

Notice issued by the Irish Volunteers, c.Dec. 1913. (Ms. 8286(2)).
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Memorandum by Eoin MacNeill relating to the formation of the Irish Volunteers, Nov.
1913; the text is incomplete. (Ms. 13,174, Hobson Papers).
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Memorandum by Eoin MacNeill relating to the formation of the Irish Volunteers, Nov.
1913; the text is incomplete. (Ms. 13,174, Hobson Papers).
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Memorandum by Eoin MacNeill relating to the formation of the Irish Volunteers, Nov.
1913; the text is incomplete. (Ms. 13,174, Hobson Papers).
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Memorandum by Eoin MacNeill relating to the formation of the Irish Volunteers, Nov.
1913; the text is incomplete. (Ms. 13,174, Hobson Papers).
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anel

of being  Justices of 1he Peacs for the

County of the Ciy of Dublin. DO HEREBY AUTHORISE, cmpower

and penmit esch o all he posens who sow e ot whe  frem time
wotime vy e menbes of the Socicly, Assocmtion  or  Organisation
kmown s the IRISH VOLUNTEERS whose genersl place ofl meeting
1§ al present- ik

1o meet anil sssemble 1ogother at

osd ar such wiber place o plces o may from fime fo time be e
termined upoa by the siid Society for the: pumaise of trining ond drilling
theniselves  od  of being  trmined  and  dnlled w0 the e of  arms
anel for ke purpose of  pactising Mty exercises.  movements  ued
evolutions or for any one we mone of such porposes and for ol oher purpuscs

incidental thesess

Datedl this

Signed

Justices - of the Peace for
the County of the City
of Dublia

The Irish Volunteers followed the example of the Ulster Volunteers in applying for the
permission of magistrates to enable it to carry out drilling. (Proclamations).
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PROVISIONAL COMMITTEE, IRISH VOLUNTEERS

P. H. Pearsc wrote in an essay on O'Donovan Rossa of * the man—
John Devoy—who, when the time comes to write his biography, wili
be recognised as the greatest of the Fenians.” (Pearse, Collected
Works, Political Writings, p. 127.) During his visit to the United
States in the carly months of 1914, Pearse received much aid from
Devoy in his efforts to gather funds for St. Enda’s College, and in
speeches and writings on his return to Ireland spoke in high praise
of the old Fenian who had made such a profound impression on him.
In the Guelic American, 10 June, 1922, Devoy wrote of Pearse, “ had
he been able to remain longer and make a tour of the whole country,
he could have collected the necessary funds, although he was not
known to the majority of Irish people here at the time. But all those
who met him learned to love and respect him.”

In a somewhat tart and unfortunate controversy later with Mrs.
Margaret Pearse, Devoy wrote in the Gaelic American, 5 September,
1925, that * Pearse was not the strong man of the revolutionary move-
ment. He was not in any sense a revolutionist, and there would
have been no desperate fight in Easter Week if gentle pocts and
dreamers like him had been in the majority on the Supreme Council
swhen the fateful decision was taken.” Devoy, of course, was smart-
ing under considerable provocation, owing to the temper of the time.
and to an attack on himself, both tactless and unjustifiable, by Mrs.
Pearse. who in the heat of debate had requested *“ this old gentleman
of 82, as Devoy humorously described himself, not to mention her
sons’ names, Devoy’s real point was, as he made clear, that, in his
opinion, Tom Clarke and the Irish Republican Bthcr]mql were t.hc
real driving force of the insurrection. Devoy later in his memoirs
admitted that he had been misinformed on certain details of the in-
surrection, and unjust to individuals. In the quotation given above,
all the known facts prove that, in this case, Devoy was in. fact I.tf‘lill?t
to Pearse, yet his opinion, however sharp, and wrong in detail, is |

worthy of record.

From P. H. Pearse to John Devay.
Ox Boarp RM.S. “ Bavrie.”
12 May, 1014.
A Cuaka CHROIDHE, .

I had intended to give you a list of the members of the Provisional I

Committee of the Irish Volunteers before leaving New York—indeed, I

Letter from Patrick Pearse to John Devoy listing the members of the provisional
committee of the Irish Volunteers; it includes the names of five of the eventual signatories
of the Proclamation, 12 May 1914. (Devoy’s Post Bag, 1948).
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Letter from Tom Clarke to John Devoy relating to the Irish Volunteers and to Cumann na

mBan, 14 May 1914. (Devoy’s Post Bag, 1948).
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3.2.4 Eoin MacNeill and the Irish Volunteers

Photographs relating to the importation of arms by the Irish Volunteers at Howth, Co.
Dublin, 26 July 1914. The police and military failed to seize the arms. That evening troops
opened fire on a hostile crowd on Bachelor’s Walk near the centre of Dublin, killing four
people and wounding thirty. (Ms. 13,174(7), Hobson Papers).
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Eoin MacNeill and the Irish Volunteers

Constitution of the Irish Volunteers.
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Eoin MacNeill and the Irish Volunteers

Memorandum by Eoin MacNeill on the circumstances in which the Irish Volunteers would
be justified in taking part in an insurrection. The document appears to have been written
in March 1916 at a time when he suspected that Pearse and others were plotting an
insurrection. (Ms. 13,174(15), Hobson Papers).
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Simn Fainers on parads on Bt. Pateick's Day. ! paEes it

Irish Volunteers parading in Cork City on Saint Patrick’s Day, 1916. (Manchester Guardian
History of the War, 16 Aug. 1916).
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3.2.4 Eoin MacNeill and the Irish Volunteers

|
IRISH VOLUNTEERS.

THE WOMEN'S SECTION OF THE
VOLUNTEER MOVEMENT.

c"m B |

(THE IRISHWOMEN'S COUNCIL),
Headquarters : 206 Great Brunswick St.

IRISHWOMEN, JOIN THE

VOLUNTEER MOVEMENT '

AND BECOME MEMBERS OF THE ABOVE ORGANISATION, ™

First Aid and Ambulance Classes.
Reserve Corps of Trained Nurses. Drill
and Rifle Practice. ’

_ Contribute to our Equipment Fund,
which has already bought Rifles for the
Volunteers.

Intending Members, join the nearest
Branch, or communicate with the Hon.
Secretary, Cumann na mBan, 206 Great
Brunswick Street, Dublin.

BRANCHES IN EVERY COUNTY IN IRELAND.

Deversux, Newth and Co., Priﬁ't_‘ara, Dublin,

Cumann na mBan was established in April 1914 to complement the Irish Volunteers.
Some of its members took part in the 1916 Rising but generally in a non-combatant role.
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Following the split in the Volunteers in Sept. 1914, apart from a relatively small number of
members Cumann na mBan remained with the Irish Volunteers.
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Eoin MacNeill and the Irish Volunteers

Following the split in the Volunteers in Sept. 1914, apart from a relatively small number of
members Cumann na mBan remained with the Irish Volunteers.
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noe [217% (10 cumann na mban

'||.- “
Ji% {Irish Women's Casnsil.)

APPEAL FOR THE DEFENCE OF I[RELAND FUND,

MEBSEAIL Do finspeat a Danba!

FELLOW COUNTRYWOMEN AND COUNTRYMEN
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AGNES MAGNELLL, U Dot Pk, Dosuiylpock,
JWYSE MOWEIR, 21 Hlenry St
N OCHAHILLY, 40 Herlsedd Park.
MADREEN MAC THONAGH OAMANGKRY, Uity Ligsbiay Boml,
st i
MATHE TUGHY, 16 Noril Frederick Brevet
AGNES (PPARHELLY, 20 Highfield Theal, Makliygar
LUOTIRE GAVAN DUFFY,; 4 lira Firad, 1o’
ALAEY Al COLUM, Wentworili Cotdago, Honeli,
AL DOHES, Cushisedull, Co, Anitsim
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AMARY M. COLITL 1
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4, WISE MW ER: | o
AL MAC DONAGE Oamogy, | Hoe. Troaums,
Lt rilsutoas IEay lim memit fip mnry of the isermbiogs af thy Prociedeial Unmmites
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splimow [edged.
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The Defence of Ireland Fund was intended to finance both the Irish Volunteers and
Cumann na mBan, which mainly administered it. (Ms. 13,174(10), Hobson Papers).




