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Those who Set the Stage

Those concerned with Home Rule (for and against)

Augustine Birrell, Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1907-1916

Birrell contributed indirectly to the Rising by failing (together with 

Asquith) to confront the Ulster unionists and by failing to take action 

against the republicans planning the Rising. 

Augustine Birrell (1850-1933) was from Liverpool. His father was a Baptist 

minister and his maternal grandfather a Free Church of Scotland minister; 

in later life he became an agnostic, but maintained a Liberal nonconformist 

outlook. A legacy enabled him to study law at Trinity Hall, Cambridge, 

following which he practiced as a barrister and gained recognition as an 

essayist and literary critic of distinction. Elected as the Liberal MP for 

West Fife in 1889, he served as a minister under Campbell-Bannerman, 

becoming Chief Secretary for Ireland in 1907, an office which he held until 

May 1916 when he resigned under a cloud in the aftermath of the Rising. 

The Chief Secretary was the official responsible for formulating and 

administering government policy in Ireland. Birrell was one of the most 

humane, committed and productive ministers ever to hold the office. He 

was well disposed towards nationalist Ireland, his ultimate objective being 

Home Rule. In the meantime, he had a total of fifty-six pieces of largely 

beneficial legislation enacted. These included acts for the establishment 

of the National University of Ireland and Queen’s University Belfast, and 

the 1909 Land Act, which accelerated the purchase of land by tenants and 

reduced agrarian strife. 
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Birrell certainly played a significant role in the eventual enactment of 

Home Rule. He was, however, culpable in allowing the Ulster unionists 

to change the nature of Home Rule to an extent that it was unpalatable 

for most nationalists, including as it did provision for partition. He was 

also responsible for failing to control the Ulster Volunteer Force and was 

negligent in allowing the mutinous army officers and those responsible 

for the Larne gun-running to go unchallenged. At the time, nationalists 

contrasted this apparent lack of concern with the authorities’ stance 

towards Jim Larkin and the trades unionists in 1913 and the shooting of 

civilians in 1914 following the Howth gun-running. 

In relation to the 1916 Rising, Birrell failed to appreciate the threat posed 

by the physical force faction within nationalism, considering that the 

numbers so inclined were too few to constitute a threat. He ignored the 

possibility that they might stage an insurrection regardless of the certainty 

of failure in order to become martyrs in the cause of Irish freedom and 

so awaken latent aspirations for national independence. Finally, he failed 

to realize that the executions would be counter-productive, provoking a 

reaction that would eventually take Ireland out of the Union. 

On his resignation in May 1916, Birrell accepted most of the blame for 

allowing the preparations for the Rising to go ahead unchecked. While his 

inaction in respect of the Ulster unionists was partly due to Asquith and 

the government as a whole, the official commission placed the blame for 

the Rising primarily on Birrell, as the minister with direct responsibility.  
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3.1.2 Augustine Birrell, Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1907-1916

The Right Honourable Augustine Birrell MP, Chief Secretary to the Lord Lieutenant of
Ireland in the period 1907-16. The Chief Secretary normally spent much of his time in
parliament in Westminster, leaving routine administration to the Under-Secretary. Birrell
was in England when the Rising took place. (Illustrated London News, 6 May 1916).
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3.1.2 Augustine Birrell, Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1907-1916

Lieut. Col. Sir Matthew Nathan, Under-Secretary to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland was
the chief permanent official of the government in Ireland in the period Sept. 1914 to May
1916. He was aware of Roger Casement’s attempt to procure German arms; when he
learned that the German ship bearing the arms had been scuttled he knew that a 
successful Rising could not succeed and felt that the crisis had passed. He does not seem 
to have considered the possibility that the Rising could still take place regardless of the 
virtual certainty of failure. (Illustrated London News, 6 May 1916).
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3.1.2 Augustine Birrell, Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1907-1916

Ivor Churchill Guest, 1st Viscount Wimborne, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland since 1915.
The day before the Rising Wimborne was alarmed but Nathan tried to allay his fears,
arguing that there was no immediate danger. (Illustrated London News, 6 May 1916).
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3.1.2 Augustine Birrell, Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1907-1916

Lord Wimborne inspecting a guard of honour at Dublin Castle following his arrival as Lord 
Lieutenant (New York Times, Magazine Section, 30 April 1916).
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3.1.2 Augustine Birrell, Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1907-1916

General Sir Lovick Bransby Friend, commander of the forces in Ireland. He was on  
leave in England when the Rising occurred. (Weekly Irish Times, Sinn Fein Rebellion 
Handbook, 1917).
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3.1.2 Augustine Birrell, Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1907-1916

General A.E. Sandbach, Commander of troops in the Dublin area. (Weekly Irish Times, 
Sinn Fein Rebellion Handbook, 1917).
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3.1.2 Augustine Birrell, Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1907-1916

Pages from the minutes of evidence of the Royal Commission on the 1916 Rising.  
They illustrate aspects of the Dublin administration under Birrell and Nathan.
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