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IRISH VOLUNTEER SOLDIER 1913–23

INTRODUCTION

Martin Walton joined the Irish Volunteers just three weeks before the Easter Rebellion in 1916. Though a mere 15 years of age, his height enabled him to fool the attesting officer and he enlisted as an adult. Thereafter, he had attended only two meetings and received minimal instruction on how to handle a rifle before Captain Con Colbert called at his house on Easter Monday morning with orders to report to his unit. Walton never received the message because he had gone to get a tooth removed but when news of the Rebellion began to filter through that night he decided he was duty-bound to travel into the city centre the following morning, despite his parents’ removal of the valves from his bicycle tyres in an attempt to deter him.

Eventually arriving in O’Connell Street he found, not violent rebellion, but looters emptying several shops of their contents and the air reeking with the rancid smell of dead horses rotting where they had fallen, shot from under the Lancers as they had charged at the General Post Office (GPO) the day before. When Walton eventually found his unit, C Company of the 2nd Battalion, they were holed up in Jacob’s Biscuit Factory on Wexford Street, surrounded not by the British Army but by an irate mob screaming abuse at them and demanding that they come out, go to France, and fight in a real war. However, within hours this under-age Volunteer would also find himself embroiled in a real war when General Lowe embarked on operations to restore British authority in the capital.
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Very few photographs were taken of the Irish Volunteers during the Easter Rebellion. This photograph is one which actually survived from the GPO. (Irish Military Archives)
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The first military operation undertaken by the Volunteers was the landing of 900 Mauser rifles and 26,000 rounds of ammunition at Howth Pier in County Dublin on 26 July 1914. Although discovered by the security forces, the Volunteers still managed to carry the weapons to storage points by strapping them to the crossbars of their bicycles. These weapons were to form the main armament of the Volunteer Movement. (National Museum of Ireland)

Fortunately for Walton, Lowe’s main thrust would focus on the GPO, where machine-guns, incendiary shells, 18-pounder artillery pieces, and the gunboat Helga were all employed in a concentration of fire designed to batter those inside into capitulation. It worked, and many Volunteers died in the process. Deployed within the biscuit factory, Martin Walton was spared this savagery. He was destined to survive the Rebellion and its aftermath having played his own unique part in the Irish Volunteer Movement.


CHRONOLOGY



	8 April 1886
	William Gladstone introduces First Home Rule Bill for Ireland in the House of Commons – it fails to gain necessary majority.



	13 February 1893
	Second Home Rule Bill introduced by Gladstone – vetoed by the House of Lords.



	5 May 1905
	Arthur Griffith founds the Sinn Fein political party in Dublin.



	11 April 1912
	Third Home Rule Bill introduced by Lloyd George.



	13 January 1913
	Ulster Volunteer Force formed in Belfast.



	25 November 1913
	Inaugural meeting of the Irish Volunteers held in Dublin.



	26 July 1914
	Irish Volunteers land a shipment of 900 rifles and 26,000 rounds of ammunition at Howth, County Dublin.



	1 August 1914
	Outbreak of First World War.



	18 September 1914
	Third Home Rule Bill placed on the Statute Book – implementation suspended until the end of the war.



	20 September 1914
	John Redmond, leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party, urges the Irish Volunteers to enlist in the British Army. This leads to a split in the Volunteer Movement. The majority (170,000) follow Redmond and are renamed the ‘National Volunteers’. The minority (12,000) retain the title of ‘Irish Volunteers’.



	24–29 April 1916
	The Easter Rebellion.



	11 November 1918
	Armistice comes into effect, ending the First World War.



	14 December 1918
	General election in Britain and Ireland. The Sinn Fein party wins majority of seats in Ireland and vows to set up a separate assembly called Dail Eireann.



	21 January 1919
	Dail Eireann meets for the first time in the Mansion House in Dublin as the Anglo-Irish War commences with an attack on Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) barracks at Soloheadbeg, County Tipperary.



	20 August 1919
	The Irish Volunteers are brought under governmental control and are required to swear allegiance to Dail Eireann and the Irish Republic. This practice did not become widespread until June 1920.



	2 January 1920
	Recruitment commences in Britain for retired servicemen to serve in Ireland as police reinforcements.



	25 February 1920
	Government of Ireland Bill introduced in the House of Commons. This Bill provided for separate parliaments in the North and South.



	25 March 1920
	On arrival in Ireland new police reinforcements are dressed in a mixture of dark green Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) uniforms and British Army khaki – earning them the nickname ‘Black and Tans’.



	27 July 1920
	Recruitment commences in Britain for an auxiliary division of the RIC to be comprised of ex-British officers with combat experience.



	20 October 1920
	The House of Commons is informed that between 1 January 1919 and 18 October 1920 the Volunteers had destroyed 64 courthouses and forced the evacuation of 492 RIC barracks. Crown casualties to that point had totalled 23 soldiers dead and 71 wounded, with 117 members of the RIC killed and 185 wounded.



	25 October 1920
	The Lord Mayor of Cork, Terence MacSwiney, dies in Brixton Prison on the 74th day of a hunger strike.



	21 November 1920
	Members of Michael Collins’ ‘Squad’ shoot dead 14 British intelligence agents in Dublin. In response the Auxiliaries retaliate by shooting dead three Volunteers, and a party of ‘Black and Tans’ enter Croke Park Stadium during a Gaelic football match and open fire on the crowd, killing 12 people. This day became known in republican folklore as ‘Bloody Sunday’.



	28 November 1920
	The 3rd Cork Brigade Flying Column attacks a convoy of 18 Auxiliaries at Kilmichael, County Cork, killing 17 of them.



	10 December 1920
	Martial Law is declared in counties Cork, Kerry, Limerick and Tipperary.



	28 February 1921
	Six Volunteer prisoners are executed in Victoria Barracks, Cork. The Volunteers shoot six British soldiers in Cork City in retaliation.



	19 March 1921
	The 3rd Cork Brigade Flying Column successfully ambush Crown forces at Crossbarry, County Cork, causing many casualties.



	11 July 1921
	The Truce comes into effect, bringing an end to the Anglo-Irish War.



	14 September 1921
	Dail Eireann selects five delegates to negotiate and conclude a settlement with the British Government.



	6 December 1921
	A Treaty between Great Britain and Ireland is concluded and signed. Southern Ireland to be granted ‘dominion’ status. It will be known as the Irish Free State and will have its own parliament, judiciary and defence force. An oath of allegiance to the king will be required by all elected representatives. The six counties of Northern Ireland are to be a separate state with its own parliament.



	7 January 1922
	Dail Eireann approves the Anglo-Irish Treaty by 64 votes to 57.



	10 January 1922
	Eamon de Valera is defeated in vote for presidency of the Dail by 60 votes to 58 and leads his followers from the chamber.



	14 January 1922
	Pro-Treaty Dail deputies meet and approve resolutions establishing a provisional government which is recognised by Great Britain. Michael Collins is appointed chairman; Richard Mulcahy is Minister for Defence, and General Eoin O’Duffy becomes Chief-of-Staff of the new National Army.



	16 January 1922
	The Lord-Lieutenant formally hands over power to Michael Collins at a ceremony in Dublin Castle. The Volunteers now begin to divide along pro- and anti-Treaty lines.



	31 January 1922
	The National Army takes over Beggar’s Bush Barracks, Dublin, from the British Army and establishes its headquarters there.



	9 April 1922
	Anti-Treaty delegates attend an ‘army convention’ in Dublin electing their own ‘army executive’ with Liam Lynch becoming the alternative Chief-of-Staff.



	13 April 1922
	Anti-Treaty forces occupy the Four Courts in Dublin.



	1 May 1922
	Senior National Army officers meet with anti-Treaty officers and sign a document aimed at unification of the army.



	16 June 1922
	General election held in the Irish Free State. A majority of those elected are in favour of the Anglo-Irish Treaty.



	22 June 1922
	Sir Henry Wilson, military advisor to the government of Northern Ireland, is assassinated in London. The British Government calls on the Provisional Irish Government to take action against dissident forces.



	28 June 1922
	Free State forces commence an artillery bombardment of the anti-Treaty forces occupying the Four Courts in Dublin. This action marks the beginning of the Irish Civil War.



	1–5 July 1922
	Heavy fighting in Dublin as the National Army fights to gain control of the city.



	5 July 1922
	Government issues a national call to arms.



	12 July 1922
	Government forms a war council – Michael Collins is appointed Commander-in-Chief of the National Army.



	20 July 1922
	National Army captures Limerick and Waterford cities.



	2 August 1922
	In the first of a series of seaborne landings behind a defensive screen established by the anti-Treaty forces, 450 members of the Dublin Guards unit of the National Army land at Fenit, County Kerry.



	8 August 1922
	Further landings by units of the National Army occur at Passage West, Youghal, and Union Hall in County Cork.



	11 August 1922
	Cork City captured by National Army.



	22 August 1922
	Michael Collins is shot dead during an ambush at Beal na mBlath in West Cork.



	18 January 1923
	Liam Deasy, a prominent leader of the anti-Treaty forces, is captured by the National Army and issues a document calling for an immediate and unconditional surrender.



	10 April 1923
	Liam Lynch, Chief-of-Staff of the anti-Treaty forces, is shot and mortally wounded by units of the National Army in the Knockmealdown mountains. Lynch is succeeded by Frank Aiken.



	30 April 1923
	Aiken orders all anti-Treaty forces to suspend offensive operations.



	24 May 1923
	Aiken orders a ceasefire and instructs all anti-Treaty units to dump their arms. This marks the end of the Civil War.



	3 August 1923
	The Defence Forces (Temporary Provisions) Act 1923 comes into force placing the army on a statutory footing.



	22 August 1923
	A huge National Army victory parade is held in Phoenix Park, Dublin.
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Founded in January 1913 to resist the introduction of Home Rule, the Ulster Volunteer Force was led by retired British officers. Membership eventually rose to 90,000 and the force was armed with weapons provided by wealthy supporters and 24,000 rifles brought ashore at the ports of Larne and Bangor on 25 April 1914. (National Museum of Ireland)


HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Home Rule for Ireland had been the key issue that dominated political debate in both Ireland and the United Kingdom since William Gladstone introduced the First Home Rule Bill in 1886. Seven years later the Second Home Rule Bill was actually passed in the House of Commons but vetoed by the House of Lords. However, it was the Third Home Rule Bill, introduced in April 1912, which sparked off a crisis in Ireland where the majority Nationalist population had high expectations of autonomy, and the Unionists in Ulster were bitterly opposed to any such notion.

On 28 September 1912, almost 250,000 Unionists gathered at Belfast’s City Hall and signed a ‘Solemn League and Covenant’ pledging themselves to resist the granting of Home Rule, and so intense was their opposition that some even signed the document in their own blood. This was quickly followed in January 1913 by the formation of the Ulster Volunteer Force, an organisation composed of adult male Unionists who were prepared to resist Home Rule by force of arms if necessary.

Not surprisingly this development immediately alarmed Nationalist Ireland where, in contrast to the Unionists, and in order to safeguard the granting of Home Rule, the Irish Volunteers (Oglaigh na hEireann in Irish) were formed at a huge public meeting held at the Rotunda Rink in Dublin on 25 November 1913. The concept of such a body had been previously mooted in an article published in the Gaelic League journal, An Claidheamh Soluis (The Sword of Light), by Eoin MacNeill, professor of Early and Medieval Irish History at University College Dublin, who became the Volunteer Movement’s first elected chief-of-staff.
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One of the many notices posted all over Dublin announcing the formation of the Irish Volunteers. This meeting attracted huge crowds and was addressed by the prominent nationalists Eoin MacNeill, Patrick Pearse, and Michael Davitt. (National Museum of Ireland)

However, right from the beginning, this new movement also included members of the shadowy Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), a secret oath-bound society dedicated to establishing an independent Irish Republic by force of arms. The IRB leadership viewed the Volunteers as the ideal means by which to achieve their aims and, before long, several of their number had found their way into prominent positions within the Volunteer leadership. In the years that followed, the role of the IRB within the movement would prove critical.

Within six months of its inaugural meeting the strength of the Volunteers had risen to 75,000 with units formed in most parts of the country. John Redmond, leader of the majority Irish Parliamentary Party, was slow to give the movement his support. However, in June 1914, and in the interests of harmony, the Volunteer leadership reluctantly agreed to permit him to nominate half the membership of its executive. This move immediately brought in further Volunteer recruits and the strength quickly rose to over 160,000.

But it was the outbreak of the First World War that was to have far-reaching consequences both for the Volunteer Movement and for Ireland as a whole. In September 1914 the Third Home Rule Bill was signed by King George V and placed on the Statute Book to be implemented 12 months later, or at the end of the war, whichever was the later date. In response, Redmond made an impassioned plea at the village of Woodenbridge, County Wicklow, on 20 September 1914 in which he advocated that members of the Volunteer Movement enlist in the British Army.

The response was overwhelming but it split the organisation; 170,000 answered Redmond’s call and were promptly renamed the ‘National Volunteers’ and thousands of their number went to serve with great distinction in the 10th and 16th Divisions of the British Army. The more militant minority, of which there were initially 12,000, refused to follow suit. This group, who for the most part were dominated by the IRB, retained the title of ‘Irish Volunteers’ and, subscribing to the ideology that ‘England’s difficulty was Ireland’s opportunity’, established its own military council in 1915. Under the leadership of Patrick Pearse, they now set about planning rebellion against the Crown in order to establish an independent Irish Republic.


ENLISTMENT

When the inaugural meeting of the Irish Volunteers was held in November 1913, so great was interest in the new force that a crowd of over 7,000 tried to gain admission. The Rotunda Rink held 4,000 and was filled to capacity, leaving over 3,000 more outside, where a separate meeting was held in the nearby public gardens. When the speeches finished, stewards mingled with both crowds, distributing enrolment forms and in excess of 3,000 adult males immediately enlisted. Thereafter, a series of meetings held throughout the country also attracted huge numbers, and by the end of August 1914 the movement could claim an active strength of just over 180,000. For these Volunteers the objective of the movement as set out in its 1913 manifesto was unambiguous. They were joining to ‘secure and maintain the rights and liberties common to all the people of Ireland’ at a time when political and social uncertainty were the order of the day. This ideology attracted recruits from all shades of nationalist opinion, with members of existing organisations such as the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), the Gaelic League, and the Fianna Eireann youth movement all viewing the Volunteers as the vehicle to promote their own cultural causes. Equally, supporters of Redmond and the Irish Parliamentary Party also saw the Volunteers as the perfect mechanism to secure Home Rule.
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Patrick Pearse, the Volunteers’ Director of Organisation and leader of the IRB Military Council, addresses a meeting in 1915 advocating his own brand of Irish nationalism. (Irish Military Archives)

However, after the split with Redmond the minority ‘Irish Volunteer’ grouping was faced with the daunting task of rebuilding the organisation and commenced a nationwide campaign to attract new recruits. Unlike their counterparts in the British Army they did not have any established recruiting offices and were forced instead to rely on alternative methods. Periodicals such as The Irish Volunteer were used to publicise the aims of the organisation, and public parades, such as those held throughout the country on Saint Patrick’s Day, proved very successful in attracting recruits when local Volunteer units took to the streets accompanied by pipe bands.

Those wishing to enlist then had to sign the following enrolment form:

I, the undersigned, desire to be enrolled for service in Ireland as a member of the Irish Volunteer Force. I subscribe to the Constitution of the Irish Volunteers and pledge my willing obedience to every article of it. I declare that in joining the Irish Volunteer Force I set before myself the stated objects of the Irish Volunteers and no others.
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The order issued to the Cork Brigade by Commandant Tomas MacCurtain for the 1916 Saint Patrick’s Day demonstration emphasising the importance of discipline. Such occasions were used to promote the aims of the Volunteer Movement and to attract new recruits. (Dara McGrath/Cork Public Museum)

1. To secure and maintain the rights and liberties common to all the peoples of Ireland.

2. To train, discipline, and equip for this purpose an Irish Volunteer Force which will render service to an Irish National Government when such is established.

3. To unite in the service of Ireland Irishmen of every creed and of every party and class.

Once attested, individual members were then issued with a membership card and copies of The Irish Volunteer Handbook and The General Scheme of Organisation. They were also required to pay a weekly subscription, which was recorded on their membership card, and this money, together with subscriptions received from abroad, enabled units to rent offices and halls for administrative and training purposes.
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Raffles held by different units often had the dual purpose of raising funds and providing arms and equipment to the membership. (Author’s collection)

The overwhelming majority of those who enlisted were Roman Catholic, aged between 20 and 30, and from a working- or middle-class background. Officers, on the other hand, tended to be slightly older, better educated and more financially secure. Later, as the Anglo-Irish War progressed, the average age of those enlisting dropped slightly and the difference in background largely disappeared.

While recruitment became less visible after the Easter Rebellion, the surge in public support for the movement saw increased numbers wishing to join, and the British Government’s threat to extend conscription to Ireland in 1918 had similar predictable effects. However, once the war had concluded, many of these latter-day Volunteer enthusiasts soon drifted away from the movement. Nevertheless, recruiting continued throughout the Anglo-Irish War, the only significant change being that from June 1920 onwards new recruits were required to swear an oath of allegiance to Dail Eireann and the
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