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FOREWORD

In this era of commemorations of major happenings at national 
and international level there is often a temptation to overlook the 
cataclysmic impact of these at local and community level where the 
multiple repercussions were frequently most pronounced. In recent 
years there has been an increasingly welcome recognition of the need to 
encourage the totality of historical study and the variations in attitudes 
and experiences at local, national and international level. 
Two years ago the two local history Federations of Ireland held a seminar 
on the theme of Hidden Histories – the Unfolding Story of Ireland in WW1 
and developed this a stage further at the end of 2016 in their conference 
theme of Years of Endurance – Personalities and Events and their Impact 
on Irish Family Life 1912 -1922. 
Papers were delivered by well known historians on the radicalization 
of women in both the North and South of Ireland and on how the War 
impacted on the working classes in the period. Summaries of these 
presentations at the November 2016 seminar are provided here in this 
booklet and it is hoped that they can help stimulate a questioning attitude 
towards traditional interpretations of the events and personalities of the 
decade of revolutionary change 1913–1923 and a recognition that there 
is much more to be investigated on the often distinctive impacts at local 
and regional levels.
Thanks are due to the authors for allowing their papers to be produced 
in this booklet that will, hopefully, encourage further discussion and 
debate throughout the country; thanks also to the members of the 
Federations who helped collate the articles. A special tribute is extended 
to JJ Woods who has brought the various contributions together in 
this fi nished product and to those other Federation members who 
contributed in various ways to this publication. And fi nally a word of 
thanks to our seminar sponsors, The Community Relations Council NI 
and the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, whose support 
made this booklet possible.   
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THE IMPACT OF REBELLION, WAR 
AND PARTITION ON WOMEN IN THE 
NORTH OF IRELAND 1916-1922

DR. MYRTLE HILL

In exploring the position of women in the north of Ireland during a 
period of social and political turbulence, this paper will focus on their 
engagement in a range of campaigns: Nationalism, Unionism, Suffrage, 
Pacifi sm and post-war politics.  While a feminist approach to history 
often, perhaps inevitably, highlights the experiences of a number of 
individuals — strong-minded women who have left some kind of record 
of their lives — these are only examples of a much greater number of 
activists and, moreover, their concerns throw light on many aspects of 
everyday life which do not deserve to be confi ned to the side-lines of 
history.  What I am most keen to stress is the diversity of aspirations 
and experiences as women in the north both responded and contributed 
to local, national and international events.

NATIONALISM

The political arena was of course dominated by the issue of the Home 
Rule Bill making its way through Parliament.  Nationalist and Unionist 
women, like their men, organised themselves in support or rejection of 
legislation which would determine the course of modern Irish history. 
Nationalist associations such as the Ladies Auxiliary of the Ancient 
Order of Hibernians, and Cumann na mBan were well represented in 
the north; indeed Maria Luddy described the Belfast branch of the latter, 
founded by Winifred Carney, as ‘one of the most militarily aggressive 
in Ireland’.  Nor was the cultural revival neglected: At the turn of the 
century there were twenty-six branches of the Gaelic League in Belfast, 
and women were particularly to the fore in this movement. For example, 
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ardent Protestant nationalist Alice Milligan founded three branches of 
the Irish Women’s Association in 1894, and with Anna Johnston (Ethna 
Carbery) edited two nationalist publications in the 1890s, The Northern 
Patriot, and later The Shan Van Vocht.  Indeed, Catherine Morris argues 
that Milligan ‘put the north on the map of the Irish Cultural Revival and 
provided a new resonance to Irish visual culture’.

UNIONISM

On the other side of the political divide, women also responded to 
heightened tensions.  The Association of loyal Orange women underwent 
a revival at the end of 1911 and within 8 years had 12 female lodges, 
10 of them in Belfast. However, the main forum for Unionist women of 
all classes during this period was the Ulster Women’s Unionist Council 
(UWUC) founded in 1911 to consolidate female opposition to Home Rule. 
The signing of a Declaration in support of the Ulster Covenant on 28th 
September, 1912, by 234,046 women refl ected their determination — 
and their strong belief that this was an issue of vital interest to Council 
members.  As one member explained, Home Rule was emphatically 
a Women’s Question; ‘in the event of [it] being granted, the sanctity 
and happiness of home life in Ulster would be permanently destroyed’.  
James Craig referred to the UWC as ‘the Motherhood of Ulster’, and 
traditional maternalism underlay their intensive propaganda campaigns 
across England and Scotland.  Alongside this political activity, women 
of the Ulster Volunteer force were, in a practical way, training as nurses 
and dispatch riders for the defence of the Union and the anticipated 
civil war.

SUFFRAGE

Other politicised women strove to unite these opposing sides, to bring 
women of all political persuasions together in their campaign to win 
the female franchise.  This cause needs to be seen in the context of the 
progressive broadening of the male franchise and of women’s increasing 
participation in other aspects of life.  Articulate, educated women 
argued ‘that no democratic Government can be considered complete 
which ignores not only a class but a whole sex’.
Prime Minister Asquith claimed that suffragists ‘twittered like sparrows’, 
however, even a brief survey of the Irish Suffrage paper — the Irish 
Citizen — reveals the breadth of their concerns — education, working 
conditions, infant and maternal mortality, temperance, sanitary reform, 
sexual double standards, violence against women and the consequent 
need to have them sit on juries.  
The response of the wider public to suffrage activities, however, was 
largely one of ‘indifference’ and, as the daughter of Belfast suffragette 
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Margaret McCoubrey remembered, frequently of ridicule. She quotes a 
popular song of the period:

My ma’s a suffragette 
She wears a collaret
Marching up and down
With her bloomers hanging down
My ma’s a suffragette ….

Moreover, the rejection of suffrage was one point on which the leaders 
of the ongoing constitutional debate agreed.
Growing frustration within the movement, particularly in Belfast, was 
refl ected by stone-throwing incidents and attacks on pillar boxes, but 
really came to a head as a result of uncertainty over local political 
negotiations. In September 1913 the publication of a letter from a 
senior Unionist offi cial indicated that plans were being drawn up for a 
provisional government in the north-east which would include granting 
the franchise to women. When Carson eventually made it clear that 
this was not in fact the case, the suffragettes, their ranks reinforced 
by members of Mrs. Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union, 
declared war on unionism. The enthusiasm of some members for the 
heightened militant zeal which followed caused a great deal of friction 
and indeed division in the local suffrage community. Stone-throwing 
was only one tactic employed; suffragettes focused their anger on the 
symbols of Unionism, verbally harassing individual leaders, infi ltrating 
UVF displays, damaging recreational facilities and mounting arson 
attacks on Unionist-owned buildings.  As a result of their activities, 
thirteen suffragettes were imprisoned in a six-month period.  Rather 
than their demands being treated seriously, however, suffragettes 
were denounced as ‘madwomen’ and were subjected to both verbal 
and physical abuse.  What is important to acknowledge here is the 
multi-layered nature of political identity, the diverse, multi-faceted and 
dynamic nature of northern Irish women’s relationship to the state. 

WAR

The outbreak of war saw shifting priorities and the realignment of 
loyalties.  Leading suffragettes went against the grain with a pacifi st 
stance, but their attempt to attend an international mediation meeting 
at the Hague was foiled by the closure of shipping lanes and the 
government’s refusal to grant visas.  Local female opposition to war 
was thus largely confi ned to speeches, debates and taking in Belgian 
refugees and conscientious objectors.  
Pacifi sm was obviously not a popular position; patriotism was to the 
fore, with women engaged in recruitment drives and encouraged to 
support the participation of their men at the front line in Europe. ‘When 
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the war is over and your husband or son is asked, ‘what did you do in 
the great war?’ is he to hang his head because you would not let him 
go?’  However, in a reminder of the local context, Winifred Campbell who 
lived on Belfast’s Shankill road recalled how when her father, a dispatch 
clerk in an export fi rm, enlisted, his wife strongly disapproved as she 
fi rmly believed he should say at home to do his bit to defend Ireland 
from the threat of Home Rule. She goes on to describe the quality of 
family life in her home during the war, with ‘the army allowance...barely 
adequate and soldiers’ wives…hard pressed to cope’. 
The UWUC, already well prepared for civil war, switched their focus and 
adapted their strategies to deal with the new situation, raising £1,440 
to fi nance and equip a hospital in Pau in south-west France, originally 
established by the Tyrone nursing corps and managed by two Strabane 
women. A majority of women re-directed their energies to focus on the 
needs of the troops making their way to the front. Most middle-class 
females heartily embraced voluntary work such as knitting, gathering 
sphagnum moss or fund raising; the Ulster Women’s Gift Fund, for 
example had raised almost £191,500 by end of war. 
As the local male workforce was depleted, women were encouraged 
to take on new roles, learning new skills — on the land, as drivers, 
munitions workers and in industries of all kinds — their contribution, 
of course, regarded as a temporary ‘emergency’ measure with no 
accommodation made for the care of children or older family members. 
As the war continued, female participation became not only increasingly 
accepted, but offi cially organised. Interestingly, in 1915 when Lady 
Londonderry formed the Women’s Legion, to take the place of men 
required for active service, she was careful to ensure that traditional 
boundaries separating male and female expectations were not crossed. 
She somewhat defensively claimed that these were ‘not amazons...but 
lovely girls who benefi ted from the effect of regular work and wearing 
sensible clothes and thick shoes’. And, of course, this was the period 
during which uniformed women participated more visibly in warfare in 
a range of occupations from traditional nursing, to army, navy and air 
force auxiliaries.

1916
Against the background of international war, news of the Easter rising 
in Dublin added to local tensions and, with most of the information 
coming from London, led to considerable confusion and anxiety.  The 
north largely escaped the fi ghting, but as with other aspects of the 
insurgence, this was not entirely as originally envisaged.  On Easter 
Saturday six Cumann na mBan members travelled from Belfast to join 
a total of 132 men in County Tyrone, planning to link with others in 
Coalisland before heading to Galway to join the rebellion. On hearing of 
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McNeill’s counter command, the men left for home leaving the women 
to proceed to Dublin and participate in this historic event. Winifred 
Carney, in particular, is remembered as James Connolly’s Aide-de-
Camp, one of three women among the fi nal group (including Connolly 
and Patrick Pearse) to leave the GPO when the burning garrison had to 
be evacuated. 
The widening gulf between Unionist and Nationalist aspirations was 
reinforced by the rising and its aftermath, and also by events on the 
Western Front.  Though the death toll was made up of men from all 
sides of the political divide, subsequent British-Irish relations led, until 
recently, to the absence of historical acknowledgement of the engagement 
of those from outside Ulster. That whole regiments of neighbours and 
friends were lost in battles such as the Somme, where 5,500 men of the 
Ulster Division were killed or wounded in the fi rst two days, ensured 
that personal tragedies bound whole communities together in their 
grief.  As 17-year old Herbert Beattie wrote so poignantly,  

Dear mother … tell them that there is not another Grosvenor 
Road fellow left but myself. Mother we were tramping over 
the dead I think there is only about 4 hundred left out of 
about 1300 … mother if god spares me to get home safe i will 
have something awful to tell you if hell is any worse i would 
not like to go to it.

Although the impact was less dramatic, women too died in the course of 
duty as evidenced by the names of eighteen sisters and staff nurses of 
Queen Alexander’s Nursing Corps remembered in St. Anne’s Cathedral, 
Belfast.

POST-WAR ELECTIONS

The results of the 1918 election refl ected the changed political scenario.  
Vote granted to women over 30. Sinn Fein — Winifred Carney stood 
for Parliament as a Sinn Fein candidate for Belfast Victoria Ward in 
the 1918 General Election. In this virtually unwinnable seat she 
uncompromisingly held out for a Worker’s Republic with, unlike 
Countess Markievicz, virtually no support from SF in this Unionist 
stronghold. Polling 4.05% of the vote, she declared 

I had neither personation agents, committee rooms, canvassers 
nor vehicles, and as these are the chief agents in an election, 
it was amazing to me to fi nd that 395 people went to the 
ballot on their own initiative, without any persuasion. The 
organization in Belfast could have been much, much, better. 

With the Ulster Unionist Party winning 25 seats and fi ve going to 
Independent Unionists, the domination of anti-nationalist politics in the 
north-east was guaranteed.
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During this period politicised women on all sides sought to use their 
newly-won infl uence in defence of, or opposition to, the arrangements 
set out in the 1920 Government of Ireland Act.  The UWUC, for example, 
lamenting the loss of the three counties of Monaghan, Cavan and 
Donegal, utilised its considerable resources in support of the newly-
created state. In the run-up to the 1921 election its leaders encouraged 
the registration of women voters, holding classes to instruct them on 
the working of the system of Proportional Representation which was 
to be used for the fi rst election.  Promoting male rather than female 
candidates, they explained, ‘The essential thing in the fi rst parliament 
was to preserve the safety of the Unionist cause...and except in the case 
of outstanding qualifi cations, men candidates were preferable’. This 
prioritising set the pattern for the future.
Signifi cantly, the ability of the UWUC to infl uence newly-enfranchised 
women was acknowledged in the decision to grant them twelve seats 
on the all-male Ulster Unionist Council in 1920. The Orange Order had 
a female auxiliary which tended to be somewhat small and marginal 
in terms of membership, but women’s support for this populist aspect 
of Unionist loyalism was well represented at numerous parades and 
displays.
Women on the Nationalist side were also involved in supporting their 
political representatives though the constitutional parties did not 
actively seek their participation to anything like the same extent and 
the policy of abstentionism further minimalized their infl uence. Diane 
Urquhart suggests that Cumann na mBan suffered ‘disillusion, apathy 
and discord’ in the inter-war period and, outlawed by the Unionist 
government in 1922, was only sporadically active during the early 
1930s’. The Ladies’ Auxiliary of the Ancient Order of Hibernians was 
probably the most popular female Nationalist organisation in the North 
during these years, undergoing something of a revival in Ulster in the 
1920s. The male leadership’s attitude to women underwent a signifi cant 
shift after they attained the vote, with the admission in 1919 that 
‘Women are now admitted into practically all the professions; they have 
a voice in the country... . There is no reason why their power for good 
in the Hibernian movement should not be availed of to the utmost.’  
Nationalist female cultural identities also continued to fi nd an outlet 
through the increasingly popular Gaelic League, but divisions within 
the wider nationalist movement resulted in a diversity of activities and 
a less visible female presence than that exerted by loyalism.

As a result of the election on 24 May, 1921, it is perhaps surprising that 
two women were among 40 unionists elected.  However, their Unionist 
credentials were sound: each was a widow of a former UUP MP and 
both were active members of the UWUC. Julia McMordie, Vice President 
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of UWUC had been the fi rst female member of Belfast City Council, 
serving four years as an Alderman.  Dehra Chichester (becoming Parker 
in 1928) would spend a total of 25 years in NI parliament as a staunch 
supporter of Unionist policies. Both women unquestioningly prioritised 
their constitutional loyalty over their gendered identity.  
From its inception, the constitutional partition of the six north-eastern 
counties from the remainder of the island was hotly contested; hostility 
from the Nationalist minority ensuring that the Unionist-dominated 
government of Northern Ireland operated in a context of vulnerability, 
its authority challenged both within and outside its borders. Women 
continued to be involved on both sides of the militant activities, and 
they will no doubt be remembered in next year’s centennial events. 
The new constitutional boundaries within which women worked 
inevitably impacted upon the opportunities open to them, and the 
degree of personal or professional independence that they could aim to 
achieve, while the background of sectarianism and violent disruption 
did much to determine social and political boundaries for both male and 
female citizens. In terms of everyday life, the north was by no means 
immune from the international post-war economic decline, with the 
major industries of shipbuilding, construction and textile all severely 
affected, the impact felt by women as well as men.

The need for female representation remained as critical as ever, the 
defensive, conservative nature of the new Northern state reinforced by 
a strong evangelical zeal which signifi cantly infl uenced policy-making. 
The resulting legislation refl ected a broader Europe-wide trend — 
attempting to control sexual and moral behaviour, promote ‘traditional’ 
family values and confi ne women to the domestic arena.  However, while 
the theory of a separation between public and private spheres remained 
intact, in practical terms there was signifi cant blurring of lines, and 
concentration on offi cial roles tends to marginalise women’s participation 
and infl uence in spheres of infl uence. Beneath the dominant discourses 
of war and sectarian division, and thus much less often the focus of 
historical attention, a few politicized, progressive women continued 
to raise their voices in support of, or in opposition to current events.  
The earlier Suffrage campaign had led to signifi cant international 
collaboration which continued to be exercised through pacifi st and 
other co-operative organisations.  Recent research also suggests that 
women played a signifi cant role in party politics at local level; a case 
study of the North Belfast Labour Party, for example, reveals women 
leading public meetings, writing articles, and encouraging support from 
their working-class counterparts. Emerging Socialist and Communist 
parties also proved attractive to women and positions on local councils 
and as Poor Law Guardians provided opportunities to draw attention to 
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issues such as housing conditions, the health of children and mothers, 
education and welfare.  
Moreover, the mere existence of pressure groups such as Belfast 
Women’s Advisory Council and Belfast Women’s Citizens’ Union 
suggest that female concern with political inequalities continued to be 
articulated. This is consistent with the small number of records relating 
to individual activists who went on to challenge gendered limitations 
to citizenship. I would generally concur with Christopher Shepard’s 
conclusion that outside the home, women in Northern Ireland, with 
a few notable exceptions, mainly engaged in traditional activities and 
were more likely than their UK counterparts to be members of religious, 
rather than secular political organizations. However, my own research 
on women in the Presbyterian Church reveals that, despite the obvious 
constraints, a strong and infl uential network of female activists could 
push the boundaries of gender expectations in the interests of a broader 
‘sisterhood’.
While suffragist, nationalist, unionist and pacifi st women represented 
only a small minority and their words and actions were all too often 
drowned in the stridency of the male-dominated constitutional debates, 
they were nonetheless destined to inspire future generations of women, 
both publicly and in private.

DR. MYRTLE HILL is a visiting research fellow in the School of History and 
Anthropology in Queen’s University Belfast, where she was formerly a Senior 
Lecturer and Director of the Centre for Women’s Studies. She has published 
widely on Protestant evangelicalism and Irish Women’s History, with many 
book chapters and articles on the Irish Suffrage movement, 19th century female 
missionaries, Ireland and Empire and Disability and Confl ict. She is currently 
researching links between ‘feminism’ and ‘the left’ in Irish history and is active 
in the wider women’s and community relations sectors in the north of Ireland.
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RADICAL WOMEN 1916-1923:
POLITICS - PROMISE AND LOSS.

DR. MARY MCAULIFFE

Writing in 1932 Nora Connolly O’Brien stated that ‘the revolutionary 
men and women must insist that men and women in Ireland have 
equal rights and duties, and a surrender of any of those rights or 
duties is treason to Ireland’.1  Connolly O’Brien daughter of socialist 
and 1916 revolutionary James Connolly, was a republican, socialist 
and supporter of the ideal of a Worker’s Republic herself.  By 1932 she 
was bemoaning the fact that progressive and revolutionary women were 
once more content to be the drudges of the movement. If, she wrote, 
the doctrine of salvation was to be found in the doctrines of James 
Connolly, then the place of women in Ireland must not be excluded from 
these doctrines. The connection between the Connolly and the more 
radicalised women of the revolutionary era is something often mentioned 
but rarely outlined or understood. Certainly, in Ireland, by 1910 there 
were three, sometimes competing, sometime co-operating, ideologies to 
which politicised Irishwomen were drawn — nationalism, feminism and 
socialism. Despite the many public tensions and debates between the 
ideologies and the women who espoused them, historian Mary Cullen 
noted ‘an implicit feminist awareness appears to have informed almost 
all of the developments even when the objectives were not explicitly 
feminist’2. The augments particularly between nationalist women and 
feminist women centred mainly around the idea of ‘Suffrage before all 
else’. 

The militant feminist Irish Women’s Franchise League (IWFL), 
established in 1908, by Hanna and Francis Sheehy Skeffi ngton, 
represented a new generation of suffrage activists, a generation who 
had lost patience with the more moderate tactics of the older suffrage 
organisations. Infl uenced by the militancy of the British Women’s Social 
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and Political Union (WSPU), they were determined that female suffrage 
should take precedence over all over ideologies. Countering arguments 
from advanced nationalist women who felt that an Irishwoman should 
not campaign for the vote from an alien [British] government, Hanna 
Sheehy Skeffi ngton wrote that ‘until the Parliamentarian and the Sinn 
Féin woman alike possess the vote, the keystone of citizenship, she will 
count but little in either party’.3 
The main campaign undertaken by the IWFL prior to 1912 was to have 
female suffrage included in the Third Home Rule Bill, sponsored by 
the constitutional nationalist Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP), which was 
making its way through the British Houses of Parliament. However, 
the campaign was a failure as not only did the IPP leadership of John 
Redmond and John Dillion (both anti-suffrage themselves) prevent the 
inclusion of limited female suffrage in the Home Rule Bill, they had 
worked to, and succeeded in, stymieing the 1912 Conciliation Bill 
which would have extended the right to vote to property owing women.  
Disgusted, a suffrage woman wrote ‘we must do nothing to endanger the 
sacred cause of Home Rule. Therefore, we must be doormats and feather 
cushions, and so make everything pleasant and easy to enable the men 
of Ireland to win their freedom’.  The IWFL responded by resorting to 
more militant tactics, breaking the windows in the IPP offi ces and other 
government buildings. 
As well as female suffrage the IWFL was concerned with other issues 
of women’s lives and politics.  Their fortnightly newspaper the Irish 
Citizen, edited by Francis Sheehy Skeffi ngton and James Cousins, while 
concentrating on the campaign for the female franchise, also carried 
articles of broader interest to the feminist and labour movements. 
Among the issues discussed were conditions and pay for working 
women, the need for trade unions for working class women, issues of 
domestic and sexual violence against women, feminism and militancy, 
war and pacifi sm, the need for women police, lawyers and jurors.  
Members of the IWFL had taken also an increasing interest in the plight 
of women workers. In 1911, Sheehy Skeffi ngton and feminist activist 
Countess Constance Markievicz had shared a platform with trade 
union organisers, Delia and James Larkin at the launch the female 
trade union, the Irish Women Worker’s Union (IWWU).  Here Markievicz 
declared that while women may not have the vote a ‘union such as now 
being formed will not alone help you obtain better wages, but will also 
be a means of helping you get votes’.4

At the same time advanced nationalist women were more intent on the 
separatist campaigns.  Inghinidhe na hÉireann (Daughters of Ireland) 
set up in 1900, advocated militant separatism, feminism.  Working to 
raise national self-awareness and a sense of self-reliance it organised 
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cultural events, Irish language classes and supported the purchase of 
Irish goods over foreign, i.e. English imports. In 1908 it set up a women’s 
newspaper, Bean na hÉireann, (Woman of Ireland) whose expressed 
aim was to be a women’s paper, advocating militancy, Irish separatism 
and feminism.  Members of Inghinidhe believed that in the struggle for 
national independence, without women, Mother Ireland ‘was going into 
battle with one arm tied behind her back’.5  Supportive of the cause 
of feminism and the cause of labour, Inghinidhe, and its successor 
women’s nationalist organisation, Cumann na mBan (founded 1914) 
gave primacy to the fi ght for Irish Independence. 

Prior to 1916, however, the cause which provided a uniting platform 
for advanced nationalist and feminist women was the cause of labour. 
Women active in nationalist and feminist organisations were becoming 
more engaged with socialism and active in the labour movement.  During 
the Dublin Lockout of 1913 many of the middle class IWFL women and 
the working class IWWU women worked together in the soup kitchen 
in Liberty Hall, where the middle class women gained some awareness 
of the conditions of working class women. In contrast with its relatively 
factitious relationship with nationalist women the IWFL had a much 
better relationship with militant labour, and with women workers’ 
organisations. The more radical middle class suffrage campaigners 
began to lean left in their thinking, and infl uenced by the thinking and 
support of James Connolly, most of them joined the IWWU and used 
that as a platform for their activism — feminist, socialist and nationalist.

By 1913 the Lockout of Dublin workers (male and female) provided the 
platform where the more radical middle class and working class women 
began to fi nd a common purpose. The headquarters of the ITGWU and 
IWWU, Liberty Hall, was used as a soup kitchen where the families of 
the locked out workers could be fed. This work introduced many of 
the advanced nationalist and feminist women to the cause of labour 
and, more particularly, to the issues and problems faced by working 
class women. The links with socialist activism had long been present, 
however. For example, Francis Sheehy Skeffi ngton and Kathleen 
Shannon, both founding members of the IWFL, were secretaries of 
the Socialist Party of Ireland. James Connolly, the trade unionist and 
socialist, was a supporter of the feminist cause and promoted the 
activities of many women involved in socialism and feminism. Equality 
and equal participation for all was a central principle of Connolly’s 
socialist rhetoric. In 1913 Francis Sheehy Skeffi ngton wrote that 
Connolly was the ‘soundest and most thorough-going feminist among 
all the Irish labour men’.6   The Irish Citizen reported that he was loudly 
cheered at a speech that he made November, 1913, at the height of 
the Lockout, when he declared that ‘he stood for opposition to the 
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domination of nation over nation, of class over class, or of sex over sex’.7   
During this time Connolly was becoming particularly close to radical 
activist women such Helena Molony, Countess Markievicz, Marie Perolz, 
Winifred Carney and Kathleen Lynn, all of whom were by 1913, active in 
nationalism, feminism and socialism. 
It was during the struggles of 1913 in particular that many of the more 
radical women became part of the struggle for worker’s rights — Connolly 
in particular infl uenced women like Markievicz, Lynn, Carney — most 
of them coming to believe that ‘national freedom would be worthless 
without the overthrow of the exploiting class’.8 It is worth noting that 
these most experienced, mostly middle class radical women, along with 
the younger working class politicised women joined the Irish Citizen 
Army (the worker’s militia established in 1913); and it is with the Citizen 
Army that they participate in the Easter Rising rather than with Cumann 
na mBan. Cumann na mBan, of course, did manage to bring out the 
majority of women who fought in 1916.  While, by 1916, the women 
of Cumann na mBan were much more militant in their expression of 
nationalism, and indeed more feminist in their ideologies, they were in 
no way as radical or as socialist in their thinking as the women of the 
Irish Citizen Army. This despite the fact that the majority of Cumann 
na mBan members, especially in Dublin, were young, working class 
women. 
The expression of the connection of national freedom, class rights and 
gender equality can be found expressed in the primary document of 
the Easter Rising — the Proclamation of Independence.  Addressed to 
Irishmen and Irishwomen, it promised a republic elected by the suffrage 
of all her men and women, and a nation based on equal rights and equal 
opportunities to all its citizens, and resolved to pursue the happiness 
and prosperity of the whole nation and all of its parts.  These inserts in 
the Proclamation are seen as the infl uence of Connolly, how his ongoing 
collaboration with the more radical activist women also infl uenced 
these, the most radical of promises in the document. The Proclamation 
gave, as Hanna Sheehy Skeffi ngton wrote in 1917, “equal citizenship 
to women”, beating, she was proud to note, “all records except that of 
the Russian Revolution”. The 1916 promise of full and equal citizenship 
formed the basis for the Cumann na mBan manifesto of 1918 which 
stated that the organisation was to “follow the policy of the Republican 
Proclamation [of 1916] by seeing that women take up their proper 
position in the life of the nation”

Subsequently these promises were to the disgust of the surviving 
radical women, broken and/or unmet in the Irish Free State. Instead of 
a workers republic, with equal rights for all, what was settled for was 
a conservative, indeed theocratic state, where the dominant discourse 
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for women became respectability and domesticity. This discourse is 
refl ected in the 1937 constitution which Senator Kathleen Clarke 
(widow of Thomas Clarke, one of the signatories to the Proclamation) 
argued regulated the rights of women workers.  In addition, articles 
40.1 and 40.2 which placed women fi rmly in the domestic realm were, 
she argued, a betrayal of the promises of the 1916 Proclamation and 
principles of equality contained therein.
The possibilities of radicalism which feminist and socialist women 
engaged with prior to 1916, which they saw refl ected in the 1916 
Proclamation, and betrayed through the fi rst decades of the Irish Free 
State were undermined by the combination of a conservative counter-
revolution from 1923 and a State whose social, class and gender policies 
were dominated by Catholic social and moral thinking. As late as in 1970, 
Rosie Hackett, a member of the Irish Citizen Army, the Irish Women 
Workers’ Union and a trade union activist, and 1916 rebel, remarked 
that if only ‘Mr Connolly were living, women not be in the backward 
position we are in today’.9  Already by 1937 the Irish Women’s Citizens’ 
Association (IWCA) had noted that the position of women within the 
Irish State had deteriorated from the ideal implicit in the Proclamation. 
Gender equality, a cornerstone of that Proclamation, was by the second 
decade of the Irish Free State, despite the promise of 1916, as distant a 
dream as it had ever been.
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THE IMPACT OF WAR AND REBELLION ON THE 
LABOUR MOVEMENT IN THE NORTH 1912-22

DR. PETER COLLINS

Belfast was a great industrial city like Glasgow, Manchester, Leeds and 
Birmingham, with a large trade union membership, yet a strong labour 
party never emerged, as in Britain. Most workers supported unionist 
or nationalist parties and socialism was viewed with hostility in both 
communities. Supporters of the labour movement were themselves 
divided on the national question. Belfast labour was dominated by William 
Walker, a city councillor who failed narrowly to become Ireland’s fi rst 
Labour MP in 1905. Infl uential in the Trades Council and Independent 
Labour Party (ILP) in Belfast, a member of the British Labour National 
Executive Committee and President of the Irish Trade Union Congress 
(ITUC), Walker and his followers became known as labour unionists.
James Larkin organised the National Union of Dock Labourers in 
Belfast but, following defeat in the 1907 docks strike, he left for Dublin 
where, in 1909, he formed the Irish Transport and General Workers’ 
Union (ITGWU). In 1910 Larkin sent James Connolly to Belfast as 
ITGWU organizer. He gained the support of prominent members of the 
Trades Council, primarily Thomas Johnson and David Campbell. They 
were opposed by Walker and his supporters. Connolly planned to unite 
the Walkerite branches of the ILP with his Socialist Party of Ireland. 
This resulted in an uncomradely exchange of letters about socialism 
and nationalism between Connolly and Walker in the Socialist paper 
Forward. 

HOME RULE

In 1912, despite opposition from Walkerites and Redmondites, Larkin 
and Connolly persuaded the ITUC to set up an Irish Labour Party in 
the expectation of a Home Rule parliament. Loyalist workers opposed 
Home Rule whereas the majority in labour in the south were in favour. 
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Belfast Trades Council was split over Home Rule. In the tense summer 
of 1912, due to the Home Rule crisis, Catholics and Protestant trade 
union activists were expelled from the shipyards and other workplaces. 
Most Protestant workers signed the Ulster Covenant and many later 
joined the UVF. Connolly’s involvement in the Dublin Lockout in 1913, 
when he and Larkin were jailed briefl y, increased his notoriety among 
loyalists. When an amendment to the Home Rule bill proposed the 
exclusion of Ulster, Connolly proclaimed that partition, ‘would usher 
in a carnival of reaction north and south’. He thus managed to offend 
both loyalist workers who were in favour of exclusion and nationalists 
supporters who reluctantly accepted it as a temporary tactic.

WAR

Socialists internationally had signed petitions that, in the event of war, 
they would refuse to fi ght their fellow workers. Yet when war started most 
Socialist parties supported their governments. British Labour was in 
support whilst the ITUC and Irish Labour Party was against. A majority 
of northern workers, loyalist and nationalist, supported the war. Even 
the ITGWU had to admit that over half the union’s membership were in 
the trenches. George McBride, from Shankill Road, remembered:

Not all the UVF joined up, but most of us younger ones did. For 
us, there was a spirit of adventure, a sense of getting away 
from the boredom, the poverty and the lack of opportunity of 
our life in Belfast… . Very few Protestants in Belfast would 
have opposed the war. If they did they knew to keep quiet 
about it. 

When war broke out Connolly wrote in the Irish Worker:
Should a German army land in Ireland tomorrow, we should 
be perfectly justifi ed in joining it if, by so doing, we could 
rid this country once and for all from its connection with the 
Brigand Empire that drags us unwillingly to war… .
...Should the working class of Europe, rather than slaughter 
each other for the benefi t of kings and fi nanciers, proceed 
tomorrow to erect barricades all over Europe…that war might 
be abolished, we should be perfectly justifi ed in following 
such a glorious example than contributing our aid to the 
vulture classes that rule and rob the world. 

Such sentiments espoused by Connolly, at outdoor meetings, attracted 
increasingly hostile crowds. Eventually his colleagues forced him 
to discontinue the meetings. Connolly’s words and actions had by 
association led to even greater marginalization of labour in Belfast. No 
doubt he and others were relieved when he was called to Dublin to take 
over the ITGWU leadership from Larkin who had gone to America. 
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1916
Some historians believe that Connolly’s move from socialism to 
revolutionary nationalism was a counsel of despair brought on by the 
failure of the Lockout and workers’ support for the war. In reality, with 
his military background, he had few qualms about armed insurrection. 
Alarmed that Connolly would jump the gun with his Irish Citizen Army, 
the IRB military committee co-opted him into their preparations. His 
subsequent execution for his prominent role in the Rising ensured him 
a place in the nationalist martyrology. But it had a polarising effect 
on the labour movement. Connolly’s participation in the Rising seemed 
to justify his opponents’ assertions that he and Larkin were using the 
labour movement for essentially political ends. Johnson and Campbell 
now moved to head off any consequent split. Johnson’s Presidential 
address to the ITUC, in August 1916, with the Somme at its height, was 
a masterpiece of tight-rope walking. On the one hand, he paid tribute 
to Connolly and the other labour men, who lost their lives in the Rising, 
and on the other to those in the armed forces:

As a trade union movement, we are of varied minds on matters 
of history and political development, and consequently this is 
not the place to enter into a discussion of the right or folly 
of the revolt but this we may say – that those amongst the 
rebels who have been associated with us in the past, who 
have led and inspired some of us with the love of their country 
and their class, resolved to act as they did, with no selfi sh 
thought, but purely with a passion for freedom and a hatred 
of oppression… . By his (Connolly’s) death they had lost a 
champion they could ill afford to lose…they also remember 
those many others…who have laid down their lives in another 
fi eld, also for what they believed to be the cause of Liberty 
and Democracy and the Love of their Country

Historian Arthur Mitchell shows that:
The refusal of the Johnson-led congress to accept any 
responsibility for the rebellion...indicates that Johnson and 
the other leaders planned to build up a Labour Party that 
would stress social and economic issues, on which there was 
no disagreement. 

CONSCRIPTION 
In 1915, only Britain was subject to conscription. In spring 1918, in 
the face of a massive German offensive, the Government announced 
its extension to Ireland. The ITUC joined with all shades of nationalism 
and the Roman Catholic Church to resist conscription. The Lord Mayor 
of Dublin set up a national anti-conscription committee to meet in the 
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Mansion House. Johnson became paid secretary of the Mansion House 
Committee. With Campbell he organized an anti-conscription meeting 
outside Belfast City Hall on April 16. Loyalist workers attacked the 
platform, Johnson was struck by a missile and the crowd dispersed in 
panic, followed by sectarian rioting. Unionist papers proclaimed that 
Johnson and his colleagues had got what they deserved for trying to 
preach their message of disloyalty. Labour was now identifi ed even 
further with nationalism. Loyalists were enraged by the Mansion House 
Committee declaration that, ‘The passing of the Conscription Bill by 
the British House of Commons must be regarded as a declaration of 
war on the Irish Nation.’ This was further exacerbated by the ITUC’s 
twenty-four hour national strike on April 23rd. The Northern Whig, ran 
the headline:

BELFAST AND ULSTER UNAFFECTED — WORK AND 
BUSINESS AS USUAL

The one day general holiday decreed by the Dublin Trade 
Union Congress did not…extend to Belfast or Ulster…the 
great majority of Belfast Labour organized and unorganized 
had no sympathy with the…anti-conscription sentiment  

In the end the German offensive foundered and conscription wasn’t 
implemented. But loyalist alienation by the anti-conscription efforts of 
Johnson and Campbell threatened labour unity. Johnson now moved 
to Dublin to play a major role in labour nationally. He masterminded 
the decision of the Labour Party in the south to give Sinn Féin a clear 
run in the 1918 General Election. The newly formed Belfast Labour 
Party, seeing this as ‘Bowing down to Sinn Féin’, contested four city 
seats. Also seeking the working-class vote was the Ulster Unionist 
Labour Association (UULA). Carson was the UULA president, and linen 
manufacturer J.M. Andrews its chairman. 

The UULA is shown, in a letter from Dawson Bates to Carson, as a 
means of distracting, ‘...the younger members of the working class from 
Socialist, i.e. extreme organisations…where they are educated in views 
very different to those held by our body.’ Labour was humiliated in the 
election with two seats going to the UULA. 

A growth in trade union militancy arose out of the 1919 ‘44 hour’ 
engineering strike. In 1920 thirteen Labour councillors, led by Campbell, 
were elected to the Corporation, becoming the offi cial opposition. Their 
euphoria didn’t last long due to the war in the south and civil strife in 
Belfast. The railway union refused to carry home by rail the coffi n of 
assassinated Banbridge RIC man Col. Smyth. 
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This refl ected badly on labour which was put under further stress by 
Carson at a ‘Twelfth’ demonstration:

…these men…care no more about labour than does the man 
in the moon. Their real object, and the real insidious nature 
of their propaganda, is that they mislead and bring about 
disunity amongst our own people; and in the end…we may 
fi nd ourselves in the same bondage and slavery as is the rest 
of Ireland in the South and West 

On the day of Smyth’s funeral workplace expulsions of some 10,000 
Catholics and so-called ‘Rotten Prods’ began. Campbell, Labour colleague 
James Baird, and three Sinn Féin councillors, raised a motion calling 
on the Corporation to help reinstate the expelled workers. Due to the 
deteriorating situation in the city the Labour members thought better of 
turning up. A large crowd of loyalist workers packed the public gallery, 
from which they interrupted the proceedings. Unionist Councillor Duff 
taunted Labour for not attending, ‘because they saw they were going 
to get no support from genuine labour’. An amendment by Councillor 
Twaddell proposed that the Corporation had no right to dictate to the 
employers and that no action should be taken on reinstatement until the 
Government had put down the bloody IRA campaign. Councillor Boyd, 
a trade unionist, stated that the workers were expelled because they 
were Sinn Féiners, not because they were Catholics. ‘When Unionists 
went to war their places had been fi lled with slackers from other parts 
of Ireland.’ When Denis McCullough put the motion for Sinn Féin he 
was spat on, revolvers were produced and missiles thrown. The Town 
Clerk had to get Unionist councillors to restore order. The vote was 35 
to 5 in favour of the amendment. The Northern Whig reported that the 
workers and Unionist councillors then rendered the National Anthem 
in ‘stentorian fashion’ . This, commented the Whig, ‘must have gratifi ed 
very little the Sinn Féiners who stuck to their guns, and will please still 
less the Labour Socialists who ran away.’ 

Labour was now just as unacceptable to loyalists as Sinn Féin. During the 
fi rst Northern Ireland general election in 1921 three Labour candidates 
booked the Ulster Hall. Finding it fi lled with 4,000 shipyard workers, 
they hid in a dressing room, while a triumphant loyalist meeting was 
held instead. This physical rout became an electoral one when only 
1,877 combined votes went to the three Labour candidates. That 
Labour was being squeezed out in the trauma attending the birth of the 
northern state is clear in the statement by Prime Minister Craigavon, 
‘What I want to get in this house…are men who are for the Union on the 
one hand, or who are against it and want to go into a Dublin parliament 
on the other.’
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SURVIVING THE REVOLUTION
A TALE OF TWO COUNCILLORS

PADRAIG YEATES

At his court martial in 1916 Lieutenant W. T. Cosgrave of the Irish 
Volunteers was sentenced to death for his part in the Easter Rising 
even though he had no idea when he answered the mobilisation call 
that Easter Monday morning that he was going to embark on an 
insurrection. Nevertheless, he was unfortunate enough to be tried at an 
early stage in the process when any signifi cant role in events secured 
the death penalty. Indeed, the Irish Times reported that he had been 
executed on May 6th. However, the presiding offi cer, Major General 
Charles Blackadder, was so impressed by Cosgrave’s impeccable middle 
class respectability as a grocer and wine merchant that he deemed 
him ‘a decent man’ who had been ‘rushed into this business’. On his 
recommendation, General Maxwell commuted the death sentence to life 
imprisonment. Cosgrave was out in a year. 

Cosgrave’s fellow Dublin city councillor, Captain William Partridge of 
the Irish Citizen Army was not tried for another fortnight, by which 
time the British Prime Minister, H. H. Asquith, had put an end to 
Maxwell’s bloody gallop and, although he had been far more involved 
in preparations for the Rising than his fellow councillor, Partridge was 
sentenced to ten years’ penal servitude. Both men were disqualifi ed as 
councillors later that year for non-attendance at Corporation meetings. 

In an early indication of the changing political climate, Dublin’s 
councillors called for Cosgrave’s release in January 1917, passing a 
motion that asked rhetorically, ‘Would anyone seriously suggest for a 
moment that Willie Cosgrave was a criminal?’ Of course, most of them 
were nationalists, shop keepers, wine merchants and small businessmen 
like himself. There were no similar compliments for Partridge, any 
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more than expressions of sympathy or concern by the offi cers who had 
constituted his courts martial. He was clearly a militant socialist and a 
trade union trouble maker to boot. Nevertheless, his former colleagues 
on the Corporation co-opted him back into their ranks and demanded 
his release. 
He was in far more need of it than Cosgrave, for he had contracted 
nephritis. He was released from Lewes prison in April 1917 to spare the 
British government, in his own words, ‘the expense of an inquest’. After 
a brief stay in a Brighton nursing home he returned to Ireland to die at 
the family home in Ballaghaderreen on 26th July 1917. 

Although Partridge was, by 1916, strongly identifi ed with the labour 
movement, having played a leading role in the 1913 Lockout, he had 
also been heavily involved in the preparations for the Rising. He was a 
member of the ICA army council, a confi dante of James Connolly and 
used his role as a ‘Travelling Organiser’ for the Irish Transport and 
General Workers’ Union to visit Kerry and plan the unloading of the 
weapons expected on the German gun runner, the Aud, for distribution 
throughout the country. 
It is even less well known that he was a ‘Sinn Féin’ member of Dublin 
corporation from 1904 to 1906.1 Initially he was granted time off by his 
employer, the GSWR, because of his advocacy of corporation housing for 
railway workers in Inchicore, but when he began to advocate socialist 
policies and criticise employers, the company stopped doing so. As most 
meetings took place in working hours he was forced to resign his seat. 

He would soon break with Arthur Griffi th over the latter’s criticism of 
trade unionists for demanding better pay and conditions. Griffi th argued 
that this undermined the competitiveness of Irish fi rms. He particularly 
disliked Larkin, the founder of the ITGWU, as an ‘English’ agitator 
whom he saw as an instrument, conscious or otherwise, of this strategy 
by advocating militant syndicalist tactics to secure improvements in the 
lot of Irish workers. Several other trade unionists, including Richard 
O’Carroll, who was killed in the Rising, broke with Griffi th over his 
stance, although others, such as Peader Macken, also killed in 1916, 
did not. In 1912 Partridge was dismissed by the GSWR in a dispute 
over preferential treatment for Protestant employees and Larkin gave 
him a job with the ITGWU. In 1913 Partridge ran once more for the city 
council and was re-elected to represent Kilmainham and Inchicore, this 
time as a Labour councillor. 

Partridge remained a senior fi gure in his own union, the Amalgamated 
Society of Engineers. As Dublin District President he played a leading 
role in securing its support, and that of the British TUC for the 1913 
Lockout. He was generally regarded as Labour’s fi nest orator after Larkin. 
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A convert to the syndicalism of Larkin and Connolly, he nevertheless 
remained deeply religious. The son of an English locomotive driver and 
an Irish farmer’s daughter he was baptised, as was common for sons 
of Protestant fathers in a mixed marriage in the days before the ne 
temere decree, in the Church of Ireland but converted to Catholicism at 
eleven. It was the example of him leading the Stephen’s Green garrison 
in decades of the Rosary each evening of Easter Week that convinced 
Countess Markievicz to convert to Catholicism. 

W. T. Cosgrave requires little by way of introduction. His family hailed 
from Wexford, where a relation was hanged in 1798, but it embraced 
respectability subsequently. Cosgrave was a publican, a grocer and 
lucky. Not only was his capital sentence commuted in 1916, but he 
survived the death and disease that routinely haunted even comfortably 
off families in Dublin’s Liberties. His father and two of his brothers 
died young, and a third, half-brother, (his mother remarried, a common 
occurrence) was killed in the Easter Rising. Attracted, like Partridge, to 
the ideas of Arthur Griffi th, he was fi rst elected to Dublin Corporation 
in 1909 for Sinn Féin. Unlike Partridge, he was not a particularly good 
public speaker but he was assiduous in attending to whatever business 
came his way, political or commercial. He adopted progressive positions 
on issues such as female suffrage and slum clearance. While he did 
not support the workers in the 1913 Lockout he did denounce the 
police brutality that led to serious injuries and several deaths, declaring 
that ‘no man had a right to take the life that God gave’. He would later 
preside over a government that legally executed 81 men in the Civil War 
and oversaw the illegal execution of countless more. 

His commuted death sentence in 1916, prominence in Sinn Fein and 
experience as leader of the party on Dublin Corporation, saw him 
selected to contest Kilkenny for Sinn Féin in the 1917 by-election and 
go on to become minister for Local Government in Dáil Eireann. As such 
he was a member of de Valera’s Cabinet and cast the crucial vote to 
accept the Treaty in December 1922. He felt guilty about voting against 
de Valera as the latter had resisted calls for his removal as minister for 
Local Government. He was also lucky in having a very able deputy in 
Kevin O’Higgins, who stood in for him during several bouts of ill-health, 

Luck continued to dog Cosgrave when fi rst Griffi th and then Michael 
Collins died in the early stages of the Civil War. Consequently, he 
became President of the Free State Executive. O’Higgins brash style 
and the politically fatal handicap of not being ‘out’ in 1916 ensured 
the ablest member of the Cabinet was not eligible. Michael Laffan has 
credited Cosgrave with being a team player and the only politician in a 
Cabinet of individuals. 
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REVOLUTIONARY SUICIDE

Darrell Figgis came from a well-off family of tea merchants. They were 
happy to enjoy the place in the sun that the British Empire provided. 
But Figgis hated business and abandoned a commercial career for 
literature. He published his fi rst book of poetry, A vision of life, in 1909 
and worked as a journalist and reviewer to provide him with a suffi cient 
income to sustain a relatively comfortable life at Pullagh on Achill while 
he engaged in writing novels and more poetry. 

Discovering his Irish nationality, he joined the Irish Volunteers in 1913. 
He knew Sir Roger Casement, Mary Spring Rice and other members of 
the eclectic band of upper class nationalist subversives who organised 
the Howth gun running. He travelled to Hamburg to buy the arms and 
oversaw the initial shipment before returning to Ireland to participate 
in the successful unloading of the weapons. He supported the minority 
Irish Volunteers at the time of the split with Redmond, but devoted most 
of his time to writing until he was arrested and interned in the general 
security sweep that followed the Rising. 

Even at this early stage in his career he showed an extraordinary capacity 
to antagonise people, although his considerable organisational and 
literary skills were also recognised. He became secretary of Sinn Féin 
in 1917 and Arthur Griffi th became his patron. However, even Griffi th 
couldn’t secure him a nomination in the 1918 election. Instead, he was 
appointed secretary of the Dáil Eireann commission into the resources 
and industries of Ireland (1919–22). He later served as secretary of the 
Irish White Cross, established in 1921 as a riposte to the Red Cross, 
and as a judge in the Dáil courts. He was the highest paid Dáil Eireann 
civil servant with a salary of £500 a year, the same as Eamon de Valera. 

He supported the Treaty and Griffi th had him appointed vice-chair of 
the committee that drafted the Free State constitution. The chairman 
was Michael Collins, but the latter rarely had time to attend. Figgis 
was the de facto chair and did the job with his usual effi ciency and 
insensitivity. He was responsible for many of the splits that bedevilled 
the proceedings. It eventually produced three separate reports but 
Figgis’s version largely prevailed because it was the best. 

As in 1918 and 1920, his unpopularity ensured he received no 
nominations from either faction of Sinn Féin for a Dáil seat in the Treaty 
election of 1922. Undeterred, he ran as an independent pro-Treaty 
candidate. A group of anti-Treaty Volunteers, led by Robert Briscoe, 
shaved off half of his fl aming red beard, of which he was extremely 
proud because he felt it made him look like Parnell. The result was a 
wave of public sympathy and he topped the poll in County Dublin. After 
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the incident Michael Collins gave Figgis’s wife Millie a pocket revolver to 
protect herself if there was another attack on the family home. 
Figgis was a regular contributor to debates in the Free State Dáil and 
was appointed to the Prices Commission established to investigate 
accusations of profi teering and cartels. His minority report was the 
most useful thing to come out of its proceedings. He identifi ed the root 
cause of the problem as too much competition. He found that 

‘very large profi ts were being charged by certain trades. 
But it was also clear that some of these traders were 
barely able to maintain a livelihood. The large percentage 
of profi t had become necessary because of the large 
number of people competing with each other for the same 
business within a very small area… . The only real way 
to mend this fault is to create productive employment, 
in which to draw off those who are now engaged in, or 
dependent on, merely distributive profi ts.’

It seems Napoleon was wrong. It was the Irish, not the English, who 
were a nation of shopkeepers.
His continuing capacity to outshine colleagues ensured his continuing 
unpopularity and many of them walked out of the Dáil chamber 
whenever he rose to speak. He was forced off the committee set up to 
establish what would become Radio Eireann and he also antagonised 
voters, seeing his vote drop from over 15,000 in June 1922 to less than 
3,000 in August 1923, barely securing him the eighth and last seat. 
As his political star waned he increased his literary output but tragedy 
struck when his wife Millie committed suicide on November 18th, 
1924, using the revolver Collins gave her. She had been suffering from 
depression ever since the attack on the family home, but Figgis had also 
become involved in an affair with Rita North, a Dublin dancing teacher. 
North died in October 1925 in London of septicaemia after a botched 
abortion. At her inquest Figgis acknowledged that he was the father of 
the baby but testifi ed that he was unaware of her pregnancy. She only 
came to him a few days before her death. After giving his evidence Figgis 
returned to the rooms he was renting in Bloomsbury and committed 
suicide.
The Irish revolution devoured its children in many ways 
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