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I

In 1889 a truly awful novel was published in London by the prominent
publishers Chapman and Hall. It was written by J. D. Maginn who, for
many and obvious reasons, did not go on to literary greatness. As is often
the case with bad fiction it had an alliterative title, Firzgerald: The Fenian.
In the course of the novel the eponymous hero comes to believe that
pride in Irish nationhood is compatible with friendly relations with
England, a realisation symbolised by marriage to an Englishwoman.
Before settling down, however, Dick Fitzgerald spends his youthful days
in rebellion followed by imprisonment. On his release, Fitzgerald informs
his father that he has not wasted his time while in gaol, but has written
a memoir, Meditations of a Prisoner, in which a London publisher is already
interested. Later, Fitzgerald impresses his wife-to-be, Miss Cuthbert,
with the information that his Medizations has made it to a third edition, to
which she replies: ‘Oh, yes; I have heard your book spoken of with great
praise. It is in every drawing room, and every one reads it.”

By the second half of the nineteenth century, not only had imprison-
ment become a common experience for advanced Irish nationalists, but
prison memoir had attained a prominent place in nationalist culture.
Ireland was not alone in this. Across Europe, just as the prison became
the primary means of punishing crime,’ so too it became the most impor-
tant weapon available to states attempting to control political dissent.*
One of the side-effects of this was the emergence of the prison memoir
as a significant genre and the political prisoner memoir as an important
sub-genre.’ The Italian nationalist, Silvio Pellico, achieved continent-
wide fame when his My Prisons was published in 1832 and subsequently
translated into at least a dozen languages, including English.® In 1861 the
English liberal journalist John Alfred Langford wrote that, through his
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memoir, Pellico had ‘made the House of Hapsburgh (sic) a thing of
shame, and his narrow home of iron and stone a more glorious spot than
the crime-stained court of Vienna’.”

The Fenians were not the first Irish rebels to be imprisoned or to
write prison memoir. Among their predecessors was William Steel
Dickson, a prominent United Irishman, who recounted his prison experi-
ences in the aftermath of the 1798 rebellion in A Narrative of the
Confinement and Exile of William Steel Dickson, DD. Pethaps the most widely
read of the narratives of confinement written by an Irish rebel was the Jai/
Journal of the Young Irelander John Mitchel, which was published in
1854." Captivity as experienced by the Fenians was different, however,
and, consequently, their memoirs were different. Steel Dickson described
a comfortable regime of military detention at Fort George, Scotland, and
Mitchel, while typical of later prison- memoirs in his less sanguine attitude
towards his treatment, had been transported rather than imprisoned.
Although sixty-two Fenians were transported in September 1867, a major-
ity of Fenian convicts found themselves confined within a thoroughly
modern English prison system,’ a system characterised by ‘uniformity’ and
‘severity’."” Fenian prison memoir then described a particular experience
of imprisonment and took on a particular tenor which was to prove inordi-
nately influential. This influence was ensured by the longevity of the
Fenian tradition combined with the recurring importance of imprison-
ment within that tradition and because Fenian prison memoir appeared
when the Irish national narramvc was taking its modern shape in the con-
text of a burgeoning nationalist print culturc

An exploration of writing by and about Fenian prisoners and their
imprisonment in the years 1867 to 1916 suggests that this literature —
both memoir and fiction — passed through several identifiable phases. In
its first phase it was autobiographical, and the prisoners’ primary concern
was to influence the telling of their story. Casey A. Jarrin has described
Tom Clarke’s prison memoir as ‘a textual refusal of carceral silence’ and
this is an equally apt description of earlier Fenian prison memoir." It was
also produced in direct opposition to the state’s presentation of Fenian
imprisonment and the tone was propagandistic. Its aim was to alter the
prison status and treatment of Fenian prisoners or to achieve their release.
This first phase of Fenian prison writing implied a general critique of the
English prison system, a critique that became more explicit with time. It
is this shift in emphasis that is characteristic of the second phase which
includes Michael Davitt’s later writing on prison. A third phase might be
dated to the years 1909 to 1913 when a series of fictional treatments of
the role of the former Fenian prisoner appeared at a time when the future
of radical separatism seemed doubtful. This phase was quickly succeeded
by yet another when a new generation of radical separatists, who looked
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to the Fenians as ‘a source of emotional energy, as a storehouse of mem-
ory and example’, were imprisoned.™

IT

Writing on South African prison memoirs of the apartheid period (and
with Michel Foucault in mind) Paul Gready has argued that ‘to be a pris-
oner is to be variously written, to be contested through writing’ and that
‘autobiography chiefly served to restore elemental political ground to the
prisoner, and can be seen as the most sophisticated articulation of the
oppositional “power of writing™.” During the late 1860s and the 1870s
the treatment of Fenian prisoners was the subject of an intense battle of
words which took place on platforms, in parliament, in newspapers, in
hundreds of confidential minutes and memoranda and in official Ieports.
For the most part the prisoners’ experience was represented by others.
The state, in the form of bureaucrats and politicians in power, generally
defended the Fenians’ imprisonment and their treatment, while amnesty
campaigners and sympathetic Irish nationalists — most often politicians
and journalists — made the case that the Fenian prisoners should be
released or afforded ameliorated treatment. Producing autobiographical
accounts afforded Fenians the opportunity to act as witnesses on their
own behalf and influence the interpretation of their prison treatment
that would prevail in contemporary culture and for posterity.

In the first instance, the prisoners’ story was presented through an
amnesty campaign, which attracted widespread support in Ireland. This
campaign pointed to the death in Woking prison of Patrick Lynch in June
1866 and employed images of Fenian prisoners who were ‘starved, over-
worked, thrust into association with sodomists and syphilitics, driven
mad and denied medical treatment’.”* In May 1867, in response to this
battery of allegations, the home secretary, Spencer H. Walpole, decided
to commission an inquiry to be conducted by two officials, Alex A. Knox
and George D. Pollock. On 16 March 1867, while the Home Office
inquiry was still in train, the Irishman, a determinedly nationalist newspa-
per which gave much coverage to the prisoners’ cause, published a letter
that had been smuggled from Millbank prison, alleging maltreatment and
persecution in vivid and evocative language.” From an early stage the
prisoners’ advocates were conscious of the value of first-hand accounts by
prisoners. Accusations, true or otherwise, seemed more authentic when
made by one of the alleged victims. The letter in the Zrishman, which
caused embarrassment to the authorities and outrage in Ireland, was the
work of Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa. O’Donovan Rossa was to become the
most iconic of Fenian prisoners. He had been convicted in Dublin on 13
December 1865 and transferred to England later that month. There, in
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various prisons, a contest ensued between him and the prison authorities;
a contest in which, in the words of Sedn McConville, ‘defiance and pun-
ishment continued unceasingly’."*

It was in this context that Knox and Pollock submitted their report to
parliament in June 1867. It concluded by praising the staff and manage-
ment of prisons in the highest terms, noting that the ‘only true cause of
complaint the treason-felony convicts have against them the authorities
is that they can’t get out’."” They took care to depict O’Donovan Rossa as
a crank and an instigator of discontent: a portrait that was not without
credibility. They derided his letter in the [riskman as ‘a letter stuffed full
of the most absurd and unfounded accusations against everybody ... It
contained the story of his wrongs and was to set the country ablaze.”®
While in the most telling sentences in the entire report, the commission-
ers argued that ‘the word of a convict is not taken against the word of a
warder or other prison official. If this were so, of course there would be
nothing for it but to throw open the gates of the prison, and to tell the
convicts they were at liberty to depart.’”

Nonetheless, the reaction of the prisoners’ advocates was, when pos-
sible, to meet the words of Knox and Pollock with more of the prisoners’
words. They did this confident that many in Ireland would take the word
of a Fenian convict against that of an English prison official. In 1869 the
Irishman published a pamphlet- énti?ccf\Tﬁiﬂgs Not Generally Known:
England’s Treatment of Political Prisoners. It was an.account by an unnamed
Fenian prisoner and consisted of paragraph after paragraph of alleged bru-
talities. The author expressed revulsion at close association with non-
Fenian convicts, men he characterised as ‘the vilest criminals’ and ‘lep-
rous outcasts’, and insisted that many of them ‘suffer from the most
loathsome and infectious diseases, syphilis, &c’.2 In contrast, the author
was portrayed as ‘a chivalrous young Irishman of superior education and
spotless honour’ in an introduction, probably the work of the editor of the
Irishman, Richard Pigott.” This text was an explicit response to the offi-
cial report of 1867 and is marked by an insistence that the prisoners were
more reliable witnesses than their gaolers. In the introduction readers are
told that the ‘details within these pages have been corroborated by those
prisoners who have been liberated. They cannot, therefore, be contra-
dicted. By these the public may judge how deceptive was the report of
the so-called “Commission™, while the prisoner concluded with the hope
that his account would ‘enable the public to form a more correct judg-
ment on the report published by Commissioners Pollock and Knox’.?

In February 1869 fifteen of the thirty-nine Fenian prisoners then held
in English prisons were given an amnesty.® In June of that year efforts
to obtain an amnesty for the remaining men were redoubled under the
auspices of the newly established Amnesty Association.24 In November
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O’Donovan Rossa won a by-election in Tipperary: he was still in prison
and his backers traded on his growing reputation as a prison rebel.? In
1868, when John Savage’s Fenian Heroes and Martyrs was published in
Boston, O’'Donovan Rossa was introduced as ‘an unbending and defiant
patriot in his chains’. Savage wrote that ‘the authorities have laboured, by
putting him at the most loathsome duties, and by treatment of the harsh-
est kind; by bodily chastisement, and the starvation system known as the
“lightening process”, to break him down; but he is indomitable, and will
only succumb to death.”* In May 1870, in the face of continuing com-
plaints the Home Office commissioned a further inquiry. On this occa-
sion the appointed commissioners, chaired by Lord Devon, were more
independent and their report reflected this.” Again, they did not find any
grounds to believe that the Fenians had been systematically, or even reg-
ularly, subjected ‘to any exceptionally severe treatment’. On the other
hand, they did make several criticisms of the prison authorities’ approach
and found that there was substance to two of O’'Donovan Rossa’s litany of
complaints. Further, they acknowledged that the Fenians found their
association with criminals ‘degrading’ and suggested that they might be
segregated from other prisoners.28 In practice the Fenian prisoners had
by then received a series of ameliorations and most of them, including
O’Donovan Rossa, were released in December 1870.

With so many former prisoners free it was only a matter of time before
one produced a full-scale prison memoir. In the spring and summer of 1870
amnesty campaigners, including Pigott, had again canvassed former prison-
ers for accounts of their prison life with the purpose of supporting ‘the
charges of harsh treatment denied by the Government’. Although it remains
incomplete, and was not published until 2005, John Sarsfield Casey’s
account of his imprisonment in England and subsequent transportation
seems to have had its genesis in these requests.” When a memoir did arrive
it can hardly have been a surprise that the author was O’Donovan Rossa. He
was resident in America when his memoir was published by the American
News Company in New York in 1874. It was his attempt to have the last
word on his prison experience and more than any other text O'Donovan
Rossa’s Prison Life: Six Years in Six Fnglish Prisons has fixed a particular image
of political imprisonment in the mind of the Irish nationalist public. It is,
appropriately, a jeremiad, infused with a profound sense of persecution,
while aspiring to be a portrait of proud defiance. O’'Donovan Rossa depict-
ed his experience of imprisonment as the persistent imposition of humilia-
tion and degradation ‘among the garrotters and Sodomites of England’*
Contrary to the reports of 1867 and 1871, he maintained that the Fenian
prisoners were not treated like all other prisoners: ‘I would not grumble or
wonder if, as political prisoners, it were exceptionally better, but no, it was
exceptionally worse than the worst criminals of society.”™
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Repeating the pattern of the previous decade, it was in the context of
a renewed amnesty campaign that Michael Davitt began to present his
prison experiences for public consumption in 1878. Following seven and a
half years in prison, Davitt was released in December 1877. Almost imme-
diately he joined the efforts to secure the release of eight men who
remained in prison; on 9 March 1878 he addressed an amnesty meeting in
London and the speech formed the basis for a pamphlet which appeared
in May of that year.” The pamphlet was entitled The Prison Life of Michael
Davitt by himself and in it Davitt, like his predecessors, provided an account
replete with the indignity of invasive strip-searches, the oppression of
silence, and the severity of poor diet and heavy physical labour. Davitt
depicted a prison system that sullied all those within its grip, describing
men who had become ‘animal-like’ as a consequence of a hunger which
drove them to ‘eat old poultices found buried in heaps of rubbish I was
assisting in carting away, and I have seen bits of candles pulled out of the
prison cesspool and eaten, after the human soil was wiped off them!”™ As
in the case of O'Donovan Rossa, Davitt insisted that ‘the fact of my being
a political prisoner exposed me to, rather than saved me from, the most
inconsiderate treatment at the hands of the prison officials’* Davitt has
rightly acquired a reputation as the Fenian prisoner who was most con-
cerned at the treatment of ordinary convicts, but in 1878 his pressing con-
cern was the release of his fellow Fenians and he wrote disparagingly of
those they shared prison with, decrying ‘the degradation of being placed
on a footing, or rather below, the vilest offscum of crime and infamy’.*

In this first wave of Fenian prison writings a narrative was established
which successor prisoner-memoirists and fiction writers tended to mimic.
Imprisonment was not only brutal, but it was especially cruel for Irish
political prisoners because they were peculiarly persecuted by the author-
ities and forced to associate with men who were morally and socially infe-
rior to them. The role of the Fenian political prisoner became one of indi-
vidual perseverance or resistance in the face of this fate. Both O’'Donovan
Rossa and Davitt mentioned their Fenian colleagues — and were motivat-
ed to write their accounts, at least in part, to assist those colleagues they
left behind — but in essence the Fenian prisoner, as exemplified by these
authors, was forced to stand alone against the system. That is not to deny
that they, and many of their Irish readers, viewed the prison struggles as
integral to a ‘national’ struggle. O’Donovan Rossa stated as much when he
wrote of his abandonment of an early intention to approach prison with
stoicism: ‘My whole nature arose in arms, and 1 felt that even against
prison government I could be a rebel t00.™ Indeed, in these memoirs the
prisoners’ personal subjection and resistance became a metaphor for the
nation.
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Later editions of these memoirs reflected the changing concerns of the
authors and, perhaps, the audience. O’Donovan Rossa’s Prison Life appeared
again in 1882 and 1889, but by then it carried the title by which it remains
famous, Irish Rebels in English Prisons. It included a new preface which had
little to do with O’Donovan Rossa’s prison life, but constituted a significant
addition to the text. Based on an article published in the United Irishman in
January 1882, the preface offered a defence of the dynamite campaign.”
New editions of /e Prison Life of Michael Davitt appeared in 1882 and 1886.
Both included Davitt’s evidence before the Royal Commission on Penal
Servitude of 1878, signalling a shift in empbhasis in his public pronounce-
ments on imprisonment; the concern to inform the public as to the status
and treatment of Irish political prisoners remained, but greater stress was
now afforded to his broader critique of the prison system.

Michael Davitt’s second major work to draw on his prison experiences,
Leaves from a Prison Diary, was published in 1885. It was not a memoir, but
was dominated by an analysis of the population and management of the
prison system. As Carla King has explained, these reflections first took
shape under the title “Traits of Criminal Life and Character’ which
Davitt wrote in late 1881 during his second term in prison.” Davitt’s
chief concern in Leaves was to delineate a taxonomy of convicts and, on
the basis of this, to argue for the separation of the troublesome or hard-
ened from those he regarded as more amenable to reform. The rhetoric
used to describe non-political prisoners is markedly different from
Rossa’s and that in his own earlier pamphlet; he wrote: ‘Pity, however, is
the predominant feeling which so much moral deformity excites in the
breast of an ordinary mortal who is doomed to behold the ruin which it
has made of so many fellow-creatures.” In later chapters Davitt outlined
his views on various social ills and the governance of Ireland, but it was
the prison sections that drew most attention and praise. In general the
British press was impressed, preferring the more detached, almost
anthropological, tone of this element of the book.* For instance, a review
in 7%e Scotsman stated that Davitt had proved himself an exception among
Irish politicians because the volume did not contain ‘one word of queru-
lous complaint, one indication of a sense of personal injury’.‘l By
September 1885 two editions had sold out and plans for a third cheap
edition were in hand.*

Davitt’s general assault upon the prison system was mirrored in
Moondyne Joe: A Story from the Underworkd, a novel by another former
Fenian prisoner, John Boyle O'Reilly. It received a mixed critical recep-
tion, but was a considerable popular success for several decades.
Beginning in November 1878, it was published in serialised form in the
important Boston-based, Irish-American newspaper, the Pior, which
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O'Reilly edited.” In the following year the Pilot Publishing Company of
Boston published it in novel form and it was soon picked up by publish-
ing houses in New York, Australia and Britain. In 1913 a film based on
O'Reilly’s novel, Moondyne, was made in Australia, while the novel was
translated into Irish as An Miindin and published by the Government
Publication Office of the Irish Free State in 1931.4 Although it drew on
O'Reilly’s experience as a political prisoner and transportee and took its
title from the nickname of a real western Australian bushranger, Joseph
Bolitho Johns, Moondyne Joe was neither a fictionalised account of
O'Reilly’s life nor that of the actual Moondyne Joe. Instead, it was an
attack on, what O'Reilly believed to be, the inhumanity and cruelty of
both the English convict system and transportation.

O'Reilly described the English prison system as a brutal ‘convict-mill’
and portrayed the ‘Board of Directors’ of England’s prisons as bureaucrats
whose bounded vision had cruel consequences. The prisoners were cap-
tives of the system, but O'Reilly’s prison directors were captive to the
ideal of the systematic. One of the novel’s heroes, Will Sheridan, meets
the directors and is struck by

. the stupendous conceit and incompetence of these men. They
talked glibly about the weight of a prisoner’s loaf, and the hours to
light the cells in the morning; they had-statistics at their finger-ends
to show them how much a convict could perform on a given number
of ounces of meat, but they knew nothing whatever of the large phi-
losophy of penal government.*

Even less sympathetic was his depiction of Sir Joshua Hobb, a thinly dis-
guised portrait of Sir Edmund du Cane, a director of convict prisons from
1863 and chairman of the Directorate of Convict Prisons from 1869-95.%
O’Reilly emphasised his character’s preoccupation with unvarying order:
‘Confound the man ... he would take a hundred men, with as many dis-
eases, and treat them all for cholera.”” When Hobb appears before a par-
liamentary committee to dismiss proposals for a humane and graduated
penal system in Australia, he cites the lenient treatment of a Chartist
convict and the alleged subsequent crimes of that man to illustrate his
argument against any leniency. Inevitably Hobb’s allegations prove false
and instead the maligned Chartist convict emerges as the hero of the
novel, once Moondyne Joe but now the respectable, yet mysterious,
advocate of penal reform, Mr Wyville. Although it is not the central con-
cern of his novel, it is evident that O'Reilly — in common with all Fenian
authors - assumes the moral superiority of the political prisoner.
Despite the campaigns and the memoirs, political prisoners were not
afforded a discrete category. The Prisons Act of 1877, which applied in
England,” and the Prisons in Ireland Act of the same year, which established



168 THE BLACK HAND OF REPUBLICANISM

the General Prisons Board of Ireland, did provide that those convicted of
sedition, seditious libel or contempt of court should be held under the
least punitive of penal regimes, that of first-class misdemeanant. Very
few political prisoners, however, were to be convicted of these offences.
Although the efforts of the Fenian memoirists (and books which were
influenced by them such as George Sigerson’s Political Imprisonment ar
Home and Abroad published in 1890) did much to convince the general
public that political prisoners were ‘special men’ who deserved special
treatment, the state continued to withhold acknowledgement in law that
political prisoners were different.” The Fenian critique did contribute,
however, to what Martin Wiener has characterised as a ‘disillusion with
the prison’ or at least an erosion of certainty among administrators, politi-
cians and the public that all prisoners should be treated uniformly and
with severity. Consequently, the Fenian campaigns and memoirs (along
with several other critical perspectives) eased the eventual introduction
of more flexibility into the English prison system through the Prisons Act
of 1898 which reformed penal servitude and separated first-time offend-
ers from recidivists.®

v

Writing by, and about, Fenian prisoners entered a new phase in the years
immediately prior to the Irish revolution. In a period when revolutionary
nationalism seemed moribund, the uncertain legacy of the Fenian prison-
ers attracted the attention of a series of writers. In May 1909 the first play
staged by the newly established Cork Dramatic Society was a work by that
society’s leading light, the writer and critic Daniel Corkery. The ethos of
the Cork Dramatic Society reflected Corkery’s commitment to cultural
nationalism.™ In 1909, however, he was not a radical separatist and Patrick
Maume has described the play as a ‘Moranite satire on Irish politics, con-
stitutionalist and physical force’. The central character of the play was a
former Fenian prisoner who Corkery named John Whitelaw O’Loughlin. At
the beginning of the play O’Loughlin, who is in straightened conditions,
is finagled a job as a workhouse master by the local Irish Party organisers.
In this O’Loughlin is clearly based on O’'Donovan Rossa, who returned to
Ireland between 1904 and 1906 when he was offered the job of correspon-
ding secretary to Cork County Council. While the party bosses of
Corkery’s play calculate that it is politic to acknowledge O’Loughlin’s sac-
rifice and that it is worthwhile to be associated with him, they also believe
his brand of idealism belongs in the past. Among the younger generation,
however, O’Loughlin finds one convert to radical separatism, Lawrence
Kiely, who turns his back on the party and a guaranteed parliamentary
seat. In his turn, Kiely discovers that this is an unprofitable and often
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unpopular road, but he remains inspired by the prison sacrifice of
O’Loughlin and too finds an acolyte among the succeeding generation,
young Daly, who is willing to flaunt convention and embrace separatism.*

While Corkery acknowledged that in the Ireland of 1909 a Fenian pris-
oner retained a powerful, if limited, capacity to inspire using his story of
sacrifice, others doubted whether this was the case. Lennox Robinson
was among these. Though more famous for his relationship with the
Abbey Theatre, Robinson began his career as a playwright with the Cork
Dramatic Society.” He was familiar with The Embers and took up the
theme of the returned Fenian prisoner in his own play, Patriozs, which was
first staged at the Abbey in April 1912.% Robinson wrote the play while
on tour in America with the Abbey in the autumn of 1911, and Chris
Morash has written that ‘it captures the mood of the years in which Yeats
wrote “September 1913” with its well-known refrain “Romantic Ireland’s
dead and gone/It’s with O’Leary in the grave™.% Patriots tells the story of
the return of James Nugent to his family and home town after eighteen
years in prison for ‘political murder’ (shooting an informer). News of
Nugent’s release reaches home before he does, prompting his former col-
leagues to reveal their expectations of a- former political prisoner: ‘He’ll
be greatly changed’, ‘his health ruined’, and "his\ spirit broken too’. His
daughter is told: Ah, you’ll never have seen the real James Nugent, Rose.
You’ll only see an old broken man creeping home to die.’ Before he dies,
however, they would be delighted if he would attend a demonstration,
maybe with a band and some bonfires, and if he would give a lecture. A
lecture called ‘Behind Lock and Key’ or ‘Prison Bars’ would be ‘the very
thing. Why he’ll have any amount to tell us, all about the prison and how
he was treated ~ most interesting — most interesting.’’

What they do not want, and what they get, is an unrepentant rebel
intent on carrying on where he left off prior to prison. He is not content
to become a revered symbol in a nationalism of nostalgia: ‘Good God, you
seem to think my life is an anecdote — a thing to be told stories about ...
I've been dead for eighteen years. I've come back from the grave.”™ He
dismisses constitutionalism as ‘that old Parliamentary game’ and derides
any reform as ‘sops, sops’.* When Nugent organises a meeting to re-launch
radical separatism under his leadership, however, he is confronted by dis-
interest, antipathy and disillusion. He discovers a town, family and old
friends who are motivated by money and notions of respectability. Most
people prefer to attend other events, the parish mission or a moving pic-
ture being shown in the town hall. A colleague from the old days tells him
that ‘they don’t want to hear you speak ... They are tired even of laugh-
ing at you.” For a time Nugent seems intent on fighting on, but in the
face of desertion by his old friends, bitter denunciation from his wife who
tells him of the pain he has caused (including a delicate daughter), and
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his failure to rouse support from the youth Nugent ends the play address-
ing the ghosts of the republican dead who used to visit him in his prison
cell: ‘I have tried — tried as you tried — and been broken.’ Although
Robinson’s conclusion suggests that he foresaw little future for the phys-
ical force movement, contemporary reviewers of the play, both admiring
and critical, indicate that the character of Nugent evoked approval and
sympathy from sections of the Abbey’s audience. J. P. M. of the Evening
elegraph disapprovingly noted that Nugent was the best drawn character
and that his speeches received ‘loud applause’, while Jacques of the Irish
Independent reported ‘loud applause from the deeply impressed pit’.%

Similar issues are addressed in the final work of the most popular Irish
novelist of this period, Canon P. A. Sheehan. The Graves ar Kilmorna: A
Story of '67 was written around the same time (1910-1 1), although it was
not published until 1915 when it became an immediate best-seller.” It
tells the story of Myles Cogan from idealistic participation in the Fenian
Rising, through prison, and on to his life after release. Sheehan had first-
hand experience of the Fenians in Dartmoor. While a curate in Exeter in
1876 he had on occasion filled in for the prison chaplain at Dartmoor,*
and The Graves at Kilmorna features just such a priest.” Cogan’s prison
experiences mirror those of O’'Donovan Rossa® and like O’'Donovan Rossa
he is in no doubt that he is of a different — superior — moral order to the
prisoners around him:

To have to look into the face of a reprieved murderer or burglar; to
have to listen, as they moved around, arm in arm, to a Cockney voice
narrating, with gusto, the story of an abominable crime, or to have to
hear ribald talk, and sometimes blasphemous comments on the sacred
mysteries of the faith that was so dear to him — this was the cruellest
punishment of all this brave young fellow had to bear.”

Like O’Loughlin and Nugent, Cogan finds that the Ireland he returns to
appears indifferent or apathetic about his ideals and sufferings: “The
insignificance of his release, and the unimportance of the whole affair,
hurt him deeply.” In an Ircland where going to gaol had ‘gone out of fash-
ion’,” Cogan stands ‘aloof ... in silence’.” The novel ends when, after
many years, Cogan is tempted to break his silence to speak at an election
rally in favour of a young independent nationalist candidate, the son of a
woman who had loved him before prison, and is killed by a stone thrown
at the platform by one of the unprincipled mob. In Sheehan’s pessimistic
vision, the Fenian prisoner is once more a heroic figure, but once again he
is isolated and his fate is tragic.

Between them these three Cork writers offered little hope to radical
separatists; however, in hindsight it is evident that the IRB was on the
brink of re-invigoration as older elements within the organisation were
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challenged by younger men such Patrick McCartan, Se4n McDermott and
Bulmer Hobson. In late 1911 these groups disputed control of the IRB’s
monthly paper, /rish Freedom, and by the beginning of 1912 the younger
faction had gained control of the paper and the organisation.” A significant
factor in their success was the support of Tom Clarke, who was revered as
a former prisoner. Perhaps because the split had precipitated a dearth of
contributors, but perhaps more importantly because the younger clique
needed to assert their ownership of the Fenian heritage, they began to fill
the pages of Irish Freedom with lengthy autobiographical accounts of the
Fenian activities of John Daly and the prison experiences of Tom Clarke.
Beginning in January 1912, Clarke began a series called ‘Glimpses of an
Irish Felon’s Prison Life’. In all, thirteen instalments were published, the
final appearing in July 1913. Clarke’s account is very much in the tone and
style of O’Donovan Rossa and Davitt’s first memoir. This is once more a
tale of ‘English brutality” and Fenian resistance: ‘Never one moment,’
wrote Clarke, ‘did I forget I was an Irish Political Prisoner.™ It gained a
wider audience when published posthumously as a book under the same
title in 1922, but in 1912 and 1913 it had an important impact upon the
small cohort of IRB activists and sympathisers who would be among the
first to go to prison during the revolutionary period. Among young radical
separatists, the former Fenian prisoner remained :}\potcnt symbol.

\Y

In 1915 the authorities in Ireland began to imprison a new generation of
advanced nationalists. Prior to the Easter Rising of 1916, most of the
small number of Irish Volunteers jailed were prosecuted under the
Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) as a consequence of anti-recruitment
activities. It is evident that this new generation had a keen familiarity
with the Fenian literature of imprisonment and was influenced by it in
several ways which -had important consequences. Firstly, the Irish
Volunteer prisoners’ knowledge of Fenian prisoners shaped their expecta-
tions of imprisonment. Secondly, it influenced their experience of impris-
onment. And, thirdly, it impacted upon their representation of their own
prison experience.

During Ernest Blythe’s first night in Belfast prison in July 1915 he
imagined the horrors that awaited him.” He later explained that not
many Sinn Féin people had been imprisoned before him, but that he was
aware of the treatment meted out in an earlier generation to Tom Clarke
and John Daly™ The extent to which the prisoners, and the advanced
nationalist public, had come to take for granted a Fenian-conceived image
of imprisonment is illustrated by the case of Herbert Moore Pim. Pim was
jailed, along with Blythe, in the summer of 1915. On 7 August Nationality
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printed a poem entitled “To Ireland’ by A. N. (frequent readers of the
advanced nationalist press would have recognised this as Pim). The poem
purported to be a despatch from prison: ‘I tread the ground that felons
tread/And sleep within a house of thieves/High is the window, hard my
bed/Yet whoso loves thee never grieves/Thus felony and honour
blend/The weeds are garnered with the sheaves/Hell upon earth shall
have an end/So whoso loves thee never grieves.” Pim had not written the
poem in prison but had composed it while awaiting arrest, drawing on the
tropes of Fenian prison writing. He then entrusted it to his amanuensis
who was instructed to send it to the newspapers after a few weeks.” The
readers of Nationality received it as an authentic despatch from a new
prison martyr and Blythe remembered that for some time Pim had a high
reputation with Sinn Féin devotees, largely based on these verses.”™

In reality, the treatment meted out to early Irish Volunteer prisoners
was nothing like that imposed upon O’'Donovan Rossa, Davitt or Clarke.
Penal servitude as described by the Fenians had ceased to exist and, in any
case, these men were not sentenced to penal servitude. They were jailed
in Ireland and their imprisonment was managed by a Dublin Castle
regime that was sensitive to the possibility that repression could feed dis-
order rather than prevent it. Therefore, although the Irish Volunteer pris-
oners were not accorded a separate ‘political’ status, they were treated as
exceptions and their prison regime was a privileged one. By 1915, in part
as a consequence of suffragette prison campaigns,” the Irish authorities
had broad scope for granting privileges and it is clear that the DORA pris-
oners as a body could have achieved a whole raft of further privileges if
they had simply sought them in a concerted manner.® That they did not
do so is an indication of the extent to which their image of political impris-
onment, rooted as it was in Fenian experience, circumscribed their ability
to recognise that prison had changed and that a different approach was
appropriate. Anna Bryson has correctly noted that prison memoirs func-
tion ‘to educate and inspire future generations of political activists’,* but
in this case Fenian memoirs provided the Irish Volunteer prisoners with a
misleading model. They remained so in the thrall of the rhetoric of indi-
vidualised martyrdom that they were slow to realise that their prisons
were not the Fenians’ prisons. As a consequence they had no strategy for
the attainment of political status prior to their imprisonment and did not
develop such a strategy during their imprisonment. As Blythe asserted:
‘Ni raibh aon duine tar éis smaoineamh f6s ar staideas agus céiredil ar
leith do phriosGnaigh pholaitiochta a éileamh, mar nior thuigeamar go
raibh na Sasanaigh tar éis dul i mboige 6 aimsir na bhFinini.’ In other
words, they had not yet given thought to claiming the status and treat-
ment of political prisoners because they did not understand that the
English had ‘gone soft’ since the time of the Fenians.®
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In contemporary propagandistic memoir these men wrote themselves
into the Fenian tradition and in the nationalist press they were portrayed
as joining the martyr elite. They were the new O’Donovan Rossas, the
latest Clarkes. As with their influential predecessors, the memoirs pro-
duced by the early Irish Volunteer prisoners were firmly propagandistic in
intent. In Memories of Mountjoy, which was serialised in the Hibernian in
late 1915 and published as a book in 1917, Sedn Milroy’s aim was to
expose, as he affected to see it, the felonising of Irish political prisoners.
He wrote that his experience in Mountjoy was ‘not an isolated incident’
but ‘just one link in the chain of criminal degradation with which
England has sought to shackle and overpower the Irish Nation’.* Hebert
Moore Pim also wrote a prison memoir, What It Feels Like. It was serialised
in Nationality in late 1915 and published as a pamphlet before that year
was out. In it Pim also dwelt on the failure to grant the men political sta-
tus, insisting: “We are, of course, political prisoners. But England treats
her political prisoners as felons.’

The funeral of Jeremiah O’'Donovan Rossa in August 1915 encouraged
the prisoners and propagandists to link the Irish Volunteer prisoners with
the Fenians. Sedn Milroy was one of those in Mountjoy on the day of the
funeral. He recalled the occasion in his memoir, writing that he felt trans-
formed somehow as he circled the exercise yard.\ljle looked at his com-
panions, Sedn McDermott and Liam Mellows, and remembered
O’Donovan Rossa and other patriots.

Yes, the path I am treading is no longer the ring of Mountjoy merely.
It is the pathway of Irish history, and we three — Mellows, McDermott
and [, felons of 1915 — are marching with the men who suffered for the
same cause and stood against the same power as that which has
deprived us of our liberty, and which holds us in its tenacious grip.
Round and round goest the marching tramp, and with the trend of
these steps I hear the chains which Rossa drags after him; and my ears
seem to catch, as from afar off, the sobs and sighing that echoed along
the track of history which my companions of this hour have made so
sacred with their sufferings.”

In his famous funeral oration Patrick Pearse suggested that not only were
the mourners in spiricual communion with O’Donovan Rossa and with
‘those who suffered with him in English prisons’, but with ‘our own dear
comrades who suffer in English prisons to-day’.* This theme was
reprised in Eily McCarthy’s poem, “The Funeral of O’Donovan Rossa’,
which appeared in the Hibernian: ‘Now they pass near the prison where-
in/To-day are men as noble and true/Who follow with joy the thorny
way/That was trodden so long by you.” The poem concludes with the

promise that on the day of revolution ‘We will snatch from the gloom of
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their prison den/The dauntless souls who there/Are keeping the faith of
the Fenian men/Through sorrow and torturing care.®’

If Irish nationality of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth
century was published or imagined into existence® then Fenian prison
memoir was a significant element in that process. These widely read and
influential memoirs provided stories of martyrdom for the nation. They
provided stories of resistance. The memoirists succeeded in shaping pub-
lic opinion and sometimes prison policy. By the 1910s the Fenian prison
memoir and the Fenian prisoner as a symbol of principled separatism
were familiar to most nationalists. Within the culture of advanced nation-
alism the Fenian prisoners and their writings carried particular weight,
helping to fashion in subtle, and obvious, ways the prison lives of anoth-
er generation of radical nationalists. The memoirs of Fenian prisoners
provided future prisoners with models which guided their actions and a
written tradition which they sought to emulate. In Reading jail in July
1916, Terence MacSwiney found that his experience was immediately
being read in this way by his friends outside. On 12 July Con O’Leary
wrote to MacSwiney, citing The Embers, to suggest that the tradition of
the Fenian prisoner was animated, that ‘John O’Loughlin, Laurence Kiely
and young Daly are in good health and very well’,*® while, three days later,
his sister Nan predicted: “We’ll have a lot of interesting literature in the
near future from “Irish Rebels in English Prisons”.’”
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