Limerick's bishop, the 1916 Rising .

and a clash with the general
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WHO were the two Limerick
priests whom Bishop Edward
O’ Dwyer saved from the wrath
of General Sir John Maxwell,
the British commander who
signed the orders for the exe-
cution of the 1916 leaders?

The tangled web of religion
and politics in Ireland in the
second decade of the 2oth cen-
tury raises many questions and
some of them, like this, still re-
main unanswered.

Maxwell's campaign against
the Limerick priests began on
May 6, 1916, when the centre of
Dublin was still a smoking ruin.
On that date he wrote to
O'Dwyer:

“There are two priests in
your diocese, the Rev. Father ---
---, 0f ---=-, Co. Limerick, and the
Rev. Eather ---------- | re—
Co. Limerick, whose pmence
in that neighbourhood I con-
sider to be a dangerous menace

Bishop Edward 0 {hﬂ'er

to the peace and safety of the
Realm, and had these priests
been laymen they would
already have been placed under
arrest. In this case | would be
glad if your lordship could ob-
viate the necessity for such ac-
tion by moving these priests to
such employment as will deny
their having intercourse with
the people, and inform you of
your decision.”

General Sir John Maxwell

Maxwell probably already
knew that O'Dwyer was un-
likely to be a pushover. The
episcopate of O'Dwyer, who
was now aged 70,and had been
Bishop of Limerick for 30
years, had long been punctu-
ated by controversy. He dis-
agreed publicly with some of
his fellow bishops on a
number of issues, most not-
ably on the Plan of Campaign

and boycotting because - iron-
ically in the light what his atti-
tude became in 1916-17 - he
feared that they would lead to
violence, even to murder.

The correspondence initi-
ated by General Maxwell ended
in a stand-off. O'Dwyer replied
(through his secretary) to the
general from Abbey View, Kil-
mallock, that he would not in-
flict such “very severe
punishment” on hispriests “ex-
cept on a definite charge, sup-
ported by evidence”,

Maxwell consulted his files,
and provided O'Dwyer with re-
ports that one of the priests
concerned had been recorded
as attending a meeting ad-
dressed by Pearse, and as
blessing the colours of the Vo-
lunteers on another occasion.

The second priest, he
charged, "was said to have been
active with a certain E. Blythe,
organising Irish Volunteers',
had appealed to young men of

the GAA to join the Irish Valun-
teers, and was “said to have
been present at an [rish volun-
eer meeting ab —-----when a
certain’ John MecDermott [ie
Sean Mac Diarmada] delivered
inflammatory and seditious
speeches.” All the occasions he
noted were prior to the Rising,
O'Dwyer replied that both
men were “excellent priests,
who hold strong Nationalist
views, but I do not know that
they have violated any law, eivil
or ecclesiastical.”
Rejecting what he deseribed
as Maxwell's "appeal to help in
the furtheranceof your work as
military dictator of Ireland”, he
continued: "Even if action of
that kind was not outside my
province, the events of the past
few weeks would make it im-
possible for me to have any part
in proceedings which I regard
as wantonly cruel and op-
pressive.”
"Altogether”, he added,
“your regime has been one of
the worst and blackest
chapters in the history of this
country.”
Then - no doubt with his
tongue firmly ensconced in his
cheek - he signed off: "I have the

honour to be, sir, your obedient
servant.”
Later that year. in

September, he was conferred

—_——

with the Freedom of the City of
Limerick, and in his accept-
ance speech he made no secret
nf where hig- a.fﬂtpaﬂm;::uw

ay: -Sinn Feinis, in g
meﬁh" heé said, tﬁﬂ'ﬁéprm
ciple, and alliance with
English politicians is the alli-
ance of the lamb and the wolf:
and it is at this point precisely
that I differ from the present
national [eaders and believe
that they have led, and are
leading the National Cause to
disaster.”

O'Dwyer's speech would
have helped significantly in
drawing support away from
Redmond's Irish party, already
weakened by Unionist in-
transigence and British vacil-
lation. However, although the
Sinn Fein policy of the with-
drawal of the nationalist Irish
MPs from Westminster was
one with which ODwyer
wholeheartedly agreed, he
could not possibly have fore-
seen that this would have led,
more or less directly, to a mil-
itary campaign against the
Crown in the War of Independ-
enceand, even monre tragically,
the civil war that followed the
establishment of the Free
Statein 1922,

If his previous opposition
to the Plan of Campaign, and
even to boycotling, is a guide,
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at the end of the day he could
have been as unhappy about
the violence unleashed by the
mqﬁndﬂpegdenminlslﬂas
i aboutthevielence
mlé d of the nineteenth
century. We will never know,
because he died less than a
year after the date of this
speech, on August 19, 1917.

In the circumstances, is it
wise to assume that he was an
unconditional supporter of
armed Irish republicanism? In
the meantime, some of the
questions outlined above re-
main, alongside others. Did
bishops more in sympathy
with John Redmond’s Irish
party at Westminster, discip-
line, at Maxwell's behest, other
priests who supported the
Irish Volunteers? It is clear
that O'Dwyer was not the only
bishop to whom he wrote after
the Rising.

It is undoubtedly time for a
scholarly study of the some-
times confused and confusing
attitudes of the Irish hierarchy
and clergy generally to the
great upheavals of 1916-1923.
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