
South Dublin Union

Monday 24th of April

Morning
Éamonn Ceannt talks to his wife, Áine, about the chances
of the Rising’s success – 

“If we last a month they – the British – will come to
terms. We have sent out messages throughout the

country, but as they have already received at least two
other orders, it is hard to know what may happen” 

11.35 am
4th Battalion  meets at Emerald Square in Rialto.  Eoin
MacNeill’s countermanding order means numbers are a
lot lower than expected, of the Battalion’s 700 Volunteers
only 120 arrive for mobilisation.  The group splits in two:

Ceannt & 2 dozen men depart along the Grand Canal on
bicycles, taking positions on Mount Shannon Road & at
the Rialto entrance (Brookfield Road) to the South Dublin
Union ,led by Captain George Irvine.  Ceannt enters the
SDU from the west and heads across it to the James’
Street entrance to meet Brugha & Cosgrave.

Lt. William Cosgrave & Vice Commandant Cathal Brugha
take the rest of the group east, taking positions at
Marrowbone Lane Distillery (Capt. Seamus Murphy),
Watkins Brewery (Capt. Con Colbert) & Roe’s Distillery
(Capt. Thomas McCarthy). Cosgrave and Brugha garrison
at the Nurse’s home and main entrance of SDU
(boardrooms).

12.30 pm
The South Dublin Union (SDU) has been secured at the
Rialto Entrance and at the James Street entrance, while 6
men are positioned along the Rialto Canal wall. The
inmates who can leave do so, other inmates are relocated
away from the action. McCaffery’s Estate (what is now
Ceannt Fort) a large ten acre field is occupied at the
Mount Brown side by Section Commander John 
Joyce.

At this time in Richmond Barracks, Lt. Col. Owens receives
orders that the “Sinn Féiners had occupied the GPO” and
to send active troops from the 3rd Battalion of the Royal
Irish Regiment to the Castle, but “to proceed with
caution”. Immediately, Lt. Col. Owens dispatches 100 men
led by Major Holmes.

12.40 pm
Major Holmes orders Lt. Malone with a company of
twenty men to march ahead as an advance guard.  The
advance guard spots the Volunteers at McCaffery’s estate
(John Joyce position), Lt. Malone orders live ammunition
to be placed in the rifles as they slowly approach the
Volunteers. At the junction of Mount Brown and
Brookfield Road, Commander Joyce orders the Volunteers
to start firing at the British soldiers, forcing them to take
refuge in a tannery on Old Kilmainham Road. 

Old Kilmainham Lane Looking onto South Dublin Union

12.50 pm
A Lewis machine gun is set up by the British forces on the
roof of the Royal Hospital and begins firing on McCaffery
Estate and Brookfield Road positions

In an effort to flank the Volunteer position, Major Milner
sends two companies to attack both the Rialto entrance
(guarded by Irish Volunteer Capt. Irvine) and the canal
side wall of SDU (where the present day Luas line now
runs).

Lunch Hour
Lewis machine gun fire forces Volunteers to evacuate
most of the McCaffery’s position, Commander Joyce leads
his men across the fields, many are shot by the Lewis gun.
They spread out to other buildings in the SDU such as
Hospital 2 & 3, the convent and the Catholic Women’s
hospital.

Lewis Machine Gun then focuses on the Brookfield Road
position forcing the Volunteers into a corrugated shed on
the SDU grounds.  The Lewis gun provides covering fire
for one of the advancing companies. Capt. Irvine and his
group, surrounded, surrenders to the British company.
The Rialto entrance has now been breached by the British
army, who now enter the SDU. 

A wooden entrance at the canal wall of the SDU is located
by Lt. Ramsey, who breaks it down immediately & is
mowed down by the awaiting Volunteers inside. A
ceasefire is called and the officer’s body is removed. Lt.
Ramsey’s commanding officer, Capt. Warmington ,
becomes enraged at the news of the young officer’s
death.  He too rushes the entrance; he too is mown down
by the awaiting Volunteers. A second ceasefire is called
to collect his body.

2.30 pm
The British army trying to gain access to the SDU from the
canal wall entrance come under sniper fire from
Marrowbone Lane Distillery. Volunteer Robert Holland
armed with a Lee Enfield fells a number of British soldiers.
British casualties increase quickly as they are caught in
the open. One takes a shot at the young Volunteer and
his aim is good; Holland is killed.  Marrowbone  Lane
Distillery continues sniper fire on British positions along
the canal to Rialto Bridge. Rifles are kept in rotation, for
when one gets too hot, to keep a constant rate of fire on
the enemy. This will be the nature of Marrowbone Lanes
involvement in the fighting until Wednesday, to provide
sniper cover for the SDU.

With fire now coming from the recently captured Rialto
entrance and increased pressure from the canal, the 6
Volunteers holding the wall fall back to Hospitals 2 and 3.
Fifty soldiers burst through the canal wall, in pursuit of
the Volunteers, heading towards Hospitals 2 and 3. 

Late Afternoon
Inside the long corridors of Hospitals 2 and 3, sporadic fire
fights at close quarters, between Volunteers and British
soldiers, take place.  The lower floors of both buildings
are taken quickly by the British soldiers leaving sniping
Volunteers.  

Commandant Éamonn Ceannt, while out on
reconnaissance, is separated from his headquarters in the
Nurses Home, by the sudden movement of British forces.
Helped by both an inmate with a ladder and a considerate
nun, who opens a door for him, the Commandant makes
it back to the headquarters, inches of being caught by the
Royal Irish Regiment. 

British soldiers move upstairs in Hospitals 2 & 3 to find
the snipers who had taken so many of their number when
they first entered the SDU.  They find only 6 Volunteers,
a vicious hand to hand battle ensued, but numbers
dictated results and in the end the Volunteers surrender.  

5 pm
Hospitals 2 and 3 are now secured by the British forces
who move deeper into the Union. They turn their
attention towards the Catholic Women’s Hospital where
Commander Joyce and some of those Volunteers who
survived the run from McCaffery’s Estate are now
stationed.  Another internal gun fight ensues as Joyce
leads a rearguard action out of the building, firing on
approaching British soldiers through wards of screaming
patients. Eventually they escape and make it back to the
Nurse’s Home. Cathal Brugha sends twoVolunteers,
William Mc Dowell and James Coughlin to retrieve the
remaining wounded on McCaffery’s Estate.  They manage
to bring some of the wounded back to the Nurse’s home.
Heroically, it would cost William Mc Dowell his life.

Nightfall
Aside from scattered sniper fire, there are no major military
actions at dusk.  The Volunteers have dug in deep at the
Nurse’s Home and have begun burrowing between walls to
provide cover for snipers.  The British Army now controls
most of the South Dublin Union campus. There was simply
not enough Volunteers on the day to hold it, but the few that
did show held a much greater force back for a long period. 

Ceannt was in a jubilant mood.  He had sent word to the
British camp to arrange a ceasefire to collect dead.  The
British replied that they could not negotiate, as
Volunteers had shot all their officers.  According to James
Coughlin, Ceannt then told his men the following:

The Volunteer Executive had information that the British
Government were about to hold a secret session of

Parliament to discuss negotiating a peace settlement with
Germany; that a solemn military alliance between this

country and Germany had been signed on our behalf by
Roger Casement and on Germany’s behalf by the Kaiser;

that the object of the Rising was to establish Ireland’s
position as a belligerent nation taking part in the great War
and thus be entitled to representation at the forthcoming

Peace Conference.  He [Éammon) explained that MacNeill’s
cancellation of the mobilisation for Easter Sunday was due

to the capture of Casement, the loss of some arms expected
from Germany, and the obvious knowledge by the British of

our intention to revolt.  He stated that the Volunteer
Executive had considered the British authorities’ reaction to

the cancellation of the mobilisation, and a majority had
decided that sooner than have each individual volunteer

resisting arrest in his own home, thereby endangering the
lives of his womenfolk (as he was pledged not to surrender
his arms without a fight), it would be better to proceed with
the original plan as far as possible and so the Rising was re‐

ordered for Easter Monday 

Tuesday 25th of April

3.45 am
General Lowe and 1000 of the 25th Infantry Reserve
Brigade enters Dublin at Kingsbridge Station from the
Curragh army camp.  He becomes head of all Royal Armed
forces operating in the city. Immediately, he creates a
cordon running from the Kingsbridge Station to Dublin
Castle and on to Trinity College, affectively cutting off
rebel positions north and south of the City (though
communication would still be possible).  The Curragh
Mobile column of 1600 arrive in Kingsbridge Station and
march unopposed to Dublin Castle.

5.30 am
The British army open up a sustained round of fire on all
positions in the SDU. Their authoritative position in the
Royal Hospital allows them to place increasing pressure
on the Nurse’s Home. William Cosgrave’s half brother
Frank Burke, is shot through the throat while taking a light
for his cigarette from Volunteer Fogarty.  He is killed
outright. Fogarty is accused of carelessness and being
responsible for the death.  The accusation sends the
Volunteer into a deranged state, requiring him to be
disarmed and watched for the rest of the week.

The Tricolour is raised over the Nurse’s Home, the British
army are incensed and concentrate their fire on the flag.
Taking this respite to their advantage, the Volunteers
barricaded the Nurse’s home while burrowing between
walls, to allow constant roofed cover for their snipers.
Ward master of the SDU, William Murphy is highly
sympathetic to the Republican cause and distributes food
to the Volunteers in the Nurse’s Home from the Bakery.
This support is of huge importance as Volunteers were
told to only bring enough rations for two days and
supplies are running low.  Priests are let in to hear
confessions. Fire resumes on the Nurse’s Home. 

Evening
Roe’s Distillery sees little or no action during the first two
days.  The windows at the rear of the building (Bow Lane
side) are too high and are facing directly into the Lewis
machine gun position at the Royal Hospital making them
too dangerous to shoot from. The British Forces had not
moved past the bottom of Mount Brown hill by that stage,
therefore, the distillery garrison never had a target. By
Tuesday evening, several attempts to send word to the
SDU would be made by the force at Roe’s Distillery, they
would all be unsuccessful.

Watkins Brewery in Ardee Street, similarly sees no
fighting for the first two days. By Tuesday evening, Capt.
Con Colbert sends communication to Major McBride
requesting to be allowed move his force to Marrowbone
Lane Distillery, to bolster support there.

Late Evening
The British army commandeers number 98 James’ Street
and sets up a barricade at the split in Road, where James’
Street meets Bow Lane, further encircling the SDU.

8.00 pm
Cathal Brugha sends two Volunteers over to Roe’s
Distillery.  It has been abandoned, leaving the northern
flank of the SDU exposed.  It is later discovered, that, with
food supplies running out and with no useful part to play
in the occupation of the SDU, Capt. McCarthy gave word
to his men to leave the premises. Some are immediately
arrested by British soldiers positioned at lower Mount
Brown. Others make it to Marrowbone Lane Distillery
where they support the garrison already stationed there.

Nightfall
In one of the more curious moves by the British forces,
despite controlling the entire SDU campus with the
exception of the Nurse’s Home and the buildings at the
James’ Street entrance, the Royal Irish Regiment are
ordered out of the SDU and told to relocate at Kingsbridge
Station. Aside from sporadic sniper and Lewis gun fire, the
night is generally, uneventful.  

Marrowbone Lane Distillery

Wednesday 26th April

Very Early Morning
Con Colbert leaves Watkins’ Brewery and reinforces the
garrison at Marrowbone Lane Distillery, which is seeing
more action (under whose command is uncertain).
Ceannt is unaware of this relocation and at this point
has become completely cut off from communication
with the other positions. SDU remains quiet as the
troops have been withdrawn. With the addition of Con
Colbert’s forces, 100 Volunteers and 40 Cumman na
mBan members are now garrisoned at Marrowbone
Lane.

Morning
Dispatch received from the GPO informing them 680 men
‘out fighting’ in Dublin‐ this is the only communication
between the GPO and the SDU.

Afternoon
Marrowbone Lane Distillery sees heavy fighting as British
unsuccessfully try to storm the building. British sniper fire
soon becomes more frequent and accurate in the
afternoon. 

Midnight
Sherwood Forester Regiment is ordered to garrison at the
Royal Hospital Kilmainham and to bring/escort
consignment of ammunition via Leeson Street bridge,
Wellington Barracks (now Griffith College)  and continue
down the South Circular Road, across Rialto Bridge and
on to the Royal Hospital.

Thursday 27th April

Morning
Sherwood Foresters, depleted by the Mount Street battle,
begin movement towards Rialto, under Colonel Oates.
They take on some reserves from the North Midlands
Regiment.  They are escorting ammunition.

2.15pm
Snipers in Rialto open fire on the escort. British Captain
Martyn carries out house searches in Rialto to locate
snipers. One part of the convoy runs to Rialto Bridge and
makes it safely across. The rest of the convoy is held up.
Sir Vane of Portobello Barracks was sent out for
reinforcements. 

2.30pm
Having stopped the sniper fire at Rialto, Captain Martyn
is ordered to occupy as much of the SDU as possible, to
distract Volunteers from the convoy crossing the Rialto
Bridge.

Lieutenant Gibbon leads troops from Kingsbridge Station.

Sherwood Forester soldiers mistakenly fire on Lt. Gibbons’
men.

Lewis’ gun set up at the Royal Hospital opens fire on the
Volunteers, preventing them from returning fire.

Lieutenant Gibbon and his troops take the Convent

Major Vane and Martyn take the Rialto entrance
(deserted)  and move to Hospital 2 + 3

Soldiers converge at the wards to the South of the Nurse’s
home, begin frontal assault on Ceannt’s HQ

The Volunteers successfully repulse several attacks on the
Nurses Home and reinforce the entrance.

Evening
British soldiers converge on wards‐ Captain Martyn
attempts to outflank Ceannt’s HQ‐ the ward is separated
from the main nurses’ home, and a boring operation
begins‐ they eventually breech the HQ.

Heavy fighting ensues between Volunteers and soldiers
within the nurses’ home, Captain Oakes and Captain
Martyn leads attack. A mistaken order of retreat is given
out by the Volunteers. Cathal Brugha holds the defence,
despite being severely wounded and on his own.

Late Evening
Volunteers return to Brugha’s position and repulse
Captain Martyn and company. The British are forced to
withdraw.
7.30pm
Volunteers and British engage in a battle over the
barricade. The Volunteers are trying to prevent the
building being stormed. The convoy crosses the Rialto
Bridge and makes it to its destination at the Royal
Hospital. Cathal Brugha becoming delirious due to
injuries.

10.15pm
After the pitched battle, the British withdraws from the
SDU and convene with the convoy at the Royal Hospital.

Friday 28th of April

Mid‐day 
The Volunteers realise they are alone in the SDU, as the
British army were pulled out the previous night. Cathal
Brugha is brought to Dublin Castle to receive treatment
for his severe wounds.

Throughout Day
There is intermittent sniper fire from Marrowbone Lane
Distillery but otherwise a general lull in fighting.

Elsewhere in the city, the leaders of the Rising (Clarke,
Pearse, Connolly, Mac Diarmada) leave a burning G.P.O
and make their escape to Moore Street.  It is the first time
they see the damage done to the City besides of what
they could see from the post office.  Shocked by the loss
of life, they begin to contemplate surrender. 

Saturday 29th of April

Morning
Despite sporadic fighting around the area, the battle has
calmed significantly.  The Volunteers in the South Dublin
Union have been effectively cordoned off in the Nurse’s
Home and entrance buildings. Roe’s Distillery has been
abandoned since Tuesday. The British army have more or
less left the Marrowbone Lane Distillery area (which has
swelled in numbers throughout the week to140
Volunteers and Cumman na mBan).  

3.00 pm
Despite the lull in violence, rumours have begun to
circulate among the 4th Battalion positions that British
army artillery would be soon used against it.  The
Volunteers stand ready and alert with a spirit of defiance. 

3.30 pm
Accompanied by Nurse Elizabeth O’Farrell, Patrick Pearse
meets with Brigadier General Lowe of the British Forces.
An unconditional surrender is agreed and Nurse O’Farrell
is given notes signed by Pearse to distribute throughout
positions, requesting units to stand down and surrender. 

Sunday 30th of April

10.00 am
Commandant Thomas Mac Donagh, accompanied by Fr.
Aloysius and Fr. Albert, delivers orders from Pearse to
Éamonn Ceannt to surrender in order to prevent any
further civilian loss of life.

Evening
Ceannt orders his men to fall in at the main square of the
Union, they are 41 men in total. The low number surprises
the British officers present. The group is then militarily
marched to Marrowbone Lane Distillery, where Con
Colbert and the rest of the 4th Battalion based in the
Liberties, fall in and are subsequently marched to St
Patrick’s Park before being led to Richmond Barracks
where they are interned. 

Easter Week 1916 in the James Street/Kilmainham Area
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