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This Working Paper of the IIRE is a study by Penelope (Penny) Duggan about the
Irish actress, feminist, nationalist, socialist and trade-unionist Helena Molony. It has been
presented for a Matrise (university degree) in 1990, at the Institut des Etudes
Anglophones, Université de Paris VII (France). We are circulating this Working Paper in
the framework of preparations for the Seminar on Women’s Oppression and Struggles
due to take place at the L.LR.E. in September-October 1991. With such WP we wish to
make known studies done by the participants themselves.
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Introduction to Working Paper 14

This is the third WP-IIRE that we are publishing for the 1991 Women Seminar. The

first one is the WP n® 9, “Lessons from Women’s Everyday Forms of Resistance in

Negeri Sembilan, Malaysia”, by Carol McAllister.
The second one is the WP n? 13, “Sexual Oppression and Class Oppression”, by
Stephanie Coontz.

We hope to publish before the end of 1990 and beginning of 1991 several more
Working Papers on women’s issues. We would be very happy to receive proposals,

especially from those to whom these WP-IIRE have been sent and from those who will
participate to the seminar.
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Introduction
“The most valuable heritage of the Irish  known nationalist historian R. M. Fox. Yet,
Lab9gr movement toc}ay is the Connolly  apart from the chapter in his own book Rebel
tradition and if there is one person who  frishwomen, Helena Molony appears in histo-
embodies this more than any other, it iS  reg of the period as a minor character, who is
Helena Molony, for she worked side by 1y once or twice at the centre of the action.
side with Connolly to create it. The
Connolly tradition is that point of view . . sy
which regards true Nationalism and true Wh? iis Slflre’ What“gld she flo,bholvgv did tclll,l,f
democracy as being irrevocably linked =~ YOUT'8 "ady IToml @ DOUTEEOIS backgroun
two sides of one movement."t find some of the answers.
This is a striking accolade from the well- Qa
page
3
1. Fox, R.M., Rebel Irishwomen, Progress House, Dublin, 1935, 1967, p. 65.
2. Levenson, Samuel, James Connolly, Socialist, Patriot and Martyr, Quartet Books, London, 1977, p. 333.
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These Women Get Everywhere!

The society into which Helena Molony was
born, Ireland in the 1880s, was one which was
to change almost out of recognition in the next
40 years, including for women, though they
did not win everything they fought for.> Hele-
na played her part in carrying through these
changes.

By 1921, a militant struggle and armed
confrontation with Britain had won a “Free
state” rather than the Home Rule fought for
during so many years by the constitutional
Irish Parliamentary Party in Westminster.

The labour movement had grown from
small craft-based unions to a mass union
movement wielding considerable industrial
strength.

A new national Irish culture had been de-
veloped through the Gaelic League, the Gaelic
Athletics Association and the national theatre
in the Abbey.

Women achieved equal political rights with
men. These were first asserted in the Easter
proclamation and then enshrined in the 1922
Constitution. However, much still remained to
fight for, starting with women’s right to go out
to work if they chose and not be forced to stay
at home.

None of this was won without the active
participation of women in all these struggles.
They were often among the most radical forc-
es and many of them, like Helena Molony,
were fighting on all these fronts at the same
time. Few men were so consistently in the
front line.

The number of political organizations
founded by Irish women in this period is for-
midable; Helena was a central member of sev-
eral of them.

4 2

Principal women’s organizations founded
in Ireland between 1860
and 1935¢

1861: Irish branch of the Society for Promot-
ing the Employment of Educated Women
1881: Ladies Land League formed first as sup-
port to and then to take on the work of the
Land League when most of the (male) leaders
were imprisoned, under the leadership of
Charles Stuart Parnell’s sister Anna. It was
closed down mainly because when they were
released from prison Parnell and the others
found it too radical.

1882: Central Association of Irish Schoolmis-
tresses and Other Ladies Interested in Irish Ed-
ucation (mainly Protestant).

1900: Inghinidhe na hEireann (nationalist
women’s organization)

1901: Irish Women’s Suffrage and Local Gov-
ernment Association (non-Catholic and mid-
dle-class)

1902: Irish Association of Women Graduates
1908: Irish Women’s Franchise League (mili-
tant but non-party)

1911: Irish Women Workers’ Union

1911: Irish Women’s Suffrage Federation as a
federation of local suffrage associations.

1914: Cumann na mBan (started as women’s
auxiliary to Irish Volunteers)

1917: Cumann na dTeachtaire (women Repub-
licans)

1922: Cumann na Saiorse (pro-Treaty split
from Cumann na mBan)

1933: Mna na Poblachta (split from Cumann
na mBan when it abandoned the leadership of
the Second Dail to become more socially

aware).
{ )

Jennie Wyse-Power, vice-president of Sinn
Fein and long-time nationalist activist rather
played down the early stage of this activity
when in 1924 she wrote:

"Between this period [Ladies Land
League] and the birth of the Gaelic
League, there is nothing to record the ac-
tivities of Irishwomen except their atti-
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tude during the Parnell crisis."s

Not only did Irish women continue to orga-

nize but they also won some formidable victo-
ries in extending their political rights and ac-
cess to education.

r

Some milestones in Irishwomen’s
emancipation

1877: Medical degrees opened to women.
1878: Intermediate Education Act.

1879: Royal University Act permits women to
sit for university degrees.

1884: Nine women graduate from the Royal
University of Ireland.

1893: Foundation of the Gaelic League which
accepted women on equal terms with men.
1898: Women with the appropriate property
qualifications can be elected to district coun-
cils.

1904: Trinity College is opened to women.
1905: Sinn Fein is formed and women accept-
ed equally with men. Jennie Wyse-Power is a
vice-president.

1909: National University in Dublin and
Queens University Belfast opened to women.
1911: Women can be elected to county coun-
cils.

1916: The Easter Proclamation, addressed to
“Irishmen and Irishwomen”, states that the
Republic guarantees “equal rights and equal
opportunities to all its citizens” and that the
National Government will be elected by “the
suffrages of all her men and women”.

1922: The Constitution of the Irish Free State
gives equal political rights to men and women.

However, although the work of the women

in the national struggle had forced the men to
accord them equal political rights, women’s
right to work on equal terms with men was
not so easily achieved.

ment for educated Irishwomen, who were con-

There were few opportunities for employ-

centrated in teaching or nursing (especially

midwifery) as their only alternative to the con-

vent. However, the spread of French-style
non-enclosed orders during the the nineteenth
century brought nuns increasingly into teach-
ing and also increased the numbers of women
joining religious orders. The comparison be-
tween the census figures for 1861 and 1911
shows this.é

Evolution of women’s employment
between 1861 and 1911

Category 1861 _1911
Teaching 8,900 8,500
Nuns 2,609 8,887
Midwives 492 790
Nurses 621
Sub-medical categories 2,513
Officers/clerks in civil service 1,858

Note: Figures for 1861 include both Catholic and
Protestant women. Figures for 1911 are for Catholic
women only.

. J

As these figures show, civil service clerical
jobs were the other major opening for women
educated in the National School system to
find jobs. The first department to recruit wom-
en was the post office. As early as 1882, a Na-
tional schools inspector noted that the opening
of the competitive examinations to women
was beginning to create ambitions in some pu-
pils to get these jobs, which were also rela-
tively well-paid. The first woman clerk in an-
other department of the Civil Service in
Ireland was appointed in 1901. Subsequently
commercial companies began to appoint
women clerks. For example, Guinness Brew-
eries appointed four in 1906. The 1911 census
returns show 7,849 women clerks and typists
in employed in private companies.’

Apart from these “professional” categories
women were employed primarily as shop as-
sistants and in the textile and food industries.
Conditions were often very bad. James Larkin
referred to the conditions in Jacobs’ Biscuit
factories as “sending them from earth twenty
years before their time”.* Such women were
not represented by the male craft unions
which dominated the early labour movement.
This was the importance of the Irish Women
Workers’ Union which was addressed to these
women. Its first secretary, Delia Larkin, ap-
pealed to:

"Sisters ...whether you work in the mill,
the factory, biscuit or jam, sack or pack-
ing — whether you are a weaver, spin-
ner, washer, ironer, labeller, box-maker,
sack-mender, jam-packer, biscuit maker
— whatever you are or wherever you
work ...to enroll in the Irish Women
Workers’ Trade Union."
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Yet, despite their conditions, they were pre-
pared to defend themselves. In August 1911,
just before the IWWU was founded, 3,000
women workers at Jacobs had struck work in
pursuit of a pay claim.?

The IWWU, in the tradition of Larkin’s un-

Later, the Free State that they had helped to
create attempted to limit their right to work,
first of all in the 1935 Conditions of Employ-
ment Bill which attempted to restrict the
trades in which women could work and then
in the 1937 Constitution. Article 41.2 stated

that:
"2.1. In particular the state recognises
that by her life within the home, woman
gives to the state a support without
which the common good cannot be
achieved.
2.2. The state shall, therefore, endeavour
to ensure that mothers shall not be
obliged by economic necessity to engage
in labour to the neglect of their duties in
the home."

ion, was also clearly an Irish and thus nation-
alist union. Liberty Hall was the headquarters
of the ITGWU and the IWWU but it also be-
came an organizing centre of the nationalist
movement and the Easter Rising itself. The
IWWU women played their part.

Yet, they were also obliged to fight, even
against their own comrades, to defend their
right to those jobs which they were forced to
take to help support their families. As a corre-
spondent to The Irish Worker wrote:

"Some people tell us that woman’s place
is in the home; that she should devote all

But Irish women continued to organize to
fight for their own rights, and Irish rights in
general, even when the odds were overwhelm-
her energies towards making it bright ingly against them. Helena Molony was one of

and cheerful. But it is very little of the them.
home working women see."1 a

Notes Chapter 1

3. The Irish Dictionary of National Biography (Boylan, Henry, ed., Gill and Macmillan, Dublin, 1988) gives Hele-
na Molony’s birth date as 1884 although her death certificate of 29th January 1967 gives her age as 84 implying
she was born in 1883. The most probable is that she was bom in the first quarter of 1883 in Dublin where there is
a recorded birth of a Helena Mary Moloney. Both spellings of her name are used but the most frequently used is
without an “e” and this is used in the bulk of “official” references to her (death certificate, grave stone, newspaper
reports, etc.).

| 4. This list is compiled from information in Cullen Owens, Rosemary, Smashing Times, Attic, Dublin 1984.

5. Wyse-Power, Mrs J., “The Political Influence of Women in Modem Ireland” in Fitzgerald, W., ed., in The Voice
of Ireland, Virtue, Dublin & London, 1924, pp 158-61.

6. Fahey, Tony “Nuns in the Catholic Church in Ireland in the nineteenth century” in Cullen, Mary, ed., Girls
Dor’t Do Honours, Women’s Education Bureau, Dublin, 1987.

7. O’Connor, Anne V., “The revolution in girls’ secondary education in Ireland, 1860-1910” ibid p. 54.

8. Jones, Mary, These Obstreperous Lassies, Gill and Macmillan, Dublin, 1988, p. 3.

9. Ibid p. 2.

10. Ibid p. 3.
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The Making Of A Militant

a) Joining Inghinidhe na hEireann

Helena Molony described her first contact
with the organized nationalist movement thus:
"I was a young girl dreaming about Ire-
land when I saw and heard Maud Gonne
speaking by the Custom House in Dub-
lin one August evening in 1903.... she
inspired me — as she did many others
— with a love of Ireland....She made me

want to help and, encouraged by my
brother Frank, I went to join Inghinidhe
na hEireann."n

Inghinidhe na hEireann (Daughters of Erin)
was the women’s nationalist organization
founded by Maud Gonne in 1900 when she
found that women were excluded from many
of the existing nationalist organizations. It had
started in the organization of the Patriotic
Children’s Treat by Maud and a group of oth-
er women for the nationalist children who did
not go to the Children’s Treat organized on
the occasion of Queen Victoria’s visit to Dub-
lin in 1900.

The Inghinidhe was committed to complete
independence of Ireland, encouraging Irish
manufactures and combatting English influ-
ence particularly in popular entertainment.
The activities of the Inghinidhe included
teaching children Irish history, the Irish lan-
guage and Irish dancing, singing and culture
as well as organizing monthly ceilidhs (social
evenings including dancing and singing) and
theatrical productions. The membership was
mainly young working girls, not working
class but earning independent livings.

Helena’s first contact with the Inghinidhe
was a veritable baptism of fire. King Edward
VII of England visited Dublin in July 1903.
Maud Gonne and the Inghinidhe had been ac-
tive in launching the campaign to prevent
Dublin City Corporation giving a Loyal Ad-
dress of Welcome to him. At the time of the
visit itself, although the Inghinidhe had pasted

up copies of the king’s Coronation Oath,
showing how the English monarchy was anti-
Catholic and tied to the Church of England,
Maud Gonne felt this was not enough and on
returning to her Dublin home hung out a black
flag in mourning for Pope Leo XIII who had
recently died, as an act of defiance to the Un-
ion Jacks which were flourishing elsewhere.
The first time this was removed by the police.
A second one was hung out and Maud
Gonne’s determined efforts to defend it led to
a physical confrontation with the police and
neighbours.?

Helena Molony, who had gone to the offic-
es to join the Inghinidhe, instead found a mes-
sage telling members to go to Maud Gonne’s
house in Coulson Avenue. She found herself
in the midst of this battle. When challenged
by the police she claimed to be a member of
Inghinidhe although:

"I felt I was claiming too great an hon-
our, for me to be a member of such a
body was the greatest honour in the
world. However, friends told me to
come up and join the following week."

Despite her initial shyness Helena Molony
rapidly became a close friend of Maud Gonne.
Although almost twenty years younger than
Maud, she became one of a close circle of
friends who shared sailing trips and the recre-
ation of ancient Celtic ceremonies on Ire-
land’s Eye.1

Her role in the Inghinidhe rapidly became a
central one. Not long after she joined, the sec-
retary Maire Quinn left with her husband
Dudley Digges to go to America where, ac-
cording to Levenson, they were going to act in
an Irish play in the World’s Fair in St Louis
although other sources refer to them as emi-
grating.” Helena then took over as secretary.

During much of the life of the Inghinidhe,
Maud Gonne was in fact absent from Ireland.
Helena Molony therefore became a vital un-
derstudy for her, sending weekly reports and
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In.tv:itutem
f;” making at least annual visits to Maud in Paris first meeting where the launch of Bean na hEi-
b to keep her in touch with what was going on reann was discussed and arrived in full eve
and -
Education and what the Inghinidhe was doing. Within ning dress having come from a Castle or other
N®14 | the Inghinidhe, members were often known by society function. Whatever it was, she attend-
Celtic names, for security reasons to prevent ed few other such functions and from this
them from victimization, and to make a link - point became active in all aspects of the move-
with strong women figures from Ireland’s his- ment and often spoke on public platforms.
tory and mythology. Helena Molony took the One memorable speech she gave to the Stu-
name “Emer”. This was the name of the vyife dents National Literary Society in Dublin in
of the legendary hero of Ulster, Cu Chulainn. March 1909 on the theme “A Free Ireland
The Gonne MacBride family used this name with no Sex Disabilities in her Constitution”
for the rest of her life.1¢ was subsequently reprinted by the Inghinidhe
in Bean na hEireann and in pamphlet form.
b) Bean na hEireann
) In this speech she formulated the double

One of the most successful of the Inghinid- ggplr;,ssmn 02 Irlstlilwofzr;?n n oaf tVIVIayInt h;itnil:io
he projects and one to which Helena Molony h v subr:m © .upn tﬁ o mgSf ﬂf g o t-
was central, was the launching of a journal it? embers, given the promotion they gave to
Bean na hEireann (Woman of Ireland) in ~—

. .. As our country has had her freedom
1908. '%1&172 }v’f;;f;g‘itestgn&eg lwt.omen’s paper. and her Nationhood taken from her by
. i . ’ England, so also our sex is denied eman-
afléir\r/l(i)g?stﬁg";mhtancy, separatism and cipation and citizenship by the same en-
’ emy. So therefore the first step on the
" . road to freedom is to realize ourselves as

This was in comparison to the journal The Irishwomen — not as Irish or merely as

United Irishman which she dismissed as: women, but as Irishwomen doubly en-
"starting as a physical force, separatist slaved and with a double battle to
journal had gradually changed its policy fight."»
to one of reactionary social and dual
kingdom ideas. We wanted to start a . .

It was so successful not only among wom- Bean na hEire{ann was the launching pad
en that it became “the ladies paper that all the for one of the projects in which Helena Molo-
young men read”. ny was involved and showed her inclinations

fCor militan;v[ phlz'.sic.al activity. clln l}\/Iay h19t:1)9

The journals are a curious mixture with (onstance Markievicz suggested through the
fashion articles — always strongly advocating pages of Bean na hEireann the launch of an
wearing Irish products, presumably tweeds in Irish nationalist equivalent of the Baden-
winter and linen in summer — alongside arti- Powell boys scouting movement. After a false
cles on streetfighting. Regular features includ- start under the name of the “Red Branch
ed “Woman with a Garden” (apparently origi- Knights” this became the Fianna na hEireann
nally by Maud Gonne but taken over by and an important training ground for those
Constance Markievicz from February 1909)* who were later to fight in the Easter Rising
and the column by “A Worker”. This latter and the IRA. Helena participated actively with
was the responsibility of Helena Molony her- the Countess in training the boys in drilling
self who thus came into contact with the Dub- and tracking. She also learnt to shoot (taught
lin labour movement through going “to the by Constance) and went on at least one camp
Trades Hall for my Labour notes” » with them.

The launch of Bean na hEireann seems to Also along with Constance she suffered the
have been the occasion for the introduction of indignity of having her presence at the first Fi-

page Constance Markievicz into the women’s na- anna convention questioned on the grounds
8 tionalist movement. Although the precise de- that “a physical force organization is no place
tails in the different accounts vary it seems

clear that she was invited by Helena to the

for women”. This attempt was defeated and
she remained a committee member.
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Bean na hEireann gave continuous cover-
age to the activities of the Fianna during its
three years of existence.

d) The Belcamp Park commune

A less successful venture initiated by Con-
stance in which Helena participated was the
short-lived attempt at a self-sufficient (at least
in vegetables and farm produce) cooperative
in a big house in Belcamp Park, Rathgar,
County Dublin. Helena was one of the four
adult members of the commune (with Con-
stance, Bulmer Hobson the nationalist and
Donald Hannigan graduate of Glasnevin Agri-
cultural College as the agricultural expert) and
was ready to offer:

"the portion of money she was expect-
ing to get from the sale of a small estate
of her mother’s through the Land
Court."s

However, it was not a success. The Fianna
boys raided the neighbours for milk and hens,
the garden did not produce the hoped for veg-
etables and in all it was a very inconvenient
life for two very active and busy women be-
tween the household tasks and bicycling into
Dublin for all their meetings.

Bulmer Hobson went off to Dublin, leaving
Helena and Constance to split the liabilities
between two rather than three of them. Helena
also moved out sometime in 1910 while Con-
stance and her husband moved back into Dub-
lin in 191124

e) The school meals campaign

Another project launched through the pag-
es of Bean na hEireann in April 1910 was that
of providing meals for school children. This
was already the responsibility of the govern-
ment in England through an Act of Parliament
passed in 1906 but had not been extended to
Ireland. The practical work of volunteers pro-
viding school meals got underway in some na-
tional schools in the autumn of 1910. In her
“A Worker” column, Helena Molony ex-
pressed doubts about charity’s ineffectiveness
in alleviating bad social conditions, but was
taken to task by Maud Gonne in an editorial
arguing from the point of view of the immedi-
ate interests of the children.2s

Later Helena Molony described this project
in approvingly but with care to answer in part
her own former criticisms:

"These were not free school meals but
school dinners....All children who could
afford it paid. The cost was one penny
per dinner per day which dinner consist-
ed of meat and vegetables for four days
weekly with milk rice and jam on Fri-
days....The teachers collected the pen-
nies from the children who could pay.
No one knew who did or did not pay."

It was not simply an Inghinidhe project but
included the Irishwomen’s Franchise League
and had the backing of James Connolly. De-
smond Greaves in fact attributes to Connolly
himself the idea of campaigning for an exten-
sion of the Act to Ireland in November/
December 1910.7

Whoever had the idea, Maud Gonne and
Connolly met the Executive Committee of
Dublin Trades Council on 10th November. At
this meeting the Executive agreed to ask the
Lord Mayor to call a conference to launch the
campaign. This conference finally took place
on 12th December. For militant socialists and
nationalists it was also an opportunity to point
out the inadequacies of the Irish Parliamentary
Party which had not fought for an amendment
to the original bill.

The political campaign for the Act to be
extended to Ireland continued until it was met
with success by an Act adopted by the West-
minster parliament in September 1914.

f) First woman political prisoner of
her generation

Helena Molony’s participation in the pro-
tests against the Royal Visit of 1911 by
George V and Queen Mary was much more
striking than her timid involvement in the
1903 protests and won her the distinction of
being the first woman political prisoner of her
generation. She was in fact arrested twice.

The first time, on 4th July 1911, she had
participated in a demonstrative burning of the
Union Jack organized by Constance Markie-
vicz.

"Remembering her brother Frank’s sto-
ries of breaking windows of shops dis-
playing the Union Jacks during the 1898
centennial celebrations,'?
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;zmaonal
{;”s . she filled her handbag with stones which she "Even some of my friends thought my
and distributed to young men in the crowd. In fact, conduct reprehensible and rowdy. I was
Education they were not thrown because the most in- feeling rather crushed about this — for I
N°14 | fluential radical nationalist organization, the was still young and inexperienced —
Irish Republican Brotherhood, had issued or- ggﬁﬁelvrﬁlcglvvvzg ;gei%r;r;ﬁgof?rle}d
?rf;:t;lgamszvdllsfturbanc?s and h?d organized a “Splendid. You have kept up the reputa-
g at Wolfe Tone’s grave in Bodenstown tion of the Inghinidhe na hEireann.” T
at Fhe’same.z time. But when Helena saw an op- cannot describe how elated I felt when I
tician’s window on Nassau Street displaying received that. My heart was lifted up."s
pictures of the King and Queen she herself
threw a stone. She was arrested and convicted. . . . .
The sentence was 40 shillings or 1 month’s g) Inghinidhe begins to decline
imprisonment. Refusing to pay the fine, she
was jailed until Anna Parnell paid her fine to ~ Nevertheless, from 1911, the activity of the
enable her to go on editing her History of the Inghinidhe began to decline. Already there
Ladies Land League.” This did not please Hel- had been a hiatus in the publication of Bean
ena at all who thought that a man (possibly the 7a hEireann in between March and August of
Lord Mayor) had paid her fine: 1910 and the last issue came out in March
"I am extremely sorry his kindness took 1911.3¢ A new physical force journal, Irish
this form, which is most distasteful and  Freedom, published by the Irish Republican
irritating to me, and was done against Brotherhood began publication in November
the wishes of myself and my friends."* 1910 and probably took away some of the
“young men” readers.
The Socialist Party and Inghinidhe na Ei-
reann had planned a joint meeting for the re- Already in June 1910 an editorial admitted
lease of Helena and SP member James McAr- that Bean na hEireann had little appeal for the
dle imprisoned for the flagburning. It went “average woman”.’
ahead as scheduled although Helena had in The political perspective of the Inghinidhe
fact been released a fortnight previously. Pay- was very much in the nationalist tradition. The
ing tribute to Walter Carpenter, a trade-union fight for women’s right to vote for example
organizer jailed for calling the king a descen- tended to be dismissed as “English” agitation
dant of scoundrels, Helena not only repeated and something that Irishwomen should only
the same thing but said that the king himself demand when they had an Irish government to
was “one of the greatest scoundrels in Eu- demand it from.’ However, the articles in
rope”.% She was promptly rearrested. In her Bean na hEireann tended to reflect the indi-
own account: vidual views of the writers rather than a homo-
"The police had me down on the charge  geneous “party line”. The openly expressed
sheet for “high treason”. That was mar-  difference between Helena and Maud Gonne
vellous; I felt myself in the same compa-  on the school meals question shows that Hele-
ny as Wolfe Tone. Then they reduced it  na’s own developing radical socialism did not
to “using language derogatory to His meet with complete agreement. However,
Majesty”. In my secret hez}rt of hearts 1 Maud Gonne was absent for much of this peri-
felt degraded by such a miserable accu- .
sation. "2 od and according to Levenson:
"During the summer of 1911 the Daugh-
ters of Erin [the Inginidhe] became in-
Finally the administration decided that dis- creasingly inactive and publication of its
cretion was probably the better part of valour organ ceased....Her [Maud Gonne’s]
and the case was dismissed. chief lieutenant in Dublin, Helena Molo-
ny, was too young and attracted more by
Helena was nevertheless feeling worried violence than editorial work."”
about what she had done because: Q
page
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20. Molony’s own account in Fox, Rebel Irishwomen. p. 66 and Marreco, Anne, Rebel Countess , Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, London, 1967, p. 102 and Van Voris, Jacqueline, Constance de Markievicz: In the cause of Ireland,
University of Massachusetts Press, Amherst, 1967, p. 63.

21. Fox, Rebel Irishwomen p. 67

22. Cited in Cullen Owens op cit, pp. 104-5.

23. Marreco op cit p. 131.

24. See Norman op cit pp 67-8 and Van Voris op cit p. 72.

25. Ward, Maud Gonne, p. 97.

26. An unpublished manuscript in the Hugh O’Connor Collection, Dublin. It is a tribute to Maud Gonne written on
the third anniversary of her death, therefore in 1956. Hereafter “Maud Gonne”.

27. Desmond Greaves, C., The Life and Times of James Connolly, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1972, p. 253
28. Van Voris op cit p. 84.

29. This history, after having been passed to a number of different people for editing and mislaid for many years,
was finally published in 1986 under the title The Tale of A Great Sham by Arlen House Dublin, edited by Dana
Hearne.

30. Sinn Fein, 19th March 1911, quoted in Ward, Unmanageable Revolutionaries, p.79.

31. In her account in Fox op cit p. 68, she makes it clear that “I was only concerned with his public character as a
foreign ruler in Ireland and, as here he stood for oppression, I regarded him in that capacity as one of the greatest
scoundrels in Europe.”

32. Undated and untitled press cutting in Hugh O’Connor collection.

33. Fox, Rebel Irishwomen, p.68.

34. The collection of Bean na hEireann held in the National Library in Dublin runs from No 6 (April 1909) to No
25. No 17 is dated March 1910 while (undated) issue No 18, referring to 23rd June as “having been a day of great
victory”, seems to be the August issue. Margaret Ward in Unmanageable Revolutionaries (Pluto, London, 1983, p.
74) gives the last issue as February 1911 but I think she is mistaken as No 21 is definitely not October 1910 as it
refers to 21st October in the past tense.

35. Ward, Unmanageable Revolutionaries, p. 74.

36. Nevertheless a mass meeting in June 1912 which demanded that women’s right to vote should be included in
the Home Rule Bill won widespread support including from Constance Markievicz, Jenny Wyse-Power, vice-
president of Sinn Fein, Maud Gonne, Kathleen Lynn, and Helena Molony (Cullen Owens, op cit, pp. 51-2).

37. Levenson, Maud Gonne, p. 271.
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The Abbey Theatre Actress

In the midst of her other activities, Helena
also joined the Abbey Theatre company in
1909.» As the Inghinidhe also acted pieces,
and the Count and Countess Markievicz had
an acting company (the Independent Dramatic
Company founded in 1908) it is likely that she
already had some experience. She continued
to act with the Abbey until 1922, while also
appearing in the acting groups of first the In-
ghinidhe and then the IWWU/Liberty Hall.

Among her first parts was apparently one
of the Count’s plays The Memory of the Dead
which opened at the Abbey in April 1910 with
the Countess and Sedn Connolly among the
cast.* In Lennox Robinson’s history of the
Abbey Theatre we see Helena’s name appear-
ing in the cast lists of first productions at the
Abbey between 1912 and 1922 with signifi-
cant gaps in 1914, 1916-18, and 1920-1 with
only one appearance in November 1920.4 Of
course, the Abbey did not only show new pro-
ductions, and Fox records that she appeared in
The Mineral Workers by Boyle during the
1913 lockout, on at least one occasion going
out between her appearances in the first and
last act to address a strike meeting in Liberty
Hall.#* This is not listed in Robinson’s history
as it was not a first production.

In the Count’s company, one of her roles
was in Eleanor’s Enterprise by George Birm-
ingham where she played Mrs Finnegan to
Sedn Connolly’s Mr Finnegan. A scene be-
tween them was “played as a concert item for
years” according to Jacqueline Van Voris.*
However, she does not say whether by the

original cast as in this case it would not have
been for many years. Sedn Connolly was the
first nationalist killed in the Easter Rising in
1916.

Among other notable theatrical events in
Helena’s life she played the mother in a pro-
duction of W. B. Yeats’ Cathleen ni Houlihan
when Lady Gregory played Cathleen. Most
spectators thought this production better for-
gotten — Lady Gregory not being in the least
like Maud Gonne for whom Yeats had written
the part and who had played it in the first pro-
duction.

In 1922, when she was almost 40, she took
the leading role in the first production of Len-
nox Robinson’s Crabbed Youth and Age as a
mother of three grown up daughters who is
such an attractive personality that all the
young men who come to the house originally
attracted by the daughters in fact fall in love
with the mother.

A number of the plays in which she took
roles were those written by the “Cork realists”
which, breaking with the “Romantic Ireland”
tradition of Yeats, contained social criticism
although “blunted by merriment”. The Miner-
al Workers is one such play which is a criti-
cism of the power of landowners.®

An appreciation of her in the Irish Press at
her death states that:

"In the Abbey Theatre of the pre-1916
days, critics spoke of her as having all
the qualities of the top actresses of the
theatre’s greatest days."+

Qa

38. Irish Times, 30th January, 1967.
39. Van Voris, op cit, pp 75 & 79.

40. Robinson, Lennox, Ireland’s Abbey Theatre, A History 1898-1951, Sidgwick & Jackson Ltd, London 1951.

41. Fox, Rebel Irishwomen, p. 68.
42. Van Voris, op cit, p. 95.

43. Malone, Andrew E, “The Rise of the Realist Movement” in The Irish Theatre, ed. Lennox Robinson, Macmil-

lan, London, 1939.
44, Irish Press, 30th January 1967.
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In the Connolly Tradition

a) First contact with Connolly

In her own account Helena Molony de-
scribes her coming to Connolly’s ideas with a
certain naivety:

"...I knew little of Labour ideas. But I
was always on the side of the underdog.
My attention was turned definitely to
Labour matters when I discovered that
one of the best and most intelligent girl
members we had [in Inginidhe] was get-
ting 5 shillings a week as a shirtmaker.
At this period I was fumbling at the idea
of a junction between Labour and Na-
tionalism — which Connolly worked
out clearly."+

She says of Bean na hEireann:
"Although I was not attached then to
any section of the Labour Movement I
am proud to remember that we had La-
bour notes as a permanent feature con-
tributed by a good friend Carl
O’Knapton who was a member of the
Trade Council."+

It was as early as 1909, while Connolly
was still in the United States of America, pub-
lishing The Harp, that Helena first wrote to
him saying:

"I only wish it was in Ireland that you
were publishing the Harp. There is a
very, very great need for a workers’
Joumal in Ireland. The Trade and La-
bour Journal will not supply it I am
afraid."v

Connolly obviously recognised in Helena a
future colleague because he asked his friend
William O’Brien the trade-union organizer
and future Irish Citizen Army commander to
get in touch with her. He followed this up in
later letters asking O’Brien if he had yet had
time to do so.#

According to Helena they exchanged pa-
pers and she often reprinted articles from The
Harp in Bean na hEireann.®

b) After Connolly’s return

James Connolly returned to Ireland in July
1910 to become organizer of the Socialist Par-
ty. Helena Molony was a member or at least
close sympathiser of this party so presumably
it did not take long for she and Connolly to
meet. In any event, in early 1911 Helena Mo-
lony and James Connolly spoke together in a
public meeting addressed to workers calling
on them to adopt a resolution opposing the
adoption of a Loyal Address on the occasion
of the Royal visit. This meeting was apparent-
ly jointly organized by the Socialist Party and
the Inghinidhe, like the meeting later that year
on Helena’s release from prison.*

¢) The Dublin Lockout

The Dublin Lockout was the “biggest con-
frontation between workers and employers
that Europe had ever seen”.s! It was provoked
by the decision of the Dublin employers, orga-
nized in a federation, to smash the Irish Trans-
port and General Workers Union, founded by
James Larkin in 1909, which now organized
over 20,000 Dublin workers and had also
founded the Irish Women Workers’ Union in
1911.

In essence, the major employers told their
workers to leave the ITGWU. Those who re-
fused (the vast majority) were then locked out
by the employers. A number of violent inci-
dents led to at least three deaths and many
hundreds wounded by police and scab vio-
lence.

The Lockout went on from mid-August to
January when it ended in a draw, the employ-
ers agreeing to re-employ the locked-out if
there were jobs for them but not to recognize
the ITGWU. During this period the locked-out
workers and their dependents (numbering at
least 100,000 people) were living in condi-
tions of poverty and starvation. Soup kitchens
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;::f:i::;uonal
{;’:semh in Liberty Hall (the ITGWU headquarters) work. The Irish Women Workers’ Union had
and were staffed by the women of Inghinidhe and been founded in 1911 under the impetus of
Education the Irish Women’s Franchise League as well James Larkin and with his sister Delia as its
N®14  |as locked-out workers, including the INWU first secretary. However, the disorganizing ef-
members from Jacob’s Biscuit factories while fects of the Lockout had been particularly
out-of-work seamstresses (also IWWU) made hardly felt by women workers and the union
over and altered donated clothing for use by was in a state of collapse. Along with asking
those who needed it.2 Helena to be secretary to the Workers’ Coop,
Connolly asked her to become secretary to the
Helena Molony, like the other members of IWWU “sometime in 1914”55 She took on the
Inghinidhe and so many of the women — job and was to remain an organizer for the
whatever their political viewpoints — who IWWU until retirement although:
had been active in the nationalist and women’s "I had no experience or idea of any kind
movements, was involved in this relief work. of organizing and it was really he who
did the work coming with me to the vari-
Her one specific recorded activity was to ous factory gates to try to enlist girls
make up James Larkin as an elderly clergy- into the Union.
man so that he would be able to get to a mass o . .
meeting on Sunday 31st August at which he After her time in Inghinidhe and running
had promised to speak despite being banned Bean na hEireann almost single-handed, to
from doing so by the courts. The disguise was 4y she had “no idea or.expenence” is a little
obviously successful because Larkin managed e€Xaggerated, but for a middle-class young lady
to address the crowds in O’Connell Street Who obviously had not had much contact with
from the balcony of the Imperial Hotel. working class girls (cf her shock at finding out
that a woman worker at Jacobs earned only 5s
She was also among the “prominent citi- 2 Week although this was far from being the
zens” who followed the coffin of James No- lowest wage paid to women in Dublin at that
lan, an ITGWU member batoned to death by time) factory gate recruiting must have been
the police, to its grave at the funeral on the daunting.
following Wednesday.*?
Nonetheless, by November 1915, Helena
. . . was sufficiently knowledgeable to read a
d) Working directly with Connolly paper on “Wonzen’s Wagegs and Trade Un-
ions” at a Women’s Industrial Conference
After the Lockout was over many hundreds held at the Mansion House in which she point-
of men and women workers remained unem- e out:
ployed. One project was to employ some of "Women workers are still suffering great
them was in a Workers’ Cooperative original- hardships, still earning the same wage as
ly founded by Delia Larkin. Connolly decided four years ago. Some grown women
to revive this and asked Helena Molony to could only earn 3s a week."s’
take on organizing it.
Another sign of the confidence that Con-
The Co-op was based on Eden Quay just nolly had in Helena was that he asked her to
next and in fact adjoining to Liberty Hall. The become the registered proprietor of the Work-
specialty product was a working shirt “The ers Republic, the newspaper he founded in
Red Hand” selling for 2s 6d. The Workers Co- May 1915 after The Irish Worker was sup-
op was not simply a women workers’ co-op. pressed and its plant seized. The journal was
The members were also members of the ICA printed behind the shop and this led to Hele-
and “seditious literature” was stored in the na’s and the other women’s first armed con-
backroom of the shop. Later on it became a frontation with the police. In March 1916, the
“receiving depot for small parcels of arms and police raided the Gaelic Press. They then ar-
ammunition” Helena described it as a “tigress rived at the Eden Quay shop to seize the
in kitten’s clothing”.®* After the Rising the Co- Workers’ Republic. Connolly appeared, revol-
page op was reorganized as the Connolly Co-op. ver in hand, and forced them to leave the
14 newspapers because they had no warrant to
But the major project in which Connolly in- search and seize. They returned later, with a

volved Helena was in fact to become her life’s

warrant. By this time the papers had been put
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. Institute
in the back room by Helena and the other old group of Irish women whom were Re fO;
women present. Connolly told the police that always to be acquired for special service and
they could search the shop but that behind the during the years of active service. I am Education
counter was Liberty Hall and they had no war- well acquainted with her activities as a N°14
rant to search that. The police retreated be- rlngelrgb;; ?‘fl the Irish Citizen Army from
cause:
"We were all armed, which fact helped
to make up the Inspector’s mind as to During the early months of 1916 when the
the undesirability of raiding Liberty Hall preparations of the Rising were underway, she
for which he had no warrant."ss was working alongside Connolly in a day-to-
day fashion and they were both living at Con-
. sge ’ stance Markievicz’s home, Surrey House.
¢) The Irish Cltlzens. f&rmy and When Connolly disappeared for several days
the Easter Rising in January 1916 it was Constance and Helena
who raised the alarm and Helena who dared
The Irish Citizens’ Army had been started ask him when he reappeared:
during the 1913 Lockout as an armed force to “Where have you been?” I gasped. “I
protect the locked-out workers. It later adopt- have been through hell” he said wearily.
ed a constitution which stated: ~Did they kidnap you?” asked Madame.
"1. That the first and last principle of the Yes” replied Connolly “but I converted
Irish Citizen Army is the avowal that the my captors.”¢
ownership of Ireland, material and mo-
ral, is vested of right in the people of Although the mystery surrounding this in-
Ireland.” cident has never been completely elucidated,
it seems clear that Connolly was forcibly in-
There was also a clause which required vited to attend a meeting with the leadership
members to be members of the appropriate, of the IRB which was the secret force in the
Irish TUC-affiliated, union.® This armed body leadership of the Volunteers and they agreed
was much smaller than the Irish Volunteers, on the plans for the Rising. It is well docu-
an armed movement created in 1914 in re- mented that from that point Connolly’s criti-
sponse to Edward Carson’s (of “Ulster will cisms of the Volunteers’ cautious policies
fight and Ulster will be right” fame) creation ceased.®
of the Ulster Volunteers. The Volunteers re-
cruited much more broadly and without age These next few months were a time of
limitation. Women supporters of the Volun- “daily tension and anxiety” but work contin-
teers were organized in Cumann na mBan as a ued. The women’s co-op was turning out hav-
women’s auxiliary with support tasks. The In- ersacks and a machine gun belt which:
ghinidhe amalgamated with this new organi- "gave us women headaches because of
zation in 1914 but on special terms which al- the extreme accuracy of the measure-
lowed them to form a branch rather than just ments required. It was homemade as
being dissolved into it. Helena, Constance et w;al;ehallhthg'bpmbxnd hand grenadels
al would not have wanted to be relegated to X o0 the Citizen Army was accumulat-
the role of a women’s auxiliary. The new or- &
anization was also criticized by the feminist L.
grganizations, such as the IWF}:, for accept- _The prelude to the Rising itself was the
ing this subordinate role. But in the ICA: raising of a large green flag with a golden
"They [women] were an integral part of harp but without a crown over Liberty Hall on
the army and not in any sense a “Ladies  Sunday 16th April. The Rising was scheduled
Auxiliary” but shared duties and respon- for one week later. But in the meantime the
sibilities with their brothers."¢ Volunteers’ commander, Eoin MacNeill,
countermanded the order and brought chaos.
Helena Molony was an active member of 1he ICA under Connolly’s leadership decided
the ICA. A handwritten letter dated 7th April to countermand the countermand and mobilize
1937 and signed by Peoptra ni O’Roim (Old for Easter Monday, 24th April. page
Commanding Officer South County Dublin) 15
certified: The confusion was such that the Rising

"Miss Helena Molony was one of the

was doomed yet for Helena Molony:
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"When we walked out that Easter Mon-
day momning we felt in a very real sense
that we were walking with Ireland into
the sun."¢s

Helena is described variously as one of the
three women along with Dr Kathleen Lynn,
chief medical officer of the ICA and Con-
stance Markievicz to hold a commission in the
ICA, or, with others also including Marie Per-
olz, Madeleine Ffrench-Mullen and Maeve
Cavanagh, as playing a leading role or being
responsible for the “women’s section” of the
ICA ¢

She was in the group assigned, under the
leadership of fellow Abbey actor Sedn Con-
nolly, to stage an attack on Dublin Castle and
then occupy City Hall. Helena was a close
friend of Sedn Connolly “a young captain, a
young actor that I knew very well”. Some au-
thors go further and state that she was engaged
to him.¢

Sedn Connolly shot dead the policeman on
duty at the gates of Dublin Castle when he
tried to stop them entering. Fox says “this bul-
let destroyed the status quo in Ireland”.# Hel-
ena was also one of the first to fire a shot but
her’s merely served as a waming to send an-
other policeman into retreat round the cormer
from which he had appeared.®

The group then occupied City Hall. This
tiny group (16 men and 9 women) feeling in
need of reinforcements, Helena went over to
the GPO to ask for them. None being available
they had to hold on as they were. Early on
Sedn Connolly was shot by a sniper and, de-
spite the medical aid of Kathleen Lynn, died
of his wounds. The group was forced to sur-
render within 24 hours. Kathleen Lynn, as the
senior officer present, negotiated the terms.
During most of this time Helena was keeping
guard over a British soldier she had taken pris-
oner.™

When the garrison surrendered, Helena
marched with the others to the Ship Street bar-
racks. From there they were taken to Kilmain-
ham jail, from which she apparently tried to
tunnel out with an iron spoon!™

Of the 79 women arrested after the Rising,
5 were finally taken to England: Nell Ryan,
Brigid Foley, Marie Perolz, Helena Molony

and Winifred Carney.” After a sojourn in Hol-
loway Jail in London, Marie Perolz and Brigid
Foley were released, and Nell Ryan (released
shortly afterwards), Winifred Camey and Hel-
ena were taken to Aylesbury where Constance
Markiewicz was also imprisoned but as a
common prisoner. The three asked to also be
treated as common prisoners so that they
could be with her but this was refused.”

Winifred Carney, who had worked with
Connolly in organizing the women textile
workers in Belfast and had come to Dublin as
his assistant, and Helena:

"refused to organize any defence or
pleading of their cause other than that
which came from the Dublin Trades
Council [DTC]. In acknowledgement of
this, the meeting of the DTC on 6th No-
vember 1916 suggested that their deten-
tion was related to their activities in the
labour movement and that the women
“looked to their own class to secure their
freedom”. A resolution, passed unani-
mously, called for their immediate trial
by a civil tribunal or their release from
Aylesbury Prison."”

They were released in the general amnesty
for internees on Christmas Eve 1916. Helena
Molony returned to England in June 1917 to
greet the 122 men and Constance Markievicz
who were finally released from English pris-
ons in Lloyd George’s belated attempt to calm
down things in Ireland by releasing all the Ris-
ing prisoners.

They all, and especially Constance Markie-
vicz, returned to an ecstatic welcome from a
population whose nationalist sentiment had
been finally awoken. Helena Molony summed
it up as:

"Failure [of the Rising] was greater than
Triumph and Victory less than Defeat." s

f) The 1917 anniversary of the Rising

In 1917 it was the ICA women under Hele-
na’s leadership who organized a commemora-
tion of the Rising and Connolly’s execution.
They pasted copies of the Proclamation onto
pillar boxes and hung Tricolors on the College
of Surgeons and the General Post Office.

"It took the police and fire brigade hours
to get the Post Office flag down and as
for the Proclamations we’d used glue
with the paste and fairly enamelled them
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on. They were there for weeks."”

Over Liberty Hall they hung a streamer
“James Connolly, Murdered by the British
Government, Easter 1916”. The first having
been torn down by the police, Helena and Ro-
sie Hackett made another one, took it up and

hung it from the top floor and barricaded
themselves in by shooting two tons of coal
down in front of the door leading up. The po-
lice again demanded it be removed, firing to
make their point. When this was refused they
had no option but to dig through the coal.”

Q
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Organizing in the

Irish Women Workers' Union

a) Reorganizing the union

Since its foundation in 1911, the IWWU
had suffered a number of disrupting experi-
ences, the 1913 Lockout, the clash between its
first secretary Delia Larkin and the parent
ITGWU, and now the 1916 Rising and impris-
onment of its secretary Helena and president
Constance. Helena called on some one she
had already invited to participate in the work
of the IWWU before the Rising.

Louie Bennett had been invited to meet
Helena Molony in 1915 and had discussed
with her and James Connolly. She wrote an
account of this discussion in a letter to a
friend:

"A few days later I went down to Liber-
ty Hall to see the secretary of the Wom-
en’s Trade Union. I was anxious to do
so but I felt that if there was any risk of
the women workers being drawn into
the dangerous political atmosphere
which I felt sure now dominated Liberty
Hall I could not conscientiously assist
the women’s union. As a pacifist I
would not support any organization
threatening force. Miss Molony, the sec-
retary of the union, agreed with me that
politics ought not to be introduced into
the union. But Connolly came in and
joined our discussion. He was particu-
larly “dour” and antagonistic. He was
not prepared to make any terms with
me. He insisted over and over again that
I did not really want to help the women
(implying that if I did I would take all
the risks)! At last I said that I was a pac-
ifist first and before everything and I
would not give up that principle for
trade-unionism."?

Nevertheless, when from Aylesbury prison
Helena asked her to help in reorganizing the
union she apparently agreed. A meeting at the
beginning of July 1916 re-established the

IWWU naming Helena as secretary, although
a Miss Eden undertook the functions. Marie
Perolz attended the meeting and attended the
TUC that year as IWWU delegate.”

But in February 1917, after Helena had
been freed and an IWWU meeting had been
held to welcome her back on 8th January, a
meeting was held at which officers were elect-
ed. These were published in the Saturday Post
on 3rd February 1917. Constance Markievicz
(still then in prison) was Honorary President,
Marie Perolz Acting President, Helena Molo-
ny General Secretary and Louie Bennett and
Helen Chenevix Vice-Presidents. In addition,
Helena represented the union at the Irish La-
bour Party and Trade Union Congress (ILP-
TUC) in 1917.

The IWWU as a whole welcomed the ap-
pointment of its president Constance Markie-
vicz as Minister of Labour in the government
formed by the Sinn Fein candidates elected in
1918. Even pacifist Louie Bennett was later to
look back longingly to the days when negotia-
tions with employers were cut short by Con-
stance, gun in hand, giving them an impera-
tive deadline.* But the political differences in
the IWWU meant that some had their atten-
tion divided between many activities and oth-
ers concentrated on the union. Those that
stayed behind set the agenda and so, by 1918,
Helena had become simply the official with
responsibility for organizing domestic work-
ers. She, like many of the other women who
had been instrumental in founding and main-
taining the IWWU, had many other activities.

Nevertheless, the IWWU did participate in
nationalist political activities such as the anti-
conscription campaign, and in 1919 an appeal
by leading women activists to women in other
countries calling for the formation of a com-
mittee of inquiry into the conditions of Irish
political prisoners was signed by Helena Mo-
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Jor ek lony for the IWWU & temporary.
and
Education At the same time the work of the union In relation to a resolution welcoming the
N®14 | went on. The union continued to expand, orga- formation of a women’s labour council and di-
nizing laundry workers and a toffee factory in recting the National Executive and affiliated
Limerick in 1917.% There was a dispute over unions to seek its opinions on matters con-
the readmittance of the union’s founder, Delia cerning women and children, Helena pointed
Larkin, in 1918. Helena opposed this as she out that the purpose was not to segregate
was later to oppose the admittance to the TUC women but because she asked whether did just
of the new union founded by Larkin when he giving women equality work out? Women
was expelled from the ITGWU.® needed a special channel because they were
“submerged and inarticulate” .5
In 1919-20 the IWWU merged with the
Irish branch of the Women’s Federation, The IWWU was often associated with play-
thereby forming a branch of domestic workers ing a conciliatory role within the labour move-
for which Margaret Buckley (later Sinn Fein ment and Helena spoke in relation to a prob-
president) was responsible. This involved lem of “poaching” between unions and the
SBhiftinﬁ ?elem’:h to beingal the detPllt}; 0£hLOUie division between the “amalgamated” (British)
ennett (now the general secretary). The un-  and Irish unions calling on them to act with
ion was reorganized with a finance committee, “proper common politeness”. Helena was
a:1d 'anl(;rnganIlza?QOZnOC(;lmmlttee ondh%r PTOpO-  elected a member of the National Executive
sal, in . she was awarded a wage ;i i
rise for her “excellent work for the union”.8 8 with 174 votes, the second highest number.
In February 1922 there was again a special
b) Delegate to the ILPTUC congress of the ILPTUC to decide on what to
duri he 1920 do in the first elections to be held under the
uring the S new Free State constitution. Helena attended
Helena Molony represented the U at as a member of the NEC aagthough reportedly
IWw she had been imprisoned after the Treaty was
the special TUC conference on the munitions signed in Decemger 19218
transport strike in November 1920 and again
at the regular conference in August 1921.5 The purpose of the discussion was to de-
. . L cide whether or not Labour candidates should
o o Seeooions i 58 e S I the st o dfed an ndependen
: ’ ro-Labour position as neither the pro- nor the
central discussions was the Congress attitude gnti-Treaty I\)aving of Sinn Fein st(I))od for La-
to the workers at Knocklong Creamery and 1,y objectives. As the elections were to be
Arigna mines where the workers had taken el ynder a system of proportional represen-
;’h"er thle enterprises and were running them 300 with a single transferable vote, the Ex-
emselves. . Ce . .
" . ecutive was for participation arguing that the
It was Helena Molony, together with .
Louie Bennett, who brought forward the workersh cou1<lil show %y the;lrl se](q:ond p.refer-
central issue — what was the congress- ~ $1C¢ Where they stood on the Treaty issue.
party going to do on the matter of sei- Mltchell divides the opposition to standing
zures? They urged a committee or de- into 4 currents: thg Republicans who thought
partment “to help other bodies of work-  the overwhelming issue was that of the Treaty
ers to conduct industries which they and so wanted a clear pro and anti divide;
might have to take over.” those, including Louie Bennett, who wanted
Labour to concentrate economic and trade-
Helena’s concern for the practical living union matters at least until the electorate had
conditions of the working class was shown in decided on the Treaty; a third group, including
her urging congress to back both a full system Delia Larkin, who were opposed because they
of unemployment insurance and a comprehen- were opposed to ITGWU leadership for other
page sive system of a public health service because reasons; and the “revolutionaries” represented
20 the “workers need a.good health service”. She by Walter Carpenter who wanted a revolution
also moved a resolution that it should be a rule

that jobs replacing interned workers should be

through direct action like seizures.’




Penny Duggan Helena Molony: Actress, Feminist, Nationalist..... Working Paper
International
Institute
It was finally Helena, the ardent Republi- "If they had a good sound active policy Reseay
can, who moved the resolution that “Labour it would do a good deal to wipe out dis- and
do not take part”. This was defeated by 115 to sension and make their Labour Party the |  Education
82 votes. spear head of trade-unionism and N°14
progress."*
As an NEC member she also attended the ) ) ) .
ordinary congress later the same year, al- ~ There was great dissension with the split
though she spoke less than in the previous With Larkin and the question of recognition of
year. She spoke in support of the railway his new union, the Workers’ Union of Ireland.
workers’ demands for a living wage, advocat- Helena Molony for the IWWU had moved
ing nationalization as the way to bring it that the first item on the agenda should be to
about. And later in a discussion on “citizen settle internal differences but this was with-
soldiers” she said that the “chief thing was the drawn when the Executive said there was
founding of a Workers’ Republic”. agreement on the “spirit” of the resolution.
However, there was no practical action taken
She did not stand for the National Execu- and the WUI was not admitted to the TUC.
tive at this congress. Her union was also in The IWWU favoured the recognition of the
some difficulties as she and Louie Bennett WUI on a democratic basis if it respected the
had to accept wage cuts.*! rules of the TUC.*
In 1923, her most significant contribution Over the next few years Helena seems to
was to criticise the Labour members of parlia- be in a period of relative inactivity. In 1924
ment for having taken the oath of loyalty and she led a delegation to Dublin Corporation to
taking part in a parliament: register a “Dublin Workers’ Grievance” over
"th'flt was part of the British empire the conditions of homeworkers in the bag in-
which oppressed India and Egypt, and  dustry. In 1925 she was involved in the
engaged in exploiting other countries. IWWU unemployment campaign including a
She thought it was unbecoming in the poster campaign around the opening of the
Irish Labour Party to take part in such Dail in November %
an Assembly."s ’
. . . . She was again delegate to the ILPTUC for
At this point the .dlspute be?ween. Larkin =y, special congress on the Shannon Electrifi-
and the Tran§pon Union was at xs height and ;0 “scheme in November 1925 — which
fhfrggﬁ oiéllses?grli)r?ntil;ls ha.:imtn;d t% I:f)evf;t decided on a workers’ boycott because of the
gates g Viansi ous S low wages — and to the regular congress in
the congress. Helena was among those who 1926
condemned such an action. )
. . Once again one of her main contributions
herﬁitﬁi%?th?ﬁi?ﬁrl;alr?ﬁ‘l she continued was in relation to the Labour party when she
"The reason so few Labour candidates movled an argendrgerllt, which was verﬁ' n;lr'
were returned [in the 1923 election] was TOW.Y rejected, to delete any mention that lo-
stick by their word and the ideal of a gates to congress. Labour should “put its
Workers’ Republic....She did what she industrial house in order first”.”” Later on she
did in the election because she believed  moved another amendment, similar to motions
she was right. Labour would do better which had been presented by the IWWU in
when it became conscious of what an the past, that there should be an industrial
ideal was and also an oath. committee of the leading unions. Presumably
the IWWU leaders could agree on this, Louie
_ She then went on to defend being a Repub- Bennett because she thought political and
lican in the Labour movement.» trade-union matters should be kept separate
and Helena because, politically s.upporFing an-
Later she called for more education and in- other party, she thought the main business of | [ 5
formation for example on the “Red Revolu- congress to be the trade-union side. The a1
tion” because she did not want Irish labour to ITWWU was accused by other unions of want-

be “stick in the mud”.

ing to divorce the political and trade-union
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ﬁ):semh wings of the movement. secretaryship, the nature of its newspaper The
and Irishman, and on the continuing theme of un-
Education Concern for specifically trade-union ques- employment and nationalization. In moving a
N®14  ltions was not forgotten. She again moved a resolution of the DTULC calling for a census
resolution on unemployment, pointing out that of the unemployed she was obliged to accept
the nurse members of the IWWU were very an amendment of the IWWU replacing the
concerned about the effects of unemployment word “men” by “person”!* She showed her in-
of family breadwinners on the health and vi- terest in workers’ and adult education by ex-
tality of women and children. The IWWU, pressing her dissatisfaction with the TUC be-
which had now incorporated the nurses’ un- ing satisfied with simply having individual
ion, presented a motion on their conditions of local activities.
service.
On behalf of the nurses union, a branch of
The IWWU, with Helena as their spokes- the IWWU, she also moved three resolutions
woman, also moved a motion calling on the on nurses’ conditions. She was also particular-
National Executive to make more effort to get 1ly active in the IWWU at this time which was
the political tests for public employees re- facing some internal problems with Louie
moved. This was carried without dissent. Bennett wanting to decrease her workload and
share the post of general secretary. Although
] . Helena objected to this she also asked for
¢) Dublin Trades Council Louie BemJ1ett to delay sending in a letter of
resignation. She herself was chair of the orga-
The Dublin labour movement was divided nizing committee set up that year.
during the 1920s between the Dublin Work-
ers’ Council and the Transport Union on one The DTULC was also active. It organized a
side and the Dublin Trades Council on the oth- May Day cum James Connolly celebration in
er. This was not simply a pro- or anti-Larkin May for which Helena contributed to the Dub-
split although it was connected to that power lin Labour Year Book in an editorial signed
struggle.” The IWWU had been affiliated to  jointly by Helena Molony, M.J. McCabe and
the Dublin Workers Council but withdrew in p.T. Daly which :
1925 on the pretext that the Workers® Council "commemorated the first occasion on
was not doing enough for the unemployment which a much divided and sectional
campaign. However, this move was just a pre- Dublin working class publicly demon-
lude to the IWWU, and particularly Helena, strated as a united movement its belief in
playing a central role in reuniting the Dublin the teachings of a giant intellect."*
labour movement into a united Dublin Trade
Union and Labour Council. Although she was again delegate for the
, DTULC to the ILPTUC in 1930, for the spe-
In 1926 a committee of both councils was cial conference on reorganization the same
formed but in February 1927 negotiations year — which was much more important —
broke down. The next move was a conference she was delegate for the IWWU.
of all unions in February 1928 when there was
the election of a united committee of which The special conference on reorganization
Helena was a member. Although this commit- was held at the end of February 1930 in Dub-
tee, composed mainly of inexperienced peo- lin. It was at this conference that the trade un-
ple, was not expected to achieve much and did ion movement and the Labour Party finally
not do so, it put into motion a dynamic which separated, having been a single body since the
resulted in the formation of the united council 1912 Clonmel conference decided that Irish
in November 1928 in which Helena was elect- Labour would stand candidates in elections.
ed member of the executive committee. According to Mitchell, it had been only the
IWWU which had called for a separation of
In 1929 Helena was a delegate for the new- the political and trade-union wings of the
page ly united council to the ILPTUC. She once movement. But from 1928 there was increas-
22 again played an active role, speaking in many ing friction between the two wings, with the
discussions, including on the internal organi- trade unions complaining that the elected rep-

zation of congress, such as the questions of the

resentatives did not follow their policy and the
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elected representatives feeling that the trade Labour Movement” by C. Chalan. There was Resea{c";
unions did not bring them much support nei- also an advertisement for the IWWU (Cu- and
ther financially and organizationally nor in mann Ban Oibre Eireann) as: Education
terms of votes. The 1929 congress appointed a "An independent Irish union, open to N°14
committee which reported to the 1930 special women workers of any trade or profes-
conference.!" sion. The first principle which forms the
basis of its general policy is 'Equality of
An IWWU motion to the special confer- opportunity for all men and women.
ence couched the proposal to separate the two .. )
wings in terms of the better development of ~ 1he IWWU led the printing group in the
the labour movement in pursuit of a common Parade.
aim. But, apart from that, the main contribu-
tions of Helena on behalf of the IWWU were _ Both photographs of Helena, 2s a member
in amending the aims of both the TUC and of the Executive and the demonstration orga-
LP. Her amendments criticized the proposed ng‘g lcomm1ttee, show her with a small dog
aims of the TUC as being purely trade- O Deriap.
un(iionist aI}d 1? ;otl))ose% ints;ead: tl}(le ownership Over the next few years Helena was regu-
and control of labour by the workers; manage-
ment and control by the whole body of labour; g'rlllyJL% di}elgoiteo ft(;nei'hiogt}li)gl ltjignsfr?(:ncéﬁ?
e_quah;y of political anld social r:ights 11nespec; gress we:re on the “bread and butter” issues of
tive of sex, race or religion; and abolition o . .
. . o workers’ conditions both at work and sociall
all powers and privileges, social and_ political, such as apprentices’ conditions, the provisioz
;a::? v:;zll)sog el;;(;?:;t 1):2 or ancestry. This amend- of housing, unemployment etc. The school
) meals question was raised again in 1931,
th WI_len H;liza rilog'ed a:)s © amei?dments dto There were regular efforts to highlight the
¢ aims ol the .abour tarty she was de- ..., question”. When congress discussed
nounced for moving amendments to SOme- . oparer of Industrial Demands in 1931 she
glmhtg fshf“:vas not prepared to go out and stressed equal pay for women. The same year
1ght Tor-. she supported the IWWU motion urging rep-
. . resentation of women on management com-
The r_egular conferenf:e was a falrly_ routine mittees where there were many women work-
a_ffalr with Helena moving or supporting mo- ers, asking how it was that mixed
tions on nurses’ conditions, The Irishman, in- organizations like the Irish National Teachers
ter-union disputes or automatic rotation of the Organization (INTO) never selected women
National Executive members. One motion, on repgresentativ es. In the 1934 debate on the 40-
compulsory provision of school meals, must  ° "o cpe bointed out how this would
have reminded her of her early Inghinidhe help unemployed women and how women’s
days and the school meals campaign. claims were left in the background.
However the IWWU had not given up the The 1935 Conditions of Em .
. . ployment Bill
fight on the aims of the TUC and moved an g, wed what women were up against. This
amendment, supported by Helena, that would gy wicheq to limit the trades in which wom-
make the aims advocate “workers’ control of en could be employed.' The INWWU was ac-
the induftries and servif:es in WhiCh_ they are  yve in protesting against such a bill. Its con-
engaged” rather than this C(,),ntrol l‘::emg S“E’ vention sent a message of protest and its
ject to the general interests” and “adequate”, yembers in the TUC Congress continued the
which they felt watered down the proposal. argument. When a member of the Typographi-
But this was lost on the chair’s casting vote. cal Association said that:
) ) Woman is the queen of our hearts and of
Once again that year the DTULC organized our homes, and for God’s sake let us try
its special May Day/James Connolly com- to keep her there.
memoration. The Year Book featured articles page

on women: “James Connolly and Women” by
Helena, “Women and the Labour Movement”
by Louie Bennett and “Women and the Irish

Helena replied directly:
"It was terrible to find such reactionary
opinions expressed at that congress by
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{;’: carch responsible leaders of labour in support ~ was necessary because women were “sub-
and gf a capitalist Minister Hfl setting u% }? merged and inarticulate”, helps explains why
Education aITier against one set of citizens. She it was IWWU members who were amongst the
N°l4 followed this up by asserting women Sl.s most prominent women within the trade-union
right to be carpenters or blacksmiths". movement. Helena herself was frequently the
only woman on the DTULC executive.
And then later, in moving the vote of d
thanks to the Scottish fraternal delegate: It is a sign of her standing in the labour
thMlsi_Devme fmI‘:iSthh%V:dbeeg struck by movement that she was elected to president of
ﬁc 1va}1('1y 0 ok Sh i e; nionists ¢ Congress although at different times her out-
tvlvle% gg:rts ;nn 1 ‘;’h:igrggﬁlésebg‘t’esgi 13 spoken radical and Republican stance had un-
give them no jobs."% doubtedly created tension with some of her
) colleagues, such as in the discussion on the
After the congress, Louie Bennett and Hel- formation of the Labour Party.
ena formulated an amendment to the disputed .
; ; ; In 1929 she was a member of the Irish la-
Setcftlon %2 of t?e Bill 1? ltuch offeredcthe allo- bour delegation which visited Soviet Russia.
f}? lon o ipg"t‘hW Wgr ) ;’(;Vl"menr;l ONBIESS  Although an official labour delegation whose
ti er? arclzcseps N llgan 0ok the women s post- report was published by the DTULC, the
on on sectio ) IWWU itself refused to purchase 100 copies
According to Margaret Ward this was suffi- of ﬂ:ie ;eporlt aIs{Ifelena proposed. In a strongly
cient for Helena to defend the labour move- wor e"tlfggg};lt if :rzia;.sgraceful thing that the
ment at a mass women’s protest meeting in Trish Women Workers Union should re-
against the Bill and that the Labour Party had her own fellow workers in preference to
tried to get the clause on women deleted; al- the reports of the capitalist press."11
though Mary Jones states that the women did
not forgive the Labour Party for not support- Nevertheless, there was an expression of
ing them.!” the “exception taken by members of the Union
to Miss Molony’s public connection with
d) President of the TUC Communists” and a rpotion was fina.lly
passed, proposed by Louie Bennett, regretting
Helena had again been elected to the Na- that “certain prir.xciples. of religion or liberty”
tional Executive of the TUC in 1934, was “ere not upheld in Soviet Russia.
elected vice-president in 1935 and president in ) )
1936. Unfortunately, she was suffering from ‘3 couple of years later the union leadership
illhealth in 1937 when she should have presid- publicly dissociated itself from her when she
ed over Congress and given a presidential ad- ©3used  storm by being reported to have at-
dress.1# tacked the Pope and accusations of “commu-
) nist” were again made. This provoked a heat-
It is interesting to note that the first three ©d discussion in the columns of the Irish
women presidents of the TUC, Louie Bennett Independent despite vigorous rebuttals fror.n
in 1932, Helena in 1937 and Helen Chenevix Helena herself, Maud Gonne and Sydney Czi-
in the 1950s were all members of the IWWU ra née Gifford. She explained that she had
© said:
. "Ireland should not countenance any
of tllrlle %glena defended the organization hare-brained and irresponsible scheme
" T . . on the part of tricky English politicians
orrl;;naii; gevl:gg:rﬁeo%uggltﬁzi: poll;st}’aOf to drag the head of the Catholic Church
temporary necessity owing to the fact mtg farrlo wdover money between England
that women are a separate economic anc frefand.
page class.™ I further said that if Ireland learned any-
24 ) ) ) thing from her unhappy history she had
But the idea put forward in her earlier argu- no reason to look with confidence for

ment for the Women’s Labour Council, that it

Papal intervention in Irish secular or po-
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litical affairs." 1t 1941 at the age of 58. Despite the hope ex- Researr
pressed by the executive that she would: and
But after 1937 she was she was frequently "maintain contact with them and retain Education
absent and her union duties were reduced. She the bonds of friendship established with N®14
remained responsible at different times for the them through long association and many
Rosary Bead workers (those in industries trials and triumphs jointly experi-
making religious items), laundry workers, enced”,™
nurses and domestic workers. Although dele-
gate again to the ITUC for the DTULC in Mary Jones points out that she was not very
1939 she does not seem to have spoken. In Well treated by them, retiring on a disability
September 1940 she asked for three months allowance of £6 per month in which she her-
leave of absence but did not in fact return un- Self had later to ask for increases.!
til April 1941. She finally retired in October Q
page
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Other political activity

a) Women’s role in reorganizing
the nationalist movement

Although the IWWU and labour movement
activities formed the bulk of Helena’s activity
they were by no means all. As after the lock-
out her energy had been directed towards the
labour movement, so directly after the Rising
her political energy was directed towards the
reorganization of the nationalist movement. In
April 1917, Count Plunkett called a conven-
tion of nationalist groups in the Mansion
House Dublin which established a new central
committee of the nationalist movement. There
was friction with Sinn Fein, whose leader Ar-
thur Griffiths still retained his reactionary
monarchist views which had made young rad-
ical republican women like Helena deter-
mined to have nothing to with the organiza-
tion. But there was finally a merger and
although the convention held in October -
which Helena attended — was called the 10th
Sinn Fein convention, the completely new sit-
uation in the aftermath of the Rising created a
completely new organization.

There are differing accounts of the role of
women in this process. According to Margaret
Ward, at the Mansion House conference itself
Helena Molony objected to the lack of women
on the new committee that was formed and
was added along with Countess Plunkett.!'
But Rosemary Cullen Owens states that
Countess Plunkett was on the initial commit-
tee and it was only after it was reorganized
and expanded to include the returning prison-
ers that the women demanded more represen-
tation which was finally accepted with the
cooption of Helena, Ainne Ceant, Jennie
Wyse Power and Miss Plunkett.!s However,
at the Convention Helena was not among the
women elected to the Executive.

After a first meeting of nationalist women
in May 1917 they decided to form their own
coordinating body, the Cumann na dTeach-

taire. This was to consist of women delegates
to all conferences held by Irish republicans.
Helena was involved in this association which
also worked jointly with the suffrage associa-
tion the IWFL and later coopted the Cumann
na mBan executive. Cumann na mBan had be-
come a more aggressive organization since its
founding as a “Ladies auxiliary”. These differ-
ent organizations worked together and with
the IWWU in the anti-conscription campaign
of 1918 and the 1919 international appeal to
women for an inquiry into the conditions of
Irish political prisoners.

Of course Helena did a lot in the 1918 elec-
tion campaign, supporting the Sinn Fein can-
didates and particularly her friend Constance
Markievicz. She was still on instant mobiliza-
tion for the ICA and during the War of Inde-
pendence was apparently acting as an IRA
courier and frequently “on the run”. She was
of course against the Treaty and took part in
anti-Treaty protests and was imprisoned for
her pains.1¢

She was also presumably active on the
anti-Treaty side during the Civil War, al-
though during this period she also had impor-
tant responsibilities in the IWWU and was
acting at the Abbey.

b) Seeking a radical
political alternative

Towards the end of the 1920s she was ob-
viously finding the politics of Sinn Fein an in-
adequate vehicle for expressing her radical so-
cial views. Her contributions in the ILPTUC
show that she did not find the Labour Party
any better. The report of the Irish labour dele-
gation to the Soviet Union in 1929 which she
signed shows that the delegates had been im-
pressed although not totally uncritical.

They recognized that “many things may be
objected to but they are trying honestly to
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ﬁ’e’mnh solve them” and “Russia is not a paradise”. joined the Labour Party.u!
and They did note the special care for women and
Education children. Certainly Helena was sufficiently .
N®14  limpressed to take the chair at the founding d) Always active
meeting of the Friends of Soviet Russia socie- .
ty in April 1930.7 She also continued to give ~_Whether the member of a political party or
lectures on aspects of life in Soviet Russia. not Helena was always active. The “Red
Scare” provoked by the “communistic” Saor
Also in November 1930 she spoke at a Eire had led to the banning of a number of or-
“League Against Imperialism” meeting in ganizations, including Friends of Soviet Rus-
Dublin that Sedn MacBride described as a Sia, the IRA, Cumann na mBan and the Wom-
“Republican Who’s Who”, with Eamonn De en’s Prisoners Defence League in which
Valera, Peadar O’Donnell, Hanna Sheehy- Helena was active along with Maud Gonne,
Skeffington and others.! Charlotte Despard and others. They promptly
renamed their organization the People’s
S Fi Rights Association and continued to hold
¢) Saor Eire poster parades and other activities in central
. . ) Dublin. At their first meeting after the ban
But §he was not alone. in the radical wing of Helena:
Repubh.camsm in searchmg for a new political "impudently grinned and quoted Shake-
expression. There were different attempts by speare 'A tose by any other name would
the IRA, which had separated from Sinn Fein, smell as sweet."'12
to form a new politically radical grouping.
Helena was an executive committee member Around 1933 she was speaking at anti-
in one of these, Saor Eire, which was launched Blueshirt meetings which were “all the rage”
in September 1931. with Maud Gonne and Sydney Gifford Czi-
. ) L ra.””s She spoke at an anti-Fascist meeting
T S ey vl SPNred b e IRA in o and anthr or
tionary leadership for the working class ganized by the TUC on College Grqen on 6th
and working farmers towards the over- July 1934. In the former, the Republican Con-
throw in Ireland of British imperialism  §7¢S$s report criticized the IRA speakers for
and its ally, Irish capitalism. approaching the fight against fascism from a
purely military standpoint but reported that
2. To organize and consolidate the Re- Hanna Sheehy Skeffington and Helena put the
public of Ireland on the basis of the pos-  emphasis on the need for unity of forces.!
session and administration by the work-
ers and working farmers, of the land, In July 1935 she gave a "'Woman’s Talk' on
Ins ruments gf production, distribution 1, 4i dealing with the 'political and economic
ge- position of women in Ireland today'. This was
3. To restore and foster the Irish lan- the time at which the discussion on the 'Condi-
guage, culture and games." tions of Employment Bill' was provoking
widespread discussion on 'women’s place'.1?s
This organization was never particularly L . .
active and was denounced by the Church as _ She was active in the Anti-Partition League
“communistic”. It was quietly allowed to die 10 1938 along with those few Republicans still
by the IRA. Some of its main organizers, like opposed to aggepting any Constitution which
Sedn MacBride, were so discouraged with the accepted partition. The approval of De Vale-
failure of Saor Eire they refused to become in- ra’s 1937 constitution had been a defeat for
volved with the next attempt to form a radical Republicans in its de facto acceptance of Par-
Republican grouping in the shape of the Re- tition and for women because it enshrined in
publican Congress, launched in 1934.12 Nei- the Constitution the notion that woman’s place
page ther was Helena Molony involved in the Re- Wwas in the home.
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publican Congress and it seems she finally
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After retirement

a) Reduced activity and
health problems

Although Sedn MacBride said that Helena
was “associated with every aspect of the na-
tional and labour struggle right into the fifties”
I have found little further reference to her po-
litical activity after her retirement. However, a
fact communicated to me by Margaret Ward
gives the most likely explanation. Helena was
an alcoholic. She quotes Anna MacBride
White (grand-daughter of Maud, daughter of
Sedn MacBride):

"Helena Molony used to visit Iseult
[Maud Gonne’s daughter] a lot. She was
an alcoholic. She used to bore Iseult out
of her mind, talking about things no one
else was interested in. Iseult wasn’t po-
litically minded at all. Helena spent one
Christmas at Roebuck and went missing,
on the tear, and there was great commo-
tion in the house."12¢

This fact, which was obviously not talked
about publicly, possibly explains a great deal
as to what were these periods of 'ill-health’
that forced Helena to be absent from her union
responsibilities for several months at a time in
the later part of her life and why she had to re-
tire at 58 although she lived for another 25-
odd years. It was not the IWWU which im-
posed a strict retirement age. Louie Bennett
continued to be active in the union into her
eighties. Nevertheless, Bowyer Bell, in his
history of the IRA, says that in 1940 Pearse
Kelly persuaded her and Liam Lucas to form a
group to evolve a social and economic pro-
gramme for the IRA because he did not want a
“hit and run” IRA but he gives no further de-
tails. 2

In 1944 a German spy was sent over by
Francis Stuart, the estranged husband of Iseult
Gonne living in Berlin, in response to a re-
quest from the IRA. When the police got on
his trail and arrested Iseult having connected
her with the safe house in which he was stay-

ing, it was Helena who got him away and to
another. She was then over 60 and it was prob-
ably the last such action she was involved in.

The recorded activities of the last years of
her life are what could be expected from an
elderly lady with health problems.

b) Commemorations

In the Hugh O’Connor collection are a
number of manuscripts she wrote about James
Connolly, Maud Gonne or the Rising period.
Two of them are definitely dated 1956. One, a
short piece about Maud Gonne, could be the
text of the radio tribute she gave in 1953 on
the occasion of Maud Gonne’s death.

In 1956 she presented a painting of Con-
stance Markievicz “gallant comrade and friend
and the illustrious first president of our union”
to the Annual Convention of the IWWU 18

On 10th November 1961, along with Maire
Comerford and Eveleen O’Brien she was re-
ceived by the An tUachtaran (the President
Eamonn De Valera). However there is no indi-
cation of the purpose of the interview.1*

In 1966, 50th anniversary of the Rising, she
was present at the commemoration itself, in a
wheelchair, and at the reopening of the Abbey
Theatre where, along with the two other com-
pany members who had fought in the Rising,
she was commemorated in a plaque.

¢) Her death

She died, in the home of her friend Eveleen
O’Brien where she had apparently been living
for some years, on 29th January 1967. Her
death was front page news in the three main
Irish newspapers, the Irish Times, the Irish In-
dependent and the Irish Press. The Press
called her a "Heroine of 1916 Rising", the
Times "an outstanding figure in the events
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leading up to and embracing the 1916 Rising, mand; Ruari Roberts, General Secretary of the Remfc","
a pioneer woman trade-unionist and former Irish Congress of Trade Unions; Fintan Ken- and
Abbey actress". nedy, General Secretary of the ITGWU; Barry Education
Desmond, representative of the Labour Party; N°14
They all carried in their 30th January edi- Phil O’Kelly and Gabriel Fallon, representing
tions the statement by De Valera: _ the Abbey Theatre; Thomas J. Byme of the
Helena Molony was one the great patri- Dyplin Brigade of the IRA; veterans of the
g;m?ge;lngf(?:runttlgs-I\‘/}Valxtllclig\?ircr:lssshe ICA; representatives of the IWWU; an ICA
worked for Irish freedom, for the Irish guard of h-onour; an Army firing party; Clann
worker and for the poor. na Gael girl scouts and a bugler who played
the Last Post.** The Irish Independent added
She stood firmly for the rights of wom-  that "a cluster of Helena’s nearest friends
en and their political equality with men  wept quietly”.
in our society.
. She is buried in the Republican plot in
f’v%%m;d&f‘;g :nfogféoﬁ%%g%l;ha%se Glasnevin Cemetery under a headstone read-
who had deeply at heart the welfare of 108"
our nation and its people. May she long
be remembered amongst us. "Helena Molony 'Emer’
. o . 29th January 1967
I bhflaitheas Dé bh si."
aitheas D¢ go raibh st ‘A Gallant Irishwoman and Beloved
Her funeral took place on 31st January. Ea- Friend’ i
monn De Valera, President of Republic, and May the angels guard her sleep.
his wife attended, as did representatives of the a
Minister of Defence and the Eastern Com-
Notes Chapter 7
126. Letter from Margaret Ward to Penelope Duggan, 6th September 1990.
127. Bowyer Bell, J., The Secret Army - The IRA, Poolbeg, Dublin, 1989, p.216. page

128. Jones, op cit, p. 231.

129. Press cutting dated 11th November 1961 in Hugh O’Connor collection.

130. Irish Press, 1st February 1967.
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Conclusion

In her activity, Helena Molony did her best

to put into practice Connolly’s thinking that:
"the two currents of revolutionary
thought in Ireland — the Socialist and
the National — were not antagonistic,
but complementary, and that the Irish
socialist was in reality the best Irish pa-
triot, but that in order to convince the
Irish people of that fact he must first of
all learn to look inward upon Ireland for
his justification, rest his arguments upon
the facts of Irish history, and be the
champion against the subjection of Ire-
land and all that it implies."st

Helena Molony herself made it clear that
Connolly was the major external influence on
the development of her political thought. We
can see that even on the question of school
meals she could have been influenced by what
he wrote in “Socialism Made Easy” about
New York:

"Free lunches have been opened in the
poorest districts, bread lines have been
established and charitable organizations
are busy visiting homes and schools to
find out the worst cases. But all this has
only touched the fringe of the destitu-
tion...the insulting methods of the capi-
talist bread lines and charitable organi-
zations in general."1»

She also found inspiration in the study of
Irish history as Connolly recommended:
"T had been studying Irish land tenure,
and had found out that up to the six-
teenth century no chief had an absolute
right to the land, and that he could not
surrender it without the consent of his
people. This Irish view of property
seemed to me to be right and it helped to
form my Labour views."133

We have already seen that at the time of the
1917 anniversary of the Rising it was Connol-
ly alone that she commemorated. In her politi-
cal assessment of the Rising it is also Connol-
ly who is the crucial figure:

"Connolly was the driving force.... Per-

haps the time was not ripe for success.
Our people had not a widespread eco-
nomic knowledge to cope with social
evils. I should have hated to see Padraig
Pearse as President of an Irish Republic
if the misery and wretchedness of the
tenements had still gone on. Our next
move forward must be accompanied by
clear knowledge and determination to
deal with poverty, unemployment and
industrial servitude. Connolly had this
knowledge — all the leaders of 1916
had goodwill. But our movement must
stand finally on what it proposes to do
for the mass of the people of Ireland.":3¢

She defines political stances she takes in
reference to Connolly. For example, in 1930,
she refused to appear on a platform with mem-
bers of the Irish Labour Party because the
presence of such figures:

"is calculated to deceive the workers as
to Connolly and his teachings or as to
the aims and objects of the Irish Imperial
Labour Party. ...I will merely take part
as a member of the remnant of Connol-
ly’s followers, i.e. the Worker Republi-
cans."1s

In the same year she expanded on her ideas
on feminism and women’s struggle in an arti-
cle written in the Dublin Labour Year Book.
Connolly was notable among the labour and
nationalist leaders of the time in his concern
for and defence of women’s interests. Where-
as many of the other nationalist leaders were
indifferent or even opposed to women’s suf-
frage agitation he regularly spoke on their
platforms. He encouraged women to partici-
pate in the labour and nationalist movements
on an equal footing. Perhaps today Helena
would not express this as "fatherly care and
encouragement” but she frequently pays trib-
ute to his interest and encouragement for
younger and newer activists and "joy in their
independent thought".

In her 1930 discussion of women’s position
she reflects the same concerns as did Connol-
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ly:
"The women’s movement, now unhap-
pily long spent, which aroused such a
deep feeling of social consciousness and
revolt among women of a more fa-
voured class, passed over the heads of
the Irish working woman and left her
untouched....

Women, since his [Connolly’s] day,
have got that once coveted right to vote,
but they still have their inferior status,
their lower pay for equal work, their ex-
clusion from juries and certain branches
of the civil service, their slum dwellings

- and crowded, cold and unsanitary
schools for their children."

And she concluded by quoting Connolly:
"In its hatred of thraldom and passion
for freedom the women’s army forges
ahead of the militant army of labour."1

Another echo of Connolly can be found in
the storm over "Miss Molony and Pope"
which broke out in 1932 over remarks she
made that Ireland "if she had learnt anything
from her unhappy history" had "no reason to
look with confidence" on Papal intervention.
Helena Molony appears to have remained a
practising Catholic all her life. Talking to Fox
about the development of her political views
she acknowledges:

"T also found much support in the Chris-
tian moral code of justice and righteous-
ness."®’

In 1927, she participated in a night-long
vigil praying for Constance Markievicz as she
lay dying in hospital. She also, as did many
other Catholic Socialists, used references to
the Papal Encyclicals which could be inter-
preted as encouraging the formation of a new
economic order, in her arguments.’*® James
Connolly never attacked Catholic beliefs and
he was attended by a priest before he died al-
though he was often attacked for being an
atheist. But in the opening pages of "Labour,
Nationality and Religion" he lists the numer-
ous occasions in which papal intervention
went against his loyal Irish following and of-
ten supported the Protestant oppressor, Eng-
land.

Helena Molony never wavered from her
support for Connolly. An article she wrote
about him in 1956 was as great a tribute as

when his memory was still fresh:
"Connolly had a clear and burning vi-
sion of complete freedom — political
and social. ...We have an urgent need to
bend the attention of our young workers
to the work and writings of Connolly so
that by their study they will be able to
put a new shape on Irish life with a new
security and dignity for the worker in
every sphere. Now more than ever we
need a revival of his spirit and vision.

It is difficult for those who did not per-
sonally know Connolly to appreciate the
enthusiasm and fervour he inspired. He
always had the encouraging word for the
young and weak. No one near him could
fail to have the highest confidence in
him and his judgement. He exercised an
immense but quiet influence on the
whole National as well as the Labour
movement of his day. It was a privilege
to have known this man and when the
crime, which was his death, was perpe-
trated on this day — forty years ago —
the whole world of Labour everywhere
and indeed Humanity itself was left the
poorer for his going."*

When Fox made his comparison of Helena
and Connolly in 1935 she was still at the cen-
tre of activity in the Irish labour movement
nationally and locally, on the executives of the
Dublin Trades Council and Trades Union
Congress, and fully involved in nationalist po-
litical activity. Her activity and possibly also
her political judgement declined later. Cer-
tainly she is not recorded in history as a figure
to compare with Connolly. For one thing, of
course, she did not die a "hero’s death" at the
hands of the enemy. But even so, for women
to gain recognition in history is far more diffi-
cult than for men.

Women face particular problems in impos-
ing themselves as leaders in political move-
ments or the trade unions. This Helena recog-
nised herself when she defended the need for
a Women’s Labour Council because women
are "submerged” and "inarticulate". They are
also less likely to be where the power is. Hele-
na, for example, organized women in food
factories or the "Rosary Bead" industries, not
dockers and transport workers with the muscle
to bring a country’s economy to a standstill.

Whatever the contribution of the Inghinid-
he na hEireann or Cumann na mBan in carry-
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{;:mnh ing on the radical nationalist tradition, the priority to be their family. Male activists find
and movement is always thought of as the "Sinn it much easier to combine their activism with
Education Fein" movement under its male leaders. No a "normal" home life. James Connolly had his
N°14 | women signed the Easter Proclamation al- devoted wife and daughters up to the end. Per-
though apparently Hanna Sheehy Skeffington haps the death of Se4n Connolly was a person-
was designated to be a member of the Provi- al blow to Helena, even if he was married. But
sional Government and Constance Markievicz these are just some of the elements that could
held an important post (Minister of Labour) in explain what is a rather sad end for a woman
the government of the first Dail. who during her life had done so much. But it
does not discount what she did do. And as is
For Helena herself, it seems there is also shown above, her admiration of Connolly re-
her own personal tragedy, that of her alcohol- mained. There is no record that she knowingly
ism. At this stage it is impossible to say What renounced her commitment to the political
was the cause of it. Maire Comerford obvious- jdeals she had always defended despite the
ly thought it was a longstanding problem: comment of Maire Comerford. But unwaver-
"Poor thing... her father was an alcoholic  ing revolutionary spirit and judgement are dif-
ag‘ti ggikwgfl db;%gggggl;a;‘z ;Elﬁyasm ficult, particularly for individuals who do not
?lifﬁculty about that. I think she deterio- have the support of a collective group.
rated towards the end of her life, she
seemed to lose the revolutionary spirit Helena Molony, and no doubt many other
— although she kept in close contact women of whom even less is known, are as
with a number of very good people. She  important to forming a Connolly tradition as
admired De Valera, she didn’t seem to was the man himself because they continued
appreciate what was going on."# to put into practice, long after he was dead, the
political ideas that he also expounded in writ-
But not all children of alcoholics grow up ing. But Helena won her own tributes on her
to be so themselves. Was Helena’s life as a own merits from those who saw her in action:
woman activist particularly difficult? Much of "Helena Molony was a great lady, very
her activity was alongside other women which much concerned for the working women
must have provided a certain companionship and a sound Republican. We were never
but perhaps she lacked close friends. Many of stuck for a speaker when she was
her fellow activists were also married. Politi- about.™*
cal activism for women is difficult particularly
in a society where the norm is for women’s Q
Notes Conclusion
131. Connolly, James, Introduction to “Erin’s Hope” in Dudley Edwards, Owen, and Ransom, Bernard, James
Connolly Selected Political Writings, Grove Press, New York, 1974, p. 166. Hereafter Selected Writings.
132. Connolly, James, “Socialism Made Easy” (1909) in Selected Writings pp. 245-6.
133. Fox, Rebel Irishwomen, p. 67.
134. Ibid, p. 70.
135. Letter dated 10th May 1930 in Hugh O’Connor Collection, Dublin. No destination given but probably to
Dublin Trades Council which organized a May Day cum James Connolly commemoration event (he was shot on
11th May 1916).
136. All quotations from Helena Molony “James Connolly and women” in Dublin Labour Year Book, 1930.
137. Fox, Rebel Irishwomen, p.67.
page 138. Jones, op cit, p. 156.
34 139. “James Connolly”.
140. Margaret Ward letter 6 September 1990.

141. Eithne Coyle in Mac Eoin op cit, p. 158.
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