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Introduction

I found writing about myself a strange experience - no doubt there will be those who will say they found reading about me an even stranger one - because hitherto I have written only about my country or my people, not about my own activities. For the observer to become the observed is not an easy metamorphosis. The faces and places one has encountered swim readily through the mists of memories. But so do the continuous doubts.

Is this significant? Is that fair? How to balance truth against hurt? In a sense these are the same questions I have always had to answer in over a dozen books of history and biography, but they take on an added dimension when they touch on people you love, have loved or worked with. There is also the fact that to a greater or lesser degree we all go through life veiled and masked. One cannot, and should not, do this when writing a memoir. But one only realises the extent to which one uses masks to hide from oneself when one contemplates an elementary truth that inevitably emerges as one looks back on one’s life through the arches of the years, which is that life is indeed a game of two halves. In the first half, one has too much time on one’s hands. The labour associated with rearing a family and with work deceptively allow one the hope that some day one will be free to follow one’s own instincts. But this deferment obscures the fact that time is passing, that it’s not a rehearsal; it’s the actual production. And then, in the second half, there’s not enough time. One can’t kid oneself any more by saying: ‘I’ll get through this challenge somehow. Plenty of time left in the future to do what I really want.’ Even if there were time, what did one want? How many of us can truly say: ‘I’ve always followed my own vision’? How much of life is role playing, playing the part one is cast in by circumstances, not choice?

Trying to analyse what I really felt in my various roles as a journalist, a family man, a writer, a broadcaster, whatever, I am reminded unwillingly of a pamphlet I once read as a boy. It was published by the Catholic Truth Society as part of the general effort by the Church to subject the idea of  self to one of obedience to the doctrines of the Church. The clerical author purported to be commenting on a letter he had received from a young woman questioning some doctrine or other. Before even attempting a rebuttal of her argument, he seized on her opening sentence, ‘I feel that ...’, and observed: ‘I put from myself the thought that the use of the term “I” can often indicate pride and selfishness.’

Some of that sort of conditioning must have remained with me. While I do have a streak of rebelliousness, and a strong sense of outrage at what I perceive as wrongdoing on the part of individuals or society, I’m still wary of my own feelings, of the selfishness of ‘I’. Uncertain of entitlement to its use in judgements. Like the ascent of Everest, I did what I did because it was there to be done, rather than through calculation.

Writing a memoir, however, requires some calculation. How, or how high, should the veil be lifted, the mask doffed? There are no easy answers to this question, but I have at least attempted to give honest ones. I have tried to be fair, but I have not tried to disguise the fact that I feel deeply about some issues - for example, the killing of a once-great Irish institution, the Irish Press, for which I worked for thirty-five years, or the killing of a more deadly sort that went on in Northern Ireland throughout much of my life. Quod scripsi scripsi.

So much for approach. As to methodology, through accident of birth and choice of career I have either been touched by or become involved in many of the significant happenings of my time, both in the Republic of Ireland and in the six north-eastern counties of Ireland frequently erroneously referred to as ‘Ulster’, although the province of Ulster actually comprises nine counties, three of which lie in the Republic. I have attempted both to treat of my own experiences and to give the historical background to the events.

I look back on my life in a mood of grudging gratitude that at least I have lived long enough to attempt the task. More importantly, as I do so I enjoy many friendships, with both men and women, my house is warm and comfortable, and there is an abundance of wine on my sideboard. How long this pleasant circumstance will last only God knows, but as matters stand, despite having encountered what, at times, appeared to be an unreasonable share of life’s vicissitudes, a man in his seventy-third year with food, fire and drink in the house should certainly regard the glass of life as being half full rather than half empty. Particularly as my blessings have included six children, twelve grandchildren and three great-grandchildren, and there is always the possibility that negotiations through the proper channels may increase this total.

The historical events that created the border affected my family, my childhood and my career. The complex issues of whose law, and whose order, impacted on both my mother’s father and my own father. Both questions arose from the use made of the British Conservative Party of the resistance by Irish Protestants and unionists, particularly those in the north-east, to Catholic demands for Home Rule.

The Tory leader Randolph Churchill gave the Orangemen their watch-word: ‘Ulster will fight and Ulster will be right.’ That statement is the reason Ireland is today partitioned and Home Rule did not occur. This despite the fact that from the mid-1880s to the general election of 1918 the Irish electorate had voted by huge majorities in favour of some form of Irish self-determination. Home Rule was placed on the statute books in 1914, but there it stayed as the Irish issue became engulfed in the Great War.

And so the constitutional approach to solving the Irish issue became ineffective. The physical-force school of Irish nationalism awakened in response to the Orange defiance. A wave of violence engulfed the island and there was a telling of the Sorrowful Decades of the Irish historical rosary. The 1916 Rising, the subsequent Anglo-Irish War, pogrom and partition in Northern Ireland resulted in the signing of a treaty between the British government and Irish nationalist leaders in 1921. The treaty agreed to the setting up of two separate states on the one small island. In the south, a Catholic-dominated Irish Free State with the same constitutional status as Australia and Canada. This meant that though the British left, the Irish Free State still had a London-appointed governor-general, and parliamentarians had to take an oath of allegiance to the Crown. In the north, Britain still ruled the six of Ulster’s nine counties that had a local parliament dominated by Protestants.

The upheavals, the birth pangs generated by the emergence of the two states, generated lasting sectarian problems whose effects may, or may not, have been finally dealt with by the signing of the Good Friday Agreement of 1998. What is certain is that along the road to Good Friday Ireland had to traverse the Slough of Ambivalence in which many of the inhabitants challenged the legitimacy of either state, directly placing both my maternal grandfather and my father in the cross-hairs of history. They served in different police forces, but each in his time encountered equal measures of hostility from the community he was meant to be policing.

The armed Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), to which my grandfather belonged, was regarded with hatred and hostility by the nationalists, who increasingly gave their allegiance not to the old constitutional Irish  Parliamentary Party, but to the more militant and republican Sinn Fein. As the Sinn Fein rebellion grew in intensity throughout 1919, the RIC more and more came to be the object of Sinn Fein and IRA wrath. Eamon de Valera put a motion to the Dail, a parliamentary assembly that in British eyes was illegal anyway, proposing that ‘members of the police forces acting in this country as part of the British occupation and as agents of the British government be ostracised socially by the people’. The seconder of the motion, Eoin MacNeill, described the RIC as ‘a force of traitors’, and called the police in Ireland ‘a force of perjurers’. The resolution was carried unanimously. It was effected by the IRA, causing multiple fatalities for the RIC and the destruction of many of their barracks.

Naturally therefore the nationalist rulers of the new state that emerged in 1921 saw the creation of a more acceptable police force as a number-one priority. The Garda Siochana, an unarmed force, which my father played a leading role in setting up, was the result. But the new force was born in the midst of civil war. Elements in the IRA, as well as de Valera and later the political party that he formed, Fianna Fail, denied the legality of the state, its police, judiciary and army. The police were in the front line of the conflict.

Throughout the treaty debates de Valera, who had stayed at home while the treaty negotiations were conducted in London, repeatedly expressed fury at the delegates signing without his authority, although he conceded that the delegates whom he had sent in his place (notably Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith) did have plenipotentiary powers. Despite having stayed away, he was fully aware of what was on offer as he had had the terms spelled out to him by Lloyd George in a series of tête-à-têtes in London earlier in the summer. At the debates, de Valera avoided the crucial issue of partition and spoke mainly about his objections to the oath and the governor-general. He continually interrupted the debates (250 times in all) and wound up covering a total of thirty-nine pages of the official Dail report as opposed to a total of twelve for Collins and eight for Griffith. In the end, however, the treaty was carried by a margin of seven votes, 64-57. After the vote de Valera led his followers out of the Dail in protest at the result, thereby apparently leaving himself in a parliamentary cul de sac. Erskine Childers, who admired him greatly, enquired of him where he now hoped to look for support. De Valera made a fateful reply: ‘Extremist support.’

The quest for ‘extremist support’, combined with his smoke-and-mirrors approach to the core reality of the treaty - an acceptance of partition - led him inexorably towards courtship of the IRA and a policy that no  bread was better than half a loaf. The people went for the bread. The margin amongst the public at large in favour of the treaty was far greater than amongst the more radical and ideological Dail membership.

However, de Valera’s espousal of ‘extremist support’ drove him to take up a position that combined intransigence and stridency in equal measure. During the election campaign called to ratify the treaty he delivered a number of what became known as ‘wading through blood’ incitements to the IRA.

At Dungarvan, on 16 March 1922, he said:


 
The treaty [...] barred the way to independence with the blood of fellow Irishmen. It was only by civil war after this that they could get their independence. If you don’t fight today, you will have to fight tomorrow; and I say, when you are in a good fighting position, then fight on.



 
The following day he told a crowd, a large section of whom were carrying rifles, that if they accepted the treaty, and if the volunteers of the future tried to complete the work the volunteers of the last four years had been attempting, they would have to wade through Irish blood, through the blood of the soldiers of the Irish government and perhaps through the blood of some of the members of the government in order to get Irish freedom.

These wild and swirling words were designed to further the cause of civil war over that of peace. However, de Valera refused to abate his course, saying, when it was pointed out to him that a majority of the people favoured acceptance of the treaty, that the majority have no right to do wrong.

Two factors should be stressed here. First, that even had de Valera not acted thus and absented himself from the treaty debate, a minority of republicans would probably have taken up arms against the treaty anyhow. Second, that a majority of this minority were not motivated by a mere bloodlust, but by a sincerely held dedication to the ideal of creating a thirty-two-county Irish Republic, with no British presence. Their successors were still fighting for this goal in Northern Ireland seventy years later.

However, it is also true that this minority would have been a very small one indeed had not de Valera added his presence and prestige to the extremist cause. He was ultimately forced to recognise the reality of the fact that most of the electorate opposed violence and that if he wanted to make political progress, the constitutional card was the one he would have to play. But even while playing it, he took care to do what he could to keep the IRA on side by adopting ‘the snaking regarder’ approach when addressing the inaugural  meeting of Fianna Fail (at the La Scala Theatre, Dublin, on 16 May 1926). Stressing the need for careful planning in order to achieve Fianna Fail’s objective by constitutional means, he nevertheless managed to work in an admiring reference to an IRA jailbreak a little earlier:


 
I am willing to wager that when the boys who rescued Jack Keogh the other day undertook their task, they did not start by burying their heads in the sand. They started, I am sure, by finding out all they could about the conditions of his detention. They were then able to prepare their plans wisely and to set about their work with a real chance of success.



 
As Fianna Fail set out on what proved to be an inexorable march towards power, Fianna Fail spokespersons continued to strike an ambivalent note where militant republicanism was concerned. Speaking in the Dail on 12 March 1928, Sean Lemass stated:


 
Fianna Fail is a slightly constitutional party. We are open to the definition of a constitutional party, but before anything we are a republican party [...] Five years ago we were on the defensive, and perhaps in time we may recoup our strength sufficiently to go on the offensive. Our object is to establish a republican government in Ireland. If that can be done by the present methods we have, we will be very pleased, but if not, we would not confine ourselves to them.



 
One of the most important statements in the ambivalence calendar was made by de Valera himself in the Dail the following year on 14 March. It contained a clear indication that he felt the police force was in some way an anti-democratic outcropping of an illegal State:


 
I still hold that our right to be regarded as the legitimate government of the country is faulty, that this House itself is faulty. You have secured a de facto  position. Very well. There must be somebody in charge to keep order in the community, and by virtue of your de facto position you are the only people who are in a position to do it. But as to whether you have come by that position legitimately or not, I say you have not come by that position legitimately. You brought off a coup d’etat in the summer of 1922.

If you are not getting the support from all sections of the community that is necessary for any executive if it is going to dispense with a large police force, it is because there is a moral handicap in your case [...] The setting up of this state put a moral handicap on every one of us here [...] Those who continued on in that organisation which we have left can claim  exactly the same continuity that we claimed up to 1925. They can do it.



I know from my own researches into the IRA that the foregoing statement in particular gave many young men who joined the IRA a sense of historical legitimacy. Thus between erecting a framework of moral authority for the IRA and, at the same time, seeking to give himself the freedom to operate independently of the republicans, de Valera had delivered some pretty expensive hostages to fortune by the time, with IRA help, he triumphed at the polls in 1932. How he ransomed them and what befell my grandfather as a result of de Valera’s strictures on the RIC is described in Chapter 1. The consequences for my father are outlined in Chapter 2.




CHAPTER 1

My Parents and Family Background

Generally speaking I regard childhood as another country which I only revisit when forced. It took the compulsion of writing this memoir to persuade me to seek an extended memory visa to return to what I recall as a place that was outwardly pleasant enough but inwardly permeated by anxiety.

I was born in 1935, and one of my earliest memories stems from an incident that occurred on a day in September 1939, when I was four years old and Germany was invading Poland. It symbolises much of my family’s, and Ireland’s, subsequent experiences over the next decades. As the tanks rumbled, my family and I were aboard a ship heading for a holiday on the Isle of Man. The Irish Independent, from which my father was reading aloud, had devoted its front page to the outbreak of war, displaying a picture of a helmeted German soldier. I remember that while some people listened gravely to my father, others ignored both him and the ominous photograph, preferring to be entertained by my resistance to my mother’s efforts to crown me with headgear of her own, a frilly bonnet, so that a somewhat more light-hearted photograph might be secured. Later the ship would be sunk and Ireland, or at least the larger portion of it, in which we were fortunate enough to live, would react much as did those who chose to focus on the bonnet incident rather than the news of war. Our state would stay neutral in the conflict, which would not be termed a war, but ‘the Emergency’. Tragedy would dictate that the frail vessel of our family prosperity would also be sunk and that we would be turned loose upon the waters of economic adversity aboard a smaller, leaky, unseaworthy vessel delicately redesignated ‘Reduced Circumstances’, rather than call it by its true name: Poverty.

 
Poverty was not endemic amongst either my maternal or paternal forebears, which, particularly in the case of my mother’s father, Patrick Toal, was a considerable tribute to his intelligence, diligence and highly developed instinct for survival. He came of brainy, Catholic, well-doing, farming stock in an area of County Armagh, in and around the village of Moy, or the Moy, as it is known in Northern Ireland. The Moy straddles two counties, Armagh and Tyrone, which manage to combine a deserved reputation for scholarship, husbandry and neighbourliness with an equally well-deserved reputation for ferocity in the maintenance of the sometimes overlapping traditions of the IRA and of Gaelic football. In the later part of the twentieth century Catholic and Protestant animosities would place the Moy in what became known as ‘the Murder Triangle’, involving the Armagh towns of Lurgan and Portadown.

It was an appropriate setting for the young Patrick Toal to grow up in because his career straddled both Northern and Southern Ireland, and the overlap between politics of both the constitutional and the sanguinary variety. An incident in his early life provided the tipping point that sent him from North to South. Despite being a Catholic, Patrick had gained a toehold on the lower slopes of the civil service, to wit in the Ballast Office in Belfast, and was determined to make the most of his opportunities. He devoted much of his spare time to studying for various civil service examinations. But one fine day his superior, a man described, somewhat wonderingly, in the family folklore, as ‘a decent old Freemason’, came back from lunch ‘full’, as the Belfast expression goes. When he found Patrick with his nose stuck in a book as usual, the following dialogue is said to have ensued:


 
DOFM: Toal, what are you reading? You’re always reading!

PT: I’m studying for the exams.

DOFM: Exams! Toal! Are you wise or what? You’ll never get anywhere with exams. You’re the wrong sort. Go away down south and get a job with your own kind.



 
Patrick realised that his superior was giving him good advice. He went south and joined the Royal Irish Constabulary. The RIC attracted what one RIC man’s son described to me as ‘the finest-looking and thickest body of men in Ireland’. Patrick could fairly have been described as good-looking, but he certainly wasn’t thick, as his record shows.

By the time the sanguinary series of events known as the Anglo-Irish War, circa 1919-21 broke over his head, he had acquired a sergeant’s stripes and a wife, Mary Guider, from Templetuohy, County Tipperary, where the Guiders, a farming family, have been recorded for centuries. Mary, or Marianne as she became known in later life, though Mary appears on her baptismal certificate, was tall, strikingly good-looking, and had  twelve brothers and sisters. She and Patrick, however, restricted themselves to a mere seven children - four boys and three girls - of whom my mother, Beatrice, was the youngest. Patrick, in the manner of Irish policemen everywhere, had taken care to ensure that the day job did not get in the way of amassing a little capital. Stationed at a place called Hazlehatch, adjacent to the banks of the Grand Canal in County Kildare, he had realised that the canal’s towpath and Hazlehatch’s strategic location made it an excellent site for a pound. This he used not alone to impound stray animals but to provide lairage for cattle being driven along the canal en route to or from the Dublin market, and, most importantly, he also ran a post office.

The good news from all this was that the income he generated enabled him to provide his children with access to education - if they wished to apply themselves. The eldest and the youngest did not. The eldest, my uncle Joe, after a spell during the First World War in the Royal Army Flying Corps, opted for a lifelong quest to establish a world record for the consumption of whiskey. Thanks to my father, he ended his working life filed away in the fingerprinting section of Garda Headquarters in the Phoenix Park, Dublin, and cared for at home by the older of his two sisters, my saintly aunt Josephine, a nurse, who took him into her house and looked after him until he died. Something in Joe’s rearing, and/or his mother’s attitude towards him, may have had a bearing on his drinking. Marianne’s first child, who had died in his second year of infancy, had also been named Joseph, and the first girl was named Josephine. There were suggestions in the family that the surviving Joseph was made to feel somehow inferior to the lost one.

The youngest, my mother Beatrice, born in 1905, exuded the most powerful force field. Along with a lively intelligence, and the most good looks and personality, not alone in the family, but among her contemporaries generally, she decided at an early age that it was a poor family that could not afford at least one lady. With Patrick’s doting connivance, Beatrice duly cast herself in that role. She fought off all efforts to foist a formal education on her, complaining bitterly about her treatment at boarding school and teacher training college, but went on to become a prominent and much sought-after figure in Dublin society. With long brown hair streaming to her waist, in her day she was acknowledged as one of the best-looking women in Ireland. In fact, as we shall see, she was crowned a beauty queen in 1927. She also wrote a column for the Evening Herald and took part in a number of Abbey Theatre and Radio Eireann repertory productions.

The other children included Frank and Tim, who became priests, and Irene, who died at the age of seventeen following a mastoid operation. Her beauty was such that family tradition has it that when she died, the famous Dublin wit and surgeon Oliver St John Gogarty suggested that she should have been painted by the artist Augustus John. My mother’s youngest brother, Patrick, is remembered for having obtained the best exam results of anyone in the family while he was at school. During the First World War he served in the Royal Army Pay Corps. The Irish authorities subsequently placed him in charge not of disbursement, but extracting money from the people of County Wexford as the county’s income-tax collector.

The bad news broke over the family during the Anglo-Irish War, when my uncles Tim and Frank were away in Italy, studying for the priesthood in Genoa. It came in the form of an IRA flying column, which raided the Toals. Ireland being the small intimate society it is, I suppose it was not all that wild a coincidence that I would one day go to school with the son of a member of the column. More than thirty years later my schoolmate’s father gave me a detailed account of what happened. The ex-column member, Sean Redmond, who was at the time a tailor in Dun Laoghaire, told me that it was well recognised amongst the members of the flying column that Patrick Toal was not one of those policemen who made it their business to harass the IRA. All that was sought were the takings from the post office, which were of course refundable.

However, according to Redmond my grandmother made a decisive, and disastrous, intervention. A member of the Mother Torrential school of Irish womanhood, who kept her vocal chords at a peak of operational, if not prudential, efficiency through constant use, she addressed the column’s leader in the following terms: ‘How well you would not have dared to come around here when my two fine sons Tim and Frank were at home - you bastard!’

Unfortunately the gentleman standing in front of Marianne happened to be the only commander of a flying column in O’glaigh na hÉireann (the Army of the Irish Republic) who had been born on the wrong side of the blanket - no easy situation in the Ireland of the time. Enraged at Marianne’s outburst in front of his men, he ordered that the Toals be burned out. My mother used to embellish the story by saying that he also ordered that her pony and her little dog be immolated, and could describe her shock at seeing the smoking ruins the following morning in the most moving terms. However, as she was away at  teacher training college at the time, did not have a pony, and Redmond strenuously denied the incineration of any livestock, I have to regard the jury as being out on that particular aspect of the family history. But what is unquestionable is that the burning left Patrick Toal, my grandfather, out of favour both with the Protestants of the North and his ‘own kind’ in the South.

However, his abilities ensured that his fortunes recovered within a few years and he ultimately took his revenge on Catholic, Protestant and dissenter alike by becoming an income-tax collector for the counties of Dublin and Wicklow, a post that in those days seems to have carried with it a percentage of the monies collected. At all events Patrick was able to buy a fine three-storey red-brick terraced house in Kenilworth Square, Rathgar, a fashionable district whose pretensions at the time gave rise to music-hall jokes about the ‘Rawthgarh’ accent.

An anecdote told to me by a former colleague of his in the RIC illustrates the quick-wittedness that took Patrick from the smoking ruin of Hazlehatch to red-bricked Rathgar. Apparently one Christmas Eve, while he was at the height of his income-tax-collecting incarnation, a young Garda walking down Rathgar Road noticed something odd about the way in which Patrick’s car was slowly approaching him. Although not the brightest member of the force, the Garda deduced what was wrong as Patrick drew abreast of him. The car was being driven on the wrong side of the road! Excitedly the young Garda waved Patrick down. When he discovered the driver’s identity, the Garda apologised for having had to stop him, but pointed out the not unsubstantial reason for his action, and began talking about needing to take particulars. Patrick, with his RIC background, was the epitome of understanding. He assured the young man that he understood perfectly, that he too was a man subject to authority, and opening the passenger-seat door, invited the Garda into the car so that they could drive to nearby Rathmines Police Station to speedily complete the formalities away from prying eyes.

Once inside the station, however, the courteous, genial Patrick Toal turned, in the phrase of my informant, ‘as thick as bottled pig shit’. Not alone did he demand lawyers, doctors and suchlike, he seemingly also required the attendance of the archbishop of Dublin, the governor-general, the chief justice and, most important, the local chief superintendent, who was eventually, reluctantly, induced to leave a Christmas celebration and come to the station.

Somewhat curtly, he expressed surprise at seeing Patrick in such surroundings and enquired how he came to be there. Patrick replied that he  had no idea, that his family would be distraught at his non-appearance at this most solemn of family occasions, and that the superintendent should address his enquiries to the young policeman who had brought him to the station. By now more than a little distraught himself, the young Garda burst out: ‘You know very well why I brought you. You were driving under the influence of drink.’

‘Oh!’ exclaimed Patrick. ‘And how did I get here?’

The victim led with his chin: ‘You know damn well how we got here! Didn’t you drive me here yourself?!’

Legend hath it that the superintendent apologised to Patrick, helped him on with his coat, escorted him to his car, made arrangements for the transfer of the young Garda to the Aran Islands, where, at the time, there was no vehicular traffic, and returned to his celebration.

 
At the time of the burning of Patrick’s home, in another part of the forest my father, Edward, or Eamonn O’Cuagain, as he preferred to be known in the Irish form, was busily engaged on the IRA and Sinn Fein side of the argument. Good-looking, tall, strong-voiced, with reddish curly hair and a sense of humour, he was the sort of man who stood out in a crowd both because of looks and personality. A friend of his who attended St Kieran’s College in Kilkenny city with him and later became parish priest of my father’s native village, Castlecomer in County Kilkenny, told me that ‘Ned’, as he was generally known, was ‘a big fellow and a great hurler. At the time there was a sort of loutish attitude towards studious pupils, “swots” they were called, and they were bullied. But no one bullied Ned.’

Loutish the students may have been, but Kilkenny itself is one of Ireland’s castellated, courtly places, a Sarlat-la-Canéda set down in the Irish countryside. A countryside which in microcosm tells the story of Ireland through its architecture. The city itself contains an impressive reminder of the days of the English conquest, being dominated by the impressive Kilkenny Castle. A few miles away in the town of Callan there is a single-storey thatched house preserved in the name of a man who in his time was more prosperous than most of his fellow Catholics, Edmund Ignatius Rice (1762-1844). Rice was the wealthy merchant who in 1803 founded the Christian Brothers, the controversial movement that educated rural peasant and urban poor, and so helped to unpick the seams of conquest. Today Kilkenny seems an unlikely place to have given the world the description ‘fighting like Kilkenny cats’, commemorated by a local nursery rhyme:


There wanst was two cats of Kilkenny.  
Each cat thought there was one cat too many.  
So they fought and they fit  
And they scratched and they bit  
Till instead of two cats there weren’t any.



 
The rhyme dates from the days when, in common with several other Irish cities, Kilkenny had an ‘Irishtown’, populated by the natives, and an ‘Englishtown’, behind whose fortified walls the planters sheltered. The mutual hostility between the two was symbolised by the way the cats from each settlement fought each other at every hand’s, or paw’s, turn. Bored Cromwellian soldiers took to enlivening their off-duty hours by tying together the tails of cats from the two enclaves and hanging them over a rope. In the ensuing fights to the death the Irishtown, or Kilkenny cat, inevitably won.

Kilkenny people and, in particular, its all-conquering hurling team came to be known as ‘the cats’ to symbolise a fighting spirit. During my Kilkenny boyhood holidays a hurley was the natural extension of one’s right arm. Apart from playing with lads of my own age I would sometimes stand on a sideline, vying with my contemporaries for the honour of ‘returning balls’, striking an out-of-play ball back onto the pitch where the seniors were playing. When I first heard of this schoolboy role, I scornfully declared that I was going to play with the seniors, but after ten seconds of watching the ferocity of the ‘clash of the ash’ I was both profoundly grateful for the security of the sideline and imbued with a respect and admiration for hurling that abides with me still.

Where some branches of the Coogan clan are concerned, there would appear to be a bugle in the blood concerning what is known as the National Issue. A formerly widespread dig at Castlecomer people was to call them ‘piss in the powders’. This stems mainly from the presence not so much of the locals, but of the large numbers of Yorkshire and Welsh miners who lived in the area during the 1798 Irish Rebellion. When tiredness and alcohol had sent the insurgents safely to sleep, the miners, and possibly some local sympathisers, rendered some of their meagre store of gun-powder useless by urinating in it.

My ancestors apparently stood aside from this display of liquid imperialism, a fact that my then employer at the Irish Press, Vivion de Valera, brought to my attention for his own purposes one evening at his home in Blackrock, County Dublin. Vivion had summoned me there hoping, with the assistance of a couple of props, to convince me that he knew, understood and sympathised with where I was coming from but - and it was a very forceful ‘but’ - that nevertheless I should tone down my editorials on Northern Ireland. The props were a bottle of Jameson Irish whiskey and a memoir of one of the 1798 leaders, who described how, as the defeated rebels approached Castlecomer, the inhabitants either fled or closed their doors, lest they be sent to the gallows for giving aid and comfort to the insurgents. Vivion had the memoir open at a passage that read that the only exceptions amongst the villagers were ‘a family of Coogans who came out to welcome us and treated us most kindly’.

At least one member of the clan suffered terribly for his assistance to the rebels. On 25 June 1798 the Yeomanry, descendants of Cromwellian soldiers settled in the area, suspended a Patrick Coogan by his thumbs from the upturned shafts of a cart in his farmyard at a place called Coolraheen. He was then stripped and flogged with a cat-o’-nine-tails until his ribs showed and his entrails protruded from his stomach. Incredibly he survived. The floggers departed after his belly burst, and his mother was able to kick away the dogs, which were lapping up his blood, free him from the cart and somehow nurse him back to health.

Why some Coogans should differ so markedly from the majority of their neighbours, or indeed how they were able to survive such a public display of their difference, is a matter of speculation. The Irish branch of the clan goes back to the fifth century, when they were recorded as being followers of the Connacht king Maine Mor. But a Welsh branch of the sept sprang up as part of the legacy of what were euphemistically described as ‘the companies of gentlemen’ who joined Strongbow on his invasion of Ireland in 1169-72. The name Cogan derives from the village of Cogan between Cardiff and Penarth, and became common around Cork and Wexford. The unfortunate Patrick Coogan’s father was born in Wexford, which may help to explain Patrick’s empathy with the Wexford rebels. My father’s presence in Sinn Fein is more easily explicable. There was a general move towards Sinn Fein amongst the young men of the time in the wake of the 1916 Rising, and the Black and Tans helped to underscore his sense of patriotism by beating up his father, Timothy.

To judge from what is known of the socio-economic history of the Coogans and of the various local families they married into - Joyces, Houlihans, Brennans, Pooles, Comefords, Shores and many other traditional Kilkenny patronymics - they were generally comfortably off, possessing either a little land or a small business, which would have put them a few degrees above the general standard of living of those present, but not of course anything near that of the great Anglo-Irish families of  the county. Where Castlecomer was concerned, the most important family were the Wandesfordes, who at one time owned over twenty-two thousand acres in the area. Sir Christopher Wandesforde founded the town in 1635. He was apparently a man of taste who appointed an Italian architect to lay out Castlecomer, which is said to be modelled on the Italian town of Alsinore.

The Wandesfordes also founded the anthracite mines that brought the Yorkshire and Welsh miners into contact with the 1798 rebels. During my boyhood, although the British navy had long since gone over to oil, there was still sufficient industrial and domestic demand for the smokeless coal to keep several hundred men employed. A verse credited to an anonymous seventeenth-century scribe extols the virtues of Kilkenny city and of Castlecomer as follows:

 
Fire without smoke,  
Air without fog,  
Water without mud,  
Land without bog.



 
The mudless water reference is to the limestone paving of Kilkenny city, which kept mud from the streets, but the other properties described concern the effects of the anthracite on Castlecomer. In fact while it is true that the anthracite did not smoke, some of my earliest memories are of sitting in my grandparents’ kitchen, eyes smarting, an acrid sensation in my chest, waiting for the anthracite-fired range to draw properly. The anthracite was dangerous in other ways also. In the summer I spent holidays in the home of my father’s uncle Johnny Joyce. The Joyces owned a pub and a farm in a small village near Castlecomer called Clogh, where the boys and younger men of the district swam in the Dinan River. Being accustomed to the suntanned bodies of people who swam regularly in the sea, I used to marvel at the extreme whiteness of the miners. Another memento of their underground lives was the peculiar scarring most of them bore. Coal wounds heal blue - if they heal. Another characteristic of the mines was that they took a regular toll of life. Every year it seemed that when I came down from Dublin for the holidays, some man with whom I had swum the previous year had been killed in a pit accident.

Another Dinan memory concerns trout fishing. My knowledge of this activity stemmed from reading stories of English life wherein people accoutred with flasks and split-cane rods expertly dropped flies into the mouths of rising trout. In Clogh, however, the rare white trout in which the river then abounded were killed differently, chiefly by spearing and  snaring, although other methods were also sometimes used. One was to ‘tickle’ them gently upwards with one’s fingers until they could be suddenly hurled onto the riverbank. A less skilful and altogether barbaric method involved dropping a sack of lime into a pool and collecting the poisoned fish as they drifted to the surface. I became quite skilful myself at snaring. This meant carefully slipping a loop, made from a strand of rabbit-snare wire tied to a hazel stick, over the head and body of a trout before striking upwards with the sudden expertise of any English fly fisherman. I was thirteen before I saw a fishing rod used in Clogh. It was carried by a man described to me as ‘the Fianna Fail postman’ and was my first introduction to the powers of that party.

Not surprisingly the fishing methods of my youth, coupled with modern agricultural chemicals, mean that the white trout of the Dinan have disappeared. So too have the Wandesfordes. They were archetypical colonialists, in their heyday brave, entrepreneurial, tough. The family used to boast that they never yielded to strikes or any other form of pressures to change the way they ran the mines. But they had to yield to the changes forced by time itself. During my boyhood a Captain Wandesforde, the master of the local hunt, could still be seen on his hunter, riding through the town his ancestor had founded. However, by then the mines were nearing the end of their days, and most of the land had been sold.

The Wandesfordes were responsible for one of the first incidents that as a child made me realise the split-level nature of my existence between the Wandesfordes, middle-class Dublin and my father’s home environment. One St Stephen’s Day when I was about eight I went with the wren boys, ‘collecting for the wran’ to the great Wandesforde house. I was uncomfortable in equal measure at entering such a grand place uninvited, a home far larger than any I was used to, as well as by the fact that most of my companions in the adventure, some fifty or sixty boys and men, were what in Dublin would have been termed ‘common’, coming from homes far less imposing than my own. In the summer these lads usually ‘went in the bare ones’- i.e. barefoot, to save shoe leather. Not realising that shoelessness was an enforced condition, and not a custom to be emulated, I used to go barefoot myself in the summer and as a result picked up an endless succession of colds and cuts.

On that Boxing Day we stood on the gravel outside the house, where I joined somewhat uncomprehendingly in the chanting of various verses about ‘the wran, the wran, the king of all birds’, which on St Stephen’s Day was caught in the furze. Then we waited. For what I did not know. Suddenly a second-storey window opened, a female hand emerged and  threw down a few coins. A very few. I picked up what later turned out to be the most valuable one and, before a bigger boy took it from me, recognised it as being an English threepenny piece. Though I did not realise it at the time, I was witnessing a small part in a larger drama that was still being enacted all over Ireland. It was entitled the Continuing Decline of the Big House and the Remnants of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy. That particular big house fell into ruin and was eventually destroyed by fire. There’s an arts and craft centre there now and the public are free to walk through what was once a walled demesne.

 
Despite proceeding unscathed through St Kieran’s, my father decided, after playing a hurling match at Knockbeg College in County Carlow, that its facilities were preferable to those of the Kilkenny college and persuaded his mother to part with the extra money needed to send him there. My father’s parents at that stage owned land, and a flourishing pub cum general store. A native of the district, James Comeford, who became a judge of the New York federal court and famously ran the great St Patrick’s Day Parade with an iron hand for many decades, wrote a history of Kilkenny. In it he described my grandfather, Timothy Coogan, as ‘a successful businessman’. Perspective is all. My mother’s version was that ‘Tim Coogan drank out half the town of Castlecomer.’ Anyhow, appropriately enough, it is true that, although the family once owned more property than most, it was the pub at the corner of Castlecomer’s main square that remained after his death. The survival of the pub is probably a tribute to my grandmother, remembered as being a businesslike, devout woman whose most noteworthy holiday excursion was an annual two-day retreat in Kilkenny city, some twelve miles away. Thither she and a female companion would set off in a pony and trap each year, leaving Timothy to comfort himself during her absence by immersion in the oral Irish tradition. This included a mastery of the arts of Jameson and Powers whiskies, Guinness’s stout and the locally brewed Smithwick’s ale. It may or may not be safe to extrapolate from the fact that in that era of large families and no contraception there was a lack of other forms of comfort in the couple’s life. They had only two children, my father and a girl, Mary.

St Kieran’s and Knockbeg, founded, like other similar institutions, as diocesan seminaries in the latter part of the eighteenth century, played an important role in the development of the Church, both in Ireland and internationally. The priests and bishops they produced spread the faith to points as far apart as Australia, Argentina, Newfoundland and America. By my father’s time the colleges had expanded their role to cater for the  children of Ireland’s small farmers, shopkeepers and publicans who wished to become upwardly mobile within the British system. After independence was secured these colleges built on the work of the Christian Brothers to provide the backbone of the administration, security and law-enforcement agencies of the new state.

The Irish educational system was the result of a tug of war between the forces of the two colonialisms, Mother England and Mother Church. The Irish national school system was set up to produce students who thought of themselves as loyal English children. The clergy and nuns who came largely to control the system saw to it that their pupils - along, let it be said, with receiving a good general education - were conditioned to ensure that Mother Church’s empire would be strengthened both at home and abroad. Amongst the religious the Christian Brothers in particular sought to impart a distinctive sense of Irish nationalist identity. Ireland could only definitively be said to be throwing off both of these motherly yokes, and not always with the happiest of outcomes, in the era during which this book was written - for example, Irish society has not yet managed to adjust to the consequences of the departure of the Church from the running of the health services; in contrast to the strict but efficient authoritarianism of the nuns, there arose haphazard managerial systems in which responsibilities became less obvious than entitlements. Standards of hygiene fell, salaries increased, particularly amongst consultants, and there arose phenomena never known before, such as deadly hospital bugs and the scandal of patients, some of them suffering from cancer, awaiting beds on trolleys, sometimes for days.

In my father’s time, though both educators and the educated were often rough-hewn, conditions harsh and discipline severe, to judge from the rows of his neat, carefully preserved schoolbooks the curriculum was impressive. My father could read and write in both Greek and Latin, spoke fluent French and Irish, wrote good English, enjoyed history and geography, and had what I considered a deplorable fondness for appalling things like calculus. When I was a boy, one of his frequent abjurations to me was ‘If you don’t pass your exams, I’ll put you to break stones.’ Being the type who could not pass an exam if they set it themselves, I spent many an agonised moment eyeing my father’s schoolbooks and wondering where I was going to acquire experience in the theory and practice of sledgehammers. I was much more at home with some of his other books, such as a complete set of the writings of Patrick Pearse, or works dealing with the lives of little-known figures in Irish history like Sir Cahir O’Doherty or Galloping O’Hogan, which helped to fire my own interest in history.

My father’s sister, Mary, predeceased him in her early forties after contracting tuberculosis. She married a James Comeford, to whom she bore two sons, my first cousins James and Timothy. The family owned a farm, a shop and later a post office, which survived for much longer than did Patrick Toal’s. Their home is located on the Dublin road outside Castlecomer at a place called Coolbawn, which on 18 June 1921 became the site of one of the last IRA ambushes in the county before the truce of 11 July of that year, which it was mistakenly hoped would mark the beginning of the end of Anglo-Irish hostilities.

My father used his influence with Michael Collins to have explosives sent down from Dublin to the local IRA column to make a mine for use in what was intended to be a large-scale ambush. In the event, it was the ambushers who were ambushed. Two volunteers were killed and another seriously injured. The IRA had detained passers-by in a holding site near the road so that no word of the ambush preparations would reach the barracks in Castlecomer. One of those held was a labourer who lived in terror of his fiery employer, a Protestant lady, a Miss Florence Draper, who owned a large farm nearby. The labourer persuaded the ambushers that he’d lose his job if he missed work. He was released, promising not to say what had delayed him. But his lateness to work led to his employer haranguing the truth out of him. She informed the police and a party of police and military took the IRA by surprise. Support for the Crown in Castlecomer at the time was not confined to the Protestant community. At the funeral mass for the dead volunteers, the parish priest preached a sermon in which he thanked God that it was only men of the IRA and not members of the Crown forces who had lost their lives.

Nevertheless Coolbawn, like the decline of the Wandesfordes, helps to explain why, after the Troubles had ended, so many Protestants left the South for the North, England and the colonies, thus helping to buttress the attitudes that sustained partition. After the funerals the IRA burned Miss Draper’s house. Her sister, Rebecca, agreed to the IRA’s request that she remove herself to an outhouse with her money and valuables, and members of the column actually re-entered the house, before the fire fully took hold, to rescue her good clothes. But the indomitable Florence, a Protestant version of Marianne Toal, refused to come out and threw hand grenades at the raiders. Then she took her dogs to the roof of the house, climbed into a large steel water tank and fired Very lights to attract the Crown forces. She was ultimately rescued, but the house was destroyed and the land was bought eventually by the Irish Land Commission and redistributed.

Before he went on the run during the Anglo-Irish War my father had taken primary degrees in commerce and law at University College, Dublin. His marks were such that he was awarded a travelling scholarship, which, had he taken it up, would probably have led to his becoming a high official in the British Colonial Service and ending his days as Sir Edward Coogan, OBE. The offer was delayed in reaching him because a landlady forgot to send it on. Even if she had not delayed it, there is doubt as to whether he would have abandoned his Sinn Fein colleagues at that stage. Family folklore has it that his response to a colleague who said ‘I suppose this means you’ll be leaving us now, Ned’ was ‘Sure I’ve put my hand to the plough and there’s no turning back.’

He seems to have had a special aptitude for the work he was engaged in - intelligence-gathering, presiding over Sinn Fein conventions held to select candidates for the underground Dail and helping to set up an alternative system of courts and local government administration that hollowed out British administrative and legal control. My mother often quoted the works of Kevin O’Higgins, not a man known for the indiscriminate bestowal of praise, who wished publicly that ‘Coogan had six brothers’. But I remember as a boy of ten, fired with stories about the War of Independence, being bitterly disappointed by my father’s reply to my question as to what he did in the war. ‘Tim,’ he said, ‘I’m delighted to say I never killed a man.’

Following a short stint as principal of the Commercial College in Limerick, he became one of the local government inspectors who set up the local government system in the new state in the teeth of peasant avarice and chicanery. For when the Anglo-Irish War ended, many a Paudeen not merely recommenced fumbling in greasy tills; he would loot them where possible. In November 1921 my father set an exam for candidates for the post of secretary to the Kerry County Home. He was supervising it in Killarney when a number of masked and armed men burst into the hall, ordered that the examination be stopped, gathered up the papers and departed with much fulmination against ‘cowards’ and ‘slackers’. These, it was averred, were getting good jobs, while decent men languished in jail. Decoded, this was Kerry-speak for the fact that a local candidate had the backing of an IRA faction.

However, my father sat up all night resetting another exam paper and the examination duly went ahead, with the post awarded to the candidate who came first. Alas, no sooner was my father’s back turned than a local politician came to the unfortunate victor and ‘suggested’ to him that it would be best if he stood down in favour of another candidate. Kerry  being Kerry, the request was acceded to. In the conditions of the time therefore, it was not surprising that an early attempt to create an unarmed police force after the treaty’s signing collapsed when anti-treaty opposition, and inexperience on the part of its first commissioner, combined to produce a mutiny.

The man chosen to head a new, reorganised force was General Eoin O’Duffy, the then commander-in-chief of the army. Michael Collins had thought so highly of O’Duffy that before his death, in August 1922, he had spoken of him as his successor. But the cautious W. T. Cosgrave, who succeeded Collins as head of the government, had reservations about the able but mercurial O’Duffy. For one thing he had been the main protagonist of Collins’s two-pronged approach to the dissident republicans. In the South, in order to uphold the treaty, they were hounded and harried. In the North, to undermine partition and ipso facto to secure the backing for the treaty of border-county members of the Dail, the IRA received money and guns with which to attack the Unionist administration. On Collins’s behalf O’Duffy had overseen cross-border raids, the kidnappings of Orangemen, and lent his support to policies (which were officially denied) such as paying Northern nationalist schoolteachers not to cooperate with the British educational system. Cosgrave, however, deplored such measures, and abandoned them almost immediately after Collins’s funeral.

Accordingly when circumstances dictated that O’Duffy had to be appointed the head of the new police force, An Garda Síochana na hÉireann (Guardians of the Peace of Ireland), Cosgrave sent for my father, in November 1922, and told him: ‘Ned! You know we’re setting up this new police force and we have to put Eoin in charge. But you know he’s a wild man. I want you to keep an eye on him.’ And so, on 1 January 1923, at the age of twenty-eight, my father assumed responsibilities for setting up an unarmed police force in the middle of a civil war. During 1923 and part of 1924 he actually ran the force while O’Duffy was out of the country.

A lasting legacy of that period is today’s Garda monogram, the insignia GS. While O’Duffy was away, the government moved to change the insignia to SE, Saorstat Eireann, the Irish Free State. However, my father, a staunch believer in Irish unity, objected to this, saying:

 
We who are looking ahead look upon the guard as the Civil Guard of Ireland and not of any portion thereof. To treat the Guard as a portion of Ireland rather than a Guard for the entire country would be, to my mind, a great mistake [. . .] Surely it is not seriously suggested that we must change  our badges in order to make it clear that we are a police force for only twenty-six counties of Ireland.


 
He proposed that if there was an objection to ‘An Garda Siochana na hEireann’, there was an even bigger one to ‘Royal Ulster Constabulary’, which would be more appropriately styled ‘Royal Six Counties of Ulster Constabulary’!

‘Keeping an eye’ on O’Duffy, however, caused no difficulty - the pair became such friends that O’Duffy later acted as my father’s best man - but the conditions of the time did, as the following (authenticated) story illustrates.

In October 1922 Garda Michael Conneally and two other members of the force were sent to Oranmore, County Galway, a strongly anti-treaty area. Here the small party lived by the generosity of a young couple who, with exceptional moral courage, gave them lodgings. This assistance combined with food parcels, money from home and working for local farmers enabled the three Gardai to survive in Oranmore for the next five months, during which time they received neither pay nor furniture for their empty barracks. The station records were kept in a biscuit tin. Showings of the flag such as appearances in uniform had to be largely confined to attending, and sometimes serving, mass on Sundays. It was not safe for members of the party to take to the roads alone.

One day in February 1923, as Michael Conneally was assisting the woman of the house to churn butter in the kitchen, a resplendent uniformed figure knocked on the kitchen door and enquired of the lady if she could get a message to the station party. Startled, the lady opined that she could. Conneally kept his back studiously turned to the uniformed apparition - the duties of a Garda are multifarious, but in the shock of the moment Michael did not feel up to explaining to Deputy Commissioner Coogan how these came to include butter-making. My father trained his gaze equally studiously on a point some six inches to the right of the policeman’s ear and well clear of his blue police-uniform trousers, while asking the woman if she would be good enough to inform the missing party that Deputy Commissioner Coogan would be back in an hour to conduct an inspection.

An hour later Conneally introduced himself and his colleagues to the deputy commissioner, who gravely took note of all they had to say, promised that they would have all their requirements met with shortly and departed adjuring them to ‘make friends with the people. Keep talking to the people. Stand by the people and they’ll make friends with you.’ Butter-churning was not discussed, and Michael Conneally would later say that my father’s advice was the best he had ever received. A week later an army lorry, escorted by armed soldiers, drew up outside Oranmore Garda Station bringing the young men their arrears of pay and all the furnishing and bedding required to make the station habitable.

A few months later the Civil War ended, and though the country was still in a state of near-anarchy, a general election was called. It was in effect a referendum on the treaty. Conneally and his men were drafted in to the major polling centre of Athenry to ensure that the diktat of a local anti-treaty IRA warlord was not implemented. He had threatened that ‘Anyone who votes in this traitors’ election will have to deal with me.’ Conneally, a very large man who, prior to the split over the treaty, had been an active IRA man himself, sent word to the warlord that anyone who interfered with voters would have to deal with him! Voting went ahead successfully.

But then the IRA commander vowed that the votes would never get to the counting centre in Galway. He lined up his men, armed with horse-whips, outside the gates, so that anyone emerging carrying the locked iron boxes containing the votes would have to run the gauntlet with, as Conneally afterwards told his daughter, ‘the local parish priest roaring approval from the upstairs window of the presbytery’. Conneally, however, piled up the boxes in the well of a jaunting-car and then, with himself and his colleagues sitting protectively on the edges of the car, had the gates of the polling centre’s courtyard unexpectedly thrown open and drove the frenzied pony through the off-balance, though whip-wielding, melee. Bloodied but definitely unbowed, the party got the votes to Galway, where they formed part of a landslide victory in favour of stability and an end to the destruction of life and property that now had to be paid for by the Irish themselves. As a measure of the straitened resources available to the new government to make such payments, it should be noted that at the end of 1921 the Cosgrave government made available £100,000 for local government. This was less than a tenth of what the British grants had amounted to.

 
The years of the High Heroic were at an end, and to underline their closure such unlooked-for by-products of revolution as Irish tax collectors and rate collectors made their appearance throughout the land. The latter were especially unwelcome, as the cumulative destruction wrought by the Anglo-Irish War and the Civil War necessitated the levying of higher demands than in the past. It might be remarked that another price that had to be paid for independence was a legislative tribute to Rome. The new Free  State government also dutifully introduced legislation bringing the twenty-six counties’ laws into conformity with Catholic teaching on such matters as censorship, contraception and divorce. The Second Colonialism had rendered unto Christ.

Yet my father’s lot as a policeman now grew somewhat happier, as did that of Michael Conneally and those like him. It took a while for the democratic penny to drop. Parliamentary proceedings were decidedly lopsided. Although de Valera and his followers contested elections, at which they consistently polled well, they remained outside the Dail because they refused to take the oath of allegiance to the Crown enjoined by the treaty. With de Valera and his supporters doing what they could to destabilise the new regime, the tiny Labour Party constituted the opposition, which tried, unavailingly, to curb the new government’s zeal for balancing the books at the expense of the poverty-stricken.

De Valera did not begin the process of cutting free of his IRA tail until 1926, when he formed the Fianna Fail Party (Warriors of Destiny), and he took a further decade before severing it completely. However, he was forced to enter the Dail in 1927 after the murder of Kevin O’Higgins, the government’s strongman minister for justice. The killing elicited emergency legislation which meant that he either passed under the yoke of the Oath or forfeited his seat. Thus the infant Irish democracy was allowed out of its Civil War crib and began to grow stronger, although unemployment and the continued presence of an IRA faction opposed to the government ensured that the two sitting tenants of the Irish political underbelly - murder and armed robbery - remained on the premises of Cathleen ni Houlihan. That indispensable tool of early Irish elections, the knuckleduster, also remained in demand.




CHAPTER 2

A Policeman’s Lot

My father continued to enjoy the fruits of bachelorhood for almost six years after becoming deputy commissioner. Though his job was demanding, and frequently dangerous, he had the consolation of the officers’ mess, police-driven cars and membership of Dublin’s better golf clubs. My mother used to claim that he had the longest drive in Hermitage Golf Club. As he was nine years older than her, and one of Dublin’s more eligible bachelors, I often wondered impiously in latter life if perhaps there was some underlying meaning to that claim which might have eluded her. In any event she told us children that she first met our father at a ball to which she had been escorted by a wealthy Dublin baker, Vere Downes. There was an immediate mutual attraction and, according to her, they hid from her escort in the cloakroom at the end of the dance and left together.

Around the same time (in 1927) my mother was crowned Dublin’s Civic Queen of Beauty. Paris had recently selected a civic queen and the Dublin city managers thought that it would be a fitting thing for Dublin, the capital of an emerging new state, to have one also. So the Parisian lady was brought over to Dublin to assist in my mother’s coronation. Subsequently my mother had two comments on the event. One, that she had only gone to it to cover the crowning for the Evening Herald and had not realised that someone had entered her for the competition until she won it! Two, that it was ‘a dignified event in keeping with the dignity of the new state. None of that vulgar bathing-costume nonsense.’

The couple’s wedding at the Church of the Three Patrons, Rathgar, in November 1928, with Eoin O’Duffy as best man, was one of the social events of the year. With their looks and personalities, for the early years of their married life they seemed a golden couple, destined for happiness if anyone was. Alas, the innocent and the beautiful do have more enemies than time.

At first they led a glittering social life. Dances, race meetings, tennis parties, Continental holidays and lavish dinner parties were the order of  the day. By all accounts a dinner party hosted by my mother was an Event. Her taste in food, furnishings and literature was impeccable. A lady who taught English once told me that within a week of a new class’s enrolment she could tell which students had come from homes where television predominated and which had grown up with books. I fear that my cultural persona imprint never properly reflected the impact of the many volumes that adorned the bookshelves of my parents’ home. I remember in particular a complete set of the works of Galsworthy, bound in calfskin and printed on rice paper, which had been given to my mother by an admirer. The contents of the set at least remained with me to the extent that when The Forsythe Saga appeared on television I felt that I was seeing photographs of people with whose lives I was already familiar. Mother, or ‘Mammy’, as we always called her, blended cullings from upper-class English and European dinner tables with peculiarly Irish touches, such as the wearing of huge, ornate Tara brooches to fasten multicoloured embroidered capes, which, she averred, were once worn by the ancient Irish queens. She had a fondness for historical accounts of furnishings and décor, which she put to good use in her novel The Big Wind, which she would write some years later. Amidst the careful wives of cautious officials and conservative politicians she shone precariously, like a hummingbird in a bog.

In the theatre of her mind she was always the star. But star quality comes with both an emotional and a financial cost, and unfortunately where money was concerned the future was a country that no one paid heed to after my parents married. And, along with the consequent threat from within to their financial security, an external, political time bomb was ticking away. De Valera’s star was in the ascendant and that of the now exhausted and ideas-bereft Cosgrave administration was waning. The government had successfully fought a civil war, overseen the implanting of democratic institutions in the new state and won considerable international respect, particularly in the Dominions, for the manner in which the Irish Free State had used Imperial Conferences to achieve an increasing measure of legislative independence from London. A loyal army, an unarmed police force, an incorrupt civil service and slow recovery from the waste and ruin of civil war were not inconsiderable achievements.

In other writings I have described how de Valera himself showed a belated awareness of what independent Ireland’s first government achieved. He told his son Vivion that when he took power, and could study the files, he found that his political foes had done ‘a magnificent job’. But that admission was made in private and in the future. As election  time neared, de Valera and his spokespersons depicted their opponents as being British lackeys and cashed in on the fact that their achievements were not the sort of deeds that fired the imagination of a patriarchal peasant proprietorship. Nor could it be denied that part of the Civil War’s cost had been the bitterness engendered by the government’s ruthlessly successful policy of reprisal executions, which sent seventy-seven men to the firing squads. Moreover the cost-cutting measures necessitated by the era of the Wall Street Crash did not make for popularity, especially as said measures were frequently enforced in the most ham-fisted and insensitive way possible - for example, by cutting a shilling a week off the blind pension. Even half a century later the historian Joseph Lee would judge that the newly liberated Irish poor were made to feel ‘the lash of the liberators’. That lash cut deep electorally.

Apart from his ability to manipulate economic issues, anti-British feeling and civil war passions with the help of his own mesmeric personality and the hallowed reputation of being the last surviving commandant of 1916, de Valera by contrast could offer a programme of doles, subsidies and protective tariffs aimed at both the poor and the industrialist. He also had the benefit of a fanatically loyal and efficient election machine in which his cultivation of ‘extremist support’ ensured that Fianna Fail cumainn, or branches, by day sometimes became IRA flying columns by night. Above all he had the Irish Press, first published in September 1931, of which he was both the editor in chief and the controlling director. It would be some sixty years into the future before my researches for biographies of both Collins and de Valera himself publicised the fact that he funded the paper largely through a manoeuvre whereby he got control of money subscribed by Irish emigrants in America during the Anglo-Irish War to help their native country win its freedom. In the early 1930s all ordinary people were conscious of was that the Irish Press was a brilliant political newspaper and, in pre-television Ireland, had a tremendous impact that tipped the scales of the balance of power in the 1932 general election. De Valera won enough seats to form a government with the aid of Labour and a year later he went to the polls again, this time to win an overall majority.

As I made clear in my introduction, de Valera’s dependence on the IRA dictated that one of his earliest targets would be the police force, which had been at war with the IRA allies who had campaigned enthusiastically for him during the election campaign. Gerald Boland, who was minister for justice under de Valera, assisted me during my writing of my IRA book by allowing me to see Department of Justice records of the clash with the IRA and the sometimes very brutal response of the Gardai during the  1920s and early 1930s. The records reveal what I later described as ‘an appalling sequence of events’, which reached a crescendo as the general election neared.

The year 1931 was notable for a tremendous upsurge in IRA activity, for killings, shootings and for continual seizures of arms and ammunition by the police, and by October it was obvious that the normal processes of the law could no longer deal with the IRA and a military tribunal was instituted. The shootings of jurymen and police witnesses made it almost impossible to get a verdict in an ordinary court, and the IRA paper, An Phoblacht, was continually stoking the fires with sentiments such as the following for 20 June: ‘An Phoblacht states that the members of the CID should be treated as “social pariahs” [...] that treatment must be extended to [...] judges and district justices, to uniformed police - to every individual who is a willing part of the machine, by which our Irish patriots are being tortured’.


 
De Valera’s first major action on the day he took power was a gesture of conciliation towards the IRA. His ministers for defence and for justice, Frank Aiken and James Geoghegan, were dispatched to Arbour Hill Prison to hold talks with IRA leaders. The republican prisoners were released the next day. The military tribunal was suspended and, during a victory tour of County Cork, de Valera studiously avoided a welcoming party of Gardai drawn up to greet his arrival in Skibbereen. But he then took a salute from an IRA guard of honour on the opposite side of the road.

O’Duffy’s was the first of the ‘uniformed police’ heads to roll. He was sacked, having refused to accept a civil service post on the grounds that if he was not fit to remain in the police, he was not fit to remain anywhere in government service. Eamonn (‘Ned’) Broy, one of Michael Collins’s principal spies in Dublin Castle, succeeded him. Another key Collins agent in the Castle, David Neligan, the major ‘social pariah’ of the CID, also went. While An Phoblacht had demanded O’Duffy’s sacking, it was also whispered in political circles that he had been trying to put together a group of like-minded army and police officers to resist de Valera’s takeover by force if necessary.

Whatever the substance of O’Duffy’s plottings, he literally gave colour to the Fianna Fail administration’s propaganda about him afterwards by organising what became known as the Blueshirt movement. Early in 1933 he became director general of a group called the National Guard, which had the quite defensible aim of allowing Cosgrave and his candidates a hearing at election meetings, which IRA and Fianna Fail supporters  systematically attacked, using the slogan ‘No free speech for traitors’. A colleague of my father’s, John Moore, told me what I consider to be the root-situation anecdote of the birth of the Blueshirts. Moore, who eventually became a chief superintendent, was then a sergeant. He was ordered on duty with only two Gardai to support him at a famous riotous meeting in Cork at which Cosgrave was denied a hearing. Moore told me: ‘The place was in uproar. It was frightening. Ned Cronin came up to me and asked what I was going to do about it. I told him I had only two men and could nothing. “Well, I’ll do something,” he said and he went back into the crowd, and the next thing I knew Cronin came back out of the crowd holding a man over his head.’ Cronin would later become a prominent Blueshirt. At the time word had gone out that the police were to go easy on the IRA, and uniformed Gardai were being jostled and spat upon in the streets by the more loutish amongst the IRA.

In August 1933 O’Duffy announced that he intended to lead a National Guard march to Government Buildings to revive a wreath-laying ceremony at the Cenotaph in the grounds, commemorating Collins and Arthur Griffith, which de Valera had banned. De Valera saw the march as a bow not merely to the state’s founders, but to Benito Mussolini. Though he had not mobilised the forces of the state to protect Cosgrave’s meetings, he now did so to attack O’Duffy. Along with banning the march, calling up the army and reintroducing the military tribunal, he set up a new armed police unit - from within the ranks of the IRA. On the day before O’Duffy’s planned march, literally overnight IRA men, including some of those who had been breaking up Cumann na nGaedheal Party meetings, were drafted into what was officially termed the S-Branch, but became popularly known as the Broy Harriers.

The new police unit was initially deprived of an opportunity to deploy its lethal skills because O’Duffy responded to the government preparations by calling off the march. However, the Broy Harriers showed their kidney a year later. A lorry was driven through the gates of Marsh’s Cattle Yard in Cork in an attempt to disrupt a cattle sale. The S-Branch, who operated independently of the Cork police authorities, opened sustained rifle and revolver fire on the lorry’s occupants as they took cover. A fifteen-year-old boy was shot dead. Later, awarding damages to the boy’s father, a High Court judge described the S-Branch as ‘an excrescence’ on the normal police force. None of the S-Branch stood trial as a result of the shooting, however.

The reason for the cattle sale lay in the fact that de Valera had helped to turn up the heat under the political stewpot by an exercise in the Robert Mugabe school of agricultural economics. This resulted in an economic  war with Britain. Part of his election platform had been a promise to withhold payment from the British of the land annuities paid by Irish farmers. These annuities were a repayment of the loans that the British government had raised to buy out the Anglo-Irish landlords in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, redistributing the land to Irish small farmers. Of course many of the rural electorate naïvely thought that this meant that the payment of annuities would cease. However, while de Valera reduced them, and funded arrears for small farmers, he nevertheless collected, and retained, the monies in the Irish exchequer.

This was a popular measure with the owners of smallholdings, but it had dire consequences for the larger farmers. As the annuities were not passed on to London, the British responded by slapping retaliatory duties on Irish cattle landed in England, thereby virtually destroying the cattle trade. In fact at the time de Valera boasted that the cattle trade was ‘gone for ever’. He cushioned the blow by distributing free meat from the unsaleable cattle. But many of the larger farmers reacted by withholding their annuity payments. As a result their cattle were seized and offered for sale at public auction. They were bought at knock-down prices by government agents, using fictitious names, because ordinary buyers did not dare purchase the animals in such circumstances. After O’Duffy had called off his Cenotaph march, sales such as Marsh’s became a main focus of the S-Branch’s attention.

But O’Duffy’s activities soon recaptured their attention. Appearing to epitomise martyred constitutionalism, he was appointed the leader of the United Ireland Party, better known as Fine Gael, an amalgam of opposition parties, which W. T. Cosgrave facilitated by voluntarily stepping down in favour of O’Duffy. However, O’Duffy’s ‘wild man’ qualities persisted. His shirted followers looked like the Irish version of the European fascist brown- and black-shirted followers of Hitler and Mussolini, and were certainly represented as such by their political foes. Also, probably more under the influence of John Jameson and Co. than of the philosophers of the corporate state, the speeches he actually delivered, as opposed to the staid scripts issued from Fine Gael Headquarters, grew more and more inflammatory. The Irish Press sent reporters after him and reported what he really said as opposed to what his scripts contained. After he advocated that farmers withhold not merely land annuities but rates, the more conservative-minded in Fine Gael deserted him and Cosgrave reassumed the party’s leadership.

After the split O’Duffy continued to lead the Blueshirt movement under various new titles, as the government’s lawyers outlawed one successor to  the National Guard after another. Both the Blueshirts and the IRA dissipated their energies in futile set-tos at cattle sales and election rallies, or when the Blueshirts began protecting British products that the IRA had boycotted as part of the general anti-English economic war feeling in the country. The IRA’s standard of political nous may be reckoned from the fact that its chief economic target became Bass Ale. No spin doctor would advocate the gaining of political sympathy in Ireland by destroying barrels of beer! The two movements further weakened themselves through internal splits, and de Valera was able to use the public-order situation to cripple the forces of both right and left through a calculated use of the reinstated military tribunal. Although the IRA regarded itself as the legitimate authority within the country, a sort of home-based government-in-exile, de Valera chose at first to ignore the threat posed by this second authority and went for the Blueshirts, 349 of whom were put away in 1934. Then he turned on the IRA and, curiously enough, by 1937 the score of imprisonments handed down by the military tribunal was a draw: Blueshirts 434, IRA 434. Both were out of the game, the Blueshirts permanently so, petering out after a botched attempt by O’Duffy to intervene on General Franco’s side during the Spanish Civil War, and remembered today only as a term of political abuse to describe Fine Gael.

De Valera thus emerged to tower unassailably over the political landscape; he did not suffer an electoral defeat (in 1948) until more than a decade had passed. He was able to bring forward a new Constitution in 1937 that bound Christ and Caesar even closer together through its reflection of Catholic views such as a prohibition on divorce and a recognition of ‘the special position’ of the Catholic Church. It also purported to deal with the causes of the Irish Civil War by dispensing with the oath of allegiance and with the governor-general. The border was of course unaffected by these cosmetic changes. As was the IRA. But now de Valera’s freedom of political movement transformed his tolerance for the IRA into a stern hostility. Over the next decade the organisation was crushed by measures that included the hangman, the firing squad and the internment camp, backed by an indifference to death on hunger strike that Margaret Thatcher herself could not have bettered.

However, all this lay in the future. Through most of the tumultuous 1930s, as de Valera was establishing his grip on power, my father somehow held on to his position as deputy commissioner. Although he liked the man, he had not joined O’Duffy’s abortive schemings. He disliked de Valera, holding him chiefly responsible for the Civil War, but he was a convinced democrat who believed then, as he had believed earlier when  he inspired Michael Conneally, that the will of the ballot should take precedence over that of the bomb and the bullet. Some years after his death I learned the meaning of the word ‘shibboleth’ from him. I looked it up in a dictionary after coming across a trunk full of his papers (now, alas, no more) in which there was the handwritten original of a memorandum he had circulated to new members of the force telling them that for the first time in her history the country had native government and an opportunity of democracy. The Gardai were ‘in the forefront of the battle to give voice to the democratically expressed will of the people. Let no threat or shibboleth dissuade you from doing your duty.’

He was popular in the force with both officers and men. In those days of stern discipline he found ways of breathing humanity into the strict letter of the law. The Garda drivers of the time always liked being detailed to drive him, because they never knew what excursion they might find themselves involved in at the conclusion of the drab business of inspecting rural stations, deciding where new bus-stops should be sited, what licences granted and so forth. Unfortunately, in one aspect of his jovial personality lay his Achilles heel. Ned Coogan was also Tim Coogan’s son when it came to a fondness for alcohol. For him, the officers’ mess now ceased to be a convivial place of elastic mess bills, poker games, easy camaraderie and discreet drinking. Strange promotions were being made, demotions and sackings imposed. Tongues had to be guarded, companions chosen with care because Things Went Back.

Things also Went Out. The regime of intrigue and suspicion stemming from de Valera’s attempt to maintain IRA support for Fianna Fail was such that my father was particularly targeted in 1933. He had tried to have the famous Cork IRA leader Tom Barry questioned in connection with two murders that occurred in Cork in 1933 and for which Barry was the chief suspect. In a memo that came into my possession as this book was being written, my father instructed the local officer in charge of the investigation, Chief Superintendent Fitzgerald:

The murder of this unfortunate young man, Hugh O’Reilly, and the murder of Cornelius Daly within a very short period, and practically in the same locality discloses a very serious state of lawlessness in that portion of Cork and every effort should be made to solve these mysteries and bring the culprits to justice [...] Parties believed to be in personal danger, whether for political or other reasons, should receive adequate protection.
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