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TALKING TO THE LEMASS GROUP IN THE COWEN ERA


It was late October 2010, and there was something appropriate about the fact that the event was being held in the audio-visual centre in the modern Leinster House extension, rather than the traditional Fianna Fáil party rooms on the fifth floor of Leinster House itself. There was also something appropriate, poignant perhaps, about the fact that the gathering was called the “Lemass group”. As one of those responsible for launching the original Fianna Fáil machine in the late 1920s and early 30s, redeveloping it in the 1950s and leading it in the 1960s, Seán Lemass would have been horrified by what I was about to tell the gathering.


The Lemass group had been set up by a handful of dissident back-benchers. Gradually, in the way that Fianna Fáil leaderships have traditionally managed internal affairs, the group had been gathered into the party’s formal structure. Of late even ministers had been invited to address the gathering, most notably Brian Lenihan, Minister for Finance, who had spent two hours the previous week in robust encounters with the deputies about the policies he had implemented to address the fiscal and banking crisis. The format, even the setting, with its tiered seating, lent itself to more fruitful exchanges than the set pieces that the weekly meeting of the parliamentary party had become.


I was somewhat nervous as I rose to speak. I had been surprised ten days earlier to get the invitation. Although I had once worked for the party, it had been years since I had been asked to speak at a party meeting. I was nervous too because, as I reminded them at the start, I, like my father before me, had been an unsuccessful candidate for the party, he in Wexford in 1977, I in Dublin South-East twenty years later. This left me feeling like one of those retired or fired generals who used to irritate Dick Cheney, former Vice-President of the United States, so much. Cheney complained about how these armchair critics, “safely embedded in TV studios,” dared to lecture those on the battlefield about how they should conduct the war.


A further reason for my nervousness was that, even though in recent years I had carved out a niche as a relatively independent political analyst in the media, I was, after all, someone from the Fianna Fáil gene pool: I had grown up in a Haughey house in the 1970s and early 80s, when Fianna Fáil homes were divided into Haughey houses and Lynch houses, or later again into Haughey houses and Colley-O’Malley houses. I had therefore some empathy for the political distress these Fianna Fáil back-benchers were feeling; many of them also were second or third-generation people. A good few had fathers who had been TDS before them; a few even had grandfathers who had served in the Oireachtas. My grandfather had been a cumann secretary for much of the later part of his life. My father had been a cumann secretary in his twenties, a comhairle ceantair (district council) secretary in his thirties and a constituency chairperson and director of elections from his forties to his mid-sixties. I had a sense that these deputies also felt that their grandfathers or fathers, like mine, would turn in their graves at some of the things the party had been doing in recent times.


There was a real sense in the room, as one suspects there was at many Fianna Fáil gatherings around this time, that the present generation of political leaders had squandered the fine inheritance that had been passed on to them. A cadre of able young people, those accidental politicians, had built Fianna Fáil from the ruins of a bitter civil war and from the electoral defeats suffered by the “third Sinn Féin”, as historians are wont to call it. They had developed it into one of the most effective political organisations ever to operate in any western democracy. After decades of political dominance and the exercise of power in the interest of the national good, as they saw it, the party was now indicted for economic recklessness, and its support was on the brink of collapse. Like some errant heir, the present leaders had gambled away the family treasures, pillaged the family finances, allowed the party organisation to rot and neglected the gardens, where the grass roots were once so carefully tended.


I was nervous too because what I was about to say was going to be blunt. I took a deep breath and told them that I had recently reviewed all polling data published in the previous eighteen months, had mapped the 2009 local election results to Dáil constituencies, had assessed the impact of boundary re-drawings, had allowed for likely retirements, had looked at the line-up of potential candidates in each of the forty-three constituencies, and had come with one important piece of advice. I told them that the following weekend they should each find some time to sit down and frankly discuss with their wives, husbands or partners how they would psychologically, financially and politically cope with losing their Dáil seat—because that was the fate I saw awaiting more than half of them.


At that point, in October 2010, I and other political commentators had assessed Fianna Fáil’s national support at about 24 per cent. From that I had concluded that even with a fair wind at its back Fianna Fáil could not win more than forty-five seats if an election were called any time soon. The party was already well below the tipping-point where it would lose the seat bonus it had achieved in previous elections because of its size.


“Surely things will get better when the election actually comes round,” one or two of the deputies in my audience said; but I warned them that there was no reason to assume that there was a floor under Fianna Fáil’s vote. There was every possibility that it would fall even further. I felt that the party was being complacent about its survival prospects and reminded them how a former Fine Gael director of elections, Frank Flannery, had bluntly warned his party, after its disastrous 2002 general election, that it should not assume that just because it had always been a large feature of national life that situation would continue. Fianna Fáil, I added, now risked suffering the same fate as the Irish Press and other supposed national institutions.


As I came to the end of my presentation one of the deputies joked that what they needed after this political analysis was to hear from a bereavement counsellor. The next time I spoke to that deputy was three months later, when he rang me in a state of panic to ask me my view of his prospects. The election was about to be called, and that day he had been handed polling data by head office that suggested that he had no chance of holding on to his seat. The new party leader was encouraging him to join the hordes of his colleagues who were retiring, so that his running-mate’s seat might be saved.


The sequence of events and confluence of factors that had brought Fianna Fáil’s vote to a historic low point by that autumn of 2010 will fascinate historians and political scientists for years to come. Later events, which caused it to fall even further in opinion polls a few weeks later, will be equally compelling. How could a party that had risen so high so quickly, and had stayed up for so long, fall so low, and so suddenly?


By the end of 2010 Fianna Fáil had been in government for 60 years of its 84-year existence. Since 1932 it had never polled less than 39 per cent in a Dáil election. Until 1990 it had won all presidential elections. Until 2004 it had always been the largest Irish party in the European Parliament. Until 2009 it had always been by far the largest party in local government.


Yet in the general election of February 2011 Fianna Fáil suffered electoral collapse. Its vote more than halved, and it lost almost two-thirds of its Dáil seats. Not only did it lose power but it came in third, behind Fine Gael and the Labour Party and only just ahead of Sinn Féin. It was an extraordinary political disaster.


The essential determinant in the transformation of Fianna Fáil’s fortunes was, as it usually is, economics. It was clear from the anecdotal and polling data available shortly after the acute phase of the banking and fiscal crisis in the summer and autumn of 2008 that the electorate blamed Fianna Fáil for the economic crash. The party had polled 42 per cent in the 2007 general election. In opinion polls from then until the bank guarantee it averaged 37 per cent, but by mid-2009 its share was down to 25 per cent.


The first sharp drop in Fianna Fáil’s support coincided with the introduction of the bank guarantee in September 2008, although that single event did not occasion it. The dip was the culmination of months of bad economic news and the gradual realisation among the electorate that not only was the rapid growth of the “Celtic Tiger” years over but the crises in the public finances and banking were going to mean both a severe drop in living standards and a severe rise in unemployment. Fianna Fáil’s opinion poll ratings slipped down only a little further as the economic news worsened over the next year and the impact of tax increases and unemployment became even more apparent.


Of course many in the party thought it was unfair that Fianna Fáil was taking all the punishment for the economic crisis. They pointed to international factors or cited a general communal responsibility for overindulgence in the boom times. There can be no doubt, however, that when the international environment deteriorated and the economic road conditions got dangerous, Ireland was speeding and continued to speed even as the bends got sharper. As the party at the wheel when the crash occurred, Fianna Fáil took the lion’s share of blame.


Any prospect Fianna Fáil might have had of ameliorating its loss in support by doing a quality repair job on the banking and fiscal damage was always slim but was completely undermined by the falling confidence in its capacity to do so within the international money market. This culminated, inevitably, with the arrival of the European Central Bank and International Monetary Fund in November 2010. By late October 2010 the RED C opinion poll showed that the party’s support had fallen into the teens, at 18 per cent. This was followed by a figure of 17 per cent in November and December and only 14 and 16 per cent in two opinion polls in January. Its support never rose significantly from this new low point.


One of Fianna Fáil’s principal selling points, especially since the Lemass-led boom of the 1960s, had been that it could provide competent economic management in government. This was the reason—the only reason—that it had secured a third term in 2007. Stripped of that distinctive reputation, the party’s support was left perilously close to free fall.


Economic factors were not the only ones at play, however. Just when it was needed most, Fianna Fáil had failed to show strong political leadership. Brian Cowen had looked like a strong figure when he became the seventh leader of Fianna Fáil in May 2008. He had long been a favourite of the party grass roots, particularly at ard-fheiseanna, when his combative orations used to send the clapometer off the scale. He appeared to have been a competent, if not particularly colourful, administrator in his most recent jobs at Foreign Affairs and Finance. For years he had been central to all Fianna Fáil party activity, candidate selection and by-election campaigns. His standing in the party was formalised by his appointment as deputy leader in 2002. More recently he had played a central role in the party’s victorious campaign in the 2007 election. At a time when that campaign appeared to have become stuck in the mire of Bertie Ahern’s personal finances, Cowen had pulled it out and then given the party some momentum by a systematic destruction of Fine Gael’s policy proposals. Shortly after that election he had been formally anointed on national radio by Bertie Ahern as his successor.


When Ahern finally fell, in May 2008, Cowen was the obvious choice to succeed him as Fianna Fáil leader and Taoiseach. Once he decided to run, no-one declared against him, and the parliamentary party elected him unanimously. Colleagues hoped that, as a man of unquestioned political integrity and demonstrated ability who had a deep heritage in the party, he would represent a break from the controversies of the Haughey and Ahern years.


Having coasted into the top job, Cowen suddenly became unlucky. He had no time to establish himself as Taoiseach in the public mind. His capacity to effect a transition was undermined by Ahern’s prolonged departure. The Lisbon Treaty campaign was just one of the projects stalled during the peculiar interregnum between the time when Ahern announced he was going and when he actually went. Within weeks of assuming office, Cowen suffered a serious defeat in the Lisbon Treaty referendum. This may explain why he felt the need for a win so badly that he agreed to a new social partnership agreement the following autumn when it was clear that the country could not afford it. As the economic challenges facing the Government worsened, Cowen appeared reluctant to take the necessary steps to address them. There was a constant sense, notwithstanding the efforts of Brian Lenihan, that the Cowen Government was increasingly behind the curve.


As the curtain was drawn back on the real state of banking and the public finances, Cowen’s tenure at the Department of Finance came in for closer scrutiny, and inevitable questions were asked about how so much that was wrong could have gone on without being spotted and prevented. This undermined Cowen’s standing and may also have undermined his own self-confidence. Throughout his time as Taoiseach, at least in public, he gave off a sense of unhappiness. His disengaged demeanour suggested that he just did not want to be there. There was much to be unhappy about; but an electorate traumatised by bad economic news needed a cheerier and more energetic messenger in chief.


Many in the Fianna Fáil parliamentary party were shocked that Cowen could not provide leadership of a better quality, but, in accordance with party tradition, most of them supported him almost to the end, although not perhaps to the very end. Many of his difficulties stemmed from his attitude to those in the media. He always gave the feeling that he resented having to engage with them at all. Apart from a few notable exceptions, his interviews and public speeches as Taoiseach were less than inspiring. A truculent relationship between Taoiseach and media can be difficult even in good times; such antagonism in a time of crisis, when the electorate needed to hear what the Taoiseach was going to do about the crisis and where he was going to lead them, proved disastrous.


Cowen’s Government had had some successes. There were advances in the Northern Ireland peace process, including the transfer of responsibility for policing and justice to the devolved Assembly and Executive. Some of the measures for plugging the hole in public finances were drastic, including a combination of freezes on new hiring, wage cuts and a pension levy; but these came after the damage had been done. The Government could not avoid the scale of the economic crisis or the responsibility that attached to Fianna Fáil for it. Cowen also struggled when it came to coalition management.


After the relatively peaceful inter-party relations that had characterised the Ahern-Harney years, the Ahern-McDowell relationship had been stormy. Ahern’s decision to govern with the Green Party after the 2007 election took many by surprise, but, once established, the Government worked surprisingly well at first. With Cowen as leader of Fianna Fáil and the change of economic circumstances, the real strains in the relationship emerged. The Green Party suffered its own convulsions over having to support the tough measures necessary to tackle the economic crisis, and Cowen showed insufficient regard for the need to nurse their concerns. The Green Party’s insistence on pushing through some of its own legislative initiatives, including those in the area of climate change and animal welfare, became a focal point for back-bench dissent within Fianna Fáil.


The final weeks of the Cowen Government were chaotic, bordering on the surreal. The Green Party’s decision to announce, days after the EU-ECB-IMF deal was negotiated, that it was pulling out of government raised tensions even further, although it agreed to stay for several weeks in order to let the Finance Bill pass.


By January 2011 Fianna Fáil deputies had realised belatedly how much trouble they were in, and the rumblings in the parliamentary party intensified. On 13 January there were rumours that Cowen might fall on his sword, but instead he announced that he would consult parliamentary colleagues before making a decision on whether he would stay or go. At the end of his consultations he announced that he had decided to stay. In protest, Micheál Martin, Minister for Foreign Affairs, announced his intention of leaving the Government.


Cowen survived a no-confidence motion on Tuesday 18 January, only to destroy his Government’s and party’s last bit of credibility with a botched attempt to replace retiring ministers with new faces at a point when it was obvious to everyone that the Government had lost all public support and an election was only weeks away. The craziness came to its peak the following Thursday, and Cowen, unable to implement his proposed reshuffle and in order to avoid an immediate collapse, was forced to announce that the election would be brought forward to 25 February.


Reeling, traumatised and incoherent, Fianna Fáil then went through the process of a new leadership election, and Micheál Martin emerged as the man chosen to head the salvage mission. He led a competently conducted campaign over the following four weeks but could not assuage the national anger at Fianna Fáil.


If economic and political mismanagement were the most significant reasons for the collapse in Fianna Fáil’s support, blame must also be placed on the depleted state of the Fianna Fáil organisation and its inability to provide if not a bulwark then at least some sort of temporary shelter against the storm of protest. By the early 1980s it had become apparent to the more ambitious politicians in Fianna Fáil that the party organisation was so old and its methods so outdated that a new form of political campaigning was required, particularly in the cities and commuter belt. The increasing pattern of urbanisation and the growing scale and intensity of political campaigning, coupled with the fall in the number of political volunteers, meant that the party’s traditional reliance on the activists in its cumainn was no longer adequate.


Many Fianna Fáil TDS or aspirant TDS set about building separate personal organisations in their constituencies. During elections, canvassing machines were constructed to carry out door-to-door work not for the party but for an individual candidate. Personalised posters began to appear, most of them erected by paid postering crews. The reliance on local volunteers to deliver campaign literature was supplemented, or replaced, by the use of direct-mail companies.


Whereas such personalised and professionalised campaigning had previously been prohibited by head office, or at least frowned on, during more recent years it not only became standard practice but was actively encouraged by the hierarchy. It could hardly do otherwise, as most of the party’s senior politicians were engaged in it themselves. Indeed Bertie Ahern’s highly personalised and well-resourced operation in Dublin Central epitomised this new campaigning style. With candidate selection increasingly controlled by head office, new candidates were identified more often on the grounds of their capacity to build and obtain funds for their personal election machine than because they had any useful political or social base in the local constituency. Ministers and TDS literally disorganised the party in their areas, sidelining party structures for fear they might thwart their personal machine. In many areas Fianna Fáil simply became a franchise, its logo affixed to the literature of individual political operations.


With the party organisation weakened dramatically by the 1990s there were insufficient workers to deliver a result for the party rather than the individual candidate in local and European Parliament elections. The particular weakness of the party organisation in Dublin, which had bedevilled Liam Lawlor during his work at head office on “Operation Dublin” in the mid-1980s and which Séamus Brennan had again tried to tackle when he was national director of the party in the 1990s, had actually worsened. It had merely been masked by the political dividend that Fianna Fáil derived from being in government during the economic boom and by the remarkable personal appeal of Bertie Ahern.


The apparatus of modern full-time campaigning is expensive. Building it and sustaining it requires funding—a lot of funding. As personal campaigning grew more competitive, the need for money increased, and so more donations were sought and received. Increasingly, because they were funding a personalised political operation, these donations were handled outside the traditional party financial channels. In the days before the introduction of more stringent controls, many Fianna Fáil politicians channelled the fund-raising for their personalised political campaigns through a friendly local cumann, while others simply lodged the money in their own accounts. The intermingling of party and personal money became in some instances a cover for suspect political and financial transactions.


Devoid of its original driving mission, stripped of its reputation for economic competence and economic probity, lacking critical mass in the Oireachtas and depleted in personnel at the local government and local cumann level, Fianna Fáil may now be in terminal decline. It will find it difficult to master the shift from being a catch-all party of power to a niche party of opposition or to define new, credible policy objectives that will give it a space in our complex party system.


Now, when Fianna Fáil’s future is so uncertain, it is timely to take a detailed look at its past.
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FROM THE STEPS OF RATHMINES TOWN HALL, 1926


One afternoon in March 1926 two men strolled out of Rathmines Town Hall. The taller of them had just formally resigned as president of Sinn Féin. As he later told it, he turned to his companion and said, “Now, Seán, I have done my best, but I have been beaten. Now is the end for me. I am leaving public life.”


The speaker was Éamon de Valera; the man to whom he declared his intention to retire from politics was Seán Lemass. In later accounts de Valera reported that Lemass was shocked to hear what he said and replied, “But you are not going to leave us now, Dev, at this stage. You cannot leave us like that. We have to go on now. We must form a new organisation along the policy lines you suggested at the ard-fheis. It is the only way forward.”1


De Valera’s version of this exchange overstates his reluctance to become involved in establishing a new political party, but it accurately reflects Lemass’s enthusiasm for the project. The journey both men had taken to that moment was mirrored by many within Sinn Féin and the anti-treaty IRA who would decide to break away with them. Their relationship was to be if not the rock at least one of the foundation stones on which Fianna Fáil would be built. Together and in turn they would lead the new party for more than four decades.


De Valera’s pronouncement that he was leaving public life, if it had been accepted by Lemass, would indeed have been a startling one. When he spoke these words Éamon de Valera was forty-three, but he had been the most prominent face and perhaps the most important personality in Irish nationalist politics for the preceding decade. Ten years earlier he had been the commander of the rebel garrison in Boland’s Mill in Dublin during the rising of April 1916 and had avoided execution with the other leaders only because of his American birth. He had been imprisoned in England during the maelstrom that engulfed Ireland in the aftermath of the rising and executions, but when he was released, in June 1917, he emerged as a central figure in the new national independence movement that quickly gathered and grew under the umbrella name of Sinn Féin (“ourselves”). The name was that of a small political group established by Arthur Griffith that had long argued for an emphasis on the need for economic as well as political self-reliance and that had been initially blamed for the 1916 Rising by the British authorities.


As disenchantment with the Irish Party in the British Parliament and antagonism towards Britain increased, further fuelled by attempts to impose wartime conscription in Ireland, de Valera’s standing within the movement also grew. The transformation of Griffith’s small party into a broad popular front and national independence movement was reflected in de Valera’s assumption of the presidency of Sinn Féin at the party’s ard-fheis in 1917.


In the 1918 general election Sinn Féin had a landslide victory in Ireland on a policy of abstention from the British Parliament. De Valera had been re-arrested in May 1918 as part of the so-called German Plot and was in jail again in England when the Sinn Féin deputies met in the Round Room of the Mansion House, Dublin, on 21 January 1919 and constituted themselves as Dáil Éireann. Cathal Brugha was elected temporary president in de Valera’s absence. Following his escape in February from Lincoln Jail, masterminded by Michael Collins and Harry Boland, de Valera was elected Príomh-Aire (first minister) and president of Dáil Éireann in April 1919. As such he was not only the figurehead of the republic that had been proclaimed in 1916 but was also chairman of the executive council of ministers running the alternative government structure that Sinn Féin now developed throughout the country, and political head of the independence movement. The latter was engaged in a brutal but effective guerrilla campaign, which fought the British forces in Ireland to a standstill, forcing them to enter negotiations in the late summer of 1921.


Although head of the government of the self-declared Irish Republic, de Valera himself did not travel to London as a member of the negotiation team. It was instead led by Arthur Griffith, who was effectually deputy head of the Dáil government, and Michael Collins, who was Minister for Finance as well as commander of the independence movement’s guerrilla forces. De Valera was unhappy with the treaty that was eventually agreed between the Irish and British delegations and signed on 6 December 1921. Along with fellow-ministers, including Cathal Brugha and Austin Stack, he angrily rejected the contention that the Angl0-Irish Treaty gave effective independence to the 26 Counties. They railed against it because it provided for the partition of Ireland, and more vociferously because it included a requirement that, although the Dáil would be recognised as an Irish parliament, its members would have to swear an oath of allegiance to the British King. De Valera and the other opponents of the treaty contended that Griffith and Collins and their fellow-plenipotentiaries had signed the treaty without approval from the cabinet in Dublin and that at the time the signatories had been intimidated by a British threat of return to “immediate and terrible war”.


As the Dáil, Sinn Féin, the Irish Republican Army and the country followed the cabinet in bitter division over the provisions of the treaty, de Valera led the opposing side. On 7 January 1922 he and his followers narrowly lost the Dáil vote on the treaty and walked out of the assembly, claiming to be the true custodians of the Irish Republic as proclaimed in 1916 and ratified by the first Dáil. They lost the subsequent elections in 1922 and 1923 and were even more decisively beaten in the short but brutal and bitter Civil War, which raged particularly in the east and south from June 1922 to May 1923.


Sidelined by more militant and military leaders during the conduct of the Civil War, and imprisoned for eleven months in its immediate aftermath, de Valera was released in July 1924 and sought to pick up the reins of the depleted and defeated republican anti-treaty political organisation that, though it retained the name Sinn Féin, had lost many of its leading politicians to the pro-treaty side or to death. In the wake of its electoral and military defeat Sinn Féin was a dishevelled organisation, lacking money and manpower; more significantly, by failing to recognise the newly established Irish Free State it was lacking a sustainable political strategy.


From then until he spoke those words to Lemass on the steps of Rathmines Town Hall, de Valera and the other revisionists within the third Sinn Féin who had appreciated the reality of their defeat on the treaty issue and come to recognise the futility of abstention from the institutions established under the treaty sought to move Sinn Féin from a course they knew would only leave it in the political wilderness. His remarks to Lemass were his acceptance that they had failed.


Seán Lemass was considerably younger than de Valera, being only twenty-six in March 1926, but he too had led a dramatic and dangerous life over the previous decade. The son of a hatter in Capel Street, Dublin, the young Lemass had to lie about his age when in 1915 he gained admittance to A Company, 3rd Battalion of the Dublin City Regiment of the Irish Volunteers. Shortly thereafter Éamon de Valera became adjutant of this battalion, and Lemass later recalled his first impression of de Valera’s personal magnetism and his “capacity to hold a crowd of volunteers there while he addressed them in inordinate length, as he always did.” Notwithstanding his “queer looking appearance”, the “long thin fellow” impressed the young Lemass enormously.2


Lemass, as a young recruit, would not have been aware that the poet and educationalist Patrick Pearse and the Labour leader James Connolly and others had planned a rising for Easter Sunday, 23 April 1916. All the young Lemass did know was that a parade in O’Connell Street scheduled for that day had been cancelled the night before on the instruction of Professor Eoin MacNeill, titular head of the Irish Volunteers. The following day Lemass and his older brother, Noel, who was also a member of the Volunteers, headed off instead on a bank holiday hike up the Dublin Mountains. A chance meeting en route with Professor MacNeill and his two sons was to prove a turning-point in the lives of both Lemass brothers. The MacNeill boys bore news that, notwithstanding their father’s countermanding order, some of the Volunteers had proceeded with the plan for a rising on the Monday and had set about taking control of strategic sites around Dublin. A clearly agitated MacNeill, who had strongly opposed the plan for the rising when he became aware of it, told them that armed unrest had already broken out in the city centre.


Determined to get into the action, the two Lemass brothers hurried back to town, making their way first to Jacob’s biscuit factory in Bishop Street, where, because nobody knew them, they were refused admission. The following morning they wandered the various sites where they understood the Volunteers had taken up position until, when they were passing the GPO in O’Connell Street, a friend on sentry duty recognised them and brought them inside, where they were “absorbed into the garrison and given arms.” In a personal account published at the time of the fiftieth anniversary of the rising in 1966 Lemass recalled that he was given a shotgun and positioned on the roof of the GPO, where he stayed until the building came under heavy British shelling on the Thursday.


The rising having collapsed by Friday, Lemass was part of the retreat to Moore Street, during which, like almost everyone else involved in the evacuation, he briefly assisted in carrying the stretchered James Connolly, who had been injured during the fighting. After the eventual surrender Lemass was arrested but was detained for only two weeks before being released because of his age. The young Lemass now returned briefly to the family business and to his studies, in apparent compliance with his father’s wish that he would become a barrister.


Despite writing about his involvement in the rising, Lemass left no formal account and seldom spoke of his subsequent activities in the War of Independence between 1920 and 1922 or of his involvement in the Civil War. We know, however, that he maintained his membership of the Irish Volunteers and that in late 1917 he became a lieutenant in the 2nd Battalion of the reconstituted Dublin Brigade—no mean achievement for someone of his youth. Lemass is said by some historians to have been one of the “Apostles” or “Squad”—a very effective assassination crew of “tough steel-willed men from the Dublin Volunteers,” hand-picked and directed by Michael Collins. He was certainly one of those responsible for killing British agents on “Bloody Sunday”, 21 November 1920. Lemass and his company were also involved in a number of shooting incidents in 1920, including a number of arms raids.


We know too that during a short visit home in December 1920 Lemass was arrested and interned at Ballykinler, Co. Down. Always a man to use his time well, he was an avid reader during his imprisonment and at this time began his self-directed study of economics. He was released on the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty in December 1921 and was appointed a training officer in the new Free State police force. However, having reflected on the treaty’s contents, and having realised that his first pay cheque was drawn on the Provisional Government of the Irish Free State and not on Dáil Éireann, as he had assumed, he resigned and joined up with other anti-treaty training officers who had based themselves at the former British army barracks at Beggars’ Bush, Dublin.


Lemass was part of the anti-treaty IRA group that seized the Four Courts in Dublin on 14 April 1922, and such was the regard for him that he was appointed adjutant to the garrison’s commander, Rory O’Connor. The Provisional Government, headed by Michael Collins, began shelling the building on 28 June, and after two days O’Connor and the garrison surrendered. Although Lemass escaped, he was later recaptured and imprisoned, this time in the Deerpark Camp in the Curragh.


In July 1923 Noel Lemass, also an anti-treaty IRA officer, was abducted in Dublin, it is believed by men connected to the new Free State Special Branch. His mutilated body was discovered the following October dumped on the side of Killakee Mountain in Co. Dublin. Released from imprisonment on compassionate grounds, Seán Lemass returned to work in his father’s business but also resumed his active career in the republican movement, although from this point onwards the direction of his involvement “was increasingly political.”3


Lemass had not previously been a member of Sinn Féin, but now, though still an IRA man, he became increasingly important in the political wing. The ard-fheis of November 1923 was suspended for a period to allow delegates to attend the funeral of Noel Lemass, and when it reconvened Seán Lemass, in his absence and unknown to him, was elected to the party’s standing committee. He now advanced rapidly through the party ranks. On 18 November 1924 he was elected to Dáil Éireann on his second attempt in a by-election in the Dublin County constituency.


It was at this stage that his working relationship with de Valera intensified. Within weeks of Lemass’s election to Dáil Éireann, de Valera named him Minister for Defence in the notional Republican government that the anti-treaty Sinn Féin maintained. He succeeded Frank Aiken in this political post, but Aiken remained chief of staff of the IRA. Lemass had even less enthusiasm than Aiken for the prospect of another offensive military campaign against the Free State forces. He argued instead for an emphasis on the need to mobilise public opinion, and he set about attempting to reorganise the party in Dublin.


At this time de Valera also appointed Lemass to the organisational and economic sub-committees of the Sinn Féin Ard-Chomhairle. At its meetings Lemass became one of the most ardent advocates for Sinn Féin taking a more pragmatic political approach. More practically, he set about applying his already obvious administrative skills to that end and in particular to revitalising the party’s Dublin organisation. In a series of six articles in the party’s weekly newspaper, An Phoblacht, between September 1925 and January 1926 Lemass offered an increasingly depressing analysis of the state of the Sinn Féin organisation, finances and membership. He also made increasingly strident calls for a change of direction and for an emphasis on “immediately recognisable political objectives.” The Lemass articles were all the more significant because they could not have appeared without the agreement of P. J. Ruttledge, the publication’s editor, and because Lemass was widely regarded as a protégé of de Valera.


Lemass became increasingly impatient with political progress, and indeed with de Valera’s cautiousness. In one of his articles in An Phoblacht in early January 1926 Lemass wrote: “There are some who would have us sit at the roadside and debate the true points about a de jure this and a de facto that but the reality we want is away in the distance and we cannot get there unless we move.” It is an observation that some historians have argued was directed as much at the party president as at the membership generally.


The question whether or not those elected as Sinn Féin deputies would take the oath and therefore their Dáil seats was given new impetus by the fiasco over the report of the Boundary Commission. The three-member commission had been established under the terms of the Anglo-Irish Treaty to decide on the precise delineation of the boundary between the Irish Free State and Northern Ireland. Both sides in the treaty debate had expected that substantial areas of Northern Ireland along the provisional border would be transferred to the Free State. However, an authoritative article on what was said to be a draft of the commission’s report was published in a conservative English newspaper, the Morning Post. This suggested that extensive adjustments to the existing border were to be recommended, which caused consternation among both nationalists and unionists.


Such was the intensity of the public reaction in the South that the Irish member of the commission, Eoin MacNeill, now a minister in the Free State government, resigned from the commission and then from his government position. Fearing further disputes, the Free State, Northern Ireland and British governments agreed to suppress the full report, and in a wider agreement, ratified on 3 December 1925, the head of the Free State government, W. T. Cosgrave, agreed with his British and Northern counterparts that the existing border would be retained.


The case against the anti-treaty deputies’ continued abstention from the Free State Dáil was further undermined by this controversy. It did not escape de Valera’s notice, or that of the public in general, that if the forty-eight Sinn Féin deputies had taken the seats to which they had been elected the Cosgrave government’s proposal on the boundary would have been defeated. Indeed on 8 December 1925 de Valera had led thirty-eight republican deputies in a meeting with the Labour Party deputies and others at which the Labour Party leader beseeched de Valera and his colleagues to take their seats so as to defeat the boundary proposal. However, as Sinn Féin had been elected on a mandate of principled opposition not only to the oath but to participation in the Free State institutions, and facing substantial opposition from within the party, de Valera could not follow this course of action.


In private deliberations and correspondence about this time de Valera commented that while Sinn Féin could not, he felt, renege on its mandate from the last election to absent itself from the Free State institutions, at the next election it should offer the electorate a policy of taking its seats if the requirement for the oath was removed.


Early in 1926, at a meeting in Ranelagh, Dublin, de Valera said publicly for the first time that he himself would be prepared to enter the Dáil if there was no oath of allegiance. A week later, on 9 March, a special ard-fheis of Sinn Féin at the Rotunda in Dublin was called to debate the issue. At this ard-fheis de Valera proposed a motion “that once the admission Oath of the 26 County and the 6 County assemblies is removed, it becomes a question not of principle but of policy whether or not republican representatives should attend these assemblies.”


A counter-motion was proposed by Father Michael O’Flanagan, a prominent doctrinaire republican and senior member of the party, to the effect that it would be incompatible with Sinn Féin principles to send representatives into what he described as a “usurping” legislature. Father O’Flanagan’s amendment was taken first and was carried by a tiny majority, reported as 223 votes to 218, although in the circumstances of the considerable confusion that prevailed after the votes were cast the figures may not have been accurately counted. De Valera and his supporters then withdrew from the hall and broke formally with the party.


Eighty-five years later there is still some confusion about whether de Valera in fact wanted to win this vote. Lemass and others had already concluded that the shift in political direction could be more easily facilitated by a new political movement. Lemass later reported that de Valera was not upset by the narrow defeat. Indeed Lemass argued that some delegates appeared to have been converted to the new departure but had been advised by de Valera supporters to obey their cumann instructions and vote accordingly.


Gerry Boland, a War of Independence and Civil War veteran and brother of the republican martyr Harry Boland, was another of the organisers on the de Valera side at the special ard-fheis. He later recounted that he had gone around the hall ensuring that some of those committed to voting against Father O’Flanagan’s amendment did not in fact do so. De Valera could have won the vote on the motion if they wanted, but “it would not have been advantageous: we wanted a new organisation.” The Chief himself later remarked that “it mattered very little to me whether we had a majority or minority at [that] ard-fheis.”4


As John Bowman sees it, “senior Fianna Fáil politicians were pleased to have left some of their former colleagues in the trenches: they saw them as cranks who were determined to remain strangers to political reality.” It is now clear that de Valera was among those who were of this view.5


While this dispute over whether opposition to the parliamentary oath of allegiance should be tactical rather than philosophical was the precise occasion of the breakaway from Sinn Féin, many historians have argued that it is unwise to see the factors that led to the birth of Fianna Fáil as being purely issues of a “constitutional and tactical nature”. In the view of Richard Dunphy, author of the definitive history of the party’s foundation, “Sinn Féin’s complete failure to defend the vital economic and social interests of those groups from which it drew its support”6 was the most significant catalyst leading to the birth of the new party. Sinn Féin’s lack of credibility because of its non-recognition of the Free State was rapidly undermining its electoral prospects, but so too was its failure to set out an alternative social and economic policy to the austerity being pursued by the Cosgrave government. Political systems abhor vacuums, and, as Dunphy says, in the infant Irish political system a “political vacuum existed by the mid 1920s which a new party could hope to fill.”


The reality was that, having lost the parliamentary vote and electoral battle over the Anglo-Irish Treaty, having been beaten even more comprehensively in the Civil War, and then having lost a further election, the republicans just had to accept that if they were going to achieve their objective it would have to be within the Free State institutions.


Liberated from the “galaxy of cranks” and “nuts” who had dominated the “third Sinn Féin”, Lemass now urged de Valera to found a new party. While the pace of the break may have been forced upon him by Lemass and others, de Valera too was happy to move on. Notwithstanding his protestations to the contrary in his conversation with Lemass on the steps of Rathmines Town Hall and to others during those early weeks, it is apparent from private correspondence sent as early as four days after the fateful breach at the ard-fheis that de Valera was already clear in his mind that he was setting up a new party, if nervous about its prospects for success. To one correspondent the president of Sinn Féin, soon to be the president of Fianna Fáil, wrote: “What will be the fate of this new venture, I do not know. I have at any rate done my duty and launched the ship on the sea of fate. If favourable winds blow, I may bring her safely to harbour. If not, well I am prepared to go down trying.”7





Chapter 2  [image: image]



LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS, 1926–7


If the pace of events within Sinn Féin from December 1925 to March 1926 had been brisk, the speed with which de Valera and his lieutenants now moved to establish a new political party was even more so.


Within two weeks of the special Sinn Féin ard-fheis a number of ad hoc meetings had been held to explore how a new party might be organised. The most significant of these meetings appears to have been that held at the home of Colonel Maurice Moore in Dublin on 23 March 1927. Moore was a Co. Mayo landlord who had served with the Connaught Rangers in the Anglo-Boer War, had been a supporter of John Redmond and indeed was credited by some with being the founder of the Irish Volunteers. He was also a keen advocate of the Irish revival and latterly had been associated with the republican cause.


This gathering at Moore’s home was attended by many of Sinn Féin’s leading lights, including de Valera, Lemass, Seán T. O’Kelly, Seán MacEntee, P. J. Ruttledge, Dr James Ryan and Gerry Boland. A provisional organising committee, chaired by Ruttledge, was established to plan the new venture. It seems that de Valera declined the chair at this initial organising group and did not attend many of the early gatherings that fine-tuned plans for the new organisation. He was still hoping, though not expecting, that differences with Sinn Féin could be resolved.


Lemass showed no such reluctance. On the day after this meeting, as acting secretary of what he was already calling “the Republican Party”, he wrote to Seán MacEntee confirming that those supporting de Valera’s policy on the oath as advanced at the ard-fheis would no longer attend meetings of the Sinn Féin standing committee.1 Within a week, on 29 March 1926, ten members of the Sinn Féin standing committee did indeed resign. This was the first slide in an avalanche that saw resignations follow at all levels of the Sinn Féin infrastructure as plans for the new party became definite.


Three days later, on 2 April 1926, an extended meeting to plan the new organisation was held upstairs at the Sinn Féin offices at 23 Suffolk Street, Dublin. Fianna Fáil today recognises this gathering as its private founding event.2 De Valera was not only present but was the leading personality on this occasion, which decided, among other matters, the name of the new party. He himself suggested the poetic-sounding title Fianna Fáil (literally “warrior bands of Ireland”), but Lemass argued instead for Republican Party. De Valera’s suggestion had the mystic attraction of reaching back to Irish mythology, evoking stories of the legendary hero-soldier Fionn mac Cumhaill and the Fianna. “Fianna Fáil” also suggested continuity with the independence movement, as it had been one of the Irish names proposed for the Irish Volunteers, and the letters FF had been included in the Volunteers’ badge. (This design was continued when some of that force was reorganised as the Irish Republican Army and carried forward again to the badge of the army established by the Free State government.) The name also had the advantage, in de Valera’s view, of being untranslatable (though that did not prevent it later being incorrectly, and usually derisively, translated as “soldiers of destiny”).


Lemass countered that people would not understand an Irish title, and that the word “Fáil” would be distorted by their opponents to the English word “fail”. For de Valera, however, the title Fianna Fáil also captured the type of organisation he was anxious to build, or at least to portray his new party as. He later told the press that “the name Fianna Fáil had been chosen to symbolise the banding together of the people for national service, with a standard of personal honour for all who join, as high as that which characterised the mythological Fianna Éireann and a spirit of devotion equal to that of the Irish Volunteers of 1913–16.”3 This depiction of the party’s name as suggesting a collegiate gathering in the public interest was reiterated constantly. At the 1927 ard-fheis the honorary secretaries in their address reminded delegates that the party name conveyed “the idea of an association of selected citizens banded together for the purpose of rendering voluntary service to the Irish nation.”4


More practically, de Valera, in suggesting the name Fianna Fáil, hoped to attract some of those who were not on the anti-treaty side during the Civil War or whose political involvement had since lapsed. He feared they might be put off by the title “Republican”, as it had been commonly used to describe those who had politically and militarily opposed the treaty.


De Valera wanted his new party to be seen as a unifying force in Irish politics. Speaking in Waterford in 1931, he said: “The object of founding Fianna Fáil was to try to enable the forces that had been divided by the treaty to come back and begin over again the forward march and to bring back those who believed the Treaty was a stepping stone to freedom.” Indeed a number of members of Cumann na nGaedheal—the name adopted by the pro-treaty section of Sinn Féin in 1923—did join Fianna Fáil, among them James Geoghegan, Pádraig Ó Máille and J. J. Walsh. Robert Barton, one of the signatories of the treaty, also campaigned for Fianna Fáil. Some members of other parties, including the National League and the Labour Party, also joined.


A typical de Valera-Lemass compromise ultimately emerged from the Suffolk Street meeting. The “Chief” got his way, and the new party’s title would be Fianna Fáil but its sub-title would be the Republican Party.


Within a fortnight the party not only had plans for an inaugural public event but had refined its initial policy statement. On 14 April 1926 the organising committee adopted a national policy that was clearly influenced by Lemass. It proclaimed that the new political departure that was soon to become Fianna Fáil would strive to “bring into one constitutional movement all citizens of good will who realise that national peace is necessary to national prosperity and who are ready to utilise the powers and machinery of Government already gained for national advance.”


The party went public in An Phoblacht on 16 April 1926 with the announcement that a provisional organisation committee had been set up to establish the new party and that all Sinn Féin branches and officers were asked to contact it.


The next day de Valera gave an extensive interview to the international news agency United Press in which he revealed his plans for the new movement and suggested that the aims of the party he was establishing would be along the following lines:


1.  To secure the independence of a United Ireland as a Republic.


2.  To work for the restoration of the Irish language and the development of a native Irish culture.


3.  To develop a social system in which as far as possible equal opportunity will be afforded to every citizen to live a noble and useful Christian life.


4.  To distribute the land of Ireland so as to get the greatest possible number of Irish families rooted to the soil of Ireland.


5.  To make Ireland an economic unit, as self-contained and self-sufficient as possible, with a proper balance between agriculture and other essential industries.


Some days later the party’s provisional organising committee published a formal statement of fundamental aims. The subtle differences in emphasis between this officially promulgated version and those outlined by de Valera in his interview give some insight into the type of debate about basic aims that had been going on among the party’s founding fathers, although it is clear that the Chief himself was the dominant influence on the final text. In the words adopted formally by the party, and indeed carried in the pockets of the party faithful on the back of their membership cards until it was rewritten in the early 1990s, the aims of Fianna Fáil were:


1.  To secure the Unity and Independence of Ireland as a Republic.


2.  To restore the Irish Language as the spoken language of the people and to develop a distinctive national life in accordance with Irish traditions and ideals.


3.  To make the resources and wealth of Ireland subservient to the needs and welfare of all the people of Ireland.


4.  To make Ireland as far as possible, economically self-contained and self-sufficing.


5.  To establish as many families as practicable on the land.


6.  By suitable distribution of power to promote the ruralisation of industries essential to the lives of people as opposed to their concentration in cities.


7.  To carry out the Democratic Programme of the First Dáil.


On 16 May 1926 five hundred delegates gathered in Dublin for the formal public launch of Fianna Fáil. The venue was the La Scala Theatre in O’Connell Street, Dublin (where Penney’s department store now stands), which had been chosen to emphasise continuity with the republican project, sited as it was next door to the iconic birthplace of the Republic at the GPO.


The proceedings that night were presided over by Constance Markievicz. A daughter of the Anglo-Irish explorer and philanthropist Sir Henry Gore-Booth, who had a large estate in Co. Sligo, Constance had championed the cause of Dublin’s working class and had jointly founded (with James Connolly) the Irish Citizen Army. She had actually fought in the 1916 Rising and had gone on to be a minister in the first Dáil government. She had also fought on the anti-treaty side when the Dáil split and the country descended into civil war. She had taken de Valera’s side again at the Sinn Féin ard-fheis the previous March. From the outset it was clear that she was to play a prominent role in the new party, and it is likely that she would also have featured in future Fianna Fáil governments had it not been for her early death from a sudden illness in July 1927.


De Valera’s address from the La Scala platform not only explained why he had broken with Sinn Féin but revealed more of the content and likely emphasis of the policies of the new party.


I could not stand by and watch the movement brought into a position in which it must appear to be reduced and to degenerate as time went on to an empty formalism. To allow that when I am convinced that the Republican movement can be restored to its former robust strength would be to prove false to the Republican rank and file and to the nation.


His address included a predictably strong attack on the oath of allegiance and a commitment to the peaceful reunification of Ireland. Although much of the speech was inevitably concerned with how effective independence could be achieved, de Valera also dealt extensively with what he termed “the purpose of freedom” and laid out the central tenets of what would become Fianna Fáil’s popular social and economic policy. He strongly attacked the Cosgrave government’s economic programme, which had led, he said, to mass unemployment and bad housing.


On a more subtle note he identified himself and his new party with the 1916 martyr James Connolly, founder of the Irish Labour Party. He committed the new party to introducing improved health insurance and social welfare. He promised the protection and development of native industry, the breaking up of large rancher farms and the withholding from Britain of the land annuities (repayments by farmers of loans given under the nineteenth-century Land Acts). His message to the wider electorate was coated with populist attacks on the cost of state bureaucracy, a pledge to reduce the size of the Dáil by more than a third and a commitment to abolish the Seanad.


Even before the public launch Fianna Fáil had taken up occupancy of a temporary head office across the road in premises overlooking the GPO at 35 Lower O’Connell Street, over Jameson’s jewellery shop. In his memoir Bob Briscoe gives a vivid account of the setting up of this office.


The office was as bare as a boneless cupboard—no typewriters, no desks, not even a chair to sit on. Money for all these things as well as the rent and a small staff had to be found. We, the founder members, rushed around collecting donations from our friends and personally pledging what we could.


Among those initial contributors to the seed capital of the new party was the actor Jimmy O’Dea. He was close to Lemass, who had been best man at his wedding, and at his personal request donated the then princely sum of £100 to help start the new party.5


A small Information Bureau was quickly established, directed by the former journalist and long-time republican propagandist Frank Gallagher. Its function was to advise cumainn, the party’s local branches, on policy and to provide back-up for party spokespersons and deputies. Among the early tasks undertaken by this initial publicity division was the printing of a pamphlet, A National Policy Outlined by Éamon de Valera, which included the leader’s inaugural address at the La Scala “amplified with complementary matter.” This was the first in a series of five pamphlets jointly written by de Valera and Gallagher that were widely distributed to mark the founding of the party.


Gallagher’s small team also co-ordinated the organising of chapel-gate meetings throughout the country “to explain policy and enlist supporters.” A panel of speakers was compiled and put on tour to address public meetings of the party. More than four hundred such meetings were held throughout the country in the summer and autumn of 1926. “Notes for speakers” issued to these travelling orators by Gallagher and his team urged them to “give wide publicity to those points in the programme of action set out in our printed leaflets especially to social and economic policy.”6 Briscoe recalled that


meetings were held in all parts of the land. Groups of speakers would be sent to the county towns and village to explain Fianna Fáil and arouse enthusiasm. Then one of us would be left behind to organise a Fianna Fáil Cumann . . . There were then only about twenty or twenty five regular speakers among us and we covered the whole country from Bantry Bay to Malin Head. I had acquired my first motor car and I remember every Sunday and sometimes on a Saturday evening leaving home with four or five speakers in my car bound for Kerry or Carlow, down to Limerick and west across the Shannon, where some of our supporters would have arranged public meetings. At other times we would just try to catch the crowd coming out of church after Mass.7


Briscoe, who was Jewish, gave a memorable account of one such after-mass meeting in Ballyseedy, Co. Kerry.




Our local leader was Willie O’Leary, ex-commandant of the IRA. This Sunday I went with O’Leary and some of his friends to the church. They all went into Mass, while I remained with the car from which we would speak when it was over. O’Leary turned back and said to me, “Will you not go into Mass?”


“I don’t go to Mass,” I replied.


“Everybody goes to Mass here, you’ll have to do likewise.”


I began to explain the differences in our faiths, when O’Leary interrupted me. Speaking between clenched teeth he said, “Haven’t we enough bloody trouble explaining Fianna Fáil without having to explain you as well? At least go to the door and pretend you’re going to Mass!”


I complied.





De Valera himself set out on a tour of the country, addressing larger gatherings in the main county towns. Meanwhile the primary focus of the party’s other leading personalities over the late spring and summer months of 1926 was the nationwide exercise of establishing the party’s basic organisation. Seán Lemass, Gerry Boland and Tommy Mullins played the most prominent roles in this endeavour, travelling the country, meeting old Sinn Féin colleagues and War of Independence or Civil War contacts and asking them to lead the launch of the party in their localities. The ambitious plan was that they would establish branches of the party in each Catholic parish in the country, so that the organisation had a geographically based hierarchy from the outset. In each district outside Dublin these cumainn were overseen by a comhairle ceantair (district council), and at the constituency level there was a comhairle dáilcheantair (constituency council). The priority, however, was to have sufficient candidates, branches and personnel to contest the next election, which was then seen as imminent.


By the end of August 1926 the party’s small head office staff had circulated a pamphlet on voter registration. A full check of the electoral register was in train by the middle of September. By November 1926 more than 450 cumainn had been established, and more than five hundred delegates attended the party’s first ard-fheis, held in the Rotunda on 24 November.


At this meeting the roles of those given positions in the provisional organising committee were formalised. De Valera was elected president of the party, while Seán T. O’Kelly and P. J. Ruttledge were elected vice-presidents. O’Kelly, at forty-four only a year younger than de Valera, was one of the veterans of the Sinn Féin leadership and a long-time close colleague of the Chief. He too had been a participant in the 1916 Rising and in 1918 had been elected a Sinn Féin MP for the College Green division of Dublin. He had been ceann comhairle (speaker) of the first Dáil when it met in the Mansion House on 21 January 1919 and was an emissary from the newly declared Irish Republic to the Versailles Peace Conference.


P. J. Ruttledge was a Mayo man who had been educated at St Enda’s school, run by Patrick Pearse. He subsequently studied law and was prominent in the Sinn Féin courts. An active member of the 4th Western Division of the IRA, he had been first elected to Dáil Éireann in 1921. As a member of Sinn Féin in the 1920s he was “acting President of the Republic” during de Valera’s imprisonment. He had been editor of An Phoblacht and played an important publicity role for Sinn Féin both before and after the treaty split. He would do the same for the new party. During de Valera’s absence from Ireland to raise funds in the United States much of the task of building up the new party was directed by Ruttledge.


Seán Lemass and Gerry Boland were formally nominated to the important executive roles of joint honorary secretaries. Like Lemass, Boland had lost a brother during the Civil War. Harry Boland, a close associate of Michael Collins, had been shot by Free State forces during a skirmish at Skerries, Co. Dublin. Gerry Boland, who had fought in Jacob’s factory during the 1916 Rising, had become a TD for Roscommon in 1923.


The party’s first honorary treasurers were Seán MacEntee and Dr James Ryan. MacEntee was a consultant engineer who had been vice-commandant of the Belfast Brigade during the War of Independence and had fought on the anti-treaty side in Dublin during the Civil War. James Ryan, who was TD for Wexford, had been medical officer in the GPO during the rising, had subsequently been elected to the first Dáil for the Wexford South constituency and had served as commandant of the Wexford Battalion during the War of Independence.


These first national officers would go on, with Frank Aiken, to form the core of all Fianna Fáil Governments over the following forty years.


The first Ard-Chomhairle of Fianna Fáil, elected at this inaugural ard-fheis, included all these officer board members and many other leading lights of the independence struggle. Among these was Frank Aiken. He was a native of Co. Armagh who had been chief of staff of the anti-treaty IRA during the Civil War and at the time of the declaration of the truce in 1923.


The commandant of the Tipperary flying squad, Dan Breen, and of the Mayo flying squad, Michael Kilroy, along with the latter’s fellow-Mayoman and fellow-IRA man Tom Derrig, were also members of this inaugural executive. Also elected was P. J. Little, another former editor of An Phoblacht, Dr Con Murphy, who had lost his public service position for refusing to swear allegiance to the Free State, the Co. Mayo secondary teacher Eugene Mullen, who later became a professor and subsequently joined the Carmelite order, and Professor P. Caffrey.


Among the women members were Margaret Pearse, whose two sons, Patrick and William, had been shot after the 1916 Rising, and Kathleen Clarke, widow of an executed signatory of the 1916 Proclamation, Tom Clarke. The prominent feminist nationalists on the first Fianna Fáil Ard-Chomhairle included Dorothy Macardle, Hanna Sheehy Skeffington, Constance Markievicz and Linda Kearns. The first executive also included the Rev. E. Coyle of Co. Fermanagh, who was one of the few parish priests who openly supported de Valera’s new party from the beginning.


In addition to these elections, the first ard-fheis also debated and adopted a relatively comprehensive policy programme, touching in turn on political, cultural and economic objectives and reiterating more of the principles and reusing much of the language in de Valera’s La Scala address.8 It was fleshed out, however, in a policy programme remarkable at the time for its detail and radicalism. Among the policy stances approved at the ard-fheis were the protection of the natural resources of the country and the encouragement of native industry by imposing further tariffs, the creation of an Irish mercantile marine, and measures to effect the reforestation of the country on a national scale and to break up large grazing ranches and distribute them as economic farms among young farmers and agricultural labourers. The platform also included a commitment to full employment, protection for town tenants, proposals for a state bank, and a tax on native capital invested abroad.9


After Christmas the frantic organisation and election preparations continued. De Valera was out of the country for much of the early part of 1927. He travelled to New York in March to give evidence in the “Sinn Féin funds case”, in which the Free State government was seeking to have money donated by Americans to Dáil Éireann in the early days of the independence struggle handed over to the new government. Once finished in the witness box in New York, de Valera set off on an extended tour of American cities to raise funds for Fianna Fáil. Indeed it was thanks mainly to these fund-raising efforts that Fianna Fáil was established on a relatively sound financial footing, as de Valera collected £20,000 during this tour.


Frank Gallagher, who accompanied de Valera on this trip, recalled one very successful fund-raising event in Boston.


From all parts of the house people came carrying bundles of dollars and five dollar bills. The dais was soon littered with them. Each subscription as it was handed up was announced and the fat ones and those with a ringing covering message roused the audience to new applause. For an hour it went on . . . When the black bag with 5,000 dollars was taken away D. stood up to speak . . . It was magnificent and carried the House off its feet.10


De Valera toured the United States again in December the same year. The party’s balance sheet in 1927 showed that no less than £29,782 of the total party income of £30,402 that year came from abroad, almost all from the United States.


The ultimate outcome of the Sinn Féin funds case also operated to the considerable advantage of the fledgling party. Mr Justice Peters of the New York Supreme Court decided in May 1927 that money in the relevant accounts, estimated at approximately $3 million, should be returned to the subscribers. At de Valera’s request, many of these diverted their returned donations to political purposes nominated by him, and such funds were used to finance, among other things, a move to more spacious offices in Middle Abbey Street and the launch of the party’s own national daily newspaper, the Irish Press, in 1931.11


Other funds came from Australia, where Archbishop Daniel Mannix of Melbourne, who had moved to Australia from Ireland in 1913, gathered donations totalling £1,000, which was one of the earliest large sums received by the party.12


During this establishment stage Fianna Fáil also attracted surprisingly strong financial support from the business community. One of the early organisers, Tommy Mullins, a TD and subsequent general secretary, says that the party wrote to two hundred or so “wealthy friends” seeking financial support. Bob Briscoe, who was also one of the party’s successful Dublin candidates in the 1927 election, recalled that collecting funds from wealthy backers at the initial stages of the party’s existence was easier than he had expected.


If the manner in which the new party laid its financial foundations was impressive, the speed with which the organisation was developed “from a group sitting in Dublin” was extraordinary. The intensity of this initial period of organisation was recounted many years later by Seán MacEntee, who said:


For more than five years hardly any of us were at home for a single night or any week-end. Lemass bought up four or five second-hand Ford cars, “old bangers” and with them we toured every parish in the country founding Fianna Fáil branches on the solid basis of Old IRA and Sinn Féin members.13


Lemass’s first biographer, Brian Farrell, comments that while Lemass retained little memory of the original organising of the party, what he did remember was


careering around Ireland in a tin lizzy [Ford Model T] concentrating on the recruitment of sound republicans around whom local organisations could be developed. With political opinions already being formed around the disagreement on the basic Treaty issue the effort of organisation was not so much to convert people to the Republican cause as expounded by Fianna Fáil as to get them actively involved in supporting the party.14


Writing in the 1980s, Gerry Boland’s son Kevin felt the need to emphasise to his readers how difficult a task even town-by-town, let alone parish-by-parish, political organising was in the late 1920s.


In those days organisational work at ground level involved real hardship. Roads were bad and the transport available was worse. Spare wheels were a luxury not normally carried and punctures which were an unavoidable feature on a journey of any distance had to be repaired on the spot. All the organisers had hair raising stories to tell of their difficulties in travelling but they generally succeeded in getting to their meetings even if they were a few hours late.15


Indeed Kevin Boland, who was himself to be a leading organiser for the party before his break with it in the early 1970s, wonders whether the practice of starting a meeting scheduled for 8 p.m. at 10 p.m., which endures in the party in many areas to the present day, was a tradition that began in those early days.


The small fleet of Fords of which MacEntee speaks could cover only some of the country. The bulk of the organisers, including on occasion Gerry Boland himself, travelled by train to central points and from there embarked on lengthy bicycle tours to towns off the railway network.


By 20 February 1927 Fianna Fáil had 571 registered cumainn, and this number rose to 777 by 10 April 1927.16 By the time of the party’s second ard-fheis, in November 1927, the honorary secretaries reported that there were 1,307, although they warned that many of these branches were already in need of reorganisation. By the end of the year the party had also launched a weekly party news-sheet, the Nation, under the editorship of Seán T. O’Kelly.


It has been argued that Fianna Fáil’s organisation was built on the “ashes of the anti-Treaty wing of Sinn Féin.”17 To an extent this is true. The rise of Fianna Fáil’s network of cumainn did indeed mirror the collapse of Sinn Féin’s. The number of Sinn Féin affiliated branches fell: for example, almost a hundred closed within a month in March and April 1926. Sinn Féin also haemorrhaged TDS and officials to Fianna Fáil: 17 of the 37 Sinn Féin standing committee members and 21 of the its 47 TDS joined Fianna Fáil in its first months. Initially hesitant, prominent Sinn Féiners such as Oscar Traynor later joined these early defectors.


The scale of defection from the mother party was clearly more extensive than had been expected. The founders of Fianna Fáil were surprised that the apparently evenly divided ard-fheis in March 1926 was “not representative of sentiment within Sinn Féin at [the] local level.” Lemass later commented: “It was assumed that the Ard Fheis which rejected de Valera’s policy represented the majority of Sinn Féin opinion throughout the country but when we started to organise Fianna Fáil we found this was not so.”18


Even at this early stage, however, Fianna Fáil drew its leadership, membership and organisational base from sources other than Sinn Féin, and in particular from the IRA. Indeed Richard Dunphy, who has conducted substantial research on the launch of the party, argues that “the large pool of disillusioned republicans who had not been politically active since the Civil War” was of greater importance to the party’s initial infrastructure than was the mother party.19


Both in the selection of candidates and in organisational development the primary emphasis was on contacting local IRA commanders, who, “because of their (real or legendary) exploits during the war of independence and civil war had established themselves as heroic or charismatic figureheads in their localities.”20 Lemass and Boland, during their many separate countrywide tours over these months, would call on such veterans, often repeatedly, seeking to persuade them to join and to stand for the party. Most of the local republican leaders they identified had been soldiers rather than politicians during the War of Independence and Civil War, and their initial reluctance to engage with the senior Fianna Fáil recruiters now calling to their doors arose as much from the military man’s distrust of politicians as from doubts about the prospects for de Valera’s latest project. This “key men” strategy of targeting well-known republicans also had the advantage that their lieutenants almost always followed them into the new political activity. This approach did not apply only to seeking candidates or constituency leaderships but was replicated right down to the parish level when people were being recruited to staff cumann officer boards.


Perhaps the most studied of the Fianna Fáil organisations was that set up in Co. Donegal. The party’s initial development there was typical of that in most other counties. Many years later, on a family holiday in the Rosnakill area, Lemass proudly pointed out to his children the field in which he told them Fianna Fáil had been founded in the county.21 He was referring to his meeting in late 1926 or early 1927 with Neal Blaney. Blaney had served as commandant of the Fanad Battalion of the 1st Northern Division of the IRA from 1920 to 1922 and had been vice-commandant of Donegal No. 2 Brigade of the anti-treaty IRA during the Civil War. After the Civil War he returned to work his family farm in Rosnakill until his peace there was disturbed by a sustained effort by Lemass to have him return to active service, this time in the political realm as leader of the new party in Donegal. Lemass’s recollection was mirrored by that of Neal Blaney’s son Neil, later a prominent Fianna Fáil minister, who often recounted his childhood memory of Lemass’s first visit. Motor cars were a novelty at the time, and Neil had a clear recollection of the car bearing Lemass, which, having called to the family home, was directed by the young Blaney to a spot two fields away, where his father was at work ricking hay.


Neal Blaney, like quite a few of those ultimately persuaded to stand for Fianna Fáil in those years, was at first opposed to de Valera’s actions in setting up the new party but was eventually won over by Lemass.22 In his study of Neil Blaney’s “Donegal Mafia” the American academic Paul Sacks tells how Blaney’s father’s organising efforts during the 1927 election drew on several different resources.


Through his membership of Sinn Féin he drew upon the already established network of party cumainn to form branches for the new organisation. Many of these men were Blaney’s old followers from the republican movement. Particularly in the Milford and Letterkenny [areas] membership in the Fianna Fáil cumainn was virtually coextensive with the old Sinn Féin branches. Using his other contacts in the [Irish Volunteers] and the IRA, Blaney established a number of new cumainn between 1927 and 1932. Fianna Fáil’s assumption of power in 1932 provided a further boost to the party organisation in Donegal.23


At the other end of the country, in Co. Cork, another obvious target for a new party in search of well-known republican candidates was the former commandant of Cork No. 2 Brigade, Seán Moylan. Moylan had gone to the United States after the Civil War but had been back living in Kishkeam, Co. Cork, since late 1924. Despite several personal entreaties from de Valera, Moylan had stayed out of politics since his return and had also ignored invitations to become involved in the new party. Again his initial hesitancy was illustrative of the difficulty de Valera and his colleagues had in getting some War of Independence and Civil War veterans to reactivate and take up politics. Gerry Boland travelled to Co. Cork in at least three unsuccessful attempts to sign Moylan up to the new initiative. In 1928 de Valera went so far as to have Moylan selected as a Fianna Fáil candidate for the Seanad without his knowledge. The party’s official notification to Moylan to that effect went unanswered. Moylan ultimately relented, however, probably because of his personal loyalty to de Valera, and was a successful candidate for the party in the 1932 election.24


This reliance on prominent local leaders was not the only thing that Fianna Fáil inherited from the IRA network. The “structurally anchored cult of leadership” at both the national and the local level and the strong emphasis on loyalty, which has been called “Fianna Fáil’s brand of democratic centralism,” also owes more to these military origins and the party’s inheritance of IRA power structures than it does to its origins in the break from Sinn Féin.


There was a strong puritanical streak in the party, and one of the most striking features of the founding members was their idealism, their asceticism and their dedication to republican aims. Todd Andrews alluded to this in his autobiography. “We didn’t drink. We respected women and . . . knew nothing about them. We disapproved of any kind of ostentation . . . We disapproved of horse racing and everything and everyone associated with it.”25


From the outset, strong discipline was a central tenet. The oath required from all candidates included an undertaking that if elected to public office and “called upon by two thirds majority of the National Executive [Ard-Chomhairle] of Fianna Fáil to resign that office, I shall immediately do so.” Indeed this part of the oath taken by Fianna Fáil candidates persists in almost precisely the same form today.


The sense of political camaraderie within the party and the recognition, at least in its earlier decades, that personal political interest had to be subordinated to the national or party interest owes much to these origins. While Kevin Boland’s account of Fianna Fáil’s early years includes much romanticising, there was no such overstatement when he described how activists and candidates “voted and canvassed exactly as strategists at local and national level directed.” In the early days candidates were not even allowed to canvass. In rural areas in particular the constituencies “were divided among the candidates with almost mathematical accuracy and there were no breaches of the plan.” The candidates themselves, having almost all been comrades in arms, worked as a team. In support of this contention Boland instanced Co. Kerry, that most republican of counties, where the original seven-seat constituency was divided exactly among the party candidates, the organisation and panel of candidates were so disciplined that the supporters voted almost exactly as advised, and when the results were announced the Fianna Fáil candidates always came in in a solid block, with only a small difference between the highest and lowest. In the second election, in 1927, the party took the last four seats in Co. Kerry and came close to taking a fifth, while in 1932 it took the first five seats.26


Among the political and organisational innovations adopted almost immediately by Fianna Fáil was the holding of a national church-gate collection throughout the country on a single day each year. Requiring each cumann to present itself at the gates of the church or churches in its area to seek contributions from the ordinary citizenry served as a further, if initially limited, source of funds for the party. More importantly, it generated a significant, visible party activity in each parish, and served as a “catalyst for organisational expansion and consolidation.” In those early stages of the introduction of the cumann network, and for many decades afterwards, the returns from the national collection also served as a useful indicator of the party’s organisational strength and support in each area. The fact that in 1927 the church-gate collection yielded £2,000 and by the early 1930s had risen to £5,000 was indicative of the early strength of its network and the pace of its development.


Electoral advancement, however, rather than financial or policy contributions from membership, was the imperative behind the construction of the nationwide cumann infrastructure. The party organisation had a distinctive electoral orientation from the outset and it maintained this for the whole of its history. To attract the diminished vote that the third Sinn Féin had been able to command and then improve on it Fianna Fáil not only had to garner support from the plethora of smaller parties and independent republicans but also had to inspire the thousands of activists and voters who had withdrawn from elections since the treaty split to re-engage with the political process.


The four Dáil elections held between 1923 and 1932 saw a “rapid and permanent” increase in turn-out,27 and simultaneously a rapid rise in Fianna Fáil’s support. In the first election of 1927 the party managed to displace Sinn Féin and to hold the “republican” share of the vote that Sinn Féin had secured in 1923. In the second election of that year, by which time the party had entered the Dáil, the polarisation of politics saw Fianna Fáil, along with Cumann na nGaedheal, benefit at the expense of smaller parties. By 1932, however, the party was able to increase its vote even further by intensively mobilising new or returning voters not only in rural areas but also, and perhaps more importantly, in Dublin’s working-class districts.


The story of the party’s extraordinarily rapid electoral rise in those first five years has to be understood in a series of contexts. The first of these was the dramatic increase in electoral participation; the second was a series of significant political events during this period, the most important of which was Fianna Fáil’s entry into the Dáil; and the third was the persisting, and indeed worsening, economic deprivation that the Free State endured and to which the Free State government appeared to many to be indifferent. The essential reason for the establishment of Fianna Fáil was to regroup and rejuvenate the republican forces so that their struggle could be continued within the political institutions of the Free State. However, it also happened that Fianna Fáil was by accident well timed and by design well positioned to capitalise on growing social and economic discontent in the emerging state.





Chapter 3  [image: image]



OVER THE OATH AND THEN INTO POWER, 1927–32


Fianna Fáil’s first Dáil election campaign was already in full swing by the time de Valera returned from the United States in May 1927. In the months before the election was formally called there was an attempt by the IRA to ensure a united republican front between Fianna Fáil and Sinn Féin, but this was unsuccessful.1


De Valera had no intention of realigning himself with those who had remained in Sinn Féin: he had moved on from them when he established a new republican party. In the event, both Fianna Fáil and Sinn Féin rejected the IRA proposal for a common abstentionist platform. This worked to Fianna Fáil’s benefit, because the IRA increasingly threw its weight behind the new party. As a result, a significant overlap in membership between the two organisations began to develop. As Tim Pat Coogan notes, “even during the campaign, in particularly Republican parts of the country such as Clare, Kerry and Tipperary (but by no means confined to these areas) Fianna Fáil Cumainn by day drilled as IRA columns by night.”2


In the campaign, de Valera’s election speeches and the party’s canvass generally emphasised its promises to abolish the oath of allegiance, to withhold the land annuities, and to introduce an extensive range of protective tariffs. Fianna Fáil emphasised its promise to withhold the payment of land annuities to the British government, though it was quieter about its intention to continue to require these payments from the relevant farmers.


Just as they had done while standing as Sinn Féin candidates in the previous election, de Valera and his colleagues maintained their policy of not taking their seats in Dáil Éireann until the requirement to swear an oath of allegiance to the British monarch had been abolished. But now, as Fianna Fáil, they presented this as a tactical rather than a principled stance. Fianna Fáil took out full-page advertisements in the Irish Independent and regional newspapers headed “Fianna Fáil is going in”—a campaign slogan that left sufficient ambiguity on this defining question. As one historian has pointed out, “there is no doubt that many thousands of electors voted for Fianna Fáil in the belief [that] they would take their seats, Oath or no Oath.”3


Cumann na nGaedheal campaigned on its performance in office over the previous four years and relied “on loose associations of prominent citizens to get out the vote in each constituency.”4


Such had been the launching of its organisation that even by this stage Fianna Fáil was in a position to put up 87 candidates for the 153 Dáil seats, contesting every constituency except the universities and North Cork. The party won 26 per cent of the first-preference vote and 44 seats. Cumann na nGaedheal won 46 seats, the Labour Party 22, independents 22, the Farmers’ Party 11, and the National League (the remnants of the Irish Party, led by William Redmond), 8 seats.


Although less than fourteen months old, Fianna Fáil had received only 1 per cent less of the first-preference vote and the same number of seats that Sinn Féin had won at the previous election in 1923. Forty-four seats was no mean achievement in the circumstances. Cumann na nGaedheal lost 100,000 first-preference votes, a fall of 11 percentage points, and sixteen seats.


The extent to which Fianna Fáil had displaced its parent party was reflected in the fact that Sinn Féin could manage to nominate only fifteen candidates and polled 3.6 per cent of the vote to win only five seats. Within two years of the June 1927 election Sinn Féin had effectually collapsed. By the time of its 1929 ard-fheis it had only seventy-one branches in the Free State, and its funds after expenses were officially reported to be £3. Sinn Féin would not be an electoral force of any significance again until the 1950s and even then would only be a marginal party.


When the new Dáil assembled, on 23 June 1927, de Valera and the other Fianna Fáil deputies presented themselves at Leinster House but, predictably, were denied access to the Dáil chamber because they had not taken the oath of allegiance. Tim Pat Coogan paints a vivid picture of these events.


It was a dramatic scene: a large contingent of Gardaí kept back the excited crowd and the excitement in the air was almost a tangible thing. The Gardaí cleared a passage for de Valera. He was armed, not with a weapon, but with a legal opinion prepared by three eminent lawyers, which proved to their satisfaction that he could not be excluded because of not taking the oath. But it was not to the satisfaction of the officiating clerk, Colm Ó Murchadha . . . although de Valera pressed the case with his usual forcefulness. The clerk had the doors to the chamber locked and, after some ritual expostulation, de Valera withdrew.5


That evening the Fianna Fáil Ard-Chomhairle agreed to a legal action to be initiated by Lemass and O’Kelly against their exclusion. At the same time, at a rally in College Green, Dublin, de Valera announced that Fianna Fáil would force a constitutional referendum on the oath. He launched a campaign to gather signatures calling for this issue to be put to the people in a referendum. This was clever politics. Under article 48 of the Constitution of the Irish Free State, if a petition on an issue was signed by 75,000 electors the government was obliged to hold a referendum. Had such a referendum ever been held, the result would have been a “foregone conclusion,” and would have put the Cosgrave government in “a highly awkward position.”6


On this issue, de Valera sought to make political capital at Cumann na nGaedheal’s expense. T. Ryle Dwyer observes:


De Valera contended that the Cosgrave government was deliberately retaining the oath as a political means of ensuring that conscientious Republicans would not enter the Dáil. In ancient times the walls of Bandon bore the inscription, “Beggar, Jew, atheist may enter here but not a papist.” Now, he said, the authorities of the Free State were essentially inscribing their own slogan over government buildings: “Unionist, Orangeman, anarchist may enter here, but not a Republican.”7


The signatures campaign was also good for party morale and gave a focus to cumann activity in the months immediately following the election; but, as the Cosgrave government still held the power to amend the Free State Constitution by simple parliamentary majority, it was unlikely to allow such a referendum to occur. The reality therefore was that, notwithstanding the electoral success of their new organisation, the Fianna Fáil deputies “laboured under the same handicap which de Valera had feared would asphyxiate Sinn Féin, it was still an abstentionist party.”8


Getting out of this abstentionist rut was going to require considerable political skill and dexterity on the part of de Valera and his colleagues. It is likely that it would have happened anyway at some point in the following few years, but within three weeks of the election in June 1927 events took a turn that created the circumstances for Fianna Fáil deputies to enter the Dáil and take their seats. This occurred against a background of the highest tensions in the country since the Civil War.


On 10 July 1927 the Minister for Justice and Vice-President of the Executive Council (the government of the Irish Free State), Kevin O’Higgins, was shot and wounded as he walked to mass near his home in Booterstown, Co. Dublin. He died that night. His killing was probably the work of maverick republican gunmen, although suspicions endure that one of the assassins was Timothy Coughlan, who was also a member of Fianna Fáil. Coughlan’s possible involvement did not emerge until decades later. There is no doubt de Valera was shocked by the killing and he strongly criticised O’Higgins’s murder. “It is the duty of every citizen to set his face sternly against anything of this kind. It is a crime that cuts at the root of representative government, and no one who realises what the crime means can do otherwise than deplore and condemn it.”9


The Cosgrave government, understandably traumatised by the assassination, reacted with a series of legislative measures required, as they saw it, to protect the institutions of the state from further violent sedition but that also forced de Valera and his colleagues to choose between going into the Dáil and leaving politics altogether.


Firstly, the Free State government introduced a more draconian Public Safety Act, the provisions of which were directed primarily at the IRA. Secondly, it proposed an Electoral (Amendment) Bill, the effect of which was to require all Dáil candidates to sign an affidavit before nomination in which they agreed to take the oath of allegiance within two months of election or forfeit their seat. This was accompanied by a constitutional amendment removing the petition mechanism that Fianna Fáil had hoped to employ in its campaign against the oath.


The pressure on Fianna Fáil to comply with the oath requirement and enter the Dáil had been intense even before these measures forced its hand. The renowned Tipperary IRA commander Dan Breen, who as a Dáil deputy had split from Sinn Féin to join Fianna Fáil in April 1926, resigned from the new party in January 1927, signed the oath, and took his seat. When this new electoral legislation was announced another Fianna Fáil deputy, Patrick Belton, followed Breen’s course, signing the oath and gaining access to the chamber on 27 July 1927.


Publicly de Valera denounced Belton and the proposed legislation and reiterated the party’s position that “under no circumstances whatever” would it subscribe to the oath of allegiance. “If Mr. Cosgrave’s new legislation goes through,” he declared, “the effort Fianna Fáil has been making to secure national unity will undoubtedly be frustrated. Mr. Cosgrave’s aim apparently is to secure that result and force us to retire. Be it so.”10


Privately, however, during the intense weeks between the announcement of the measures in the wake of the O’Higgins assassination and the point of their formal passage through the Dáil and Seanad, Fianna Fáil’s parliamentarians and its Ard-Chomhairle deliberated on whether or not the party’s deputies should or could take the oath. Lemass warned that other Fianna Fáil deputies might take the same course of action as Belton and that the party would become a spent force.11 De Valera, finding himself “torn between rival principles,”12 privately consulted political, legal and even theological advisers, both at home and abroad. In reality there was always going to be only one outcome to these tortured deliberations. As de Valera would later admit, taking the oath was “the only alternative to resigning ourselves to gradual extinction as a political force.”13 Having led the breakaway from Sinn Féin in order to avoid the political wilderness of principled abstention, de Valera and his lieutenants were not now, after sixteen months of organisational and electoral effort, going to retreat to the sidelines of political participation in the Free State.


By 5 August it was clear that within the parliamentary party the ground was shifting. At a meeting of deputies that evening the minute-takers noted that a discussion had taken place on “the present situation, the future prospects, the feeling in the country, the question of whether our commitments were such that they precluded us even in the present emergency from deviating from our pledges with respect to non subscription to the Free State formula for entry into the Free State Parliament.”14 A sub-committee of de Valera, MacEntee, O’Kelly, Lemass, Boland and Aiken was established to explore the issue further.


On 9 August, de Valera put the choice facing the party in stark terms to the Ard-Chomhairle. There was, he emphasised, “no alternative between giving up political action and entry into the Free State Dáil.” He obtained an overwhelming majority for a shift in policy when the Ard-Chomhairle adopted a resolution, by 44 votes to 7, that the elected deputies of the party as a body would “be given a free hand in the matter of entering Dáil Éireann.”


The parliamentary party met the following evening and, after a discussion that concluded about midnight, exercised that free hand as expected when forty-three of them signed a declaration that included the following:




It has . . . been repeatedly stated, and it is not uncommonly believed, that the required declaration is not an oath; that the signing of it implies no contractual obligation, and that it has no binding significance in conscience or in law; that, in short, it is merely an empty political formula which deputies could conscientiously sign without becoming involved, or without involving the nation, in obligations of loyalty to the English Crown . . .


The Fianna Fáil deputies here give public notice that they purpose [sic] to regard the declaration as an empty formality, and repeat that their only allegiance is to the Irish nation, and that it will be given to no other power or authority.





The procedural requirements on deputies in assenting to the oath were not, of themselves, particularly onerous. Taking the oath was not the hand-raising or Bible-swearing event many may have assumed: in fact the procedure had always been simply that before taking their seats deputies were required to attend at the office of the Clerk of the Dáil and sign the appropriate ledger, on a line under the text of the oath, before they could be allowed take their seats.


On 11 August 1927 de Valera, after what his authorised biographers tell us was a sleepless night caused by a “nightmarish crisis of conscience,” led his colleagues into Leinster House. In groups of three they entered the office of the Clerk of the Dáil, signed where required, and gained admittance to the Dáil chamber. They did so with little room for political manoeuvre. However, they were reminded by critics from the Free State establishment and from Sinn Féin that, although they now professed it an empty formula, they and many of their colleagues on the republican side had only four years previously fought, killed and died in a bitter civil war in large part owing to their opposition to symbols such as the oath.


De Valera, accompanied in the first trio by James Ryan and Frank Aiken, noticed a Bible face down on the table near where he was required to sign. He closed it, moved it out of sight to a couch on the other side of the room, and addressed the Clerk of the Dáil with a prepared statement.


I want you to understand that I am not taking any oath nor giving any promise of faithfulness to the King of England or to any power outside of Ireland. I am putting my name here merely as a formality to get the permission necessary to enter amongst the other teachtaí that were elected by the people of Ireland, and I want you to know that no other meaning is to be attached to it.


Having thus unburdened himself, de Valera signed on the required line. Thus, as Joseph Lee memorably if disparagingly puts it, “seeing no oath, hearing no oath, speaking no oath, signing no oath, the Soldiers of Destiny shuffled into Dáil Éireann.”15


While he was steadfast in his own belief that he had not signed any oath, de Valera nevertheless “felt deeply the humiliation of the situation.”16 He felt also the boon it would give his enemies. He signed the oath, he later stated, realising “its baleful significance and the full realisation of the triumphant shout with which the British propagandists in every part of the world, and every enemy of Irish independence would hail this token of ours.”17 He could comfort himself with one thought: with Fianna Fáil in the chamber there would be a majority or near-majority in favour of removing the oath. The leader of the Labour Party, Thomas Johnson, and the leader of the National League, William Redmond, had also made a commitment to its abolition.
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