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Introduction


Athlone, 1900-23:


Politics, Revolution and Civil War


It is probable that the political realities that confronted the people of Athlone in the autumn of 1923 were far removed from those they would have envisaged, or perhaps hoped for, in 1900. Relatively comfortable resting within the British Empire at the start of the century, most locals certainly saw the appeal of Home Rule but appeared content to direct their political grievances at Irish MPs who, in turn, engaged with the British parliament in London. Just over twenty years later, Athlone’s citizens were instead looking to Irish TDs for assistance with their difficulties, representatives who answered to an Irish parliament in Dublin. The intervening two decades had seen a remarkable ideological realignment in Irish politics, realignment that was itself influenced by a concatenation of events at local, national and international levels. While Athlone’s experience of the events that precipitated the redefinition in Ireland’s political status reflected much of what was seen across the country, the townspeople undoubtedly witnessed unique occurrences and encountered distinctive personalities that ensured a singular experience of the period.


To provide a more comprehensive and representative account of the complicated transition, I decided at an early stage that a thorough investigation of the often neglected first decade of the twentieth century had to be completed. Understandably, many historians begin their studies with the impressive Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP) election results in 1910, or the move towards a Home Rule Bill in 1912, points in history at which Irish constitutional nationalism was perhaps at its zenith. By engaging in a study of the ensuing decade they can then chart the fall of the IPP after the 1916 Easter Rising to its nadir in the 1918 general election, while concomitantly assessing the rise to supremacy of advanced nationalism, most prominently through a study of Sinn Féin (SF) and the Irish Volunteers (IV)/Irish Republican Army (IRA). This shorter time frame, though attractive to both historians and publishers, can however mislead the casual history reader; too often generalisations creep in, important facts are omitted and history and historiography come into conflict. A study encompassing a longer time span allows for a more reliable graph of political evolution to be drawn up, one that can assist the reader to achieve a better understanding of the background to Irish nationalism in the early twentieth century. In covering the longer time span, this book is also intended to provide a comprehensive account of the evolution of the various forms of nationalism in Athlone: constitutional, advanced and cultural.


A comprehensive study of a border town such as Athlone will always require the author to stray outside the urban boundaries. This study not only provides a representative assessment of the development of nationalism in the town, but also that of the surrounding regions of south Westmeath and south Roscommon, two areas which, in common with much of the midlands (Longford excluded), have received little academic attention during the period under study. Professional historians have generally viewed the midlands as ‘inactive’ during this period, less interesting for a historiographical work than more volatile regions like Cork or Dublin. However, inactivity, while seldom drawing the eye of the controversy-hungry researcher or those in search of a gripping story, is quite often more representative of political developments in many regions as it characterises the experience of the majority, people whose life experiences should never be deemed less valid due to the absence of political controversy or gunshots. Unfortunately, providing the impression that an area was inactive can also dissuade researchers from engaging in the work necessary to test that assertion; as this study will show, an in-depth exploration of an ‘inactive’ region can unearth quite a few surprises.


During the ten years from 2012 to 2022, the ‘Decade of Centenaries’, it is certain that many new studies will emerge on this period in Irish history. Undoubtedly numbered among these will be numerous revisionist works, yet again reanalysing the topics that constitute much of the ‘popular history’ encountered so regularly. It is to be hoped that amongst them too will be numerous comprehensively researched academic works on the experience of the period in regions hitherto neglected. Such studies would allow for the reliable identification of regional contrasts and provide better context for the manifestation of national history at local level. The aggregation of many such works would greatly influence some commonly held and often misleading generalisations by identifying undue extrapolation, allowing for the introduction of localised idiosyncrasies into the national story and ensuring that local experiences find greater purchase in the historiography of the nation.


For the purposes of this study on Athlone, a chronological approach was adopted, one that was further refined thematically over seven chapters. The first two chapters deal ostensibly with the same time period, 1900-1912, with chapter 2 straying briefly into 1913. Chapter 1 discusses the development of constitutional nationalism in Athlone by looking at the efforts and travails of the town’s constitutional Nationalist bodies, most important among them the United Irish League (UIL). It also assesses the work of the region’s parliamentary representatives, as well as support for, and reaction to, bills and acts formulated and passed at Westminster. The second chapter analyses the work and success of Athlone’s cultural nationalists in the Gaelic League (GL), advanced nationalists in Athlone’s early SF branch, with the Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH), the IPP-linked Roman Catholic benefit society, concluding the chapter. Chapter 3 looks at developments in connection with the quest for Home Rule legislation from 1912 to 1914, detailing the support for the measure in Athlone, the opposition to it from unionists and the formation of the Midland Volunteer Force (MVF), a precursor to the IV and the local answer to the creation of a militant unionist anti-Home Rule volunteer force. After a discussion of the early stages of IV development in Athlone, the effect that the commencement of the Great War had on the Athlone’s volunteer corps is discussed. The fourth of the seven chapters first examines the consequences that the start of the Great War had on support for British Army recruitment, the local economy and Athlone’s social and political life. It then moves towards the 1916 Easter Rising, assessing what happened in the Athlone region during the rebellion, discussing the effect that the British reaction had in changing locals’ perception of the rebels, and finishes by analysing their coincident reassessment of the IPP as the party best positioned to represent their views.


The remaining three chapters then recount and analyse the politics and military conflict that eventually led to the creation of the Irish Free State. Chapter 5 embarks upon a study of the move of the Athlone electorate to SF during the period 1917 to 1918 with a brief exploration of the by-elections in the constituencies of North Roscommon and South Longford, as well as an analysis of SF’s efforts to implement a land policy. A detailed discussion of the consequences of British attempts to introduce conscription into Ireland is then presented, using the endeavours of local MPs, political parties and activists to flesh out the reaction of the local electorate, before embarking on a detailed analysis of the 1918 general election. The penultimate chapter details the local experience of the War of Independence during the period 1919-21, and assesses the contribution to the republican cause made by militants in the Athlone region, as well as the reaction of the British Crown forces. It also measures the success of the republican court system, along with the electoral fortunes of the various parties during the 1920 local authority elections. The chapter concludes with the implementation of the truce between republicans and the British Government in the summer of 1921, from where chapter 7 takes over the analysis of the post-truce period before embarking upon a detailed assessment of the move towards civil war in the locality, the war itself, the general elections that were staged and the eventual declaration of a cessation by the defeated republicans in the summer of 1923.


The political history of Athlone prior to the study period has already been summarised in the author’s previous publication, Athlone in the Victorian Era (2007).1 However, a restatement of some of the facts contained therein, allied with a degree of political scene-setting, will assist in ensuring that the political situation as it pertained in 1900 is placed in context.


By any standard in Irish political history, the changes witnessed in the country during the late nineteenth-century were momentous. The successful efforts of the IPP, under Charles Stewart Parnell, to force a number of concessions from the British on the issue of land ownership provided the party with much of the confidence needed to move its focus to the far larger issue of Irish Home Rule. The defeat of the two separate Home Rule Bills in 1886 and 1893 were serious blows to Irish political aspirations, yet it was not their failure alone that led Irish constitutional nationalism into a political mire. The period between the two bills had seen the emergence of controversial revelations about Parnell’s affair with Katherine O’Shea, revelations that greatly compromised both his political authority and physical health. Parnell’s death in 1891 saw the IPP fragment into a number of competing factions whose obsession with jostling for position within their own party was to ensure that the party’s approach to the pursuance of Irish autonomy was undermined by disunity.


In Athlone it was certain, both before and after his death, that the bulk of the townspeople supported Parnell and his drive for Home Rule, yet the political controversy that surrounded his affair, his death and the consequent fragmentation of the IPP ensured that nationalist grass-roots activity in the locality fell precipitously. The town’s branch of the Parnellite Irish National League (INL), though never particularly active, became moribund, while the competing Irish National Federation (INF) branch never achieved the foothold its organisers would have desired. The polarisation of constitutional nationalist debate in the country fed into the selection of Irish MPs, with the results for the two local constituencies of South Westmeath and South Roscommon in the 1892 general election illustrating how the infighting was seriously disrupting Irish nationalist unity. A split in the Parnellite Nationalist vote in South Westmeath ensured that the anti-Parnellite MP Donal Sullivan won the contest and remained as incumbent in 1900. The constituency of South Roscommon remained loyal to Parnell, electing Luke Hayden in 1892 and subsequently replacing him with his brother John Patrick in 1897, after Luke’s premature death.


The fact that the east and west sides of Athlone were located in different parliamentary constituencies also assisted little in promoting nationalist unity in the town, the MPs’ own allegiances notwithstanding. The implementation of the 1898 Local Government Act had ensured that all of ‘Athlone Urban’ was located in County Westmeath, yet it was to be seen repeatedly that the Act itself did little to change the age-old perception of the River Shannon marking a definitive boundary between the town’s two sides. This lack of electoral consistency was to confuse many on the newly expanded register, and, as will be seen, presented additional difficulties in organising Athlone’s politically minded individuals into a cohesive group.


Such obvious disunity and confusion was detrimental to the causes of promoting Irish political unity and seeking Irish political autonomy. It was in this uncertain atmosphere that Athlone’s inhabitants were to move forward into the new century.


Note


1      John Burke, Athlone in the Victorian Era (Athlone, 2007), pp. 184-200.




1


Athlone, the United Irish League and Parliamentary Politics


After the reunification of the Irish Parliamentary Party under John Redmond, Ireland’s constitutional nationalists focused their efforts on concerns outside the party. Though Home Rule was its overriding goal, the issue of land distribution and property ownership, the ‘surrogate for nationalism’,1 preoccupied the IPP for the first decade of the twentieth-century. In the case of Athlone, and other provincial Irish towns, there were both urban and rural aspects to the issue. The substantial number of lease-holding urbanites wanted fairer tenancy arrangements, while land purchase preoccupied most rural tenant farmers whose acres bordered the town, and whose produce supplied its markets. Both groups relied primarily on the IPP’s grass-roots organisation, the United Irish League (UIL), to progress their claims, yet, in Athlone, tensions were to arise as both the league and IPP concentrated on rural issues. Such tensions could not but impact on the support for constitutional nationalism in the town, with factors such as the efforts of individual activists, local MPs and the effect of new legislative changes all influencing the relationship between Athlone’s populace and constitutional nationalist organisations.


As already noted, the issue of property ownership in Ireland had both urban and rural resonances. In towns such as Athlone, urban tenants’ rights were greatly attenuated by existing legislation, which provided landlords with much freedom in rental agreements. Tenants had no guarantee of tenure, no say in rent increases or power of compulsion over landlords with regard to maintenance or upgrading of properties and, given their fiscal situation, no real hope of purchasing their dwellings. The issue of providing suitable housing for local labourers was a contentious topic in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and while there had been an improvement in the quality of some dwellings, it was still recognised that the deficiencies were such that they handicapped the economic development of the town and its people.2 The nineteenth-century Land League’s aversion to dealing with disaffected urban dwellers had really set the tone; politicians concentrated on the pursuit of rural land redistribution as it offered greater political benefits.3


Outside Athlone’s urban boundary, rural dwellers were dealing with a different basic problem: a minority of people, landlords and graziers, controlled the majority of the land. Tenant farmers in south Westmeath and south Roscommon were expected to eke out a living on plots whose economic viability was at best uncertain. The region around the town had not seen an appreciable fall in the proportion of large farms since the end of the Famine, when depopulation allowed landowners and large farmers to retain or consolidate their land holdings.4 Small farmers were also frustrated in their efforts to enlarge their holdings by the existence of numerous part-time farmers. Census returns show that among the latter were auctioneers, grocers, magistrates, merchants, publicans, shopkeepers, blacksmiths and carpenters.5 These men often leased lands from men such as Lord Castlemaine and Charles O’Donoghue, neither of whom appeared interested in selling any portion of their estates.6 There was also a minority of small established landholders around Athlone who had, over a protracted period, purchased small tracts of land, thus becoming more extensive landowners. These men were considered even less likely to sell.7 Existing land legislation brought in after the Land War of 1879-82 was deficient, Home Rule and internal conflict had preoccupied the IPP since then, and it was not until the establishment of the UIL in 1898 that an influential political body again made the land issue its main focus.


Formed in Mayo mainly through the work of former Irish Party member William O’Brien, the UIL provided much of the motivation that led to IPP reunification. While its work has often been, as Roy Foster puts it, ‘written out’ of history,8 it is apparent that the league was to provide a forum for the nationalist grass roots in Athlone, as O’Brien sought to re-establish a direct link between the IPP and its supporters. The exceptional growth of the organisation was a cause of some concern for the IPP which initiated, as Patrick Maume has noted, ‘a process of reunification among MPs, led from above, to counter the UIL threat … from below’.9 By June 1900 the IPP had agreed to adopt the UIL as its official grass roots organisation, and set about re-establishing a large, unified nationalist political force in Ireland.10


However, unsurprisingly, the adoption of the UIL was not a smooth process, even after the official endorsement. The success of the newly unified group in Athlone was to hinge on number of factors, one of the most important being the support provided by the two local MPs. Both were IPP members, though they worked for different factions during the IPP split and had contrasting opinions on the league. The South Roscommon MP was Parnellite John Patrick Hayden, who had gained the seat after the death of his brother Luke in 1897.11 His South Westmeath counterpart was anti-Parnellite Donal Sullivan, IPP joint secretary, who had first gained his seat in 1885, retaining it in 1892 running on an INF ticket.12 Like his brothers, A.M. and T.D. Sullivan (both also former MPs), he was a religious man whose election victories were often ascribed to support he gained from the Roman Catholic clergy.13


Hayden was supportive of the league from the start. Roscommon had forty-seven branches14 by the time of the June 1900 adoption, with the land problems in the county (primarily in the densely populated north, where the Congested Districts Board (CBD) operated) ensuring that the UIL found ample support.15 Hayden met with O’Brien early to convey his support and his backing ensured that other prominent local nationalists followed suit.16


In south Westmeath the situation was somewhat different. It was noted by the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) County Inspector (CI) in March 1900 that most ‘held aloof in a very marked way from the league’ with the number of branches bearing testament to that; just ten.17 UIL organiser James Lynam attempted to establish branches in the region after unification, with Moate, Ballinahown, Drumraney and Mountemple targeted in July and the possibility of an Athlone branch first mentioned in August.18 Lynam’s efforts, and those of local league enthusiasts, saw the number of branches grow to twenty-six by the end of 1900,19 with the vast majority founded in November and December after a divisive debate on the selection of the South Westmeath IPP general election candidate had been resolved.


The main source of the division amongst south Westmeath nationalists centred on the loyalties of Donal Sullivan. Sullivan’s association with the INF, whose founder, Timothy Healy, was a harsh critic of the UIL,20 was highlighted as an indication of antipathy towards the new nationalist movement. Additionally, Healy’s marriage to Sullivan’s niece was used against the South Westmeath MP, a man the O’Brienite Irish People described as ‘faithful to monopoly’.21 Admittedly, Sullivan’s response to the league had not been positive; he had avoided the National Convention and stated that his involvement with the league required the direction of ‘the priests and people of South Westmeath’,22 who, in the case of the clergy at any rate, had not provided much support either locally or nationally by this point.23 Lynam disliked Sullivan’s standpoint and publicly questioned the MP’s suitability. However, momentum behind a drive to pressurise Sullivan was dealt a blow when influential local landowner and UIL supporter Charles O’Donoghue (who had contested the South Westmeath seat in 1892 against Sullivan24) stated that he would ensure no one was hounded out of his position on the basis of inferences drawn from familial ties.25


John Redmond, the IPP leader, was also drawn into the controversy. The Mullingar Rural District Council (RDC) had complained to him about Sullivan (despite not being in his constituency), and Redmond, in reply to a letter written by O’Donoghue to the Freeman’s Journal,26 stated that he was not a party to any efforts to oust Sullivan; indeed, he rebutted the charge that a meeting had been held to plan for doing just that. He admitted that Sullivan had been a critic of his for nearly a decade but stated that it would be almost ‘criminal’ if the IPP orchestrated attempts to get ‘between him and his constituents with the object of getting him deprived of his Parliamentary seat’. Redmond additionally noted that the UIL did not engage the services of paid organisers for the purpose of ‘fomenting trouble and disorder, organising opposition to harmless and useful Irish members’.27 O’Donoghue, for his part, thanked Redmond for the clarification, though he iterated that he and others in the constituency were still not convinced that ‘wire-pulling’ was entirely absent.28


O’Donoghue’s support did not arrest efforts to oust Sullivan. Both he and William Smith (managing director of the Athlone Woollen Mills (AWM), Athlone’s largest private employer) were proposed as alternatives, but upon being informed of the proposition, O’Donoghue reiterated that he would not contribute to a split in the party ranks and would neither stand, nor encourage others to do so.29 The Westmeath Independent noted how the situation appeared to bear out one of the problems the UIL encountered nationally: ‘The apprehension … is that the league may be worked for unworthy motives, and as a means of wreaking vengeance on those who do not see eye-to-eye with its founder.’30
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Donal Sullivan MP. (WI, 9 March 1907)
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J.P. Hayden MP. (Leo Daly, Titles)


The south Westmeath convention in Moate in the first week in October saw Lynam propose that Sullivan be replaced. The ensuing debate heard the incumbent restate his faith in the people and clergy of his constituency, who were even less inclined to support the UIL when their candidate was being victimised. In an attempt to dispel the notion that he was anti-UIL, Sullivan stated that he did not attend the National Convention due to his ‘honest poverty’.31 Support from a number of Athlone men, such as the prominent Protestant businessman Thomas Chapman (Dublin-born managing director of the Athlone Printing Works and Westmeath Independent owner), the Roman Catholic Administrator of St Mary’s parish, Revd Dr D. Langan, and William Smith, assisted in seeing him returned, more aware now that a closer relationship with the UIL was a necessity for a man in his position.32 The ‘former apathy and indecision borne of internecine strife’ was dispelled, according to the local press.33 Nationalist energies were now free to focus on the creation of new league branches.


With the Sullivan debate resolved, nationalists in Athlone looked to establish a local UIL branch, assured that they would not be working against one of the local representatives. A foundation meeting was held on 12 November with J.P. Hayden and E. Haviland Burke MPs in attendance, along with UIL organiser R.A. Corr. Charles O’Donoghue chaired and was elected president with, significantly, given the local clergy’s hitherto poor support, the Roman Catholic Dean of Elphin, J.J. Kelly, elected as vice-president.34 Other committee positions were occupied by Thomas Chapman, as well as a number of former, current and future urban district councillors.35 The Irish People spoke optimistically of the foundation, stating that the meeting was redolent of ‘the days when Athlone stood to a man under the banner of the Land League’.36 The organisers emphasised that the establishment of a branch would feed into national moves to reunite Irish nationalists, and though they highlighted the needs of labourers and urban tenants, nationalist duty, rather than social or economic issues, was the most compelling argument presented to would-be members.37


Despite the auspicious start, the branch quickly withered away. Just two meetings,38 which discussed urban grumbles (such as fixity of tenure, fair rents and reasonable complaint mechanisms) and party unity (some were still unsure of Sullivan’s loyalties) were held after that of 12 November and while Dean Kelly promoted the league in neighbouring districts and four members travelled to the inaugural meeting of the South Westmeath UIL Executive in December,39 the inability of John Redmond to attend a rally in Athlone in January 1901 impeded promotional efforts.40 By April, a meeting of the local executive noted general apathy in the region and heard that ‘… the Athlone people seem to have done nothing at all … and have displayed no interest … in the National Movement’.41 The local press offered a similar, if more qualified remark: ‘… as far as the general [my italics] body of nationalists [in Athlone] are concerned … it seems next to impossible [to] make them recognise their obligations’.42


Local apathy with regard to the UIL was not to be lifted in the short term as reports on the ‘desolate county of Westmeath[’s] … fertile wasted acres’ did little to motivate the urban members.43 RIC reports cited factors such as good crop prices locally, a lack of support from the clergy – Dean Kelly excepted – emigration and numerous ‘worries other than politics’, as contributing to the indifference to the league.44 Other problems encountered included the perception that the UIL (whose relationship with the IPP was still not well defined), like the earlier Land League, appeared dedicated to the land struggle; that it was a rural organisation, uninterested in urban complaints, despite UIL protestations and some historiographical evidence to the contrary.45 Additionally, reports from Roscommon detailing volatile encounters between members and landowners may have dissuaded timid nationalists from engaging with the organisation,46 even though it was known that its leadership espoused passive resistance or ‘moral force’.47


The latter half of 1901 saw the apathy begin to lift around Athlone, if not in the town itself. Charles O’Donoghue in his numerous chairmanships48 espoused the idea that land was for the people, even though this stance required that he would have to divide up his own extensive landholdings.49 The Westmeath Independent spoke favourably of the move towards ‘national agitation’ and noted that ‘Westmeath is waking up’.50 Donal Sullivan joined the Ballinahown branch of the UIL, the presence of Canon Columb on the committee easing his fears on the lack of clerical involvement.51 Nationally the organisation was described as ‘decidedly active’ in providing a more structured approach to the land issue.52 Both Westmeath and Roscommon gained additional branches and witnessed concerted efforts by politicians to motivate people to adopt a virile approach to achieving land redistribution.53 At a meeting in Mullingar in October, Athlone nationalists heard John Redmond speak of the aims of the IPP and, mindful of the poor urban participation, he also spelt out what the UIL intended to do for urban labourers and town tenants.54 However, it appears that despite reports of much interest locally in what Redmond had to say, there was no effort to hold a follow-up meeting in Athlone to promote the cause, unlike other towns and villages in the region.55


Athlone’s apathy aside, calls for an escalation in agitation were heeded in neighbouring districts, and greater pressure was put on landowners to sell. Practices such as boycotting and physical intimidation were introduced, as were United Irish League Courts, giving the UIL, as Heather Laird has put it, a ‘de facto governmental role’.56 Alarmed at the increase in agitation, Conservative Irish Chief Secretary George Wyndham applied the 1887 Coercion Act (or Jubilee Coercion Act; it was introduced in the fiftieth year of Queen Victoria’s reign) to parts of the country in December. Despite this, the Inspector General (IG) of the RIC, Neville Chamberlain, believed the league in January 1902 to be ‘stronger than it has ever been … and steadily increasing its influence’.57 Research has shown the IG’s opinion was well founded, as UIL branch numbers increased by 18 per cent from July 1901 to March 1902, boycotting rose by over one third in the six months to March 1902 and the number of meetings held more than tripled.58


Despite growth in support in both Roscommon and Westmeath generally,59 the UIL continued to encounter indifference in Athlone. The local newspaper editor, Limerick man Michael McDermott-Hayes, decried this, and, not for the first or indeed last time, suggested that Athlone was just apathetic rather than uninterested:





The committee of the local branch ought to be called together … and the necessary arrangements made. Athlone is not out of harmony with the national movement, but it … suffers from an apathy which should be shaken off.60





Movement on reorganisation in local UIL circles did not, however, occur. Even the arrest of J.P. Hayden for unlawful assembly amongst other charges,61 though apparently of great annoyance to local nationalists, elicited just tacit support for a banquet to be held upon his release.62


Often it requires an event with more obvious local resonance to arouse people’s interest and the 1902 local authority elections appeared to do just that. The elections were the first that the UIL targeted in an attempt to place members in positions of authority, positions that would allow the UIL to not only exert a direct influence on policies, but also reassert itself in the wake of its adoption by the Irish Party.63 The run up to polling day saw the UIL expand its influence in Westmeath where, for local authority purposes, Athlone was located in its entirety.64 League candidates and their supporters canvassed vigorously for their interests while actively opposing those from outside UIL ranks.65 Chief Secretary Wyndham’s first steps towards creating a new Irish land bill ensured additional interest in the elections, for if league members secured representation on County and District Councils, they could assist supporters when the time for applying Wyndham’s scheme came.66


Despite reports of UIL infighting (in four cases both candidates for a seat were UIL members67) the league was successful in Westmeath. Members ousted Lord Greville68 and Sir Walter Nugent (from a landed Catholic family69) from the council and elected Charles O’Donoghue as chairman.70 Nationally, the UIL dominated many local government bodies; in Leinster the organisation took 57 per cent of the county council seats, while Connacht saw a return of 83 per cent.71 The league could now use its representatives to strengthen the links between local government and Irish nationalism as a step towards ‘… vindication of its claim to be the national authority to which the Irish people owed allegiance’.72


In both Roscommon and Westmeath, the league became more active in land affairs, with the De Freyne estate in north Roscommon leading the way.73 The dominance of the UIL on the Westmeath County Council meant that virtually all new appointments went to a ‘Leaguer’, who then favoured fellow members in the allocation of duties.74 More frequently the CI’s reports noted how a ‘terrorising influence’ or ‘covert intimidation’ had become widespread, with league meetings providing additional drive.75 Both counties, along with fourteen others, were proclaimed under the Crimes Act: Roscommon in March 1902 and, seven months later, Westmeath. Additional RIC men were allocated, angering the ratepayers who had to cover half the cost of supporting them.76 The South Westmeath UIL Executive complained about the coercive tactics and passed a resolution asking Donal Sullivan to leave Parliament as a protest and divert his energies into ‘perfecting the popular organisation in this constituency’.77


Late 1902 and early 1903 saw much debate on the proposed land bill published in the pages of the Westmeath Independent.78 The rejection by the IPP of Wyndham’s first draft saw the local newspaper describe the Chief Secretary as ‘the most incompetent of English officials’,79 with the rejection leading Wyndham to establish a conciliatory Land Conference to deal with the problems more efficiently.80 Generally well-received locally, the conference’s report gained the support of the Athlone Urban District Council (UDC) and South Westmeath UIL Executive, while also drawing the ire of Donal Sullivan.81 Out of the country at the time of its convening,82 he condemned the conference, ‘amazed’ at some of its provisions, while being resigned ‘[to] try and make the best out of a bad bargain’.83 William O’Brien lambasted Sullivan for promoting misconceptions about the report, stating that he should be ‘… carefully distinguished from those … of high intelligence and patriotic sincerity who are disappointed that the recommendations … are not more sweeping’.84 J.P. Hayden was also unsure about the report, though observably more sanguine than Sullivan.85


The report was to inform rather than dictate the shape of the bill that followed. Provisions for a better system of land purchase by small farmers were proposed, yet still no compulsory purchases, the ‘catchcry’ of the UIL, and a deal-breaker for landlords.86 It was intended to use English capital to fund purchases and guarantee farmers that future annuities would be between 10 and 40 per cent lower than existing rents. Landlords were given the incentive of a 12 per cent bonus upon completion of a deal, as well as retention of their own ‘demesne farms’, mortgaged to the Land Commission at an attractive rate. The bill also targeted congested areas where agricultural viability was a problem and the Land Commission was provided with additional powers to improve and modernise farms in such districts.87 Publication of the bill led to additional IPP members airing their qualms, including the party’s second in command, John Dillon,88 who saw much of this sort of ‘constructive Unionism’ as ‘a plot to weaken Home Rule sentiment’.89 William O’Brien spent much time clarifying aspects of the proposed legislation to ensure that misinformation (which did inform some downbeat early Westmeath Independent articles), was countered.90 As more information was released, McDermott-Hayes eventually stated that the Wyndham Bill ‘embodies the essential provisions towards the fashioning of a great Act’.91 Soon after the IPP convention in April backed the bill, the Westmeath Independent stated that rejection would make it appear ‘we had practically taken leave of our senses’.92


The wave of support that was building led the UIL to send another organiser to south Westmeath in June; J.A. O’Sullivan. He, along with some local councillors, organised a branch foundation meeting in Athlone at which Dean Kelly noted ‘we are very much behind [in Athlone]’. The meeting ended without agreement after hearing numerous speakers offer their opinions on the UIL, with one of the more interesting queries aired relating to whether Athlone’s first branch had ever really existed.93 A lot of pushing from Thomas Chapman saw the establishment of a Parliamentary Fund to support the unwaged Irish MPs at a subsequent meeting during the same week, while the payment of the affiliation fee of £6 saw the yet-to-be-established branch join the ranks of the UIL Directory.94


O’Sullivan had a similar lack of success elsewhere in Westmeath. The CI equated the mood of the people to that experienced before the Land League agitation. They were biding their time, keeping their own counsel and assessing changes as they came without undue interference.95 O’Sullivan repeatedly tried to organise an Athlone UIL branch and while there was support and indications of increased nationalist sentiment in the town,96 the situation remained the same.97 The Irish People decried the lack of urban organisation, unwisely using the very poorly received Town Tenants (Ireland) Bill as refutation to the ‘silly shibboleth that the Irish Party’s only … concern was for farmers’. It additionally highlighted the preponderance of ‘flunkeys’ (in this context, those loyal to the crown) in urban areas and noted it was difficult to get ‘public opinion in a large town … into a cohesive movement’.98 The Westmeath Independent highlighted the main factor behind O’Sullivan’s failure; the Land Bill had very poor provisions for labourers and town tenants and it was manifestly obvious that the UIL was still not fighting for the needs of urbanites.99


The eventual passing of the 1903 Land Act (Wyndham Act), described by F.S.L. Lyons as ‘probably the most momentous piece of social legislation since the Union’ in August initially elicited mainly positive reviews, with some prominent exceptions.100 The act was ‘of a scale to match the needs of the situation it was designed to meet’,101 and a vast improvement on earlier acts.102 Wyndham’s efforts saw ‘a truly massive transfer of property’103 and assisted in the ‘achievement of peasant proprietorship for over two-thirds of Irish tenants’104 over the following decade.


With the act secured, Donal Sullivan, aware of nationalist complacency that might have followed as a consequence, wrote to Canon Columb of the Ballinahown UIL outlining the next objectives:





 … we have … just captured the breastworks of the enemy’s citadel … We have the labourers’ question, the town tenants’ question, and the … education question … before we marshal our forces for the restoration of our national rights.105





Sullivan’s fighting talk did little to stir local nationalists. In Athlone the continued inactivity greatly annoyed local clergyman Fr Michael Keane, whose letter to the Westmeath Independent, dated 15 October 1903, asked:





Is it not the business of the UIL to look to the tenants’ interests and show a little more proof of life than that given by an annual spurt, followed by a collection, with no further signs of activity until the next annual wake up?106





His sentiments were echoed in the editorial, with McDermott-Hayes indicating that the recent Parliamentary Fund collection in Athlone which had received over £70 in just one week,107 provided evidence of local support for the league. However, it appears that paying into the fund was seen by some as an offset against engaging in more demonstrative acts of nationalist support; the fee was paid so active participation was not necessary. Indeed, apart from seven men designated erroneously as ‘St. Peters’ branch representatives’ at a UIL meeting at Curraghboy, situated to the north-west of the town, towards the end of October, there was no indication of life in the UIL in Athlone.108 It is certain that the Land Act dealt the UIL a serious blow in the wider Athlone district, as the league’s raison d’être of land redistribution, was largely addressed and its ability to find a new focus appeared in doubt.109 Perhaps most indicative of the move away from the league was the collapse of the Moate and Tang UIL branches soon after the Land Act was enacted.110 Both branches had been dominated by farmers, a group whose reason for political engagement was largely addressed by the provisions of the Act.


The malaise in Athlone nationalist political life continued and, indeed, was exacerbated by the perfunctory efforts of the IPP, which continued to ignore the difficulties experienced by townspeople. A proposed Labourers’ Bill of 1904 was extremely poor, ‘treacherous’ according to the local press, and hardly a rallying call for UIL enrolment.111 Even when the local UDC attempted to make use of the Wyndham Act to provide a small number of labourers’ houses in Athlone, their misinterpretation of the provisions of the act led them to cancel the scheme, a move which so incensed William Smith of the AWM that he threatened to move his massive factory out of the town altogether.112 Laurence Ginnell, UIL secretary, pointed out to John Redmond that urban tenants and labourers were being ignored by the party and that nothing was being done to show them, ‘… that the UIL is a National Organisation of which they can avail’.113 Measures to address their difficulties were needed, a compelling reason to join the league had to be presented, and while some labourers did join, as Paul Bew has noted, they showed little ‘passion or … enthusiasm’.114


Recognition of the continued problems in urban tenancy arrangements in Athlone did see some interested locals attempt a more proactive approach. Late 1903 and early 1904 saw efforts made to establish a Town Tenants’ Association, yet, again, they were frustrated by local indifference.115 The uninspiring Donal Sullivan held a number of unsuccessful meetings towards the end of September 1904 in an attempt to ‘arouse’ the nationalist spirit of the local populace116 and head off the spread of an increasingly bitter North Westmeath dispute between J.P. Hayden and Laurence Ginnell, the neighbouring example of nationalist disagreement over the efficacy of the Wyndham Act.117 Other proposals to rouse Athlone nationalists were made; most prominent among them was McDermott-Hayes’ October call for the establishment of a UIL branch in the town, a call that again went unheeded.118 The foundation of the Town Tenants’ League (TTL), initially a subset of the UIL,119 led to appeals for a local branch of that organisation to be established; however, this too made little headway. Eventually in November a Town Tenants’ Committee was formed as a sub-committee of the local Trade and Labour Association (TLA), which was founded in March 1904.120 It achieved so little that the local press questioned whether Athlone’s tenants actually had any grievances.121 It was apparent that Athlone’s nationalists were in a rut of inactivity, with the spectacular failure of a rally in October highlighting not only local apathy, but also lack of interest among some IPP representatives; neither J.P. Hayden nor Michael Reddy (MP for King’s County) showed up, despite being scheduled to so do. The small number of local UIL enthusiasts present passed resolutions in support of self-government, the Irish Party, John Redmond and, yet again, the formation of a local UIL branch.122 Surprisingly however, after such a long line of false starts, this time the call to establish a branch was actually heeded.


[image: images]


Thomas Chapman. (AHL)
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Michael McDermott-Hayes. (WI, 18 March 1966)


Two weeks after the meeting, a UIL stand was set up outside St Peter’s Roman Catholic church. Subscriptions were collected and members enrolled. The need for ‘earnest and determined’ men was highlighted in the Westmeath Independent; one ‘phantom’ branch was enough.123 An editorial noted in a hopeful tone:





Once the people of Athlone are aroused from the insipidity which somehow possessed them … they will more than make up for lost time by taking their rightful place in the National struggle with all the force of renewed strength.124





The collection and membership drive were followed in late November by the establishment of a branch of the UIL for St Peter’s Parish and district.125 The committee saw Dean Kelly occupy the presidency, with UDC members taking committee positions. Due to parliamentary constituency boundaries, the branch did not cover the whole of the town, while the parochial mindset of those at the meeting made it obvious that many saw a definite division in Athlone: not only two parishes, but two dioceses, two counties and two provinces. Speakers such as Fr Michael Keane made it clear that they did not know how the UIL was to develop in Athlone as a whole and were unconcerned; their parish had a branch, so their duty was discharged.126 McDermott-Hayes tried to impress on the members the role the UIL could play in helping local urban tenants, and the branch adopted resolutions demanding better terms for lessees along with a better labourers’ bill, Home Rule and equality of education.127


The energy behind the St Peter’s UIL branch fed into a second attempt to open a TTL branch in Athlone in January 1905.128 Auspiciously, the general secretary of the TTL, J.M. Briscoe, visited the town and his efforts assisted in the creation of a committee. Familiar names, such as Michael McDermott-Hayes and Thomas Chapman, assumed positions alongside UDC members J.J. Coen and Denis Connell, neither of whom was an active supporter of local nationalist organisations. Their inclusion appeared to show their faith in the non-sectarian ethos of the TTL, and appeared to pave the way for tenants’ problems to be resolved by a representative body that did not have the UIL’s political baggage.129 However, as with the first UIL branch, the auspicious start meant little and the Athlone TTL branch disappeared just five weeks later.130 Whether the ‘… tension between the circumstances of its foundation … and the … desires of the organisation’s leadership to represent all … irrespective of their political allegiances’,131 was partially to blame in Athlone is unclear; what is apparent is that, yet again, apathy set in and interest waned. Indeed, such was Athlone’s lack of interest in the organisation that even when towns such as Sligo and Mullingar exhibited a less than enthusiastic approach, at least they were able to maintain a branch of the TTL for a protracted period.132


While the failure of the TTL appeared to reinforce Athlone’s well-established inability to provide support for branches of nationalist organisations, the continued existence of St Peter’s UIL gave some hope to those who hoped to reverse the trend. Additional optimism was fostered by the creation of a second UIL branch in Athlone in May 1905, as parishioners in St Mary’s, not to be outdone by their western counterparts, formed their own committee. The move was prompted not only by the presence of the branch across the river but by both the ignominy of low Parliamentary Fund donations in the parish and a successful rally in April attended by TTL president William Field MP and J.P. Hayden.133 The branch had the backing of local priests, as well as that of Thomas Chapman and urban and county councillors. The Westmeath Independent provided good coverage, promoted enrolment and, in an attempt to dispel the rural reputation of the league, highlighted how the branch ‘embraces … multiple interests’.134 Discussions at branch meetings covered topics such as fundraising initiatives and inter-branch co-operation in Athlone, a matter on which there was no consensus.135 The lack of unity was deplored in the local press, which noted that when funds were sent to Dublin after the 1905 collection, ‘the largest … since the memorable days of the Parnell split’, both branches sent the cheques separately.136


Locally the UIL was finally taking hold, albeit not in an ideal fashion, while nationally it was restoring some of its post-Wyndham Act losses, as manipulation of the legislation and the slow progress of land purchase assisted in promoting the league’s message.137 Both Athlone branches raised funds and met frequently, but separately; indeed, in the case of St Peter’s, the branch met fortnightly towards the end of the year.138 St Mary’s provided the first official Athlone UIL representation in four years at the quarterly South Westmeath UIL Executive meeting in July while St Peter’s, tellingly, dealt with local rural land issues, most prominently the sale of the Mount William estate, a large holding on the western fringes of the town.139


The increased support for Irish nationalism in Athlone was also bolstered by developments in Westminster. The IPP emerged from the elections of December 1905 with eighty MPs, in a parliament that for the first time in twenty years had a Liberal majority.140 That position led to greater optimism amongst nationalists, who believed that Irish political influence was strongest when Liberals were in power; the Westmeath Independent described the party as ‘more or less our allies’.141 Sullivan and Hayden were returned unopposed with the increasingly prominent 53-year-old Laurence Ginnell elected MP after defeating Sir Walter Nugent for the North Westmeath IPP endorsement. The incumbent, Kennedy, had become ‘a party in himself’, and received little support.142
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Sir Walter Nugent MP. (NLI, Irish Life, 1 December 1916)
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Laurence Ginnell MP. (NLI, IL, 14 March 1913)


While the energy behind local nationalism appeared to be growing, 1906 was to prove that Athlone’s apathy, while somewhat less obvious, was still present, albeit in an augmented form. St Peter’s UIL continued to meet, successfully reorganised, but was stymied by both the refusal of the South Roscommon UIL Executive to meet in the town143 and parochial rivalries, or what the press referred to as, ‘[issues of] a personal or self-interested type’.144 The direction in which the branch was heading led one member, local merchant M.J. Lennon UDC, to highlight some policies of the emerging SF party,145 though he did not advocate a move away from the IPP, which was yet to show what could be achieved with a stronger parliamentary position.146 St Mary’s UIL branch appeared dormant for the greater part of the year and reorganisation efforts failed miserably. ‘It is a pity that the little political activity … should have oozed out’, wrote McDermott-Hayes in the Westmeath Independent, criticising both branches.147 The lack of activity and the absence of a funding drive had to be tackled and to this end a massive demonstration was jointly organised by both branches for early October with John Redmond as the main speaker.148


Held one day after the anniversary of the death of C.S. Parnell, the Magnificent Muster of the men of the Midlands saw 6,000 people gather at the Fairgreen on the east side of the town. Dean Kelly opened proceedings by demanding a Home Rule measure akin to that enjoyed by Australia and Canada, ridiculed SF and criticised ‘conciliation’ politics which, he believed, led to increased land costs, something the Irish People forcefully rebutted in its analysis of the meeting.149 Redmond spoke of Parnell, the need for unity and the ‘duty’ that Irish nationalists owed to the Liberal Party, which had initiated moves towards creating a scheme for Irish self-government. He stated that if the Liberal plan was unworkable, the IPP would reject it regardless of the discomfort it might cause in Westminster.150 The crowd, described as attentive, heard him state that any government measure in relation to Irish governance could not be ‘cramped, crippled [or] impractical’.151 He was issuing a warning; while he was agreeable to devolution (or, as the liberal British newspaper the Manchester Guardian put it in its appraisal of the Athlone meeting, ‘anything that can be fairly regarded as an instalment’152) on the road to Home Rule, neither he, nor the Irish people, should be given a perfunctory gesture.153


The chances of a workable scheme being drawn up by the government may have been seen as a long shot by some urban dwellers given the provisions of the Town Tenants (Ireland) Act, which was passed in December 1906. Its clauses, more influenced by unionists than by the TTL,154 were inadequate to the task of addressing urban tenants’ issues, which were, despite IPP rhetoric to the contrary, relegated yet again.155 Such poor legislation may have contributed to the absence of UIL activity in Athlone in the months after the Redmond rally. No funding drive was inaugurated (the Irish People argued that raising money was the UIL’s only function now156) and meetings, though held, were poorly attended and achieved little.157 A Westmeath Independent editorial from February 1907 was heavy with criticism:





It is a poor tribute to the public spirit … that not more than half a dozen members can be together at any time to attend a meeting … nor hardly subscriptions enough to affiliate with the central executive.158





Trying to raise the hackles of local nationalists, it continued by stating that Athlone was never a ‘hot bed’ of nationalism and that its consistently apathetic approach was at least that; consistent. One of the attendees at a St Peter’s branch meeting complained how there were always ‘Nationalists enough’ at election time,159 highlighting the local indifference that David Fitzpatrick has identified as ‘the recurrent cancer’ of Irish nationalism in the early twentieth-century.160 Indifference, while seen by some contemporaries as virtually unforgivable, was really to be expected. Ireland had lurched from one political crisis to another for decades; people did not become excited at every new development, and experience had taught them that such developments often brought disappointment. Local interest in political matters was to be aroused sooner rather than later, however. The death of Donal Sullivan at the age of 67 (he suffered a heart attack while in the House of Commons) in early March 1907161 triggered a by-election, which took place in early April.162


The election of a new candidate from a pool of three to the South Westmeath seat was an opportunity for the IPP to install someone more energetic than Sullivan, a man described by T.M. Healy as a ‘modest Nationalist … who never spoke and rarely appeared in public’.163 Though popular, Sullivan was an uninspiring figure, whose exemplary attendance record at Westminster ensured he was an infrequent visitor to his constituency.164 The candidate of most interest to Athlone voters was local solicitor, 32-year-old Henry J. Walker. He occupied committee positions in both the local Gaelic League and St Mary’s UIL,165 with the latter proposing his candidacy, despite his own uncertainty about his suitability.166 Walker’s doubts may have addled his chances from the start, as some league members stated that they would not go to the convention in Moate ‘pledged’ to him; they wished to assess each candidate on his merits.167


The second aspirant was 42-year-old baronet, Sir Walter Nugent. He had lost his Westmeath County Council seat to a UIL candidate in May 1902 and withdrew from the local elections of 1905, recognising that his political affiliations were unattractive to voters. Nugent pragmatically re-emerged as a UIL member in May the same year to unsuccessfully contest the North Westmeath seat in opposition to Laurence Ginnell, followed by moves towards the seat for North Meath.168 Again he failed but maintained a high profile and active participation in the league in Westmeath, selling lands to tenants under the Wyndham Act.169 Reports in the Westmeath Independent noted that Nugent was popular in rural regions and had been co-opted to the county council just weeks before the election.170


The third candidate, dismissed as an also-ran in the local press, was Longford nationalist William Ganly, who had spent most of the previous two-and-a-half decades in Argentina. The Irish Times, for example, did not mention his candidacy until the day of the convention, singling out Nugent and ‘a prominent league organiser and barrister’.171


In a constituency where Sullivan had always relied on clerical support, appealing to the clergy was essential. In this, Nugent was undoubtedly the most successful. Early on he gained the support of the Revd Dr Hoare, Bishop of Ardagh and Clonmacnoise and Revd Dr Clancy, Bishop of Elphin, and while later clarifications showed that neither bishop was actively opposed to Walker, it was clear that clerical support went with the baronet.172 Nugent courted the rural electorate in places such as Kilbeggan and Ballinagore, as did Ganly, while Walker was less conspicuous outside of Athlone. His chances of gaining extra votes from the town were dealt a blow when neither the Athlone Poor Law Guardians (PLG) nor TLA were invited to the convention.173


The winner of the election, with almost three times more votes than his nearest rival, was Walter Nugent.174 In his letter of defeat Walker, who came in last, stated that his lack of fame (when compared to Nugent) and the absence of the TLA were his main handicaps. It is more probable that his absence from rural rallies, excess reliance on the restricted Athlone electorate (only those in St Mary’s ward were eligible to vote), and the early endorsement of Nugent by Bishop Hoare were to blame. Walker received only two of thirty-two clerical votes cast; the rest went to Nugent and accounted for around a quarter of his total.175 The Athlone electorate had backed Walker strongly, but rurally he faired poorly. Some Athlone UIL members complained in vain after the convention, even handling some priests ‘roughly’ and shouting: ‘A priests’ convention … Nugent is not elected by the people, but the priests’. Some of Ganly’s supporters counselled that he should ignore the poll, given the clergy’s excessive influence over the result, while Nugent’s magnanimous acceptance speech was interrupted by shouts of ‘you have not the voice of the people … The priests have usurped … the people’.176 The advanced nationalist publication the Peasant took some interest in the convention, implying electoral impropriety and questioning why, for a Westmeath election, so many King’s County priests were present.177 The complaints came to nothing however, and the local press counselled that Nugent, who later took the parliamentary seat unopposed, should be accepted ‘on trial’.178


In Westminster the new South Westmeath MP had to help the IPP deal with the fallout from the failed Irish Council Bill. This was a Liberal stop-gap measure intended to placate the Irish Party. Redmond initially supported it, believing that it would pave the way for Home Rule.179 J.P. Hayden criticised it, though he believed it was possible to ‘amend it into something useful’, while Laurence Ginnell just condemned it, stating that it would be ‘passed to the flames’.180 Most commentators, not focussed on the long-term goal of Home Rule, complained about its weaknesses and many in the IPP questioned the relevance of attending Westminster if such ‘insulting’ legislation was the result.181 Leaving Westminster was one of the more prominent SF policies and for IPP members to suggest it set alarm bells ringing. Upon hearing them John Redmond quickly condemned the bill, fearing yet another split in the party.182 The IG noted that soon after the rejection, ‘dissatisfaction and disunion’ had pervaded IPP ranks, with the Westmeath Independent gaining the agreement of the Irish People in stating that ‘we now find ourselves almost back … to the point at which Mr. Parnell started’.183


In Athlone the bill was described as ‘political buffoonery’ and ‘less than half’ what the Tories would have given a few years previously.184 The UDC wanted to send delegates to the national convention at which the bill was to be discussed, though M.J. Lennon, an increasingly vocal SF advocate, pointed out that the certainty of its being rejected made the trip pointless. St Mary’s UIL also discussed the bill, though appeared quite uninformed.185 They sent Thomas Chapman, Town Clerk P.V.C. Murtagh and branch secretary M.J. Hughes to the convention that saw the bill rejected.186


Some nationalists saw the bill as proof that the government was not sufficiently motivated to solve Irish problems and a more direct approach had to be adopted. Others, possibly certain of the outcome or set on implementing their own ideas regardless, had already taken the issue of further land redistribution into their own hands and had initiated what became known as the Ranch War. Initially started in the as yet ‘grazier-made wilderness’187 of north Westmeath in October 1906,188 it soon spread to Roscommon and was the most serious agrarian agitation seen since the 1880s.189 Driven by the ‘uncontrollable’ Laurence Ginnell, a man with first-hand experience of the desperate struggle of Irish tenants farmers in the late nineteenth-century, the agitation was concentrated in midland and western counties where aggrieved farmers continued to be more numerous and inequity was more noticeable with large graziers and smallholders existing side-by-side.190


In 1903, before the Wyndham Act would have had an appreciable effect, government statistics for the Athlone Poor Law Union, a region comprised mainly of the southern parts of both Roscommon and Westmeath, showed that of the almost 5,000 individual holdings, more than half were less than 15 acres in extent, with 40 per cent of that figure accounting for holdings of less than 5 acres.191 The majority of the land in the Union was leased out to tenants or untenanted,192 with ownership of the properties resting with a large minority. In 1904, after the act had been passed, there was no real change, though the pace of purchases was slow, so this may not have been surprising.193 By 1906 it is probable that a general maintenance of the status quo led Ginnell to push for a more radical approach inspired by reports such as that in The Leader of 10 February 1906, which continued to refer to ‘Westmeath’s broad acres’.194


The promoters of the ‘war’ intended to solve two main problems. The first was that of convincing landowners to sell, while the second was ensuring that nobody leased lands from landowners who were uncooperative.195 Ginnell, in common with other radical political figures, wished to mobilise ‘supra-local and local popular support … [by] organising campaigns of direct action, with a view to influencing state policy and local conditions’.196 His efforts were initially aided by calls from the IPP hierarchy for an increase in agitation after the failure of the Irish Council Bill,197 yet support for Ginnell’s actions was not comprehensive, especially in areas where landlords, graziers and tenants had cosy commercial arrangements or maintained civil relations.198


Towards the end of 1907, more frequent acts of agitation were seen in the Athlone region, where untenanted ‘premium quality grasslands’ were common.199 Around the town, an intimidatory atmosphere began to manifest as unsympathetic farmers saw their farms raided and their livestock driven away by men using hazel switches. Court proceedings involving large numbers of local men were instituted and, fearful of inviting reprisals from agitators, car owners refused to rent their vehicles to the RIC, who wished to investigate reports of unrest. At a UIL meeting in Mount Temple, Walter Nugent’s intervention was required to ensure the safety of one police note-taker against whom the assembled crowd turned.200 The Westmeath Independent, with support from the Irish People, called for greater direction to be provided by Redmond, taking the form of ‘an intelligible policy sufficiently direct and well-defined’, to unite efforts for change.201 The O’Brienite paper often found itself in agreement with the Athlone editor, who stated that the problems faced by Irish nationalism came about as a result of giving ‘too much confidence … to the English parties … we have been made feel the want of reliance on ourselves’.202 The police blamed the ‘exaggerated tone of the press and the wild speeches of Mr Ginnell’ for the continued angry scenes,203 while the Westmeath Independent took a different line, believing Ginnell to be ‘all cry and little wool [sic][wolf]’204 Opinions aside, Ginnell’s agitation was widespread and led Westmeath to a very high level of cattle driving when viewed in a national context between 1907 and 1909,205 and the highest level over the period 1907-1911 of five counties (grouped by Michael Wheatley with Roscommon, Sligo, Longford, and Leitrim) in the midlands and north west.206


In Westmeath, the main political effect of the Ranch War was the enlivening of the feud between Hayden and Ginnell,207 and the creation of an obvious contrast between radical and pragmatic elements in local nationalism. Hayden, often mistakenly cited as the North Westmeath MP due to his efforts in the constituency,208 refused to speak at a rally in the county at Moyvore in December due to Ginnell’s presence. Walter Nugent, who blamed the legislators rather than the agitators, made it clear in his speech at the same rally that while he admired Ginnell’s dedication, repeated transgressions were counterproductive and would lead Irish Chief Secretary Augustine Birrell to impose the Coercion Act.209 Hayden and Nugent were, like other IPP members, ‘disquieted by the excesses of the unrest’,210 while Ginnell, who had a low opinion of Birrell, saw few other options.211 He believed if people ‘[laid] down the hazel, they might lay down their hope’, and continued his push, criticising the UIL for not fighting for the rights of those it purported to represent.212 Ginnell’s direct action tactics saw him arrested and imprisoned in December, with the Westmeath Independent criticising partisan judges and a conniving Tory press for the increased problems.213 McDermott-Hayes also noted – in agreement with the Irish Independent, which described Nugent’s speech as a ‘counterblast’ – that the Moyvore meeting highlighted, despite IPP proclamations of party unity, that ‘diametrically opposite’ political doctrines were being voiced by members of the same party.214 Nugent and Hayden were agitation averse (many party members and supporters were graziers), while Ginnell appeared to be looking for a rebirth of the Land League, whose activities the UIL was never going to mimic.215


The energy that was put into agitation could not continue indefinitely however, and by February 1908 tranquillity began to manifest in most areas.216 Of the areas that saw little diminution in agrarian agitation, Westmeath was perhaps most prominent,217 with boycotting and cattle driving continuing to keep the police occupied.218 The continued volatility even motivated St Peter’s UIL, which was singled out by the CI in February (the first and last time this was to happen), such was its level of activity.219 The Westmeath Independent did not compliment the branch for its work however, given that just four people from the thirty in attendance at a meeting in late January were from ‘urban’ Athlone. The branch was dominated by rural interests, despite having more urban traders and local businessmen on the committee than farmers, and had failed, like the UIL generally, to show people its lobbying potential on the behalf of town-dwellers, even during such fractious times: ‘The “cui bono” – what good is it argument, is used in reply to … well-deserved criticism’, wrote McDermott-Hayes in an editorial which rated Athlone’s sense of nationalist duty as ‘zero’.220


Local press criticism allied with the first successful attempt to have the South Roscommon UIL Executive meeting held in Athlone soon led St Peter’s branch to enjoy a period of greater urban participation.221 A code was established for members of the committee, the most important provision being the expulsion of those who missed three meetings in succession without a reasonable excuse.222 St Mary’s UIL also began to reorganise and it was decided by committee members such as Thomas Chapman and H.J. Walker that locals should be made feel the guilt of their absence, though exactly how that was to happen was not laid out.223 It appeared that organisers were growing weary of fruitlessly requesting locals to join the league and were considering resorting to coercion.


Hopes that local nationalists would be able to stimulate interest in the UIL were, however, dealt a blow by further evidence of IPP weakness in Westminster. Statements from the Liberal leadership showed, according to the local press, that Home Rule was ‘no longer even a matter of moment’ and that the Irish people had been ‘duped’.224 This view was reportedly widely held in Athlone, as news that numerous Liberal members complained about the party concentrating too much on Irish affairs made the headlines.225 What appears to have annoyed many nationalists even more than the Liberals’ position was the IPP’s reaction. They lobbied little and for the second time in the space of a year, questions were asked about the efficacy of parliamentary arrangements. In what was probably their most politically mature session to date, St Peter’s UIL condemned the government, stating that the IPP should reassess their political alliance.226 McDermott-Hayes’ editorials during April included numerous pessimistic references to the situation:





Truly the Irish cause has fallen on evil days. From a republic and an Independent Parliament … the National claims are now reduced to little better than local, almost parochial necessities, and Ireland … is recognised by Nationalists as a mere appendage of Britain.227





Activity in UIL circles in Westmeath, now showing signs of a more distinct schism thanks to Ginnell, who was released from prison in April,228 continued to be high and the county was once more subjected to a greater and more costly RIC presence.229 Walter Nugent’s vote against William O’Brien’s reassembling of the Land Conference drew the ire of the Irish People, which stated that even though Nugent published a letter of apology to address his constituents’ annoyance at his ballot, ‘afterthoughts never suffice to explain away … actions which are inimical to the best interests of the country’.230 Nugent, who believed that little new would come from such a conference, stated that he had instead backed a John Dillon-led committee; incorrectly believing that it was to address, rather than just assess, financial difficulties that arose from the land question.231 The Westmeath Independent stated that the ‘worse policy was decided upon’, and continued to promote a ‘working arrangement’ between landlords and the IPP that would solve the land issue.232 Nationally, the absence of strong leadership saw UIL branches and courts provide most of the direction at local level,233 and incidences of cattle driving increased to the highest frequency yet seen.234 The South Westmeath UIL Executive, in opposition to the Standing Committee of the UIL, refused to suspend the Rochfortbridge UIL branch for suggesting that the IPP were acting more in the interests of English Liberalism than Irish Nationalism. The Irish People claimed that the incident showed that the ‘whole movement had gone to seed’.235


The continued growth in dissatisfaction with the IPP was more apparent both nationally and locally by autumn 1908.236 In early September the chairman of the Athlone UDC, M.J. Lennon, ruled that no member was to attend a meeting in Clara to be addressed by John Dillon, ‘one of the most formidable opponents of the land settlement’. The majority of those present agreed with Lennon that the IPP lacked focus and were inactive on issues that concerned their supporters.237 Party members spent more time airing opinions than acting, with the weak Housing of the Working Classes (Ireland) Bill singled out by the press as an example of how little influence they had in Parliament, despite their assertion of a Liberal ‘alliance’.238 The Irish People (always happy to criticise John Dillon) relayed news of Lennon’s decree under the headline ‘The Midlands in Revolt’, stating that it hoped that the ‘lesson of an important centre like Athlone will not be ignored or underestimated’.239 The belief of most present at the meeting (just six men in total – two dissenters) was that while Athlone had traditionally backed the IPP, recent internal bickering had led to the party becoming impotent, navel-gazing and disconnected.240


Lennon’s action led the St Peter’s UIL to issue a statement that the council ‘did not represent the Nationalist opinion of Athlone’.241 Dean Kelly decried the ‘false and unfair’ attack on the Irish Party, singling out the ‘gross calumny’ that the IPP was opposed to land purchase.242 A letter of complaint from the branch, which was represented at Dillon’s Clara meeting,243 was ridiculed by some UDC members who joked that a letter from a dogs’ home or vegetarian society would have carried more weight!244 Just one week after the UDC insult, it was decided that both UIL branches would jointly organise a Nationalist meeting, where news of Chief Secretary Birrell’s move towards a new land bill would be discussed.245 News of the bill did lead to a diminution in the level of cattle driving locally, though most were counselled to keep ‘the hazel up the chimney’246 in case Birrell did not deliver.247 In the more peaceful atmosphere it was hoped that a large meeting might have been better able to inform people of IPP efforts in relation to the bill, as well as stimulate interest in the league in Athlone. The speeches at the meeting were of a sort already quite familiar to those assembled. Hayden and Nugent spoke of having confidence in Redmond and the Irish Party’s ability to deliver Home Rule, as did Dean Kelly and H.J. Walker. Local UIL arrangements were criticised, especially those in St Mary’s parish, and J.P. Hayden proposed that the town should really look towards establishing a single branch unless some sort of positive rivalry could be brought about.248


The meeting appeared to have the desired effect. St Peter’s Parliamentary Fund was established the following week,249 and St Mary’s UIL held a meeting four weeks later where a large attendance showed a greater level of support. Indeed, ‘a more healthy tone’ had been given to the branch by the local parish administrator, Fr McCabe, who garnered enough funds to affiliate.250 The efforts made by St Mary’s UIL led the local press to describe it as ‘a model’ for how branches should be formed. A meeting to sign up new members featured entertainment provided by the Athlone Brass Band. The branch was trying to expand its membership by showing that its meetings could also be enjoyable social occasions where a variety of activities could take place, not just purely austere political get-togethers or, as David Fitzpatrick put it, ‘forums for political harangues’.251 St Mary’s also welcomed its first female member and actively sought out representatives to visit nearby rural areas such as Clonbrusk, Cornamagh and Coosan with a view to boosting numbers.252


The activity of the local branches was reflected elsewhere in Westmeath. Of the forty-two branches established in the county, eleven were described by RIC sources as active, one of the highest ever estimates. The district’s UIL courts continued to meet, adjudicate, and issue decrees, which were still ‘enforceable in the traditional fashion’,253 i.e. through boycotting and other forms of intimidation. The RIC had attempted to curb the reporting of such court rulings, which were making magistrates all over the country that bit more reluctant to sentence members of the public.254 To this end they had begun to visit newspaper offices and in Athlone, the Westmeath Independent was the main target. Their visit to Thomas Chapman elicited a poor reception.255


Unsurprisingly, given what had been witnessed when the 1903 Land Act was being drafted, the 1909 Land Bill caused much IPP infighting. Approval for the bill was forthcoming at the IPP Convention in February (a positive move, according to the Westmeath Independent), though William O’Brien opposed it and soon resigned again, with Ginnell ‘howled down’ for his opposition to the measure, at what Paul Bew has described as ‘probably the stormiest meeting ever held by constitutional nationalists’.256 Dean Kelly, who was also in attendance, forwarded a resolution on unity, while Redmond decried ‘Our own mad and wicked discord’, seeing it as one of the main obstacles to the search for Home Rule.257


Around Athlone, anticipation of the bill promoted a reduction in agitation, with the number of cattle drives and related problems decreasing in both Westmeath and Roscommon.258 Both Athlone UIL branches held numerous meetings during the year, dealing mainly with mundane topics, but apart from a brief escalation in activity during July in response to the local SF branch becoming more vocal, they did little else.259 Indeed, St Mary’s UIL actually cancelled one scheduled meeting as it was believed that the local land situation was that much more tranquil and positive.260 There was some activity in regions further from the town. RIC reports revealed that some UIL branches were spearheading cattle drives and ensuring that an ‘obnoxious presence is brought to bear’ in land disputes.261 However, the CI for Roscommon did admit that while many league branches were active, ‘members are slower in inflicting sharp penalties … , there are fewer acts of intimidation … [and] people are venturing … to place their stocks on … large farms’.262


Even though Walter Nugent believed that Westmeath’s UIL was the best in the country with, according to his information, ‘more lands … bought by the Estates Commissioners … more ranches split up … proportionately … than anywhere else in Ireland’,263 coercion was still needed to convince some landowners, such as Lord Castlemaine, to sell.264 Others certainly sold land willingly, as statistics for 1908 and 1909 show that the number of plots owned in the Athlone Poor Law Union rose by over 600 or almost 25 per cent, while those tenanted fell by a similar number, signifying an obvious shift. Large land holdings were reduced by just a small margin and subdivision was not widespread by any means; what was being redistributed were holdings of less than 30 acres.265 Birrell’s Bill was eagerly awaited in Westmeath, for it appeared that some degree of compulsion, for which the Bill provided, would have to be introduced to deal with intransigent landowners of larger plots. On the whole, however, UIL activity continued to fall, due ‘to the desire of the leaders … not to impede … the … Land Bill by any overt acts of hostility’.266


However, the final version of the 1909 Land Act was to disappoint. It introduced an element of compulsion to land deals where intransigence was the main obstacle, while limiting the amount of money the British Exchequer had to allocate. The act expanded the CDB’s geographical remit to include all of Roscommon and most of the counties on the west and south-western seaboard, areas where purchase was especially difficult.267 It gained unenthusiastic support from the IPP and John Redmond, while the Westmeath Independent termed it ‘emasculated’.268 The act would see more land in Athlone Union come under the ownership of former tenants, but the shift was quite small; just seventy-five plots changed hands over the next two years.269 With such a disappointment, it would have appeared likely that extra-parliamentary agitation would again begin to increase, yet it quickly became apparent that activities at Westminster in relation to the 1909 budget were to provide hope for Irish nationalists.


When the government’s plans for a budget began to surface in the summer of 1909, it was obvious that much of what they were proposing was going to cause difficulties. In an Irish context, plans to tax spirits and tobacco were quite unpopular, most certainly in Athlone, where vocal opposition came quickly.270 IPP efforts to address the concerns were rather anaemic, and the party began to witness a fall in support.271 Some organisations, St Mary’s UIL included, stated that they understood the balancing act that Redmond was attempting to maintain,272 and when the IPP eventually resolved to abstain from a vote on the budget, they gained the support of the Athlone PLG and UDC for so doing.273 It was apparent that Irish concerns were of little importance in the wider debate on the fiscal plan, however, with the idea of taxing profits from land ownership in Britain seeing the proposal thrown out by the House of Lords, and the calling of an early general election.274


As occurred in many constituencies, South Westmeath and South Roscommon saw the return of the incumbents without much ado.275 North Westmeath, however, hosted one of the most fractious contests as the rivalry between Laurence Ginnell and J.P. Hayden intensified. Ginnell had ignored the IPP convention in Mullingar, which he claimed was ‘rigged’, stating that the local UIL was run by a Masonic clique of ‘self-appointed conspirators’. He defeated the league candidate, Director of the South Westmeath UIL Executive Patrick McKenna, by 1,996 votes to 1,379. McKenna failed despite support from Hayden, Walter Nugent and most of the clergy.276 Ginnell was promptly expelled from the IPP and remained excluded, as unenthusiastic efforts made by Nugent and John Redmond to have him readmitted came to nothing.277


The result of the general election placed the IPP in a strong position. It transpired that an almost even split had resulted between the Liberals, who secured 275 seats, and the Conservatives, who increased their representation to 273. The Irish nationalist total of eighty-two seats278 meant that they held the balance of power. Redmond was in a position ‘of leverage undreamt of since Parnell’s day and potentially even more powerful than that achieved by Parnell himself’;279 the question posed by commentators was whether Redmond could use the result to push for Home Rule.280 However, Redmond’s ability to do so was hampered by one serious problem: the House of Lords veto. The veto had brought down the government, and with it the Lords would block any attempt to introduce Home Rule for Ireland. To facilitate the passage of any Home Rule measure, the veto would have to be abolished or subjected to a time limit, though some commentators were unsure of Liberal willingness to take on the Upper House in such a confrontational manner.281 This obstacle was highlighted in the Westmeath Independent, which editorialised that the Prime Minister’s cowardice would lead to another election, sooner rather than later.282
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John Dillon MP in Athlone, April 1910. Individuals of note: J.P. Hayden MP (back row, second left). Seated (l-r): John Dillon MP, Dean J.J. Kelly and Sir Walter Nugent MP. (AHL)


Regardless of the probable use of the veto by the Lords in the event of a Home Rule bill, the strategy to be pursued by the IPP had to be explained to the electorate. It was announced that John Redmond was to speak in Tipperary, while John Dillon was to visit Athlone to make a ‘historic pronouncement’, a weighty description for the proposed speech from which Dillon distanced himself.283 The guaranteed attendance of the IPP second in command led to a rare example of co-operation between Athlone’s UIL branches, who decided that St Mary’s Square would be the venue.284


On Sunday, 3 April 1910, a crowd estimated at 2,500 gathered for the address. The Westmeath Independent stated the meeting showed that there was ‘no ripple of faction’ in the hearts of Nationalists of the midlands and west, even after William O’Brien’s acrimonious split from the IPP,285 adding that:





 … in the Midlands, the great demonstration in Athlone on Sunday last is ample proof … [that] the popular voice and sentiments are in thorough accord with … the Irish Parliamentary Party under John Redmond.286





Dillon, an effigy of whom had been burned in Athlone around the time of the IPP schism, was warmly welcomed.287 His speech dealt with the supposed ‘historic announcement’, the budget, Birrell’s Land Act and William O’Brien.288 Dillon adopted a rather ambivalent approach to the budget, stating that it was not as bad as many believed, an initial step towards softening up the electorate for the possibility of the IPP supporting the measure. Obviously there was a quid pro quo involved; Irish MPs’ support, now so precious to the Liberals, hinged upon the reintroduction of a Home Rule bill, something far more important to the IPP than an annual budget.289 The CI for Westmeath was unimpressed by Dillon’s oratory, stating it was ‘really … an appeal for funds’.290 Certainly, for many who attended, it must have been disappointing, containing nothing really new. It appeared that the inspector may have been correct in his assertion, for the two Athlone UIL branches initiated fundraising drives soon after, but did little else.291


Since the January election, the British Government had been unable to resolve the quandary of the House of Lords’ veto.292 After months of negotiation and the convening of a constitutional congress as well as ‘more subterranean manoeuvres’, McDermott-Hayes was proved right and another general election was called.293 As in previous elections, factionalism within the UIL registered prominently before polling day,294 while news of an interview John Redmond gave to the Daily Express in which he supposedly called for Ireland to be granted political autonomy similar to that of a Canadian province or American state caused the party additional problems. Most nationalist MPs dealt with the interview as a fabrication, though Walter Nugent came out in its defence, stating that it provided clarity on the demands of an IPP too often accused of being vague. McDermott-Hayes promoted the more popular belief and doubted whether the report of the interview was an accurate reflection of what was said, arguing that Redmond did not support such a diluted version of self-government.295


In Athlone the election passed off without incident. Attempts by William O’Brien’s AFIL to establish in the region in the months before the election had been unsuccessful, with opposition to the main nationalist party almost non-existent around Athlone.296 The fact that the UIL’s ‘machinery’ was in good working order (both of the town’s branches had affiliated the same month297) and a quick visit from John Dillon298 assisted in ensuring that the two IPP candidates with influence on Athlone affairs, Walter Nugent and J.P. Hayden, regained their seats with even less ado.299 The fact that no conventions were held given the short timeframe saw Laurence Ginnell (still promoting ‘a hurricane of cattle driving’), returned unopposed in North Westmeath.300


The result placed Irish MPs in an even stronger position, providing them with eighty-four seats.301 The problem of the House of Lords veto was soon dealt with through the threat of instating numerous Liberal Lords to the House to counteract the Conservative majority. Consequently the Lords accepted the Parliament Act of 1911, which limited their veto to that of a suspensory power only.302 The removal of the veto and the strength of the IPP meant that a concerted push for Home Rule could now be made, something which caused great concern among Irish unionists, who believed that the Roman Catholic domination of an Irish Home Rule Parliament would greatly undermine their social, economic and political position. They initiated a campaign to thwart moves towards Irish political autonomy, something that Walter Nugent, speaking at the South Westmeath UIL Executive in January 1911, saw as little threat. He asked that people to be patient and tolerant; his belief was that giving unionists enough rope would elicit the usual result.303


To assist in the push for Home Rule, it was important that the IPP and UIL could rely upon their grass roots supporters in and around Athlone. However, this reliance was handicapped by Laurence Ginnell, who had created a separate ‘independent’ UIL in North Westmeath,304 and post-election indifference which saw the number of affiliated UIL branches in Westmeath fall sharply; thirty-five in 1909/10 to twenty-five in 1910/11, a much greater decline than witnessed in some neighbouring counties.305 Despite the fall, the police believed the League in both Westmeath and Roscommon to be ‘quiet … but nevertheless quite alive’, and it appeared that UIL members, as with the 1903 and 1909 Land Acts, were adopting a wait and see approach to parliamentary manoeuvres.306 The Westmeath Independent started to devote more editorial column inches to the pursuit of Home Rule than any other topic promoting it as ‘… the inevitable outcome of the political situation’.307


In May, Walter Nugent, the most prominent proponent of Redmondite policy in the county, called for unity and consolidation in the British Empire and for Ireland to be treated as an equal amongst the ‘colonies’.308 He, along with other IPP MPs, spent much time in Britain giving speeches on Home Rule,309 to what the Westmeath Independent described as ‘well-intentioned, but ignorant Englishmen’.310 Criticism of Irish MPs did surface, however, as each began to receive a stipend of £400 from the government. The IPP had raised objections to the money; they did not want to be paid until an Irish Parliament had been established. The government ignored them.311 Others, SF primarily, argued that the IPP was compromised by accepting the money and likened it to a bribe.312


The political scene remained quiet around Athlone for the reminder of the year, though the establishment of a local Ancient Order of Hibernians (Board of Erin) division in May did evince additional support for the IPP in town.313 A visit of the ‘Eighty Club’ (Liberal supporters who had backed earlier Home Rule Bills) to Athlone awakened St Peter’s UIL from its nine-month slumber during September, with St Mary’s’ shorter hibernation of about six months broken similarly by the same visit.314 An ‘abundant harvest’ and other interests outside of politics kept most occupied.315


Perhaps fearful that complacency was entering local nationalist circles, moves were initiated in October to inform people of their role in the pursuit of Home Rule. An exercised McDermott-Hayes asked why there was ‘apathy of organisation [amongst Nationalists] all over the county [when] there are so many interests at stake’.316 The period of inactivity, replicated in many parts of the country,317 did however see the establishment of another Athlone TTL branch, this time somewhat more successfully.318 Soon after, as the Home Rule bill moved closer to completion, Athlone’s nationalists finally decided to consolidate the local league branches, gaining the support of the press:





Because of Athlone being … in … South Westmeath and South Roscommon, two branches of the … league have been maintained … the arrangement is not … good or useful … it has not induced that attendance which is necessary.319





It was pointed out that one branch dealing with two different executives could be quite awkward, and at the establishment meeting for the new branch both Walter Nugent and J.P. Hayden stated that an Athlone representative could attend either, or both, of the executive meetings in Westmeath and Roscommon.320 The new branch was to coordinate local support for the IPP’s Home Rule efforts; Hayden explicitly stated that there would be no lobbying for additional legislation for urban tenants.321 The formation meeting saw Dean Kelly gain the presidency with Fr McCabe, former president of St Mary’s UIL, as vice-president. Representatives from both parishes took committee positions and a hyperbolic piece of prose announced the new venture in the local press: ‘Let it not be said of the men of Athlone that they … failed in their patriotism, or did not, by every means in their power, sustain that sacred cause for which our forefathers died’.322


By the end of the third week in January 1912, a new all-town branch of the UIL was established. Called the Athlone Young Ireland323 Branch of the United Irish League, the institution was dismissed by the RIC as nothing more than ‘making a show of keeping the league alive there [Athlone]’.324 Its foundation was greeted with greater optimism by the town’s nationalists who, for the first time in almost two decades, were looking to ensure that local support for achieving Home Rule was as well organised as possible.
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