

[image: Cover]




[image: images]


[image: images] [image: images] [image: images]




[image: images]




Tiomnaithe dóibh siúd a thug a mbeatha ar son saoirse na hÉireann.
Dedicated to those who gave their lives for Irish freedom.
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Introduction


On 31 December 1924 Bill Stapleton, a colonel in the National Army, sat down to write a letter to Minister for Defence Peter Hughes TD. Stapleton had been accused of disloyalty to the Irish Free State and was to be dismissed from the Army. As he wrote he pleaded his innocence of the charge. A veteran of the Dublin Brigade in 1916, Stapleton had been imprisoned after the Rising and upon his release had rejoined his old unit, B Company of the 2nd Battalion. During the War of Independence he became a member of an elite unit called the Squad and served with the Dublin Brigade of the IRA in a major operation to wipe out the British military intelligence network in Dublin on 21 November 1920. This day was known ever afterwards as Bloody Sunday. Stapleton was dismissed from the Army and denied a pension. Being branded as a traitor hurt him very deeply. In his appeals to the Irish Free State government he referred to his former comrades, pointing out all they had done together to achieve Irish freedom. Stapleton had ‘fought and bled with these men’ right through the Irish revolutionary period of 1916 to 1923. How had it come to this? Those who had been at the very centre of the war against the British empire, which resulted in Irish independence and had saved the Irish Free State in a vicious civil war, were now condemned as traitors.


Throughout this book, there is particular emphasis on the experiences of IRA and Cumann na mBan Volunteers, British soldiers, politicians, civilians and British and American observers who witnessed the conflict. The resort to war came only after efforts by Dáil Éireann to achieve recognition for an independent Irish republic at the Versailles Peace Conference in 1919 failed. As the violence progressed, those who took part were changed utterly by their experiences. The nature of the active service undertaken by the Squad and the Dublin Brigade in the War of Independence led some of these soldiers to commit terrible atrocities in the Civil War that followed.


When the years of conflict were at an end, those who survived faced their greatest task – living with themselves in the peace. Some veterans could not cope with the memories and, haunted by ghosts and voices, suffered psychological breakdown. Others became leaders determined to create a more peaceful and prosperous future for all. A small few dedicated the rest of their lives to healing the living souls of their comrades, shattered by their experiences in war. Most looked to work, faith and a pension to grant them and their families peace and security.


‘Dublin was, and is, the heart and soul of the whole conspiracy.’ Thus wrote a senior British army officer in describing the role of the city in the Irish War of Independence. As time passes, myth, often dressed as dark humour, is accepted as history. Such a representation of the past presents the heroes and the villains in plain sight for all to see. It serves a purpose in that the struggles of the past are seen to be worth the sacrifice and the loss. Such history also shields a society from the terror and bloodshed enacted, often on its behalf. The story of the Squad and the Dublin Brigade during the Irish revolutionary period is both inspiring and shocking. It reveals the very best and also the very worst that human beings are capable of. In the capital city of Ireland, the heart of British rule in Ireland for 700 years, a brigade of revolutionaries embarked on the road to freedom. This is their story.




1


‘A Few Hundred Rounds under God’s Blue Sky’


The Lessons of 1916


On Monday 1 May 1916, Michael Lynch was tired and hungry. For over twenty-four hours he had had little to eat or drink and hardly any sleep. Around him were hundreds of other prisoners all sitting in the cramped conditions of the floor of the gymnasium of Richmond British Army Barracks, Inchicore, on the outskirts of Dublin.1 Thus the surviving revolutionary troops of the Easter Rising – the Irish Volunteers, Irish Citizen Army, Hibernian Rifles and Cumann na mBan – awaited their fate.2 The Rising had begun over a week earlier on Easter Monday, 24 April. A combined force of 1,656 Irish men and women had declared an Irish republic and had occupied a number of strategic buildings throughout the city. In doing so they believed they could put an end to over 700 years of British rule in Ireland. The Rising had been planned by the leadership of a secret revolutionary group, the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB). The IRB had succeeded in infiltrating and eventually controlling the Irish Volunteers. The IRB leadership, headed by Thomas Clarke and Pádraig Pearse, also managed to win support for the Rising from socialist James Connolly, who led the Irish Citizen Army. The British army’s Dublin garrison was the 13th Infantry Brigade. They numbered 2,500. As the Rising progressed, additional troops arrived from Britain and other parts of Ireland to increase their numbers to 5,500 as they attempted to oust the Irish from their well-defended positions.3 The fighting was intense and saw much of the centre of the city destroyed. Ernie O’Malley, who was a medical student at the time and would later become a fierce revolutionary, met up with a pal and did some sniping at British troops. From the outskirts of north Dublin they could see the city sky glowing red in the darkness: ‘The fire had spread; it seemed as if the whole centre of the city was in flames. Sparks shot up and the fire jumped high as the wind increased. The noise of machine-guns and rifles was continuous; there did not seem to be any pause.’4


By Friday 28 April, the headquarters of the Irish revolutionaries at the General Post Office (GPO) in Sackville Street (now O’Connell Street) was engulfed in flames after days of shelling by British artillery. Commandant Pearse, who just days earlier had proclaimed the Irish republic outside this same building, now ordered it to be evacuated. The Irish attempted to reach the Williams and Woods factory on Great Britain Street (now Parnell Street) via Moore Street.5 Taking shelter in shops and houses while attempting to force their way through British lines, the leaders of the Irish revolutionaries held a Council of War. Given the destruction of the city and the suffering endured by the civilian population it was decided to surrender to prevent further loss of life. Nurse Elizabeth O’Farrell accompanied the senior Irish officer, Commandant Pádraig Pearse, under a flag of truce to speak with the British commander, General Lowe. The result was an unconditional surrender. Nurse O’Farrell delivered Commandant Pearse’s order to surrender to the various revolutionary garrisons throughout the city. The revolutionaries were reluctant to capitulate as they had yet to be defeated and their strongholds taken by British troops. On the orders of their senior officers, however, they laid down their arms. As the revolutionaries were marched to Richmond Barracks by their British captors, angry Dublin slum dwellers emerged to heap abuse upon them.6 Many of the prisoners, like Michael Lynch, were bitterly disappointed, their dream of an Irish Republic reduced to ashes along with the GPO. ‘The grand adventure’, as Ernie O’Malley called it, seemed to be over.7 The human spirit, however, is not so easily extinguished and the dream of the Republic lived on in the hearts of the prisoners.


Michael Lynch looked around the crowd in the gymnasium. He recognised one man just in front of him. Edging himself across the floor, he moved alongside and tapped the man on the arm. It was Major John MacBride, who had spent the Rising under the command of Commandant Tomás MacDonagh in occupation of Jacob’s biscuit factory. MacBride was also a former officer commanding (O/C) of the Irish Transvaal Brigade, a group of Irishmen who had fought for the Boer Republics against the British in the South African Boer War 1899–1902.8 This made MacBride a marked man as far as the British were concerned. Lynch shook hands warmly with the major, who had been a friend of his father. MacBride then offered Lynch some sound advice based on his experience of the Rising:




‘Listen Michael’, he said. ‘All my life I have waited for the week that has just gone by. I spent it shut up like a rat in a trap in Jacob’s factory, and I never fired a shot. I wanted McDonagh to get out several times, but he would not. However, it does not matter – it’s all over now.’ ‘You don’t mean to say …?’ I asked. ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘They have wanted me for many years and they have got me now. I am for it, but you, Michael, will live to fight again and, when next you fight, don’t let anyone shut you up like a rat in a trap. Get a rifle, a few hundred rounds of ammunition, and get out under God’s blue sky. And shoot until they get you, but never let them lock you up.’ I felt heartbroken, and we talked along about the various things that had happened, but all the time he kept referring to being shut up in a building like a rat in a trap.9





As MacBride and Lynch were speaking, the door of the gymnasium opened and the detectives of G Division of the Dublin Metropolitan Police (DMP) entered. They knew the Irish revolutionary leaders by sight, having had them under surveillance for years. Scanning the prisoners, the detectives identified the Irish leaders easily and ordered them outside. MacBride was picked out by Detective Hoey. Major John MacBride shook hands with Michael Lynch and walked out, head held high. It was the last Lynch ever saw of MacBride, who was executed by firing squad four days later on 5 May 1916.10 He was one of sixteen of the revolutionaries executed. Ninety had been sentenced to death. In the immediate aftermath of the Rising, the national newspapers called for retribution against the leaders of the insurrection. On 5 May, The Irish Times argued for ‘a just firm hand in Dublin Castle’ and ‘no further tolerance of aggressive disloyalty in Ireland’. In that same paper Edward Carson, leader of the Unionist and pro-British movement in Ireland, was surprisingly measured when he was reported as saying ‘this is no occasion for vengeance’. The following day, The Irish Times was forced to defend itself against claims that its editorials were little more than ‘blood thirsty incitements to the Government’:




We said and we repeat, that the surgeon’s knife of the State must not be stayed until the whole malignant growth has been removed … We have called for the severest punishment of the leaders and responsible agents of the insurrection; but we have insisted that there shall be no campaign of mere vengeance. We desire for the ignorant dupes of the real agitators such punishment only as will give them cause and opportunity for reflection, and will make them rejoice at some future day that the State has saved them from themselves.11





The Irish Independent editorial of 4 May called the Rising ‘criminal madness’ and declared that the men who had organised and led it had ‘a heavy moral and legal responsibility from which they cannot hope to escape’. The editor echoed the words of a great number of people in Ireland in calling the Rising ‘a miserable fiasco, leaving behind its trail of woe and horror’. Even an account of the marriage of Joseph Plunkett to Grace Gifford in Kilmainham Gaol chapel just hours before his death, which could not fail to move even the hardest of hearts, the Irish Independent dismissed as ‘a pathetic incident’12 and suggested that the only way for Irishmen to wipe away the stain of what had happened in Easter Week was ‘a rush to the colours’.13 But there would be no such ‘rush to the colours’ of the British empire. Events were to take a very unexpected turn and would be directed by the British commander in Dublin, General Sir John Maxwell.


In spite of all the vitriol forthcoming from elected officials and both the provincial and national press, the public mood changed very quickly. The executions ordered by General Maxwell were swift. Beginning on 3 May, notices were pinned to the gate at Kilmainham Gaol each morning announcing who had been shot earlier that day. The announcements continued until 12 May when Seán MacDiarmada and James Connolly were executed, the last to be shot. Roger Casement was executed by hanging at Pentonville Prison in England on 3 August that year. Accounts of the final days and hours of the executed leaders soon reached the public through families and priests who ministered to the condemned men in their prison cells. The dignity and sincerity with which they held themselves during their courts martial won great respect, even among their foes. The anger aroused by the executions was further compounded by the shooting of pacifist Francis Sheehy Skeffington at Portobello Barracks and the murder of sixteen innocent civilians in North King Street by British troops. In particular, the execution of James Connolly, shot while tied to a chair (he had been shot during the Rising and was unable to stand), changed villains into martyrs.14 The burial of the executed revolutionaries in a grave of quicklime to ensure their very bones were obliterated only added to the sense of loss on the part of the majority of Irish people. John Dillon, Irish Parliamentary Party MP, summed up the general feeling of anger in Ireland when he rounded on Prime Minister Herbert Asquith in the House of Commons in a passionate address:




You are letting loose a river of blood, and, make no mistake about it, between two races who, after three hundred years of hatred and strife, we had nearly succeeded in bringing together … we are held up to odium as traitors by those men who made this rebellion, and our lives have been in danger a hundred times during the last thirty years because we have endeavoured to reconcile the two things, and now you are washing out our whole life work in a sea of blood.15





As the debates raged in Westminster, Irish Volunteer Michael Lynch was now a prisoner and would not be free under ‘God’s blue sky’ for some time. Lynch was one of over 3,000 men and 77 women arrested after the Rising.16 Sinn Féin, the political party founded in 1905 by Arthur Griffith, had been blamed for the Rising despite having had nothing to do with it. As a result, hundreds of Sinn Féin members were arrested in a general sweep of those thought to be a threat to British rule. In all, 2,519 men were deported to various prisons in England; 123 of the men sent to England were sentenced to terms of penal servitude at Lewes, Dartmoor, Portland and Aylesbury prisons. Others were sent to Knutsford, Stafford, Wakefield and Wandsworth jails.17 A select group of prisoners, including Arthur Griffith, were interned at Reading Gaol. Five women, including Winifred Carney and Helena Molony, were interned at Aylesbury prison.18 The majority of the prisoners eventually ended up in Frongoch, a former German prisoner-of-war camp in north Wales.


The experience of prison was difficult. Joseph Peppard, later an intelligence officer in the Fingal Brigade in north County Dublin, described the experience of a ‘dry bath’ in Lewes:




We had a weekly bath and occasionally what was called a dry bath. The dry bath meant that at irregular intervals, sometimes weekly, you were taken to the bath house and stripped naked. Your clothes were thoroughly searched and even your mouth, ears and the most private parts of your body were also thoroughly examined. What they suspected we might be concealing I don’t know. The whole affair was very degrading. When you got back to your cell after this ordeal you usually found your belongings had been ripped up during an examination also.19





By the end of July 1916 large numbers of prisoners were released, leaving 600 in Frongoch and the rest still spread across the more secure prisons in England. The concentration of dedicated revolutionaries in one place was to lead to a reassessment of Irish revolutionary methods and the realisation of exactly what it would take for Ireland to win her independence, a realisation that saw the evolution of a twin political and military strategy.


After the release of Easter Rising veterans from prison in 1916 and 1917, the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) had tracked and noted the movements and speeches of as many as they could. On return, the Irish Volunteers had sought to reorganise themselves under the leadership of Thomas Ashe. Commandant Ashe had led a successful ambush on the RIC at Ashbourne during the Easter Rising. His leadership did not last long as he was rearrested and imprisoned at Mountjoy Gaol, Dublin, in August 1917. Ashe and his fellow republicans demanded to be treated as prisoners of war rather than common criminals. When this was denied to them, they went on hunger strike. Ashe died on 25 September 1917 from injuries sustained while being force-fed on the orders of the prison authorities. After the death of Ashe, both Sinn Féin and the Irish Volunteers were completely reorganised. Two men were destined to assume the leadership of different strands of the Irish independence movement at this time. Their influence would shape and direct the course of events on both a political and military level in the years ahead. One of them was the surviving commandant of the Easter Rising, Éamon de Valera; the other, a junior officer in the Irish Volunteers stationed in the GPO during Easter Week, was Michael Collins.


Éamon de Valera was born in the United States to an Irish mother and Spanish father in 1882. At the early age of three he was sent back to Ireland to be raised by his relatives in Bruree, County Limerick. This young American-Irish man was to rise to become a leading light in the Irish political scene. As is often the case with political giants, de Valera would also invoke great controversy. A mathematics teacher prior to his entry to military and political life, de Valera also showed a keen interest in the Irish language and Irish culture. He joined the Gaelic League in 1908 and soon fell in love with his teacher, Sinéad Flanagan. The couple married in 1910.20 De Valera joined the Irish Volunteers in 1913, becoming Commandant of the 3rd Battalion of the Dublin Brigade. It was this battalion that held Boland’s Mill during the Rising. Outposts from de Valera’s battalion at Clanwilliam House and Northumberland Road inflicted heavy casualties on British troops during the action of Easter Week. De Valera escaped the sentence of execution handed down to other leaders of the Rising and was instead sent to prison in England along with the other captured Irish Volunteers. He quickly established himself as a personality of considerable ability and influence. As the sole surviving commandant of the Rising he assumed a mythical persona. His height of 6 ft (1.82m) gave him a physical presence that quite literally towered above others. He was released from prison in June 1917 under a general amnesty for all those imprisoned after the Rising. Within a month de Valera had been selected as the Sinn Féin candidate for the East Clare by-election.


[image: images]


Éamon de Valera, President of Dáil Éireann. Photograph taken during de Valera’s tour of the USA 1919–1920. (Keogh Collection, Courtesy National Library of Ireland)


The vacancy for this seat had been created by the death of the sitting MP William Redmond at the battle of Messines Ridge in France on 7 June 1917. William was the brother of John Redmond, leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party. The British government hoped this election would create conditions conducive to agreement on the Irish question by holding a national convention for a Home Rule settlement in Ireland, but it was already too late. The majority of Irish people had given up belief in Home Rule and would give their verdict in East Clare. Attracting the support of the Catholic Bishop of Killaloe was crucial in de Valera winning the support of moderate former Home Rulers. Campaigning in his Irish Volunteer uniform, he defeated the Irish Parliamentary Party candidate, Patrick Lynch KC, by 5,010 votes to 2,035 on 11 July 1917.21 The Irish Independent described the effect of the announcement of a win for de Valera as a bombshell. While a de Valera victory was expected, it was the scale of his win, by 2,975 votes, which ‘was received with amazement throughout the country’.22 This was the third win for Sinn Féin and the third successive defeat for the Irish Parliamentary Party within a few months, with Count Plunkett having been victorious in North Roscommon and J. P. McGuinness in South Longford. De Valera delivered his victory speech from the steps of the courthouse in Ennis; in his speech he said his victory was a victory for Ireland which would be celebrated across the world: ‘This election would always be history. This victory would show to the world that if Irishmen had only a ghost of a chance they would fight for the independence of Ireland. It was a victory for the independence of Ireland and for an Irish Republic.’23


In an analysis of the East Clare election result, the Irish Independent lacerated the Irish Parliamentary Party, accusing it of being weak, blundering and inefficient and for mutilating the country through partition. The Irish Independent argued that five out of every six electors voted for de Valera in disgust at the ‘cringing and crawling of the Irish Party, and especially the blundering tactics of the leaders’.24 In a shocking display of how quickly a newspaper of the day had demonstrated a complete volte-face in its editorial stance after the Easter Rising, the Irish Independent sat in judgement on the Irish Parliamentary Party: ‘The people seemed to say, “We are sick of the Party, who have been simply humbugging the country, and we will have nobody who supports this wretched crowd of politicians”.’25


De Valera’s election victory produced a shockwave of enormous proportions. The series of Sinn Féin electoral victories were no flash in the pan. The country could feel it and the leaders of Sinn Féin and the Irish Volunteers were determined to be ready to direct events when the time came. ‘Bí Ullamh’ or ‘Be Prepared’, the Boy Scout motto, was the order of the day and the new generation of Irish political and military leaders wasted no time in reorganising their respective movements. The first show of strength was the funeral of Thomas Ashe in Dublin on 30 September 1917. Michael Collins organised a turnout of 9,000 Irish Volunteers from all parts of Ireland to bury their deceased O/C with full military honours.26


At the Sinn Féin Ard Fheis (annual convention) on 25 October 1917, de Valera was elected president of the party. In the interests of party unity, Arthur Griffith, the founder and former leader, stepped aside to allow de Valera to assume the leadership. Griffith was then elected joint vice-president along with Fr Michael O’Flanagan. Griffith openly referred to de Valera as a ‘statesman and soldier’,27 believing he was the one man with the ability to unite various forms of Irish nationalism in realising the goal of Irish independence.28 Michael Collins was among twenty-four delegates appointed to a Sinn Féin executive. On 19 November the Irish Volunteers held its third convention at Croke Park, Dublin. Éamon de Valera was elected president while Cathal Brugha was elected chief of staff. A Volunteer Executive was assembled with representatives from each of the four provinces. A committee of ‘resident members’ was appointed alongside the provincial representatives. The ‘resident members’ were: Rory O’Connor, Michael Staines, Cathal Brugha, Éamon de Valera, Eamon Duggan (Chairman), William M. O’Reilly (Deputy Chairman), Diarmuid O’Hegarty, Michael Collins and Richard Mulcahy.29 The IRB gained significant influence over the Volunteers through the appointment of Michael Collins as Director of Organisation, Diarmuid Lynch as Director of Communications and Seán McGarry as General Secretary.30


As a result of the reorganisation of Sinn Féin and the Irish Volunteers, there now existed for the first time in modern history a unified Irish popular movement which found expression through a political party and a military organisation. Both political and military structures would now cooperate more and more to bring about Irish independence. Before this strategy could be put into operation, a new recruiting drive was required for both Sinn Féin and the Irish Volunteers. During the First World War, Ireland had seen an increase in employment opportunities for young Irish men and women who would otherwise have emigrated. There was also the additional attraction that by remaining in Ireland, young men would avoid conscription into the armies of the British empire or American military.31 In October 1917 de Valera returned to County Clare on a victory tour to thank the people of Clare for electing him as MP. The tour was also a recruiting drive to establish new Sinn Féin clubs and to recruit for the Irish Volunteers. With de Valera was Peadar Clancy, from Cranny, County Clare. Together, they made a powerful impact on popular opinion. At this point in time, Clancy was seen as the next MP for West Clare and was introduced as such by Fr Griffin, chairman of the Ennistymon Sinn Féin Club, at a number of rallies.32 After leaving school, Clancy had worked in a drapery business in Kildysart on the Shannon Estuary. After working briefly in Limerick as a milliner, he moved to Dublin, where he continued to work at his chosen trade. When the Irish Volunteers were founded in November 1913, Clancy joined C Company, 1st Battalion of the Dublin Brigade. He was elected lieutenant almost immediately. Pat McCrea, a Volunteer with the 2nd Battalion who would later become a member of a group of assassins assembled by Michael Collins, described Clancy as ‘restless and full of life’.33 Clancy was also courageous and demonstrated his ability to bring the fight to the enemy many times. During the Rising, Clancy was in charge of a barricade at Church Street Bridge alongside the Four Courts. Initially he had twelve men in his command but this was increased to twenty-two from the GPO garrison on the Tuesday.34 During the week British snipers installed themselves in a building on the quay opposite the Four Courts. Clancy, ordering his men to direct their fire on the sniper positions in Bridgefoot Street, grabbed some tins of petrol and calmly walked across the Liffey Bridge to the snipers’ nest. Clancy smashed the windows, drenched the building with petrol and set it alight. He returned safely to his own lines. The following day he captured two high-profile prisoners, Lord Dunsany and Colonel Lindsay, who had attempted to drive through Clancy’s position. Dunsany was hit in the face by a ricochet fired by Clancy, who later apologised for wounding him. Lord Dunsany later referred to his captors as ‘gentlemen’.35 After the Rising, Clancy was court-martialled and sentenced to death. The sentence was commuted to ten years’ penal servitude. While hundreds of Irish Volunteers were released at Christmas 1916, Clancy was not one of them. His liberty finally came in June 1917 along with others who had been considered to be a serious threat.36 Upon release Clancy threw himself behind the reorganisation of the Irish Volunteers in Dublin and in his own native Clare.
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Peadar Clancy, Vice-Commandant and Director of Munitions, Dublin Brigade IRA. Photograph taken after the surrender in 1916, when he was aged twenty-seven. (Courtesy Kilmainham Gaol, OPW)


In the space of just six days, de Valera and Clancy addressed an estimated 2,140 in the main towns of the district including Ennis, Ennistymon, Milltown Malbay, Ballyvaughan, Ballinacally, Factory Cross, Ruane, Inagh and Corofin.37 The RIC, who were on hand to keep a close eye on the proceedings, viewed the speeches as ‘disloyal and seditious’.38 The tone of the addresses made by de Valera and his colleagues left no one in any doubt that 1916 had been prelude for what was to come. De Valera encouraged the men to join the Volunteers, to arm themselves and to drill. Speaking in Ennistymon he encouraged Irishmen to pursue what might be described as a less-than-parliamentary approach: ‘… one rifle would have more effect in asserting their rights than 1,000 men speaking … the people who thought they would get anything from England by begging were dreamers’.39


Initially, the local RIC officers were not sure how to deal with de Valera, the senior Irish political and military figure. When de Valera and Clancy had departed, District Inspector O’Brien for Ennistymon wrote an interesting observation at the conclusion of his report: ‘There is another side to all this, and it is should we take any notice whatever of him [de Valera]. I notice that latterly he is not as violent in his talk.’40


The uncertainty as to the intentions of the Irish Volunteers were soon dispelled at Corofin when de Valera delivered a more forthright address: ‘If we cannot get what we are out for by peaceful methods we can get it by physical force. We will do our best to arm you. Get all the arms you can, any kind of arms – shot guns – you know what a useful weapon a double barrel shot gun is at night.’41


De Valera’s colleagues echoed his sentiments. During the course of his many speeches, Peadar Clancy declared he would rather die once, twice or a hundred times over than ever wear khaki – a reference to the expected attempt by the British government to introduce conscription to Ireland. Clancy was also blunter in his references to the members of the RIC, describing them as ‘murderers’ for their recent killing of a Volunteer at Ballybunion in County Kerry.42


During the course of his speeches in Clare, de Valera also drew attention to food shortages being experienced in Ireland due to exports of crops and livestock to Britain. He believed the Volunteers should be used to stop this by force if necessary. Referring to food exports from Ireland to Britain exposed a raw nerve in the psyche of the Irish population. In 1847, at the time of the worst of the Great Famine, a record wheat harvest was exported from Ireland while the potato crop failed due to blight. As a result of the failure of the potato crop hundreds of thousands starved to death in the year known as ‘Black 47’.43 The memory of the Great Famine was a major source of bitterness and resentment among the Irish in Ireland and abroad towards the British for many generations. By 1918 RIC County Inspectors’ reports still contained yearly references to the health of the potato harvest as a crop failure would lead to civic unrest. There were also references to prevailing high prices in agricultural produce caused by the First World War.44 De Valera, tapping into that memory and the contemporary reality of hunger, was also making the claim that Ireland was a separate entity and not subservient to Britain. For the Sinn Féin movement, Ireland’s resources and produce belonged to Ireland and not to a colonial power. In Dublin, the Irish Volunteers were to make the case for Irish food to remain in Ireland in dramatic fashion at the end of February 1918. Bill Stapleton of B Company, 2nd Battalion, Dublin Brigade was mobilised with his company. Diarmuid Lynch, Director of Communications, had ordered them to seize a consignment of pigs en route to Britain. The pigs were intercepted near Dorset Street and taken to the Dublin Corporation Yard nearby. Two of the Volunteers, who were butchers by trade, then began to slaughter the pigs. Up to 100 policemen were prevented from gaining entry and were forced to wait outside while the slaughtering continued. The noise of the pigs carried a good distance and attracted a large crowd.45 Women arrived with jugs of tea and slices of bread for the Volunteers. Charlie Dalton, a young Volunteer at the time and a future member of Michael Collins’ intelligence unit, later wrote: ‘I drank the tea with great satisfaction, recalling the time when I had seen the very same refreshments handed to the British Tommies in my neighbourhood during the Rising. The tide had turned. It was we who were now the heroes of the people.’46


The slaughter went on from early morning till evening when the carcases were brought to Donnelly’s Bacon Curing in Meath Street and then distributed throughout the city with all relevant parties in the chain being paid. The whole operation was a great morale boost for the population as they could now buy bacon in the shops and ease the pangs of hunger. Due to the war it had previously been in very short supply. Bill Stapleton arrived home from the operation to his mother at half two in the morning. He was splattered with blood and gave his mother quite a fright.47 The events in Dublin were an example of the growing challenge posed by a resurgent Sinn Féin and Irish Volunteer movement.


In spite of the positive impression Peadar Clancy made on tour with de Valera in West Clare in October 1917, he was not destined to become its MP, or Teachta Dála (TD) as Sinn Féin would rename parliamentary representatives at the next general election. Clancy’s future would be determined by events beginning to unfold in County Longford. Those events concerned a rising star of both the Irish Volunteers and Sinn Féin: Michael Collins.


While de Valera toured West Clare, Michael Collins was also touring a number of counties including west Cork, Roscommon, Leitrim and Armagh. Collins had also campaigned extensively during a number of by-elections in 1917 and 1918. With him, on occasion, were Thomas Ashe, O/C of the Irish Volunteers, Arthur Griffith, vice-president of Sinn Féin, and Gearóid O’Sullivan, future member of GHQ of the IRA. Collins arrived in Granard, County Longford on 20 October 1917 for the Columb Cille Aeridheacht (festival). He stayed at the Greville Arms, a hotel run by three sisters, to one of whom Collins would later become engaged: Kitty Kiernan.


Michael Collins was from Woodfield near Clonakilty. After leaving school he worked in London for a number of years before returning to Ireland to take part in the Easter Rising. A staff officer to Joseph Mary Plunkett, one of the senior officers who planned the Rising, Collins served in the GPO and surrounding area during Easter Week. After the surrender of the Volunteers, Collins was imprisoned first in Stafford prison and then in Frongoch, along with hundreds of fellow Irish Volunteers. Michael Collins was a true leader and inspired utter devotion from those who followed him. Once settled in Frongoch, Collins and others began to reorganise the IRB. In the aftermath of the Rising, all of the leaders of the IRB had been sentenced to death and executed by firing squad at Kilmainham Gaol. Collins was a very determined individual and applied great energy and powers of concentration to anything he undertook. He had little time for those who were not as committed as he was. Frank Thornton, who came with the Liverpool Company of the Irish Volunteers to Dublin to take part in the Easter Rising, got to know Collins very well over the next few years and offered the following insight into the character of this ‘bright star’:




Michael Collins was a man with a determination to make a complete success of everything he put his hands to. He had a marvellous memory … never to my knowledge was anything left unattended to the next day. He was full of the exuberance of life and full of vitality. He had no time for half measures and expected from those who were under him the same amount of enthusiasm and constructive energy that he himself was putting into the job.48





Collins was also a hard taskmaster. Michael Noyk said his motto could be described as similar to a Spartan mother to her son: ‘Come back with your shield or on it.’49 Collins was not liked by everyone. Gearoid Ua h-Uallacháin (Garry Holohan), O/C of Na Fianna Éireann of the Dublin Brigade 1919–22, got to know Collins while imprisoned in Frongoch. Ua h-Ullacháin said that Collins held IRB meetings in the camp but only invited certain people. Ua h-Uallacháin later wrote: ‘I must say I never liked him. I always considered him a rude, bouncing bully, but a very competent worker and very popular.’50
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Michael Collins in London 1922. It was in civilian clothes such as this that Michael Collins managed to move without detection through the streets of Dublin during the War of Independence. (Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)


Upon his release in December 1916, Michael Collins was given the records of the IRB by Kathleen Clarke, widow of executed IRB leader Tom Clarke. Collins also became secretary to the National Aid and Volunteer Dependents’ Fund Association. Operating from 10 Exchequer Street, Collins was under constant surveillance by the detectives of G Division of the DMP.51 From the moment of his arrival back in Ireland, his activities were of serious concern for the RIC. They considered him to belong ‘to a family of dangerous extremists’.52 RIC reports from west Cork and Granard in Longford, areas where he spent a good deal of time, said Collins was well known to them. They observed his movements assiduously, noted his speeches and carefully identified his associates. G Division detectives issued the following description of Collins in August 1917: ‘… 28 years, 5ft. 10 ins. high, well built, square shoulders, dark brown hair, round face, clean shaven, pale complexion, wears grey tweed suit and brown trilby hat.’53


In a speech Collins gave at Legga, County Longford, he warned those present not to take part in raids for useless old shotguns or swords and condemned the lawlessness associated with cattle drives. These drives involved local people taking over landed estates. They were frustrated by the lack of movement on the sale of big estates and the use of any available land by non-resident ranchers to supply beef to the British war market. Collins concluded by urging the Irish Volunteers to raid for arms that would be of some use to them and also to defend their arms to the death. Collins boldly stated that ‘it would take five soldiers to take one man and 50,000 with fixed bayonets to enforce it [conscription] in Ireland’.54 He called on those present to stand together and remember Thomas Ashe. After the speeches were over, Collins carried out the marching and drilling of eighty-eight young men up and down the public road.55


The local district inspector of the RIC, Charles Collins, offered a keen assessment of the potential threat offered by Michael Collins: ‘He appears to be a very dangerous criminal, is a member of the Sinn Féin Council and boasts about the part he took in capturing the G.P.O. He has paid frequent visits to this District, and his activities, if not speedily restrained, will lead to serious mischief.’56


Collins’ tireless campaigning to raise a new Irish Volunteer movement bore impressive results. By the autumn of 1917 he reported to the Irish Volunteer convention that there were now 1,200 companies when compared to 390 in existence at the end of 1916.57 It was as a direct result of his activities at Legga that Michael Collins was arrested in Dublin on 3 April 1918 by detectives while outside his Bachelor’s Walk office.58 Collins was brought before Resident Magistrate Jephson at Longford town. Collins declared the proceedings to be ‘a farce’. Mr Jephson RM set bail at £40 with two sureties of £20. Collins responded, ‘I do not enter into bail with blackguards and tyrants!’, describing the RM’s setting of bail as ‘Nonsense!’ This defiant behaviour resulted in him being sent to Sligo Gaol to await trial on the dual charges of incitement to raid for arms and for illegal drilling.59 Before departing for gaol, Collins was permitted to have breakfast, provided by Cumann na mBan at a nearby house. Afterwards, he was led to the RIC Barracks and then to the railway station. The RIC guard in charge of Collins were accompanied by a large procession of cheering, flag-waving Sinn Féin supporters on their way to the railway station. Collins, under guard, was seen safely aboard the train for Sligo. The railway platform was very crowded as a large group of Irish Parliamentary Party supporters had also turned up to heap abuse on the Sinn Féiners. There were repeated cheers for Mr Collins. A rousing chorus of ‘The Soldier’s Song’ broke out as the train pulled slowly out of the station.60 Collins may not have realised it but he was on his way to war. In the following four years, this Irish Volunteer would transform for ever the history of Ireland and its relationship with its colonial ruler of 700 years. Michael Collins would spend three weeks in Sligo Gaol in April 1917. With Collins in prison, a change in tactics was decided upon and his bail was ordered to be paid to secure his liberty. He was released on 22 April to await trial at the changed venue of Derry.61 He, of course, had no intention of turning up for a court appearance. Now freed, Michael Collins was on the run and was determined not to be detained at ‘His Majesty’s pleasure’ again. On his return to Dublin, Collins managed to secure the release of another Irish Volunteer who had also refused to pay bail. This young man was Tom Cullen. Originally from County Wicklow, Cullen would work to form part of Michael Collins’ intelligence operations.62 Collins’ escape from a certain prison sentence marked a major shift in Irish Volunteer policy. Key members of the Irish Volunteers now went underground and took a less prominent role in political activities.


Under de Valera’s leadership, Sinn Féin, in conjunction with the Irish Volunteers, set about strengthening their position. Sinn Féin were seeking to prepare for the coming general election, which would follow the end of the First World War. A strong performance in those elections would strengthen their call for international recognition for Irish independence at the Peace Conference which would conclude hostilities and reconstruct Europe at the war’s end. De Valera, speaking at a rally of 7,000 enthusiastic supporters in Kilkenny city, said that if Ireland’s claim to independence was not recognised at the coming conference in Versailles, the Irish people would make the government of this country impossible for the English.63 Yet the events which were to put in motion the final moves towards Irish independence did not occur at home but hundreds of miles away on the Western Front in the final months of the First World War.


At 4.40 a.m. on the morning of 21 March 1918, General Ludendorff, the German commander on the Western Front, gave the order for Operation Michael to commence, unleashing a hurricane bombardment of over a million high-explosive and gas shells upon the British army in the Somme Valley. The shelling was followed by wave upon wave of elite German shock troops or stormtroopers who easily mopped up the survivors before breaking through to the rear and pushing on to Paris. This was the beginning of what the Germans would call the Kaiserschlacht,64 the Emperor’s Battle, which they hoped would bring them final victory in a war that had been at an impasse since its beginning in 1914. The Russian Revolution of 1917 and the abdication of Tsar Nicholas II had resulted in the withdrawal of Russia from the war against Germany. Britain and France greatly missed their Russian ally as it meant German divisions on the Eastern Front were now free to join their comrades on the Western Front. German commanders were hoping for a quick victory before the United States army could be brought into action after their declaration of war on Germany on 6 April 1917. The British suffered greatly in the battle, suffering 20,000 dead and over 36,000 wounded.65 The fighting continued until early August when the Germans were finally halted at the Second Battle of the Marne by the combined armies of France, Britain and the arrival of the American Expeditionary Force.66 The consequences of this battle in France were to lead to a British initiative in Ireland that would create a movement for national unity and ultimately lead to a war for independence.


By the spring of 1918 the British empire had been at war with Germany and its allies for nearly four years. The First World War had introduced the names of Ypres, Gallipoli, the Somme and Passchendaele to the annals of history. These battlefields witnessed the killing or maiming of hundreds of thousands of soldiers. There was still no final victory in sight and the British, despite calling on its colonies for aid, were now desperately short of recruits to fill the gaps on the Western Front. Most of the British divisions numbered between 12,000 and 19,000.67 The American 1st Division, to British envy, consisted of over 27,000 men.68 British Prime Minister Lloyd George decided that to meet the shortfall in numbers of troops he would require the introduction of conscription in Ireland.69 Lloyd George was a formidable political opponent and Ireland would come to know him only too well in the years ahead. As the Military Service Bill for Ireland was debated in the House of Commons, Lloyd George asked as the war was one for small nationalities, why should the Irish not fight for such nationalities, and Catholic ones at that? He reminded John Redmond MP, leader of the Irish Home Rule Party, of a speech Redmond had delivered at the Mansion House in Dublin. In the course of this speech Redmond referred to a meeting with Cardinal Mercier of Belgium, stating: ‘I took the liberty of promising him then that Ireland would bring her arms and her strength to avenge Louvain and to uphold the integrity and independence of Belgium – aye, yes, Belgium, Poland, Alsace-Lorraine, France …’70


For Lloyd George and for Britain, the situation was grave. Men from England, Wales and Scotland were playing their part in keeping the German army from taking Paris. Although thousands of Irishmen had already given their lives for the British empire in the First World War, for the Prime Minister it was ‘both necessary and expedient’ that Irishmen play their part in preventing defeat at the hands of Germany and its allies.71 Conscription had been introduced to England, Scotland and Wales in January 1916 under the terms of the Military Service Act.72 The Home Rule MPs surprisingly rejected his pleas, warning that he would have a new battlefront in Ireland. The Home Rule MPs viewed the passing of the Military Service Bill as a ‘declaration of war against Ireland’.73 Despite Irish opposition the Bill was passed, by 301 votes to 103, and became law on 16 April 1918. All of the Home Rule MPs voted against the measure.74 The effect of the introduction of conscription to Ireland was to unify the up-to-now divided strands of nationalist and republican opinion. The person who emerged to lead this political phase and strategy was Éamon de Valera.


On 18 April 1918, a conference chaired by the Lord Mayor of Dublin, Laurence O’Neill, met at the Mansion House. Its brief was to formulate and coordinate a strategy to defeat the introduction of conscription for Ireland. In attendance were Irish Parliamentary Party MPs John Dillon and Joseph Devlin, Labour Party members William O’Brien (Dublin), Michael Egan and Thomas Johnson, William O’Brien (Cork) of the ‘All for Ireland League’ and Timothy M. Healy. Also present were Sinn Féin representatives Éamon de Valera and Arthur Griffith. The conference decided to issue a pledge to be taken in every parish across the country the following Sunday: ‘Denying the right of the British Government to enforce compulsory service in this country, we pledge ourselves solemnly to one another to resist Conscription by the most effective means at our disposal.’75


They issued a declaration that saw Ireland as a separate and distinct nation and argued that the British attempt to enforce conscription on the country was a violation of the rights of small nations to self-determination.76 De Valera appealed to the Irish bishops, who were concluding their annual meeting at Maynooth, for their support. After consideration of de Valera’s appeal, they decided to support the anti-conscription movement,77 issuing a statement in which conscription was condemned as ‘an oppressive and inhuman law which the Irish people have a right to resist by every means that are consonant with the law of God’.78 Lloyd George’s ‘necessity and expediency’ in enforcing conscription in Ireland rather than face losing the First World War had unexpectedly forged a united Irish political movement. It was quite an achievement for Lloyd George and one which was totally unnecessary, given the prospect of imminent reinforcements and war material from the United States. The leadership and energy provided by Sinn Féin placed them in a strong position in the intense political atmosphere preceding the general election of December 1918. Despite having lost three by-elections in a row, Sinn Féin were confident that the coming election would bring substantial gains at the expense of the Irish Parliamentary Party.


On Sunday 21 April 1918, the anti-conscription pledge was signed outside all Catholic churches in Ireland. This was followed by a general strike on 23 April. All shops and factories were closed, no trams or trains ran and no newspapers rolled off the presses.79 Belfast was the only Irish city in which work continued as usual.


The Viceroy, the King’s representative to Ireland, Lord Wimborne, was replaced by Field-Marshal Lord French, who intended to push through conscription with force if necessary. On 12 April 1918, Joseph Dowling was found by the RIC on an island off the west coast of Ireland. Dowling was a member of Roger Casement’s Irish Brigade and had been dropped ashore by a German U-boat.80 Dowling’s capture gave the British the excuse they needed to arrest the leading members of Sinn Féin and as many senior officers of the Irish Volunteers as possible. The head of the British administration in Ireland, Lord French, claimed they had uncovered a German plot. On 17 May, the RIC, accompanied by British troops, rounded up seventy-three prominent Sinn Féin men and women. A considerable number of them were also Irish Volunteer officers. Éamon de Valera, Arthur Griffith, Count Plunkett, William Cosgrave, Countess Markievicz, Maud Gonne MacBride and Kathleen Clarke were jailed. Joseph Dowling was imprisoned for six years.81 Due to the ‘German plot’ many Irish Volunteer commanders now languished in jail once again. In March 1918, the Irish Volunteers decided to establish a new GHQ. Richard Mulcahy, an IRB member and 1916 veteran, was appointed chief of staff. Mulcahy had fought alongside Thomas Ashe in the Ashbourne fight during 1916. He was a strong supporter of Michael Collins and a good organiser. Collins now became adjutant general as well as remaining Director of Organisation.


Collins and Mulcahy anticipated that opposing conscription could lead to an outbreak of military action. Therefore, to organise and prepare the Irish Volunteers for a new type of war, they began to print a bimonthly paper entitled An t-Óglach. The content of the paper would leave their command structures in no doubt of what was required by their troops should fighting break out with the British.


What was proposed in 1918 was stark. An t-Óglach presented the facts in an article entitled ‘Ruthless Warfare’:




It would be desirable for instance, to eliminate all talk and thought of passive resistance … our active military resistance is the only thing that will tell and any plans, theories or doubts to distract the minds of the people from the policy of fierce and ruthless fighting ought to be ruthlessly discouraged … If England decides on this atrocity, then we, on our part, must decide that in our resistance shall acknowledge no limit and scruple.82





An t-Óglach went further and identified as a target anyone who knowingly and willingly facilitated conscription, saying he would be ‘dealt with’ as if he were an enemy soldier. Examples given included doctors who might treat wounded enemy soldiers or drivers who transported the police. Their fate was spelled out: ‘We must recognise, that anyone, civilian or soldier, who assists directly or by connivance in this crime against us, merits no more consideration than a wild beast and should be killed without mercy or hesitation as opportunity offers … those who assist the enemy will be shot.’83 Anyone, from the King’s representative to Ireland, the Lord Lieutenant, to a hotel porter, was considered a legitimate target.84 GHQ also warned that it would not be wise for anyone to display ‘undue zeal in the service of England in Ireland, or in opposition to the Irish Republic’.85


It was not just bellicose articles that were printed in An t-Óglach but also detailed instructions on the military organisation and operations. Articles addressed topics such as engineering, sabotage, guerrilla warfare and the administration of companies and battalions. Details for proposed military operations included railway demolition, railway demolition without explosives, scouting and tracking, hedge fighting for small units, and mapping.86 Many of the articles on guerrilla warfare were written by Ginger O’Connell, a staff officer at Irish Volunteers GHQ.87 There were also articles that indicated the brutal nature of conflict itself: one article, ‘Firearms As Clubs’, explained that the butt of a rifle or shotgun made a ‘formidable weapon in hand-to-hand conflict’. Readers were introduced to the use of a weapon to incapacitate an enemy with a variety of blows to the face, the head, the pit of the stomach or knees.88 An t-Óglach was, unsurprisingly, proscribed as a paper of an illegal organisation.


The nature of its content made An t-Óglach’s editor, Piaras Béaslaí, a marked man. He would have quite a few close escapes over the next few years, along with the man who printed the journal, Dick McKee, O/C of the Dublin Brigade. A printer by trade, McKee printed off thousands of copies of this Irish Volunteer journal at the premises of Gaelic Press in Liffey Street. The premises were owned by Joseph Stanley, a 1916 veteran from C and H Companies, 1st Battalion, Dublin Brigade.89 The machine used to print An t-Óglach was an old one with a treadle, the sort used for printing handbills.90 The premises were raided frequently by the police. During one raid an edition of An t-Óglach was laid out, ready in type, on a table but the detective officers did not notice it.91 Stanley was continuously harassed by the police and eventually he was forced to close his premises. The printing operation was then moved to a more secret location, a tiny sealed room with no windows, at the back of a tobacconist’s shop in Aungier Street.92 This secret printing room lay 200 yards from Ship Street Barracks and Dublin Castle, under the noses of the British. As the popularity of An t-Óglach grew, Patrick Mahon from F Company 2nd Battalion and a young lad called Frank Boyce joined McKee’s printing operation.93 Tom Cullen and Joe O’Reilly, both trusted aides to Michael Collins, ran copies from editor to printer from typist Bridie O’Reilly. Eventually, much to McKee’s relief, a new printing machine was purchased to deal with increased demand for the paper.


It is easy to dismiss the vitriolic nature of some of the content of An t-Óglach as propaganda, but in an era when the only other sources of information were Irish and English national and regional papers, An t-Óglach assumed an almost mythic reputation. It was considered by Irish Volunteer GHQ to be vital in maintaining morale and educating the Volunteers in military organisation. The name itself, ‘The Volunteer’ in English, and the physical presence of the paper throughout the country was a challenge to British control. Also, the paper presented an alternative view of the nature of events along with some very seditious articles on munitions. In December 1918, the British war cabinet at Downing Street received a report on ‘The State of Ireland’. This was a detailed weekly document containing reports from the Lord Lieutenant, Lord French, the General O/C of British Forces in Ireland Lieutenant-General Frederick Shaw and also Inspector General of the RIC, J. Byrne. In early December, Inspector General Byrne drew the war cabinet’s attention to An t-Óglach. He acknowledged the power of the republican journal to inflame the Volunteer movement by circulating seditious literature.94 To show the ‘continued rebellious activity of this dangerous society’, Byrne included an extract from the sixth issue, dated 15 November 1918, which contained the very report Michael Collins had given to the Irish Volunteer convention in 1917. The RIC now estimated Irish Volunteer strength to be in the region of 30,000. Inspector General Byrne reported that Irish Volunteer companies were not now appearing in public.95 The ‘popularity’ of An t-Óglach among the British administration and military continued to grow. On 10 May 1919, Lieutenant-General Shaw wrote in his report to the war cabinet, that from ‘… careful reading of the different copies of AN T’OGLAC (the official secret Irish Volunteer organ) it would appear that the Irish Volunteer Headquarters so constantly speak of the necessity for courage and initiative that they realise that their units are only ill-trained troops. In consequence should they in any raid receive a serious setback the enthusiasm for this form of violence would quickly evaporate’.96


The British army was not the sole focus of Irish Volunteer attention. They had a particular antagonism towards the RIC and its Dublin city partner, the DMP. In 1919, Irish Volunteer GHQ decided, that in order to break Britain’s control of Ireland, the RIC would have to be broken first. Where did this antagonism come from? Since its foundation in 1822, the RIC had been a highly professional police force. In maintaining law and order, the Irish police carried out their duties with rigour. The courts system, through resident magistrates and high court judges, supported the police through a variety of measures, from imposing financial bonds to ensure good behaviour to imprisonment or death by hanging. The RIC and DMP were also the first line of resistance against Irish men and women who sought to break the link with England through revolutionary means. The RIC was an armed police force: constables carried both revolvers and carbines should the situation warrant it. DMP constables were trained in firearms, but did not usually carry them. In Ireland the law was heavily associated with England’s occupation of the country. The RIC crest featured a crown perched above the harp surrounded by a tribute of shamrocks. It was a constant reminder of where the allegiance of the serving Irish policeman lay. The RIC attended on bailiffs when they served notice of eviction and also arrested Irish Fenian revolutionaries and led them away to court and imprisonment.
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‘There is no crime in detecting and destroying in wartime the spy
and informer ... | have paid them back in their own coin.’ Michael Collins
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