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Introduction


The Irish War of Independence has provoked a massive amount of interest; IRA guerrilla warfare and Black and Tan reprisals have rivalled the issue of the British government’s culpability for the Great Famine as the most emotive subject in modern Irish history. A familiar and popular story has usually been told in the form of biographies, memoirs and narrative accounts of heroic victory against the odds, of dramatic raids and ambushes, of hunger strikes and prison resistance. The Black and Tans have become the most well-known symbol for perfidious Albion in Irish communities world-wide. The best-selling books written by veterans of the conflict, notably Tom Barry in Guerilla Days in Ireland, Dan Breen in My Fight for Irish Freedom and Ernie O’Malley in On Another Man’s Wound, have had a huge influence on popular perception. Whole shelves in bookshops are devoted to biographies of Michael Collins with publishers’ blurbs talking of ‘the man who won the War’.1 There is still something of a national obsession with attaching blame and responsibility for the divisions which followed the conflict.


The reasons for the undying fascination are readily apparent. Biographies are a particularly colourful form of historical writing; all states, especially young ones, romanticise their founding fathers. The divisions of the revolutionary period dominated Irish politics and society for a very long time afterwards and affected historical interpretation. In his long career, Eamon de Valera always felt the need to put the record straight about the 1919–23 years.2 The new perspectives offered by many scholars on the period since the 1960s have had little effect on the popular consciousness. Neil Jordan’s film Michael Collins (1997) has had a much more powerful effect than any scholarly work has done or is ever likely to do.3


To revise the traditional nationalist account of the conflict, even in the new century, is not an easy task. Sensitivities are acute: even mild correctives are easily distorted into accusations of bias on one side or the other. Both Irish and British governments have been extremely reluctant to release documents of the period. The Public Record Office at Kew in London held back a considerable amount of material at the end of the original official fifty-year closure time and since then has opened up files in a most selective fashion, inviting speculation as to the criteria used and the secrets still to be revealed, possibly in another fifty years. The mysteries of the release process have been even greater in the Northern Ireland Public Record Office where for a time some historians appeared to be given preferential treatment. In the Irish Republic, there have only recently been considerable gains in the opening up of official files. However, the Bureau of Military History papers have long been a subject of official procrastination and delay.4 The demands of the historian are still clashing with the civil service and governmental obsession for secrecy after the passage of eighty years.


In a notorious recent academic article,5 the medieval historian Brendan Bradshaw argued that the ‘beneficent legacy’ of the nationalist version of Irish history should not be tampered with. In his view, history has a public function to support ‘the rich heritage of the aboriginal Celtic civilisation’: in other words, myths may be untrue but destroying them threatens national culture and stability. As I write, the remains of Kevin Barry and another nine executed IRA men which have been disinterred from Mountjoy Prison are to be reburied at Glasnevin following a full state funeral on 14 October 2001. Evidently political parties today still need to make the connection with their revolutionary past. In recognition of the danger of upsetting susceptibilities, much of the writing on the War of Independence and the Civil War has been cautious in tone and restricted in scope: surprisingly the 1919–23 period, in contrast to the debate about the Easter Rising, has not featured strongly in the whole revisionist saga.6


We are constantly told that Civil War politics are dead: to judge by much recent literature, Civil War history is very much alive. In this self-confident time in the history of the Irish Republic, many historians are taking an unsympathetic view of republicanism in the revolutionary era. Tom Garvin’s brilliant 1922: The Birth of Irish Democracy celebrates the state’s achievement of stability in reaction against the long-dominant neo-republican de Valera orthodoxy. Michael Laffan has referred to an ‘almost accidental revolution’ and Kevin Myers keeps up a regular barrage against the nationalist consensus in his columns in the Irish Times.7


In the mid-1970s, Charles Townshend’s The British Campaign in Ireland, 1919–1921 and David Fitzpatrick’s Politics and Irish Life, 1913–21 pioneered fresh scholarly perspectives on the period. Eunan O’Halpin and John McColgan have laid bare the chaos and confusion of the last years of Dublin Castle rule.8 It is no longer unquestioningly accepted that there was a symbiotic relationship between the IRA and the people. The limited and heavily localised nature of the fighting is now appreciated, and it is broadly agreed that the IRA’s achievements were more in the Intelligence and publicity spheres than in the purely military. Pioneering work on localities has addressed the social make-up of the IRA and their motivation.9 It remains true, however, that the central questions posed by the War are still being neglected: these relate to how and why a large measure of independence for the twenty-six counties was won, and whether that achievement was at the expense of Partition. There should be consideration of how necessary the use of violence was, and whether something akin to Dominion Status could have been won without it. Why was the British government willing in July 1921 to offer a settlement far in advance of anything offered before?


Implicit in much of the writing on the subject, both British and Irish, has been the assumption of a kind of inevitability. This applies particularly to the amount of violence used and the establishment of Partition. Hindsight can be a barrier to proper consideration of the choices faced and the mistakes made at the time. The very existence of the Free State/Republic and of the province of Northern Ireland has precluded examination of alternative outcomes from 1919 to 1921. This goes beyond the reluctance of historians to look at hypotheses, and concerns their relationship with their entire culture and upbringing.


The role of violence in the revolution, if not glorified, has been broadly accepted with little questioning. Unsurprisingly, the focus for so long was on the atrocities of Black and Tans and Auxiliaries, and less attention was paid to IRA excesses. A comforting distinction was often made between IRA violence in the 1919 to 1921 period and that in the 1970s and 1980s. The assumption was that a mandate existed for violence in the revolutionary era but not thereafter. Recently Peter Hart has brought out how much of the fighting amounted to tit-for-tat killing, in Cork as well as Belfast.10 What Hart says for Cork may well not apply equally to other counties, but the issue desperately needed an airing.


There was much criticism at the time of IRA activities. The Sinn Féin victory in December 1918 did not amount to an acceptance of a physical force revolution and the issue was never put to the test. It was British coercion, and particularly the reprisals from the summer of 1920, that transformed popular attitudes. The same people who had deep reservations about the IRA and its methods in 1920–21 later exulted over what had been achieved. In 1920, Cardinal Logue said of Michael Collins and his lieutenants: ‘No object would excuse them, no hearts, unless hardened and steeled against pity, would tolerate their cruelty.’ Two years later, Logue felt that Collins had been transformed into ‘a young patriot, brave and wise’.11


The part that political and passive resistance tactics played in gaining independence has only lately been accorded due importance;12 sensational fighting narratives win a much readier audience. When, however, the priority was on politics and diplomacy in 1919 they achieved little. Two historians have addressed the key issue. On the one hand Ronan Fanning has argued that ‘there is not a shred of evidence that Lloyd George’s Tory-dominated Government would have moved from the 1914-style niggardliness of the Government of Ireland Act of 1920 to the larger, if imperfect, generosity of the Treaty if they had not been impelled to do so by Michael Collins and his assassins.’13 By complete contrast, Roy Foster has written of the eventual offer of Dominion Status: ‘whether the bloody catalogue of assassination and war from 1919–21 was necessary in order to negotiate thus far may fairly be questioned.’14


The high level of violence from mid-1920 followed on decisions made by the British government to adopt a coercive rather than a conciliatory policy. Historians have underrated how near a negotiated settlement was in December 1920. The escalation of the War in late 1920 and the first six months of 1921 caused not only a terrible waste of many lives but also an appalling long-term embitterment in Anglo-Irish relations. This is the study of tragedy and is not something to glory in.


The subject of the relationship of the north-east to the War has been largely avoided. This can be explained by Partitionist attitudes on both sides of the border. Southern historians have frequently bypassed the subject and taken an almost possessive attitude, apparently considering the War a twenty-six-county affair. Dermot Keogh’s Twentieth-Century Ireland: Nation and State15 leaves the North out entirely, and only recently have there been separate studies of the Northern Catholic minority. Accounts written from a Unionist perspective have sought to defend,16 and even justify, the intransigent policies of the Northern government. The siege mentality has extended to the historical profession. Underlying both approaches is again the assumption of the inevitability of Partition. The history of the Government of Ireland Bill was anything but predictable, and the British government’s crucial backing for the hard-line Unionist policies of 1920–21 has rarely been sufficiently analysed. As at the end of the twentieth century, stances taken were frequently less hard-line than they appeared to be on the surface, and retrospective accounts by contemporaries tended to emphasise consistency and dogmatism as opposed to flexibility.


The place of the fighting between 1919 and 1921 in the overall context of the Irish Revolution has rarely been debated. The Irish have been strikingly reluctant to use the term ‘revolution’, almost as reluctant as the British were to use the term ‘war’.17 This is perhaps because the Civil War and its legacy of eternal bitterness and mistrust divorced the new state from an objective evaluation of its revolutionary roots. The Irish equivalent of Bastille Day is Easter Monday 1916; it has been easier for Irish nationalists to associate themselves with failed uprisings than with the successful guerrilla warfare following the First World War. This relates to the difficulty of finding an appropriate title for the conflict and hence for this book.18


To use the terms ‘War of Independence’ or ‘Anglo-Irish War’, as with ‘Derry’/‘Londonderry’, reveals an implicit bias. Many republicans know it as ‘The Tan War’ and some resort to the ubiquitous Irish euphemism ‘The Troubles’. For decades, the British followed the official lead at the time: it was a rebellion. Of late they have used the neutral-sounding term ‘Anglo-Irish War’, ignoring the fact that many Irish fought on the British side. The conflict had strong elements of a civil as well as a colonial war. Apart from the consideration that the War of Independence is a happier-sounding title, it is a more appropriate expression of the nationalist demand, though the independence achieved was geographically limited to twenty-six counties and constitutionally limited to a form of Dominion Status. Whatever nomenclature is used, events should be placed in a wider chronological framework than the immediate post-First World War context. It was the Ulster Crisis of 1912–14 and the First World War which represented the point of no return for the British government. The years 1919 to 1921 were the crucial final stages in a revolution, albeit an unfinished one.


The structure of this book aims to focus on specific issues and to avoid the straitjacket of traditional narrative history. A purely chronological approach would be confusing, as events jump geographically from Kerry to London to Dublin, though there has to be a sense of development over time also to understand events. What results is, in the rather stuffy language of the historian, an ‘analytical narrative’. As far as possible, British and Irish aspects are kept apart in order to clarify issues; some overlapping and repetition cannot be avoided. This structure allows separate chapters on easily-defined subjects such as the North and on Irish America, and on the War as it progressed in the localities. Thus also, due highly-focused attention can be given to peace initiatives. It is hoped that in this way justice can be given to many disparate themes which can too easily be lost in the relentless flow of a narrative.




PART I
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GATHERING STORM
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BRITISH RULE IN IRELAND
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‘The present conflict between the opposing forces in Ireland has its roots in the failure of English statecraft and administration to rule Ireland.’


G.C. Cockerill, Memorandum on Ireland 1919–20.1


At the time of the Third Home Rule Bill’s introduction in 1912, a measure of self-government for Ireland appeared to be on the brink of being achieved. The House of Lords veto had been removed, seemingly ensuring passage of the legislation. Optimism was shattered by the strength and effectiveness of Ulster Unionist resistance supported by an opportunistic Conservative Party; by 1914 the whole basis of internal security was threatened and the Liberal government’s dithering underlined their lack of conviction over the issue. The beginning of the First World War allowed the Bill to be passed, but with its operation suspended until a time not later than the end of the conflict, and with the further caveat that an amending Bill would make special provision for all or part of Ulster.


It is doubtful if this limited measure of devolution could have produced a longterm settlement.2 What is clear, however, is that the Ulster Crisis brought the gun back into Irish politics and together with the First World War undermined constitutional nationalism. Catholic nationalists of all shades viewed the failure to stand up to Ulster and to force the passage of Home Rule as the ultimate British betrayal. Vast numbers of moderates became radicals almost overnight. From then on any appeal to a so-called middle ground was hopeless. In this wide context the Easter Rising should be seen as the consequence of the revolutionary developments of the preceding four years. Long before the end of the War, a settlement along Home Rule lines was inconceivable and the Irish Parliamentary Party’s leader, John Redmond’s hopes for Anglo-Irish rapprochement devastated.3 The British government, however, did not choose to recognise these realities.


While the Easter Rising in the long term revived militant, advanced nationalism, in the short term it placed a higher premium than ever on the need for a speedy Home Rule settlement. Lloyd George’s initiative of the summer of 1916, which attempted to achieve immediate implementation of Home Rule, together with the exclusion of the six north-eastern counties, foundered on Cabinet disunity and Southern Unionist resistance.4


Recourse was then made to the delaying action of the Irish Convention of 1917–18, which was motivated by the desire to appease international, particularly American, opinion.5 Lloyd George then commented: ‘In six months the war will be lost . . . the Irish-American vote will go over to the German side. They will break our blockade and force an ignominious peace on us, unless something is done . . . to satisfy America.’6 By this time, the transformed Sinn Féin Party had achieved a dominant position in Irish politics against the background of British prevarication, delay and pinpricking coercion. The conscription crisis of the spring and summer of 1918 sounded the final death knell of Home Rule hopes and with them of the Irish Parliamentary Party.


The British administration of Ireland in its final years demonstrated in a dramatic and concentrated manner all the vices which had existed within it for hundreds of years. The system was in its death throes before the reorganisation of the Irish Volunteers and the formation of the Dáil government between 1917 and 1919.


The failure of British administration in Ireland owed much to structural and institutional weaknesses. A separate government, based in Dublin Castle, survived the Act of Union of 1800–1801 and changed little in form during the course of the following one hundred and twenty-one years. It consisted of a multitude of Departments and Boards, some autonomous from London, some overlapping with each other. The Castle was meant to run the country as well as to advise the British government on policy, and became a watchword for unaccountable and inefficient rule, criticised on every front for its top-heavy bureaucracy. The French observer Louis Paul-Dubois described it as ‘A world in itself, a city within a city. It is at once the palace of the viceroy, a military barrack, the seat of administration, and the office of the secret police . . . omnipotent and omniscient.’ The Liberal politician John Morley saw it as: ‘the best machine that has ever been invented for governing a country against its will’.7 The evolution of accountable parliamentary government in Britain during the course of the nineteenth century found no parallel in Ireland.


The vestiges of an archaic colonial administration remained. The office of Lord Lieutenant, the representative of the Crown in Ireland, survived, his relationship to the Chief Secretary problematic. One commentator likened that office to a ‘useless and idle pageant’ and the historian Kieran Flanagan concluded that the Viceroy ‘symbolised the incomplete nature of the Act of Union and the notion of Ireland as a separate nation’.8 Increasingly the holders of the post became like constitutional monarchs, associated with symbolism and ritual, while the Chief Secretary became more powerful, largely because of his role in the Cabinet and in the Commons.


Long-term improvements in communications meant that the Chief Secretary’s frequent visits to London contrasted with the Viceroy’s permanent residence in Dublin. The Chief Secretary became dependent on Westminster and on the Prime Minister’s patronage. The position was usually given to a junior politician as a sinecure rather than for any perceived knowledge of or ability in Irish affairs. Time in the office averaged two years.


Some sympathy is due to the Chief Secretaries because of the range of skills required — headship of the bureaucracy and representative of Irish affairs in Westminster and Whitehall, administrator and trouble-shooter, constantly travelling back and forth across the Irish Sea. At various times the balance between Lord Lieutenant and Chief Secretary changed, dependent on the political weight and the personalities involved. In the running of Dublin Castle the office of Under-Secretary was usually the most important one: he became a full-time civil servant, permanently stationed in Dublin.9


The system was full of potential for disharmony both within Dublin Castle and between Dublin and Westminster. At sundry times British politicians talked of modernising it but little change occurred. Lord John Russell wrote in 1847: ‘A separate government — a separate court — and an administration of a mixed nature, partly English and partly Irish, is not of itself a convenient arrangement. The separate government within fifteen hours of London appears unnecessary — the separate court a mockery — the mixed administration the cause of confusion and delay.’ At another time Russell declared that he ‘found the relationship between the Irish and the United Kingdom administrations clumsy, and even absurd’.10


The preservation of the status quo was in part due to the fact that the administration acted as a career route and boosted status, particularly for the Anglo-Irish ascendancy. In an open letter to the Lord Lieutenant in 1905, the writer R. Barry O’Brien commented: ‘It is notorious that the highest positions in the Government of Ireland have been and are filled by Protestants, almost wholly to the exclusion of those who professed the religion of the nation . . . It has well been said that the government of a country must partake of the character of the people.’11 Any change was seen by the Unionists as a step to undermining the whole Union, while Home Rule supporters saw reform as insufficient and as a barrier to self-government. Nobody within Ireland argued for the preservation of Dublin Castle on the grounds of its effectiveness or efficiency.


A major consequence of the introduction of the Third Home Rule Bill was that self-government was seen as inevitable. During the time of Augustine Birrell’s Chief Secretaryship, 1907–16, Catholics took an increasing proportion of administrative posts. The Easter Rising, however, destroyed any hope of a smooth transition from colony to devolution. During the ensuing martial law period, Prime Minister Asquith talked of abolishing the positions of both Viceroy and Chief Secretary and making a single Cabinet Minister responsible for Irish government.12 After the collapse of Lloyd George’s attempt to produce immediate Home Rule in the summer of 1916, the old system was restored, with the recall of Lord Wimborne as Viceroy and the appointment of the obscure lawyer H.E. Duke as Chief Secretary. From that time the existence of a Coalition government with a Tory majority meant the reversal of what has been called ‘the greening of Dublin Castle’,13 although some Catholics held on to important jobs.


Patricia Jalland has sought to re-establish Birrell’s historical reputation, and George Boyce together with Cameron Hazelhurst has made a case for the usually poorly-regarded Duke. In response, Eunan O’Halpin has pointed to Birrell’s inept administration of security, Duke’s inability to take policy initiatives and his frequent recourse to Whitehall on trivial matters.14 Such debate, however, should be put in a wider context. Second-rate politicians like Duke, Ian Macpherson and Hamar Greenwood were chosen because major figures declined the job. Lloyd George refused the supremo position in 1916 and from 1917 Walter Long preferred a liaison role to that of returning to the Chief Secretaryship. H.A.L. Fisher looked the other way when asked about his availability for the office in 1920.15


While various Chief Secretaries have received much of the blame for the shortcomings of British rule in Ireland, the primary responsibility should rest with Westminster. Up to 1912, Birrell was the longest-serving and, in terms of legislative accomplishments, among the most successful of Chief Secretaries: he even relished living in Ireland and read widely in Irish history and literature. Following the Ulster Crisis and the Easter Rising, it was not Asquith’s reputation but Birrell’s, and that of Matthew Nathan the hardworking and sympathetic Under-Secretary, which suffered.16


The structural and institutional weaknesses were the consequence of unsympathetic and ill-thought out British policy towards Ireland. There had been no debate about the system of government at the time that the Union was implemented. The abolition of the Irish parliament had been motivated by defence considerations and passed in a manner calculated to deepen an Irish sense of grievance. Sir James Dougherty, Under-Secretary 1908–14, declared: ‘We have a quasi-separate government, and . . . the people of Ireland look to what they call “the Castle” despised as it is by many, for advice and guidance, and, above all, they make it the repository of their complaints.’17


The Union proved a disastrous halfway house with few of the virtues of either a centralised or a devolved government, thus enabling all Irish grievances and problems to be blamed on it. Under the Act, Irish considerations were all too frequently subjugated to British political demands: there was an unwillingness to relate British political philosophy to Irish needs, most dramatically demonstrated during the Great Famine. Beginning with Catholic emancipation, necessary reforms were reluctantly made and badly delayed.


Irish policy was often determined by British party political considerations: reforms were adopted because of the value of Irish votes at Westminster or opposed because it suited electoral needs. For all his talk of morality in politics and of a mission to pacify Ireland, Gladstone had strong political reasons for introducing the First Home Rule Bill.18 The vicissitudes of British rule encouraged the growth of Catholic nationalism. When constructive measures were passed — the Disestablishment of the Church of Ireland in 1869; the sundry Land Acts of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; the eventual founding of a Catholic university; the democratisation of local government in the last years of the nineteenth century and the introduction of Home Rule legislation — it was a matter of too little, too late, and was not the product of any coherent underlying philosophy.


These changes served only to heighten demands for self-government and to bring about the birth of Northern Unionism. Arguably if the various strands of constructive Unionism had been used to tackle Irish grievances in the earlier years of the nineteenth century, wide elements of Irish opinion could have become reconciled to the Union. It may be true also that Ulster’s resistance to a separate Dublin parliament could have been overridden in the late nineteenth century, before its two political parties became organised under the one banner of Ulster Unionism. This would have required, however, a sustained and empathetic approach to Irish affairs which was never exhibited by any British government. The traditional British skill of compromise leading to consensus could not be made to apply to Ireland where a radical reassessment was called for in government, society and economy.


Underlying all was a fundamental lack of sympathy for the Catholic Irish, often amounting to racism. Many of the leading figures responsible for British administration in Ireland in the period of the War of Independence expressed contempt for the Irish. Walter Long, who led Southern Unionist opinion and had an Irish wife, in arguing for strong government commented: ‘It is the only form of government which the Irish understand. They are very quick, and when they see that disloyalty not only goes unpunished but is sometimes even rewarded they naturally do not hesitate to indulge in their own tastes.’ Harold Spender reported Lloyd George as saying that ‘Ireland had hated England and always would. He could easily govern Ireland with the sword; he was far more concerned about the Bolsheviks at home.’19


In the spring of 1920, Winston Churchill wrote to his wife of a ‘diabolical strain’ in the Irish character and continued: ‘I expect it is that treacherous, assassinating, conspiring trait which has done them in in the bygone ages of history and prevented them from being a great responsible nation with stability and prosperity.’ In the midst of detailed consideration of Irish policy in January 1921, Bonar Law declared the Irish to be ‘an inferior race’; when commiserating with Ian Macpherson on his appointment as Chief Secretary in January 1919, General Macready commented: ‘I cannot say I envy you for I loathe the country you are going to and its people with a depth deeper than the sea and more violent than that I feel against the Boche.’20


In the political context the importance of the fact that a Coalition government, dominated increasingly by Conservatives, existed from 1915 cannot be overstressed. The problem with reconciling Tory and Liberal views within the administration meant that it served no-one’s political interest to raise the Irish Question unless it was absolutely necessary. Throughout the government’s history, up to its collapse in 1922, Ireland had the potential to destroy it.21 While the Tory party were less militant in their support of the Ulster Loyalist cause than they had been pre-First World War, they still appeared implacable in resistance to any talk of an all-Ireland settlement or of Dominion Status. It is additionally true that the overwhelming demands of the World War and the settlement after it meant that other issues were sidelined.


The decision to extend conscription to Ireland, taken on 25 March 1918, is an excellent example of blinkered Westminster policies towards Ireland. The German offensive of that time provided an apparently sound pretext but the consequence was to unify all nationalist opinion. As a sop to Liberals within the Coalition, the prospect of imminent legislation on Home Rule was coupled with conscription. Lloyd George confided to Lord Oranmore that a Home Rule Bill had to be offered ‘to satisfy Labour sentiments and American feeling, but that if no one in Ireland approved of it, it might be doomed’. The government was seemingly oblivious to the reality that Irish opinion had by now rejected any such idea of limited devolution. The step was taken against the advice of all the Irish administration. Duke resigned over it, commenting: ‘The worst thing that could happen would be to support the introduction of Conscription and not to carry it through.’ This fear was to be completely realised.22


The Cabinet, advised by Lord French who had undertaken a mission to Ireland, was confident that they could override any opposition. The conscription decision resulted in the transformation of Dublin Castle. Originally the intention had been that the Lord Lieutenancy be put into commission with the appointment of three Lord Justices — Lord French to control military aspects, Lord Midleton and the Lord Chancellor Campbell to be responsible for political issues. The rôle of the Chief Secretary was to be downgraded to that of political spokesman at Westminster. When Midleton refused the terms offered, French became Viceroy with the clear assurance that his position amounted to military supremo. French reminded Lloyd George in October 1918 that he had been sent to Ireland ‘to exercise the full functions of a Governor-General de jure and de facto’ and at another time talked of a quasimilitary government.23


It was expected in the beginning that French’s Irish background and personal popularity, together with his positive attitude to Home Rule, would make him a popular appointment, but his time in the office proved a disastrous end to his public service career. French was a poor administrator and revealed all the bone-headed stubbornness which military men often demonstrate in political contexts. In February 1920, Lord Justice Ross told Walter Long that French ‘has no local knowledge and like all great soldiers he has no knowledge of civil administration. The consequence has been a series of most serious blunders.’ W.E. Wylie, the Law Adviser in Dublin Castle, wrote: ‘A dear old man Lord French. A kindly honest Gentleman brave and courteous but I often wondered how the first British Expeditionary Force . . . ever got back from Mons in 1914.’


While in office, French soon retreated from any support for Home Rule. Eight months after coming to Dublin he commented: ‘Every day that has passed since I became viceroy of Ireland has proved more clearly the unfitness of Ireland for any form of Home Rule, now, or in the immediate future.’ French was always to be a firm supporter of coercive policies to deal with Irish resistance.24


The Lord Lieutenant’s intransigent attitudes were probably hardened by the appointment of Edward Saunderson, son of the old Unionist leader, as his chief aide. Saunderson was a protégé of Walter Long and a bigoted Protestant of the worst order. In January 1919 Saunderson told Long: ‘I have been waging steady war with the dirty elements in Dublin Castle. When you see His Ex. you would do him a very good turn if you would impress on him that when he is dealing with Catholic officials like MacMahon (the Under Secretary) he should be careful what he says. He has the open-hearted ways of a soldier and does not realise . . . the Catholic Church are making (efforts) to get hold of the machine.’25


Long was the major influence on French and the British government. He was a Wiltshire landowner and traditional Tory who had inherited land in County Wicklow, became Chief Secretary in 1905 and later leader of the Irish Unionist Party. In 1918 Long chaired the committee with the brief to draw up Home Rule legislation parallel with the implementation of conscription. By that time Long was supporting a federalist solution as a means of reconciling Ulster and Tory opinion to a measure of Irish self-government. Such views won little support in Britain and were of supreme irrelevance in Ireland. Long was obsessed by what he saw as the link between Sinn Féin and the ultimate horror of the Bolshevik menace.26 It was extremely ironic that when he was Chief Secretary, Long had insisted that his position be defined as superior to that of the Lord Lieutenant. In 1918 and 1919, however, he supported virtually dictatorial powers for the Viceroy.


For the next two years, French and Long dominated British policy on Ireland at a time when the War Cabinet was preoccupied with more pressing issues and Ireland was regarded as a tiresome diversion. Long stated: ‘the Irish Government have been given practically a free hand; and I am not aware that they need any additional authority.’27


In late April 1918 Edward Shortt was appointed Chief Secretary. A barrister and junior minister, Shortt, who was fifty-six, was a Liberal MP for Newcastle-upon-Tyne. He was descended on his mother’s side from a County Tyrone family.28 Neither Shortt’s greater sympathy for Irish nationalism nor the reduction in power of his office augured well for the harmonious running of Dublin Castle. The Lord Lieutenant and the Chief Secretary were to disagree on a whole host of matters — French was to countermand Shortt’s instruction that old members of the Ulster Volunteer Force hand in arms, and Shortt was to be extremely critical of French’s administrative reforms.29


For a time French played down talk of divisions, telling Long in June: ‘I could not really wish for a better Chief Secretary to work with. He is full of courage, energy and go. Although he is an out-and-out Radical and Nationalist, he is always ready and willing to listen to views other than his own . . . I really like him very much.’ By October, French was telling the Prime Minister: ‘Unless Mr Shortt can be induced to change his methods, I do not consider it will be to the general advantage that he and I should any longer be associated together in the government of Ireland.’ French claimed that Shortt was ignorant about Irish conditions and was interested only in the Irish vote in Britain. He concluded: ‘The fact of the matter is Mr Shortt . . . both openly and secretly, has opposed my policy from the first.’30


French’s first prominent act in office was to order the so-called German Plot arrests. A large proportion of the Sinn Féin leadership were imprisoned on the flimsiest of grounds. When the material justifying the arrests was published in 1921, it pertained almost entirely to pre-1918 evidence.31 The action would appear to have been intended to demonstrate French’s hard line but only served to ensure radical nationalist control of Sinn Féin.


With the aim of following A.J. Balfour’s perceived successful time as Chief Secretary in the late 1880s,32 French planned administrative, social and economic reforms to follow on coercive measures. A particular stress was placed on employment schemes for demobilised officers and on changes to the machinery of government. French established an Executive Council, which sat between May 1918 and August 1919 and had the sensible aim of bringing together politicians, civil servants, soldiers and lawyers. The Chief Secretary was excluded and there was no accountability to parliament. French himself headed the Military Council which again aimed at the rationalisation of the loosely-controlled system.


Finally, an Advisory Council met from October 1918 and was intended, as Long absurdly claimed, to form ‘a representative body of Irishmen from all parts of the Island to discuss . . . the various problems of government’.33 The members were all Southern Unionist and had no political mandate whatsoever. Shortt and French disagreed as to whether the Council should be advisory or consultative. Evidently Long and French wanted it to replace a Home Rule parliament and were fiercely opposed by Shortt, who was perhaps responsible for a report in The Times of 13 December entitled ‘Irish Reconstruction — A Muddle’.


The whole idea of economic reconstruction was stillborn. French’s health problems in the first months of 1919 aided the collapse of his feeble administrative experiment. In early 1919, he was initially attracted to R.B. Haldane’s ideas for administrative reform as a basis for political reconciliation. Haldane had been responsible for major changes to the British machinery of government and had visited Dublin in January 1919. He suggested that a commission of three be set up, representing Southern nationalist, Ulster Unionist and independent interests and that, if consensus was arrived at, Dominion Status should be granted for the whole of Ireland. Long reacted with horror to these suggestions and it is clear that they were the product of an administrative mind quite divorced from political realities.34




2


BACKGROUND TO THE


IRISH REVOLUTION
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At the beginning of 1910, the future for radical varieties of Irish nationalism appeared to be dim. The Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP) held virtually undisputed sway at elections and the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) with a membership of only around 1,500 seemed to have no concrete revolutionary plans: a few years earlier James Joyce had seen Dublin as the centre of paralysis.1 By 1918 the situation had been transformed: the IPP was on the swift track to oblivion and was being replaced by an advanced nationalist coalition led by a new resurgent Sinn Féin Party and the Irish Volunteers, soon to be known as the Irish Republican Army (IRA).


The immediate causes for the radicalisation of Irish nationalism were the Ulster Crisis, the effects of the First World War, and the Easter Rising and its aftermath. Nonetheless there had been massive changes in attitudes before and since the fall of Parnell in the late 1880s/early 1890s which were also critical in explaining the speed of the Irish revolution. In retrospect the IPP had reached its zenith with the introduction of the First Home Rule Bill in 1886 and had been on the decline even before the disastrous Parnell split. In these years a whole host of social, cultural and political movements developed an appeal which was never to be effectively countered by the IPP.


The Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) was the most popular of all, appealing particularly to the young and soon the object of a clash between the IRB and the Catholic Church for its control. Its county-based structure was a focus for local pride and identity centred on small towns. To start with the Irish language movement, the Gaelic League, established in 1893, had had far fewer members than the GAA, but by the first decade of the new century it had led a successful campaign for compulsory teaching of the Irish language in schools and had established itself widely in urban areas.2 The cultural revival was reinforced by the work of W.B. Yeats, Lady Gregory and J.M. Synge amongst many others, and by the foundation of the Abbey Theatre in Dublin.


The commemoration of the centenary of the 1798 Rebellion and the organisation of protest against the royal visits of Queen Victoria and Edward VII resulted in the formation of political pressure groups, most notably Cumann na nGaedheal and Arthur Griffith’s National Council, both of which amalgamated with the more radical and Northern-based Dungannon Clubs to form Sinn Féin in 1907. By advocating economic protectionism to develop Irish industry, Griffith looked forward to planning for an independent Ireland’s future. His advocacy of passive resistance tactics against British rule and for the boycott of Westminster by Irish MPs provided the blueprint for what occurred in 1919. The movement had the potential to provide a bridge between constitutional and physical force nationalists.3


These institutions, comprising what became known as the New Nationalism, had very different aims and philosophies but were unified by their resistance to British cultural influences. They must be placed in the context of changes in both society and in the economy, and particularly in the enormous growth of communications. Irish society was becoming much more mobile; the migrant experience within Ireland as well as the emigrant experience had vast repercussions. Many of the young escaped their small town backgrounds and went to work in Dublin and other towns in the growing service and local government occupations. Much of the support for the New Nationalist organisations was amongst civil servants and school teachers. This degree of social mobility only heightened the realisation that most higher positions were barred to Catholics. The British government’s belated reforms in this period ironically aided this burgeoning sense of Irish identity.4


The precise relationship between the elements of the New Nationalism and the achievement of the Irish revolution has recently been questioned. Nevertheless, the reminiscences of a massive number of Sinn Féin and IRA veterans tell of the importance of the GAA and the Gaelic League in their rising consciousness: the Christian Brothers’ schools taught future revolutionaries the traditional version of Irish history, centring on the magic dates of 1798, 1848 and 1867. Memories abound of the influence of local schoolteachers and of parents relating the collective folk memory of the Famine and of the Fenians.5


Women were uneasy partners in what became the Sinn Féin coalition. They played an independent and forceful role within the Gaelic Revival through an organisation called Inghinidhe na hÉireann [Daughters of Eireann] and especially in the campaign against royal visits. The IPP’s negative approach to women’s rights, and particularly the suffrage, helped to ensure that the sympathy of politically-active women would gravitate to more radical forms of nationalism. There were, however, strains in the relationship between the female suffragists and nationalists.6


Cumann na mBan was formed in 1914 as an auxiliary to the Irish Volunteers. Eoin MacNeill affirmed: ‘There would be work to do for large numbers who could not be in the marching line. There would be work for the women.’ This was a contrast to the more militant independent days of the Ladies’ Land League of 1881–2. Despite this the Proclamation of the Irish Republic in 1916 guaranteed equal rights and equal opportunities for all citizens, and women had a crucial role, occasionally involving fighting, in the Rising. Women were even more essential after the massive number of internments which followed.7


Between 1917 and 1921 Irish nationalists hit upon the most appropriate and successful methods of resisting the British administration: a mixture of guerrilla warfare and passive resistance with a high priority given to intelligence and propaganda and the sidelining of progressive social ideas. On the surface the military and political wings of the movement combined to mutual advantage, although all kinds of tensions were suppressed and would fester into enormous future problems. Underlying everything was the rejection of British rule together with the IPP which meant that a consensus existed for advanced nationalism.


The Easter Rising succeeded in arousing the latent nationalist consciousness in spite of the tactics adopted and because of the British government’s coercive reaction. To take over prominent buildings, and at that not the most appropriate ones, to set up a hopelessly-confused plan of operations with Germany, America and the provinces, and not even to block the communication route for British reinforcements from Kingstown to the centre of Dublin, were all to invite disaster. Apart from its slipshod planning, the Rising demonstrated the absurdity of nineteenth-century notions of romantic revolution at a time of huge advances in military technology. To virtually court the execution, or at least imprisonment, of the leadership and to potentially decimate the fighting force were strange ways to expect to win a war.8


In the recesses of the General Post Office, Michael Collins shook his head with disgust at the impractical tactics and the chaos caused by the strategy. It is often argued that the sacrifice of Pearse, Clarke and their comrades proved to be justified by subsequent events. However, Irish revolutionary socialism was never to recover from the loss of the intellectual and charismatic leadership of James Connolly. The Rising also produced a good deal of recrimination within the nationalist ranks. Many, notably Éamon de Valera and Cathal Brugha, blamed the IRB for what went wrong and argued that in future the reliance should be on public institutions and that the secret organisation should be wound up. The leadership of the Cork Volunteers was put on trial by the IRB for surrendering their arms, and the Kerry leaders were heavily blamed for the debacle of the arms landing and the arrest of Sir Roger Casement on Fenit Strand.9 Thus the legacy of 1916 had negative as well as positive effects.


Nonetheless, the Cork IRA leader and historian Florrie O’Donoghue held that the Rising had served its purpose by restoring the soul of the nation, and its memory played an important role in the regeneration of advanced nationalism. The cult of the 1916 martyrs and the religious symbolism of Eastertide underpinned the development of the Sinn Féin movement during 1917.10 The choice of individuals connected with the Rising as candidates at crucial by-elections established this link at the same time as completely different political strategies were adopted. The emphasis was to be on responding to general opinion rather than, as in 1916, being in advance of it.


The tactics and ideology of the new Sinn Féin movement had been set out in Arthur Griffith’s The Resurrection of Hungary, published in 1904: abstention from the Westminster parliament by the Irish MPs, formation of an independent government and a counter-state. The Sinn Féin Party, however, emerged by a process of trial and error through the course of 1917. The breakdown of Lloyd George’s Home Rule initiative in the summer of 1916, the various acts of coercion by the authorities resulting in the arrests of nationalists on often ridiculously trivial grounds, and the long-winded futility of the Irish Convention all played into the hands of advanced nationalists. For much of 1917 there was a battle between contending personalities and inchoate institutions to fill the vacuum left by the decline of the IPP. A vital decision was that taken to contest all by-elections, so deserting the abstentionist orthodoxy and republican purity, and thus anticipating a similar decision in the 1980s by nationalists in Northern Ireland. Some opposed the move, warning of the consequences if the elections were lost.


The first gamble was taken at the North Roscommon election of February 1917, when Count Plunkett, the father of Joseph Plunkett executed in 1916, was comfortably elected. Only after his victory did Plunkett make clear his decision to abstain from Westminster.11 After much urging, Joe McGuinness, detained in Lewes Prison, reluctantly agreed to stand in the South Longford election of May 1917, on the priceless slogan ‘put him in to get him out’. This time the victory was marginal and probably decided by the last-minute intervention of Archbishop Walsh of Dublin warning of the evils of Partition. Longford was much less favourable territory for advanced nationalism than Roscommon had been and Walsh’s secretary, Monsignor Michael J. Curran, concluded that the election was ‘an almost fatal blow to the (Parliamentary) Party’.12 The largest triumph of all came with de Valera’s landslide at the East Clare election in July 1917. By the time of William T. Cosgrave’s success at the Kilkenny City poll a month later, Sinn Féin victories had become the norm, although the party suffered reverses at the South Armagh, East Tyrone and Waterford City contests in early 1918.13


During 1917 and 1918 there was a certain vagueness about the Sinn Féin programme. The Convention of October 1917 which brought about the unity of the party under de Valera’s Presidency, adopted a compromise by which disillusioned constitutional nationalists, members of the original Sinn Féin clubs, IRB men and Volunteers could all be brought together. It was agreed that a republic should be the desired objective but that a referendum would be held on the precise form of government once independence had been achieved. Nothing was said about the means by which British authority should be removed, and all could agree on the desirability of an appeal to an international post-World War peace conference and the formation of an independent government.14


It was widely admitted in retrospect that the election triumphs of 1917 and 1918 represented more a rejection of the Parliamentary Party than a clear support for Sinn Féin. Collins confided that the ‘declaration of a Republic was really in advance of national thought’. There was a deliberate emphasis on moderation and respectability which included the calculated wooing of the Catholic Church.15 All elements within Irish society supported the resistance to conscription and by their withdrawal from Westminster over it the IPP’s MPs conceded the shrewdness of Sinn Féin’s abstentionist policy. In the rise of advanced nationalism, the conscription crisis was a far more decisive moment than the Easter Rising.


By contrast to Sinn Féin, the military side of the movement had no preconceived plan. The move away from the obsession with preparation for a general rising towards the adoption of guerrilla methods did not occur because of any inspired revelation in the post-Rising prisons and internment camps; rather it evolved in response to changed circumstances. Fintan Lalor in Young Ireland days and, more recently, Bulmer Hobson had theorised about defensive warfare tactics, of methods to compensate for the disparity in strength between rebels and British forces, but there is no evidence that their ideas were studied and consciously taken up.16 In contrast to later guerrilla fighters who learned from the Irish experience, there was no blueprint for such methods at that time. An tÓglach, the journal of the IRA, responded to events and did not direct them.


Even as late as 1921, British authorities talked of the possibility of a general rising being attempted and there is evidence that at various times IRA leaders had not totally abandoned such notions.17 Tomás MacCurtain and Terence MacSwiney, Sinn Féin and Volunteer leaders in Cork City, in suggesting a wave of barracks attacks, in early 1920, visualised a concerted uprising: the principle behind hunger-striking corresponded with Pearse’s blood-sacrifice ideology. The post-1916 development of the Volunteers was dictated by circumstances: the scarcity of arms and the consequences of absurdly inept British policy. During 1917 and 1918, the Volunteers were reorganised on a local basis: the attempt to establish centralised direction followed.


In the absence of anything other than small supplies of arms, training was at best rudimentary. The Volunteers were organised along conventional British lines in companies, battalions and brigades; the company usually corresponded with a village or parish, the brigade with single counties. Officers were unpaid and elected and units were self-financing. The leaders tended to be local notables, footballers, hurlers, or Gaelic League enthusiasts, chosen often without reference to military ability. John McCoy, reminiscing about his battalion in South Armagh, commented: ‘Our first capt. was selected for his fine physique, football ability and his decency of character. He was a local farmer without the organising ability or the sense of discipline necessary to make a successful officer.’18 All this made for an uneven geographical spread of the movement, for parochial attitudes and failure of co-ordination between areas. This was only partly compensated for by the cross-fertilisation of ideas and lasting friendships fostered in places like Frongoch in Wales, where many had been interned after 1916.


An enormous boost was given to the revival of the Volunteers by external events. The staged release of internees to ecstatic receptions from December 1916 until the following spring, vividly contrasted with the hostility shown on their departure. In September 1917, Thomas Ashe, hero of Ashbourne in the Rising and President of the Supreme Council of the IRB, died as a consequence of force-feeding during a hunger strike in Mountjoy Prison. This played a crucial role in the reactivation of the Dublin Brigade which organised a massive funeral procession through the city streets.19


The disproportionate speed of the movement’s growth in certain areas had much to do with the incidence of by-elections. A high profile was gained by the Volunteers in canvassing and guarding the ballot boxes and the influx of leaders from all over the country helped with recruitment and training. Volunteers in Longford and South Armagh testified that elections there transformed their brigades. Longford veterans recalled that the South Longford election gave the first impetus to recruitment, the conscription crisis the second. A local officer in South Armagh reported: ‘There was little Volunteer organisation in evidence in the constituency before the election and after it Companies were functioning in almost every parish area. The war-like conditions which these new Volunteers had to face during the election campaign and the sacrifices and physical strain demanded from them — and cheerfully undertaken — produced a splendid morale which was a most valuable asset later on in the Tan War.’20


A Volunteer meeting in March 1917 in Dublin re-established the National Executive and a Convention in October, meeting just after the Sinn Féin one, strove to bring together the political and military branches; de Valera assumed the Presidency of the Volunteers as well as that of Sinn Féin. In March 1918 a General Headquarters Staff (GHQ) was set up with Richard Mulcahy as Chief of Staff, and Michael Collins as Director of Organisation.21 With few arms to distribute and no means of enforcing control, GHQ to start with could exercise little authority over provincial commands but did have potential for education and co-ordination.


Nevertheless, O’Donoghue was correct to emphasise: ‘The democratic organisation of the Volunteers and the impossibility in the circumstances of any tight control by the headquarters staff permitted and encouraged the development of local initiative on a scale quite abnormal in a regular army.’ The cell-like structure of the clandestine IRB with its insistence that members only knew the identity of their immediately superior officer reinforced this localism.22


The most vital boon for the Volunteers came with the planned extension of conscription to Ireland in the spring of 1918. Monsignor Michael J. Curran wrote: ‘It would be difficult to over-state the paramount importance of the fight on conscription.’ Every county reported a considerable rise in membership figures and details were drawn up for resistance in the event of its implementation. The Volunteers now appeared to be popular opponents of alien authority and many moderates joined the movement, which was akin to what happened in 1914. The numbers fell off again following the removal of the conscription threat, but the crisis had done much to raise the importance of the military wing of advanced nationalism vis-à-vis the political side.23


It was the conscription crisis which finally brought both the church and moderate opinion into line with the Sinn Féin outlook. The hierarchy’s hardline resistance to physical force nationalism had mellowed somewhat by 1917. Their attitude to the Easter Rising had been ambivalent and bishops followed opinion rather than led it when it came to criticism of the Irish Parliamentary Party and the British government in 1917. There was, and remained, a divide between older and younger priests, with the latter sharing the sympathy of their small farmer class backgrounds to advanced nationalism. Individual bishops, however, like Bishop Fogarty of Killaloe, publicly supported Sinn Féin. The Catholic hierarchy’s enthusiastic participation in the popular campaign against conscription was a rare example of opposition to established government on their part.24


Although the new consensus gave the appearance of unity, there were many signs of strain within the coalition itself. Many Volunteers were cynical about the political strategy and impatient about the lack of military activity. The diaries of Liam de Róiste, Gaelic revivalist and TD for Cork City, reveal a longstanding opposition to what he regarded as the autocratic attitudes of the Volunteers in Cork to his passive resistance beliefs. On 20 October 1917, de Róiste wrote: ‘the military side of the movement is now actively and aggressively working to dominate the civil side and to take all control and direction of civil as well as military affairs . . . Every man who is not a Volunteer or in the good graces of the chiefs of the Volunteers is to be pushed aside from responsible positions in Sinn Féin.’25


In the early post-Rising days, Sinn Féin and Volunteer activities had been practically interchangeable, but military men increasingly developed a contempt for politicians. There was an ill-defined and confused relationship between institutions. The Volunteer organisation predated the reconstituted Sinn Féin Party and its prior allegiance was to its own Executive. In a clear statement of its purpose, it became customary during 1919 for the Volunteers to be called the Irish Republican Army. Matters were further confused by the continued existence of the IRB. The secret society, dating back to 1857, made clear that its Supreme Council claimed to be the highest authority in the absence of an actual republican government: its constitution was reformed in 1919 to allow for recognition of the Dáil, but allegiance was conditional on that body adhering faithfully to the tenets of republicanism.26


The IRB formed an elite within the expanding Volunteers and often caused tensions and divided loyalties. The IRA GHQ consisted almost entirely of IRB men. Some Volunteers were profoundly disturbed that membership of secret societies was forbidden by the Catholic Church. The future leader of the Dublin Brigade IRA, Frank Henderson, rejected an invitation from Seán O’Casey to join the IRB. He wrote: ‘I explained to him that I understood from the Pronouncement of the Bishops in their Pastorals on “Secret Societies” that they prohibited the IRB.’ Others felt that they were being excluded from a charmed inner circle, controlled by Collins.27


It has become the norm to depict the IRB’s role after 1916 as progressively less significant. Many have argued that it became redundant as the size and strength of the Volunteers/IRA increased. Contemporaries on both sides of the Treaty debate like to give this impression. Andy Cooney said: ‘We treated it as a joke’, and Richard Mulcahy said that its meetings consisted of nothing more than a roll call and that policy was in no way affected by consideration of secret society membership.28 It suited the interests of these two to say this and their argument downgrades the important part the IRB played in the War and the divisions that followed it. IRB men formed a network of arms smugglers on boats and in ports at home and abroad; Collins relied on them as if they were part of an extended family and their mutual loyalty underpinned the methods used with such success in the Irish revolution. At the local level tensions within the IRA can often be ascribed to attitudes to the IRB.


These confused relationships between institutions encouraged the emergence of contending and charismatic leaders. Sinn Féin, the Volunteers and the IRB provided powerbases for ambitious men. By the end of 1917, Éamon de Valera was the dominant political personality and Michael Collins rose to pre-eminence in military matters due to his strength within the IRB and the Volunteer GHQ.


Born in Manhattan in 1882 to an Irish mother and Spanish father, de Valera had been brought up in County Limerick by his grandparents. A mathematics teacher, he came to the Volunteers through the Gaelic League and sprang to fame as the last surviving commandant of the Easter Rising; Boland’s Mill in 1916 was the last military action that de Valera was ever to be directly involved in. As the victorious Sinn Féin candidate at the East Clare by-election in July 1917, de Valera displayed his political talents and he soon became the chief conciliator and diplomat within Sinn Féin ranks. His aloof manner aided his rise to the top and he became the most appropriate middleman between hardline republicans like Cathal Brugha and Austin Stack and moderates like Arthur Griffith. De Valera’s imprisonment from May 1918 until February 1919 strengthened his nominal control of the movement. He was always to believe that the route to Irish independence lay through diplomacy and international recognition.29


In his Intelligence summary of the War, Brigadier-General Ormonde Winter expressed his firm belief that the IRA lacked a natural and popular leader.30 This only goes to show the amazing lack of knowledge and judgment of the Head of British Intelligence. Allowing for romanticisation of Michael Collins by many at the time and since, it remains true that Collins was the most charismatic and efficient of Irish revolutionaries. While he took advantage of favourable circumstances, it is impossible to argue that any colleague could have adequately replaced him. Collins inspired a remarkable degree of personal loyalty as well as provoking suspicion and antagonism amongst others. Colonel Charles Russell recalled that Collins ‘was everything’ and Frank Thornton, of his Intelligence staff, commented that he ‘was a man with a determination to make a complete success of everything he put his hands to’.31


Collins was born in West Cork in 1890 and his time working in post offices and banks in London between 1906 and 1916 is a key to his mindset. An avid reader of Conan Doyle and other Edwardian writers, Collins was heavily influenced by his British experience as well as by his participation in Gaelic revivalism in London societies. He returned to Dublin just prior to the Rising, in which he played a background part at the GPO, and was interned in Frongoch. A range of accounts from fellow detainees tell of Collins’ commanding position within that university of revolution. On release in December 1916, his influence with Tom Clarke’s widow led to his taking control of the Prisoners’ Dependants Fund, which in part was a front for the IRB’s revival. Collins’ legendary energy and immense administrative ability had by the end of 1917 made him indispensable.32


The reservations held by many concerning Collins’ rather brash and domineering personality were shown by colleagues preferring Mulcahy over him as Chief of Staff of the Volunteers in 1918, but it was soon apparent who called the shots in the organisation. Possessed of an amazing memory, he insisted on punctuality and was intensely aware of negative stereotypes about the supposedly slovenly, lazy Irish character. Collins’ correspondence reveals a personal involvement with all the intricate and complex negotiations over arms supplies and all the other IRA activities. Direct, plain-speaking, hard drinking and very sociable, Collins was regularly found by men from the provinces sitting in the snug of Devlin’s Bar in Parnell Square masterminding operations with his encyclopaedic knowledge.33


Already Collins had realised the central importance of a spy network, and had set up an Intelligence organisation. He used his contacts in British ports and in London to supply war material. While Collins was only narrowly elected to the Sinn Féin Executive in October 1917, he was to surprise many with his political abilities and proved the most efficient of administrators in the Dáil government as Minister of Finance.34


Arthur Griffith was an essential, if at times marginal, figure within the Sinn Féin coalition. He was considerably older than most of his colleagues and remained wary of physical force nationalism. His stress on the virtues of passive resistance became less relevant as the military conflict intensified.35 Cathal Brugha and Austin Stack personified the survival of the unbending and intransigent Fenian tradition. They grew to resent Collins’ all-encompassing aura and were much friendlier with de Valera. Richard Mulcahy, the IRA Chief of Staff, shared a public service background with Collins but was quite different in terms of personality, being dour, unclubbable and sober. Collins and Mulcahy had a mutual respect and worked well together.36 Beneath the superficial unity of Sinn Féin, therefore, were tensions and rivalries relating both to ideology and to personality.


The post-Rising Sinn Féin and Volunteer revival initially went hand in hand with agitation on the land question, caused by the absence of emigration during the World War years as well as the repercussions from previous land legislation, which had worsened income differentials within farming communities. In the western counties much of the popularity for advanced nationalism was related to land hunger, and Sinn Féin activists participated in cattle drives on grazier land during 1917 and 1918. Michael Brennan, the major IRA leader in East Clare, soon warned of the divisive effects of agrarian agitation and his attitude was in line with that of GHQ. British military and police sources were convinced that the spectre of Bolshevism lay behind political protest and failed to see how conservative the Sinn Féin movement had become. The Labour Party decided not to contest the 1918 general election for fear of splitting the nationalist vote, but they got precious little in return for this act of self-denial.37


The Irish revolution was not to be concerned with the redistribution of wealth. Sinn Féin and the IRA continued to be overwhelmingly dominated, with a few local exceptions, by the small farmer class and by artisans and traders in urban areas. They did reflect majority opinion within the twenty-six counties and represented an emerging ruling class but excluded others; many disparate interests in Irish society, including Southern Unionists, prosperous farmers, farm labourers and the working class in general were largely unrepresented in the Dáil. The historian Fergus Campbell has stressed the importance of the survival of land protest in the west as demonstrated by the continuity in membership between the United Irish League of the early years of the twentieth century and the Sinn Féin party post-1916. The widespread agrarian agitation of 1920, threatening the security of so many graziers, had the potential to move the Irish revolution in a more radical direction. If it is true, however, that the Irish revolution was not ‘innately conservative’, by 1921 social considerations had been overwhelmed by narrowly political ones.38


International aspects contributed considerably to the favourable prospect for advanced nationalism. US President Woodrow Wilson has commonly been depicted as an enemy of the Irish nationalist cause. It was Wilson, though, who gave enormous assistance to Sinn Féin in 1917 and 1918 by propagating the doctrine of self-determination and continually stressing to worldwide audiences the rights of small nations and the evils of imperialism. Not only did Wilson’s espousal of a new, liberal world order place the British Empire on the defensive, it enabled the Irish nationalists to recover from the pro-German associations of 1916. The German support for the Easter Rising had done much to harm the Irish cause in American eyes but by 1918 exile nationalism had won back a lot of its respectability and popularity. Wilson was to disappoint Irish hopes of him, but had done a lot to ensure the Sinn Féin victory of 1918.39
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