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CHAPTER 01


‘WE’LL CROWN DE VALERA KING OF IRELAND’


Outside the gates of Leinster House, home of Dáil Éireann, a large crowd heaved. They sang and cheered, surging closer to the action whenever the attention of the gardaí on cordon duty wavered. Their sympathies could not be doubted: members of the outgoing government were jeered; supporters of the party about to take power were cheered.1


The date, 9 March 1932, was a significant one, and the crowd were determined not to miss a moment of the action. Tricolours were waved, and many people wore badges bearing a photograph of the man of the hour – Éamon de Valera.


Ten years after losing power because of his opposition to the Anglo-Irish Treaty – a decade that saw him take the losing side in a disastrous civil war, be imprisoned, split Sinn Féin over the question of abstention, and create his own party, Fianna Fáil, as well as the Irish Press – de Valera was about to regain office.


After lunch at the house of his friend Dr Robert Farnan in nearby Merrion Square, de Valera arrived at Kildare Street, outside Leinster House, just after 2:30.2 The crowd swept forward as he emerged from his car, throwing their hats in the air and waving banners. Someone began singing ‘We’ll Crown de Valera King of Ireland’, an anthem dating from his first election, in East Clare, in 1917. After gardaí spent five minutes clearing a way through the crowd for him, de Valera was greeted at the gate by a massive bouquet – of green, white and orange flowers, naturally – sent by American supporters.


In his fiftieth year, he remained taller than average but no longer quite as thin as he had been. In person, the dark furrows of his face, as seen in photographs, seemed less prominent. What everyone remarked on were his eyes: ‘dark, clear, thoughtful eyes’; ‘light brown eyes … with the dance of warm life in his gaze’; ‘eyes so dark and deep that it is difficult to see their expressions … As he begins to talk those dark eyes do not so much flash as seem to burn in their sockets’.3 Observers remarked, too, on his manner – austere yet courteous, dignified yet self-righteous – and on his style of speaking. At times he was halting, frequently he was monotonous, and yet he was able to hold a crowd.4


To his detractors he was a fanatic threatening to destroy a decade’s work building up the Irish Free State; but to his supporters in Kildare Street he was a saviour, come to drag Ireland back onto the path to national salvation.


Throughout this tumultuous reception, de Valera’s 21-year-old son, Vivion, was by his side, a hand on the revolver in his coat pocket. Vivion wasn’t the only armed Fianna Fáiler: Frank Aiken, former chief of staff of the IRA, had supplied the front bench with pistols.5 Fianna Fáil was alert to any attempt to prevent the peaceful transfer of power.


There had been ‘all kinds of wild talk and speculation’6 about a possible coup d’état against the incoming government. Commissioner Eoin O’Duffy of the Garda Síochána at the very least toyed with the idea, until it was made clear to him that he would get no political or military support.7 De Valera lauded the peaceful change of government, noting that none of the ‘frightful things’ that had been predicted had come to pass.8 He later said there was ‘nothing that became Cumann na nGaedheal while in office as much as its manner of leaving office’.9


Inside Leinster House, the chamber was slowly filling up as 3 o’clock, the time set for the seventh Dáil to assemble, approached. The public gallery had been full for some time, with more than double the usual number in it, crowded three or four deep in the back. The distinguished visitors’ gallery was also full, with most of the diplomatic corps in attendance. Just as the clock struck three, de Valera slipped into his seat on the Fianna Fáil front bench, directly opposite President W. T. Cosgrave. Then the Clerk of the Dáil began the tedious formality of reading the names of all the members elected. This was followed by the first real business: the election of the Ceann Comhairle.


For a decade this role had been filled by Michael Hayes of Cumann na nGaedheal. But the Fianna Fáil whip, Gerry Boland, believed that Hayes was




too biased against our Party and especially against Mr de Valera. Of course it meant a difference of two votes to put our man in the chair but I insisted that it was worth it …10





Fianna Fáil did not, however, have a majority, and it needed the support of the Labour Party, which thought that Hayes should be allowed to stay on. The smaller party was so insistent, and the larger so determined, that the disagreement was deemed a ‘crisis’ by de Valera’s Irish Press; eventually the Labour Party decided that it had more important issues to pursue.11


Hayes and Fianna Fáil’s nominee, Frank Fahy, were the only deputies not to participate in the vote. Fahy’s victory was signalled when Boland came ‘striding jauntily down the steps of the Chamber flourishing his sheet of figures, [which] signalised their triumph’.12 In defiance of the rules, the first Fianna Fáil victory of the day was greeted with cheers from the party’s TDs as well as from the public gallery.


Once Fahy took the chair the new Dáil got down to its most important task: the election of the President of the Executive Council. De Valera was nominated by Michael Kilroy and seconded by Oscar Traynor. Two independent TDs, John F. O’Hanlon and James Dillon, said they would vote for him, because he was clearly the people’s choice (though Dillon made it clear privately that he ‘loathed’ Fianna Fáil in general and ‘had no use’ for de Valera in particular13). Another independent, Frank MacDermot, said he would abstain. Cosgrave was not nominated for re-election, leaving de Valera’s as the only name on offer.


By far the longest speech was that made by William Norton, the new leader of the Labour Party, who confirmed his support for de Valera, ‘because we have hopes that the Fianna Fáil party will live up to their declared policy … in social and economic matters’. He then read out a long list of those matters: unemployment, housing, widows’ and orphans’ pensions, flour-milling, transport and consumer protection.14


With the support of his own party, of the Labour Party and of three independents – Dillon, O’Hanlon and J. J. O’Shaughnessy – de Valera was elected, 81 votes to 68. Once again, Boland came down the steep steps bearing the page with the voting totals. This prompted an intense burst of excitement.15


When silence eventually returned, the figures were read out, precipitating yet another round of cheering.


A brief adjournment allowed the new President’s appointment to be formally approved by the governor-general, James McNeill, who came to Leinster House to perform this duty. (This was not done to spare de Valera’s having to go to the Vice-Regal Lodge, as is sometimes claimed.16 Since the foundation of the state, the formal appointment had been made in Leinster House.17) When the new President returned to the chamber, for the first time taking his place on the government front bench, there was more cheering, the most intense yet.


The emotion of the occasion was having its effect on de Valera, who was described by the Irish Times as being ‘nervous and pale’ as he rose to announce his ministers. His own Irish Press noted that ‘the paper in his hand shook’ as he read from it. He was to take the Department of External Affairs himself; Seán T. O’Kelly would be Vice-President and Minister for Local Government and Public Health. Among the other ministers were P. J. Ruttledge (Lands and Fisheries), Seán Lemass (Industry and Commerce), Seán MacEntee (Finance), Dr James Ryan (Agriculture), Frank Aiken (Defence) and Tom Derrig (Education). The last two appointments were perhaps the most interesting: James Geoghegan, a barrister and former supporter of Cumann na nGaedheal, was appointed to the crucial Justice portfolio, a deliberately conciliatory move; and Senator Joseph Connolly was given the Department of Posts and Telegraphs. The Executive Council had ten members, one more than Cosgrave’s.


The Irish Independent claimed that there were ‘no surprises’ in this selection, presumably hoping that readers would forget that it had correctly predicted only three of them.18 The Irish Press had been much more accurate, making only one significant error: it had expected Conor Maguire to be made Minister for Education. The following day the paper explained that Maguire had declined a post because he wanted to continue working as a barrister.19


When these nominations were put to the Dáil there was ‘a terrific shout’ of support from Fianna Fáil and a solitary objection from the opposition benches. The Executive Council was approved without a vote, and the new ministers were presented to the governor-general. Shortly afterwards de Valera left for home, the cheers of the crowd in Kildare Street ringing out once again.


In Bruree, Co. Limerick, where de Valera had grown up, his election was celebrated in a torchlight parade led by a man on horseback playing the fiddle.20 In Listowel, Co. Kerry, local IRA supporters marched into the Garda station and ordered the occupants to leave, because a new, Republican police force was sure to be on its way to replace them. The gardaí repelled their visitors with a baton charge.21


But the most dramatic immediate effect of de Valera’s election was on Republican prisoners in Arbour Hill. Immediately after their appointments had been confirmed, the new Minister for Justice, James Geoghegan, and Minister for Defence, Frank Aiken, visited Arbour Hill and ordered improvements in conditions. The prison was to be heated, and proper food and newspapers were to be supplied. The prisoners were to be allowed to wear their own clothes, receive visitors and associate with each other. More importantly, they would be released as soon as ‘legal formalities’ were completed.22


The new government was clearly intent on making changes; but how far would those changes go? The Irish Times noted that Fianna Fáil depended on the votes of the Labour Party and of independents. ‘So long as the new Government abstains from political adventures and devotes itself to matters of social and economic reform it will have a working majority in the Dáil.’23


The IRA newspaper, An Phoblacht, had a different view. ‘Cosgrave’s rule is as dead as the Tsar’s and [Aleksandr] Kerensky is in power.’24


Although de Valera had not been crowned King of Ireland, the future of the state depended on whether he would be a constitutional politician constrained by Dáil votes or a Kerensky paving the way for a further dramatic shift to the left.




CHAPTER 02


WORK WITHOUT CEASING




He is charming, simply charming.


Joe Walshe, March 19321


Our most urgent problem is that of unemployment and my colleagues and I intend to work without ceasing until that gravest of evils has been eliminated.


Éamon de Valera, March 19322


We mean to be faithful to the people who placed their trust in us.


Éamon de Valera, November 19323





On 11 March 1932, two days after Éamon de Valera’s election as President of the Executive Council, he posed a dilemma to one of his closest colleagues. Kathleen O’Connell had been de Valera’s personal secretary since his American tour in 1919. Now, as she walked along Baggot Street in Dublin towards the Fianna Fáil head office, de Valera stopped his car and asked her to accompany him to Government Buildings. For her, as for many Republicans, Government Buildings represented the hated Free State regime. Despite her loyalty to de Valera, she refused to get into the car. She wrote, and subsequently crossed out, in her diary: ‘Couldn’t bring myself to it’. Later that morning she reluctantly crossed the threshold. ‘Shan’t forget my experiences when I entered Government Buildings’, she wrote, without elaboration.4


If Republicans were horrified at the thought of entering the portals of power, it was nothing compared with the anxiety about their entry felt by the permanent occupants – the senior officials who had served Cosgrave for a decade. One of them, secretary to the Executive Council Diarmuid O’Hegarty, had already been transferred to the Office of Public Works before the change of government.5


But what of the rest of the mandarins? On the morning of 10 March, de Valera entered Government Buildings for the first time, where he was introduced to the civil service department heads.6 The secretary of the Department of Finance, J. J. McElligott, welcomed him and ‘stated that the Civil Service would serve the new Government with loyalty and goodwill’.7 In return, de Valera reiterated his election promise that there would be no purge, much to their relief. Joe Walshe, secretary of the Department of External Affairs, who had been extremely critical of de Valera, returned to his colleagues with a reassuring first impression. ‘He is charming, simply charming’.8


There was political calculation behind de Valera’s charm. He had been attempting, since before the Civil War ended, to create a ‘big tent’ party that could cater to a wider constituency than those who had taken up arms against the Treaty. De Valera wanted the support of anti-Treatyites, of course, but also of those who had remained neutral in the Civil War, and even of those who had supported the Treaty in the hope it would be, as Michael Collins claimed, a stepping-stone to freedom. Only by attracting all these groups could de Valera fashion an electoral majority, and part of the price of appealing to moderate opinion was ignoring demands for a purge of Free State civil servants, army officers and gardaí.


There was no love lost between de Valera and the commissioner of the Gardaí, Eoin O’Duffy. The last time they had spoken was in November 1921, when O’Duffy was deputy chief of staff of the IRA and de Valera had accused him of mutiny. Despite the expectation among Republicans that O’Duffy would be sacked, he remained in office, and, with the moderate James Geoghegan as Minister for Justice, it seemed that de Valera was more intent on conciliating his enemies than on satisfying his supporters.9 At Fianna Fáil’s first ard-fheis after taking office, de Valera defended his restraint, pointing out that, despite the Civil War, the army, the Gardaí and the civil service were ‘prepared to serve the elected representatives of the people. That is a great achievement’.10


Republicans could at least celebrate the release of prisoners. The morning after Aiken and Geoghegan visited Arbour Hill the Executive Council agreed to release seventeen prisoners who had been sentenced by the military tribunal, mostly to terms of between three and nine months.11 The freed men were greeted by a convoy of cars flying Tricolours, some flags with IRA written on them. Six Fianna Fáil TDs joined the celebrations.12 In a statement, the released prisoners thanked the government but made it clear that their views had not changed. ‘We intend to continue our work in the Volunteer movement’.13 Despite this, the Executive Council agreed not to interfere with a parade the following Sunday celebrating their release, instructing gardaí simply to observe.14


The question of the release of the prisoners was raised in the Dáil by the independent TD Frank MacDermot, who accused the government of ‘ambiguity’ in its stance on the preservation of law and order. De Valera robustly defended his position: he stood for one government and one army but wanted ‘to get willing obedience to the law instead of trying to secure it by coercive measures’. But, he stressed, once the oath of allegiance was removed, no section of the people would be excluded from the Dáil. ‘The moment we have got that done … there will be no reasonable excuse for anybody refusing to give willing obedience to the law.’15 Significantly, the Executive Council that week suspended article 2A, Cosgrave’s emergency legislation that established the military tribunal – but it was not repealed.16 It would be there if de Valera needed it.


Gardaí attempting to arrest and charge members of the IRA now had to use the ordinary criminal law, but they found it impossible to get directions from the attorney-general to proceed.17 The Executive Council also decided that the Garda Special Branch should be ‘greatly reduced’,18 a decision made easier to implement because of the depredations of the Special Branch in de Valera’s own constituency of Clare. On 15 August two of the men released from Arbour Hill, George Gilmore and T. J. Ryan, were shot and wounded by detectives in Kilrush, Co. Clare. A public inquiry found that the detectives had fired without provocation, had tried to frame Gilmore and Ryan for murder and had lied to their superiors about what had happened. The detectives were dismissed. A more significant scalp was claimed when the head of the Special Branch, David Neligan, was suspended for taking up a collection for them.19


De Valera made his preferences clear during a visit to Skibbereen, Co. Cork, soon after his election victory, when he ignored a guard of honour of gardaí and inspected the local IRA detachment on the other side of the street instead.20 However, his choice of James Geoghegan as Minister for Justice was a conciliatory gesture. A prominent barrister, Geoghegan had been a Cumann na nGaedheal supporter who came to know de Valera as a legal adviser. In 1930 he joined Fianna Fáil and successfully contested a by-election in Longford-Westmeath.21


For his Vice-President and Minister for Local Government and Public Health de Valera chose Seán T. O’Kelly, a man with a longer record in the Republican movement than his own. O’Kelly had joined the Irish Republican Brotherhood in 1901, was a founder-member of both Sinn Féin and the Irish Volunteers and had been elected to Dublin Corporation for Sinn Féin in 1906.22 Dapper and with a fondness for whiskey, O’Kelly was irrepressible and possessed boundless self-confidence, as well as an unshakeable loyalty to his Chief. Years later he would write:




Dev and I have had our differences too and sometimes a few heated exchanges but when next we meet we talk as if nothing had happened. I couldn’t imagine myself falling out with him no matter how we might differ on some subjects …23





O’Kelly’s brother-in-law James Ryan became Minister for Agriculture. Ryan had a somewhat rough-hewn image that obscured his shrewd political instincts. He came from a prominent Republican family in Wexford, and as a medical student he had treated James Connolly in the GPO.


P. J. Ruttledge became Minister for Lands and Fisheries. He had been Acting President in the Republican government after de Valera was imprisoned at the end of the Civil War. He was ‘good company, was a great raconteur and had a considerable fondness for whiskey’.24 Both the winning personality and the fondness for drink were noted by de Valera’s son Terry while he was an assistant solicitor in Ruttledge’s practice. When Éamon de Valera suggested to Ruttledge that he cut down on drinking, Ruttledge replied, ‘Ah, Chief, one swallow never made a summer!’ According to Terry, his abstemious father ‘giggled when he told me this story’; his friend’s reply ‘had totally disarmed him’.25


Frank Aiken, the new Minister for Defence, had a fearsome military reputation. There were allegations that he had been involved in, or at least sanctioned, sectarian murders in his native south Co. Armagh. However, he had tried more than most to avert the Civil War. He was seen by some as bone-headed and conservative, but he was more open than many of his colleagues to new ideas, being a notable inventor with several patents to his name. He was extremely close to de Valera personally.26


Tom Derrig, the Minister for Education, was not the first choice for Education: the job had been offered to Conor Maguire. Joseph Connolly also claimed that he had refused the position, because he felt disqualified by his lack of knowledge of the Irish language and of a university degree. A Belfast businessman, Connolly had served as consul-general in New York for the Dáil government and had helped reorganise Sinn Féin in 1922–3 at de Valera’s request. The only senator to be appointed to the Executive Council, he took over Posts and Telegraphs, which he described as ‘the least important ministry’.27


But the most important members of the Executive Council, after de Valera, were the Minister for Finance, Seán MacEntee, and the Minister for Industry and Commerce, Seán Lemass. The battles between them during their decades in government together would largely decide the direction of economic policy.


A 1916 veteran born in Belfast, MacEntee was an engineer by profession, and he was also a poet and a voracious reader. Courteous and charming in person, he was famously abusive on the political platform. He had in his youth been a member the Socialist Party of Ireland, founded by James Connolly28 – a political leaning he had long since abandoned. He first met de Valera in Dartmoor Prison after the Rising. Despite a ban on talking among prisoners, they managed to have an argument, about the North.29 This foreshadowed MacEntee’s future relations with colleagues; de Valera sometimes referred to MacEntee as ‘the Leader of the Opposition’.30 He compulsively threatened resignation: the historian Deirdre McMahon found no fewer than six resignation letters in his papers.31 He later hinted at this tempestuous relationship. ‘Being a Minister for Finance is a gruelling experience.’32 So was dealing with one.


MacEntee’s conservative instincts were buttressed by his formidable departmental secretary, J. J. McElligott, whom he had last met while they were escaping from the GPO in 1916.33 McElligott had lost his job in the British civil service because of his Republican activities, before becoming deputy secretary of the new Irish Department of Finance. He became secretary in 1927, holding that position for twenty-six years. He was determined to cut both public spending and taxation to the minimum.34


Seán Lemass, another 1916 veteran, has been described as the most energetic and enterprising of all de Valera’s ministerial colleagues. He also had a particularly effective departmental secretary in John Leydon, a former Finance official who was described sourly by McElligott as a ‘gamekeeper turned poacher’.35


One of Lemass’s biographers claims that Lemass would have preferred to have been Minister for Finance,36 although it would have been odd if he had taken the position, given that he had shadowed Industry and Commerce in opposition while MacEntee was doing the same for Finance. In any event, while Finance held the purse strings, Industry and Commerce gave more scope to an activist minister.


These men, with the exception of Geoghegan, had been with de Valera for years and through numerous splits; dissenters had long since been winnowed out. Of the ten members of de Valera’s first government, no fewer than five – de Valera himself, Ryan, Aiken, MacEntee and Lemass – would also be members of his last government a quarter of a century later in 1957. Of the eight members of the 1957 government who had not served in 1932, three (Seán Moylan, Paddy Smith and Oscar Traynor) had fought in the Civil War, and three more were the sons of former political colleagues of de Valera’s (Erskine Hamilton Childers, Neil Blaney and Kevin Boland). This extraordinary continuity obviously strengthened the cohesion of de Valera’s governments; whether it was good for the country is another matter.


Opponents tended to see de Valera as an autocrat, dictating to his ministers. Even supporters could sometimes bolster this interpretation: asked by Malcolm MacDonald what happened when de Valera took one view and his colleagues another, Lemass laughed and replied, ‘The cabinet then takes its decision by a minority of one’.37 More recently, historians have described his leadership style as ‘authoritarian … more the chief than the chairman’.38 The later comment is a reference to Brian Farrell’s famous categorisation of Taoisigh, but Farrell himself had a subtler view. ‘If de Valera was acknowledged as chief, he acted throughout as chairman.’ And his style of chairmanship ‘was provokingly patient with opposition, agonisingly tolerant of the irrelevant, overwhelmingly understanding of the stupid.’39 Lemass said de Valera




always wanted to get unanimity and he sought this unanimity by the simple process of keeping the debate going … until those who were in the minority, out of sheer exhaustion, conceded the case made by the majority.40





James Ryan was of the same opinion.




If there was not agreement at a first discussion about anything, then he would postpone a decision for another day … He would never accept a bare majority.41





Describing this process in the Dáil, de Valera specifically rejected the idea of ‘a majority of one’, saying that if the Taoiseach was in the minority, and if he felt strongly on the issue, he would have to resign.42


De Valera’s mania for consensus might have been a result of the Treaty split. He had been shocked then to discover opposition where he had assumed agreement. He had learnt his lesson: he now wanted his colleagues not just to acquiesce but to wholeheartedly agree.


But there was another reason for the tortuous Executive Council discussions: de Valera’s habit of questioning himself. Gerry Boland, while acknowledging that de Valera was a ‘loveable character’ with a ‘great magnetism’, pointed out that ‘there were times when he couldn’t make up his mind and then he was very annoying’. Boland was referring to the decision to enter the Dáil in 1927, but clearly it was a continuing problem.43 Ryan recalled that de Valera




would never agree to any proposal of his unless he was sure that all of us were convinced of it. He would raise questions against his own proposals that had not been thought of by anyone else, just to draw new points.44





De Valera himself saw this tendency as a flaw in his character.




I wonder whether the people who get things done are those who are a little blind to every side of a question but the one side. Some of us are always wasting time and breaking our hearts, wondering whether the other fellow’s way may not be right, going into his point of view, trying to meet him – trying to do the impossible …45





Desmond FitzGerald, who had worked closely with de Valera during the War of Independence as director of publicity, had a jaundiced view of this tendency.




He wants to say things and not say them at the same time. And of course the people outside don’t understand why a man can’t say what he thinks. They think the split is in the Cabinet while it is really in the [President’s] mind …46





De Valera did not, in any event, always get his way – as he discovered at the first meeting of the new Executive Council. He wanted to appoint George Gavan Duffy as attorney-general, an appointment confidently predicted in the newspapers. Gavan Duffy was a distinguished barrister and future judge; but he had the significant disadvantage of having signed the Treaty, which made him unacceptable to a majority in the Executive Council, and de Valera was overruled.47 Conor Maguire was appointed instead. The previous day Maguire had turned down de Valera’s request to become Minister for Education, because he wanted to continue his legal career, so now the terms of his appointment as attorney-general were sweetened: he was to be paid £1,500 a year, the same as de Valera, and he was allowed to keep any fees earned in his official work as well as to engage ‘occasionally’ in private practice, unlike his predecessor.48


The issue of ministerial pay was a sensitive one for a party that had loudly proclaimed that no-one was worth more than £1,000 a year. In the previous government the President and the attorney-general had both been paid £2,500, while minsters got £1,700. The Executive Council now decided to pay de Valera and Maguire £1,500 and ministers £1,000. This cut was not quite as drastic as it seemed: the salaries for the former government were before tax; the new figures were to be after tax.49 But, as the Irish Times noted, the pay cuts ‘have an ominous significance for people who may be liable to the economy axe.’50


The elimination of alleged waste and extravagance in public administration had been one of Fianna Fáil’s core election messages. On 7 May the Executive Council agreed a sliding scale of cuts to civil service pay, from 2 per cent on a salary of £200 to a whopping 20 per cent on the £1,500 received by department secretaries. Officials in the Department of Finance lost their usual enthusiasm for spending cuts, and suggested much more severe reductions for the Defence Forces, the Garda Síochána and teachers so as to spare their own salaries. At a meeting with a delegation of departmental secretaries on 1 July, de Valera insisted that it was ‘necessary to ask the Civil Service for sacrifices. In fact the Civil Service was to be the spearhead of attack.’ But the spearhead of attack was understandably reluctant to accept this role, and it managed to significantly dilute the cuts. After the 1933 election, pay reductions of between 1 per cent and 10 per cent – half what was originally proposed – were introduced for one year; they were not renewed.51


The debate about cuts in pay was indicative of a tension within the new government. Fianna Fáil had promised to reduce spending, but it was also keen to improve services, which worried MacEntee. ‘Services once undertaken cannot readily be abandoned; services remain and the expenditure on them tends to grow even though revenue is falling’.52 MacEntee was, of course, correct: within three years the number of civil servants had increased by 10 per cent to 2,345; by 1939 the increase since Fianna Fáil entered office was 4,982.53 Government spending also jumped, from 24 per cent of GNP in 1931 to an average of 30 per cent for the rest of the decade. This was due partly to a reduction in GNP but mainly to new services.54


In November 1932 Lemass proposed a new scheme for helping the 80 per cent of jobless people who were not entitled to unemployment benefit. He sent a memorandum directly to de Valera, because he was ‘not clear that the initiation of proposals of this character is my official responsibility’ – an obvious attempt to evade Department of Finance control. Lemass argued the government must provide the unemployed with a job, through public works, or with an allowance. As there was no financial or physical capacity for delivering public works schemes quickly, allowances would have to be paid. He proposed payments covering about 40,000 people, at a cost of £1.1 million per year, to be funded through increased unemployment-insurance contributions, local rates and a contribution of £325,000 from the exchequer. He also proposed a ban on landlords evicting unemployed tenants.55 The latter proposal was rejected as ‘inadvisable’, but work on the wider scheme progressed.56


The necessary legislation was eventually approved by the government in September 1933, after Lemass had airily dismissed Finance objections as ‘a large number of points which there is not time to consider’.57 Fianna Fáil also introduced widows’ and orphans’ pensions in 1935.58


Such measures were at least partly due to pressure from the government’s allies. The Labour Party was reduced to only seven seats in the 1932 election, with party leader T. J. O’Connell losing his seat. The new leader, William Norton, who was only 31, had begun work at the post office as a boy messenger and had risen to become general secretary of the Post Office Workers’ Union. He could tack left or right as the political situation demanded, and he was considerably more Republican than either of his predecessors, O’Connell and Thomas Johnson, which made co-operation with de Valera easier.


De Valera also did his best to speak the Labour Party’s language, claiming rather unconvincingly in the Dáil that he had an interest in economic and not only political sovereignty. ‘During my whole time in struggling for the freedom of this country, I had only one object and that was to get free so as to be able to order our life for the benefit of our own people’.59 Given that de Valera’s and James Connolly’s only known interactions concerned military preparations for the Rising,60 a pinch of salt should probably accompany his claim to have had political discussions with Connolly.61 De Valera never gave more than lip service to Connolly or his ideas. He was certainly no Marxist, nor did he share Connolly’s bitter indignation at the consequences of capitalism.62 Much the same, of course, could be said of Norton’s Labour Party.


Lemass spent his first weeks in office in a welter of activity, meeting delegations and surveying the economy.63 So wide-ranging was this work that de Valera decided not to go ahead with an election promise to establish an economic council made up of non-civil service experts, which would direct the economy. According to de Valera, ‘The Minister convinced me that, for the present at any rate, the work could be more expeditiously done by himself and by the officials of his department than by creating extra machinery.’64


The only extra machinery created was a government economic committee, made up of de Valera, Lemass, James Ryan and Joseph Connolly65 – oddly excluding MacEntee, the Minister for Finance. In its first meeting it agreed to spend £1 million on roads; in its second it agreed to set up an industrial development branch within Lemass’s department, as well as to approve O’Kelly’s housing proposals and to secure funding for them through negotiations with the banks.66


In a broadcast on St Patrick’s Day, after less than a week in office, de Valera described unemployment as ‘our most urgent problem’ and promised that the government would ‘work without ceasing until that gravest of evils has been eliminated’.67


The following day the government agreed a strategy ‘to build up the industries of the country with native capital and organisation and to permit outside control of industries only when the possibilities of developing the industries concerned under home control had been exhausted’. This was the origin of the Control of Manufactures Acts (1932 and 1934). Lemass initially proposed that all businesses should have to secure a licence, but his colleagues insisted on excluding existing and Irish-owned firms. The restriction on foreign firms was the first step in a policy that would last for almost three decades.68


Closely allied to the question of ownership was that of protection. As de Valera told the Dáil, he did not




believe in tariffs as if they were some kind of religion. I have regarded tariffs simply as a present means to an end … To protect our own industries, to enable them to grow and to be built up …69





The previous government had introduced a number of tariffs, and had it remained in power it would almost certainly have introduced more, given the international climate of protectionism. But Fianna Fáil was far quicker to introduce them. As the British trade representative in Dublin, William Peters, put it, de Valera’s government was attempting to do in two years what Cosgrave might have done in five or ten.70


Employment and unemployment statistics for the period are notoriously unreliable, but there do appear to have been gains from protection. The number of people in industrial employment increased from 110,000 in 1932 to 166,000 in 1938.71 In protected industries the number of jobs rose from 45,348 in 1932 to 80,092 seven years later.72 Despite the increase in industrial employment, unemployment and emigration remained high, partly because agriculture was shedding jobs and partly because many of the new jobs went not to the unemployed but to ‘the marginal self-employed, who had not been entitled to appear on the unemployment register’.73


Without protection, and given the international depression and the effects of the Economic War with Britain, both unemployment and emigration would have been much worse.74 This was probably little comfort to the unemployed, who averaged 100,000 between 1935 and 1938, or to the 90,000 people who emigrated in 1939.75 These figures were embarrassing for de Valera, especially in light of his rhetoric while in opposition. ‘Is it not a definite test of prosperity whether our people can be retained in the country or not?’76 Of course, while there were ‘push’ factors in emigration, such as the grinding poverty on small farms and the lack of prospects in the cities, there were also ‘pull’ factors over which the government had no control. Emigration to Britain began to increase only when the effects of the depression there lifted in the mid-1930s.77


There were a number of other problems with Fianna Fáil’s industrialisation strategy. Firstly, the new domestically owned, tariff-protected industries depended on imported raw materials. Some did little more than assemble foreign-produced parts, the car-assembly ‘industry’ being a notorious example. This meant that dependence on imports continued.78 Secondly, there was a limit to the growth of Irish-owned firms established or expanded behind the tariff wall: once domestic demand was met, growth stopped.79 Thirdly, as de Valera and Lemass acknowledged, protected industries were less efficient. According to the economic historian Mary Daly, protection cost consumers £9 million in 1936.80 Finally, there was resistance to domestic products. In the three months after Sunlight soap opened an Irish factory, Lemass received numerous complaints that the soap was of wretched quality – even though the company was still selling off its old English stock before releasing the first bars of Irish-made soap onto the market.81


Many of these drawbacks were noted by John Maynard Keynes, who came to Ireland in April 1933 to speak at UCD. One of his phrases has been widely quoted. ‘If I were an Irishman, I should find much to attract me in the economic outlook of your present government towards greater self-sufficiency.’ Less often mentioned are his two caveats. The first was the question of whether Ireland was large enough and possessed sufficient natural resources to be self-sufficient. He thought not, recommending a trade arrangement with Britain to maintain traditional markets. The second was his warning against doing anything rash. ‘No one has a right to gamble with the resources of a people by going blindly into technical changes imperfectly understood’.82 Despite these reservations, Keynes reported after a long private discussion that de Valera




impressed me distinctly favourably … I was very glad to find that his mind was moving away from his insane wheat schemes to peat proposals which are at any rate harmless and might quite conceivably turn out well.83





The peat proposals, together with land division, were a central concern for de Valera. He mentioned his anxiety about the progress being made on these matters in two letters in June 1933. To Seán T. O’Kelly he wrote that the proposals must be advanced ‘at all costs. Time is flying and the young people for whom provision must be made are increasing rapidly’.84 A few days later he wrote to Archbishop Daniel Mannix of Melbourne saying that the two schemes would keep the government busy, adding, on the question of starting industries, that ‘we are not making as rapid progress as I would wish’.85


The delay in starting industries was largely due to the timidity of Irish entrepreneurs, a failing partly met by establishing state-sponsored bodies, including the Turf Development Board (later Bord na Móna), Irish Sugar, Ceimicí Teoranta, Aer Lingus, Irish Life Assurance and the Irish Tourist Board. The Industrial Credit Corporation, also established by Fianna Fáil, underwrote more than 60 per cent of all shares issued in the years 1934–9, concentrating on new businesses. Existing large and established firms were mostly able to look after themselves, but the ICC was crucial for new entrants.86


MacEntee later described his 1932 budget as ‘the very first Keynesian Budget in this island’.87 It certainly wasn’t that: MacEntee increased taxation and cut civil service salaries to balance the books, rather than attempt to borrow money to reflate the economy; but, while other spending was being pruned, the social services were spared, and money was found for job creation. There was £5 million for housing and £2¼ million for relieving unemployment.




We must suit the burden to the back, and to those who are best able to give we must first have recourse … We are asking the community to give much in order that the future may be better and happier than the past has been.88





And the community certainly would give much, with £3½ million in extra taxes. Income tax increased from 3/6 in the pound to 5 shillings (i.e. from 17½ to 25 per cent), with further increases in surtax on higher incomes and corporation profits tax. There were tax hikes on all forms of entertainment, on tobacco and on tea. While tax allowances for children and married men were raised, those for single people were reduced. There were also new duties on forty-three products in order to raise revenue and to stimulate local production. The Irish Times squawked in an editorial that it ‘represents the highest water-mark of predatory taxation which has been reached in these islands’,89 and the Irish Independent referred to ‘abundant loot mercilessly extracted from every section of the community’.90 However, for the Irish Press it was ‘our first poor man’s Budget, the first Budget that has mirrored in it the needs and means of the people as a whole’.91


This funding began the impressive housing drive overseen by O’Kelly in Local Government. Between 1923 and 1932 fewer than 2,000 houses a year had been built with state aid; but between 1932 and 1942 the average annual figure was 12,000. As well as creating employment, this greatly eased terrible living conditions. The proportion of people in families living in one or two rooms in Cork fell from 28 per cent in 1926 to 21 per cent in 1946; from 39 to 23 per cent in Limerick; and from 50 to 25 per cent in Dublin.92


There was also a major programme for the building of hospitals. Thirteen county hospitals, seventeen district hospitals and eight fever hospitals were completed by 1942. This was an impressive achievement, even if it ran counter to the advice of the independent Hospitals Commission, which recommended twelve main hospitals rather than a plethora of smaller facilities – a debate that continues to this day. Despite this progress, health statistics remained dire: in 1939, infant mortality stood at 66 per 1,000 births, sixteen more than in England and Wales.93


De Valera held traditional views on the role of women in society. Todd Andrews observed that de Valera ‘always commanded the devoted service of women but … he never gave women sufficient recognition for their dedication’. Andrews was thinking of de Valera’s personal secretary, Kathleen O’Connell, on whom he ‘imposed to an unacceptable extent’.94 There is ample evidence of this in O’Connell’s diaries.95


Of course, he was not alone in such attitudes, and, at a time of economic crisis, many people thought that women should withdraw from the work force. Under the previous government a marriage bar for national teachers had been announced. The new Minister for Education, Tom Derrig, postponed introducing the measure, pending consideration by the Catholic Hierarchy, which in October decided to express no opinion. Taking this as a green light, Derrig announced that any woman teacher who began work after October 1933 would be obliged to resign her post on her marriage. This restriction would remain until 1958.96 In 1937 the government would require women teachers to retire at the age of sixty, depriving them of five years’ salaried employment and ensuring that they would not qualify for a full pension.97 The marriage bar was extended to the entire civil service by the Conditions of Employment Act (1935), which was described in 1936 as ‘one of the most reactionary pieces of legislation in recent times’.98


To replace Diarmuid O’Hegarty as secretary to the Executive Council de Valera appointed Seán Moynihan, who had been Fianna Fáil’s director of information. De Valera also needed a private secretary, appointing Moynihan’s brother Maurice, an official at the Department of Finance.99 Maurice was surprised when the new President invited him to tea in the Dáil restaurant and offered him the job, particularly because he had supported the Treaty. De Valera told him it didn’t matter.100 Maurice served as private secretary for the rest of the year, before returning to Finance. He would be brought back to de Valera’s staff to work on the Constitution in 1936, afterwards succeeding his brother as government secretary when Seán went to Finance as assistant secretary in charge of establishment the following year.101


Providing some continuity in the Department of the President was the assistant secretary, Michael McDunphy, who had served in that role since 1922 and would continue to do so until December 1937, when he became secretary to the President of Ireland (first to the presidential commission, and then to the first incumbent, Douglas Hyde).


De Valera, of course, was not only President of the Executive Council but also Minister for External Affairs. The department’s secretary, Joe Walshe, was not about to miss the opportunity this provided for increasing the stature of the department – and of himself. Walshe had been an ultra-loyal servant of the Cosgrave government and a particularly strong critic of de Valera’s. Now he became obsequiously loyal to the new regime, deliberately attending daily Mass at a church frequented by de Valera.102


As de Valera explained to the Dáil, that the head of government was also the Minister for External Affairs was ‘proof of the importance of the Department’. Of course, he could not give the department his full attention, but he was satisfied that he received enough information, particularly about relations with Britain, ‘the biggest external relation that we have to deal with’.103 He made sure to keep the reins under his close control; although he brought colleagues with him to London, or to Geneva, he didn’t bring the same colleagues each time. In December 1934 de Valera even approved in principle the sending of Irish soldiers to the Saar Basin (a region of Germany governed by Britain and France, under the mandate of the League of Nations) without first seeking the approval of the Executive Council.104


But his control of foreign affairs was not absolute. He was rebuffed by his colleagues in 1936 when he sought their agreement to a proposal that the Minister for External Affairs should have sole control of the ‘whole external policy of the State’ and that foreign representatives should have access to the government only through him. Other ministers – notably Lemass – objected, because their own departments had dealings with other countries, particularly in relation to trade.105 The message appeared to be that de Valera was free to pursue his own foreign policy so long as he and his department didn’t tread on other ministers’ toes.


The first major international event the government had to deal with was the Commonwealth Economic Conference in Ottawa in July and August 1932. De Valera apparently considered attending, because his mother, Catherine Wheelwright, who was seriously ill in America, ‘wished to live till July to see you again’.106 However, she died on 12 June. De Valera’s half-brother Father Tom Wheelwright reported that ‘almost every day she asked if there was any news of you in the papers’.107 Wheelwright sent de Valera her china tea set, as well as a Turkish rug that had belonged to his father, Vivion de Valera. However, he reported that, on looking through her papers, he had ‘found nothing re the matter you were so anxious to have settled’108 – presumably a reference to his parents’ missing marriage certificate, which troubled de Valera throughout his life.109


After some months in office, de Valera had established a routine. He arrived in Government Buildings between 9:30 and 10 in the morning and frequently stayed late, especially if the Dáil was sitting, though he generally went home for both lunch and tea.110 On most days an hour was set aside for dealing with the business of the Department of the President with Seán Moynihan, and another hour was spent with Walshe on External Affairs. De Valera attended to Irish Press commitments on Monday afternoons and to the Fianna Fáil executive on Monday nights. The Executive Council met on Tuesday mornings and Friday evenings, and de Valera was in the Dáil on Wednesday, Thursday and Friday.111 Much of his work, particularly with Walshe, was done orally, either in meetings or over the telephone,112 while every document was revised ‘with scrupulous attention to exact shades of meaning and great care to foresee and avoid any possible dangers of future misunderstanding or misrepresentation’.113


In the Dáil on 15 March, Cosgrave asked if ministers would hold directorships. De Valera replied, ‘Certainly not, where there will be any remuneration involved’.114 As always, the qualification was important, because de Valera had no intention of surrendering his own unpaid controlling directorship of the Irish Press.


Challenged in the Dáil by James Dillon about an article in that paper, de Valera indignantly denied that he was responsible for its day-to-day operations. ‘I may from time to time give general directions as to the policy that is to be adopted in certain circumstances, but I can only do that in a very general way, and only at rare intervals.’115 But his interventions were not quite as rare as he implied: his diaries reveal that he held regular meetings with senior Irish Press staff members to discuss a range of issues, including salaries, suggestions for editorials, and the expansion of the business.116 When Bill Sweetman was appointed editor he was summoned to Government Buildings for a lecture on the policy and philosophy of Fianna Fáil. When he said that none of it conflicted with his conscience, de Valera replied that he was glad, as it was important for an editor to believe in the line he was taking.117 Evidently, whatever the editor’s conscience might suggest, the line he would be following was de Valera’s.


De Valera was very conscious of the importance of the paper, which he described as ‘our spear and shield’ in the Economic War with Britain. But he worried about its future, the global depression having severely cut advertising revenue.118 He told Archbishop Mannix that, without the Press




I doubt if the present government would be in power today. I am certain that if the paper were to disappear the government would quickly disappear with it.





He added that the paper’s financial position remained critical.




It has never ceased consequently to be a source of very great anxiety. The coming year will determine definitely the paper’s fate.119





Fortunately, he had a solution. Cosgrave’s government had promised to pay back the Republican loan raised in the United States by de Valera himself in 1919 and 1920. After a court case in New York subscribers had already been repaid 67 cents in the dollar out of money that had not been sent to Ireland.120 The Cosgrave government had proposed that, once this money was distributed, it would pay the balance, as well as 25 per cent interest – a sum of 58 cents per dollar subscribed.


Now MacEntee introduced legislation to fulfil this promise, which he estimated would cost the state about £1.2 million, as well as a further £300,000 to cover costs and contingencies.121 However, Desmond FitzGerald claimed that the aim was ‘to mulct the people of the country … in order that £100,000 may go into the pockets of the President’.122


This was because when the New York court ordered the money to be repaid de Valera did his level best to get his hands on it, first for Fianna Fáil, then for the Irish Press. A large number of subscribers to the original loan signed over their interest to de Valera. Now a significant portion of the money to be repaid out of state funds would go to de Valera’s newspaper, at a time when his government was cutting the salaries of public servants. De Valera assumed an air of injured innocence.




The Irish people know full well that I personally never got one penny out of anything I did as far as Ireland was concerned … I invested that money in the Irish Press on conditions which meant that every single cent of dividend on it would go to the American corporation to be distributed, and any beneficiary interest that I have in the Irish Press will similarly go for distribution.123





On the committee stage FitzGerald described the Irish Press as a ‘bankrupt concern’ and read into the record figures from its accounts, suggesting that the paper had already lost more than £115,000 of its original capital of £200,000.124 Patrick McGilligan claimed that ‘the State purse is definitely being looted to give this money to the Irish Press’,125 but James Fitzgerald-Kenney made the most telling point: de Valera claimed not to have received a penny from the Irish Press, but he was still a beneficiary, because the paper helped him retain power. ‘This money is being expended just as much by him, in satisfying his ambition, as if it was spent on satisfying his pleasure in the establishment of a stud farm or a steam yacht or anything else’.126


De Valera defended the Press and its 333 employees, pointing out that no newspaper expected to cover its costs immediately and also that losses to date were only half what had been provided for. He noted that the previous government had promised to pay back the money, and he denied that the Press was a party paper.




It is owned by the shareholders and its policy can be controlled by the Board of Directors. The only case where I would intervene actively – and I would intervene as trustee on behalf of those who subscribed the moneys – would be if the policy of the paper were to depart from that of supporting the movement for Irish independence and supporting the policy of economic independence also.127





De Valera did not have the best of the argument, but he did have the votes. The legislation was passed, and the Press got a vital transfusion of funds at a time when, as his letter to Mannix makes clear, it was in severe danger.


While the Press had helped Fianna Fáil into government, it would appear that the party’s acquisition of power also helped the paper. Average circulation, which was slightly less than 57,000 in the last three months of 1931, rose to 77,000 in the first quarter of 1932, and to 87,000 by the last quarter. In the first half of 1934 it rose to 97,000, and by the second half of 1936 average circulation had reached 102,000.128


Much of the credit for this belongs to the paper’s first editor, Frank Gallagher, a fine journalist and an old friend of de Valera’s. This personal connection, however, could not save Gallagher from the penny-pinching approach of the board.129 Further undermining Gallagher’s position was the appointment of an American, John J. Harrington, as general manager. The appointment of an outside expert had been backed (and possibly initiated) by de Valera, who thought it necessary to put the Irish Press ‘firmly on its feet’.130 Gallagher, however, believed that Harrington was undermining him. In a letter to de Valera he said that the board had lost confidence in him and that Harrington’s behaviour ‘smacked of treachery’. Gallagher was convinced that an obsession with saving money would not achieve the board’s aim of making the Press a commercial success.131


After several attempts, Gallagher was allowed to resign at the end of April 1935.132 Nonetheless he would remain close to de Valera. He was appointed assistant director of Radio Éireann in July 1935, and director of the Government Information Bureau from 1939.133


Of course, the Irish Press was only one newspaper, and the other national papers – the Irish Independent, the Irish Times and the Cork Examiner – were ‘all hostile, in a greater or lesser degree, to the present Government’.134 Careful handling was required, and de Valera was determined to control this himself. Five days after the government’s election it was agreed that ‘as a rule announcements to the press on policy should be made by the President alone and that no such communications should be made by any member of the Executive Council without previous consultation with the President’.135


In April 1932 the Government Press Bureau was established in the Department of the President, to be overseen by Gerry Boland and run by a higher executive officer, James Luccan.136 This experiment came to an end in June, apparently because individual departments were ignoring it and issuing their own statements.137 In August, Luccan urged de Valera that, while it would not be possible to change the editorial line of either the Irish or the foreign newspapers, a supply of news items with a pro-government slant could at least ‘colour their articles’ and ensure that both sides of the story were given.138 The Press Bureau was re-established, this time attached to External Affairs, but it lasted only from August to November 1932. In January 1934 it would be revived permanently under the direction of a professional journalist, Shán Ó Cuív139 (father of de Valera’s future son-in-law Brian).


Government frustration with the Irish Independent would boil over in 1934 when the Sunday Independent inaccurately reported that the governor-general, Domhnall Ua Buachalla, had been invited to the wedding of the Duke of Kent.140 The Irish Independent reported a denial issued by the Government Press Bureau but added that it was in a position to state that the invitation had been received.141 The government withdrew all advertising from the Independent group and also refused its journalists any information from government departments, pending a withdrawal of the allegation.142 There was much huffing and puffing from Independent House about freedom of the press, but the company finally caved in to the pressure.143


Throughout his political career de Valera had insisted on conducting ‘interviews’ with journalists in the form of written questions and answers.144 This was done because of his fear of misrepresentation, particularly by the British press, and perhaps also because of a lack of confidence in his own verbal skill. The procedure irritated journalists and limited the value of many of his interviews. Seán Ó Faoláin complained that ‘under the circumstances of the very careful censoring of the interview it may not have quite the same appeal as a freely recorded meeting’.145 The method also diluted the effect on interviewers of de Valera’s considerable charm, as those who got beyond the written question and answer discovered. One British journalist found ‘something uncanny and even hypnotic’ about de Valera ‘as he seeks to persuade you to his view, rather than accord you an interview in the accepted sense’.146


Another important aspect of the new government’s public image was its anxiety to portray itself as traditional in matters of religion, especially because of the Catholic Hierarchy’s condemnation of Republicans during the Civil War. In April the Executive Council asked the Dáil’s Committee on Procedure and Privileges to consider a number of measures to make the Dáil more overtly Catholic, including the placing of a crucifix in the Dáil chamber, the suspension of sittings on Catholic holidays and the opening of proceedings with a prayer. Only the last suggestion was adopted.147


But the most ostentatious demonstration of the new government’s piety was prompted by the Eucharistic Congress in Dublin in June 1932. The Congress ‘was not simply a religious celebration: it was a manifestation of Irish Catholic nationalism’.148 Not even the Congress, however, could overcome Fianna Fáil’s disapproval of top hats. When Cardinal Lorenzo Lauri, the papal legate, arrived in Dún Laoghaire he mistook the welcoming ministers, who were wearing ‘dark coats and soft hats’, for a group of detectives.149 Although de Valera had no time for court dress, he was very concerned about his own precedence, sparking a row with Archbishop Edward Byrne by suggesting that he alone should accompany Cardinal Lauri on his journey by car from Dún Laoghaire. A compromise was eventually reached, allowing both de Valera and Byrne to travel in the car.150


A potential diplomatic incident was avoided at a garden party at Blackrock College in Co. Dublin. The college president, John Charles McQuaid, arranged a separate room in which the governor-general, James McNeill, could meet Cardinal Lauri, so as to avoid a potentially embarrassing encounter between McNeill and de Valera.151


The successful Eucharistic Congress did much to improve Fianna Fáil’s image, while the promise of economic and social progress was central to the party’s electoral appeal. De Valera liked to claim that such issues were central to his understanding of his role.152 But the reality was that de Valera’s priorities lay elsewhere. As James Ryan explained, his ‘great interest was political: politics and the language were his aims.’153 Other considerations paled beside his fixation with the constitutional status of the state, and its relationship to Britain.




CHAPTER 03


NO GOING BACK




The will of our own people must prevail in all matters concerning their sovereign rights …


Éamon de Valera, March 19321


So far as we are concerned there can be no going back …


Éamon de Valera, April 19322


He has not changed one iota from that position … He will never change right to the end …


David Lloyd George, June 19323





In June 1932 the newly elected President of the Executive Council made a surprising admission. Referring to developments within the British Commonwealth during the previous decade, de Valera said, ‘I am prepared to confess that there have been advances made that I did not believe would be made at the time.’4 This was not only an unexpected tribute to the work of the Cumann na nGaedheal government he had just ousted: it was also an implied admission that he had been wrong in opposing the Treaty.


The central issue for opponents of the Treaty was sovereignty; partition barely got a mention. Under the Treaty the Irish Free State would be a member of the Commonwealth, with the same constitutional relationship to Britain as Canada; the British monarch would be head of state, represented in Ireland by the governor-general; members of the Oireachtas would swear an oath of fidelity to the monarch (and allegiance to the Constitution of the Irish Free State); the Privy Council would be the final court of appeal for legal cases; and the Royal Navy would continue to occupy three Irish ports: Queenstown (Cóbh), Berehaven and Lough Swilly. The ‘oath’ became a convenient shorthand for all this, because it symbolised the Free State’s position of subservience to the British monarch.


This subservience was just as distasteful to many supporters of the Treaty as it was to de Valera; the difference was that they believed it would be temporary, because the settlement gave Ireland the freedom to achieve freedom. De Valera, however, believed that, once Ireland accepted this status, the British would ensure that it was maintained. In this interpretation, the government of the Free State was the guarantor of subservience to the Crown, and future generations wishing to secure complete independence would have to ‘wade through the blood of Irish soldiers’ to achieve it.5


In practice the Cumann na nGaedheal government proved that Ireland’s status within the Commonwealth could evolve. Ireland joined the League of Nations and registered the Treaty as an international agreement, against British wishes; an Irish diplomat was appointed to Washington, despite London’s claim to represent the dominions; and the Free State, with no navy, attended a Naval Disarmament Conference to show that Britain didn’t speak for it. At Commonwealth Conferences in 1926 and 1930 the British accepted that the dominions were co-equal, and the Statute of Westminster, establishing that Britain had no right to interfere in the internal affairs of Commonwealth countries, was passed in 1931 – just in time for de Valera to benefit from it.6


De Valera came to office determined to dismantle the Treaty settlement by getting rid of the most obnoxious symbols of British supremacy: the oath, the governor-general and appeals to the Privy Council. At times, for instance in a St Patrick’s Day broadcast to the United States, he used the Republican justification for his actions. ‘The will of our own people must prevail in all matters concerning their sovereign rights’.7 But he was equally able to rely on the Statute of Westminster.8 If Ireland was denied the rights enjoyed by Canada, Australia and South Africa in determining their own affairs, ‘then co-equality is a nonsense’. His right to abolish the oath was on ‘the very self-same basis’ as the previous government’s plan to abolish appeals to the Privy Council.




The basis of their argument was that the status of the Free State was not fixed at a special period and kept there, and the fact that we had advanced was given recognition to … when the Statute of Westminster was passed.9





The Commonwealth Conferences of 1926 and 1930 had defined and accepted a certain status for the dominions, and de Valera’s proposals were a ‘real test’ of that status. ‘If they mean what they say, there is no offence whatever; there can be no offence in our doing what we propose to do.’10


After de Valera’s election, on 9 March 1932, the Dáil was due to sit again on the 15th, before adjourning for a month over Easter. De Valera intended to introduce the legislation abolishing the oath on the 15th, but he was dissuaded from doing so by Joe Walshe, who described rushed legislation as a ‘gambler’s throw’ that ‘may put us at once in the wrong’. Walshe agreed that the oath must be removed, but it was only one part of de Valera’s programme: more important, he suggested, was ending partition, and this could be made impossible if the question of the oath was mishandled. A precipitate move would play into the hands of the British Conservatives, who ‘hate Ireland as intensely as ever’ and who were only waiting for an excuse to amend the Statute of Westminster (to make any change to the Treaty illegal). Furthermore, a boycott of Irish exports could easily be arranged, with Argentine meat replacing Irish meat in six weeks’ time and with Danish butter and eggs replacing Irish butter and eggs immediately. Walshe suggested that, during the Dáil adjournment, they should inform the British of their intention to abolish the oath and also persuade them that it would have to go.11


De Valera accepted Walshe’s advice – in part. On the day he received the note the Executive Council agreed that legislation to remove the oath should not be introduced until the Dáil reconvened in April. However, the Executive Council also decided that ‘it was not necessary that any intimation should be made to the British Government preliminary to the introduction of the Bill’.12 The government would not consult the British on what they regarded as an internal matter.


On 18 March, de Valera had his first meeting with the Irish high commissioner in London, John Dulanty, who told de Valera that both the Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs, J. H. Thomas, and the Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, had warned against any action being taken without consultation. Dulanty was told not to take the initiative, but if Thomas asked him Dulanty was to say he had been informed of the minister’s intentions; he was not to say he had been instructed to pass on this information.13 This overturned the earlier decision of the Executive Council that the British were not to be informed, though it was framed in such a way that de Valera could deny – in public or to his colleagues – that he had volunteered any information.


On his return to London, Dulanty arranged to meet the Dominions Secretary. Thomas, a former union leader, was one of the few Labour Party members left in the national government that MacDonald had formed after the financial crisis of the previous year. He was a committed supporter of the Commonwealth and was determined to preserve the power and status of the Crown. Thomas had been expecting de Valera to move against the oath, and when he asked about it Dulanty confirmed it. Dulanty told Thomas the Irish government believed that the oath was not mandatory in the Treaty, that the Irish people had an absolute right to modify their own Constitution, and that they had indicated ‘without ambiguity’ their desire to abolish the oath, which was ‘an intolerable burden, a relic of medievalism, a test imposed from outside under threat of immediate and terrible war’. The decision to repeal, he added, was ‘final and irrevocable’.14


Back in Dublin, meanwhile, de Valera had raised another issue: the land annuities.15 These were repayments of the loans made to tenant-farmers under the Land Acts. The Free State had undertaken to repay them all to the British government. De Valera now confirmed that the payments were to be withheld. Thomas therefore reported to the British Cabinet the following day that two points of conflict were looming. The Cabinet agreed that Thomas should tell de Valera that the British considered the oath an ‘integral part’ of the Treaty and that the Irish government was bound by ‘the most formal and explicit undertaking’ to pay the annuities.16 After de Valera replied that the government was not aware of any such ‘formal and explicit undertaking’,17 Thomas specified a financial agreement signed by Cosgrave on 12 February 1923, as confirmed by the Ultimate Financial Settlement of 1926.18


This reference to the 1923 agreement came as a surprise to de Valera; it had never been published, and its significance to the annuities question had not been realised. All that could be found in the files of the Department of the President was a printed British copy of the agreement. The Department of Finance was unable to do much better, producing what appeared to be a draft, with copious handwritten amendments and no Irish signature.19 De Valera later displayed the draft in the Dáil, referring scornfully to its condition.




Did you ever see such a thing of patches and shreds? Look at it! It is not even signed by the two signatories! … and this is the document which is the basis of the economic war …20





The agreement committed the government of the Free State to pay ‘the full amount of the annuities accruing due from time to time’. What concerned de Valera now was whether this agreement, despite its sorry state, was binding. The legal advice was that there had been no requirement before 1926 to have agreements ratified by the Dáil; in addition, the signature had never been repudiated, and the Free State had complied with the terms of the agreement. The British side would have had no reason to believe that the agreement was not binding, and, in the absence of any statement to the contrary, international law would suggest that it was.21 Despite this legal advice, de Valera continued to insist to the British that his government was not bound by an unratified and secret agreement.


The course was now set, as de Valera told a public meeting in Ennis. ‘So far as we are concerned there can be no going back … The oath has been the main cause of all the unrest in the area of the Free State since the Treaty was signed.’ He insisted that there was no obligation on Ireland to pay the land annuities to Britain; but, on the advice of the Land Commission, he added a warning to farmers that they were obliged to pay their annuities to the Irish state even if the Government had stopped passing them on to Britain.22


The British, meanwhile, were being urged to take a hard line – by the Irish opposition. Cosgrave sent two emissaries to Thomas: Senator John MacLoughlin on 28 April and Donal O’Sullivan, Clerk of the Seanad, two days later. Their message was that, before the legislation to abolish the oath was progressed, the British must declare what action they would take in response. Cosgrave apparently thought that a firm threat of sanctions would split the Labour Party and possibly cause the defeat of the legislation, prompting a general election.23


On 9 May such an approach was debated at a meeting of the Irish Situation Committee, which had been set up by Ramsay MacDonald to monitor developments in Ireland. It was agreed that abolishing the oath would breach the Treaty but would not place Ireland outside the Commonwealth. Thomas was to make clear publicly that, if Dublin broke existing agreements, no new agreements could be made with Dublin.24 This last point was of particular significance. The Irish Free State, in common with other dominions, enjoyed preferential duties on exports to the United Kingdom. But those duties were due to expire in mid-November unless a new agreement was made at the Commonwealth Economic Conference in Ottawa.25 Even without a tariff war, therefore, Ireland would pay a price for retaining the annuities.


This threat caught de Valera’s attention. On 3 June the Executive Council agreed that he should invite British representatives to Dublin to discuss the Ottawa conference; he would then be prepared to continue the discussions in London.26 The insistence on a preliminary meeting in Dublin was for domestic consumption: Cosgrave and his ministers had travelled to London for important discussions; their visits were never reciprocated. Thomas and the War Secretary, Lord Hailsham, arrived in Ireland on 7 June. Security was evidently a concern – two carloads of gardaí followed them everywhere they went – but the worst that befell them was getting showered by confetti intended for a honeymoon couple.27


They met de Valera, along with James Geoghegan, in Government Buildings for an hour and a half. De Valera proposed two possible solutions: one to deal with ‘fundamentals’, the other to reach a ‘modus vivendi’. The former would involve ending partition and recognising Ireland as a republic; the latter would involve Britain accepting ‘only’ the abolition of the oath and the end of such ‘unjust’ payments as the land annuities and RIC pensions. Hailsham and Thomas reported to their colleagues that the chances of an agreement were ‘very small indeed. Mr de Valera appeared to us to be a complete dreamer, and with no grasp of realities, though of complete personal sincerity’.28


Eleven years after his first visit to Downing Street for negotiations with David Lloyd George, de Valera returned to the British Cabinet Room, this time to deal with Ramsay MacDonald. As Lloyd George had been in 1921, MacDonald was in a precarious political position in the Conservative-dominated national government he led, and he was at risk of being deposed if he antagonised right-wing Conservatives. And the Tory die-hards, led by Winston Churchill, were already unhappy about plans to give self-government to India; MacDonald couldn’t risk giving them another reason to rebel.29 In any event, MacDonald’s Scottish Protestant background had left him with an intense dislike for Catholics, especially Irish ones.30


De Valera was accompanied by Seán T. O’Kelly, Joe Walshe and Seán Moynihan, while the British were represented by the Prime Minister, Thomas, Hailsham, the Conservative leader, Stanley Baldwin, and the Home Secretary, Sir Herbert Samuel (who had held the same office in 1916, when he was responsible for the incarceration of one Éamon de Valera). De Valera began by saying he presumed that there was no point in discussing the ‘fundamental’ solution he had mentioned in Dublin – before proceeding to discuss it for a quarter of an hour. MacDonald replied that the British government could not possibly accept either a united Ireland or a republic. Discussion then began on the question of the oath, de Valera arguing that the Treaty had been obtained by duress; that the oath was not mandatory in it; that, even if it was mandatory in 1921, the Imperial Conferences of 1926 and 1930 had given the dominions equality of status with the United Kingdom, and the oath was inconsistent with this; and that the Irish people could not accept a compulsory oath. The British debated these points with him, but no progress was made, and by lunch ‘the Conference had broken down so far as the question of the Oath was concerned’.


No more progress was made after lunch on the land annuities. De Valera said the next payment would not be made; Thomas replied that ‘it must and should be paid’; there was then some ‘very plain speaking’. The British offered to refer the question to arbitration by Empire tribunal, in line with the recommendations of the 1930 Commonwealth Conference. De Valera insisted that any arbitration must be on a wider basis than the annuities alone, but MacDonald said they could discuss nothing but the oath and the annuities. The talks broke up without any great rancour but also without any obvious way forward.31


In a follow-up letter de Valera said the Irish side would accept arbitration, but only if membership of the Empire Tribunal was not restricted to the Commonwealth,32 a suggestion swiftly rejected by the British. It is possible that de Valera missed a trick here: the British only reluctantly offered arbitration, because they thought they might lose. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Neville Chamberlain, feared that an arbitrator might find for de Valera, ‘from a purely legal and technical point of view’, on a number of issues, and he thought the British would be ‘very ill-advised either to suggest, or to consent to, arbitration’.33 Fortunately for them, the point was moot.


Lloyd George made a rare contribution to a House of Commons debate on the Irish situation, regaling his colleagues with his assessment of de Valera.




Frankly, I have never seen anything quite like it. He is perfectly unique, and I think this poor distracted world has a good right to feel profoundly thankful that he is unique …





Such abuse went down well in the House of Commons, but more important was Lloyd George’s observation that the demand de Valera was making – an independent, sovereign Ireland in external association with the Commonwealth – was precisely the one he had made in 1921.




He has not changed one iota from that position … It is a clear demand, from which Mr de Valera has never swerved for one day. He is that type; he will never change right to the end …34





The House of Commons should have paid heed to these words. De Valera would stick to his position, whatever the cost.


Now that Britain was faced with a looming default on the annuities, Thomas told his colleagues that they could not allow Ireland to ‘violate agreements with impunity’. He recommended special duties to recoup the lost annuities. There was general, if somewhat reluctant, agreement with his proposal, ministers consoling themselves that at the next Irish election ‘the success of Mr Cosgrave and his party would mean a return of free trade’.35 In a further development viewed as positive by the British, the Seanad had passed the legislation removing the oath, but with amendments which would have had the effect of retaining the Treaty within the constitution of the Irish Free State. This was unacceptable to the Government or the Dáil, with the result that the removal of the oath was delayed until after the next general election.


On the annuities, meanwhile, de Valera was determined to stay within his interpretation of the law: the Executive Council agreed at the beginning of June that any payments the attorney-general deemed to be required under the Treaty or under the 1926 financial agreement should be paid.36 The total payments to Britain amounted to £5.3 million in the 1931/2 financial year, with land annuities (£3 million) and RIC pensions (£1.1 million) being by far the largest elements. Among the other payments were local loans annuities (£600,000), compensation annuities (£250,000) and civil pensions (£150,000).37 In his next letter to Thomas, de Valera said the Irish side disputed not only the land annuities but also ‘all other annual or periodic payments, except those made in pursuance of agreements formally ratified by the Parliaments of both States’.38


There was air of inevitability about what happened next: de Valera withheld the £1.5 million land annuity payment on 1 July, the British imposed a 20 per cent duty on Irish imports to recoup the loss, and Dublin responded with emergency duties of its own. While entirely political in origin and aims, the ensuing dispute became known as the Economic War; it would last until 1938.


The Labour Party leader, William Norton, managed to get the two sides talking again. Using his contacts with the British Labour Party, he secured a meeting with MacDonald and extracted an invitation for de Valera to attend talks in Downing Street the following day. An experienced trade union negotiator, Norton evidently believed that the most important thing was to get the two sides into the same room; he gave each the impression that the other had requested the meeting.39 The British were uneasy about Norton’s suggestion that the two principals should meet alone. MacDonald’s colleagues had concerns about his ability to deal with de Valera, ‘who was a notoriously difficult and procrastinating negotiator’.40 The British insisted that the Prime Minister be accompanied by the Lord Chancellor, John Sankey, and the attorney-general, Sir Thomas Inskip. But at 7:30 p.m., the time set for the meeting, a message arrived from de Valera: he would not come to Downing Street unless he could meet MacDonald alone. Eventually the two men met privately for a quarter of an hour, before being joined by Sankey and Inskip.


The talks, which continued for almost three hours, made no progress. There was the familiar wrangling over the composition of any arbitration panel. De Valera said he had no doubt that the British were hoping that his government would be replaced; but he assured them that he had no intention of calling an election and also that, in any event, the Irish people supported his position. He then urged the British to pull back from economic warfare. He regarded it as essential, ‘if any discussion was to go on … to suspend hostilities.’ MacDonald replied that the only way the duties could be suspended would be if the Irish government resumed paying the annuities, which would bring ‘a complete return to the status quo which the Irish Free State Government had been the first to disturb’. This suggestion too was rejected.41


De Valera’s private secretary, Maurice Moynihan, was waiting outside; at the conclusion of the meeting de Valera ‘stalked down the hall firmly clutching his hat’.42 MacDonald called out that he hoped that he would see de Valera again soon; de Valera turned and said, ‘I don’t think so’.43 MacDonald sourly noted in a letter to a friend that de Valera ‘was absolutely impossible … Unless we gave him everything he wanted … he would agree to nothing.’44


Seán Lemass, the minister most affected by the British tariffs, heard the news on board the Laurentic, en route to Canada – to his intense frustration. Having discussed the situation with his fellow-delegates, Seán T. O’Kelly and James Ryan, he wrote to de Valera arguing that the imposition of special duties on British goods would be of little use. Irish consumers would end up paying the cost, the duties would have little effect on British public opinion, and a large duty would do ‘substantial industrial damage’ to Ireland. Lemass suggested instead a ban on exports subject to the special duties, except through an organisation to be established by the government. ‘The aim would be to hold back cattle except the British were prepared to pay the ruling price plus their own duty’. He added that the government might want to consider recalling some or all of the delegates. ‘Personally, I would much prefer to be at home in the present circumstances.’45


Lemass clearly thought that Ottawa conference would be a waste of time, and it would have been if orders from Dublin had been followed. A telegram instructed the delegation to boycott the opening and other meetings, but de Valera relented after a phone call from O’Kelly. The delegates would stay only ‘as long as there is hope of achieving something useful’, O’Kelly promised, and it seemed to them that the most useful opportunity offered at Ottawa was the chance for informal discussions with Thomas, who was reported to be ‘friendly’.46 He suggested that the chief justices of Canada, South Africa and Australia should examine the dispute and produce a non-binding report, both sides withdrawing their recent tariffs in the meantime.47 O’Kelly urged de Valera that this proposal ‘should not be flatly turned down’.48 De Valera, however, was not for turning: he told O’Kelly that the proposals were not acceptable, as ‘public opinion would not stand for them’ (not that the public would be given an opportunity of expressing a view). In any case, de Valera had hopes for separate proposals, which were now being considered.49


These proposals came from Edith Ellis, a prominent Quaker peace activist who had tried to mediate during the Civil War.50 She visited de Valera in the middle of August, returning to London with proposals for financial negotiations between an equal number of delegates from each government (so as to avoid the need to appoint a chairperson), with a three-month ‘truce’, during which Ireland and Britain would withdraw their special duties. The sums in dispute would be paid into the Bank of International Settlements, to be returned to the Irish government if agreement was not reached.51 De Valera wrote to Thomas accepting these proposals52; but Thomas pointed out that they gave no guarantee of a speedy termination of the dispute and were therefore unacceptable. Instead, he proposed talks without a truce in the Economic War.53


These began in London on 14 October, de Valera being joined by Seán MacEntee, James Geoghegan and the attorney-general, Conor Maguire. Opening with the legal technicalities of the land annuities and other contested payments, neither side gave much away. In the afternoon there was discussion of a second Irish memorandum, which outlined further possible claims on Britain. Article 5 of the Treaty had made Ireland liable for a share of the debt of the United Kingdom, after taking account of any counter-claims Ireland might have (for previous over-taxation, for instance). The 1926 agreement released Ireland from liability for this share; de Valera argued that this did not preclude the pursuit of counter-claims. When the British side complained that there were no figures mentioned, de Valera replied that, on the question of previous over-taxation, ‘the claim which he had in mind was £400m’.54


After the discussions went round in circles for two days, Thomas pointed out that the two sides were no nearer an agreement: the Irish side insisted that they were not liable for the annuities and other payments; the British claimed that they were. The other issues, including over-taxation, had been dealt with in the Treaty and in the financial agreements of 1923 and 1926, and no new arguments had emerged. De Valera said there were two ways of proceeding: either they decide ‘to approach the problem from a different angle’ or they move to arbitration. But with Thomas still insisting on arbitrators from the Commonwealth (he actually said ‘Empire’), and with de Valera refusing, that option was closed off. With mutual expressions of regret, but of appreciation for the courteous atmosphere, the talks came to an end.55


Thomas afterwards complained to Dulanty that the Irish side had not picked up on ‘hints’ he had dropped that the British would favourably consider a request to examine Ireland’s ability to pay.56 By this Thomas meant that, instead of challenging the legality of the payments, the Irish side should plead poverty, and the British would agree to ease the burden. This showed a remarkable misunderstanding of de Valera. He didn’t simply want to save money: he wanted to prove that Britain had no just claim over Ireland. It was about sovereignty, not finance – a point made clear when de Valera reported to the Dáil on the negotiations.


De Valera said the talks had confirmed that ‘the British Government are not prepared … to admit the claims of this country to simple justice’. The Economic War would continue, and it would impose ‘considerable hardships’ on the Irish people. But he saw a silver lining even to this: the resulting




re-ordering of our economic life … will in the long run relieve us from the position of dangerous dependence … on the British market … a position which the British now think Britain can use to compel us … to bow to her will …57





Another unwelcome symbol of British influence was the office of governor-general. De Valera was committed to remove it – but not immediately. At the last Fianna Fáil ard-fheis before his election to government, de Valera admitted that the office might have to be retained for some time so as ‘to avoid legal difficulties’; but he added that ‘there can be no question of our continuing to provide for any period extravagant sums which are at present paid in salary and for the upkeep of the establishment’.58 Even if the office had to be retained, it was clear that changes were in the offing – and those changes would not be to the liking of its holder, James McNeill.


A brother of the nationalist leader Eoin MacNeill, James McNeill had spent twenty-five years as an official in the Indian Civil Service, returning to Ireland shortly before the 1916 Rising. He supported Sinn Féin and was appointed the first Irish high commissioner in London in 1923. In 1928 he succeeded Tim Healy as governor-general. McNeill was no imperialist: he objected, for instance, to Trinity College, Dublin, playing ‘God Save the King’ on his arrival at its sports day. For him it was ‘not an expression of loyalty to the King but an act of discourtesy to the Government of the Saorstát, including the King’s representative’. Trinity refused to have ‘Amhrán na bhFiann’ played in its place, offering to dispense with anthems altogether. McNeill then boycotted the sports day.59


A week after the election of the new government in 1932, de Valera sent Joe Walshe to explain to McNeill that, while there was no personal feeling against him, ‘it would be better for all concerned’ if he didn’t invite de Valera or any of his ministers to functions at the Vice-Regal Lodge. McNeill ‘accepted that position in quite a friendly way’, agreeing to do ‘nothing to make things awkward’. Walshe also advised McNeill to delay inviting any prominent figures from abroad to stay with him during the Eucharistic Congress. Again, McNeill agreed, though as time went on, and as the government continued to stall, he became increasingly annoyed.60 On 23 April 1932, McNeill asked Walshe to call to see him about the delay in approving his invitations. ‘I am rather bothered about my official and personal self-respect, and you are the only person to whom I can explain my views.’61 Walshe advised him to write directly to de Valera.


At the time of this meeting with Walshe, McNeill was unaware of another development that would publicly expose his deteriorating relations with the government. When McNeill arrived at a reception in the French legation on 23 April, O’Kelly and Aiken ostentatiously left. McNeill became aware of this only when the Irish Press reported it the following Monday. He protested to de Valera about his treatment, which ‘can only mean that it is part of a considered policy that the governor-general should be treated with deliberate discourtesy by members of your Council and by the newspaper which you control’.62


While making allowances for McNeill’s ‘justifiable annoyance’, de Valera replied that he was surprised at the tone of his letter, and he insisted that there was no policy of ‘deliberate discourtesy’. The Irish Press published the news it gathered at the discretion of its editors. Although de Valera accepted that he could suppress any particular item if he gave an express order, he claimed never to have done this. As for O’Kelly and Aiken, he suggested that the incident was just as embarrassing for them as it was for McNeill. He agreed that the ‘whole affair was unfortunate and regrettable, and should never have been allowed to occur’; but his suggested remedy was for the governor-general to inform him in advance of his social engagements63 – presumably so that de Valera and his ministers could avoid him.


Not surprisingly, this did not placate McNeill, who demanded an apology from de Valera and from the two ministers, which he said ‘is due not merely on my personal or official account but with regard to the honour and self-respect of Irish public life’.64


De Valera’s reply was brief: he had given the demand for an apology ‘careful consideration’, but he had already said the incident was unfortunate and regrettable. ‘Further than this I am unable to go.’65


The governor-general was furious. When Walshe answered a summons to the Vice-Regal Lodge after 11 o’clock one evening, he found McNeill ‘boiling over’. McNeill again referred to the government’s delay in agreeing to his inviting guests for the Eucharistic Congress. According to Walsh, McNeill ‘showed anger and generally declared his rights to ask anybody he liked.’66


Further indignities were heaped on McNeill at the Congress itself. McNeill and de Valera had been kept apart at the garden party in Blackrock College. No such difficulty arose at the state reception for Cardinal Lauri in Dublin Castle, for the simple reason that McNeill wasn’t invited. And when he was invited to a civic reception at which Lauri was made a Freeman of Dublin, Aiken refused to allow the No. 1 Army Band to perform.67


McNeill’s humiliation erupted in an angry letter to de Valera after the Congress. He had not sought the position of governor-general, and he was




willing to return to private life when my acceptance of public duty is displeasing to a majority either of the Dáil or of the people. But I do not think I should resign any office because other office-holders think I am a suitable target for ill-conditioned bad manners.





He accepted that de Valera had a majority in the Dáil and could have him removed, but he added that, unless he received an apology within three days, he would publish the correspondence between them.68


An emergency meeting of the Executive Council agreed to declare the letters confidential state documents and to advise McNeill not to publish them.69 But McNeill stuck to his guns. He told de Valera that ‘you and your Council are the only people in Ireland who think that the course you suggest is honourable’.70


The situation then descended into farce. In the early hours of 11 July, Geoghegan was tipped off that McNeill had handed the letters over to the three Dublin newspapers. Another emergency meeting was summoned, in Geoghegan’s house. Gardaí were instructed to visit the newspaper offices and inform staff members that publication risked breaching the Official Secrets Act. They similarly warned the Cork Examiner and the Dublin offices of British newspapers and also alerted distributors of the dangers involved. Gardaí were also to stop at the border any Northern newspapers carrying the correspondence.71 The deputy commissioner, William Murphy, personally inspected the British newspapers arriving off the mail boat in Dún Laoghaire at 5:50 a.m., instructing Eason’s not to circulate the News Chronicle and the Daily Herald.72 This effort to hold back the tide was doomed to failure, particularly because both the Irish Times and the Irish Independent reported that they were under orders not to publish the correspondence.


Later that afternoon the Executive Council agreed to release the correspondence and to withdraw the ban on foreign newspapers. The statement announcing this decision also pointedly remarked that McNeill had acted ‘in disregard of the advice of the Executive Council formally tendered to him’.73 McNeill felt that he could not honourably occupy his position while remaining silent about what had happened; but he had now given de Valera an excuse to get rid of him.


In September, de Valera formally asked King George V to terminate McNeill’s appointment. This, as Walshe later pointed out to his British counterparts, was progress of a sort: when de Valera first assumed office he ‘was opposed to approaching the King at all’.74 The King’s reply (drafted by Sir Harry Batterbee and approved by MacDonald75) was cautious, asking why de Valera insisted on firing McNeill before his term of office expired on 1 February.76 Dulanty explained that the publication of the letters had ‘induced a state of strained relations’; de Valera was willing to allow McNeill to resign and to give him until 15 October to do so.77 The King suggested that Dulanty himself should see McNeill ‘and tell him from King that best thing to do in circumstances to resign’.78 When Dulanty approached McNeill he refused to relinquish office,79 but after seeing the King on 3 October he finally agreed to resign.80


McNeill, however, had to be replaced. Unless a new governor-general was appointed, or the chief justice, Hugh Kennedy, complied with the formalities required in order to act in his place, there would be ‘a hiatus in the Constitutional position of the Saorstát as from the 1st November’.81 King George was reluctant to have the chief justice fill the role for any length of time, but there was another problem: the chief justice refused to play along. Kennedy had been Cosgrave’s attorney-general before being appointed by him the first chief justice of the Irish Free State. He was, therefore, a political opponent of de Valera’s and was unlikely to do him any favours. He now objected to taking over the role of governor-general, either permanently or temporarily. He claimed that a permanent combination of the role with that of chief justice would lessen respect for the courts, lead to conflict with the government, interfere with the duties of the chief justice and breach the separation of powers. However, he would be prepared to carry out the functions of the governor-general for a brief period, provided that he didn’t have to take the oath of office.82


Allowing Kennedy to avoid taking the oath was completely unacceptable to King George, who also rejected other proposed solutions from the Irish side: that de Valera himself should temporarily take over the functions or that they should be vested in a commission made up of the President of the Executive Council, the Ceann Comhairle and the Chairman of the Seanad.83 Any of these solutions would have abolished the post of governor-general, as de Valera wished. However, because of the urgent need to sign legislation including the Appropriations Bill before the end of November, the line of action de Valera ‘had intended taking could not have been taken because time did not permit … It was necessary to have a Governor-General to sign these Bills’.84 O’Kelly also mentioned this difficulty. ‘It is unfortunate that the matter has to be settled, one way or another, so soon. If you had time to work out your line and leave the British to carry the load all would be well’.85 In any event, to abolish the post of governor-general the Constitution would have to be changed – and any amendment to the Constitution would have to be signed into law by the governor-general.86


A further attempt to persuade Kennedy to assume the duties, even on an acting basis, failed: he told Conor Maguire and John Hearne that his reading of the law was that he would have to take the oath of office and the oath of allegiance ‘and that he did not desire to take these oaths’.87


O’Kelly now accepted defeat. He sent a telegram to de Valera in Geneva.




We feel that everything possible already done in regard to Chief Justice and that no possibility of success on that line. Settlement so urgent we think we ought proceed with our proposal immediately.88





That proposal was to appoint as governor-general a Fianna Fáil supporter who would be prepared to co-operate in downgrading the office. And de Valera had the perfect candidate in mind.


Domhnall Ua Buachalla was a former TD, a 1916 veteran and an Irish-language activist. He had famously been prosecuted in 1905 for having the name of his business written in Irish on his cart. Despite an illustrious defence counsel – Patrick Pearse – he was convicted, but he refused to pay the fine. At the age of fifty he had been one of the older Volunteers to fight in the Rising. He was later interned, before being elected for Kildare North in the 1918 election and then fighting on the anti-Treaty side in the Civil War. He was returned as a Fianna Fáil TD in both 1927 elections, but lost his seat in 1932.89 Now, at sixty-six, he was the rather unlikely nominee of the Executive Council for governor-general of the Irish Free State. Offered the choice between appointing Ua Buachalla and allowing the chief justice to assume the office without taking the required oaths, King George opted to appoint Ua Buachalla.90 Once again, de Valera had adopted a Fabian approach: he stayed within the letter of the law, declining to give the British an opportunity to accuse him of leaving the Commonwealth, yet he had inched a step closer to the dismantling of the Treaty.


The idea of appointing an unobtrusive cipher to the position had actually been suggested by Kennedy while he was resisting de Valera’s entreaties to take over the role himself. He related a conversation with an Englishman some years previously. After Kennedy explained the resentment felt in Ireland at the idea of a governor-general re-creating the old Vice-Regal social scene of ‘hovering sycophants’, the Englishman suggested that the job could be carried out




as a purely formal office by a man residing in an ordinary residence … He should be an officer with a bureau for transacting the specific business with which he was entrusted and his office would begin and end there.91





And this was exactly the approach adopted. The new governor-general, avoiding the Vice-Regal Lodge, moved in to a house in Dún Laoghaire.


The government chipped away at whatever remained of the governor-general’s status. Spending on the office plummeted from £25,665 in 1931/2, McNeill’s last full year, to only £4,160 in 1934/5.92 Because the governor-general was obliged to do whatever the Executive Council told him, it was deemed no longer necessary to send him the file to read before he commuted a death sentence.93 And when a new American minister presented his credentials in March 1934 he did so to de Valera and not to the governor-general. Although this had been approved in advance by the King, the British recognised that this was ‘a further step in Mr de Valera’s policy of minimizing the position of the Governor-General’.94 O’Kelly publicly drew attention to the change. ‘One by one, great or small, we are cutting the ropes and chains that England wound around us’.95


In his first nine months in office, then, de Valera had delivered on his election promises as far as dealings with the British were concerned. He had moved to abolish the oath, though he had run into difficulties in the Seanad; he had withheld the land annuities and other payments, though this had prompted the Economic War; and he had significantly curtailed the stature of the governor-general, though this was more by accident than by design.96 He had followed the programme on which he had been elected, and, though he was punctilious about not straying beyond that programme, the British continued to regard him as an unreasonable fanatic, particularly resenting his ‘lectures’ on Irish history.


Both MacDonald and Baldwin compared de Valera to Gandhi – which was not intended as a compliment. MacDonald said de Valera was like Gandhi in having ‘a mentality which simply baffles one in its lack of reason’, and Baldwin said de Valera and Gandhi were ‘impossible to deal with’.97 The British even considered enlisting the help of a doctor from Leopardstown Hospital in Dublin, who claimed to have the ‘medical knowledge … essential for dealing with the psychological problem presented by Mr de Valera’s mind’.98


But de Valera had perfectly rational aims, which he had been pursuing since 1921, and he was prepared to persevere until he achieved them. Another miscalculation, of which Thomas in particular was guilty, was to assume that Fianna Fáil would soon be removed by the Irish electorate. The result of the 1933 election would disabuse him of that notion. With his opponent confirmed in power, Thomas told his Cabinet colleagues that there was no point in discussing Irish affairs, ‘as the next move obviously lay with Mr de Valera’.99


Any prospect of an early negotiated end to the Economic War disappeared when de Valera’s government decided that no useful purpose was served by its continuing to keep the disputed money in suspense accounts: it would be used instead ‘to finance normal Exchequer requirements’.100


Relations with Britain were now in cold storage; but the Economic War was also having a fundamental effect on politics in the Irish Free State – and on the fortunes of Éamon de Valera.




CHAPTER 04


OUR DUTY TO GOVERN




I recognise the hold which he has obtained over the imagination and the affections of a large proportion of our people …


Frank MacDermot, February 19331


It is our duty to govern, and we mean to fulfil it.


Éamon de Valera, October 19332


We have steadily tried to avoid pushing de Valera into the position occupied by Cosgrave, but apparently he was bent on occupying that position himself.


Seán MacBride, June 19363





In September 1932 de Valera acknowledged that he was in a difficult political position.




A fierce campaign is being waged against us by our political opponents and by a hostile and very influential press … You know how slender our majority is. This gives hope to our enemies and encourages them to return to the attack again and again …4





In a minority in the Dáil, he needed to retain the support of the Labour Party, prevent the opposition parties uniting against him and keep the IRA quiet. It was a tall order – and a test of his political skills.


The new government wanted to coexist peacefully with the IRA. In August 1932 de Valera confirmed in the Dáil that, as long as there was no attempt to import or publicly parade arms, ‘we are not going to get out after the arms that are in the hands of individuals at the present time’. The previous government had tried to suppress the IRA; de Valera believed that his method was more likely to achieve peace.5


The previous month, as tensions with Britain rose, de Valera had again attempted to secure Republican unity – on his terms. He met the Cork IRA leader Tom Barry to discuss ‘unity of Republicans and the question of National Defence’.6 De Valera explained that the government wanted IRA members to join a new military volunteer force. Barry was enthusiastic, but the Army Council was not, insisting on maintaining a separate existence. At a meeting with Frank Aiken, Moss Twomey, the IRA chief of staff, proposed a joint campaign for rallying resistance to Britain. Aiken insisted that the government ‘must control and direct the speed of the campaign and could not allow any other bodies to do so.’7


Despite an IRA boycott and a shortage of equipment, which limited its military effectiveness, the Volunteer Reserve Force integrated Republican veterans of the Civil War in the army and provided thousands of young men with an alternative to joining the IRA.8 Other IRA men were drafted into the Garda Síochána, and more than four thousand IRA veterans broke with the IRA in order to accept pensions for their service during the War of Independence and the Civil War. The IRA called the pensions ‘outright bribery’; but the bribes were effective.9


The IRA meanwhile adopted an increasingly anti-democratic tone, articulated by Frank Ryan. ‘While we have fists, hands and boots to use, and guns if necessary, we will not allow free speech to traitors’.10 The ‘traitors’ would, of course, be defined by the IRA.


De Valera condemned such attitudes at the Fianna Fáil ard-fheis, urging party members ‘to have nothing to do with intimidation of other people or with the interference at public meetings. Every person has the right to their point of view.’ And while he continued to claim that avoiding coercion was the best policy, de Valera added a threat to the IRA. ‘The police will have instructions to see that anybody who is found in possession of arms in public without authority will be given the full vigour of the law’.11 However, de Valera was then more concerned about the threat coming from the right.


Opposition to Fianna Fáil from large farmers suffering from the dislocation of the cattle trade to Britain was not surprising; they were particularly incensed when de Valera told the Dáil that ‘so far as I can see the British market is gone forever’. To critics, this suggested that de Valera was rejoicing at their difficulties. In fact, he believed that the market was gone for ever not because of the Economic War but because of the collapse in the price of beef in Britain. He went on to claim that, if Cosgrave were still in government, Ireland’s position in relation to the British market would have been much the same – except that Ireland would still be paying the £5 million a year he had withheld.12


There was real hardship among farmers, and some refused to pay their annuities as a result. The government responded to the distress in rural areas with both carrot and stick. The Land Act (1933) streamlined the process of prosecuting defaulters; Garda stations with facilities for impounding and selling seized livestock were established in difficult areas; and additional sheriffs, court officials and gardaí were employed to enforce the collection of annuities. Between the end of 1933 and the middle of 1939 a total of £2½ million was collected from recalcitrant farmers.13


However, the government recognised that some compensation was needed, and it encouraged the slaughter of calves – 25,000 of them a week by April 1934. Farmers were paid a bounty for each calf, and the poor benefitted through a free-beef scheme. While undoubtedly pragmatic, the slaughter of calves was distasteful to many people, and it was ‘to live on in farming folk-memory for decades to come’.14


But de Valera was right to say it wasn’t all the result of the Economic War. In 1934 the Department of Finance estimated that the standard of living among farmers had declined by 15 per cent between 1929 and 1933 but that it would have fallen 13 per cent even without the dispute with Britain.15 The income of farmers was already declining because of the international depression. Between 1929 and 1931 falling prices reduced the value of exports from £47 million to £36 million. By 1935 the total value of exports had fallen again, to only £20 million. External Affairs estimated that only £5 million of this was the result of British tariffs, the remainder being caused by the downward movement in world prices. The department added that farmers’ incomes had been boosted by £2½ million in subsidies and bounties.16 These latter payments helped maintain exports and indirectly compensated the British for the default on the annuities.


The Dominions Secretary, J. H. Thomas, noted appreciatively that ‘the maintenance of the level of receipts from duties on Irish Free State goods has largely been due to the bounties granted by the Irish Free State’. In 1933/4 the default on the annuities cost Britain £4.9 million; £4.4 million was collected in duties; and the Irish government paid about £2.5 million in export bounties.17


At the Fianna Fáil ard-fheis in November 1932 de Valera struck a defiant note. ‘We know the disaster that follows surrender, and I am perfectly satisfied that there is no one in our organisation throughout the country that wants to see us fail.’18


Seán Lemass certainly didn’t want failure – which is why he advised surrender. The day before the ard-fheis he sent an alarming memo to de Valera.




I do not think it can be denied that we are facing a crisis as grave as that of 1847 … We have reached the point where a collapse of our economic system is in sight. By a collapse, I mean famine conditions for a large number of our people.





After noting the problems facing agriculture, he attacked one of the central planks of de Valera’s policy. ‘Wheat growing cannot be considered, under present conditions, anything more than a national luxury and it is questionable if we can afford it’. Without an export market there was no way to absorb the 100,000 people unemployed, and taxation had reached its limit and must be reduced. His admittedly ‘revolutionary’ proposals for dealing with the situation involved quantitative restrictions on imports; the establishment of marketing organisations for finding export markets; the abolition of emergency duties, agricultural bounties and land annuities; the ending of land division; the reduction of public expenditure ‘in every possible direction, including education’; the establishment of a state industrial credit organisation and a state bank; and a massive, £15 million programme of public works. Lemass argued that there was no alternative but to admit that the Economic War could not be won, to postpone it ‘until we are in a better position to fight it’ and to negotiate a trade deal with Britain.19


These proposals were either rejected or postponed for further consideration.20 Eventually a trade section, for encouraging exports, was set up – but in External Affairs, not in Industry and Commerce.21 The lethargic reaction to Lemass’s proposals is understandable: de Valera had rather different ideas about how to cope with the crisis. He wanted food products sold on the domestic market to be at as low a price as possible. Unprofitable agricultural production should, he believed, be replaced with produce for which there was a market, possibly including flax, with the help of a ban on cotton imports. And, far from agreeing with Lemass that growing wheat was a luxury, de Valera wanted to promote tillage, with ‘slogans such as “Grow more wheat” etc. on buses, trams etc. and where people congregate generally.’22 That people congregating on trams would presumably not be farmers didn’t seem to occur to him.


The Labour Party was also pushing for more radical action, including emergency legislation for breaking up ‘ranches’ and for the indefinite postponement of cuts in pay for public servants. The silence from Fianna Fáil was deafening.23 When the government announced, at the end of 1932, that the cost-of-living bonus for civil servants was to be reduced by one-thirteenth, William Norton warned that the Labour Party would oppose it.24 De Valera had the choice of suffering a defeat in the Dáil, or allowing the Labour Party to dictate policy, or risking an election. Despite his innate conservatism, this was really no choice at all.


At 11 a.m. on 2 January 1933 de Valera arrived at his office and told Kathleen O’Connell that he was going to dissolve the Dáil.25 Ministers were summoned for discussions, including Lemass, Aiken and Geoghegan. A meeting of the full Executive Council at 8 p.m. confirmed his decision, which was announced to the press soon after midnight.26 De Valera’s official biography asserts that he came to the decision on his own, but some ministers were equally certain that they had planted the idea in his mind. Both MacEntee and Boland later claimed that they had urged de Valera to call a general election, because it was impossible to govern while relying on the Labour Party.27 Lemass recalled giving similar advice. ‘I’d dissolve the Dáil before they got a chance of voting [against the government]’.28 Joseph Connolly said that it was ‘the view of the whole cabinet’ that an early election was the only option.29 James Ryan, however, recalled that the entire government rejected the idea, fearing electoral defeat, before being won over by de Valera. ‘We agreed with him ultimately because we knew he had an extraordinary intuition and knowledge about the Irish people.’30


Certainly his timing couldn’t have been better, because it scuttled attempts at opposition unity. On New Year’s Day, 1933, the Lord Mayor of Dublin, Alfie Byrne, an independent, had appealed for the establishment of a party committed to ending the Economic War, to friendly relations with Britain, to full implementation of the Treaty and to a united Ireland. The initiative was accepted by the Standing Committee of Cumann na nGaedheal, which authorised Cosgrave to discuss co-operation with the National Farmers’ and Ratepayers’ League. Hours later, however, the election was called.31


In the early hours of 3 January the political correspondents were summoned to de Valera’s office in Government Buildings to hear his pitch for a strengthened mandate. He wanted to demonstrate – especially to London – that he had public support, and a sufficient Dáil majority, for carrying out his programme; no British government would negotiate while they thought he might be ejected from office. However, while seeking an overall majority, he was careful to hedge his bets by keeping the Labour Party on side, denying that the disagreement about civil service pay had led to the dissolution of the Dáil – an assertion reported prominently in the Irish Press.




The National attitude of Labour had been satisfactory, and it was the hope of the Government that … cooperation in future with Labour would be as close as it had been during the term of office of the present Government.32
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