




[image: ]















[image: ]
















MERCIER PRESS


3B Oak House, Bessboro Rd


Blackrock, Cork, Ireland.






[image: MercierGreen.jpg] www.mercierpress.ie


[image: missing image file] http://twitter.com/IrishPublisher


[image: missing image file] http://www.facebook.com/mercier.press






© Estate of Charles Dalton, 2014


© Foreword: Liz Gillis, 2014






ISBN: 978 1 78117 224 7


Epub ISBN: 978 1 78117 267 4


Mobi ISBN: 978 1 78117 268 1






This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.






















Contents




Foreword




Introduction




Author’s Preface




With the Dublin Brigade




Bureau of Military History Witness


Statement 434 Charles Dalton






















[image: ]























Foreword


With the Dublin Brigade tells the story of one man’s role in the Irish War of Independence. First published in 1929, the author, Charles Dalton, was but a young man, only twenty-six years old, when he decided to write about his experiences during the conflict that resulted in Ireland winning independence, although not full independence, from Great Britain.


Dalton was born in January 1903 to James Francis Dalton, a staunch supporter and advocate of Home Rule, and his wife Katherine. He was the third of six children. The family had lived in America for some time, where Charles’ two older brothers Martin and Emmet were born, but then returned to Dublin where the next four children, Charles, Eileen, Brendan and Dermot (Pat) arrived. Their early family life was stable and happy, but as with so many young men and women of that generation, events far out of their control would affect them in ways that they could never imagine.


And so begin the first pages of Dalton’s story.


Immediately we are introduced to thirteen-year-old Charles’ description of the event that would have such a profound effect on him – the 1916 Easter Rising. Although his older brother Emmet was fighting for the British Army in the First World War, Charles makes no mention of that conflict, a conflict that had an impact on so many people the world over. To him the men and women who made a stand during that week in April 1916 were his heroes and in that moment, like so many of his generation at that time, Charles decided that if a future opportunity arose, he, too, would play his part in helping to free Ireland.


The young men and women who had witnessed the aftermath of the Easter Rising were determined that when they would fight again it would be on their terms. Knowing that they were outnumbered both in manpower and weaponry, they used every advantage at their disposal to attack and undermine the crown forces. Countless books have been written by participants of the Rising, the War of Independence and the Civil War, and these accounts give an invaluable insight into that period of our turbulent history. However, With the Dublin Brigade differs somewhat to the other publications, in that it not only describes how the War of Independence was actually fought in Dublin, but, more importantly, it also describes the methods used by the Republicans in the intelligence war against the crown forces.


The Volunteers, or Irish Republican Army (IRA) as they were to become known from 1919, fought their war on three levels – 1) undermining the civil administration, 2) physical attacks and 3) intelligence. This three-pronged assault was to be very effective, and the IRA intelligence units around the country, but especially in Dublin and Cork, were vital to this new type of warfare. The authorities never expected to be attacked through their own intelligence system – a system which had been used again and again to great effect against previous attempts by the Irish to obtain their freedom. And this is where Charles Dalton’s story is unique. Not only was it written just eight years after hostilities between Great Britain and Ireland ceased but, more importantly, it is a first-hand account of how the intelligence war was fought by young men and women who, although putting themselves in great danger, carried on regardless in order to free their country. The very nature of their work required the utmost secrecy but, through Charles’ story, we catch a glimpse of what it was like to participate in such activities.


His story reads like a film script, the memories of such momentous events in his life still fresh in his mind. And in those first few chapters we see him grow up very quickly.


In December 1917, aged just fourteen, Charles officially became a member of the Volunteers, joining F Company, 2nd Battalion, Dublin Brigade. His description of his first ‘official job’ is full of excitement, even though he was only helping in the cleaning and removal of pigs’ carcasses to be cured by local factories. He wrote, ‘Dramatic accounts of this incident appeared in the newspapers. It gave me a feeling of elation to receive this public recognition of what was my first job.’


His descriptions of events are at times funny, for example dressing in his father’s clothes to make himself look older. We see his rise through the ranks of the IRA, firstly assisting the Squad and then as a member of Michael Collins’ Intelligence Unit, and we are soon introduced to those men who would become some of his closest friends. Through Dalton we hear their stories too. All of them he held in the highest regard and when telling of those who did not survive the conflict he does not shy away from expressing how their deaths affected him, especially that of Dick McKee, OC Dublin Brigade, in the aftermath of Bloody Sunday, 1920.


Surprisingly, Dalton goes into great detail about the build-up to the events of Bloody Sunday. As an active participant in the shootings he gives a first-hand account of the events, not only of the shootings themselves, but of how it felt to actually carry out the shooting of the British agents, not in battle, but in their residences. He writes: ‘I was wrought up, thinking of what we had to do the next morning, and I could feel the other men were the same … Outwardly we were calm and collected, even jesting with each other. But inwardly I felt that the others were as I was – palpitating with anxiety.’ Of the aftermath he wrote: ‘The sights and sounds of that morning were to be with me for many days and nights …’


As the story progresses we see the effect the war had on its participants: ‘We slept lightly, waking often with a start to hear a lorry pulling up outside … Even in our slumbers, the sense of danger was always near us.’


One very important point to remember is that this book was written long before any attempts were made to record the stories of those involved in the revolutionary movement. Thankfully, through the work of Ernie O’Malley and later the Bureau of Military History, these stories were recorded, but they were not in the public domain until recently. With the release of the BMH Witness Statements online and the recent publication of some of the O’Malley notebooks we are finally getting to see the real people behind the events, those men and women who gave so much for the freedom of this country.


Charles Dalton himself made a witness statement for the Bureau in 1950, twenty-one years after With the Dublin Brigade was published. His statement differs slightly in detail to the book, for example a name here and there. One possibility for these differences is that he was protecting the real identity of those who helped or gave information – after all the book was written only nine years after the events on Bloody Sunday. Where it differs most is in the use of language. The twenty-six-year-old Charles Dalton has now matured – the facts are presented just like they are in the book, but he is older. Here we meet the now forty-seven-year-old Charles Dalton, husband, father, civilian – a wiser and certainly more reflective man.


To conclude, I want to draw attention to one very important statement in the original introduction to the book: ‘The Irish struggle of 1916–1921 was not and is not yet understood by those who did not take part in it or sympathize with it.’ This is as true today as it was in 1929.


This new edition of With the Dublin Brigade is a vital publication and a welcome addition to the many personal recollections published over the years. Through this book and indeed any of the other accounts, be they books, diaries or letters written by those men and women who were involved, and now through their witness statements, we can at last gain an insight, no matter how small, into what their experiences were, what their hopes were and what motivated them to do what they felt they had to do, turning ordinary people into extraordinary men and women.


And whether we agree or disagree with them, at least we should now begin to see them as real people.


Liz Gillis



















Introduction


The Irish struggle of 1916–1921 was not and is not yet understood by those who did not take part in it or sympathize with it. The episodes described in this book are of novel and dramatic interest, and the story told may serve to throw light on the nature of the struggle, and on the startling changes which marked its end.


‘We have got murder by the throat,’ said Mr Lloyd George, the British Prime Minister, on 9th October 1920. He ‘hoped for good results from maintaining the pressure’ which the British armed forces were exerting in Ireland. He ‘could not permit the country to be debased into a condition of complete anarchy where a small body of assassins, a real murder gang, were dominating the country and terrorizing it’. ‘It is,’ he exclaimed, ‘a sham and a fraud, the whole of this nationality.’ ‘Undoubtedly you must restore order there by methods very stern.’ ‘It is essential in the interests of Ireland that that gang should be broken up, and unless I am mistaken, we shall do it.’


The so-called reprisals – acts of terrorism and sabotage – by the British armed forces were casually mentioned by Mr Lloyd George as ‘some severe hitting back by the gallant men who are doing their duty in Ireland’.


To his fellow-banqueters at the London Guildhall in the following month Mr Lloyd George spoke lightly of Ireland as ‘one disturbed corner of the Empire’. He announced that ‘the police were getting the right men’, without troubling to explain who ‘the police’ were, what ‘getting’ meant, or in what sense they were ‘the right men’.


What was the British law and order in Ireland which Mr Lloyd George was enforcing? The London Times wrote on 15th November 1920: ‘Persistence in the present method of Irish Government will, we are satisfied, be proved utterly irreconcilable with the ideals of this Christian country.’


Who was terrorizing Ireland and debasing it into a condition of anarchy? Was it overlooked by Mr Lloyd George that while the British administration was deteriorating into a licensed lawlessness, the Irish people were successfully engaged in building up their own self-government?


Historians are still in want of authentic material to explain the turning point when the British Government at last decided that they must seek for peace. At first they set about negotiations secretly through intermediaries, restricting the matters on which they were willing to confer. They let it be known that they would give safe conducts to any accredited Irish negotiators whose names were not upon their ‘black list’ as criminals, and, therefore, outside the pale, and that they would give notice in advance of such names. They would exclude from any terms of peace ‘persons reasonably suspected of murder’.


Many of the soldiers of the Irish Republican Army had already been hanged. One Irish officer lay in Mountjoy Jail under sentence of death. But there were at least three men whom the British had not succeeded in capturing (the ‘right men’ whom Mr Lloyd George was still hoping to ‘get’), whom it was known the British Government meant as ‘persons reasonably suspected of murder’ – Cathal Brugha, the Minister of Defence, Richard Mulcahy, the Chief of Staff, and Michael Collins, the Minister for Finance and Chief Intelligence Officer, who was being hunted with the price of £10,000 on his head.


Dáil Éireann (the Irish Parliament) had been declared an ‘illegal assembly’. Thirty-six of its members were in penal servitude or otherwise imprisoned or interned. These included Arthur Griffith, who was acting President while President de Valera was in America, and who later headed the Irish plenipotentiaries in London. They also included Seán MacEoin, who had been tried by court martial and sentenced to death. As a General of the Irish Army he was afterwards to take over from the English the stronghold of Athlone. Another member, Robert Barton, was undergoing penal servitude in an English prison, and on his release was chosen as one of the Irish plenipotentiaries.


President de Valera, who had been rescued in 1919 from Lincoln Gaol by Michael Collins, had recently returned from America. On the eve of the Truce he was arrested, but was promptly released, without reason given, obviously with a view to the possibility of negotiations.


Michael Collins himself was alive and free, but not by the grace of the British Government. How he had eluded the hounds who were continually on his track, is one of the miracles of history. The British were aware that Michael Collins dominated and directed the whole movement. His name was the blackest on the British list. He was the supreme outlaw.


But the climax of the long struggle had already been reached. Events had acquired a momentum which was hurrying them to an inevitable conclusion.


In June 1921, the British Government publicly proposed a conference with the Irish leaders. The previous attempts to impose restrictions on the conference were abandoned. The ‘black list’ was thrown into the wastepaper basket. In his letter of 24th June 1921 to President de Valera, Mr Lloyd George proposed that he should attend a conference in London ‘to explore to the utmost the possibility of a settlement’, and he invited him ‘to bring with him for the purpose any colleagues whom he might select’.


Terms of Truce were arranged between military officers on both sides on 9th July 1921.


A Peace Conference followed. The right of Ireland as a nation under arms to decide its own destiny was acknowledged. By the Treaty of Peace made between the two nations and afterwards ratified by the British Parliament at Westminster and by Dáil Éireann in Dublin, the Irish Government, deriving its authority from the Irish people and controlling its own army and civil administration, was acknowledged by England and the other nations of the world.


Michael Collins, with Arthur Griffith, was one of the Irish plenipotentiaries, and his was one of the signatures to the Treaty. On the 16th January 1922, as head of the Provisional Government, he took over from Lord Fitzalan the historic Dublin Castle, from which for seven centuries the British had sought to exercise dominion over Ireland.


The wheel of destiny, moved by forces which the historian must appraise, had come full circle. The British Government had completed their volte-face.


In December 1922, a year later, Mr Lloyd George, writing a description of the Peace Conference, said:


Opposite to me sat a dark, short but sturdy figure, with the face of a thinker. That was Mr Arthur Griffith … quiet to the point of gentleness, reserved almost to the point of appearing saturnine. A man of laconic utterance … But we found in our few weeks’ acquaintance that his ‘yea’ was ‘yea,’ and his ‘nay’ meant ‘nay.’ By his side sat a handsome young Irishman. No one could mistake his nationality. He was Irish through and through. Vivacious, buoyant, highly strung, gay, impulsive, but passing readily from gaiety to grimness and back again to gaiety, full of fascination and charm – but also of dangerous fire. That was Michael Collins, one of the most courageous leaders ever produced by a valiant race.


What were the forces which brought one of the most powerful nations in history to recant its indictments and to acknowledge as a nation on an equality with itself, a country which it had long sought to treat as conquered, and to incorporate as a province? Who were the men who brought it about, what were the aims and methods of the leaders, and the men who followed them?


As yet many essential details have remained hidden in mystery, known only to the actors themselves. There had been months and years of endurance, days and nights of agony, yet illumined by a spirit of exultant faith and the joys of comradeship. One or two frank, unadorned pictures by the men who in the humbler positions played an essential part will tell more than any second-hand history, and will enable persons and events to stand out in their truth. This story by a young Irish soldier who took part in the decisive stage of the struggle must appeal to readers who are interested in human character, or appreciate drama, or are concerned with the history of nations. But for those who are not well acquainted with the history of Ireland leading up to and including the period covered by this memoir, the following summary may serve as a prologue.


The Irish people as a nation had never acquiesced in the British occupation. They were never willing citizens of the United Kingdom.


But for half a century before 1916 Ireland’s claim to nationality had been represented chiefly by the Irish Parliamentary Party. Its members sat as Ireland’s representatives in the British House of Commons. Though always in a minority there, they claimed that by holding the balance of power they would some day be able to force an English Government to restore the Parliament in Dublin, which had been abolished in 1800 by the Act of Union. In the meanwhile, they assisted legislation, especially Land Acts, with a view to ameliorating conditions in Ireland.


But there were always Irishmen who had no such faith in the British Parliament, in its ability to govern Ireland according to Irish ideas, in its right to determine Ireland’s destiny, or in its will to listen to the national demand. Consequently, there had been in nearly every generation an armed revolt. Few in numbers, and with inadequate arms (which had to be procured secretly), the insurgents were always defeated. But when they had been hanged, imprisoned, or transported, they became the heroes and martyrs of Ireland, and the faith for which they had suffered remained alive in the imagination of the people.


In 1858, a secret society, the Irish Republican Brotherhood, better known as the Fenians, was founded by James Stephens. The Brotherhood was a militant organization which inherited the ideas of John Mitchell, an earlier patriot-convict. He had asserted that the physical force argument was the only one to which England had ever listened in her relations with Ireland. Any alleviations of the miseries of the Irish under English rule had come only after violence or preparation for violence. The Fenians, further, shared his view that unless a people from time to time asserted its right to freedom by force of arms it surrendered its claim to be a nation.


The existence of the Irish Republican Brotherhood was in due course discovered by the police (the Royal Irish Constabulary, who were trained to act as political detectives), and Stephens and most of the Executive Council, including the writer and patriot, O’Donovan Rossa, were arrested and sentenced to long terms of penal servitude.


The Fenian policy was embodied in the phrase ‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’. The organization survived the arrests of 1865 and was kept in being secretly all through the era of the Irish Parliamentary Party. It was part of its policy that there should be at all times at least a few men who would be prepared to strike a blow for Irish independence whenever a suitable opportunity arose.


In the United States there was a branch of the Brotherhood. It was known there as the Clan-na-Gael. Its leader was John Devoy, who had been arrested with the other Fenians, and who had emigrated to America after serving a long sentence in an English penal prison. Through John Devoy, the Clan-na-Gael was in close touch with the parent organization at home and kept it supplied with funds for every kind of genuine patriotic purpose.


In Ireland the Brotherhood was strengthened by the release in 1909 of another Fenian, an old comrade of Devoy’s – Tom Clarke. Clarke had spent twenty years in penal servitude in England, and, on his release, he took a small tobacconist’s shop in Parnell Street, Dublin. There he administered the oath of the Brotherhood to a number of ardent young men who found no inspiration in the policy of the parliamentarians.


Besides this secret militant organization there was another with similar aims – the liberation of Ireland from the domination of England – but which looked to other methods to achieve them. This was the Sinn Féin organization founded by Arthur Griffith. In his weekly paper, The United Irishman (afterwards Nationality), Griffith wrote that Ireland could only be freed by the determined action of Irishmen themselves. He pointed to the example of Hungary and the means by which it was liberated from the grip of Austria. He preached passive resistance to English rule and an active social constructive policy in Ireland, by which the people should gradually take their political affairs into their own hands and squeeze out the British administration. Griffith was not opposed to the use of physical force (when it found its place afterwards in defending Dáil Éireann and in resisting the campaign of the Black and Tans, he supported every action of the Irish Republican Army), but he saw no hope of his people ever being strong enough to free their country by a military victory.


The men who formed these two organizations were in numbers insignificant, but in brain and character they were by no means so. Tom Clarke was a man of burning patriotic faith and unquenchable courage, and his private influence was enormous. He was looked up to by the men who gathered round him as the bearer of the traditional torch of Irish freedom out of the heroic days of the past. Amongst others, he inspired a young man of great charm of personality – Seán MacDermott, who, though in delicate health, tramped through the country towns and villages, enrolling small groups of young patriots into the Brotherhood.


Arthur Griffith’s powerful mind and indomitable character were also bound to draw to him men of force and sincerity. Devoted to his faith, he was content to preach in poverty and obscurity, confident that if the time ever came when his policy could be put into practice, Ireland would be free.


There were two other organizations, which, though non-political, fostered the spirit of patriotism and helped to produce the great national revival of later years. They were the Gaelic League and the Gaelic Athletic Association. The Gaelic League was founded to revive the national language and the Gaelic Athletic Association for the preservation of Gaelic sport. Many of the men of the Irish Republican Brotherhood were members also of one or both of these organizations, and were often recruited from them. There were also the Fianna, a Republican organization of youths recruited from the Dublin streets by Countess Markiewicz, and drilled and trained by her to act as scouts and carry despatches; and Cumann na mBan, the women’s branch of the military organization.


This was the position in Ireland when, at last, in 1914, the efforts of the Irish Parliamentary Party were so far rewarded that a Home Rule Act, authorizing the setting up of a Dublin Parliament with limited powers, was put upon the English Statute Book.


The first effect of this new situation was shown in N.E. Ulster. Encouraged by English Unionists, the Orangemen declared their hostility to the Act, and their determination to wreck it so far as Ulster was concerned. Sir Edward Carson, the Orange leader, began at once to enrol a volunteer force and to import arms from Germany.


This was a chance not to be missed by Tom Clarke and the Brotherhood. If England would not interfere with Irishmen arming themselves to prevent the operation of a British Act of Parliament, it could not interfere with Irishmen who armed themselves ostensibly to defend it. A meeting was held in the largest hall in Dublin to enrol recruits for an Irish Volunteer Army in defence of the Home Rule Act.


But to Tom Clarke and the Irish Republican Brotherhood it was the opportunity to bring their men out into the open and to drill and arm them for the next revolt. The meeting was crowded to overflowing. Thousands of young men were eager to be enrolled, and thousands more were recruited in the country. John Redmond took alarm and did the only thing left to him. He approached the Executive of the Volunteers and asked for representation upon it for his nominees. To avoid a split, this was granted, but the aims of the two sections were diametrically opposed, and this became apparent a few months later with the outbreak of the European War.


To the IRB, the Volunteers were to make ‘England’s difficulty Ireland’s opportunity’ and to fight for Ireland against England at home. Redmond’s idea was that they should be used to hold Ireland for England against a possible invasion of England’s enemies; and when, without consulting the Executive Council, he pledged them for this purpose in the British House of Commons, and, from recruiting platforms in Ireland, appealed for recruits for the British Army in Flanders, cohesion was no longer possible. The Volunteers broke up into two sections – the Irish Volunteers controlled by the original Executive Council, and the National Volunteers controlled by John Redmond.


Meanwhile, the English Parliament passed a suspensory Act to prevent the Home Rule Act from coming into force, and at a meeting of the Supreme Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood held in August 1914 it was decided that the war should not be allowed to end without a rising in arms. Lord Salisbury, after the Boer War, had taunted the Irish Parliamentary Party with the fact that he had been able to withdraw every British soldier fit for active service out of Ireland. The IRB decided that a similar boast should not be made in their day. They had no illusions about what the end of the revolt would be, but they believed that in suffering the extreme penalties which would follow, they would reawaken their countrymen to faith in the old cause of Irish freedom, which was being overlaid by the conciliatory policy of the Parliamentarians.


On Easter Monday, 1916, Ireland rang with the news that the Volunteers had risen in Dublin. The Rising, during which Dublin was held for a week, was made by 687 men, including the soldiers of the Irish Citizen Army under James Connolly, a Republican Socialist.


The Rising was not only a renewal of the age-long struggle for national liberation, but was a protest against the continued British occupation while England was professedly fighting a war in Europe to free small subject nationalities from the domination of the Central Powers. The advertisement given by the European War to the principle of self-determination did much to rouse and stimulate to action many in Ireland who might not otherwise have resorted to extreme measures, and determined them to draw attention to the fact that the principle was not being applied to one of the oldest nations in Europe. Among the 687 Irishmen who left their homes on that historic Easter Monday with little hope of ever returning to them, were men of education and high position whose names were known and respected by their countrymen.


The surrender was followed by the execution of sixteen leaders, including Tom Clarke, aged seventy-four, and Seán MacDermott; sentences of death, commuted to penal servitude for life or long terms of years upon seventy-one other persons, including William Cosgrave, then Minister of Local Government and President of the Executive Council of the Irish Free State since 1922, and one woman, Countess Markiewicz; and the imprisonment without trial of thousands who were suspected to have taken part or been in sympathy with the Rising, or to have been connected in any way with the Volunteers, Sinn Féin or any other patriotic organization.


While the Rising itself was unpopular, sprung as a surprise upon the country, the effect of the death sentences and imprisonments was immediate. A wave of passionate patriotism swept over the country amongst the relatives and friends of the sufferers, and all nationalist Ireland began to turn to the men, dead or imprisoned, whom they hailed as the lineal descendants of their national martyrs.


A more practical result came from the throwing together in the internment camps in England of thousands of young Irishmen. Men came together who might never have met otherwise. Hardy, stalwart Gaels from the South and the West found themselves the daily and nightly companions of the more thoughtful men of the towns and cities, who had worked out in detail their plans for the freedom and regeneration of Ireland. With their release at Christmas 1916, and during 1917, the prisoners brought home with them a new spirit of comradeship, of faith in themselves and their fellows, fresh energy, detailed plans of reorganization and supreme confidence in their power to achieve success.


They were received in Dublin, and in the towns and villages to which they returned, with scenes of wild enthusiasm and lavish welcome. The torrent of national feeling, such as had never been known before, swept away in its course the power of the Irish Parliamentary Party and the moderate counsels for which it stood.


But unlike similar situations in the past, when the patriotic fervour aroused passed away with the passing of the events which produced it, there were leaders and a policy ready by which the national emotion could be directed into channels where it could be used effectively.


Arthur Griffith was not in the Rising, but he was arrested in the general round-up which followed. On his release with the other prisoners, he was ready with his definite, constructive policy of Sinn Féin. He had been preparing for years for such a situation. He had got at last what he believed was alone wanted for the success of his policy – the support of the people.


On his release from Frongoch Internment Camp, Michael Collins, whose powers were beginning to be recognized, threw himself into the work of reorganizing the Volunteers.


By their genius, sincerity and devotion, these two men, and the other young leaders co-operating with them, seized a situation such as had never before arisen in Ireland, and used it to bring the national cause to a successful issue.


From the time of the release of the prisoners during 1916 and 1917 until the General Election at the end of the war in December 1918, Sinn Féin was busy perfecting its organization, selecting candidates, conducting by-elections and building up an election machine. The Volunteers were being drilled and new recruits enrolled for the greater struggle which was felt by all to be impending, and Michael Collins was smuggling in arms and creating and organizing a national Secret Service which was to be ready for any eventualities.


Michael Collins was the first leader Ireland ever had who recognized intelligently wherein lay England’s power to render all national movements abortive, and who had the character to stand up to it and reply to it unflinchingly. That power lay in the completeness and thoroughness of the British Secret Service in Ireland.


Throughout the country the Royal Irish Constabulary (the RIC) was not a mere police force for the protection of the civil population, such as exists in other countries. The work of this police [force] was mainly political. They were armed. Their numbers were far in excess of what was required for a country notoriously free from civil crime. A village where ordinary offences against the law were practically unknown was ‘guarded’ by three or four policemen resident in a barracks stocked with arms and ammunition. They were all engaged in secret service activities. It was an important part of their duties to know everyone, and to know the political opinions, moderate or extreme, of everyone in their district. The RIC were ‘the eyes and the ears’ of the British authorities, without which they were powerless to deal with any political situation which might arise, and without whose knowledge a British Army coming into the country was helpless.


In Dublin this part of the British machine was established more openly. There were the detectives of the political branch of the Dublin Metropolitan Police, known as ‘G Men’. It was these agents in the city, and those who were brought up from the country for the purpose, and the RIC in the country districts, who were used by the British military after the Rising to point out the men for court martial and subsequent execution or imprisonment, and without whom they could not have been identified. Michael Collins’ intelligence department was created to counteract such activities in the future.


All was prepared, and all that was needed was a clear mandate from the people. It came with the General Election of December 1918, when Sinn Féin swept the whole of Ireland, winning seventy-three seats out of the total of 105.


Arthur Griffith, elected for Cavan, was now in a position to put his policy into execution. A National Parliament, Dáil Éireann, was set up, in which the people’s representatives could assemble to carry out their election pledges. Departments of Finance, Defence, Trade and Commerce, Home Affairs, Labour, and Propaganda were established. Ministers were appointed. The Volunteers became automatically the defence force of the new government and were known henceforth as the Irish Republican Army, or the IRA.


The British Government declared Dáil Éireann an illegal assembly, and warrants were issued for the arrest of its Ministers and members, and of the leaders of the army. To effect this, the RIC in the country and the G men in the capital were brought into action. Their training was to come again into use. The Sinn Féin reply was obvious. The IRA set out to defend its parliament and to protect its members and the officers and soldiers of the army, and Michael Collins mobilized his new force to the counter-attack.


In January 1920 the Municipal Elections, and in June 1920 the Rural Elections, confirmed the Sinn Féin victory at the polls.


Dáil Éireann continued to meet – in secret. Its Ministers put forward their proposals, which were debated and voted upon. Their decisions were made public and approved by the people, who more and more obeyed their decrees, looked to them for good government and gave them their whole-hearted support. A National Loan of £400,000 was raised by Michael Collins, who had been made Minister of Finance. This sum was collected though the loan was declared illegal, though it was an illegal act to subscribe to it, to ask subscriptions for it, or to paste up a notice advertising it, and many suffered imprisonment for these or kindred offences. Several newspapers were suppressed for advertising the loan. All the complicated business in connection with the raising and the banking, secretly, of this large sum was done by a Minister who was already outlawed and who had to work and live in hiding.


The Ministers and members of Dáil Éireann had to lie concealed, and to meet and to do their administrative business in places only known among themselves. Yet the business was done; the departments were kept going; and when one man was tracked down and arrested another was ready to step into his place.


British civil law disappeared and Dáil Éireann law took its place. Sinn Féin Courts were set up in Dublin and in twenty-seven counties, with judges chosen by the districts, at which justice was administered to the satisfaction of the people. They continued in spite of the fact that when the court was discovered it was raided by the police and the officials arrested. Sinn Féin Police maintained order, and arrested criminals and restored stolen property, while themselves risking arrest and death at the hands of the British armed forces. While those forces closed fairs and markets and burned down creameries, factories and stocks of food, the Sinn Féin departments of government were busy with the development of natural resources, the revival of Irish industry and commerce, and the proper cultivation of the soil.


A commission of experts was appointed to investigate and report upon the natural resources of the country and their proper utilization, and held sittings at many places, though harassed by raids of the British forces. A National Bank was established. In the congested districts of the West, where the ‘mere Irish’ had been driven by Cromwell’s soldiers ‘to hell or Connacht’, the people had struggled for centuries in a state of semi-starvation on holdings created out of the bog by their own work, surrounded by wide, untenanted grass lands. Dáil Éireann established a Land Commission and Arbitration Courts, which took steps to appease the land hunger. The courts, which Mr Lloyd George boasted he had driven into cellars, re-settled 80,000 acres and made and enforced awards which restored peace in districts which were on the verge of a serious land war.


But the British Government still affected to believe that ‘it was a sham and a fraud, the whole of this nationality’ and that ‘a small body of assassins was dominating the country and terrorizing it’. They still ‘hoped for good results from maintaining the pressure’.


Sixty thousand British troops already occupied Ireland, in addition to the armed RIC, and 15,000 ‘Auxiliaries’ and ‘Black and Tans’ were drafted into it. ‘It is common knowledge,’ said The Times, ‘that the Black and Tans were recruited from ex-soldiers for a rough and dangerous task.’ At first their outrages were denied. They were then excused as spontaneous outbreaks under intolerable provocation, and the burning and looting in Limerick were referred to by the General in his Farewell Order as ‘an over-zealous display of loyalty’.


More than a hundred towns were deliberately sacked. The destruction of Balbriggan, which was near to Dublin and famous for its hosiery works, could not be concealed, and the Manchester Guardian had an article headed ‘An Irish Louvain’. The Times, in a leading article, said: ‘The accounts of the arson and destruction by the military at Mallow in County Cork as revenge for a Sinn Féin raid which caught the 17th Lancers napping on Tuesday, must fill English readers with a sense of shame.’ The Report of the Irish Agricultural Society for the year ending 31st March 1921, said: ‘The national damage, resulting from over fifty attacks – over sixty, indeed, if fourteen raids on one Society are to be separately included – cannot yet be exactly stated, but will, it is estimated, exceed £200,000.’ Town halls and private houses were soaked with petrol and burned. Country villages were shot up, and women and children driven in terror from their blazing homes through streets raked with rifle volleys.


The British administration could no longer be regarded as a government maintaining law and order, and bringing criminals to justice, or even suppressing a political movement. It was the military organization of an enemy power waging war on the Irish nation by the methods of ruthlessness which the British had condemned elsewhere.


Between April and August 1920 coroners’ juries had returned twenty-two verdicts of wilful murder or unjustifiable homicide against British military and constabulary, all of which were recorded in the Press. On 3rd September an Order-in-Council was issued making coroners’ inquests illegal in ten counties. When killings took place in other counties, Dublin Castle got over the difficulty by issuing special orders that no inquests were to be held in those cases. During September and October, thirty-seven deaths by violence took place which were circumstantially charged against the armed forces of the crown. No inquest was held in any of those cases, and when any enquiry was held by the British military, it was conducted in secret. The answers given to these charges by the English Ministers were founded on the reports of the officials. The stock answers so supplied were that the shooting was done by Republicans disguised as forces of the crown, or by persons unknown, or by the forces of the crown in the execution of their duty. In no case was there any opportunity of testing the reports of the persons implicated, on which these answers were based.


Even so, the British were not ‘getting the right men’. High prices were placed on the heads of highly desired victims. Broadcast appeals were issued for anonymous accusations, with assurances that the evidence would be kept secret. The notorious convict Hardy was released and employed as an agent provocateur. It was known that a list had been prepared of persons obnoxious to the British, of whom ‘a definite clearance’ was contemplated.


British officers, not wearing uniforms, were lodged under false names in private apartments in Dublin. During the day they secretly collected their ‘intelligence’ by means of spies and touts. At night, when under the curfew regulations everyone had to be indoors, they issued forth on mysterious errands. When persons were found shot, no impartial enquiry was permitted. Soldiers of the IRA, in their duty of defending the lives of their Ministers, officers and private civilians, shot the disguised British Secret Service men and detectives of the RIC, and for doing so they were held up to the world by the British Government as ‘murderers’. What is certain is that, by the efficiency of Michael Collins’ leadership and the thoroughness of his intelligence service, the British were defeated on the lines on which they had always been successful hitherto. Without her spies, England was helpless. The national defence was made strong where it had hitherto been weak. The Irish by their superior intelligence and boldness outwitted the vastly superior resources of the adversary.


Dáil Éireann had not only to function, but, if it were to survive, it had to prevent the British administration from functioning. The latter’s power to collect Irish money to carry out what was now purely a military régime of oppression had to be brought to an end. It was with this object in view that the burning of Income Tax records, and of the documents and records of Customs and Excise which involved the destruction of the Custom House, was decreed by Dáil Éireann, as described by the author of this story. Though the loss of men on the Irish side through the capture of so large a number of the IRA in the Custom House was severe, the loss of power and control by the British was far more serious. It brought their ability to collect money in Ireland, and to continue any kind of civil administration, practically to an end.


The Sinn Féin faith of Arthur Griffith was justified. The right and the power of the Irish people to be in control in their own country was established. The attempt of the British military organization to destroy the national Sinn Féin Government failed. The Commission appointed by the Society of Friends to visit Ireland reported: ‘The British Government has ceased to function over eighty per cent of Ireland. Moderate people and many Unionists admit the only protection they enjoy is provided by the Sinn Féin police. Safety is only found in districts from which the English military and police are withdrawn. Prominent Unionists have served on the Sinn Féin Agricultural and other Commissions.’


Ireland was not being dominated or terrorized by any small body of Irishmen, but was organizing itself with a remarkable aptitude for orderly freedom in circumstances of difficulty and danger which would have daunted a people of less high spirit, intelligence and patriotic unity. The last phase of the British violence was directed not against any ‘small band of assassins’, any ‘real murder gang’, but against the Irish people. And for this reason – that it had not been ‘provoked’ by any murders. The ‘intolerable provocation’ had been not to the outraged humanity and loyalty of the Black and Tans, but to the imperial pride of the British Government. The ‘outrage’ was the pushing out of the British Government and the successful establishment of a national Government in its place.


Mr Lloyd George, by an impromptu retort in the House of Commons, inadvertently let out that he was waging a war in Ireland. Mr Bonar Law blurted out the real reason for the British violence. The National Government ‘had all the symbols and all the realities of government’. When that admission had been made, the end could not long be delayed.


Two hostile nations were facing one another, each with its own government and army. No peace could be found except by a public recognition of that fact and by direct negotiation between the plenipotentiaries of each side, as the authorized representatives of two equal nations. There was not room for two governments and two armies in Ireland. One or the other must go. Which had the right and the might to prevail? When the British Prime Minister proposed the unfettered conference, and a truce was agreed to on that footing, this question had already been answered and the long-drawn struggle between the nations had ended with a victory for Ireland.


Dáil Éireann at last met openly. By the authority of Ireland’s elected representatives negotiations were entered into between the two belligerent nations in order to find a basis of peace. In those negotiations what had the Irish to rely on against an infinitely more powerful nation? Was it the strength which they had gathered from the justice of their cause? Was it that they had made the most of their slender military resources, not only with skill, endurance and courage, but with a humanity which could not fail to be contrasted with the British methods during the struggle?


Not only to the Irish race throughout the world, but to all persons of generous and imaginative sympathy, the story of the Irish struggle of 1918 to 1921 is an inspiring one. The people of a small and weak nation, without training, and practically without resources, by their grit, their steadfastness, their amazing solidarity (a whole people acting with one mind), and by their genius to create and build up in the midst of violence and destruction, were able to render powerless to defeat them a mighty Empire, with all the resources of wealth and power, which had been holding them in subjection for seven hundred years.
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