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            INTRODUCTION

Rosemary Fennell

         

         Thomas Fennell was a member of the Royal Irish Constabulary, 1875–1905. He died in 1948 and, as an old man already in his late seventies, began his memoir and history of the Force in which he had served. It is clear from the text that he intended it for publication but it has had to wait for over fifty years since his death for this ambition to be realised.

         Despite the passage of time, there is much of interest in this memoir politically and socially. Not surprisingly, the agrarian agitation and reform of land tenure which dominated so much of the Irish political scene in the last quarter of the nineteenth century is much in evidence (see especially chapters 4, 8, 12, 13, and 15). As the police force, the R.I.C. was caught squarely in the middle and their personal feelings must have often been in conflict with their duties. It should never be forgotten that a very high proportion of the rank and file came from farming backgrounds and that admission to the Force was seen as a means of advancement for young men with a modicum of education and ambition.

         The agrarian agitation was a turning point which changed the pace of policing and altered the role of the R.I.C. in many ways. Prior to that, as Fennell describes: “A police force was required in every country, and what objection could there be to join the Irish police, more than any other police force?” (chapter 1, “Organisation and recruiting”). With the start of the Land War, the R.I.C. found itself sucked into a much viii more openly political position. It was only after serving for some time in the Force that the men began to see an agenda other than that of the preservation of peace and order. But, by that time, they had been drawn deeply into the system, were probably married and with families.

         In a sense, the Land War was a dress rehearsal for the equally uncomfortable role which the R.I.C. was to play in the War of Independence. In both, the Force had to contend with “special assistance” foisted on it by the respective governments of the day. During the Land War, army reservists were provided to help the police with protection duties. The R.I.C. objected to these men wearing the same uniform and so it was modified by white facings. These auxiliaries were not a success: “they failed absolutely to live under the rigid discipline of the R.I.C. and were dismissed one after another” (see chapter 12). This experience was a foretaste of the confusion of the R.I.C. with the Black and Tans and the Auxiliaries—dealt with at passionate length in the Addendum. Interestingly, Fennell maintains that during the Land War the population at large understood that the police were carrying out work which they found distasteful and he contrasts this with the more hostile situation in the War of Independence. He also refers to the recognition Michael Davitt gave to the R.I.C. as a source of information for the Land League (see chapter 13)—the parallels with Michael Collins’s use of the R.I.C. is obvious.

         One small personal regret I have in Fennell’s treatment of the agrarian agitation is that his valiant attempt at even-handedness and objectivity masks the reality of what he must have witnessed. As a young member of the Force his first posting was to Mayo at the end of 1875 and he remained there for nearly eight years. When, in chapter 12, he describes Michael Davitt “standing on the ruins of the home of his childhood from which his family had been evicted, [calling] upon the people to band themselves together to overthrow the system which had inflicted on them such heartless tyranny and injury”, was he recalling what he himself had seen and heard? ix

         Another important political issue covered by this memoir is the role of the R.I.C. as an instrument of repression. Fennell’s position on this is somewhat ambiguous but he vehemently takes to task both Dorothy McArdle and Piaras Beaslai for their anti-R.I.C. views—particularly the assertion that the R.I.C. was engaged in espionage on behalf of the State. In this regard, Fennell makes two very pertinent points: that the R.I.C. provided no advance warning of the Rising of 1916 and that the spying of certain members was on behalf of Michael Collins! (See especially the Addendum.)

         This Addendum is a remarkable tour de force written by a very old man in defence of the integrity of the R.I.C. during the War of Independence. He castigates many of the actions taken against them—particularly the ambushing of foot patrols on country roads—and he singles out for special criticism the very first assassinations at Soloheadbeg in Tipperary. He is contemptuous of the attacks which continued to take place during the Truce by people whom he saw as climbing on the Republican bandwagon when it was safe to do so. Again there is a parallel with the land agitation where “people of no account became local leaders and platform spouters, self being the chief idea at the back of their minds” (p. 106). In contrast, he has nothing but praise for members of the R.I.C. who acted humanely and who stuck to their principles. He recounts with pride the famous incident at Listowel in 1920 when Constable Jeremiah Mee and fourteen of his colleagues resigned rather than carry out unjust orders (p. 109).

         While defending the R.I.C. vigorously against the accusation of spying, Fennell frequently acknowledges that the police were an instrument of support for the political status quo and in particular the position of the Ascendancy and the landowning class. This comes across very clearly in chapter 11 on the administration of the law. He also recognised that, in a sense, there was absolutely no need to indulge in repressive behaviour, as the day-to-day activities of a force dispersed throughout the countryside in small groups meant that they knew everything about everybody in the area and were x therefore a mine of information (see chapter 2, “Strength and distribution of the force”). Added to this, its organisation was highly bureaucratic with a detailed system of upward reporting—a good insight to this can be found in chapter 9, “Correspondence”.

         Socially, the R.I.C. reflected the Ireland of the nineteenth century. The officer class was drawn very largely from the Protestant Ascendancy; the rank and file were from a rural background, predominantly though not exclusively Roman Catholic. Religious tensions there most certainly were as can be seen in chapter 10, “Bigotry”. However, on a day-to-day basis in a highly disciplined and professional body, people held their tongue and got on with the job in hand. The major exception was in relation to promotion—particularly to the officer class (see especially chapter 7, “Promotion”). In 1885, Sir Andrew Reed was appointed Inspector General of the R.I.C. Uniquely he was a member of the Force, not a British import, having entered as an officer cadet and worked his way up. He was a reformer in every respect, not least in his attempts to open up promotions to Catholics (see especially chapters 3 and 7). In this he faced considerable opposition and found his own position undermined. Indeed, after his retirement, some of his promotion reforms were watered down. It is quite clear from the memoir that Fennell had a very high regard for Reed who was “policeman’s policeman” who understood the Force in a way no outsider could.

         In considering the R.I.C. in the context of Irish society, one of the most interesting chapters of the memoir is chapter 13, on how service affected the men. Here Fennell confronts the issue of a force seen as an arm of the State which yet is deeply rooted in the society from which its members were recruited. They were popular—much sought after as marriage partners—and there was never any difficulty in finding an ample supply of recruits, even during the Land War. He raises the question of whether members should have resigned during the agrarian agitation, thereby hastening its resolution and answers his own question by pointing out the alternative: “Gaps made by xi individual resignations could have been filled by auxiliaries of one sort of another—Englishmen, ex-soldiers, Orangemen—and would these have been an improvement on the R.I.C.?”

         One very telling aspect of the R.I.C.’s position in Irish society was the sheer number of the Force. Ireland was heavily policed and, given that the majority of the men married and had families, they comprised a sizeable group in that society. Taking the men and their dependents together, Fennell puts it at up to half a million over the lifetime of the Force. One small illustration of this is that, when Fennell’s first wife died in 1905, the obituaries in the Sligo newspapers mentioned among the mourners her brother-in-law and a cousin, both sergeants in the R.I.C. I suspect that there is hardly anyone in Ireland who does not have somewhere in their family tree a member of the R.I.C. or the D.M.P. (Dublin Metropolitan Police).

         Who was Thomas Fennell? This is not an easy question to answer, given the paucity of primary family historical sources in Ireland and the fallibility of family folklore. Thomas was born in 1857 in Creagh, Castledermot, County Derry—despite family folklore that he was born in County Antrim. His police record (reproduced in appendix 1) gives two counties of origin—Londonderry and Antrim. Presumably the latter is included because, as a teenager, Thomas moved to Antrim in search of work. (In his police record, his occupation at entry is given as “labourer”.) Certainly, his recommendation as a candidate for entry to the Force was provided by District Inspector Wray who, at the time, was in charge of the Antrim Town District of County Antrim.

         Thomas was said to be the son of a farmer but neither the Griffith Valuation nor the “Owners of land of 1 acre and upwards” (HMSO, 1876) lists the father as owning any land. This suggests he was either a tenant farmer or even a farm worker; it is impossible to tell. According to one family source, Thomas had a brother who emigrated to Australia but no amount of searching in Australian records has provided any evidence of this. xii

         Again, according to family folklore, Thomas is said to have been poorly educated in a formal sense, yet he was capable of joining the police at an early age and of subsequently passing examinations for promotion firstly to Sergeant and then to Head Constable. He also took the examinations for promotion to District Inspector. If he was self-taught he did an excellent job, as his style of writing in the memoir bears witness. It was also reported in the Sligo Independent (10 November 1900) that “Head Constable Thomas Fennell, of Sligo, is the author of a capital little work on company drill, which has just been issued by the publishers. The book should prove a great help to all those interested in drill and desirous of obtaining a sound knowledge of its intricacies.” I have not been able to trace a copy of this book.

         His obituaries (reproduced in appendix 2) refer to him writing articles for journals—no one in the family can throw light on this activity. Were they tips for the amateur gardener or political polemic? One tantalising feature of the Addendum, where he takes McArdle and Beaslai to task for misrepresentation of the role of the R.I.C., is that he cites which edition of McArdle’s Irish Republic he was using and twice quotes the actual page numbers—an attention to detail and source referencing which one might not have expected from someone with no training or experience in research—particularly very late in life.

         So Thomas’s origins are obscure and his education questionable; a further puzzle arises over his age at entry to the police: 18 years. The normal minimum was 19 and it was usually only if a boy’s father or other close relative was already in the R.I.C. (or was an R.I.C. pensioner) that a lower age was acceptable. There is no evidence in the R.I.C. records that such a family member existed. However, as he was within ten days of his nineteenth birthday when he joined the Force, it is likely that the age rule was relaxed in his case.

         There are two stories as to why Thomas resigned on pension from the R.I.C. in May 1905 at the age of 48. One is that, having passed his written examinations for promotion to xiii District Inspector (which according to a notice in the Sligo Independent he took in 1901), he was subsequently not promoted, having hit a glass ceiling on grounds of religion. The other version is that he turned down the promotion on the grounds that he did not have the financial wherewithal to hold the D.I. rank in a fitting manner. Frankly, this latter view is hard to match to the man. Why sit the examinations if you do not intend to take the promotion? He was clearly an ambitious man and his memoir returns again and again to the question of discrimination within the Force and in particular to the paucity of openings for Catholic head constables to move into the officer rank. There is a touch of bitterness in his references to the dying days of the R.I.C. when promotions were freely available. A look at the relevant years in the R.I.C. records bears this out with a flurry of promotions of Catholics to D.I. level.

         Thomas Fennell was my grandfather. He died when I was ten but I never met him. As in so many Irish families, our closest contacts were with our mother’s side of the family. I did not know of the existence of this memoir until the mid-1990s. When I read it I realised that my grandfather wrote it with the intention of having it published and I resolved to try to fulfil belatedly the wish of this old man who, despite the disappointment of his career ambition, clearly was immensely proud of the Force in which he served.

         
             

         

         I should like to thank my cousin the late Pat Murphy who provided me with some of the folklore and with some wonderful photographs; my cousin Deirdre Murphy for having given me more family background, particularly as she hazily remembered our grandfather in Sligo towards the end of his life; my cousin Grainne Murphy Gregory for having lent me family photographs and the version of the memoir typed by her mother Lena. This helped me fill in some of the gaps in the other surviving version of the text; and my brother Desmond who drew my attention to the existence of the memoir in the first place. The help of the staff of the Registry of births, marriages and deaths in Dublin, the National Library xiv of Ireland, the National Archives of Ireland, the UK Public Records Office at Kew, and Garda Jim Herlihy is gratefully acknowledged. And finally, my thanks to Professor Tom Garvin of University College Dublin who suggested an ideal vehicle for publishing the memoir and who encouraged me to write this Introduction and undertake the editorial work on the text.

         As to that text, due to its chequered history no flawless version exists. I have made what minor corrections were possible and have checked names of persons and places, and dates where possible. All footnotes and text in square brackets have been added by me.
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3
            CHAPTER ONE.

            ORGANISATION AND RECRUITING.

         

         I have often thought that it would be well if someone who had passed through the Royal Irish Constabulary would leave behind him a record of the conditions that prevailed in that Force.

         For eighty years or more, that Force played an important part in the government of Ireland. Indeed, to write a complete history of the R.I.C. would be almost equivalent to writing Irish history for that period, for it was the organisation chiefly relied upon to enforce English rule in this country during those years. It should, therefore, be of interest to many, and perhaps of some advantage to future historians to have first-hand information of the organisation and rule in that service.

         As no one has taken such a work in hand, I am now, at the eleventh hour, making the venture. After a good deal of consideration as to the plan I should adopt to place on record the knowledge I gained during thirty years of the system that fashioned that Force into a perfect machine for enforcing English rule in Ireland, I have decided on confining myself to a simple narrative, without any attempt at literary style, to which I am only too conscious I can lay no claim. Indeed, I feel that in a simple narrative I can best attain my purpose. I had the advantage of a varied experience in the Force, giving me a wide general knowledge of the service. I have only then to set down, as clearly as I can, what I have learned during the thirty years in that service. I feel the difficulty of arranging the order of the task before me, so as to avoid repetition and make my story clear to the reader; but this will not deter me. 4

         After the failure of the 1798 Insurrection and the passage of the Act of Union, Ireland lay prostrate in the dust and remained wounded and broken during the first decade of the nineteenth century. There seemed little hope that she would ever again stand strong and erect, to continue the long struggle she had waged to regain her freedom; fate seemed to have sealed the lot of her people to absolute slavery. Yet, the spirit of revolt lived on through the formation of secret societies, chief of which was the White Boys, who aimed at the recovery of the lands of which the people had been plundered, opposition to the collection of taxation, especially Church Tithes, and resistance generally to English rule. The Whiteboys were a daring and effective organisation. They moved in small bodies through the country by night, levelling fences, tumbling grain stacks, firing haggards, and generally making the lives of Planters uncomfortable. As a means of recognition by one another in their nightly operations, they wore bands of white: hence “The Whiteboys”. There is no doubt they were a formidable source of trouble to English rule for sixty years or more, for in the reign of George III and that of William IV, we find Acts of Parliament providing extreme penalties for Whiteboyism. The offences set out in those enactments cover a large and varied field of actions tending to intimidate and cause fear among those against whom they were aimed. I have read where someone has stated or written that to the Whiteboys is chiefly due the credit for keeping alive the spirit of resistance to English rule and passing it on to future generations, and will anyone, reading Irish history of the time, not say that there is much truth in the assertion?

         Grand juries and magistrates dispensed the law. The police were nominated by the magistrates in Petty Sessions, and appointed by the Lord Lieutenant and forthwith became constables without more ado. Chief Officers were appointed by the Lord Lieutenant independently of the system of appointing constables. Officers and constables might be appointed to a County, Barony or Half Barony. The magistrates, who were of the landlord class, controlled and issued orders to the police. 5 Mr. Peel, afterwards Sir Robert Peel, on his appointment as Chief Secretary in 1812, set about improving the police system and part of his remedial measures was the appointment of paid magistrates who were an amalgam of a justice of the peace and a police officer. They sat with the ordinary justices in Petty Sessions to guide them in their actions and took charge of the police when acting in bodies. These magistrates were continued by Acts 6 and 7 William IV, under which the entire police of the country were amalgamated under one authority in 1836. Previously, each province had a separate establishment ruled by a Chief Inspector.

         A belief generally held was that the police of Peel’s time as Chief Secretary was the same Force that came down from that time as the R.I.C. This was quite a mistaken view. The system of appointing and controlling the police remained unchanged during Peel’s Chief Secretaryship of six years, and down to 1836, when the police of every county in Ireland were absorbed into a new organisation, under one central authority. Acts 6 and 7 Wm. IV provided that, on an appointed day, the police of every county—officers and men—should cease to hold office as such and were to become members of the new organisation without change of status, on first taking the following oath: “I, A.B. do swear that I will well and truly serve our Sovereign Lord, the King, in the office of (rank) without favour or affection, malice, or ill will, that I will see and cause His Majesty’s peace to be kept and preserved, and that I will prevent, to the best of my power, all offences against the same, and, that whilst I shall hold the said office, I will, to the best of my skill and knowledge, discharge all the duties thereof in the execution of warrants and otherwise, faithfully according to law; and that I do not now belong, and that I will not, while I shall hold the said office, join, subscribe, or belong to any political society, whatsoever, unless the society of Freemasons.”

         The Lord Lieutenant was given power to appoint an Inspector General and other officers, and “to authorise the Inspector General to make rules and regulations to provide for one uniform system in the whole establishment of police in Ireland”. 6

         Some idea of the material that went to make up the police previous to 1836 may be gathered from the qualifications required of men for the new organisation. Here they are: “no person to be appointed chief or other constable unless he shall be of sound constitution, able-bodied and under the age of forty years, be able to read and write, and of good character for honesty, fidelity and activity”. No provision for pensions appears to have existed in the police forces previous to 1836—nor even then. Men probably took up the job as a means of existence for the time, without intending to remain longer than suited them. At no time do they appear to have been an effective force. To cope with possible trouble yeomanry and military were called to their aid. The military quartered in small bodies all over the country was the principal force relied upon to keep in subjection the spirit of turbulence then coming to the surface.

         Comparing the qualifications required by men admitted to the reorganised Force with those of R.I.C. recruits, it will be seen the great difference in the class of men that made up the amalgamated Force in 1836 with that of the R.I.C. And let it not be forgotten that previous to Catholic Emancipation, Catholics were not admitted into any of the police forces. Once an old police register came into the hands of the writer, and it was seen that men bearing Catholic names were registered as Protestants. No doubt the camouflage was not questioned, or else the men were of little worth—servants or hangers-on to those in authority. Even in 1836 when amalgamation of the various police bodies took place, under the rule of the celebrated Thomas Drummond, the new Force consisted of seven thousand men, five thousand of whom were Orangemen; the five Inspectors General and the County Inspectors were Protestants. Drummond insisted on the admission of Catholics to the police. “If you do not admit Catholics”, he said, “you do not gain the confidence of the people”.

         Here, we have ample evidence that the oft-repeated assertion that the R.I.C. was created by Peel, on his arrival here as Chief Secretary in 1812, is not true. In 1840, under the rule of 7 Queen Victoria, the Depot in the Phoenix Park was formed, and from this event may the establishment of the R.I.C. be correctly stated. But anything that was considered demeaning and hurtful was picked up and thrown at the Force without question. One of the groundless—and what was thought was the most damaging of charges—was that they afforded protection to the collectors of Church Tithes. The police of that time were unable themselves to afford that protection, and were usually accompanied by yeomanry or military, or both. The need to collect this impost ceased when it was included in the rents paid to the landlords from 1838. In the collection of tax, especially Church Tithes, bodies of police and yeomanry were often employed to protect the bailiffs, and it was very essential to have a qualified responsible officer in command of those armed bodies. Already serious conflicts with loss of life had occurred, and the creation by Peel of stipendiary magistrates to have charge of armed parties on such occasions, as well as presiding at Petty Sessions to guide the magistrates in their actions, would seem to have been necessary at the time. This is the only scrap of evidence relied upon to support the allegation that Peel was the author of the R.I.C. and which for generations has been offensively flung at the Force as “Peelers”.

         From this digression, I shall now try and sketch the origin and development of the R.I.C. The Government had now to cope with not only agrarian discontent but with a revolutionary movement as well. A police force, armed and drilled as soldiers, was therefore conceived and, in 1840, the Depot in the Phoenix Park was established. A Reserve Force consisting of four Sub-Inspectors, four Head Constables, and two hundred Sergeants and Constables was stationed there for the purpose of speedily reinforcing the police in cases of sudden and extraordinary emergency. Here, recruits were drafted as in a military barracks before allocation to counties. Instruction in police duties, as well, formed part of their training. The chief officers consisted of an Inspector General, a Deputy, and one or two Assistant Inspectors General with their offices in Dublin Castle. There was also a Commandant of the Depot 8 who had quarters there. An army officer, of the rank of Colonel, was always appointed Inspector General, except in one instance when Sir Andrew Reed, an officer of the Force, was appointed to that position in the middle 1880s.

         Though nominally the R.I.C. may be said to date from 1836, yet, as a semi-military body, its existence dates more accurately from the establishment of the Depot in 1840. Dating then from 1840, the Force was trained as a military police. The Depot differed nothing from a military barracks. There, recruits were drilled as soldiers for six months or more, until proficient in the use of arms and military movements. They were schooled in the elements of police duties. The Force, therefore, became an important adjunct to the military, as an army of occupation in the country. For many years, it was officered exclusively by men of the Ascendancy class. Though the rank and file were eighty per cent Catholic, the officers with few exceptions were Protestant. These entered as cadets after passing a qualifying examination. They had first to obtain a nomination by the Lord Lieutenant, so that care was taken to confine these appointments to the desired class. They were principally the sons of broken down gentlemen and clergymen, a few being Englishmen. After years of agitation, a small proportion and eventually, from the middle 1880s, half the appointments were made by the promotion of Head Constables. This made no practical change. The Force had now been organised and disciplined for years on stringent lines as an instrument in the hands of Dublin Castle, which was virtually the Government, to be employed in every eventuality to sustain landlordism and Castle rule in Ireland. No officer or man would, therefore, act in a way, no matter what his feelings were, that would even arouse suspicion that he was not to be trusted as a faithful member. Indeed, there was no need to fear that any officer or man, having any regard for his position, would risk an attitude that would endanger his outlook in the service. A code of discipline, of the most rigid character, ordered the daily lives of officers and men, so that in time they became drilled into the system, 9 outside of which they did not look, and the daily routine of their duties became part of their existence. Of the entire system I shall try to give fuller details as we proceed.

         Up to the early seventies, men employed in the service were miserably paid, and only an inferior class joined it, many of them resigning after a short time. In 1874, the pay of a Constable on joining was increased to £1 a week, with uniform and small allowances for boots and other necessaries. After their training at the Depot, recruits were allocated to counties. From £1 a week, Constables reached the maximum rate of £70 per annum after twenty years’ service, Sergeants around £86; and Head Constables, the highest non-commissioned rank, £96 with a maximum of £104 per annum. All were pensionable. From time to time, after periods of agitation small increases of pay, pensions, and allowances were made. To a country boy, having no outlook save emigration to another country, the R.I.C. offered a rather favourable alternative, and the authorities were able to rely on a constant supply of first class recruits. On application, recruits were classed first, second, and third; but it was only when the condition of things in the country necessitated an increase of the Force that even second class applicants were called.

         Up to 1879, the country was comparatively quiet. There was no objection to young men joining the service. A police force was required in every country, and what objection could there be to join the Irish police, more than any other police force? Recruits, generally, were the sons of small farmers, with a sprinkling of policemen’s sons. These boys had received the ordinary elementary education of the National Schools. They had reached the sixth or seventh standard, or perhaps not so far. They had no knowledge whatever of Irish history, nor had their parents, and were absolutely in the dark as to the purpose of this Force, beyond the preservation of peace and order, like every other police force; indeed it was only after years of service that they began to see the chief purpose of it. Young men went on thoughtlessly, year after year, having a much improved position in life, carrying out what 10 seemed to them the ordinary duties of a police force, with plenty of time for leisure and amusement.

         As I have stated, it was only after ten or twelve years that they began to see that this Force was specially organised and equipped to sustain landlordism and keep the people in subjection. No matter how distasteful it was, they had then in most cases reached a time when they were obliged to continue. By that time, most men had married and had rising families. Men should have seven years’ service before permission to marry was officially granted. The period of pre-marriageable service was considered rather long but, on the whole, was a wise arrangement, as young men were liable to get married without making provision for the responsibility which marriage brings along. Otherwise the authorities encouraged marriage, as men were then held to the service, and were obliged to go on under all conditions, however disagreeable.

         The Force, as stated, was recruited from the peasantry. The limits of age were 18 to 27; 20 to 22 would be the average at entry. Candidates should be at least 5 ft 9 inches high, with minimum chest measurement of 37 inches and in every respect found surgically fit. They were examined in reading and writing from dictation, and in elementary arithmetic, in the District Inspector’s office. Their papers, with certificates of character from a clergyman and one or two from people of good standing, were forwarded to the Depot, where they were classed 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and called for training as required. The course of training at the Depot was somewhat strenuous, especially in its early stages, but in no way an overtax on youthful joints and muscles. Dublin was a gay city and Phoenix Park, in which the Depot was situated, a beautiful resort. Outside training hours, recruits had perfect freedom to move through the city and Park, and enjoy the outings. The city was garrisoned by various branches of the army, splashing the street and environments with flashing uniforms, and with bands and bugles contributing to the joy of life. On the whole, the R.I.C. recruits coming up from various provinces found an entirely new and enjoyable life at the Depot. 11

         Nor was there anything in the course of training to which exception could be taken. The Depot was a replica of any military barracks and the men were drilled as soldiers, some of the instructors being ex-military men. At one time, there was a small cavalry unit attached to the Force, and the officer in command had always been a Sergeant Major, appointed from a cavalry regiment, and given commissioned rank in this branch. In addition to military training, recruits were schooled in elementary police duties, but there was nothing in the entire course of training that was in any way repugnant or distasteful. Indeed, instead, the course should have been an advantage to boys coming up from the country, who had never received any training in cleanliness or orderly habits and, in most instances, were rough awkward boys whose knowledge of the world did not extend outside the district in which they had been reared. The drill instructors indulged to some extent in sarcasm and abuse, as in the army, in knocking off the rough corners in the moulding of recruits into shape, such as, “heads up; remember you are not now in the bog with the donkey and creels”; but that did not hurt them and, on the whole, they saw or heard nothing that was not to the advantage of any young man.

         On Saturdays, on which there was no drill, the sergeant major paraded the Depot reserves, men and recruits, and lectured them on the course of conduct they were expected to follow. He was particularly severe on any of the older members giving a bad example to the recruits. In every one of his lectures he warned the recruits to avoid bad company, dwelling emphatically on the forcible old maxim “tell me your company, and I’ll tell you what you are”. I think I see him now, moving to and fro in the hollow square, dealing out fatherly advice to us boys, about to start on that career of which we knew so little. A splendid old type was Sergeant Major Preston, remembered by few today. In the schoolroom as well, the chief instructor, a kindly old gentleman, known as “Old Pro”—because he frequently warned the recruits that they were there only on probation and it was up to them to 12 attend to their instructions—frequently lectured them on the need for good conduct and not to forget their people at home, but to help them by sending them money if needed and, especially, not to forget their sisters at “Set Times”.

         The great majority of the men were Catholic. The parade for Divine Service on Sundays was a thing to be remembered. Phibsboro was the church we attended in my time and the column, as it moved along the North Circular Road, and filed into the beautiful church, the body of which was reserved for our accommodation, made an indelible impression on our young minds.

         In due course we were sent out to counties to fill vacancies and it was only then our practical education as policemen commenced. For a considerable time we were accompanied on duty by some of the older hands and not allowed to act on our own account until we had gained sufficient experience. Much depended on the place we were first stationed, but it was only after about five years that a young constable had gained sufficient experience to enable him to act independently with safety to himself and the public in the efficient discharge of the many duties he was called on to perform. Previous to the long agrarian troubles commencing in 1879, the duties of the police were of the ordinary routine nature and, as people had settled down to conditions of life in the country, the police moved freely among them and were very popular.

         The agrarian struggle brought them more or less into conflict with the people and to some extent caused a change of feeling towards them. Still, they were never at any time up to the 1920 Troubles unpopular with the general public. The people realised that the duties the police were obliged to carry out during the Land War were most distasteful to them as well as heaping upon them loads of work and responsibility. The revolutionary struggle brought the police into violent conflict with the revolutionists and a wide gulf, for the time, between them and the majority of the people resulted. But the trouble was not of their making and many things to their credit happened during that time, which are referred to 13 elsewhere. The establishment of a Parliament in Dublin for twenty-six counties and one in Belfast for six counties under the Treaty of 1921 led to demobilisation of the R.I.C. and the creation of a separate police force for each area.
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