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‘It is far more profitable to kill for Ireland than to die for her.’


An tÓglach, Journal of the Irish Volunteers, 15 August 1920
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The official design of the Royal Irish Constabulary Station Badge, August 1910. (National Library of Ireland)




Introduction:
‘Omnipotent and Omniscient’1


‘The Royal Irish Constabulary resembles a noble mansion of the Victorian era, still occupied but showing visible signs of decay.’2


Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) performed a key role in maintaining the social order of Ireland. For almost a century, from its earliest manifestation as the Peace Preservation Force (PPF) of 1814 until complete disbandment in 1922, the RIC was intricately woven into the fabric of Irish society. In excess of 85,200 men served in various incarnations of the Irish Constabulary between 1814 and 1922.3 Through the tragic years of the Famine (1845–52), rebellion against British rule, agrarian disputes and the gradual escalation of militant nationalism in the early twentieth century, the RIC was a pervasive and omnipresent influence in Irish society.


Anglo-Irish tensions intensified following the 1916 Rising and erupted again into open conflict in 1919. The struggle for moral authority and military supremacy between the RIC and the Irish Republican Army (IRA) became a key factor in determining the eventual outcome. During the IRA campaign of 1919 to 1922, attacks on policemen and their barracks became the primary tactic of militant nationalists, and almost 500 members of the force were killed. Apart from military operations carried out by the IRA against the police, a parallel campaign of intimidation and boycotting was directed at policemen, their families and others associated with the force such as landlords, suppliers and shopkeepers. Such measures proved effective and harked back to similar tactics used by previous generations of Irish revolutionaries. The IRA campaign against the RIC in Tipperary resulted in the deaths of forty-six policemen, the wounding of many more and the destruction, or abandonment, of dozens of barracks.


The governance of Ireland consistently tested the capabilities and patience of the most talented politicians and administrators in London. Robert Banks Jenkinson (Lord Liverpool), Tory prime minister from 1812 to 1827, described the country as ‘a political phenomenon, not influenced by the same feelings as appear to affect mankind in other countries’.4 Sir Robert Peel, elected as a Member of Parliament for Cashel in Tipperary in 1809 and the politician responsible for introducing a constabulary to Ireland, attributed the high level of disorder in the country to ‘a natural predilection for outrage and a lawless life which I believe nothing can control’.5 The perception of Ireland as having an ever-present threat of rebellion did much to ensure that the model of policing that developed in the country would always differ from that in other parts of the United Kingdom.6 Peel was also critical of the influence of the Roman Catholic Church, stating that the prevailing religion of Ireland operated as an ‘impediment rather than an aid to the ends of the civil government’.7


The revolutionary fervour that followed the success of the American Revolution in 1776 and the French Revolution in 1789 inspired a new generation of home-grown insurrectionists in Ireland, culminating in the 1798 Rebellion and then the 1803 United Irishmen Rebellion led by Robert Emmet. British success in suppressing these revolutions caused some politicians to believe that uprisings could even be beneficial, if they took place in a limited fashion, as rebels would come to the fore and could be dealt with more easily. In 1813, for example, Charles Whitworth, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, wrote to Peel arguing that ‘another revolution would be beneficial to the country … it would lead to an unfortunate loss of life, but the results would be favourable to the tranquillity of the country’.8 Nevertheless, the fear of similar uprisings prompted the British government to embark on an extensive programme of building military barracks throughout Ireland. In 1807 the Duke of Wellington, Sir Arthur Wellesley, remarked that the construction of garrisons ‘afforded a prospect of security’, despite the expenditure incurred by governments and landlords.9 Aside from the fear of further revolution, England was at war with France and invasion by Napoleon’s army was a real possibility, given that French naval ships had landed soldiers at Bantry Bay in 1786 and Killala Bay in 1798.10 To guard against invasion, over forty Martello towers were constructed around the coast, and between 1789 and 1814 the number of military garrisons in Ireland increased from 40,000 to 225,000.11 The army intensely disliked performing policing duties. Major-General G. C. Mundy of the 43rd Regiment of Foot wrote, when garrisoned in Cork during 1834, that he had ‘no patience with playing police in this unsociable country’.12 To reduce the burden on the army during the turbulent years of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, organisations of voluntary, non-professional soldiers were formed with the creation of a militia in 1793 and a yeomanry in 1796. Both organisations carried out quasi-policing functions, but proved to be frequently partisan in nature and less than efficient.13


In 1785 the London and Westminster Police Bill came before Parliament in an effort to address the escalating problem of crime in the city. The bill was defeated, however, having met opposition from influential members of society, who were wary of the increased powers it would give to the government and the significant costs associated with the establishment and maintenance of a police force. The following year, a similar measure for the city of Dublin was passed by the Irish parliament, which established the Dublin Metropolitan Police (DMP) and the term ‘police’ was enshrined in legislation for the first time in the United Kingdom.14 The Dublin Police Act defined the boundaries of the city as the area within the Circular Road and Phoenix Park, and legislated for an unarmed police force within the capital.15 While this model of urban policing had been innovative when first introduced, by the early part of the nineteenth century it was in need of reform. One magistrate once refused to parade the force in daylight, believing that ‘they would excite so much ridicule of the people that there is a risk of their very appearance causing a disturbance’.16 The DMP remained unarmed throughout its existence, and was subsumed into Garda Síochána na hÉireann under the Police Forces Amalgamation Act of 1925.


Outside of the city of Dublin, the Peace Preservation Act of 1814 introduced the Peace Preservation Force (PPF), a mounted quasi-military constabulary. Prior to this initiative, a rudimentary system of rural policing had existed in Ireland for centuries. Baronial constables, night watchmen and primarily the military, including the yeomanry and the militia, had been responsible for the preservation of law and order. The PPF was a nascent version of the constabulary that was to follow. The force was deployed to counties categorised as ‘disturbed’ when local magistrates requested that the Lord Lieutenant proclaim the area to be in a state of disorder. The costs of deploying the PPF were defrayed locally by landowners. In command of the new force was a full-time stipendiary magistrate, appointed by and answerable to the government. To fill the rank and file of the PPF, Peel stated his preference that they should be ‘disbanded sergeants and veteran soldiers who were Roman Catholics’.17


On the first deployment of the force, to the Barony of Middlethird in County Tipperary on 6 September 1814, twenty-one heavily armed former cavalry sergeants arrived in the town of Cashel on horseback. As a former Member of Parliament for the area, Peel was aware that Tipperary had a long tradition of rebellion and lawlessness, which he remarked on when writing to the Lord Lieutenant in 1813:


You can have no idea of the moral depravation of the lower orders in that county … in fidelity towards each other they are unexampled, as they are in their sanguinary disposition and fearlessness of the consequences.18


Peel realised, however, that using the army in a policing role was problematical and in 1814 he informed Parliament that ‘the frequent use of soldiers in that manner made the people look upon them as their adversaries rather than as their protectors’.19 Shortly after the establishment of the PPF, agrarian-related fighting between secret societies in Tipperary such as the Shanavests and the Caravats was suppressed by the force under the command of Major Richard Willcocks, based in Cashel.20 In 1822 the PPF was again deployed to deal with another outbreak of agrarian violence in Tipperary. The success of the force in ‘patrolling, detection and gathering evidence’ in the county caused the Lord Lieutenant, the Marquis of Wellesley, to write to Peel commending the actions of the police led by Major Willcocks.21


The PPF served a useful purpose by introducing the concept of a professional, disciplined police force to rural Ireland, and while consideration was given to extending the force to other counties in Ireland, Peel instead brought a bill to Parliament on 5 August 1822 that established the County Constabulary. This act formed four provincial police forces in Ireland, with an authorised strength of over 5,000 men. The introduction of organised policing to rural Ireland confirmed the determination of the British government to bring law and order to the countryside in the period following the Act of Union.22 Policing and the police became integral to the social and political history of this turbulent era, thus laying the foundations for intergenerational violence.23 The revolutionary credentials of Tipperary in 1919 were firmly rooted in the tradition of agrarian violence and secret societies in previous generations, and the ‘disposition of the Irish peasant class towards organised crime and disturbance’.24


The County Constabulary was reformed under the Constabulary (Ireland) Act of 1836, which amalgamated the four provincial police forces into one national structure under the command of an inspector general based in Dublin Castle. The castle would remain as the headquarters of the Irish Constabulary until 1922, and was a powerful physical symbol of government, described by the liberal politician and historian John Morley as ‘the best machine that has ever been invented for governing a country against its will’.25 The French author Louis Paul-Dubois prosaically defined the castle as ‘a world in itself, a city within a city. It is at once the palace of the viceroy, a military barrack, the seat of administration, and the office of the secret police … omnipotent and omniscient’.26


The Irish Constabulary initially adopted a military bearing, being equipped with carbines and bayonets, and wore a dark green uniform, similar to that of the Rifle Brigade Regiment of the British Army. In a letter to the Chief Secretary, Viscount Edward Cardwell, in 1860, Under-Secretary Thomas Larcom warned of the danger in allowing the police to be too militaristic in nature, arguing that it was very difficult to keep a force of that nature ‘in the right middle way in a country whose social condition has changed and is changing year by year … it demands increasing watchfulness’.27 Policemen were required to live in barracks and actively discouraged from marrying. Discipline was rigidly enforced and regulations prohibited men from serving in their native county or in any county where they had relatives.


The constabulary gradually became the ‘public face of government in Ireland … responsible for everything from the muzzling of a dog to the suppression of a rebellion’.28 This integration, which has been categorised by some historians as the ‘domestication’ of the RIC, took place primarily after 1860 when the force became more representative of the society that it policed.29 The RIC manual of regulations made it clear that it was the constable’s job to acquire a thorough knowledge of his district and ‘good relations with the locals made this easier’.30 The magazine of the force, the Constabulary Gazette, frequently highlighted the importance of acquiring local knowledge, and offered the opinion that, on the appearance of any suspicious stranger in any sub-district, the constabulary should ‘not rest till they have discovered who or what he is’.31 County inspectors were instructed not to recommend for promotion any man who was wanting in civility and helpfulness to people making inquiries or in difficulty.32


In 1864 Inspector General Shaw Kennedy brought substantial changes to the force by introducing a new rank system and a comprehensive written disciplinary code. The mandatory transfer of policemen to counties where they had no prior connection became a key feature of service in the RIC. Shaw Kennedy stated that ‘men had to be removed from their local connections … amongst whom no policeman can in this country, for any length of time, impartially discharge his duty’.33 The stringent disciplinary regulations within the force subsequently softened under the tenure of Sir Andrew Reed, a key figure in the history of Irish policing who served as inspector general from 1885 to 1900. By 1919, therefore, the force contained a substantial body of experienced, reliable policemen with families to support who had served for lengthy periods in their districts. The steady process of domestication and integration ensured that, despite the perception of the RIC as a paramilitary police force, when confronted with a volunteer army of young and dedicated guerrilla fighters in 1919, it was unable to cope.


In 1848 the devastation brought by the ongoing Famine, combined with the traditions of agrarian violence and allegiance to secret societies, led to the abortive Young Ireland Rebellion of 1848, which had its epicentre at Ballingarry in south Tipperary. The Young Irelanders were a nationalist group of middle-class university graduates led by William Smith O’Brien, Member of Parliament for County Limerick. Other key members included Thomas Davis, Charles Gavan Duffy and John Blake Dillon. The Young Ireland movement had its own newspaper, The Nation, which was founded in 1842 to promote the idea of nationalism and campaign for the repeal of the Act of Union.34 Inspired by rebellions that were taking place throughout Europe, including the declaration of a republic in France, the Young Irelanders denounced the government for not doing enough to end the misery of the Famine, and made plans for a similar uprising in Ireland.


In July 1848 the government imprisoned Young Irelanders without trial, forcing the hand of the movement’s leaders. From 23–29 July of that year, Smith O’Brien, Dillon and Thomas Francis Meagher travelled through counties Wexford, Kilkenny and Tipperary hoping to inspire tenant farmers and tradesmen to revolt. When they reached the village of Ballingarry in south Tipperary, a confrontation took place between the Young Irelanders and forty-six members of the constabulary who had come to arrest them under the command of Sub-Inspector Thomas Trant. When the police realised that they were outnumbered, they barricaded themselves in a large two-storey farmhouse owned by a local widow, Mrs Margaret McCormack. A tense stand-off ensued between the rebels and the police. Shots were fired by the constabulary and returned by the rebels, inflicting casualties on both sides. A local Roman Catholic priest, Father Fitzgerald, tried to mediate between the parties, but police reinforcements arrived, forcing the rebels to flee the area, thus effectively ending the Young Ireland movement. Smith O’Brien, Meagher, Terence Bellew MacManus and Patrick O’Donohue were captured and tried for high treason, for which they were found guilty. The jury recommended clemency, and while they were initially sentenced to death, this was later commuted by Act of Parliament to penal imprisonment for life in Van Diemen’s Land (modern-day Tasmania), Australia. There, they were joined by other Young Irelanders including John Martin, Kevin Izod O’Doherty and John Mitchell. Twenty-one local men from Ballingarry and surrounding parishes in south Tipperary were also arrested and imprisoned in Ireland. The so-called 1848 Rising was an abject failure in military terms and, as stated by Robert Kee, it was not ‘in any practical sense a rising at all, nor until the very last minute was it ever intended to be one’.35 It was a significant event nonetheless for later generations of Tipperary nationalists. Many militants were inspired by the events in Ballingarry and subsequent failed uprisings, not only in Tipperary but elsewhere in Ireland.


Following on from this tradition of secret societies and agrarian conflict, Tipperary became a fertile area for recruitment to the new IRB/Fenian movement established in 1858.36 It grew steadily and, despite internal divisions, the leadership set a date of 5 March 1867 for an armed rebellion in Ireland. The military inadequacy of the Fenians, combined with bad weather, intelligence received from the American government and the overwhelming strength of the military and constabulary response, ensured that the rising was over almost as soon as it had begun. Tipperary did see upheaval, however – particularly in the countryside between Clonmel and Tipperary town. A railway line was damaged and houses were raided for arms by the police. RIC barracks in Emly and Gortavoher were attacked, but the police were able to repel the Fenians. Responding to reports that ‘the Galtee Mountains were swarming with insurgents’, large parties of military and police carried out extensive searches throughout the Tipperary countryside. Of the 1,086 Fenians arrested in Ireland in 1867, the majority came from County Tipperary, with Clonmel described as a ‘hotbed of Fenianism’ by the local police inspector.37 Following the 1867 Rebellion many of its leaders were captured, tried and initially sentenced to death, but this was usually commuted to deportation to a penal colony.


The uprising was a military failure, but the Fenian movement gave nationalists a new sense of purpose and ensured that future generations would continue to aspire to separation from Britain. The influence of the Fenians continued to be felt over the next half century, culminating with the 1916 Easter Rising, which kept alive the tradition of armed revolt.38 The 1867 Rebellion was also a significant event in the history of the Irish Constabulary. For its role in suppressing the Fenians, Queen Victoria issued instructions that the force would henceforth be known as the Royal Irish Constabulary, and thus entitled to have the harp and crown as the badge of the force. Several policemen, including Constable Patrick Derwan from Emly and Constable Martin Scurry from Gortavoher, both in south Tipperary, were awarded the constabulary medal for bravery.39 By 1871, Tipperary had become heavily policed due to its radical nationalist composition. It had the highest policeman-to-population ratio of the seventy county forces throughout Ireland and England, with a ratio of 1:194 based on a population of 216,210. The county with the lowest police-to-population ratio was Shropshire, with a ratio of 1:1,752. There were 1,600 police barracks throughout Ireland, ranging from a low of sixteen in County Londonderry to a high of 153 in Tipperary.40


During the period of the Land War and the consequent resurgence in agrarian-related conflict in the late nineteenth century, the RIC was heavily involved in policing Land League meetings and evictions. During a speech made in Ennis, County Clare, on 19 September 1880, Charles Stewart Parnell, leader of the Land League and Member of Parliament for Meath, expressed his views on how a boycott against the police should be implemented. He exhorted people to put policemen into a ‘moral Coventry, by isolating him from the rest of his kind as if he was a leper of old … you must show him your detestation of the crime he has committed’.41 Intimidation and boycotting of policemen and their families thus became effective strategies during this period.42 The socio-economic background of the average constable was modest. Most were the sons of small farmers, shopkeepers, tradesmen or artisans. Members of the RIC used the stability of their employment to pay the rent on their parents’ farms, thus protecting them from the threat of eviction. For the remainder of its existence, however, the force would be stigmatised by its association with agrarian-related policing duties, which placed onerous demands on the police. Even the usually pro-nationalist, anti-government The Freeman’s Journal described the position of the RIC in 1882 as ‘intolerable’.43 The strain of performing such duties for lengthy periods eventually led to an unprecedented situation, in which several hundred policemen from a body renowned for rigid discipline and dedicated service briefly engaged in a public protest in 1882 for improved pay and conditions.44 The tactical use of intimidation and boycotting by Land War leaders, particularly Parnell, fulfilled the dual purpose of appeasing both the advocates of physical-force republicanism and those who preferred more passive resistance.45 It was a strategy that would be repeated to significant effect when hostilities erupted in 1919, with deadly consequences for hundreds of members of the RIC.


By the turn of the twentieth century the RIC was divided by class, religion and social status, reflective of the society that it policed. Junior officers joined the force as cadets and graduated as third-class district inspectors, the lowest officer rank. Cadets were almost exclusively Protestant, and expected to be ‘officers and gentlemen’ in a similar fashion to military officers. They could also use the title ‘Esquire’ after their names in all official correspondence. The religious composition of the force also mirrored that of Irish society and, consistently, more than 70 per cent of the force was Roman Catholic.46 Promotion to the officer corps, however, which included any rank above that of head constable, was almost impossible for any Roman Catholic to achieve until well into the twentieth century.


In the course of the 1916 Rising, fourteen RIC members were killed and a further twenty-three injured. Eight policemen were killed in a single ambush at Kilmoon, near Ashbourne in County Meath. In Tipperary, Sergeant Thomas O’Rourke and Constable John Hurley were shot dead by Volunteer Michael O’Callaghan when they tried to arrest him at Lisvernane in the Glen of Aherlow. O’Callaghan subsequently escaped to America, only returning in 1922 after the cessation of hostilities.47 Despite these significant events, as an organisation the force was unprepared for the escalation of militant nationalism and the associated growth in intimidation and violence that followed thereafter.48


When conflict broke out in 1919 the structure of the RIC in County Tipperary owed much to the policing necessities and agrarian violence of previous generations. The number of RIC barracks in Ireland had steadily decreased from 1,600 in 1871 to 1,397 in 1913, with the most heavily policed areas being the south and the west of the country. The number of barracks in Tipperary declined from 153 in 1871 to 79 by 1913, and the county had a policeman-to-population ratio of 1:330, as compared to a ratio of 1:732 for County Down (see appendices 1 and 2 for a list of RIC barracks).49 As secessionists reorganised and prepared to intensify the conflict, the RIC had a total of 12,900 policemen located throughout the thirty-two counties of Ireland, a strength that was largely unchanged from the 1852 figure of 11,286.50 By contrast, the strength of the Irish Volunteers was estimated by the RIC to be 112,000 just before the outbreak of conflict in 1919.51


Nationalist historiography frequently depicts the RIC as a paramilitary police force that ruthlessly suppressed the people of Ireland on behalf of a colonial oppressor. Writing about the force in 1937, fifteen years after it had been disbanded, the nationalist historian Dorothy Macardle argued that the key role of its members was to investigate, suppress and report disaffection of every kind, rather than perform routine policing duties. She also contended that it was indicative of the ‘extremities to which the Irish people had been reduced’ that the government was able to constitute the force entirely of Irishmen.52 In 1952 the historian, civil servant and separatist P. S. O’Hegarty wrote of the RIC that the loyalty of the force lay not with Ireland but with England, and by virtue of that loyalty, they ‘bullied, terrorised and, when ordered, murdered their own people without compunction for nearly a hundred years’.53 To members of the militant separatist movement, the RIC represented the physical and symbolic embodiment of British rule in Ireland. For some periods of its existence, the constabulary did function as an armed quasi-military force due to the political circumstances that prevailed at those particular times. By the first decade of the twentieth century, however, the RIC was an indigenous civil police force, which habitually policed without arms and carried out routine policing functions.


Many nationalists based their loathing of the RIC on their perception of the involvement of the police in dealing with the agrarian violence of the previous century, or their presence at the scene of evictions during the Land War in the late nineteenth century. Eamon O’Duibhir, a Tipperary member of the IRB and IRA, spoke of his anger towards policemen ‘protecting the evictors throwing the poor people of their own race out of their homes’.54 Even hardline separatists such as O’Duibhir, however, acknowledged that by 1919, the RIC as an organisation contained disparate types within its ranks. He categorised four distinct groupings of policemen, as he saw them. Firstly, there were ‘decent Irishmen’ who provided information to the IRA. Then, a percentage that feared poverty too much to leave the constabulary, but avoided conflict. He characterised a third group of ‘decent men loyal to Britain’ and finally a ‘percentage of hellishly anti-Irish ruffians who were the guides and masked killers of the British murder gangs’.55 O’Duibhir does not refer to the religion or class of policemen, but his recollections make it clear that at local level, personal animosity and past relationships between individual policemen and Volunteers were commonplace. Aspirant revolutionaries such as Dan Breen and Seán Treacy in Tipperary and Tom Barry in Cork believed that the constabulary was the ‘real power behind the British grip on Ireland’, and had been responsible for the collapse of the 1916 Rising outside of Dublin. Breen saw the RIC as ‘a pack of deserters, spies and hirelings … the eyes and ears of British intelligence, and as natives of the country, they had an intimate knowledge of the people and ferreted out vital information for the army of occupation’.56


Historians such as Brewer, Lowe and Malcolm disagree with Breen and suggest that it is not unusual in post-colonial societies for scholars to look closely and perhaps somewhat more sympathetically at those citizens who served the British Empire or other ‘occupying power’, such as civil servants, magistrates and soldiers.57 Given the passage of time and the transition of the RIC from living memory into history, it is opportune to give a more balanced view of events of the period and the role of the RIC in those events. The military historian M. L. R. Smith suggests that the notion of colonial subjugation is the strongest theme in Irish nationalism, and that it forms the ‘central hypothesis of republican political analysis’.58 Stephen Ellis argues that the perception of the British-Irish relationship as a colonial one is merely a matter of opinion, as colonialism as a concept was ‘developed by its modern opponents and constitutes a value judgement which cannot be challenged on its own grounds’.59 The characterisation of the RIC as a colonial police force can therefore be pejorative. It is clear from the analysis of historians such as Brewer, Lowe and Malcolm that while it suited the purposes of militant nationalists to portray policemen as mercenaries, the rationale behind joining the RIC was usually quite unsophisticated. It lay in the acquisition of a secure job with prospects and a pension at the end of service. In the heat of conflict, however, and following the introduction of the Black and Tans and Auxiliary Division, bitterness, enmity and revenge became key factors for men on both sides.


In contrast to the body of literature that exists on the IRA and the period between 1913 and 1923, there is a dearth of material about the RIC. As key protagonists, the question arises as to why the experiences of RIC members have thus far been largely omitted from the historiography of the period. Policing during the revolution is a contentious subject, which requires ongoing research and debate. A complete history of the force is yet to be written; the sole official volume, A History of the Royal Irish Constabulary by District Inspector Robert Curtis, was published in 1871. This work concludes with the 1867 Phoenix Park ceremony that saw the Constabulary of Ireland being renamed as the Royal Irish Constabulary. It is far from a complete history of the force. Nonetheless, it gives some interesting insights into the foundation and earliest deployments of the constabulary.


The autobiographies and memoirs of RIC officers provide useful insight into the inner workings of the constabulary. The memoir of John M. Regan, a Catholic officer in the RIC, covers some key events such as the 1916 Rising and Listowel police mutiny.60 However, he is circumspect about some of the actions carried out by men under his command. Following the disbandment of the RIC in 1922, Regan went on to serve in the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), and retired in 1948 as its highest ranking Catholic officer, after a forty-year career.


Thomas Fennell joined the RIC in 1875 aged eighteen, and by 1897 had reached the rank of head constable, the highest non-commissioned rank in the force.61 Fennell had already spent many years in retirement by the time the conflict began in 1919. His autobiography displays his pride in having served in the RIC and also his inherent nationalist sympathies, which he states were shared by most members of the force with whom he served. A well read, articulate and ambitious man, Fennell worked his way steadily upwards in the force, and passed the written examinations for promotion to the rank of district inspector. When he reached the age of forty-eight, however, he was no longer eligible for promotion, as this was the upper age limit for advancement, a regulation that was deeply unpopular among the Roman Catholic majority of the force. His memoir notes his experiences as a Roman Catholic vying for promotion. It provides a valuable first-hand perspective of service in the RIC, but is hindered by a lack of contemporary references, and much of the content predates the revolutionary period.


With over forty years of service in the constabulary, Samuel Waters served in all four provinces. He was involved in the policing of key events such as the Fenian uprising of 1867, the Land War and the 1916 Rising. He followed his father and grandfather into the constabulary and achieved the rank of assistant inspector general. In his autobiography, Waters offers an interesting perspective on relationships with the community and the social and sporting benefits of being an RIC officer. While his reminiscences do not deal with the 1919–21 period, they nonetheless provide a unique insight due to the high rank that he held, and help to contextualise the role of the RIC in contemporary Irish society.62


The autobiography of Douglas V. Duff, who joined the Black and Tans in 1920 after serving in the Royal Navy, offers an alternative view to that of the regular RIC member. Arriving in Ireland, where he had spent much of his youth, Duff was posted to Mayo and Galway, where he was involved in numerous engagements with the IRA. Duff’s credibility is hindered by his status as a prolific author of fiction; he wrote over one hundred books during his lifetime, many under pseudonyms, and perhaps brought some artistic licence to his memoirs. Nonetheless, he was well schooled in Irish affairs and believed the conflict to be a ‘fratricidal civil war, the worst of all wars’ rather than a war of rebellion against British rule in Ireland.63


A groundbreaking work on the RIC during the period of 1919 to 1922 is The Royal Irish Constabulary: An Oral History by John D. Brewer,64 which is an important social history of the force. In 1990, Brewer conducted interviews with fifteen remaining survivors of the force, including two former Black and Tans, all of whom have since died. Brewer sheds new light on issues including the reasons why young men joined the RIC, station life, routine police work, policing in violent counties, serving alongside the Black and Tans, and the consequences of the force’s disbandment. Oral history serves a useful function in allowing individuals’ stories to be heard, but caution must be exercised as such recollections can be partisan in nature, and the passage of time can distort events. Brewer states that the oral testimony should stand by itself. Nonetheless, he offers the valid conclusion that the standards of entry to the force were greatly relaxed after 1919 and the membership of the RIC was largely depoliticised. He also shows that most policemen were unprepared and unfit for the role that the conflict thrust upon them. Routine policing functions and crime investigation carried on between 1919 and 1922, even in violent counties such as Tipperary. Brewer concludes that the RIC was forced to operate as a heavily armed entity in the latter years of its existence and while this model of policing was dictated by the prevailing circumstances, it was not one that the majority of the membership endorsed.


The 2006 work of Elizabeth Malcolm, The Irish Policeman, 1822–1922, draws on a wide range of sources, including correspondence between the author and over 200 descendants of policemen, along with unpublished memoirs and personal papers.65 It offers valuable insight into how policemen lived and worked in Irish society. Malcolm concludes that service in the constabulary was an alternative to emigration for most members, and that policing was viewed as a job rather than a vocation.66 Police Casualties in Ireland 1919–22 by Richard Abbott lists all known RIC fatalities from the outbreak of conflict in 1919 until the disbandment of the force in 1922, giving a short biography of each policeman killed and the reported circumstances in which he died.67 It is an incomplete record, however, as the full list of RIC fatalities may never be known. For example, Abbott lists eighteen policemen who disappeared between 1919 and 1922 who may have been abducted and killed by the IRA, but whose deaths were never claimed by that organisation or otherwise explained. He does, however, provide a clear insight into the reality of the conflict, chronologically identifying the humanity behind the statistics.


Voices and the Sound of Drums is the autobiography of Patrick Shea, the son of an RIC sergeant serving in Tipperary in 1920.68 Shea’s narrative focuses on the effect of the IRA campaign of boycotting and intimidation on policemen’s families, and how they gradually became unsuspecting participants in the conflict. Given his family’s experience, Shea admits that his judgement of the RIC is subjective, but concludes that his father stayed in the force during the conflict not because of allegiance to the King or the government, but because of a sense of loyalty to and comradeship with his fellow members of the force. Shea’s autobiography is slightly dramatised, but much less so than the anonymously authored Tales of the RIC, first published in 1921. This sensationalised narrative of incidents such as ambushes and barrack attacks is believed to have been written by a serving member of the force. As such, it provides a contemporary viewpoint of the conflict, but should be considered a work of fiction.69
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