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To my wife, Marian, and daughter, Bláthnaid, this book is affectionately dedicated.




Cry ‘Havoc,’ and let slip the dogs of war;


(Act III, Scene 1, Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare)




Abbreviations


ADRIC Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary


ASU Active Service Unit


BMH Bureau of Military History


CB Companion of the Order of the Bath


CMG Companion of the Order of St Michael and St George


COIN Counter-insurgency Operations


CP Command Post


CRB Central Raid Bureau


DCM Distinguished Conduct Medal


DFC Distinguished Flying Cross


DI District Inspector


DSO Distinguished Service Order


DMP Dublin Metropolitan Police


DORA Defence of the Realm Act


EOD Explosive Ordnance Disposal


FOB Forward Operating Base


GHQ General Headquarters


HO Home Office


HVI High-value Individual


IED Improvised Explosive Device


IRA Irish Republican Army


KBE Knight Commander of the Order of the British Empire


MC Military Cross


O/C Officer Commanding


PRO Public Records Office


ROIA Restoration of Ireland Act


RIC Royal Irish Constabulary


T/Cadet Temporary Cadet


VC Victoria Cross




Glossary






	Blue on Blue

	Relating to an attack in which soldiers, etc., are killed or injured by their own army or by soldiers on the same side as them






	Dual monarchy

	Two separate kingdoms that are ruled by the same monarch, follow the same foreign policy and have similar if not the same customs along with combined military strengths but are otherwise self-governing.






	Havoc

	The military order ‘Havoc’ was a signal given to the English military forces in the Middle Ages to direct the soldiery to create chaos.






	Lewis machine gun

	A squad automatic weapon that has the capability of firing 550 rounds per minute.






	Mufti

	Refers to plain or ordinary clothes, especially when worn by one who normally wears a military or other uniform.






	Picquet (picket)

	A soldier or small group of soldiers performing a particular duty, especially one sent out to watch for the enemy






	Platoon

	A military unit typically composed of more than two squads/sections/patrols. Platoon organisation varies depending on the country and the branch, but typically consists of around 15 to 30 soldiers.






	R & R

	Rest and recuperation






	Shoot and Scoot

	Firing on a target and then moving away from the location






	Section/Squad

	Eight to twelve soldiers commanded by a sergeant






	Tender

	Manufactured by Crossley Motors, Manchester, England, these personnel carriers were capable of high speeds and traversing rough terrain making them suitable for operations in Ireland.









Preface


The military order ‘Havoc’ was a signal given to belligerent English forces in the Middle Ages to direct the soldiery to create chaos. During the period 1919 to 1921, the Irish War of Independence was a brutal and bloody conflict of insurgency and counter-insurgency operations conducted in every county in Ireland, leaving death and chaos in its wake.


The British government failed to contain this insurgency, and having tried to bolster its police force, the Royal Irish Constabulary, it decided to recruit a specialist Division to operate in the most hostile counties in the country. The Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary (ADRIC), considered by many to be the world’s first anti-terrorist unit, came into being on 23 July 1920. In the months that followed, Companies of Auxiliaries were deployed throughout Ireland in an attempt to stem the tide of republican insurgency that was sweeping the island.


The British government made the ADRIC a part of the Royal Irish Constabulary, its Temporary Cadets (T/Cadets) adopting the rank structure, insignia and general look of a police force. It may have been seen by many as essentially a quasi-military organisation, but the ADRIC was created and managed by politicians. The responsibility for its creation, tasking and general conduct lay not with Dublin Castle, the headquarters of policing in Ireland, but with the British cabinet in London. The ADRIC did not report through normal police channels but reported directly to Major General Henry Hugh Tudor, Police Adviser to the Dublin Castle administration via their commandant Brigadier General Frank Percy Crozier, CB, CMG, DSO.


However, the Auxiliaries did not limit themselves to what police procedure dictated. As former soldiers, these men were not police constables or detectives. They had been trained for swift, surgical assaults, relying on extreme violence to seek out and destroy their enemy. This period in Irish history was a vicious and violent affair that resulted in the deaths of hundreds of people, both combatants and non-combatants. Many of the engagements have gone undocumented by both sides but the stories that have emerged are remarkable, consisting of high-risk operations and intense ruthlessness.


Living in isolated outposts under austere conditions, the Auxiliaries carried out counter-insurgency operations that involved small groups of men in asymmetric warfare. By capturing key insights from these operations, the various actions described in these pages take the reader through a variety of daily operations from intelligence gathering to counter-insurgency patrols and intense firefights.


The stereotypical view of this unit being ‘guns for hire’ is not the case, as their formation and deployment is much more complex. Inaccurate and often sensational press reporting and the IRA propaganda of the time has to this day created a bogeyman out of the force that still exists in the minds of many. In order to understand this period in Ireland’s history, a dispassionate study must be conducted of the events and of those involved from both sides in this brutal conflict of insurgency and counter-insurgency warfare.


My aim is not to make the Auxiliary Cadets look good or bad, but unlike many popular histories, neither does this book attempt to gloss over the inherently brutal and dehumanising nature of counter-insurgency warfare. Nothing unflattering or upsetting has been edited out, nor do I seek to make Auxiliaries or their actions acceptable as an unquestioned means to an end. This is not an exhaustive account of every mission carried out during this period, but rather the fullest account possible of a selection of operations conducted by the ADRIC on successive assignments.


Drawn from a number of resources and reconstructing the actions they were involved in, the types of tactical and operational challenges that faced the Auxiliaries reveal the complex and challenging nature of conducting counter-insurgency warfare in Ireland from 1920 to 1921.




Introduction


As Irish nationalists continued their struggle for independence into the twentieth century, the peaceful political agitation of the latter part of the nineteenth century slowly gave way to militancy and armed insurrection. Though the Rising of 1916 did not achieve an independent Irish republic, it did regenerate the ideas of independence and encourage others to continue the struggle against British rule in Ireland. After a period of reorganisation, republican forces launched a guerrilla campaign against the British Crown in Ireland. The Irish Republican Army (IRA) considered the regular police to be legitimate targets, deemed agents of a foreign oppressor. Though a number of these police officers were Irishmen, often members of local communities, many were killed in ambushes and assassinations in an attempt to intimidate British supporters and to lessen British authority throughout Ireland.


While Irish forces continually referred to the increasing violence in Ireland as a war, the British government refused to acknowledge that fact. Prime Minister Lloyd George ordered that the trouble in Ireland be crushed whatever the cost, but without acknowledging that they were actually in a war, and when asked by the viceroy, Lord French, if he would declare war, the Prime Minister replied, ‘You do not declare war against rebels.’1


In the aftermath of the Great War and the conclusion of the Versailles peace talks in 1919, the British Empire found itself overstretched by ever-increasing demands to police its interests in places such as Germany, the Middle East, India and Ireland. The government was concerned that the unrest in Ireland would have a domino effect and spread to Britain’s other colonies. The authorities were unprepared and under-equipped to deal with the large number of nationalists demanding independence, and the possibility of increased numbers of violent and bloody insurgencies that might occur. In Ireland the government depended on the civil administration based in Dublin Castle and the Royal Irish Constabulary to deal with the situation.


Because of this, the government only deployed the army in a supportive role to the police in Ireland, as they believed any show of military force would cause alarm and possible panic among colonialists.


In London, Sir Henry Wilson, a supporter of the Curragh mutineers in 1914 and now Chief of the Imperial General Staff, captured the thoughts of many loyalists when he wrote, ‘I said that the measures taken up to now had been quite inadequate, that I was terrified at the state of the country, and that in my opinion, unless we crushed out this murder gang this summer we shall lose Ireland and the Empire.’2


The recruitment and arrival of Auxiliaries during July 1920, and their aggressive tactics, brought a new dimension to the conflict in Ireland. These Temporary Cadets, as they were titled, waged a campaign in which the old rules of warfare were torn up and a devastating new style of operations emerged: that of counter-insurgency (COIN). While the regular police largely waited for the IRA to attack them, the Auxiliaries were intended as an elite force tasked with taking the battle to the insurgents. The British military had encountered similar tactics during the Boer War in South Africa but the new army that was raised during the Great War was very different from the army that had adapted to fight the Boers.


The sprawling suburbs of Dublin, Cork and Limerick or the green fields of Counties Kerry, Waterford and Laois had little in common with the Western Front or Gallipoli where the British army had perfected its techniques. In a guerrilla war, there are no large battles. Instead there are many small skirmishes, raids and minor engagements involving a few men on either side. This was not a European battlefield but something altogether more alien: a confused battlefield with no front line and an unseen enemy that managed to appear and disappear, leaving death and chaos in its wake.


The ADRIC and their actions while stationed in Ireland are often mistakenly attributed to the Black and Tans, a completely separate unit. This confusion arises because military and police officials as well as the general populace of both Ireland and England used the term ‘Black and Tans’ interchangeably when referring to the two units.
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‘K’ Company ADRIC arriving at Cork railway station, early December 1920. It was this unit that was involved in the burning of Cork city in retaliation for the killing of one of their colleagues.


Though active at the same time as the Black and Tans, the reputation of the ADRIC by far exceeds that of the Tans. While the Black and Tans were hated, the Auxiliaries were feared by many in the IRA.


Speaking many years later, Commandant Tom Barry, former O/C of the IRA West Cork flying column, differentiated between the two paramilitary forces.




The Black and Tans and the Auxiliaries came from two different strata of life, and the general feeling even here in Ireland at the time, was that the Black and Tans were the worst. I don’t accept that at all. The Black and Tans included good and bad, like every armed force you meet, and quite a number of them were rather decent men.


But the Auxiliaries were something else. There was no excuse for them. Every damned one of them had to be a commissioned officer and to have served on one or more fronts. They were far worse than the Black and Tans. They were a more efficient body because they had more experience and they were half mad with bloodlust. I’ve no doubt that there were a few amongst them that could pass as ordinary decent men, but the vast majority of these were the worst the British produced at any time. You have the SAS now up in the North, but they’re not commissioned officers. Perhaps their experiences in France had driven them half mad. It must be said that the better quality British officer wouldn’t join up to go over to Ireland to become a terrorist policeman, which is what they were. They were sent over here to break the people and they were a far more dangerous force than the Black and Tans.3





With their role ill defined and the frustration of fighting a guerrilla war, the Temporary Cadets gained a reputation for poor discipline, drunkenness and brutality, which made the force not only unpopular with Irish citizens but also with their police colleagues and the military. However, they also gained a reputation amongst republicans as ruthless and resilient fighters, giving and expecting no quarter in battle.


Though the idea of unconventional warfare made the British government uncomfortable, senior politicians realised that a specialist unit was needed to fight the insurgency that was spreading throughout the country. These men were hastily trained before being deployed into a war zone, with little or no understanding of the conflict or of the people of the region.


Though assigned to a government department and offering their skills for pay, is it possible that this elite force, in the guise of police officers, found themselves fighting the first counter-insurgency of the twentieth century? While historians have questioned the force’s role as police cadets, few have examined their possible function as special forces operatives.


Tasked with hunting down the enemy, the Auxiliaries found themselves confined by political restraints, becoming an instrument of foreign policy by proxy. With no effective defence against the hit-and-run tactics of the IRA, the rules of engagement that constrained British forces in Ireland slowly began to disintegrate, resulting in havoc. Although it never numbered more than 2,263 operatives, the ADRIC left a bloody, indelible mark on Irish history.


Within their brief ten months of operational service, the force passed into legend, their deployment and their actions leaving a lasting legacy of bitterness and hatred amongst the Irish population that is still evident today.
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A Policeman’s Lot


Law Enforcement in Ireland


A police force may be defined as ‘a constituted body of persons empowered by the state to enforce the law, protect property and limit civil disorder’.1 As guardians of the peace, officers are considered trusted members of the community, honest and upright, willing to protect and serve those within that community.


Throughout history there have been honest men entrusted to keep the peace within society. The first centrally organised police force was created in Paris by King Louis XIV in 1667. The king created a force that was instructed to ensure the peace and quiet of the public and of private individuals, purging the city of what might cause disturbances and having everyone live according to their station and duties. The exercise proved successful and was to be copied by other countries in the decades that followed.


In England a police force was developed in the early nineteenth century to police the docks and prevent theft. The success of this group witnessed other forces being raised and when Sir Robert Peel was appointed as Home Secretary in 1822, a parliamentary committee was established to investigate the possibility of effective policing in London. In 1829 Royal Assent to the Metropolitan Police Act was granted and the Metropolitan Police Service was established in London, the first modern and professional police force in the world.2


Watchmen or parish constables were entrusted to keep the peace in cities and towns throughout Ireland prior to the organisation of a recognised force. For large civil disturbances local militias were called upon to restore law and order. The Baronial Police Force was created in 1787 but its constables were considered undisciplined and often troublesome. The first organised police force in Ireland came through the Peace Preservation Act of 1814. This Peace Preservation Force could be dispatched to any area within the country to deal with a variety of criminal cases. The force consisted of many ex-soldiers who, due to the lack of a regular uniform, wore their military attire while on service. Later, in 1828, the County Constabulary, as they had become known, were issued with a standard uniform. The reorganisation of the Act in 1836 saw the consolidation of the Irish Constabulary and the Peace Preservation Force transformed into an Irish police force, the Constabulary of Ireland.


The Inspector General at Dublin Castle issued a standard code of rules and regulations for this new force that would police rural Ireland. Cities such as Belfast, Dublin and Derry would have their own police forces. The majority of constables were recruited from the same social class, religion and general background as the population that they would police, the greater number of recruits being the sons of farmers. Candidates were selected for their intelligence, good character and physique and, through a series of examinations and merit, could rise through the ranks to a certain level.


The organisation offered its rank and file a lifelong career, good pay, promotion and a guaranteed pension. Though the majority were Irishmen, there were a number of Englishmen, many of them ex-army officers who had experience within colonial police forces.


Distinctive in their dark green military-style uniforms, they were deployed throughout the country (except for some cities) and were subject to military drill and discipline. They were an armed force, each constable being equipped with a cavalry carbine and bayonet, while officers were issued with a revolver. They were trained along military lines and were taught skirmishing techniques, volley firing up to 1,500 yards and defence against a mounted assault. They lived in barracks rather than stations; the Morning Post newspaper described them as ‘those little barrack forts that are the block houses of Imperial rule in Ireland’.3


Centrally controlled from Dublin Castle, the Constabulary training depot was located in the Phoenix Park. Considered one of the most competent police forces in the world at the time, the success of the force was based on its intensive training and examinations. Policing was mixed with the study of law, and local knowledge interspersed with a reputation of being tough but fair placed the police force at the centre of Ireland’s rural community.


Rewarding their loyalty to the Crown after the suppression of the Fenian Rising of 1867, Queen Victoria granted the prefix ‘Royal’ to their name and the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) came into being.4 The government believed that Ireland required an armed paramilitary force rather than civilian regulation, as was the case elsewhere in the British Isles. Its main task was the imposition of public order, but locally the RIC were considered the eyes and ears of the British government in rural Ireland, collecting information, reporting possible dissidents and applying force to impose Crown law on the local populace.5


In Dublin city, it was the job of the unarmed Dublin Metropolitan Police (DMP) to patrol the streets and keep the peace. Its G Division, with approximately 40 detectives, was tasked with the investigation of any political or subversive groups that were considered a threat to the Crown. The detectives worked with the RIC, all information relating to political suspects being sent to Dublin Castle and collated. Weekly reports containing county situation reports were submitted and those suspected of subversion were put under surveillance and a file created where every movement, associate and political thought was recorded.


Officers, many of them undercover, were stationed at railway stations, on boats and at the docks, watching and following suspects that arrived in or left the city. This intelligence network comprised not only the two police forces, but also a network of informers and spies. The forces liaised and information was shared with RIC officers assisting the city police with identification of suspects. Country stations telegraphed descriptions of suspects who were travelling to Dublin, who were then followed on their arrival in the city.


While the period from 1867 to 1914 was one of relative peace, the RIC gained widespread distrust from among the poor Catholic population after the enforcement of thousands of eviction orders during the land wars of the nineteenth century. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the RIC was firmly established, with 1,600 barracks and 11,000 constables spread around Ireland.


The force suffered a number of casualties during the Easter Rising of 1916, the majority during an engagement at Ashbourne, County Meath. In the aftermath of the Rising and in the years that followed, even though many constables were Irishmen, the RIC were seen by militant nationalists as agents of the Crown, and therefore as legitimate targets.
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A Situation Report from Ireland


The year 1798 was a watershed in Irish and British history. Before that fateful year, none of the armed insurrections in Ireland were about severing the links with Britain; in fact, between 1689 and 1691, thousands of Irishmen fought (unsuccessfully) to restore James II to his throne. The failure of the 1798 rebellion set in motion a series of events that would, and still does, affect the whole country. When the rebellion erupted in Ireland, the British government considered the country to be a serious security threat as its main army was away fighting in Europe. The total military garrison in Ireland numbered just 12,000 troops and the British administration in Ireland employed local militias to put down the rebellion, which they did with considerable force and brutality.


Britain’s involvement in the Napoleonic Wars against France between 1792 and 1815 had a detrimental effect on political and social affairs in Ireland. The threat of further uprisings in Ireland worried the British government. Whitehall decided that, to end instability in Ireland, direct rule from the Houses of Parliament in London had to be applied. Under-Secretary Edward Cooke wrote to William Pitt, the Prime Minister, in 1799, ‘The Union is the only means of preventing Ireland from becoming too great and too powerful.’1


In 1801, Ireland’s legal independence was removed by Westminster with the implementation of the Act of Union. While all Irish parliamentary members were Protestant, many did not agree with the Act but it was passed by 158 votes to 115. Ireland’s Catholic majority were unrepresented in the British Parliament and even with the implementation of Catholic Emancipation in 1828, for the next hundred years Irish politics would be dominated by attempts to change or repeal that Act of Union.


Since 1885, Home Rule for Ireland had been part of the political agenda of the Liberal Party in England. However, the Bill was constantly blocked by the Conservative-dominated House of Lords. This constitutional crisis was ended in 1911 with the passing of the Parliament Act, which removed the House of Lords’ power to veto legislation: it could only delay bills from becoming law for two years, after which time they would automatically pass into law. It meant that Home Rule should have become operational by 1914, but the opposition by the Ulster Unionists and the outbreak of the Great War prevented this. Constitutional nationalism had become discredited, leading to the rise of a number of armed groups who were willing to resort to violence to achieve their aims. While the Great War defused the possibility of a civil war in Ireland, many of the groups continued to plan for an insurrection and the possibility of an independent Irish republic. The 1916 Easter Rising was a failed attempt to overthrow British rule in Ireland. The insurrection was brutally put down, its leadership executed and the rank and file imprisoned. These actions changed popular opinion in Ireland and Britain and public anger against the rebels turned to public sympathy.


Realising that the situation in Ireland would remain tense, the newly elected Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, organised the release of many of the prisoners. The majority were released in August 1916, the remainder in December and convicted prisoners were freed in July 1917.


However, the Irish Republican Army had used the prisons as training grounds; while its members were incarcerated, they reorganised and trained in new strategies and tactics for a new war against British rule in Ireland.


Though Sinn Féin had nothing to do with the Rising, the two became synonymous because the British authorities incorrectly linked the organisation with the failed insurrection, branding any group that disagreed with constitutional politics as being Sinn Féin. Unfortunately, this led to the title becoming an umbrella term that encompassed all forms of Irish nationalism, both moderate and extreme. Arthur Griffith, the leader of Sinn Féin, realised that his organisation’s political agenda would no longer satisfy national sentiment. His party never favoured military action, believing it to have little chance of success, but instead sought Home Rule under a dual monarchy. Sinn Féin adopted republicanism in 1917, not so much for the sense of being radical but to win international support. Griffith believed that Ireland could successfully assert its position by withdrawing from Parliament in London and establishing its own government in Dublin. On 26 October 1917, the Sinn Féin Ard Fheis took place where Arthur Griffith was replaced by Éamon de Valera as President of the organisation. This significant event was welcomed by many who saw it as increasing the militancy of the organisation. When Cathal Brugha was asked if Griffith had wholeheartedly accepted the idea of a Republic, he replied, ‘He had to or walk the plank.’2


The party was divided over its monarchist and republican agendas but a compromise was reached where the people could decide if they wanted a republic or a monarchy, subject to the condition that no British Royal would be head of state. The first sign of the changing political climate occurred when in 1917 Count Plunkett, father of the executed 1916 leader, won the Roscommon by-election as an independent candidate and was again successful in the 1918 election. He refused to take his seat at Westminster and therefore became the first elected representative to implement Sinn Féin policy. Other by-elections were won on this policy of abstention from the House of Commons.


The huge losses sustained by the British army on the Western Front prompted the government to extend conscription to Ireland in April 1918. The proposal met with fierce opposition and many Irish men and women from various backgrounds united. An anti-conscription pledge was drawn up and was signed by thousands. Sinn Féin, the Irish Parliamentary Party, Labour and Church leaders came together in a rare show of unity. The Conscription Crisis increased the membership of Sinn Féin, who strongly opposed such a Bill, and resulted in the British government reintroducing internment and imprisoning most of the Sinn Féin leadership. The police were once again marginalised as they found themselves on the front line, clashing with protestors at recruitment meetings and anti-conscription demonstrations. The situation was defused only with the signing of the armistice in November 1918, when the idea of conscription in Ireland was finally shelved.


The general election held in December 1918 was plagued with difficulties for Sinn Féin because many of their candidates had been arrested and part of their election manifesto was censored.


The once-popular Irish Parliamentary Party now found itself the object of general dissatisfaction because of its inability to secure anything better than Home Rule with partition. The party gradually lost support and votes as the results of the election showed when Sinn Féin secured 78 seats, the Home Rule Party secured six and the Unionists 26. Sinn Féin had campaigned on a policy of withdrawing from Westminster and establishing an independent constituent assembly to be known as Dáil Éireann. The first Dáil convened at the Mansion House in Dublin on 21 January 1919 despite being banned by British authorities. Only 27 of the elected candidates were present as many were in prison, in hiding or on the run. The Dáil intended to pursue the original Sinn Féin policy of simply ignoring the British administration in Ireland and setting up its own government departments so that the British government would become increasingly irrelevant.


The RIC were responsible for maintaining over 1,300 barracks of various sizes and tasked with maintaining the peace with a force of 9,300 officers and men. In order to undermine the police force in Ireland, senior figures within the republican movement devised and supported an organised boycott against the RIC that consisted of economic, social, political and religious sanctions. Many officers were considered traitors for serving the Crown and came under increasing pressure to relinquish their ties with the regime. While the wording and methods of the campaign varied, its message was clear. A Dáil statement read:




that the police forces must receive no social recognition from the people; that no intercourse except such as is absolutely necessary on business, be permitted with them; that they should not be saluted or spoken to in the streets or elsewhere nor their salutes returned; that they should not be invited to nor received in private houses as friends or guests; that they be debarred from participation in games, sports, dances and all social functions conducted by the people; that intermarriage with them be discouraged; that, in a word, the police should be treated as persons, who having been adjudged guilty of treason to their country, are regarded as unworthy to enjoy any of the privileges and comforts which arise from cordial relations with the public.3





This took a severe toll on the RIC’s capacity to operate as they became ostracised from the communities they were meant to police, were shunned at Church services and were forced to travel to source supplies. The boycott also applied to their families, friends and anyone seen to collaborate with them.


The result was that the constabulary became isolated; many constables decided to resign or retire and recruiting dropped off dramatically. A military report on the situation stated that:




The RIC were at this time distributed in small detachments throughout the country, quartered in ‘barracks’, which consisted, in the vast majority of cases, of small houses adjoining other buildings, quite indefensible and entirely at the mercy of disloyal inhabitants. The ranks of the force had already been depleted by murders, and many men, through intimidation of themselves or more often of their families, had been induced to resign. Although, in the main, a loyal body of men their moral [sic] had diminished, and only two courses were open to their detachments; to adopt a policy of laissez faire and live, or actively to enforce law and order and be in hourly danger of murder.4





The campaign against the RIC began to take its toll and by 1919 the force was considered 12 per cent under strength.


Michael Collins, Minister for Finance and Director of Intelligence, encouraged attacks on the police. This resulted in police barracks being attacked and destroyed, and law and order in rural Ireland slowly began to disintegrate. The initial strategy of the IRA was to intimidate Crown forces in Ireland until the country was ungovernable. Government buildings were destroyed and judges, magistrates and public servants were targeted for intimidation. In the House of Commons, Winston Churchill, then Minister for War and Air, stated that as a result of the deteriorating situation, the army was rushing more armoured vehicles and protective measures to Ireland.5 However, with no state of war being declared against the Irish Republican Army, the task of combating the insurgents remained with the police.


On the same day as the first Dáil was meeting, 21 January 1919, two RIC officers, Constables James McDonnell and Patrick O’Connell, were detailed to escort a consignment of 168 lb of gelignite and 38 detonators from the magazine at the Military Barracks in Tipperary town to the quarry at Soloheadbeg, a journey of an estimated 2½ miles. The explosives were contained within three cases, each containing half a hundredweight of gelignite, and were being conveyed to the quarry via a horse and cart driven by Edward Godfrey. The detonators were carried in the pocket of a County Council employee, Patrick Flynn, who walked with the two officers behind the cart. The routine assignment had been carried out many times before and the two officers, with their rifles slung on their shoulders, expected no trouble. As the group neared their destination, Seán Treacy, Vice Brigadier of the IRA’s South Tipperary Brigade, confronted the men and issued the challenge ‘Hands up.’


Along with nine of his men, Treacy had the road covered. The officers, taken unawares, attempted to raise their weapons but Treacy opened fire, his initial shots followed by a barrage of gunfire that killed both constables. Volunteer Dan Breen moved out onto the road and secured the cart while the others seized the arms and ammunition from the dead police officers. The group made their getaway in different directions, leaving the two civilian witnesses in a state of shock. While the group made their escape with the gelignite, the detonators remained undetected in the pocket of Flynn. The opening shots of what was to become known as the Irish War of Independence had claimed the lives of two police officers, both Irishmen.


While the British government regarded the incident as a murderous attack by terrorists, Dáil Éireann considered it an act of war carried out by its military wing against enemy occupying forces in Ireland. The Irish War of Independence had begun.
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The Aftermath of War


The Return Home


From the end of the Great War on 11 November 1918, the powers that had fought began demobilising their forces. The British government faced the problem of reintegrating 4 million men back into society and into the civilian workforce. During the following months, hundreds of thousands of young men, a large number of them officers, returned to Britain from the front line with little or no prospect of employment. Many of them had enlisted in their teens and, now in their early twenties, were unemployable, having few or no skills or pre-war work experience. Commissioned from the ranks as much of the earlier officer class had been expunged, these ‘temporary gentlemen’ had been trained to kill and had witnessed death and destruction on a scale never experienced before.


Almost every industry had been geared to meet the requirements of the war effort and not only would many factories have to convert to peace-time manufacturing, but large numbers of companies would no longer have any business as the government terminated military contracts. The war had put an enormous strain on Britain’s resources. It emerged with much of its export trade lost, its capital equipment depleted and industrial system outdated. The structural roots of this crisis lay in the pre-war inheritance of a narrowly based and increasingly archaic export trade. This was exacerbated by the general decline in world markets. The war had stimulated wartime industries and agriculture, and ensured full employment. However, Britain now began paying the price for its underdeveloped markets with an over-reliance, since 1870, on imperial trade and its failure to encourage more technologically advanced industries, such as motor vehicles, machine tools and electrical goods.


Thousands of returning soldiers would face unemployment and hardship as they sought to reintegrate into society. Having fought for King and Country, they had returned not to ‘a land fit for heroes’, but to an economy in recession and a society that, though it remembered the war dead, was reluctant to lend assistance to those who had survived.


Then there were those who lacked income, had families to support and knew that their chances of finding employment along with millions of others were hopeless. ‘There were those who were lucky and could get away to the Colonies but they were few. There were those who addressed envelopes for 5s. a thousand; those who turned hawker to sell matches or bootlaces and such things, in other words became beggars.’1


A London newspaper advertisement calling for ex-officers to manage coffee stalls for £2 10 shillings a week received 5,000 applicants.2 Ex-soldier and winner of the Military Medal, George Coppard, wrote:




I joined the queue for jobs as messengers, window cleaners and scullions. It was a complete let down for thousands of men like me, and for some young officers too. It was a common sight in London to see ex-officers with barrel organs, refusing to earn a living as beggars. Single men picked up twenty-one-shillings a week unemployment pay as a special allowance, but there were no jobs for the ‘heroes’ who had won the war.3





The end of the war had created a void and a generation of violent young men, many of them suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. Many sought solace in alcohol to forget the horrors they had witnessed, the friends they had lost and the difficulty of adjusting to peacetime.




No doubt many of us had ideas above our station: we had been somebody during the war and we expected to continue to be somebody. Perhaps it was a good thing that I had not got that MC [Military Cross] or that captaincy, for I might have felt more like that myself. Perhaps also we contributed to the disillusionment ourselves by conforming unconsciously, that is to say, to the tradition of peacetime employment; the tradition of having an un-heroic cash nexus … one did not strike in the army, for pay or anything else. It had probably never occurred to me that I was employed and for pay … there was a nobility in being a soldier.4





Others, like Adrian Carton de Wiart, had enjoyed their time in the forces; they were adventurers who had lived on the edge and survived.




Frankly I enjoyed the war; it had given me many bad moments, lots of good ones, plenty of excitement, and with everything found for us. Now I had ample time for retrospection … Far and away the most interesting and important lesson I had learned was on man. War is a great leveller; it shows the man as he really is, not as he would like to be, nor as he liked to think he is. It shows him stripped, with his greatness mixed with pathetic fears and weaknesses, and though there were disappointments they were more than cancelled out by pleasant surprises of the little men who, suddenly, became larger than life.5





One of the popular slogans of the time was ‘A Home Fit for Heroes’ but many on returning home found a very different scenario: inflation, labour strife, women’s suffrage (which many at the time viewed in a dim light) and political unrest along with fighting in Russia, Persia, Africa and Afghanistan; all this weighed heavily on the British government and its exchequer.


In Ireland, the nationalists continued their struggle for independence against the British government, its forces now widely seen as an army of occupation. The Irish Republican Army, acting as the military wing of the newly proclaimed Irish government, embarked on a campaign of harassment that slowly began to escalate, resulting in the attack at Soloheadbeg. In the aftermath of this attack there was an increase in republican activity, with a series of coordinated attacks on security forces. Initial targets were members of the RIC and their barracks throughout the country. These isolated stations were attacked at night, overwhelmed and captured. While the attacks were intended to seize much-needed arms and ammunition, the buildings were destroyed as a message to the authorities that the countryside was a no-go area for the police and army. While security measures, such as steel shuttering and the use of flare pistols to summon help if the phone lines were cut, were put in place, many police officers thought it safer for them to resign rather than risk death or endanger their families.


The barracks in isolated areas were abandoned as the force consolidated and concentrated the remainder of their forces in the population centres. A military intelligence officer wrote, ‘Anyone passing a police barracks with its locked doors and seeing the constables looking through the barred windows will at once realise that no body of men could preserve its morale under such conditions.’6 Small units could not effectively carry out their police duties and protect their barracks without the fear of ambush or attack. The writer Darrell Figgis recalled, ‘that wherever one travelled in Ireland, one saw the roofless walls of burned-out police stations, sandbags still piled in the windows.’7


In September 1919, with the situation in Ireland steadily worsening, the then General Officer Commanding British forces in Ireland, Lieutenant General Sir Frederick Shaw, suggested that the police force be augmented by the recruitment of a special force consisting of British ex-servicemen.


With Michael Collins and his network of spies having infiltrated Dublin Castle, the British government in early 1920 commenced a shake-up of British administrative, military and police structures. A committee under Sir Warren Fisher, Head of the Civil Service, was established to review the Dublin administration.8 The investigation revealed a serious lack of communication and unity between the police, military and civil administration. Dublin Castle was described as ‘some thirty-six Departments, many of them hardly on speaking terms with each other and … honeycombed with spies and informers who cannot be trusted’.9 The findings of the committee on 12 May 1920 recommended the appointment of a senior civil servant to take control of the deteriorating situation. In a purge of the Dublin Castle administrative staff and senior civil servants, many of its ineffective administrators were dismissed and many incompetent civil servants were recalled to London. Sir Hamar Greenwood was appointed Chief Secretary of Ireland, giving him the overall responsibility for government administration in the country. General Sir Cecil Frederick Nevil Macready, a veteran of coal miners’ and police strikes, was transferred from the Commissionership of Police in London to Commander of British Forces in Ireland, in April 1920, replacing Lieutenant General Sir Frederick Shaw.


Though the incoming civil and military administration were familiar with the security situation in Ireland, they were not given a clear mandate by Westminster, leaving those in Ireland to determine policies themselves at a local level, with disastrous results.


In response to the number of attacks on RIC officers in June 1920, the Divisional Police Commissioner for Munster, Lieutenant Colonel Gerald Bryce Ferguson Smyth, addressed a number of police constables at Listowel, County Kerry:




Should the order ‘Hands Up’ not be immediately obeyed, shoot and shoot with effect. If the persons approaching carry their hands in their pockets, or are in any way suspicious-looking, shoot them down. You may make mistakes occasionally and innocent persons may be shot, but that cannot be helped, and you are bound to get the right parties some time. The more you shoot, the better I will like you, and I assure you no policeman will get into trouble for shooting any man.10





Many officers refused to carry out such an instruction and resigned in protest at this inflammatory speech. What little support London offered did not instil confidence amongst the rank and file. The Treasury secured a deal to purchase a large quantity of coffins for the RIC, at reduced prices!11


In order to restore the RIC’s ranks, the government launched a recruitment campaign in England for constables, an action that broke with tradition as the constabulary had traditionally been an Irish-dominated police force. Thousands of young, unemployed working-class men, many with military service, applied, attracted to the job by promises of promotion, steady work, good pay and a pension. Due to the lack of regulation police attire, the newly recruited constables wore a hybrid of dress that consisted of dark green police tunics and khaki military trousers. The appearance of this unusually attired quasi-military force in the villages and towns of Ireland gave rise to the sobriquet ‘the Black and Tans’, the name deriving from a pack of similarly coloured hounds from County Tipperary.


The new recruits were stationed within the existing RIC barracks where they immediately came under siege from republican units. Hurried into the front line of policing in Ireland, the Tans’ lack of discipline, poor training and affinity for violent reprisals and looting proved a propaganda coup for Sinn Féin. One observer described the unit as follows: ‘They had neither religion or morals, they used foul language, they had the old soldier’s talent for dodging and scrounging, they spoke in strange accents, called the Irish “natives”, associated with low company, stole from each other, sneered at the customs of the country, drank to excess and put sugar on their porridge.’12


Assaults by the police, the burning and destruction of property and the intimidation by state forces of the population enabled republicans to mobilise public opinion against the government. The new recruits were branded by the republican propaganda machine as the dregs of English prisons and pubs or maladjusted war veterans addicted to killing and mayhem, an untruth that was taken up by the British and international press.


In Ulster, a paramilitary police unit, the Ulster Special Constabulary, was established. An armed part-time force that could be called upon in times of emergency, consisting mainly of Protestants, it was sanctioned by the government and gave Ulster Unionists a sense of security when law and order in Ireland was rapidly deteriorating.
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Members of ‘Q’ Company, T/Cadet Godfrey Hall and T/Cadet E. J. Alexander, photographed in Armagh in 1921. (Ernest McCall)


However, with the intimidation of and attacks on the police continuing unabated, the government came under pressure to curb the terror that was becoming prevalent in Ireland. Lloyd George decided that the most effective response was to implement a counter-terror strategy that of kill or capture the enemy.


On 11 May 1920, Secretary of State for War, Winston Churchill, who had always had a liking for special forces units, proposed at a cabinet meeting the formation of a Special Emergency Gendarmerie, which would become a branch of the Royal Irish Constabulary. While a gendarmerie is, in principle, a force tasked with conducting police duties amongst a civilian population, Churchill had a more aggressive role in mind for his scheme.
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Major General Tudor (centre) at the Phoenix Park Depot, Dublin in 1920, in front of the Royal Irish Constabulary (left) and Black and Tans (right). Tudor was head of the two police forces in Ireland, the RIC and the Dublin Metropolitan Police (DMP), from 1920 to 1922. (RTÉ Archives)


General Sir Nevil Macready initially dismissed the idea but two months later, on 6 July, Major General Henry Hugh Tudor, Police Adviser to the Dublin Castle Administration, endorsed the scheme, advising the Under-Secretary, Sir John Anderson, that it would take too long to reinforce the regular police force. General Tudor had been commissioned in the Royal Horse Artillery and had extensive service overseas. He was a close personal friend of Winston Churchill, and this ensured strong support for the counter-terror strategy in the British cabinet. On 15 May 1920, Tudor replaced Sir Thomas James Smith KBE, CBE, KPM as Chief of Police in Ireland.


Tudor devised a plan initially to recruit a force of 500 ex-officers to the ADRIC under the following terms of service:




(1) These ex-officers will be called Temporary Cadets.


(2) Terms of enlistment 1 year, terminable on one month’s notice after the first four months, if the Temporary Cadet wishes to resign.


(3) Pay, £7 per week.


(4) To rank as Sergeants for discipline and allowances.


(5) Uniform Khaki, with RIC badges and buttons, or Sergeants’ uniform, RIC, at will. When Khaki is worn the letters T.C., for Temporary Cadet will be worn on shoulders, instead of badges of rank or stripes.


(6) These Temporary Cadets will have priority of consideration for permanent appointment as officers of the RIC.13





Those who would make up the rank and file of the new force were required to have an exceptional service record. The RIC officer sent to London to oversee the recruitment of the Auxiliaries stated that ‘A canard has been put about that we recruited criminals; deliberately … We had a police report on every candidate and accepted no man whose army character was assessed at less than “good”. The assessment “fair” met automatic rejection.’14


The titles Temporary Cadet or Auxiliary Cadet were derived from the RIC, which had an officer class system with new recruits being T/Cadets on enlistment. When some officers were asked what the TC on their shoulder badges stood for, they replied, ‘Tough Cunts’.


Sir John Anderson, Chief Secretary at Dublin Castle, received a memo from Tudor recommending that the T/Cadets be formed into companies, consisting of eight platoons of 25 men each, and that company and platoon commanders receive additional payments of fifteen shillings and seven shillings sixpence respectively. Anderson objected to these payments, considering them too high, which forced Tudor to reconsider the company organisation and submit a revised pay proposal. He recommended that Companies should consist of four platoons with Company commanders receiving ten shillings per day, their seconds in command (2I/C) receiving five shillings, Platoon Commanders four shillings and Section Commanders two shillings. For the administration and catering needs of the unit, he suggested that a Depot staff be formed consisting of a Quartermaster and a Mess Caterer.


The unit was beginning to take shape on paper and, as a former soldier, Tudor brought a military mindset to the table and immediately began to address a number of problems. Having organised the Companies, he would concentrate his new force in strategic areas and arm the units with the latest weaponry available. He envisaged a highly mobile strike force and submitted requisitions for vehicles such as Crossley Tenders and Lancia armoured cars. This strike force would take the war to the Irish Republican Army and was given the task of making Ireland ‘an appropriate hell for those whose trade is agitation’.19


A violent and bloody counter-insurgency was about to commence.
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The Dogs of War


Recruiting a New Force


During July 1920, the following advertisement appeared in London, seeking former army, navy and air force officers to join a new unit being raised.




Join–The Corps d’élite


For Ex-Officers


Join the Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary. Ex-Officers with first-class record are eligible. Courage, Discretion, Tact and Judgment required. The pay is £1 per day and allowances. Uniform supplied. Generous leave with pay.


Apply now to


R.I.C.


RECRUITING OFFICES


Great Scotland Yard, London, W.





Men wishing to join were interviewed at Scotland Yard and those accepted were given a first-class one-way ticket to Ireland. Within the first two weeks, over 1,000 applications were received. At the interview, the service records of the ex-officers were examined for the highest military and personal standards, both during and after demobilisation. They had to be physically fit and provide a number of referees. Applicants were informed that contracts for a period of twelve months would commence after a brief training course. Major Fleming, the senior recruiting officer for the force, stated:
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