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    Praise for The Time of the Tans


    History, it is said, is written by the victors, which is why their self-serving accounts, letters and official papers became the rule for the predominant narrative of any conflict. Tomás Mac Conmara, on the other hand, digs deeper than that, down to the grass roots, painstakingly spending years speaking to and recording the actual people who lived and made history, their contemporaries, and their children – the carriers of folk memory. And so, what leaps off his pages is the great humanity involved. Without writers like Mac Conmara, history would be poorer, certainly distorted, individualistic and, let’s face it, merely academic. By insisting on giving voice to the local, he offers us a deeper understanding of what really happened, the energy and power behind momentous change, and, not least, the debt we today owe to so many selfless men and women of the past.


    Danny Morrison, writer and former republican activist


    This book by Tomás Mac Conmara is an exemplary and riveting exercise in the use of oral history to illuminate a dark time in Irish history, which we all must revisit as part of our useful and instructive decade of centenaries. The nature of memory is explored, so that the reader can gauge the areas of certainty and uncertainty which proceed from people’s recollections. The stories are extraordinary, and remind us that trauma lingers on over generations. The methodology is impeccable. Mac Conmara has spent many years excavating the oral history of County Clare and across Ireland, and has now produced a comprehensive gathering of stories and reminiscences of a pivotal time in our history.


    Catriona Crowe, former head of special projects
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    To my friend, Mae Tuohy,

    Kilbarron, Feakle (1916–2017).

  


  



  



  



  ‘One day men will be gathering even the slightest memory of those years …’


  J.J. Walsh, Recollections of a Rebel
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  A Note on Memory


  This book presents the stories and memories of a fading generation. They offer, in their memory, the brief fragments that make up the story of our past. The reality that almost all the people who contributed to this book have since passed away is a timely and powerful reminder of the need to reorient ourselves to the depths of our memory, culture and tradition. In a country so long defined by its oral tradition, these memories provide clues not only to the meanings of historical experience such as the War of Indepen­dence, but also about the relationships between past and present and between memory and personal identity.


  A deeply layered landscape of memory exists, containing elements which impact on the way we remember both as individuals and communities. Commemorations, songs and monuments are all sites of memory that shape and affect the stories we recall, particularly at a public level. The same monument, song or commemoration may have functioned in the past as a painful reminder of loss to a family bereaved, and at the same time serve as a symbol of principle and patriotism for the broader community. These sites of memory are all the more powerful due to their relationship to the local oral tradition and their historical relevance to the local community. They are rooted in the concrete details of local areas, embedded in both landscape and consciousness. They are reference points, serving as coordinates of identity, reminding locals of what was achieved in their area, and reminding people from outside those areas of what the locals achieved. The agreed or acceptable nature of many such sites of memory should equally inform of the important distinction between what is publicly commemorated and that which is privately remembered. That gap is bridged in this book.


  Some academics will challenge memory as a reliable source for history and are sometimes on solid ground in that criticism. The memory of humans is often subjective, biased and open to change over time. However, the reality that all other accounts were, in fact, also written by people should also be noted. In relation to the War of Independence, almost all the primary information was taken from subjective accounts of people placing their opinions on record. Contemporary police and press reports, as well as later accounts given by former IRA men, inevitably contain the subjectivities that come with the transmission of one’s thoughts to record.


  The stories offered in this book reflect the historical consciousness of the people of Co. Clare. While, regrettably, it has not been possible to reference all of the recordings I have undertaken over many years, and accepting that there are still many more stories to be recorded, the book nevertheless presents the widest sample to date of such local memory. In some cases, aspects of the story may be challenged by contradictory historical accounts. In other cases, dimensions will be revealed that were absent from the historical narrative to date. In all cases, the memory remains important as a unique sample of the oral tradition that was inherited from the Irish revolutionary period. The stories reflect the way in which local people inherited and understood such a defining episode in their country’s past. For the narrators, theirs was a local experience that formed part of a national story. Each community had its stories and each family its tradition. All had their silences.


  A Note on Transcription


  With the voice and accent so central to the potency of the message, transcription results in an unavoidable reduction in power. The challenge for transcription is to retain as much of the original effect from the moment of telling. To represent emotion in text is a challenge, as are the intonations and inflections that characterise vernacular speech. This is particularly crucial when transcribing the memories of the generation reflected in this book, those who carried in their movements, language, intonations and very being, an older way of life. Pauses, verbal emphases and gestures are all critical parts of communication and are not fully appreciable in transcript form.


  It is difficult to convey personal actions or reactions, the tone of voice, smiles or laughs in a written transcript. Often, in interviews, where a voluble expression of attitude or opinion was not forthcoming, the expression and body language took over the narration. In transcribing memory that was mostly communicated in a very informal manner, it has been necessary to clarify on occasion who or what is being referred to. The tendency in rural Ireland to refer to people by their surname is also addressed with the inclusion of their first name, where known. In almost all cases, I was the interviewer for each recording. Interviews I conducted for other archives are denoted in the endnotes. Where oral material referred to was recorded by another interviewer, this is also specified in the endnotes. Pauses by the narrator are denoted by three short dashes (---). Within the stories quoted, editorial insertions that help clarify what is being referred to are included within square brackets [ ]. Square brackets are also used to record visual clues like body language as well as the raising of voices or emphases of words. Editorial deletions within the transcript are denoted by an ellipsis (…). Only words that have no bearing on the meaning have been removed, when to do so was to help the readability of the text. These include ‘false starts’ and fillers like ‘ums’ and ‘ahs’. So-called ‘crutch phrases’ like ‘you know’ are left in, as often they carry a meaning in the delivery of the narrator. Double quotation marks are used to denote the quoting of a second person within a piece of memory.


  Often, Irish language words are embedded in stories predominantly narrated in English. In addition, certain phrases, colloquialisms and manners of expression are used which are not detectable or understandable to all and require clarification. For example, in 2009 ninety-two-year-old Micheál O’Connell used the phrase ‘they were givin’ the Tans a fair scutchin’, to describe the fact that the local IRA had been violently engaging the British forces. Knowledge of the term, actually relevant to an old agricultural practice, was critical to understanding his assertion.1 I have made every effort to ensure the true meaning of the interviewee has been conveyed to the reader.


  Introduction


  On 13 December 1920, at 3026 Washington Boulevard, Chicago, in the United States of America, Molly Moroney finished writing a four-page letter to a relation in Co. Clare. She sealed the letter carefully and addressed it to Dunógan in west Clare, from where it was delivered to the townland of Clounlaheen. There, the recipient of the letter, Mary Moroney, herself a returned emigrant from America, was married to Molly’s brother, Joseph. Contact with the home country was important for Irish emigrants and Molly was determined to ensure she maintained a connection.


  Equally, she wanted to receive an update on the situation in her native country. Ireland was then in the grip of one of the most violent and turbulent periods in its history. The War of Indepen­dence had raged for almost two years and it seemed to those hear­ing reports in America that the violence was relentless. As Molly’s letter was making its gradual way from America to Clare, less than ten miles from its destination, two young IRA Volunteers were captured in a remote house in west Clare by British forces. As the letter drew closer to west Clare, news broke in that area on 22 December that IRA Volunteers Willie Shanahan and Michael McNamara had been brutally murdered.1


  This was part of a nationwide trend. In the weeks before Molly wrote, Ireland had experienced an unprecedented period of violence. Bloody Sunday, the elimination of the Cairo Gang and the murders of Claremen Peadar Clancy and Conor Mac Clúin (popularly known as Conor Clune), together with Dick McKee, all took place in the city of Dublin.2 Just two days before the letter was written, Black and Tans and Auxiliaries burned large parts of Cork city and murdered the two Delaney brothers, Cornelius and Jeremiah, in their home at Dublin Hill on the city’s northside. The Black and Tans had been in Ireland for almost nine months and the force of ex-British servicemen had already begun to burn an indelible mark on the psyche of the Irish people, at home and abroad.


  From America, Molly described the Black and Tans as ‘the jail bird renegades that are killing innocent people’ and characterised what was happening in Ireland then as ‘the worst conflict since Cromwell’s time’.3 With the co-operation of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), the crown forces escalated their suppression of republican activity in Ireland. Between the letter’s writing and reading, as it made its slow journey to Ireland, the republican attacks and vicious British reprisals that characterised the war significantly intensified. In America, Molly was witness to an increasingly strong sentiment amongst ex-patriots, angered at the apparent brutalisation of their people by British forces. A growing movement in that country now saw complete devolution and separation as the ultimate answer to the conflict in Ireland.4 The notion of an Irish Republic, previously whispered in covert Fenian circles, was now part of the everyday parlance of most Irish Americans.5


  Molly’s correspondence is part of a private collection of letters sent from America to west Clare to which I was given access. They powerfully convey the feelings in that country:


  I am sorry to hear that poor dear Erin is in such a terrible upset condition. We had a very touching sermon in our church yesterday about the conditions in Ireland. It made almost everybody in the church shed tears. This morning the papers are full of the burning of Cork and of course some of the papers are British papers but I always get the Irish World, it is only a weekly paper. I get it by mail and it tells all the true news about Ireland. We have Miss [Muriel] MacSwiney here now, till Spring … There are also four men here, the RIC. They resigned over there and are now living in NY.6 They are going to Washington today. We have a meeting of the Friends of Irish Freedom here every two weeks. Almost every Irish person in Chicago belongs to it … We have also lots of Sinn Féin dances. A dollar a ticket. The last Sinn Féin dance, there was 2,000 people attended.7


  Towards the end of her letter, Molly declared that ‘Someday I may probably see the hills of Clare again’, before asserting that ‘I think if I was there I could get rid of a couple of dozen Black and Tans!’ Before finishing, Molly wrote caringly about her four-year-old niece: ‘I am sending a little present to the baby, just a little reminder. I know she is not a baby anymore. I guess she must be almost big enough to go to school probably.’8


  The recipient of the gift was Mary Moroney’s daughter, Catherine, who in December 1920 was beginning to form her own views and impressions of the world. The world, too, was making an impression on her. In her townland and in the area around her, strangely uniformed men of violence called the Black and Tans were spoken about in hushed tones. On a few occasions, from under her mother’s protective arm, she saw them menacingly crowded together, a striking image that would endure.


  The life of that little girl paralleled the birth and growth of the Irish Republic. Born on 4 April 1916, she was a month old when Pádraig Mac Piarais, Tom Clarke and Tomás MacDonagh were lined up and executed in Kilmainham Gaol in Dublin, the first of sixteen leaders to be sent to perpetual memory by the British authorities. She was just a year old when an unknown man with a strange name was introduced to the county in the east Clare by-election of July 1917. She was seven years old when her mother returned from Ennis, where she had witnessed the violent arrest of that same man, Éamon de Valera, by Free State forces under the shadow of the Daniel O’Connell monument in the town, during the Civil War (1922–23). A year after that war had ended, from her home in Clounlaheen, she watched as her townland was illuminated with blazing bonfires in a welcoming embrace to anti-Treaty republicans released from jail. She noticed, too, that they were not welcomed by all and began to understand the divisions within Irish politics and communities. At thirteen years of age, in 1929, she slowly travelled on a pony and trap with her mother to the same spot where de Valera had been arrested, where she witnessed huge crowds attend the hundredth anniversary of Catholic Emancipation and ‘the Liberator’ who achieved it. The invocation of history was a recurrent theme for Catherine, and her emerging interest and commitment to the past formed a permanent part of her character.


  As Catherine grew to adulthood, she witnessed the trans­formations that her country underwent. She lived through the economic turmoil of the 1930s and saw the increasing role of the state in Irish rural life during the Second World War or ‘the Emergency’ as she knew it then. The horse lost its footing to mechanised machines and local trades began to weaken and fade from view. Electric light that hung from the ceiling arrived, while the thatch over the roof departed. The sound of motorised cars became more frequent, as did the sight of planes crossing the sky. In the 1940s she saw more republicans jailed for their continued conviction in the Fenian ideal. One of these men later became her husband.9 The reaction seemed different now: no bonfires.


  Later still she saw commemorations, monuments installed, heard songs sung and people talk about the history she had seen through a child’s eyes. She bore witness to the repeated attempts to both remember and forget as different people saw the past differently, while others didn’t want to see it at all. In the 1950s and 1960s she saw further generations stand up and make their contribution to Irish independence. She attended funerals, heard some men praised and others criticised. From the 1970s she witnessed, through understanding eyes, the north of her country implode in violence and counter-violence; a story continued. Through all those years, certain categories of memory remained constant. Through the mist of memory, images which flashed before her childhood eyes rested in her consciousness and were only brought forward in the old way, within the ancient art of meaningful conversation.


  Ninety-six years after Molly Moroney enquired about her four-year-old niece, that little girl offered her testimony of that period to me, in the same house where Molly’s letter arrived in late 1920. In one of many interviews, I invited Catherine Talty to recall her memories of the Black and Tans. For a moment, the four-year-old girl mentioned in the letter returned to tell her story. Across her conservatory, overlooking her native Clounlaheen, I ventured the question and waited. I then listened intensely, fading away as, for a profound moment within memory’s fold, the past became more real than the present:


  I can remember … You know Miltown Malbay? You know the garage there at the square? That house was taken over by the Black and Tans … That was a barrack in those days and of course they were stationed there. I remember going to Miltown on the horse and sidecar. My mother and I. I don’t know who was driving, I suppose my uncle, a stepbrother of my father’s. Hynes’s yard, we’d pull in there and the horse would be untackled. Walking up the street in front of Lynch’s pub, you know. And looking across and seeing the Tans and of course having heard so much about the Tans! I can still feel the thrill of terror if you like. Now my mother wasn’t one to get excited or make anything about it, like. But oh, I could remember them. My mother never said a word but shur I had heard so much about them! But I can still see them and to this day. I suppose for the rest of my life, I hated a uniform. ’Twould give you that quiver of fear.10


  This interview took place in 2011 and was part of a series of in-depth oral history recordings I undertook with Catherine between 2008 and 2016. I have attempted since a young age to document and record memory and oral tradition associated with the revolutionary period, in the strong view that their inclusion in the mosaic of historical sources enables the presentation of a much deeper and perhaps truer version of the past. This book represents the notion that to understand a war which occurred and was felt at such an inherently local level, the historian must go back down to the level of the parish, village and townland. The historian must metaphorically get down on his or her hands and knees to find the fragments of memory and history where it occurred, and assemble from those remains a deeper understanding of the past. Surely the tradition and memory of people from places referred to in official records are worth including? In my view, without their input, history is incomplete. In these local places, as will be shown, can be found the echoes of events only listed in archival records. Throughout the revolutionary period, the contours of the mountains, the valleys, the haggarts, the streams and the bridges, even the very nature of the soil underfoot, were fully understood by local people and used to their advantage. In a time when the oral tradition was more robust, this intensity of knowledge was passed from generation to generation with the same ease as breathing. Like their people before them, the older generation at the centre of this research, who grew up in the aftermath of this period, knew the fields, the roads, the houses and the names of their past. With little difficulty, they can weave the endless connections and tracings that infuse our history with greater meaning.


  For Jimmy Gleeson, whose family ran a well-known pub in Coore in west Clare, oral tradition as a source of knowledge of the past was self-evident. ‘We had the greatest bunch of historians coming into that place there outside.’11 In Claremount, in the east of the county, Seán Kiely declared that it was:


  In the cuairdí houses at night – when the neighbours would have their work done for the day.12 They’d congregate and they’d be talking and tracing about things that happened in the past. That’s how I picked up on what had happened in the past.13


  The book offers a unique insight into the War of Independence. Presented thematically, this is not a history of Clare’s role in the conflict. Instead it is an oral history of experience and an exposition of memory, presenting for the first time in public what has been privately remembered for almost 100 years.


  ‘The Time of the Tans’


  The Anglo-Irish War of Independence was a guerrilla war launched against the British government and its forces in Ireland. Its official start date is generally given as 21 January 1919, following Dáil Éireann’s declaration of independence, and it ended with a truce in July 1921.14 Nationally, at least 1,400 people were killed in the country during the war, with some historians placing the figure much higher.15 The subsequent negotiations led to the Anglo-Irish Treaty, which ended British rule in the southern part of Ireland and established the Irish Free State. The Treaty led to a split within the republican movement and the Irish Civil War of June 1922 to May 1923. In Co. Clare at least 135 people, between republicans, civilians and British forces, were killed from 1918 to 1924.16


  Nationally, the IRA was organised on a territorial basis with a brigade being the highest formation. Division areas were only introduced following the Truce in July 1921. A brigade consisted of between four and seven battalions, and a battalion of any number of companies up to ten.17 In Clare, both the IRA and Cumann na mBan, a republican women’s paramilitary organisation founded in 1914, were structured according to East, Mid and West Clare Brigade areas.18 Flying columns were established late in the war, predominantly enlisting men from local areas and generally working within county boundaries.19 Almost each village in Clare provided a company of varying degrees of strength, resulting in a diffusion of activity across the county, which generated memory rooted in these areas.


  As a historical landmark, the War of Independence carries significant emotion, pride, anger and bitterness, and has perhaps only in recent years loosened its grip on the Irish psyche, although in certain cases this has remained palpable. For the generation that grew up in its shadow, it remained an anchor for their memory. This was forcefully illustrated in several interviews. For example, in a recording with Kathleen Nash from Scariff in east Clare, who was born in 1909, the interviewee’s initial comments declared that she ‘was going to school [in] the time of the Tans’.20 Kathleen was determined from the start of the interview, which aimed to explore her life story, to make clear her position in the chronology of Irish history. She passed away in April 2011.


  Kathleen’s generation are all but gone now. It has been my privilege to spend time in their company and to be enfolded for a moment in their memory. What were once vivid and frightening experiences for them had, over time, become distant memories, separated from experience by the unstoppable movement of time. Little was required, however, to evoke them. Like turf nudged in an open hearth fire, a carefully placed question or prompt would bring forth an immediate clash of recollection and a memory long silent would emerge from its place of waiting seclusion. Eyes would widen as memory ignited. The countenance altered visibly as the body took on part of the narration. The natural order of time was now reversed and once again, for a brief moment, the Black and Tans were back in Ireland.


  1

  ‘The Criminals

  of England’


  Stories of Memory


  The Black and Tans in Memory


  Since the Easter Rising of 1916, demands for Irish indepen­dence had taken on a progressively more determined form. When it became apparent that the declared political will of the Irish people was insufficient to move British democrats, the likelihood of violence increased, and shots fired in mid-January 1919 in south Tipperary sounded the commencement of the Irish War of Independence. By January 1920 the increasing violence in Ireland had left fifty-five dead and a further seventy-four wounded.1 When the RIC was forced to concede that the escalating IRA campaign was beyond their control, the British government decided to reinforce them by raising a mobile police strike force.


  From January 1920 posters were placed in London, Liverpool, Glasgow and many other British cities. Potential recruits were asked to ‘face a rough and dangerous task’ in Ireland. From then until December 1921, over 10,000 men, predominantly demobbed British servicemen who had fought in the Great War, joined the force in England, Scotland and even Ireland. So keen was the British government to send their new force into action that sufficient uniforms were unavailable. Some wore military khaki with the belt and cap of the RIC, while more donned the dark pants of the police and the khaki jackets of the military. An appropriate ensemble perhaps for a unit that was neither police nor military but some ill-defined hybrid coloured in black and tan. It was to be this dichotomy of colours that gave the force its enduring name, the Black and Tans. These men should not be confused with the Auxiliary Division, ex-officers who arrived in November 1920 to further bolster the RIC and Black and Tans.


  Historians have shown that while the suggestion that criminals were hired for the Black and Tans can be hard to prove, the fact that recruiting agents were less than thorough in their enlistment practices for the force is certain.2 The basic requirement of military experience was important. Those trained skills and an undeniable culture of hatred towards the Irish in Britain, as well as the implicit directive to use any means necessary to suppress republicanism in all its forms, were a deadly combination.3 After a cursory training at the depot at the Phoenix Park in Dublin, the Black and Tans were sent out into the country in March 1920. Although in Ireland for only just over a year and a half, they left a haunting legacy in their wake and imprinted their actions on the psyche of the Irish nation. The animosity felt towards the Black and Tans during the Irish War of Independence is well illustrated by one historian, who noted the presentation of two notices posted at the time. One notice appealed for British recruits, encouraging readers to ‘Join the Army and see the world’. A second notice was soon placed beside it, which read: ‘Join the Black and Tans and see the next!’4


  In recent years new perspectives have been disclosed on the Black and Tans, including the fact that a considerable number of Irish men joined the force.5 Historians have also clarified the culpability of other elements of the British crown forces in Ireland in relation to many deaths in the period, which had initially been attributed to the Black and Tans.6 However, while these clarifications are wel­come, the correct attribution of blame to the military and not police in some cases does nothing to minimise the intent, inclination or reality of Black and Tan violence. That British soldiers, Auxiliaries and the RIC were also culpable simply draws attention to the reality that the actions of the Black and Tans were inseparable from the broader British establishment which dispatched, directed and paid for the activities of all their imperial forces.


  While a distinction is evident in social memory between the RIC and the force recruited in January 1920 to support them, my research shows a consistent categorisation of the entire Bri­tish forces during the War of Independence as Black and Tans or simply ‘Tans’. Two considerations are important. Firstly, while the categorisations can be technically inaccurate, I have found that the collective description ‘Tans’ does not indicate an inability to distinguish. Instead, it is often a recognition of the divided nature of the war, which saw the British on one side and the IRA on the other. For many, the Black and Tans, RIC, Auxiliaries and even British Army could acceptably be labelled as ‘Tans’. One west Clare contributor asserted, ‘shur they were all on the one side anyway’, while in north Clare, another noted ‘they were all Tans. They were all on the British side.’7 In the same way, their counterparts in the republican movement were referred to interchangeably as ‘Sinn Féiners’ and ‘the IRA’, despite the technical distinction.


  ‘The criminals of England’


  In 1938, when thousands of schoolchildren combed the country for knowledge as part of the Irish Folklore Commission’s Schools’ Folklore Scheme, the memory of that force was still raw. From stories she heard in her local area, thirteen-year-old Mary Fitzgerald in Miltown Girls’ School understood the Black and Tans as ‘English soldiers’ who were ‘let free in Ireland and could do what they liked’.8 Her schoolmate, Máire Ní Bhrian, characterised the force as ‘demons roaring and shouting around the streets’.9 A Miltown Boys’ School, fourteen-year-old Joe Woulfe’s impression of the force was equally clear. After visiting several older people to hear about the period, he was able to decisively conclude asserted that ‘The Black and Tans caused all the trouble.’10 In a possible reflection of the local community’s perspective almost two decades after their departure, Teresa Kelly, aged thirteen, exclaimed in her contribution, ‘Thank God we have none of those British scoundrels in our quiet and peaceful country today.’11


  The popular belief that the Black and Tans were recruited from the lunatic asylums and jails of England has been registered by many historians.12 This contention hardened in social memory over time. One Irish emigrant recorded in Chicago in 2010 had a firmly fixed view of how the force was assembled:


  You see what happened in England, they opened up all the jails and they armed all them jailers and sent ’em over to Ireland. The Irish had no guns so they had to fight ’em back so the Irish had to fight ’em and get their guns off ’em … they fought ’em with pitchforks.13


  While Tom Brennan’s description may be somewhat simplistic, it carries an impression of the force that has lingered in memory. The belief that the men had been liberated from jail was one that was commonly held at the time. On 3 November 1920 Labour Party Member of Parliament Thomas Cape asked at a sitting of the House of Commons whether ‘condemned criminals have been released on promising to serve in what is known as the Black-and-Tans?’ The suggestion was rejected by the then under-secretary of state, Sir John Baird of the Conservative Party, as being without foundation.14


  Although recent research has largely challenged the notion that the force was comprised of released prisoners and lunatics, negative attitudes amongst the Irish population about the new recruits formed quickly, and it is apparent that many members of the contemporary British forces, too, were less than impressed by them. Private J. P. Swindlehurst of the 1st Battalion, Lancashire Fusiliers, commented on arriving in Dublin that ‘The Black and Tans … seem to be all out of work demobbed officers and men who can’t settle down’.15 Major General Douglas Wimberley similarly commented that the Black and Tans were ‘of a type who would not or could not settle down in civil life, and some of whom were no more or less than real thugs’.16 One British Army officer stationed in Ireland communicated to Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson during the war that ‘we are importing crowds of undisciplined men who are just terrorising the country’.17


  If the behaviour of the force was objectionable to some members of the British imperial forces, it was searing its way into the consciousness of many communities across Ireland. This is perhaps summarised most forcefully by an east Clare interviewee who declared in 2010 that, ‘They were never Black and Tans. They were the fuckin’ Black and Tans!’18 In 2008 Flan O’Brien from Ballymalone in Tuamgraney reflected towards the end of an interview that had contained much commentary on the Black and Tans:


  I often say, do you know. Isn’t a fright when you think of ’em, the Tans, you know? To say that they came in there through people’s homes and ransacked ’em and burned ’em if they met anyone who was fighting for their freedom.19


  For P.J. Clancy in north Clare, it was the arrival of the Black and Tans that set off the powder keg:


  ’Twas all right until the trouble started, do you know. They [RIC] were just doing their business away like you know. But when the trouble started and they got involved with the Black and Tans, that made an awful difference. Some of ’em [RIC] turned over and became great men with the IRA and more of ’em then were nearly as bad as any Black and Tans.20


  In a long series of interviews with Clancy, whose parents both joined the struggle for Irish freedom, his feelings towards the Black and Tans were made clear. I asked P.J. to discuss any distinction that may have been made between the Black and Tans, RIC and broader British imperial forces. Like many interviewees, he affirmed that, for the people who suffered, the exact composition of the force was irrelevant and that their actions were deemed inseparable from British imperial activity throughout Ireland and across the world:


  Anything we heard about ’em was very bad, do you know … like from several stories that we heard of do you know; you could make no distinction between ’em do you know. They both [Black and Tans and RIC] did awful deeds. The more I read about them, and the more I read about what they did all over the world, we’ll say in their time, the more I hate ’em! It has come to a time that if I met something that has come from a shop or made in what they call the UK I wouldn’t eat it! It has built up because you are reading about it[,] what they did, not here alone but the world over. Out in India even, you might have heard the story about where they mowed down 369?21


  In Ennistymon, ninety-year-old Maureen Connole remembered that when the revolutionary period was discussed, an atmosphere of fear was foregrounded, as was the brutish behaviour of the British forces:


  Repeatedly we’d hear about it. And I would hear my mother. She was always terrified of anybody in uniform because they came so often. They just burst in the door. They poisoned our dogs, I knew that. I knew that uncle Tom was shot and burnt. It was frightening to hear about it.22


  Over in east Clare, Peggy Hogan had gleaned from local oral tradition an intense feeling of disgust at the behaviour of the Black and Tans in her native Feakle:


  Tim Clune met up [with] the Tans when they were in Ireland and to just punish him they put him sitting down in a lug [hollow in the surface] in the road to sing a song for ’em. And he sang a song that was very much against ’em and ’twas surprise that he wasn’t shot! … What did they say, [singing] “a bunch of Peelers went out one night on duty and patrolio. They met a guard upon the road and took him to be a strollero. Meg, meg, meg, let go of my leg or I’ll puck you with my hornsio.” They were the Tans and he sang that song and they threatened to shoot him. On the main road in Annagh, Feakle. In the entrance to his own house in Drumminnanav.


  When asked to further characterise the experience of that time from accounts she had heard, Peggy was emphatic:


  Terrorised! Terrorised. Shur the neighbouring woman who was made drink thirteen cups of tea. All one after another. Baby Noonan, Annagneal. Oh that happened! He just, if there was a vulgar lad in it, he’d just penalise you, crucify you!23


  Joe ‘Jack’ Sexton from Mullagh was ninety-one when he offered a rounded summary, which highlighted the brutal and abnormal nature of what was the War of Independence:


  The Tans burned everything! 1921 … They tried do you see [to free Ireland]. So they called ’em the Volunteers and the women were Cumann na mBan. Women joined you know and did what they could. The fight went on. Dirt on both sides, of course, was given … the Rineen ambush was in September 1920. The boys [IRA] killed lorries of Black and Tans and they had no one injured. The British called for a truce and the truce was signed. Oh, ya, Priests joined it. Priests joined it. In May 1921, our two curates, Fr Gaynor and Fr McKenna was [sic] arrested. They were high up in the ranks of the IRA … they got six months in jail.24


  Michael Howard was five when the Black and Tans were first seen in his native west Clare. He argued that the feelings of animosity towards English rule and support towards republicans in West Clare were strong, but explained that much of this was a result of their behaviour: ‘Everyone was IRA that time, do you see, because the Tans were goin’ around lootin’ and shootin’ … they were notorious blackguards in the European war and they brought ’em over to Ireland to frighten the IRA.’25


  Like Tom Brennan, Kathleen Nash declared when inter­viewed two months after her hundredth birthday that, ‘They [Black and Tans] were only let out of jail in England and brought over to Ireland.’26 Joe Sexton was equally emphatic when he affirmed:


  Shur they were drunk half the time. England had no army to send to Ireland so she had criminals in jail, some for murder and some for bad deeds and she made an agreement with them that if they came to Ireland and fought … they’d get their freedom.27


  Martin Walsh, who was two years old when the force arrived in Ireland, told me bluntly: ‘They were a shower of rowdies. They were the criminals of England, the Black and Tans that was let loose on Ireland for to plunder and rob all they had and no one to control ’em.’ 28 For Seán O’Halloran, whose uncle was a member of the 5th Battalion Mid Clare IRA Brigade, the impression of the force was equally clear:


  ’Twasn’t very nice anyway you wouldn’t be repeating it, like. They were supposed to be the dregs of society. Of course they did a lot of atrocities, like. To us anyway that time, you’d class ’em as wild animals, when we started talking about it first. That was the feeling you’d get.29


  When invited to speak about the force his father, Seán, fought against, John Murnane from Newmarket-on-Fergus laid the blame for their introduction with Winston Churchill:


  That’s Churchill. The name Churchill around here wasn’t liked at all. He sent in animals. He took ’em out of the prisons and sent ’em over here. And sent over officers from the regular army to lead ’em or look after ’em. They were ruthless.30


  Catherine Talty, who was six years of age when the British forces withdrew from Clare, noted that ‘people [were] in dire fear of the Black and Tans’.31 Mary Murrihy who was born two years after Talty, in 1918, recalled: ‘my father was letting ’em [sheltering IRA]. Oh, he was dead on ’em [Black and Tans], he was dead on ’em. He hated ’em! He hated ’em with all his heart!’32 Ninety-two-year-old Micheál O’Connell offered the following explanation, after I asked him to characterise the period based on the impressions he formed from speaking to people who lived through it, referring to the Tans as the ‘British Army’:


  They were tough times. Your life was in your fist! ’Twas tough enough on the likes of a man, who had a wife and family, a young lad five or six years goin’ off to school and you wouldn’t know, the British Army could come along the road and just blaze the young lads and went off. Would it bother ’em? [Wouldn’t] Bother ’em one fuckin’ bit!33


  Anthony Malone was a key member of the Mid Clare IRA. As a member of its 4th Battalion, he was a participant in the Rineen ambush of September 1920.34 I asked his son, Billy, to reflect on the contention that comrades of the Black and Tans and RIC had also been killed:


  They would have sort of felt that they were unwarranted [reprisals]. You know from the point of view of the Tans who had buddies killed, the locals here didn’t look at it like that. They felt they got what they deserved and if they weren’t in Ireland, nothing would have happened to them, you know. So they thought that the reprisals were very unfair and that they picked on innocent people on a whim. And the Tans had a very bad reputation, that they could get drunk and shoot someone, just for no reason. As they told it, they were a bit bitter telling it. I’d say there was a bit of hatred towards the Tans.35


  Nora Canavan from Monreal, outside Ennistymon in north Clare, was fourteen when the Black and Tans left Ireland in 1922. At the age of 104 when I invited her to describe the force, she breathed deeply and reflected, before recalling:


  Oh, the Black and Tans, that was the worst. Oh, you couldn’t have a spark of light. The windows would have to be covered over. The curtains were no good. And if they saw a spark of light they’d bang a shot in through that window. And they’d arrive into you on the morning before … I remember we were in bed, children, when they’d arrive searching the house. You’d be supposed to have some of the Volunteers in the house. But shur no one ever stayed. They were too near the [Monreal] ambush where ’twas held. The ambush was very near us, you know, there back at the cross.36


  The men who haunted Ireland’s memory for so long were not criminals or lunatics released from jails and set free on Ireland. Instead many were war heroes of the British Empire. This in no way dilutes the narrative. Rather it draws attention to the organised and official nature of the terror they were responsible for and how this was connected intimately to those directing it. In addition, given their record in Ireland over the fifteen months they were active in the country, it is important to note that if the Black and Tans were not criminals when they arrived into Ireland, they certainly were when they left.


  Indelible Memories - Children Remember


  Rudolph Feilding, the 9th Earl of Denbigh, fought as a British artillery lieutenant at the Battle of Tell El Kebir in 1882, during the Anglo-Egyptian war. There he aimed his horse artillery gun on a retreating train of Egyptian rebels, which led to the death of hundreds of Egyptians and helped bring about their ultimate surrender. Throughout his life, Feilding was central to British imperial activities and was colonel commandant of the Honourable Artillery Company from 1902 until 1933.37 In February 1921, while the Irish War of Independence raged, Denbigh was moved to write to the press and convey his feelings. The man who had seen much of the violence perpetrated within the shadow of the British Empire and who, as a commander of that Empire, had discharged much of it, was prophetic about the impact the violence of the time would have on future Anglo-Irish relations. His comments were repeated in the British House of Commons:


  What hope is there of peace in Ireland when the whole of Ireland is in this condition and every child goes to bed at night in terror, hearing shots and seeing murders? These ineffaceable and indelible memories will make them enemies of our country for the whole of their lives.38


  The endurance of the acrimony predicted by Denbigh was parti­cularly evident among many interviewees who were children during the War of Independence. In 2008 I interviewed 105-year-old Margaret Hoey, who disclosed a lingering animosity that underlined the emotion of the period. In November 1920, just three months before Denbigh’s declaration, Margaret had stood as a sixteen-year-old girl in Scariff churchyard as four young men were lowered into their graves, following their murder by crown forces. In 2008, when I asked her to reflect on the people who may have supported British rule in Ireland and who may have been opposed to the struggle for freedom, Margaret became appreciably agitated, before reaching deep into her memory and archived emotion:


  Oh, everyone wasn’t in favour! They wanted England all the time in the place. Indeed, we owe England nothing! I’d like to see ’em trampled on! They were no bargain for Ireland!39


  This section largely focuses on a series of people who were old enough when I recorded them to have directly remembered the period as children. This presents a unique opportunity to gain a sense of the experience, fear and emotion of living through such a violent and dangerous time.


  ‘Ah so many is the time I walked this road!’


  On 12 April 2009 I drove with 105-year-old Paddy Gleeson to the place of his youth in east Clare. I had recorded Paddy on many occasions in his home in O’Callaghan’s Mills, at commemo­rations and at Raheen Hospital, where he spent his final days before he died in November 2010 as Ireland’s oldest man. A year earlier, a digital recorder sat between us as his every reaction to the milestones of his mind unfolded. In this instance, I wanted to return Paddy physically to the places of the stories I had heard. As we drove slowly between the villages of Tuamgraney and Bodyke, each landmark seemed a touchstone for some deeply felt nostalgia:


  Are we goin’ to Coolawn? I’d be delighted to see it! Ah the love of the Lord, is that the Evicted field? … Is it the Cathsaoireach? Well the lord of mercy on ’em all, that’s where all the poor people went in my time. Ah so many is the time I walked this road!40


  All the landmarks mentioned sparked vivid recollections, but were only an overture to the main act of Paddy’s memory. As he peered out the window of my car, he searched and searched for ‘the tree I went up’. Ninety years previously, in late 1920, as Paddy walked that very road as a young boy, he stopped dead and listened. An ominous sound in the distance had reached his ears as he returned home with a bag of messages:


  My aunt sent me on 19 December for some groceries to Bodyke, tea and sugar. I was coming on down with my little parcel. A lovely fine night around seven o’clock. And when I was comin’ to Coolreagh cross, Hogans’ was only 500 or 600 yards away, I heard the lorries and the tear-away at Hogans’ … I heard the running up Coolreagh Road. I was mistaken. I thought it was the Tans coming but it was everyone hooking for home! I looked around and I saw nowhere to go and there was a big tree and up I went. I went up on the tree with my messages. Sat down above and hung up my messages and the Black and Tans were all around and raiding Hogans’ and raiding everywhere and I was a witness to the whole lot of it and still I stayed above on my tree sittin’ down smiling away for myself. Well the gobeen was no fool. I wasn’t a gobeen at all! They were quare times but the people, they were wonderful. They took it well. I heard them going in the finish between half ten and eleven and I hit on and there was staighle [steps forming an entrance through a ditch] going in to Hogans’. In I went.41
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