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Chronology















	1918  

	   

	 






	11 November

	 

	Armistice between Germany and the Allied powers ends First World War






	14 November

	 

	Tomáš Masaryk elected president of Czechoslovakia






	16 November

	 

	Hungary proclaims itself a republic






	14 December

	 

	UK general election voting: Lloyd George’s Liberal and Conservative coalition wins a huge majority; Sinn Féin wins 73 of Ireland’s 105 seats






	 

	 

	 






	1919    

	 

	 






	15 January

	 

	Spartacist uprising crushed in Berlin, Rosa Luxemburg shot






	18 January

	 

	Peace conference opens in Paris






	21 January

	 

	Irish parliament, Dáil Éireann, inaugurated in Dublin. Two policemen killed in an ambush by Irish Volunteers at Soloheadbeg in County Tipperary






	5 February

	 

	Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and D. W. Griffith launch United Artists film studio






	8 March

	 

	Anti-British riots erupt in Cairo






	23 March

	 

	Mussolini launches Italian fascist movement






	1 April

	 

	Following his escape from Lincoln Prison in February, Eamon de Valera elected president of Dáil Éireann






	13 April

	 

	In India, 379 protesting civilians massacred by British troops at Amritsar






	14–25 April

	 

	General strike in Limerick sees the formation of the Limerick soviet






	11 June

	 

	De Valera arrives in New York at the start of an eighteen-month tour of the United States






	23 June

	 

	Detective Inspector Hunt shot dead in Market Square, Thurles






	28 June

	 

	Treaty of Versailles signed






	31 July

	 

	Detective Patrick Smyth of G Division of the DMP shot dead by IRA Squad in Dublin.






	12 September

	 

	Dáil Éireann declared illegal






	19 December

	 

	Viceroy Lord French survives assassination attempt in Dublin






	 

	 

	 






	1920    

	 

	 






	2 January

	 

	Ex-servicemen recruited to reinforce the Royal Irish Constabulary; they become known as the Black and Tans






	15 January

	 

	Sinn Féin scores big successes in local government elections






	13–17 March

	 

	Attempted right-wing coup fails in Germany






	20 March

	 

	Lord Mayor of Cork, Tomás Mac Curtain, shot dead at his home






	26 March

	 

	Retired magistrate investigating Dáil finances, Alan Bell, shot dead in Dublin






	3 April

	 

	Hundreds of tax offices and abandoned police barracks burned by the IRA






	12 April

	 

	General strike in support of hunger strikers at Mountjoy Prison in Dublin






	19 July

	 

	Sectarian rioting begins in Derry; 19 killed over several days






	21 July

	 

	Expulsion of Catholics from Belfast shipyards sets off three days of violence






	25 July

	 

	French troops occupy Damascus to begin French mandate in Syria






	27 July

	 

	Auxiliary Divison of the RIC is launched, made up of ex-British Army officers






	6 August

	 

	Dáil Éireann declares boycott of goods from protestant firms in Belfast






	9 August

	 

	Restoration of Order in Ireland Act gives military sweeping powers including trial of civilians by court martial






	22 August

	 

	Assassination of Detective Inspector Swanzy in Lisburn sparks renewed violence in Belfast






	20 September

	 

	Black and Tans ransack Balbriggan in County Dublin






	14 October

	 

	One of the Soloheadbeg ambushers, Sean Treacy, shot dead in a street battle with Auxiliaries and British intelligence agents in Dublin






	25 October

	 

	Terence MacSwiney, Lord Mayor of Cork, dies in Brixton Prison in London after 74 days on hunger strike






	1 November

	 

	IRA volunteer, Kevin Barry (aged eighteen), hanged for the murder of a British soldier in the first execution since the 1916 Rising






	2 November

	 

	The Republican Warren G. Harding, an isolationist, wins the US presidential election






	21 November

	 

	IRA Squad organised by Michael Collins kills 14 suspected British secret service agents; Black and Tans kill 12 during a football match at Croke Park






	28 November

	 

	18 Auxiliaries killed in an ambush at Kilmichael, County Cork






	10 December

	 

	The American Mamie Smith becomes the first black singer to make a gramophone record






	11 December

	 

	Following an IRA ambush in Cork, Auxiliaries and Black and Tans set fire to large parts of the centre of Cork city






	23 December

	 

	British parliament passes the Better Government of Ireland Act, creating two parliaments, one for Southern Ireland (covering 26 counties) and another for Northern Ireland (6 counties)






	 

	 

	 






	1921  

	 

	 






	1 January

	 

	The destruction of seven houses in County Cork by military order signals the start of official reprisals.






	7 March

	 

	The Mayor of Limerick, George Clancy, and the former mayor, Michael O’Callaghan, shot dead at their homes






	24 May

	 

	General election for parliaments in Northern and Southern Ireland: Sinn Féin candidates returned unopposed to 124 of the 128 seats in the south; in Northern Ireland, Unionists win 40 seats, Sinn Féin 6 and Nationalists 6






	25 May

	 

	Custom House in Dublin set on fire in IRA attack on headquarters of Local Government Board and burns for five days, destroying thousands of administrative records.






	22 June

	 

	George V opens Northern Ireland parliament and calls for reconciliation in Ireland.






	11 July

	 

	Truce between British forces and IRA comes into effect






	14–21 July

	 

	Lloyd George meets de Valera in London three times to explore grounds for peace talks






	9 October–

	 

	Anglo-Irish conference opens at Downing Street






	6 December

	 

	to negotiate final settlement of the Irish question






	6 December

	 

	Anglo-Irish Treaty signed in London at 2.10 a.m.






	14 December

	 

	Dáil Éireann meets to debate the treaty






	16 December

	 

	British parliament ratifies Anglo-Irish Treaty






	 

	 

	 






	1922  

	 

	 






	7 January

	 

	Dáil Éireann approves the treaty by 64 votes to 57






	16 January

	 

	Michael Collins, as chairman of the Provisional Government of the Irish Free State, takes formal control of Dublin Castle






	2 February

	 

	James Joyce’s novel Ulysses published in Paris






	11 February

	 

	Four Special Constables from Northern Ireland and one IRA man killed in clash at Clones railway station in County Monaghan






	27 March

	 

	Anti-treaty convention representing almost fifty brigades of the IRA meets in Dublin






	29 March

	 

	Police suspected of involvement in the killing of Catholic publican Owen McMahon and four members of his family at their home in Belfast






	13 April

	 

	Anti-treaty IRA units occupy Four Courts in Dublin






	25–29 April

	 

	13 Protestant men shot dead in County Cork






	1 May

	 

	Over £750,000 taken by anti-treaty forces in bank raids






	16 June

	 

	General election results in victory for pro-treaty candidates; constitution of Irish Free State published






	22 June

	 

	Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson shot dead outside his London home






	28 June

	 

	Assault on the Four Courts by Provisional Government forces begins civil war






	30 June

	 

	Republicans in Four Courts surrender; fighting continues in Dublin






	5 July

	 

	Cathal Brugha fatally wounded as anti-treaty forces are defeated in Dublin






	20 July

	 

	Limerick and Waterford occupied by Provisional Government forces






	10 August

	 

	Provisional Government troops enter Cork






	12 August

	 

	Arthur Griffith dies of a cerebral haemorrhage






	22 August

	 

	Michael Collins killed, aged thirty-one, in an ambush in County Cork






	25 August

	 

	W. T. Cosgrave becomes chairman of the Provisonal Government






	28 August

	 

	Large crowds attend the funeral of Michael Collins in Dublin






	24 September

	 

	‘Battling Siki’ defeats Georges Carpentier in Paris to become world light heavyweight boxing champion






	28 September

	 

	The Dáil approves military courts empowered to impose the death penalty






	10 October

	 

	Catholic bishops denounce anti-treaty campaign, declaring that killing government soldiers is murder






	17 November

	 

	Four men shot by firing squad in Dublin in first executions of republicans






	24 November

	 

	Erskine Childers executed for possession of a revolver






	6 December

	 

	Irish Free State established






	7 December

	 

	Northern Ireland parliament votes to remain in United Kingdom






	7–8 December

	 

	One member of the Dáil is shot dead and another wounded in Dublin; in retaliation, the government executes four republican prisoners






	10 December

	 

	Arson attack on the home of Sean McGarry, a member of the Dáil, leads to the death of his son.






	 

	 

	 






	1923  

	 

	 






	20 January

	 

	11 republicans executed






	29 January

	 

	House of Sir Horace Plunkett, one of the founders of the Irish co-operative movement, burned by republicans in one of several attacks on the homes of newly appointed senators






	10 April

	 

	Chief-of-staff of the anti-treaty IRA, Liam Lynch, dies aged thirty-three, after being shot by Free State troops in the Knockmealdown mountains in County Tipperary






	24 May

	 

	De Valera issues ceasefire order to anti-treaty forces
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Prologue: Two Funerals





30 September 1917


Just before 1.30 p.m. on Sunday, 30 September 1917, six members of the Irish Volunteers in military uniform prepared to carry the coffin of their comrade, Thomas Ashe, down the steps of City Hall in Dublin to a waiting hearse piled with wreaths. Ashe – the commander of the most successful Irish military operation of the failed Easter Rising of 1916 – had died the previous Tuesday in hospital after being force fed on hunger strike in Mountjoy Prison while serving a sentence for seditious speech. In the days after his death the city was tense; rumours circulated that other prisoners on hunger strike might die. Men and women wore black and small boys wandered the streets selling photographs of the dead martyr and copies of the poem he had written in Lewes Gaol in Sussex after the Rising: ‘Let me carry your Cross for Ireland, Lord!’ In a series of elaborate processions, Ashe’s body was taken from the hospital to the Pro-Cathedral and then to City Hall, where he lay in state, guarded by Volunteers in their illegal uniforms, as thousands of mourners filed past his coffin. All these events had been meticulously planned by the new leaders who had emerged after 1916 – Eamon de Valera, Michael Collins, Richard Mulcahy – and thousands of people had gathered in Dublin for the crowning spectacle, the funeral procession to Glasnevin Cemetery.


The start time itself would be an act of defiance. Less than a year previously the House of Commons had voted to end the custom whereby Dublin Mean Time was twenty-five minutes behind Greenwich Mean Time, in accordance with the later sunrise in the west. The entire civilised world, the British government declared, was divided into hourly time zones, so why should Ireland be an exception? But the timetable for Thomas Ashe’s funeral had been advertised according to the old, dissonant time. As the crowds lining the streets waited for the cortège to set off at 1.30, the minute hands on the public clocks around them crept towards 1.55. Since midday, City Hall had been closed to the public so that Ashe’s family could remain with the body. Before the coffin was carried outside, a priest from Kerry recited the Rosary in Irish. Only a few days earlier this same litany, recited during evening devotions in a Dublin church, was credited with inspiring the remarkable recovery of speech and hearing by Private Francis Donaghy of the Royal Irish Regiment, who had lain deaf and dumb in St George’s Hospital with shell shock after fighting for Britain and her allies on the battlefields of France.


The prisoners who carried Thomas Ashe’s body to the hearse had been in gaol with him in Lewes. The coffin was draped with the green, white and orange tricolour, the flag first raised above the General Post Office in Dublin seventeen months earlier when an Irish Republic was proclaimed. Up ahead fifty Irish Volunteers had arranged themselves in formation to lead the procession to Glasnevin Cemetery, three miles to the north across the River Liffey. Following them were more than a hundred Catholic priests, led by two Capuchin fathers who had given the last rites to the leaders of the Easter Rising executed just over a year before in Kilmainham Gaol. Alongside the hearse two rows of Irish Volunteers in uniform – looking not unlike soldiers of the Great War – stood ready with their rifles reversed. Behind it a horse pulled a cart carrying more wreaths. And then came the carriages carrying the chief mourners, Thomas Ashe’s father, brother and sister; the official car of the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, its blinds drawn; the Lord Mayor’s carriage and, snaking far back along the street, dozens of other carriages carrying elected officials from all parts of Ireland, waiting their turn to jolt forward.


All morning people in uniforms, sashes and emblems had been gathering in the surrounding streets to join the procession. Now they stretched out in a long line to march solemnly behind the carriages: brass bands from the Dublin Fire Brigade, boys from Na Fianna (an Irish nationalist version of Robert Baden-Powell’s Boy Scouts), women from Cumann na mBan, the support organisation for the Volunteers, hundreds of primary-school teachers, all varieties of trade unionists from butchers to brushmakers, widows and relatives of those who took part in the recent insurrection, men and women from the Gaelic Athletic Association, carrying hurley sticks over their shoulders. As this long column moved off down Dame Street, the thousands of men and women lining the pavement removed their hats. The hearse passed Dublin Castle, the administrative centre of British power in Ireland, where just the previous Friday night an audience of wounded soldiers had been treated to a concert in St Patrick’s Hall. Tricolours hung from the windows of houses and offices, many of them inscribed with a cross. On the pavement men made their way through the crowd handing out reprints of a letter from the Catholic Bishop of Killaloe in the previous day’s Freeman’s Journal condemning ‘the slow killing of poor Thomas Ashe’. He had been subjected, the bishop wrote, to ‘the sort of cruelty we are accustomed to hear of as possible only in the ancient Bastille, or the dungeons of Naples or the black prison of Russia’ and the world would soon see ‘in these hideous atrocities what the triumph of English culture means for small nationalities’.


Half a mile away, on the other side of the river, the English writer Douglas Goldring had taken a taxi to Dublin’s principal thoroughfare, Sackville Street, to await the arrival of the cortège. There were so many people that his driver had to lean out of the window to plead with the spectators to move aside and let them through. As the car crawled through the crowd Goldring spotted people he knew: a friend who appeared to be accompanied by an English staff officer in mufti; a well-to-do Dublin doctor; intellectuals from the city’s literary soirées; and the wife of a tobacconist dragging along ‘her three rather grubby little boys’. Finally, the taxi came to a halt near Lord Nelson’s Pillar and Goldring joined the spectators. He watched a gang of schoolboys across the street climb the remaining wall of a building destroyed by shellfire during the suppression of the Rising the previous year and sit dangling their legs as they waited for the funeral procession to pass. Such was the demand for vantage points that people with houses along the route were able to charge spectators for window seats. Although City Hall was less than fifteen minutes’ walk away, it was an hour before Goldring saw the procession turn into Sackville Street, advancing silently, save when one band or another struck up a rebel melody. The presence of the archbishop’s car and the Lord Mayor’s carriage lent, he thought, a touch of official dignity to the spectacle; a foreigner, Goldring suspected, might conclude that this was the funeral of a famous soldier rather than a convicted criminal. In the middle of the marchers a home-made banner appeared above the heads of a group of schoolchildren, so small that their heads were barely visible; the words ‘In Memory of Thomas Ashe who died for Ireland’ had been embroidered on the cloth in black thread. When the last of the marchers had passed and his taxi was reversing into the street, Goldring drew alongside the British officer he had noticed earlier. ‘Oh yes, we do just the same in India,’ Goldring heard him say to his companion. ‘We always give the natives a free hand with their religious rites.’


The procession finally reached Glasnevin Cemetery just before four o’clock, the crescendo of Handel’s Dead March from Saul and chanting priests reaching the crowd already inside. Volunteers controlled the entrance and only those holding permits were allowed to gather around the newly dug grave. After the tricolour was removed and folded, the coffin was lowered into the ground and the assembled priests intoned the Miserere-Benedictus beneath a waft of incense. Many mourners wept as they recited the Rosary. When the last murmurs of prayer faded, Michael Collins, in his vice-commandant’s uniform, issued a command in Irish to the captain of the firing party lined up by the graveside. Raising their rifles, they fired three volleys towards the sky. A bugler sounded the Last Post and Collins, standing at the head of the grave, his back to a Celtic stone cross, pushed out his jaw to give the oration. Its brevity was a jolt to an audience accustomed to set-piece funereal eloquence. Even when repeated in English his speech had taken less than a minute. ‘Nothing additional remains to be said. That volley is the only speech it is proper to make above the grave of a dead Fenian.’


Ernie O’Malley, a twenty-year-old medical student at University College Dublin, had marched to the cemetery with ‘F’ Company of the Dublin Brigade of the Volunteers. He carried a revolver inside his coat and his pockets were full of ammunition and field dressings because he and his friends were sure that the police and the army would never allow the Volunteers to defy the law and march in formation in their uniforms, carrying weapons. O’Malley spent the day manning a cordon across a quiet road near Glasnevin wondering what was happening in other parts of the city. In the evening, when the crowds had long gone, his company’s turn came to march past Ashe’s grave and then back into the city once more before being dismissed. They felt elated and that this was the beginning of something that could not be reversed. ‘The Volunteers had held the streets of the capital, had kept order, had marched in the forbidden formations, and had worn uniforms. A firing squad had carried rifles and fired volleys.’ That evening many people who took part in the procession crowded into the Bohemian picture-house in Phibsboro on the north side of the city to watch highlights of the funeral, which for ten minutes showed Dublin as the capital of a nation apart.


9 March 1918


On the morning of Wednesday, 6 March 1918, the Irish MP for Waterford, John Redmond, died of heart failure in a nursing home in London while recovering from an operation for gallstones. At sixty-two Redmond personified Irish constitutional nationalism. A country gentleman with the appearance of ‘a tamed and weary hawk’, he was the leader of the Irish Party at Westminster, where his great-uncle and his father had served as MPs. Redmond’s body was taken to Westminster Cathedral, where it lay covered in the flag of the home-rule movement – a golden harp in yellow on a green field – which had also been draped on the coffin of his brother, Willie, who had been killed in France less than nine months previously. The Irish in London – many of them soldiers home from the front – came to pay their respects. The following morning, the Archbishop of Westminster, Cardinal Francis Bourne, led a solemn High Mass before a congregation thronged with Irish clergy but also the great and the good of London. King George V sent a personal representative and the British prime minister David Lloyd George, the Conservative leader Bonar Law and other members of the government were present. The previous day Lloyd George had recalled in the House of Commons how one of his earliest memories of being an MP was an old member pointing to Redmond and saying, ‘There goes one of the most respected members of this House.’ Redmond’s support for the war had given him a great place in the affection of Britain, the prime minister said. But the last time Lloyd George had seen the Irish leader, Redmond looked a broken man with death written on his face. In September 1914 Redmond appeared to have achieved his life’s ambition when home rule for Ireland was passed into law, its implementation suspended until the conclusion of the world war just declared. But the draining conflict that followed had made Redmond and his parliamentarians appear marginal and irrelevant. The Easter Rising in 1916 was a direct challenge to his right to speak for Ireland.


News of Redmond’s funeral arrangements was published on Friday, 8 March. His coffin was to be taken by boat to Ireland and then by train along the east coast to his home town of Wexford. It was no longer certain that the remains of the leader of constitutional Irish nationalism would be received with the respect that might have been expected for a dead chief. Some of Redmond’s supporters worried that feelings were running so high against him that the funeral might provoke humiliating demonstrations. A new hunger strike by Sinn Féin prisoners demanding political status was under way in Dublin; there were warnings of ‘another Thomas Ashe tragedy’.


A small crowd gathered on the platform at Euston station when Redmond’s body was put on board the 8.45 p.m. mail train to Holyhead. Special carriages were reserved for Mrs Redmond and prominent leaders of the Irish Party and for the wreaths that had amassed in Westminster. Two priests recited the Rosary on the platform, and while the mourners were responding, the train pulled out of the station. It was raining heavily when the mailboat arrived at Kingstown early the following morning. Flags on the other ships in the harbour flew at half mast. Members of the National Volunteers, the quasi-military units still loyal to the Irish Party, were in charge of managing the crowd gathered on the pier. Many people wore black rosettes and a badge with a photo of Redmond. Officials from Dublin Castle had come to pay their respects: Sir Bryan Mahon, the commander of British forces in Ireland, and Sir William Byrne, the undersecretary in the Irish administration. There was a brief wait while leading figures in the Irish Party boarded the steamboat to offer their condolences to the Redmond family and then Mrs Redmond appeared with her son, Captain William Redmond, in his army uniform. A bell tolled in a nearby church as the coffin was carried past a few dozen men from Captain Redmond’s regiment, the Royal Irish, and put on the train that would take him home to Wexford.


The engine draped in crape pulled its carriages south along the coast through the wealthy southern suburbs of Dublin and then down to the resort of Bray (where Charlie Chaplin was playing at the picture-house in The Vagabond), along the cliff edge with the ‘sea thundering below’ and down into County Wicklow through the village of Woodenbridge, where Redmond had made his famous promise to support the Allied war effort. It passed silent crowds standing in the rain on bridges, at level crossings and at little stations along the line. Benedictine nuns from the Belgian town of Ypres, whom Redmond had helped to find refuge during the war, knelt in the fields around their convent as the train passed. As it stopped in one small town after another a handful of people would come forward and kneel in prayer by the carriage carrying the coffin. But that same week in the towns and villages along the Dublin–Wexford line, through which the Redmond funeral party made its melancholy journey, people were reading in their local papers about big meetings of Sinn Féin clubs and the opening of new branches. In Arklow the winner of the Sinn Féin club raffle received a full-sized portrait of Thomas Ashe.


The train reached Wexford North station at half past ten and was met by the mayor and leading public figures from the town. All shops and businesses were closed and life-size pictures of Redmond were displayed along the streets. Thousands of people had gathered around a monument to Redmond’s great-uncle, who was credited with giving the town its railways, steamships and harbour, even its public institutions. The bells of both Protestant and Catholic churches tolled as the procession made its way through the town. At the Church of the Immaculate Conception the organist played Chopin’s Funeral March as the coffin was carried up the centre aisle. After solemn High Mass it was carried out of the church by some of Redmond’s constituents from Waterford. A band from the Royal Irish Regiment led the procession to the family vault followed by soldiers and sailors who had served in the war, among them a contingent from the American navy. Sixty priests marched in front of the hearse and alongside it in full uniform were two columns of members of the Irish National Foresters, a Catholic welfare society aligned with Redmond’s party.


At the graveside John Dillon, Redmond’s loyal lieutenant, said time would do justice to Redmond’s life’s work; even people in Ireland who misunderstood him would come to appreciate his greatness. Redmond, Dillon said, had ‘left the whole of England friendly to his country’s freedom’. Later a member of Wexford Corporation followed Dillon when paying tribute to Redmond. The late leader had been hounded out of public life, Mr D. R. Keating said, by lay people and clerics who had stooped to a cesspool of slander. However, at a meeting of the Sinn Féin club in nearby Kilmacanogue Mr C. M. Byrne asked if Ireland was the only country in the world that feared to change leaders who had proved false to the trust of the people. During the war all the great powers had changed and rechanged their statesmen and generals; all the more reason, Mr Byrne said to applause, why Ireland should scrap the leaders who had failed them.


 


Benito Mussolini would not have been surprised that developments across Europe during the First World War were invoked at a meeting in a tiny village in the south-east of Ireland. ‘The whole earth trembles,’ the future dictator of Italy wrote at the time. ‘All continents are riven by the same crisis. There is not a single part of the planet … which is not shaken by the cyclone. In old Europe, men disappear, systems break, institutions collapse.’ In a country where the public funeral had become a political art form, the farewells to Ashe and Redmond – one triumphal, the other tinged with defeat – dramatised the local symptoms of the global upheaval Mussolini described. It would have been odd if Ireland had remained untouched by such an all-consuming storm. And yet, the story of the culmination of Ireland’s independence struggle has too often been told in a claustrophobic Anglo-Irish setting, with the global war a mere backdrop to events that were uniquely heroic or uniquely disastrous depending on a point of view often inflected by contemporary politics.


Nationalist movements across the world were taking advantage of the immense pressure on the empires that contained them. Why would Ireland have been different? According to the Czech leader Tomáš Masaryk, the war had turned Europe into ‘a laboratory atop a vast graveyard’. The experiment launched by the independence movement in Czechoslovakia and led by Masaryk and his followers matched Ireland’s in almost every detail. Radical Czech nationalists protested that Austria-Hungary had repressed the democratic demands of the people, almost wiping out their language and their sense of nationality until a spirited band of intellectuals, styled as the ‘Awakeners’, reinvigorated interest in their own history and national culture, defining themselves as the anti thesis of the Habsburgs. When the war began many Czechs supported the Austrians, but the radicals saw the conflagration as an opportunity to win independence. ‘Our future is in us, ourselves!’ proclaimed a nationalist newspaper in 1914, echoing the meaning of ‘Sinn Féin’, ‘we ourselves’. Czechoslovakia was placed under military rule during the war. Moderates who wanted to accommodate the empire lost ground. Like the leaders of the Easter Rising, Masaryk was convinced that without an army they would ‘obtain nothing from anybody’, so he recruited a Czechoslovak legion from among the thousands of Czech soldiers in the Russian army. His movement established a shadow state and lobbied assiduously for international recognition.


Masaryk’s lieutenant, Edvard Beneš, put Czechoslovakia’s successful struggle for independence down to its ability to respond to the transformative moment created by the war: ‘We adjusted our movement to the scope of world events.’ The scale of Ireland’s adjustment to the revolutionary world of 1918 is often muted in histories that focus on the template established in the late nineteenth century: Protestant resistance to Catholic demands for self-government and the rivalry between constitutional nationalists striving for Irish home rule at Westminster and the violent conspiratorial separatists of the Irish Republican Brotherhood. John Redmond’s success on the eve of the First World War in making home rule for Ireland inevitable was the springboard for more radical nationalists to launch an insurrection proclaiming a republic. And the Easter Rising they organised in 1916 created a national vocabulary to match that of the combatants on the western front – blood sacrifice, an assertion of a nation’s manhood and a commitment to honour the dead by fighting on to realise their dreams. A political movement dismissed not long before as a relic of the past now looked very modern.


The Irish revolution was part of the unravelling of empires provoked by the First World War but the state born at its conclusion was unique in western Europe. Czechoslovakia and the other new states in the east emerged from collapsed or defeated empires. Irish independence was wrested from a victorious world power expanding the territory it controlled across the globe. The arrangements finally agreed for the establishment of the Irish Free State were deeply influenced by the changing nature of Britain’s imperial mission. The first dent in the integrity of the British Empire – so flawed and traumatic for Irish revolutionaries – inspired movements from India to Palestine: in his clandestine fight against the British protectorate in 1940s Jerusalem the young Yitzhak Shamir used the nom de guerre ‘Michael’ in homage to his hero, Michael Collins. And even in countries where little is known of what happened between 1919 and 1921, the Irish War of Independence has forever fixed Ireland in the popular imagination as an anti-imperial nation. But the price of freedom was partition and enormous challenges for a small country in a modern world where many believed isolated states were an anachronism. The astonishing rise of the United States as a global economic power seemed to confirm this view.


Fixated on de-anglicising Ireland, the revolutionaries who fought for Irish independence did not appear to notice the beginnings of the Americanisation of the entire world. Writing on the fiftieth anniversary of the Easter Rising in 1966, the Irish taoiseach, Seán Lemass – who had fought in the General Post Office as a sixteen-year-old – suggested that historians in 2016 would be able to ‘detect some at least of the influences already operating, which will eventually decide the kind of country we will become, even if we today are not aware of them, or can only faintly detect their effects’. The traces of Ireland’s future in the twentieth century are all to be found in the dramatic years of the independence struggle because the new state emerged into a world that was revolutionary in every sense. The ideal of creating a distinctive Irish civilisation came up against Ireland’s openness to the currents of modern life flowing across all the new borders: jazz, cinema and the lure of America, as well as the influence of London. The hopes, dreams and bitter disappointments of the revolutionary years affected everyone in Ireland whether they fought or not. On election day 1918 they prepared to stake their place in the post-war world.
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Victory of the Rainbow Chasers





Some people noticed the women, the novelty of it all. In the election that changed Ireland for ever on that Saturday morning, 14 December 1918, they turned up at polling stations in a steady stream from 8 o’clock, the first time women had ever entered polling booths in Britain and Ireland and put a mark on a ballot paper. By mid-afternoon in Dublin, as twilight crept up on a mild showery day, more women than men had voted (although this might have been influenced by the decision to give most workers the day off and the fact that the pubs were still open). In a village in South Tyrone, in the north of Ireland, a woman aged a hundred arrived to claim her vote and was almost carried to her ballot paper. Some reports chose to emphasise how even determined women betrayed uncertainty about their new status as voters, citizens with a say in determining the fate of Ireland in the post-war world. In some polling stations women asked the clerk to mark their papers; in others they brought their friends to help them put the X in the right place or held up their ballot papers for inspection to make sure they had marked them correctly. That morning’s Irish Times recognised that the women would be vital to the outcome. An editorial urged spouses to relax temporarily the normal domestic regime: ‘If any woman pleads domestic engagements, her husband should tell her that on this one occasion his dinner is less vital than her vote,’ the editorial advised. ‘If any man is disposed to thinking voting “a bother”, his wife should insist on leading him to the poll.’


The women voters the Irish Times had in mind, those who might pay heed to what the paper had to say, were the wives of men who would vote for unionist candidates dedicated to keeping Ireland within the United Kingdom. But these were not the people who would decide what this election would mean for Ireland. Everybody knew where the real challenge was coming from: the new movement that had swept the country since the 1916 Rising, Sinn Féin. In addition to extending the franchise to women over thirty, the Representation of the People Act passed in February 1918 had also given the vote to all adult males over twenty-one. The Irish electorate had nearly tripled from 700,000 to 1.9 million. The implications of this experiment in mass democracy were set to be even more dramatic in Ireland than in Britain. Sinn Féin was taking on the constitutional nationalist party that had argued Ireland’s case for home rule in Westminster for nearly forty years. If they won, the Sinn Féin leaders were promising not to take their seats in the House of Commons but instead to establish an Irish parliament in Dublin.


Sinn Féin supporters were running a far more visible campaign than their opponents, carloads of canvassers criss-crossing the country in pursuit of votes. In an age newly enthralled by speed, when racing drivers were popular heroes and automobiles had suddenly become objects of desire, the Sinn Féin convoys marked the party out as modern and exotic, with a flair for organisation, youth and vigour. It was not an accidental image. Back in 1908 – the year Henry Ford launched the Model T – a Sinn Féin election poster portrayed John Redmond, the leader of the Irish Party at Westminster, as a forlorn cabbie in a horse and carriage watching a car emblazoned with ‘Sinn Féin’ on its side – ‘that infernal machine with the foreign name’ – stealing his customers. Now young men and women were driving all over the country condemning the world-weariness and cynicism of their elders. A well-read landowner who watched them thought they were ‘exactly similar in appearance and manner with those who must have carried through the French Revolution’.


In rural towns speakers told their audiences of farmers, shop assistants and labourers that the world was changing: the war had set the stage for the rise of small nationalities all over Europe. Was Ireland going to be the only one left out? A candidate in Cork spoke of ‘a wave of democracy in the world’. Sometimes Sinn Féin speakers talked about establishing an ‘Irish republic’ and sometimes about more nebulous ideas of ‘freedom’ and ‘sovereign independence’. In the words of the Sinn Féin propagandist Aodh de Blácam, whatever form it took, the ancient Irish nation about to be reborn would be both thoroughly up to date – ‘the world’s working model of a modern Catholic state’ – and a champion of lost ideals in an age of greed, ‘a medieval fragment in the modern world’. Ireland would stand for spirituality against the materialism of the imperialists. It would reject the debased conditions of the crowded industrial cities of Britain or America – where millions of Irish emigrants lived and worked – in pursuit of rural simplicity. High ideals could also be compatible with personal advancement. In an independent republic, a Sinn Féin speaker told a rally in Tipperary, open competition for jobs would leave the highest position open to the humblest individual with merit. ‘They used to deride us[,] call us foolish boys and rainbow chasers,’ another speaker crowed, ‘but the platform is full of the best elements of the town, the workers and the hard-headed businessmen have combined to win Ireland’s freedom through Sinn Féin.’


Where had this insurgent party come from? Four years of global war had reshaped Ireland’s ancient quarrel about the terms on which it could be independent from Britain and whether everyone on the island could be reconciled to independence. Even before 1914, when the military became the mapmakers of the world, Ireland was already a country of competing armies. There were nearly 30,000 British soldiers stationed in Ireland in addition to 12,000 armed policemen. When it looked as if the British government was certain to concede the long-running Irish nationalist demand for home rule, Protestants in the north-east established their own militia, thousands of men marching and drilling with rifles illegally imported from Germany. They threatened to declare a provisional government in defiance of both London and the new administration that would sit in Dublin. In response, the nationalists in the rest of Ireland, mostly Catholics, formed their own volunteer force.


When the war started in Europe, John Redmond delivered speeches in which he urged these volunteers to join up to fight for Britain and her allies, envisaging the Irish contingent as the equals of the Australians, South Africans and Canadians: nations within the empire, fighting for the king against the barbarous Prussians. Redmond believed the experience could convince the Ulster Protestants that there was nothing to fear from home rule after all, that Ireland could be a self-governing nation and a loyal member of the empire. ‘No people can be said to have rightly proved their nationhood and their power to maintain it until they have demonstrated their military prowess,’ Redmond declared. The Irish had shown they could fight – ‘Irish blood had reddened the earth of every continent’ – but ‘never until now have we as a people set a national army in the field’. The Irish nation could come into its own, Redmond thought, through a blood sacrifice on the side of the Allied cause against Germany: ‘It is heroic deeds entering into their traditions that give life to nations – that is the recompense of those who die to perform them.’


A minority of the nationalist volunteers refused to follow Redmond, insisting that the empire’s cause was not Ireland’s. Far from joining the Allies, they argued, Irish nationalists should take advantage of British involvement in a major war to strike their own blow for complete freedom. In Redmond’s view, these dissenters – spouting old saws that ‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’, rhetorical leftovers of previous failed attempts to achieve Irish independence by force, such as the abortive Fenian uprising of 1867 – were out of touch with the times and would soon be irrelevant. If, as many believed, the war in Europe would be over by Christmas, Ireland would shortly have its own parliament, its nationhood restored. Redmond looked forward to thousands of his volunteers returning from a victorious war to line up proudly in Dublin for the opening of a new home-rule parliament.


But the war did not turn out as Redmond hoped. It was not just that it lasted four years instead of four months, so that the prospect of Irish home rule seemed as far away as ever. Although over 200,000 Irishmen signed up and some 35,000 died, the Irish soldiers were never recognised as a distinct unit in the way Redmond wished. Farmers made money from increased food prices but workers languished in unemployment. Enthusiasm for enlisting fell away; the Pope declared that the war was futile. As early as 1915, ordinary people began to fear that they would be conscripted to become anonymous cannon fodder in a slaughter that had no end in sight.


On Easter Monday 1916 a small group among the minority of volunteers who had always opposed Redmond’s call to arms launched an insurrection in Dublin against British rule. Led by members of the secret revolutionary organisation the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), and supported by the socialist James Connolly and his small Irish Citizen Army, they took over the General Post Office in the centre of Dublin and several other strategic buildings. Standing outside the post office, their spokesman, the poet and teacher Patrick Pearse, addressed the people of Ireland: ‘In the name of God and of the dead generations from which she receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom.’ He also claimed the attention of the rest of the world: ‘In every generation the Irish people have asserted their right to national freedom and sovereignty … again asserting it in arms in the face of the world, we hereby proclaim the Irish Republic as a Sovereign Independent State …’


Denis Johnston, the fourteen-year-old son of a judge who was a moderate supporter of home rule, lived the privileged life of a member of the southern Protestant establishment in a comfortable house on Lansdowne Road, not far from the rugby ground. At Easter 1916 he had returned for the holiday from his Scottish boarding school. As he went to bed on Easter Monday rumours reached the suburbs about the dramatic events unfolding in the centre of Dublin. He was awoken at half past midnight by his father switching on the light. ‘You’d better get dressed,’ he said. ‘The house is being occupied.’ When Denis came out to the landing and peered down into the hallway he saw a tall figure in a slouch hat and a green uniform, with a bandolier across his shoulder. It was clearly a class of person he had never encountered before, but instead of a terrifying revolutionary Denis saw ‘an honest round face and an embarrassed smile’. Afterwards, the thing he remembered most about the intruders was how politely they behaved. They apologised for disturbing the Johnstons; any damage they might unavoidably be forced to do would be compensated by the Irish Republic. Denis’s father was particularly alarmed by their proposal to knock a hole in the wall of a bedroom so that they could escape quickly into the neighbouring house if attacked. He reasoned with them until they were finally dissuaded from remodelling the house. Then the Johnstons and their captors sat amid the displaced furniture to have tea and bread and butter. The next day the rebels had moved on, leaving uniforms, rifles and ammunition behind. When soldiers arrived to save the loyal population from the rebels, the commander of the detachment of Sherwood Foresters made to reassure the Johnstons that the rebellion would be crushed. ‘Never fear, madam,’ a soldier told Denis’s mother, ‘we’ll take no prisoners.’ Denis remembered that her face puckered up and she answered caustically, ‘I don’t know what you mean, they were very nice, civil boys.’


The Crown forces bombarded the rebels and forced their surrender within six days. The centre of Dublin was in ruins; nearly 500 people had been killed, half of them civilians, and 2,500 wounded. Pearse justified the Rising in terms similar to those in which Redmond had championed Irish participation in the world war: it was a blood sacrifice to rouse the Irish people to seize their freedom. At first the nation seemed apathetic, even hostile. But that a woman of Mrs Johnston’s class and outlook was impressed by the demeanour and gallantry of the rebels suggests that even those who regarded the insurrection as reckless folly saw some symmetry between the republican volunteers and the soldiers fighting in France. The execution of fifteen of the leaders of the Rising, including Pearse, over ten days in May 1916 turned ambiguous admiration for their misguided valour into a sense of outrage. A few weeks after his house had been occupied, young Denis Johnston noted that the public mood was sour: ‘They were still shooting rebels and people were getting fed up with it.’ There was mounting disgust that the socialist leader James Connolly, who had been badly wounded in the GPO, was ‘being apparently nursed around in hospital in order to get him fit to be shot’. The regime of military government that followed the Rising was deeply resented. By the autumn of 1916 Irish soldiers fighting on the western front were enraged by what they were hearing about conditions at home. The nationalist MP from Belfast, Joe Devlin, who had followed his leader John Redmond in encouraging thousands of northern Catholics to fight for the Allies, told the House of Commons he was receiving streams of angry letters from the Irish troops. The general thrust, Devlin said, was that they had not enlisted to fight a war on behalf of small nations so that Ireland would be run by a military dictatorship.


By then the executed leaders had been converted into martyrs, their pictures displayed in shop windows, on the walls of humble cottages and on Mass cards and calendars circulating all over the country. The Rising was styled the ‘Sinn Féin rebellion’ merely because this small political party was one of the most well known of the fringe radical nationalist groups. Its founder, an obsessive polemical journalist called Arthur Griffith, had fought for the Boers in South Africa and returned to Ireland advocating passive resistance to British rule and economic self-sufficiency. But within a year the survivors of the insurrection had used the name to harness the new angry public mood over the executions, military rule and the fear of conscription. The Sinn Féin movement now embraced the people who had taken up arms in 1916 and were ready to do so again, advocates of passive resistance such as Griffith, and disillusioned members and supporters of Redmond’s party. It asserted itself as the new, energetic voice of Irish nationalism, blessed with the authority of 1916, no longer deferential or accommodating to British statesmen and parliamentary procedure. In a series of by-elections in 1917 Sinn Féin began to challenge Redmond’s Irish Party, a once powerful political machine that had grown rusty and outdated. At the end of 1917 there were nearly as many Sinn Féin clubs in Ireland as Catholic parishes.


The new movement had created an unlikely political celebrity. Eamon de Valera was a tall, gaunt mathematics teacher, born to an Irish mother and a Spanish father in New York but raised from infancy by his grandmother, aunt and uncle in a cottage in rural County Limerick. The only commandant to survive the Rising, because the executions were halted before his turn came to face the firing squad, he possessed a unique authority among his comrades. To the public he was a living relic of the dead martyrs. De Valera won a by-election in Clare for Sinn Féin in 1917 campaigning in his Volunteer uniform, but his popularity did not spring solely from his power as an emblem of a now sanctified insurrection. He also possessed a calculating political brain. A young priest who campaigned for him was impressed by his first glimpse of de Valera on a platform, his ‘lean, hard face’ scanning the crowd to estimate its strength. He took this to mean that de Valera was a realist, not a dreamer. More significantly, for all his talk about the ancient wrongs done to Ireland, de Valera was uniquely skilled in the now essentially modern techniques of advertising. Despite rumours about his parentage, he turned his exotic origins to his advantage. ‘His romantic foreign name was a great asset,’ the priest later recalled. ‘If he had been plain “Michael Murphy” he would not have had half the appeal to the Irish people.’ Observing de Valera, the veteran Irish nationalist William O’Brien noticed how he was able to project a personality, ‘the subtle blend of virility and emotion which the Americans mean when they speak of a “magnetic man”’. Soon, de Valera was getting fan mail. ‘We had candles lighting in every window the night you were elected,’ a seven-year-old boy wrote to him from Kerry.


De Valera’s achievement was sustained by the organisational work of others who would shortly become powerful figures in the revolutionary movement. Michael Collins had been a post-office clerk in London before he returned to Ireland to fight in the Rising. Only twenty-six when released from an internment camp in Wales, he was already determined that the military folly of the insurrection should not be repeated. Future violence should be based on a political organisation with much broader support, he believed, and carefully escalated to provoke a draconian response that would turn the public against British rule. Collins deployed his prodigious business and managerial skills to looking after the families of the remaining prisoners. He built up a sophisticated welfare network that not only provided prisoners and their dependants with money, food and support but also raised more than £100,000 in donations, a large portion of it from the United States. The National Aid Fund served as a training ground for the activists who would soon attempt to build an underground government with its own bureaucracy. And its humanitarian appeal gave the cause a far greater reach while at the same time popularising Sinn Féin. Through his indefatigable work for the fund, Collins groomed a cadre of loyal followers awed by his dynamism and made himself an indispensable figure in the coming revolution.


As Sinn Féin swept the country in its motor cars, winning a string of by-elections, the authorities in Dublin Castle fretted that the country was becoming ungovernable. They banned meetings, confiscated weapons and censored the mail. The surge of support for Sinn Féin could not have come at a worse moment for the British war effort. An offensive by the German army in the spring of 1918 won so much French territory that Paris came within firing range of German artillery. Desperate for manpower, the cabinet decided to extend conscription to Ireland. Politicians in London had become exasperated by the scale of dissension in Ireland and many had convinced themselves of the need to suppress the disorder. Ray Stannard Baker, the American journalist who had been sent by President Woodrow Wilson on a secret mission to report on the state of European opinion, went to a dinner party in London attended by ‘English people of the better sort’ and was shocked to find how many of his fellow guests agreed that in Ireland ‘a little blood-letting will do no harm’.


Choosing to join in a coalition of the willing to fight for the rights of small nations might have had plausible idealistic appeal in 1914 (especially if Ireland might thereby win recognition for its own nationhood); being dragooned by diktat to save the collapse of the increasingly unpopular British war effort in 1918 was something else entirely. All nationalists united against compulsory enlistment. Sinn Féin and the trade unions would have been expected to resist but even the Irish Parliamentary Party could no longer support the war effort on those terms. Fearing an outbreak of ‘brutal military savagery’ the new leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party, John Dillon, led his MPs out of Westminster and back to Ireland to join their bitter rivals Sinn Féin in the anti-conscription campaign. Punch magazine now depicted the Irish MPs as terrorists carrying sickles, guns and bombs in parliament. It was an absurd caricature based on shopworn prejudice, but any of the Irish MPs who saw it would have realised the uncomfortable truth that they were now aligning themselves with a campaign led by Sinn Féin and the militants of 1916. Abandoning West-minster had been Sinn Féin policy all along. Now it appeared to be not just an audacious gesture but a respectable one as well.


The leaders of the anti-conscription campaign drafted a pledge to be signed by churchgoers in every parish in Ireland: ‘Denying the right of the British government to enforce compulsory service in this country, we pledge ourselves solemnly to one another to resist conscription by the most effective means at our disposal.’ A general strike – one of the first in western Europe – was called for 23 April and observed everywhere except in the north.


The Irish Volunteers prepared for battle. Private houses were raided for arms; gelignite was stolen from quarries. A plan was drawn up to resist conscription in every town and village, with barricades to prevent troops from taking away men eligible for military service. Part of the plan required the blockading of police stations but the British government worried that even the Royal Irish Constabulary might mutiny. In Galway W. B. Yeats heard that young men were buying crowbars and hatchets to break up railway lines and cut down telegraph polls. Elsewhere members of the Volunteers were sleeping out at night to avoid being arrested. Yeats warned a senior Liberal politician that there would be a bloodbath if the British military tried to force men into the army. His friend (and co-founder of the Abbey Theatre) Lady Augusta Gregory, Yeats wrote, was ‘convinced that the women and children will stand in front of their men and receive the bullets’.


Conscription was never introduced in Ireland, although the threat remained for the last six months of the war. To stymie any resistance, more than seventy prominent members of Sinn Féin, including virtually the entire leadership, were arrested in May 1918 on trumped-up charges that they were plotting with German agents. Public meetings were banned, the Irish Volunteers was declared an illegal organisation, newspapers were censored and printing plants destroyed. Until he was arrested in the round-up de Valera deftly combined his life as a dangerous revolutionary with the routine of a respectable bourgeois, plotting subversion in committee rooms in Dublin and commuting by train to his home in the middle-class seaside town of Bray, with a season ticket for his bicycle. When he was imprisoned in England, he filed his tax returns from his cell, taught his fellow prisoners Irish, studied maths, served Mass in the prison chapel and said the Rosary every night.


Not long before, a young member of Sinn Féin, Rosamond Jacob, had gone to watch de Valera speak in her home town of Waterford. Rosamond combined her commitment to Sinn Féin with a passionate interest in the cinema. Her diary was as likely to contain a detailed account of the programme at the local picture-house as a report on a political meeting. She found Charlie Chaplin ‘delicious’ in A Dog’s Life, which played to a full house in September 1918. She was looking forward to a significant birthday: on 13 October she would be thirty and old enough to vote. For years Rosamond had championed women’s suffrage and was not afraid to be direct with men in Sinn Féin who opposed it or ignored it, no matter how powerful they were. What caught her attention watching de Valera speak in Waterford was not his determination to defy a police ban, or his growing fame – in her diary she was far less complimentary about him than she would be about Charlie Chaplin. Instead, she noted his unthinking conventionality: ‘He had the usual way of saying “men” & “every man” etc., as if there were no women in the country.’ Rather than being flattered into silence when invited to join de Valera for tea at his hotel after the speech, she was emboldened to confront him about his omission. De Valera was regretful that he had not acknowledged women; but, he protested, it was so easy to forget! He wished, he told Rosamond, that he could always have someone there to prompt him when he was making a speech. ‘I said’, Rosamond recalled in her diary, ‘I didn’t think he should require prompting at this time of the day.’


Nobody who knew Rosamond would have been surprised that she had been so blunt with such a forbidding figure. She was well aware herself that people considered her tactless. Pride in her strong opinions competed with self-doubt about her ability to read a situation correctly. Above all, she worried that she lacked charm and scared off men. Still living at home with her widowed mother, cultural and political activism was her only opportunity for an independent social life. In this, she was like many young people in Ireland in the early twentieth century for whom the surge of interest in the many strands of the movement to celebrate Irish culture was as much a pastime as an assertion of identity. She learned Irish and went to the summer schools run by the Gaelic League. She joined Irish dancing classes, mastered some tunes on the uilleann pipes and attended hurling matches. What marked her out was that she was a Quaker in a movement that was overwhelmingly Catholic. Her father had been an anti-imperialist, an agnostic and an Irish nationalist. Even among Quakers, familiar with a culture of dissent, the Jacobs were considered eccentric. It was easy to see why she felt so intensely that she was always an outsider (‘I wish I could go somewhere where I wasn’t known and believed beforehand to be mad,’ she had confided to her diary after attending a Quaker meeting) but she probably underestimated how others of her own age were torn in different directions by the times, under pressure to choose between their taste for Irish dancing or American movies, religious scruples or the new freedoms opening up for young women, cricket – the sedate game of the English colonisers – or hurling, the vigorous sport of Irish patriots. On visits to Dublin Rosamond cast off the restrictions of a sheltered upbringing by mixing with a set of vaguely bohemian nationalist feminists, eating in a vegetarian restaurant and, thrillingly, smoking her first cigarette. On her thirtieth birthday she received a bicycle pump, a green scarf and a large photo of Eamon de Valera.


That autumn, the worldwide influenza epidemic that had first been reported in the newspapers in June as ‘a mysterious war disease’ was claiming victims all over Ireland. On one day at the end of October, there had been dozens of funerals in Dublin, ‘cortège after cortège’ moving slowly towards Glasnevin Cemetery. People with jobs that brought them into contact with the public – shop assistants, auctioneers, commercial travellers, prison warders – ran a greater risk of being infected. In the crowded hospitals and workhouses, nurses and doctors themselves were bedridden. Several teachers had also died. In some areas farmers were afraid to go to markets in town in case they exposed themselves to infection. One doctor estimated that three-quarters of the deaths of people under thirty were directly or indirectly caused by the flu. The authorities appeared helpless. At the height of the epidemic, the Local Government Board, which controlled the health services in Ireland, could only encourage flu victims to have fewer hot meals and stoke smaller fires.


The poor official response was a gift for Sinn Féin. As the epidemic cut down the party’s own activists, they were memorialised as fallen patriots. When James Corrigan, a twenty-seven-year-old teacher in the midlands, succumbed to the flu at the end of October 1918 his life was presented as a paragon of energy and service: he had been a member of Sinn Féin, an officer in the Irish Volunteers, a champion hurler, the secretary and driving force of the local branches of the Gaelic Athletic Association and the Gaelic League, and a devoted Catholic. ‘His mind was filled with the purest and loftiest ideals,’ his obituary eulogised, ‘emanating from a soul burning with patriotism, and faithfully irradiating the piercing light which constitutes Irish nationality. He fully realized that national liberty was not a toy to be bartered away, but an ideal to be purchased only by wading through the deepest suffering and pain.’


By midday on 11 November, as the news spread that the war was over, the streets of Dublin filled with crowds celebrating under a cloudless blue sky. Bands of soldiers passed through the city singing ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’. The shops began to close to allow employees to join in and soon all the streets from the General Post Office in Sackville Street to St Stephen’s Green on the south side were packed with a dense crowd. Students from Trinity College commandeered a hearse and placed in it an effigy of the Kaiser wrapped in the Sinn Féin tricolour. Kevin O’Shiel, a young barrister who had studied law at Trinity and switched during the war from supporting home rule to joining Sinn Féin, watched the commotion with distaste but also disdain. It would not be long, he believed, before these jingoes and imperialists waving their Union Jacks would get the shock of their lives. Everyone was now predicting a Sinn Féin victory.


On election day, people marvelled in towns, villages and cities as fleets of cars bedecked in green-white-and-orange flags sped by, carrying Sinn Féin supporters to vote. Douglas Goldring arrived in Limerick in the south-west to find the city in a state of excitement, with motors trying to edge through the crowds in the main street: ‘Ford cars, covered with dust and filled to overflowing with gesticulating young men, dashed here and there.’ There were reports that the young supporters of Sinn Féin had locked their fathers and mothers in their homes to prevent them getting to the booth and voting against change. There were many stories of personation, people voting in the names of the dead. One member of the Irish Volunteers in County Meath estimated that he had voted thirty times; each time he was met with a friendly smile by the presiding officer, and the poll clerk would laugh and ask, ‘Whose name is it this time?’, before giving him his ballot paper. At polling stations around the country, members of the Irish Volunteers – in the eyes of the public, Sinn Féin’s army – lined up in formation as if they and not the Royal Irish Constabulary were the guardians of law and order. In several areas the Volunteers were allowed to accompany the police to guard the ballot boxes when voting ended.


It would be two weeks before the votes were counted to allow time for the return of the ballot papers sent to the soldiers still in France and the Middle East. But within days the word was that Sinn Féin had swept the board and the Irish Party had been routed. When the results came in Sinn Féin had won 73 seats, the Unionists 26 (almost all in the north-east) and the Irish Parliamentary Party was reduced to 6. ‘I have looked in vain for any policy from the Sinn Féin Party,’ Father Michael Maher, a Catholic curate in Thurles and a diligent observer of politics, recorded in his journal. ‘They have not said what they are going to do after their return for the constituency except to appeal to the Peace Conference and to abstain from Parliament, apart from these two intentions they have sketched no modus operandi.’


President Wilson had arrived in Paris for the peace talks to settle a new world order. The day Ireland voted he had made a triumphal procession down the Champs-Élysées. Soldiers had trouble holding back the dense crowds; people clung to roofs and tree branches to get a glimpse of the president. His wife was almost invisible under bouquets of flowers in the open-topped carriage. Students and soldiers waved the star-spangled banner and cheered, ‘Vive Wilson! Vive l’Amérique.’
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The American Spirit





A couple of months after the armistice had ended the First World War, the American writer John Dos Passos found himself in a small Spanish village. Early one murky morning he went to buy bread at a little bakery illuminated by gaslight. As he waited to pay for his loaf, his eyes were drawn to a photo graph of a man with a long, lean face pasted on the wall behind the counter. He recognised the American president, Woodrow Wilson. The old woman behind the counter noticed him gazing at the image on the wall; her eyes shone as she confided to Dos Passos, ‘He will save us all, with his Americans.’ The writer did not need much more evidence that Wilson had gripped the imagination of ordinary people across Europe. He had seen the president’s portrait many times during his travels in the previous months. In Italy they burned candles before it; in Germany it had replaced pictures of the Kaiser. In Spain, the previous year, even before the war had finished, they were naming squares and children after Wilson.


The cult of Wilson had not happened overnight; nor was it spontaneous. Once the United States decided to enter the war ‘to make the world safe for democracy’ in 1917 Wilson’s government had embarked on an enormous propaganda campaign to acquaint Europeans with the president’s idea that the disaster of the war also meant that the era of autocratic governments immune to popular will was finished. The world must now be reshaped according to democratic American values. Two million American troops arrived in Europe to fight but they also served as a demonstration of how a mass democracy inspired progress, vigour and efficiency. When their arrival in French ports provoked enormous traffic jams, the American troops simply redesigned the ports to relieve the congestion, winning both admiration and envy for their blithe indifference to local propriety. The same reputation for resourceful daring had been won by the American relief operation in Belgium, run by the millionaire mining engineer Herbert Hoover, who became known to his staff as ‘the chief’ and who after the armistice directed the distribution of over a billion dollars’ worth of food supplies to starving civilians in Europe, bypassing the ‘pinheads of bureaucratic Europe’ and using the same principles for humanitarian relief as he employed in his multinational mining empire. It was not for nothing that the Americans called the conflict in Europe ‘the big show’.


As the war ended the demobilising American soldiers lingered to acquaint themselves with the old world. Thousands passed through Dublin, so many that they occupied their own hostel and their special concerts and dances became a feature of life in the city in the months after the war. As they walked around Dublin chewing gum – a practice that had taken off in Europe only since their arrival – they could, if they looked hard enough, detect numerous touches of American influence on Ireland. The first Rotary Club in Britain or Ireland was established in Dublin in 1911, five years after the business fraternity with the motto ‘He Profits Most Who Serves Best’ was founded in Chicago. You could, for four shillings, book a table at a ‘jazz tea’ at a respectable Dublin residence or watch the Tallaght Jazz Band at the fashionable Café Cairo on Grafton Street. And if you were uncertain of your dance steps the newspapers advertised private tuition from visiting London instructors. Henry Ford was a name everybody recognised (in Elizabeth Bowen’s novel of the revolutionary years, The Last September, an English visitor, Mrs Vermont, observes that in Ireland ‘they seem to take Fords so seriously’). The great man was investing millions of pounds in a factory in Cork that he promised would employ two thousand people – work was well under way building it and in a few months the first Fordson tractor would roll off the assembly line. Some were arguing that Ford’s investment was only a taste of the bright prospects that would emerge when transatlantic trade resumed after the war – Ireland’s future was American. The nationalist politician J. J. Horgan believed that Ireland was a natural base for American companies chasing European markets: ‘If we can enlist the support of American capital now seeking a foreign outlet, and adopt American business methods and machinery, the speedy development of Ireland is certain. Mr Ford is perhaps after all only an indication and a forerunner of what is to be.’ For the Irish Times the American spirit was an epoch-changing moment that would dwarf the worldwide influence of the French Revolution: ‘We are on the eve of such a time of spiritual and political and social adventure as the world has not yet known … America not England will be the interpreter of the thoughts and visions of the world re-born.’


Now the messiah of progress had come to Europe. Wilson had arrived in the French port of Brest the day before the election in Ireland, the first sitting American president to visit Europe, and enjoying, as John Maynard Keynes was later to recall, ‘a prestige and a moral influence throughout the world unequalled in history’. When not in conference with his officials during the nine-day crossing on board the USS George Washington (a German ocean liner converted by the US navy into a transport ship during the war) Wilson had spent his time watching films. It might seem a curious pastime for a man regarded as a puritanical egghead but he was fascinated by cinema and how he could harness its power to his own purpose. He had noted shrewdly that ‘since it speaks a universal language, it lends itself importantly to the presentation of America’s plans and purposes’. By three o’clock in the afternoon, when the guns started to boom to announce the Wilsons’ arrival and the George Washington slowly emerged from an escort of British, American and French battleships, thousands of people had gathered in Brest to watch him disembark. The town was decorated with American and British flags and people stood on roofs and hung out of trees to get a glimpse of Wilson. The French foreign minister, Stephen Pichon, told him, ‘We are so thankful you have come to give us the right kind of peace.’


Irish nationalists were sure that ‘the right kind of peace’ meant recognition for an independent Irish state. In New York on the eve of Wilson’s arrival in Europe, Cardinal John Joseph O’Connor addressed thousands of Irish Americans in Madison Square Garden. Surely, he protested, the Irish people, faithful Catholics for generations, could not be denied their freedom when the whole world was now acknowledging even the Bolsheviks? In December, forty Irish town councils pledged support for Wilson and invited him to Ireland (though it would be some time before American presidents appreciated the advantages of discovering or concocting an Irish genealogy). Many of these declarations were joint requests by the Irish Parliamentary Party and Sinn Féin; as was frequently the case by that time the constitutional party now spoke the same language as the movement about to supplant it. The Irish Party leaders sent an appeal to Wilson insisting that Ireland deserved to be free like other small nations. ‘Every national question today is international,’ it proclaimed.


The context in which Irish leaders pressed their claims for recognition of their nationality had been transformed by the war. In 1914 Ireland’s cause seemed a parochial dispute within the United Kingdom; now, in 1918, empires had collapsed and the world was being reordered according to the ‘national principle’. New nations were springing up all over Europe: Poland, Ukraine, Finland. Sinn Féin argued that limited self-government for Ireland within the United Kingdom was now an anachronism. It did not matter any more that home rule had been approved by the British parliament, the Sinn Féin leader Arthur Griffith wrote in 1917; Ireland’s gaze and ambitions had moved beyond London and what could be achieved there: ‘Ireland is out of the corner where for generations she had been hidden away from the world. She is no longer an island lying behind England – she is again politically, as well as geographically, part of Europe.’


Griffith’s words were a reflection of how Wilson’s rhetoric had encouraged an upsurge in national claims all over Europe from the ruins of the Habsburg, Ottoman and Russian empires. In many places nationalists had been through the same arguments that had raged in Ireland over how to approach the war. Each country had its own Redmonds and de Valeras debating the merits of co-operation or resistance. In Bohemia or Croatia or Slovenia some argued that a supportive attitude to the Habsburgs in the war would yield generous concessions to self-government afterwards and that to take advantage of the war by launching an uprising would be folly and bound to fail. Many also regarded the empire as a guarantee of law and order. But more radical nationalists believed the war presented a unique opportunity to strike a blow for freedom and formed secret committees to plot revolt, joined by socialists prepared to set aside class warfare temporarily in favour of the national question. As the war worsened, the moderates were condemned as collaborators. By 1918 the most radical nationalist elements were in the ascendant.


This new gospel of self-determination was also travelling far beyond Europe. In imperial Japan films showing Wilson’s face were banned for fear of provoking unrest, particularly in Korea, which had been occupied by Japan in 1905 and was where anti-colonialist agitators were already making comparisons with Ireland. In May 1919 over a million Koreans took part in demonstrations calling for independence. When they were violently suppressed, word went around that Wilson himself would lead a fleet of American battleships to intervene on the side of the protestors. In China a collection of Wilson’s speeches became a bestseller. And in Egypt anxious British diplomats relayed to London the news that Wilson’s ideas were being talked about ‘in the remotest villages’. Wilson made it respectable to be anti-imperialist – he blamed the old imperial powers and their secret treaties for starting the war and offered a new vision of an international community of nation states. The world had changed so much that a few days before the armistice both Britain and France had publicly declared that they now wanted the world to be composed of ‘national governments and administrations deriving their authority from the initiative and free choice of the indigenous population’. This was mainly directed at an Arab audience but nobody in Ireland would have missed its propaganda possibilities. At Buckingham Palace during his visit to London at the end of December, Wilson declared that ‘the two “great nations” [the United States and Britain] were called upon to “organise the moral forces of the world” in accordance with “the right and justice” they represented’. Reading the reports of the excitement generated by Wilson’s arrival in London, an Indian intellectual imagined the ‘wild delirium of joy’ that would follow if he chose to visit Delhi or Shanghai: ‘It would have been as though one of the great teachers of humanity, Christ or Buddha, had come back to his home.’


Wilson’s assertion that Britain and the United States were of the same mind in how to reorder the world should have been a warning to Sinn Féin that self-determination was a panacea to be introduced only in the defeated empires. National movements and their putative armies were already physically altering the map of the continent, delineating – often in blood – the new frontiers that the cartographers and diplomats at the peace conference would be asked to endorse. But Irish nationalists were in a far weaker position than their counterparts in Eastern Europe because Britain’s victory meant the empire was beyond challenge. By now sitting in a cell in Gloucester Prison, Arthur Griffith persisted in arguing that Woodrow Wilson’s good will was essential to any hope that Ireland might have of a hearing at the peace conference about to begin in Paris. In a memo written in January 1919, he dismissed those who were presciently casting doubt on Wilson’s sincerity when it came to self-determination for Ireland. British propagandists, Griffith thought, would use any slights directed against the American president by Irish nationalists to claim that Ireland was hostile to his plans for a new world order. It would be more politic, Griffith wrote, to row in behind Wilson: ‘Our attitude should be that Wilson is a sincere man striving to give effect to his programme of freedom for all nations and struggling against all the forces of tyranny, imperialism and lusty world power which are seeking to dominate the Peace Conference. That Ireland therefore supports him heartily and seeks to strengthen his hands.’ Better still, Griffith advised, Wilson should be flattered by Ireland’s renowned literary resources: ‘Mobilise the poets. Let them address Wilson, and let them remind him in their best verse that he has the opportunity and the duty of giving the world true peace and freedom.’ Even more pointedly they should remind him that ‘all his ideals fail if Ireland is permitted to remain enclosed’. Griffith drew up a detailed strategy for enlisting support at the peace conference. Sinn Féin delegates should remind South American states of the Irish military geniuses who had helped liberate them from Spain. Similarly the Serbs should be reminded that their leader in the war against Turkey was called Colonel O’Rourke. Liberia and Haiti should have it explained to them that Ireland was the only European country that never engaged in the slave trade. Above all, it should be demonstrated beyond doubt that ‘the case of Ireland against England surpasses by far the case of any other country in Europe, against foreign domination’.


Despite Wilson’s optimism that self-determination would deliver peace, the breakdown of the old order and the chaotic competition for sovereignty was merely one reminder of how fragile liberal civilisation had become after four years of unprecedented slaughter. In Russia the war had produced a new leadership determined to start a world revolution. In defeated Germany and Austria, where revolutionaries were marching in the streets, shortages of meat, milk and flour raised the prospect of famine; nearly a third of all children born in Berlin were dead within a few days. The spread of Bolshevism was a major preoccupation among the victorious powers. In an election speech in Dundee in November 1918 Winston Churchill warned his audience that civilisation was being extinguished in Russia by the Bolsheviks, who ‘hop and caper like troops of ferocious baboons amid the ruins of cities and the corpses of their victims’. That same month the New York Times declared that the most pressing post-war question was ‘how far Europe is infested with Bolshevism’. Labour disputes were breaking out everywhere. In August 1918 even police officers in London had gone on strike in an attempt to form a trade union. And in January 1919 thousands of British soldiers protesting the speed and terms of their demobilisation mutinied in Calais and formed strike committees. Although the crisis was eventually defused, British intelligence officers worried about a Bolshevist plot to infiltrate the army. In Ireland the Congress of Trade Unions was recruiting thousands more members; barmen, hotel workers and agricultural labourers had all participated in strikes by the time of the armistice in an attempt to get a share of the fruits of the war and the boom that followed. Then on Saturday, 25 January, shipyard workers in Belfast walked out, supported by the men who ran the power stations. Within days factories closed down, trams stopped running and theatres and cinemas were shut. Belfast became, the New York Times reported, ‘a dead city, a city of candles’. In the following months coalminers, cotton workers and railwaymen went on strike in Britain. From Spain it was reported that anarcho-syndicalists had joined forces with Catalan nationalists demanding home rule.


It was tempting for observers everywhere to link all these events together: who was to say that the conditions were not ripe for the realisation of Lenin’s dreams of world revolution? In April 1919 Rosamond Jacob took the train to Dublin from Waterford to attend the Sinn Féin convention. Among the delegates she heard lots of gossip about intrigue and competing factions at headquarters. To lift her spirits she went to a talk on ‘Bolshevism and Feminism’ delivered by a speaker called Mr Cogley. He told his audience that every country in Europe would soon have to choose between Bolshevism and ‘the present state’ of disorder. Although revolutionary Russia was not nearly as powerful as it appeared, many across Europe agreed that the choice was either Wilson or Lenin. The American president seemed to offer a path between the old imperialism and the dangers of revolution. Woodrow Wilson’s plan was to revive the post-war Europe so that it would become a peaceful market for American commerce. His promise was that liberal democratic states were the best guarantee of this Ford-friendly world.


Ostensibly the outcome of the First World War had left Britain best placed to be Wilson’s ally in imposing his vision on the world. In December 1918 Sir Charles Munro, commander-in-chief of British forces in India, wrote to Sir Henry Rawlinson, the commander of the Fourth Army, ‘Now that it is all over, and the Empire stands on a pinnacle built by her tenacity & courage – never did our reputation stand so high.’ But victory came at a price. The outcome of the peace settlement vastly extended Britain’s traditional empire: a quarter of the world’s population now lived under the British Empire. This imposed many new military commitments on the British government. Some of these obligations, such as participation in the occupation of Germany, were a direct consequence of the war. Others were the result of a deliberate policy to get hold of the possessions of rival empires that had collapsed. Extra forces would have to be found to control the new protectorates of Palestine, Mesopotamia and German East Africa granted to Britain at the peace conference. Controlling the Persian Gulf had long been considered to be essential for securing India – now it was important as a source of oil too. It was not long before a series of uprisings and rebellions put pressure on the ability of the British military to respond. In March 1919 there was an uprising in Egypt; English residents were dragged off trains and beaten to death. In April Afghan fighters invaded India and 3,000 troops were sent to the frontier provinces to repel them. By the middle of 1920 the British were dealing with a rebellion in Mesopotamia. Maintaining the armed forces to control the empire was a huge drain on Treasury resources: by 1918 the military accounted for more than 80 per cent of government expenditure and during the course of the war income tax had increased sixfold to pay for it. This was hardly tenable in a country committed to building homes fit for heroes.


A major cause of all this trouble was the extent to which the idea of national rights was now universally acclaimed. This was not just the result of Wilson’s fame. Even before Wilson arrived in Europe to promulgate self-determination, many British thinkers had been celebrating the ‘nationality principle’, not just in defence of Belgium from German invasion but as a solution for the problems that had caused the war. ‘There can be no good international system,’ Bertrand Russell wrote in 1917, ‘until the boundaries of states coincide as nearly as possible with the boundaries of nations.’ Championing nationalism had also been useful for less idealistic purposes during the war, to stir up discontent among the peoples of the enemy empires (the attempt to conflate both impulses was the cause of T. E. Lawrence’s public angst). It was naive to think the clock could be turned back at the end of the war. The Egyptian uprising was ignited by the exclusion of Egyptian nationalists from the peace conference at Versailles. No longer could nationalist politicians be easily isolated, especially in an empire based on globalisation. The very nature of the modern empire, connected more than ever before by the technologies that it boasted were its gift to world progress – telegraph, telephone and wireless signals, shipping lines, the spread of the English language itself – now made it much easier for nationalists to spread their message. Manifestos, declarations and petitions were now intended for world consumption. It was not just the Irish who discovered the value of their diaspora: Koreans, Chinese and Indians in the United States and Britain were mobilised in support of independence campaigns back home.


This was a disturbing scenario for British policymakers; ‘the whole world is rocking’, as the secretary of state for the colonies, Lord Milner, put it. It was particularly tricky because a misstep or false move in dealing with one set of nationalist demands could reverberate across the empire, skewing the management of other hotspots in ways that might be impossible to predict. Reaction in Britain to concessions in Ireland might affect how the British government could negotiate with the Egyptians, and slippage there might encourage what the British saw as Indian extremists. The government feared a domino effect that might unravel the empire just when it should have been most secure. It was easy to see how, struggling to contain all these outbreaks of anti-colonial disaffection in a still chaotic world, it might feel besieged and detect a pattern, ‘a world movement which takes different forms in different places, but is plainly discernible on every continent and in every country’, as the British foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour, described the threat in 1919. The government was beginning to realise that the carve-up of the territory of the defeated empires might be the last time they could indulge territorial ambitions, once the currency of empire building. The weariness and anxiety induced by the complications that undermined apparent triumph can be detected in a Foreign Office memo written in 1926: ‘We have got all that we want – perhaps more. Our sole object is to keep what we want and live in peace … The fact is that war and rumours of war, quarrels and friction, in any corner of the world spell loss and harm to British commercial and financial interests … whatever else may be the outcome of a disturbance of the peace, we shall be the losers.’ Sinn Féin was preparing to defy a victorious empire suddenly afflicted by the tribulations of a condition that would become known later in the twentieth century as imperial overstretch.


Challenges to Britain’s rule across its global territories might have been difficult enough to deal with but they coincided with an even more fundamental shift in world politics. The empire was also forced to adapt to a world in which the very idea of imperialism had been discredited. This refashioning had begun well before the war. Some of the impetus for this came from the British Empire’s white-settler colonies – Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa – now known as the dominions. Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries they had become more nationalistic, rejecting control or interference from London and asserting their constitutional independence. At the same time they had also grown more attached to the empire as a great union of white nations sharing a common British culture. The novelist and politician John Buchan reflected in 1907 that Britain was now the ‘Mother Country’, first among equals in a family partnership bound together by blood ties and common ideals. The First World War was a watershed in the relationship between London and its dominions. They sent more than a million soldiers into combat and the experience had sharpened their sense of national identity. In 1917 the dominion leaders demanded full recognition from London as autonomous nations – a short step from equal status with the ‘Mother Country’ within the empire. When the armistice came each dominion was entitled to send its own delegation to the peace conference.


The British Empire was also developing a new image more suited to the era of mass electorates to counter the appeal of Bolshevism across the world and the American critique of imperialism as a danger to world peace. It had to deal with a new language of international relations emphasising co-operation and understanding between nations. Moral arguments – diehard conservatives would have said pretensions – now seemed to carry enormous weight. It was exasperating for those who celebrated the British Empire’s great victory in the war to realise that to prosper in the new world it could no longer afford to look like an empire. How could it justify itself? Instead of boasts about the extent of its territory and its military achievements, the British Empire was now represented by its supporters as a harbinger of civilisation and good government to the lawless corners of the globe. The days of brutality and exploitation were in the past; now Britain would nurture and develop its subject peoples. Reflecting on her job as an official in the new colonial mission in Mesopotamia, Gertrude Bell reached the same conclusion: ‘Truly we are a remarkable people. We save from destruction remnants of oppressed nations, laboriously and expensively giving them sanitary accommodation, teaching their children, respecting their faiths.’


The very language of the peace conference – where the former colonies of the vanquished powers were allocated to the victors as protectorates and trusteeships – was designed to smooth the rebranding of the British Empire as a commonwealth. The figure who personified the new idea of empire was the South African general Jan Smuts. Only twenty years earlier he had been beloved by Irish nationalists for leading the Boers in a war against the British that he tried to extend to India in order to weaken imperial will. Defeat and accommodation with the British set him thinking about a different kind of empire, a confederation of autonomous nations rather than a land-grabbing cartel, held together by a shared civilisation. As a member of the imperial war cabinet he had become a celebrated figure in the imperial metropolis. C. P. Scott, the editor of the Manchester Guardian, described him as the most popular man in Britain. In 1917 he received the freedom of the City of London and seven other cities, as well as honorary degrees from six universities, including Trinity College Dublin. ‘The British Empire’, Smuts declared during the war, ‘is not founded on might or force, but on moral principles – on principles of freedom, equality and equity. It is these principles which we stand for to-day in this mighty struggle.’ At the peace conference in Versailles it was Smuts who solved the problem of how to deal with Germany’s former colonies by fleshing out a system for running them under the League of Nations. The mandate system fitted nicely with the new image of benign imperialism. The big powers would become trustees or guardians of countries incapable of self-government, untrained and destitute peoples who, in the view of Smuts, would need ‘much nursing’ before they could be considered candidates for independence. The system made little difference to how these mandates were run – their populations might hardly have noticed the switch from one colonial ruler to another. But the adoption of a new word to make an old regime legitimate did mean that Britain had to spend more time justifying how it ran its empire both at home and to the rest of the world, especially to sceptical Americans. In an article published in the American magazine Foreign Affairs in 1922, Phillip Kerr explained that the purpose of the British Empire was to defend backward peoples unable to cope with modern civilisation. He chose as an example of this helplessness the chief of Swaziland, who, Kerr wrote, had signed away his country’s resources to foreign traders for a consignment of gin. The empire would defend these vulnerable peoples against unscrupulous exploiters, bringing law, justice and sound finance to governments, and irrigation and sanitary works to impoverished peasants. Americans should realise, Kerr advised his elite readers in Washington, that unless the civilised peoples took control, the backward races would end up in ruins. The British genius for governing backward peoples was also the answer to the many demands that the establishment of a world government would be the only way to avoid another global slaughter. Smuts and others argued that the British Commonwealth already was the nearest thing to a global administration promoting international values. As the Romans had once laid the foundations for European civilisation, British ideas would now underpin a world civilisation.


These ideas seem airily remote from the concerns of the Volunteers drilling in fields in rural Ireland, invoking the heroes of previous rebellions against British rule rather than contemplating the changing nature of empire. But the shape of the new world emerging from the war would have a decisive influence on their aspirations. The loud proclamations that imperialism had changed made British conduct in Ireland more susceptible to public opinion both at home and abroad; bad publicity could make life awkward for the political elite in London. And the question of whether the new British Commonwealth was radically different from the rapacious empire that Irish nationalists detested, a new partnership of equals accommodating national aspirations, would become a divisive issue when the revolutionaries came to negotiate the terms of independence. Another idea associated with Smuts was also vital for Ireland’s case in the post-war world. Self-determination was for civilised peoples, not barbarians – both he and Wilson disapproved of any European country becoming a mandate ruled by a superior power. So a nation’s standing in the world depended on whether they were classed as ‘civilised’ or ‘savage’. In an age of pan-Africanism and pan-Arabism, fear of Asiatic hordes or a ‘tide of colour’ meant that lines would be drawn on racial grounds. Smuts saw himself as the leader of a white civilisation on a savage continent and his struggle since the Boer War was to make South Africa – and himself – a leading player in a worldwide alliance of white peoples, the British Commonwealth. All that remained was for the United States to take its place in the grand coalition of white men. Where would Ireland fit into this scheme? In a letter to The Times on 5 May 1919, Erskine Childers, the former English officer and bestselling spy novelist who had become Sinn Féin’s chief propagandist, accused the British government of ‘making war, literally, on the principle of freedom’ in Ireland. The Irish, Childers wrote, were the only white nationality in the world being denied self-determination. In Paris, Britain had set about fixing boundaries and frontiers of huge complexity all over Europe, dealing with nationalities that Lloyd George admitted he had scarcely heard of before. ‘Is she in the same breath’, Childers asked, ‘to decline to deal with Ireland, whose uninterrupted historical identity and boundaries nobody can mistake? Ireland, the last unliberated white community on the face of the globe?’
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