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    Glossary


    




    An Phoblacht/Republican News (AP/RN) – An Phoblacht (AP) was the Provisional republicans’ Dublin-based newspaper during 1970–9; Republican News (RN) was their Belfast-produced paper during the same period. In the autumn of 1978 it was decided that the southern An Phoblacht and the northern Republican News would amalgamate as An Phoblacht/Republican News. In January 1979 the new paper appeared, Republican News having effectively absorbed An Phoblacht. The early editors of AP/RN were Danny Morrison (1979–82), Mick Timothy (1982–5) and Rita O’Hare (1985–90).




    Ard fheis – Convention.




    Christian Brothers’ Schools (CBS) – Schools run by the Irish Catholic lay teaching order initially established by Edmund Rice (1762–1844).




    Clan na Gael – Irish American revolutionary organization, founded in the nineteenth century to pursue Irish independence from Britain.




    Cumann na mBan – Literally, ‘the league of women’: a twentieth-century Irish women’s republican organization.




    Fenians – Members of a revolutionary movement active in Ireland and in Irish America. Emerging in the mid-nineteenth century, the Fenians sought Irish independence from Britain and aimed to achieve this through the use of force.




    Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) – Founded in 1884, a cultural nationalist organization which promoted Gaelic games such as hurling and Gaelic football.




    Gaelic League – Set up in 1893, an organization pursuing the revival of the Irish language.




    Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) – A revolutionary, conspiratorial secret society which emerged out of the Fenian movement in the late-nineteenth century, and which – through violence – pursued Irish independence from Britain.




    Irish Volunteers – An Irish nationalist militia set up in 1913.




    Ulster Workers’ Council (UWC) – Loyalist body set up in Northern Ireland in 1974 to oppose the power-sharing Sunningdale Agreement.




    United Irishmen – An organization set up in 1791: initially pursuing parliamentary and constitutional reform through propagandist means, it developed during the 1790s into a conspiratorial, insurrectionary movement which aimed to bring about Irish separation from England through force.
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    Preface


    




    Funerals. The first was for IRA man Thomas McElwee, on 10 August 1981, in the small County Derry town of Bellaghy in the north of Ireland. Thousands attended. Throughout the day there was a heavy police presence in the town and six British Army helicopters hovered overhead. McElwee had died on hunger strike, and was the ninth Irish republican prisoner to do so in that tragic 1981 sequence occasioned by their battle for political status. He had died on 8 August after refusing food for an incredible sixty-two days. And he had died young, only twenty-three years old. The funeral reflected understandable, personal grief at his death – at one stage his eight sisters carried the Irish-tricolour-draped coffin, and his twenty-one-year-old brother (also a prisoner) had been released to attend the Catholic funeral. One of the priests at the graveside was a cousin of the dead man, and he was buried only a few feet from the grave of another cousin, Francis Hughes – a fellow IRA hunger-striker who had died just three months earlier. For McElwee’s funeral was an IRA as well as a personal occasion. The coffin was flanked from his parents’ home by six men and six women in paramilitary uniform. Before the cortège moved off, three IRA men fired volleys of pistol-shots over the coffin.




    Thomas McElwee had been in prison for the manslaughter of Yvonne Dunlop in 1976. On the afternoon of Saturday 9 October, Mrs Dunlop had been looking after the family shop in Ballymena, County Antrim, with her eight-year-old son. At 1 p.m. an IRA bomb – the first of at least fifteen in Ballymena that day – exploded in the shop. Yvonne had shouted at her boy to get out; he did so and his screams drew the attention of passers-by. Firemen and others tried vainly to rescue Yvonne from the blazing building as her son looked on. His mother, trapped inside the shop, burned to death.




    So in October 1976 there had been another funeral, this time in Ballymena. And this time the graveside service had been conducted by a Presbyterian minister, assisted by a Congregational clergyman who was a cousin of Mrs Dunlop. The large cortège included the dead woman’s father, brothers and sister. In his grief, Yvonne’s father commented hauntingly about the killers of his daughter: ‘All I would ask of these people is why, why take the life of an innocent young girl, and leave three innocent youngsters without a mother?’1 Yvonne Dunlop was twenty-seven years old, her two younger children aged six and four; Thomas McElwee was a member of the IRA team that carried out the Ballymena bombings.




    This book does not argue that these two deaths neatly mirrored one another. Ultimately, Thomas McElwee had responsibility for both of them, in a way that Yvonne Dunlop had for neither. But both deaths were tragic, poignant products of a conflict at whose centre the Provisional Irish Republican Army has found itself for over thirty years: to make sense of these deaths (and of thousands of others arising from the conflict) one must understand this revolutionary organization. Aspects of IRA history from earlier generations have been studied in admirably rigorous fashion,2 and the pre-Provisional IRA has been impressively contextualized in wide-angled thematic surveys of Irish history.3 But the Provisionals themselves – easily the most sustained, and arguably now the definitive, exemplars of the IRA tradition – have been treated much less carefully, and have received much less in the way of serious analysis. Despite the existence of numerous – often fascinating – books on the subject, much writing about the Provisionals has lacked rigour: it has sometimes relied on patchy research and a shaky grasp of Irish history, and much of it has been marred either by a hazily romantic approach or an unhelpfully condemnatory spirit. Indeed, there remains no full4 study of the Provisional IRA, no genuinely authoritative, accessible book which – through exhaustive, original research – systematically addresses the questions: what has the IRA done, why, and with what consequences? Armed Struggle is intended to fill that gap. The aim has been to produce a rigorously argued book – based on thorough, innovative research – and one that avoids both romantic indulgence and casual, simplistic condemnation in analysing the true nature of the Provisional IRA.




    The book is based on the widest range of sources ever used to study the Provisionals: interviews, correspondence, archives (including those only recently released), memoirs, newspapers, tracts, parliamentary records, organizational papers, films, novels – as well as a mass of books and articles relating to the subject – all testify to the wealth of material available, ironically, for an examination of this secret army. Much of the material has not previously been examined or published. But, while the book is thus based on comprehensive scholarly work, it is intended also to be accessible and readable. The Notes and References and the Bibliography are there for those who want to pursue details; but readers who find such things distracting can approach the book purely as a dramatic narrative. In structure, it is precisely that: a chronological story, albeit one layered with argument and analysis. Part One, ‘History 1916–63’, builds historical foundations on which to base an understanding of the modern-day Provisionals. The pre-twentieth-century Irish physical-force tradition, with its rebellions and its secrecy; the dramatic events of the 1916 Easter Rising and of the 1919–21 guerrilla war; the partitioning of Ireland in the early 1920s and the Irish Civil War of 1922–3 – all will be considered, since all provide important points of reference for Provisional thought and action. So, too, the IRA campaigns in Northern Ireland and Britain during the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s and 1960s provide an important line of descent for modern Provisional republicanism.




    Part Two, ‘Protest and Rebellion 1963–76’, examines the birth of the Provisionals out of the turbulence generated by the 1960s civil rights movement, and it does so with unprecedented detail and precision. It looks at the loyalist reaction to civil rights agitation, the escalating violence of the late 1960s, the introduction of British troops to the streets of Northern Ireland, the split in the IRA which produced the Provisionals, the introduction of internment in 1971, the tragedy of Bloody Sunday in 1972, the appallingly high levels of killing in the early 1970s and the battle within the northern Catholic community between the Provisionals and rival political forces. Bombings in Britain and bloody conflict in the north of Ireland figure prominently in these years.




    Part Three, ‘Prisons and Politics 1976–88’, looks at the dramatic prison war over political status, which culminated in the 1980–1 IRA hunger strikes. It builds on much new archival and interview material to detail this pivotal phase in the IRA’s struggle. It also analyses their shift, in the late 1970s, to a different organizational and strategic approach, with the army adopting an attritional long-war policy towards their conflict with Britain. And it deals with the IRA’s military campaign during a period that included the 1979 killing of the Queen’s cousin, Louis Mountbatten, and the 1984 attempted killing of the then Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher. This section of the book also scrutinizes the Provisionals’ emergence as a more committedly political force in the 1980s, one influenced by – and increasingly significant within – Northern Irish and Anglo-Irish political developments.




    This politicization of the Provisional movement, embodied in a more dynamic Provisional Sinn Féin party, made possible the changes addressed in Part Four, ‘Peace? 1988–2002’. The latter details the Provisionals’ gradual immersion in the 1990s Northern Ireland peace process: their talks with constitutional nationalists such as John Hume; their initially cautious dialogue with the British authorities; and the evolution of a process involving milestones such as the 1993 Anglo-Irish Joint Declaration, the IRA ceasefires of 1994 and 1997 and the 1998 Belfast Agreement. This section also offers the first fully researched consideration of why the IRA so dramatically shifted ground during the peace process of the 1990s.




    Having told the story, from history through to the present day, the book’s Conclusion then offers an analysis of this organization. Who were its victims? What were the motivations of its Volunteers and leaders? How plausible were its arguments, and what have been the achievements, consequences and legacies of its violence? The IRA themselves have repeatedly claimed that their violence was necessitated by the irreformability of Northern Ireland, and by the extremity of injustice there; are such claims justified by serious interrogation of the evidence now available? The IRA have claimed that only their revolutionary, aggressive politics could end sectarianism in Ireland; has such a claim been borne out by events in the last thirty years? How democratic were Provisional politics, how sectarian, how appropriately considered within an anti-colonial or a socialist framework?




    The Provisional IRA has embodied what have been arguably the most powerful forces in modern world history: the intersection of nationalism and violence, the tension between nation and state, the interaction of nationalism with socialism, and the force of aggressive ethno-religious identity as a vehicle for historical change. The Provisionals have been vitally important in the interwoven histories of Ireland and Britain; but their full significance reaches far beyond the politics of those islands, and into the world of non-state political violence once again so prominent today. The IRA has been a much richer, more complex and layered, more protean organization than is frequently recognized. It is also one open to more balanced examination now – at the end of its long war in the north of Ireland – than was possible even a few years ago. As one of the republican movement’s ablest political strategists recently and persuasively suggested, ‘You see, war is easy. You have to remember that. War is easy because there are the baddies and the goodies. And you don’t ever have to engage, or think about, or find out the reasons why people act in the way they do.’5 This book, in a sense, is an attempt to do precisely that: to find out the reasons behind – and the consequences of – the Irish Republican Army. It attempts to understand the organization in its many overlapping contexts: Northern Irish, Irish, United Kingdom, international; intellectual, historical, social, communal, personal. It aims to study the Provisionals in a systematic and measured fashion, and to offer the fullest, most balanced and most authoritative treatment of one of the world’s leading revolutionary movements.




    NOTE




    The Provisional IRA was founded in December 1969. In this book, the title ‘IRA’ – when applied to any date from then onwards – will refer to the Provisionals. Other groups claiming the title IRA after that date will be clearly distinguished as such, including the Offical IRA (OIRA), Continuity IRA (CIRA) and Real IRA (RIRA). (Some observers have referred to the Provisional IRA as PIRA.)




    The term ‘Army’ will refer to the British Army, while ‘army’ will refer to the IRA.
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    ‘The Republic which was declared at the Rising of Easter Week, 1916, was Ireland’s expression of the freedom she aspired to. It was our way of saying that we wished to challenge Britain’s right to dominate us.’




    Michael Collins, one of the Irish rebels of 19161


    

    


    




    In literary evocation and political argument alike, the 1916 Easter Rising has been presented as a watershed in Irish history and politics. From W. B. Yeats’s ‘terrible beauty’,2 to the Provisional IRA’s first public statement in December 1969,3 to the sexual adventures of Roddy Doyle’s unorthodox Irish rebel Henry Smart,4 the rebellion at Easter has been told as a central part of the story of Ireland.




    It was a truly dramatic event. The eyewitness account of Dublinborn poet James Stephens (1880–1950) vividly suggests as much: ‘The sound of artillery, of rifles, machine guns, grenades, did not cease even for a moment. From my window I saw a red flare that crept to the sky, and stole over it and remained there glaring; the smoke reached from the ground to the clouds, and I could see great red sparks go soaring to enormous heights; while always, in the calm air, hour after hour there was the buzzing and rattling and thudding of guns, and, but for the guns, silence.’5 Another recollection was equally evocative: ‘Over the fine building of the GPO floated a great green flag with the words “Irish Republic” on it in large white letters. Every window on the ground floor was smashed and barricaded with furniture, and a big placard announced “The Headquarters of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic”. At every window were two men with rifles, and on the roof the parapet was lined with men.’6




    And it deeply changed many lives, especially with the subsequent British execution of Irish rebel leaders. ‘Then came like a thunderclap the 1916 Rising,’ recalled medical student turned IRA leader, Ernie O’Malley, in 1923; ‘Previous to this I had heard a little of the Irish Volunteers, but at home we always laughed at them as toy soldiers. Before [Easter] Week was finished I had changed. When I heard of the executions I was furious.’7 One of O’Malley’s fellow IRA men from the 1916–23 revolution, Tom Maguire, presented the Rising in equally life-transforming terms: ‘The Easter insurrection came to me like a bolt from the blue, I will never forget my exhilaration, it was a turning point in my life. To think that Irishmen were fighting England on the streets of Dublin: I thanked God for seeing such a day.’8 Yet another legendary IRA figure, Tom Barry, reflected of his own response that ‘through the blood sacrifices of the men of 1916, had one Irish youth of eighteen been awakened to Irish nationality. Let it also be recorded that those sacrifices were equally necessary to awaken the minds of ninety per cent of the Irish people.’9




    The seamless identification of self and nation here is telling, for it has been a persistent part of the Irish republican story. IRA man Liam Deasy typically recalled: ‘In consequence of the events that occurred in the decisive week of the Easter Rising of 1916, and more particularly of the events that followed it, thousands of young men all over Ireland, indeed thousands of men of all ages in the country, turned irrevocably against the English government and became uncompromisingly dedicated to the cause of obliterating the last vestiges of British rule in Ireland. I was one of them.’10 Much more weightily, the very leader of the 1916 Rising – the poetic and charismatic Patrick Pearse – engraved himself and his band of rebels permanently into Irish national history. The Proclamation that Pearse read out at the start of the Rising (in Dublin on Easter Monday, 24 April) pointed the way, identifying the rebels with ‘the dead generations’ of Ireland: ‘In every generation the Irish people have asserted their right to national freedom and sovereignty; six times during the past three hundred years they have asserted it in arms. Standing on that fundamental right and again asserting it in arms in the face of the world, we hereby proclaim the Irish republic as a sovereign independent state’.11




    A dramatic military statement against British rule in Ireland, the 1916 rebellion was also a profoundly First World War event. Serious planning for the Rising began after the commencement of the war, which provided the opportunity for (and, in rebel eyes, the necessity of) an insurrectionary gesture against Britain. With the latter preoccupied and vulnerable, it seemed an ideal time for Irish rebels to strike. And the 1916 rebels had expressed pro-German views, had looked for German help and had been promised it. (In both twentieth-century world wars, militant Irish republicans backed Germany.) Of the specifically Irish ingredients themselves, the Rising had been planned by figures within the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) and the Irish nationalist militia, the Irish Volunteers, and the rebel ranks also contained people from the labour movement’s Irish Citizen Army (ICA), whose able leader James Connolly had been admitted to the revolutionary conspiracy in January 1916. In the event, the Rising which began on Easter Monday was essentially a Dublin affair. The General Post Office and other buildings in the Irish capital were occupied by well over a thousand rebels, who were then militarily crushed within a week.




    The 1916 Proclamation came to be an emblem of modern Irish republicanism, and for many a kind of national Irish poem. But, poetic or not, those behind the Rising were also (in the words of a later Irish republican, Gerry Adams) ‘deadly serious revolutionaries . . . anxious to exploit by military means Britain’s involvement in the World War’.12 And the 1916 gesture did indeed help to recast much Irish – and therefore also British – history. The hundreds killed during the Rising (most of them civilians)13 represented small-scale tragedy when set against the dreadful context of the First World War. But Easter Week none the less significantly helped to define later Irish politics. For the executions helped to achieve what the rebellion itself had not – an intensification of nationalist feeling well beyond the rebel ranks. Together with the post-Rising arrest and internment of many people, the executions produced sympathy for that rebel cause which they were supposed to undermine (a persistent later theme in British responses to Irish republicanism, as it turned out). The dead rebels became martyrs. Masses, postcards and badges all honoured them in the post-Rising period. A cult had come into existence, with a quasi-sacred quality quickly attaching itself to the rebel leaders after the Rising had entered the popular imagination. Catholic Ireland had found new heroes, and their celebration – unsurprisingly – possessed a markedly religious flavour.




    Along with the ever-compelling Roger Casement,14 the seven signatories to the rebel Proclamation were themselves among those subsequently executed by the British authorities. Though undoubtedly born of wartime exigency, these executions movingly and lastingly haunted political Ireland. It was an awful, poignant sequence. Thomas Clarke (born 1857), long-time Fenian revolutionary; Thomas MacDonagh (born 1878), poet and teacher; Patrick Pearse (born 1879), Dublin-born poet, educator, cultural nationalist and revolutionary. All three were executed on 3 May 1916. Joseph Plunkett (born 1887), another poet, an IRB man and an Irish Volunteer: married in his prison cell a few hours before being shot on 4 May. Éamonn Ceannt (born 1881), educated by the Christian Brothers, a Gaelic League enthusiast, Sinn Féiner, IRB man and Irish Volunteer: executed on the 8th. Seán Mac Diarmada (born 1884), a tram conductor and barman, a Gaelic Leaguer, IRB man, Sinn Féiner and Irish Volunteer; James Connolly (born 1868), Scottish-born socialist, former British soldier, talented radical organizer and writer. Both were shot on 12 May.




    These deaths had a momentous effect. As one County Clare IRA man from the ensuing conflict (Sean Clancy) later recalled: ‘The papers carried the news, and you could see the change of heart in the people. Each day, the British shot two or three, dragging it out over a few weeks. When they shot McDermott [Mac Diarmada], who was basically a cripple, and then put James Connolly into a chair to shoot him because his leg was gangrenous and he couldn’t stand, well, that was it for me. I was utterly appalled and just had to do something.’15 The British government’s own Commission of Inquiry into the causes of the rebellion, itself observed ‘that there is always a section of opinion in that country [Ireland] bitterly opposed to the British connection, and that at times of excitement this section can impose its sentiments on largely disinterested members of the people’.16 If this was so, then the authorities’ own actions in the wake of the Rising helped to reinforce precisely such a process. And close inspection of the rebels’ last days helps explain their resonance. Patrick Pearse, on the morning of his execution, wrote movingly and tellingly to his mother: ‘I just received Holy Communion. I am happy, except for the great grief of parting from you. This is the death I should have asked for if God had given me the choice of all deaths – to die a soldier’s death for Ireland and for freedom. We have done right.’17




    What did the Rising indicate regarding Irish republican political thinking? According to one of the most eminent survivors, Michael Collins, the rebellion had marked a departure from a doubly flawed Irish nationalist parliamentary strategy: a strategy wrong both for its suggestion that Ireland was a part of the United Kingdom (rather than an independent nation), and for its implication that the Irish should look not to themselves but to England for improving government or for the gift of freedom. Crucial to republican thinking in 1916 and long afterwards was this key notion: that parliamentary politics had been ineffective, and unavoidably so; that constitutional politics were of necessity compromising and compromised.




    Indeed, one of the vital things to recognize about this most celebrated of Irish rebellions is that 1916 was as much about the battle between competing Irish political traditions as it was about Ireland’s struggle against Britain. While there is no crisp boundary dividing militant Irish separatism from constitutional Irish nationalism, the sometimes blurred overlap between the two should not obscure the fact that their respective centres of gravity exist some distance from one another. And in the battle between these two traditions 1916 was a crucial encounter. In a powerful series of pamphlets written shortly before the Rising (a kind of political Four Last Songs: ‘For my part, I have no more to say’),18 Patrick Pearse had identified his own revolutionary politics with the destiny of the Irish nation, by incorporating iconic and inspirational nationalist figures into his favoured separatist tradition. Eighteenth-century United Irishman Theobald Wolfe Tone (1763–98, ‘the greatest of modern Irish separatists’),19 together with nineteenth-century Irish nationalists Thomas Davis (1814–45), James Fintan Lalor (1807–49) and John Mitchel (1815–75), were presented by Pearse as the four crucial people in developing the conception of the modern Irish nation. In the argument of these Pearsean pamphlets (Ghosts, The Separatist Idea, The Spiritual Nation and The Sovereign People), the four heroes embodied a continuous separatist tradition – of which Pearse’s 1916 rebels were shortly to become the latest contingent. Against the proper standards of Tone, Davis, Lalor and Mitchel, the most recent political generation in Ireland (dominated by constitutional nationalists) had, in Pearse’s view, failed most appallingly; but he and his conspiratorial comrades would soon and utterly change all that.




    In creating this separatist Valhalla Patrick Pearse had necessarily constrained a more complex historical reality into a compellingly simple argument: that the authentic Irish political attitude was separatism from Britain.20 Here he and his 1916 comrades were firmly in the nineteenth-century Fenian tradition. In 1858 James Stephens (1825–1901) had launched a secret revolutionary group in Dublin, dedicated to the establishment of a democratic Irish republic. The fog of Conradian mystery here is nicely reflected in Stephens’s organization being known initially precisely as that: ‘The Organization’, or ‘The Brotherhood’. But the term ‘Fenian’ came to be used to refer to this group – in Ireland and also in America, where a large immigrant population provided it with fertile ground for growth. Though drawing on a Catholic constituency and overlapping, at times, with constitutional nationalist projects, the Fenians clashed with the Church and with constitutional political forces. And they were emphatically defiant rather than deferential. As one leading Irish historian has remarked, ‘the real importance of Fenianism lay less in its ideas than in its attitude (with a capital A, as it were): it embodied an inspirational sense of character-building, a posture of self-respect, and the repudiation of servility. The Fenian, even without an actual rebellion, was a mental revolutionary.’21




    But the Fenians could also engage in actual revolutionary violence, as in their 1867 Rising or their activities in Britain. In December 1867 a fatal Fenian explosion in Clerkenwell, London – part of an unsuccessful attempt to rescue imprisoned Fenians – earned them the scorn of Marx and Engels (Marx: ‘Dear Fred, The last exploit of the Fenians in Clerkenwell was a very stupid thing’; Engels: ‘The stupid affair in Clerkenwell was obviously the work of a few specialised fanatics’).22 Yet the Fenians, despite their overriding priority of Irish national independence, displayed more than a hint of social argument and grievance too. And they held a significant appeal: within a decade of their foundation, they appear to have attracted well over fifty thousand members. In their attitudinal defiance, their bombings, their primary focus on independence and their flirtation with social radicalism, the Fenians perhaps provide a pre-echo of later Irish republican politics. They certainly represent a reservoir from which the 1916 rebels drew. For it was the Fenian IRB whose members planned the 1916 Rising, and that rebellion had deep roots in this clandestine, conspiratorial tradition of Irish republicanism.




    But, much to Patrick Pearse’s annoyance, it had not been this Fenian revolutionism that had dominated late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Irish nationalist politics. Instead, the agenda had been set by the more moderate approach of the Irish Parliamentary Party (IPP), with their goal of Home Rule or limited autonomy for Ireland; the zealous politics of Patrick Pearse and his 1916 comrades were deeply atypical in the Ireland of that period. Indeed, pre-Rising Irish politics were built upon the pervasive expectation that Home Rule would come – one of those many anticipated Irish futures which surprised people by not occurring.23 Shortly after the outbreak of war in 1914 an Irish Home Rule Bill was passed in London (its implementation suspended for one year or until the end of the war). The constitutional tradition had, it seemed, gained its objective. Catholic Ireland broadly favoured the anticipated Home Rule Ireland, a self-governing place in which their own power would be increased, their own culture more prominent. (As an IRA novelist, Peadar O’Donnell, later sneered, ‘with Home Rule on the doorstep, middle-class Ireland queued up for the offices that were to be given out’.)24 The expectation of John Redmond, IPP leader 1900–18, was that Home Rule would produce a benign era of good relations in Ireland (certainly one of those futures that did not happen). Redmond, the less famous successor to Charles Stewart Parnell in the constitutional tradition, exhibited a comparatively inclusive and moderate approach to Irish nationalist politics. He was emphatically non-revolutionary, eschewing extremes and devoting himself to peaceful and democratic political methods.




    But his Home Rule ambitions were fiercely resisted by Irish – and especially Ulster – unionists. The neurotic and brilliant Edward Carson helped to lead this resistance, and unionism emerged as a lasting obstacle to the achievement of Irish nationalist goals. For while 1912 had seen the introduction of the Third Home Rule Bill, it had also witnessed the unionist Ulster Solemn League and Covenant, by which thousands pledged themselves to oppose Home Rule. This gesture was underlined with the formation in early 1913 of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), a body which offered the prospect of paramilitary muscle deployed in defence of unionist politics. So both Ulster unionism and Irish nationalism showed themselves in the early twentieth century to involve constitutional and extra-constitutional strands and strategies. Ambivalence towards at least the possibility of some kinds of violence (specifically, one’s own) now emerged as a key and durable aspect of twentieth-century Irish politics.




    In a charmingly ironic instance of the Manichean relationship between Ulster unionism/loyalism and Irish nationalism/republicanism, it was the creation of the aggressive UVF that prompted the formation of what was to become the IRA. Witnessing unionists bearing arms in opposition to Home Rule, nationalists responded with a similar gesture in Home Rule’s defence. Thus in November 1913 in Dublin the Irish Volunteers were established, a militia whose Irish title was to be that of the IRA into which the Volunteers later evolved: Óglaigh na hÉireann (Volunteers of Ireland). Major players in the creation of the new body included scholarly patriot Eoin MacNeill (1867–1945), prosperous County Kerry figure Michael Joseph O’Rahilly (1875–1916) and northern nationalist Bulmer Hobson (1883–1969). The interrelation and timing of these rival – unionistversus-nationalist – militias reinforce a point later made by one talented IRA man of the post-Rising era, George Gilmore,25 namely that it would be wrong to assume that the threat of violence entered Irish politics with the 1916 rebellion: ‘The Rising, as we know, failed in its objective, but it did not, as we are sometimes told, “bring the gun into politics”. The gun was always in politics.’26




    But the guns of 1916 – many of them held by militant Irish Volunteers – nevertheless had a powerful effect. For one thing, they helped to sink the Home Rule project of constitutional Irish nationalists like John Redmond. The latter’s enthusiasm that Irish nationalists support Britain in the First World War ultimately damaged his party in Ireland, as wartime disaffection vis-à-vis the British cause grew during that conflict. And where Catholic Ireland in 1914 had been dominated by the IPP, post-1916 politics witnessed deep change: constitutional nationalism became eclipsed by an aggressive, revolutionary version of nationalist politics, embodied by those who endorsed the revolutionism of 1916. The IRA of 1919–21 were to be at the centre of this revolutionary approach. Redmond himself had certainly felt that the Rising was aimed at destroying Home Rule and the IPP (‘even more an attempt to hit us than to hit England’, as he put it),27 and the rebellion must be seen as a gesture against the Irish parliamentary tradition as much as against British rule in Ireland. By 1918, with Home Rule still not implemented, Irish nationalist politics had been radicalized, and the 1916 Rising had been a vital step along that path.




    For its celebrants saw 1916 as having achieved more than much longer periods of constitutional nationalist activity had done; and as having done so in an entirely appropriate, defiant, proud spirit. To those who believed in an innate national consciousness, it seemed that the Rising had caused the awakening or rebirth of the Irish nation. In the view of one Easter rebel and later IRA man, Florence O’Donoghue, ‘The military failure of the Rising proved to be less significant than the effects of its impact upon the nation’s mind . . . In Easter week the historic Irish nation was reborn.’28 But it was not a stand-alone event as much as a marked accelerator of trends that can be seen prior to and after Easter Week itself. Yes, 1916 increased nationalist disaffection vis-à-vis the British war effort; but such disaffection was evident before Easter’s drama. Yes, the Rising deepened sectarian animosity in Ireland, the vast majority of Irish Protestants being appalled by an overwhelmingly Catholic rebellion which they perceived as back-stabbing wartime treachery. But pre-1916 Ireland was already a deeply sectarian place. In response to perceived and actual discrimination against them by Irish Protestants, Irish Catholics had produced numerous assertive bodies aiming to promote Catholic interests. Perhaps understandably, many Catholics had looked to dominate the new Ireland which they had expected Home Rule to inaugurate; the domination that they had experienced at the hands of Irish Protestants would be replaced by their own pre-eminence.




    Yes, 1916 helped give birth to a period in which an alternative, more aggressive brand of Irish nationalism replaced that of the IPP, with Sinn Féin (‘Ourselves’) enjoying successes in a number of by-elections in 1917 and ultimately coming to triumph throughout nationalist Ireland. But Sinn Féin’s success was by no means due exclusively to the 1916 Rising. The 1918 conscription crisis – when Britain threatened to impose conscription upon a significantly unwilling Irish population – considerably strengthened Sinn Féin’s hand as that party reaped the benefit of understandable anti-government feeling, amid a campaign in which the Catholic clergy were prominent and significant. Prior to the conscription crisis, small numbers of determined Irish Volunteers had looked for confrontation; with the threat of conscription, the militant nationalist cause seemed attractive to many more than these small numbers. IRA man Peadar O’Donnell underlined this point, disputing the view ‘that the Tan War [the 1919–21 War of Independence] and the Sinn Féin struggle arose out of the 1916 Rising’. Even the post-rebellion executions, he argued, did not ‘promote the national uprising’: ‘I don’t believe that the executions of 1916 would have passed into ballads like ’98 [the 1798 rebellion] only that the threat of conscription came on its heels and that it was the threat of conscription that forced the people onto their feet.’29 Even Sean Clancy, that 1916 celebrant from Clare, stressed the importance of the 1918 crisis: ‘The British government wanted to introduce conscription . . . but nobody here wanted to get involved. We’d fight in our own country, for our own country, but not in an army we detested.’30 So the Rising of 1916 helped to destroy the constitutional IPP and to reshape Irish nationalist politics; but its role was as an important part of a wider, longer process of demolition and change.




    One kind of change which emphatically did not occur in the post-Rising years, or for some time to come, was the recreation of Ireland or of Irish nationalism along socialist lines. Yet one of the most talented and prominent of the 1916 rebels had indeed been a revolutionary socialist: James Connolly. Shelves of work have been devoted to the study of this strikingly able radical,31 and in particular many pages to the question of Connolly’s involvement in the rebellion itself. There have been many detractors, and also those – like the talented socialist republican historian, C. Desmond Greaves (1913–88) – who have celebrated Connolly’s involvement in 1916. (Greaves judged the Rising ‘militarily sound’,32 and considered Connolly the Irish labour movement’s ‘greatest leader, thinker and hero’.)33 A number of points seem clear. Though he remained committedly socialist himself, James Connolly’s socialism did not define the ideology of the 1916 rebellion as a whole. The Proclamation certainly lacked his definitive commitment to class conflict; and the respective ideologies of Connolly and Pearse clearly diverged on significant points. Connolly had defined the republican struggle in terms of revolutionary class conflict; Pearse had not done so, preferring instead a multi-class, communalist approach. Connolly had read Irish history in emphatically material terms: ‘As we have again and again pointed out, the Irish question is a social question, the whole age-long fight of the Irish people against their oppressors resolves itself, in the last analysis, into a fight for the mastery of the means of life, the sources of production, in Ireland.’34 By contrast, Pearse had explained Ireland’s past in terms more spiritualized, more ethereal and less determined by the changing nature of economic relations. Pearse and Connolly were the two giants of the 1916 rebellion; but it was the former rather than the latter who had the more defining influence on the politics of the Rising. The durable and powerful legacies of 1916 did not include a socialist definition of the Irish republican struggle.
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    ‘Our only regret was that the escort had consisted of only two Peelers instead of six. If there had to be dead Peelers at all, six would have created a better impression than a mere two.’




    Dan Breen, on the January 1919 republican ambush at Soloheadbeg, County Tipperary, which killed two RIC men35


    

    


    




    Thus 1916 has to be painted on a broad historical canvas; the battles between nationalism and unionism, between competing brands of the former, between Ireland and Britain, all preceded and all continued long after the heroic statement of Easter Week. Certainly, there is a case to be made for seeing the events of the Rising as umbilically tied to those of the years leading up to 1921, when a measure of Irish independence was attained after the War of Independence. That war is usually seen to have begun in 1919, but its roots clearly went much deeper. And many of those who emerged prominently in the 1919–21 struggle had been identified by the authorities in the immediate post-Rising period. Richard Mulcahy,36 1916 rebel and later Chief of Staff of the Volunteers, was after the rebellion put in the Class A category of interned rebels: people who were ‘prominent extremists and most disloyal’. Mulcahy was an important figure in the IRA’s 1919–21 war; so, too were the Brennan brothers, Michael and Patrick from County Clare – after 1916, considered by the authorities to be ‘most disloyal and extreme’.37 For the Rising was an important reservoir of revolutionary enthusiasm, and one upon which later republicanism drew heavily. Lines of influence or inspiration were not necessarily neat. Dan Gleeson, a County Tipperary IRA man who joined the Irish Volunteers in 1917, recalled having been impressed, during the 1914–16 period, by the politics of Sinn Féin founder Arthur Griffith’s Nationality, an Irish nationalist newspaper which first appeared in 1915.38 Griffith’s own brand of nationalist politics was far from clear-cut republican, and his own preference was not for the use of political violence. Thus distinctions between the various wings of Irish nationalism during these crucial years were far from clear; there could be a separatist, revolutionary tinge to politics not always seen in that light.




    What happened during 1916–21 was that this complex political painting came, gradually, to be cast in more lurid, aggressive, violent colours. There was, for one thing, a very great change in what membership of republican groups actually meant and involved during the five years after the Rising. Between 1916 and 1921 the Volunteers/ IRA39 changed from a body of largely non-violent protest to one of extremely violent anti-state activity. After 1916 there were Volunteer attempts to obtain arms by raiding civilians as well as Crown Forces (the problem and importance of weapon-acquisition being a priority for the embryonic IRA as it was to remain one for the organization’s later incarnations). The reaction of the British authorities in Ireland to such operations produced a frictional dynamic which led to the escalation of the Anglo-Irish conflict. Yes, in 1917 and 1918 Volunteer activity mostly involved gestures of public defiance. But these years also saw Volunteers in prison, being rendered more militant and zealous as a result; and the police frequently raided and searched the houses of Volunteers and of members of the nationalist political party, Sinn Féin; arresting such people raised rather than lowered the political temperature, as a largely quiescent Irish nationalist people gradually became host to a major revolutionary movement. Following raids, imprisonment, confrontations with police and warders, incremental immersion in greater and greater activity, the state (already of dubious legitimacy in Irish nationalist opinion) was increasingly defined as hostile. Arrests were often counterproductive, pushing people into the next stage of commitment, anger and involvement. Prison played a key role here: from 1916 onwards, incarceration helped to cement people together as Irish republicans, to intensify their anti-British convictions and to produce exactly the opposite of the authorities’ intended effect.




    In 1917 Sinn Féin – originally a non-violent, non-republican nationalist party – was reorganized and committed itself (slightly ambiguously) to an Irish republic. In the post-Rising period this party harvested most of what had been sown in 1916, and by the time of the UK general election in December 1918 Sinn Féin was set to triumph within nationalist Ireland. Although it won under half of the total vote, the party nevertheless gained seventy-three seats to the IPP’s dismal six and the twenty-six won by unionists. This was a resounding and very impressive success for the party claiming inheritance to the 1916 legacy and, following their victory, Sinn Féin set up an alternative parliament in Dublin – Dáil Éireann – which comprised those Sinn Féiners elected in 1918 and not imprisoned. This First Dáil became, for republicans, the truly legitimate authority in Ireland.




    A kind of rebel government was formed, with the Dáil choosing a cabinet which included leading military men such as Michael Collins, Cathal Brugha40 and Richard Mulcahy – men who would play a major role in leading the IRA’s 1919–21 war against the British. Sinn Féin’s rebel government was in part political propaganda. It was far from being a fully functioning government, but it did represent a striking way of questioning British legitimacy in Ireland. If such a rival parliament could be elected, renouncing British rule, then where did that leave British legitimacy? Irish republicans were trying to produce a kind of republic within the old British order, and they fiercely proclaimed the superior legitimacy of their post-1918 regime. As the quixotic Erskine Childers put it in 1919, the Dáil was ‘composed of the elected representatives of the Irish nation, and the only authority in Ireland with the moral sanction of a democracy behind it’.41 And as the republican chronicler Dorothy Macardle lucidly expressed it: ‘The Irish people had applied the principle of self-determination to their own case with an unequivocal result’; the 1918 election ‘had recorded an overwhelming demand for independence’.42




    It was on 21 January 1919 that Dáil Éireann first met in Dublin. A Declaration of Independence was read and endorsed, proclaiming the Irish a free people committed to complete independence from Britain. A democratic programme was adopted, a statement of social and economic policy almost certainly more radical than the actual views of most Dáil members. On the same day, by chance, a Volunteer ambush in County Tipperary saw two Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) men fatally shot. The coincidence of timing might give an impression that parliamentary and military republican forces were seamlessly one at this point; in fact, the Soloheadbeg ambush in Tipperary was the product of local initiative rather than political or central command. Indeed, the operation was conceived precisely because of a fear by local republican military men that they were (in the words of Dan Breen, one of the Soloheadbeg ambushers) ‘in great danger of becoming merely a political adjunct to the Sinn Féin organisation’.43 There was no major violent action by republicans for two months after Soloheadbeg; there was no sudden, pre-planned escalation to war, and such activity remained at low levels during 1919, with many ordinary Volunteers understandably reluctant to get involved in violence.




    Political movement had, however, occurred. In April 1919 Eamon de Valera44 (dramatically sprung from Lincoln Jail two months earlier) was elected by the Dáil as President of the Council of Ministers. De Valera was now head of the Irish government, in republican eyes, and as such he appointed a new cabinet: Arthur Griffith (Home Affairs), Count Plunkett (Foreign Affairs), Cathal Brugha (Defence), Michael Collins (Finance), W. T. Cosgrave (Local Government), Constance Markievicz (Labour), Eoin MacNeill (Industries). Of these newly prominent figures, Collins was to run a kind of revolution-within-the-revolution. Dáil Minister of Finance, Volunteer Director of Organization then Intelligence, he had also (in May 1919) become President of a revivified IRB, a position that he held until his death three years later. This IRB, as a secret organization that continued after the foundation of Dáil Éireann, reflected the tendency of these years towards overlapping revolutions, towards conspiracies within the revolutionary conspiracy.




    Collins and the other cycling revolutionaries (Richard Mulcahy later recalled that ‘For [Collins] as for the rest of us the bicycle provided mobility; this was our main protection’)45 were to witness a gradual growth of violence during 1919, with the IRA during that year becoming rather more of an army: guns and fighting now became a more significant part of what it involved, and in mid-1919 the organization was duly proscribed. The logic of these years was frequently that of an escalatory, tit-for-tat dialogue of violence.46 Sometimes the tit-for-tat cycle burned out quickly; sometimes it continued; and sometimes it resulted in violence becoming more widespread. In the last two situations, the appropriate image is one of violence as a self-sustaining phenomenon. From 1918 onwards, the British response to republican subversion frequently involved punishing the wider population for IRA activities: this had the unintended – indeed, counterproductive – effect of strengthening the very IRA that it was intended to undermine. Republican action provoked state reaction; violence was followed by revenge then counter-retaliation and then war. British reprisals undermined British legitimacy in Irish nationalist (and other) eyes; ‘Their campaign of terror was defeating itself’, as Ernie O’Malley wrote of 1921.47 Leading County Clare IRA man Michael Brennan wrote of the same year that ‘the British reprisals, instead of turning the people against us as the cause of their miseries, had thrown them strongly behind us’.48 Crown Forces, frustrated at not being able to convict those responsible for attacking, injuring and killing their comrades, resorted to reprisals targeted against violent opponents, but affecting (and causing disaffection among) much wider numbers than that. And to republican enthusiasts such actions were the inevitable, necessary consequence of malign British involvement in Ireland: ‘A war of conquest, such as England’s war against Ireland, develops, inevitably, into a campaign of terrorism against the people.’49




    Provocation, retaliation and counter-revenge between the opposing sides produced sequences of interlocking reprisals and cycles of violence which – once ignited – could prove nastily self-fuelling. The local nature of such dynamics is important: here, as so often, it was local impulses and attrition rather than centralized planning that drove the War of Independence. IRA activity in these years was unevenly spread: it was especially intense in the south-west of Ireland (Cork being a particular fire-centre) and in Dublin city, and local revolutionism was the prism through which national republicanism tended to be viewed. Linked to this was the vital role played by certain individuals in attracting people to the IRA, in leading them and stimulating action, in determining the pace of local war. The IRA operated very much at local level according to spontaneous local initiative, much less a centralized army than an aggregation of varied local groups, with Headquarters following the localities at least as much as the other way round.




    In 1920 the war escalated; in the spring the first IRA flying columns came into existence, spontaneously, in active areas. These units came in a variety of sizes and types: as ever, the IRA did not conform to one neat pattern. The emergence of bodies of committed men in these columns was very important. Physically detached from home communities, these full-time soldiers on the move could engage in ambushes over wide areas; having broken with their former lives, they lived life on the run amid an atmosphere of utter commitment and of deepened contact with comrades. Until autumn 1920, most IRA Volunteers still lived at home, and were brought into action for IRA activities that did not involve violence; only a small number of IRA people had at this stage gone beyond this. But those who had left their home areas were much more likely to engage in offensive violence. Once active IRA men became separate from the restraining influences of their community, then killing became easier. These were the people who drove the war, just as their image came to define a much later memory of the IRA: the romantically alluring, trench-coated gunman, living the outlaw life of insurrection.




    Romantic images abound from these years, whether in later creations (such as writer Ronan Bennett’s television drama, Rebel Heart)50 or in evidence from the IRA’s own activities, such as one Westmeath IRA man’s revolutionary honeymoon in 1920, during which his wife carried a Mills bomb and a Parabellum (a pistol)!51 But, romantic or not, the 1919–21 war undoubtedly grew vicious. During 1920–1 there was much violence which would have shocked most Irish people only a few years before. Many of those killed during the conflict – on all sides – were in no position to defend themselves. Just as in later phases of Irish republican-British conflict, the deaths often came less out of battle than out of the armed killing of undefended opponents. The sequence of killings was a gruesome one. In March 1920 Tomás MacCurtain (1884–1920) – Cork 1916 rebel, and subsequently IRA leader and Sinn Féin lord mayor of Cork – was shot dead in front of his wife (probably by the police). In October of the same year MacCurtain’s fellow 1916 Cork rebel, fellow IRA man and successor as Sinn Féin lord mayor of Cork, Terence MacSwiney (1879–1920), died in a London prison on hunger strike after a brave seventy-four days. And the following month saw more dreadful violence. On 1 November 1920 the IRA’s youthful Kevin Barry was hanged in Mountjoy Jail for his part in an IRA raid in Dublin in which three (youthful) British soldiers had been killed. It seems that the execution was partly intended to prevent Army reprisals for IRA attacks.52 But Barry none the less entered popular Irish republican memory, not least because a famous ballad was to focus upon him. Heroic, self-sacrificing and unquestionably dignified in the face of execution, Barry was in death deployed to help discredit British government in Ireland: his youth and bravery offered valuable publicity for the anti-British cause.




    Then on 21 November 1920 – the original Irish ‘Bloody Sunday’ – the IRA in Dublin struck at the British intelligence network, killing over a dozen people and wounding six (some of these victims not, in fact, being intelligence agents). Later in the day more killings took place: two arrested IRA men (Dick McKee and Peadar Clancy) were killed – allegedly while trying to escape; and at a Gaelic football match in Dublin’s Croke Park, Crown Forces (searching for wanted men, and perhaps coming under fire) killed twelve people. Those responsible for the Croke Park killings were Auxiliaries, a Division recruited from among demobilized British Army officers and first arriving in Ireland in the summer of 1920 (owing to the rising temperature of the war there). The Auxiliaries gained a reputation – often deservedly – for brutality and reprisal. (They too suffered, of course: a week after Bloody Sunday, eighteen Auxiliaries were killed by the IRA at an ambush in County Cork.) The Black and Tans (British ex-servicemen recruited to reinforce the police in Ireland, and initially decked out in mixed uniform) became similarly notorious for retaliatory excesses:53 ‘a body whose unsavoury record stinks in the nostrils of the civilised world’,54 as they were described by one republican opponent. In September 1920 the killing of a police officer in Balbriggan prompted the Black and Tans to terrorize the County Dublin town, in a spree of burning and violence which left two men dead. The sack of Balbriggan became, justly, famous. But even comparatively minor acts by the Tans could become etched into lasting Irish nationalist memory as evidence of their unambiguous villainy. County Donegal poet Pat Doherty thus recorded a 1921 Tan raid on Carrowmenagh which was rough but far from lethal, the concluding lines of his poem declaring:




    

    

    

    

    

    

          But on the general judgement day,




          When they stand at God’s right hand,




          There will be little mercy for the military,




          And a damned sight less for the Black and Tans.55


    

    


    

    


    

    




    The inability of the RIC to deal with the IRA had prompted the introduction of Crown Forces, who intensified the conflict and who helped to undermine the British cause in Ireland. And the British authorities were plagued (as they were to be in the north in the late twentieth century) by a refusal to acknowledge how widespread Sinn Féinish sympathy actually was.




    It was not only in Ireland, however, that the IRA were active during the War of Independence. IRA units active in Britain itself were formed in 1919 and 1920, with notable groups in Liverpool, London, Manchester and Newcastle. Perhaps a thousand men enrolled in the British IRA during the period July 1920–July 1921, most of them born or brought up or permanently settled in Britain, and there were hundreds of IRA actions in Britain during 1920–1.56 In the words of one IRA man and Sinn Féiner active in England during the revolution, ‘There is no doubt that by the activities of the IRA in Britain much uneasiness was created.’57 But the centre of IRA gravity lay, of course, in Ireland itself. And here the battle between the IRA and the police, the RIC, was a vital one. One County Galway IRA activist of this period, Pádraig Ó Fathaigh, held the RIC to be ‘the most bitter and most potent enemies of Irish national movements’,58 and certainly they were a potentially destructive opponent. The pre-First World War RIC had been local figures of some importance, experiencing deference and respect in the community; as one leading historian has neatly put it, ‘Pre-war policemen touched their caps less often than other caps were touched to them.’59 These men were Irish and most of them Catholic. But their local knowledge and activities were dangerous for those very different Irish people who comprised the IRA. So republicans set about excluding the RIC from Irish society through systematic social ostracization, with the consequence that the RIC’s sources of local information tended to dry up and render them less effective in countering republican subversion.




    Delegitimizing and ostracizing the local law-enforcers – brutal though it frequently was – made considerable revolutionary sense. De Valera himself had favoured the social ostracism of the police, and the Dáil decreed a peaceful boycott in April 1919: social contact, and those places frequented by the RIC, were to be avoided. So, during 1918–20, efforts to isolate the force spread across nationalist Ireland. People were warned, as in County Roscommon in June 1920, ‘to have no intercourse with the RIC, that there was a general boycott of that force’. Such efforts yielded results. In the same month the authorities noted, in relation to similar notices in County Mayo, that the boycotted police were ‘only able to obtain supplies through friends, who smuggle them in in the early hours of the morning’. On 26 June of the same year, at Drumshambo, County Leitrim, police discovered a notice warning people against further dealings with the RIC; subsequently, the police were refused supplies. Anti-police activity could be more menacing still, embodying darker attitudes and actions. On the 28th an RIC constable was shot and wounded while home on leave in the Tralee district of County Kerry, the authorities noting that the motive was ‘to deter the constable and compel him to resign’.60 People were individually and brutally targeted for their dealings with the police. In July 1920, a woman who cooked for the RIC (Mary Duffy of Carrickmacross, County Monaghan) was ‘threatened with death if she does any police cooking’.61 Girlfriends of policemen and soldiers were frequently subjected to the brutal removal of their hair.




    There were IRA attacks on outlying RIC barracks. Police officers were therefore moved to larger barracks, with the IRA then destroying those that had been evacuated.62 By the end of 1919 the physical separation of police from people had developed a long way; by mid-1920 the RIC was in deep crisis. Ostracizing the police was a crucial precondition to shooting them, and the RIC were a major target for the IRA during this war (165 being killed in 1920 alone).63 Representatives of the British state in Ireland, and local opponents of some value if interwoven into the community, their isolation was a symbolic and practical strategy for the IRA.64




    By mid-1921 a stalemate had emerged in this localized, often brutal war. Many Volunteers felt that the weak position of the IRA effectively forced upon republicans the decision to accept what the British were to offer in the Treaty later that year; but it is far from clear that the IRA were in fact defeated by the summer of 1921. They were certainly possessed of an intense republican commitment. But what did this entail in practice? What was the IRA’s thinking in the 1919–21 War of Independence? The political foundation of their thought was self-determination for Ireland: British rule in Ireland denied the Irish right to independence; as such it was profoundly illegitimate. To the aristocratic Irish republican and former 1916 rebel, Constance Markievicz, English law in Ireland in 1919 was ‘but legalised oppression’;65 to the IRA’s Tom Barry, it was the Crown Forces of 1920 that were truly ‘the terrorists’.66 After the 1918 general election and Sinn Féin’s success, republicans considered they had been given a powerful mandate. Speaking about that election, the fiery Dan Breen observed: ‘It was the greatest manifestation of self-determination recorded in history. On the principles proclaimed by Britain and her allies, our claim to complete independence was unanswerable.’67 Britain’s difficulties with Catholic Ireland had long existed: the 1800 Act of Union had created the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, and had been followed by a century during which much Irish political energy had gone into movements espousing some form of nationalist cause. Now there was an aggressive, combative republican movement, with a military wing, demanding full sovereignty and independence from Britain as an absolute right.




    Not that these revolutionaries set out neatly defined blueprints of the Ireland they sought. Far from it. For their capacity to hold together a broad-based movement during 1919–21 depended on their not defining too precisely the kind of end-product they desired. Even Sinn Féin’s 1917 commitment to a republic had been equivocal and ambiguous: ‘Sinn Féin aims at securing the international recognition of Ireland as an independent Irish republic. Having achieved that status, the Irish people may, by referendum, freely choose their own form of government.’68 For it was not just strict republicans who were in the republican movement, and cracks would start to become clear once definite political possibilities were discussed. For the period up until 1921, however, an ill-defined republic was offered as the goal of a united republican movement; and the IRA claimed to represent everyone and every creed in their avoidance of overly specific – and therefore divisive – political programmes.




    In a sense, the simpler the politics, the better. For the IRA of these years – a prototypical guerrilla force – was primarily in the business of soldiership, and it was military thinking on which it focused. Just as Patrick Pearse had ultimately decided upon a hostile view of parliamentary compromises, so likewise did the IRA of 1919–21. They held that force was essential to the achievement of progress and freedom for Ireland. It did not matter to the IRA that in the 1918 general election Sinn Féin had not campaigned for a mandate to use force in driving the British out of Ireland. For, just as in 1916, no prior electoral mandate was deemed necessary for the use of violence in freeing one’s country. And while sheer survival was the primary task for IRA units in the localities, the republican army did have aims which nicely combined the rational and the visceral. One could hit back at Britain – for immediate and longer-standing wrongs inflicted upon the Irish – while simultaneously pursuing a rational strategy: namely, to raise the costs of British engagement above the level at which Britain judged them worth paying. If British government were to be paralysed in Ireland, if British forces carried out reprisals that undermined the authorities in Ireland (and embarrassed them in Britain and abroad), then some kind of leverage might be gained over a far more powerful enemy than could be defeated in the field. Revenge and rationality could be served with the same rifle. So it was the principles of General Clausewitz, rather than those of Wolfe Tone, that ultimately guided the IRA of 1919–21: ‘If our opponent is to be made to comply with our will, we must place him in a situation which is more oppressive to him than the sacrifice which we demand.’69




    Armed with this premise, small groups of people could indeed change the world – provided that their own intense views produced echoes among a wider population. If nationalist Ireland was already sceptical about the legitimacy of British rule in Ireland, then the state violence stimulated by the IRA would be seen as oppressive and illegitimate, and the IRA’s strategy might work, with Irish nationalist hostility to British rule being deepened by experience of the conflict. And violence offered not merely a means to the achievement of a political end, but an appropriate stance, attitude and posture in itself: the IRA were not asking for Ireland’s freedom, but defiantly grasping it in their self-reliant, self-respecting hands. Like the Fenians before them, these were attitudinal revolutionaries, defined as much by their defiant attitude as by their actions.




    What of the relations between the IRA and their political republican counterparts in Sinn Féin? In some cases they were the same people, and there are those who have denied any tension or separation between the 1919-21 military and political wings of the movement. Richard Mulcahy – eminent IRA soldier and also Dáil minister – was one: ‘there was no clash of any kind either of thought or feeling or action between any of the members of the government or members of the parliament, and those who were conducting the Volunteer work, either at top or throughout the country’.70 Yet this probably presents too cosy and neat an image. The IRA long retained an ambivalent attitude towards the Dáil, and not until August 1919 was a serious effort made to bring the Volunteers under its control. The Volunteer Executive then agreed that their soldiers had to take an oath of allegiance to the Dublin Dáil, but the military and political wings of the movement continued substantially separate lives. It was not until the spring of 1921 – by which time the War of Independence was almost over – that the Dáil agreed that it should publicly accept responsibility for the IRA’s actions. It would, in fact, have been difficult for the Dáil (as it was at times even for the IRA’s own central authorities) to impose control on the army throughout the country.




    Thus for a long time the soldiers were not over-keen to be subject to the Dáil, while the politicians were hesitant to claim authority over the army. The IRA’s own paper, An t-Óglách, presented the organization as ‘a military body pure and simple’, asserted confidently that ‘the successful maintenance of the Irish Volunteer is the one thing essential to the triumph of the cause of the Irish Republic’ and stressed that IRA men ‘should not allow their political activities to interfere with their military duties’.71 There was, at times, an anti-political quality to the IRA’s thinking, if politics are held to imply constitutional-style practice. For if the IPP’s parliamentarianism was seen as useless (or worse), embodying betrayal and compromise, then there might also be grounds for anxiety about even republican politicians. It was ‘as a soldier’72 that Ernie O’Malley saw himself, and his IRA comrades shared that self-image (Dan Breen: ‘I was a soldier first and foremost’;73 Tom Maguire: ‘I always had what I will call military leanings. I loved reading about battles, both at home and abroad’).74 And while their violence was clearly political violence – arising from a political conflict, and reflecting political beliefs and goals – it was emphatically violence rather than politics that defined the army’s self-image. The IRA had, in the words of one of their eminent figures – Liam Lynch – ‘to hew the way for politics to follow’.75 And for many of these men the 1919–21 struggle, and their soldierly career during those years, represented something of a mythic period in their lives: the most successful part of their career, and a glorious high-ground which their post-revolutionary experience would never succeed in recreating or recapturing.




    And if there were political and military dimensions to the IRA’s thinking, there was also an important cultural argument there too. No simple causal connection existed between cultural nationalism and IRA enthusiasm, but during the War of Independence there was considerable overlap in membership and allegiance between the IRA, the IRB, Sinn Féin, the Gaelic League and the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA). The latter two organizations – both late-nineteenth-century creations – provided the IRA with a reservoir of recruits and cultural resources upon which to draw. Many Gaelic enthusiasts considered Ireland’s cultural and political wars to be interwoven, and nationalist cultural involvement could strengthen militant republican commitment. Defiantly non-English, the Gaelic League, for example, saw the Gaelic language as a symbol of Irish cultural distinctiveness. Such a view reinforced the kind of arguments that lay at the heart of the IRA’s own thinking: Ireland should properly be seen as an independent culture and polity, fully separate from a Britain that had oppressed and obscured it for centuries. Authentic Irishness would be restored by a process of de-anglicization; if the IRA fought to free Ireland politically from Britain’s grip, then they also looked to emancipate Irish culture from an ill-fitting British one (Michael Collins: ‘English civilisation, while it may suit the English people, could only be alien to us’;76 Ernie O’Malley: ‘We had fought a civilisation which did not suit us. We had striven to give complete expression to the genius of the race’).77 A free Ireland would be a Gaelic one.




    What of the broader cultural and social thinking of the IRA? They were overwhelmingly Catholic in background, and the profoundly religious sense evident among the republican revolutionaries78 was one that was deeply Catholic.79 Irish Catholicism was a powerful, pervasive influence on the intellectual formation of the revolutionary generation: a disproportionately large number of those involved in 1916 and beyond had been educated at Christian Brothers’ Schools, which tended more than others to stress the importance of Irish history and of the glories of a distinctive Gaelic civilization. In the post-Rising years many Catholic clergy were sympathetic and practically helpful to the republican political cause. By the early twentieth century, indeed, Irish nationalist grievance had effectively become the grievance of Irish Catholics against those (British and Irish Protestants, for the most part) who had wronged them. Certainly, for many in the IRA itself, religious identification and national identification were inextricably interwoven, with a clear interlinking of national with religious faith.80 Similarly, the soul of the nation was tied to the spirit of sacrifice. In the staccato reminiscences of leading republican Frank Gallagher (1898–1962), ‘Strange what life death gives . . . It seems that only by tragedy the soul of a people may be saved . . . From the beginning of this awakening, tragedy, or the shadow of it, has been the dominant motif . . . The executions in 1916; [Volunteer Thomas] Ashe’s death in 1917 [after hunger strike]; the solemn preparations in 1918 to fight conscription to the death . . . The murder of the lord mayor of Cork.’81 The Irish Republican Army was also a male affair, with the role of women in the struggle generally celebrated in what a later age would read as very conservative terms. From Easter Week 1916 to the early 1920s, female republicans, in bodies such as Cumann na mBan (Irishwomen’s Council), were emphatically auxiliary to the boys’ own struggle. 1916 rebel Frank Henderson (1886–1959: CBS-educated, with a career involving the GAA, Gaelic League and Irish Volunteers) recalled Cumann na mBan women in the Dublin Rising in terms of the medical and culinary help that they had offered the men (‘They cooked our food and served it to us’).82 By 1922 little, apparently, had changed: ‘The Cumann na mBan . . . are providing comforts for prisoners as far as their resources allow.’83 The IRA’s Tom Barry praised the women’s organization as having been invaluable to the IRA in the War of Independence; but in doing so he set out their decidedly auxiliary role: the Cumann na mBan ‘were groups of women and girls from town and countryside, sisters, relatives or friends of the Volunteers, enrolled in their own organisation, for the sole purpose of helping the Irish Republican Army. They were indispensable to the army, nursing the wounded and sick, carrying dispatches, scouting, acting as intelligence agents, arranging billets, raising funds, knitting, washing, cooking for the active service men and burying our dead.’84




    The boys themselves tended to be young (Ernie O’Malley: ‘we saw things through the eyes of youth’).85 They represented a broad class spectrum, though with a bias towards the middling classes and with least representation at the upper and lower extremes, among the very rich or the very poor.86 Some scholars have argued that a key ingredient in the IRA’s 1919–21 war was a sense of social or status resentment among a Catholic lower-middle class. On this reading, anger at the existing order would have sprung from a mismatch between educational attainment and available employment opportunities, and the key battle was one between differing sections of the Irish middle class.87 There is certainly something in this, but it is also true that the IRA themselves claimed to represent a comprehensive community of all classes and creeds in Ireland. ‘The boys’, ‘the lads’, ‘the organization’, presented themselves as embodying an inclusive nation, their own brotherhood band a microcosm of the new Ireland that they sought to create. IRA men often joined as part of a group, informal networks of friendship and camaraderie being carried over into the army.




    Yet clearly any definition that made membership of the republican group meaningful for those inside it, carried also the probability of excluding those who did not possess the keys to inclusion. If this was a Catholic organization redressing Catholic grievances, then what of Irish Protestants? If this was a group that equated anti-separatism with anti-Irishness, then what of those many Irish people – unionist or nationalist – who disapproved of the IRA? (Even Ernie O’Malley noted that a ‘good number’ of Irish nationalists themselves had reservations about IRA violence.)88 And for those outside the IRA’s community or group, the Irish revolution could involve dreadful experiences. With the significant exception of the north-east, Protestants across much of Ireland had, by 1919, become a rather vulnerable group with little political power. In County Clare, with an overwhelmingly Catholic population, republican attacks on Protestants included the burning of churches, and were motivated by more than the pursuit of land or arms. But while Clare Protestants during the War of Independence had reason to fear for their property and security, it should be said that the IRA did not kill Protestant civilians there. The same cannot be said of revolutionary Cork. Here, during the Irish revolution, the IRA did indeed shoot some people because they were Protestant. For Protestants were seen as outside the community: what bound the IRA together necessarily excluded Protestant neighbours. It was not just a question of shootings: the seizure of farms and the burning of homes were overwhelmingly targeted at Protestants in County Cork, an ugly part of the wider sectarian violence that plagued these years in Irish history, on all sides.89




    Police, Protestants, ex-soldiers, tramps, tinkers could all be targeted by the IRA for the crime of being outside the community in this vicious political war. Thus the IRA’s revolutionary thinking was many-layered. They fought for Irish self-determination, for political freedom from British rule. They espoused the politics of violence and intended to force Britain to yield, while simultaneously hitting back in revenge at the old enemy. They wanted cultural as well as political freedom, an Ireland authentic and Gaelic. They were Catholic revolutionaries, young, male, cross-class and bound by ties of friendship and local allegiance. The ideological and the non-ideological interacted here. Self-determination appealed to the IRA, but so too could the excitement of glamorous, clandestine adventure, and the release from quotidian dullness. These young men were fighting to free themselves from Britain, but in their defiant fighting they also often freed themselves from tiresome parental restriction. One owed allegiance to Ireland, but also to individual leaders and friends whose example could sometimes be the decisive factor in one’s revolutionary path. The rebels of the IRA fought out of conviction; but many of them also drew a salary and found in the alternative republican army a form of professional satisfaction and reward for which they looked elsewhere in vain.
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    ‘Sooner or later in political life one has to compromise. Everyone does.’




    Oscar Wilde90


    

    


    

    




    July 1921 brought a truce between the stalemated forces of the British Crown and the IRA. These were ambiguous days. As writer and republican Frank O’Connor put it,




    

    

    

    

    No one who lived through it is ever likely to forget the summer of 1921. To some it seemed a triumph; to some, a disaster. Volunteer headquarters began upon an intensive campaign of organisation, recruiting, drilling and arming. All over the country summer training camps were established at which Volunteers were put through the usual paces of regular soldiers. British headquarters prepared for real war, gigantic concentration camps, wholesale roundups . . . Yet, for all the preparations for war, there was throughout the country far too great a feeling of confidence. It was only natural that this should be so; it was the British who had asked for peace.91




    


    

    


    

    But what precisely was the position at the time of the truce? The IRA were probably far from beaten, at least in the sense of being on the verge of utter collapse; but they had no sign of imminent victory. So with neither the IRA nor the British close to landing a knock-out blow, the logic of stalemate pointed towards compromise.




    Certainly, this would make sense for the IRA at some stage. There had never been any chance of formal military victory over their imperially powerful opponent, nor – in practice – of the British recognizing an Irish republic.92 And it remained far from clear just how many people – even among Irish nationalists – actually favoured or would continue to favour an IRA campaign. There was no shortage of broad republican sympathy – Sinn Féin gained 124 seats unopposed in the southern Irish elections of May 1921. But Sinn Féinish sympathy did not automatically mean enthusiasm for IRA violence. Still, in August a Second Dáil was formed and in October 1921 a republican delegation (including Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith) went to London to negotiate with the British (for whom the main delegates included Lloyd George and Winston Churchill). De Valera – President of the Dáil and leading symbol of the revolutionary movement – decided to remain in Ireland. He insisted that the Irish delegation should consult with the Dublin cabinet before concluding any deal with the British. His thinking was that his own formulation (Irish external association with, but not membership of, the British Commonwealth) should be the limit of Irish compromise on the question of relations with the British Crown and empire. He knew it to be unlikely that external association would be granted by the British, and he anticipated that their refusal would lead to the brink of a renewed conflict. Believing this to be a conflict that the British would, in fact, be reluctant to renew, de Valera anticipated that at this point he himself would step in and make a compromise deal, the best one available to the Irish at that moment. His strategy was thus to retain a veto on any proposed settlement in London, with a view to his own, personal, last-minute conclusion of a deal.




    But on 6 December 1921, under intense British pressure, the Irish delegates scuppered their leader’s plan by signing an Anglo-Irish Treaty; they had failed to hold out until the point at which de Valera could intervene. De Valera and his cabinet were thus presented with a Treaty already accomplished, and Irish revolutionary nationalism was to split violently as a consequence.




    The 1921 Treaty involved the setting up of an Irish Free State, comprising twenty-six of Ireland’s thirty-two counties (broadly speaking, the nationalist, southern portion of the island). It offered qualified autonomy, demanded inclusion in the British Commonwealth, witnessed the formal partitioning of Ireland and meant that the new Ireland had to stomach symbolic remnants of the British Crown with an oath of allegiance and a Governor-General. This deal amounted to more than the Home Rule offer of 1914, though whether the difference between the two was great enough to judge it worth all the intervening death, pain and division is a question on which opinion has long varied. The divide between Irish nationalist and Ulster unionist had been – perhaps irrevocably – deepened by the events of 1916–21; but so too now there was to open up a bloody schism between nationalist and nationalist in Ireland.




    The terms of the Treaty were announced on 7 December 1921. Seven days later the Dáil began to debate it, a debate which continued until 7 January 1922 when the epochal Anglo-Irish Treaty was accepted by sixty-four votes to fifty-seven. Republican Ireland – Dáil, cabinet, IRA, IRB, the Sinn Féin party – was profoundly divided over the Treaty. In this split, some followed particular leaders and friends, some were motivated by pre-existing animosities and antagonisms, and all were focused on the momentous argument that raged. For the Treaty, spoke the charismatic Michael Collins: a compelling leader, a revolutionary administrator and improviser of striking ability; a man who has latterly become a figure of mythic stature in modern Ireland, commemorated in book and film alike,93 but one who was contemporaneously celebrated too (he was offered £10,000 in the early 1920s to write his memoirs). This hero and signatory to the Treaty considered that the deal represented Irish nationalists’ achievement of ‘the substance of freedom’,94 and the best deal then attainable. The Treaty did not give the revolutionaries all that they had sought; but it could be the foundation on which the construction of the full republic could be built, the stepping-stone towards the ultimate goal.




    Arthur Griffith, like Collins an eminent signatory to the Treaty, took a similar approach. Griffith presented it ‘not as the ideal thing’, but rather as a deal that guarded key Irish interests; it was, he said, ‘a Treaty of equality’: ‘We have brought back the flag; we have brought back the evacuation of Ireland after 700 years by British troops and the formation of an Irish army. We have brought back to Ireland her full rights and powers of fiscal control.’95 Batt O’Connor (who had been close to Collins during the War of Independence) read the terms of the Treaty ‘with profound thankfulness, both for what they gave in fact, and for what they held in promise for the future’.96 Piaras Béaslaí, one of the IRA’s leading publicists, also supported the Treaty, recognizing both the difficulties and the attractions of the new deal:




    

    

    

    

    Although nobody seriously expected the Treaty to recognise an independent republic, separated from the British empire, yet the terms of the Treaty, when published, seemed a bitter pill to separatists . . . To the ordinary people, whose vague national aspirations had not crystallised into reasoned doctrines, the Treaty appeared in the light of a big victory, a great advance in national status; and the older generation, remembering their thirty years[’] support of the Parliamentary Party in a struggle for ‘Home Rule’, saw embodied in the Treaty enormously more powers for Ireland than were ever dreamed of in any Home Rule Bill.97


    

    


    

    




    The Treaty was not the republic; but it offered significant freedoms, and if it was rejected then how long would the IRA be able to hold out, if faced with intense war? Such pragmatic reflections made little impression on some. Eamon de Valera, speaking in Limerick on the day before the signing, had argued that it was ‘for complete freedom that they in Ireland were struggling’;98 once the compromise deal had been struck, many republicans considered that it fell too far short of that sense of complete freedom. Austin Stack, a leading IRA man and Sinn Féiner from County Kerry, stated forthrightly that even if the Treaty ‘gave Ireland full Canadian powers, he, for one, would not accept that status for Ireland. This country had never been “a child of England’s”. Membership of the empire, an oath to the English king, a contract by which Irishmen would acknowledge themselves British subjects, was abhorrent to him. “Has any man here,” he asked [the Dáil], “the hardihood to stand up and say that it was for this our fathers have suffered, if it was for this our comrades have died on the field and in the barrack yard?” ’99




    To many of those who opposed the 1921 deal, it was important that much had been suffered in pursuit of a goal now apparently to be betrayed. Mary MacSwiney – whose brother Terence was among the IRA’s famous dead – saw the issue as simply ‘between right and wrong’: ‘Search your souls tonight [she told the Dáil in December 1921] and in the face of every martyr that ever died for Ireland take an oath in your own hearts now that you will do what is right no matter what influences have been brought to bear on you.’100




    Interestingly, it was not on the partitioning of Ireland into north and south that opponents of the 1921 Treaty focused their attention; even in those southern counties close to the new border, the partition issue was not prominent.101 Nor was it true that a person’s opposition to the Treaty automatically implied that they would accept only the full republic. During the Dáil’s private session to discuss the Treaty, de Valera introduced his own alternative ‘Document No. 2’ (Document No. 1 being the Treaty). His alternative was essentially the Anglo-Irish Treaty plus his own formulation of external association with the Commonwealth. Although this proposal elicited no great enthusiasm, and was therefore withdrawn by de Valera, it did show his preparedness to accept something less than absolute republican separation. Yet many anti-Treatyites wanted just that: the full republic rather than some emotionally unsatisfactory compromise. Though it is doubtful whether IRA zealots’ own aspirations and hopes had ever been fully representative of wider nationalist opinion, many of these republican soldiers understandably found it difficult to travel down from their millenarian mountain-top to the less enthralling lower pastures of practical compromise.




    No deal was going to satisfy all shades of opinion within the revolutionary movement: it had been far too diverse a phenomenon for that. And there were attractive arguments on both sides of this increasingly bitter split. Pro-Treatyites could claim that a substantially free Irish state, with an Irish government in Dublin, deserved to be recognized as a major achievement; and that the endorsement of this new world by the Dáil and – more emphatically – by the electorate demanded that the Treaty dispensation be acknowledged as legitimate. For if the stepping-stone thesis was key to the Dáil’s acceptance of the Treaty, then it seems to have had an even more persuasive impact upon wider popular opinion. For the June 1922 general election saw anti-Treaty candidates win only thirty-six of 128 seats, and no anti-Treaty candidate headed the poll in any constituency; in contested constituencies, pro-Treaty candidates averaged 5,174 votes, anti-Treatyites only 3,372.102 Irish nationalists had overwhelmingly rejected anti-Treatyite politics, and in doing so it might be argued that they were merely recognizing that the realities of power – British versus Irish – were likely to lead, at some point, to the compromise of full Irish republican ambition.




    Vitally important though these points are, however, there remains no simple equation possible between the 1921 Treaty and democracy on one side, and anti-Treatyite politics and opposition to democracy on the other. For the context of the 1921 deal was the very real threat that, if it was not accepted by the Irish, then Britain might go back to ruthless war in Ireland. The British threat of force meant that Irish nationalists were not making their decision about their future in the context of a fully free choice. Moreover, the anti-Treaty IRA could reasonably suggest that their pro-Treaty opponents’ adherence to electorally expressed majority opinion was inconsistent with the republican struggle of 1916–21 in which they had all been engaged. If majority Irish endorsement of something short of full independence was acceptable in 1922, then where did that leave the legitimacy of the 1916 rebels? If one required an electoral mandate for the pursuit of IRA violence, then why had they fought from 1919 onwards at all? Many in the IRA saw their role as that of a vanguard protecting the prior rights of the Irish nation, an army that led rather than followed popular opinion. As Ernie O’Malley pithily put it: ‘If [we had consulted the feelings of the people] we would never have fired a shot. If we gave them a good strong lead, they would follow.’103




    Anti-Treaty IRA argument, then, had a certain measure of consistency to it. Not reliant on prior mandates – indeed, sometimes rather scornful of them – the IRA anti-Treatyites felt justified in fighting on for the full republic. Unlike the majority of the Irish people, the bulk of the IRA went anti-Treaty. And the painful disintegration of the revolutionary movement – epitomized in clashes between rival groups of IRA soldiers over who should inherit RIC barracks104 – often involved bitter personal divisions and the intensification of pre-existing antagonisms. The Treaty conflict was a palimpsest, with ideological and personal layers at times obscuring one another. The sharp division between pro-Treatyite Michael Collins and Richard Mulcahy, and anti-Treatyite Cathal Brugha and Austin Stack, long predated arguments over the 1921 Treaty; throughout the country, personal allegiance frequently mattered more than strict attachment to ideological principle.




    In March 1922 the anti-Treaty IRA rejected the Dáil’s authority – in their view, the Dáil had made the wrong choice – and the following month a section of the anti-Treaty forces took over the Four Courts building by the river Liffey in the centre of Dublin. Having acquired this military headquarters, some of the IRA’s ablest irreconcilables (Liam Mellows, Rory O’Connor, Peadar O’Donnell, Ernie O’Malley) now defiantly challenged the new regime; other buildings in the capital were also occupied. The strategy hardly made any practical sense, though with its echoes of 1916 it had considerable symbolic power. The pro-Treaty authorities were not going to allow this Dublin defiance to persist indefinitely, however, and on 28 June 1922 the Irish Civil War effectively began when Free State forces (using guns provided by the British) attacked their former comrades in the Four Courts. ‘What’s artillery like?’ Peadar O’Donnell asked his comrades, shortly before the bombardment was to begin. ‘You get used to it’ – replied a GPO veteran from 1916 – ‘It’s not bad.’105




    But the Four Courts garrison was quickly defeated, and in truth the Civil War anti-Treaty IRA were poorly led throughout a conflict which was to last less than a year and which was to end in their defeat. In December 1922 the Irish Free State – the product of the Treaty – came into formal existence. Irish independence, of a sort, had been achieved. For whatever the objections of the anti-Treaty IRA, most people in the new state viewed its government as legitimate, and this allowed the Free State regime to achieve greater success against their former comrades than the British had been able to do. Where British reprisals had undermined an already shaky British legitimacy, the Irish government of 1922–3 could rest on its indigenous credentials while employing considerable ruthlessness against its diehard republican opponents. The IRA lost out as a result. There were periods of turmoil during 1922, and no certainty that the pro-Treatyites would win. Yet the pro-Treaty government was determined to maintain order amid the chaos of division (‘It is the duty of the government, to which the people have entrusted their defence and the conduct of their affairs, to protect and secure all law-respecting citizens without distinction, and that duty the government will resolutely perform’).106 Within a couple of months of the start of Civil War, serious anti-Treaty resistance was largely restricted to south and south-west, and the Free Staters enjoyed the huge advantage of British backing. The anti-Treatyites were faced with a larger, better-organized force, and one drawing upon British material support of a kind simply unavailable to the IRA. Thus poor IRA leadership – together with governmental legitimacy, ruthlessness and superior weaponry and supplies – resulted in Free State victory. In May 1923 the IRA’s Chief of Staff, Frank Aiken, gave the order for republicans to cease fire and dump arms.




    The Civil War was over, and the anti-Treaty IRA had lost, but not before Valhalla had welcomed more dead warriors. In July 1922, during the early days of the war, the feisty Cathal Brugha had been fatally shot in Dublin; ‘Cathal Brugha was a man of kindliest nature, a sincere friend, gentle in manner, but . . . as firm as steel, and as brave as a lion.’107 The following month, Brugha’s great opponent Michael Collins was killed in an anti-Treaty IRA ambush in County Cork. In April 1923 Liam Lynch (the then anti-Treaty IRA Chief of Staff) was shot dead, prompting a commemorative poem from Ernie O’Malley:




    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    To a Comrade Dead




    Dead comrade! You who were a living force




    Are now a battle cry, on our long roll




    To nerve us when our hearts grow faint




    At thought of the long odds and thorny path




    Which still confront us. You, who in life,




    Have shown us how to live and now have




    Taught us how to die, teach us still.




    We children of unbeaten hope who oft have lacked




    Courage and strength to further the cause




    Of our endeavour – a nation free!108


    

    


    

    


    

    


    

    




    The Civil War which led to such deaths was largely a guerrilla one, with assassination and reprisal and considerable viciousness on both sides. As ever with the IRA’s story, jail formed an important chapter. One early-1920s anti-Treatyite prisoner, Frank O’Connor, delightfully suggested that for an Irish republican to say, ‘“Yes, he and I were in gaol together,” . . . is rather like the English “He and I were in Eton together” but considerably more classy’!109 Classy or not, large numbers of republicans were incarcerated by the Free State during and immediately beyond the Civil War. Some IRA men remembered this in comparatively jolly terms, as in Peadar O’Donnell’s marvellously Wodehousean memoir, with its optimism, japery and boyish good humour in the prison wings, amid the sport and the educational classes.110 But others presented a gloomier version of early 1920s prison life. Like Peadar O’Donnell, Ernie O’Malley was after the revolution to become something of a bohemian writer. But, unlike O’Donnell, his writings on his 1922–4 imprisonment were heavy in mood. (Indeed, O’Malley’s prison letters from those years even depressed that ebullient republican of a later generation, Danny Morrison, during the latter’s own incarceration during the early 1990s.)111




    And there was indeed much reason for gloom. On 7 December 1922 (the day after the Free State came formally into being) two Dáil deputies, Seán Hales and Pádraic Ó Máille, were shot in Dublin by the anti-Treaty IRA. Hales died, Ó Máille was injured and panic gripped the newborn regime. Would there be further assassinations? Would the resolve of people to stand by the Free State survive any more such attacks? Something had to be done and it was decided, ruthlessly, to kill four anti-Treatyites held in jail. So on 8 December the IRA’s Liam Mellows, Rory O’Connor, Dick Barrett and Joe McKelvey were executed in reprisal for the shooting of Hales and Ó Máille. For those fellow IRA men in the jails, especially, this was a dark episode. Peadar O’Donnell recorded Joe McKelvey as having been ‘an unyielding opponent but not a dangerous enemy for he was quite incapable of deep hatreds. He was predestined to be a martyr in a revolutionary movement that failed for he would not dodge and he could not bend.’112 For the unbending outside, however, the reprisals appear to have had the effect of putting an end to the shooting of elected Free State representatives; in their awful fashion, the killings of 8 December helped the new state to survive.




    The imprisonment of IRA republicans extended beyond the IRA defeat of the spring of 1923. In October of that year there occurred a mass hunger strike, thousands of republican prisoners courageously refusing food with the aim of securing unconditional release from jail. The strike collapsed the following month, its strategy of simultaneously involving so many men making it more difficult to sustain than was the later, shrewder, Provisional IRA approach which involved far smaller numbers. But the resilience and bravery of the 1923 hunger-strikers should not be ignored, and their suffering was an emblem of their profound republican commitment. IRA Chief of Staff Frank Aiken wrote to the hunger-strikers in early November of that year: ‘we know that if one Volunteer . . . succeeds in setting the example to his fellow citizens by voluntarily suffering long drawn out tortures of the flesh and mind, and offering his life and sufferings to God for the Republic of Ireland, that the might and wiles of our enemies will be powerless to subdue the spirit that such a heroic sacrifice will awaken in her citizens’.113




    Profoundly though their politics were infused with religious thinking, the anti-Treaty IRA none the less suffered clerical condemnation in the Civil War for their violence against the new state. The Catholic Church excommunicated them and denounced the Civil War IRA cause. This prompted impish scepticism from Peadar O’Donnell. To the Church he wrote, ‘The issue was simple: God versus the republic. The embarrassing thing was that the vast majority of the nationalist population insisted on standing by the republic in the name of God.’114
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