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Introduction
The exchange of letters reprinted here was first published in the Cork Examiner

and the Irish Times in 1998.  What gave rise to them was a book entitled, The IRA
& Its Enemies:  Violence and Community in Cork, 1916-1923, published in 1998
by the Clarendon Press at the University of Oxford, and written by Adjunct
Professor Peter Hart of Newfoundland University and Queen’s University, Belfast.

There was nothing very remarkable about this book in its general conception.  It
was an industrious follow-on from the more original ‘revisionist’ histories of recent
decades—those in particular of Professor David Fitzpatrick of Trinity College and
of Professor Charles Townshend, who in turn followed on from the British
propaganda of the Black-and-Tan period, and particularly from Major Street’s 1921
book, The Administration Of Ireland In 1920.

(Perhaps it is not accurate to include Townshend amongst the Irish revisionist
writers.  He is an English writer and puts the standard British imperialist line.  The
revisionists, properly so-called, are Irish writers, many of whom were “Official”
Republicans not very long ago, who write to the British political agenda.)

Hart’s book struck sparks because, unlike Fitzpatrick’s, it is deliberately
sensational;  it is written in the frantic rhetoric of Ulster Unionism;  and it had a
‘hook’ for catching public attention—the claim that the account of the Kilmichael
Ambush which had been generally accepted for almost eighty years was false.

Hart’s character assassination of Tom Barry was no doubt intended to give the
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coup de grace to the Republicanism of the South.  If people would put up with that,
they would put up with anything.

But people have not put up with it.  And the effect is likely to be the opposite
of what was intended.

Two issues are dealt with in the correspondence reproduced here:  the false
surrender of the Auxiliaries at Kilmichael, and the legitimacy of Republican
military action in support of the mandate of the 1918 General Election.

In the era of democracy the prima facie assumption must be that the landslide
victory for Sinn Fein in the 1918 Election gave a mandate for independence which
superseded all rights asserted in the pre-democratic era and which legitimised all
that it was necessary to do to give effect to that mandate.  Hart presents no argument
against this view—which has been stated often enough to require some arguing
against by anyone who does not accept it.  He simply takes it for granted that British
Imperial right in Ireland was unaffected by the Election result—an assumption
which makes the holding of elections rather a waste of time, effort and money.

He mentions the election only incidentally.  This is the longest mention of it:

“The elections of 1917 and 1918 provided the other great proving ground
[i.e., in addition to the hunger strikes] for activists.  Scores of Cork Volunteers…
travelled to constituencies all over Ireland to immerse themselves in the work
of the movement.  Each campaign was a miniature crucible of revolution…
Going on the run had much the same radical impact”  (pp253-4).

So there was nothing Constitutionally special about the General Election.  It was
on a par with going on hunger strike or going on the run.  And those who engaged
in military activity to uphold the British administration in defiance of the General
Election result were upholders of the law, while those who engaged in military
activity in support of the election result were “rebels”, “murderers”, “political
serial killers”.

Hart’s book was rapturously and uncritically received by Sunday Times
columnist, Eoghan Harris (who affected paramilitary costume when hounding
Poppy sellers in Cork in the first phase of his political career and is now a groupie
of the Ulster Unionists), and Irish Times columnist, Kevin Myers (who was a
hanger-on of the Republican movement in Belfast in the early seventies, before he
discovered the glories of the Empire and found that they were profitable).

*
The main significance of the Kilmichael Ambush (28th November, 1920) was

that it was the first major military challenge to the elite Special force, known as the
Auxiliaries, that was set loose on the Country in July 1920, for the purpose of
breaking the will of the electorate and consolidating the British Administration.

Britain raised two bodies of Special Forces for use in Ireland in 1920.  Both were
paramilitary auxiliaries of the police force (the Royal Irish Constabulary) and both
were raised from demobilised British soldiers from the Great War.
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The first body of police auxiliaries was set up in January 1920.  They came to
be known as the Black And Tans, because of the motley uniform that was hastily
acquired for them.  By the end of the conflict in 1921 there were over 9.000 of them.
They were paid ten shillings a day.

The body set up in July 1920 was recruited from demobilised officers of the
Great War.  They were paid £1 per day plus expences, which made them the highest
paid coercive force in the world.  They were known as the Auxiliary Police but were
under military command.  By the end of the conflict there were fifteen companies
of them, with a hundred in each company.

The term, “Black And Tans” was sometimes used to include both bodies.  But
the “Auxies” were of a much higher calibre than the other body of special ‘police’.

Many features of the Nazi regime of 1933-45 were pioneered by Britain between
the late 19th century and the early 1920s—Concentration Camps, racist political
ideology, conviction in a superior destiny which over-ruled the claims of democracy.
The Special forces used in Ireland (Black and Tans and Auxiliaries) were forerunners
of the Einsatzgruppen with which Hitler sought to break the popular will in East
European countries during the Second World War.  There is, of course, a difference
of degree between them, but not a difference of kind.

Documents
We give below extracts from the documents that are discussed in the

correspondence.

A.  Tom Barry wrote:
“Of all the ruthless forces that occupied Ireland through the centuries, those

Auxiliaries were surely the worst.  They were recruited from ex-British officers
who had held commissioned rank and  had had active service on one or more
fronts during the 1914-18 war.  They were openly established as a terrorist
body with the avowed object of breaking by armed force Ireland’s continued
resistance to British rule.  Their war ranks ranged from Lieutenant to Brigadier-
General and they were publicised as the very pick of Britain’s best fighters.
Highly paid and with no bothersome discipline, they were habitual looters.
They were even dressed in a special uniform calculated to cow their opponents.
Each carried a rifle, two revolvers, one strapped to each thigh, and two Mills
bombs hung at the waist from their Sam Browne belts…

“The Auxiliary force had been allowed to bluster through the country for
four or five months killing, beating, terrorising, and burning factories and
homes.  Strange as it may appear, not a single shot had been fired at them up
to this by the IRA in any part of Ireland to halt their terror campaign.  This fact
had a very serious effect on the morale of the whole people as well as on the
I.R.A.  Stories were current that the ‘Auxies’ were super-fighters and all but
invincible.  There could be no further delay in challenging them” (Guerilla
Days In Ireland, 1949, Chapter VII).

According to Barry’s account a Column of 36 riflemen was assembled near
Dunmanway on 21st November for a week’s training for an attack on a contingent
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of Auxiliaries.  “This unit was composed of new men, only one of whom had fought
previously at Toureen, and only three of whom had been through camp training.
They were mostly quite untrained but many appeared to be splendid natural
fighters.”

They were trained from Monday to Saturday, marched to the battleground
during the night, and deployed in ambush positions by 9 o’clock on Sunday
morning, being informed that “the positions they were about to occupy allowed for
no retreat”.

Lorry loads of Auxiliaries travelled regularly between Macroom and Dunman-
way.  The ambush site was a short straight stretch between two bends on that road.

The convoy would be travelling from west to east.  Barry’s Command Post was
close to the road at the eastern end.  The Column was divided into three Sections.
Sections 1 & 2, with 10 men in each, were placed north of the road.  Section 3
(commanded by Stephen O’Neill) was sub-divided, part of it being placed south of
the road to prevent the Auxiliaries taking up firing positions there, and the rest being
placed to the rear to deal with the possibility that there might be more than the two
lorries that were expected.

The Column stayed in position all day, until the convoy was sighted at four
o’clock.

To slow down the convoy, Barry himself stood on the road in Republican
uniform.  (Paddy O’Brien, an officer in the Column, had got himself a Republican
uniform, which Barry borrowed for the ambush.)  The first lorry slowed down on
seeing Barry and was attacked with a bomb and rifle fire.  Some of the Auxiliaries
got out of he lorry and for a few minutes there was hand-to-hand combat.  “There
was no surrender called by these Auxiliaries and in less than five minutes they were
all exterminated”.  There were nine of them.

The second lorry stopped some distance behind the first.  The Auxiliaries
deployed on the road and exchanged fire with Section 2.  Barry left his Command
Post when the first lorry had been dealt with and made his way with three riflemen
back to the second group:

“We had gone about fifty yards when we heard the Auxiliaries shout ‘We
surrender’.  We kept running along the grass edge of the road as they repeated
the surrender cry, and actually saw some Auxiliaries throw away their rifles.
Firing stopped, but we continued, still unobserved, to jog towards them.  Then
we saw three of our comrades on No. 2 Section stand up, one crouched and two
upright.  Suddenly the Auxiliaries were firing again with revolvers.  One of the
men spun around before he fell, and Pat Deasy staggered before he, too, went
down.”

Barry then gave the order, “Rapid fire and do not stop until I tell you”, and he
took no heed of a further “We surrender” call by the Auxiliaries:

“The small IRA group on the road was now standing up, firing as they
advanced to within ten yards of the Auxiliaries.  Then the “Cease Fire” was
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given and there was an uncanny silence as the sound of the last shot died away.”
The Sections were reassembled.  The arms and papers on the dead Auxiliaries

were collected.  The lorries were set on fire.  A few of the men who were in a state
of shock were “harshly reprimanded” to jerk them back to military efficiency, and
for the same purpose

“…the Column commenced to drill and march.  The lorries were now ablaze.
Like two huge torches, they lit up the countryside and the corpse-strewn, blood-
stained road, as the Flying Column marched up and down, drilled, and marched
again between them.  For five minutes the eerie drill continued until the Column
halted in front of the rock where Michael McCarthy and Jim O’Sullivan lay.
There it executed a ‘Present Arms’ as its farewell tribute to those fine Irish
soldiers”.  (This is described in the chapter that Barry entitled, “Drill Amidst
The Dead”.)

  Half an hour after the start of the action the Column marched off into hiding for
a night’s rest.  Barry recounts his night thoughts:

“The Auxiliaries had had it…  Close quarter fighting did not suit them…
Keep close to them should be our motto, for generally they must be better shots
than us, because of their opportunities for practice and their war experience.
There are no good or bad shots at ten yards’ range.  Our dead!  Two of them
might be alive now had I warned them of the bogus surrender trick, which is as
old as war itself.  Why did I not warn them?  I could not think of everything.”

The Column spent the following days evading British sweeps of the general area.
A Police Order was issued in Macroom on 1st December that murders had been
committed by apparently loyal people who had revolvers hidden in their pockets and
that men would therefore not be allowed to have their hands in their pockets in
Macroom.  On 10th December the Viceroy, Lord French, proclaimed Martial Law
in parts of Cork, Tipperary and Limerick because of “an ambush, massacre,
mutilation with axes of sixteen cadets by a large body of men wearing trench
helmets and disguised in the uniforms of British soldiers”.  And all business
premises in Cork City were made to close in honour of the dead “cadets” as they
passed through on their way to London.

Barry sums up:

“Of the eighteen Auxiliaries, sixteen were dead, one reported missing (after
he had been shot, he crawled to the bog hole near the side of the road, where he
died and his body sank out of sight) and one dying of wounds.  The last-
mentioned never regained consciousness before he died.  There were no
spectators to the fight.”

Adjunct Professor Hart states it as a fact that Barry’s account of the ambush is
“riddled with lies and evasions.  There was no false surrender as he described it”
(p36).  Hart finds the “official British report” of the ambush “remarkably accurate”
(p36):



7

B.  Official British Report.
“…When dusk was falling, at about 5 p.m., the patrol was proceeding along

the Macroom-Dunmanway road and reached a point where the road curves.
Low stone walls flank the road and there are narrow strips of tussocky bogland,
rising to boulder-covered slopes of high ground on either side.

“It is surmised from an examination of the site and from inquiries that the
attackers, who were all clad in khaki and trench coats, and wore steel helmets,
had drawn their motor lorry across the road and were mistaken by the first car
of cadets for military.  The first car halted, and the cadets, unsuspecting, got
out and approached the motor lorry .  .  .   shooting began, and three were killed
instantaneously.  Others began to run back to the first car.  The cadets in the
second car ran along the road to the help of their comrades.  Then from a
depression in the hillside behind the second car came a devastating fire at close
range.  The cadets were shot down by concealed men from the walls, and all
around a direct fire from the ambushers’ lorry also swept down the road.  After
firing had continued for some time, and many men were wounded,
overwhelming forces of the ambushers came out and forcibly disarmed the
survivors.

“There followed a brutal massacre, the policy of the murder gang being
apparently to allow no survivor to disclose their methods.  The dead and
wounded were hacked about the head with axes, shot guns were fired into their
bodies, and they were savagely mutilated.  The one survivor, who was
wounded, was hit about the head and left for dead.  He had also two bullet
wounds .  .  .   terrible treachery on the part of local inhabitants is indicated by
the fact that, although many people attending Mass on Sunday morning were
diverted from their route by the murder gang, no word was sent to the police,
and the ambush sat there until dusk.”  (As quoted by Hart.)

Hart then quotes from the “original after-action report written for his superiors”,
allegedly by Barry.  He describes it as “an authentic captured document”.  He quotes
it from “an unpublished and confidential history” of “The Irish Rebellion in the 6th
Divisional Area” in the papers of General Strickland:

C (i).  Alleged Barry Report.
“The column paraded at 3.15 a.m. on Sunday morning.  It comprised 32 men

armed with rifles, bayonets, five revolvers, and 100 rounds of ammunition per
man.  We marched for four hours, and reached a position on the Macroom-
Dunmanway road…  We camped in that position until 4.15 p.m., and then decided
that as the enemy searches were completed, that it would be safe to return to our
camp.  Accordingly, we started the return journey.  About five minutes after the
start we sighted two enemy lorries moving at a distance of about 1,900 yards from
us.  The country in that particular district is of a hilly and rocky nature, and,
although suitable to fighting, it is not at all suitable to retiring without being seen.
I decided to attack the lorries .  .  .  The action was carried out successfully.  Sixteen
of the enemy who were belonging to the Auxiliary Police from Macroom Castle
being killed, one wounded and escaped, and is now missing .  .  .
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“P.S.:—I attribute our casualties to the fact that those three men were too
anxious to get into close quarters with the enemy.  They were our best men, and
did not know danger in this or any previous actions.  They discarded their
cover, and it was not until the finish of the action that P. Deasy was killed by
a revolver bullet from one of the enemy whom he thought dead.”

Hart next quotes as follows from an article on Kilmichael by Barry, which was
published in the Irish Press, 26th November, 1932:

C (ii).  Irish Press Account.

“…I.R.A. and Auxiliaries were engaged in a death struggle.  After eight or
ten minutes of terrific fighting the first lorry of the enemy was overcome and
a party of three men .  .  .  advanced up the road to help their second section.
They were firing as they advanced to the relief of their sorely pressed
comrades, three of whom had already fallen.  The end was at hand and in a short
time the remainder of the Auxiliaries fighting the second section were dead.
They like the I.R.A. had fought to a finish.”  (As given by Hart.)

Hart also quotes briefly from the account of Kilmichael given in Liam Deasy’s,
Towards Ireland Free, published in 1973.  This account is not by Deasy himself.
He says it was given to him by Paddy O’Brien.  O’Brien is the officer in the Column
from whom Barry borrowed the Republican uniform that he wore for slowing down
the convoy.  Hart only quotes two and a half lines from O’Brien’s account.  We give
O’Brien’s account in full and follow it with the part quoted by Hart:

D (i).  Paddy O’Brien:

“We paraded at 5.00 a.m. on Sunday morning, and after a breakfast of tea,
bread and butter we set out on the five mile march to Kilmichael.  It was raining
heavily…  When we reached Gloun Cross it was still very dark, and we were
soaked through.  We met people going to Mass, and they were ordered to return
home for their own safety—and for ours also.

“It was just coming daylight when we reached Kilmichael, and without more
ado, Tom Barry divided the Column into two sections, taking charge of one
section himself, and placing the other under the command of Michael McCarthy.
Positions selected the previous evening were taken up, and I was given orders
to maintain contact with the different units while immediate preparations were
being made.  I first went to help Michael McCarthy.  We rolled stones down
to within two yards of the verge of the road and built a low barricade there and
camouflaged it with furze bushes…

“Having completed my round I returned to the first position inside the low
fence…  In the adjoining laneway stood Tom Barry, Sonny Dave Crowley, Jim
‘Spud’ Murphy, Mick Herlihy, and John ‘Flyer’ Nylan…  Shortly afterwards
I crossed the road to the spot where Stephen O’Neill and Jack Hegarty were
lying directly opposite the first position…  We had two official scouts from the
locality…
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“Time seemed to move slowly.  Yet in spite of the tense air of expectancy
spirits were still high, though here and there a pale face glimpsed through the
shifting mist reflected the inner fears of a youth facing the ordeal of battle for
the first time, and the possibility of death.  The early winter night was
beginning to fall… when the signal… was given.

“All wearniness vanished, the quiet talk ceased, safety catches were released…
In these last moments before the battle there was an extraordinary distraction:
along the road from Gloun came a pony and trap with four armed men…  A
sharp order directed the new arrivals to gallop the pony and trap up the lane to
Murray’s yard.  Even as it reached the lane, the first Crossley tender appeared
in view.  Tom Barry had placed a stone on the road, and had ordered that when
the tender reached it fire was to be opened.

“The opening fusillade killed the driver instantly, and the tender came to a
halt.  Barry appeared on the road and threw a grenade into the back of the
tender, and all was over so far as that one was concerned.  When Stephen
O’Neill and I came out on to the road from the opposite side, we found ‘Flyer’
and ‘Spud’ were at the first tender;  all the occupants had been killed.

“Meanwhile, the second tender was about one hundred and fifty yards
behind, and had become stuck at the side of the road where the driver had tried
unsuccessfully to turn it.  The Auxiliaries had jumped out, threw themselves
on the road and were firing from the cover of the tender.  We then opened fire
from their rear and when they realised that they were caught between two fires,
they knew they were doomed.

“It was then realised that three of our men had been killed in Michael
McCarthy’s section;  he himself had been shot through the head, Jim O’Sullivan
through the jaw, and Pat Deasy had two bullet wounds through the body.  Two
others had been wounded, Jack Hennessy and John Lordan, but though they
had lost a great deal of blood, their wounds were not serious.  It had been a short
but grim fight.  Of the eighteen Auxiliaries involved, one escaped and fled
across the country only to be captured and shot later, and another who was
taken for dead survived for a while but never recovered from his wounds.  The
remaining sixteen had been killed outright.” (Deasy, p170-72.  The pony and
trap incident is also related by Barry.)

D. (ii).  The extract quoted by Hart:

“The Auxies jumped out…  We then opened fire from their rear and when
they realised that they were caught between two fires they knew that they were
doomed.  It was then realised that three of our men had been killed.”

The first statement about the false surrender in print was made in General
Crozier’s Memoirs, Ireland For Ever (1932).  We give a longer extract from this
than Hart does.  Hart’s extract is indicated by square brackets.

E.  General Crozier

“The best weapon we ever had in Ireland was King’s justice…  when that
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failed the edifice crumbled…
“There is no doubt if some of the men associated with the Black and Tan

enterprise had found themselves suddenly transported to Mexico or South
America and there put in command of some military coup they would have
been ‘warned off’ as being ‘too hot’ for the new world or ‘popped off’ as more
suitable for the next…

“While I was in hospital a convoy of Auxiliaries had been ambushed in
County Cork,  all save one man (desperately wounded) being killed, while, it
was alleged, the wounded had been butchered by Sinn Feiners while lying
helpless on the ground.  I journeyed to Cork to find out the truth about this
carnage, and, as I was in mufti and unknown, learned a great deal, not only
about the ambush but about what went on at Cork during the burning which
…happened while I was in hospital.

“[It was perfectly true that the wounded had been put to death after the
ambush, but the reason for this barbarous inhumanity became understandable
although inexcusable.]  For, as Mr. Lloyd George so vehemently pointed out
during the African war, it is unjust to punish the innocent for the guilty although
then his words of wisdom did not apply.  [Arms were supposed to have been
surrendered, but a wounded Auxiliary whipped out a revolver while lying on
the ground and shot a ‘Shinner’ with the result that all his comrades were put
to death with him, the rebels ‘seeing red’, a condition akin to ‘going mad’]—
as often given in defence of the Black and Tans by Mr. Churchill and others”.
(pp126-128.  Lloyd George when in Opposition had been strongly critical of
the British methods used in the Boer War.)

F.  Stephen O’Neill
An article by Stephen O’Neill, who commanded Section Three at Kilmichael,

was published in The Kerryman in December 1937 (see Letter 8).  We have been
unable to acquire a copy of this in time for publication in this pamphlet, but Hart
does not dispute Dr. Murphy’s statement that it includes an account of the false
surrender.

J. Lane
B. Clifford

November 1999.
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2. The Discussion
1.  Padraig Ó Cuanacháin

A chara,—Kevin Myers (May 29th) laments the fate of 18 members of the
Auxiliary division killed in the Kilmichael Ambush during the War of Independence.

Must I stress once again, that this war was forced on Ireland by the British
Government who refused to accept the authority of a lawfully elected government
of the Irish people and their declaration of independence.  Worse still, in the war
that followed, the British Government refused to implement the terms of the
Geneva Convention and captured IRA members (and the IRA was the lawful
government of the Irish people) were executed by hanging or firing squad, or were
sentenced to long terms of imprisonment.  In many cases, they were executed
unofficially after capture.

Kevin Myers must surely be joking if he suggests that the IRA, underarmed and
undertrained and facing tremendous odds should treat the enemy, that behaved in
such a manner, with kid gloves and most certainly not the Auxiliary Division, who
were guilty of the most appalling atrocities, including the murders of two priests—
Fr Griffin in Galway, and Canon Magner in Dunmanway.

The Auxiliary company stationed in Macroom Castle, as Kevin Myers admits,
were guilty of the murder in Baile Mhuirne, of an unarmed civilian.  The Auxiliaries
who were present were all guilty of a capital crime, since they participated in the
murder or refused to arrest and charge those responsible.  The Auxiliaries at
Kilmichael had no special reason to expect that they would be treated as soldiers,
given their record of refusing to accept the conventions of war.

However, having known General Tom Barry very well, I am quite prepared to
accept his version of the ambush—that the Auxiliaries surrendered, threw down
their rifles, but then opened fire with their revolvers at close range when the
volunteers broke cover to accept surrender.  This version is supported by the fact
that the IRA casualties were three dead and another wounded.  These would be
unlikely if the ambush party remained in their concealed and covered positions.

Incidentally, Captain Godfrey, for whom Kevin Myers sheds tears, was
generally believed in Baile Mhuirne to be the man who murdered the civilian there.

I wonder if this habit of revising history will spread to other countries?  Are we
likely to find some German journalists in the new millennium favourably reviewing
a book that laments the hard times suffered by the Gestapo or the SS in occupied
Europe during the last war?

Dia idir sinn agus an tolc!
5th June, 1998:  Irish Times

2.  Peter Hart
Sir,—With reference to letters from Padraig Ó Cuanacháin (June 5th) and John

Paul McCarthy (June 15th) regarding Kevin Myers’s discussion of my book, The
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IRA and Its Enemies, several points require a response.  First of these is Mr Ó
Cuanacháin’s appeal to the rights of the Dáil, as a “lawfully elected government,”
and the agreed laws of war to defend the actions of the IRA at the Kilmichael
ambush and elsewhere.

In fact, whatever its moral or democratic legitimacy, the Dáil had no legal
standing and was never recognised by any foreign government.  Nor did the IRA,
as a guerrilla force acting without uniforms and depending on their civilian status
for secrecy, meet the requirements of international law.  The British government
was therefore within its rights to give courts-martial the power to order executions.
This, of course, did not empower policemen or soldiers to commit murder—as they
certainly did—but this had nothing to do with international law.

Mr Ó Cuanacháin also declares that he is willing to accept Tom Barry’s version
of Kilmichael, but one of the points my book makes is that Barry’s story has
changed considerably over time.  Does Mr Ó Cuanacháin believe Barry’s original
account, written in 1920, which makes no mention of a “false surrender” and blames
the dead men for exposing themselves?  And why shouldn’t he believe the many
other IRA veterans who were there, who disagreed with Barry’s later version
published in his memoirs?  Surely Mr Ó Cuanacháin would agree that history is a
matter of fact, not blind faith in comfortable myths?

23rd June, 1998:  Irish Times

3.  D.R. O’Connor Lysaght
Sir,—John Paul McCarthy (June 15th) suggests that the first (two? three?) Dáils

lacked democratic legitimacy.  In this, he is backed by Owen Quinn (June 22nd)
who corroborates with statements from two Sinn Féin activists.

Their letters pose a new problem.  If the Dáil lacked democratic legitimacy, who
had it?  Of course, women under 30 lacked the vote, but this disability affected all
parties in these islands, not just Sinn Féin.  At the very least, the 1918 election left
a power vacuum in Ireland, but one which Sinn Féin was the best suited to fill of
all the contestants.  It had won 25 of its 73 seats unopposed and won 22 more with
two-to-one majorities.  Such victories cannot be dismissed as mere products of
intimidation and personation.  Only a handful of results could have been affected
by such means.  The number of such results may be reduced further by the well-
documented cases of intimidation by Britain (which had the biggest firepower) and
by anti-Sinn Féin employers.  Neither matter is taken into consideration by your
correspondents.

At the very least, the election put the onus on the British government to negotiate
with Sinn Féin.  Instead, it attempted to impose a settlement unwanted by any
sizeable political group in Ireland.  This was a far worse breach of democracy than
the establishment of Dáil Éireann.

Finally, Mr McCarthy uses Tom Garvin’s 1922 as his authority for claiming that
the actual leaders of Sinn Féin (or some of them) doubted the democratic validity
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of their 1918 mandate.  This is less convincing when Professor Garvin’s actual
passage is read.  It comes to two sentences in 206 pages, without any authority given
for them in an otherwise well-annotated work.  Only the already converted should
be convinced by this.

30th June, 1998:  Irish Times
[We have taken the liberty of including Mr. O’Connor Lysaght’s letter, even
though we realised at the last moment that we had neglected to ask his permission.]

4.  Padraig Ó Cuanacháin
Sir,—I am certainly surprised at Peter Hart’s contention (June 23rd) that Dáil

Éireann, which I claim was the lawfully elected government of the Irish people, had
no legal standing and was never recognised by any foreign government.  He states
further that the IRA acting without uniform and depending on their civilian status,
did not meet the requirements of international law (whatever that may be) and the
British government was therefore within its rights to give courts martial the power
to order executions.

Older readers will remember that after the last war, scores—if not hundreds—
of German army officers were executed in formerly occupied territories for doing
precisely what Mr Hart claims was legal.  If Irish guerrillas fighting without
uniform deserved execution, surely also did the French Resistance fighting in the
same manner.  And it must be remembered that the French Resistance was also
fighting in open defiance of their own government, which had concluded a peace
treaty with Germany in 1940.  Your readers will also recall that at Nuremberg,
German leaders were held responsible, and rightly so for atrocities against
civilians, although they themselves never actually “pulled the trigger”.  Many were
executed.

I never read any writer advocate that Lloyd George or Sir Hammer Greenwood
or Lord French (Commander of the British occupation forces) should have been
tried for their lives on account of atrocities committed against the civilian
population in Ireland and most especially, for the horrific murders of Canon
Magner in Dunmanway and Fr Brown in Galway that I referred to in a previous
letter.  The revision of history works in a very selective manner indeed.

It seems to me that in international law, the poor, the under-privileged, the third
world, Irish patriots fighting for independence are in one category, and the rich and
powerful nations and the victors are in another.

On the matter of the Kilmichael Ambush, Peter Hart refers to an account written
[by] General Tom Barry in 1920, I knew the General very well indeed.  Is it
seriously contended that in the middle of the War of Independence, he was guilty
of an extraordinary breach of security, by committing to paper details which would
incriminate himself and others and even attach his signature to the document?  And
then it was conveniently captured by the British army.  This sounds very much like
fiction to me or the British black propaganda.  Where is the letter now?  In the
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British war museum?  Can Peter Hart produce even a photocopy?  I am sure you,
sir, would be delighted to reproduce it.  It would be of great interest to readers.

7th July, 1998:  Irish Times

[A letter from John Paul McCarthy was published in the Irish Times on July
13th, 1998.  It praised “Professor Tom Garvin’s excellent 1922”, and quoted it as
follows:  “The election of 1918 itself had been in many ways non-competitive, and
there had been considerable intimidation by what was becoming the IRA.  There
was also a considerable amount of personation and stuffing of ballot boxes.”
“Separatist leaders openly admitted that the elections of 1918, 1921 and 1922 were
doubtful expressions of the popular will.”]

5.  Peter Hart
Sir,—In reply to Padraig O Cuanachain (July 7th), members of the British army

and the Irish police committed murder on a massive scale in Ireland in 1920 and
1921—and typically got away with it.  My book, The IRA and Its Enemies, discusses
many such instances, their causes and consequences.  These men should have been
tried and convicted—but under British laws, not international ones.

Nor were members of the IRA protected by the Hague Convention, the basis for
the law of war on land.  The British government and its forces were not at war in
this sense.  To be recognised as belligerent soldiers, the guerillas would have had
to be fighting for a responsible established state, wear a recognisable uniform or
emblem, carry their arms openly, and not disguise themselves as civilians.  None
of these conditions applied.  It is of course true that international law favours
established states, but if any group can claim belligerent status when using political
violence, then so can the INLA or the LVF.  The Oklahoma bombers would also
have a right to POW status.

The analogy Mr O Cuanachain makes with occupied France in the second World
War is an interesting one, but—at least under the Nuremberg principles—German
criminals were convicted for war crimes because they violated the Hague rules by
plundering, killing prisoners of war and hostages, etc.  They were an illegally
occupying power, and the Free French forces were fighting for a recognised
government (in Allied eyes), despite not having a 1918-style mandate.  Of course,
resistance fighters did many of the things the IRA had done, and thus violated the
laws of war, but they did for the most part qualify as combatants.

To return to the specifics of the Kilmichael ambush, I can answer Mr O
Cuanachain’s queries as to Tom Barry’s first report of the action.  It is reprinted in
a classified divisional history written in 1922, now to be found in the Imperial War
Museum in London.  I have quoted almost all of it in The IRA and Its Enemies.  Is
it genuine?  Clearly so, on a number of grounds.

First, IRA units habitually wrote weekly, monthly, and after-action reports, and
many of these were captured.  Many survive in Irish archives, but others are
sprinkled through internal British documents and files, or were released to
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newspapers.  Any historian of the period will know this to be true.  Incidentally,
there are no known cases of forged IRA documents.

Second, the report contains details of the column and the ambush which only
a participant could have known.

Third, the report does not support the official British version of the ambush,
which wrongly accused the IRA of mutilating the Auxiliaries with axes, among
other things.  Why forge a document if it won’t do you any good or make your
opponent look bad?

Fourth, why forge a document and then only reprint it secretly in an internal,
unpublished, history after the conflict is over?  It simply makes no sense.

Finally, my account of what happened depends largely on the memories of other
IRA men who were there.  Were not they also “Irish patriots fighting for
independence”?  Should we “revise” their words out of the story so to keep Barry’s
lies intact?

As I write from Belfast, the terrible cost of hypocrisy and double standards is
clear.  Surely murder was murder in 1920, no matter who committed it, and surely
it is time we can say so, and be governed simply by what the facts—and simple
morality—tell us.

22nd July, 1998:  Irish Times

[A letter by Paddy Connolly published in The Examiner on 1st August, 1998
pointed out that an account of the false surrender at Kilmichael, written by Stephen
O’Neill, who commanded Section 3, was published in The Kerryman in 1937.]

6.  Brian P Murphy
Sir,—I write in relation to the recent correspondence about the ambush at

Kilmichael on November 28th, 1920, which was initiated by Kevin Myers on May
28th, 1920, which was initiated by Kevin Myers on May 29th when he praised Peter
Hart’s book, The IRA and its Enemies and accepted its conclusions.  In his book
Hart concluded that “British information seems to have been remarkably accurate.
Barry’s ‘history’ of Kilmichael, on the other hand, is riddled with lies and evasions.
There was no false surrender as he described it.”  Hart has defended this view on
two subsequent occasions in your columns.

This opinion of Hart is largely based on, what he calls, Barry’s “original after-
action report written for his superiors”, which was captured by the British.  Hart
accepts this as “an authentic captured document” and states that it “was only printed
in an unpublished and confidential history.”  [The IRA & Its Enemies, p26.]

Several observations may be made about this document, which is so central to
the charge that Barry was lying.  Firstly, the report as it appears in the General
Strickland Papers is not the original hand-written account by Barry.  It is typed into
the official record of the Irish Rebellion (1916-1921) in the 6th Divisional Area.
Secondly, the report is not dated.  Thirdly, contrary to Hart’s assertion, the report
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did appear in published form, although with a limited circulation, in The Irish
Republican Army from Captured Documents Only (June 1921).

The internal content of the report also raises many questions.  While it does
describe the column as being divided into three sections for the ambush, as indeed
happened, there are many anomalies.  The most serious discrepancies, as Hart
admits, are the statements that the column left its position to return home “as the
enemy searches were completed”, and that the decision to attack the Auxiliaries
was taken some five minutes into their  homeward journey.  In other words the
document suggests that, contrary to all other existing evidence, the column did not
remain in their ambush positions until the Auxiliaries arrived.

These considerations alone place a major question mark on the authenticity of
the document.  These errors, moreover, are compounded by other issues over detail:
for example the time of the column’s arrival at Kilmichael and the time of the
ambush do not accord with other accounts.  The report is also brief.  It does not, it
is true, contain a mention of a false surrender, but neither does it mention other
features central to the incident such as Barry standing in the road in military uniform
to confront the first lorry, or the division of the three sections into smaller sub-
sections.

The context in which the report was written is also significant.  Barry had
retreated with the column to Granure, some 10 miles south of Kilmichael, by the
late evening of November 28th.  In the early hours of next morning he was contacted
by Charlie Hurley, Brigade Commandant, and made a verbal report to him.  Liam
Deasy received what he described as “a full report of the ambush” from Hurley on
November 30th.  A few days later, on December 3rd, Barry was taken to hospital
in Cork with heart trouble, and was confined there until December 28th.  In this
context questions arise as to the need to make a report, and the opportunity to do so.

It should be noted that all Barry’s detailed accounts of the ambush since the early
1940s mention a false surrender, and that he referred to others who did the same.
One of the most significant was General F.P. Crozier, who was responsible for the
Auxiliary Division of the RIC from 1920 to 1921, when he resigned owing to their
lack of discipline.  He wrote in Ireland For Ever (1932) that at Kilmichael “it was
perfectly true that the wounded had been put to death after the ambush, but the
reason for this barbarous inhumanity became understandable although inexcusable”
because “arms were supposed to have been surrendered, but a wounded Auxiliary
whipped out a revolver while lying on the ground and shot a ‘Shinner’ with the
result that all his comrades were put to death.”

Hart accepts that this story was to be heard as early as 1921, and he acknowledges
Crozier “as the first writer” to acknowledge the false surrender story.  In fact Crozier
was not the first to write of such a surrender.  Piaras Beaslai, for one, wrote in his
life of Michael Collins (1926) that “what really happened on the occasion was that,
after the fight had continued for some time, some of the Auxiliaries offered to
surrender.  When Volunteers advanced to take the surrender they were fired on.”
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Despite this significant evidence, which explicitly affirms the false surrender
story, Hart chooses to reject it in favour of a document, surrounded with question
marks, which merely fails to mention a false surrender.  One cannot but feel that
far more evidence is required before Barry’s account may be dismissed as “lies and
evasion”.

4th August, 1998:  Examiner;  and 10th August, 1998:  Irish Times

7.  Peter Hart
Sir,—Brian P. Murphy (August 10th) raises some interesting points regarding

Tom Barry’s first report of the Kilmichael ambush.  However, he is wrong to state
that my reconstruction in The IRA and its Enemies is “largely based” on this
document.  In fact, my primary sources were interviews with participants and
statements made by them, conducted and collected by myself and others.

The details are given in my book.  It is these men’s eyewitness accounts which
contradict Barry’s memoirs, and which provide the main body of evidence about
what really happened on November 28th, 1920.

The document in question is, however, significant in that it is the first written
account of the ambush and it (and Barry’s first published account in 1932) is
remarkably different from the later, now familiar, story.  It was only later that Barry
claimed the Auxiliaries were wiped out because their “false surrender” lured three
Volunteers to their deaths.

But is this report authentic?  Murphy first notes that we do not have the original
and that, as well as appearing in the unprinted, unpublished 6th Division history,
it appears in a confidential printed (but not published) pamphlet issued to units by
the Irish Command in 1921.  This was not a piece of propaganda.  In fact, it used
dozens of captured documents to illustrate IRA methods and tactics.  The pamphlet’s
British author even comments that the Kilmichael report does not support the
official version of the ambush, which claimed the IRA mutilated the Auxiliaries’
bodies.

We must therefore ask the following questions:  why would the British army
forge a document which does not agree with its version of events, and then keep it
secret except to mislead its own officers as to IRA methods?  Presumably Murphy
does not question the provenance of the other reprinted documents (many can be
found in Irish archives), so why suspect this one only?  It seems to me that its
inclusion among so many other authentic documents actually reinforces its
believability.

Murphy also points to the report’s omission of detail and to inconsistencies with
later versions, although he does he does note the reference to the column being split
into sections as accurate.  Other details which only participants could have known
include the times given, the casualties and the fact that one Auxiliary escaped.  The
omissions can be attributed to the report’s brevity, which also explains who Barry
could write it so fast.  The fact that he felt the need to write it all (which Murphy
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questions) could be held against any of the numerous similar reports he wrote about
later actions, which can be found in the Richard Mulcahy Papers in the UCD
Archives.

The inconsistencies arise from Barry’s explanation of why the ambush happened.
In the report—unlike his latter accounts—he suggests the ambush was accidental
and unavoidable.  Why?  Possibly because it was unauthorised and outside brigade
boundaries.  This ensured Barry could stay in charge, but required explanation.  And
why would British forgers make up this otherwise insignificant detail anyway?

Finally, Murphy argues that other writers’ mention of a “false surrender”
supports Barry’s later claims.  I agree that F.P. Crozier’s “finding” must be taken
into account, but neither he nor Piaras Beaslai were there.  There references must
be put alongside equally serious endorsements of the equally false British version
by such writers as General Macready and W.A. Philips.  Repetition doesn’t make
either truer.  Kilmichael was the subject of a propaganda battle from the outset:  it’s
hardly surprising that the truth lay in neither camp.

Why is the “false surrender” so important?  Because from Barry’s point of view
it justified the “extermination” of unarmed and wounded prisoners.  We know this
happened:  Barry and his biographer admit it, and many witnesses have described
it in detail.  These same witnesses deny Barry’s claims—as do, implicitly, his
earliest accounts.  I would invite readers to ignore Barry’s self-constructed
reputation, weigh these facts and draw their own conclusions.

19th August, 1998:  Examiner;   and 1st September, 1998:   Irish Times

8.  Dr. Brian P. Murphy
Sir,—In his letter on Tom Barry and the Kilmichael ambush (September 1st),

Peter Hart replies to my earlier letter and attempts to substantiate his claim that
Barry’s account of the ambush “was riddled with lies and evasions”.

In regard to the documentary evidence, Hart is prepared to accept the captured
report of the Commander of the Flying Column as that of Barry, although, as I have
pointed out, it is not handwritten by Barry and it is not dated.

Hart asks why this particular report, which he takes to be Barry’s initial report,
should be questioned.  The answer is simple:  the details of the ambush that it records
do not, despite Hart’s assertions to the contrary, match the accepted version of the
encounter in many important matters.

Hart himself accepts that “it is clear that, contrary to Barry’s initial report, the
ambush was planned.”  This is the most striking difference:  the captured report talks
of the Flying Column retiring from its position before the ambush, while all other
accounts maintain that the column remained in waiting until the Auxiliaries arrived.

Hart states in his letter that the time of the ambush in the captured report is the
same as in other recorded versions.  This is not correct.  Most versions state that the
ambush began soon after 4 p.m. and Barry gives 4.05 p.m. as the start of the
engagement.  The captured report states that at 4.15 p.m. “we started the return
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journey” home, and then saw two lorries of Auxiliaries at about 4.20 p.m.  The
ambush began soon afterwards.  In other words, the captured report has the ambush
beginning when the action, which lasted about 20 minutes, was finishing.

The fundamental question is not whether or not the document was a forgery by
the British, but why Peter Hart should reject part of the account as inaccurate, and
then accept the failure to mention a false surrender as accurate.  On what grounds
does he base his selection?  The source is either of value in its entirety or not at all.
Questions as to why the British should forge such a document become irrelevant.

In regard to interviews with participants, the names of those interviewed by
Hart, and by others, are given only as initials in his book, and much of their
testimony centres on the killing of the Auxiliaries rather than on the false surrender.
The published account of Stephen O’Neill, commander of section three at the
ambush (Kerryman, December 1937), which accepts Barry’s version of a false
surrender is rejected by Hart.  Also rejected is the evidence of eye-witnesses to be
found in Meda Ryan’s book on Tom Barry (1982), who accepted that there was a
false surrender.  I agree with Peter Hart that readers may weigh these facts and draw
their own conclusions.

I would also add that in the quest for veracity over this particular issue, and in
other historical matters of the period, it would be of great benefit if the statements
and documents deposited in the Bureau of Military History were made available for
research purposes.

7th September, 1998:  Irish Times

9.  Peter Hart
Sir,—Brian P Murphy’s latest letter on Kilmichael (September 7th) abandons

the argument he made previously that Tom Barry’s original report of the ambush
is not genuine.  He now asserts that the “fundamental question” is not forgery but
rather my explanation for why it differs from later accounts.  [That is not what
Murphy said.  See third paragraph back.  JL & BC.]

Yet surely there are only two logical possibilities:  either Tom Barry wrote it or
he did not.  If he didn’t, someone else did.  Assuming that no one in the IRA would
have reason to, then only someone on the government side could have.  But, as I
hope I have already demonstrated, British intelligence officers had no reason to
concoct such a version of events and, in fact, believed the document to be real.  It
follows, therefore, that Barry must have written it.

How, then, do we account for its omissions and discrepancies?  The report lacks
Barry’s signature and handwriting, but this is entirely consistent with those he
wrote in 1921, which can be found in the Richard Mulcahy Papers.  Dr Murphy
points again to the timing of the ambush, which Barry’s report puts at 4.15, although
he later stated it was 4.05.  A similarly small difference exists with later versions
of when the column began its march to the ambush site.  In other words, the report
is within a few minutes of other accounts, but not identical.  This is certainly an
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acceptable level of accuracy given that people wrote from memory-and given the
much wider gap between it and the British “official” version (which presumably a
forger would wish to support).

So if the timing issue is not very significant, and if most of the other stated details
are accurate—and Dr Murphy does not dispute them—we are left with the question
of why Barry would lie about whether or not the ambush was planned.  Dr Murphy
believes that “the source is either of value in its entirely [sic] or not at all”.

In fact, most documents are neither.  Surely the correct historical approach to an
apparently genuine document is to ask why the author wrote as he or she did?

In this case, I believe Barry’s omissions and lies form a coherent pattern in that
they eliminate the controversial aspects of the event.  He didn’t have authority to
launch a risky ambush outside brigade boundaries, and he hadn’t told his superiors,
so he claimed it was an accident.  Remember, at this point Barry was more or less
on probation and had yet to make his name as a commander.  Indeed, this was his
first ever report.  He also failed to mention the killing of wounded and surrendered
men because that too might cause trouble.  It was unprecedented and went against
the often chivalrous standards in combat set by such commanders as Sean Moylan
and Sean MacEoin.

My own reconstruction in The Irish and Its Enemies is, as Dr Murphy points out,
based primarily on the testimony of witnesses whose identities I was asked to keep
confidential.  This was true of interviews I conducted, and also those held by other
people, who kindly allowed me to use the tapes and statements they collected (the
details are in the book).  Nowhere, however, does my book depend on the
uncorroborated evidence of my interviews—they are always backed up by other
sources, as is the case here.  It is worth noting that Meda Ryan’s excellent biography
of Barry also quotes unnamed sources.  In fact, we clearly interviewed the same
person in at least one instance, although she does believe there was a “false
surrender” (as I do note in my book).

Finally, let me end on a note of agreement and echo Dr Murphy’s call for the
Bureau of Military History to be opened to researchers.  If this debate helps bring
new evidence to light, it will represent a victory for everyone.

14th September, 1998:   Irish Times

10.  Meda Ryan
Sir,—I refer to correspondence regarding the Kilmichael Ambush and the “false

surrender” aspect.  For my book The Tom Barry Story (1982) I interviewed the ambush
participants who were alive back to the early 1970s.  All, including the last survivor, Ned
Young (d. 1989) and Paddy O’Brien (d. 1979) spoke of the “surrender call” by the
Auxiliaries and their resumption of shooting.  Unlike Peter Hart, none of the participants
of the ambush to whom I spoke asked me to keep their names confidential, and I have
no problem with giving reference names, dates, etc.  I would stress that I spoke to and
questioned them while their memory was vivid, and this is important.
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I grew up in the area and I listened to people get very angry that “The Auxies”
picked up their guns after their surrender cries.  My uncle, Pat O’Donovan, was in
Section 2, where the three volunteers who were fatally shot were positioned.  He,
like others, said that he heard “the surrender call” in that evening atmosphere of the
Kilmichael countryside.

The suggestion made by Peter Hart that there was no false surrender is based to
an extent on a report that allegedly was written by Tom Barry and was later
captured.  Peter Hart chooses the absence of the mention of a false surrender in this
report as a proof that there was no false surrender.  As Brian Murphy has pointed
out (August 10th), this report is not an original handwritten account, nor is it dated;
nor indeed has it any of the characteristics to show it is authentic.  It is typed into
an official record with quotation marks.  Furthermore, it was typed after the Truce
because it mentions Barry as being “afterwards appointed Liaison Officer.”  It has
all the hallmarks of a propaganda work.  Basic elements point to a forgery.  Most
of the sentences contain elements that are at variance with written versions and also
with that of participants’ information.

To begin with:  If Tom Barry wrote this report for his superiors, he would surely
have got the number of men under his command correct.  The first sentence has the
time incorrect (important to Barry);  the second has 32 men, instead of the correct
36 men.  That sentence also mentions 100 rounds of ammunition per man.  With
that amount Barry could have stormed Macroom Castle!

This report (allegedly Barry’s) states that the column left its Kilmichael position
at 4.10 p.m. and “about five minutes after the start we sighted two enemy lorries…
I decided to attack the lorries.”  Peter Hart agrees that this is incorrect, that the
column remained in position;  however, he suggests that Barry wrote this because
“he hadn’t told his superiors, so he claimed it was an accident”  (September 14th)
as the ambush “was unauthorised and outside brigade boundaries” (September 1st).

The facts are:  The ambush was sanctioned by Liam Deasy and Charlie Hurley
who both visited the training camp the previous week, and who were in consultation
with Cork No. 1 brigade personnel.  I have Deasy’s word for this.  Deasy also
mentions the “maturing” of ambush plans in Towards Ireland Free.  The exact
location and ambush plans were left to Barry.  The ambush was outside brigade
boundaries because of the terrain.  The Macroom-based Auxiliaries who had been
raiding the Third West Cork Brigade area had to be apprehended in the stretch of
road before Gleann crossroads.

This report has Barry saying he hurriedly divided his column into three sections
when they “sighted” two lorries.  There is no mention of the sub-sections that were
an extremely important device by Barry.

Peter Hart (September 1st) suggests that by claiming the ambush was “an
accident” Barry “ensured” that he “could stay in charge.”  If Barry was trying to
impress fellow officers, then from a guerrilla tactical viewpoint of preparedness,
they would be fools to leave him in charge.
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Just to refer to some of the terminology in this report that has all the aspects of
one written, from a barrack viewpoint:

(a)  “We camped in that position.”  They didn’t camp, they got into ambush
positions, which is what Barry would have said.

(b)  “…and then decided that as the enemy searches were completed.”  Barry
would have used the words “raids” or “rampages”, the barrack would have used
“searches”.

(c)  “One wounded and escaped, and is now missing.”  Barry knew that one
escaped, how did he know whether he was “now missing”?  In Macroom Castle they
knew he was “now missing”.

(d)  In a short report on an ambush, would Barry write, “the action was carried
out successfully” against “the Auxiliary Police from Macroom Castle” (giving
them their full title)?

As pointed out by Brian Murphy (August 10th), Piaras Beaslai mentioned the
false surrender at Kilmichael.  This is significant, as Beaslai wrote his book in 1923/
24.  Also significant is the first full account and mention of the false surrender,
written by Kilmichael Section Commander, Stephen O’Neill (1937)—all prior to
Barry’s full account.

Barry himself accepted full responsibility for the order to shoot outright
“soldiers who had cheated in war.”  Because of the death of his comrades, he
regretted for the rest of his life that he had not thought to warn his men “of the old
war trick of a false surrender.”  Tom Barry placed great emphasis on exactness;  he
was upright and direct.  I believe that to record for history that Tom Barry told lies
regarding the Kilmichael ambush, and that he evaded responsibility, does not do
justice to history nor to Tom Barry.

10th November, 1998:   Irish Times

11.  Peter Hart
Sir,—Meda Ryan (November 11th) repeats many of the arguments I have

already answered.  Thus, she returns to Tom Barry’s first report and once again
suggests that it “has all the hallmarks of a propaganda work”.  No historian I know
has ever found a forged IRA document from this period, so I’m not sure how she
would recognise one.  If it was a forgery, why was it kept secret?  Why wasn’t it
written to support the British version of events?

Ryan also points to the report’s “barracks” terminology, but a wider reading of
IRA documents would show that their authors often assumed as “official” a style
as possible;  British officers noticed the same thing.  Barry, of course, had spent four
years in the army and would presumably have known it well.

In any case, as I point out in The IRA and Its Enemies, Barry also failed to
mention any “false surrender” in his first published account, in the Irish Press in
1932.  In this version (very different from later ones), he declares that the three
column casualties “had already fallen” when he advanced to the second lorry and
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that the Auxiliaries “like the IRA had fought to a finish.”  Was it forged as well?
What reason would he have for concealing British treachery?  Here is an account,
indisputably by Barry, that agrees with the earlier report.

Ms Ryan again mentions my use of anonymous interviews, and contrasts it with
her own.  I have great respect for her research—as my footnotes show—but her
biography of Barry does use the phrase “one Volunteer told me” about the killing
of prisoners without saying who it was.  Most of the interviews I used were not my
own, but were conducted by others, as detailed in my book.  In each case, the holders
of the recordings asked me not to use names, as a matter of courtesy to the families
involved.  These sources can be checked, however.

Nor am I the first person to question Barry’s later accounts.  Liam Deasy’s
memoirs, Towards Ireland Free, quoting Paddy O’Brien, do not mention any “false
surrender”.  When Barry attacked them in print, Deasy stood by his book and
specifically denied Barry’s “refutations”, with the public support of most of the
surviving officers and column men.  Why believe Barry and not his former
comrades?

There is an alternative, as my book suggests:  legitimately different accounts
exist of what happened at Kilmichael which can never be entirely reconciled.  It was
getting dark when the ambush started, some observers were far away, others saw
only part of the action.  Most of the participants were scared or enraged at the death
of their comrades.  And things happened very fast.  So it is possible that one or more
Auxiliaries surrendered while others kept firing.  Or that a wounded policeman
ignored the surrender and shot an IRA man when he approached.  And it is certainly
possible that some of the column did believe that they had been tricked.

However, what is clear is that there was no “false surrender” as Barry depicted
it.  There was no trick being played, and at most only one guerrilla died after the
surrenders began.  Most interviewees say that no one died in this way.  Wounded
and unwounded prisoners were beaten and killed in revenge for the grievous IRA
losses around the second lorry—but this also happened at the first lorry where no
column men were killed.  One Auxiliary escaped only because he was believed to
have been shot in the back as he ran away—only to be captured and executed a few
hours later (although not by the column).  Why were these men “finished off” if they
were not guilty of treachery?

There were two forces at work at Kilmichael:  the rage felt by the survivors at
the death of their friends, and Tom Barry’s determination that no Auxiliary would
be left alive.  Before the ambush began, he declared it was to be a fight to the finish,
ordered bayonets to be fixed, and posted men to prevent anyone escaping.
Afterwards, he ordered the execution of wounded, helpless men.  The result was a
daring ambush which turned into a massacre:  a combination of hot-blooded
reprisal and cold-blooded murder, justified by the labelling of the victims as
“terrorists”.  Sound familiar?  The same recipe produced the same kind of violence
in the British army and policy—and later the Free State army.  The real secret of
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Kilmichael is that the IRA inhabited the same culture of violence as their enemies,
in which heroes and villains were indistinguishable.

10th December, 1998:   Irish Times
This correspondence is now closed.—Ed. I.T.

[“…it is possible that one or more Auxiliaries surrendered while others kept firing.
Or that a wounded policeman ignored the surrender and shot an IRA man when he
approached.  And it is certainly possible that some of the column did believe that
they had been tricked.  However, what is clear is that there was no ‘false surrender’
as Barry depicted it.  There was no trick being played, and at most only one guerrilla
died after the surrenders began”!!

This is war as conceived from the kindergarten.  And it is no wonder that Conor
Brady, Irish Times Editor, protected Adjunct Professor Hart from further damage
by closing the correspondence.  Soldiers act under command, whether fighting or
surrendering.  And in a concentrated engagement like Kilmichael it was certainly
not open to some Auxiliaries to surrender while others kept on fighting.  By
conceding that one guerilla may have been shot after a surrender, Hart gives away
the substance of his case.  And by reasserting in Paragraph 7 what he gave away in
Paragraph 6, he demonstrates the weakness of the element of reason in his position.]

12. Unpublished Letter From Meda Ryan
The sources Peter Hart uses to state that there was no false surrender at

Kilmichael need to be scrutinized closely.
He discovered a document in the Strickland Papers in the Imperial War

Museum.  This document he took at face value, and did not entertain the view that
it could be a forgery.  In fact he continues to refute the forgery aspect, despite
evidence which points in this direction.  This document did not mention that there
was a false surrender, and Peter Hart then, from my reading of it, sets out to dispute
the false surrender story.  He uses as further evidence the lack of mention of the false
surrender in a summary article supplied by Tom Barry to the Irish Press of
November 1932.  He does not know if this article was cut by editorial staff, yet he
admits that F.P. Crozier (Auxiliary Commandant) demonstrated that the false
surrender story was in circulation in 1921.  Piaras Beaslai mentioned the false
surrender in his book, written 1923-24.  Furthermore, Stephen O’Neill, Kilmichael
Section Commander, mentioned it in his article in the Kerryman in 1937.  Therefore
I fail to see the logic of his argument—i.e. the lack of mention of a false surrender
in some cases, but not in all cases (in fact, suspect cases) means for Peter Hart that
there was no false surrender.

He backs up his argument with interviews, some with people whom he lists
under letters of the alphabet, beginning with A—thus he has two interviews which
he uses himself, namely, AA, 3rd April, 25th June 1988;  AF, 19th November 1989.
If the last survivor (including scouts) of the Kilmichael Ambush, Ned Young, died
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aged ninety-seven, in 1989, and the second last, Jack O’Sullivan, in 1986, then who
are these two people who could not stand over their names and the information that
they gave?  (Participants were totally wiling to stand over anything they said when
I interviewed them in the 1970s.)  Did those listed participate in the Kilmichael
Ambush—those whom Peter Hart gives their identity only by using letters of the
alphabet as sources of reference?  Why did these wish to remain anonymous?

Barry himself accepted full responsibility for the order to shoot outright
“soldiers who had cheated in war”.  He regarded it as deceitful to call a surrender
and then take up arms as they (the Auxiliaries) saw the opportunity.  Further
surrender calls could mean death for more of his comrades, could he take this
chance?

Peter Hart uses a quotation from AD, 21st April, 1989, that Tom Barry “‘made
his name out of Kilmichael’” and he (Hart) adds, “this was probably one of his aims
from the outset”.  Was it?  Was there not a war on, for independence from Britain,
and were not the Auxiliaries raiding the Third West Cork Brigade area?  History
deals with facts, not probabilities!  Barry built his reputation, not on Kilmichael
alone;  he was a formidable Commander.  Certainly, the Kilmichael Ambush was
extremely important, not alone for west Cork, but for the War of Independence
nation-wide, as it gave Volunteers and people the necessary moral boost.

Peter Hart makes a statement:  “the IRA often killed tinkers, tramps, and other
loners and outsiders who might never be missed, some of these killings will surely
never come to light.”  And, in a further page of statistics, he gives under the heading
tinker/tramps:  8 per cent were shot by the IRA and that none of them informed on
the IRA.  There are several statistics on Spies and Informers, but isn’t the nature of
spying and informing a secret weapon?  Using British records for this type of
information needs scrutiny.  Of course, British records on who informed on the IRA
could not but have a certain slant.  So do we really know whether or not people
(regardless of religion, as he singles out Protestants) informed on the IRA?

Meda Ryan
8th February, 1999

13. The IRA And Its Enemies
         by Brian P. Murphy

The author presents a critical review of this important book, subtitled
‘Violence And Community In Cork, 1916-1923”, by Peter Hart,
(ppxvi-350, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1998, £40. 0 19 8205376)

This is a well researched book, an important book, a controversial book.  The
IRA in Cork is examined in thematic fashion and in great detail.  Part one recounts
the course of the revolution in Cork between 1916 and 1923;  part two considers
the background of the rebels;  part three examines the causes that led them to
embrace the revolution;  and part four narrates the action taken by the IRA against
its neighbours and its enemies.   This manner of treatment, while comprehensive
and possessing a form of unity of its own, has some drawbacks.  For example, the
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ambush at Kilmichael and a chapter on the boys of Kilmichael are separated by
some hundred pages.

However, by starting the book with the graphic account of the killing of Sergeant
James O’Donoghue on 17 November 1920, and the ambush at Kilmichael of 28
November 1920, the author does engage the reader in the harsh reality of war.  The
killing of O’Donoghue by the IRA serves as an introduction to the tit-for-tat killings
that were an integral part of the war.  Hart’s book not only chronicles these events
in detail, but also provides interesting background information on the individuals
involved and on the area in which they lived.  In so doing he sets a pattern, and a
high standard, for his subsequent treatment of similar events throughout the length
of County Cork.  One is stimulated to read on.

A human face is given to this general characterisation by an examination, again
in considerable detail, of individuals such as the Hales family (they have a chapter
to themseves), Sean O’Hegarty, Liam Lynch, Sean Moylan, and Liam Deasy.
While the records of these men are well-known, Hart adds substantially to our
knowledge of them.  He also highlights the contributions of other individuals such
as Jack Breen, Robert Langford, Frank Busteed, Mick Fitzgerald, Denis Murray
and Mick Leahy, and the telling of their stories introduces into the pages of history
other names who contributed to the IRA war effort.

The same detailed attention is given to the British forces in Ireland.  Further
insights are provided into the actions and attitudes of the Black and Tans and the
Auxiliaries, and of special interest is the information that many British regiments
in Cork, such as the Essex and Manchester, were actually sending men out of the
country during the difficult years of 1920 and 1921 to strengthen the British Empire
elsewhere.  All that is missing is a map, or several maps, to give some visual clarity
to the many locations that are mentioned.

One caveat needs to be expressed over Hart’s general setting of the scene in
which the war took place.  His emphasis on the local and the personal tends to
underplay the wider rationale that shaped nationalist minds at the time.  In
particular, he fails to stress the significance of the Volunteer Convention of October
1917, which re-shaped the command structure of the organisation that eventually
became the IRA.

Moreover, this convention took place in tandem with the Sinn Fein Convention
which transformed the political aims of that society.  Hart cites a police source of
June 1917 stating that “Sinn Feinism is of a very undefined sort”, a view which
accurately conveys the character of Sinn Fein at that time.  However, at that very
moment all nationalist groupings were engaged in the political debate that culminated
in the definition of republican Sinn Fein in October 1917.  Many of the Volunteers
were engaged in that debate, and must have been influenced by it.

Controversial Issues
The controversial nature of Hart’s book centres on two issues:  firstly, his
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treatment of the ambush at Kilmichael;  secondly, his treatment of the sectarian
nature of the IRA.  In regard to the ambush by Tom Barry and his Flying Column
of a force of Auxiliaries at Kilmichael, Hart maintains that Barry’s account of the
ambush

“is riddled with lies and evasions.  There was no false surrender as he
described it.  The surviving Auxiliaries were simply ‘exterminated’.”

Hart bases his argument on two accounts of the ambush by Barry, which fail to
mention a false surrender on the part of the Auxiliaries.  The first account purports
to be a document captured by the British forces at the time.  This account does fail
to mention a false surrender, but it is brief and also fails to mention other salient
features of the ambush.  Moreover, the report is not the original handwritten copy,
thus making it impossible to check the spelling against Barry’s rather unorthodox
usage.

For the record it should be stated that all Barry’s more detailed accounts of the
ambush mention a false surrender.  Barry also referred to other individuals who did
the same.  For example, to Stephen O’Neill, who was in command of the Number
3 section at Kilmichael, and who wrote in The Kerryman (1937), and to General
F.P. Crozier who wrote his account in Ireland For Ever (1932).  Crozier’s evidence
is of particular importance, as he was Commandant of the Auxiliary Division of the
RIC from 1920 to 1921.

Crozier stated that at Kilmichael “it was perfectly true that the wounded had
been put to death after the ambush, but the reason for this barbarous inhumanity
became understandable, although inexcusable”.  He explained that “arms were
supposed to have been surrendered, but a wounded Auxiliary whipped out a
revolver while lying on the ground and shot a ‘Shinner’ with the result that all his
comrades were put to death with him”.

Hart mentions that Crozier was “the first writer” to recount the false surrender
story, and he accepts that this story was to be heard as early as 1921.  In fact Crozier
was not the first to write of such a surrender.  Piaras Beaslai, who was a member
of the GHQ staff of the IRA, wrote, in his life of Michael Collins (1926), that

“what really happened on the occasion was that, after the fight had continued
for a time, some of the Auxiliaries offered to surrender.  When Volunteers
advanced to take the surrender they were fired on.

Despite this significant body of evidence, which explicitly affirms the false
surrender account, Hart, while citing some of it, chooses to reject it in favour of
other sources, which simply fail to mention a false surrender.  One cannot but feel
that far more evidence is required before Barry’s account may be simply dismissed
as “lies and evasions”.

One other feature of Hart’s treatment of the Kilmichael ambush merits
consideration:  there is no mention of Bishop Daniel Cohalan of Cork.  The bishop,
who was actually born in Kilmichael, responded to the ambush by issuing, on 12
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December 1920, a decree of excommunication on all those who participated in
ambushes or kidnapping or murder.  Barry was angry and worried about the decree,
writing in his autobiography that nobody should “minimise the gravity of such a
decree in a Catholic country”.  He feared that the bishop’s action would reduce IRA
membership.  Any account of the enemies of the IRA in Cork cannot ignore the
Bishop of Cork.

In regard to the second controversial issue, that of an IRA sectarian campaign
against Protestants, Hart writes that “nationalism veered towards sectarianism in
late 1920 and guerrilla war became, in some places, a kind of tribal war”.  Many
Protestants undoubtedly did suffer during the war.  The question is whether they
suffered because of their religion or because of other factors.  Hart does adduce
other factors such as suspicion over their political allegiance, and envious eyes cast
on their vast landed estates;  but he posits a religious dimension to the IRA hostility
towards them.  This interpretation may be questioned.
No Element Of Sectarianism

Erskine Childers, a Protestant, was in no doubt that there was no element of
sectarianism in the Nationalist struggle for independence.  His papers include his
own account of The Irish Revolution in which he wrote that:

“it is worth noting once more that the violence evoked in this year (1919) was
slight.  Nor was it indiscriminate or undisciplined.  At no time, neither then nor
subsequently, have civilians—Protestant Unionists living scattered and isolated
in the South and West, been victimised by the republicans on account of their
religion or religious opinion or religion [sic].”

This opinion of Childers was based, to a large extent, on the evidence of
Protestants themselves.  In the summer of 1920, when the pogroms against
Catholics were taking place in the north of Ireland, many Protestants, among them
ministers of religion, wrote letters to the press stating that there was no religious
discrimination in the south.  Hart has used this manuscript source of Childers, but
he has neither adverted to the significant correspondence referred to by Childers,
nor accepted his interpretation of events.

Moreover, by maintaining that Protestants did not have sufficient knowledge to
act as informers, Hart heightens the suspicion that they were killed for religious
motives.  Citing the official Record of the Rebellion in Ireland, Hart writes (pp.
305,306) “the truth was that, as British intelligence officers recognised, ‘in the
south the Protestants and those who supported the Government rarely gave much
information because, except by chance, they had not got it to give’.”

Hart does not give the next two sentences from the official Record which read:

“An exception to this rule was in the Bandon area where there were many
Protestant farmers who gave information.  Although the Intelligence Officer
of this area was exceptionally experienced and although the troops were most
active it proved almost impossible to protect those brave men, many of whom
were murdered while almost all the remainder suffered grave material loss.”
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3.  Why The Ballot Was Followed By The Bullet
A Comment On Revisionist Methodology

We do not pretend to have an expert knowledge of the Kilmichael Ambush and
the circumstances surrounding it.  But expert knowledge is not needed for seeing
that Adjunct Professor Hart does not present evidence which warrants the certainty
which he professes.  He knows it to be a fact that there was no false surrender.  But
that is only part of what he knows.  He also knows that there was a genuine surrender
offer which was accepted by Barry and that Barry then ordered those who had
surrendered to be shot out of hand.

These are clearly two distinction facts.  But he treats them as one and the same
fact.  While affecting to subject the evidence to a process of logical deduction, he
actually enters a mental haze in which the idea that there was no false surrender
somehow includes the idea that there was an actual surrender which was accepted
but not honoured.

In a book of 350 pages he had ample space to set out the full body of evidence,
to draw out the various possibilities that it suggested, and to show the rigorous
process of deduction which led him to conclude with certainty that there had been
an actual and genuine surrender, followed by the killing of the prisoners.  He does
not do any of these things.

The possibility that there was no surrender at all is not even mentioned by him.
But it seems to us that, if Barry’s account is to be doubted, the strongest alternative
case that could be made from the evidence presented by Hart is that there was a fight
to a finish with no surrender at all.

All that would follow from that with regard to Barry is that, when he came to
write his book, more than a quarter of a century after the event, he engaged in a bit
of embroidery by including the false surrender story which (according to Hart
himself) had been in general circulation by word of mouth since the time of the
ambush, and which had in the 1930s been twice stated in print by others without
contradiction.  (Bro. Murphy showed that there had been three published statements
of the false surrender before Barry’s (Letter 6), but we are only commenting on the
implications of what Hart presented.)

We are not suggesting that this was the case, only that Hart’s credibility would
be much greater than it is if, on the strength of his own evidence, he had opted for
it.  We can only suppose that he did not opt for it because it lacked the emotive force
required for his propaganda purpose.

There are undoubtedly inaccuracies in Barry’s account.  For example, Meda
Ryan discovered that the Auxiliary who was found alive when the British came to
the ambush site the following day did survive.  He was H.F. Forde, ex-RAF.  He
was awarded £10,000 compensation and he died in the 1970s (The Tom Barry
Story, p198).  And the Auxiliary who escaped was C.J. Guthrie, ex-RAF.  He tried
to make his way to Macroom across the fields;  couldn’t cross the Lee;  went to a
house where he asked to be driven in a pony and trap;  was recognised by two



30

Volunteers, who followed him, shot him and buried him in a bog.  His body was
later retrieved and buried in the graveyard at Inchegeela.

One feels when reading her biography that Meda Ryan is driven by a genuine
heuristic urge—to put it philosophically—by a desire to find out.  She would be
entitled at the end of her investigations to say, Eureka!  One does not feel that with
Hart.  His approach is best described by a word that everybody knew a generation
ago, but that has fallen out of use:  apologetics.  What he searches for is fragments
suitable for attaching to a conclusion decided in advance.  He might have
exclaimed as he finished his book:  I have cobbled it together!

Meda Ryan considered the matter of the false surrender when writing her
biography because she dealt with Barry’s bad-tempered, but nevertheless
intellectually capable and well written, reply to Deasy’s book, The Reality Of The
Anglo-Irish War 1920-21 In West Cork:  Refutations, Corrections And Comments
On Liam Deasy’s “Towards Ireland Free” (1974).  She concludes from her
investigations that “there appears to have been a false surrender”.  And she says in
her letter that she interviewed the two last survivors of the ambush and both said
there had been a false surrender.  One of these was Paddy O’Brien, who did not
mention it in his account as published by Deasy.

She quotes Barry:

“We advanced into them still firing making sure they were all dead.  Now for
that I take full responsibility.  The only blame I have to myself is that I didn’t warn
those young lads about the old war trick of a false surrender” (p35).

And she relates this incident:
“One Volunteer told me that he had come behind a man and ordered him to drop

the gun which he did.  He was walking him up the road as a prisoner when a shot
dropped him to his feet.  At this stage Barry didn’t want prisoners—especially men
who used deceptive tactics” (p35).

A month before Kilmichael thee had been an ambush of two lorries at Toureen.
Due to the failure of a mine to explode, the first lorry escaped.  The second lorry ran
into a ditch.  A few soldiers were killed.  The rest surrendered, were subjected to
moral exhortation, and were sent on their way.  That night the Black and Tans went
on the rampage in Bandon led by a Sergeant who had been set free after surrender.

The Republicans did not have a secure territorial base for a POW Camp.
Releasing surrendered Black-and-Tans on their parole not to engage in further
hostilities was not a practical option.  The Black And Tans were not bound by
obligations of honour towards the enemy.  They were officially encouraged into
a very different kind of conduct.  If it were open to any group of Black And Tans
that was not winning a fire-fight and was on the way to extermination by the enemy
to say, “We surrender”, give up their weapons, and return to barracks for new ones,
the Republican war would have become farcical.

Barry, according to his own account, went to war in 1915 because he wanted
to see what war was like.  He had a vocation for soldiering and acquired a
professional sense of honour.  We take it that Paddy O’Brien went to war because
the British Government continued governing Ireland after its right to do so had
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been categorically rejected by the democracy of Ireland in the 1918 Election.  He
engaged in shooting British soldiers because they wouldn’t go away.  Given the
conduct of the British administration, and the kind of activity it encouraged in the
Black And Tans, and given the circumstances under which the IRA had to fight, it
seems reasonable to us to suppose that Paddy O’Brien just forgot to mention the
false surrender when he wrote the account of Kilmichael for Deasy.  They
understood at the start that it was to be a fight to the finish and that those left standing
would walk away.  The IRA certainly did not have the option of surrender.  And why
should yet another dirty trick by the Black And Tans and Auxiliaries loom large in
his mind?  British dirty tricks were ten a penny in those years, so why make a great
fuss about this particular one?

In any case what O’Brien describes is a fight to a finish which ended when one
side was all dead, or appeared to be.  He most definitely does not describe an
accepted surrender and a subsequent execution of the prisoners.

A book entitled, Barry’s Flying Column, was published in London in 1971.  Its
author, Ewan Butler, was an English gentleman, who served in the Special
Operations Executive of the British Army (or at least, of the British state) during
the Second World War.  The SOE was an official ‘dirty tricks’ operation.  Butler
did not seem to find it at all hard to believe that the Auxiliaries could have tried the
false surrender tactic.

General Crozier likewise was not incredulous.  Hart disparages him and
suggests that he was biased, but neglects to mention that Crozier was the General
commanding the Auxiliary Division.  He also neglects to mention that in 1913-14
Crozier joined the Ulster Unionists and took an active part in training the Ulster
Volunteer Force.  (He was himself retired from active service at the time, but he
conspired with senior officers who were on active service.)

Crozier was involved in a road accident about a week before Kilmichael, which
put him in hospital for a month, and in a convalescent home for a further three
weeks:

“Unconscious for days, my eyes opened in the glare caused by the burning of
Cork, one of the most disgraceful affairs in the history of the British Army…  A
soldier may be ‘good’ and serve on ‘humdrum’ for years and years unnoticed till
suddenly confronted with some ‘five minutes of emergency’ in the solution of
which he may show his worth or fail.  ‘Cork’ was one of those occasions” (p109).

He tried to impose discipline on the Auxiliaries and, without questioning
Britain’s right to continue governing Ireland even though it lost the election, tried
to get his Division to act according to the law which Britain was professing to
uphold.  He found that his disciplinary measures were being set aside by a higher
authority.  In the Summer of 1921 he brought murder charges against one group and
dismissed another and sent them back to England, resisting political pressure to turn
a blind eye to things.  When he found that the group he dismissed had been
reinstated, he resigned his commission.  His resignation was debated in Parliament,
and that debate set a precedent for “democratic finesse and graft” (p134).
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Hart takes issue with Barry’s statement that the Column that fought at
Kilmichael  “…was composed of new men, only one of whom had fought
previously” etc.  He comments:

“they were not strangers and they had a great deal in common.  Most had
joined the movement in 1917…  They were wanted men even before the ambush,
…on the run for months or even years.  A good number had arrest records and had
spent time in gaol.  Nine… had taken part in the great hunger strike in Wormwood
Scrubs prison…  There were not quite the ‘new men’ depicted by Tom Barry…
They were, rather, experienced local leaders and activists—’hard men’—with
years of organizing experience behind them, and many battles ahead of them.
Two had been wounded in previous fights.  Another died and seven more were
interned in 1921.  Five were still with the Column at Crossbarry…  It was Barry
who was the new man, the outsider” (p132).

Hart was very industrious in the cobbling together of this book, but his industry
was beside the point.  In this instance, the trouble is that Barry did not say that the
men in the Column were new to the Republican movement, or that he was himself
a Republican old hand.  Anybody reading his book without being on the lookout
for a phrase to wrench out of context would understand Barry to be saying that the
most of the men in the Column were without either battle experience or extensive
training for battle.  We cannot judge whether that statement was accurate.  We only
say that what Hart criticises is a statement that Barry did not make.

Political ability and military ability are not interchangeable.  And a “hard man”
in one context is not necessarily a hard man in another context.  Civilian wimps
may flourish in battle conditions and civilian hard men may crumble.  Meda Ryan
found that one of the Volunteers at Kilmichael suffered extreme culture shock, his
hair turned white within six months, and he became a physical wreck.  He was
presumably what Hart calls a ‘hard man’ before that event.  But it turned out that
the environment in which he was functional was not that of battle.

A reverse case was C.E. Montague, Deputy Editor of the Manchester Guardian,
son of an unfrocked Irish priest, a Home Ruler, who wrote the bloodthirsty war
propaganda against the Hun in August 1914 when the Editor, C.P. Scott, recoiled
from the task.  Montague eventually  propagandised himself into enlisting.  He was
on the surface an immensely cultured and aesthetic person, but he found that he
loved being in battle and under fire and he didn’t want to leave the front line.

Barry knew from his own extensive battle experience that, until the moment of
battle, everyone is a ‘new man’ in that line of business, and that you never can tell
in advance who has the qualities to be a soldier.  Hart may not be able to understand
this.  But he really should have been able to understand that battle experience
gained on or after November 28th did not exist before November 28th.

Hart’s book is shot through with carping of this kind.  The cumulative effect
is not to undermine Barry’s reputation, but to bring out his qualities into sharper
relief, and to reduce Hart’s own credibility to shreds.

There is, for example, the paragraph about the scouts used at Kilmichael:
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“These were local men, the ‘small fry’, the ones without guns whose names are
rarely mentioned in the chronicles.  Kilmichael was their territory—they and their
neighbours would probably be blamed by the police—but it was the gunmen who
were in charge” (p131).

There was to be a battle and it was the people with guns who were in charge
of it!  How unusual!  Wellington no doubt gave charge of his famous battle to the
villagers and farmers of Waterloo?

“The events of 28 November may have made them heroes of songs, but it did
not make them revolutionaries.  Tom Barry may have made them victors and
killers, but years of hardship and struggle brought them together…

“What the ambush did produce was ‘Barry’s flying column’…  ‘Barry’s
column’ contained only those who were loyal to him personally…  These were
Barry’s men, just as other ‘big fellas’ in West Cork and elsewhere ha their
followers” (p133).

Certainly Kilmichael did not make them revolutionaries.  But, if revolutionaries
do not become “victors”, what happens to the revolution?

And certainly Barry wanted a cohesive fighting unit that was responsive to his
will.  Armies are not democratic.  Even democratic armies are not democratic.
Authoritative command is indispensable in battle.

Britain was the dominant state in the world in 1920.  It had just become a
democracy in its homeland in 1918.  Its Army had an extensive infrastructure and
a book of rules along with a vastly experienced body of officers and NCOs.  And
yet the personal element in command was still thought to be necessary.  (If Crozier
found he was not in effective command of the Auxiliary Division, that was
because he tried to act the part of a regular soldier in a Special Force and refused
to take heed of the special instructions the Government gave him by nods and
winks.)

The British Army in North Africa greatly outnumbered and outgunned the
German forces when Montgomery took command, and yet Montgomery took
some trouble to develop an esprit de corps of “Monty’s Army”.

In Ireland in 1920, effective fighting units had to be built from scratch under
constant harassment by the British forces that saturated the country, and in those
circumstances the personal element acquired maximum importance.

As for “the other ‘big fellas’ and their followers”—we did not know that there
were many other Kilmichaels or that there was anything else comparable to
Crossbarry.

Britain decided to put the 1918 Election result to the test of war.  Everything
then came to depend on the war.  And the major actions in the war—the actions
which made a major impact on the imagination of the enemy command—were the
ruthlessly executed ambush of an elite Special squad at Kilmichael and the
complex manoeuvres successfully implemented at Crossbarry.

Hart refers in one of his letters to Barry’s “self-constructed reputation”, a use
of words which suggests self-publicity.  But Barry’s reputation grew out of the
quality of his military actions.
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A final example of Hart’s method:

“In retrospect, participants on both sides claimed the upper hand in the months
approaching the Truce…

“When Winston Churchill’s military secretary talked to staffs around the
country, ‘they all without exception, said the rebels were beaten, and that, if
instead of agreeing to an armistice, the Government had stuck it out for another
fortnight, they would have been glad to surrender’…

“A similar chorus of frustration issued from IRA men opposed to the Irish
Treaty after 7 December.  Sean Moylan, a TD for North Cork as well as its brigade
leader, argued furiously in the Dail that ‘we have driven the British garrison into
the Sea’.  Florence O’Donoghue, a city staff officer, maintained that… the south
Munster brigades ‘held the initiative and were confident of being able to retain it.
For Liam Deasy, commander of the West Cork Brigade at the time of the truce,
‘it seemed to me that our struggle had brought us to a position of strength which
warranted high expectations.’  Tom Barry felt that the IRA ‘was capable, not
alone of fighting back, but of actually threatening to smash their military power
in Ireland in the not too distant future’.”  (p104-5.)

Barry was against the Treaty.  He was not against the Truce.  And he comments,
unkindly but not unfairly, on Deasy’s “fatuous optimism” about the military
position of the IRA at the time of the Truce (Reality Of Anglo-Irish War, p50).  He
saw Deasy as being essentially a staff officer who believed too much in the
impressive structure of the IRA, as established on Divisional paper.  Barry himself
believed in the military existence of actual fighting units, of which there were not
many, and he saw the formation of Divisions which combined active and inactive
Brigades as delusory.

The idea underlying the formations of Divisions was that the active Brigades
would operate throughout the Divisional area and thus activate the inactive
Brigades.  Barry did not think the active Brigades would be effective outside their
own areas, or that many of the Volunteers would agree to try it.  And he was
scathing about the ideas that Deasy’s Divisional enthusiasm gave rise to:

“Deasy… writes:  ‘Fortunately the dark nights had passed…  the tide of battle
was definitely turning in our favour.’  How any responsible man could write such
trash about April 1921 I do not know.  Here we were, coming to a darker night of
a brighter summer, far more favourable to the enemy’s huge round-ups;  with the
British Prime Minister publicly threatening to send in, if necessary, a quarter of
million troops and Black-and-Tans;  with the British army staffs planning the
‘blockhouse system’ of cutting off area by area, with massive internment—and
our chronic shortage of ammunition.  No doubt, some of us might survive it, and
in some way harass them, but the solution would not have been found in Deasy’s
council meetings and highfalutin’ words of victory” (The Reality etc., p42.  The
blockhouse system was an element in the system of area sweeps and Concentration
Camps by means of which Britain won the Boer War.)

Barry concludes Guerilla Days with a chapter on the Truce, in which he quotes
from the Diaries of Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, Chief of the Imperial General
Staff, about his plans for Ireland in May 1921.  And this is his comment on the
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Truce, in the paragraph from which Hart extracts two lines suitable for his
purpose:

“Had the enemy felt capable of doing so different terms would have been
offered, terms similar to those at the close of all the many armed efforts of
previous generations of Irishmen.  Since the Treaty of Limerick in 1691 down to
and including 1916 the British terms to defeated Irish soldiers had always been
unconditional surrender followed by a massacre of the Irish leaders.  But now
they had an army that was capable, not alone of fighting back but of actually
threatening to smash their military power in Ireland in the not far distant future.
While the Army survived and fought on, nothing under God could have broken
the nation’s will to victory.  Patriotic and brave men might die on the scaffold, on
hunger strike or endure British jails;  mass meetings might demand our freedom;
electors vote for a Republic, writers and poets cry aloud of British tyranny and
of Ireland’s sufferings, but none of those would have induced the lords of the
Conquest to undo their grip or even discuss our liberation.  The only language
they listened to or could understand was that of the rifle, the revolver, the bomb
and the crackling of flames which cost them so dearly in blood and treasure.”

So the words wrenched out of context by Hart do not express a condemnation of
the Truce as a device by which imminent victory was thrown away, but a conviction
that the IRA would have survived the blockhouse system and would have won in the
end.

“Gradually it dawned on me that the forcing of the enemy to offer such terms
was a signal victory”, he wrote in Guerilla Days.  And in The Reality Of The
Anglo-Irish War:  “There was nothing wrong in the terms of the Truce from an
Irish viewpoint, but it was the six long-drawn-out months during which the army
of the republic deteriorated, with the resultant Treaty and the civil war, which
were a curse to our nation.  Had we all had the gift to foresee the future, very few
of the active service leaders would have favoured the Truce, but who had that gift”
(p56).

Why The IRA Was Formed
Tom Barry was probably right when he wrote that “when the people voted at

the end of 1918 for the Republic, very few visualised then that a guerilla war was
in the offing” (The Reality, p52).  For four years the world had been deluged by
Britain with propaganda about democracy and the rights of small nations, and it
might be that large numbers of Irish electors believed that Irish independence was
to be had by voting for it.

But the British Parliament did not see itself as being bound, after victory had
been gained, by the impressive democratic aims stated by the British Government
when declaring war and recruiting Irishmen to fight it.  It ignored the Irish election
result and continued governing the country.  And it did not even explain why it
did not see the Irish election result as falling within the terms it had proclaimed
to the world when it declared war on Germany.  It just carried on governing Ireland
as if there had been no election.
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That is why the IRA was formed.
If Britain had accepted the verdict of the ballot in Ireland, there would have

been no need for the Irish to have recourse to the bullet.  But, when Britain rejected
the verdict of the ballot, the Irish had a straightforward choice between taking by
force what they had already voted for, or writing themselves off as a bad joke.

The British authorities did not believe that the Irish would be able to take
themselves in earnest as a national democracy.  They did not believe that the Irish
would be able to summon up the sustained force that would be needed to give
effect to the election result.  Their conviction was that, if British authority stood
firm, the will of the Irish would crumble.  Irish agitations would always break on
the solid rock of the British Empire—that was the conclusion which they drew
from the history of the previous hundred years.

The power of the British Empire had never appeared greater than it did in that
winter of 1918-19.  Britain had just won the greatest war ever fought.  The British
Empire was in 1914 already the greatest Empire the world had ever seen, and it
had been made still greater by the conquest of Mesopotamia, Jordan and Palestine,
and by the seizure of German colonies in Africa.

And what, after all, was this democratic election in Ireland but another
agitation?  Peoples were inclined to use their votes frivolously when they were
first given the vote.  It was natural that the first flush of democracy should have
the character of an agitation.  The agitator can cry for the moon, but the democratic
elector must learn by experience that not everything can be had by wanting it, and
that votes for unachievable aims don’t count.

What the Irish democracy voted for on its first outing was unachievable.
Pursuit of the unachievable leads to chaos.  The Irish would learn that through
experience, and the next time out they would vote for something else—something
more modest and reasonable—in fact, something very close to what they already
had.

That is the best construction that can be put on British policy between 1918 and
1921.  And it is very close to the position stated by Major C.J.C. Street, official
propagandist of the British administration, in his book, The Administration Of
Ireland 1920, which was published in April 1921.  Major Street knew that:  “The
history of Ireland teaches that firmness on the part of its rulers is the first step
towards winning the trust of the population”.

Major Street
Modern “revisionist” writing about Irish affairs in that period is little more

than an amplified echo of what Major Street published almost eighty years ago.
He is not often referred to by the revisionists, who are cute in their generation.  It
would not be advantageous to their cause to let it be seen that they have taken their
line from a Castle propagandist at the height of the Black-and-Tan terror.  Major
Street is therefore not given his due.  But if you have read his book (which is to
be found only in a few libraries) then all you can see in the books of the pioneers
of revisionism (Professor Charles Townshend and Professor David Fitzpatrick)
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and of their followers (Professor Garvin, Professor Bew, Professor Patterson,
Professor Murphy, Professor Foster, Adjunct Professor Hart, etc.) is a filling out
of the concepts and arguments first used by Major Street.

There is nothing unusual in the victor in war writing its history and imposing his
ideas on the losers.  But the British did not win the Black-and-Tan War.  Major Street
was a propagandist of the losing side.  So how does it happen that Irish academic
historians are regurgitating Street’s British propaganda as Irish history eighty years
later?

Tom Barry would not be surprised by it.  He was well acquainted with “Irish
sycophancy”—the mental subservience of a certain stratum in Ireland towards the
greater power of Britain.

British power acting on weakmindedness in Irish academic produces Irish
revisionism.

*

Major Street’s assertion that British “firmness” won the “trust” of the Irish did
seem in 1920 to be the lesson that history taught.  Of course “trust” is the wrong
word for what was won.  ‘Acquiescence’ is about the strongest word warranted
by the facts.  But, when a population is effectively intimidated into acquiescence
by the authority of a masterful power, that power will put what word it pleases on
it.

Major Street’s view was that the Irish democracy voted for an impossible
object in 1918, and that Britain therefore had the duty of bringing it back to its
senses.  More recently, the object for which the Irish democracy voted in 1918 has
been described as “visionary” by Roy Foster.  As we understand that word, when
something is visionary, it is a wild and unrealisable imagining.

Roy Foster does not spell out why the aim of establishing an independent Irish
state was visionary.  But Major Street does not conceal why it was impossible.

It was impossible because Britain, the greatest Empire the world had ever seen,
had just won the greatest war in history, and it did not intend to let Ireland secede
from the Empire.

Impossibility usually means inconsistent with nature.  A vote to secede from
the law of gravity would be a vote for an impossibility—for a visionary project.
But the British Empire loomed so large in certain minds—and still does in some,
judging by Roy Foster—that it took on the character of a force of nature.

Impossibility has a way of forcing itself on the attention of those who are
attempting to do the impossible, and Major Street thought that was happening in
Ireland at the end of 1920:

“There can be no doubt that at the end of the year the outlook in Ireland was
considerably brighter than could have been anticipated some months earlier”
(p60).  “It is believed that if a General Election were held to-morrow Sinn Fein
would not sweep the polls as it did in 1918” (This is from a police report in Co.
Kildare, p63).  “There is no doubt that, even apart from the obvious impossibility
of allowing the establishment of an admittedly hostile Irish Republic at the
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gateway of Europe, the majority of the Irish people would not welcome a solution
of the Irish Question which involved the detachment of Ireland from the British
Empire.  The status of an Independent nation would undoubtedly appeal to Irish
sentiment, but nations cannot exist upon sentiment alone, and the material
advantages of partnership in the Empire make a stronger appeal to the mind of
an agricultural community than even sentiment.  The problem before the
Government was therefore the restoration of law and order, and particularly the
suppression of the campaign of murder and terrorism, while at the same time
proceeding with a measure of Home Rule which would satisfy the inarticulate
majority, whose existence was screened by the conspicuous activities of the
extremists” (p69).

What else could Britain do in 1919—Britain being what Britain is—but over-
rule this popular Irish agitation by firm government?  It knew from experience
that the “inarticulate majority”, though united by sentiment with the “extremist
minority”, would fall back into subservience when the hopelessness of the
attempt to get what they had voted for sank in.

The British Government stood firm when O’Connell assembled a million men
at Tara in a demonstration in support of Repeal of the Act of Union, and the Repeal
movement withered.  Sinn Fein only got about that many votes in 1918, and it is
much easier to put a mark on a piece of paper in the privacy of a polling booth than
to come out in a demonstration under the eyes of a hostile police and a hostile
army.  Was it conceivable that Sinn Fein would hold firm—Sinn Fein, which was
only a grouping of tradesmen and “peasants”—where the Repealers led by the
charismatic Liberator had melted away?

But Sinn Fein did hold firm.  And whatever doubts—or pretended doubts—
there may have been about the validity of the 1918 General Election result were
dissolved by the local elections of 1920.  The new local Councils transferred their
allegiance—and their dues—from the unelected British administration to the
Dail.

Westminster, however, over-rode the local election ballot just as
contemptuously as it had over-ridden the Parliamentary ballot.  It could no longer
be doubted that the only power it would submit to in Ireland was the power of the
gun.  The war to give effect to the democratic mandate therefore intensified in
1920 and 1921.

But how did it happen that an Irish Republican Army appeared in 1919 to give
effect to the democratic electoral mandate for independence?

The need for such an Army was obvious.  The lack of it would make voting
a futile activity in Ireland.  But needs do not always create the things that are
needed.  The need for an Irish Army was very much greater in 1847—when the
British Army was guarding the export of food in the midst of Famine—than it was
in 1919.  And yet no Irish military force emerged in 1847.  And the attempt at
armed rebellion in 1848 was a fiasco.
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The Irish Incapacity For Political Violence
A book was published in 1983 with the title, Political Violence In Ireland.  It

was published by the Clarendon Press at Oxford University, which has the most
distinguished lineage of all English publishers.  It says in its opening sentence:
“The Irish propensity for violence is well known;  at least to the English”.  Books
may have begun with statements that are less true than that, but there can’t be many
of them.

English propaganda publicised a caricature of the Irish as having a propensity for
violence.  But English rule was conducted on the assumption that the Irish had very
little capacity for violence—for political violence, that is:  violence applied in affairs
of state.

The writer of that book is Professor Charles Townshend.  In 1975 Townshend
published The British Campaign In Ireland, 1919-1921 (Oxford University
Press).  These books echo Major Street’s books on Ireland in 1920 and 1921, and
they set the pattern for the ‘revisionist’ writing of recent years, including Adjunct
Professor Peter Hart’s book (also published by the Clarendon Press at Oxford).

The truth is that the Irish capacity for political violence was broken in the
Williamite Conquest of 1690-91, and any remnants of it were scotched during the
long age of the Penal Laws and the rack-renting.

The extremes of landlordism were occasionally curbed, or punished, by direct
action at local level.  And there was extensive direct action of this kind, sustained
over a long period, in the region from North Kerry, along the Cork/Limerick
borderland, to Tipperary.  But the degree of Whiteboy action in this region was
exceptional.  And even here it can hardly be said to have reached the level of
politics.  It did not have some purpose of state as its object.

People who are being tormented will sometimes hit back.  Where England is
concerned, the tormenting has always been done through the medium of law—or
at least under the ideology of law.  The Penal Laws, like the Nuremberg Laws,
were laws.  Fr. Peter Walsh expressed the opinion three hundred years ago that
oppression conducted under the form of law was no better than lawless oppression—
and he was in many respects a conciliator or appeaser of the English state.  But
oppression conducted systematically under the ideology of law is obliged by its
own pretences to put high-sounding names on actions which are a blind retaliation
by essentially helpless victims against the immediate instruments of their torment.
The victims may be accused of sedition or treason, even though the state may be
beyond their comprehension, and their power of political action may be nil.

The English authorities were well aware in 1919 of the actual history of
English rule in Ireland.  They knew that the Irish capacity for political violence—
violence conducted for a purpose of state—was very slight.  The British state was
always engaged in political violence.  It had been at war almost permanently since
1690.  The Irish capacity for sustained political violence was broken in the early
1690s.

Although the major engagements in 1798 were in the Wexford region, they
were in great part a spirited response to intense provocation by the state.  The
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organising of the United Irish movement, both political and military, was the work
of elements in the Anglo-Irish gentry and the Ulster Presbyterians.  And, after the
suppression of the Rebellion and the passing of the Act of Union, these elements
were quickly drawn into the service of the Empire in politics and war.

The “Cabbage Patch Rebellion” of 1848 was the first serious attempt at a
native act of political violence.  It was followed in the 1850s by the organising of
the Fenian conspiracy.  But conspiracy was something that the English state—the
arch-conspirator of modern times—was very capable of dealing with.  The Fenian
Rising of 1867 was put down with impressive efficiency.

After 1691, the Irish capacity for political violence was exported to the Continent.
The English state encouraged this in the first instance and connived at it later, even
though it meant that it sometimes encountered Irish Brigades in its wars on the
Continent.

The totalitarian mode of Irish Government under the Penal Laws ensured that
there was no military feed-back to Ireland from the Irish Brigades in the
Continental Armies.  The energetic and adventurous young men were siphoned
off.  They were lost to Ireland.  But they had at least the satisfaction of sometimes
fighting the enemy, even though they did so in wars that were of no benefit to
Ireland.

Later in the 18th century there was extensive Irish recruitment into the British
Army.  The demoralising effect of the Penal Laws was so great that their victims
became instruments of the Army that upheld them.

(The Minstrel Boy is still played every year as part of the militaristic
ceremonies at the Whitehall Cenotaph on Remembrance Sunday.  So is Flowers
Of The Forest—the lament for the Scottish dead, massacred at Culloden in 1746.
The spirit of the Highlands was broken by a regime of terror during the years after
Culloden, and when the terror had done its work, Highland Regiments were
formed in the British Army, and they helped Britain to do to others what it had
done so effectively to the Highlands.  That is called reconciliation.)

The state of affairs with regard to Political Violence In Ireland before the Great
War was that the only bodies of Irishmen that were organised and armed and ready
to commit acts of violence for political purposes were in the British Army and the
illegal but tolerated Loyalist army in Ulster.  The only Irish military tradition that
existed was a shadowy survival of a remnant of the Fenian conspiracy—the Irish
Republican Brotherhood.  The IRB was a kind of headquarters staff without an
Army.  In its American base it kept alive the ideas and ideals of the Fenian
movement amongst a handful of people.  In Ireland it was immersed in cultural
activities.

How The IRA Was Made Possible
Tom Barry contributed a Foreword to a book published in London in 1971,

Barry’s Flying Column by Ewan Butler.  He wrote:

“Shortly after the American Civil War, in which thousands of Irishmen fought
on both sides, General Richard Taylor of Louisiana, lately a General of the Army



41

of the Confederation, said:  ‘Strange people, these Irish!  Fighting in every one’s
battles and cheerfully taking the hot end of the poker, they are only found wanting
when engaged in what they believe to be their national cause’.

“Half a century ago the old Irish Republican Army took the hot end of the poker
in Ireland’s cause”.

How did it happen?
Britain over-ruled the 1918 Election result, confident that this act of political

violence would succeed.  All its political violence over the centuries had
succeeded, when its regime of oppression was much more tangible than was the
case in 1919.  Why should the Irish strain at the gnat after they had swallowed
numerous elephants?

It was the destiny of the Irish to fight every one’s battles  but their own.  The
most recent battles they had fought were Britain’s.  The British state was expert
at subverting the development of an Irish political will and harnessing Irish energy
to British purposes.  The Irish—the nationalist Irish—had just helped to add
millions of square miles to the British Empire.  Was it likely that now, at the eleventh
hour, they would turn around and make war on the British Empire in support of a
foolish vote?

It was not likely.  But it is what happened.

In 1919 Ireland went to war for the first tie since 1691.

The combination of influences that brought about that startling change in Irish
behaviour included the participation of the nationalist middle class in Britain’s
Great War on Germany and its war of conquest in Arabia;  the Easter Rising;  the
suspension of the electoral basis of British government in 1915;  the formation of
the Ulster Volunteer Force;  the IRB;  the Conscription crisis;  the democratisation
of the electorate in 1918;  the Election result;  and the glaring contrast between the
principles asserted in the British war propaganda against Germany and British
conduct with relation to Ireland after the Election.

We will not attempt to say which was the determining influence.  Each of them
was a necessary condition of what happened.

Unelected  Government:  1915-1918
The electoral mandate of the Government, given in 1910, ran out in 1915.

Parliament, which was “sovereign”, decided to maintain a Government without
the distraction of an election until the end of the war.  So there was unelected
government for three years.  That was all very well in England, where the
population had been moulded over the generations to the requirements of
imperialist war and found spiritual satisfaction in the membership of a Great
Empire at war.  A mandate for war could always be taken as being implicit in
British Election results.  But the last thing most voters for John Redmond’s Home
Rule Party had in mind in 1910 was going to war in support of a British Imperialist
venture.
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Nothing much happened in the internal political life of Britain between 1915 and
1918—except the collapse of the Liberal Party under the stress of the war it had
started, and the formation of a Coalition under the Liberal defector, Lloyd George.
But that change was of great consequence to Ireland.  It brought the Unionists into
government, and the extremists, Carson and Birkenhead, into the Cabinet.  Home
Rule was on the Statute Book, but those who had sworn a Covenant against it were
in power.

Carson was already in the Cabinet (in Asquith’s Coalition) when the 1910
electoral mandate ran out in December 1915.  An election held in December 1915
would undoubtedly have been influenced by Carson’s presence in the Government.

Unionist influence increased in Lloyd George’s Coalition, 1916-18.  And
major changes occurred in Ireland which could not be registered in electoral
representation.

The suspension of elected government during three eventful years was a
condition of the startling election result of 1918.  And that election result was a
powerful moral stimulus guiding subsequent events.

Democratisation Of The Franchise
It was a maxim of British statesmanship over the centuries that major reforms

of the state should not be enacted under pressure of wartime emergency.  But a
major extension of the franchise was undertaken during the Great War.  In 1914
the electorate was a minority of the adult population, and Government and
Opposition were united against the demand for women’s suffrage.  In 1918 there
was general adult male suffrage and women had the vote on a more restricted
franchise.  The electorate was doubled at a stroke.  This had to be done because
the easy victory expected in 1914 did not materialise, because Conscription—that
alien device of “lesser breeds without the law”—had to be introduced in 1916 to
keep the war effort going, and because women were needed for the production of
war material.

This great increase in the electorate was of little immediate political consequence
in England.  It did not affect the outcome of the Election.  All classes participated
in the Imperialist triumphalism of the moment and the Lloyd George Coalition—
”the men who won the war”—was elected with a sweeping majority.  (It would
not be accurate to say that it was re-elected, because it was not an elected
Government in the first place.)

But it seems probable that the democratisation of the franchise made a
significant difference to the election result in Ireland.  It is unlikely that, if the 1918
Election had been held on the minority franchise of the 1910 Election, Sinn Fein
would have gained such a conclusive victory.

The newly enfranchised elements of the population helped to make the
Election a watershed event in Irish Constitutional history.  But the revisionist
historians attempt to use this very fact to invalidate the Election.  They represent
it as a revolt of the young men against their more mature and experienced elders,
rather than against Britain.
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It was certainly the case that the acquisition of voting power by the young
men and the women helped to blow away the attitudes of subservience towards
Britain held by many of the ‘mature’ Redmondites.  But it is a strange kind of
democratic argument—and the revisionists would have us believe that they are
all ultra-democrats—which holds that an Election result is invalidated by the
fact that the Election was held on a democratic franchise!

The War Propaganda And The Vote For Independence
The nature of the British war propaganda, and the decision of the Irish MPs

elected in 1910 to commit Ireland to the British war on Germany and Turkey,
were important ingredients in the mixture that brought about the Sinn Fein
Election victory and the war to make it effective.

Ireland had never voted to be independent of Britain until 1918.  The reason
for that is that until 1914 Britain had always made it clear that the independence
of Ireland was not something that was to be had by voting for it.

The electoral history of Ireland—as distinct from the colonial stratum in
Ireland—began with the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829 and the Reform
Act of 1832.  During the eighty years that followed, the conclusive argument
against Irish independence was the argument of brute force.  Britain would not
permit it, and Britain was the most powerful state in the world, and was growing
more powerful every year.  Ireland was told that it would remain part of the
Empire, even though the Empire was “gall and wormwood” to it.  Britain had
a great Imperial destiny to accomplish in the world, and the independence of
Ireland was incompatible with that destiny.  A vote for independence would be
a wasted vote.

More than that—the advocacy of Irish separation from Britain was treason.
O’Connell spent his life tacking against the political realities of brute force.

He was an ingenious lawyer and he devised schemes to outmanoeuvre the
Constitution.  But in the end it always came down to brute force.  And he shrank
from putting the issue to the test of force at Clontarf.

Independence was not to be had by voting for it—that was a fact of life
known to everyone in politics.  And that is sufficient explanation of why Ireland
never voted for independence until 1918—it voted under duress.

When Ireland did vote for independence in 1918, the Unionist press—and
some of the Redmondite press—said that the vote was an act of war.  The
distinction between the ballot and the bullet was not then very meaningful to
them.

But the British war propaganda against Germany, by means of which a
couple of hundred thousand Irish had been recruited into the British Army, was
absolutely incompatible with the rules of the Parliamentary game as applied to
Irish affairs by Britain.  What sense did it make for the Irish to join the British
Army in order to fight for democracy and the rights of small nations, and then
come home and accept that none of this applied to Ireland?

To argue that Ireland ought to remain in the Empire—having just helped to
add a million square miles to it—was one thing.  But to argue, in the light of the



44

propaganda by which the Irish were recruited for the Great War, that Ireland did
not have the right to become independent by voting for it—that was schizophrenic.

Irish participation in the British Army in the Great War was different in kind
from anything that preceded it.

The large numbers of Irish in the British Army prior to 1914 were recruited
from the poor and demoralised layers of Irish society.  And the Anglo-Irish were
heavily represented in the British officer class.  But in 1914 the ‘respectable’
classes of nationalist Ireland flocked into the British Army at the urging of John
Redmond an his colleagues.  They imagined that they were somehow advancing
the Irish national interest and the general cause of democracy by enlisting to “fight
the Hun”.  They took commissions from the Crown.  And they contributed to the
ideology of the War, not understanding that it was mere recruiting propaganda to
mobilise the human resources of the Empire for further conquests.

These were not ‘Wild Geese’, or demoralised slum-dwellers, or people who
had been swept off the land by the Anglo-Irish rack-renters.  These were in great
part the resurgent people of Ireland, doing what they thought was their moral duty,
and intending to come back home again and tend to domestic affairs when the
world had been made safe for democracy, and the rights of small nations had been
guaranteed.

The successful military recruitment of the respectable classes for a foreign war
in 1914 was an event from which there would be feedback into Irish political
affairs.  The kind of feedback it would be depended largely on whether British
conduct was guided by the principles asserted in the recruiting propaganda.  It
wasn’t.  And there was never any realistic possibility that it would be.

As British purposes were revealed in British actions, the war was seen to be
another war of Imperialist expansion.  In principle it was of a kind with all the other
British wars since 1690.  It differed only in that the practice of it was raised to
catastrophic proportions.

Conscription
When the war effort could no longer be sustained by ‘voluntary’ recruitment,

Conscription was introduced.  The voluntary recruitment included a strong
element of informal coercion.  Nevertheless, it could be pretended until 1916 that
the war effort was the spontaneous response of the free people of the United
Kingdom to a worthy cause.  Conscription ended all of that.

Over the centuries the British state had prided itself on the fact that, unlike the
Continental states, it did not conscript its subjects for military service and that all
its soldiers had volunteered for the job.

The Continental states had compulsory military service because they did not
have easily defensible natural frontiers.  And it was the object of British ‘balance-
of-power’ strategy to keep the Continent simmering.

France had the Pyrenees as a natural defence on one side.  It attempted to gain
the Rhine as a natural defence on the other side.  Britain fought wars to stop it from
achieving this.  France therefore had to cope with an eastern border which was a
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mere line on a map.
With the final subjugation of Ireland in the 1690s and the Parliamentary Union

with Scotland in 1707, England freed itself from the problem of land frontiers.
Oliver St. John Gogarty made a joke that was much more than a joke.  He said

that an island was a country surrounded by a Navy.  Britain as a state was a
combination of islands surrounded by the most powerful Navy in the world.  The
Navy was manned by the system of random conscription called the “press gang”.
Britain therefore had no need of a land army for defensive purposes, and therefore
no defensive justification of Conscription.

The situation in 1916 was that England, overcome by hubris in 1914, had
overreached itself to such an extent that it was in a military predicament from
which it could hope to extricate itself only through a compulsory mobilisation of
all the resources of the state.

It had gone to war unnecessarily for purposes of Imperial expansion, but had
put moral spin on it because that is its way of doing things.  By 1916 it had become
fairly obvious that this was just another in the long line of Britain’s imperialist
wars, differing from its precursors only in its catastrophic scale and the distinct
possibility that Britain could lose.  The loss of the moral dimension did not greatly
matter in England, where the operative principle has always been “my country,
right or wrong”.  In the last analysis, English society took itself to be the ultimate
moral force in the world.  Its moral quality lay in its existence rather than in its
action, and therefore it was no less moral when it was attempting to monopolise
the slave trade than when it set out to abolish it , or when it established vast
industrial slave-labour camps in the Caribbean, no less than when it was berating
the United States for maintaining slavery for twenty years after Britain itself had
abolished it as having outlived its usefulness, or when it made war on China to
compel the Emperor to allow British merchants to sell opium to his subjects, than
when it declared war on drug barons.

Its moral conviction is existential and there is no kind of action that is
incompatible with it.  And this attitude is entirely consistent with the theology
which it produced in gigantic quantities for more than three hundred years, and
which told it that salvation was predestined to the Elect through grace and that
good works had nothing to do with it.

And so the population of England accepted Conscription as being necessary
to keep England top dog in the world.

But in Ireland it was the particular moral spin put on the declaration of war in
1914—democracy and the rights of small nations—that elicited popular support.
By 1916 only the gullible could believe in the moral crusade.  And the existential
imperative did not come into play in Ireland as the moral spin was lost.  That is
why the attempt to recruit the Irish by compulsion for what had fairly obviously
become an Imperial war exerted such a profound influence on the population at
large, deploying it morally against Britain.

Some of the Redmondite leaders had committed themselves existentially to
the British war effort.  T.M. Kettle had taken the lead in the war propaganda of the
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London press in August 1914 and disillusionment made him mystical.  In his last
poem, which he wrote as an officer with the big battalions in France in the Autumn
of 1916, he said that “The secret Scriptures of the poor” was what it was all about.
But most people saw by then that it was all about Empire.

Tom Barry:  Imperialist Patriot?!
Tom Barry was with the British Army of conquest in Mesopotamia in 1916.

News of the Easter Rising jolted him into moral reflection.  But reflection did not
lead him into hasty action:

“‘I was under oath’, General Barry now says, ‘to serve in the British Army for
the duration of hostilities, and I couldn’t go against that, could I?  So serve I did,
but after demobilization it was a very different matter’.”  (Barry’s Flying Column
by Ewan Butler, London, 1971, p21.)

Barry found himself under a conflict of obligations and he complied with the
first before tending to the second.  He handled his dilemma competently and without
mystification, and did so at an age which today would have him still a schoolboy.

He joined the British Army in 1915 while still under-age.  Why did he join?
Adjunct Professor Hart writes:

“When war came in 1914, Barry was as carried away with excitement and
patriotism as any other young man of Bandon.  He joined up in 1915” (P30).

This conflicts with Barry’s own account:

“In June, 1915, in my seventeenth year, I had decided to see what this Great
War was like.  I cannot plead that I went on the advice of John Redmond or any
other politician, that if we fought for the British we would secure Home Rule for
Ireland, nor can I say that I understood what Home Rule meant.  I was not
influenced by the lurid appeal to save Belgium or small nations.  I knew nothing
about nations, large or small.  I went to war for no other reason than that I wanted
to see what war was like, to get a gun, to see new countries and feel a grown man.
Above all I went because I knew no Irish history and had no national consciousness”
(Guerrilla Days p2).

When he enlisted in the British Army, the beginnings of “patriotism” for him
lay far in the future in a distant country:

“For me it began in far-off Mesopotamia, now called Iraq, that land of Biblical
names and history, of vast deserts and date groves, scorching suns and hot winds,
the land of Babylon, Baghdad and the Garden of Eden, where the rushing
Euphrates and the mighty Tigris converge and flow down to the Persian Gulf.

“It was there in that land of Arabs, then a battle-ground for the two contending
Imperialistic armies of Britain and Turkey, that I awoke to the echoes of guns
being fired in the capital of my own country, Ireland.  It was a rude awakening”
(ibid, p1).

Hart provides no evidence that Barry falsified his motives for joining the
British Army.  Nor does he condemn Barry, in this connection, for being
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motivated by purely militarist inclinations, though he grows very moral on the
subject of militarism when it comes to Barry’s activity in the IRA.  We can only
conclude from this that he thinks that militarism is honourable in the service of the
British Empire but is dishonourable otherwise.

1914:  Patriotism Or General Principle?
What exactly is the “patriotism” that Hart attributes to Barry?
He writes in another place:

“Then came the Great War.  Cork, like the rest of Britain and Ireland, was at
once possessed by a spirit of patriotic endeavour…  The Kaiser was denounced
in pubs and street corners.  A thrill of suspicion gripped the coast, and German
spies were discovered everywhere” (p46).

In England it was enough that the Kaiser was the head of a state on which
Britain had declared war to make the war ‘patriotic’.  The ‘patria’ was imperialistic
and was intent on ruling the world.  That purpose was made abundantly clear in
the political literature of England in the generation before 1914, both popular and
specialist.

The British “patria” was a state rather than a nation.  It was the most powerful
state in the world.  It had extensive possessions in all Continents, but was not yet
satisfied.  It wanted more.

How did Home Rule nationalism devise a kind of patriotism that enabled it to
participate enthusiastically in 1914 in England’s latest war of imperialist expansion?
Did it declare that it had been fundamentally mistaken about the character of
Britain and its Empire?  Did it adopt the expansionist Empire as its “patria”?  Did
it accept baptism into “Greater Britain”?  (“Greater Britain” was a term widely
used from about 1880 until the Great War to describe the white race, established
in positions of dominance around the world as agents of the Empire.)

That would have been a strange “patriotism” for Ireland to have become
infected with in 1914.  But, if Britain had won the easy victories over Germany
and Turkey that it anticipated when declaring war on them, it seems distinctly
possible that Redmondite Ireland could have been moulded into the Greater
Britain scheme, and would have helped to shoulder the “white man’s burden” of
Empire.

But Britain did not win that easy victory.  Even with the help of Tom Barry,
it took four years of hard fighting to conquer Mesopotamia from Johnny Turk.
And “the Hun” damaged it so severely during the four and a quarter years it took
to conquer him, that Great Britain was never the same again, and “Greater Britain”
fell off the agenda.  So the possibility of the Redmondites adopting expansionary
British Imperialism as its “patriotism” was never put to the test of realisation.

Barry’s suggestion that Redmondism supported the British war effort against
Germany and Turkey in order to gain Home Rule for itself is nearer the mark.
There was certainly something of that in it.  But can such a motive be called
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will refuse minimal national rights to yourself is a bizarre kind of patriotism.

There was also a hazy notion that, if the Home Rule majority joined forces in
killing Germans and Turks with the Ulster Unionist minority, all would be well
in Ireland.  It was a groundless notion, because the British Government gave the
Ulster Unionists a guarantee against Home Rule at the outset of the war.
Nevertheless, it was a notion that was held by many of the Redmondite activists.

Political leaders who constructed these ideas into “patriotism” lost the ability
to think straight.

‘Patriotism’ which involves making war on third parties is problematical as a
concept and it leads to twisted thinking.

Nationalist Ireland did not go to war in defence of the homeland—the
“patria”—in 1914.  It went to war as a crusade, to establish a principle as part of
the international order of the world.  It believed the propaganda that was directed
at it, and it went to war for democracy and the rights of small nations.

In order that the word, ‘patriotism’, should retain its sensible meaning, the best
way of putting it would be that nationalist Ireland suspended its own patriotic
endeavours in August 1914 and took part in a World War to establish a general
principle favourable to patriotism as part of the international world order.

A Swindle Too Many
But the crusade for democracy and the rights of small nations turned out to be

a swindle.  Britain proclaimed the principle as recruiting propaganda , without any
intention of allowing it to be availed of by the subjugated peoples of the British
Empire.

When Ireland voted to be independent in 1918, the British Parliament treated
that vote as being of no effect.  In order to make its vote effective, Ireland had to
engage  in warfare against Britain, just as if the Great War to establish democracy
and the rights of small nations had never been fought.

Britain denied at the end of the Great War the principle that it had proclaimed
at the start of it.  Ireland did not gain its independence under the principle for which
it went to war in 1914.  It was swindled.

But the scale and thoroughness of the swindle ensured that there would be no
return to the old relationship of pseudo-voluntary subordination to Britain.  The
deception was too successful for its own good.  It raised many battalions of
cannonfodder, but in the course of doing so, it altered the prevailing state of mind
in Ireland.

Having immersed itself in a catastrophic British war in Europe and Asia,
Ireland voted to be independent in 1918.  It is a virtual certainty that it would not
have done so but for the war.  The experience of being simultaneously militarised
and swindled wrought a great change in Ireland.

What should they have done when they found they had been swindled?
Shrugged their shoulders and put their tails between their legs?  Adjunct Professor
Hart appears to think that would have been the right thing for them to do.  But it is
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not what they did.
In the olden days, before 1914, when they knew that a Republic was only to

be had through warfare with Britain, and when war was alien to them, they did not
vote for it.  But now they had voted for it—perhaps in many instances under the
misapprehension that Britain had agreed to a change of rules in 1914—and they
were not going to slink back into the old subordination.

There was a substantial minority, including the IRB, that had never believed
a word of the British war propaganda.  That minority launched the Insurrection of
1916.  The revisionists condemn them for launching the Insurrection without an
electoral mandate—ignoring the fact that there was no operative electoral
mandate for government in 1916.

The force of the revisionists’ condemnation of the 1916 Insurrection is
subverted by their condemnation of the war that was launched in 1919 to give effect
to the Sinn Fein electoral mandate of 1918.  Since they deny that the 1918 vote
legitimises the Republican war effort of 1919-21 to give effect to it, it is reasonable
to assume that the absence of a vote prior to the 1916 Insurrection is not their reason
for condemning it.

The 1916 Insurrectionists acted in an electoral vacuum that had been deliberately
created by Britain.  The first opportunity given to the Irish electorate to pass
judgment on 1916 was in December 1918.  A number of different influences that
had come into play during the electoral hiatus combined in 1918 to produce a
resounding electoral justification of 1916.

Barry wrote:

“Without 1916 there would have been no Dail Eireann;  without Dail Eireann
there would, most likely, have been no sustained fight, with moral force behind
it, in 1920-21, and without the guerilla warfare of 1921-21 Dail Eireann would
have been destroyed and the sacrifice of 1916 vain.  Looking back it seemed to
me that the Master, moved to pity by the centuries of failure and oppression which
Ireland had suffered, guided the footsteps of our leaders on the only road to
success” (Guerilla Days).

England has during the past four hundred years had the strong conviction that
it is the agency through which Providence acts in the world.  So why not describe
what happened between 1914 and 1921 as Providential action which, against all
that seemed probable in 1914, set Ireland on the road to independence?  If England
had not acted as it did, Irish Republicanism would not have had its opportunity and
Ireland might well have been on the road to West Britain.

The North
The falsification of the past that goes under the name of “revisionism” is

sometimes defended as a benevolent activity, inspired by a desire to end the
conflict in the Six Counties.  The suggestion is that Republican activity in the
North has its source in the memory of the great injustice done by Britain in 1919-
21, and that removal of the memory of that injustice would be an important
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contribution to peace in the North.  But that is an excuse for ‘revisionism’, not its
reason or purpose.

Roy Foster hailed Hart’s book as “a classic” in an Irish Times review (21st May,
1998) entitled Things Change;  But Not Violence.  It is, of course, only Irish
violence that is always the same and is always bad.  A move is currently afoot to
make Remembrance Day—the annual sanctification of all British acts of violence
since 1914 (seventy  “military actions”, according to the official count)—an event
in Irish public life.

Hart says (Letter 5), “As I write, from Belfast, the terrible cost of hypocrisy and
double standards is clear.  Surely murder was murder in 1920, no matter who
committed it, and surely it is time we can say so, and be governed simply by what
the facts—and simple morality—tell us.”

Alas!  British morality is never simple.  As befits a world-conquering state, its
morality is always forensic.

The men who raised and armed an illegal Protestant Army in Ulster to defy the
law in 1914 became Cabinet Ministers in 1915.  Carson and Birkenhead were given
the highest law offices in the state.  And the officers at the Curragh, who mutineed
in sympathy with the “Ulster” defiance of the law in 1914, were promoted to the
heights of the British military profession during the following year.  It would not
be much of an exaggeration to say that the Curragh Mutiny became the High
Command of the British Army.

That was the first round of breathtakingly brazen double standards.  The second
was the over-ruling of the 1918 Election after four years of “democracy” propaganda.
The third was the decision, taken when it was becoming evident that Ireland as a
whole had become ungovernable by Britain, to divide the country and hold as
much as possible within the UK.  And the fourth was the decision that the 6
Counties should not be governed within the democracy of Britain, but should have
a separate governing system of its own.  That separate system of government
consisted in substance of the policing of the Catholic third of the population by
organised force of the Protestant-Unionist two-thirds.

The Catholic discontent in the North, which broke out into warfare in 1970, had
its source in the way the North was governed after Partition, not in nostalgia for
things that happened fifty years earlier.

“Northern Ireland” was farmed out to the Ulster Unionist movement.  The large
Catholic minority—which was the majority in a large part of the mutilated
“Province”—was cut off politically from the rest of Ireland.  It was also cut off
from the politics by which Britain was governed.  It was subjected to a regime in
which it could play no part and which was a travesty of the democratic system.  It
was subjected to two generations of humiliation by a domineering regime.  But it
was too big, too spirited, and too resourceful to be crushed by that regime.

That was the cause of the conflict that erupted in the North in 1969.
The writers of this article, after active participation in the defence of Catholic

areas in Belfast in August 1969, devoted many years, from 1969 onwards, to an
attempt to democratise the system by which the Six Counties was governed within
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the UK.  The solution we proposed was the obvious one—that the North should be
included within the democratic system of the British state.  We thought it was no
use expecting the IRA to wither away while the Catholic community was subjected
to ritual humiliation by the Orange/Unionist system and deprived of an outlet for
its political energy into the democratic politics of the state in which it had been
compelled to live.

None of the “revisionist” writers supported us in that project.  Not one of them.
And British Governments of both parties rejected it utterly, as did the Ulster Unionists.

We conclude from this that the project of falsifying the history of the independence
movement of 1918-21 has nothing whatever to do with helping to get peace in the
North since it does not address the actual cause of the trouble in the North.

The systematic misgovernment of the North under Partition has been a
continuously operative cause of conflict there.

The revisionists have never addressed that obvious cause of conflict in the
North.  Their purpose lies elsewhere.  Their object in referring to the conflict in the
North is to try to frighten the people of the Republic away from the history of the
conflict through which the independence of the 26 Counties was achieved.

Ewan Butler, in the course of writing his book, Barry’s Flying Column,
corresponded with Lord Russell of Liverpool, who had been a British officer in
County Cork in 1920-21.  Russell later (in the 1950s) wrote very popular books
about German and Japanese atrocities.  He chose not to expose British atrocities in
Ireland and his autobiography is conventionally anti-Irish.  What Britain did was
right.  Nevertheless, he did not care to remember it forty years later:

“In a letter to the author, Lord Russell dismisses the sorrowful Anglo-Irish war
with the words—’Judgment for the plaintiff!…   Next case’.  Like many British
officers who served in Ireland at this time he prefers not to remember that period
in his career” (Butler, p82).

Many states would like certain things they did not to be remembered.  Where
memory of what other states did is advantageous to the British state, it ensures that
nothing is forgotten.  But, as the victor in a great many wars, it ensures that much
of what is indefensible in its own conduct is effectively forgotten.

It was not the victor in its Black And Tan War.  But, during the past generation,
there has been in Ireland a naive willingness to facilitate Britain by forgetting the
Black And Tans.

But, when Ireland forgets, Britain inserts a false memory.  That is the lesson we
have been taught by Adjunct Professor Hart.  It is a useful lesson.

Jack Lane and Brendan Clifford
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