








THE ASSASSINATION PHILOSOPHY OF THE SQUAD ORDAINED that not merely was an eye for an eye justifiable, but that the taking of the enemy’s entire head was permissible. For several months before the Kerry campaign, the Squad had been to some degree rudderless, missing Collins’s control as much as his presence. Collins’s policy, that shooting was a disagreeable necessity to be used with discrimination, did not now transfer to Kerry. After Knocknagoshel, much worse was to come – as both Daly and Neligan reacted with fury to events in the south-west. Daly said later of his Kerry sojourn, ‘No one told me to bring any kid gloves, so I didn’t bring any.’ It was due to his lack of kid gloves, then, that he introduced a new policy against the remnant of the Anti-Treaty faction: he authorised the use of Republican prisoners to clear allegedly mined roads because it was ‘the only alternative left us to prevent the wholesale slaughter of our men’.

The policy was translated into action on 7 March 1923, the day after Knocknagoshel. Nine Republican prisoners were taken from Ballymullen barracks in Tralee to Ballyseedy crossroads, just outside the town, and set to work to remove a barricade which had been mined. The men appeared to have been first tied together when the mine exploded – and the effects were lethal. Survivors of the initial blast were machine-gunned: nine men in total died; and it was at first thought that there were no survivors. The Free State soldiers gathered up the remains and placed them in coffins which were then sealed. But the relatives opened the coffins and when the mangled contents were revealed, extraordinary and long-remembered scenes of frenzy and grief exploded in Tralee. Then it transpired that one of the prisoners, Stephen Fuller, was blown into a nearby field by the explosion – and lived to tell the tale. As Fuller later became a deputy representing de Valera’s Fianna Fáil party, it can be understood why his Civil War experiences helped to fuel the bitterness of Dáil exchanges for years after the war had ended.

In the days and weeks following these events at Knocknagoshel, mass round-ups of suspected Republicans were commonplace. Torture was the order of the day as Daly and Neligan sought information on their opponents. I remember Neligan as a civilised and courteous man who taught me to smoke cigars as he did: with a good cigar, he told me, a lighted match should always be passed along its length, so that the leaf expands and provides a better smoke. Neligan was also one of the best raconteurs I ever knew, denoting the passage of time in the retelling of historical events by drawing his right arm across his forehead, and saying, ‘Many years passed over our heads, and then…’ This, however, is not how Neligan is recalled by Republicans in Kerry. He was accustomed to interrogating prisoners at Hartnett’s Hotel at Castleisland: and there are allegations that what he did there was on a par with anything engaged in by the British inside the cells of Dublin Castle. It is certainly the case that the series of events connected with the Knocknagoshel mine only intensified Neligan’s activities. In her Tragedies of Kerry (1924), Dorothy Macardle described what happened on the night before Ballyseedy:

‘Interrogation’ by Neligan in Ballymullen Barracks was an ordeal under which reason might give way. The prisoner, in the usual practice, was first blindfolded, then his arms were tied to his sides, and ‘interrogation’ began. This time a hammer was used. The prisoners were taken in separately. When [John] Shanahan came out his head was covered with blood and his spine was injured, but he was still able to walk. The hammer failed. The prisoners were taken out to be shot, and shots were fired round their heads. They were then sentenced, for their obdurate silence, to be executed at midnight and were then locked in their cells.

Shanahan’s ordeal probably saved his life, because his injuries meant that he was not taken out with the other Ballyseedy victims to the mined barricade the following morning. This, however, was the only good thing one can say about Neligan’s methods in Kerry, which unfortunately were not confined to the night before Ballyseedy.

The Bahaghs incident – or Cahirciveen incident, as it is more properly known – occurred five days after Ballyseedy, on 12 March 1923. A military court presided over by Paddy Daly convened on 7 April: it heard evidence from a Commandant Delany that he had taken five prisoners from the workhouse in Bahaghs in the early hours of 12 March to remove a barricade on the road between Cahirciveen and Valentia, about a mile from Bahaghs workhouse. Delany claimed that he had inspected the barricade but did not see the mine. He denied that the prisoners were shot, and denied too that he and his party had been heard boasting in a bar at Cahirciveen about the killings after the explosion; he said that, on the contrary, neither he nor his party had entered a bar. The finding of the court was that no blame could be attached to any officer or soldier engaged in the operations in which these prisoners lost their lives. The court’s verdict was that ‘in view of the abnormal conditions which had prevailed in this area and of the inordinate and malignant nature of the fight carried out against the Army in their efforts to restore Peace, the discipline maintained by the troops is worthy of the highest consideration’.

Similar findings were issued on the Ballyseedy explosion, and on a second explosion on the same day at Countess Bridge in Killarney, in which four Republican prisoners died. However, my father Eamonn Coogan has left a different account of what transpired, which gives the lie to the finding of the military court. He was at the time Deputy Commissioner of the new Garda Síochána police force: and he investigated the Kerry deaths following a compensation case taken by Maurice Riordan, the father of eighteen-year-old William Riordan who was one of the Bahaghs victims. Maurice Riordan was described by my father in his report – held in the archives of the Irish Department of Justice and released to the public in 2008 – as ‘being in needy circumstances’: he goes on to remark that the elder Riordan blamed his son’s death on ‘members of the National Army known as the “Visiting Committee” who removed William from the Bahaghs workhouse and killed him by dragging him over a mine on the public road’. My father found that the facts stated by Maurice Riordan were true: that William Riordan, ‘an Irregular and one of a column captured with arms’ was taken from temporary imprisonment at Bahaghs workhouse and ‘done to death’ with four other prisoners by the ‘Visiting Committee’ – a much-feared body of worthies which went from barracks to barracks, selecting prisoners for execution.

In those circumstances, I would like to think that I would have shown the courage to compile such a report in similar circumstances, but I doubt it. However, not only was the report not acted on: the Riordans, who lived at or below the breadline, in fact received no compensation. The cabinet decided that ‘evidence of complicity in an attack against the State on the part of an applicant for compensation or in respect of whom compensation is claimed is a bar to the claim’. This mean-spirited and ungenerous approach was followed in all the cases involving victims of the Kerry explosions. What this policy meant in practice may be deduced from what my father wrote about the widow and six children of Patrick Buckley, who was killed in the aftermath of Knocknagoshel. Of these my father wrote: ‘they have no visible means of obtaining a livelihood.’

My father – although he was the highest ranking official – was not the only Free State supporter to reveal what happened in Kerry. A National Army lieutenant named Niall Harrington, who later became a respected figure in Irish business circles, took the unusually courageous step of going to Dublin in person to inform the authorities of what was happening in Kerry at that time. He received an apparently sympathetic hearing – but incredibly was sent back to Kerry to the same barracks in which he was stationed. A bullet missed his head by inches on the night he returned, and he sat up all night with two revolvers in hand. But equally incredibly, his reposting turned out to have been an error rather than a murderous tactic. Harrington survived and later wrote a book about his experiences.

Another army officer, a Lieutenant McCarthy, reported of the Bahaghs atrocity that the five men were ‘murdered [my italics] on the road this morning’. But the official army communiqué on the atrocity read, as Macardle relates in her Tragedies of Kerry: ‘There was no ambush in the vicinity; all our troops had been removed from Cahirciveen and the workhouse. There was no barricade and no mine laid there by us. The five prisoners had been arrested by us more than a week earlier.’ It was, then, not only the horrible atrocities themselves which generated hatred and long-lasting emotions in Kerry and throughout the country, but also the extreme callousness with which the authorities in general behaved towards the people.

One of the allegations made in Kerry about Neligan in particular is that he carefully selected those who were to be killed, screening them to ensure that they did not have – for example – clerical or other influential relations in their family, who might be able to generate investigations into what happened. But the events at Clashmealcon caves, located on cliffs in north County Kerry near the mouth of the Shannon, do not indicate any respect or concern for the activities of clergy. Here a group of Republicans held out against a siege by Free State soldiers for three days and nights, in the process withstanding attempts to smoke them out using straw and tar. One of the group, Timothy ‘Aero’ Lyons, fell to his death when a rope on which he was being hauled to the cliff edge either broke, or was cut. Either way, his death was guaranteed: he was fired on where he lay. Two other cave inmates who attempted to scale the cliffs slipped and were drowned. Amongst the survivors was Jim McEnery, whose brother Tom, a priest, returned from Britain after the capture of the Clashmealcon survivors. The cleric spent a day and a night telephoning Daly trying to find out news of his brother and the other prisoners. Eventually Daly sent a reply, assuring the priest that the group ‘will be executed when we have time’. Sure enough, a few days later the prisoners were duly shot. Such memories ensured that the Republican tradition in the south-west remains strong to the present day.

There is nothing glorious about such tales – and it is neither pleasant nor honourable for Michael Collins’s Squad to have been involved in the events that spawned them. In addition, such shameful episodes did not end even with the conclusion of the Civil War. The sense of victimisation felt by many influential Free State cabinet members and other figures – encapsulated in Kevin O’Higgins’s famous remark that ‘the Provisional Government was simply eight young men in the City Hall standing amidst the ruins of one administration with the foundations of another not yet laid, and with wild men screaming through the keyhole’ – ensured that ugly episodes were able to continue, and to continue to be covered up. Another major cover-up, indeed, occurred after a scandalous incident directly involving Paddy Daly – and it also took place in Kerry.

At 1am on 22 June 1923 – that is, after the Civil War had officially ended – three men knocked on the door of Dr Randal McCarthy, a general practitioner in Kenmare. They announced that they were members of the military, and were duly admitted. Once in the house, the men dragged McCarthy’s two daughters Florence (generally known as Flossie) and Jessie into the garden by their hair, in their nightgowns, and beat them with their Sam Browne belts. Flossie gave evidence that as her sister lay on the ground, one man stood on her to enable the others to beat her. After the girls had been beaten, the men rubbed thick motor oil into their hair. The men were later identified as Daly himself, plus a ‘Captain Flood’ and a ‘Captain Clarke’. Amongst the evidence heard by a military enquiry held in O’Connor barracks at Kenmare a week later was the fact that a Colt revolver was left behind by one of the assailants. This model was one of the weapons of choice used by the Squad, a fact which may or may not have been of significance. However, the fact that the court was told that the butt of the weapon had a series of marks (‘scratches’, as they were described) on it, makes one wonder if they were indeed scratches – or notches.

The motivation for the attack has been attributed to the fact that the McCarthy girls had been friendly with British officers – although the McCarthy home had been a safe house for Volunteers during the Anglo-Irish war – and that one of them was said to have spurned the affections of a Free State officer. Whatever the motive, there is no doubt that the officer commanding the Free State troops in Kerry, plus two of his officers, had been involved in a shameful incident. However, when Cahir Davitt, the army’s Judge Advocate General, was summoned to the office of Commander in Chief Richard Mulcahy, he was informed that Mulcahy had interviewed Daly personally; had asked him, man to man, whether he was involved in the McCarthy affair; and had been assured that he was not. Mulcahy said that, given Daly’s distinguished ‘military and national record, that it would be deplorable if he were put to the necessity of defending himself of the charge before a Court Martial’. Mulcahy maintained that attitude subsequently, and as Davitt records, the disgraceful business never became public. There was, in fact, some limited publicity about a year later, when the Labour leader Thomas Johnson raised the matter in the Dáil; but as the young McCarthy women never took a civil action, the matter was largely hushed up – although it was certainly widely spoken of in Kerry. The latitude shown to the former Squad leader, however, had a bearing on the final great crisis involving the surviving Apostles.

*

At this point, I want to digress for a necessary moment to refer to Collins’s attitude to the new state of Northern Ireland, its governance, and the political philosophy of its founding Unionist elite. It is virtually certain that one of Collins’s objectives in promoting his incremental or ‘stepping-stone’ attitude to the Treaty – his main justification, in other words, for accepting the Treaty in its imperfect state – was that he foresaw in due course the ending of the partition of Ireland. His close friend and fellow IRB member Seán Hales is remembered as having told friends that Collins intended to use the Treaty as a step towards full independence, remarking that ‘The English broke the Treaty of Limerick [that is, the accord which ended the seventeenth-century Williamite Wars in Ireland, and which led to land seizures and the Penal Laws] and we’ll break this Treaty.’ Certainly Hales is on the record of arguing in favour of the Treaty at a time when the vote for it hung in the balance. He claimed, on 17 December 1921, that when ‘the army of occupation’ was withdrawn:

In a short time with the building-up of the youth of the country, the training of their minds and the training of them as soldiers and the equipping, that day will soon be at hand when you could place Ireland to my mind in rightful place amongst the Nations of the Earth […] When Sarsfield under duress signed that Treaty with the English King, foolishly enough […] he honourably kept his word and they honourably broke it. Well the day is coming when we will pay that back. There is no fear that the soul of Ireland will die. Ireland’s destiny is to be a Republic.

Hales made these comments during the fraught Dáil debates on the Treaty – and it was noted that Collins did not repudiate him. Collins was certainly outraged by the treatment of the Catholic minority in the new Northern Ireland: it was for this reason, as we have seen, that he almost certainly ordered the assassination of Sir Henry Wilson. But he was also determined as a matter of principle to see a thirty-two-county Ireland, as envisaged in the 1916 Rising. He created a number of initiatives to bring this about, which were in flagrant breach of the Treaty and completely at odds with the attitude of the bulk of his cabinet colleagues towards the issue of Partition. One such policy – and one which died with him – was the paying of the salaries of Nationalist schoolteachers in Northern Ireland so that they would subvert the Unionist curriculum of teaching only British history and in general disparaging Irish culture.

Another, highly audacious, ploy was to kidnap, in February 1922, forty-two Orangemen in Counties Derry, Fermanagh and Tyrone, spirit them across the highly porous Irish border and hide them in Free State barracks across the south of the country. These individuals could then be held as bargaining chips – specifically to ensure the safety of IRA personnel due to be executed at Derry Jail; these men were subsequently reprieved. The kidnappings caused consternation in ruling Unionist circles in the North – and across the water too, where a startled Lloyd George, then in the final months of his premiership, was kept fully apprised of events.

But his most deadly policy – literally speaking – was to arm members of the IRA in the Six Counties. These weapons found their way circuitously across the border: Collins struck a deal for such goods to pass from the Anti-Treaty IRA in the Free State into the hands of the IRA in Northern Ireland; the weapons store of the Anti-Treaty IRA was then replenished with guns not traced back to Collins. Such a deal was complex, ingenious and laced with irony – but it served a vital function too, for the contraband weaponry now in circulation north of the border could never be traced back to Collins himself.

Such measures were part of much larger campaign meditated by Collins. One of the leaders of this campaign was Roger McCorley, who, noting how the relationship between Collins and the British had deteriorated steadily in the period leading up to the shelling of the Four Courts in June 1922, wrote:

It was decided that a big effort be made to bring about, if possible, the downfall of the Six-County government by military means and various offensive actions were planned. This operation was decided on in Dublin at a meeting at which an Army executive from the Four Courts, GHQ Portobello and divisional commanders from the Six Counties were present.

Collins had not empowered the GHQ representatives to be present at the meeting with promised military equipment for the offensive, simply for reasons of conspiratorial duplicity. Quite apart from the fact that he sincerely believed in a united Ireland at that point in the summer of 1922, he was also desperately trying to hold the two wings of the IRA together: those responsive to GHQ and to himself who supported the Treaty, and those in what had become known as the IRA Army Executive who supported the Four Courts men. Backing the IRA in support of the beleaguered Nationalists in Northern Ireland both postponed a split and furthered the ‘stepping- stone’ policy.

The Northern campaign was short-lived, intense and bloody. The forces of the Northern Ireland government – including a partisan police force, various ‘Special Corps’ (whom Lloyd George described as the ‘fascisti’) plus a heavy British military presence – and the enmity of a majority of the population, together proved too strong for even a united IRA. It is worth noting just how ruthless was the response of the authorities: armed B-Special units and other undercover agents invaded Catholic districts, shooting civilians under the cover of darkness – and setting off further cycles of reprisal. McCorley describes how one of these Protestant gangs was dealt with:

I had issued a general order that where reprisal gangs were cornered no prisoners were to be taken. The enemy, after a short time, offered to surrender, but our men, in obedience to the order, refused to accept their surrender. The fight continued for about forty minutes and only finished when the last of the reprisal gang was wiped out.

As it happened, McCorley was one of those who subsequently brought their ruthless expertise to bear while fighting for the Free State in the Civil War. When the campaign was called off in August 1922, McCorley was one of the officers who accepted Collins’s word that it would be resumed once the Civil War had ended. Speaking at Dublin’s Portobello Barracks on 1 August (just a few weeks before he was killed) Collins specifically told the officers: ‘The Civil War will be over in a few weeks. Then we can resume in the North. You men will get special training.’ Henceforth, for the few remaining weeks of his life, the successful prosecution of the Civil War would become Collins’s first priority. But it should be pointed out that not only were the Northern Ireland IRA leaders whom he summoned to Dublin informed that the cessation of the campaign in the Six Counties was only temporary, and would last only for the duration of the Civil War – the Crow Street cadre and at least some members of the Squad believed this also.

*

While Collins’s Northern strategy had run into the sand, events in the Free State were continuing to unfold – and in the aftermath of his death, the greater game continued. In particular, such scandals as occurred at Kenmare would have wider political implications, though these would take time to play out. The ruthless Kevin O’Higgins valued discipline in the ranks, and as the Civil War came to an end, he vowed to use the Kenmare incident as leverage to drive Mulcahy from the cabinet. The result was a storm that would have implications North and South of the border. Some of these implications can be glimpsed in a letter (held today by the National Library of Ireland) of 7 August 1923 from Major General James Hogan, Director of Intelligence to General Seán Mac Mahon, Chief of General Staff. Hogan wrote that:

Today the Army from top to bottom is honeycombed with factions, and factionalism is killing discipline and efficiency. Much of this sectionalism is formless but an amount is the result of premeditation […] Officers from the Viceregal Lodge have convened meetings in Dublin and have had in attendance officers – junior and senior – from all over the country. These officers are being asked to sit in judgement on the question of army control and on their brother officers. They have constituted themselves a final court of appeal.

Hogan went on to link the Kenmare situation to the trouble brewing in the Army:

The attention of the Army has been focused in this incident for some time. […] I was informed that officers of my own staff dare not investigate the affair and give justice [and] that officers from the Kerry command have been in Dublin canvassing officers for their support of the GOC Kerry […] One of these officers is Colonel Joe Leonard […] if the affair is let lapse it will be construed by many as a sign of weakness and you can be assured that these elements will then take the bit in their mouth with a vengeance […] I believe that the future of the army is in great measure bound up with the strict doing of Justice.

The reference to ‘Viceregal officers’ was code for Squad members Tobin and Cullen, who had been appointed aides de camp to the Governor General Tim Healy. They were spearheading what can only be termed a mutinous movement within the Army, which was caused by a number of factors. One was resentment at an attempt to reorganise the IRB as a force within the Army, which would both offset their influence and play a role in deciding who should stay and who should go. This in turn was part of a wider post-conflict movement ‘downsizing’ the army from a total of 60,000 men to which it had mushroomed during the Civil War, to a far smaller unit tailored to the needs of the new peace-time era.

The ‘mutineers’ were not solely motivated by anger at the shrinking of the Army, though one of their claims was that too many ex-British soldiers and officers were being retained in its ranks, to the detriment of people like themselves who had actually fought the British. Ideologically speaking, however, the general grievance was one which may be traced back to Michael Collins himself – and specifically his attitude to Northern Ireland. This was that the new Free State government had now abandoned Collins’s ‘stepping-stone’ policy: instead, it was solely concerned with consolidating the Free State itself, thus abandoning the North and accepting the fact of Partition. Indeed, they were perfectly correct. It would be fair to say that almost as soon as Collins’s funeral service had ended, the Free State cabinet ended his interventionist policy in the North. The border, far from vanishing in the years to come, would remain intact and embedded in the fabric of Irish life. But in those early days, this future could not be foreseen: and even if the cabinet in general set its face against intervention, there remained elements within it, as well as within the Army and the remnants of the Squad, who continued to favour intervention and the end to Partition.

Matters came to a head (although the public were not aware of it at the time) on 7 March 1924, when Tobin and his fellow mutineers served an ultimatum on the government, demanding an end to demobilisations and the suspension of the Army Council. The mutineers had drawn up some drastic action plans, including the kidnapping of cabinet members’ families – although it is quite likely that these were known to O’Higgins through his intelligence operatives. Orders, then, were given to proceed against the mutineers: and on 16 March, after delays in the senior army command (although these stopped short of active resistance), Devlin’s public house in Dublin’s north inner city – as we know, a favoured meeting place of the Squad – was surrounded by troops. The mutineers were arrested, though not before Joe McGrath was allowed to buy them a drink.

However, no courts martial followed. A combination of McGrath’s diplomacy, and respect for the records of Tobin, Cullen, Dalton, Thornton, Joe Dolan and other participants in this attempted mutiny, meant that the situation was defused diplomatically. The mutineers accepted the principle of civilian control over the army; and arms which the mutineers had secretly requisitioned were returned. McGrath and others who had supported the Tobin faction resigned from the government; later, they formed their own short-lived political party, which they named the National Party. O’Higgins was able at last to vent his long-standing antipathy toward Mulcahy: he was dismissed from the cabinet, and did not regain his position in national life until 1927 – and then only after three IRA men had removed O’Higgins from the scene by means of assassination.

A welter of other sackings and resignations now took place within the Army. Some of these were clearly unjust, and were enforced on senior officers who had managed to keep a dangerous situation under control by exerting restraint towards the Tobin group, while at the same time curbing mutinous tendencies within the Army itself. In all, as I note in my Ireland in the Twentieth Century, the mutiny claimed the resignations of ‘two ministers, three major generals, seven colonels, nearly thirty commandants, forty captains and nineteen lieutenants’. The episode itself put a definitive end to the influence of the IRB. What was left of their finances helped to defray the cost of erecting a monument to Wolfe Tone, the father of modern Irish Republicanism: this was commissioned as part of the 1966 commemoration of the Easter Rising, and placed on St Stephen’s Green. (This was blown up by Ulster Loyalists in 1971, and repaired subsequently.) Among the resignations, meanwhile, was that of Major General Patrick Daly: and so the Kenmare incident vanished into history with no military or criminal charges being brought. Davitt has recorded that when he found that Mulcahy would not bring military law to bear on Daly, he recommended that Hugh Kennedy, the government’s chief law officer, bring civil criminal proceedings. But, in a decision more appropriate to a Latin American dictatorship than to the fledgling Irish democracy, Kennedy decided that Daly, who had entered a house under false pretences and flogged two of its residents, had no case to answer.

The mutiny – or proposed mutiny – marked a definitive end to the days of the Twelve Apostles. Events had run their course: the two parts of Ireland were travelling on different roads; and the history of the Free State in which these Apostles lived was now to become one in which hearts and minds would be absorbed by different matters – by money or the lack of it, by emigration, by cultural stagnation, and by a bitter economic war with Britain. Individual members of the Apostles would play their part in the story of these post-Independence years – so let us end by glancing at some of these stories, and observing how these individuals fared.



Preview

Read on for a preview of 1916: The Mornings After

The 1916 Easter Rising and its aftermath changed Ireland for ever. The British government’s execution of fourteen of its instigators and participants transformed a group hitherto perceived as cranks and troublemakers into national heroes. Those who avoided the British firing squads of May 1916 went on to plan a new – and ultimately successful – struggle for Ireland’s independence, shaping their country’s destiny for the century to come.
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16. Head Constable Eugene Igoe. A resourceful RIC commander from Co. Mayo, Igoe was brought to Dublin to counter the activities of Collin’s ‘Squad’, forming a plain-clothes unit that tracked, hunted down and killed members of the IRA.


CHAPTER SIX

‘A Bloody and Brutal Anarchy’
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A still from a British newsreel purporting to show Sinn Féiners shot dead by Auxiliaries in Co. Kerry. The photograph in fact shows a street in Killiney in the suburbs of Dublin.
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Michael Collins addresses a crowd at Skibbereen in his native County Cork, on St Patrick’s Day, 27 March 1922.
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CHAPTER FOUR

‘Stern Necessity’
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Seán Hogan’s 2nd Flying Column, Third Tipperary Brigade, photographed during the War of Independence.


AS THAT DREADFUL YEAR OF 1920 WORE ON, SO EVENTS IN Ireland became ever more harrowing. October saw the death of Seán Treacy, who with Dan Breen had fired the first shot in the war at Soloheadbeg. The two, as we have seen, had been attached to the Squad by Collins, both because of their deadly expertise and because their activities had made their native Tipperary unsafe for them. Being on the run in unfamiliar Dublin, the two men lived on short commons and found shelter where they could. One such home was that of Professor John Carolan in Drumcondra in north Dublin. This hiding place, however, became known and the house was raided in the early hours of 20 October. One of the leading members of the raiding party was Major Gerald Smyth: he had been seconded from his army posting in the Middle East to join the RIC, so that he could avenge the death of his brother Bruce Smyth, killed at Cork following his address to mutinous RIC officers at Listowel.

As the Drumcondra operation began, members of the raiding party unwisely announced their presence by calling out for Breen and Treacy to show themselves. Breen instead replied by shooting and killing Smyth and another RIC inspector, while Treacy escaped out of their bedroom window. Breen suffered seven bullet wounds but managed to wound another RIC man before also escaping through the bedroom window and running along a roof until he managed to find a skylight and drop down. Incredibly, he managed to shoot his way through a police cordon and somehow make his way to a sympathiser’s home – a procedure which involved completing a distance of several miles while suffering from severe blood loss. At his refuge, Dick McKee was alerted and came with a car to bring Breen to the Mater Hospital, where he was treated under an alias.

Treacy now made a decision that proved to be fatal for him. He had a formidable reputation: I remember as a boy comic-book stories describing the strange arrangement of buttons he sported on his coat and waistcoat that supposedly enabled him to draw and fire faster than any Wild West gunman. But despite such myths, Treacy was in fact a sensitive person who once rebuked Collins for cursing in front of a woman, and who did not take to killing lightly. He had deliberately advocated the shooting of the two RIC men at Soloheadbeg and would have in fact preferred to have shot six policemen, according to Breen, because the deaths would have had a greater impact on public opinion, showing that the Volunteers meant business. Yet he always prayed for his victims, and he attended the funeral of the two inspectors who had been shot in the Carolan raid. Afterwards he headed for the ‘Republican outfitters’: Peadar Clancy’s tailoring shop in Talbot Street. Unbeknownst to him, however, Collins had earlier organised the Squad to attack the inspectors’ funeral in the belief that senior figures were planning to attend. When he discovered that they would not in fact be in attendance, Collins called off the attack.

Some of the most important Crow Street figures had gathered at Clancy’s premises before the countermanding order arrived; these included Tobin, Cullen and McKee. The group scattered on receiving word from Collins – but, unaware of what had happened, Treacy cycled to the shop. This Tipperary man didn’t like cities and, without Breen at his side, he felt exposed and vulnerable. He had intended to cycle back to Tipperary after visiting Clancy’s but he was spotted arriving at the shop on his bicycle, and an effort was made to arrest him. An Auxiliary officer named Frank Christian held him up at gunpoint – and there must have been something in the comic-book’s account of Treacy’s quick-draw buttons: because, although he was held up by an armed and trained British officer, he still managed to draw and kill him. He also managed to grapple with another Auxiliary, who fired at him. But Treacy disarmed him and, now armed with two purloined Auxiliary weapons, attempted to engage a lorryload of soldiers. The soldiers replied with a fusillade of rifle bullets that killed Treacy, the Auxiliary and two innocent civilians.

Another death was to follow some days later, that of Professor Carolan – but not before he had made a statement describing how, after Breen and Treacy had escaped, he himself was put up against a wall and shot, lingering for some days from the wound. Breen himself recovered from his injuries, the nuns and nurses at the Mater Hospital seeing to it that he was pushed into hiding places when raiding parties descended on the hospital. (Collins, who had a particular admiration for fighting men, turned up himself on occasion when he heard a raid was in progress, watching anxiously until the raiders departed.)

As is often the case, Breen seems to have been more appreciated abroad than he was in Ireland itself: in the eyes of one historian, Michael T. Foy, he was ‘brutally unappealing and thick skinned’. However, I interviewed him towards the end of his life: and found him humorous, knowledgeable and still full of his own particular brand of irreverent courage. Still atheistic, he told me about how a fellow inmate in his nursing home had been pressuring him to return to the Church. ‘I told him’, said Breen, ‘that whichever of us died first would come back and tell the other one whether there was a God or not. Well, the bastard has been dead now for several weeks and he hasn’t been back yet!’ Breen achieved international recognition with his book My Fight for Irish Freedom, which became a bible for some Indian Nationalists. Inspired by Breen, they staged a 1916-esque Easter Rising in the Punjab in 1930. The centrepiece of their onslaught was to be the European club where British officers and administrators congregated – but they had reckoned without the effect of the Christian festival; the club was shut for Good Friday. As in Dublin in 1916, some sixteen insurgents were earmarked for execution. But it was their luck that the top British official in the region was Sir John Anderson who had also been the top British civil servant in Dublin Castle during the Irish war of independence. Mindful of the effect of the 1916 executions he saw to it that no one was shot or hanged – until, that is, about three years later, when the leader of this Punjab Rising was eventually caught and executed.

October also witnessed the death, after a long period of suffering, of Terence Mac Swiney. He had been on hunger strike for seventy-four days inside Brixton prison in south London, in protest at his internment and trial by a military court. IRA volunteer Joseph Murphy died on the same day (25 October), but Mac Swiney’s status as MP and Lord Mayor of Cork ensured that his plight and death attracted worldwide media attention. Back in Ireland, eleven other prisoners in Cork jail were also on hunger strike – but now Arthur Griffith ordered that their protest cease; Mac Swiney’s death, it was hoped, would suffice. The hunger strikes illustrated the survival of one notable aspect of the Irish tradition of physical force: a willingness to endure, as well as to inflict, suffering. Mac Swiney’s death transformed the nomenclature of the struggle into one of martyrdom. At first, Collins hoped to turn the funeral cortège into a vast media event, by having it move slowly through Britain and across the sea to Dublin, before travelling onward to Cork. This aspect, at least, was stymied by British officials, who ordered that the coffin be shipped directly from England to Cork.

The fires, however, had been lit – and they were fanned days later, on 1 November, when the teenager Kevin Barry was hanged in Dublin for his part in a raid on a bakery. His execution – on the Catholic feast of All Saints – also attracted worldwide attention: but the British held firm, arguing that Barry’s youth could not protect him; after all, teenaged British soldiers had also been shot during the bakery raid. Barry’s execution, however – to say nothing of the reports which circulated, alleging ill-treatment in prison – gave rise to a ballad that is still sung in Ireland today. The young Barry was eulogised as being: ‘Another martyr for old Ireland / Another murder for the crown.’

It may be, however, that the ballad need never have been written had Barry’s family acceded to Collins’s wishes. There seems to have been a breakdown in communication at this point between Collins and the bulk of the Squad. Two Squad members, Bernard Byrne and Jimmy Conroy, were within seconds of attempting a rescue of Barry, when his sister Eileen told Byrne that if the attempt went ahead, she would make a public scene – for she, like the rest of the Barry family believed that the prisoner was about to be reprieved. Even by the standards of the Squad, the proposed rescue plan was extraordinarily daring. Byrne was to take care of two Auxiliaries who guarded the visiting room; Conroy, meanwhile, was to deal with the guard at the gate. In the preceding days Byrne and other Volunteers had visited the prison, familiarising themselves with layouts and routines: they had established that the guard changed at 4pm; and so the rescue attempt was timed for not later than 3.45pm, in the expectation that the guard would be relaxed, and reflexes slow. It had been arranged that a priest would visit Barry shortly after 3pm and that Eileen Barry’s visit would almost overlap with that of the priest, so that they would still be in the Governor’s office when Byrne and Conroy struck.

When Eileen Barry arrived at the prison, however, she told Conroy that the family had information that Barry was going to be reprieved during the coming weekend, that she would therefore take no part in the proposed rescue – and that she would cause a scene if the rescue was not aborted. Byrne remembers with masterly understatement that ‘This left me in a somewhat awkward position’ – for Kevin Barry himself, who was aware of the planned rescue, by that stage should have been running down the prison corridor in the direction of the main gate where, hopefully, Conroy would have kept the warders at bay. Byrne told Eileen Barry that he and the others were prepared to go ahead with the rescue – but that if she were considering interfering rather than facilitating the rescue, he had to consider his responsibility towards the other men involved: Kevin was her brother, but both inside and outside the jail by this time there were some ten other Volunteers to consider. In the event no agreement was forthcoming – and Byrne and Conroy just managed to exit the prison as the relief guard arrived.

One of the most extraordinary features of this very detailed account by one of the most reliable and experienced members of the Squad is that it is almost completely contradicted by another account from Oscar Traynor, who was one of the most reliable men in the entire independence movement. Traynor recalled that he and Peadar Clancy were ordered to dress as clergymen and go to Mountjoy, enter the visiting room where they would hold up the guards, remove Barry and make their way to the gate where another party of Volunteers would have held up the guards – and thus would they make their escape. A final meeting on the implementation of this plan was held on the Sunday morning before Barry’s execution – and word was sent to his mother, who was expected to visit the jail that day. However, Traynor – who was sitting in a room in the house where the meeting was taking place – was informed by the Brigade OC Dick McKee that Mrs Barry was very upset at the prospect of possibly more lives being lost; and in the absence of any positive guarantee that the attempt would succeed she did not want any rescue attempt made. Traynor did not hear what the courier who brought this message to McKee actually said. But thirty years later, he was able to recall the enormous relief he felt when the attempt was called off. Just who was supposed to go into the prison and the exact details of the planned escape will always, then, be subject for debate. But it is quite clear that the Barry family opposed the attempt. Kevin Barry was hanged the following Monday.

The Barry execution affected Michael Collins deeply. Observers have left accounts of their leader throwing down his pen from time to time and groaning ‘poor Barry’. As though to compound the effect of his execution, moreover, the British made the mistake of selecting the feast of All Saints (1 November) for the hanging: the British official Mark Sturgis remarked in his diary that it was ‘rather a pity no one noticed it is All Saints’ Day’. As a result of Barry’s execution, reprisal attacks on crown forces were ordered by Collins. This instruction, however, was subsequently countermanded – most likely because, as with the death of Mac Swiney, the publicity for martyrdom paid considerably more dividends than that for killings. Yet the countermanding order does not appear to have reached the organising committee of the County Kerry Brigade of the IRA. Instead, all hell broke loose in the Kingdom: and in the aftermath of Barry’s execution, seven policemen were shot dead, nine were wounded, and two were kidnapped. Although these last were later released, they were so brutally treated in captivity that one of them later committed suicide. There was a massive British reaction to this swelling of violence – a reaction that was totally counterproductive in terms of winning hearts and minds.

Black and Tan atrocities were inevitably widespread – but the town of Tralee bore the brunt of these operations. Two RIC constables attacked by the IRA in the onslaught following Kevin Barry’s death are known to have been shot – and then a rumour went around that they had been thrown into the furnace of the local Tralee gasworks, enraging the Black and Tans still further. In fact, they had been shot and their bodies dumped in thick mud at a spot where a canal empties into Tralee Bay. This, as it turned out, was a bad place to dispose of corpses: for, whether through the action of the sea or the scouring properties of the canal, the mud did not hold the bodies. It was a grisly scene: for some time afterwards the lock-keeper had the disagreeable task of informing the IRA gloomily that ‘they [the bodies] came up again’ – and the IRA had the equally unpleasant task of pushing the bodies back under the mud until they eventually disintegrated.

The onslaught on Tralee in November 1920 lasted for almost two weeks, and rapidly gained international attention. The Tans took to driving around in their lorries, firing indiscriminately. On All Saints’ Day, they fired on the congregation as it emerged from noon mass at St John’s church: there was mass panic – and this mass panic was recorded by the international media corps which had gathered in this corner of Ireland to attend the Mac Swiney funeral in nearby Cork. One of these journalists was the Englishman Hugh Martin of the Daily News, whom the Tans’ leadership regarded as being unduly sympathetic to the natives. Martin had what the Tans considered to be a bad habit of making comparisons between ruined towns and villages in Ireland and the horrors he had seen in Belgium during the Great War. Now, a group of Tans who were briefing the visiting press corps made the mistake of telling the journalists that Martin was on their hit list. This snippet of information made news around the world: and even the London Times carried a leading article condemning the threat in Ireland to press freedom.

The Tans also insisted that the funerals of their comrades called for as much respect as did that of, for example, Mac Swiney – with the result that they ordered that all business premises be closed down at such times. The result was described by the London correspondent of Le Journal:

I do not remember, even during the war, having seen a people so profoundly terrified as those of the little town of Tralee. The violence of the reprisals undertaken by representatives of authority so to speak, everywhere has made everybody beside himself, even before facts justify such a state of mind. [...] The town was as deserted and doleful as if the Angel of Death had passed through it […] All the shops shut […] all work was suspended, even the local newspapers.

Indeed, the town was shut fast: schools were closed, and nothing moved in the streets except for the crown forces which fired at windows and shops as they drove up and down. The sense of panic was heightened when, after a few days of this indiscriminate shooting, the Black and Tans began to systematically firebomb businesses owned by Sinn Féin sympathisers. The Cork Examiner reported ‘the screams of the women and children were heard from the neighbourhood of the burning buildings, mingled with the ring of rifle fire and the explosion of bombs’.

In the House of Commons, Sir Hamar Greenwood announced that enquiries would be held into some of the cases of fatal shootings – although he rather undermined public confidence in the integrity of such investigations (assuming that Irish public opinion had ever believed in such integrity in the first place) by telling the House that one of the Irish dead ‘bore no traces of gunshot or other wounds’. The London Times reporter had, in sharp contrast, already written that he had seen a bullet wound in a dead man’s head. Other press reports stated that the British army commander in the area was trying to protect the citizens from the police (that is, the Tans) – but that he was doing so without authority as the law provided the Tans with full protection.

It was indeed the case, in Tralee as elsewhere in Ireland, that the regular army did attempt to maintain a more humane attitude and better discipline than did the Tans, the Auxiliaries or the unacknowledged death squads which formed part of the intelligence effort. The Prime Minister, however, made it clear which set of military attitudes he preferred. On 9 November 1920, Lloyd George made a famous speech at Guildhall in the City of London, in which he said that the government had grasped ‘murder by the throat’. In Ireland, this was generally taken to mean Kevin Barry’s throat in particular – but in Tralee the Prime Minister’s words had a particularly numbing effect. The 9th of November was the first day since the feast of All Saints that the town had attempted to restore some semblance of normality. That is, shops were open – although Tans stood outside bakeries, butchers and any stores selling food, threatening would-be shoppers with bayonets and firing shots if they tried to enter. By now, however, the townsfolk were hungry: the media reported that there had been no work in town for a week: this meant no wages to buy food – and all in a context in which shops had been in any case forced to close. In faraway Montreal, the Gazette reported that:

Black and Tans take up position outside bakeries and provision stores where they suspect food could be secured, and at the bayonet point send famishing women and children from the doors. Outside one baker’s establishment a Black and Tan brandishing a revolver told women and children to clear off adding ‘you wanted to starve us, but we will starve you’.

The threat of hunger, moreover, was particularly resonant in an area which had suffered greatly during the Famine and in which folk memories of that catastrophe remained all too vivid.

Sir Hamar’s response to the situation in Tralee, including the commercial chaos in the town, was to inform the House that the shops had been closed following the assassinations of policemen, that the closures were not ordered by the police, that he understood that the shops were now opening, and that he was awaiting the result of an inquiry into who had given the order for the shops to be closed. A perusal of the New York World, however, might have assisted Sir Hamar’s efforts to find out who had closed the shops: ‘Black and Tan rule has been set up in Tralee. Many of the 10,000 inhabitants have fled, but those unable to find refuge elsewhere are the victims of this awful procedure.’

On the surface, then, it may have appeared as though the British military at this time was asserting its tight grasp on Ireland. By mid-November, however, it was clear that this was not so – and that beneath the surface, Collins and his operation remained as potent as ever. A scene would be played out on a single day, on the streets and playing fields of Dublin, that encapsulated the bitter hatreds and fears of this period in Irish history, and that demonstrated to every participant and observer that an endgame was now underway. That day became known as Bloody Sunday. For Collins and his Apostles, indeed, the endgame was already upon them. Although their intelligence resources remained second to none, it was now time to assert themselves over the British in this regard – for once and for all.

At this point in November 1920, a number of British military officers were living under cover at different addresses around Dublin – from where they issued forth by night to organise raids which ended, as often as not, in both arrests and executions. As I have mentioned previously, the wife of one of these officers, Caroline Woodcock, is an improbably useful source of information about these fraught days: for she left a picture of the raids as told to her by her husband and his colleagues:

If the house was moderately clean this work was bearable but unpleasant. Some of the descriptions […] of some of the filthy tenement houses in which Dublin’s slums abound made me quite ill. A dozen people in a room and five or six in a bed was quite usual: imagine searching such a bed and pulling the mattresses to pieces. One officer told me that he had found four human beings, two ducks and a lamb in one bed – not to speak of smaller and unmentionable animals. A few days in hospital subsequent to a raid such as this to get rid of a complaint common amongst the great unwashed was often necessary.

Woodcock did, however, concede that other types of raids, involving the sealing of streets and multiple arrests, were rather more important – and she went on to describe how the raiders themselves were subjected to searches upon their return to barracks, because of the ‘whines and complaints, totally unjustifiable, of the Irish rebels who invariably claimed compensation from the hated British government for articles missing from their houses after a raid – articles which they had probably never possessed’. Woodcock also particularly objected to the fact that the guidelines as to how the soldiers should conduct themselves during raids called for the adoption of ‘a courteous but firm attitude toward the inhabitants of a raided house’. Woodcock commented that ‘truly, we are a nation of fools even if gentlemen’.

Collins was doubtless not so much concerned with courtesy or the lack of it during house searches. Instead, what worried him was a third form of raid, described in Caroline Woodcock’s inimitable, sanitised manner:

There is yet a third sort of raid, which is undertaken by two or three daring spirits only […] desperate and much-wanted members of the IRA are always surrounded by their own particular guards and spies […] the only chance of getting them is a sudden dash […] the raiders know well that shooting is bound to come, and it is just a question of who gets a shot in first. These raids usually end in tragedy.

These raids did indeed end in tragedy – but episodes such as the shooting of John Lynch in Dublin’s Exchange Hotel on the night of 23 September 1920 demonstrate what really occurred in the course of them. Lynch was in Dublin on financial business with Collins, and the latter subsequently discovered, as he wrote to Arthur Griffith:

At 1.35am on the morning of the murder, phone message was received from Captain Baggelly, General Staff, Ship Street Barracks […] to send a car. A car was sent […] members of the RIC force picked up a small party of military […] and proceeded to the Royal Exchange Hotel. At 2.15am, a phone message passed from the headquarters of the Dublin district to College Street station, giving the information that the RIC had been to the Royal Exchange Hotel and shot a man named Lynch. There is not the slightest doubt that there was no intention whatever to arrest Mr Lynch.

Collins decided that the correct course of action was to assassinate the Captain Baggellys of this world, using information from Lily Mernin and a variety of other sources – such as the maids who cleaned their lodgings and the porters who guarded their doors. It would be done, moreover, in spectacular fashion: for, having secured the addresses of a number of officers staying at different addresses in the city, it was decided to assassinate them en bloc on the morning of Sunday 21 November 1920. The plan for these coordinated assassinations was drawn up by Frank Thornton, who had to explain and justify his plan before a joint meeting of both the Dáil cabinet and the Volunteers’ Army Council. The justification of each name on the list was queried by Cathal Brugha: he gradually reduced the total number of personnel taking part in the operation, before giving it the green light.

On Saturday night, 20 November, Collins attended Dublin’s Gaiety Theatre in the company of David Neligan and others. He wondered aloud about the type of men who were to be killed the next day: what sort, he wondered, were they? Neligan replied that all Collins had to do was look into the next theatre box – where he could see some of them for himself. This was a job in which the hunter and the hunted lived truly cheek by jowl. It was also, however, a job so large that it called for more resources than the Squad alone could provide – and so the killing machine had to be augmented by a number of other Volunteers, not all of whom could be considered suitable for such bloody work, and at least one of whom would suffer psychiatric problems for the rest of his life. Another Volunteer, incidentally, was a youthful Seán Lemass – who almost forty years later would become Irish Taoiseach.

Hours later, the operation began that would result in the deaths of up to nineteen British operatives – and once again Caroline Woodcock steps into the narrative. Here, she describes what happened to one of the officers, a Captain Brian Christopher Keenlyside of her husband’s regiment. When the young raiders tried to kill him, ‘He had been placed against a wall in the hall and a group of men took or tried to take careful aim at him. One man’s hand shook so much that a comrade took his revolver away from him, and another supported his trembling left hand on his right arm.’ Keenlyside was shot in the jaw and in both arms, but survived. Woodcock averred that ‘like my husband, this man also was a regimental officer and had nothing to do with police or secret service’.

One of the most miraculous escapes of all, indeed, was that of Caroline Woodcock’s husband, Lieutenant-Colonel Wilfred James Woodcock. He had attempted to go downstairs to warn some of his comrades that something was amiss – this, after his keen-eyed wife, who had been standing at a window, spotted a man getting over the garden wall and taking a revolver out of his pocket. Colonel Woodcock obviously belonged to the ‘stiff upper lip’ school of army behaviour: after shouting at his wife to keep watching at the window, he got shot himself and staggered back into the bedroom, telling her, ‘It’s alright darling, they have only hit outlying portions of me.’ Woodcock, in fact, had been hit four times – but he subsequently recovered.

Others in the Woodcock quarters were not so lucky. A Lieutenant-Colonel Montgomery opened the door of his room, and Woodcock – who had been ordered to turn and face the wall – shouted at his colleague to ‘Look out!’ Montgomery was shot dead. Charlie Dalton and Paddy Flanagan, meanwhile, knocked at a door to a room in the top of the same house, and when it was opened by the occupant, a C. M. G. Dowling, they shot him dead. A Captain Leonard Price in the next room was fatally wounded. For a long time afterwards Dalton could not sleep, reliving as he did the sound of the dying officer’s blood gurgling out onto the floor. The fact is that for some of the Volunteers involved in these mass raids, this was the first time they had taken life. Nerves, then, accounted for the miraculous escape of men like Keenlyside and Woodcock.

Sheer luck accounted for other escapes, such as those of a Major Callaghan and a Colonel Jennings who were to have spent the night in the Eastwood hotel, but instead apparently spent it in a brothel. Other officers, for whatever reason, had either moved lodgings or simply didn’t come home on the night before the killers arrived. But other targets were not so lucky. Vinnie Byrne left an account of the shooting of Lieutenant George Bennet and Peter Ames, after a maid had admitted him and his men to 38, Upper Mount Street in south Dublin. The maid – clearly a sympathiser – directed the assassins in the right direction, bedroom after bedroom: and acting on her advice, Byrne and two other Volunteers, Sean Doyle and Herbie Conroy, entered Bennet’s room, where they found the officer in the act of reaching for a gun under his pillow. Doyle seized the revolver and told the officer to put his hands up; he was then directed into a back room, where he was joined by Ames. Byrne now silently urged the Lord to have mercy on the souls of both men – and shot them dead.

Other operations were rather less streamlined. Nearby, at 92 Lower Baggot Street, Captain W. F. Newbury was living with his wife in a flat. When a section of the Squad led by Joe Leonard and Bill Stapleton asked the housekeeper whether Newbury was at home, the woman replied that she didn’t know – but the assassins clearly did, for they made straight for his bedroom door. They knocked, and his wife – who was in an advanced state of pregnancy – opened the door and then slammed it shut when she saw the men standing outside with revolvers in their hands. She and her husband made a break for another room, slamming that door also – but Newbury was shot through the door and then shot several more times as he tried to get out a window. His wife covered the body with a blanket. She lost the baby a week later.

One of the operations which miscarried because the target hadn’t come home took place at 7 Ranelagh Road in south Dublin, where a Captain Nobel and his girlfriend were the targets. In his description of what happened, Dan McDonnell said: ‘We got a very ugly mission to perform […] to kill a British agent called Nobel and his paramour. […] they were both agents and our information was that they were both the main cause of a member of our organisation named Doyle getting a very cruel death in the Dublin mountains.’ But when McDonnell and Joe Dolan burst into Nobel’s room, ‘We found the room empty, except for a half-naked woman; she did not scream or say a word,’ recalled Todd Andrews, one of the Volunteers who had been drafted in to augment the Squad’s numbers. The man they were looking for had apparently got up and gone on some assignment shortly after 7am. When a man came out of the next room, Andrews went to shoot him, assuming that he was Nobel. Just in time one of the raiding party called out, ‘He’s alright!’ – for this man was actually the one who had supplied the Squad with their intelligence.

According to Andrews, Dolan and McDonnell then set about behaving like Black and Tans – even though the house contained only women and children: in their search for papers they overturned furniture, pushing occupants of the house around, and either through carelessness or malice set fire to a room in which there were children. Andrews continued that he felt shame and embarrassment at witnessing the plight of Nobel’s mistress – but Dolan and McDonnell were not in a chivalrous mood. Their orders had been to shoot her if they found her together with Nobel, but not if she was alone. Dolan was so angry at missing Nobel that he described giving ‘the poor girl a right scourging with the sword scabbard. Then I set the place on fire.’ McDonnell and Dolan’s behaviour outraged other Volunteers – and one of them, Francis Coughlan, remained at the house to see the children to safety, and to put out the flames.

Later that same day, a shocking reprisal took place. This was the Croke Park massacre, which took place when a large party of Auxiliaries and Black and Tans invaded the headquarters of the Gaelic Athletic Association as a match between Dublin and Tipperary was taking place. The soldiers claimed that they were fired on first – although no casualties were reported. What is not disputed, however, is that the raiding party opened up on the crowd with rifles and machine guns. Fourteen people were shot dead – including the Tipperary goalkeeper Michael Hogan, after whom Croke Park’s famous Hogan stand is named – and hundreds more were injured.

The death toll for Bloody Sunday did not end with the Croke Park shootings. In a raid on the Saturday night, one of the British undercover intelligence squads got lucky, and captured a figure who after Collins was probably the most important IRA commander in the country. This was Dick McKee, founder of the IRA’s Dublin Brigade, who along with Peadar Clancy and Conor Clune, an Irish-language student who had nothing to do with the Squad, were picked up in separate swoops. The trio were tortured in Dublin Castle during the night of 20/21 November, and their bayonetted bodies were discovered the following day. It was said that they had been shot ‘while trying to escape’. This story was so unlikely that amongst those who doubted it (having visited the Castle room where they died) was Sir John Anderson. Collins was devastated: ‘We’re finished now,’ he said at first – but it soon became evident that McKee had died without talking. The Crow Street operation remained inviolate, and the Apostles were able to continue their work.

Collins, meanwhile, showed his courage to what could fairly be described as a crazy degree when the bodies of McKee and the others were handed back for burial. The faces were so badly marked that the clergy ordered that the coffins be closed. But Collins turned up at the church clad in his Volunteer uniform, oblivious to the spies and police in the vicinity, and insisted that the coffins be unsealed, and the corpses inside be dressed in their uniforms. The following day, and in the presence of an even bigger audience of Castle agents, he stood beside the graves as the burials took place. A photograph of him attending the funeral appeared in the early edition of the Evening Herald – but the Squad visited the offices of the paper and the photo was removed, never to appear again.

Very shortly afterwards, on 5 February 1921, the man who had betrayed McKee and the others was removed from the scene. This was John Ryan, a military policeman in Dublin Castle. Because of his position, he was able to roam the streets at night despite the curfew, and Crow Street became aware that he used this permission to track wanted IRA men. It was discovered that he had in fact placed a tell-tale chalk mark on the door of the house on Gloucester Street where McKee and Clancy were sleeping. Ryan’s movements were tracked to Hynes’ public house on the corner of Gloucester Place – and eight members of the Squad, led by Vinnie Byrne, were assigned to shoot him. There was a church near the pub where a funeral was in progress. One of the cab men outside the church called out to the Squad, ‘Are you going to the funeral?’ Tom Keogh replied: ‘No, we’re going to arrange one.’ After checking out the other customers in the bar, the killers decided that the man they wanted was the one sitting at the counter reading a racing newspaper. But as they couldn’t see his face because of the newspaper, Byrne asked him what was the tip for that day’s 3.30 race? Ryan lowered the paper to reply, was recognised and, as Bernard C. Byrne recalls in his deposition to the Bureau of Military History, ‘without any discussion or delay, Keogh fired on him, I doing likewise… Ryan would betray no more members of our organisation.’

What did Bloody Sunday achieve? As anyone who has had experience of terrorist events can testify, one of the most demoralising events of underground warfare is the receipt of a message from the other side saying: ‘We know where you live.’ Bloody Sunday made it unmistakably clear to the hosts of British agents in Dublin that they could never feel safe, by day or night, in the streets or in the ostensible peace of their own lodgings. Nobody, not even a revisionist historian, has attempted to dispute the fact that in the hours after the shootings, all the houses, apartments and spare rooms in Dublin Castle were filled to overflowing, as a terrified horde of agents poured out of their supposedly safe houses into safer accommodation; as Dave Neligan – who was on duty in the Castle at this time – noted, a bed could not be had within the Castle compound for love nor money.

As to the disputed death toll of nineteen: unquestionably, some personnel not connected with espionage were shot, through being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Frank Thornton, in his very comprehensive account of his Crow Street activities for the Bureau of Military History which he compiled several years after the event, places the number of dead officers at nineteen, rather than the fourteen of popular lore – but it is most likely the case that while nineteen officers were shot, some of them might not have been engaged in espionage. I will leave the last word to the redoubtable Caroline Woodcock – who subsequently described her amazement at finding out just what the undercover units had been doing. Woodcock admitted, ‘I had seen these men leaving the house night after night, but I never knew or guessed what their work was.’ Significantly, Woodcock became enlightened through talking to ‘one of the few survivors of the original intelligence service’.

There were several ferocious postscripts to the events of that November night and day. A week later, on 27 November, the Apostles stretched out a hand to Britain itself: an undercover unit broke into the warehouses on the docks at Liverpool – at that time, one of Britain’s most important ports – and set fire to fifteen of them, plus two timber yards; the resulting inferno stretched for four miles along the Mersey. Collins also succeeded in securing the British addresses of a number of the Black and Tans serving in Ireland. Their homes were raided and burnt.

The day after the Liverpool fires, a major IRA operation occurred in Ireland at Kilmichael in County Cork. Here a unit of the Cork No. 3 Brigade, led by Tom Barry ambushed and killed a lorryload of Auxiliaries – some seventeen in all. In recent years this ambush became the centre of controversy, when the late Canadian historian Peter Hart alleged that Barry gave the order to fire on the survivors after they had surrendered their arms. But Hart’s credibility was severely undermined when the Irish historian Meda Ryan revealed that the source of some of Hart’s information was a man who had died before Hart claimed to have interviewed him. Indeed, I would suggest that Kilmichael, together with reassessments of both Bloody Sunday and Collins’s overall achievements all became part of a debunking attempt on the part of some writers influenced by equal measures of colonial cringe, British and Unionist propaganda and some genuine public revulsion at the war in Northern Ireland. However, at the time – with Ireland suffering under the lash of the Auxiliaries and the Tans – Kilmichael was hailed as a significant victory. The event subsequently gave rise to a rebel ballad, The Boys of Kilmichael:

On the twenty-eighth day of November,

The Tans left the town of Macroom.

They were seated in Crossley tenders,

Which brought them right into their doom.

They were on the high road to Kilmichael,

And never expecting to stall.

’Twas there that the boys of the column

They made a clear sweep of them all.
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18. Death comes to Talbot Street: Dublin, 14 October 1920. A casualty is carried away following a gun battle in which Tipperary Volunteer Seán Treacy, two Auxiliaries and two civilians lost their lives.


A note on sources

THE GROUNDWORK FOR THIS BOOK WAS OF COURSE MY own research for my biography of Michael Collins (1990). This research was carried out in the late 1980s – and has been greatly augmented in the years since by the publication of the Irish Bureau of Military History’s personal accounts of the 1916–1921 struggle by those who took part in it. These invaluable documents (with the exception of full accounts from the key figures of Apostles Liam Tobin and Tom Cullen, who died before the Bureau began its work) are now available to the public online at www.bureauofmilitaryhistory.ie.

The eyewitness accounts of the Crow Street and Squad participants in the Irish War of Independence of 1916–1921 are comprehensive. Tobin, who was the central surviving figure of the intelligence war, unfortunately opted for discretion, and his witness statement therefore goes into very little detail about undercover operations. Of those that do give full accounts, I have made use of the following: Vinnie Byrne, Bernard C. Byrne, David Neligan, Joe Dolan, James Slattery, Frank Thornton, Joe Leonard, Charles Dalton, Paddy Daly, William J. Stapleton, Mick McDonnell, Daniel McDonnell, Lily Mernin, Frank Saurin, Patrick Caldwell, Patrick Kennedy, Patrick McCrea, Dan Breen, Eamon Broy, Mick Kennedy, Seamus Robinson, Oscar Traynor, Cahir Davitt and Roger McCorley.

Other primary material used includes:

James Hogan, Director of Intelligence: letter of 7 August 1923 to General S. McMahon.

Private Sessions of Second Dáil. Stationery Office, Dublin.

Proceedings of Court of Enquiry, Kenmare, 26–28 June 1923.

I want to most particularly acknowledge the assistance given to me by Ms. Carmel Kelly, the Librarian, and the staff of the Dalkey Public Library, who used their computer system to secure for me books, both from their own shelves and from libraries all over Ireland.
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MICHAEL COLLINS WAS NOW EMBROILED IN A TENSE AND rapidly escalating political situation south of the new Irish border. This did not, however, mean that he had lost sight of the dream of an all-island Republic that had motivated his Squad for month after month and year after year – and he demonstrated this in a decision he made that same dangerous summer of 1922. On 22 June, Sir Henry Wilson was assassinated on the doorstep of his central London home by two IRA Volunteers, Reggie Dunne and Joseph O’Sullivan – and it is virtually certain that Collins ordered the assassination. Wilson, we may recall, was one of the most important figures in the British armed forces, and a figure, therefore, at the heart of the British establishment: he had played a central role in the conduct of the Great War; he had been a military representative at the post-war talks at Versailles – and he had been intimately involved in all British military and political responses to the War of Independence in Ireland.

Now, as a fiercely anti-Catholic pogrom was raging in Belfast, Wilson was principal advisor to Northern Ireland Prime Minister Sir James Craig – and was widely held to be responsible for the anti-Catholic policies that held sway in the infant Northern Ireland. Collins may have had his hands full at this time – but he was determined just the same to make an example of one or more of the Unionist elite north of the border – and Wilson, as a consistent anti-Nationalist voice since the time of the Curragh mutiny era almost a decade previously, and in the words of Collins himself a ‘violent Orange partisan’, was the chosen target. The killers were apprehended and hanged: and the Wilson assassination had the effect of causing a wave of horror and anger to pass through the British establishment. Because it was speculated – wrongly – that anti-Treaty personnel had been behind the killing, the British government resolved now to press Collins and the Irish authorities to deal once and for all with the festering situation at the Four Courts.

A week later, on 28 June 1922, using an 18-pound military piece borrowed from the British, Collins fired on the Four Courts. He acted thus with a heavy heart, because his regard for O’Connor and many of the other anti-Treaty Commanders was far higher than that for many of his cabinet colleagues and he had gone to great lengths in an attempt to avoid hostilities. Circumstances, however, had now forced his hand. Open warfare now returned to the streets of central Dublin: the Four Courts, and much of its environs, was destroyed; and in the process a millennium of records kept by the Irish Public Record Office (housed at the rear of the building) went up in smoke. De Valera, meanwhile, greeted the assault on the building by issuing a Proclamation:

Young men and young women of Ireland: hold steadily on. Those who with cries of woe and lamentation would now involve you in a disastrous rout, you will soon see rally behind you and vie with you for first place in the vanguard. Beyond all telling is the destiny God has in mind for Ireland, the fair, the peerless one. You are the artificers of that destiny. Yours is the faith that moves mountains, the faith that confounds misgivings. Yours is the faith and love that begot the enterprise of 1916. Young men and young women of Ireland, the goal is at last in sight – steady, altogether forward. Ireland is yours for the taking. Take it.

De Valera then re-joined the IRA, claiming to be an ordinary Volunteer. However, this was surely a disingenuous claim: Dan Breen – who could be relied upon when it came to all matters Tipperary – recalls that after the Anti-Treaty IRA had vacated the town of Cashel following a temporary occupation, de Valera possessed sufficient authority with the Volunteers to send them back in again to retake the town. Indeed, far from being a mere Volunteer who had simply re-joined the ranks when firing commenced on the Four Courts, de Valera was in fact Director of Operations when he handed over this senior post to Tom Barry. But by the time he did so, the IRA was clearly being defeated. In addition, it is worth noting that some of the operations which have been ascribed to de Valera were acts of rank destruction; these include the severing of the crucial Dublin–Cork rail link at Mallow.

The destruction of the Four Courts is perhaps the most infamous act of Ireland’s fratricidal civil war – but it was only one of many vicious episodes. All such civil strife is of course by its nature savage – and the war in Ireland was no exception. By the time Michael Collins was killed in an ambush at Béal na Bláth in County Cork in August 1922, it had already become evident to all that the pro-Treaty side was bound to win the gathering conflict – yet it dragged on regardless, and with hate-filled destructiveness, until the following May. Richard Mulcahy succeeded Collins as Commander in Chief of the Army – and inexorably he crushed the resistance of a Republican side which, though it lacked nothing in courage and idealism, wanted both the military skill and the popular support necessary to win a war. Those men holed up in the Four Courts – to give just one example – had assumed that they could slip out of the burning complex using an underground tunnel which issued on the banks of the river Liffey. They realised too late that this reach of the Liffey in central Dublin is tidal – and that their escape route was blocked by ten or twelve feet of water. In Dublin also, another fundamental blunder occurred when Republican troops attempting to reach the Anti-Treaty headquarters in the Hammam building on Sackville Street rendered their task mission impossible – by conducting their tunnelling operations on the wrong side of the street.

The factor, however, that truly stands out in terms of Pro-Treaty effectiveness was the sheer ruthless efficiency of the methods employed – and these were methods which, as we shall see shortly, some of the former Apostles played a distinctly inglorious part in executing. The Pro-Treaty leadership certainly did not consist of shrinking violets: Mulcahy was joined by Cosgrave, with Kevin O’Higgins as a particularly ferocious enforcer. They could count on the backing of the Catholic Church too: the Hierarchy issued a pastoral letter condemning the Republicans in forthright terms, and threatening to excommunicate them; and they in turn were backed by the powerful farming and business lobbies.

In the violent summer and autumn of 1922, the energies of the Squad were poured into what might be termed the ‘reprisal factor’ of the Civil War. Collins himself, just a few weeks before his death on 22 August, is on record as favouring the shooting of looters and reprisals against Republican attacks – in this case a bold assault on a prison train at Killurin in County Wexford on 24 July, which resulted in the deaths of two Free State soldiers. One of Collins’s last public appearances, indeed, was to attend the funeral of eight members of the Pro-Treaty forces blown up by a Republican mine. One of the victims of this attack was his old friend and prominent Squad member Tom Keogh – whose death left a very bitter taste in the mouths of his colleagues.

This literally murderous anger found its expression in many forms of violent reprisal in locales across the country – and in Dublin and County Kerry in particular. In Dublin, practically the entire Squad was enrolled in what became known as Oriel House, which in effect functioned as the new Crow Street intelligence operation and the new Irish Criminal Investigation Department (CID) combined; and which was based in the eponymous building on Dublin’s Westland Row. A series of familiar names gathered at Oriel House, including Liam Tobin, who was both a general in the new Free State Army and controller of Oriel House intelligence-gathering; other survivors including Tom Cullen, Charlie Dalton and Frank Saurin; and such former spies in the Castle as Ned Broy, Jim McNamara and David Neligan – all of whom had chosen to follow Collins himself in accepting an imperfect Treaty.

The various intelligence-gathering and CID activities associated with Oriel House were entrusted to the leadership of Joseph McGrath, a tough survivor of 1916, who in the future would become one of Ireland’s most successful businessmen. The Oriel House organisation soon established a reputation for brutal efficiency: it is reckoned to have committed at least twenty-five extra-judicial killings in the course of Ireland’s period of internecine strife. In retaliation, a lesser number of Oriel House detectives, possibly three in all, were shot. The Oriel House operation was wound up in November 1923 – this, after the Civil War had ended and the unit’s activities had passed a point where any government could defend them. Oriel House’s activities, indeed, can only be understood, although not forgiven, by the circumstances of the time. These had persuaded the Free State government to introduce emergency legislation to cope with the deteriorating security situation – and in particular, as we will see, to ensure the execution of one man, Erskine Childers.

It is true that the security and stability of the infant Free State were fragile in the extreme. It was beset by enemies south and north of the border; and, in addition, there were many in high places in Britain who would have welcomed any opportunity to undermine its economic and security credibility. It would certainly appear that the Free State cabinet accepted the harsh policy suggestions of Kevin O’Higgins who in July 1922 noted that, ‘what was needed to put down the Irregulars [Republicans] were more local executions and we should just kill them anyway’. It must be noted here that part of O’Higgins’s motivation was not mere ruthlessness, but the fact that in addition to Anti-Treaty sentiment, some of these ‘Irregulars’ were supporting land agitation. With cattle prices low and rents going unpaid, cattle-rustling and land seizure were becoming part of the ongoing unrest. Fears were expressed at cabinet, particularly by Minister for Agriculture Patrick Hogan, that a new and potentially anarchic land war was on the verge of erupting – and it was to cope with such a threat that a special corps was formed within Oriel House. The Special Infantry Corps was a ruthlessly efficient body, and it succeeded in curbing this unrest on the land. The new – and unarmed – Garda Síochána was as a result able to move into areas of the country which had not seen a policeman since 1919, when attacks first began on the RIC.

It is emphatically the case that this period of Irish history does not make for comfortable study. In fact, it is very difficult to make any study of it at all, because so many records of the period were deliberately destroyed before power was eventually handed over peacefully to de Valera in 1932. After all, handing power over was one thing, handing over a body of evidence which could have incriminated his political enemies quite another. And it is certainly part of the folklore of the period that the skies above police headquarters in the Phoenix Park were illuminated for several nights by the flames of documents burned by order of the outgoing Free State Minister for Defence, Desmond Fitzgerald.

While documentary evidence is hard to come by, however, I have in the course of my research heard many stories of torture by members of the Oriel House team. These cannot, by their nature, be wholly verified – but it seems to me that many have the ring of truth. One eyewitness account was given to me by the veteran Republican Joseph Clarke, who described how he saw a suspect in Oriel House itself, his entrails protruding from his anus after a kicking. Another story concerns Alf Colley and Séan Cole, two youthful members of Fianna Éireann (in effect, Republican boy scouts), who were killed on 25 August 1922 at Whitehall in north Dublin by Oriel House men; it was widely speculated at the time that they had been killed in direct reprisal for the death of Collins himself the previous week. And Squad member Charlie Dalton was widely implicated in the killings of three other Fianna Éireann boys who were arrested on 21 November 1922 for putting up anti-Free State posters, and discovered shot dead at Clondalkin in west Dublin the following day.

The new government was relatively untroubled by such democratic institutions as courts and inquests: the emergency legislation now on the statute books gave the authorities the liberty to rule as it saw fit. On 1 November 1922, the Dáil adjourned for a fortnight in order, as Patrick Hogan euphemistically had it, to give the government ‘a free hand to restore order’. What this meant in practice was that, on 17 November, four rank-and-file IRA men – Peter Cassidy, John Gaffney, James Fisher and Richard Twohig, who had been caught in possession of revolvers, were executed under the catch-all banner of ‘military necessity’. This was the term used by Mulcahy in response to questions from the Labour Party (in effect the opposition party of the new state), which had been shocked to discover that the first intimation they had of executions came only with the news that they had been carried out. Kevin O’Higgins made no bones about justifying the executions, stating publicly that the four young men selected for death had been chosen because if they had begun the executions with someone ‘outstandingly wicked’, people might have thought it was out of simple vengeance or because he was an Englishman.

The following week, the execution of the ‘outstandingly wicked’ Englishman took place. Erskine Childers was arrested at Glendalough in County Wicklow, found guilty of being in possession of a revolver, and shot at dawn at Beggars Bush barracks in Dublin on 24 November 1922. The revolver in question had been given to him by Michael Collins – and Childers is remembered for the calm manner in which he went to his death. On the eve of his execution, for example, he warned his son Erskine (who would one day become President of Ireland) never to bear hatred against his father’s killers.

On the morning of his execution he asked for and was granted a delay in proceedings until the light improved, so that the firing squad could be sure of killing him outright. He shook hands with each member of his firing squad; he asked not to be blindfolded, but his request was refused – and after his eyes were bandaged, he stood to attention before being shot dead. In all, the execution proceedings took an hour and fifteen minutes from the time he was brought from his cell. A few days after Childers was shot, three more prisoners were executed at Beggars Bush barracks. Joseph Spooner, Patrick Farrelly and John Murphy had been captured near Oriel House in possession of revolvers and bombs after an unsuccessful effort had been made to blow up the building. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that in the climate of the time, the subsequent killings conducted by former members of the Squad under the banner of Oriel House, were all part and parcel of unacknowledged government policy.

Many decades later, a defence of these policies from an unlikely quarter was given to me. It came from Vivion de Valera, de Valera’s eldest son, and himself a proponent of the death penalty. Vivion claimed that his father had said to him on more than one occasion, ‘Viv, if it weren’t for the executions, the civil war would still be going on.’ Vivion de Valera was speaking at the height of the Troubles in Northern Ireland – and, of course, many years after his father had conducted executions of his own during the Second World War.

In terms of Realpolitik, de Valera was probably correct; but in the Dáil, Mulcahy defended such executions in terms that revealed the implacable Catholic conscience of the majority of the cabinet – in words that might just as easily have been uttered in the days of the Spanish Inquisition.

These men who were executed this morning were perhaps uneducated illiterate men, never meaning perhaps to get into a situation like this, men of no political convictions perhaps […] we provided for these men all the spiritual assistance we could muster to help them in their passage to eternity. […] We are people who realise that man is made in the image and likeness of God and we treat man as such […] When a man is going to his death he does get a priest.

Such executions, however, did not go unanswered by the Anti-Treaty forces. After the emergency powers legislation was passed by the government sanctioning the death penalty for those caught bearing arms illegally, Liam Lynch – who was commanding the Anti-Treaty forces – issued a proclamation calling for the shooting of any TD who voted for the legislation. This fell proclamation set in train a horrible sequence of events, which exemplifies the entire tragedy of the Irish Civil War. On 6 December 1922, the Pro-Treaty TD Seán Hales – a former close associate of Collins and (in an example of the bitter divisions that characterised the Civil War) a brother of Tom Hales, who was one of the leaders of the ambush that killed Collins – was shot dead by Anti-Treaty forces, and his companion Pádraic Ó Máille seriously wounded.

The government reacted ferociously. It was thought that Hales’s death was the precursor to a general onslaught on the cabinet and members of the government. In fact, it was discovered many years later by the writer Ulick O’Connor (during the production of his highly successful play Executions) that the shooting was the individual action of a young Anti-Treaty Volunteer named Owen Donnelly, who had thought it his duty to act on Liam Lynch’s proclamation. He duly reported his action to his superior officer Seán Caffrey, who, over half a century later, attended the first night of O’Connor’s play and told the author what had happened.

This information, had it come to light earlier, might have averted one of the most awful crimes of the period: the murder of Noel Lemass after the Civil War had ended. Lemass was a brother of Seán Lemass, who had been active with the Squad on Bloody Sunday, and would later become Ireland’s most effective Taoiseach. Noel Lemass, like his brother, was active on the Anti-Treaty side: he was kidnapped in June 1923 and murdered, and his body was eventually found in the Dublin Mountains in a condition better imagined than described. It was never established exactly who was responsible for the torture and killing of Lemass, but David Neligan himself told me that it was the ‘Tobin bunch’. Noel Lemass had been a gifted intelligence officer with the Anti-Treaty Dublin Brigade IRA; he had been suspected of intercepting correspondence between Michael Collins and his fiancée Kitty Kiernan. To some Collins devotees, this alone night have seemed grounds for execution in the fervid political atmosphere of the day. However, the general belief was that Lemass was murdered because it was thought he was responsible for the Hales and Ó Máille shootings.

In revenge for the killing of Seán Hales, and to demonstrate its resolve, the cabinet now decided to execute four prominent Anti-Treaty figures who, having been captured months earlier and imprisoned ever since, could have had nothing whatever to do with the shooting of Hales but were chosen rather to make an impact on their supporters and because they came from each of the four provinces. These four men were Rory O’Connor, Joe McKelvey, Dick Barrett and Liam Mellows. O’Connor had been Kevin O’Higgins’s best man: he went to his death with two gold sovereigns sewn into his clothing which had been given to him by O’Higgins as a wedding gift. Now, O’Higgins himself signed the execution warrant for O’Connor and his comrades. The four men were executed in Mountjoy Jail by firing squad at dawn on 8 December. These were executions that, even in the frightful climate of the time, caused widespread public shock and consternation.

In a spirit of fairness to the Free State government and its ministers, it should be noted that it had earlier taken a resolute line against reprisal executions at the time of Collins’s death, when there was considerable pressure from his old army colleagues to retaliate. Vinnie Byrne told me himself that after Béal na Bláth, most of Collins’s men would have shot de Valera if they could have got near him – such was the spirit of bitterness abroad in the land at this time. This verdict was endorsed by Joseph McGrath with whom I conducted an interview, the most fascinating portions of which were unfortunately off the record. McGrath told me that he had to make special arrangements to ensure that de Valera was not attacked ‘because there were a lot of fellows around at the time to whom a life didn’t mean much’.

Nowhere during the Civil War was the lack of discipline on the part of former Squad members more evident than in County Kerry. As we have already seen, the people of Kerry (and in particular, the inhabitants of Tralee) had already been scourged during the Black and Tan era. Kerry people make the best friends and worst enemies in Ireland – perhaps because comparative geographical isolation has fostered a certain distinctiveness of character. This was summed up for me by a Kerry Maynooth professor whom I asked for an explanation as to why Listowel produced so many writers and top civil servants. He replied, ‘Simple, boy: high mountains and good teachers!’ It is certainly the case that the members of the Kerry Brigade of the IRA were almost unanimous in opposing the Treaty. Consequently the Kerry IRA initially fought far harder against the Free State forces than they had against the Black and Tans.

By the time the authorities descended on Kerry, the IRA in the county was led by the aggressive and strong-willed Humphrey Murphy. In July 1922, Murphy delivered a speech in Tralee at a meeting called to achieve peace. He said:

If the Provisional government continue to fight with English guns, English bullets and shells, English armoured cars and the ex-soldiers of the English army […] I am certain that they are going to fail as the Black and Tans failed, because the war did not come properly until it came to Cork and Kerry. We will defend every town to the last. You will have towns in ruins and famine facing those who have escaped the bullet. We will stop at nothing and we are going to win, even if it takes years.

Very shortly thereafter, the war which up to then had largely been confined to Dublin did come to Kerry. Emmet Dalton devised a scheme of seaborne landings which took the IRA in Cork and Kerry completely by surprise – but the IRA in Kerry retaliated with a series of drastic measures aimed at implementing Humphrey Murphy’s doctrine. In the two months after the Free State troops landed, thirty-five government soldiers were killed – the same number as the total number of RIC fatalities in the county for the entire Anglo-Irish war.

Murphy’s men asked for, and gave, no quarter. On 2 August 1922, members of the medical corps treating wounded comrades in Tralee were fired on – despite the fact that a Red Cross flag was being flown. This tactic continued throughout the war, and reached a nadir when two off-duty medics punting on one of Killarney’s picturesque lakes were shot dead, despite their Red Cross insignia. Murphy’s men also fired on troops guarding food convoys attempting (ultimately successfully) to bring food to towns where provisions were scarce.

Among the most heinous in this flurry of crimes were the killings by Anti-Treaty forces of two of their fellow Kerrymen, the Scarteen O’Connor brothers Tom (aged 20) and John (24) who were both serving and very efficient Free State army officers. The men who carried out the killings, at Kenmare in September 1922, were described as a group of ‘maverick’ Republicans by historian Tom Doyle, who points out that some of them in fact wore Free State uniforms. It is certainly the case that this force shot the two young brothers in very dubious and ugly circumstances: in a night raid on their home, the IRA unit killed the unarmed John as he came downstairs to investigate the intrusion; Tom, meanwhile, was dragged from his bed and shot. One aspect of this episode is especially chilling: it was not so much the O’Connor brothers’ Free State activities per se that led to their deaths, as the fact that their killers regarded them as renegades because of their support of the Dublin-based authorities; the brothers, in other words, appeared to have been targeted largely because they were helping the ‘outsiders’. Now a spate of extra-judicial killings broke out all over Kerry. Such vendetta killings became all too common on both sides.

Bitter confrontation continued in Kerry throughout that winter of 1922–23, but the month of March 1923 produced the worst atrocities of all – when gelignite entered the exchange. First, on 6 March 1923, the explosion of a mine at the townland of Knocknagoshel, north-east of Tralee, claimed the lives of five Free State soldiers. Two of them, Captains Michael Dunne and Joseph Stapleton, were prominent Dublin guardsmen; Stapleton, indeed, was a particular friend of Paddy Daly. Over eighty years later, I visited the evil spot with two Kerry friends, Jo Jo Barrett and John O’Mahony, who were both staunch Republicans. Barrett had researched the Knocknagoshel episode for his book In the Name of the Game; John O’Mahony is a noted collector of Republican documents, and is the author of Frongoch, the standard work on the post-1916 Rising prisoners who were interned in north Wales.

If ever a place had bad karma, this was it. At the time, there was nothing to mark the spot where the mine exploded: a memorial has since been erected, though it was quickly vandalised. Instead, the scene of the atrocity is a nondescript spot: a small field slopes down to a little river, with around it the remnants of Barranarig Wood; and scattered about the place are stones dating from the time of the atrocity. Barrett has described the area as being ‘scenic and peaceful’; I, however, found it redolent of a violent history, and speedily left the place. People in the area are still sensitive about the Knocknagoshel incident – which was, after all, not merely attributable to Civil War hostilities, but also redolent of peasant cunning, war between neighbours, deep-seated vengeance and the brooding character of bruised souls, reared in a milieu of foggy mountains, dark nights and dark tales told and retold.

This is not mere fancy on my part. In In the Name of the Game, Jo Jo Barrett gives a well-researched, objective account of what transpired – and he shows that local antagonisms did play a part in the story. The local IRA became suspicious of a farmer, Patrick O’Connor, after a number of their local personnel were captured, and planned ambushes discovered and thwarted. The IRA sent one of their men, a Patrick Buckley, to the O’Connor farm in the uniform of a Free State officer; O’Connor duly fell for the impersonation, and willingly passed on information to the imposter. O’Connor was fined by the Republicans: he refused to pay; and his cattle were seized, along with his pony and trap. The IRA party which seized O’Connor’s cattle, however, was seen and recognised by his son, Pat, who retaliated by joining the Free State Army the following day. He was rapidly made an officer, and speedily acquired a reputation for maltreating prisoners. Helped by his local knowledge, the junior O’Connor became the scourge of the Knocknagoshel IRA, members of which were forced to leave their homes and sleep rough because of the raids he led. Almost inevitably, a retributive plot was laid.

A local schoolteacher, Kathleen Walsh, was induced to write a note, giving details of an alleged hide and arms dump in Barranarig Wood. (In order to disguise her handwriting, the teacher wrote the note with her left hand.) The note was then given to a schoolgirl to deliver to a sentry at nearby Castleisland barracks. The note led the Free State authorities to believe that the refuge in the woods was the hiding-place both of Humphrey Murphy and of another Republican leader, Mick McGlynn. In fact, it contained a mine which had been brought on a bicycle from twelve miles away in a schoolbag strapped to the crossbar. Unknowingly, a large party of Free State soldiers arrived at Knocknagoshel on 6 March, and surrounded the hide. While examining a cairn of stones which they took to be its entrance, they triggered the mine. The explosion claimed five lives: those of three local men, including Pat O’Connor, and the two Dubliners Dunne and Stapleton. A few weeks later, a brother of the man who made the mine was taken to the field in Knocknagoshel where the mine had exploded; twenty-three bullets were fired into his body.

Horrifying as this sequence of events certainly was, it constituted but a small part of the tale of Civil War horrors at Knocknagoshel. Jo Jo Barrett interviewed Michael Walsh, the nephew of the man who had made the Knocknagoshel mine – and heard from him the details of the ripple effects of the mine explosion in the wider family. Michael Walsh’s aunt, Kathleen Walsh (the teacher who had written the fatal note), and her three sisters were all captured by Free State soldiers: they were tortured and had their heads shaved. They all emigrated. Kathleen Walsh’s life, indeed, was probably saved by the fact that, when forced to give a sample of her handwriting, she was able to exonerate herself by using her right hand. Buckley, who had impersonated a Free State officer, was one of those murdered in other reprisals for Knocknagoshel. As Michael Walsh told Barrett, the explosion of the mine ‘wrecked our family through emigration and death’.

In fact, as we shall see, it led to far more ‘wrecking’ even than that.

