3. British Intelligence in
Ireland, 1914-1921

EUNAN O'HALPIN

THE purpose of this chapter is to discuss the organisation and
performance of British intelligence in Ireland from the outbreak of the
First World War to the cessation ol hostilities between the authorities
in Ireland and the Irish separatists. This seven-year period is best
divided into three phases, from 1914 to the Easter rebellion in 1916,
from the rebellion to the end of the war in 1918, and from then
onwards to the Irish treaty in 1921, These phases are quite distinct,
but in each can be seen the same problems of obtaining, organising
and evaluating intelligence which characterised the British effort to
maintain order and political contrel in Ireland.

Prior to the war, intelligence was provided principally by the two
Irish police forces, the DMP {Dublin Metropolitan Police) and the
RIC (Royal Irish Constabulary). These had long experience of
dealing with unrest in Ireland, and claborate if old-fashioned
procedures had been developed over the years to report to Dublin
Castle information and assessment of all occurrences of a political or
subversive nature. The DMP’s detective unit, the G division,
contained a number of officers whe specialised in political work; the
RIC, responsible for all of Ireland outside Dublin City, had few
detectives as such, but in each county certain men were assigned to
concentrate on political matters, and their reports were forwarded to
the RIC Special Crime Branch in Dublin Castle, This small office was
staffed by a county Inspector, a district inspector and a few clerks; its
function was to keep in touch with political crime throughout the
country and to furnish an overall assessment of the state of affairs for
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the use of the Irish executive, As well as reports from around the
country, it received information from RIC officers based in Glasgow,
Liverpool, Holyhead and the United States, and in addition it served
as a liaison office with the DMP, whose headquarters were located
close by. There was continuous consultation between the two forces
on political matters, and cooperation seems to have been complete.
There were, however, certain differences in the kind of material which
they provided: the DMP’s detectives (of whom less than a dozen were
concerned with political matters) concentrated on shadowing sus-
pects, attending political meetings and keeping premises under
observation, whereas the RIC, a force developed specifically in
response to political and agrarian crime, were better able to find out
what was going on in each area and to detect changes in the political
climate. Unionist politicians frequently complained that the Irish
police had been deprived of funds lor *secret service” work since the
advent of Liberal rule in 1906, but in fact the Irish authorities were
kept reasonably well informed of the state of the country and of the
various separatist organisations which were active. However, the
onset of war brought with it the new danger and complicatien of
German espionage and intrigue in Ireland, as well as problems of
maritime security with which the civil authorities were not equipped
to deal. Consequently a number of steps were taken in 1914 to counter
the wartime threats.

On the outbreak of hostilities, an RIC officer, Inspector Ivon Price,
was appointed intelligence officer to the army’s Irish Command with
the rank of major.® As such he saw all the relevant information
supplied by the two Irish police forces, and he also dealt with Colonel
Kell of MI5 at the War Office in London. In addition to this, he
received ‘material obtained from the Postal and Cable Censors, the
Admiralty, Ministry of Munitions, Chief Constables, and other
sources” in Ireland, Britain and abroad.? Although military intelli-
gence officers were appointed in each of the three military districts in
Ireland, their reports were of little consequence.® As Kell put it in
1916, ‘the County Inspectors are the people who can give full and
reliable information regarding their own districts’: it was they, and
Major Price, who counted.* The Admiralty maintained a separate
intelligence network in the Irish ports under the direction of W, V.
Harrel, a former assistant commissioner of the DMP.® It reported to
the admiral commanding at QQueenstown, the principal naval base,
and its activities were limited to *Admiralty matters’ and touched on
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more general questions only in relation to the loyalty of dockyard
employees,®* What evidence there is suggests that it had virtually no
contact with naval intelligence in London. This was of considerable
significance, as the Admiralty’s naval intelligence division dominated
the British intelligence community during the war, and its chief,
Captain Reginald Hall, wielded a great deal of power. He did not
wicld it wisely where [reland was concerned.

I1

The civil authorities and the naval and military forces in Ireland were
faced with a number of tasks once war broke out. The navy’s principal
concern was to protect British shipping in the seas around Ireland,
and in particular to detect and destroy enemy submarines.” The army
was obliged to help the civil powers to maintain order if required, but
saw its primary wartime job as the recruitment and training of men
for military service. In so far as it took a direct interest in security
policy, the army pressed for action against separatist agitators on the
grounds that they affected recruitment rather than because they
represented a serious threat to British rule ® The police forces and the
Irish administration which they served had somewhat more complex
problems to deal with.

The Ulster crisis had posed a dilemma which neither the
authorities in Ireland nor the cabinet in London had been able to
resolve, and in consequence a large number of arms had been
imported into Ireland without hindrance from the government.
Although the loyalty of Ulster and of the great majority of the
National Volunteers was not in doubt, it was inevitable that some
arms would come into the possession of extremists, and that they
might be tempted to use them. Furthermore, it was plain that
Germany would do what she could to stir up trouble in Ireland,
whether by political agitation through Irish American organisations,
or by direct military aid to Irish separatists. The Irish authorities had
long experience of the machinations of Irish American secret
societies, but they had none at all of intrigue and subversion by a
foreign power.

Shortly after war was declared, all enemy aliens of military age
known to the Irish authorities were arrested, an obvious precaution
justified by the circumstances of the time.® The police were instructed
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to watch out for signs of German naval activity around the coast,
especially the landing of arms, and to keep all foreigners under
observation. Similar steps were taken in Britain, but in neither case
were leading Unionists satisfied with what was done. Scare stories
abounded, and Walter Long, who had a great deal of influence in
Irish affairs, complained in November that ‘as to invasion and spies,
nothing can in my judgement be worse than the position of affairs’
prevailing in the United Kingdom." In December a Morning Post
journalist visited Ireland, and prepared a secret report which stated
that there were ‘many spies of German nationality in the north and
west of Ireland prior to the outbreak of war. Not all of these have left
the country or been interned’, and ‘more drastic measures’ than the
police were willing to apply were ‘urgently called for’. There was *very
strong presumptive ¢vidence that the money remitted from America’
10 separatist organisations ‘is really German maoney’, while ‘mysteri-
ous strangers have been seen on several oceasions, particularly during
the month of October, on the shores of Sligo Bay'. It was ‘believed that
mines were conveyed on beoard trawlers which subsequently pro-
ceeded north. The mines were said to have been packed in sections,
placed inside boxes . . . [and] the sections . . . screwed together and
the mines thus made ready to be launched. These may have been the
mines which caused a disaster off the northern coast of Ireland at the
end of October.”** A more precisc tale reached Captain Hall of naval
intelligence in December: a *confidential source’ informed him that in
April 1914 Sir Roger Casement had, while motoring in Connemara
with a German visitor, lost an overcoat containing secret corres-
pondence, It transpired that the ‘confidential source’ was the
Unionist MP Sir John Lonsdale, who had got the story from the
driver of Casement’s car, and that the coat full of documents was
nothing more than a fiction invented by an RIC man to trick the
driver into disclosing what places Casement had visited.*?

Despite the vaguencss and evident unreliability of such reports,
Captain Hall appeared to heed them rather than the more prosaic
account of affairs provided by the Irish authorities, who month after
month found no trace of German intrigue in Ireland. There were two
reasons for Hall’s attitude: firstly, he had an outstanding and
unimpeachable source of information on German plans for Ireland,
as his staff had hroken the telegraphic code in which messages were
passed between the German Foreign Office and its embassy in
Washington; secondly, he had no time for the conciliatory — or
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dilatory ~ approach taken by the Irish administration under the
Liberals, and he was prepared to by-pass them altogether. A striking
instance of this in the first year of the war was the cruise of the yacht
Sayomara in the autumn of 1914, an episode of which he was
unaccountably proud.”® Alarmed by the talk of German submarines
gaining shelter along the west coast of Ireland, and aware that
Casement was seeking German aid for a rebellion and might attempt
to return to Ireland, Hall and Basil Thomson of Scotland Yard hit
upon the idea of sending the Sayonara to investigate. An American
vacht, it was crewed by three Royal Navy officers with American
accents, and by fifty ratings who had been taught the rudiments of
American slang. It was hoped that, by adopting an anti-British
attitude, the men of the Sayonara might gain the confidence of disloyal
Irishmen and thus learn where submarines were hiding and even
perhaps discover when Casement was expected to arrive, Neither the
Trish authorities nor the admiral commanding at Queenstown were
informed of the yacht’s mission, and they had reported nothing which
would have justified it. The expedition aroused the suspicions of the
regular naval patrols, and spent some time under arrest. This may
have substantiated its authenticity for the scparatists it sought to
hoodwink, but it uncovered nothing at all of substance. Its most
tangible effect was to add to the scare stories which had prompted its
dispatch — the Marquess of Sligo, always on the look out for
subversion, dashed over from his home in County Mavyo to tell Hall of
the sinister craft.’® Casement remained a prime target of British
mtelligence, and Hall was able to keep a fairly close track of his
movements by intercepting German communications.'s

The Irish authorities went about their business in a less exotic
manner, using their traditional methods of observation of suspects
and collection of information. These had worked adequately in the
past, but the political circumstances of the war made it difficult to act
against troublemakers even when they had been clearly identified.'®
The Irish Volunteers, the Citizen Army and the IRB (Irish Republi-
can Brotherhood) were correctly regarded as the most dangerous
organisations, but the police failed to infiltrate them. This was a
marked change from earlier times; it was, perhaps, due partly to the
efficiency of the separatists, but was at least as much because of police
slackness. The public statements made in the wake of the 1916
rebellion that the police had few ‘friends’ in these bodies were
deceptive, in that early in 1916 the DMP did get quite detailed
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information from two sources, ‘Chalk’ and ‘Granite’, which promp-
ted one official to comment that ‘we seem at last to be getting some
information’. However, as events were to prove, this was too late in
the day. After the rebellion Basil Thomson reported that the RIC had
a total of only £400 a year with which to pay informants, but the
permanent head of the Irish administration said that ‘there was no
difficulty” about funds for such purposes.”® On balance, it appears
that it was a lack of initiative, rather than a shortage of cash, which
hampered the RIC and the DMP in their investigation of separatist
organisations, Furthermore, criticism of their failures must be
qualified by the reflection that the plans of the inner circle of
conspirators who initiated the Easter rebellion were unknown not
only to the authorities but to the chief of staff of the Irish Volunteers,
Eoin MacNeill 18

ARANl LYRGNCLIVIRL

The outbreak of the rising on Easter Monday 1916 came as a
compiete surprise to the Irish authorities, who had assumed that the
events of the previous days had made any attempt at insurrection
unlikely. As already mentioned, the DMP in March had belatedly
secured information which indicated that some action was being
contemplated. On 17 April news reached Dublin Castle that a ship
carrying arms for a rebellion had left Germany for Ireland some days
previously, and that these would be landed on the south-west coast.
This information came in a letter to the army commander, General
Friend, from General Stafford, the officer commanding in Cork.
Stafford had apparently learnt this ‘not officially, but casually’, in a
conversation with the admiral commanding at Queenstown, Admiral
Bayly.®* Bayly had received this information from Hall’s Naval
Intelligence Division, which did not attempt to warn the Irish
authorities formally either through him or through Major Price. This
‘very extraordinary fact’ was touched on briefly by the commission of
inquiry into the rebellion, but no conclusions were drawn from it.2! It
1s now clear that Hall was anxious above all to avoid disclosing his
source, decrypted German messages; in so doing he jeopardised the
security of Ireland, although Bayly’s remarks to Stafford were
obviously intended to alert Dublin Castle.?® In this they succeeded:
on 21 April the German arms ship Aud was captured by the navy off
the coast of Kerry, while an RIC patrol detained one of three men who
had been landed from a German submarine in Tralee Bay. It was only
the next day, Easter Saturday, that this prisoner was identified as
Roger Casement, He was immediately sent to London for interroga-
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tion, and the lrish authorities therefore had no chance to question
him closely. On Easter Sunday he arrived in London, where Hall
refused his request that news of his arrest be published in Ireland
together with his appeal that no rising be attempted.” Given Hall's
outlook and general behaviour, it is quite possible that he intended
the rebellion to take place, knowing that it would be crushed and that
the government would be obliged to follow a policy of repression in its
wake. In fact, the military council of the IRB (Irish Republican
Brotherhood} already knew of Casement’s arrest, though not that he
had come to Ireland specifically to stop the rising taking place, and
they were firmly committed to action.® Eoin MacNeill, the Volun-
teers’ chief of staff, was not, and when he learnt of the capture of the
arms ship he issued an order cancelling the manoeuvres and parades
which had been arranged as cover for a mobilisation and uprising.®
This, together with the arrest of Casement, convinced the Irish
authorities that the immediate crisis was over.”® On Easter Monday
Sir Mathew Nathan and Major Price were actually discussing plans
for the arrest of the leaders of the conspiracy when Dublin Castle was
attacked, the shooting of a DMP man at the gate being the first
intimation they received that a rebellion was in progress.® General
Friend, who had left Ireland on Good Friday after learning of the
capture of the Aud, later expressed the bewilderment of the Irish
authorities in speaking of ‘this unexpected rising which took place
without any warning, so far as 1 could see it was quite unforeseen by
anyone’.?®

The commission of inquiry set up to enquire into the causes of the
rebellion laid the blame squarely on the political head of the Irish
administration, the chief secretary Augustine Birrell.? In so doing
they concluded that the outbreak was the consequence not of a lack of
intelligence but of political resolve: both Irish police forces were
specifically exempted from any criticism. No allusion was made in
their report to the dilatory manner in which the Irish authorities were
warned of the Aud’s mission, although one member of the commission
commented on it during the proceedings® That this omission was
not dictated simply by security considerations is shown by the faith
which both the British government and the Irish authorities con-
tinued to repose in Hall and Basit Thomson®' In September
Thomson reported on the organisation of intelligence in Treland. He
found ‘overlapping, lack of co-ordination, and unnecessary expense’,
pointing out that
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Intelligence in Ireland is obtained by no less than five public
bodies, viz:— The Admiralty, War Office (M15), Irish Command,
Roval Irish Constabulary, and Dublin Metropolitan Police, and in
America by the Home Office, War Office, Foreign Office and Royal
Irish Constabulary, and . . . although all the material reports may
reach the Irish Executive, there is certainly a danger that from lack
of co-ordination the Irish Government may be the last Department
to receive information of grave moment to the peace of Ireland.

He was particularly critical of the provision of information from
America, where ‘there is much overlapping’, but he made no mention
of naval intelligence, which was by far the most important agency
where Ireland was concerned. He recommended some changes in the
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judicious expenditure of money for information’ as ‘it is atways
cheaper and more effective to reward very liberally one person in a
prominent position than a number of persons who are on the fringe of
a movement’, and advocated the creation of a covert intelligence
service, staffed by RIC men who ‘would ostensibly be working in the
Crimes Special Office’, which would take over the political work of
the DM P after Home Rule had heen granted.® Few of these measures
were in fact adopted, although two years later Thomson told Lord
French that they were ‘now the working system’ in Ireland. The idea
of a secret RIC unit based in Dublin was resurrected latc in 1919, and
something on those lines was eventually established in the summer of
1920

Thomson’s observations were reasonable in themselves, but they
obscured the fact that the greatest weakness of the organisation of
intelligence in Ireland lay not in the multiplicity of agencies involved
— after all, the RIC, the DMP and the military were closely linked
through Major Price, who also had direct access to the permanent
head of the Irish administration — but in the unwillingness of
intelligence chiefs in London either to share vital information with the
Irish authorities or to accept what they said about the state of the
country. As will be seen, Hall in particular was determined to act as
he saw fit, even to the extent of apparent distortion of evidence to force
Dublin Castle into repressive action against the separatist movement.
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III

The defeat of the rebetlion was followed by the arrest and deportation
of over 1800 suspected activists from throughout the country. This
was successful in that almost all the leading separatists were detained.
However, politically it proved very unpopular, and the government
soon began to release those detained without trial. This was done in a
characteristically haphazard fashion, so that dangerous men were
freed along with harmless ones. The police and military in Ireland
protested at this, believing it an encouragement to disloyalty, but they
were confident that no serious disorder could occur® That confi-
dence was tested in September, when the War Office sent to the army
commander in Ireland information ‘which may be accepted as
coming from the highest source and [is] in every respect reliahle’ *
This was that two members of the ‘Control Committee’ of Sinn Fein
had escaped detection and were organising another rising, thatample
funds were available to them, and that arms had already been
smuggled into the country.® This report caused great alarm in the
Irish administration, but Major Price wrote that ‘I cannot consider
this information reliable’: although popular sentiment had
swung in Sinn Fein’s favour since the Easter rebellion, the separatists
were completely disorganised and most of the leaders were in jail.
There was no evidence that arms had been smuggled in, and the bulk
of the money sent to Ireland from America had undoubtedly been
used for legitimate purposes, while ‘the number of troops in Ireland
renders ail hope of a rising vain, unless there was a German invasion
in force’.* Events proved him right, and the War Office subsequently
passed on a correction of the original information which qualified it
considerably.®

The warning to Dublin Castle was based on documents seized by
the American authorities in the office of a Clan na Gael organiser in
San Francisco, and on decrypts of telegrams by naval intelligence in
which Bernstorff, the German ambassador in Washington, told Berlin
of his dealings with Clan na Gael, the most important Irish-American
society. These messages were eventually published by the British
government in 1921, along with other evidence ‘proving the intrigue
between Sinn Fein and Germany’; what they in fact disclosed was
that Clan na Gael's ‘Revolutionary Directorate’ had virtually no
contact with active separatists in Ireland, and little idea of conditions
in the country®® They were pressing for a German commitment to
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send arms and men to support another rising, whereas in Ireland no
such action was contemplated. Hall faced a genuine dilemma in his
handling of information since the secrecy of his sources was his
paramount consideration, and this frequently made it difficult to give
the Irish authorities sufficient material to allow them to evaluate the
dangers for themselves. Nevertheless, it is quite clear that he made
use of the inviolability of his sources to foist upon Dublin Castle
alarming information which they could not test and upon which they
were obliged to act. This happened again in February 1917, when a
warning was received from London that an arms landing was
imminent. That warning was based partly on further decrypts of
German telegrams, from which it appeared that Clan na Gael was
again seeking the dispatch of troops and arms; there was no indication
that anyone in Ircland kncw of the plaiis, bui this was not made ciear
to the Irish authorities.”” As a result they were forced to deport a
number of prominent Sinn Feiners, against whom no charge could be
proved, and the political consequences were unfortunate.*!
Diplomatic relations between the United States and Germany were
broken off in February 1917. This deprived Hall of his principal
source of information. However, his influence was unimpaired, since
the provenance of his material was secret. Thus anything he said
concerning Ireland continued to be treated with the utmost respect
although most of it was in fact based on the {limsiest of evidence and
the stories of spy-conscious Uniomists. In the summer of 1917 an
informant within the Irish administration began sending reports to
London, using the editor of a Belfast newspaper and St Loe Strachey
of the Spectator as intermediaries. Referred to in Strachey’s corres-
pondence only as ‘Z’, his reports made up in colour what they lacked
in accuracy: the Germans had landed machine guns and other arms
on the west coast, Sinn Fein was preparing another rebellion, and
‘communications between the Sinn Feiners and Germany arc kept up
largely through Maynooth and the Vatican®.*® Strachey passed on
this material to Basil Thomson, who in turn gave it to Hall, and who
also ‘transmitted his information on occasion to Mr Duke’, the Chief
Secretary for Ireland. ‘This was really unavoidable’.*® Thus the
political head of the Irish administration was in the extraordinary
position of hearing from an authoritative source alarming stories
which in fact derived from the gossiping and fantasies of one of his
own subordinates. It is plain from the reports of the Irish police
forces, the military and the navy that there was no substance m these
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tales — it was not as though ‘7’ was communicating material which
had been suppressed within the administration for political reasons.
‘2’ was ultimately ‘blown to pieces’ through an indiscretion, but two
of his colleagues, ‘JK’ and ‘Lt Col Retd’, continued the work.** They
had nothing of any importance to report, merely relaying as fact the
wild rumours of the day. Such talk greatly increased the difficulties of
the Irish administration: Walter Long believed it implicitly and
demanded action accordingly, while its endorsement by Hall and
Thomson in London gave it a spurious authenticity which was
impossible to challenge.*®

In the White Paper on links between Germany and Sinn Fein
which appeared in 1921, the government stated that communications
between the two, interrupted by America’s entry into the war, ‘were
again apened up in Tnune 19177, No evidence of this was offered. bt
telegrams from the German embassy in Madrid of August and
September 1917 were quoted which discussed the possibility of
sending arms to Ireland from South America, and asked whether
‘warehouses, etc., on Argentine soit’ might be attacked by an exiled
Sinn Feiner.* These inconclusive trivia were the best proof that
Hall’s cryptanalysts could provide of continued contact between
Sinn Fein and Germany; it is likely therefore that the White Paper’s
further claims — that in the autumn of 1917 ‘communications were
taking place . . . by means of U-boats off the West Coast of Ireland
and German propaganda leaflets and pamphlets were thus dissemi-
nated in Ireland’, that by 1918 *arms and ammunition were being
landed’ from submarines, and that Sinn Feiners were sending
‘messages 10 code’ to offshore U-hoats — were based largely on the
stories of rumourmongers such as ‘Z” and ‘JK'.** They certainly did
not tally with the reports furnished by the organisation which knew
Ireland best, the RIC.

Despite the shock of the 1916 rebellion, the Irish police forces
plodded along as they had done for vears. They failed to penetrate the
higher councils of Sinn Fein or of the Irish Volunteers, but they at
least provided realistic assessments of political feeling and of the state
of the country upon which the administration could rely. The trends
they discerned were not encouraging: separatist sentiment had grown
since the rising, and, while there was no immediate danger of another
insurrection, the country was increasingly disaffecred. From time to
time Sinn Fein appeared to be on the wane, but overall it was a
growing threat to the established order.*® Military intelligence officers
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reached broadly the same conclusions.®® Neither thev, the navy nor
the police found much sign of German activity in Treland, or of the
submarine landings so often reported in London.® Because of this,
the sudden discovery in April 1918 of the ‘GGerman plot’ came all the
more as a shock to the Irish authorities.

The ‘German plot’ is the most notable illustration of the apparent
manipulation of intelligence by Hall and his cronies in order to prod
the Trish authoritics into action against Sinn Fein. Following the
German military offensive in March 1918, the cabinet took a sudden
decision to apply conscription to Ireland, a step they had hitherto
avoided because of its probable political consequences.® Tt had
precisely the result feared: nationalist Treland united in opposition to
the measure, Sinn Fein gained immensely, and in the end the
government were forced 10 back down In the midst of the political
turmoil which followed the cabinet’s decision. the RIC, acting on a
warning from naval intetligence, on 12 April arrested a man on the
coast of County Clare. This was Corporal Joseph Dowling, who as a
prisoner of war in Germany had joined Casement’s Irish brigade.®
Under interrogation in Lendon, he admitted that he had been
brought from Germany by U-boat to make contact with Sinn Fein
leaders in order ‘to ascertain the true state of affairs’ in lreland and to
settle details for a landing of ‘arms, artillery, machine guns and
German troops’.*™ He was to spend a fortnight in Ireland before
making his way back to Germany — according to one account he
would summon a U-hoat by waving his handkerchief from the
shore.®* Dowling was demonstrably ignorant of Irish aflairs — he had
planned to get in touch with John Dillon and John Redmond, neither
of whom supported Sinn Fein and the tatter of whom was dead - and
it is hard to believe that the Germans reposed much faith in him ®
Initially his arrest and confessions found a varied reaction amongst
the authorities: Major Price and the police were sertously alarmed,
whereas Lord French, who was about to become viceroy, wrote on 21
April that ‘I didn’t believe a word’ of Dowling's claims that the
Germans were about to land arms and men.* French was confirmed
in this by conversations with Admiral Bayly and Mr Harrel, the head
of the Admiralty’s Irish intelligence network. Harrel said that ‘it
might be possible but gave very good reasons why it is not in the least
probable’ that the Germans would risk any submarines ‘in order to
land arms which in all probability would never be used for the
purpose for which they were intended. He does not think that much
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has been done in this way & 1 am inclined to agree with him’.*” Yet
within two weeks, French accepted the lord lieutenancy ‘on the
understanding that [ was to go to Ireland for the purpose of restoring
order and combating German intrigues’ *® To understand this change
of attitude, the events of April 1918 must be examined in some detail.

The capture of Dowling was followed four days later by the
discovery of two men named Cotter, one of them said to be a
brother-in-law of de Valcra, early in the morning ‘in a sailing boat’ in
Dublin Bay. It was surmised that they were attempting to make
contact with an enemy submarine previously reported 1n the area,
‘and calculations as to wind and tide make it possible that they even
did 50’ .%® This seems most unlikely.® Their arrest, together with
BDowling’s capture and various rumours of arms landings, convinced
that the Germans were ahout to send arms and troops, ‘even though
on quite a small scale’.®* The inspector general of the RIC thought the
situation warranted the arrest of ‘the Sinn Fein leaders without
delay’ ®* Additional information received early in May increased the
anxiety of Irish officials: there were further rumours of impending
arms landings, and the Admiralty on 3 May passed on a report
received from Copenhagen that ‘on the evening of April 26th, seven
closed Railway Cars were put into pier at Cuxhaven alongside two
large submarines. After dark their contents which were supposed to
be rifles and machine guns with munitions’ were loaded on board the
submarines. ‘From various rumours received it 1s considered that
they are destined for [reland’.®® The Irish authorities had no means of
evaluating such reports — they were dependent on Hall, especially as
their own knowledge of the state of feeling in Ireland for once tallied
with what he maintained. The decision to impose conscription had
produced morc uproar and unrest in Ireland than any German-
inspired agitation could have hoped to achieve,

For most ministers, the condition of Ireland, however grave, was
only one of many urgent prohlems to be faced, as Germany seemed on
the verge of victory in France. On 2 May Walter Long complained
that his cabinet colleagues had not *properly realised the dangerous
state of things in Iretand — especially the prevalence of German
intrigue’.® In fact this worked to his advautage, since he was allowed
to proceed unhindered on the government’s behalf with the elaborate
arrangements which culminated in the unmasking of the ‘German
plot’, despite the doubts which his own party leader had already
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expressed: ‘we have nothing I am told which would be proofin a
Court of Law, Midleton thought the Irish Office had proof but Duke
tells me they have nothing except what comes from Hall and which I
am told is not proof”.* Long had the full support of the Irish
authorities and of the new lord lieutenant Lord French in preparing
for action against Sinn Fein, but the principal advisers upon whom
both he and they depended were Hall and Thomson.® The course
agreed was that on the night of 17-18 May the police would arrest a
large number of Sinn Fein activists, and that Lord French would then
issue a proclamation declaring that the government had uncovered
evidence of a Sinn Fein—-German conspiracy.”” Although some
ministers expressed reservations about the plan — Smuts warned that
‘there was a danger of discrediting the government if they made a
great deal of pro-German activities in Ireland, and then found out
that the evidence was not very considerable or convincing’ — the
cabinet on 10 May endorsed Long’s scheme as part of a new policy of
firmness towards Ireland in the wake of the conscription débacle ®
This they were soon to regret.

The wave of arrests went remarkably well. Lord French com-
mented that ‘the seizures ... were entirely unexpected’, without
however drawing the inference that this was because the people seized
were innocent of the charges made against them.* Ironically, one of
the few to escape arrest was Michael Collins, who was tipped off by a
DMP detective. He had received a message from the Germans
promising support for another rising, but thought such an idea
impractical though he did want weapons to he sent.”® It rapidly
became clear that the government could produce no real evidence of a
plot, certainly nothing to substantiate the existence of any conspiracy
between those detained and Germany. Long had hoped to do this by
arranging for publication in the United States of what material there
was, as this would disgwise the fact that it came from Hall's
cryptanalysts. But the Americans refused either to publish the
documents themselves or to give ‘public sanction to their publication
in England’. Initially Long made little of this reverse, but he came to
see it as significant.”* In this he was probably mistaken, as the
information available was so inadequate: on 21 May the cabinet
secretary found Lloyd George

rather low about the Irish prociamation issued tast Saturday, to the
effect that a plot had been discovered between the Sinn Feiners and
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the Germans. There has since been an outcry for the . . . evidence,
and Walter Long and the Irish Executive (who forced the Cabinet
to approve the proclamation by putting a pistol to their head) have
only produced evidence of the most flimsy and ancient description.
So the Government are putin a hole, as I expected they would be.™

When Hall appeared before the cabinet a day later, ministers were
scathing about his material, which ‘provided ample evidence of
German designs, but not of Sinn Fein complicity’, especially ‘having
regard to the very strong statement that had been published to the
effect that we had evidence of a German plot’, and the chiefsecretary
for Treland complained of “the circuitous system of communication of
information’ between the naval authorities and Dublin Castle.” A
fow days afterwards the outgoing army commander in Jrcland
remarked that ‘there were no proofs of the German Sinn Fein plot’,
and implied that he bhad been removed for saying so.™ Most
nationalists saw the arrests as a form of retribution for the country’s
opposition to conscription, as no conspiracy was ever proved and as
none of those detained were tried for dealing with the enemy.” This
was slightly simplistic: the 1rish authorities were certainly convinced
that a plot was afoot.”® So too was Long. Whether Hall believed this is
an open question: if his admirers are to be trusted, he was never
wrong.” If so, then he deliberately misled politicians and officials
over the supposed conspiracy.

Two days after the arrests French wrote that °T have roused up the
Detective Dept. with a view to getting at more of these intrigues. 1
know there are more™.™ Over the next two vears he was frequently to
complain of the inadequacy of the police forces, but not until the end
of 1919 did he or anyone else do much about it. Neither the RIC nor
the DMP showed any inclination to change their ways: this was partly
hecause of inertia, since they expected that the end of the war would
bring with it Home Rule and an inevitable reconstitution of the two
forces. Besides this, the chiefs of the two forces had little time for new
methods of collecting intelligence. In July they both complained that
a new agency, referred to only as *(Q’, was ‘really useless; that all the
information Major Price had, was derived from them as distinct from
(). It was agreed that the advice of M15 should be sought ‘as to the
best means of improving Q"% What exactly ‘()" was is unclear: it may
have been the covert organisation suggested by Basil Thomson, but it
seems more likely that it was a branch of military inteiligence, since it
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was the responsibility of the commander in chief.®' Towards the end
of 1918 the inspector general of the RIC indicated that he had a
valuable informant within Sinn Fein, but one who appears to have
provided political rather than military — or criminal - intelligence

Ireland was quiet throughout the remaining months of the war. A
succession of labour disputes in the summer and autumn caused some
anxiety, although the RIC concluded that the interests of unionised
workers and of middle-class supporters of Sinn Fein were incompat-
ible and would prevent an effective alliance between socialists and
separatists. There was no sign of further German activity, but
Walter Long was nevertheless disturbed by the growth of labour
unrest throughout the British Isles, seeing in it ‘the hand of Germany
. . . all this is due to German intrigue and German money’. What was
Bolshevik, Syndicalist and the German spy. I am satisficd that these
three are still actively pursuing their infernal practices’.® Even after
Germany’s collapse he continued to fret about the dangers of
Bolshevism in Ireland, and -early in 1919 he dispatched an agent to
Belfast, where ‘a Soviet had becn established’. The agent ‘finally
formed the opinion that a display of force was the only method of
ending this Soviet threat’, and the subsequent appearance of troops
on the streets ‘did the trick!”’ # In fact, as events were to show, the
threat to British rule in Ireland was based entirely on nationalism. It
was one with which the Irish authorities proved unable to deal,
though the failure was less theirs than the government’s whom they
served.

v

The end of the war brought no relief for the Irish administration. The
election of December 1918 saw a clear victory for Sinn Fein, which
won 73 of the 105 Irish seats. Neither the cabinet in London nor Lord
French in Ireland were prepared to adjust their policy in the light of
this. Sinn Fein they continued to regard as a temporary phenomenocn
which would quickly lose support in the face of firm government. The
sporadic attacks on police which began on 21 January 1919 with the
shooting of two constables in Tipperary only confirmed them in this
belief. Their view did not go unchallenged within the administration:
General Byrne of the RIC argued that Sinn Fein had become a
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majority party and could no longer be treated simply as an armed
conspiracy by a handful of fanatics. In the course of 1919 he became
increasingly estranged from the dominant clique in Dublin Castle,
until in December he was finally disposed of by being sent on
indefinite leave.® As head of the RIC he was well aware of the state of
feeling in the country, and he argued that the only policy that offered
any hope of success was to separate the politicians from the physical
force section, the Irish Volunteers or IRA (Irish Republican Army)
as they became known. Such a policy required considerable conces-
sions from the government, and these were not forthcoming. Instead
Sinn Fein was treated as a hostile and subversive organisation
indistinguishable from the IRA. This further alienated public opinion
and made it all the harder for the police to get to grips with political
crime. Although raids for arms and docniments aceasionally hronght
results, Lord French’s policy of firm government was ineffective and it
served only to strengthen the extremists within the separatist
movement ® It also led to divisions within the administration, which
made effective reorganisation of the police forces difficult to achieve.

In the early months of 1919 concern grew about the capacity of the
police to deal with political crime, but as usual litdle was done, In
Januvary Major Price returned to ordinary RIC work, and no
successor emerged to replace him as co-ordinator and effective
director of intelligence in Ireland.*” Furthermore, the army were
anxious to reduce their commitments in Ireland as elsewhere, while
Harrel’s Admiralty network had been wound up after the Armistice.®
While the Crown forces were being cut, the IRA was increasing its
activities. In 1918 and 1919 its director of intelligence, Michael
Collins, secured the services of four men in RIC headquarters and in
the DMP. These were able to provide a great deal of information on
pelice operations, and they also disclosed the identities of informers
and undercover agents who then became targets for ‘the Squad’, a
group of gunmen working under Collins” orders.*

Discussion within the administration of how to improve intelli-
gence in the face of increased violence was complicated by the dispute
about policy: General Byrne came in for fierce criticism about the
‘state of affairs’ in the RIC, whereas no complaints were made about
the DMP.* This made little sense: although the RIC’s capacity to
collect intelligence was impaired by its increasing isolation from the
community, it remained a formidable and competent force which
could provide reliable information on the state of the country. The
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DMP, by contrast, became almost a neutral body: of the ten or so
detectives engaged on political work, five had been killed or wounded
by the end of the year, and the chief commissioner was reduced to
petitioning London to find a safe job in Britain for his best detective
before he too was shot.*' In December Lord French and his closest
advisers decided to take action. Having concluded that almost no one
n Dublin Castle could be trusted, they set up a secret committee to
‘place matters in Dublin and the country on a proper footing’.* It
consisted of the chief commissioner of the DMP, the acting inspector
general of the RIC, the assistant under secretary Sir John Taylor, and
Alan Bell, a resident magistrate and former RIC officer with many
years’ experience of political erime.®® Their report ‘has not been typed
as the matter is of too confidential a nature to allow out of the hands of
the Comimiitec”.™ They found that ‘an organised conspiracy of
murder, outrage and intimidation has existed for some time past with
the object of . . . rendering useless the Police Forces’. While ‘the
ramifications extend all over the country, Dublin City is the storm
centre and the mainspring of it all’. [t was ‘absolutely essential that all
the resources of Government should be used in the Metropolis to
break down and destroy’ the IRA, which ‘contemplates further
murders during the winter months’. The DMP could no longer rely
on ‘even loyal and respectable people’ for information, which must in
future

come from the inside. This might be speedily obtained if an
accredited agent, already closely connected with the organisation
in America were to come to this country and ingratiate himself with
the extreme section here and learn their plans. Such a person
should not be known to any member of the Police Forces in Ireland.
He ought to be able to give . . . information which would lead to the
capture of intending assassins and the breaking up of the criminal
organisation. It might also be possible to find men skilled in trades
who could be sent to Dublin, being engaged for a regular salary, to
ply their trade, join their appropriate Union and mix with the
artisans who would be their fellow workers. Such men should be
capable of gaining valuable information.

The report said also that ‘at present the Sinn Feiners know all the
detectives in the “G” Division, but the “G” Division have not the
same intimate knowledge of them, This is a great handicap.” It



72 THE MISSING DIMENSION

recommended the appointment of an additional assistant com-
missioner who would ‘devote his full time’ to G Division’s political
work, and suggested

sending to Dublin a dozen members of the RIC, young active men
of courage and determination, good shots and preferably men
accustomed to city life. These men should be lodged in pairs in
various localities in the City. Their presence should not be made
known to either the DMP or the RIC. Having made themselves
acquainted with the members of the ‘G’ Division as regards their
appearance they might very occasionally follow at a distance
behind them so as to be ready to take action should anything occur

. We are inclined to think that the shooting of a few would-be
assassins would have an cxecllent effect. Up to the present they
have escaped with impunity. We think that this should be tried as
soon as possible.

The selection of men to become secret agents ‘from the lists of
candidates before they join the RIC and become policemen’ was also
suggested.®

This report was notable in several respects. It acknowledged what
had long been apparent: it was the DMP, not the RIC, which was in
most danger of collapse. Secondly, it 1Hlustrated the fear of betrayal
which pervaded the administration: General Byrne was only the first
of a number of senior policemen to fall under suspicion.®® Further-
more, some of its recommendations were acted upon. Within a
fortnight a ‘very able’ RIC officer from Belfast, Inspector Redmond,
was made assistant commissioner of the DMP to ‘take care of political
crime’.*” Tt appears also that some covert agents were put to work
under the direction of Alan Bell, who reported that ‘in the course of
their moving about my men have picked up a good deal of useful
information which leads to ratds’.®® In addition, some months later
the authorities did organise an undercover squad of RIC men in
Dublin — the army already had their own plain clothes men operating
in the city - which became known to its enemies as the ‘Murder
Gang’. Their task was not the protection of DMP detectives, who
had by then ceased to matter, but the capture or elimination of
wanted IRA men. Finally, the idea of infiltrating trade unions was
evidently not forgotten: in July 1921 Collins warned a union leader
that ‘Dublin Castle is selecting men from the Military there togo . . .
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anywhere there 1s a Trade Union ... supplied with faked union
badges and forged instructions . . . in order to find out the class of men
attending meetings and anything else that would matrter in their cyes.
... Their intention to do this 1s beyond doubt.”®

The steps taken in the wake of the report did not have any
immediate effect. On 19 December gunmen narrowly failed to
assassinate Lord French near Ashtown in County Dublin. A month
later the newly appointed assistant commissioner Redmond was shot
dead. This was a particular blow to Alan Bell, as ‘through him I was
able to make inquiries which I should not care to entrust to the *G”
Division®, of which he was justifiably suspicious.”® Bell himself was
taken off a tram and shot in March 1920 by men of Collins’s ‘Squad’,
the usual explanation being that he was ‘investigating the Republic’s
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cnce suggests that he was
doing rather more: he led secret inquiries into the attempt on Lord
French and the killing of Redmoend, and appears to have been an
unofficial head of intelligence for the administration,'"? By the time of
his death, the regime which had sponsored his activities was on its last
legs. In May the organisation of Dublin Castle was radically altered
on the orders of the British government, and following this a
determined effort was made to get to grips with terrorism in Ireland.
This led to an escalation in violence, but it also saw occasional
victories for the intelhigence services over their IRA opponents.
Thenceforth the antagonists were distinguishable less by their
methods than by their efficiency.

The reform of the civil administration was accompanied by
changes in the conduct of intelligence operations. At the suggestion of
the army commander, General Macready, the cabinet appointed an
officer to supervise the work of all the intelligence agencies 1n
Ireland.’*® He was to perform the coordinating function carried out
by Major Price up to 1919, but he would have greater authority to
direct the efforts of the various organisations. Unfortunately for the
British, the man chosen was not up to the job: Brigadier General
Ormonde de I'Epee Winter, or ‘()" as he preferred to be known, was a
colourful figure, but his fondness of cloak and dagger methods could
not conceal his incapacity for effecuve organisation. Macready
complained of him in 1921 that he ‘has not got the right method, and
we here very much doubt whether he will ever get it".'*" With the
exception of military intelligence in Dublin, the collection and
analysis of information remained a haphazard business'® In the
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second half of 1920 there was an influx of ‘sleuths’ into Dublin,
undercover and plain clothes agents who roamed the streets in search
of the IRA and the Republican leaders: besides the army’s own people,
the RIC and Basil Thomson's directorate of intelligence also had men
engaged on such work.'® Some were army officers of Irish extraction,
others men on loan from the Indian secret service.’® These agents
were not under adequate control — for example, they spied on a senior
Dublin Ciastle official whose brief was to build up contacts with Sinn
Fein."® In the violent circumstances of the time they did not operate
within the law: suspects were sometimes shot, and prisoners tortured.
The political repercussions of such behaviour probably cutweighed
the results gained, though it must be said that they made life a great
deal harder for the IRA and scored some successes against them.

It is difficult to assess the effectiveness of the contending intelli-
gence services in the most intense period of disorder. The success of
Michael Collins in infiltrating Dublin Castle and in neutralising the
DMP has been lauded ad nauseam, and like all good stories has
acquired gloss after gloss over the years,” The attacks in 1919 on
DMP detectives were successful and they severely shook the admini-
stration, but it should be said that the victims were men who had been
doing political work openly for years and who were well known to their
assailants.” Their killing required not a masterstroke of intelligence
work but rather ruthlessness and efficiency. The systematic shooting of
officers which took place on 21 November 1920, Bloody Sunday, was
in a different category. Although it is still not clear whether all those
killed were in fact mtelligence officers, some were undouhtedly
members of the ‘Cairo gang’, a network which had been operating in
Dublin since the summer, This action has been described as marking
‘the defeat of the police and the nullification of their intelligence
services’, but while it certainly was spectacular it did not bring the
operations of British intelligence to a halt."'! After all, seven IRA men
were subsequently hanged for their part in the killings, while an
eighth was convicted but escaped from prison.'? A few weeks after
the shootings, a Dublin Castle official wrote that *O” would ‘I'm sure

. regard peace now as a tragedy’, and on balance Bloody Sunday
appears to have dispelled the ‘amateurish attitude’ of intelligence
officers towards their work, not to have intimidated them into
retreat.”*® Furthermore, the fact that the IRA continued to kill
suspected informers indicates that Collins at least helieved that the
intelligence services still posed a serious threat, whatever Bloody

BRITISH INTELLIGENCE IN IRELAND 75

Sunday had achieved.*** It is true to say that the IRA held the upper
hand in intelligence during the war of independence — without it they
could not have survived. They had the considerable advantage of
popular support for their aims if not always for their methods, and
their intelligence work was efficiently conducted. But there is also
strength in numbers: the British had many thousands of troops and
police to hand, and although the swarms of undercover agents in
Ireland achieved little, the lack of adequate information could partly
be remedied by large-scale sweeps and searches.’™® This was how
most IRA men were captured and worthwhile intelligence gathered.
By the time of the truce in July 1921 the rebels were under extreme
pressure as a result of such operations, although the prospects for a
decisive British victory were as slim as ever. The IRA had won by not

hein g defaated

v

British intelligence in Ireland from 1914 to 1921 failed in its primary
objective of ensuring that the government had adequate information
on the activities and intentions of the separatist movement. It was a
failure on the one hand of collection and analysis of intelligence, and
on the other of security.

The two police forces never succeeded in obtaining worthwhile
material from within separatist organisations, in previous decades
notoriously easy to penetrate, and they seem barely to have tried. The
DMP was badly led and inefficient, but until the autumn of 1919 the
RIC did provide reliable information on the state of the country.
Thereafter its progressive isolation from the community, and the
political fixations of its new commanders, made 1t ineffective as a
police force. Furthermeore, by 1920 the IRA had well-placed infor-
mants within both the DMP and the RIC, the Dublin police being
particularly affected. These informants did a great deal of damage,
vet efforts to neutralise them were half-hearted and inept. Further-
more, security precautions were remarkably casual: one of Collins’s
informants in the DMP was able to read the notes made by detectives
investigating political crime, while another agent in RIC headquar-
ters, a confidential typist, simply took an extra carbon of each
document which he handled."** Even Alan Bell, who appreciated the
danger and who knew that there were spies within the administration,
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helped his killers by taking the same route into Dublin each morning
and by travelling unarmed. As late as November 1920 security was
sufficiently slack to enable the IRA to kill on Bloody Sunday about a
dozen newly arrived intelligence officers.®” This laxity was not
confined to the police: as late as the autumn of 1922 the Republican
side 1n the civil war had an agent within British military headquar-
ters, while it is said that the IRA received much information from a
secrefary of the army commander in Cork, General Strickland.**® The
security defects of the Admiralty’s network in Ireland should also be
noted.'*?

The army in Ireland took litde part in intelligence operations until
the war with Germany had ended, but in the course of 1919 military
intelligence officers set up a fairly efficient organisation in the Dublin
military district. It is the impression of this writer that the army was
thereafter somewhat more successful than its civilian counterparts in
intelligence work, perhaps because its officers were better organised
and were able to deal systematically with a large volume of low-grade
information. Despite the appointment of “()’, coordination with other
hodies seems to have been inadequate, due partly to mutual rivalry
and partly to mistrust of the police,

Basil Thomson, the director of intelligence at Scotland Yard,
dabbled in Irish affairs throughout the period without displaying the
least grasp of what was happening, while other departments took an
interest from time to time. Of these the most important was Hall’s
naval intelligence division, which was predominant in intelligence
matters throughout the First World War. Whether through incompe-
tence or otherwise, Hall on occasion seriously misrepresented
information available to him in such a way as to push Dublin Castle
into repressive action which had serious political consequences and
which was not justified by the situation. His part in the events leading
up to the 1916 rising is somewhat obscure; what however is clear is
that in 1918 he misled both Dublin Castle and the British cabinet
about the ‘German plot’. If he believed that the scrappy and
inconclusive information which he held was definite proofofan actual
plot then he was a fool; if he did not, then he deliberately deceived his
political masters on the matter. While the war lasted Hall was a taw
unto himself, but his influence disappeared with the Armistice and
naval intelligence ceased to count.

In addition to the various agencies involved in procuring informa-
tion, the British government or members of it often received material

BRITISH INTELLIGENCE IN IRELAND 77

from private individuals concerned at the state of affairs in Ireland.
This was particularly the case during the First World War, when
there were frequent warnings from Irish Unionists that the country
was on the verge of anarchy and that rebellion could be expected atany
time. They distrusted the Irish administration almost as much as they
did Sinn Fein, and so they made their complaints directly to London.
Some politicians took such information seriously, in particular
Walter Long, the most important minister where Ireland was
concerned, and this affected the cabinet’s approach to Irish ques-
tions. The Irish authorities in general were not given a full account of
such warnings and where they came from. receiving at most a
cryptic message from one or other of the London intelligence
organisations. Coming from such a source Dublin Castle had to
accept this material at face value. Here again the suspicion arises that
the intelligence people in London, in particular Hall, deliberately
misled the Irish authorities.

British policy towards Ireland in the 1914-21 period was inept, and
consisted largely in refusing to take difficult decisions until forced to
by events. [t would be wrong to lay the blame for what happened at
the door of the intelligence services alone: for the most part their
performance reflected rather than created the incoherence and
confusion of the cabinet’s Irish policy. But there was one instance
where a failure of intelligence seems in retrospect to have been
decisive: the 1916 rebellion. The dilatory attitude of the Irish
authorites in the months leading up to the outbreak was in itself
deplorable; worse still however was the approach of naval intelligenee
in London. Whether or not Hall deliberately withheld. information
and allowed events to take their course, having ensured that any
rebellion would take place without German arms and without
Casement, remains a matter of opinion. His part in the “German plot’
two vears later, and his behaviour as an M P in the 1920s, do not give a
favourable impression either of his integrity or of his judgement.

In conclusion, it should be asked whether there are any lessons 1o
be learnt from the history of British intelligence in Ireland in this
period. If the case of Ireland is any guide, intelligence organtsations
require firm political supervision, especially when producing infor-
mation upon which vital political decisions will be based. The more
compelling and authoritative the intelligence, the more closely it must
be examined. Intelligence agencies tend to be mistrustful of politi-
cians; politicians in turn should not trust them unreservedly.
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