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IV

Hart’s approach to the evidence is guided by the desire to follow the narrowing lines of his narrative. ‘It was undoubtedly O’Neill’s death’, Hart tells us, ‘that sparked the following three nights of raids and murders’.

65 It is this causal explanation of sectarian retribution which obviates the need to look more widely at events. But other volunteers had been killed in action, or judicially executed, or murdered in British custody, without sectarian massacres following in Cork or anywhere else. And this alone queries the importance attributed to O’Neill’s

death. Alternatively, once recognized, the kidnapping of three intelligence

officers might also have had some bearing on events along the

Bandon valley.

At about 1 p.m. on 26 April, the 7th Battalion of the Cork Number

One Brigade took the three British intelligence officers and their driver

into its custody at Macroom Castle. All that is known of the soldiers’

fate is that they were kept by the IRA garrison for two days before

being taken to a farm five miles west of the town, shot and buried in a

shallow grave. Taking the decisions, first to arrest, and then to execute

the soldiers, those responsible risked provoking British reprisals and

even a full-scale resumption of hostilities. What could justify such

actions?

In the massacre chapter Hart implies that the officers were wrongly

suspected of being ‘spies’, but accounts differ. Busteed later claimed that

the reason for murdering the officers was revenge. The three officers,

Busteed related to O’Callaghan, had raided his mother’s house at Blarney

in March 1921.66 Dove and another officer allegedly tossed Busteed’s

mother down her stairs in reprisal for the abduction and execution of Mrs

Lindsay. According to Busteed, his mother identified one of the officers

to a relative before she died soon afterwards. To avenge his mother’s

death Busteed’s brother Bill, an ex-serviceman, rejoined the British army

at Ballincollig Barracks. And on 26 April 1922, Bill, having discovered

that three intelligence officers were travelling to Macroom, alerted the

IRA. Frank Busteed claimed that he, joined by other IRA volunteers,

65 Ibid.

66 O’Callaghan, Execution, pp. 189–91.
captured the intelligence officers in a hostelry on the road to Macroom.

The three officers were then driven to a quiet place and executed by him.

No one disputes that Frank Busteed murdered the British officers. But it

is difficult to find corroborative evidence to support his story about his

mother even though he told it fairly consistently.67

The official British version of what the missing officers were doing in

Macroom initially was muddled.68 Their identity, and status as intelligence

officers, was concealed by the army to protect them while it was

believed they might still be captives. These precautions lapsed as it

became gradually accepted that the four missing men had been murdered.

In May General Sir Nevil Macready, the commander-in-chief of

British forces in Ireland, provided F. J. R. Hendy with a remarkably

detailed account of the abduction and execution of his son.69 Macready

confidently stated that in all eight shots were fired during the executions.

But confused accounts later emerged from the British government. The

leader of the House of Commons, Austen Chamberlain, appeared to

mislead parliament when in July he stated that the officers were escaping

the monotony of barracks life when taken at Macroom.70 This was an

army story initially floated to counter accusations that the officers were

spying. The families of the missing officers became distressed, because

this implied the officers had taken an army car to go ‘joyriding’. Chamberlain

was forced to retract, explaining that the officers, while not on

‘secret service’ or ‘special duties’, had been on ‘active service’ because, as

intelligence officers, they were always on active service.71 They were not,

he claimed, ordered to Macroom.

Countering this, F. J. R. Hendy stated that the families had documents

found among the missing officers’ papers indicating that ‘they were

acting under imperative orders which left them no discretion’.72 But Mr

Hendy, presumably to protect whoever donated them, refused to release

the documents. It was alleged in parliament that a battalion commander,

probably Henderson’s at Ballincollig, had objected to the visit to

Macroom on grounds of excessive danger.73 In early April intelligence

officers were ordered to resume gathering information on the enemy, and

the visit to Macroom may have been an execution of that instruction.74

Alternatively, something immediate and important prompted three

intelligence officers to make the risky journey. The abduction of the

Hornibrooks and Captain Woods was the most likely reason. The

officers stopped at Farran, a mile or so from Ballygroman House, and
67 See Frank Busteed, Ernie O’Malley notebooks, UCDA, P17b/112.

68 Hansard, House of Commons Debates, 12 July 1922, vol. 153, cols. 1776–7.

69 F. J. R. Hendy to W. S. Churchill, 30 May 1922, NAK, CO 739/15.

70 The Times, 20 July 1922.

71 Hansard, House of Commons Debates, 19 July 1922, vol. 156, cols. 2081–4.

72 B. B. Cubitt to the Cabinet Committee on Irish Affairs, 28 Sept. 1922, NAK, WO 35/180C.

73 Hansard, House of Commons Debates, 4 July 1922, vol. 156, col. 344.

74 Instructions on intelligence duties issues by GHQ Ireland to divisions, 8 April 1922, NAK, WO

106/6156.

interviewed another ex-British officer before leaving at noon. Eyewitnesses

later said that the garrison at Macroom Castle was ‘standing by’

all that morning, but it was unknown why.75

According to Charlie Browne, adjutant of the Macroom IRA, and like

Busteed also from a mixed Catholic and Protestant background, townspeople

noticed a car parked opposite Macroom Castle that had no

number plate.76 They enquired why this was, and Brooks told them to

‘fuck off’. The IRA garrison was then alerted to the presence of car, driver and passengers. A version of the story circulated in Macroom soon after.
There is no doubt that the intelligence officers were ‘plying their trade’ in Macroom. General Strickland, Commander of the 6th Division at Cork, recorded in his private-diary that evening: ‘Hendy, Dove, another

out on I[ntelligence] work not back’.78 From the vantage of Williams’

Hotel, the officers were probably (they could hardly do otherwise)

observing the castle opposite when discovered. Strictly, this was in breach

of the truce. Florence O’Donoghue, the IRA’s senior intelligence officer

in Cork, later said of some of those involved in British intelligence

operations that they ‘disclosed a boy scout mentality, and a complete

absence of any sense of reality of the situation’.79 Even taking into consideration

the truce, this could be applied to Hendy, Henderson and

Dove (who brought his pet terrier with him to Macroom). In an earlier

chapter, Hart did indeed accept that the officers were in effect spying.80

But this observation did not vitiate his assumption in the massacre

chapter that they became the victims of widespread paranoia about

‘spies’, as opposed to the IRA’s counter-intelligence. And this is significant,

because in the massacre chapter, having decided the intelligence

officers are irrelevant to the narrative of sectarian massacre, they are

given no further consideration.

A reliable ‘informant’ told the British army soon after their murder

that the officers’ true identities were quickly discovered: ‘One was identified

as an Intelligence Officer and another was identified as being concerned

in the arrest and ill-treatment of prisoners’.81 It was likely, then,

that the IRA would have been not a little interested in what the officers

had to say about British intelligence in Cork, City and County.

The key sentences in the Record to which Murphy drew attention

obliquely reference an intelligence disaster. Somehow, nowhere are we

75 ‘Information concerning the kidnapping of three officers and one RASC driver’ [hereafter

‘Information’], National Archives Dublin, D/T S 3827 Annex.

76 Charlie Browne interview, O’Malley notebooks, UCDA, P17b/112.

77 ‘Information’, S’3827 Annex.

78 Strickland’s pocket diary 26 April 1922, IWM, Strickland papers.
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near Watergrasshill while engaged in this [kind of intelligence] duty. He was dressed as a tramp. In
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80 Hart, Enemies, p. 114, p. 115, n. 32.
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told, the identity of ‘many’ informers became known to their enemies.

This led to reprisals, including murders, while most survivors suffered

‘grave material loss’, which probably refers to boycotting, a common

practice enforced by the IRA against ‘collaborators’. Quite apart from

absolving the intelligence officer responsible for the Bandon area for this

debacle, the Record attempted to excuse the army for failing to protect

those informers. As with Busteed’s admission to Ernie O’Malley, it is

difficult to identify any event other than the April massacre for which the

Record’s description applies, and deciding not to ignore this possibility

invites two conjectures. First, the IRA carried out reprisal killings along

the Bandon valley, targeting victims identified by the intelligence officers.

It is also plausible that the killings had some bearing on the intelligence

officers’ continued detention; and this prompts the second conjecture.

The IRA was interested in all British intelligence activities, but particularly

in the identification of British agents who had infiltrated the IRA. It

seems plausible to suggest that during the intelligence officers’ detention

the IRA threatened to shoot identified informers if the officers did not

surrender information the IRA wanted. And when the information was

not forthcoming, the IRA carried out their threat. What is not conjecture

is that during the forty-eight hours following the intelligence officers’

abduction, sections of the Cork IRA abandoned the truce. And coinciding

abruptly with the execution of the intelligence officers, the massacre

ended too. Militating against this, it has to be acknowledged, the evidence

linking events in Macroom to those west of Bandon is both

ambiguous and circumstantial. But recognizing any of this, properly,

should have tempered the unambiguous sectarian narrative Hart reinvested

in.
V

The debate over the West Cork killings has turned on arguments over

whether or not the victims were informers. Hart claimed, ‘if the victims

had been active in opposing the IRA they or their relatives would almost

certainly have mentioned it in their applications to the Irish Grants

Committee or to the Southern Irish Loyalist Relief Fund’.82 But notwithstanding

the Record, there are objections to this. Providing such sensitive

information jeopardized any informer’s life, and it is far from certain that

spying activities would be divulged to anyone save the informer’s

‘handler’: agent, soldier or policeman. Even among informers who survived

the conflict, it remained undesirable to disclose to anyone that they

had been spies. The Cork IRA proved particularly vengeful, pursuing

spies to far-flung-places; in one case to New York City.83
82 Hart, Enemies, p. 285, n. 79.

83 See John Borgonovo, Spies, Informers and the Anti-Sinn Fein Society (Dublin, 2007) [hereafter

Borgonovo, Spies], pp. 89–90.

88 THE ‘BANDON VALLEY MASSACRE’ REVISITED

© 2012 The Author. History © 2012 The Historical Association and Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

Richard Helen was a Clonakilty Protestant, Hart tells us, who effected

a successful escape after being taken by the raiders on 27 April.84 He fled

to England, and was awarded £200 by the Irish Grants Committee for

his financial losses. Belatedly, in 1929, Helen contested this sum and

appealed the award. He had originally claimed an improbable £3,000

for loss of earnings in his cartage and grocery business, and to boost his

appeal Helen sought the support of the former RIC District Inspector,

D. B. Higmaw. Helen, Higmaw submitted to the Committee, had on many

occasions given him ‘the most valuable assistance and information’.85

Higmaw explained how in February 1922, following the killing of District

Inspector Kenny by the IRA, and the wounding of Kenny’s son,

Edward, Helen informed on a planned IRA ambush near Clonakilty.

Believing Edward Kenny to have recognized his father’s assailants, the

IRA intended a second attack on the ambulance and police escort

conveying him to hospital. Helen’s information, according to Higmaw,

foiled this attack.

Among the sensible reasons applicants to the Irish Grants Committee

did not document any spying activity they may have undertaken is that

the committee, unsurprisingly, was briefed in camera about this. An

internal memorandum declining to revise Helen’s award noted the original

decision had been made after the committee consulted with Helen’s

solicitor, ‘who was conversant with all of the facts’.86 Representing Helen,

and many other West Cork applicants, was the former Crown Solicitor

for Cork’s West-Riding, Jasper Travers Wolfe. Wolfe was a special

witness to April 1922, not only because he became privy to his clients’

confidential information, but also because, along with another Protestant

neighbour, he claimed he had been targeted by raiders twenty miles from

Bandon, at Skibbereen, on 27 April 1922. Wolfe fled to Wales unharmed.

According to his biographer and grandson, Wolfe never subscribed to the

sectarian explanation of the April killings, and this, I think, has to be

significant.87

Although Helen was an informer, it cannot be inferred that all the

April victims were likewise. But Higmaw’s testimony (duplicated in

Helen’s claim file, but overlooked by Hart88), alongside the Record,

further challenges Hart’s speculative thesis that the West Cork killings

were sectarian-inspired murders. Hart emphasizes the randomness of the

attacks, ‘at least two, and possibly as many as five, separate groups [were]

involved . . . a series of copy-cat killings carried out by a dozen or so

gunmen, probably motivated by similar fears’ (my emphasis).89 He again

speculatively identifies as responsible many anti-treaty IRA companies

in West Cork, with the now noticeable exception of those around
84 Hart, Enemies, p. 276; Richard Helen to Sir Alex Wood Renton, 22 Jan. 1930, NAK, CO 762/33.

85 B. D. Higmaw submission, 14 March 1929, CO 762/33.

86 G. G. Whiskard to E. Marsh, March 1929, CO 762/33.

87 Jasper Ungoed-Thomas, Jasper Wolfe of Skibbereen (Cork, 2008), pp. 141–3.

88 Cf. Hart, Enemies, p. 276, n. 19.

89 Ibid., pp. 282–3.
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VI

The explanation for the massacre favoured among some West Cork republicans has always been that the April victims were killed because of actions they had taken against the IRA. Endorsing this view Meda Ryan claims that in the 1980s she consulted a British intelligence document allegedly held by the IRA since 1922 and naming ‘helpful citizens’ in the Bandon area.92 Among those identified, Ryan claims, were some of those

killed in the April massacre.93 Ryan also identified that the raiders shot

two relatives of people in this list.94 Held in a private collection along

with other alleged British intelligence material, this document has only

infrequently been made available to researchers.95 Consequently, because

the source is unverifiable, some historians will agree that it cannot

inform any truly historical interpretation. But such a judgement opens

Pandora’s Box.

If we discount Ryan’s interpretation of evidence unavailable to other

scholars, equally we are obliged to discount other unverifiable sources, [Like Meda Ryan’s?]
90 Ibid., p. 282.

91 See Jasper Ungoed-Thomas, ‘I.R.A. Sectarianism in Skibbereen?’, Journal of Skibereen and

District Historical Society, vi (2010), 97–115.

92 Ryan, Barry, pp. 156–70.

93 Meda Ryan, ‘Tom Barry and the Kilmichael Ambush’, History Ireland, xiii (2005), 15–18, at p. 18.

94 Ryan, Barry, p. 159.

95 One item, the misnamed ‘Black and Tan diary’ implausibly left behind by ‘K’ Company of the

police Auxiliaries in Dunmanway Workhouse, was reproduced without the names of four informers

in a series of articles published in the Southern Star newspaper in 1971. This pocketbook lists detailed

and apparently accurate profiles of local IRA volunteers. Without seeing the original, Hart accepted

its authenticity, but the provenance of this and other alleged British intelligence documents found in

the same collection remains uncertain. Southern Star, 23, 30 Oct., 6, 13, 20, 27 Nov. 1971; Hart,

Enemies, p. 129, n. 6; see Meehan, ‘After’, 1–3; Ryan, Barry, pp. 158–9.

including the anonymous oral testimony on which Hart’s study so effectively

draws. Hart’s interviews were closed, he stated, to protect the

identity of interviewees and their families. The intelligence documents

Ryan consulted have remained hidden by their custodians for, we can

only assume, similar reasons. And this identifies a stark problem, reaching

far beyond the Irish historical community. It is impossible to make

any informed evaluation of the historicity of an interpretation relying on

sources barred to other scholars. It is also true that tolerance of unverifiable

evidence has grown in history writing in recent years among contemporary

historians who, for example, use the otherwise closed archives

of the intelligence services.96 In these and similar cases there is a trade-off between using unverifiable sources and writing history, against proscribing these sources and writing nothing. That may be. But where unverifiable sources are used, the resulting treatment cannot be truly ‘historical’ in the more scientific sense of that word, where verification is essential for testing the analysis. (Where ‘historical’ is used in the more literary sense this may be less of a problem, but, arguably, the safest description for unverifiable history is nearly always ‘fiction’.) It is only by evaluating the selection and interpretation of evidence, if only by sampling, that we can evaluate the worth of historians. And identifying problems in Hart’s selection of verifiable sources, inevitably we are forced to consider possible problems in his use of unverifiable sources including his quantitative data. There can be no authoritative answer to this, but it has to be Recognized that Hart’s thesis and book set new benchmarks for the use of evidence among professional Irish historians. And this invites our final question: to what purpose?
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