 

  KILLING OF PROTESTANTS IN 1920s 


Madam, - The Bandon area massacre on April 27-29th, 1922 occurred more than nine months after the Truce, and four months after the Treaty had been signed. Any hair-splitting over whether or not the victims were previously "informers" is at least a red herring and more like an insulting justification for murder. The Truce orders of July 9th, 1921 were clear enough: "All hostilities cease at 12 noon on Monday the 11th July. . .All spies of whom you may have already been advised of are to be executed also before said hour on Monday".

After the Truce, the Dáil did not vote to allow former agents to be shot on sight. In the second quarter of 1922 the IRA murdered 41 people in Munster alone. To whom were the Bandon victims providing information in 1922, if they were agents? The answer must be: to nobody. They were no threat to anyone.

The salient fact is that it took the Dáil some two years after the Truce to control the armed men that it had supported. Bandon was not a pogrom, but many of the survivors felt that they could expect no protection from the new government. Thousands of people with savings and skills, of all religions, left the anarchic new Free State for a quieter life.

Needless events such as Bandon caused enormous loss to the country's economy. - Yours, etc,

PATRICK GUINNESS, Furness, Naas, Co Kildare.

6 July 2006.
Madam, - Peter Hart writes (June 28th) that "Niall Meehan, as usual, misrepresents my work". That, indeed, is a serious charge, but let us see.

He states: "I have never argued that 'ethnic cleansing' took place in Cork or elsewhere in the 1920s".

My letter (June 23rd) did not say he did, and Luke Gibbons (June 17th), whom I cited as using the phrase "ethnic cleansing", did not name him at all. I referred to the Orange Order's use of Peter Hart as an authority on "murders" of Protestants in West Cork (Gerry Moriarty interview with Orange Order Grand Secretary Drew Nelson, The Irish Times, June 17th).

However, It would not have been "misrepresentation" had I stated what Peter Hart denies. In 2005 Peter Hart said: "There was no ethnic cleansing in the Irish revolution. . .but there was ethnically targeted violence". If there is a real distinction here it is not clear to Peter Hart's Memorial University History Department. Its web page states, under "Research", that Peter Hart researches "ethnic conflict and cleansing in Ireland".

Peter Hart, in The IRA at War (2003), wrote: "Similar campaigns of what might be termed 'ethnic cleansing' were waged in parts of Kings and Queens Counties, South Tipperary, Leitrim, Mayo, Limerick, Westmeath, Louth and Cork. Worst of all was the massacre of 14 men in West Cork in April [1922], after an IRA officer had been killed breaking into a house." Now, Peter Hart refers to a "massacre of Protestants". Is this ethnic "conflict" or "cleansing"?

The evidence in fact suggests that these maverick, post-Treaty, pre-Civil War killings targeted loyalist British agents, in which close relatives were shot dead in two cases. They were stamped out locally by the IRA, but were "motivated by political and not sectarian considerations", to quote historian Brian Murphy's disagreement with Hart on this point.

Hart complains that "there is no publicly available evidence" that those shot were loyalists or informers. The evidence is an intelligence diary left behind by Auxiliaries as they evacuated Dunmanway Workhouse. Hart noted (1998) that it was published in the Southern Star in 1971, with the loyalist informers' names removed out of deference to local families. A similar consideration informed Tom Barry in his Guerrilla Days in Ireland (1949).

Hart claimed that, apart from the name excisions, this "invaluable series of articles reproduces the complete text". However, despite not possessing a key piece of the jigsaw, Hart made speculative assumptions about the victims of the April killings. The assumptions turn out to have been wrong. The publicity Peter Hart gained for his sensational findings caused a response in which the linked names from the Auxiliary diary were published in 2003. 

On the April killings, Hart (1998) cites "by common consent the most trustworthy source we have", the British Record of the Rebellion, to the effect that Protestants generally were not guilty of informing because "except by chance, they had not got [information] to give".

He failed to quote a key sentence following, stating: "an exception to this rule was in the Bandon area". This is where the killings that Hart described took place. On January 18th, 2003 an Irish Times review of Hart's editorship of The Record, by Breandan Ó Cathaoir, stated that Peter Hart "appears disingenuous" on this point. Madam, I see no reason to disagree with your reviewer.

In my opinion Peter Hart, despite demonstrating his research and some flashes of insight, is not an objective historian of the Irish War of Independence or of its immediate aftermath.

- Yours, etc,

NIALL MEEHAN, Offaly Road, Cabra, Dublin 7.

3 July 2006

Madam, - Niall Meehan, as usual, misrepresents my work (June 23rd). I have never argued that "ethnic cleansing" took place in Cork or elsewhere in the 1920s - in fact, quite the opposite. Nor does my book The IRA and its Enemies suggest that no Protestants were "guilty" of "informing" (at least by IRA standards) or that they were the only group to be targeted.

What I do argue - based on a great deal of evidence from both sides - is that Protestants were no more likely than Catholics to inform, but that they were much more likely to be suspected, and vastly more likely per capita to be killed (or otherwise attacked) as a result.

Nor were they alone. Ex-soldiers and those referred to as "tramps" and "tinkers" were also frequent victims, as were other perceived social deviants. What they all had in common was a marginal position in local society. The IRA, a product of local communities, couldn't get away with killing respectable farmers or shopkeepers - let alone priests - and tended to suspect outsiders anyway. It is surely a familiar enough pattern in human affairs: fear, anger and prejudice.

My argument is thus about the nature of violence and community, not the straw man that my critics like to attack. As for the massacre of Protestants in April 1922, there is absolutely no publicly available evidence available to suggest that any of those killed were informers or members of some loyalist underground. They do not appear on any IRA intelligence lists, for example.

Mr Meehan's suggestions - that religion had nothing to do with it, the IRA wasn't really responsible and the victims were probably guilty anyway - only reveals his commitment to the party line.

We should always be profoundly suspicious of excuses for killing, no matter who offers them. - Yours, etc,

PETER HART, Department of History, Memorial University, St John's, Newfoundland, Canada.

28 June 2006

Madam, - In his article on Ken Loach's The Wind that Shakes the Barley (June 17th), Luke Gibbons correctly asserts that there is no evidence of "ethnic cleansing" of Protestants in West Cork during the War of Independence.

He is also correct to draw attention to the fact that racism was a prevalent British attitude. The British army regarded the entire population as their enemy.

Viscount Montgomery of Alamein, then Brigade Major Bernard Montgomery, typically remarked: "It never bothered me a bit how many houses we burned. . . I regarded all civilians as 'shinners', and I never had any dealings with them."

Such sentiments were also to be found in the minds and actions of those who set up and ran variants of the shadowy "Anti-Sinn Féin Society".

Such "loyalists" gathered intelligence and went on RIC and Auxiliary raids to "spot", assassinate or torture their quarry.

They were not representative of the whole Protestant community, many of whom were sympathetic to the republican cause. Protestants generally held little regard for the Black and Tans who, without distinction of creed, burned both Protestant and Catholic-owned property.

British forces openly encouraged the loyalists and this has led some to conclude mistakenly that they were British forces in mufti. The revisionist historian Peter Hart holds this view. He spoke on it in a recent Rebel County documentary on the Ken Loach film on RTÉ 1.

Hart concluded that Protestants shot for informing were innocent of such activities.

Hart's view is a favourite among Orange Order members, as Drew Nelson, grand secretary of the Grand Orange Lodge of Ireland, explained to Gerry Moriarty (June 17th). Nelson believes, on the basis of Hart's research, in a "massacre of Protestants that took place. . . on the main street of Dunmanway, in April 1922". There is no evidence that Protestants were shot because of their religion.

There is evidence that informers, whose names were left behind by departing Auxiliaries, were shot from April 26th to 28th, 1922 near Bandon, contrary to express IRA orders. The shootings were condemned by all shades of then pre-Civil War republican opinion.

Two historians in particular, Brian Murphy and Meda Ryan, should have been interviewed. Murphy researched the topic in his recent work on The Origins and Organisation of British Propaganda and Meda Ryan dealt with it in her recent Tom Barry biography.

Murphy first drew attention to the racist British attitudes cited in Luke Gibbons's piece. Possibly the documentary makers were also not aware that Irish Academic Press will soon publish John Borgonovo's Spies, Informers and the Anti-Sinn Féin Society. It undermines the contention that the IRA was sectarian in countering the activities of loyalist spies.

This is a subject that, I am sure, will excite further interest in the debate that The Wind that Shakes the Barley has opened up. - Yours, etc,

NIALL MEEHAN, Offaly Road, Cabra, Dublin 7.

Madam, - Luke Gibbons in his piece on Ken Loach's The Wind That Shook The Barley, states that the only Protestants killed by republicans in Cork during the War of Independence and Civil War were spies and informers.

What are we to make, then, of this passage from Peter Hart's The IRA and Its Enemies? (Hart is most likely one of the "revisionists" referred to by Mr Gibbons.) He describes a killing rampage carried out by the Cork anti-Treaty IRA over two nights in April 1922. At the end of the bloodbath "ten men had been shot dead. All were Protestants. Hundreds [of their fellow Protestants] subsequently went into hiding or fled their homes in a wave of panic".

Denis Lourdan, a local IRA guerrilla member, put it candidly: "our fellas took it out on the Protestants".

Is Mr Gibbons saying that all these people killed or terrorised were informers and deserved their treatment? - Yours, etc,

AG MATHEWS, Cedar Court, Terenure, Dublin 6W.

23 June 2006

