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HISTORY: The Year of Disappearances: Political Killings in Cork, 1921-1922 By Gerard Murphy Gill Macmillan, 408pp. €24.99

EVENTS LEADING up to and during the life span of the “Cork Republic” of 1921-2 continue to provoke debate. Gerard Murphy’s study, concentrating on the activities of the Cork No 1 Brigade of the IRA, is the latest contribution to a growing body of work, most notably that of the late Peter Hart and John Borgonovo. Murphy’s book attempts to unravel a tightly-knotted ball of partial evidence, local rumour, gossip and coincidence surrounding the treatment of alleged spies and informers by the Cork No 1 Brigade and especially its No 2 Battalion, centred around Blackrock and Douglas, on Cork’s southside.

At the centre of Murphy’s thesis lie three well-known republicans: Seán O’Hegarty, commandant of Cork No 1 Brigade; Florence O’Donoghue, the brigade’s adjutant and intelligence officer; and Martin Corry, an IRA member from Glounthaune and later long-serving Fianna Fáil TD. All three are implicated in Murphy’s book charting the “disappeared” of Cork.

O’Hegarty sent prisoners to Corry’s area for execution; the prisoners were held in the sinisterly named Sing Sing, an underground vault in Knockrea Cemetery, before their execution and burial in the Rea, land in and around Corry’s farm. Corry himself claimed to have participated in the execution of up to 35 British military and policemen. Similarly, Murphy paints a picture of O’Donoghue, beset by paranoia and seeing Masonic treachery at every turn, ordering the abduction and execution of up to 12 unknown Protestant civilians after the truce of July 1921.

Identifying the disappeared of Cork from 1921-2 is Murphy’s core difficulty in the book, however, and one he never quite overcomes. A dizzying number of possibilities are presented, initially centred on the shadowy “Anti-Sinn Féin League”. But who comprised this league? A “murder gang” of renegade Auxiliaries – the most likely culprits, if the league truly existed – are seemingly passed over in favour of a spy ring operating out of either the YMCA branch or the Freemasons and possibly comprising prominent Protestant businessmen.

The treatment of the YMCA is particularly problematic: on the foot of the seizure of a YMCA motor car from Cork docks on the morning of the truce, Murphy asks what if abductions had occurred during one or other of these raids? This hypothesis is then treated as factual throughout the remainder of the book, and used to substantiate further allegations about IRA treatment of Protestant boys. A second example comes with the kidnapping of a half-dozen Cork pro-Treaty supporters on St Patrick’s Day 1922. Although there is no evidence about the religious identity of these victims, Murphy proceeds on the basis that they were Protestants and spies, and that they ended up as another batch of bodies buried in the Rea. None is ever identified. Solid evidence is cast aside in favour of a series of suppositions and possibilities, and these perhaps, what-ifs and maybes are the building blocks of Murphy’s argument.

Although clearly written, this is not an easy book to read. The main problem lies in its structure: Murphy takes the reader through a retracing of his own journey researching the book, keeping the narrative apace with the author’s unearthing of new evidence. The result is that events are treated in a piecemeal fashion: for example, the murder of 15-year-old Edward Parsons is returned to over and again, as new theories or possibilities emerge. Instead of a coherent, balanced narrative, what emerges is a confusing muddle.

These flaws notwithstanding, some of the less lurid aspects of Murphy’s work fit well with the overall picture of what those at the sharp end of the Irish revolution experienced. His brief survey of the large-scale transfer of mostly Protestant-owned property on Cork’s southside after 1923 hints at a larger narrative of southern Protestant migration in the post-revolution period. The suggestion that Cork IRA men violently targeted the life and property of southern loyalists in response to sectarian violence in Northern Ireland also coincides with emerging work on the treatment of Irish Protestants in Connaught and Munster. As Murphy has demonstrated, terrible things undoubtedly took place in the Rea and across Cork city and county. The grotesque horror of Sing Sing and the skeletons unearthed close to Corry’s farm speak to that.

[See also History Ireland review by John Borgonovo, January 2011]

LETTERS

Irish Times 6 January 2011

Political killings in Cork

Madam, – I wish to make a few observations on your review of my book, The Year of Disappearances, Political Killings in Cork 1921-1922 (Weekend Review, December 11th). It seems that your reviewer, Caoimhe Nic Dháibhéid, believes I put too much detail in the book. However, when I went public with this material I knew it would be very controversial. Therefore, I felt it imperative that I lay it all out and let the reader make up his or her own mind on the various strands of the story.

If that leads to a “dizzying number of possibilities”, as your reviewer noted, then so be it. At least all the evidence that I could find is now out there. Far from being a “confusing muddle”, the findings of the book are only all too clear.

There are a few details that need to be addressed: She asks who comprised the “Anti-Sinn Féin League”, if it truly existed, and suggests I “passed over” this issue in the book. The “Anti-Sinn Féin League” certainly did exist and it consisted of undercover British officers and ex-officers, a “murder gang of renegade Auxiliaries”, if you like, who carried out unofficial killings in Cork and elsewhere. I devote six chapters to this very topic – some of these gentlemen are named and their careers described. I don’t think it’s fair to say I passed over the subject. Most of this material is new but I get no credit for it. The important point is that when Cork city IRA men say they shot members of this “League” they invariably refer to Cork Protestants, rather than military men. The implication is clear enough: an “Anti-Sinn Féin Society” consisting of renegade British officers carried out assassinations in Cork during 1920/21. But IRA men then used this as a blanket term to cover their own shootings of Protestants in the post-Truce period.

A more important point is the faint praise she gives me for identifying the migration of Protestants from the south eastern suburbs of Cork city “after 1923” with the suggestion that it fits into the “larger narrative of southern Protestant migration” from other parts of Ireland. However, as my book clearly points out, the exodus from Cork city took place in 1922 and Cork city Protestants were largely safe after 1923, if they made it that far. This is a subtle but important distinction.

Implying that this was mere “migration” is to duck the issue of the terror that forced these people to flee in the spring and summer of 1922. And it is no coincidence that they fled the areas where the most prominent IRA leaders were living – the killings and abductions along the Blackrock Road are evidence enough of that. Other areas of the city were largely untouched. The fact that people were putting their 10-year-old sons on the mail boat for England because it was too dangerous for them to remain in Cork says it all.

Since its publication, The Year of Disappearances has been subject to a concerted campaign of vilification via the internet in an effort to discredit it. One of the main planks of this campaign is that the book is a work of fiction. If it were a work of fiction, or if it were poorly researched and badly written, as Caoimhe Nic Dháibhéid implies, then there would be no need for such a campaign.– Yours, etc,

GERARD MURPHY,

School of Science and Health,

Institute of Technology, Carlow,

Kilkenny Road,

Carlow.

Irish Times 18 January 2011

Political killings in Cork 

Madam, – Gerard Murphy objected to your reviewer considering his The Year of Disappearances a “confusing muddle” (December 11th, January 6th). His book alleges that republican forces in Cork city in 1921 targeted uninvolved Protestants. It is in the loose tradition of the “Ulsterisation” of the Irish War of Independence, one in which republican forces are portrayed as sectarian. It emerged from TCD’s history department in the 1990s.

Many of Mr Murphy’s disappeared victims are unnamed. They have no known prior existence. No relatives searched for them and no one cried wolf. In Mr Murphy’s view this is because southern Protestants acted like sheep.

In fact, southern Protestants spoke out. Ulster unionist propaganda rationalised sectarian attacks on northern Catholics on the basis that southern Protestants got it in the neck too. Representative southern Protestants, including unionists, spoke plainly, publicly and often to reject these allegations. Evidence is required to counter this Protestant view. Phantoms will not do.

Mr Murphy speculates that Josephine O’Donoghue, wife of IRA head of intelligence in Cork, Florence O’Donoghue, and a spy in her own right, abducted (even drowned) Protestant teenagers in 1921. One such speculative instance is sourced by Mr Murphy in the Times of London (May 18th, 1921). A “mysterious individual in a motor car” reportedly abducted “somebody’s child” near Cork city “on a calm Spring evening”.

I checked the reference. It is not an eyewitness report of the alleged abduction, it is not by a regular Times reporter and the date of the event was, as I later discovered, some weeks before May 18th (therefore before Mr Murphy’s assumed time-line). The article contains little concrete information and nothing as to the religion of the unnamed child. It was within the second of a five-part Times series entitled, “An English Officer’s Impressions”. Interestingly, the anonymous officer later published the series as A Journey through Ireland (1922, republished in 2008). For what it is worth, that book expanded on the Times account. As Wilfrid Ewart (the author) passed an agitated group he overheard a description of Mr Murphy’s “mysterious individual” as “some bastard of an Englishman”.

Nothing links the event, as described by Mr Murphy, to Josephine O’Donoghue. Other sectarian activities attributed to her are based on similar or no evidence.

Your reviewer considered the strengths and weaknesses of The Year of Disappearances fairly. – Yours, etc,

NIALL MEEHAN,

Offaly Road,

Cabra, Dublin 7.

Irish Times 19 January 2011

Political killings in Cork

Madam, – The subject of the fate of southern Protestants during the Irish War of Independence and the Civil War has featured again recently in your columns.

For those who wish to learn more about this matter, I would like to recommend an important contemporary source to which all have easy access (for a very modest fee!). I refer to the excellent historical archive of The Irish Times. This is available now on the web and can be searched easily for subjects or individuals, by date.

A valuable insight into the position of southern Protestants in this early period is provided by the reports of Church of Ireland diocesan synods which were usually held annually and which covered the whole country. Thanks to your web search facility these can be found quickly.

These reports in The Irish Times reveal a harrowing picture of what many members of the Protestant community experienced at this time. On June 14th 1923, the paper recorded that at the Cork diocesan synod, Bishop Dr Charles Dowse spoke of how: “many of our people have gone. Neither we nor their country could afford to lose them. Their houses have been burned. Destruction has marched through the land.” At the Kilmore synod, reported on July 6th, 1923, Bishop Dr William Moore described how: “One of the saddest features of the situation is that so many of our communion have been driven from the country. By their expulsion such citizens . . . are now much fewer than they were”. Another insight can be found in the frank and courageous condemnation of these events contained in pastoral letters and speeches of various Catholic bishops.

The paper reported on February 17th, 1923 that the Bishop of Cork, Dr Daniel Colohan, described how “Protestants have suffered severely during the period of civil war in the south” and urged that “charity knows no exclusion of creed”. On May 8th, 1923, it recorded an appeal from the Bishop of Killaloe, Dr Michael Fogarty, to a higher sense of patriotism, noting that “their Protestant fellow countrymen – he regretted to have to say it – were persecuted and dealt with in a cruel and coarse manner”.

Thanks to your excellent website, people can now investigate our history for themselves. – 
Yours, etc,

Prof BRIAN WALKER,

School of Politics,

Queen’s University of Belfast.

[unpublished]

jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com

23 January 2011

Dear Editor,

In his letter of 18 January, Niall Meehan calls criticism of the targeting of southern Protestants in the 1919-23 period as “Ulsterisation…from TCD’s history department in the 1990s” seeking to portray Republican forces as “sectarian.”
Somewhat typically, he belittles alternative views, like those of Gerard Murphy in his book The Year of Disappearances, as marked with the taint of something improper, as if no Unionist or northerner, let alone a neutral could write good history. He works also from the premise that Republican military actions are by definition faultless and all accusations of sectarianism are either groundless or should be addressed to irregular or unofficial elements.

Gerard Murphy's empathetic theme was the reign of terror against Cork Protestants. The IRA campaign there, despite Republican rhetoric became ever more atavistic and crudely anti-Protestant as it gathered pace. The local leadership is evidenced as governed by classic conspiracy theories about Freemasons and Protestant youth groups and acting accordingly. 

The worst time was the year when the British left and before the Free State forces re-took control of Cork when the IRA was effectively in charge. All wars of course get nasty and messy and go further than their idealistic progenitors ever wanted.

The decline in the Protestant population in Cork between the censuses of 1911 and 1926 was some 49% in the city and 40% in the county. This massive fall is indicative of a near-complete loss of confidence by that community, especially on the part of poorer Protestants. 

The danger did not end then, as there was a recrudescence of anti-Protestant action in 1935 when Dunmanway featured again, as Murphy mentions. This was the site in 1922 of the massacre of thirteen Protestants, who were in the most part uninvolved civilians and included a Church of Ireland clergyman. 

Considering the monumental consequences of Bloody Sunday in 1972, with its identical number of fatalities, it is not hard to realise that the effect on Cork Protestants was also colossal.

Niall Meehan picks out a number of Gerard Murphy's suppositions and informed speculations for criticism in his letter but makes no attempt to deal with the central theme nor the host of new facts and illuminating insights the book provides. Instead he has relied heavily on the statements of a number of “representative southern Protestants” who rejected allegations of sectarianism, adding that “evidence is required to counter this Protestant view.” 

This was provided in Professor Brian Walker’s letter of 19 January which recounted expressions of concern about Protestant persecution not just from Anglican but from Catholic Bishops in Munster. 

Mr Meehan’s main fault however is a failure of imagination. He cannot empathise with the plight of ordinary people whose relatives and neighbours were dying or disappearing and whose response was to panic and flee. It happened in both parts of Ireland and the feelings were the same.

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon  

