PROTESTANT ORPHANAGES IN GALWAY BURNT 1922

Eoghan Harris? "Anti-Treaty IRA burn Protestant orphanages to the ground in Galway." So says the sombre headline from July 27, 1922, thrown up by Back Pages, Joe Joyce's always interesting trawl through the Irish Times archive. Today's account treats of the last taboo -- how republicans treated rural Protestants in 1921-22. 

The original Irish Times story prudently does not identify the area. To do so might attract further trouble. But I can confirm it was in Clifden as I got a full account of the affair some years ago from a Protestant family. 

It was July 1922, the Civil War had started and irregular IRA forces were taking it out on defenceless Protestants. A gang of IRA irregulars called to the Clifden orphanage and demanded the Matron hand over six boys to "be done in". She stoutly refused and spirited the boys away. 

Next day, the gang came back, paraded the boys, rounded up others from the fields, and burned the buildings leaving 33 boys and 25 girls without shelter and fearful of their future. A British destroyer came to take them away. 

We didn't cherish these children of the nation. But at least we have learned to talk about this last taboo. Most Roman Catholics and real republicans want to make amends. 

Not so the Aubane Society, an ultra-nationalist group of provocateurs based in north Cork. Aubane has challenged accounts of IRA atrocities against Protestants in that period. Last week it launched a second book trying to justify the "executions" of two young Cooneyites at Coolacrease in 1921. 

Should the Aubane Society decide to publish a book challenging the Irish Times account of the Clifden Affair let me suggest a working title: "The West Brat Spy Ring at Clifden."

TUESDAY

The national question never goes away. Yesterday the Irish Times recorded the IRA's campaign against Protestant orphans in Clifden. Today it carries Sean Donlon's memoir of his campaign against the IRA in the United States in 1980. 

Naturally our former ambassador to the USA does not put it as crudely as that. On the surface it was a policy battle between a senior diplomat, Sean Donlon, and the Taoiseach, Charles Haughey. But the IRA's influence on Irish-America was the real issue. 

Charles Haughey wanted to recognise the Irish National Caucus, which had links to Noraid, an IRA front. Donlon did not. Thanks to the support of John Hume and the Four Horsemen, Haughey belatedly backed down. 

Donlon deserves credit for his courage. He belongs to an era when public service meant precisely that. Before benchmarking.
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BACK PAGES July 27th, 1922: IN JULY 1922 the Civil War had begun and violent incidents were reported from all parts of the Free State as its army took control of Dublin and set about taking numerous towns in the west and south from anti-Treaty forces.

Newspapers were censored (by the Provisional Government in Dublin and the anti-Treaty IRA in Cork) and promised meetings of the Dáil postponed. Most accounts of the fighting and other incidents came from official sources: in the House of Lords in London, Unionist leader Edward Carson gave this account of the burning by the anti-Treaty IRA of a Protestant orphanage in Clifden.

In the House of Lords last night Lord Carson asked the Government whether two orphanages in the county of Galway had recently been looted and burned to the ground by Sinn Féiners, and whether the Admiralty sent ships, which brought to England the staff and 33 boys and 25 girls; what had become of these children, and how they were to be provided for in the future.

He said that this particular outrage was one of the very worst of the many hundreds that had been sent to him within the past two months. His information was that last month some Sinn Féiners called at the orphanage, and demanded deliverance of six boys, who were, in the language of Sinn Féin, to be “done in”. By a subterfuge they were got out of the country by the matron.

A few days later the Sinn Féiners went again to the orphanage, and asked for a particular boy, that he might be brought out and shot. They then went to the master, and told him to clear out. They then went to the diningroom, and asked for the boy in charge. The eldest boy stood up. The boys were paraded, and some who were working in the fields were rounded up. The master and the boys were taken away to different parts of the premises.

The matron showed great courage. She pleaded to the men to spare the lives of the boys, and asked for a guarantee for their safety. Surrounded by these fully armed barbarians she asked why this was being done, and the answer was – because the boys were being taught loyalty to England, and the orphanage had sent many of the boys into the great war. The whole place was then burnt to the ground, and 33 boys and 25 girls were left absolutely stranded. Fortunately the founder’s daughter was in England at the time, and through her interposition the Admiralty send a destroyer round to Galway to take away the staff and children.

He wanted to know what was to be the future of these children. Did the Government who had abandoned them hold themselves responsible for their future, or would they be treated like all the loyalists and Protestants in the south and west of Ireland – as outcasts. This was only one of many instances. Further, he wanted to know how long was this to go on. (Hear, hear.) Was there to be any limit to it at all? Did the Government really mean to stand by until the loyalists of Ireland had been blotted out – because that was what it was coming to . . .

The Earl of Crawford, for the Government, regretted that the statement contained in the question was correct. These orphanages contained 33 boys and 25 girls, with a staff, all Protestants. At the beginning of July the orphanage was attacked by the IRA and burned to the ground, and the house in which the girls were accommodated was similarly destroyed. The refugees were brought to London, and accommodation was found for them. The Irish Distress Committee was in constant communication with the treasurer of the orphanages, and it was hoped that arrangements would be made for the future accommodation and welfare of these children at an early date.

