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      Introduction


      The Irish Civil War officially commenced on 28 June 1922 and lasted for less than twelve months, ending on 24 May 1923 following the IRA’s announcement of a ceasefire and an order to dump arms. This short chapter of Irish history was for many years a forbidden subject with many participants reluctant to speak of their involvement or of the events that occurred because civil war by its very nature first divides and then destroys the bond between family, friends and eventually a nation. Despite its short duration, the Irish Civil War created bitter divisions that reverberated for many years after the hostilities had ceased. This book traces the course of the Irish Civil War as it occurred in County Donegal with reference to other related episodes, particularly those from the War of Independence, which provide an important insight into the men and women of Donegal who were also involved in the Civil War.


      Ireland was elevated onto the international stage, attracting the attention of influential nations, when the founding of an indigenous government – Dáil Éireann – was closely followed, in January 1919, with the beginning of the War of Independence. It has been suggested that this was the second phase of the War of Independence and that the first phase began with the Easter Rising of 1916.


      After almost three years of conflict, the British government realised that there was no possibility of defeating the IRA and a truce was called between Irish and British political leaders on Monday 11 July 1921. However, unknown to them, the IRA campaign was all but exhausted through the wholesale arrests and internment of volunteers from both Óglaigh na hÉireann and Cumann na mBan. The lack of adequate supplies of weapons and ammunition was another worrying factor for the IRA leaders. During this period the British used every means at their disposal – informers, the Black and Tans, the Auxiliaries, internment camps, etc. – to defeat their Irish opponents, but by 1921 were resigned to the fact that the only opportunity for the resolution of the war was to engage in talks with the Irish political leaders.


      The British insistence on holding the talks in London gave them the upper hand by forcing the Irish into an alien environment. This created friction between the delegation in London and the political leaders at home, mostly due to problems with communication. The British used their experience from previous negotiations to outmanoeuvre the inexperienced Irish negotiators and warned of a return to war ‘within three days’, threatening a more intensive and ruthless campaign. The Treaty that resulted from the talks failed to meet the expectations of many people in Ireland with the result that the country was thrust into a period of great uncertainty and tension that led to the outbreak of the Civil War. Some people believed the Treaty was effectively the abandonment of republican principles that had been widely supported and fought for in previous years – this was the primary reason for the divisions that developed between the IRA, Sinn Féin and the general public.


      These divisions led Ireland into a vicious conflict: vicious in the sense that families, friends and communities were divided into two different factions – those opposed to and those in support of the Treaty and Articles of Agreement signed by the Irish and British delegations. One example of the divisions that occurred between families and friends was that of the Cunningham family. Edward Cunningham was an anti-Treaty prisoner who was held at Drumboe Castle following his arrest by Free State forces. From Carrick in south Donegal, he was a schoolteacher at Ballyconnell School, Ray, near Rathmullan, at the time, while his first cousin Joseph Cunningham was a member of the Free State Army and Edward’s guard at Drumboe. Edward Cunningham had five brothers who were members of the IRA during the War of Independence, but at the outbreak of the Civil War the family was divided with three brothers opposing the Treaty and three supporting it.[1] Various terms were used to distinguish between the two factions including Dáil forces, Free State forces and regulars for the pro-Treaty faction, and irregulars, republican forces or the IRA for the anti-Treaty side.


      The Treaty that divided the island was first put to the elected representatives of Dáil Éireann, where it was ratified on 7 January 1922, and then to the people in the election of June that year. However, it could be argued that the will of the people was not fairly ascertained from this election due to the use of inaccurate electoral registers, the absence of a plebiscite in seven constituencies where the elected representatives were returned unopposed, and the promise of a republican constitution that ultimately failed to materialise.


      In the weeks following the ratification of the Treaty, the Donegal IRA began occupying various barracks and other buildings that had been evacuated by the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) and the British military. After the split of the IRA into pro- and anti-Treaty groups, the different factions established these premises as headquarters and billets. In Donegal, in terms of equipment and numbers, the section of the IRA supporting the Treaty was much superior to that opposed to it, which was largely made up of men from other counties. The pro-Treaty faction in Donegal was also bolstered by the overwhelming support of the local Sinn Féin organisation. Before the outbreak of the Civil War the IRA’s Executive anti-Treaty forces in the county were chiefly made up of men from other counties whose primary objective was to continue the war against the forces of the Belfast government (who still occupied the Six Counties of Northern Ireland which had split from Ireland after the Government of Ireland Act 1920): the Special Constabulary (a paramilitary quasi-police force), the British military, and later the Royal Ulster Constabulary. The Special Constabulary was founded following major outbreaks of sectarian violence in Banbridge, Lisburn, Belfast and other areas in the north-eastern counties during the summer of 1920. The membership of the Special Constabulary consisted chiefly of Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) members who, with others, had perpetrated acts of vicious sectarian violence and murder. The Constabulary was established in the paranoid belief that the IRA would avenge these horrors and therefore, paradoxically, it was essentially a body tasked with protecting the perpetrators of violence.


      The continuation of the war in the Six Counties against the forces of the newly established Belfast government received guarantees of support from leaders of the divided republican army including Liam Lynch, Michael Collins and Richard Mulcahy. Initially the pro-Treaty forces under the control of the Provisional Government did not impede the IRA in what became known as the northern offensive. This was adhered to for the first few months of 1922, and throughout this period, Michael Collins and Richard Mulcahy were operating behind the scenes with, among others, IRA Chief of Staff Liam Lynch, to organise an assault on the Six Counties. Plans were put in place from early March 1922 for a united force to attack and undermine the authority of the Belfast government. However, pressure from other quarters, namely the Belfast and British governments, soon forced the Provisional Government to suppress the actions of republican forces, which contributed to further friction between the two sides.


      In June 1922 Field Marshal Henry Wilson was assassinated in London, an event which served as the catalyst for setting Ireland on another collision course, but this time it was the Irish against the Irish in a bitter and vicious Civil War which began following a now infamous attack on the Four Courts in Dublin on 28 June 1922. The British government blamed the Wilson assassination on the IRA Executive forces based at the Four Courts, when in fact the plan and execution originated with Michael Collins. The subsequent Civil War reintroduced familiar scenes to the Irish countryside and urban areas with ambushes, round-ups, internments and executions. The ramifications of this short chapter of Irish history resonated through Irish society for many years.


      The Civil War in Donegal was unique in that over 90 per cent of the Irish Volunteers joined the newly established Provisional Government forces or Free State Army while the majority of those fighting on the republican side were from the southern counties of Cork and Kerry with many others coming from the border counties of Derry, Tyrone, Fermanagh and Monaghan. Many were reluctant participants as a large proportion had relocated to County Donegal at the behest of Michael Collins and Liam Lynch to be part of the northern offensive.


      When the hostilities began the republican forces based in County Donegal were greatly outnumbered and struggled to even exist as the Civil War dragged on possibly longer than it should have. As with every episode in history different versions of events and incidents have been recounted by opposing sides. It has always been said that the victor or the hangman will usually be best placed to present a version or an analysis, but there are always two sides to the story and the truth lies somewhere in between.


      NOTES



      
        
          [1]Conversation with Conall Cunningham, Spiddal, County Galway, February 2009.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      1. A Brief Review of the War of Independence in Donegal


      The Irish War of Independence began in theory with the Easter Rising of 1916, which followed several years of planning and organisation throughout the country. The Rising itself did not deliver the decisive strike against the British that the leaders had anticipated and ended in failure and confusion due to a series of unforeseen events, including efforts by senior figures to cancel it. The general population was by no means enamoured by the actions of the men and women who took part in the Rising and they subsequently became the target of anger at the devastation and deaths that resulted from the fighting. However, the Easter Rising served as the launch-pad for the next phase of the conflict against the British establishment in Ireland. When the leaders of the Easter Rising were executed, people’s attitudes changed from one of disdain to one of respect and support for the revolutionaries.


      The next phase of the revolutionaries’ plan to win independence was to become organised along military and political lines with a view to taking over the governance of the country and launching a full-scale war on the British in Ireland. The leaders who were imprisoned at the internment camp at Frongoch in North Wales for their involvement in the Easter Rising used their time there to such good effect that it later became known as the ‘University of Revolution’. It was there they set about organising and training men from the various counties in Ireland so that on their release they would be able to establish fighting units, intelligence departments and political branches of the Sinn Féin party. When many prisoners and internees were released in late 1916 and early 1917, the Irish Volunteers and the Sinn Féin party established military and political branches throughout the country as planned, including County Donegal.


      The political and military organisations worked independently of each other. Sinn Féin operated in the political arena, with the Irish Volunteers (later known as the Army of the Irish Republic, the Irish Republican Army or the IRA) being a physical resistance movement that challenged the Royal Irish Constabulary and British military in open warfare. However, the two organisations were interlinked, with some Volunteers being elected as TDs in the election of December 1918 and later on, in 1920, some being elected to the local councils. The two groups also had a similar objective, which, in the early stages, was primarily to spread the principles of the Republic and prepare for the elections of 1918. As the Sinn Féin party grew in popularity, the British sought to stem this development with a miscalculated propaganda stunt. In May 1918 they declared that they had uncovered evidence that the leaders of Sinn Féin were involved in the importation of arms from Germany. In what became known as the ‘German Plot’, seventy-three leaders and activists of the Sinn Féin party were arrested and transported to jails in England. Despite the arrests, the party secured seventy-three seats in the election of December 1918 with three Teachtaí Dála (TDs) being returned to the Donegal constituencies: Joseph O’Doherty for North Donegal, Joe Sweeney for West Donegal and P. J. Ward for South Donegal. This election also witnessed the demise of the political domination enjoyed by the Irish Parliamentary Party and unionist politicians.


      Those newly elected TDs who had not been jailed or were not on the run met at the Mansion House, Dublin, on 21 January 1919 as Dáil Éireann. While the First Dáil was in progress, reports were received in Dublin of an ambush in County Tipperary. The No. 3 Tipperary Brigade, led by Seamus Robinson and including Dan Breen, Seán Treacy, Tadhg Crowe, Patrick McCormack and Paddy Dwyer, had carried out a surprise attack. A two-man RIC party was escorting a cart of gelignite when the Volunteers ambushed them at Soloheadbeg, resulting in the deaths of the two policemen. The news of this incident was met with trepidation in Dublin and was condemned by a number of the Sinn Féin leaders, but to the Irish Volunteers this was the start of the next phase in the fight for Irish independence and the event that marked the start of the War of Independence.


      However, although Soloheadbeg is considered to be the official start of the war, the Volunteers had been active before this, building up arms and experience of action. The first recorded actions by the Irish Volunteers in County Donegal occurred at Meenbanad Railway Station in west Donegal on 4 January 1918 and involved a party of Volunteers, under the command of Joe Sweeney, in the rescue of two British army deserters who had been arrested by the RIC. The deserters were from the local area but this action had more to do with the seizure of a rifle than the liberation of two British army deserters. The operation was a success with the deserters and rifle being taken into the custody of the Irish Volunteers without a single shot being fired.


      Following the early activity of the West Donegal Volunteers the focus of the local organisation was the elections of December 1918. With the elections out of the way the attentions of the Donegal Volunteers then switched to procuring weapons and the general disruption of local infrastructure through the destruction of railway lines and roads to hamper the movements of the RIC and military in the county. In the early part of the campaign the Donegal IRA was prevented from taking on the crown forces due to the lack of adequate arms and Volunteers. The first opportunity for the Donegal IRA to engage with crown forces only came about on 12 December 1919 with an ambush near Dungloe. The target was a four-man RIC escort party which had conveyed a number of prisoners to a court in Letterkenny that day; the Volunteers organised the attack for their return to Dungloe. On that occasion, the West Donegal Volunteers had only three weapons, but this was enough to inflict the first casualties of the War of Independence in the county. The four RIC men received injuries with one later having to have his leg amputated. The West Donegal Volunteers continued to be very active throughout the war, and were adept at holding up RIC patrols, relieving them of weapons, ammunition and other equipment. The main protagonist in this unit was Frank O’Donnell, brother of Peadar O’Donnell – an organiser for the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union in County Monaghan in 1919. It was in that county that Peadar was inducted into the IRA and he soon became a leading figure in the Donegal republican movement. He spread himself between the two organisations before becoming a full-time Volunteer in 1920.


      In early 1920 the Sinn Féin party enjoyed further successes in the local elections, securing majorities in twenty-nine out of the thirty-three county councils and 172 out of 206 rural district councils. In Donegal Sinn Féin won majorities in two out of the three municipal councils and in six out of the ten county council electoral areas. The progress of the new native government was further enhanced with the establishment of the republican justice system and the Sinn Féin or Dáil courts, which eventually rendered the British legal system redundant.


      In April 1920 the Volunteers of the 1st Ulster or, as they later became known, the 1st Northern Division, burned fourteen unoccupied RIC barracks in County Donegal as well as a number of offices belonging to the Customs and Inland Revenue. This complied with a general order from GHQ to burn all unoccupied RIC barracks and offices of the revenue, and coincided with the fourth anniversary of the 1916 Rising.


      The Volunteers of the 1st Northern Division were also credited with what was said to be the first arms raid to be carried out during daylight hours in the country. This incident occurred at an RIC barracks in Drumquinn, County Tyrone, where a substantial amount of weaponry, ammunition and other equipment was captured in a highly successful operation in August 1920. The Donegal Volunteers quickly followed up these actions with raids on the coastguard station at Fanad and the RIC barracks at Belleek. (Belleek straddles the border with Donegal, but the barracks were situated in County Fermanagh.) However, each major operation by the IRA was followed by an intense response from the British forces of raids and arrests, with their focus being mostly on the general population. With the increased support for Dáil Éireann, the Volunteers were under further pressure due to their new responsibilities for policing and various other civic duties.


      With the increased activities of the Volunteers came an upsurge in raids by the RIC and military. The introduction of the Black and Tans in the spring of 1920 and the Auxiliary Division of the RIC in July of that year changed the nature of the war. The Black and Tans were neither police nor military and ignored the usual code of warfare. They were a band of ill-trained mercenaries, mostly made up of former soldiers and unemployed workers from England, deployed to create devastation in Ireland. These forces embarked on a vicious assault on the public as a means of deterring support for the IRA. In the late 1920s the British also introduced internment camps to house the growing numbers of known and suspected members of the IRA and Sinn Féin who were being arrested in their hundreds.


      Events elsewhere also impinged on the efforts of the Donegal Volunteers. In November 1920 the British military made an important discovery in Dublin: following a raid on a safe house a briefcase belonging to Richard Mulcahy, IRA Chief of Staff, was discovered. It contained valuable information on many aspects of the IRA’s organisation and more importantly a list of officers and men in every part of the country. An intense campaign of raids and arrests by the British military followed. The officers and Volunteers received prior warning, which many heeded, but some Donegal Volunteers were arrested and transferred to Ballykinlar internment camp in County Down.


      The IRA in Donegal also had to contend with the annual migration of its members to England and Scotland for work on the harvest or in the mines. This occurred throughout the summer and autumn, causing upheaval in the local IRA companies, which had to be reorganised. The war effort was affected as the experienced men were forced to leave to earn much-needed income for their families. However, this also had its advantages as many of the men who went to Scotland or England joined the ranks of the local IRA units there and sent essential arms and ammunition to Ireland. The IRA GHQ in Dublin eventually addressed the yearly dilemma of emigration by making finances available to the most affected areas to ensure experienced men would not have to emigrate.


      At the beginning of 1921 Donegal acquired the services of a full-time flying column of seasoned and experienced Volunteers, with the aim of increasing the war effort in the county. This was under the command of Peadar O’Donnell from Meenmore near Dungloe. Shortly after their arrival in west Donegal, members of the flying column were ordered to arrest a suspicious stranger who had arrived in Dungloe. The man, a British military lieutenant called Bracen of the Dorset Regiment, was arrested and held for questioning. He insisted that he was a mere civil servant investigating claims for damage or loss caused by members of the military while stationed in west Donegal. Bracen was released following a warning from a commercial traveller that the area would be saturated with military and that the village would be wrecked if he was held any longer. It soon transpired that he was actually an intelligence officer.


      Within a week of Bracen’s release, the West Donegal Volunteers received intelligence from two railway employees that a fish train was to travel from Derry to Dungloe. They were highly suspicious as there was no fishing in the area at the time and they believed that there was a very different cargo, i.e. British military. The local officer commanding (OC), Joe Sweeney, organised the Volunteers and the flying column to ambush the train near Meenbanad in the early hours of the morning of its scheduled arrival. The train duly arrived on Wednesday 12 January and was derailed by boulders on the line as it passed the ambush site. Rapid fire was then opened on the carriages until the passengers recovered from the crash and began to return fire. There was no official report regarding casualties, but it was believed that many military were killed and wounded and there were reports of blood being seen pouring out of some carriages. The arrival of the train and military was the direct result of Lieutenant Bracen’s visit to the area – it was later discovered that he was among the passengers. Another train ambush at Crolly followed, but failed to have the same impact.


      Despite this, the West Donegal Volunteers had been more active than others in attacks against crown forces. Their area had been almost cleared of RIC barracks and they had inflicted many casualties among the crown forces. Such was the scale of the IRA activity in this area that some in the British government described west Donegal as operating a ‘Miniature Republic’. On a national level, the sustained IRA campaign led to contact between the IRA and British leaders, who began a series of secret talks with a view to ending the conflict.


      Following the train ambushes the British conducted sustained raids throughout Donegal, resulting in the arrests of large numbers of civilians as well as some IRA volunteers. These operations put enormous strain on the IRA and continued for weeks, with the British using ships and aeroplanes in their endeavour to capture the men. The round-up was very well organised with military and police covering all approaches to west Donegal. As a means of confusing these authorities the other 1st Northern Division brigades were instructed to increase engagements in their areas to give the impression that the flying column was operating outside the west Donegal area. This proved successful, with the military and police eventually turning their attention to other areas of the county.


      The men of the 1st Northern Division were further burdened when friction developed between some of the officers. The hostility initially involved the divisional OC Frank Carney and the No. 2 Brigade and flying column OC Peadar O’Donnell, but it filtered through the ranks and served as a distraction. This internal tension required intervention from GHQ in Dublin and an officer was sent to Donegal to resolve the issue. However, with the arrest of Frank Carney at Burtonport when a British destroyer landed there much to the surprise of the local Volunteers, the situation was easily resolved, as Joe Sweeney was then appointed to the position of divisional OC.


      The result of the contacts between the Irish and British leaders concluded with an announcement by the President of Sinn Féin, Éamon de Valera, in early July 1921 that a platform for negotiations had been established and that he intended to meet with the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, to discuss a peace settlement. This was followed by an announcement from GHQ that all operations by the IRA were to be suspended from Monday 11 July. This was a big surprise to the Volunteers and many felt cheated as they had not been consulted: nor had there been any indication of talks taking place between the two sides.[1]


      NOTES



      
        
          [1]Liam Ó Duibhir, The Donegal Awakening – Donegal and the War of Independence.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      2. 1921 – The Truce and Breathing Space


      A ‘Truce’ between Ireland and Britain was signed at midday, Monday 11 July 1921, ending – or for some, suspending – the War of Independence. It was presented as an opportunity for all the men ‘on the run’ to return home; for many this was the first time since the start of the war in 1919.


      The IRA’s GHQ was conscious that the Truce would give the Volunteers a sense of comfort and men who became too comfortable might be reluctant to return to war should the Truce fail. Their immediate concern was to keep the men active and a decision was taken to start a course of military training for all Volunteers on various aspects of essential military techniques.


      In west Donegal the joy and relief of the Truce interval was interrupted by the sad news of the sudden death of Willie Sharkey, 1st Lieutenant of the Dungloe Company IRA. Sharkey was only eighteen years old when he died following a short illness. He was an active Volunteer from the age of sixteen and played a lead role in all major activities of the No. 1 Brigade. He was known as heroic and fearless, and was involved in a series of ambushes where RIC patrols were held up and relieved of their weapons as well as other equipment.[1]


      The first IRA training camp in Donegal was established at Dungloe in mid-September where all brigade, battalion and company officers were called for a course based on close order drill, open order drill, manoeuvres, attacking and defending positions, engineering and the use of explosives. The training officer sent to Donegal by Emmet Dalton, Director of Training, was C. S. ‘Todd’ Andrews, a young Dublin man. Andrews was only nineteen years old and was a little daunted by his new appointment, informing Dalton that he only had experience of training at company level. Dalton told him that a former British army sergeant called Dixon would act as his adjutant and assist him. Andrews’ first impressions of Dixon were not good, but the two travelled from Amiens Street Station, arriving late on Monday evening, 19 September, at Letterkenny Station where they spent the night. They continued on their journey the following day and arrived at Dungloe Road Station where they were met by Joe Sweeney, OC 1st Northern Division. Sweeney remembered Andrews from his days at Pádraig Pearse’s school, St Enda’s, in Dublin, where they had both been students.


      Andrews and Dixon were taken to Sweeney’s Hotel where they were to stay for the duration of their time in Donegal. On arrival the adjutant immediately made his way to the bar. Andrews did not think the man displayed any qualities to be expected of an IRA Volunteer and his general attitude displeased him. Later that evening Sweeney took Andrews to a small village hall where he met the Donegal commandants. Andrews immediately delved into the GHQ curriculum and delivered the first of his lectures based on the organisation of companies and communications. On finishing the talk, he looked around the room and began to wonder if the countrymen of west Donegal could be induced to discuss aspects of the subjects mentioned. He invited one individual to comment and the man immediately stood and began pouring out a stream of words arranged in fluent, well-balanced sentences full of striking imagery. Unknown to Andrews, the speaker was Peadar O’Donnell. Andrews was surprised and a little unnerved, thinking that if all those present possessed similar qualities of knowledge, assurance and fluency he would not have the face to complete the two-week course. However, Todd Andrews was among the good people of Donegal and Peadar O’Donnell recognised the young captain’s unease and was sensitive to his predicament. After their initial meeting O’Donnell took Andrews under his wing and assisted him in many ways during the next fortnight. O’Donnell also recognised that Andrews’ adjutant was of little assistance to him in delivering the GHQ curriculum and advised him to raise the issue with Joe Sweeney. Andrews suggested that Dixon should be sent back to Dublin and Sweeney agreed. After a few days, Andrews told Dixon to return to Dublin and sent a note to GHQ saying he found him unsuitable.


      Peadar O’Donnell showed Todd Andrews much of the countryside around the Rosses and told him of its history and the hardships endured by the people. When the course had been successfully completed, O’Donnell took Andrews to his home where he met O’Donnell’s mother. Andrews said of this meeting:


      It was easy to see where Peadar got his intelligence and his warmth. She gave me a great welcome showing a good deal more interest in me and my family than in the problems of the locality or of the nation. I was not used to being treated in so flattering or even so adult a fashion. She appeared to me to be a woman of very fine quality, shrewd and full of common sense, who was content with life despite what must have been a hard struggle to rear her children.[2]


      While the training was in progress at Dungloe, another camp had been established at Drimarone, south Donegal, to cater for the No. 3 Brigade. The GHQ curriculum was also applied there with added emphasis on engineering. The IRA engineers were given instruction on explosives and in the manufacture of landmines, etc.[3]


      The training camp for the No. 2 Brigade was held at Breenagh, on the main Letterkenny to Glenties road. This was held between 3 and 8 October with Todd Andrews again delivering the GHQ curriculum. On this occasion, the officers of No. 2 Brigade included Frank O’Donnell, Seamus McCann and John Mullan with Peadar O’Donnell assisting Andrews. During the course of training, some of the officers decided to test the men in what they called a ‘shirt tail parade’ – a mock attack on the camp in the middle of the night to assess the Volunteers’ reaction. They made some blank ammunition by taking the lead out of the .303 shells and replacing it with paper. Later that night some of the officers surrounded the camp and selected positions before opening fire on all sides with the blanks. There was a scramble which caused much confusion. John Mullan shouted, ‘for God sake get down on your bellies’ as the noise of the powder blasting the paper crackled over their heads. The ‘shirt tail parade’ referred to the sight of the men running in all directions with their long shirt tails hanging out.


      Sometime later, the officers decided to get some wild deer from Glenveagh estate as a treat for the men at the camp. A number of volunteers were sent out, a couple of deer were brought back, cut up and boiled with barley, and they made a great meal. That day there was meat and soup for everyone with some declaring that it looked very much like Christmas, such was the feast. There was another ‘shirt tail parade’ that night as the venison and soup proved a little too rich for most of the men![4]


      At the conclusion of each training camp Captain Todd Andrews forwarded his report on the training period to the Director of Training, Emmet Dalton, including his observations on the competence of all personnel in Donegal. In the report on No. 1 Brigade at Dungloe, Andrews was critical of the camp’s facilities as it lacked both a parade ground and accommodation for the officers. He was also critical of the weapons: ‘The arms in the camp were in a bad condition of neglect and in one or two cases the rifles were in a condition dangerous to the user.’ However, he was satisfied that the training had served its purpose: ‘I am glad to report that on the conclusion of the camp there has been a very great and obvious improvement in the men.’


      Andrews also mentioned the frustrations felt by the Donegal Volunteers: ‘A debate on “Our War and Methods” developed into a criticism of GHQ for not paying more attention to the possibilities of County Donegal as a field for intensifying action in order to relieve pressure on the south.’


      In his report on the Breenagh camp, Andrews commended Peadar O’Donnell for extending its duration for an extra week:


      At the end of the camp there was an improvement in the discipline and military bearing of the men … there is however, plenty of scope for further improvement; with this end in view Brigadier O’Donnell proposes to keep the men in camp for another week … there is no doubt that Brigadier O’Donnell is acting very wisely in keeping the men for another week as it will do them an immensity of good.[5]


      While the training camps were in progress, the IRA was called on to tackle civil disorder and carry out other civic duties. In an effort to address the issues, some of the Volunteers were dismissed from the camps and ordered to return to their command areas to address the various problems arising. Their principal duties during this period focused on upholding order and their primary target was the disruption of the growing poitín industry. In rural areas, poitín was creating serious anti-social problems and the Inishowen area was particularly affected. At that time it was almost impossible to go along certain mountain roads without passing poitín stills in full working order. Young boys were known to club together to purchase a bottle of the alcoholic beverage. There were stories at the time of men having to be physically restrained with ropes and of others found lying along the roadside at night so bereft of reason that they were eating grass and twigs from the hedges. Fifteen stills were discovered in the Clonmany area and on Tuesday 18 October the Carndonagh Company discovered and dismantled six poitín stills in the Malin area. In most cases the stills were surrendered without incident with one being discovered down the face of a precipice which was located approximately 600 feet from the open ocean.


      Forty stills were discovered by the IRA over a two-week period throughout the Inishowen peninsula.[6] All known poitín stillers were visited and the Volunteers arrested those attempting to resist seizure of their equipment. The detentions acted as a deterrent to others, who surrendered their stills without resistance. In one instance when a man was ordered to hand over his still he produced an old one that was no longer in use. He was instructed to surrender his new still and he set off to comply with the order. He was then observed attempting to escape on a bicycle and was pursued by the Volunteers with the bike then being used as an exchange for the new still.[7]


      Notes


      
        
          [1]Bureau of Military History (BMH), Witness Statement (WS) 1448, Patrick Breslin, Military Archives (MA).

        


        
          [2]C. S. Andrews, Dublin Made Me (Lilliput press, 2001).

        


        
          [3]BMH, WS 879, Brian Monaghan, MA.

        


        
          [4]Seamus McCann Diary, Private Collection of Seamus McCann, Letterkenny, County Donegal.

        


        
          [5]Mulcahy Papers, P7/A/27, University College Dublin (UCD) Archives Department (AD).

        


        
          [6]Derry Journal, 21/10/1921.
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      3. Eithne Coyle and the Mountjoy Escape


      Whereas many of the plaudits of the War of Independence were directed at the IRA Volunteers, very little was apportioned to the women of Cumann na mBan, which belies their contribution during that period. The work of Cumann na mBan was important and carried equivalent risk to the IRA’s activity of that time. Women risked arrest and even death when carrying important correspondence, weapons, etc.


      Eithne Coyle was possibly the most prominent Donegal woman to have served in Cumann na mBan during the War of Independence and the Civil War. She became an active member of Cumann na mBan as soon as the organisation established branches in Donegal in 1917. She was engaged in raising funds for the purchase of arms and other equipment as well as being involved in the anti-conscription campaign in Donegal and later the election campaign of 1918. Following this she was sent to Dungannon, County Tyrone, having been appointed as an organiser for the Gaelic League, an organisation set up in 1893 to promote Gaelic culture and teach the Irish language. She relocated to County Longford in 1919 where she was responsible for founding branches of Cumann na mBan. In about February 1920 she was asked to move to County Roscommon to organise and teach on behalf of the Gaelic League. She had not been long there when she came to the attention of the local RIC, who began making her life difficult, and her house was the focus of many raids by the police and military. In July 1920, while she was on holiday in Donegal, a mixed party of police and military raided and set fire to her home destroying all her possessions. The local Volunteers secured another house for her near Roscommon town.


      On her return to Roscommon Eithne Coyle focused on organising feiseanna and other events to raise funds for arms, etc. She was also very active in intelligence work for the local Volunteers. Following an ambush on 12 October, in which four RIC members were killed and others injured, a mixed party of twenty-five military, police and Black and Tans targeted Coyle’s house. They smashed up the interior and piled all her belongings and furniture in the middle of the floor before pouring petrol over them. They threatened to set it on fire if she did not cooperate and answer their questions. Coyle encouraged them to light it, but told them that they would have to explain themselves to the owner, a local loyalist. This had the desired effect and they left soon after. The harassment continued and on Friday 31 December 1920 more than twenty-five soldiers, police and Black and Tans returned and again smashed up the house, while some dug up sections of the surrounding grounds, but failed to find anything incriminating. They returned the following morning with a warrant for Coyle’s arrest and she was taken to the Roscommon Town Police Barracks. She was held there in a cold damp cell and was subjected to continuous verbal abuse by the Black and Tans until the next day when she was transferred to Athlone Barracks. She was detained there for approximately one month before being transferred to Mountjoy Jail in Dublin. She was subsequently tried in February 1921 and sentenced to three years’ penal servitude, which was later reduced to one year.[1]


      The Truce period brought many changes: prison rules were relaxed at various jails including Mountjoy, and visitors were allowed in. About this time, another Cumann na mBan member, Linda Kearns, was repatriated from Walton Prison in Liverpool, England. A nurse by profession, Kearns had served with Cumann na mBan in County Sligo. She was arrested on Saturday 20 November 1920, approximately one mile outside Sligo town, when she drove into a military checkpoint in a car which contained all the rifles and ammunition of the local IRA column. She was first taken to Sligo Jail, spending one week there before being transferred to Derry Jail, and eventually to the female prison at Armagh. Kearns was tried in May 1921 and sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment. She was subsequently transferred to Walton Prison in Liverpool where she was held until the Truce of July 1921 after which she was taken to Mountjoy Jail. Throughout her time in various prisons in Ireland and England Kearns’ main thoughts were of escape. Sometime in late September 1921 she had a visit from another Cumann na mBan nurse called Josie O’Connor, who by the end of their conversation realised that Kearns was contemplating escape.


      O’Connor returned some days later bringing a thermos flask of hot tea containing a large piece of dental wax to allow Kearns to get an impression of a key for a door leading to the grounds of the prison. A few days later Kearns received a parcel with a cake that contained a plan of the back of the prison and a note suggesting that a rope ladder could be thrown over the wall if she could make it into the prison yard. Kearns wrote down her ideas for the escape on notepaper and sewed both the note and the wax impression of the key into some clothes, which were sent out of the jail. Sometime later Josie O’Connor returned with a cooked chicken and inside it was the key. However, when Kearns tried the key it would not fit and needed to be filed in places. At this point she confided in Eithne Coyle, who informed her that some of the warders were sympathetic and would help. The two women began making plans for their escape and approached a friendly warder who agreed to assist and told them that on whatever night they decided to escape the door to the prison yard would be unlocked. A map was then sent out with an ‘X’ marked at the location where their rescuers would be waiting and the date for the escape was selected.


      After consultation with the other prisoners, two more decided to join them: Mary (May) Burke who was serving two years and Aileen Keogh who was serving one year. The escape plan was set for Monday 31 October – Halloween night – but they had one final obstacle to overcome. A two-man military patrol would be continuously walking around the prison, so the escapees timed the patrol, estimating they would have enough time for three, maybe four, to make it over the wall. They discussed their difficulty and Eithne Coyle decided that she would go out into the yard with the others to hold the ladder and if she could not make the escape, she would create a distraction for the soldiers giving the others time to get away.


      On the designated night, the women decided to have a football match in the corridor of the prison wing to create as much noise as possible. They had discovered from previous occasions that when they did this, the staff did not inspect their wing. However, on that night a wardress decided to watch and sat on a stool in front of the door the escapees had planned to go through. Coyle kicked the ball in her direction and the ball struck her, knocking her off the stool. This raised great cheers and laughter from the women and when the wardress decided that it was no longer safe to watch the game, she left, giving them the opportunity to make their way to the designated escape point. Three other prisoners on their wing were instructed to continue playing football in the corridor and occasionally call on the escapees to come out of their cells as if they were still there. The four moved out into the prison grounds closing the door behind them and made their way to the wall. Linda Kearns threw a stone over and a short time later a weight attached to a string was thrown back from the outside. At that moment they heard the footsteps of a soldier and they moved to the wall of the prison building, crouching in the shadows. When the man had passed, they moved back to the outer wall and found the string.


      They then began pulling the rope ladder over the wall, but forgot to take account of the square-cut limestone on the top. Pulling against this eventually cut the string and the ladder fell back down on the other side. They again had to run to the shadows of the building when they heard the footsteps and voices of two soldiers. When the patrol had passed, the women returned to the wall and suddenly a string came over, weighted down by a penknife. This time they pulled the rope away from the cut limestone and the ladder soon dropped over the wall. Linda Kearns started to climb followed by Mary Burke and then Aileen Keogh while Eithne Coyle held the ladder out from the wall. Kearns got to the top but with the dark night could not see a thing at the bottom. She felt a rope and then heard Josie O’Connor whisper: ‘Slither, Linda, slither.’ She slithered down the rope and was quickly taken away by Tim Ryan who walked her over the canal and on to the bridge at Berkeley Road. Dr St John Gogarty was waiting there in a car and a few minutes later Burke arrived, escorted by a young Fianna Éireann member named Donnelly. They immediately drove away and made their way to Earlsfort Terrace to the house of a Miss O’Rourke, a relative of the doctor’s wife.


      Meanwhile, at the prison, Eithne Coyle began climbing the ladder, but as no one was holding it at the bottom she had a difficult time climbing, with her knuckles bashing against the wall. She eventually reached the top and slid down the other side to the street. Coyle and Keogh walked arm-in-arm to a waiting car which took them to Dr McLaverty’s house in Merrion Square where they remained for several days.


      One day Mrs McLaverty thought that the women could do with some exercise and decided to take them for a walk. They had not been out very long when they met Dr Paddy McCartan, who told them that a G-man was following them and advised them not to return to Merrion Square. Instead, having lost the G-man, they went to Maud Gonne MacBride’s house in St Stephen’s Green. When they got there Dorothy Macardle and MacBride’s French maid Marie dressed in their clothes and walked to McLaverty’s on Merrion Square.


      They were not long at MacBride’s when Seamus Burke arrived to say the house was no longer safe for them. He took them to the Cross and Passion Convent in Kilcullen, County Kildare, where they met up with Linda Kearns and Mary Burke. A short time later Aileen Keogh decided to return to her native area of Gorey in County Wexford. The others were only at the convent a few days when Tim Ryan arrived on a motorbike with a message from Michael Collins. It transpired that Seamus Burke was a paid British spy who had planned to get all four women in the one place where they could be arrested together. They were immediately escorted from the area by local Volunteers and taken to an IRA training camp at Duckett’s Grove in County Carlow where they remained until after the signing of the Treaty.[2]


      Eithne Coyle returned to Donegal after the Truce and a short time later was appointed as Cumann na mBan organiser for Donegal and Tyrone.


      NOTES
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      4. The IRA Civic Police


      The Truce period presented various law-and-order-related problems in many areas across the county. This period saw the IRA’s transition from the role of a guerrilla army to that of a civic police force, as a lawless vacuum quickly developed. The problem was that the civilian population continued to ignore the authority of the RIC and the role of the IRA had not been ascertained with regard to civic duties. Despite this the IRA was always on hand to deal with any issues relating to law and order that came to its attention. They were kept particularly busy in this way in Inishowen. One example occurred on Sunday night, 30 October 1921, when a serious stabbing incident took place in the Culdaff area and was reported to the local IRA. A number of Volunteers were directed to carry out an investigation into the incident. The details were that Michael Kelly from Derry had been stabbed about the face and neck by his brother-in-law at Gleneely, Culdaff. The assailant was arrested by the IRA in Letterkenny the following Tuesday and claimed that he had acted in self-defence. He said Kelly brought the object with which the injuries were inflicted to his home. He was released following a full investigation and later that evening was taken to his home. He expressed his gratitude for the treatment he received and for the manner in which the IRA dealt with the matter.[1]


      The Inishowen Volunteers also remained busy in the suppression of the local poitín industry, succeeding in capturing many stills in late October and destroying a number in the Culdaff area. ‘Tools’ captured comprised six or seven worms. Made from copper, the worm was always the most prized and most zealously guarded part of the still outfit.[2]


      About the same time, a party of around thirty IRA volunteers took up quarters in the Inishowen workhouse where they established a camp. Their occupation did not interfere with the work of the house or with the other business of the district council, which was also performed there. However, the occurrence prompted a question in the British parliamentary papers when Colonel Gretton asked the Chief Secretary, Hamar Greenwood, what measures were being taken against the occupation by the Volunteers. These issues were relayed to the liaison officers appointed to each divisional area, who for the 1st Northern Division encompassing County Donegal and parts of Counties Derry, Tyrone and Fermanagh, was Commandant Patrick Sheils of Derry. The post of liaison officer was established as part of the Truce agreement and the individual appointed was tasked with addressing the issues and concerns arising between the IRA, British military and police in his area, which were relayed to GHQ for resolution.[3]


      In early November the police barracks at Malin, Moville and Muff were closed and members of the RIC quartered there were transferred to larger stations. During the second week of November the following RIC barracks were shut down: Milford, Malin, Malin Head, Carrigart, Clonmany, Muff, Bundoran, Inver, Glenties and Falcarragh.[4]


      With the IRA taking on the role of civic police, it was only a matter of time before they would clash with the RIC. The first conflict occurred at a Fair Day in the village of Ramelton on Tuesday 15 November. What started out as a relatively peaceful day suddenly became one of great tension following the appearance of the RIC under the command of District Inspector Hodge. Shortly after 1 p.m. a number of RIC members took charge of part of the town and it then transpired that a business house was under observation by members of the IRA. About 2 p.m. a number of RIC proceeded to the premises in question and ordered the IRA to disperse. This order was ignored, with the result that the IRA members on duty were arrested – Michael Jordan, Patrick Jordan and James McKendrick. The three were taken to the local barracks, where they were briefly detained. Immediately after the arrest of the three Volunteers, other members took their place and despite various threats from the RIC that they would be dispersed by force, remained in position. Diplomacy prevailed and no further arrests were made with the detained Volunteers being released after four hours without charge.[5]


      Another problem soon developed for the IRA, when people started to use its name as a means of threatening and extorting money from others. The IRA authority in north Donegal was forced to take appropriate action and ordered the deportation of two men from the Kerrykeel area for entering a house and demanding money in the name of the IRA. A Presbyterian farmer in Convoy received a threatening letter, supposedly signed by the IRA, which ordered him to pay within seven days a sum of money allegedly owed to a resident in the Ballybofey area. The farmer promptly made his way to the headquarters of the local IRA officer and complained. Pending the arrest of the person on whose behalf the threatening letter was supposed to have been written, a local IRA company patrolled the vicinity of the farmer’s house. The matter was satisfactorily settled and the IRA later issued a statement declaring that if anyone received similar notices they should inform the local IRA officers.[6]


      The Sinn Féin courts continued to administer justice and the Carndonagh District Arbitration Court was held on Wednesday 23 November. Proceedings were interrupted when RIC District Inspector Geelan of Buncrana and a party of RIC men entered the court shortly after 11 a.m. The first case was in session when the police inspector, addressing the president of the court, stated that the gathering was not a court of arbitration and alleged that the people present had been brought by force and against their will. The president of the court refuted the accusation and said the people were present voluntarily after signing a request to have their cases submitted to arbitration. The court then continued, with the RIC remaining for the hearing of all cases, which lasted until 3.30 p.m. that day.[7]


      The integrity and equality of the Sinn Féin courts was recognised and commended by every section of the community. An example of this was observed when an unsigned letter from a Donegal businessman appeared in the Derry Journal on Friday 25 November:


      When I followed my father I followed his rule of always obliging a neighbour, be it with a mowing machine, or a ten-pound note, that was needed to tide over a difficulty. I found, when making up my books this year that I had £370 out amongst my neighbours. Polite requests were followed by registered letters, without result. Threats – the futility of which no one knew better than the recipients – to ‘put the matter into my solicitor’s hands’, were also fruitless. Then I startled my family by announcing that I was going to the Sinn Féin Court. ‘Never,’ they said with one voice, ‘A man in your position could not possibly countenance these irregular assemblies.’


      ‘Why not,’ I said, ‘I want my money, and I see no other way of getting it.’


      ‘But think of the effect on your appearance there will have [sic],’ they entreated.


      ‘I can think of nothing,’ I retorted, ‘but the effect on my finances, if I lose the money.’


      The court sat in the workhouse. On the bench were six local laymen of standing. The resident – or parish judge – as he is called – was a doctor, the registrar was a local solicitor. We were all well known to each other. I stated my case, proved the debts, and got orders for payment to be made within fourteen days.


      If a native of Ceylon is owed money and cannot obtain payment, he goes to his debtors and threatens to kill himself if not instantly paid. As it is known that he would carry out his threat, if humanly possible the debtor pays up, for, according to native law, anyone causing another to lose his life must forfeit his own. I do not know what was the method used by the Tribunal which sat in our parish – local opinion, ‘what the neighbours would say’ is a mighty power in rural Ireland – but this I do know – ten days ago I got paying orders for £370 and since then the post has brought me £345.[8]
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      5. The Treaty Signed, but not Sealed


      The Irish delegation travelled to London in early October 1921 to negotiate on behalf of Dáil Éireann the basis of a treaty with the British government. The Irish delegation included Arthur Griffith, Michael Collins, Robert Barton, George Gavan Duffy, Éamonn Duggan, Emmet Dalton, John Chartres, Ned Broy, Seán MacBride and Erskine Childers. The British delegation included David Lloyd George, Lord Birkenhead, Austen Chamberlain, Winston Churchill, Hamar Greenwood and Gordon Hewart. The negotiations reached stalemate at times and the talks almost failed on occasion. However, the Irish delegation were outmanoeuvred at the conference table resulting in the Anglo-Irish Treaty being signed on Tuesday 6 December. The last day of the talks was Monday 5 December and the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, pressed them to sign, but not all were prepared to do so. Lloyd George was reluctant to allow the negotiators time to consult with Dublin and insisted that the document be signed that night. The delegation was presented with two letters – one was the acceptance of the Treaty and the other was a rejection and the threat of a return to war ‘within three days’. They were given two hours to decide. After the deadline, and following further discussion, the Irish signed the agreement at 2.10 a.m. on Tuesday 6 December 1921. There was no official record of the negotiations due to Arthur Griffith’s agreement to a British proposal not to use official stenographers.[1]


      The British used various tricks and dubious methods during the negotiations and at times split the Irish negotiating team by meeting for discussions with some members to the exclusion of the others. The signed agreement was accompanied by the Treaty document entitled: ‘Articles of Agreement for a Treaty between Britain and Ireland’ and contained two schedules. The First Schedule was known as ‘The Constitution of the Irish Free State – Saorstát Éireann’, which was to be drafted in accordance with the Second Schedule, which was the Treaty agreement or ‘The Articles of Agreement’. In particular, words, laws or amendments would be void if found to be repugnant to any provision of the Second Schedule.


      The document fell short of creating the Republic proclaimed by Pádraig Pearse in 1916; many quarters felt that it scarcely improved on the Home Rule Bill of 1914 (which allowed for an Irish parliament to make decisions on national affairs, as a devolved government within the British Empire) and were extremely dissatisfied with the Treaty offered to them. Because partition had been firmly entrenched six months earlier, no such republic could have been negotiated in London as the Belfast government refused to play any part in the talks.[2]Partition had been in existence since December 1920 through the Government of Ireland Act and was firmly established on Wednesday 22 June 1921 when the first session of the northern parliament in Belfast was officially opened by the British monarch George V. Partition had been cast in stone at that point, signalling a victory for the unionists of the Six Counties of Derry, Antrim, Armagh, Down, Fermanagh and Tyrone.[3]


      At one stage, when the Treaty talks looked like they might collapse, word was received by the Derry IRA to arrange the escape of all IRA prisoners from Derry Jail; the IRA sent word to the prison and began preparing. In the days leading up to the breakout an officer of the 1st Northern Division IRA, Daniel Kelly, met with some of the local Volunteers in Paddy McGee’s public house at Bishop Street, Derry. McGee showed them a bottle of chloroform and explained that this was to be used on the two policemen who were on guard duty at the prison gates. The anaesthetic was to be smuggled in by one of two friendly warders – Patrick Leonard and George Lloyd – who were frequent visitors to the public house. Another warder called Michael Finnegan also agreed to help.


      There was also the question of smuggling guns into the prison, but Daniel Kelly advised against this and the use of the chloroform. The Volunteers decided against the use of weapons, as this could have put the lives of all prisoners at risk, but did decide to smuggle the chloroform into the prison. The prisoners in Derry Jail had received instructions that Tuesday 6 December was the night for the escape attempt. There were several Donegal prisoners among the escape party and two were officers of the south Donegal IRA No. 4 Brigade: Thomas McShea and Patrick Johnston. (They had been sentenced to two years’ hard labour in May 1921 having been previously charged with possession of a document relating to the affairs of the Irish Volunteers. The paper was a charge against a Volunteer for disobeying orders and was discovered on McShea: it had been signed by Johnston.) The men had made wax impressions of their cell keys and sent them out to have replicas made. However, the new keys did not fit the locks and Patrick Johnston had to make some minor adjustments for them to work. At about 11.30 p.m. Johnston was able to open his cell door and release twelve other prisoners: Patrick Tully (Clones, County Monaghan), Francis Gallagher (Ardara, County Donegal), Patrick Maguire (Newtownstewart, County Tyrone), Peter O’Donnell (Ballybay, County Monaghan), Patrick O’Reilly (Ardara, County Donegal), Francis Sheridan (Wattlesbridge, County Fermanagh), James J. Fitzpatrick (Newtownbutler, County Fermanagh), Bernard Sweeney (Burtonport, County Donegal), James McNulty (Creeslough, County Donegal), Patrick McAteer (Ballybofey, County Donegal), Hugh J. Timmins (Newtownbutler, County Fermanagh) and Henry O’Loan (County Antrim).


      Warder Finnegan then unlocked the door and entered the cell block. McShea and Johnston immediately overpowered him, which initially shocked him, but he accepted that it was part of the plan. The men then questioned him about the guard situation and he told them there were two armed RIC constables on duty. Five men, including Thomas McShea and Bernard Sweeney, then set off to overpower the two RIC men (named Gorman and Lyttle), who were in a room and had their revolvers and a bottle of whiskey on the table. McShea and Sweeney went for the smaller of the pair while the others jumped the bigger man. Despite their opponent’s appearance, McShea and Sweeney struggled to overcome him until McShea used the whiskey bottle to hit him over the head, knocking him out. The overpowered policemen were gagged and had their arms and legs tied before being dragged into the prison corridor. The prisoners then administered chloroform to them both. The majority of the escapees proceeded to the outside wall where a rope ladder was thrown over by Volunteers on the outside. However, at the same time a member of the Special Constabulary was walking down Bishop Street and when he approached opposite the end of Bennett Street he observed the two cars waiting for the fugitives. He became suspicious, immediately raising the alarm, and a detachment of soldiers was soon rushing towards the jail. The men inside heard the commotion and then came the general alarm. Johnston and McShea immediately tied up Leonard, who had brought in the chloroform for them, and put him and Finnegan into a cell. They then went into their own cells and locked the doors. The remaining escapees were still in the prison yard where they were rounded up and returned to their cells.


      Due to the commotion it was some time before the two RIC men were found – both were dead. Johnston and McShea initially escaped suspicion as they were discovered to be still in their cells. However, Finnegan and Leonard were charged with the murder of the constables and, to clear his name, Finnegan quickly made a statement giving details of the whole affair. The other warder, George Lloyd, was not on duty that night and escaped suspicion. Both Johnston and McShea were subsequently charged with murdering the RIC men. Finnegan was to be the key witness in the case against them and was moved to protective custody at a military camp in Belfast.[4]


      The release of internees and those regarded as convicted prisoners had been one of the principal issues at the negotiations in London. The Irish delegates had stressed the importance of the release of both internees and prisoners as paramount for the acceptance by Dáil Éireann of the Articles of Agreement between Ireland and Britain. In response, the British cabinet had met on Wednesday morning, 7 December, to discuss the topic. The British military Commander-in-Chief in Ireland, General Neville Macready informed the cabinet, ‘that there would be no objection from the military point of view to the immediate release of the 4,000 internees’. The actual number of internees at that time was 3,627 with 4,368 internment orders having been issued up to the Truce of July 1921. The British government was fully aware that to comply with the request to release all internees immediately would strengthen the Irish delegation’s position when advocating the acceptance of the terms of the Articles of Agreement to the members of Dáil Éireann. This was raised at the British cabinet meeting where it was stated ‘that it would be more difficult for the Irish Parliament to reject the Articles of Agreement if the internees had been released as an act of clemency immediately after the signature of the agreement’. The issue of convicted prisoners was also discussed and arrangements were made to review each prisoner’s sentence by a judicial tribunal, with special consideration to be given to those under sentence of death.[5]


      Many in Donegal first read the full details of the Treaty on Wednesday 7 December when the daily newspapers arrived. The OC 1st Northern Division and TD for West Donegal, Joe Sweeney, read the details when the newspapers arrived at Burtonport on the morning train. His initial reaction was, ‘To hell with this, this is not what we were fighting for’, but he decided that he would travel to Dublin to gauge the full extent of the agreement and the reaction of others there before making a decision.[6]


      The British honoured their commitment regarding the amnesty for all internees and all had been released from the various internment camps on Saturday 10 December. The arrival of those freed from Letterkenny and surrounding areas was signalled by loud cheering when their train arrived at the station. A number of prominent figures addressed the gathering including the IRA’s No. 2 Brigade OC Peadar O’Donnell. He extended a hearty welcome not only to the internees returning locally, but also to all the prisoners returning to other areas of the county. On the subject of the Treaty he stated that he did not wish to say anything that would strike a wrong note, but it would be well to be frank since the terms would come in for comment, especially as many of those present were Volunteers. ‘The boys will remember those nights when behind an old hedge here and there we swore an oath of allegiance to the Irish Republic.’ O’Donnell was opposed to the Treaty and said that he could not reconcile the oath of allegiance to King George and England, declaring that the civilian population had a right to a say in the matter:


      [Some] will pronounce that we fought behind a cover of civilians. If the civilians are anxious to let down those who, in pursuit of greater things, obtained such terms as are offered today, it’s a pity they could not let us have known that sooner. The Donegal Highlands are lovely spots and if the civilians are sick of being used as more or less of a base by us, most of us are ready again to don uniform and die fighting to uphold and maintain the Republic, to which we have freely given our loyalty. I have a message for the IRA ‘stand fast’. Our HQ is intact and we will stand by our army chiefs as they stood by us and carry on as we are ordered. Let there be no recriminations. Some of the best brains in Ireland have taken more or less opposite sides regarding the terms and we must each respect the other’s sincerity. We as a unit are not influenced by hate.[7]


      The south Donegal internees arrived at Donegal Town Railway Station later that day. They were from the town itself, Killybegs, Kilcar, Carrick, Dunkineely and surrounding areas. Hundreds thronged the platform, Tricolours were waved and cheers filled the air. The Donegal Fife and Drum Band played the ‘Soldier’s Song’ followed by ‘Wrap the Green Flag Round Me’ as the train conveying the men steered into the station. As they stepped from the compartments the handshakes were warm, the welcome sincere and the enthusiasm unbounded. That night members of the Volunteers, Sinn Féin and Cumann na mBan, together with the Fife and Drum Band, formed into procession order a short distance from the railway station and walked through the town.


      Large crowds also met the Volunteers from the Inishowen area when they arrived in Carndonagh. People from Clonmany, Malin, Culdaff and other areas had gathered to greet the former internees. Long before dusk, every house was brilliantly illuminated with various lights, while in the surrounding hills bonfires were lit. The local IRA Volunteers had been preparing to greet their comrades from an early hour. Shortly after seven o’clock the steady tramp, tramp of the Volunteers under command broke the stillness of the evening and a cheer rang out informing the crowd that the former internees were home. One of them, James Lanigan, addressed the crowd, thanking them on behalf of himself and his comrades. He said the demonstration was an appreciation of the Irish cause of which they (the internees) were but a humble exponent and it was also a tribute to those leaders who were giving their all to the martyred dead who died for Ireland.[8]


      Meanwhile Joe Sweeney arrived in Dublin endeavouring to gauge the true extent of the Treaty agreement and made his way to the Wicklow Hotel in the hope of meeting Michael Collins there. He met him as he was leaving the hotel. Sweeney described him as someone who was very depressed and discontented. Eoin O’Duffy was accompanying Collins, so Sweeney approached him to find out how members of the IRB (Irish Republican Brotherhood) featured in it all. O’Duffy replied that the head centre (of the IRB) had given permission to all members to make up their own minds. The IRB head centre happened to be Michael Collins. With that, Sweeney decided to return to Donegal to discuss the terms of the Treaty with the members of Sinn Féin and the Volunteers in west Donegal.[9]
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