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ABSTRACT

Author: Patrick McGarty

Thesis title: Co. Leitrim: Politics and War, 1912-1923.

This thesis explores the ‘Irish Revolution’ through a systematic analysis of events at a regional
level in Co. Leitrim between the years 1912 and 1923. Both political behaviour and military
activity are examined from the introduction of the Home Rule Bill to the end of the Irish Civil
War, a period of extraordinary upheaval and unrest at a national level. The contested
historiography of the period is outlined, and its application to Leitrim is examined.

Aside from the 1919-1923 period of intense conflict across the country, the eleven-year
period between 1912 and 1923 witnessed a massive political transformation with the collapse
of the Irish Party and the rise of Sinn Féin. The study examines the party machines of
constitutional and advanced nationalism at local level, and ascertains whether the political
motivations and operations of both factions were based on narrow parochial and personal
interests, rather than social class or ideology. The motivations and social status of participants,
the interconnections of political factions, and what influenced the decline of these groupings
constitute a major element of the study.

The effect of the First World War on the county is examined in detail. Recruitment
patterns, casualties, motivation for enlisting, voluntary war work, and reactions to the war are
outlined. The effect of the war on the social and economic fabric of society is also explored. A
detailed examination of Leitrim’s experience of political violence in the 1919-1923 period is
undertaken as part of the study. Military strategy, structures, and operations are examined in
both the War of Independence and Civil War period.

In summary, the thesis charts the impact on local politics and society of the linked
national and international conflicts of the period, examining the consequences of the Irish
revolution for a small rural community in the north west of Ireland.



Introduction

As many historians now recognise, there has been a transformation in the historiography of the
Irish revolution since the mid 1970s. One of the driving forces of this change has been the
production of a wide-range of local, often county, studies. In 2012, when providing a foreword
to a new series of local studies of the Irish revolution, David Fitzpatrick asserted that by
‘looking closely at the workings of communities, the careers of local activists, and the ways in
which national issues were reduced to provincial practicalities, historians have discovered how
little changed in the lives and attitudes of many who experienced the revolution’.* While this is
true, works such as Peter Hart’s on Cork have revealed the considerable effects on communities
of the violence that was unleashed during the period.2 Hart’s Cork was an ‘active’ county, but
this study explores the ‘Irish revolution’ through a systematic examination of events at a
regional level in Leitrim, a ‘quiet’ county. It explores political behaviour and military activity,
and aspects of civic society there, from the introduction of the Home Rule Bill in 1912 until the
end of the Irish Civil War in 1923, a period of extraordinary upheaval and unrest at a national
level. This thesis charts the impact on local politics and society of the linked national and
international conflicts of the period, asking whether the consequences for a small rural county

in the north west of Ireland were transformative or, in fact, quite limited.

Unlike other counties, Leitrim does not have a full academic study of the period. This
may be a direct consequence of the county’s apparent quietness during this formative period.
With the exception of the 1908 by-election, Leitrim never took a prominent role in national
agitation or anti-government activity. During the War of Independence, Michael Collins
berated local IRA commanders because of their inactivity. In his study of the conflict, Michael
Hopkinson claimed that ‘by late 1920 IRA General Headquarters (GHQ) in Dublin regarded
the neighbouring counties of Roscommon and Leitrim as ‘problem cases’.2 The Leitrim that
emerges from this study may not have been the stage of sustained IRA activity during the War
of Independence, but it was marked by violence both during that conflict and during the Civil
War that followed. As a result, this study does ask what Leitrim has to tell us about patterns of

violence during this period, but, further, it engages more broadly with the changing

! David Fitzpatrick, ‘Foreword’ in Michael Farry, The Irish Revolution, 1912-23: Sligo (Dublin, 2012), p. xiii.
ZPpeter Hart, The I.R.A. and Its Enemies: Violence and Community in Cork 1916-1923 (Oxford, 1998).
3 Michael Hopkinson, The Irish War of Independence (Dublin, 2004), p. 143.



environment of Leitrim in order to ask what the so-called quieter counties have to tell us about
this transformative period of Irish history.

The 1911 census revealed that the county had a total population of 69,343 people, a fall
of nearly six thousand from that recorded in 1901. Like many other regions along the western
seaboard, the county suffered the ravages of emigration, with 82,629 of its sons and daughters
having departed since 1851. By 1911, 91.5 per cent of its inhabitants were Roman Catholic,
7.4 per cent were members of the Church of Ireland, and the remainder were members of the
Methodist and Presbyterian faiths. The predominant role of agriculture was reflected in the
census, with 19,034 (78%) of the 24,486 individuals who specified their occupations indicating
that they worked on the land. Of the remainder, 2,996 were employed in industry, primarily
textiles and mining, 1,137 were described as members of the domestic class, and 1,022 were
described as professionals. Only 297 people were employed in the commercial sector, divided
into 124 employed in commercial occupations and the remainder working in the ‘conveyance

of men, goods and messages’.*

The county was comprised of 392,381 statute acres occupying 1.9 per cent of the land
mass of Ireland. Leitrim was a poor county, primarily composed of marginal land, with 90%
of farm holdings in the county under 50 acres.®> Nearly 84% of people, the second highest in
Ireland, lived on holdings with a rateable valuation of less than £15 per annum.® Only fifty-
seven farm holdings were in excess of 200 acres in 1901, and sections of the northern part of

the county were part of the region administered by the Congested Districts Board area.’

Leitrim had the unique distinction of being the only county in Ireland without a town
with a population in excess of two thousand people. The largest was Carrick-on-Shannon
(Carrick), the county town, with a population of 906. Ninety-four per cent of the population,
the largest proportion in an Irish county, lived outside of towns with five hundred inhabitants
or more.® All of the principal towns were served by either the Cavan-Leitrim or the Great
Northern railway network which facilitated the export of cattle, agricultural produce, and coal
to neighbouring areas and further afield. For administrative purposes the county was divided

4 Census of Ireland 1911, Area, Houses and Population; H.C.1912-13. also the Ages, Civil or Conjugal Condition,
Occupations, Birthplaces, Religion and Education of the People, Province of Connaught, County of Leitrim.
5Terence Dooley, The Land for the People. The Land Question in Independent Ireland (Dublin, 2004), p. 235.

5 David Fitzpatrick, ‘The Geography of Irish Nationalism, 1910-1921’, Past and Present, 78 (1978), statistical
appendix, pp 138-9.

" David Seth Jones, Graziers Land Reform and Political Conflict in Ireland (Washington, 1995), p. 221.

8 Fitzpatrick, ‘The Geography of Irish Nationalism’, pp 138-9.
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into five rural districts, Carrick, Mohill and Ballinamore in the south, and Manorhamilton and
Kinlough in the north. The geographic position of Lough Allen divided the county into two
distinct units, north and south, and both areas had their own separate parliamentary
constituency until 1918. Consequently, local populations in north Leitrim often identified more

with neighbouring Sligo than with regions in the south of the county.

Though it was a small county, remote from metropolitan centres, Leitrim was the
subject of an invaluable, sometimes a forbidding quantity of press reporting, official reports
and other accounts which were generated during or about this period. This has facilitated the
drawing of a detailed picture on the basis of a wide and deep excavation of a revealing body of
primary sources. Perhaps the most important of these were local newspapers which provided a
wealth of information for the study. The two newspapers published in the county, the Leitrim
Advertiser and the Leitrim Observer, provided the obvious starting point for the study. The
Advertiser and Observer were particularly invaluable in that they provided differing editorial
stances on developments in the county, more especially in the post 1916 period when the
Observer was perceived as sympathetic to Sinn Féin.Instead of proving to be a limitation,
differing biases provide a valuable asset for comparative analysis of emerging events. Local
Leitrim newspapers were supplemented by an examination of the newspapers from
neighbouring counties as these carried news stories of events within Leitrim. The Sligo
Champion, Sligo Independent, and Fermanagh Herald provided extensive news coverage of
events in the north of the county. Events in the south of the county received coverage in the
Longford Leader, the Anglo-Celt, and the Roscommon Herald. Although the political affiliation
of the majority of the newspapers in the west and north midlands was pro-Irish Party, the
Herald, owned by dissident nationalist Jasper Tully, provided widespread coverage of events

in Leitrim, and an alternative perspective on both national and local politics.

The resources at the Military Archives at Cathal Brugha Barracks, Dublin, were used
extensively in the course of the study. The Bureau of Military History (BMH) Collection,
containing eight witness statements of Leitrim IRA men and two from Cumann na mBan
activists provided a wealth of information related to the political and military activities of
Leitrim republicans. In addition, the Collins Papers and Civil War operation and intelligence
files provided an account of IRA GHQ’s perspectives on local regions. Certain limitations were
present in the course of the research, the most obvious being the inability to access the majority
of pension records of Leitrim IRA veterans at the Military Archives. Nevertheless, 81 pension

records were examined which both supplemented much of the material in the BMH witness
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statements, and revealed new information. Of particular interest was the pension applications
of female activists. Marie Coleman has argued that the role of women in the Irish revolution
was marginalized by historians, but the release of the Bureau of Military History archive has
revealed the vital role that women played in the military campaign.® In the absence of direct
interviews with participants, these resources provided valuable information for elements of the
study. The Civil War files, which have not to date been used extensively by historians, provided
unique insights into the protagonists on both sides, and have provided valuable new

information, helping to put in the context, the fatalities that occurred during that conflict.

The extensive range of relevant material in the U.K. National Archives in Kew, London,
was significant, more especially Colonial Office intelligence notes, Dublin Castle and War
Office records, and the extensive range of records of the Irish Distress Committee and Irish
Grants Committee. Together with the RIC county inspector monthly reports detailing the
activities of organisations such as Sinn Féin, the United Irish League, the Irish VVolunteers and
other groups, they provided a unique and broad range of information on civil society in the
county in the period. As a border county, the archives of the Public Record Office of Northern
Ireland were also accessed to gauge unionist perspectives of events in the period. Alternative
insights into the conflict in Leitrim were provided by accessing the regimental history of the
Bedfordshire and Staffordshire Regiment, which was involved in the two most significant
operations in the county in the 1919-21 period.

The extensive collection of county and rural district council minutes in the Leitrim
County Library provided a range of invaluable information on the political and social nuances
of local communities. The records of both the Roman Catholic and Church of Ireland dioceses
in the region were accessed as part of the study in order to provide more detailed insights into
the activities of certain clerics. Among the more significant private papers from a local
perspective were those of Sean MacEoin, Ernie O’Malley, and Richard Mulcahy located at the
University College Dublin archives. Both MacEoin and O’Malley operated extensively in the
Longford/Leitrim/Roscommon region. The O’Malley notebooks, containing interviews with
veterans of the War of Independence and Civil War concerning their wartime activities in
Leitrim, were most informative. Minutes, dispatches, operational memoranda, intelligence

reports, and contemporary observations provided valuable insights to activity in the region.

9 Marie Coleman, ‘Violence against Women during the Irish War of Independence, 1919-21’ in Diarmaid
Ferriter and Susannah Riordan (eds), Years of Turbulence, The Irish Revolution and Its Aftermath (Dublin, 2015),
pp 137-155.
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While Mulcahy did not have any operational experience in the Leitrim region, his private
papers contain an extensive range of relevant material, most especially brigade and intelligence
reports. The private papers of Charles Eddie McGoohan located in the Leitrim County Library
provided personal insights from one of the more controversial figures of the conflict. His
involvement in the killings of members of the crown forces in 1921 is part of the collection,

although more controversial aspects of his military career during the Civil War are omitted.

Local studies are now firmly established as a method of exploring the Irish revolution.
This process emerged in David Fitzpatrick’s seminal work, Politics and Irish Life, 1913-1921:
Provincial Experiences of War and Revolution, which focussed on Co. Clare.® The work
undertaken by Peter Hart on Cork was another important reference point for the thesis.!! While
both of Michael Hopkinson’s works, Green against Green: The Irish Civil War and The Irish
War of Independence, were excellent national studies, they drew attention to the local and
regional nature of the conflict, emphasising the chaos and confusion, and lack of coherent
central direction from the main players in Dublin.'? Hopkinson believed that while his work on
the War of Independence detailed local conflict, he modestly suggested that his work on local
areas was incomplete, and that there was a need for more detailed local studies. Local and
regional variations were vital to the outcomes of the Irish revolution as they uncovered the

multi-faceted range of national trends and unique local variations at play during the period.

A number of significant local studies of neighbouring counties during the Irish
revolution have emerged. Marie Coleman’s (2002) study of Longford, Michael Farry’s (1992)
study of Sligo, and Kathleen HegartyThorne’s (2005) work on Roscommon have all acted as
comparators for this thesis.®® All of these counties border Leitrim, and Leitrim IRA men
travelled to these counties to engage in military activity against crown forces. The by-elections
of 1917 in both North Roscommon and South Longford were also highly significant in the
changing political landscape of Leitrim in the period. Joost Augusteijn’s examination of

counties Tipperary, Mayo, Derry, Wexford and Dublin also provides a comparative model for

10 David Fitzpatrick, Politics and Irish Life, 1913-1921: Provincial Experiences of War and Revolution (Dublin,
1977).

11 peter Hart, The IRA at War 1916-1923 (Oxford, 2003).

12 Michael Hopkinson, Green against Green: The Irish Civil War (Dublin, 1988); Hopkinson, The Irish War of
Independence.

13 Marie Coleman, Longford and the Irish Revolution (Dublin, 2002); Michael Farry, Sligo 1914-1921, A Chronicle
of Conflict (Trim, 1992); Kathleen Hegarty Thorne, They put the flag a’flyin: The Roscommon Volunteers, 1916-

1923 (Oregon, 2005).

12



a study of Leitrim, particularly given that three of these counties — Mayo, Derry and Wexford

— were comparatively peaceful during the period.* Michael Wheatley’s study of the Irish Party
in five counties of the midlands and north-west between 1910 and 1916 included Leitrim, and
this work was also a valuable reference point.®® In engaging with historical debate in relation
to the 1912-1923 period, a comparative analysis of other local studies has been sought to

compare events between these regions and Leitrim.®

The importance of such studies cannot be overestimated in offering new perspectives
on Irish historiography. The particular traditions and experiences of particular regions clearly
demonstrate that ‘where people lived, exerted a demonstrable influence on their world views
and political behaviour’.!” These behaviour patterns are manifested in a wide variety of
inconsistencies in the activities of local populations throughout the Irish revolution. In contrast
to his earlier affirmation of local studies, Fitzpatrick criticised the proliferation of recent works
as offering no more than an ‘infinite variety of revolutionary activity’.® While his proposal to
generate more statistical data capable of being mapped by region is laudable, such an approach
can ignore certain peculiarities of particular counties. As Fitzpatrick has previously outlined,
local studies have significantly undermined popular national narratives. Too often, national
studies have ignored the complexity of local political, social and economic contexts in which
political behaviour is generated.'® Recent local studies have contributed significantly to Irish
historiography in a number of different ways, including the identification of the importance of
local leadership, and the seamless transfer of political loyalty in the period based on particular

local circumstances.

While the works of Coleman, Farry and Fitzpatrick have provided invaluable templates,
the structure of this study differentiates it from others. As a broad based study of the Irish
revolution in a local context, this thesis interrogates five major areas in the 1912-1923 period,

enquiring how the ‘high politics’ of the national and international stage was played out in a

14 Joost Augusteijn, From Public Defiance to Guerrilla Warfare: The Experience of Ordinary Volunteers in the
Irish War of Independence, 1916-1921 (Dublin, 1996).

15 Michael Wheatley, Nationalism and the Irish Party: Provincial Ireland, 1910-1916 (Oxford, 2005).

16 John O’Callaghan, Revolutionary Limerick, The Republican Campaign for Independence in Limerick, 1913-
1921 (Dublin, 2012); Liam O Duibhir, The Donegal Awakening, Donegal and the War of Independence (Dublin,
2009); John White, Revolution in Counties Carlow, Kildare and Wicklow? A Regional Study (MA Thesis, Mater
Dei Institue/Dublin City University, 2010).

17 John Crowley, Donal O’Drisceoil, and Mike Murphy (eds), Atlas of the Irish Revolution (Cork, 2017), p. xvii.
18 David Fitzpatrick, ‘The Geography of the War of Independence’ in Crowley, O’Drisceoil, Murphy, Atlas of the
Irish Revolution, p. 534.

¥ Michael Farry, The Irish Revolution, 1912-23: Sligo (Dublin, 2010), pp Xiii-xv.
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small peripheral rural community in north-west Ireland. The approach adopted is both thematic
and chronological, addressing the major issues that occurred in Leitrim including the 1912-16
period, the First World War, the rise of advanced nationalism, the War of Independence and
the Civil War.

Chapter One outlines the political structures, cultures and key organisations that were
present in the county in the early twentieth century. Although the significance of the 1908
North Leitrim by-election has been debated, the event itself brought the county to national
prominence and marked one of the first attempts at changing the national political landscape,
and ending the dominance of the Irish Party. While the demise of constitutional nationalism,
and the subsequent transfer of support to Sinn Féin, has attracted many divergent views from a
wide variety of sources including F.S.L. Lyons, Paul Bew and Michael Laffan, this chapter
focuses on events in Leitrim, and the issues that preoccupied its people far away from the ‘high
politics” of Dublin and London in the 1912-1916 period.?°

The chapter assesses the political health of the Irish Party in Leitrim, asking whether it
was, as outlined by Garvin, Lyons and Rumpf, a weakened party prior to the First World War,
or reflected the opposite view enunciated by Bew, Maume, Fitzpatrick and O’Day, who argued
that the Party was in a strong and representative position up to at least 1913.2* The chapter
examines if Leitrim fitted into Michael Wheatley’s observation that much of the political
conflict in middle Ireland had less to do with ideology or class politics, and more to do with

personal disputes in local areas.??

Both Fergus Campbell and Wheatley highlight the influence of the land question on
local politics in rural Ireland.?® By 1910, following an extensive period of land reform carried
out by the British government under the influence of popular protest, most of the land holdings
in Leitrim and across Ireland were in the ownership of former tenants. Wheatley’s study of

middle Ireland argued that land reform resulted in a significant decrease in land agitation and

20F S.L. Lyons, The Irish Parliamentary Party, 1890-1910 (London, 1951); Paul Bew, Ideology and the Ulster
Question: Ulster Unionism and Irish Nationalism 1912 -1916 (Oxford, 1994); Michael Laffan, The Resurrection
of Ireland: The Sinn Féin Party 1916-1923 (Cambridge, 1999).

21 Tom Garvin, The Evolution of Irish Nationalist Politics (Dublin, 1981); Lyons, The Irish Parliamentary Party;
Erhard Rumpf and A. C. Hepburn, Nationalism and Socialism in Twentieth-Century Ireland (Liverpool, 1977);
Bew, Ideology; Fitzpatrick, Politics and Irish Life; Alan O'Day, Irish Home Rule, 1867—1921 (Manchester, 1998);
Patrick Maume, The Long Gestation, Irish Nationalist Life 1891-1918 (Dublin, 1999).

2\Wheatley, Irish Party, p. 37.

B Fergus Campbell, Land and Revolution: Nationalist Politics in the West of Ireland 1891-1921 (Oxford, 2005);
Wheatley, Irish Party, pp 24-26.
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political activism by farmers. Consequently, the activities of one of the local political machines
of the Irish Party, the United Irish League, whose raison d’étre was land reform, dissipated

considerably. The strength of the UIL and the influence of agrarian issues is assessed.

Another significant political development in the county, the formation and subsequent
demise of the Irish Volunteers is examined, asking if the county followed similar patterns of
activity to those outlined by both Colin Reid and M.J. Kelly.?* The chapter examines the post-
Rising environment in the county, and the reactions of the local population to the rebels, one
of whom, Sean MacDiarmada, was a Leitrim native. Changing public opinion towards the
Rising was manifested in many ways, including the establishment of an Irish National Aid
Association and Volunteer Dependants’ Fund (INA&VDF) network across the county, which
Caoimhe Nic Dhaibhéid believed played a crucial role in the transfer of political loyalty to

advanced nationalism. 2

Chapter Two examines how Leitrim reacted to the First World War, and the experience
of the county during the 1914-18 period. While Fitzpatrick’s Ireland and the First World War
outlined the importance of the conflict in Ireland’s historical narrative, the recent
comprehensive works of both John Horne and Keith Jeffery have further informed debate on
Ireland’s role in the conflict.?® Both Coleman and Fitzpatrick have also highlighted the crucial

role that the war played in the political transformation that enveloped Ireland in the period.?’

Among the issues highlighted in the chapter are the initial reactions to war, recruitment
patterns, the growth of voluntary associations, and the effects of the war on women and wider
civil society. Caitriona Pennell successfully challenged the myth of war enthusiasm in the early
months of the conflict. She argued that a mixture of fear, hope and aspiration were present in
both Britain and Ireland, and these emotions are examined in the context of the people of
Leitrim.? The recruitment issue forms a central element of the study, and while Fitzpatrick,

Staunton, Dungan and Codd outlined a range of factors influencing enlistment, both Horne and

24 Colin Reid, ‘The Irish Party and the Volunteers: Politics and the Home Rule Army, 1913-1916’ in Cacimhe Nic
Dhaibhéid and Colin Reid (eds), From Parnell to Paisley: Constitutional and Revolutionary Politics in Modern
Ireland (Dublin, 2010); M.J. Kelly, The Fenian Ideal and Irish Nationalism, 1882-1916 (Woodbridge, 2006).

25 Caoimhe Nic Dhaibhéid, ‘The Irish National Aid Association and the Radicalization of Public Opinion in Ireland
1916-1916’ in The Historical Journal, 55:3 (2012), pp 705-729.

26 Keith Jeffery, Ireland and the Great War (Cambridge, 2000); John Horne, Our War: Ireland and the Great War
(Dublin, 2008).

27 Coleman, Longford, p.4; Jeffery, Ireland and the Great War, p.47; David Fitzpatrick (ed.), Ireland and the First
World War (Dublin, 1986), p. vii.

28 Caitriona Pennell, A Kingdom United: Popular Responses to the Outbreak of the First World War in Ireland
and Britain (Oxford, 2012), pp 39, 55, 171.
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Kelly argued that the economic boom in agricultural areas created by the war effort often

prevented men from joining the colours.?

Alongside military mobilisation, the conflict also witnessed the growth of voluntary
associations in Leitrim, whereby non-combatant civilians contributed in a wide range of
initiatives to support the war effort. While Clare O’Neill described voluntary war work as a
nationwide humanitarian response, Caitriona Clear and Eileen Reilly identified the activity as
being the preserve of middle-class women.®® The role of Leitrim women is examined in the
context of the voluntary civilian war effort, and of their role in wider society. Both Susan Grazel
and Fionnuala Walsh identified the role of women in wartime society, with Walsh arguing that
a woman’s wartime experience was dependent on a number of factors including geographic
location.®! The effect of the war on civil society in Leitrim is examined in conjunction with

Fitzpatrick’s argument that the impact of the war on many areas of Ireland was quite limited.*?

Chapter Three outlines the political transformation in 1917-18 that witnessed the
demise of constitutional nationalism and the growth of Sinn Féin. Among the issues highlighted
are the growth of advanced nationalism in the county in the wake of the neighbouring South
Longford and North Roscommon by-elections. Michael Laffan charted the growth of advanced
nationalism in the period, arguing that the group dynamics at work within the broad republican
family were complex and multi-faceted.®® Part of Sinn Féin’s growth strategy in Leitrim was
the use of agrarian agitation. Campbell identified Sinn Féin agitation in Galway as finding roots

in a long history of agrarian unrest within that county. In contrast, Fitzpatrick identified a

Horne, Our War, p.9; Kelly, Fenian Ideal, p.242; James McConnel, ‘Recruiting Sergeants for John Bull? Irish
Nationalist MPs and Enlistment during the Early Months of the Great War’, in War in History, 14:4 (2007);
Myles Dungan, Distant Drums: Irish Soldiers in Foreign Armies (Belfast, 1993), p.54; David Fitzpatrick, ‘The Logic
of Collective Sacrifice: Ireland and the British Army, 1914-1918’ in The Historical Journal, 38:49 (1995), pp
1017-1030; Pauline Codd, ‘Recruiting and Responses to the War in Wexford’ in David Fitzpatrick (ed.), Ireland
and the First World War (Dublin, 1986), pp 15-26; Martin Staunton, ‘Kilrush, Co. Clare and the Royal Munster
Fusiliers’ in Irish Sword, 15:65 (1986), pp 268-272.

30Ejleen Reilly, ‘Women and Voluntary War Work’ in Adrian Gregory and Senia Pa3eta (eds), Ireland and the
Great War, ‘A War to Unite Us All ‘? (Manchester, 2002), pp 49-72; Caitriona Clear, ‘Fewer ladies, more
women’ in Horne, Our War; Clare O’Neill, ‘Unity in Adversity: Associational Culture in Ireland during the First
World War’ in Jennifer Kelly and R.V. Comerford (eds), Associational Culture in Ireland and Abroad (Dublin,
2010), pp 165-178.

31susan R. Grayzel, Women’s Identities at War: Gender, Motherhood, and Politics in Britain and France during

the First World War (London, 1999); Fionnuala Walsh, ‘The Impact of the Great War on Women in Ireland’
(PhD Thesis, Trinity College Dublin, 2015).

32 David Fitzpatrick, ‘Home front and everyday life’ in Horne (ed.), Our War, p.136.
33 Laffan, The Resurrection of Ireland, p.187.
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relatively seamless transfer of political loyalty between the United Irish League and Sinn Féin

in Clare.®* Both arguments are considered in the context of Leitrim.

By December 1917, Leitrim had the second largest number of Sinn Féin clubs in the
country per head of population.®® This chapter examines the growth of advanced nationalism
in the county, the strategies employed, and the reaction of the authorities to such growth. The
chapter examines if Leitrim followed a similar pattern to that of its neighbours, or if other
factors, including the anti-conscription campaign contributed to the rise of Sinn Féin. The
chapter also traces the role of constitutional nationalism in the period, and tests the argument
of McConnel (2004) as to the significance of the extension of the franchise as a factor in the
defeat of the Irish Parliamentary Party at the 1918 general election.® The political processes
and structures of the main protagonists, the interconnections of political groupings, and the
factors that influenced the growth and decline of these groupings form a major element of this

chapter.

Chapter Four examines the establishment of an alternative system of government within
the county, and the reaction of the authorities and the local population to its development. The
formation of Dail courts, republican police and republican controlled local councils under the
aegis of Dail Eireann, not only challenged the authority of the crown, but also brought about
its own operational issues for the new administrators. While Leitrim was not a prominent
theatre of operation in the War of Independence, the importance of a campaign of civil

disobedience was significant.

Both Mary Daly’s The Buffer State: The historical roots of the Department of the
Environment (1997) and Mary Kotsonouris’ Retreat from Revolution: The Dail Courts 1920-
24 (1994) provided a comprehensive account of the administrative revolution in a national
context.®” Arthur Mitchell also detailed the activities of the counter-state and, together with
Daly, outlined the many issues faced by its rulers. Chapter Four outlines the unique challenges

encountered by the counter-state in Leitrim, not only from the crown, but from the local
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population. The chapter examines how the Treaty was received in the county, and how

republican administrators adapted to their role as formal rulers of the new state.®

Chapter Five examines the War of Independence in the county, including the
establishment of Irish Volunteer structures, the role of boycott, intimidation and civil
disobedience, and patterns of state and republican violence. Although the years between 1919
and 1921 are viewed as the period that witnessed the most widespread conflict across Ireland,
it is recognised that this violence was concentrated in only a small number of regions,

predominantly in Munster and Dublin city.

Alongside Hopkinson’s study of the War of Independence, Charles Townshend’s two
seminal works, The British Campaign in Ireland 1919-1921: The Development of Political and
Military Policies (1975) and The Republic: The Fight for Irish Independence (2013), provide
clear and dispassionate accounts of the conflict.>® Yet, an over-emphasis by historians on
recognising military conflict as an indicator of resistance has resulted in a consistent under-
estimation of alternative resistance strategies. Both James Scott and Stathis Kalyvas outline a
range of non-violent modes of resistance, and these are examined in the context of actions
carried out in Leitrim in the 1919-21 period.*° In their separate studies of the war against the
RIC, Brian Hughes and William Lowe provided comprehensive accounts of the alternative
issues to direct military engagement that the police encountered.*! While Peter Hart’s The IRA
at War 1916-1923 has challenged much of the popular narrative on the activities of the IRA,
his controversial assertions of widespread sectarianism has attracted debate. Hart includes a
number of counties, including Leitrim, in his argument that much of the conflict was of a tit-
for-tat nature with sectarian overtones.*? This chapter will address these issues in the context of

Leitrim.
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Chapter Six examines the course of the Civil War in the county, although the conflict
that escalated in June 1922 traversed county bounds across the region. The emergence of Eoin
Neeson’s The Civil War In Ireland and Calton Younger’s Ireland’s Civil War attracted less
debate than earlier, more obviously partisan accounts, as both writers recognised that the war
was inevitable for a variety of reasons, including the many differing expectations of the various
factions within advanced nationalism.*® However, Hopkinson’s Green against Green (1988)
provided the first comprehensive academic account of the war, covering both the political and
military aspects of the conflict, and arguing that old loyalties and local animosities influenced

many people in their choices over the Treaty. *

Among the local studies of the conflict to emerge in recent years have been Peter Hart
and John Borgonovo’s separate, yet widely divergent studies of Cork, and Michael Farry’s
study of Sligo.* Hart’s more politicised analysis, including accusations of sectarianism, has
proved controversial, and is addressed as part of the chapter. While the region followed the
national pattern outlined by Hopkinson, of National Army successes in the late summer of
1922, and the adoption of guerrilla tactics by republicans, Gavin Foster has identified
increasing levels of state violence.* Brutality and lawlessness was a feature of the conflict,
perpetrated mainly by republicans based at Arigna, whose actions, Conor Brady argued, made

it difficult to distinguish between political violence and criminality.*’

This thesis provides a comprehensive and detailed analysis of the experiences of Co.
Leitrim and its people during a dramatic phase in Irish history. A broad based study, it
challenges some dominant paradigms, and identifies and examines the socio-economic and
cultural influences that shaped war and politics in one of the poorest and isolated counties in
Ireland. Like other local studies, through detailed research, it also highlights the unique regional
variations that have contributed to national and global frameworks of historical analysis. The
late Leitrim writer John McGahern wrote that ‘the dominant units in Irish society are the family
and the locality. The idea was that the whole world would grow out from this small space’.*®

This study illuminates the revolution in Leitrim and places it in  conversation
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with a wider revolutionary world allowing a deeper understanding of local nuances and offering

a different perspective on the Irish revolution.

20



Chapter 1: Politics and Society 1912-1916

1.1 Introduction

Travelling through Leitrim during the Land War in the spring of 1882, Canadian journalist
Margaret Dixon McDougall reflected that, ‘I listened to one tale after another of harassment,
misery and thoughtless oppression in Kiltyclogher till my heart was sick’.* Such incidents were
not unique in Leitrim, a county that witnessed widespread evictions, and amongst the highest
levels of agrarian violence nationally during this period.? With the establishment of both the
Home Rule Association and the Land League in the 1870s, the twin issues of land reform and
the national question soon merged, and brought Ireland to the centre of British politics. While
successive governments over the next twenty-five years responded to the land question with a
series of Land Acts, the national question remained unresolved. Renewed optimism among
Irish nationalists emerged following the 1910 general election, when the Irish Party held the
balance of power in the House of Commons. The Party subsequently supported Herbert
Asquith’s Liberal government, based on the assurance that Home Rule would be implemented,
and an Irish Parliament would sit in Dublin for the first time since 1800. The fortunes of
constitutional nationalism had undergone a dramatic transformation from the bitter divisions
of the Parnellite split of the early 1890s, to the position of political power broker at
Westminster. However, Ulster unionist resistance to Home Rule, a world war, and an Irish
republican uprising would intervene to change the fortunes of the Party, and the course of Irish
history.

The focus of this chapter is to examine the political landscape of Co. Leitrim from
January 1912 to December 1916. In so doing, it provides an overview of the county’s main
political and social groupings during the preceding years, a necessary task in this context
because of the landmark 1908 North Leitrim by-election, one of the first challenges to the
political hegemony of the Irish Party. While historians debate the roots of the evolution of
advanced nationalist politics in the wake of the Easter Rising, dramatic change only became
apparent in Leitrim with the release of republican prisoners at Christmas 1916. In the years
prior to that transformation, a very different political environment was in place, both locally
and nationally. What political structures and cultures existed in Leitrim? What issues

preoccupied the people of this remote county in north-west Ireland, and what change, if any,
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21



2 David Fitzpatrick, ‘The Geography of Irish Nationalism’, pp 113-144.

22



occurred in the political and social landscape of the county during the period? In order to answer
these questions, this chapter is divided into three sections dealing with separate and distinct
periods, the pre-1912 political and social environment, politics from 1912 to the Easter Rising,
and finally Leitrim in the months from April to December 1916, a period of emerging political

change.
1.2 Leitrim 1900-1912

This section will provide a brief overview of civic society in Co. Leitrim on the eve of the
revolutionary period by charting the range of key political and cultural organisations in the
county, and describing their influence on local politics. These organisations include the United
Irish League, the Ancient Order of Hibernians, the Irish National Foresters, the Town Tenant’s
League, the Gaelic Athletic Association and the Gaelic League. The structures of both local

government and the Catholic church in the county will also be examined.

Philip Bull argued that land was the driving force of revolution in late nineteenth
century Ireland through the linking of the campaign for land ownership to the national
question.® Although the British government initially responded with a series of reforms, much
of the early legislation created large ranch-type grazier holdings to the detriment of many
smallholders and landless families. Responding to this sense of grievance, Nationalist MP
William O’Brien founded the United Irish League (UIL) in 1898, and the organisation grew
rapidly. In Leitrim, the UIL already had seven branches and 472 members in January 1899;
within five months, seventeen branches with a membership of 2,530 were recorded in the
county. By December 1900, police reported the existence of thirty-one branches and 7,602

members in Leitrim.*

In 1900, following the League’s merger with a re-united Irish Party led by Waterford
MP John Redmond, the twin forces of land agitation and nationalism were again re-ignited.
Almost immediately, the UIL established itself as both the local constituency organisation for
the Irish Party, and a driving force of land agitation for smallholders. Renewed calls for land
reform were met by further Land Acts in 1903 and 1909, facilitating the transfer of land to

tenant farmers. It was the League’s attempts to break-up large grazier farms across Ireland that

3 Philip Bull, ‘Land and Politics, 1879-1903 in D.G. Boyce (ed.), The Revolution in Ireland, 1879-1923
(Dublin, 1998), p.45.
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preoccupied much of the organisation’s activities. While the ‘Ranch War’ (1906-1909) was
widespread in the neighbouring counties of Roscommon and Longford, agitation against
graziers in Leitrim was non-existent in a county dominated by small farm holdings and few
grazier farms.®> Nevertheless, the League was active, and when agitation did occur, it was
directed at families who occupied evicted farms, or to assist those who faced eviction. In the
Mohill district in June 1907, police reported the boycotting of an elderly man named McGarry
because his daughter married a man who had occupied an evicted farm. Police reported that
McGarry’s milk was refused at the local creamery, and that ‘it was with difficulty that he
obtained the service of a bull for his cows’.® Michael Wheatley has noted that the only incident
of any significance in the county was a protracted dispute involving two Protestant brothers
named McNeill who occupied an evicted farm at Aughavas on the Cavan/Leitrim border.” UIL
branches in both counties orchestrated a boycott campaign, preventing any shops in nearby
towns supplying goods to the men. Local south Leitrim MP Thomas Smyth was active in the
campaign against the McNeills, and police reported that in his calls to boycott the men, Smyth
used ‘most vicious and criminal language’.® Despite occasional disturbances, police regularly
reported that the county was peaceful with high levels of land purchase by tenant farmers.® The
RIC County Inspector in May 1911 noted that local farmers ‘appear thrifty and contented and
on the whole pay their instalments regularly. This extensive land purchase has had a marked

beneficial effect on the welfare of the tenants.’*°

The Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH) also served as a local support organisation for
the Irish Party, and it too was active in land agitation. Emerging at the end of the nineteenth
century as a counter force to the Orange Order, police reported that this overtly sectarian oath-
bound organisation was strong in Ulster and in counties Sligo, Leitrim and Cavan.'!
Membership of both the UIL and AOH was common, and both organisations often operated
together in land agitation and boycott campaigns.*? In 1908 the RIC County Inspector wrote of

‘the terror which the UIL and AOH inspire in the minds of the people, deterring magistrates
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and juries from enforcing the law in cases where agrarian matters are involved’.*® With its roots
in the Defender and Ribbon organisations, the AOH was perceived as the more militant of the

two groups, and by 1910 police reported that the AOH dominated the UIL in the county.**

One of the main reasons for the increasing influence of the AOH was its Belfast based
leader Joe Devlin’s success in ensuring that the AOH became an approved society under the
National Insurance Act of 1911. This legislation provided state health insurance for low and
middle income wage earners, making membership very attractive for a large element of the
population. Mel Cousins has outlined the development of a network of associations in early
twentieth century Ireland as a result of this Act. Though the Irish Party lacked clearly defined
policies or ideology on a range of social issues as a result of trying to balance the interests of
its various political groupings, this innovative social legislation gave the AOH a substantial
membership boost, with national membership increasing from 10,000 members in 1905 to
170,000 by 1914.% In Leitrim, AOH Divisions increased from 35 in 1910 to 41 in 1912, and

by 1916 there were 4,283 registered members in the county.

While one of its main functions was acting as a local political support group for the
Irish Party, the AOH was active in providing a range of social activities for its members. An
infusion of government funding to the AOH’s Insurance Section to provide premises meant
that these buildings were also used as AOH halls.!” Increased funding resulted in the opening
of halls in Mohill, Lough Allen, Annaduff, Gorvagh, and Drumsna where local political leaders
never lost an opportunity for speechmaking in favour of Home Rule. Social events at these
halls reflected the ethos of the Hibernians, and were always of an exclusively Irish nature.
Before speeches commenced at the official opening of Lough Allen Hall in April 1912, the

assembled audience were entertained by ‘a selection of Irish airs on a gramophone’ 8

Although both the AOH and UIL dominated local politics, other organisations including
the Irish National Foresters (INF) and the Town Tenants’ League (TTL) had spasmodic
existence in the county. Like the AOH, the INF was a Catholic benefit society and
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social organisation under the umbrella of the Irish Party. While overlapping membership
between organisations was common, no strong network of the Foresters emerged in Leitrim.
Only three branches ever existed in the south of the county at Dromod, Ballinamore, and
Carrick. It was not until August 1916 that the Carrick branch was formed, and among its aims
was the provision of social facilities for the town’s young people. The main promoters were
local AOH leader Michael McGrath and parish priest Canon Thomas O’Reilly who believed
that the provision of such facilities would overcome ‘the many other evils and temptations,
which at present confront them, and uplift the social status of and life of Carrick, which in
recent years has greatly deteriorated in quality and rank’.!° By December 1916, INF

membership in the county consisted of three branches with 143 members.?°

The advancement of land purchase legislation triggered the foundation of the Town
Tenants’ League in 1904, which campaigned for the rights of the tenants of town land and
property. In Leitrim, branches were formed at Carrick, Mohill, Drumshanbo, Manorhamilton,
and Drumkeerin, and co-operation between local organisations was common. AOH hallswere
provided on a regular basis for Town Tenants’ meetings, and both organisations were involved
in a number of tenancy issues. The Carrick branch was the most active in the county, and
constantly campaigned on behalf of town tenants, most notably in its attempts to have town
lands included in the sale of the local Whyte estate.?! Advocating for members in rentdisputes
and leading campaigns on a range of issues, including a lack of sanitary facilities in town
houses, was a feature of branch activity. The League was also involved in preventing outsiders

bidding against existing tenants of properties placed for sale by local landlords.?

The Gaelic Athletic Association was founded in the county in 1889, with Thomas
Fallon elected as its first chairman. Like many of his GAA counterparts, Fallon, a veteran of
the Land League campaign, was imprisoned for his participation in land agitation in 1881.
Despite the presence of eleven clubs in the county by 1891, ‘all under Fenian control’ according
to the police, the GAA in the county was disorganized and riven with internal disputes.?®
Controlled at national and provincial level by the IRB, the organisation also attracted the wrath
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of the clergy, with priests at Carraigallen in 1889 actively discouraging people from attending
games.?* Throughout the 1890s, occasional tournaments constituted the only form of GAA
activity, and no county board was in existence for most of the decade. With the re-
establishment of a county board structure in 1904, and the election of Thomas Smyth as
chairman in 1905, attempts to reorganize championship football in the county proved difficult.
Only six teams competed in the 1910 senior championship, but club activity increased in the
following years. By 1911, police reported that eleven clubs were in existence, and were ‘solely

for athletic purposes and have no IRB connection’.?®

Established in 1893 to counter the increasing Anglicisation of Irish society, and to
conserve and revive Irish as a spoken language, the Gaelic League had mixed fortunes in a
number of counties, including Leitrim. After a phase of growth in the early 1900s, Padraig O
Fearail has highlighted a decline in Gaelic League branch numbers in Ireland from 964 in 1906
to 388 by 1913.26 Wheatley argued that ‘it was so disorganised and amorphous that its activities
flourished or decayed at different times in different towns and counties’.?” Success was evident
for a brief period in south Leitrim because of the work of a local organizer, Sean Ruadhain, and
the appointment of a travelling teacher, Kathleen McGowan. While police reported the
existence of eleven branches in South Leitrim in 1911, the departure of McGowan resulted in
a decline to six branches by November 1912.28 Timothy McMahon outlined different phases of
growth and decline for the League in the early decades of the twentieth century, and observed that
the organisation was not strong in counties Leitrim, Longford and Offaly.?® The inactivity of
the League in Leitrim was reflected in little or no coverage in police reports, nor in local

newspapers.

Leitrim was administered by two Catholic dioceses, Kilmore in the north and Ardagh
and Clonmacnoise (Ardagh) in the south. Church of Ireland parishes in Leitrim were governed
by the Diocese of Kilmore, Elphin and Ardagh, while Leitrim’s Methodists were part of the
Sligo District Synod of the Methodist Church of Ireland. Unlike many of their Protestant

Z4Wwilliam Murphy, ‘The GAA during the Irish Revolution’, in Mike Cronin, William Murphy, Paul Rouse (eds),
The Gaelic Athletic Association 1884-2009 (Dublin 2009), pp 61-76.; Sean O Suilleabhain (ed.), Scéal Liatrioma,
Leitrim GAA Story 1886-1984 (Carrick-on-Shannon, 1984), pp 11-12.

25 Cl Report, Leitrim, May 1911 (TNA, CO 904/84).

% padraig O'Fearail, The Story of Conradh na Gaelige (Dublin 1975), p.17.

2" \Wheatley, Irish Party, p. 63.

28 Cl Report, Leitrim, May 1911 (TNA, CO 904/79); Cl Report, Leitrim, Nov.1912 (TNA, CO 904/83).

2 Timothy G. McMahon, Grand Opportunity, The Gaelic Revival and Irish Society, 1893-1910 (Syracuse, 2008),
p.88.

27



counterparts, the Roman Catholic hierarchy and clergy played an active role in politics. While
Bishop Nicholas Conaty of Kilmore initially distanced himself from Isaac Butt’s Home Rule
Association because of the disparate groups involved, by the 1874 general election Conaty and
his clergy endorsed Home Rule candidates.* Following the split in nationalist ranks in the wake
of the Parnell divorce case, the church did not hesitate in attempting to influence political
opinion. Bishop Woodlock of Ardagh proclaimed that accepting Parnell as their leader ‘would
condone his crime as an adulterer’.3! At a public meeting in Manorhamilton in June 1891, parish
priest John Maguire told the assembled crowd that, ‘Ireland would deserve the ridicule of the
world if it tolerated Parnell as leader.”*? Following the establishment of the UIL, and the
subsequent re-unification of the Irish Party, UIL branches were organised in every parish.
While the clergy were supportive of the League, the church viewed the AOH with suspicion.
The Order’s perceived militancy, and its origins in the secret agrarian societies of the nineteenth
century, did not endear it to the church.®® At Drumkeerin in 1905, the establishment of a local
AOH division was so strongly opposed by the local parish priest Father McMorrow that the

division’s president had to resign, ‘owing to abuse he received from the priest’.>*

Though a Home Rule parliament had not been established in Dublin, the Local
Government (Ireland) Act 1898 did replace the ascendancy-dominated Grand Jury system of
local government with locally elected county and rural district councils. In Leitrim, in addition
to a county council, the Act established five rural district councils located in Ballinamore,
Mohill, Carrick, Manorhamilton and Kinlough. Together with the Poor Law Unions/Board of
Guardians, and financed by a budget from the Local Government Board and local ratepayers,
these bodies were responsible for an array of local services including road maintenance, water
supply, housing and sanitation. The management of the county’s three workhouses at Carrick,
Mohill and Manorhamilton, together with seven dispensaries, were the responsibility of the
locally elected boards of guardians.®® Immediately, councils and boards of guardians were
dominated by supporters of the Irish Party, with members of the UIL creating new local
political elites. According to Wheatley, local councils were entirely male, overwhelmingly

Catholic, and middle aged where ‘changes in their composition came about largely through old
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age or death’.*® In Leitrim, although this assessment is accurate in relation to age, religion and
gender, approximately 40% of county council membership changed at the four local elections
between 1899 and 1908. It was only at the 1911 and 1914 elections that membership change
was minimal (approximately 20%). However, the range of occupations of members rarely
changed, and included farmers, shopkeepers, publicans, drapers, a hotel proprietor and a
solicitor. All were men from comfortable social backgrounds, with two long-standing members
of the council, Chairman Thomas Fallon and Michael Murphy from Gorvagh, employing

servants in their homes.?’

With no strong advanced nationalist tradition in the county, politics in Leitrim was
dominated by the Irish Party and its local party political machines.® The county was divided
into two constituencies, North and South Leitrim from 1884, with both P.A. McHugh in the
north and Jasper Tully in the south representing the county in parliament until 1906. For the
1906 general election, McHugh transferred to the neighbouring North Sligo constituency, and
was replaced unopposed by Charles Dolan from Manorhamilton. Thomas Smyth, a Mohill
based auctioneer, was also returned unopposed, replacing Tully in South Leitrim. Both
constituencies had their own distinct identities—the north aligned to Sligo, Fermanagh and
Cavan, and the south to Longford and Roscommon. The county’s physical geography, with
Lough Allen dividing the regions, contributed to this situation, meaning that Leitrim’s northern
population had Sligo as their local large town, while many of their fellow countymen in the

south looked to not only Carrick, but Longford.

After only fifteen months representing the Irish Party at Westminster, Dolan announced
his intention to resign his seat and stand for re-election for the recently established Sinn Féin
party because of the perceived futility of the Irish Party’s position on the Home Rule question.
Not only did the Party face embarrassment with Dolan’s defection, but police also reported in
June 1907, that the North Leitrim Executive of the UIL had ‘passed a resolution in favour of
the Sinn Féin policy by 37 votes to 13°.%°
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The campaign in North Leitrim throughout the winter of 1907-1908 was a protracted,
violent and bitter affair. With Dolan’s fellow Manorhamilton townsman Francis Meehan
emerging as the Irish Party’s candidate, divisions in the ranks of the UIL soon emerged.*® Ata
UIL meeting on 11 February 1908, Killargue’s parish priest, Fr. Charles Flynn, accused Dolan
and ‘his little Hungarian band of faction mongers’ of living in ‘a fool’s paradise’, and of
‘insulting the clergy and the intelligent people of Leitrim’.*! Throughout the campaign, large
numbers of election workers from across Ireland travelled to the county to support both
candidates. Police reported that, ‘the county is being stumped by orators including Bulmer
Hobson and J. McDermott of Belfast’.*> McDermott, a native of Kiltyclogher who was also
known as Sean MacDiarmada, became Dolan’s election agent, and eight years later was
executed as one of the leaders of the Easter Rising. Both Hobson and McDermott were active
IRB organizers, and travelled the constituency in support of Dolan. Hobson’s Quaker
background was soon highlighted, and he was denounced in church, and described in one

newspaper as being ‘a Salvation Army preacher from Belfast, and an Orangeman’.*®

In their fight against Sinn Féin, the Irish Party used their extensive UIL and AOH
support bases in North Leitrim. In addition, Joe Devlin employed his organisational skills to
transport men from Belfast to disrupt Sinn Féin meetings and violence became widespread.**
In spite of these obstacles, Dolan performed relatively well, polling 1,157 votes to Meehan’s
3,103. Despite the loss, Sinn Féin leader Arthur Griffith wrote that, ‘Ireland’s resurrection
would be dated from the day when 1,200 Irishmen in the poorest and most remote county in
Ireland voted for Sinn Féin’.*> Dan Gallogly believed that, ‘when the cheers of victory had died
away after a bitter and sometimes violent campaign, there was a salutary warning for the
parliamentarians in Dolan’s one thousand votes. They were as much a vote of censure on the

Parliamentary Party for its failure to win Home Rule, as they were a vote for Sinn Féin’.*°

Both nationally and locally, Sinn Féin declined rapidly in the years following the North
Leitrim by-election. By 1909, nearly half of the 106 branches in Ireland had failed to pay
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affiliation fees, and only 581 members had paid the annual subscription of oneshilling.*” Only
one of six Sinn Féin candidates, John O’Rourke, was elected in the 1908 Manorhamilton
District Council electoral area, and the Party’s sole candidate in the county council elections
was defeated. The Sligo Champion reported that, ‘the chief feature in connection with the
elections in the Manorhamilton district was the sweeping defeat of the Sinn Féin candidates’.*®
In Leitrim, activity in the county’s twelve branches rapidly dissipated, and by January 1910 the

RIC reported that, ‘no interest is now taken in this organisation’.*°

Despite, or perhaps because of, the absence of advanced nationalist opposition, inter-
factional rivalry was a regular feature among Irish Party supporters. Newly elected MP Francis
Meehan was among its first victims when he was defeated at the 1908 county council elections
by local AOH leader John O’Donel. Commenting on the result, Meehan claimed that, ‘Sinn
Féin and conservatism ruled against him’.%° At Carrick, tensions between UIL leader Patrick
Flynn and his AOH counterpart Michael McGrath were a regular feature of the local political
environment.® During the 1911 county council elections, UIL/AOH rivalry was widespread
throughout the campaign, which witnessed AOH county president Michael Carter defeat
prominent UIL councillor Pat McManus in the Drumshanbo electoral area.>? Despite such
divisions, county council chairman Thomas Fallon demonstrated a unified front at the first
meeting of the incoming council declaring that, ‘faction had no hold in their county and they
were all true to the principles of the United Irish Party’.® While recognising that certain local
and personal rivalries existed between both organisations, Hepburn claimed that, ‘generally
speaking the Order and the League worked well together’.>* As the expectation of Home Rule
grew in 1912, the Leitrim Observer called for co-operation between all groupings, advising that
‘all the branches of the UIL and AOH to unite together and stand shoulder to shoulder behind
the back of the Irish Party’.>®

In her analysis of neighbouring Longford, Marie Coleman believed that the only

significant political movements until 1916 were those associated with Home Rule.®® Although

47 Laffan, Resurrection, pp 29-30.

48 Sligo Champion (hereafterSC), 6 June 1908

4 Cl Report, Leitrim, Jan. 1910 (TNA, CO 904/80).

50SC, 6 June 1908.

51Wheatley, Irish Party, p.50.

5210, 13 May 1911.

5310, 17 June 1911.

54A.C. Hepburn, A Past Apart: Studies in the History of Catholic Belfast 1850-1950 (Belfast, 1996), p.161.
5510, 30 Mar. 1912,

% Coleman, Longford, p.13.

30



Leitrim gained political prominence by providing one of the first challenges to the Irish Party
through Charles Dolan’s candidacy for Sinn Féin, the Irish Party’s local political machines
controlled Leitrim politics. The Party’s support base at constituency level revolved around the
AOH and UIL, both of which were active in any land agitation that took place in the county.
Taking no part in the ‘Ranch War’, the county witnessed little land agitation, with the transfer
of land ownership from landlords to tenant farmers proving to be relatively seamless. Rural
Leitrim lay in a political slumber, best described by Wheatley’s observation that ‘in Leitrim

and rural Sligo, politics appeared comatose in this period’.>’
1.3 Politics 1912-1916

With Herbert Asquith’s plans to introduce a Home Rule Bill to the House of Commons, by
1912 nationalist Ireland saw Home Rule as inevitable. The Leitrim Observer, confident of a
new era dawning, declared that ‘the New Year comes with a brighter prospect for Ireland than
many she has known through many a decade of her sad history. It comes with the prospect of
victory certain, and soon for the cause of Ireland’.>® The Cork Examiner was equally optimistic
predicting that, ‘Home Rule is as certain as Church disestablishment, land reform and franchise
extension’.>® Given Redmond’s position as the power broker at Westminster, and the increasing
political strength of constitutional nationalism both nationally and locally, such confidence was
not surprising. However, within five years, a number of factors, including Ulster unionist
resistance and a world war, would intervene to ensure Redmond’s dreams of Home Rule would
never be fulfilled. This section examines the health of the Irish Party and its apparent
dominance of nationalist politics in Leitrim from 1912 to April 1916. The formation and
subsequent demise of the Irish Volunteers is also examined. How strong was the UIL in the
1912-1916 period in the county? What was the relationship between the Irish Party centrally
and its local party structures? How did the county respond to the formation of the Irish

Volunteers?

With the introduction of the Home Rule Bill by Herbert Asquith’s Liberal Government
in 1912, proposing self-government for Ireland, much of the Protestant population of Ulster
adopted a two pronged campaign of resistance; allying itself with the Tory opposition at

Westminster, and threatening political violence in Ireland. Under the leadership of Edward

57Wheatley, Irish Party, p.252.
5810, 13 Jan. 1912,
59 Bew, Ideology, p.71.

31



Carson, a paramilitary group named the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), was established and
armed in January 1913 to resist Home Rule. In response, Gaelic League activist Eoin MacNeill
founded a counter nationalist organisation, the Irish Volunteers, in November 1913 to
pressurise Britain to fulfil its political promise of Irish self-government. While John Redmond
and his Irish Party initially opposed the Irish VVolunteers, by early summer 1914 they had taken

control of the organisation across Ireland with the assistance of their local party machines. ®

Despite its powerful position in British politics, F.S.L. Lyons believed that the Irish
Party was not strong at a local level in the years prior to the First World War. Lyons described
the pre-war UIL as ‘old, flabby and complacent” which, apart from getting out the vote, had
few functions.®! James McConnel described a similar mood of complacency and political
apathy among Irish nationalists, citing the RIC Inspector General’s report of May 1912 which
suggested that, ‘the Irish Government is not much discussed by the people who seem to care

little where parliament is’.52

The counter-argument outlined by David Fitzpatrick, Paul Bew and Alan O’Day has
portrayed an image of a strong party that was representative of Irish public opinion. Bew
believed that the pre-war Ireland ‘was one of an increasingly conservative and stable
countryside as the progress of land reform became more and more marked’.®® In Leitrim, police
reports consistently noted a peaceful countryside, with no cattle drives reported as taking place
throughout 1912.%4 Bew saw the emergence of this conservative stable society as a sign of
political strength, not weakness for the Irish Party. He has argued that by 1914, following the
Land Acts of 1903 and 1909, approximately seventy per cent of land was owned by former
tenant farmers, which contributed to political stability. Observing the prevailing political

environment, the novelist Canon Sheehan wrote that,

so long as there was a Cromwellian landlord to be fought and conquered, there remained before the eyes of
the people some image of the country. Now the fight is over, and they are sinking down into the abject and
awful condition of the French peasant who doesn’t care for king or country and only asks who is going to

reduce the rates.®
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The absence of active political participation was noted at a series of poorly attended UIL
meetings. At one such meeting of the UIL South Leitrim Executive at Fenagh in September
1912, when questioned about the absence of delegates, an angry Patrick Briody, the Executive’s

Secretary, retorted that “‘when they wanted a bit of bog they came here’.%

Recognising the need to reinvigorate an inactive Party structure, a renewed impetus
from the UIL nationally, spearheaded by John Dillon, took place, which resulted in the
reorganisation of branches across Leitrim. At the UIL North Leitrim Executive in February
1915, Meehan declared that ‘never before within living memory were the prospects of the Irish
people more bright or more full of hope. Apathy and dissension were the only thing that would
destroy these prospects’.®” Despite attempts at reorganisation, UIL branch meetings were very
infrequent across the county, with only five branches from south Leitrim being affiliated to the
UIL National Directory in December 1915.% Such an environment led Wheatley to observe
that ‘the overall conclusion, from both statistical and anecdotal evidence, has to be that the UIL

was an organisation significantly in decline’.®

In the absence of land agitation, the brief of the UIL soon extended to issues of morality.
By 1912, the alleged dangers posed by modern literature and the British press were issues that
preoccupied elements of Irish society.”® The Drumsna branch of the UIL reported that the local
‘Division Vigilance Committee’ had discovered that evil literature had circulated in the parish,
but was satisfied that ‘no publications of an objectionable nature were sold’.”* The issue of
objectionable literature was nothing new in Ireland. In many instances, it was presented by
nationalists as another example of British attacks on the morality of Irish society and national
integrity. Maurice Curtis believed that those groups who sought stricter control over imported
literature had large support throughout the country.”? The history of formal vigilance
associations can be traced back to the establishment of the Dublin White Cross Vigilance
Association (DWCVA), and its affiliation with the National Vigilance Association in Britain

in the 1880s. Much of the DWCVA’s energies were concentrated on ‘moral moonlighting in
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the red light districts of Dublin, and conducting non-denominational prayer sessions. The
establishment of the Catholic Truth Society in 1899, and the Irish Vigilance Association in
1911, ensured, as Katherine Mullin noted, that ‘a new social purity association had emerged,
with similar aims but a markedly different citizenship’.”® While early purity campaigners, such
as Lord Aberdeen, strongly supported the Irish Vigilance Association, the new body was

modelled along Roman Catholic lines.

Moral guidance was also a feature of the temperance movement in which many local
party representatives, including Thomas Smyth, were active. Large temperance meetings
advocating sobriety were a regular feature of life in the county. In July 1916 a large temperance
meeting on the shores of Lough Allen was initially mistaken by police as a republican
gathering, as it was led by Father Mc Dermott from Glenfarne, a known Sinn Féin supporter.”
Despite a substantial support base for the temperance movement amongst its ranks, the Irish
Party had a long association with the representative body of Irish publicans, the Licenced
Grocers and Vintners Protection Association (LGVPA). A range of issues including the
patronage of public houses by women, opening hours, and the activities of the temperance

movement featured in the parliamentary lobbying of the LGVPA.™

The Town Tenants’ League (TTL) continued to remain active in the county. At
Manorhamilton in September 1916, a local branch was reorganised, with Meehan elected
president, and local Sinn Féin activist James Dolan as vice-president. By December 1916,
police reports indicated League membership totalled 164 in all the major towns of the county.’®
Although the TTL was affiliated to the Irish Party, Conor McNamara argued that it failed to
attract the support of the political establishment for the plight of town tenants. Citing a range
of issues, including the fact that many Irish Party members were town landlords, McNamara
believed, ‘that there was an ambiguity at the heart of the movement itself because of the desire
of local branches to remain respectable in the eyes of rate-payers’.”” Nevertheless, the Carrick
branch openly rebelled against the Irish Party by refusing to subscribe to the Home Rule Fund

because two of the fund’s collectors were local landlords. The local TTL chairman, Michael
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McGrath, condemned the stance of the Irish Party in relation to town tenants, claiming that
they had done nothing for ‘the poor rack-rented town tenants’.”® Despite some local successes
in aiding purchases of town properties, McNamara concluded that the League had become
increasingly irrelevant as it ‘struggled to find a place in the large number of organisations under

the umbrella of nationalism’.”®

Compared to neighbouring counties in the north-west and midlands in the period,
Wheatley believed that, ‘Leitrim was the quietest and most apathetic’.®’ However, the issue that
revived political agitation among Leitrim farmers was the local rates levy. The issue revolved
around the presence of the Cavan and Leitrim Railway running through the county, and the
increasing level of rates imposed on Leitrim ratepayers to subsidise the privately owned, and
Protestant controlled, railway company. The establishment of both the Farmer’s Protection
Association and the Ratepayer’s Protection Association revived agitation among local farmers.
Members of both the UIL and the AOH were active in these organisations, and the agitation
was directed by two local farmers, James Geoghegan and Pat Gaffney, and by the AOH County
President Michael Carter. While both local MPs supported the ratepayers, they also argued that
the presence of the railway provided an opportunity for economic development and local
employment through the development of Leitrim’s coal and mineral resources.®! The Leitrim
rates issue proved, that while farmers could still become politically active and engage in
agitation, this usually related to economic self-interest. While the ongoing rates issue was a
source of political agitation, the RIC County Inspector reported in December 1913 that, barring
a few cases of rent being withheld, Leitrim ‘was in a peaceful and orderly state during the year,

and practically free from agrarian trouble.’®2

James McConnel argued that Irish parliamentary backbenchers in the pre-war period
were curtailed and controlled by their party leadership.®® While the Leitrim Observer was proud
to report that, ‘Mr Francis E. Meehan was every day becoming a more popular member of the
Irish Party and is at present very busy addressing meetings not alone in Leitrim but throughout

Ireland’, there is little evidence to suggest that he was an influential representative at national
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level 8 Like many of his colleagues, Meehan’s role as an MP revolved around addressing local
meetings and Home Rule demonstrations, and attending to constituency issues. Thomas Smyth
served a similar role for South Leitrim. When pressed by a member of Mohill Union at its
meeting in September 1912 on the status of the Home Rule Bill, Smyth appeared to demonstrate
his influence in the Party by stating that, ‘those who might be expected to be in the know Messrs
Redmond, Dillon and Devlin seem to be quite hopeful, and when they are hopeful and have

reasons for being so, so we should be satisfied’.®

In November 1912, Smyth was one of twenty-one Irish Party members who were not
present at a vote on the Home Rule Bill, resulting in defeat in the House of Commons. The
members of Leitrim County Council demonstrated their unhappiness with Smyth by passing a
resolution condemning ‘in the strongest manner the actions of those members of the Irish Party
who absented themselves on the division on the Home Rule Bill’. The meeting called on Smyth
to attend to his duties or to resign as MP.8¢ At the South Leitrim Executive of the UIL in January
1913, Smyth apologised for his absence explaining that it was the result of a ‘snap vote’ called
by the opposition while he and his colleagues were en route to London. In June 1913, although
he was ill with tonsillitis, the Leitrim Observer reported that Smyth attended the vote for the

Home Rule Bill accompanied to Westminster by two nurses.®’

Despite ongoing Unionist resistance, especially in the counties of the north east of
Ireland, most Leitrim nationalists saw 1914 as the year during which Home Rule would be
achieved. Addressing a Home Rule demonstration in Drumkeerin in January 1914, Francis
Meehan told the crowd that, ‘the year 1914 would be a memorable one in the history of their
country’.% At the same meeting, John O’Donel, President of the Drumkeerin AOH, was equally
optimistic when he stated that, ‘in the year they were just entered upon, they would see the hopes
and prayers of the heroes who died in ‘98, ‘48 and ‘67 realised’.?® Following the formation of
the Irish Volunteers in Dublin in November 1913, it was not until May 1914 that the first
Volunteer unit was established in Leitrim at Manorhamilton, with a reported 250 men under

the command of Thomas McGovern, chairman of the local district council.®® The pattern
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of Volunteer company formation that emerged in Leitrim reflected the changing political
atmosphere in the country following the Larne gun running, the Curragh ‘mutiny’, and the
possibility of partition. Leitrim followed the trend outlined by Kelly, who noted that the Irish
Volunteers did not become a large body until the summer of 1914, when the Irish Party took

effective control of the executive committee of the Irish VVolunteers.®?

With clear support for Volunteer formation emerging from the Irish Party, new
companies began to emerge throughout the county in the summer of 1914. By June 1914, large
Volunteer units were established at Carrick, Mohill, Manorhamilton and Drumshanbo. At the
establishment meeting of Drumshanbo’s Volunteer branch, a resolution was passed declaring
that ‘we stand solidly and united behind John Redmond’.®? In some instances, local branch
meetings of the AOH and UIL facilitated the recruitment of Volunteers, and by June 1914
twenty-six Volunteer companies were established in the county. While the Volunteer
movement in many regions contained many shades of political opinion, including advanced
nationalist and labour activists, the main driving forces in Leitrim were the AOH and UIL.%
Throughout the summer of 1914, a feature of many parish sports days and agricultural shows
in the county were prizes for the best turned out VVolunteer unit. Many clergy, including Fr.
Kelly in Manorhamilton and Fr. McCabe in Drumkeerin, were active in VVolunteer formation.
Police noted the growing strength of the Volunteers, the active involvement of the Catholic

clergy and reported that members were “very friendly with police.”%

Organized unionism also existed, albeit less conspicuously, alongside nationalism in
the county. As early as June 1912, Leitrim unionists met at Manorhamilton where a
resolution condemning the Home Rule Bill was passed.®® Unionist political organisation in
the county revolved around thirteen branches of the Irish Unionist Alliance governed by two
constituency executives in the north and south of the county.*® Like their counterparts across
Ireland, Leitrim’s unionists were vehementlyopposed to the passing of the Home Rule Bill.
In June 1912, a large meeting of Leitrim unionists took place at Manorhamilton where a
resolution condemning the Bill was passed. Major James Crofton told the meeting that
unionist opposition to Irish self-government was ‘doing them (nationalists) a good turn in
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saving themselves from themselves’.®” A month later, south Leitrim’s unionists met in
Mohill and condemned the proposed Home Rule Bill, and in September 1912 a large group
of Leitrim unionists attended Ulster Day celebrations at Enniskillen where Edward Carson

addressed a crowd of thirty thousand unionists from the north-west.*

According to police reports, four branches of the Ulster Volunteer Force were
established in the county, principally along the border with Cavan at Killegar and near
Carraigallen. Attached to the Second West Cavan Battalion of the UVF, these units were
present at several parades in Cavan in the summer of 1914. At least one UVF inspection took
place in Leitrim at the home of Anna Godley at Carraigallen, and men from areas close to the
border drilled with UVF units based in south Fermanagh.®® Nevertheless, many Protestant
clergymen including Bishop Alfred Elliot of Kilmore, Elphin and Ardagh, and Revd. Isaac
Coulter, Dean of Kilmore cautioned against the threat of violent protest in the campaign
against Home Rule. At Bohey in January 1914, Revd. Coulter told a gathering of unionists
that ‘we in the south and west have more faith in prayer and trust in God than in the clash of
arms or garments rolled in blood’.2®

With Britain’s entry to the First World War in August 1914, and a fragile political
landscape evolving around the question of partition, local nationalists were still confident that
Home Rule was imminent. Following Redmond’s Woodenbridge speech in September 1914 in
support of the Volunteers joining the war effort on the battlefields of Europe, the temporary
arrangement whereby the Volunteer movement held together different shades of nationalism
began to disintegrate. The minds of constitutional and advanced nationalists became focussed
on their respective positions in relation to aiding Britain’s war effort. In Leitrim, the County
Inspector reported that the, ‘people of the county were unanimously in favour of the British in

the war, and hope Germany may be well beaten’.%

Like many other areas of nationalist Ireland, there was no shortage of celebration in
Leitrim with the official placement of the Home Rule Bill on the statute book of the House of
Commons on 18 September 1914. At Mohill, bonfires were lit, and the Irish Volunteers
marched through the town.'® At a public meeting at Manorhamilton, Councillor J.P. Mc

Guinness declared that after seeking independence for one hundred and fourteen years, ‘the
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struggle is ended and victory is ours’.2%! The Leitrim Observer was more circumspect in its
comments on the Home Rule Bill, observing that ‘so we have got Home Rule at last, or in other

words, a bill for the promotion of recruiting for the English army in Ireland’.1%?

McConnel argued that Redmond and his supporters endeavoured to adapt to a mixture
of paramilitary and parliamentary politics between 1913 and 1915. Arming the Volunteers was
tactical, and in its initial stages, these actions were seen, ‘as the continuation of the Home Rule
struggle by other means, with war’s end possibly heralding the return of Irish politics to the
tense position of Summer 1914°.1% By October 1914, the Leitrim Observer advised Volunteers
that if they enlist, they must ensure to ‘firmly resolved to fight for their freedom at home, and
preserve the Home Rule Bill from further mutilation, as (sic) if we can silence the German
guns, we can certainly silence the Belfast corner-boys, and no matter how the war ends, we

must have Home Rule’. 1%

At a joint AOH/UIL meeting at Carraigallen in October 1914, UIL leader Patrick
Briody told the assembled crowd that the purpose of the Volunteers was to ‘defend our shores
from invasion’.2% While reluctant to actively support recruitment, the meeting condemned in
the strongest possible terms the action of ‘the self-constituted Committee of Dublin
factionalists who tried to introduce again their Hungarian policy by issuing a mischievous
manifesto to the National Volunteers’.1% Similar sentiments were expressed by Drumkeerin
UIL President, Myles McKenna, who condemned MacNeill’s breakaway faction, and pledged
the branch’s ‘whole hearted and undivided support to Mr John Redmond and the Irish Party in
the reorganisation of the Volunteers, and the regeneration of our country’.X%” Despite such
rhetoric, Volunteer activity declined both nationally and locally for fear of conscription (see
Chapter Two). Nevertheless, Leitrim was unequivocal in its support for Redmond with no
evidence of any separatist faction of significance emerging. Of the 4,216 members in forty-one
Volunteers companies in the county, only ninety-five members in Leitrim supported
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Contrary to expectations in some quarters, the war was not over by Christmas 1914,
While casualties increased on the battlefields of Europe, throughout 1915 constitutional
nationalism was also becoming a casualty of the war. The suspension of Home Rule, and the
formation of a coalition government in England composed of Liberals, Tories and Ulster
unionists marginalised Redmond and the Irish Party’s influence. Coleman believed that
Redmond was badly treated by the government in its refusal to allow a separate Irish nationalist
military division, and the War Office’s refusal to offer any large contracts to southern Irish
companies. She argued that, ‘the continued suspension of Home Rule, Redmond’s political
impotence and his continued support for a war that grew increasingly less popular in Ireland
meant that his party was in a precarious position even before the events of Easter 1916 in
Dublin’.2% Nevertheless, with no effective opposition in place, the Irish Party still seemed ina
strong political position in the spring of 1916. Although doubts were raised as to the relative
strength of the UIL in many areas, the Party had contested, and won all five by-elections in
both urban and rural constituencies held in the period. Kelly argued that while Redmond led a
movement that he believed promoted Irish nationality within the British Empire, it was also a
movement with deep resentment towards the crown.'!® Wheatley believed that antipathy to
England was a feature of life in rural Ireland where, ‘the passive background noise of day to
day nationalist political rhetoric was suffused with a vocabulary of heroic struggle, suffering,

grievance, injustice and enemies. Almost any dispute could arouse hostility to England’ 1!

As Edward Carson led a focused political grouping in Ulster, Redmond was not in a
similar position. Irish nationalism was not a broad unified movement, but an amalgam of
groupings and factions with their own political and cultural agendas. Although the political
health of the Irish Party in the 1912-16 period has been questioned, in the absence of any
effective opposition, the political landscape in the county was dominated by the Party. Within
this landscape, while Leitrim nationalists mobilised in large numbers in Irish VVolunteer units
throughout the summer of 1914, economic self-interest dominated the political environment.
While the Irish Party’s manipulation of the convention system ensured that local factionalism
would not dominate national issues, this policy resulted in a command and control culture

emerging. This obsession with discipline, and in the purging of dissidence, ensured compliance
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from its MPs, but it created a significant risk of losing touch with the Party’s grassroots support

base. 112

1.4 The Rising and its aftermath

Even as one of its native sons, Sedn MacDiarmada, played a prominent role in separatist politics
elsewhere, no significant advanced nationalist activity existed in the county on the eve of the
Easter Rising. Referring to the membership of Leitrim County Council in November 1915,
Patrick Flynn proclaimed that, ‘we haven’t any pro-Germans or Sinn Féiners on it’.}* While
the rebellion of Easter Week 1916, carried out by a small minority of advanced nationalists,
came as a surprise to the authorities, it was quickly suppressed by a superior military force. The
deaths of more than two hundred civilians, and the destruction of the centre of Dublin, resulted
in widespread condemnation of the rebels from many sections of Irish society. This section
deals with the post-Rising political environment in Leitrim. How did the county react to the
Easter Rising? How did the political climate change, and what factors influenced this change

in the county?

In the immediate aftermath of the Rising, the actions of the rebels were condemned by
most sections of society. The Leitrim Advertiser condemned James Connolly and Roger
Casement and asked, ‘who are the traitors who have plunged poor Ireland into revolt and
rebellion when so many of her sons abroad are now fighting against the cruel Huns for real
liberty’?*4 In the north-west, news of local involvement in the Rising was not reported until
the 13 May 1916 when the arrest of Constance Gore Booth (Countess Markievicz) of Sligo was
noted. The Leitrim Observer reported that the Countess was of ‘an artistic and highly strung
temperament and was well known in theatrical and literary circles in Dublin’.!*® In the
following week’s edition, the execution of Sedn MacDiarmada from Kiltyclogher was carried
in a short column: ‘John Mc Dermott, or Sean MacDiarmada (sic), aged about 30 and a native
of North Leitrim, was well known in Gaelic League circles and was reported as one of the
organizers of the Sinn Féin movement and Irish Volunteers, of which he was at one time

secretary’.116
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No significant reaction to MacDiarmada’s execution took place in his native county.
The RIC County Inspector’s Report for April 1916 noted that ‘the Sinn Féin insurrection is
deplored by most people in the county and has no supporters save a few in the neighbourhood
of Manorhamilton who are without leaders or organizers’.*'’ Similar themes emanated from the
Carrick Union when Patrick Flynn declared that, ‘those who participated were only the dupes
of others’.}® The meeting of the Sligo-Leitrim Asylum Committee expressed similar
sentiments when Leitrim county councillor Thomas Fallon declared full confidence in John
Redmond, stating that the Irish Party ‘had gained practically everything for the people they
represented. Landlordism had been wiped out, but it was not wiped out with the bayonet or
sword’.1*¥ Fallon predicted that ‘in due course Sinn Féin would be wiped out by the people who
were at the back of the Irish Parliamentary Party’.1?% At the monthly meeting of the Petty
Sessions Court in Manorhamilton, a resolution proposed by John O’Donel was passed,
condemning the rebels and calling on the Government to ‘adopt such stringent measures as will
at once put an end to lawlessness’.!?! The local clergy also added their voices to the
condemnation with Mohill’s curate Fr. Pinkman telling his Sunday Mass congregation that ‘the
insurrectionists were a disgrace to themselves and Ireland’.'?? Although Bishop Hoare of
Ardagh and Clonmacnoise described the Rising as ‘a mad and sinful adventure’, he also

appealed to the authorities to refrain from a policy of vengeance and reprisal.*?®

While party stalwarts and local magistrates were condemning the Rising, a change in
public opinion began to emerge. Although not agreeing with the actions of the insurgents, the
Roscommon Herald blamed its origins on John Redmond’s support for the war effort. The
Herald was unequivocal in condemning the activities of army recruiters, and ‘their wicked
threats against farmer’s sons and shop boys, that they would put petticoats on them, and take
them by force by conscription were part of the machinery that turned these youth to the evil

course of revolution’. 1?4

On 11 May, the Leitrim Advertiser reported that, ‘it may not be out of place to note that

there are no revolutionary Sinn Féiners in Mohill, nor throughout Leitrim  generally.
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Consequently, there have been no arrests or searches for arms in the county’.*? In the weeks
following the Rising, however, military activity increased across the county with searches and
arrests in Carrick, Drumshanbo, Mohill and Manorhamilton. In Carrick, the editor of the
Leitrim Observer, Patrick Dunne, and assistant clerk of the Carrick Union, Sam Holt, were
detained for a brief period and released. At Manorhamilton, a detachment of the Sherwood
Foresters billeted in St Clare’s Hall were accused of a number of incidents ranging from
criminal damage to pilfering tobacco and grocery provisions in raids and searches in the town.
James Dolan (brother of 1908 Sinn Féin candidate Charles), Thomas Gilgunn, John Daly and
Ben Maguire were among those arrested in north Leitrim. In total, there were eleven arrests in
Leitrim, though four of the detainees were released within a few days. Such arrests, together
with the executions of the leaders of the Easter Rising, were critical factors in the

transformation of Irish public opinion.

Detecting the changing political mood in the county, and increasing sympathy with Sinn
Féin, the County Inspector reported in June that, ‘Sinn Féin badges are openly worn by many
in the county’.12 While the Catholic Church was slow in formulating a response to the Rising,
the Leitrim Observer reported Bishop O’Dwyer of Limerick’s correspondence with John
Maxwell, Commanding Officer of British Forces in Ireland: ‘personally I regard your action
with horror, and | believe that it has outraged the conscience of the country’.'?” Townshend
identified the changing public mood as twofold, firstly a condemnation of the military
proceedings, followed by a re-evaluation of the rebels resulting in ever-increasing sympathy.*?
While the arrests and executions contributed to a changing public mood, Asquith’s attempts at
a Home Rule settlement, and the impact of the collapse of the Lloyd George talks in the summer
of 1916, was also a fatal blow to the credibility of Redmond because of his acceptance of
partition. As a result, Alvin Jackson has argued that the politics of Home Rule and consent

were discredited which created a space in the political landscape for radical alternatives.*?°

While Leitrim’s local councils, controlled by local Irish Party supporters, continued to

pass votes of confidence in John Redmond and the Irish Party, a changing mood was emerging.
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A reprinted letter in the Leitrim Observer of 17 June 1916 from ‘an Elphin Man’ to the editor
of the Irish Independent stated that:

In the nefarious swindle, the Irish Party, still true to their wanted subservience, and fed on the
hackneyed and hollow votes of confidence of some of our public boards, UIL and AOH
branches, bodies composed of men the vast majority of whom cannot see two yards beyond
their own noses, and engaging themselves in the devilish work of bartering our country to the

Orangemen of Ulster.:*

Dissidence, albeit on a small scale, soon emerged on local bodies. Thomas Flynn, a member of
Carrick’s Board of Guardians declared that, ‘the men who died in Dublin for the betterment of
their country were as good Irishmen as ever lived’.'3! After a lengthy debate on partition at a
meeting of the Carrick District Council in July 1916, the usual vote of confidence in the Irish
Party was passed, but not without one dissenting voice stating that, ‘they were sick and tired of

passing resolutions of confidence in Mr Redmond and the Irish Party’.132

Frustration and disillusionment with the Irish Party was also emerging among
nationalist supporters. Reflecting a changing political mood, Canon Thomas O’Reilly in
Carrick observed that ‘if our country is to be regenerated it must be by a leader of sternness
and independence of all political parties’.**® The Canon’s fellow townsman, Dr. Patrick Doorly,
held similar views declaring that ‘everybody in Ireland whose opinion is of value detested
Partition, and rejoices now that the scheme is at an end. Our leaders in Parliament have landed
our affairs in a muddle, from which it appears to me a younger and more enthusiastic group of
men will be required to extricate them’.*** The Leitrim Observer reported Archbishop of Dublin
William Walsh’s stinging criticism of the Irish Party and its leadership: ‘the Irish Home Rule
cause in Parliament was being led along a line that could only bring it to disaster’.1® Reflecting
on politics since the Easter Rising, the Roscommon Herald reported that, ‘the events of Easter
week followed by Lloyd George’s intrigue to hand over Ulster to Sir Edward Carson opened
the eyes of the Irish people, and they have now discovered that the so called Home Rule Act

which remains buried in the Statute Book is only a sham of the worst type’.*%®
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Declining levels of support for the UIL were reflected in dwindling numbers of Leitrim
branches which had paid the £3 annual affiliation fee to the UIL National Directory, withonly
8 Leitrim branches affiliated in 1915 compared to 31 two years earlier. No Leitrim delegate
had attended the Directory’s annual meeting since 1912.33 Like many of his fellow MPs,
Meehan was conscious of the changing mood of the people. Recounting his battles with Sinn
Féin at the 1908 North Leitrim by-election, Meehan declared that he held no animosity with
opponents and declared that ‘they all regretted the consequences of the rebellion. But it could
be fruitful of none but evil results. At the same time he deeply deplored the loss of so many
lives and regretted sincerely that a number of his constituents were at present interned in

English prisons’.*3®

Despite widespread criticism of constitutional nationalism throughout the summer and
autumn of 1916, there was no organized political alternative to the Irish Party. While police
reported emerging Sinn Féin sympathy, advanced nationalist activity was negligible across the
county.**® Both Maume and Jackson believed that there was still strong rural support for the
Irish Party.'*° According to Jackson, Party victories in by-elections in the 1914-16 period
broadly supports the view that Home Rule ‘remained a viable creed until at least the Lloyd
George failure, and even perhaps in its immediate aftermath’.24! The strategy of the Irish Party
was to continue to ensure the reorganisation of local branches, and to reassure the people that
constitutional nationalism had made many political gains. While attempting to reinvigorate his
local supporters at a North Leitrim UIL Executive meeting, Meehan claimed in July 1916 that,
‘the farmers of Ireland were never more prosperous than they were at the present time, and if
they remained true and loyal to their leaders the Irish question would be settled to the general

satisfaction of all Irishmen’. 142

Although John Keaveney, UIL regional organizer in Connaught, continued in his
attempts to reorganize local branches in the county, declining support for the Party was evident.
Following a re-organisation meeting held at Gowel in August 1916, police reported that there

was ‘little enthusiasm, and the meeting was more or less a failure. The people say they are tired
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of politics. Mr Redmond and his party are not now thought much of*.}43 At a similar meeting
at Drumsna on 10 September 1916, local UIL stalwart Michael Shanley attacked the ‘treachery
of pseudo nationalists who have been disappointed in their political career, and who endeavour
to promote disunion now’.}4* The message at public and party meetings was consistent in
attacking advanced nationalism, and outlining the political and economic benefits, most
notably land reform, gained by the Irish Party. At Drumsna, Keaveney declared that

landlordism had disappeared, and that,

at no period of the country’s history has the land of the country been more securely vested than at the
present. Cottages have been built, grass ranches have been acquired and divided into economic holdings,
other reforms have been accomplished, and best of all Home Rule has been put on the Statute Book. Mr

Redmond and his Party have triumphantly vindicated themselves by the constitutional movement, while

the revolutionary one, futile and disastrous has brought ruin in its train.14°

Despite the absence of an organized Sinn Féin structure in Leitrim, sympathy for advanced
nationalism was emerging. The police reported that many people were openly wearing Sinn
Féin badges, and that there was, ‘a great deal of sympathy with the Sinn Féin movement but

there is no open opinion given in favour of it’.}4

Caoimhe Nic Dhaibhéid has argued that the foundation of the Irish National Aid
Association and Volunteer Dependants’ Fund (INA&VDF) played a crucial role in the
radicalization of Irish political life following the Rising. **” While many separatist leaders were
dead or jailed, a republican organisational apparatus was established across the country.
Although its primary focus was welfare, Nic Dhaibhéid argued that the INA&VDF ‘played a
decisive role in shaping the popular memory of the Easter Rising as well as laying the
foundations for a reinvigorated political and military campaign after 1917°.1%® Initially,
Kathleen Clarke’s Irish Volunteers Dependent’s Fund and George Sigerson’s Irish National
Aid Association were separate aid organisations with similar goals. The merging of both bodies
under the INA&VDF banner in August 1916, gave many nationalists a focal point in the

absence of an organized Sinn Féin structure in Leitrim.
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The first INA&VDF functions in Leitrim were a series of open air dances in the Cloone
area at the end of May 1916, organized by two local women, Katie Healy and Annie Doyle.'4°
While Nic Dhaibhéid argued that the participation of women in many branches cannot be seen
as a victory for female political participation, nevertheless it was the first time that political
structures were not exclusively controlled by men.* In Leitrim, women were particularly
active in Mohill and Cloone, but less so in other districts. In Carrick, many AOH and UIL
stalwarts such as Patrick Flynn and Michael McGrath, were prominent in organising and

contributing to successful fundraising campaigns.t®!

A feature of the INA&VDF branches were large contributions from local clergy. At
Ballinaglera, the local INA&VDF committee acknowledged subscriptions totalling £18-5-0,
including £1 each from the two local priests. Rev P. King, and his curate Fr. P. Cahill.»®? At
Mohill, the nuns at the local Convent of Mercy and local clergy were the highest contributors
to the fund.'® The support of the clergy indicated the campaign’s success among many of the
moderate sections of Leitrim society. For sections of this group and others, Nic Dhaibhéid
argued that the INA&VDF also provided an alternative vehicle of political expression for
sections of nationalist Ireland who were ‘never wholly comfortable with the political
philosophy of Redmondism’.** The broad based nature of support for the INA&VDF in the
county was reflected in a collection in the parish of Gorvagh in July 1916. Donations ranging
from ten shillings to six pence came from all socio-economic groups including the local priest,
grocer, and national school teacher, with the majority of donations from small farmers in the
area. Two of the donors were members of the Methodist and Church of Ireland congregations,

and one was an RIC pensioner.®

One of the first public demonstrations of collective sympathy for advanced nationalism
was the celebration of a High Mass for Sedn MacDiarmada in his local parish church in

Kiltyclogher in November 1916. Large crowds from North Leitrim and the neighbouring
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counties of Sligo, Cavan and Fermanagh attended the mass that had over twenty priests as choir

members and chanters.%®

While the activities of the English political and military establishment contributed to
the demise of constitutional nationalism, it was the threat of conscription in the autumn of 1916
that gave the Irish Party a temporary political reprieve. The Irish Party’s strident opposition,
together with a call for the release of all untried prisoners still in detention following the Easter
Rising, was an attempt to claim back some of the political ground lost to advanced nationalism.
Commenting on the potential implementation of conscription, the Leitrim Observer had more
confidence than most in the Irish Party, declaring that ‘the Irish people are against the
application of such a system to this country, and in the hands of the Irish Parliamentary Party
we are certain their wishes will not be fraught (sic) against’.*>” Addressing his Waterford
constituents in October 1916, Redmond declared that,

though malignant influences were at work, he could not believe that the Government would be
insane enough to challenge a conflict of Irishmen on the matter of applying conscription to
Ireland. So far from helping the Army and furthering the interests of the war, it would be the
most fatal thing that ever happened. It would be resisted in every village in Ireland.*®

Police reports from Leitrim in November 1916 noted a strong opposition to conscription
and sympathy towards Sinn Féin.'>° With the decision not to introduce conscription in Ireland,
the Irish Party regained some lost political ground, but the threat of its implementation was
always in place. In a further attempt at political rehabilitation, Redmond lobbied for the release
of prisoners incarcerated after the Rising. In a letter to Asquith on 30 November 1916,
Redmond assessed the situation in Ireland stating that, while he understood the dangers of
releasing the prisoners into the current political climate, he believed that ‘they can do much

more harm as prisoners in Frongoch than at liberty in Ireland’.%°

Despite a changing political climate, the Leitrim Observer did not directly refer to the
Easter Rising in a review of 1916. Instead, the last edition of the year carried stories of local
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soldiers home from Europe on Christmas leave.'®! The editorial gave a general welcome to the
release of the Easter Rising internees by Britain’s new Prime Minister Lloyd George, and
proclaimed that their hope was that this act was ‘an indication of greater things in anticipation
by them for the material prosperity and advancement of Ireland’.'®2 The death of James J.
O’Kelly, Irish Party M.P. for North Roscommon was also reported in the same newspaper. The
resulting by-election caused by the death of O’Kelly would prove to be the first signs of the

electoral demise of constitutional nationalism.
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Chapter 2: The First World War

2.1 Introduction

When the United Kingdom declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914, little did
commentators realise the far reaching consequences for Ireland. Yet, according to Keith
Jeffery, the First World War ‘was the single most central experience of twentieth century
Ireland, not just, nor least, for what happened at the time, but in its longer term legacy’.! In the
two years preceding the commencement of hostilities, the political landscape in Ireland was
fragile as the very introduction of Home Rule and, increasingly the shape it would take, were
contested. With two armed militias co-existing on the island of Ireland, the European war, not
only avoided a potential civil war in Ireland, but gave Asquith a political reprieve in relation to
the Home Rule question. Asquith’s dilemma was colourfully described by his confidante,
Venetia Stanley, who described the situation as akin to, ‘cutting off one’s head to get rid of a
headache’.? The headache of the Irish question was solved by Asquith announcing deferral of
Home Rule until the cessation of hostilities in Europe, and promising special provision for

Ulster in any future settlement.

In the early weeks of the conflict, both Redmond and Carson competed in their
overtures of support for Britain’s war effort. Ronan Fanning argued that Britain’s entry to the
war, ‘posed Redmond a new and dangerous question about Ireland’s role in the war and the
compatibility of that role with nationalist aspirations’.® Fanning argued that the Irish Party had
lost more than it had gained by the autumn of 1914, observing that,

forty years after its foundation as a separate party, its members appeared to have achieved their
goal and yet they had nothing to show for it: no parliament to set up in Dublin, no offices to
fill, no patronage to dispense, no trappings of power to cover their impotence in the vortex of a

war that sucked up all political energy for four long years.*

Following the outbreak of war, Redmond, and his supporters, saw the role of Irish Volunteers
solely as defenders of the island of Ireland. As far as the Irish Party was concerned, this would
afford regular British troops based in Ireland the opportunity to fight in Europe. Redmond

believed that such a force would also aid recruitment to the British army where, ‘the military
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spirit would rapidly develop amongst them, and volunteers for Foreign Service would speedily
become numerous from their ranks’.> At Carraigallen in mid-August 1914, local Volunteer
leader Patrick Briody told the local VVolunteers that their training was in order to defend Ireland,

and that, ‘no man was asked to go out and fight the Germans who did not wish to do so’.®

By September 1914, Redmond’s initial offering of a home defence role for the Irish
Volunteers had extended to endorsing recruitment and full support for Britain on the
battlefields of Europe. Redmond’s address to Irish VVolunteers at Woodenbridge, Co. Wicklow
on 20 September 1914, calling on them to go ‘wherever the firing line extends’, was a
demonstration of support, in return for Asquith’s policy on Home Rule. D.G. Boyce argued

that,

the war was seen by John Redmond as a means of securing Ireland’s place in the British Empire,
of gaining Home Rule for Ireland, and of making Ireland the South Africa of the British Isles,
presided over by himself, as the new Smuts or Botha: a restive and even rebellious nation now

demonstrating its loyalty to the British Empire.’

John Horne believed that Redmond’s support for the war effort, ‘invoked the model of the loyal

dominion, such as Australia or Canada, achieving national status within the empire’.2

The aim of this chapter is to examine how the First World War affected politics and
society in Leitrim, a rural county far removed from the main theatre of political and military
activity. The chapter will chart the activities of the Irish Party and the Irish VVolunteers at a local
level in the wake of the call to arms by Redmond. The response and experience of wider civil
society to the outbreak of war will be outlined, including an analysis of the wartime experiences
of different strata in Leitrim society. With a total dependence on voluntary recruitment to aid
the war effort, the county’s response to recruitment will be analysed, including the role of
political, church and civil leaders in the recruitment campaign. The chapter will also examine
recruitment patterns, motivations for enlistment, casualty rates, and compare the county’s
experience to that of its near neighbours. A range of voluntary associations to aid the military

campaign also emerged during the conflict. The role, composition and motivation
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of these associations in Leitrim is examined. With the role of women in many belligerent
European nations changing considerably during the Great War, this chapter charts the
experiences of women in a rural society during the conflict. Across civil society in Ireland and
Britain, the experiences of war varied considerably among communities, and this chapter
examines if the county’s experience of war was significant or quite limited. In weaving the
local narrative of Co. Leitrim into the broader national context, the chapter will ask if Leitrim
followed a similar pattern to other peripheral communities, or was its experience of the conflict

unique?
2.2 Outbreak of war

As Europeans reacted with a broad range of emotions to the war in August 1914, what was the
reaction and experience of the people of Leitrim upon its outbreak? Across the county, the
immediate effect of the war on the local population was the cancellation of cheap train
excursions to Lough Derg and Bundoran. This action was initiated by the authorities, who
required passenger trains to transport troops to Dublin for embarkation to England and France.®
Almost immediately, local men who were army reservists were called up to join their
regiments. These former soldiers, numbering over thirty thousand across Ireland, were required
to bolster the British Expeditionary Force in France.'® At Mohill railway station, departing
soldiers were cheered by family and friends, and were each given a packet of cigarettes by
Duke Crofton, a retired naval officer and local landowner.** Similar scenes took place at
Ballinamore where the Anglo-Celt reported a ‘hearty send-off” to a party of reservists who were
also members of the local VVolunteer unit. As the train departed from the station, ‘the Reservists

gave three cheers for the Irish Volunteers, Home Rule and Redmond’.*2

The Roscommon Herald predicted that, ‘for Ireland, this war should mean big fortunes
for the farmers who have bought out their lands’.*® The economic potential of the war for
farmers was immediately felt when army purchasing agent George Hewson visited fairs at
Mohill and Carrick in the early weeks of the war seeking suitable horses.'* Caitriona Pennell

identified the early days of the war as a period characterized by disruption, dislocation and
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rising prices.'® Shoppers at Mohill witnessed an immediate rise in the price of foodstuffs, with
sugar doubling in price to 6d a pound within a week, and a bag of Indian meal rising from 16s-

3d, to 27 shillings in the same period.®

The R.I.C. County Inspector reported the ‘people of the county unanimously (sic) in
favour of the British in the war, and hope Germany may be well beaten’. 1 Pennell argued that
the great majority of Irish people, irrespective of their political affiliations, supported the war.
She has contended that, ‘for whatever reasons—political expediency, hope, fear, gratitude,
affiliation with Catholic Belgium, economic benefit, the war absorbed their attention and
support’.!® Local newspapers were united in their support for Britain, and scathing towards
perceived German aggression in Belgium. The Leitrim Advertiser reported that Germany’s
perception of an imminent civil war in Ireland ‘may have led her into the belief that our power
for effective intervention would be paralysed. If so, that miscalculation may prove a costly

one’ 19

By early October, in the wake of on-going German offensives in France, rumours of
impending conscription resulted in a rapid exit to America of young men from the county. The
Roscommon Herald believed that ‘the scare of the Ballot Act is said to have something to do

with the exodus’.?’ The Longford Leader reported that,

hundreds of young men in Leitrim, Longford and Roscommon at once rushed to the emigration
offices to book passages for America. All this week the trains were crowded with these timorous
and deluded people rushing from a land in which they have plenty of work and food to a country

where there is at present wholesale starvation for want of employment.?

The Leitrim Advertiser accused the emigrants of cowardice, and of, leaving ‘their old mothers
at home to fight the Germans if they came to invade Ireland. Shame on them’.?? Although less

scathing than its rival, the Leitrim Observer observed that,
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every sailing day draws numbers of the young men from Leitrim County, and if the tide
continues very few will be left. It appears the country people dread forced service, and are flying
before it overtakes them. It’s a pity an amicable arrangement can’t be made to keep a couple of

German cruisers in the Atlantic.®®

Not all emigrants received condemnation for their actions. At Carrick, friends and colleagues
assembled at a farewell party for Michael Devany, the foreman at Murray General Merchant’s
of Carrick. According to the Leitrim Observer, Devany belonged to, ‘an esteemed Roscommon
family, and was very popular in Carrick and district, and widespread regret is expressed at the
departure of one whose place in the circle in which he moved will be hard to fill’. According
to the newspaper, Devany was emigrating in order, ‘to take up an important position in

commercial circles in the United States’.?

The spectre of emigration from poorer areas of the west of Ireland was a common
feature of rural life. America, England and Scotland were the most common destinations for
both seasonal workers and permanent emigrants, and consequently would-be emigrants had
support networks in the cities of America and Britain.?® By early 1915, emigration was
curtailed, as many men were reluctant to emigrate to England for fear of conscription. In the
first nine months of 1915, only 7,572 people had emigrated from Ireland compared to 17,057
emigrants in the corresponding months of 1914.26 This downward trend continued for the

duration of the war, with less than one thousand emigrating in 1918.%’

Despite an annual average of 755 Leitrim men and women emigrating in the years from
1901to0 1911, only 527 had emigrated in 1914, with only 390 emigrants leaving from the county
in 1915. Calling the attention of potential emigrants to labour markets overseas, the Emigration
Information Office warned that all steamers were liable to delay and risk, with changing labour
markets and reduced wages.?® Both Laffan and Fitzpatrick argued that the curtailment of
emigration contributed to the growth of Sinn Féin with the presence of many young people in

the community. 2°
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Although Irish society broadly supported the war, the popular perception of enthusiasm
and jingoism outlined by many historians has been contested. While Arthur Marwick observed
that the British public demonstrated widespread enthusiasm for the war, more recently Pennell
argued that there is a growing body of evidence that refutes the notion of mass bellicosity,
noting a mixture of anxiety and panic prevalent in society.>® Pennell’s position reflects a
growing body of literature on European responses to the war by scholars such as Becker
(France), Verley (Germany), and Ferguson and Hoschild (Britain).®! Indeed Tim Bowman has
argued that in August 1914, all belligerent populations experienced a mixture of behaviours,
including, ‘excitement, curiosity, escape from routine, and adventure in conjunction with
suspicion, insecurity, depression and fear’.®2 For Pennell, popular support for the war effort was

often based on a sense of defiant duty rather than a desire for war.

Unlike continental European armies, Britain had to rely on voluntary enlistment until
the introduction of conscription in January 1916. Adrian Gregory believed that it was only after
the defeat at Mons in late August 1914, and a more urgent appeal for recruits, that Britons
joined the rush to enlist.3* Gregory has contended that the more practical issue of family welfare
superseded any desire to enlist, arguing that many men, ‘were not swept away by enthusiasm,
but were more calculating in their decisions’.*® The announcement in late August 1914, that
Separation Allowances would be paid to the dependent relatives of enlistees, was a recognition
that family welfare played an important part in enlistment decisions. In Leitrim, by September
1914 the local branch of the Soldier’s and Sailor’s Families Association were financially
supporting twenty-four families of enlisted men pending the payment of separation allowances.
The wife and family of Carrick soldier Patrick McGee were forced to apply for Poor Law Relief
from the local Board of Guardians, before a separation allowance of 11s.10d per week due to

them was received from the War Office.%®
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While supporting the war, the Leitrim Observer reported that public opinion was still
divided and noted that:

it’s too bad that now when our people were beginning to realise the efforts of forty years of
land agitation, and trying to enjoy some of the benefits which have been won by their sacrifices
alone, that they should now be called on to give their life in a quarrel which is not of their

making.%’

A letter writer to the newspaper in September 1914 questioned the availability of the RIC for
enlistment, and asked, ‘are the Government so silly as to think that our Irish boys will fight
their battles, when you have a body, well fed and trained, having an easy time, while Tommy

is having a hot time at the Front? ®

The Leitrim Advertiser, a sister paper of the Longford Independent, was owned by the
Turner family in Longford and published in Mohill. Unlike the Observer, it provided unstinting
and unquestioned loyalty to the war effort. From the commencement of hostilities, it
consistently supported the calls for voluntary recruitment. With increasing demands for more
recruits in autumn 1914, the newspaper’s editorials exhorted men to join the army asking,
‘would not Irishmen be unworthy of the name of their liberty loving traditions if they did not
take their share in the hazards of battle for the empire, particularly so that Ireland will shortly

take her place as the newest of the federated self-governing colonies’.

Calls for young men in Leitrim to enlist were answered in the early months of the war.
By November 1914, over fifty men from Mohill had joined the army, the majority of whom
were lrish Volunteers, including three drill instructors.* Throughout Leitrim, Volunteer corps
were still drilling and parading, but not in the same large numbers that were previously reported
by police.*! In late September 1914, local MP Thomas Smyth received a consignment of fifty
rifles for distribution among Volunteers. Columns of Mohill VVolunteers marched through the
town with their new rifles. The Leitrim Advertiser reported that the Volunteers cheered for
Smyth and Home Rule, and, ‘the men presented a fine military appearance, and some of them

wished to get at the Germans’.*? Similar scenes were witnessed at Manorhamilton, where
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seventy-five men had enlisted from the town by October 1914, supporting Boyce’s observation
that at war’s outbreak, the general public responded with a, ‘naive enthusiasm for war that now

seems almost incomprehensible’.*®

Both Patrick Callan and David Fitzpatrick identified the months from August 1914 to
February 1916 as peak periods for voluntary enlistments in Ireland. In this period, over 95,000
enlisted, compared to only a little in excess of 45,000 for the remainder of the war when
conscription was in force in Britain.** By the autumn of 1914, the tragic consequences of war
began to appear in local newspapers with stories of dead and wounded local men. Parke Dobson
of the Royal Munster Fusiliers was the first man from Mohill reported killed in October 1914.%°
By December 1914, ten Mohill men had died in the conflict.*® In the same period,

Manorhamilton lost five men, and Leitrim’s total of war dead had reached twenty-six.*’

Apart from rising prices, scarcity of certain goods and minor travel disruption, life in
Leitrim changed little in late 1914. While the response of the population of Britain was less
enthusiastic than previously assumed, the fear of defeat in the early months of the war ensured
the formation of a united front against Germany. However, the number of men from Leitrim
who enlisted appeared to have been fewer than those who ceased being active in the Irish
Volunteers, or whose who emigrated for fear of conscription. In its end of year message, the
Leitrim Advertiser reported that large numbers of soldiers were home for Christmas on leave,
and hoped that the new year of 1915 would, ‘witness the downfall of the King’s enemies as

decisive as in 1815—this is the Happy New Year we want and pray for’.*
2.3 Recruitment

An analysis of recruitment patterns in the county reveals certain similarities to Callan’s six-
monthly recruiting index.*® While 250 men had enlisted by December 1915, figures decreased
dramatically in the early months of 1916. By October 1916 only 522 men had been recruited

from the county resulting in Leitrim having the lowest numbers of men, relative to total
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population, enlisting in Ireland. Over the course of the war, Leitrim ranked twenty-ninth of
Ireland’s thirty—two counties in the proportion of recruits to total population, with one in every
122 inhabitants enlisting. Only Donegal (one recruit for every 127 inhabitants), Kerry (one
recruit from ever 132 inhabitants), and Mayo (one recruit for every 163 inhabitants), were less
enthusiastic than Leitrim.%° In this context, what strategies did the authorities employ to aid
recruiting? What role did Leitrim’s political, civil and religious leaders play in the recruitment
campaign? What were the factors motivating men to join the army, or indeed in the case of

Leitrim, to remain at home?

The immediate impact of Redmond’s Woodenbridge speech on Irish nationalism was
the disintegration of the Volunteer movement, with Eoin Mac Neill and a small minority of the
Volunteers opposing Redmond’s support for the war effort. While the Irish Party was officially
endorsing army recruitment, its local party machines were less inclined to follow their party
leader’s position. The pre-Woodenbridge positioning of the Irish Volunteers as defenders of
Ireland’s shores was a constant theme of nationalist political meetings. At a joint AOH/UIL
meeting in October 1914 at Manorhamilton, both Meehan and Smyth denied claims that
Redmond was a recruiting officer for the British Army. The meeting heard that the sole purpose
of the Volunteers was to ‘defend our shores from invasion’.>* While both men emphasised
home defence, they did not hesitate in condemning the young men of the locality who had left

Ireland for fear of conscription.>?

Although large numbers chose to support Redmond by joining the newly established
National Volunteers, Reid has argued that ‘the organisation became moribund at a rapid rate’.>
Citing police reports of a force that even before the split was disorganised, and with no effective
leadership, he claimed that it was no surprise that problems soon emerged. Reid cites the
intransigence of the War Office in not facilitating Redmond’s requests for a territorial army, a
prolonged war, increasing casualties, and fear of conscription as major factors in the demise of
the National Volunteers. > At the end of December 1914, the National Volunteers boasted
156,750 members, but by December 1915 it was reported that the, ‘movement is practically

dead in this country’.>® In Leitrim, a similar theme emerged with a complete absence of
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volunteer activity in local newspapers. The Leitrim Observer relayed a report from a
Jamestown correspondent in January 1915, ‘on the alleged depletion in the ranks and the
absence of drills which he states are sad features of Carrick-on-Shannon, Gowel and other
Corps of the Irish National Volunteers’.®® A consistent theme of monthly RIC County
Inspector’s reports during 1915 was the ongoing depletion of the Irish National Volunteers.
Branches were reported to have collapsed across the county in areas such as Gortlettragh,
Gorvagh, Newbridge, Bornacoola, Drumreilly, and most notably the county town of Carrick.
The collapse of the Volunteers was attributed, by the police, to fear of being conscripted to the
war effort. In January 1915, 30 branches with 3,011 members existed, but by the end of 1915
only 18 branches with a membership of 1,747 were still in place.®” The lack of activity in the
county was best reflected when Thomas Smyth, the local MP, returned thirty Mauser rifles to
Dublin in March 1915 to John D. Nugent, AOH National Secretary.*®

Although the Irish Parliamentary Party officially endorsed Redmond’s Woodenbridge
speech, McConnel argued that the majority of Irish Party MPs did not encourage recruitment.>
Reid believed that the Party was divided on the issue of recruitment, with the grassroots more
reserved than the Redmondite leadership.®® Bowman also claimed that recruitment was not
supported at Party grass roots level, with many nationalists believing that enlistment was too
high a price to pay for the manner in which Home Rule was granted.®! Such sentiment was
reflected in the Leitrim Observer, who believed that Asquith ‘wants hundreds of thousands of

Irishmen to die fighting for England in return for his Home Rule Bill’.%2

The first attempts at recruitment in Leitrim took place in late August 1914 when a
recruiting sergeant visited Mohill, where a ‘good many recruits offered themselves for
service’.%% While there was no national or county-wide strategy to encourage recruitment until
1915, all the institutions of state were utilised, albeit in an ad hoc manner, to encourage
enlistment. Unlike in Britain, where a parliamentary committee was responsible for

recruitment, the army were initially tasked with the promotion of recruitment in Ireland. One
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of its first actions was the appointment of recruiting officers for each region. Retired army
officer James Murphy was appointed with the rank of Major, with responsibility for recruitment
in the counties of Roscommon, Sligo and Leitrim. Another former soldier, John O’Donel, a
member of both the AOH and Leitrim County Council, was commissioned as an officer in the
South Irish Horse Regiment, and appointed as a Recruiting Officer for Leitrim. Despite these
appointments, no public meetings to promote recruitment took place through the autumn and

winter months of 1914.

While O’Donel, based at Boyle barracks, travelled extensively around Leitrim, and used
every opportunity to promote enlistment, his methods were questionable. In a letter to the
Leitrim Advertiser in December 1914, O’Donel wrote, ‘Oh shame on those who are fit to join
and don’t do so at once; and remember that this was a war that was forced on us and must be
fought to a finish, for our freedom depends on its result’.%* Supporting O’Donel’s ‘patriotic
letter’, Captain Duke Crofton from Mohill, an ardent promoter of recruitment, and member of
the local gentry, noted the difficulties of recruiting in a rural area with high emigration,
observing that, ‘this dearth of young Irishmen in rural places is only too visible in the harvest

season of the year, when labour is scarce’.%

Like many of their fellow Party parliamentary representatives, both Smyth and Meehan
found themselves in a dilemma: should they openly support recruitment or stay silent?
Although Meehan cancelled a political meeting because he ‘did not want to give the impression
we were encouraging the young men to join the army’, he was a strong supporter of the war
effort.®® By early 1915, unlike many of their Irish Party colleagues, both Meehan and Smyth

were publicly endorsing recruitment at public meetings across the county.®’

It was not until January 1915 that a public meeting to promote recruitment was held in
the county. Then, at Dromahair on 19 January 1915, a broad range of speakers including
Thomas Fallon and Francis Meehan called for young men to enlist in the fight against “German
barbarism”. Local Church of Ireland rector, Rev. Dean Coulter, reminded the large crowd
assembled that despite political differences between nationalism and unionism, when it came
to the defence of their country, all Irishmen were united. Coulter observed that, ‘if 50,000

Germans landed at Galway, Donegal or Rosses Point, they could march to Dublin in a few
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days, and would level all their churches and cathedrals, caring not whether they were Catholic
or Protestant’. Meehan told the assembled crowd that all classes and creeds were now united
with a common purpose to defeat Germany. Supporting Meehan, Thomas Fallon, Chairman of
Leitrim County Council, declared that men were needed, ‘to assist in the great struggle that

was going on in Belgium and France. They (Irishmen) had a duty to perform in this crisis’.%

Clerics from Protestant denominations played a key role in supporting the war effort,
but support was also widespread among the Catholic clergy. Police reported that, ‘the Catholic
clergy throughout the country in general supported the policy of the Irish Party in relation to
the war and recruiting’.%® Horne noted that, ‘Presbyterian or Church of Ireland clergy invoked
British traditions of religious liberty while the Catholic clergy denounced the German
oppression of Catholic Belgium and most (but not all) the bishops endorsed the national
crusade’.’® In early 1915, in his attempts to aid recruitment, Bishop Bernard Coyne of Elphin
temporarily donated his car to the military to convey recruits to Boyle from areas of
Roscommon and Leitrim.” Clergymen like Canon Thomas O’Reilly of Carrick were also
active in recruiting campaigns, with one of O’Reilly’s curates, Father Patrick Clancy, joining
the army in March 1916. Clancy, who previously served at Drumshanbo, was presented with a
purse of sovereigns by the people of that town before leaving for France.”? While Clancy was
the only Leitrim-based priest to volunteer, police reported few instances of clerical opposition
to the war. Only two priests in the county, Fr. Dolan at Drumalease and Fr. O’Reilly at
Killanumery, were identified as not in favour of recruitment. At asermon on 19 January 1915,
O’Reilly called on people neither to join the army or attend recruitment meetings.” In contrast,
O’Reilly’s neighbour, and fellow clergyman, Rev. William Morris from Drumkeerin was
appointed Protestant chaplain to the Ulster Division of the Royal Irish Rifles in September
1915.7

The establishment of the Central Council for the Organisation of Recruiting in Ireland
(CCORI) in April 1915 was an attempt to assist local committees to co-ordinate recruitment

drives. The presence of local dignitaries on recruiting platforms supported Osbourne’s
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argument that, ‘little official encouragement was needed for men of influence to
wholeheartedly assist recruiting’.”® The provision of speakers and travelling recruiting officers
was a further attempt to stimulate recruitment among the local population. With no permanent
army barracks located in the county, recruitment strategies under the aegis of CCORI consisted
of public meetings attended by MPs, public representatives, military personnel and other
prominent locals. Recruiters were often accompanied by a military band, and on occasion by
local soldiers serving in various regiments. The defence of small nations and alleged German
atrocities against women, children and members of religious orders were recurring themes on

recruiting platforms.”

Meetings like those at Ballinamore and Mohill in April 1915 coincided with fair days
which helped attract large crowds. At Ballinamore on 6 April, a well-attended recruitment
meeting was supplemented by the Pipers Band of the Royal Irish Regiment who played Irish
national airs and marches throughout the day. Despite a large crowd, Thomas Fallon observed
that he did not, ‘see the same fire in men’s eyes that might be in them just now’. Fallon told
those assembled to, ‘remember it is not at home that we ought to get our politics from an odd
Sinn Féiner at the corners, but we all should go into the fray with open arms, and say we will
fight if wanted’.”” Local MP Thomas Smyth told the meeting that while Leitrim had played its
part, men who could not enlist should join the National VVolunteers. Women were requested to

aid voluntary associations and encourage their menfolk to enlist.”™

Calling for support for the British Army who were now fighting for ‘justice and rights’,
Meehan referred to the ‘Curragh Mutiny’, where British officers refused to confront Unionist
resistance in Ulster in 1914. Meehan recalled the actions of the British officers claiming that,
‘up to this we never had a reliable British Army. It was rotten to the core’.”® Meehan’s
comments received a swift public retort from fellow speaker Major Murphy, informing the

assembled crowd that, ‘he took exception to’ Meehan’s remarks.%

At a recruitment meeting in Mohill on 22 April 1915, Smyth reminded the crowd that
a German victory in the war would ensure that Ireland would witness the same atrocities that

Belgium suffered. He asked men who were undecided about enlisting to join the National
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Volunteers in order to, ‘defend their own country on their own shores if necessary’. Appealing
to all sections of the population, Smyth advised that aged farmers would be doing their duty,

‘as well as if they went to the front’, by increasing tillage on their land.®!

Claiming that 117 men had enlisted from his home town of Manorhamilton, Meehan

requested men of military age to,

take pattern and join that great body—The Irish Brigade—drill and become equipped and fight
for our country in such a noble cause. | hope now young men you will do what your leaders
have spoken to you about and when the time comes Leitrim will not be last on the list in

connection with the war.%?

Pressure was directed by speakers on the platform at family members who were allegedly
preventing their loved ones from enlisting. In appealing to parents, Major Murphy asked, ‘let
those mothers who are trying to prevent their boys joining to stop that sort of work’.8 While
sympathising with reluctant parents, Captain Duke Crofton requested that they, ‘put these sad
feelings aside and joyfully assist their men to choose the path of duty’.#* Fitzpatrick has argued
that the attitudes and behaviour of friends and family was a great influencer in motivation for
enlistment.®® Across Leitrim, pleas from recruiting officers in Leitrim to mothers, wives and

girlfriends to encourage their men folk to enlist supports Fitzpatrick’s hypothesis.

Despite the pleas at Mohill for more recruits, only eight men enlisted after the
meeting.2® The weak response at Mohill prompted four Connaught Rangers from the town, who
were serving in France, to appeal through the local newspaper for increased enlistment.
Recalling their disappointment, the soldiers wrote that, ‘it would encourage us a little more to

see a few more of our towneys out here’.%’

At a recruitment meeting at Manorhamilton on 8 May 1915, Meehan reminded the
crowd that the recent sinking of the passenger liner Lusitania off the Irish coast, on whichtwo
Manorhamilton natives lost their lives, demonstrated how near the Germans were to Ireland.

Speakers called on the young men of Manorhamilton to join Irish regiments in the army, and
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‘assist in crushing despotic German militarism forever’. 8 Recruiting Officer Major Murphy
warned the crowd that in the event of not enough voluntary recruits enlisting, ‘as sure as God
was in Heaven above there would be conscription if they did not get the men without it*.%
Similar warnings were echoed in neighbouring Cavan where recruitment was also low. By
September 1915, Cavan’s RIC County Inspector delivered an obvious foreboding of
conscription by declaring that, ‘the young men of this county will not go until they are

brought”.%°

Despite the calls from local MPs and a broad range of local notables, recruitment was
slow and sporadic, more especially from rural areas. Stephen Gwynn reported that in Galway
in 1915, ‘the whole middle class of clerks and shop assistants seemed, however, to have
completely dropped out of touch with the profession of arms’.% A similar trend was identified
at a recruitment meeting in Manorhamilton in June 1915 when Captain Cheevers of the
Connaught Rangers claimed that in addition to the farmers, that there were men who were
members of the “scissors brigade”, men who stand from morning to night behind the counter

doing work at which women could be better employed.’ %2

All levels of the judiciary and the judicial system gave their support to recruitment. At
the Spring Assizes of 1915, a resolution of the Grand Jury was passed declaring that ‘we fully
and cordially appreciate the action of those young men in our county who have joined the
forces, and hope their patriotic action will be still more largely followed’.%® The Petty Sessions
were utilised in a variety of guises to promote the war, and to provide men for enlistment. In
his capacity as a local magistrate at the Manorhamilton Petty Sessions, O’Donel commented
on the large number of assault cases before the court, stating that ‘if they wanted fighting and
they went to him he would send them where there was plenty of fighting to be done’.** When
postman Patrick McDaid was charged with stealing two postal orders valued at 15 shillings
each, Judge Brown at Carrick Quarter Sessions bound the defendant to the peace for two years
as it was his intention to join the army.®® Before discharging McDaid, the Judge told him that,

‘I think you may congratulate yourself that you are not in prison garb. When you have
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undertaken to help your King and country, there is no reason why you may not get a medal for
distinguished conduct, and so retrieve your character, which to a certain extent has suffered’.%
The Petty Sessions at Mohill provided suggestions for bolstering recruitment when a local man,
Patrick Woods was convicted of having no light on his cart. Woods asked the court to ‘look at
all the fine police we have here in this peaceable country with nothing else to do but this work—

that old women could do-instead of being out now fighting the Germans’.%’

A fair day meeting at Manorhamilton in September 1915 was unique, as it was the first
where heckling could be heard. Comments about having the harvest to save, and ‘put Home
Rule in operation and you will get twenty recruits’, were heard from the assembled crowd.*® In
general, such scenes were uncommon, and aside from some minor heckling on the non-
implementation of Home Rule, there was no apparent hostility towards recruitment touring
parties. The Leitrim Observer reported that O’Donel was very popular, and was received well
locally despite at first being met,‘with a little opposition from a few insignificant Sinn

Féiners’.%

Throughout 1915 various national and local initiatives were undertaken to bolster
recruitment. In June 1915, Leitrim County Council established a recruitment committee, whose
objective, according to Councillor James Kiernan, was ‘simply to get as many voluntary
recruits as possible’ while insisting that conscription would not be introduced.'® In response
to declining recruitment levels from 6,000 per month in March 1915 to 2,000 per month in
September 1915, CCORI was replaced in the autumn of 1915 by the Department of Recruiting
for Ireland (DRI), headed by the Viceroy, Lord Wimborne.!®* According to Osbourne, the
reason for the policy change was that, ‘emotion was no longer productive and that modern
warfare demanded modern organization’.192 Part of Wimborne’s new recruitment strategy in
October 1915 was a direct postal campaign to men of military age. These letters reportedly
caused, ‘a considerable stir among the people and it is thought a good many of the farming

class liable for military service will emigrate to America’.1%
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The next phase of the DRI’s campaign to bolster recruitment was the organisation of a
nationwide tour in late 1915 for war hero and Victoria Cross holder, Lieutenant Michael
O’Leary. Accompanied by the band of the Fourth Battalion of the Connaught Rangers, and a
group of recruiting officers, O’Leary visited Leitrim in November 1915. Welcoming O’Leary
to Carrick, Thomas Fallon claimed that his visit was, ‘an honour conferred on the county’.'%
At Mohill, on 18 November, O’Leary claimed that in answering the call for recruitment, ‘the
cities have done well, but the farmer’s sons had not’, and that soon, ‘we will have to raise a
battalion of women to defend Ireland’.1% Referring to the death of local man Bernard Reynolds,
a member of the Connaught Rangers, Major Murphy told the crowd that, ‘it was a most glorious
death, and that in dying for his country, the name of Reynolds will be memorable in Mohill for
years to come’.1% Several days later at Manorhamilton, O’Leary pleaded with the crowd to
‘give us the men and we will do the work’. Major Murphy told the meeting that there would be

No conscription, ‘as long as the Allies got sufficient support from the country’.1%’

Bowman argued that farmers believed that, ‘their loyalty was better expressed through
increased agricultural output than by enlistment to the army’.2%® Lord Wimborne observed a
similar trend noting that farmers believed that they were part of an essential industry
contributing to the war effort, regarding agriculture, ‘as a public service’.}%® With ever-
increasing demand for agricultural produce, Jeffery argued that the economic benefits of war
to farmers, ‘undermined the economic impulse for enlistment in the British army’.1° Pennell
has also stated that men from farming families were discouraged from enlisting owing to the
negative impact this would have on communal farm income.!!! Despite travelling to every
major town in the county, O’Leary’s tour was a failure, with police reporting that, ‘some

recruits were obtained but not many. Farmers sons are still slow at joining’.*?

The tour’s failure was raised at Westminster by Laurence Ginnell, dissident nationalist
MP for Westmeath. Ginnell enquired about the cost of the tour, consisting of twenty-four men

and officers of the Connaught Rangers, and seven touring cars, and the reason for its failure.
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While the Under Secretary for War, Harold Tennant, did not provide costings, he claimed that
he could not explain the low numbers of men enlisting without, ‘a more intimate acquaintance
with the psychology of the inhabitants’.**® Criticising Ginnell, Meehan observed that his
parliamentary colleague was being used by, ‘a small section of Sinn Féiners who have made a
catspaw of my honourable friend for the purpose of retarding recruitment in the county’.!'4
Ginnell, a fervent critic of recruiting, had earlier asked a parliamentary question in relation to
the activities of John O’Donel while recruiting in the county. Ginnell asked if the War Office
would take responsibility for the ‘scandalous conduct” of O’Donel for his dancing in the public
street with ‘drunken women of ill repute, who were fined at the following petty sessions for

drunkenness’.®

Despite meetings, county-wide tours, and an extensive advertising and poster
campaign, recruitment numbers did not increase substantially. By December 1915, only 238
men had enlisted from the county.!® Ireland was following a similar trend to that of Britain,
which witnessed ‘the gradual transition from innocent enthusiasm to increasing ambivalence,
and even outright resistance to the war effort’.!*” The decline in recruitment was due to a
number of factors, including reports of increasing numbers of casualties in the local
newspapers. While Thomas Dooley argued that the ‘pomp of military life and an infectious
militarism’ influenced many young men to enlist in the early months of the war, Ben Novick
observed that by the autumn of 1915, the sight of military uniforms in Ireland was no longer a
novelty. He argued that following the heavy casualties by Irish regiments at Gallipoli in the
spring and summer of 1915, a fear and reluctance developed to enlist for a dangerous war. 118
Fitzpatrick observed that, ‘while most Irishmen professed to approve of other’s fighting, they

preferred not to participate in person’.*9

As a result of the low levels of voluntary recruitment, the question of conscription was
being discussed in the autumn of 1915 and early 1916. Locally, elected members of councils
followed the position of their national leaders, by opposing the principle of conscription yet

continuously encouraging army recruitment. Thomas Fallon, Chairman of Leitrim County
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Council, and an ardent supporter of the recruitment cause, declared that the Council was “all in
favour of recruiting, but not in favour of conscription’.*?° At the Carrick Board of Guardians,
UIL stalwart Patrick Flynn described conscription as ‘disastrous to the interests of the Empire

and Ireland’.1?

In March 1916, following the introduction of conscription in Britain, Redmond invited
MPs to attend a conference to promote recruitment in Ireland. Corresponding with Redmond,
Westport based William Doris, MP for Mayo, outlined the dilemma for many in the Irish Party,
stating that ‘as to this western part of the county, I fear we have very little chance of getting
recruits, and the calling of public meetings for the purpose would only show our weakness in
this respect’.1?? At local level in Leitrim, as a result of the failure of the county council’s
recruitment committee to increase enlistment, a meeting chaired by Canon O’Reilly to establish
a wider countywide forum took place in Carrick-on-Shannon in March 1916. The members
present included the two local MPs, the military, the RIC, the AOH and UIL, together with a
broad representation of the county’s middle classes. The meeting appointed Fallon as Director
of Recruiting for the county. A strategy was developed, which included the establishment of
fifteen committees for each town and district, and the appointment of a recruiting officer in
every large town. Addressing the meeting, Captain Kelly praised the recruitment work of the
two local MPs who ‘had done much for the cause of recruiting when it was not fashionable to
do s0”.12® The intervention of the Easter Rising a month later, and the suspension of army

recruitment tours ended this new initiative.

The dynamics of Ireland’s social class structure were reflected in the activities of many
communities when sending men to war. Codd outlined the class distinction of Wexford society
where the enlistments and deaths of different men received significantly varied press
coverage.1?* At the Spring Assizes at Carrick on 13 July 1916, the Grand Jury of County Leitrim
passed resolutions of sympathy to the family of Leitrim born British diplomat Hugh O’Beirne
who perished with Lord Kitchener on board H.M.S. Hampshire. The Jury also passed a further
resolution of sympathy to the family of local solicitor Thomas Corscadden, whose son had died

while fighting in France.’®
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Like Wexford, stories of the middle classes of Leitrim society joining the army received
widespread newspaper coverage. The middle classes of the county were feted by their peers
prior to their departure to the front. Gifts were presented, suppers served and speeches made
praising men who were prepared to serve their King and country. The Leitrim Observer praised
local veterinary surgeon Thomas Gordon from Mohill for ‘sacrificing a large and lucrative
practice’, by choosing to volunteer. Before his departure to England for training, Gordon
received a gold wrist watch from Edward Geelan, Clerk of Mohill Guardians, at a farewell
supper in Kelly’s Hotel .12 A similar pattern marked the departure of F.R.S. Peters, a cashier at
Mohill’s Northern Bank, with a presentation of a purse of sovereigns and a silver cigarette case

prior to his departure.t?’

With over three hundred Irish medical doctors holding an officer commission in the
Royal Army Medical Corps at the turn of the twentieth century, it was no surprise that the
medical profession responded favourably to the call for recruits at the outbreak of hostilities.*?
Three Leitrim doctors, Charles Pentland from Mohill, Samuel Armstrong and P.J. Rooney from
Manorhamilton volunteered their services to the war effort. Before leaving Mohill, Pentland
was presented with a gold watch, a sword, a gold ring and a service revolver from a variety of
local friends, including those in the Masonic Lodge and local RIC for ‘his noble action”.!?° The
Fermanagh Herald reported that two prominent North Leitrim men, J.P. McGuinness, a local
District Councillor for Manorhamilton, and P.J. McGoey from Glenade were enlisting. At a
farewell supper in the Commercial Hotel, ‘speeches were delivered by several prominent
citizens who wished both gentlemen every success’. McGuinness said that, ‘he came to the

conclusion that he was not doing his duty by remaining at home’.*

Class issues were also identified by CCORI as hindering recruitment from the farming
and commercial classes of Ireland. The Committee observed that, ‘we are satisfied that a much
larger number of recruits could be obtained from the classes named were it not for their
reluctance to enter upon their training with recruits from the labouring classes. This class

prejudice is probably much more pronounced in Ireland that elsewhere in the United
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Kingdom’.*3! Prominent Longford loyalist, J.M. Wilson, outlined similar reasons for the

reluctance of farmers to enlist, observing that,

the small farmer has been brought up to think it beneath his dignity to serve in any of His
Majesty’s forces, and I quite confidently say that recruiting from that element is perfectly nil.
From the labouring class there has been a fair number, and | have discovered symptoms of
intense jealously between the labourers and the farmers owing to the refusal of the latter to
enlist, and I confidently assert that a compulsion Bill would be welcome as a whole by the

labourers who would rejoice to see the farmers able to serve.!®

Following the pattern of other counties, enlistment into the army was concentrated in
the major towns with only small numbers enlisting from rural areas. Towns such as Mohill,
Ballinamore, Drumshanbo, Carrick and Manorhamilton witnessed significant numbers of men
joining the army.'® Reporting the large numbers of men enlisting from Manorhamilton, the
Sligo Champion noted that, ‘from the return shown, this is the largest percentage of men who
joined the colours from any town of the size and population of Manorhamilton in the United
Kingdom’.13* In her study of Wexford, Pauline Codd argued that factors such as poverty were
a greater motivating factor for many men, compared to patriotism and missionary zeal.**®
Unlike many of their farming neighbours, men in many rural towns did not benefit from the

fruits of a booming agricultural economy.

The predominance of men in the army from towns and villages, as opposed to rural
areas, is reflected in the Absent Voters” Register of October 1918.1%¢ Of eighty-nine men on the
list from the Carrick area, only nineteen were from rural districts, and only three of the nineteen
were farmers’ sons. Similar patterns emerge in Mohill with thirty-five of fifty-three soldiers
from the town, and Ballinamore with less than a third of the thirty-one men from rural areas.
Manorhamilton was the only district where nearly equal numbers enlisted from the local town

and surrounding rural areas.*’
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While acknowledging the fact that many recruits were in the 18-21 year-old age
category, the Absent Voters’ Register identified only 483 Leitrim men serving with the British
armed forces.'®® As a county with high levels of emigration, many Leitrim born men served in
a various regiments in the British Army. An analysis of the 306 Leitrim war dead reveals that
the deceased men belonged to over fifty different army regiments, ranging from the Connaught
Rangers to Australian and Canadian units.**® On the first day of the Battle of the Somme on 1
July 1916, ten Leitrim soldiers were killed in action. Among the dead were Mohill-born soldiers
Corporal Thomas McNamara and Sergeant James Healy of the Northumberland Fusiliers, and
Bernard Morahan from Carrick, a member of the Hampshire Regiment. Private William
Rodgers, a member of the Connaught Rangers, was another Leitrim fatality at the Somme on
the first day of the offensive. Rodgers’ death marked the second war casualty for that Carrick
family, as his brother Daniel was Killed at Ypres in November 1914 serving with the same
regiment. The Reynolds family from Mohill also lost two sons as a result of the war. Twenty-
three year old Michael Reynolds died at home in March 1915 while recuperating from injuries
received at Neuve Chappelle in November 1914, while his younger brother, Bernard, also died
at home in October 1916 while recuperating from the effects of a gas attack at Ypres. According
to the Leitrim Advertiser, Mr Reynolds, a former soldier, still had another son in the army and

‘was now a pensioner on the miserable pittance of 1s-1d a day’. 14

Although both Fitzpatrick and Staunton rejected the argument that economic factors
were a major influence on enlistment, the appeal of a steady income was an attractive option
for many men in towns and cities.!** Myles Dungan believed that economic arguments explain
the large concentration of soldiers from cities and rural towns with large populations of
unskilled and unemployed young men.'*2 While many who joined were in gainful employment,
a steady job with generous separation allowances for dependants was a major motivating factor
for enlistment. Social and economic reasons for enlisting, or remaining at home revolved
around a wartime agricultural boom for the farming classes, and possible economic hardship
for their neighbouring townsmen. Economic factors and family welfare were recognised by the
authorities, and a vast array of newspaper and poster advertisements focussed their message on

increased Separation Allowances for the dependants of soldiers.
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Horne believed that while widespread poverty remained, ‘a scourge of the unskilled
working class, and the congested districts of the rural west, farm incomes rose and farmers
were well satisfied with high prices’.}** According to Kelly, this economic boom in agricultural
areas, paradoxically ensured a reluctance for young men to enlist, which was deemed disloyal
by the authorities.!** Fitzpatrick observed that, ‘while economic hardship may seldom have
driven men into the trenches, a comfortable situation provided a powerful incentive for staying

at home’ . 1*®

A widely accepted moral justification for going to war against Germany also motivated
some Irishmen. 146 Calls to defend the nation in a war against German oppression appealed to
many, including Nationalist MP Tom Kettle. Kettle wrote that, ‘men (including himself) went
because the cause was a just one’.**” According to Kettle, ‘this was for Britain a just and holy
war, and they were engaged in it to defend their independence’.**® Not all recruits were
preoccupied with a moral justification for enlisting. While Ferguson attributed old school
honour and patriotism as reasons for volunteering, he believed that many young men joined the
army for simply ‘something to do’.2*® Many of these young men joined for the same reasons as
future IRA leader Tom Barry, who recalled that, ‘I went to war for no other reason than that |
wanted to see what war was like, to get a gun, to see new countries and to feel a grown man’.**
Jeffery argued that a wide range of motivations: moral, political, economic, social and
psychological were among the reasons why men joined the colours.’®! Recognising the
complexity, and broad range of motivations for enlistment, Pennell argued that,‘it was
grounded in the men’s perception of the national cause, the nature of the enemy, and the
necessities of modern warfare. It was also rooted in the geography and social makeup of the
many communities from which they came’.*®? The reasons for not enlisting could be

characterized in a similar manner.

While the power of the state grew, and many individual rights were suspended at the
outset of the war, its effects on rural Ireland were not clearly evident until after the Easter
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Rising. Changing public opinion in the aftermath of the Rising ensured that England would no
longer receive near universal support for her actions in Europe. Stephen Garton noted that, ‘the
ferocity of the British response to the rebels in 1916, and their martyrdom sapped enthusiasm

for the war effort and ultimately side-lined Redmond’.*>

In a strongly worded editorial, the Roscommon Herald admonished Redmond for
allowing recruiters to make ‘wicked threats against farmers sons and shop boys, that they would
put petticoats on them and take them by force by conscription were part of the machinery that
turned these youths to the evil courses of revolution’.*®* The changed political environment
following the Easter Rising resulted in the war becoming a largely forgotten issue in local
media. With the exception of syndicated news pages in some local newspapers, the European
war was relegated to brief reports of local men who were killed or injured in the conflict. In
nearby Cavan, Reilly has observed similar trends where, ‘war news was relegated to small

insignificant columns, usually derived from other newspapers’.1>®

Horne observed that as the war progressed, the major dangers confronting belligerent
governments and military commands were declining morale, and ‘a counter mobilization in
favour of peace and even revolution which would challenge the war effort directly’.**® This
counter mobilization took place at a rapid pace throughout Ireland in 1917 and 1918, with an
ongoing anti-conscription message ensuring increasing support for advanced nationalists. Not
only did the Easter Rising promote the cause of advanced nationalists, it also forced the
authorities to suspend recruitment tours and public meetings to aid the war effort. While 238
men enlisted in Leitrim in 1915, only fifty-one joined the colours from March to December
1916. The rising tide of political support for Sinn Féin throughout 1917 greatly diminished
Ireland’s support for Britain’s war effort, with only forty-two Leitrim men enlisting in 1917.%%
This trend continued throughout 1918 with only ten men enlisting in the first four months of

the year.!®

With the passing of the Military Service Act in April 1918, a broad coalition of

constitutional nationalists, republicans and clergy across Ireland united against British
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government plans to enforce conscription. Calls for political unity among nationalists was the
common theme at meetings across the county (see Chapter 3). At a Sinn Féin organised anti-
conscription meeting at Dromahair on 5 May 1918, local clerics Fathers Galligan and Prior
made a plea that party politics should not destroy nationalist unity against ‘the basest treachery’

that was conscription.®>® The presence of so many clergy at anti-conscription platforms

ensured, as the RIC County Inspector observed, that ‘all were conducted in an orderly
manner’.2%° While the meetings were peaceful, Sinn Féin was the main beneficiary of the anti-

conscription campaign with party numbers and support increasing dramatically in the period.!6!

As aresult of the large scale level of opposition to conscription from all sections of Irish
society, the British government did not proceed with its enactment in Ireland. As a compromise,
the Government requested that Ireland supply 50,000 voluntary recruits to the war effort. The
launch of a renewed recruitment campaign in August 1918 proved to be more successful
nationally than previous campaigns with 9,845 men joining between August and November
1918, compared to 5,812 recruits in the preceding six months.'®2 Despite the surge in recruiting
in some areas in the final months of the war, Leitrim’s RIC County Inspector reported in

October 1918 that, ‘voluntary recruitment for the army is still very poor’.1%®

Across Leitrim, the resumption of recruitment meetings in the late summer and early
autumn of 1918 provided advanced nationalists with the opportunity to defy government
policy. At Dromahair on 4 September 1918, prior to a fair day recruitment meeting organised
by John O’Donel, posters were erected warning young men not to join the army. The Sligo
Champion reported that the majority of young men rushed home before the arrival of the
recruiting party. O’Donel told the small crowd that he was ashamed of the young men who had
not remained, accusing them of being ‘afraid to come and listen to God’s truth, but he supposed
they would rather listen to a lot of lies told them by some rebel or other’.'®* Despite the low
turnout, there were no interruptions unlike at other towns across the county. At Ballinamore on
1 October 1918, a meeting was interrupted by locals, and police baton charged a group of forty

young men who continued to cheer and sing after the meeting ended. The
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interruptions resulted in the arrest and subsequent imprisonment of three local men, Con
Gallogly, Patrick McAviney and Michael McHugh. At their trial on 5 October 1918, Judge
Browne condemned the defendants declaring that, ‘If these young men have a stomach for
fighting or drilling, there are a hundred opportunities for them in the army or flying corps, and
if they joined up and faced the real enemies of Ireland they would be of some service to their

native land’.1%°

Despite Canon O’Reilly warning people not to interfere with recruitment meetings at
Carrick, interruptions took place at fair day meetings in the town on both 11 and 21 October
1918. Prior to the 11 October meeting, the front of the local recruiting office was covered by
tar. On the following day, Captain Phillips condemned the act and accused Sinn Féin leaders
of treason. Phillips told the crowd that ‘the Irish people had turned down the Irish Party, who

got them all that they enjoyed, in favour of a Spaniard’.®

While the early months of the war witnessed large numbers of men enlisting, most
notably from the larger towns of the county, by late 1915 recruitment figures were in sharp
decline. While the county’s two MPs, other local public representatives and clergy of all
denominations endorsed Redmond’s message to support the war effort, the men of the county
showed no enthusiasm to join the colours. Despite a number of local and national initiatives to
promote recruitment, numbers remained low, and support for the war steadily declined. The
activities of the British authorities in the wake of the Easter Rising, the non-implementation of
Home Rule, and the ever-present threat of conscription further reinforced antipathy to Britain.
A prolonged war, mounting war casualties, the diminishment of early enthusiasm, and a
prosperous agricultural economy at home were clearly major deterrents for any would-be

Leitrim soldiers.
2.4 Voluntary Associations

Although the question of military mobilisation remained to the fore, the period also witnessed
the growth of voluntary associations supporting the war effort. The scale of this mobilisation
of civil society was unprecedented, whereby thousands of non-combatant civilians, mainly
women, contributed in a broad variety of ways to aid frontline troops and refugees. Clare

O’Neill described the work as ‘a nationwide response, a putting aside of differences and pulling
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together as one, in a major humanitarian gesture’. '’ How did this unique feature of the war
manifest itself in Leitrim, and how did the county respond to the mobilisation? As gender roles
in European society altered as a result of civil mobilisation and the broader wartime experience,

what were the wartime experiences of women in Leitrim?

A number of initiatives, ranging from refugee aid to providing tobacco for soldiers,
emerged with the establishment of local war support committees across Ireland. Withinweeks
of the declaration of war, a range of Comfort and Relief Funds were established in Leitrim in
support of the war effort. A Red Cross Society was established in Mohill by Amy Crofton,
daughter of local landlord and magistrate Duke Crofton. At a meeting in the local Church of
Ireland Hunt Hall, Miss Crofton called for support, stating that, ‘I believe that men of all classes
whose duties keep them at home and who cannot sew, will be glad to help by contributions
however small, towards the cost of the necessary materials which we women will gladly make
up into garments’.!%® Maeve O’Riordan has argued that the motivation of the women of the
local aristocracy to contribute to the war effort was born, not out of a desire to break free of
restrictive societal gender roles, but to ‘fulfil their “natural” roles as local leaders within the

patriarchal tradition, and to demonstrate their loyalty’.1%°

From the beginning of the war, financial appeals to aid soldiers and their families were
a regular feature of local newspapers. Support for the Prince of Wales Relief Fund organised
by Leitrim’s Lord Lieutenant Harlech, was requested by the Leitrim Advertiser which reported
that, ‘the appeal is a very deserving one, and one which we are sure will meet with a generous
response from all creeds and classes in Co. Leitrim’.1’® Despite the newspaper’s endorsement
of the Fund, donations were generally not large and confined to the middle classes of Leitrim
society. An examination of contributions to army regiment comfort funds reveals a relatively
low subscription base. While Maude Crofton collected a total of £5-1s-2d for the Royal Irish
Regiment Comfort Fund, a collection by Miss Evelyn Notley, for the Belgian Relief Fund
received £24-12s-7d. Miss Notley’s collection had contributions ranging from £1 by Rev.

Geraghty, to numerous 6d contributions from members of the general public.t’* A member of
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the Church of Ireland, Notley was the eldest daughter of Dromod shopkeeper and farmer Robert

Notley, and remained active in voluntary war work throughout the course of the war.

Funds established to aid the relief of Belgian refugees attracted the most popular public
support. As with most charitable activities, Peter Whearity argued that it was the socially
advantaged members of society that were primarily involved in assisting Belgian refugees.’?
Noting the disproportionate number of females on local reception committees in Britain, Peter
Cahalan argued that women of a certain social class helped refugees for ‘quite spontaneous and
unpolitical reasons’, as they had very limited opportunities to express their patriotism.'’® The
support of the Bishop of Kilmore, Patrick Finegan, for Belgian Relief Funds also contributed
to the success of public appeals.t” Leitrim, like other counties in Ireland, provided housing and
job opportunities for some of the 3,000 Belgian refugees who arrived in Ireland in the early
autumn of 1914. By February 1915, Leitrim County Council had established a Belgian Relief
Committee to co-ordinate the work of local committees across the county. The purpose of the
committees was to aid the Belgian people who were ‘ruthlessly driven from their once happy
homes by an implacable and ruthless enemy, who is our enemy also’.1”® Two Belgian families
arrived at Ballinamore in May 1915, and were provided with housing and employment at the

nearby Arigna mines.!’®

The work of Lady Aberdeen, wife of the former Viceroy, in a range of health promotion
causes since the 1880s was continued throughout the war. The foundation of the Women’s
National Health Association (WNHA) in 1907, with an extensive national branch network, was
specifically aimed at eradicating tuberculosis, and the promotion of a healthy nation.
Government supported maternity and child welfare schemes in the war years expanded WNHA
activity, and combined with increased employment and agricultural prosperity, contributed
significantly to improved infant and maternal survival rates.!’” Eileen Reilly believed that the

war also provided the WNHA with an opportunity to aid the war effort, by the organisation of
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instruction in nursing skills and ambulance driving.t’® This initiative was carried out on behalf
of the British Red Cross, and also included organising volunteers to produce garments and
bandages, and provide comforts for soldiers. A nursing class held on three evenings a week,
was established in Carrick in early October 1914 by the local WNHA branch under the
instruction of Dr. Kieran Delany. The well attended classes ensured that women would ‘be in
a position to offer their services to the War Office, for the treatment of our wounded soldiers

in the hospitals at the front, and at home’.*"

Despite having no hospital, ambulance, or nursing presence in the county, the Red Cross
was one of the few charities that received continued support throughout the course of the
conflict. A county-wide committee was established, with Captain Duke Crofton from Mohill
acting as County Director. At Carrick Town Hall on 16 September 1914, the local Red Cross
Society held a fundraising dance, at which ‘all the business people of the town were actively
associated with the movement, and did their utmost to make it the success that it was’.*%° Elsie
Allen, daughter of Richard Allen, Leitrim’s Crown Clerk, reported in December 1914, that the
£32/7s/10d she collected enabled her ‘to find materials sufficient to make 372 garments and
comforts’.81 At Manorhamilton, a concert to aid the Red Cross Ambulance Fund in November
1915 was so well attended that many had to be turned away.®? The popularity of the cause of
the Red Cross was again demonstrated at Leitrim village on 21 January 1916, where local
Church of Ireland vicar Rev. George Peyton organized ‘one of the best and most successful
concerts held for many years’.18 Despite the changing political environment in the aftermath
of the Easter Rising, the Red Cross collected £534/18s/6d in Leitrim during its 1917 annual
collection, the highest in Connaught outside of Galway.®* The British Red Cross Society
recognised the broad support base that the organisation had across Ireland, reporting that,
‘contributions from Ireland represent all social grades of the people, and all religious

denominations’.18
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Decreasing support for the civilian war effort was attributed by Clare O’Neill, not to
the Easter Rising, but to the increasing casualty rates in 1917, and Sinn Féin’s anti-conscription
campaign. While O’Neill believed that disenchantment with the war precipitated support for
advanced nationalism, there is little evidence to support her argument in Leitrim.*8 In the
months following the Rising, the only significant fundraising events in the county were Irish
National Aid functions, and door-to-door collections for the dependants of republican

prisoners.*®’

While Margaret Downes described volunteers as ‘ordinary civilians’, Reilly has noted
the class based nature of volunteer activity, observing that, ‘a robust and ambitious middle
class, conscious of the tantalising immediacy of Home Rule, and anticipating imperial
accomplishment, responded positively to the summons to arms’.'®8 Reilly argued that class,
religion and politics were influential factors in the adoption of voluntary war work. VVoluntary
war work, requiring an investment of time with no monetary reward, ensured that such work
became the preserve of ‘the titled ladies of the landed gentry, and the wives and daughters of
senior officials, politicians, businessmen, clergymen and professionals’.'®® Watson has
identified a similar trend in Britain among the middle and upper classes, where the war provided
opportunities which ‘were different in particulars but generally similar to the philanthropic
work they had been brought up to take for granted as their social duty’.1*® Although Caitriona
Clear believed that Catholic women proved as enthusiastic as Protestant women in the massive
mobilisation of charitable activity, it was ‘a particular domain of middle and upper class women’
that were to the forefront of such work.**! The womenfolk of the middle classes of Leitrim
society, such as the Croftons and Smiths of Mohill, the Rainsfords and Allens of Carrick, and
the Andersons of Manorhamilton were among those actively involved in charitable war work.
These women were primarily the family of the landed gentry and professional classes, and were
predominantly members of the Church of Ireland, Presbyterian or Methodist communities. In

his praise of a group of Manorhamilton women led
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by his wife, who knitted socks for Indian soldiers, Francis Meehan MP claimed that the gesture

‘showed how broadminded the people of Manorhamilton were’ .19

Despite many women entering employment in wartime industries in urban areas of
Britain and Ireland, the dominant discourse of early twentieth century Ireland was that a
woman’s role was that of wife and mother, who were economically dependent on their menfolk.
Caitriona Clear recognised that the expansion of employment opportunities for women in
Ireland was not as dramatic due to the absence of conscription, with traditional patterns of
female employment remaining close to pre-war levels.*®® Fionnuala Walsh argued that, overall
the war had a negative effect on Irishwomen, with many of the pre-war perceptions of women’s
role in society remaining unchanged after the conflict. She believed that geographic location
was a significant factor in determining opportunities for female employment, and that the war’s
impact varied enormously depending on the region, socio- economic status and whether one
had a relative serving in the armed forces.?®* While speakers on recruiting platforms, and army
recruitment newspaper advertisements, requested that ‘women of Ireland, do your duty’ and
influence loved ones to enlist, traditional societal roles for women remained broadly intact.%
However, throughout the war, authorities had no issue with women deviating from their
prescribed societal roles to support the war effort. In an effort to increase enlistment, John
O’Donel advocated the boycotting of businesses that employed young men at work that could
be undertaken by women. % Similar sentiments were expressed at a recruitment meeting at
Mohill in November 1915, where Colonel Harrison of the Connaught Rangers criticised young
male shop assistants for not doing their duty, declaring that ‘there are thousands of women in

Ireland who are capable of doing that sort of work’.*%

With the introduction of Separation Allowances in 1914 to support soldier’s
dependents, many working class women received a regular income for the first time in their
lives. While Separation Allowances were seen in a broadly positive light in France, in rural
Annecy-le-Vieux some people believed that the allowance ‘encouraged sloth, and loose living

in many a home’.1% In Britain and Ireland, the independence that this income permitted raised
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some concerns, when ‘separation women’ appeared before the courts on drunkenness and
public order offences. Social norms determined t