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This thesis examines various social and political organisations that represented rank and file
nationalists in east Galway from 1914 to 1921 and how they mediated and interpreted the
political upheaval of the revolutionary period. The activities of many, perhaps more prosaic
movements such as the Town Tenants' League and the Ex-Soldiers and Sailors Federation
have received scant attention in the historiography of the Irish revolution which has focused
overwhelmingly on the activities of the Irish Volunteers and Sinn Fein and latterly on the
demise of the Irish Parliamentary Party and the United Irish League. The historiographical
emphasis on the principal political agents has been to the detriment of a full understanding of
the complexities of the nationalist response to revolutionary upheaval. To gain a full
appreciation of the formative political and social dynamics from which the lIrish state
emerged, a more comprehensive analysis of the evolution of public opinion is necessary. In a
radicalised county like Galway, where local political culture was characterised by the

“intensity of political rivalries, civic organisations such as the Gaelic Athletic Association

played a crucial role in influencing local events as they became conduits for rival groups to

garner support and undermine their opponents.

The revolutionaries were a product of their environment and east Galway was a complex and
Jfractious society in which the traumatic upheaval of the independence struggle continually
defies a simplistic linear meta-narrative. A comprehensive study of these events reveals many
surprising and frequently awkward conclusions for local communities, which in retrospect,
could not have been accommodated in the domain of conventional local history. The
principal question which this thesis explores is the extent to which people’s social and
political aspirations evolved during the period and the degree to which they found expression

in the respective campaigns of the IRA and Sinn Fein.




Introduction

1. The historiography of the Irish Revolution

Popular perceptions of the independence Struggle were heavily influenced in the early decades

of the state by the publication of numerous combatants’ accounts that tended to focus on what
Desmond Ryan termed ‘the spirit of the struggle for Independence at the height of its glory,
with all the incalculable fire of 1916 behind it and a rose misted future before it’.! The
accounts of the exploits of officers such as Dan Breen, Tom Barry and Michael Collins
displayed similar motifs with a common emphasis on the dangers faced by the Volunteers, the
heroism of their sacrifice, the cowardice of the Crown Forces and the magnanimity of a united
nationalist people.” The paradigm of ‘Ireland’s Fighting Story’® could even rejuvenate the
somewhat questionable record of areas which had remained relatively dormant, as districts

sought retrospectively to defend their revolutionary credentials in print.*

Whilst these works tended towards hagiography, there are many valuable insights to be found
in combatants’ accounts. Peadaf O’Donnell, Liam Mellows and Ernie O’Malley, in particular,
left detailed accounts of seminal events, which despite gaining popular appeal, represented
nuanced analyses of the society which they had unsuccessfully endeavoured to change.’ Based
on their own experiences, these writers questioned the common assumptions regarding the
degree of popular support the IRA had relied upon, the conservative nature of the republican
leadership and the degree to which the Sinn Fein had compromised their principles.

Conscious of the inherent divisions in Irish society during the revolution, O’Donnell believed

! Desmond Ryan, Sean Treacy and The 3rd Tippérary Brigade (Tralee, 1945), p. §.

2 Dan Breen, My Fight for Irish Freedom, (Dublin, 1924); Tom Barry, Guerrilla Days in Ireland (Dublin, 1949);
Batt O’Connor, With Michael Collins in the fight for Irish Independence (London, 1929).

* Ireland’s Fighting Story was a long running series of articles which first appeared in the Kerryman newspaper
before being published between 1942 and 1961 as county based histories of the IRA, featuring Limerick,
Dublin, Kerry and Cork.

* For two conflicting assessments of the achievements of a single brigade, contrast Jim Maher, The Flying
Column, West Kilkenny, 1916—1921 (Dublin, 1988) and Emie O’Malley’s account of the same brigade in
On Another Man's Wound (London, 1936), pp 221-35.

* See in particular, Peadar O’Donnell, There Will Be Another Day (Dublin, 1963), Ermnie O'Malley, Army
Without Banners, Adventures of an Irish Volunteer (Boston, 1937); On Another Man's Wound (London,
1936); The Singing Flame (Dublin, 1978); Liam Mellows, Notes from Mountjoy Jail (London, 1925).




that the rural poor were exploited by the movement, ‘as the tyrannical aspects of the [British]
conquest were declared outside the scope of the struggle’.® Likewise, Mellows wrote, ‘Sinn
Fein, whilst nominally, a nationalist party was, in fact, a bourgeois party.”” O’Malley was later
to write bitterly of the lack of support for the republican cause: ‘much cannot be expected
from a nation of slaves. There is no idea of honour, an indefinite sense of playing the game,
no real courage and not sufficient bulldog grit’.* Thus, the historical re-interpretation of the
era, which began in the 1960s, had been preceded by writers with first-hand experience, who

had already fundamentally questioned many popularly held assumptions.

The academic assessment of the Irish revolution evolved considerably in the 1960s with a
number of important reinterpretations published.” Historians such as F.X. Martin, William
Irwin Thompson and F.S.L. Lyons questioned the degree to which interpretations of the
period had been influenced by retrospective romanticism and the inherent necessities of
nation building. The so-called revisionist abproach sought to detach, as it was perceived,
historical myths from historical reality, irrespective of nationalist sensitivities. The emerging
historical orthodoxy fundamentally questioned the a priori assumptions surrounding the
period, with the reputations, abilities and -rationa]e of the republican leadership subjected to
unprecedented historical scrutiny. Thereafter, Irish historians became less deferential,

immeasurably more sceptical and fundamentally more dispassionate in their analysis of the

republican project. Ernest Rumpf and Anthony Hepburn’s pioneering study Nationalism and

Socialism in Twentieth Century Ireland represented a landmark in the academic investigation
of the distribution of revolutionary violence.' Rather than analysing Irish nationalism in terms
of its own rhetoric, they stressed the diversity of variables: geographic, agricultural, economic
and cultural, which accounted for the emergence and pattern of revolutionary violence. While
some of their conclusions have since been challenged, Rumpf and Hepburn’s approach, along

with the bulk of their findings, have had a profound influence on later historians.

¢ O’Donnell, There Will Be Another Day, p. 12.

"Mellows, Notes from Mountjoy Jail, p. 9.

¥ Richard English and Cormac O’Malley (eds.) Prisoners: The Civil War Letters of Ernie O'Malley (Dublin,
1991), p. 36. ’

® See in particular, F.S.L. Lyons, Culture and Anarchy in Ireland, 1890-1939 (Oxford, 1979); William lrwin
Thompson, The Imagination of an Insurrection (Oxford, 1967).

' Ernest Rumpf and Anthony Hepburn, Nationalism and Socialism in Twentieth Century Ireland (Liverpool,

1977). Their conclusions are discussed in detail in Chapter Four.




The influence of this new historical approach, combined with the pioneering methodology of
Rumpf and Hepburn is most evident in the work of David Fitzpatrick. Fitzpatrick’s seminal
article, ‘The Geography of Irish Nationalism’," expanded the statistical analysis pioneered by
Rumpf to examine three major manifestations of nationalism: violence, voting and
participation in political organisations. Employing a range of statistical data including judicial
statistics, election results and the Crime Special Branch statistics of the RIC, Fitzpatrick
provided a more thorough analysis of the variety of republican violence than had previously
been produced. He later employed his statistical approach and scepticism of the existing
historiography to produce a major account of the revolution in a single county. Politics and
Irish Life 1913-1921: Provincial Experience of War and Revolution'’ examined the revolution
-in county Clare and was the first major analysis to challenge the common assumption that the
rise of militant nationalism represented a fundamental and radical break with the
constitutional tradition of the National Party and the United Irish League. Rather than viewing
the period as one of fundamental political transformation, Fitzpatrick highlighted the
profound continuity between the manipulation of social discontent and the romantic
attachment to violent radicalism of the Parliamentary Party and the complementary tactics of
the ‘new’ revolutionaries which merely represented ‘old wine in new bottles’. Michael
Wheatley has explored the demise of the Parlimentary Party’s local structures in the north
west in Nationalism and the Irish Party: Provincial Ireland 1910-1916.' Wheatley contends
that nationalist political structures were neither in a state of decay nor unrepresentative of
~ provincial nationalism in early 1914. Rather, the IPP's decline after 1914 was inaugurated by

Redmond's support for the British war effort.

Fitzpatrick’s ‘so-called revolution’ thesis has influenced a new generation of historians who
have emphasised the emasculation of radical social forces within the new militant tradition,

which became most obvious in the revolutionaries’ commitment to property values and their

conservative stance on land redistribution." Fitzpatrick’s study emphasised the profoundly

" David Fitzpatrick, ‘The Geography of Irish Nationalism’ in Past and Present, Vol 78, pp 113-44.

"2 David Fitzpatrick, Politics and Irish Life 1913-1921, Provincial Experience of War and Revolution (Dublin,
1977).

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

" Qee in particular, Joost Augusteijn (ed.) The Irish Revolution, 1913-1923 (London, 2002); ‘Accounting for the

emergence of violent activism among Irish revolutionaries, 1916-21" in Irish Historical Studies, xxxi, (May




local nature of the revolutionary experience and his conclusion that only detailed local studies
can determine the relative importance (if any) of the many factors which he had highlighted,
was taken up by a number of younger historians." Peter Hart in Cork, Michael Farry in Sligo,

Marie Coleman in Longford and Joost Augusteijn in a range of counties, have all examined

the nature of political and social upheaval during the period 1913-1923 in one county.'

Fitzpatrick’s conclusions have attracted both supporters and detractors and he has
subsequently been critical of historians ‘hankering after lost opportunities for social
revolution’.” Fergus Campbell challenged Fitzpatrick’s analysis of continuity and change by
examining the intersection between political and agrarian conflict in Galway. He emphasised
the key influence of the radical tradition as being of paramount importance in shaping events
and public opinion, as opposed to the elitism of the constitutional traditions of the Irish
Party." Campbell’s study spans the period 1898 to 1921 and his analysis focuses on the
revolutionary potential of land hunger and land redistribution. Whilst his work provides an
important interpretive paradigm, the key issues surrounding republican and state violence,
sectarianism and the fate of minorities and the urban experience of revolution have not been
examined in the west of Ireland during the revolutionary period.” Thus, despite Campbell’s
research, east Galway still provides a compelling case study of continuity and change owing

to the social, economic and demographic diversity of the region.

2007), pp 237-45; David Fitzpatrick (ed.) Revolution?: lreland 1917-1923 (Dublin, 1990); Tom Garvin,
The Evolution of Irish Nationalist Politics (Dublin, 1981); Charles Townshend, ‘The lIrish Republican
Army and the Development of Guerrilla Warfare, 1916-21" in English Historical Review, xciv (1979), pp
318-45; Political Violence in Ireland: Government and Resistance Since 1948 (Oxford, 1983).

'* These factors are discussed in detail in Chapter Four.

'® peter Hant, ‘The Geography of Revolution in Ireland 1917-1923" in Past and Present, Vol, 154 (1997), pp
142-73. Peter Hart, The IRA and its Enemies: Violence and Community in Cork, 1916-1923 (Oxford, 1998);
The IRA at War, 1916-1923 (Oxford, 2003); Marie Coleman, County Longford and the Irish Revolution,
1910-1923 (Dublin, 2003); Joost Awgusteijn, From Deflance to Guerrilla Warfare. The Experience of
Ordinary Volunteers in the Irish War of Independence 1916-1921. (Dublin, 1996); Michael Farry, The
Aftermath of Revolution: Sligo, 1921-23 (UCD, 2000).

" David Fitzpatrick, ‘Review; Fergus Campbell, Land & Revolution, Politics in the West of Ireland 1898-1921’
in American Historical Review, cxii, (2007), pp 281-2.

'* Fergus Campbell, Land & Revolution, Politics in the West of Ireland ]898-1921 (Oxford, 2005).

" Michael Farry provides some information on Sligo in Sligo 1914-192: A Chronicle of Conflict (Sligo, 1992).




The key challenge set by Fitzpatrick, to find out why some areas were more violent than
others through a series of local studies which explored various social variables in order to
elucidate the key themes of continuity and change, remains an unfinished task.” The profound
localism of the era, the stark differences in popular mobilisation and political organisation, not
just between counties, but also between areas within the same county, demands the synthesis
of a greater number of regional studies. The conclusions of studies based in one particular part
of the country cannot be extrapolated into nationwide conclusions until a greater synthesis of

regional case studies has been achieved.

1. Key Thesis Questions

Despite the increasing sophistication of the literature, numerous profound lacunae remain in
our understanding of the Irish Revolution. In spite of the range of historical enquiry
investigated in Fitzpatrick’s seminal work on Clare, many subsequent historians have
continued to rely on the collation of statistical data to explain the regional variations of
political violence.?' This has contributed to a trend, whereby political violence and the IRA in
particular, have been analysed apart from the social -milieu of nationalist society. The
revolution was fundamentally immersed in the under-articulated, yet profound social
prejudices of the era and political change was ultimately mediated through notions of
legitimacy, deference and respectability. Hart and Augusteijn’s seminal approach has
elucidated much of our current understanding of IRA violence. However, the evolution of
public opinion defies a rigid statistical approach and a firmer contextualisation is required to
take account of the many social forces and civic organisations through which both change and
stasis were mediated. Hart recognised the importance of these inherent tensions within Irish
society and the subsequent need for greater historical analysis of the insecurity created by the

defeat of conservative nationalism, noting, ‘We do have the materials for a new revolutionary

history.”*

4

*® Fitzpatrick, *The Geography of Irish Nationalism’, p. 137. Campbell has contested Fitzpatrick’s conclusions in
‘The Sccial Dynamics of Nationalist Politics in the West of Ireland, 1898-1918 in Pasr and Present, Vol
184, (2004), pp 175-209. "

2! See Hart, “The Geography of Revolution in Ireland 1917-1923°; The IRA and its Enemies;, Hart, The IRA ai
War, 1916-1923,; Augusteijn, From Defiance to Guerrilla Warfare.

2 Han, The IRA at War, 1916-1923,p. 5.




Political revolutions necessitate a violent and traumatic process of upheaval, and to succeed,
require a significant degree of communal solidarity. The brunt of the upheaval was not borne
evenly by all sections of society. The national solidarity required by the leadership of
nationalist Ireland during the revolutionary era concealed a society that was fundamentally
shaped by the divergent hopes and aspirations of various broadly defined social groups, which
were ofien antagonistic or mutually exclusive. The tensions within nationalist society are
examined in detail in this study and the degree to which the evolution of the republican
movement generated profound insecurity and resentment amongst sections of the community
is investigated. The creation of one political tradition required the destruction of another and
the tensions within the broader nationalist community are a crucial aspect in understanding
the revolution in Ireland. How this resentment manifested itself and how the republican
movement eventually accommodated more conservative social forces defines the nature of the

Independence struggle and the new Irish state which emerged.

While agrarian unrest in the nineteenth century has received a considerable amount of
outstanding scholarly treatment, the agrarian disturbances of the early twentieth century
require further analysis. Both Fitzpatrick and Townshend have acknowledged the importance
of land in generating violence during the independence struggle.” Terence Dooley has
elucidated the seminal importance of land hunger as a social and political catalyst for many
decades after the founding of the state.** Nonetheless, the nature of the relationship between
agrarianism and political violence during the revolutionary era remains elusive. Fitzpatrick
has pointed out that ‘rural unrest invites study, not only for its intrinsic value, but also for its
significance as the manifestation, result or cause, of more general relationships and
processes.’* This study provides a detailed classification of agrarian unrest during the period
which avoids the homogeneity that contemporary labelling of outbreaks inferred, and which
historians have at times been too ready to accept. A systematic classification of agrarian
unrest and its patterns has been constructed so that more sophisticated problems about
political unrest can be answered. The extent to which agrarianism in Galway represented a

uniform and persistent manifestation of crisis amongst the poor or simply a collection of

localised and contrasting movements confined to specific parts of the county, is of crucial

% Charles Townshend, Political Violence in Ireland: Government and Resistance Since 1848, (Oxford, 1983), p.
238; David Fitzpatrick, ‘Unrest in Rural Ireland’ in frish Economic and Social History, xii (1985), p. 98.
* Terence Dooley, The Land for the People: The Land Question in Independent Ireland (Dublin, 2004),

* Fitzpatrick, *Unrest in Rural Ireland’, p. 98,




significance to many wider debates.

Arensberg and Kimball’s social model of rural society in the west of Ireland highlighted the
fundamental social divisions within the world of the rural town, as well as between the small
town and its rural environs. These differences were barely concealed and ‘there are many
kinds of them [townspeople] beneath this sameness and to know them, one must know these
variations and what they imply for life.’*® ‘For the average small farmer, the town is a strange
unfriendly place. Even in the countryside, his security is rooted in his own locality and those

living even a few miles away will be strangers to him.?’

While the rural class dimension of the Irish revolution has not been fully explored, the
cultural chasm between town and country has merely been alluded to.*®* Whilst the militancy
of the small tenant farmers during the same period has been the focus of extensive research,
the equally valid claims of town tenants has received scant attention. The issue of urban
tenants” rights has not been analysed because towns have largely been depicted as adjuncts 1o

the rural world, where the defining national characteristics could be found. Thus, as Susan

Hood and Brian Graham ha\}e concluded, ‘the nationalist rhetoric, which subsumed the labour

issue, also absorbed the urban perspective in general and the theme of the small town in
particular.’® By examining the campaigns of the local Towns Tenants’ League and other
national organisations, this study explores how the cultural chasm between town and country
was particularly pronounced during the revolution in east Galway. The IRA’s campaign was
limited to distinct parts of the county and wholly confined to the countryside. Towns played

little role in the independence struggle and remained hostile to the IRA throughout the era.

The chasm between the world of the small town and its rural environs and between tenant
farmers and larger landowners was naturally reflected within nationalist discourse and the
revolutionary struggle itself, and the .attempt to reconcile, at least temporarily, their

conflicting political agendas was never fully successful. Sinn Fein and the Volunteers

2 Conrad Arensbeg and Solon Kimball, Family and Community in Ireland (Harvard, 1948), p. 316.

7 Arensberg & Kimball, Family and Community in Ireland, p. 406.

% See Augusteijn, From Defiance to Guerrilla Warfare, p. 278; Fitzpatrick, ‘The Geography of Irish
Nationalism’, p. 130.

» Susan Hood and Brian Graham, ‘Town Tenan-t Protest in Independent Ireland’ in Irish Economic and Social

History, (1994), pp 39-58.




continually failed to make any inroads in the county’s small towns, and the urban poor in
particular, displayed a deep antagonism to the republican movement, which they correctly
perceived as a solely rural movement, driven, until 1920 at least, by the agenda of the small
tenant farmers. In the small towns of east Galway, the impact of the revolution was minimal
at best and all classes of urban society continually turned their face against political change.
The rapid advances made by the Irish Farmers Union in the county in the initial years of the
revolution was no mere coincidence. The graziers and gentlemen farmers of the county sought
to match the organising zeal of their traditional social inferiors by forming their own
combinations to stifle the growth and success of tenant agitations. The demise of the local
Town Tenants’ League and its failure to tackle serious issues around slum housing and
exploitation by middlemen was indicative of the stagnant and reactionary political nature of

Galway towns.

The issue of sectarianism during the revolution continues to fuel academic and popular

controversy and the reputation of the IRA has come under considerable scrutiny. His study of
West Cork led Hart to conclude that sectarianism was ‘embedded in the vocabulary and
syntax of the revolution’*® Galway has not escaped the attention of historians in this regard
and Hart has asserted that ‘ethnic cleansing’ took place in the east Galway countryside.
Noting the ‘dreary steeples of Bandon and Ballinasloe,’*' Hart concludes that Protestants in
general were pursued and were targeted with rigour from 1920 onwards. The ‘ethnic civil
war’ thesis highlighted the sectarian nature of the IRA and Hart has focused on the killing of a
number of Protestant men in west Cork by the IRA. In areas where the Crown Forces were
particularly active, relations between Volunteers and the general population clearly became
more strained. This study examines a number of crucial aspects to this debate, in particular:
were Galway Protestants more likely to be informers than their Catholic neighbours? and
were Protestants consequently pursued by the IRA? Secondly, were ‘outsiders’ such as ex-
servicemen viewed with suspicion by republicans? and to what degree were they

consequently targeted?

Despite the body of academic work which has been published over the last two decades,

Fitzpatrick’s conclusions about separatism and social change merit re-examination in the

* Hant, The IRA at War, 1916-1921, p. 240.
> Ibid.




context of the varying degrees of support for political violence which existed in different
regions of the country. This study makes a unique contribution to the body of knowledge
surrounding one of the most turbulent periods in Irish history by scrutinising a broader range
of movements and organisations than have previously been the subject of historical enquiry,
in order to contextualise the sheer diversity of nationalist opinion. The major agents of
political change can only be comprehensively analysed within the local milieu of conflicting
voices, contested interpretations and disparate expectations through which political change
and social unrest were mediated. Hence, to study these groups in isolation or simply as
components of larger forces of change is to underestimate and misinterpret the true
complexity of nationalist opinion and the level of insecurity and hostility which political
change generated. The revolution in Ireland did not evolve in isolation from the forces of
conservatism and stasis. It had to convince and eventually accommodate entrenched privilege

and established power relations.

3. East Galway

32

East Galway provides a compelling case study of the revolution for a number of reasons.

The social, geographical and demographic diversity of the county, manifest in the profoundly
different regions of the county, contributed to a complex social structure, where intense
political cleavages mirrored the diversity of bolitical aspirations in a volatile local political
culture. Galway, like most of the country in 1914, was an overwhelmingly rural society and
the vast majority of people were either directly or indirectly reliant on agriculture for their
livelthoods. This apparent uniformity concealed many contrasting cultural and social
communities, reflecting wildly varying ways of life, where, to many ordinary people, other
parts of the county could appear strange and perceptibly different from their own
communities. Galway, west of the Corrib, comprised a unique landscape and culture, with its
flat boggy coastal settlements and uninhabited mountaiﬁous centre. Clifden, in the northwest,
an English speaking market town, comprised the 6nly town west of the Corrib, while the
majority of people, lived their lives in abject poverty in small costal communities scattered
along the shores of Galway Bay. The largest of these, an Spideall, an Ceathur Rua, Rosmuc,
Roundstone and Oughterard, remained small Irish-speaking villages, which continued to rely

on remittances from overseas to supplement meagre incomes from fishing and the rearing on

*2 See Appendix for map of Galway showing main towns and villages.




small farms of sheep and cattle. The uniqueness of these communities and their specific
cultural, environmental and economic realities demand a separate study, distinct from the east
of the county. For this reason, this thesis focuses on the east of the county, where little or no
popular solidarity, concern or interest generally, was commonly felt toward fellow

Galwegians in Connemara.

East Galway evades an absolute definition but for the purposes of this study it is taken to be
all of the county, to the south and to the east of Lough Corrib and including Galway town.
East Galway was overwhelmingly English speaking, despite a small number of native
speakers in the Carnmore, Oranmore and Clonbur districts and in the Claddagh village in
Galway town. Despite becoming part of the Gaelteacht, these areas did not share the same
social structure as Connemara with its extremes of poverty and economic backwardness. East
Galway itself is popularly conceived of in terms of the north and the south, with the dividing
line generally held to be an imaginary frontier stretching from Galway town, across to the
s‘mal] village of Monivea and on to Ballinasloe and the banks of the Shannon. Ballinasloe,
Loughrea and Gort comprised the largest towns in the south of the county, with Tuam, the
only relatively large town in the north. Galway town contained the county’s only small
industries with the urban poor finding employment in the docks, the fertiliser factory,
MacDonagh’s timber mills and Young’s mineral water factory, as well as in the town’s

relatively large commercial sector.®

The quality of farmland in east Galway varies dramatically between the rich grassland farms
of the limestone plain, which stretches northwards from Gort in the south, as far as south
Mayo, and eastwards from Galway town, as far as Loughrea. The centre of east Galway, the
hinterland between Athenry and Craughwell, contains highly fertile grassland for grazing
sheep and cattle, as well as intensive dairying. To the east and north of the limestone belt,
stretching from the north Galway/Roscommon border, inwards from Ballinasloe as far as
.Loughrea, and south to the Slieve Aughty Mountains, soil becomes perceptibly poorer and
wetter, and consequently, far less commercially viable, with sheep more predominant than
cattle, cattle sold on at an earlier age, and less dairying activity generally. Thus, the dominant

division in cattle rearing nationally, with young cattle reared in the poorer land of the west,

® Fora social history of the urban poor in Galway town, see John Cunningham, ‘4 Town Tormented by the
Sea’, Galway 1790-1914 (Dublin, 2004). '




subsequently sold on to be fully reared in the east of the country before being exported, is
partially replicated within Galway itself, with cattle reared in the wetter parts of the county,

often bought at mart, to be reared in the Athenry or Loughrea districts.

Intense localism was reflected in many other ways, most obviously, but not inconsequentially,
in sporting terms. The north of the county was exclusively football territory, the south was
exclusively hurling country, This is further complicated by contiguous areas in adjoining
counties sharing agricultural, economic and family ties. In the south of the county, the Gort
and Beagh districts for example, have strong cultural and kinship ties with neighbouring
Clare, with many local people aspiring to educate their sons in St Flannan’s College, Ennis.
Similarly, on the Galway-Roscommon border, in places like Ballygar and Mountbellew,
people naturally orientate towards Roscommon town for commercial and social events, as the
boggy land from which livelihoods are eked, recognise no administrative border. In the north
of the county, places such as Milltown and Dunmore share many social and economic ties
with communities like Ballinrobe in south Mayo, as the flat limestone drained grazing lands
stretch northward into south Mayo. Far from being of purely parochial concern, the vast
differences in the character of political mobilisation and popular participation between

broadly conceived areas of the county, as well as between social interest groups generally,

reflected complex internal, social and regional variations.

Galway ranked near the top of all the standard economic indicators of poverty nationwide.
The population had dropped dramatically in every census year since 1841, with a total
population of 182,224 by 1911.** A significant minority of 7,811 people, the largest number in
any county nationwide, still spoke Irish only, with the vast majority living in west of the
county.” Emigration was also amongst the highest in Ireland with 32,224 people emigrating
in 1910 alone.*® In religious terms, Galway had the second smallest per capita number of
Protestants, with 3,544 members of the Church of Ireland community, representing only 1.95

per cent of the total population in 1911.%7

* Census of Ireland, 1911. General Report, with Tables and Appendix, Presented to both Houses of Parliament
by Command of His Majesty (London, 1913), p. 64.

> Census of Ireland, 1911, p. 2§1.

% Census of Ireland, 1911, p. 291.

*7 There were only 495 Presbyterians and 152 Methodists resident in the entire county in 1911. Census of
Ireland 1911, p. 211.




‘The Royal Commission on Congestion in Ireland noted the poverty that rural tenants

continued to suffer in east Galway and the precariousness of their existence:

The Tuam rural tenantry were in great poverty, labour was scarce and many people eked out
an existence cutting turf from bogs and selling it in the town. They were industrious but under

present conditions, it seemed mockery to exhort them to self help ... In three or four cases

there was gombeenism with 100 per cent but was less flourishing then formerly.*®

On the topic of the bar on shopkeepers sitting on the parish committees of the Congested
Districts Board, the Chairman was unapologetic and referring to the ‘mutual suspicions’ of
‘the small man and his neighbours’, he believed, that it was ‘these qualities of the poor which

prevented the formation of committees’:

The shopkeeper might favour his own customer in the selection [of grants] and grants from the
Parish Committee for improvements, which the tenant would otherwise have paid for himself,
might set free an otherwise unattainable sum for the payment of the shopkeeper ... The

shopkeeper might have a collusive interest in where he got his materials.*

Anthony Varley pioneered the study of the social consequences of land reform in the west of
Ireland and his work has subsequently been complemented by Fergus Campbell’s study of
agrarian unrest and the United Irish League.* No comprehensive study of the 1914-1921

period in the county has been published and the IRA campaign in the county has not been

*® Tenth Report of the Royal Commission A'ppointed to Inquire Into and Report Upon the Operation of the Acts
Dealing with Congestion in Ireland: Evidence and Documents 1908-1908, H.C. (1908) Volume xl'ii, 4007,
(The Evidence of Rev. Macken).

%% Eleventh Report of the Royal Commission Appointed to Inquire Into and Report Upon the Operation of the
Acts Dealing with Congestion in lreland; Digest of Evidence, 1908-1908, H.C. (1908) Volume xliii, 273
(The evidence of Peter O’Malley).

** Anthony Varley, ‘lrish Land Reform and the West between the Wars’ in Journal of the Galway
Archaeological and Historical Society, Vol 56, (2004), pp 213-33; Varley, ‘A Region of Sturdy
Smallholders? Western Nationalists and Agrarian Politics During The First World War’ in Journal of the
Galway Archaeological and Historical Society, Vol 55, (2003), pp 127-55; The Politics of Agrarian
Reform; The State, Nationalists and the Agrarian Question in the West of Ireland (PhD dissertation,

Southern Illinois University, 1994).




analysed.*’ Galway was remarkable in the opening decades of the century for both the
intensity of agrarian unrest in the county and the volume of land transferred from large
landowners to small tenants under consecutive Land Acts. Galway, Clare and Roscommon
consistently featured in police statistics as the most violent centres of agrarian agitation. In
1914, Galway was ranked tenth out of forty police districts for indictable offences.” However,
when the metropolitan cities of Dublin, Belfast, Derry, Waterford, Limerick and Cork are
excluded from the statistics, Galway ranks fourth behind, Kildare, Tipperary south and
Offaly. These statistics are revealing however, when the breakdown of offences is further
analysed. In terms of crimes against property, from 1908-1912, Galway ranked second
nationally, behind Clare, once the major metropolitan centres of Dublin and Belfast are
excluded.® Furthermore, when the exact type of offence committed is contextualised, the
remarkable level of a particular kind of violence in the county becomes apparent. In 1914,
Galway ranked first nationally for convictions for ‘intimidation by threatening letter’ with
seventy convictions, with Mayo, the second highest having a mere eighteen convictions.* In
terms of malicious injury to property, Galway ranked second behind Belfast City with sixteen

convictions. In terms of convictions for ‘Assaulting Dwelling houses by firing shots into

them’, Galway ranked first nationally with nineteen of the forty-five convictions nationwide,

occurring in the county. These types of crimes were associated with communal agrarian

" Some information on the period can be found in Timothy G. McMahon (ed.) Padraig O'Fathaigh's War of
Independence; Recollections of a Galway Gaelic Leaguer (Cork, 2000). However, O’Fathaigh was quite
elderly when his memoirs were compiled and some episodes described are confused. The same problem
applies 10 an account of the 1916 Rising in the county by Matt Neilan published as ‘The 1916 Rising in
Galway’, Capuchin Annual (1966), pp 324-27. There is alsc some information on the Rising in Galway in
Desmond Greaves, Liam Mellows and the Irish Revolution (London, 1971). There is a chronology of events
of the War of Independence in Galway in the appendix of Campbell, Land & Revolution. A number of
events in the period are also discussed in Chapter Five of the book.

2 ¢ Judicial Statistics, Ireland, 1912." Part 1. - Criminal Statistics relating to; Police - Crime and its distribution-
Modes of procedure for punishment of Crime - Proceedings in Criminal Courts - Persons under Detention
in Prisons and other Places of Confinement for the year 1912. H.C. (1912), p. xvi

1 ¢Judicial Statistics, Ireland, 1912." Table E. - Geographical Distribution of Crime - Annual Average (1908 -

' 1912) and Proportion to Population of Indictable Offences, of Persons proceeded against for Drunkenness,
and of Suicides in each County in Ireland in ‘Judicial Statistics, Ireland, 1912. Part 1.- Criminal Statistics.’
H.C. (1912), p. xvii.

* *Judicial Statistics, Ireland, 1914." Table 23 - Returns From The Several Counties - Indictable Offences -
Nature of Crimes Known To The Police in each County and County City in 1914 in Judicial Statistics,
Ireland, 1914. Part 1. - Criminal Statistics. H.C. (1914), p. xv.




agitation and should not be extrapolated into an extraordinary propensity for violence in the

county, as for other crimes such as larceny drunkenness, and riot, the figures for the county

are relatively unremarkable.

In terms of the amount of land transferred by the state under the 1903 and 1909 Land Acts,
Galway ranks a very clear first nationwide, when any number of categories are considered.
Under the 1903 Land Act, 166,507 acres of land was transferred in the county by the state to
tenants from November 1903 until March 1918.* This equates to just under the entire amount
transferred in the province of Munster at 169,988, or the amount transferred in all of Ulster
and Leinster combined at 90,138 and 80,774 acres respectively. In terms of allotments of
untenanted land, i.e. land previously given over to the grazing of sheep and cattle, the figures
are even more remarkable. A total of £731,071 was advanced by the state under the combined
1903 and 1909 Land Acts up to March 1918.*° Roscommon, where the next highest amount of
money was allocated, does not even compare, with £118,188 spent by the government. In no
other county was more than £100,000 spent by the government, other than in Galway and
Roscommon, with Galway dwarfing even counties like Clare by a figure of roughly ten to
one. (There was £75,229 spent in County Clare, which still exceeded the figure for most

counties.) Thus, as an active county in terms of political violence during the revolution,

Galway presents a compelling case study. In terms of the nature of the relationshfp between

political violence and land hunger, as an exploration of the rural and urban dimensions to
popular mobilisation, and for an inquiry into the nature of the sectional, sectarian and class

components to the Irish revolution.

** Table XII1.- Return of Estates Purchased by The estates Commissioners During the Period from 1* November,
1903 to 31 March, 1918 in Report of the Estates Commissioners from the Year from Ist of April 1917, to
March, 1918, and for the Period From Ist November, 1903 1o 31st March, 1918. H.C. (1918), p. 28.

* Table XX1.- Return giving particulars of Allotment of Untenanted Land purchased by the Estates
Commissioners under the Irish land Acts, 1903-09 and vested in Purchasers, up to March, 1918, Contained
in Report of the Estates Commissioners from the Year from Ist of April 1917, to March, 1918, and for the
Period From st November, 1903 to 31st March, 1918. H.C (1918), p. 44.




4. Methodology and Sources

This study examines the activities of Sinn Fein, the United Irish League, The Irish Volunteers,
the National Volunteers, the Gaelic Athletic Association, the National Gaelic Athletic
Association, the County Galway Farmers Association, the east Galway Vigilance
Committees, the Town Tenants’ Association, the Galway Rate Payers Association, the
Galway Ex-Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Federation, local agrarian collectives and the Irish
Republican Army. The Trade Union movement has not been examined, other than in passing,
as it was so weak and disjointed in the county. Similarly the Gaelic L.eague and the Ancient
Order of Hibernians, although strong in neighbouring counties, never had a similar impact in
county Galway. (Both are discussed in reference to other aspects of the evolution of

nationalist politics in the county.)

The aspirations of the silent majority of people in any historical era are often less tangible
than the researcher may wish to admit and interpretations of history are heavily influenced by
the written record left by local elites. This study examines the competing narratives of
ordinary people, conscious of the obvious prejudices and agendas inherent in the written
sources that have formed the bulk of this research. A wide range of sources have been used in
this study with the largest number of references coming from the police reports contained in
the Colonial Office Special Branch Files, the county’s four local newspapers and the Witness
Statements of the Bureau of Military History. The RIC County Inspectors’ Monthiy
Confidential Police Reports for Galway form a significant archive of the activities of all local
~ social and political movements during the period. There were two administrative ridings in
the county with two police inspectors submitting a large volume of reports to Dublin Castle
each month. The reports contained intricate details not just on crime, but a wealth of
information on civic and sporting organisations with lengthy reports of meetings, lists of
suspects and a whole range of material recorded each month. Furthermore, the deterioration of
the force’s relationship with the community and their exasperation at the position they found

themselves 1n, is recorded in detail.

The War Office records, WO 335, ‘General administration of the army in Ireland’, held in the

National Archives at Kew have been extensively utilised to build a comprehensive picture of

the activities of the Crown Forces in the county. County Galway formed part of the 5t




Division of the Crown Forces during the War of Independence and the War Diary of the

Galway Brigade, the civilian court-martial records, intelligence files, individual files on

suspects, and a number of other records have been utilised to gain a clear insight into the

activities and mindset of the British Military.

The vibrancy of local newspapers in Galway was remarkable, with four papers produced
weekly. The Galway Express represented the views of the unionist constituency until 1918,
when it was taken over by Sinn Fein, becoming the movement’s official paper in the county.
The Connacht Tribune, which was founded by the National Party in 1909, represented
conservative nationalist opinion and was the most widely circulated and influential paper in
the county. Its editor, Thomas Kenny, promoted the idea of Ireland as part of a British
commonwealth as a solution to ‘the Irish question’. The paper remained implacably opposed
to the republican project throughout the period and it remained convinced of its own moral
authority on all developments locally, including promoting the British war effort and
recruitment ‘to the colours’. Alongside these papers, the East Galway Democrat based in
Ballinasloe and the Tuam Herald contributed to a lively newspaper culture with a wealth of

local information published weekly.

Alongside these sources, the minutes of the Galway Urban District Council and the
Ballinasloe Rural District Council contain many revealing insights into the colourful nature of
local politics. The Diaries of Lady Augusta Gregory and the O’Fathaigh papers, held at the
National Library have been used to supplement these sources to provide personal insights
from specific political viewpoints. A large number of detailed maps have been used to
illustrate the geographical distribution of a number of relevant phenomena including the
spatial distribution of political violence, the location of the Crown Forces, the distribution of
fatalities and the location of agrarian collectivities. The Appendix also includes the precise
details of all fatalities in the county during the War of Independence, as well as details of all
attacks carried out by the Crown Forces and the IRA including relevant charts explaining their

distribution.

Finally, the problem of definition needs to be acknowledged when one is dealing extensively
with agrarian protest and the rural class component of the revolution. No definitive definition
of a grazier is possible or even desirable: the term is relative to the local society in which the

grazier or strong farmer lives. In this respect, a working definition of a grazier as a grassland




farmer with more than two hundred acres and a large dwelling house has generally been used
as a loose rule of thumb. However, Dooleynconcedes that in many parts of the country, a

farmer with much less than two hundred acres would be considered a grazier by the local

community.*” East Galway falls into the latter category. In terms of peasants and the rural

poor, the problem of definition is inherent. Theodore Shanin has noted that European
peasants have variously been described by historians as both ‘the real autocrats’ and at the
same time, ‘non-existing, historically speaking’.*® For the purposes of this study, the term
‘peasant’ has been avoided, in favour of ‘small tenant’ or simply, ‘the rural poor’. Whilst a
strict definition has not been attempted, small farmers and the sons of tenant farmers, the

landless and labourers are all included in this category.

" Terence Dooley, The Land for the People: The Land Question in Independent Ireland (Dublin, 2004), p. 30.
*® Theodore Shanin, ‘Peasantry as a Political Factor’ in idem, Peasants and Peasant Society (London, 1971), p.
239.




Chapter One: Agrarian Unrest, 1914-16

Carla King has noted that, ‘historically in Ireland the relationship between the people and the
land has been both complex and intense’.’ The chapter explores the ‘agrarian disturbances’ for
which parts of east Galway had become notorious in the opening decades of the century.” This
chapter attempts a precise classification of what was contemporaneously labelled by the
authorities as simply ‘agrarian unrest’ without any attempt to analysis the nature, form and
root cause of these disturbances and on their frequency in certain parts of the country such as
east Galway, Clare, Roscommon and Offaly. Rather than viewing agrarian agitation as simply
the opportunism of an avarice peasantry, this study goes beyond the homogeneity with which
contemporary commentators labelled these outbreaks and which historians have at times been
too willing to accept. These manifestations of crisis amongst the small tenants concealed a
level of sophistication, co-ordination and negotiation which cannot simply be dismissed. The
sheer complerxities of the issues at hand and the range and number of disputes involved can be

analysed once they are comprehensively studied.

The fundamental feature of agriculture in Galway has always been the scarcity of

economically viable land. Whilst the 1903 and 1909 Land Acts are generally regarded as
having resolved the land question, these reforms did not address the prevalence of
uneconomic holdings and the persistence of land hunger amongst the rural poor in the west of
Ireland. The new legislation did little to further the progress of land purchase and the terms of
the 1909 Act actually made land purchase less attractive to both landlord and tenant than it
had been under the Wyndham Act.’ Terence Dooley has pointed out that the legacy of the Acts
was that farmers did not get what they really required: ‘enough land to make their holdings
economically viable.’* Under the new Land Acts, the landed gentry retained vast amounts of

land, usually demesne, home farms, woodlands and grazing farms.® After 1909, the land issue

'Caria King (ed.) Famine, Land and Culture in Ireland (Dublin, 2000), p. 1.

? See Appendix for map showing agrarian collectivities in east Galway, 1914-16.

* Fergus Campbell, Land & Revolution, Politics in the West of Ireland 1898-192] (Oxford, 2005), p. 121.

¥ Terence Dooley, The Land for the People, The Land Question in Independent Ireland, (Dublin, 2004), p. 17.

* By 1923, only 0.5 million acres of untenanted and demesne land had been sold, out of an estimated total of 2.6

million acres. Over 2 million acres of untenanted and demesne land was still being farmed by landlords in




was only reconfigured with a sizable rural proletariat, unable to take advantage of the Acts,
being further exploited by the emergence of the new class of grazier farmers. The members of
this class were often the agents or middlemen for the remnants of the old gentry who
continued to dominate the east Galway countryside. According to the /906 Return of
Untenanted Land in Rural Districts in Ireland, Galway, with 161 mansions, had the highest
number of any county.® Lord Ashtown’s estate in east Galway, which was the focus of
significant agitation during the revolutionary period, comprised 4,000 acres of grazing land in
1923 7 and Clanricarde’s various estates still comprised 52,000 acres in 1913.% But, as
Anthony Varley points out, the problem ran deeper, as much of the transfer of ownership

profoundly changed the Irish countryside, the abundance of uneconomic small farms and poor

land meant that in the absence of major land redistribution, the benefits would always be

heavily restricted in the west of Ireland.’

Hence, far from being resolved by the Wyndham Land Act in 1903 and Birrell Land Act in
1909, land hunger dominated rural society in east Galway, where the grazing system
--—--—- ..predominated. Following the earlier _r¢f0rn_1_s, ;the social structure of rural society in east
Galway altered radically. A society previously-u;ited in opposition against landlordism
fractured and a tripartite cleavage emerged with the rise of the shopkeeper/grazier. This new
agrarian class had the capital to outbid the small farmers each spring for available land under
the eleven-month lease system, and thus accumulated large tracts of grazing land. The rural
poor blamed graziers for denying them access to land, valuing bullocks over people and they

were bitterly resented by the small tenants.

The eleven-month land lease was synonymous with the grazing system and with the gradual

process of marginalisation of the rural poor.' The regulations of previous Land Acts only

the early 1920s. See, Terence Dooley, ‘Landlords and the Land Question, 1879-1909" in Carla King (ed.),
Famine, Land and Culture in Ireland (Dublin, 2000), pp 131-134,

® Mary Walsh, ‘Galway Landlords and Country Houses’ in Journal of the Galway Archaeological and Hisrorical
Society, Vol 42, (1989), p. 120.

" Dooley, ‘Landlords and the Land Question, 1879-1909°, p. 134.

¥ Connacht Tribune, 25 April 1914.

® Anthony Varley, ‘Irish Land Reform and the West between the Wars® in Journal of the Galway Archaeological
and Historical Society, Vol 56, (2004), p. 211.

"% The eleven month lease system was particularly dominant in Roscommon, Galway, Clare and parts of the

midlands. Occupiers could be evicted without notice, did not gain formal tenancy, and thereby could not




applied to leases of one year of more. Therefore, by leasing land for eleven months, the terms
of the lease were excluded from the stipulations concerning fair rent and fixity of tenure.
Thus, land under the eleven month system was leased at an inflated rate and since fewer
people could afford to purchase a lease, more people were excluded from access to the land.
A process of economic marginalisation based on access to land led to an increasing
concentration in the hands of a relatively small number of grassland farmers, commonly

referred to as ranchers or graziers.

In 1915 Meath had the most land rented under the eleven-month system nationwide with
73,038 acres but Galway was a close second with 72,801. Crucially, Meath did not have
anything like the same number of small holders as Galway and agrarianism did not feature
strongly in the county. Better comparisons with similar sized counties like Mayo with 30,449
acres and Tipperary with 20,146 acres highlight the dqminance of the grazing system in

Galway with over twice that number of eleven-month leases."

The dominance of this system in Galway, which excluded thousands of small tenants from
access to land, had historically been a major source of turmoil, violence and desperation.
Campaigns of mass agitation aimed against graziers were a recurring phenomenon in Galway
during the opening decades of the last century."” These campaigns frequently involved
considerable violence, including intimidation, the maiming of both beasts and people,

burnings and shooting, and were a major cause of concern for the police in east Galway.

The Chief Secretary’s intelligence notes for 1915 recorded the situation in Galway East

Riding:

Speaking generally the Riding was in an unsatisfactory state during the year owing to agrarian

agitation. The parts principally affected were the Athenry and Loughrea districts, where unrest
was due to the greed for land, the jealousies existing over the division of lands after sale, and the

influence of secret societies."”

avail of the rent fixing terms of the previous Land Acts.

"' ‘Return Showing the Results of Agitation against the Grazing System in May 1915’ in Brendan Mac Giolla
Choille (ed.) Intelligence Notes 1913-1916 (Dublin, 1966), pp 194-5.

' For a discussion on the Ranch wars in Connacht, see Campbell, Land and Revolution, pp 85-166.

¥ ‘Chief Secretary’s Office, Judicial Division, Intelligence Notes, 1915’ in Mac Giolla Choille, /ntelligence




A common themé of the literature on peasant societies is that rural communities experience
severe dislocation with the advance of agricultural commercialisation, which undermines
traditional institutions -including bonds between peasants and their masters. The period
covered in this study should have been one of immense opportunity for the small tenants but
ultimately it became one of heightened disappointment. This disappointment was
compounded by the economic benefits of the Great War, as the agricultural boom was
confined to those with access to enough land to be able to sell surplus produce. The
dislocation of the small tenants, so obvious during the earlier Ranch War, had both ecoqomic
and institutional aspects. This alienation and acute disaffection with the state was summed up
by the banners of the Tullycross agitators, ‘The road for the bullock and the land for the
people.” This alienation was most obvious in the widespread dissatisfaction of the small
tenants with the established state mechanisms for land redistribution: the United Estates

Commission and the Congested Districts Board.

In understanding changes in popular collective action in Western Europe over the last three
centuries, Tilly analysed the effect on collective violence of major structural transformations
such as urbanisation and industrialisation." As a result of these structural transformations, the
social organisation of groups contending for power in western European countries has
changed over the past several centuries and the nature and targets of their goals has altered
accordingly. There has been a decline in collective violence by small communal groups,
either struggling for power with one another or trying to resist the centralisation of power in
nation states, in favour of a transition to collective violence that erupts as broadly based
interest groups, organised associationally and seeking to influence the state and make claims
to rights not previously enjoyed. In the case of Galway, local collectivities sought to regain
access to land popularly perceived to have been enjoyed prior to the Cromwellian
confiscations and the Williamite victory. In the peasant imagination, grazierism and
landlordism had no legitimacy whatsoever and the community was simply righting an

historical injustice perpetrated on their ancestors by an alien oppressor.

Writing about the Irish Land War of 1879-82, Clark applied Tilly’s model to rural unrest in

Notes, 1913-1916, p. 151.
" Charles Tilly, Rebellious Century, 1830-1930 (London, 1975), pp 17-23.




nineteenth-century Ireland.” He concluded that collective action had begun to change
significantly in Ireland several centuries before the Land War. Nevertheless, a crucial part of

the total transformation occurred in the nineteenth century. Active collectivities had became

less local and more often national in their scope, less often re-active and more often pro-active

in their aims, and less communal and more often associational in their organisational basis

and structure.

Whilst both collective and communal action can be found in Ireland throughout the nineteenth
century, a gradual movement toward broader associational action and away from more
localised communal action is clearly detectable. The oath-bound agrarian combinations and
feuding factions of the pre-Famine period tended to be highly localised and confined to one
county or one area of a county. There is a noticeable transition away from this type of local
collective action to broader national collective action involving national movements such as

the fenians and the Land League as the century progresses.

George Rude made a distinction between ‘forward looking’ and ‘backward looking’ crowds -
involved in popular disturbances.' Tilly reformulated this distinction into one between pro-
active, re-active and competitive collective actions.'’ Pro-active collective action refers to
campaigns by a group to claim rights, privileges or resources, not previously enjoyed. Re-
active collective action refers to collective action defending rights, privileges or resources
already enjoyed by the group but now under threat. Competitive collective action involves

two or more groups in a struggle over access to resources or recognised rights and privileges.

Numerous examples of all three categories of collective action identified by Tilly:
associational, communal and competitive are evident in the widespread agrarian unrest
between 1914 and 1916 in east Galway. Anti-grazier campaigns such as those in the
hinterland around Athenry, rested on local communal bonds, especially those of bordering
townlands with inevitable overlapping bonds of kinship. However, lar-ger agitations that were

associational in character were prominent in the hinterland of Ballinasloe, Loughrea and

' Samuel Clark, Social Origins of the Irish Land War (Princeton, 1979), pp 350-71.

' George Rude, The Crowd in History, A study of popular disturbance in Frdnce and England, 1730-1848 (New
York, 1964), pp 48-55.

'" Chartes Tilly, Rebellious Century, 1830-1930 (London, 1975), pp 17-23.




24

Portumna, further east in the county.'® Here a number of different large scale, well organised
agitations were ongoing for many years against landlords and graziers, with the largest
campaign centred on the Ashtown, Clanricarde and Clonbrock estates, which were divided
into numerous dispersed portions. These campaigns were organised by the local United Irish
League branches and co-ordinated by their regional executives with parish priests and local
MPs occupying central positions as spokespersons and fobbyists. Whilst both of these modes
of collective action involved cattle driving and boycotting as a key tactics, communal
collectivities were characterised by their frequent use of violence against landlords and their
employees. The violence involved in associational campaigns, on the other hand, whilst often
involving crimes against property, such as the knocking of walls, remained largely sporadic

and impromptu, such as when a cattle drives were forcibly disrupted by the police.

Competitive actions involving local, often semi-political factions engaged in violent feuding
which had its origins in competing interpretations of rights and entitlements over access to
land were also significant sources of unrest in the county. Feuds between organised factions
took place at Boyhill and Graige Abbey near Athenry, in Lackagh village in the parish of
| Turloughmore, around the village of Craughwell, and in the Riverville and Bookeen districts
that previously comprised the Dunsandle estate.'” These feuds over how land -was to be
divided, or had already been divided to the dissatisfaction of local parties, involved the most
violence, possibly aggravated by the fact that there were usually significantly more perceived
legitimate targets than in anti-grazier campaigns. Thus, agrarian unrest that was competitive

in nature could clearly be defined as reactive, rather than pro-active in nature.

The suspension of land division by the CDB for the duration of the European conflict
inflamed an already dissatisfied tenantry who already resented the slowness with which
estates were being divided. The small tenants were incensed by the widespread practise of

renting land to graziers on the eleven-month system whilst division was pending. In June

1914, the Tuam Dastrict Council passed a resolution noting ‘Bullocks seem to get more

consideration in this part of Ireland than people.’®® After being released from custody in

Galway jail for a riot during an anti-grazier demonstration near Clifden, P.J. Wallace

'® These will be discussed in detail in this Chaptér. See Appendix for map of agrarian agitation in East Galway,
1916-16.

% 1bid.
2 Connachi Tribune, 7 June 1914,




announced, ‘All the CDB succeeded in doing was giving jobs to broken down military

colonels and land agents and sending ladies around to teach people how to cook eggs, paying

more attention to bulls, boars and rams than poor people.’*'

Discontent with the established state mechanism for land division was universal in the county.

‘A resolution by the north Galway UIL, passed unanimously in June 1914 noted that:

Tenants whose cases are complained of, have been treated unfairly and we believe in some
cases this is because they took an active part in the land question. We consider such action
unfair and vindictive and we cannot condone such treatment as partisan [sic] and if such
conduct is allowed to continue and the influence of the landlord, his agent and bailiff is taken
as to who will get extra land and in what proportion: we call for the abolition of the Estate

Commission.”

William O’Malley, MP for Connemara, had been a trenchant and very public critic of the
CDB'’s activities. In November 1914, when the new members of the Board were being
considered for their five-year term, he wrote to the CDB requesting that a Galway member be
appointed. (O’Malley was hoping the Board would -approach him to be their Galway
representative.)® Decrying the difficulties faced by tenants in what it described as the
‘agriculturat slums’ of Galway, the Connacht Tribune echoed Wallace’s earlier sentiments,
with the editor complaining that the tenants were ‘too often made pawns of purely

experimental measures by the Board’.

1.1 Communal Collectivities

Communal collectivities were organic communal groups which were organised on the tight
bonds between neighbouring townlands and overlapping kinship. They sprang up on specific
estates in frustration at local landlords’ refusal to sell up under the terms of the Land Acts.
Thus, as in the case of a single parish such as Athenry, there were numerous different active
communal agitations with the tenants targeting different landlords in their respective vicinity.

The bounds of the communal collectivities never extended beyond neighbouring townlands

2 Connacht Tribune, 28 March 1914.
22 Connachit Tribune, 20 June 1914,
3 Connacht Tribune, 16 January 1915.




and there is no evidence of co-operation between groups. Thus, the various ‘neighbourly’
campaigns, though all active within a single parish, were separate campaigns fought by
different groups, sometimes only comprising a small number of families in one very small

arca.

Communal anti-grazier agitations in the years 1914-16 in county Galway were concentrated

in the hinterland around Athenry with .agitations active at Moorpark, Tiaquin, and
Colemanstown. The police noted the tension in the area in the summer of 1914: ‘Land hunger
is very keen around Athenry and the forces of disorder there are thoroughly organised and
quite unscrupulous.’® The police noted ‘the unsettled state of these places is due to the
existence of secret societies, members of which will resort to the use of firearms at the
slightest pretext.’* The source of this unrest was obvious: ‘there is much greed for land about
Athenry where the forces of disorder are thoroughly organised with the result that much
dissatisfaction exists over the division of land in that neighbourhood by the CDB and Estates

Commissions.’*

Fergus Campbell has written extensively of the existence of a centralising secret society, the
‘Galway Secret Society’ which co-ordinated agrarian unrest in the county in the early years of
the century.” Agitations clearly had the support of the local IRB and clear overlaps in terms
of membership existed. The police noted in February 1915, ‘these secret societies around
Athenry and Loughrea, if not actually IRB circles, are believed to be under the control of that
organisation and work in connection with the UEC and UIL in furthering agitation.’* That
there were connections with the IRB is undoubted but as the police continually pointed out,
the secret societies also worked closely with other groups when it was to their advantage,

such as the local UIL and Estate Commissioners.

* CI monthly report, east Galway, July 1914, CO 904/94.
 CI monthly report, east Galway, March 1914, CO 904/92.
?® CI monthly report, east Galway, June 1914, CO 904/93.

%" Campbell, Land and Revolution, pp 174-7.

28 CI monthly report, east Galway, February 1915, CO 904/92,




Moorpark

A long running communal agitation had been active in Athenry against local landlord Frank
Shawe-Taylor of Moorpark. In March 1913, a deputation including the local parish priest
requested a meeting to ‘convey the strength of feeling’ amongst the local small tenants that he
should surrepder his three hundred acres of untenanted grazing land to the CDB, in order that
it be divided amongst them. He subsequently consented to sell two hundred and forty-nine
acres of the farm to the Board. This offer was not accepted by the tenants who were resolute
that the whole of the farm be given up. The police noted at the time that ‘the people feel it
wasn’t really a genuine offer, but made for the purpose of trying to fool them, hence his

unpopularity.”®

Shawe-Taylor’s determination to resist the demands of the local tenants led to repeated threats

against him and he was placed under constant police protection. As no local would enter his

employment, his staff had to be brought in from outside the area and police were forced to
keep track of all changes of personnel on the farm. The threats of the local agitators were no
idle rhetoric and in April 1914, a malicious fire destroyed several out-houses and farm
equipment on his property.*® The subsequent claim for compensation, for what the local
people claimed was not a malicious but an accidental fire, heightened the ill-feeling in the
district and in June he sought £600 compensation at Tuam quarter sessions for losses
sustained. The court was told that a man who sold oats to the landlord a couple of years

previously had subsequently had his house burned down and his brother’s home fired into.*

In March 1915, a herd in Moorpark was brutally assaulted in Athenry and a local man was
subsequently sentenced to six months in Galway jail for the attack.” The judge noted that he

would have got twelve months but for the character reference provided for the defendant by

% CI monthly report, east Galway, January 1914, CO 904/92.

*° The police report of the incident noted ‘numerous outrages have been committed in connection with this
dispute, ‘Broderick, the steward, is not above suspicion and if he succeeded in driving his master out of the
place, he would be sure of getting a good share of the land. £600 compensation is sought.” CI monthly
report, east Galway, April 1914. CO 904/93.

' Shawe-Taylor was eventually awarded £450 compensation as the fire was deemed to be malicious. Connacht
Tribune, 20 June 1914,

** Thomas Duggan, herd to Shawe-Taylor was walking home from Athenry, when he was repeatedly struck on

the head with stones. CI monthly report, east Galway, March 1915, CO 904/96.




the RIC sergeant in Athenry.* The willingness of the local police to stand as character
witnesses for a defendant in an assault case where the victim sustained brain damage is
remarkable and indicative of the sympathy on the part of the local police. Four months later,
another of the Moorpark workmen was viciously beaten whilst attending a hurling match in
Athenry, being struck about the head repeatedly by a group of men with hurls while lying

defenceless on the ground.” Following these two assaults, the agitation died down for some

time. However, workmen at Moorpark remained under police protection and Shawe-Taylor

continued to be boycotted.

Unlike the larger associational campaigns in the east of the county, there was no clerical
involvement in the Moorpark agitation, despite a priest being involved in the initial delegation
and the UIL did not lobby on the tenants’ behalf. The dispute was noteworthy for its duration,
which ended with the murder of Shawe-Taylor in March 1920, a full six years after the
boycott commenced. In the ensuing period, the boycott was rigidly observed by the local
community and the Shawe-Taylor family remained protected by a constant police escort.
Their land could only be farmed with the assistance of the Property Defence Association,
which provided workmen from the north of Ireland who.lived constantly on the farm
protected by a police hut. The boycott was punctuated by sporadic acts of violence and the
grim determination of the local agitation left the landlord in no doubt about his isolation and

vulnerability. "’

1.2 Associational Collectivities

There were three major associational agitations active in east Galway in the period of this
study. These were directed against the county’s three major landowners, the Marquis of
Clanricarde, Lord Ashtown of Woodlawn, Kilconnell and Lord Clonbrock of Ahascragh. All
three agitations were supported by the local United Irish League, even though they involved
low-level intimidation and sporadic battles with the police. It is instructive to examine the
common features of associational collectivities and the extent to which the impact of their

protest was augmented by the threat of the unseen forces of disorder, which they were keen to

" William Broderick, a steward for Shawe-Taylor, Connacht Tribune, 27 March 1915,
¢l monthly report, east Galway, July 1915, CO 904/97.

* The murder of Shawe-Taylor is fully discussed in Chapters Four and Five.




be regarded as holding in check. For the purposes of this study the campaigns against
Clonrock and Clanricarde are sufficient to demonstrate the key aspects of associational
collectivities. It is important to note that as the three largest land owners in east Galway,
Ashtown, Clonrock and Clanricarde were all held in low popular esteem with Ashtown and
Clonbrock held in particular infamy. Ashtown earned the contempt of the whole spectrum of

Irish society for his many character flaws, the nature of his political views and his refusal to

divide his estate amongst his tenants.*®

Ashtown

Frederick Oliver Trench, Third Baron Ashtown (1868-1946) remained a vociferous opponent
of Home Rule, land reform and all facets of Catholic nationalism generally at a time when
many of his peers recognised the legitimacy, or at least the wisdom, of a more conciliatory
approach to modernisation. As L Perry Curtis has noted, ‘controversy followed him as closely

as the police escort that kept would-be assassins at bay.”*” In 1900 he sacked all of his

Catholic herdémen, replacing them with Scottish planters.”® Nominally one of the hundred

wealthiest landowners in the country, Ashtown still owned over 24,000 acres across various
counties in the early decades of the twentieth century. Over 8,000 acres of his estate was
situated in east Galway, around the family’s large Italianate house, Woodlawn, situated at
Kilconnell, twelve miles from Ballinasloe. His extensive ranching operation in County
Galway consisted of a herd of cattle and sheep on a farm of over 4,000 acres, whilst he rented
the remainder to graziers on the eleven-month letting system:* As a champion of local
graziers generally, Ashtown was the subject of an agitation for the break up of his estate
during the ranch wars and his estate was the centre of agitation once again from 1918

onwards.*’

Clanricarde
Herbert George de Burgh, the second Marquis of Clanricarde, succeeded to the title of the
third Earl of Clanricarde in April 1874, following the death of his father. Clanricarde was a

% See L. Perry Curtis Jnr, ‘The Last Gasp of Southern Un.ionism; Lord Ashtown of Woodlawn’ in Eire-Ireland
(Vol 40), Winter/Fall 2005, pp 140-188.

%7 Perry Curtis Inr, ‘The Last Gasp of Southern Unionism’, p 141.

* Perry Curtis Jnt, “The Last Gasp of Southern Unionism’, p 150.

% Perry Curtis Jor, ‘The Last Gasp of Southern Unionism’, p 143.

“® This will be fully discussed in Chapter Four.




figure of intense hatred in county Galway, where his vast estate of 49,741 acres was divided
across 128 separate plots, stretching from the Shannon to the sea. Clanricarde had never set
foot in the county but his name remained infamous since the Plan of Campaign and the
notorious Woodford evictions. The Connacht Tribune published ‘sensational shots’ of the
‘man behind the mask’ under the banner ‘Two Snapshots of the Loneliest Landlord Peer of

the Realm’ in April 1914 proclaiming:

The studies are as remarkable as they are pathetic, although throughout Ireland, little
sympathy will be felt... Still standing aloof, defiant, possessing not even the relenting powers
of the pharaohs of old... He has driven a coach and horses through all laws, human and

Divine."

Clanricarde’s notoriety was due to his dogged refusal to sell any portion of his vast estate to
the CDB for division. Between 1886 and 1914, one hundred and eighty-six tenants on the
estate were evicted for non-payment of rent. One hundred and twenty were reinstated in their
old holdings or given new holdings with sixty-six of the evicted tenants never re-instated.” In
December 1914, the House of Commons unanimously dismissed without costs, his final
appeal against an order by the CDB for the purchase of his estate under the compulsory
purchase clause of the Land Act. Clanricarde had sought to have it declared that the
proceedings of the CDB to purchase his estates in Galway were invalid and, as such, did not
entitle them to acquire the land under their statutory powers. Their decision concluded a bitter

struggle which had begun with the original Plan of Campaign in October 1887.

The primary object of the compulsory purchase clause in the 1909 legislation had been the
acquisition of the Clanricarde estate, after prolonged pressure from the Irish Parliamentary
Party for additional legislation. The Portumna branch of the Clanricarde tenants had first
written to the CDB in February 1910, accompanied by a memorial signed by four hundred

and forty-eight tenants, requesting that the compulsory powers of the Act be put into effect. In

December, the board authorised its members to take all necessary steps to initiate proceedings

for the compulsory purchase of the estate and in 1912, they sent a final offer of £269,115.

They received no co-operation from the marquis but Clanricarde was. finally defeated and the

** Connacht Tribune, 25 April 1914,
* Connacht Tribune, 2 May 1915.




court of appeal eventually fixed the price at £228,000.”

Following the victory, the Connacht Tribune noted Clanricarde’s legal team’s claims of
‘cruel, unmerciful and unjust attacks on this man,’ pointing out that Clanricarde’s
intransigence had led to a scenario in parts of east Galway where ‘the state of unrest and
disaffection constantly hovered on civil war and rebellion. The unfortunate mystic, hated by

his own class in Ireland’ was:

A standing menace to the peace with 56,000 acres including the town of Loughrea and other
villages that he has never visited. Between 1879-83, 239 families were evicted, and his agent
Joyce even went to court to clear his name of the stigma. At a time when nearly all the
landlords of Galway were endeavouring to do their duty to the people, Clanricarde was issuing

processes and ejectments and preparing the way hard and fast for another campaign.*

Clanricarde, through his agent Edward Shawe-Tener had spent the year in advance of the

outcome of his appeal to the House of Lords, pursuing back rents and going to the courts for

notices of eviction. Some tenants on the estate had been withholding rent for some time, in
anticipation of a successful outcome for the CDB in the courts. At Derrybrien, near Woodford
in south Galway, a combination withheld the rent and tenants were under notice of eviction,

yet by February, the agitation had collapsed with the majority deciding to settle.”

Whilst the agitation against Clanricarde did not involve as much violence as the communal
campaigns further west in the county, there was widespread low-level intimidation. In early
1915, a process server was visited by masked men and ordered not to deliver anymore writs
or processes on the Clanricarde tenants. The police noted ‘thirteen writs which were in his

hands have since been served by a sheriff’s bailiff. He is now under constant police

“ The price offered by the CDB of £228,000 was increased to £233,517 for the tenanted land and £4,694 for
untenanted land, meaning a total increase of £238,211 and the estate passed into the hands of the CDB. CI
monthly report, east 'Galway, July 1915 CO 904/97. .

* Connacht Tribune, 2 May 1915.

* The County Inspector of the RIC noted in April 1914 that there were four evictions, but ‘there Was no
excitement and everything passed off quietly, the tenants took repossession of their houses that night. It is
expected that a settlement will be made in this case and as a settlement had been made against twenty out
of thirty six tenants for two years rents on the Looscaun estate’. Cl monthly report, east Galway, April
1914, CO 904/93.







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































