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Summary

This thesis is a study of Anti-Treaty L.R.A. internment during the Irish Civil War, a period of
Irish history, which marked a bitter end to the revolutionary years. On the eve of the Truce in
July 1921, there were some 6,129 prisoners interned as a result of their activities during the
War of Independence.’ After the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty, on 6 December 1921, the
British Government granted these internees a general amnesty. The political division that
followed in the wake of the Treaty resulted in armed opposition to the new state and the rapid
deterioration of law and order. In response, the new government implemented internment
wholesale, as a means of containing the growing crisis. Within a brief few months, as the
country descended into civil war, the new state’s jail and camps were to fill once more, and
with twice as many prisoners as the Pre-Truce period. The 13,000 men and women, who were
arrested on suspicion of their ‘hostile’ or ‘irregular’ intentions, were to play an important role
in the overall outcome of the civil war. The Free State used this body of prisoners as a means
of control and the manner in which the new government wielded this power would have
drastic consequences, both outside and inside of the prison system. The introduction of
emergency legislation, executions, counter-propaganda and censorship would directly affect
internees in the new state and the outcome would be severe for both prisoners’ and their
families. Civil war internees, however, were well versed in the art of prison warfare, having
spent much time incarcerated under the British Administration. Throughout these years, Irish
prisoners had developed their own methods in order to combat the establishment and, on a
number of occasions, had managed to successfully destabilise the prison system which sought
to confine them. Successive hunger-strikes, riots and prison escapes presented the British
Authorities with endless problems in the years 1912-1921.% During the civil war, Anti-
Treatyites once again attempted to re-introduce these tactics. However, by 1922, internees
faced an administration which contained veteran prisoners of the old regime who had not
forgotten the strategies of their revolutionary past. This thesis will analyse these issues in the
wider context of the civil war and discuss how internment became central to government

policy, in order to ensure the Free State’s survival.

" William Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921 (Oxford, 2014), p. 1.
2 William, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 215.
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Introduction

In November 1924, President Cosgrave ordered a general amnesty for the remaining Anti-
Treaty prisoners interned as a result of the Irish Civil War.! The war had ceased nineteen
months previously and over the course of the state’s brief existence, two elections had
produced Pro-Treaty Sinn Féin/Cumann na nGaedheal majorities and a boundary commission
established to determine the precise delineation of the border between Northern Ireland and
the Free State. These rapid political changes were accompanied by the menacing turmoil of
civil war, which saw the emergence of draconian legislation, violent confrontation between
the government and Anti-Treaty forces, the destruction of private and public property,
various military and civilian casualties and the widespread internment of government
opponents. Those who were released by President Cosgrave in November 1924 were the final
trickle of what had been a sea of over 13,000 prisoners interned during the course of the
conflict. The objective of this thesis is to examine the political and social repercussions of
Anti-Treaty internment during and in the wake of the civil war. This period has been the
subject of various studies, providing a valuable insight into the nature of hostilities. However,
despite the thousands of individuals arrested and detained, a definitive history of the
complexities of civil war internment has yet to be written. Prisoners played an integral role in
the wider context of the war, and for those who were interned; their incarceration became a
political, social and economic burden. It could be argued that the absence of any concise
analysis of civil war internees speaks volumes about the nature of imprisonment and how

historians and society have come to view it.

. Kerryman, 15 Nov. 1924 (N.L.I.).



The omission of the prisoners’ voice has left, in some respects, a deafening silence
among the pages of the Irish Civil War. Present studies of the conflict centre on the military,
social and political themes and while these works make reference to internment, they provide
little in-depth analysis of how it affected the overall outcome of the war. It is by no means
surprising that these aspects have come to dominate, since prisoners are by their very nature
hidden from view, rarely spoken of and thus become, in times of conflict, a concealed reality
of war.? Michel Foucault, in his work Discipline and Punish, explored the nature of
punishment and imprisonment from the 1700s to modern times. In doing so, he propelled the
prisoners’ experience into the spotlight and deftly explored the various methods by which the
social order sought to control those convicted of crimes, either minor or severe. By the
nineteenth century, the use of brutal torture methods during executions were fast becoming
repugnant acts as society began to recognise the ‘humanity” of convicted criminals,
regardless of how heinous their crimes.” Foucault asserted that this transition in societal
attitudes birthed the modern prison system which progressed towards the ‘humanisation’ of
penalties, shifting the emphasis of power from the prisoners’ body to control over the
convicts’ mind.* In this environment, the modern prison system emerged as an ‘apparatus for
transforming individuals’ and became a platform through which the reformation of the
convict took centre stage. This was in direct contrast to the old system, where ‘the body of
the condemned man became the king’s property, on which the sovereign left his mark and
brought down the effects of his power’.” Foucault noted that this gradual shift towards
psychological penalties such as confinement, determined that prisoners were now under state
control, ‘... the property of society, the object of a collective and useful appropriation. This

explains why the reformers almost always proposed public works as one of the best possible

? This is due, in part, to censorship in wars. In the Irish context, this involved the lack of reportage on prisoners’
cases; see Peter Martin, Censorship in the Two Irelands 1922-39 (Dublin, 2006).

3 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Modern Prison System (London, 1977), p. 74.

“Ibid, p. 101.

*Tbid, p. 109 & p. 233.



penalties’.® The exploration of power and control in the modern prison system are essential to
our understanding of the Anti-Treaty experience during the Irish Civil War. It is the
examination of this theme through the lens of internment, which will be discussed throughout
this thesis. The Free State’s attempt to reinforce control through the prison system was
fundamental to how the civil war was fought and eventually ended. In this respect, internment
has been alluded to, referenced often but not sufficiently expanded upon, leaving behind not
only the internee experience but our further understanding of the period.” This thesis will
explore the nature of imprisonment 1922-4, through the eyes of those interned, the actions of
those sitting in the Dail Cabinet and the military governors who were called upon to enforce
government decisions. There are, however, a few topics which do not receive in-depth
analysis throughout this thesis. One such issue is the arrest of Free State prisoners by Anti-
Treaty forces during the civil war. There are a number of reasons why this was not expanded
upon. Firstly, the keeping of prisoners by the Anti-Treaty I.LR.A. presented various practical
problems. On the run from government forces, many members were forced to sleep in ‘safe
houses’ and in some cases dug-outs on the side of the road. Upon his escape from Newbridge

in 1922, Seamus O’Connor related the difficulties that arose for an ex-internee on the run:

® Ibid.

7 Sean McConville has so far provided the most comprehensive study of prisoners during the Irish Civil War.
His study assesses the conditions within the camps for internees, renovations & internal disruptions and the
response of the International Committee of the Red Cross. However, these conditions are not placed in the
overall context of the Irish Civil War and how internees within the prison system affected the outcome. Sean
McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1920-1962: Pilgrimage of Desolation (London, 2014), pp 167-426;
Michael Hopkinson mentioned the importance of prisoners to the conflict, referring to them as ‘pawns’ but he
did not elaborate on this. There was little discussion of the internal disruptions within the system but he stated
that “What went on within the prisons was of great significance to the Republican cause’. Michael Hopkinson,
Green Against Green: The Irish Civil War (Dublin, 1988), p. 229 & pp 268-271; John Regan referred to
internees in the context of prisoners-of-war status, executions and releases. He explored these issues in the
context of his ‘counter-revolution’ argument within the Irish Free State, beginning in 1922. He did not assess the
nuts and bolts of internment. John Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution 1921-1936. Treatvite Politics and
Settlement in Independent Ireland (Dublin, 1999), p96 & p. 174 & pp 104-8; Bill Kissane’s study placed the
civil war in the wider international context and he referred to internee executions and releases in this regard. Bill
Kissane, The Politics of the Irish Civil War (Dublin, 2007), p. 107 & p.113; Tom Garvin made brief reference to
prisoners in his study, which placed the Pro and Anti- Treaty sides into a democrats and dictators model. Of the
Anti-Treaty internees in Newbridge, Garvin stated that they were being ‘taught courses in constitutional law,
local government, and Irish History under the ageis of Dan O’Sullivan...”. Tom Garvin, /922 The Birth of Irish
Democracy (Dublin 1996), p. 136.



Even travelling by night became difficult, as parties of troops used to lie in wait at
different strategic points during the night with the hope of our running into them. We
repaired to a bog three miles away. We cut a hole in the bog, roofed it with iron and
sods on a level with the bog, and put in two ticks of feathers as mattresses. The first
night it rained heavily, and the water poured into us on all sides and we had to
abandon the dugout.”

In this environment, it would have been immensely difficult to keep and maintain prisoners
effectively. O’Connor openly confirmed that the lack of facilities and stable accommodation
led, on many occasions, to the release of Free State soldiers. He stated that ‘in the many
hundreds of prisoners taken by our side, I am not aware of any instance where one of them
was ill-treated, let alone killed. They were disarmed and let go. We could not hold them, of
course, as we had no place to do so’.” During the War of Independence, O’Malley noted a
similar problem stating ‘we could not keep prisoners; soldiers and police, when disarmed,
were put on the roadside to walk to their posts’.'" However, while O’Connor may not have
known of any Free State prisoner execution, that is not to say there were none. One might
suggest that National Army personnel taken prisoner during the civil war met a similar end to
that of Belcher and Hawkins in the short story, Guests of the Nation, by former Anti-Treatyite
internee Frank O’Connor. Set during the War of Independence, the story related the
execution of two British soldiers held hostage by a group of .LR.A. men. The shooting and
burying of these two men appeared to be a harrowing experience for the fictional narrator,
who related that ‘I don't remember much about the burying, but that it was worse than all the
rest because we had to carry them to the grave’.!" This event mirrored the reality of the
period, as was displayed by Ernie O’Malley in his memoir On Another Man’s Wound, in
which he recounted a similar styled execution of British officers, by the 2™ Southern

Division in the months before the truce. The officers were arrested but on this occasion, they

¥ Seamus O’Connor, Tomorrow Was Another Day: Irreverent Memoirs of an Irish Rebel Schoolmaster (Cork,
1987), p. 88.

? Tbid.

' Ernie 0’Malley, On Another Man's Wound (Anvil, 1979). p. 361. This was not always the case, as O’Malley
himself noted in the same memoir, pp 371-3.

" Frank O’Connor, Guests of the Nation, p. 380 (The-Oxford-Book-of-Short-Stories_29GuestsoftheNation.pdf.
Accessed 5 December 2014.).



were not released. O’Malley informed them that ‘any officers we capture in this area are to be
shot until such time as you cease shooting prisoners.'> The men were indeed shot and of this
O’Malley stated ‘It seemed easier to face one’s own execution than to have to shoot others’."
This was Ernie O’Malley’s emotional response to the killing of enemy prisoners during the
War of Independence but what of the civil war? Does the reluctance to mention the execution
of National Army prisoners speak for itself? Was Anti-Treatyite Seamus O’Connor simply
deaf to the execution of Free State prisoners because many of his comrades remained silent
on the subject? The complexities involved in addressing this issue will not be discussed in
this thesis. The six chapters herein are an analysis of Anti-Treaty internment and the methods

by which the Free State utilised this body of prisoners to control and end the Irish Civil War.

The second aspect of this thesis which presented difficulty was endeavouring to obtain
an exact figure of those interned by the Free State. The archival records are the main
stumbling block in this regard. Overall, the Military Archive’s database of Civil War Prison
Ledgers recorded some 16,332 internee entries.'* On closer inspection, this figure cannot be
viewed as an accurate depiction of civil war internment. The various transfers that occurred,
revealed that internees were often recorded a number of times in different prison or camp
ledgers, resulting in multiple entries for a single prisoner. This obstacle becomes further
complicated when considering internee details, as many provided false names and addresses.
When combined, these two challenges make assessment of the various entries in the prison

ledgers a task worthy of separate study. Given that the objective of this thesis is to highlight

E O’Malley, On Another Man's Wound, p. 371.
" Ibid, p. 373.
" Prison Ledgers Collection (Military Archive, hereafter M.A.. IE/MA/CW/P.).



the multifaceted experience of internment, a more solid average figure of over 13,000

internees will be used throughout."

Another topic which received little analysis throughout this thesis is the issue of one
hundred Anti-Treatyites arrested in the United Kingdom and deported to the Free State in
March 1923 and lodged in Mountjoy Jail. Amongst this group of male and female internees
was the well-known London-born Republican Art O’Brien.'® These deportees challenged the
legality of their imprisonment under the Restoration of Order in Ireland Act 1920, which by
1923 had become obsolete, since the passing of the Irish Free State Constitution Act 1922
had established an Independent Executive in Ireland.'” Kevin O’Higgins, Minister for Home
Affairs, did not oppose their application and informed the British Government that if asked,
they could have the prisoners returned at once.'® The deportees won their case and were
released in May 1923." Since the ultimate objective of this thesis is to develop a deeper
understanding of those arrested in the Free State 1922-4 and additionally to consider this in
the context of the government’s overall counter-insurgency policy; this particular group of
internees will only be referred to in the context of their conditions and treatment during the

civil war

In turning to the Free State’s objectives, the native government sought to reassert
control, authority and power through a number of legislative and military measures. One of

the most notable, if not by now historically infamous of these methods, was the adoption of

" Ibid. President W.T. Cosgrave remarked in 1923, that at one point the Free State had interned some 13,000’
prisoners; President Cosgrave, to Archbishop Byrne of Dublin, 28 Oct. 1923 (N.A.L, s. 1369/10.).

' Jrish Times, 18 May 1923 (N.L.I.) Art O’Brien was born in London in 1872 and was a member of the Irish
Republican Brotherhood and Irish Volunteers. He was co-founder of the Irish Self Determination League of
Great Britain in 1919. He took the Anti-Treaty side during the civil war and ‘he was arrested in Dublin on 4 July
1922 but subsequently released. On 1 August he was arrested again in Dublin, and imprisoned in Maryborough
jail until 21 August. On 11 March 1923 O'Brien was arrested again in London, deported to Ireland with more
than 100 other prisoners, and interned in Mountjoy prison. Under a habeas corpus application, O'Brien was
brought back to London and released on 16 May 1923, but was immediately rearrested.” (Dictionary of Irish
Biography, http://dib.cambridge.org/, accessed 18 December 2014.).

"7 Irish Times, 19 May 1923 (N.L.L); (The National Archives, London, hereafter TNA, HO/144/3577.).

" Ibid.

" Ibid.



executions. The brutal and rapid manner with which these executions were conducted
ensured their place in civil war historiography. However, every single execution affected an
internee in a Free State jail or camp; some were calculated, some perceived to be random.*
Michael Hopkinson in his work Green Against Green, touched upon the impact of these
executions and noted how prisoners, in particular, were used as ‘pawns’ by the new state in
order to achieve victory over the Anti-Treaty side.*’ However, what is evidently missing from
recent study is how the executions also worked as a method of control over the prison
population, by instilling fear among those who remained trapped by internment throughout
the Free State. The omission of this perspective, in one sense, means that the overall effect of
the executions in the wider context of the civil war has yet to be analysed. Furthermore, while
assessing the executions policy and the effects of internment on civil war prisoners, it is
necessary to provide comparisons with contemporary civil wars of this period and later. Bill
Kissane, in his study The Politics of the Irish Civil War, placed the executions and the
conflict in a wider international context. In assessing the executions, he drew comparisons
with Finland and Hungary, where the death toll was significantly higher. Kissane stated that
‘despite the cynicism, the policy of executions continued to be applied in a selective way and
no more than 77 men had been officially executed by the end of the war. As Keogh suggests,
in a comparative context this is small scale: at the end of the Hungarian civil war more than
5,000 people were killed in the White terror not to mention the 12,500 Finns who died in
White prison camps in the summer and autumn of 1918°.** Stanley Payne, in his work Civil
War in Europe 1905-1949, recorded that in Finland ‘about 67,000” political prisoners were

‘convicted, mostly to prison terms, but 555 death sentences were passed, of which 275 were

20 The first executions have come to be considered a trial run for the bigger executions of more notable figures,
such as the execution of the Four Courts men, Liam Mellowes, Dick Barrett, Rory O’Connor and Joe
McKelvey; executed in retaliation for the assassination of Sean Hales. The month of January 1923 witnessed a
number of executions in quick succession, totalling some 34 in all.

*! Hopkinson, Green Against Green. p. 229.

2 Kissane, The Politics of the Irish Civil War, p. 92.



executed’.” In the aftermath of the Yugoslavian civil war, the establishment of a ‘new regime
modelled on the Soviet Union,’ resulted in ‘approximately 100,000 violent deaths, most of
them executions’.** In the Greek civil war, scholars have suggested that between 1946-9, ‘out
of 7,500 death sentences, between 3,000-5,000 political prisoners were actually executed’.”
These figures dramatically surpass the executions carried out during the Irish Civil War and
Kissane has suggested that in places where executions were high, such as Kerry, this was the
‘result of outsiders (mainly Dubliners and Northerners)’.*® He further examined the conflict
in the context of decolonisation in the early twentieth century and noted that the Irish Civil
War was a ‘violent creation of order’.”” He discussed the dominant argument that either
‘British Malevolence’ or ‘the IRA’s rejection of democracy’ resulted in civil war.** However,
Kissane also noted that moderate opinion among Anti-Treatyites played its part in the
aftermath of the Treaty and explained that ‘moderate anti-treaty IRA obstructed rather than
threatened the democratic process, and although their attitude was a key factor in that mix of
circumstances that led to civil war, it was not the only one’.*’ Kissane also highlighted how
decisions made by the administration in the aftermath of Collins” death, became increasingly
brutal as the government pushed forth their agenda through emergency le:gislation.3 * This
legislation had dramatic consequences within the prisons, as the internee population soared
and executions increased. Tom Garvin, in his work 7/922: The Birth of Irish Democracy,
argued that the civil war was a battleground between democrats and dictators of which most

» 31

of the new leaders were ‘unenthusiastic democrats’.”” Garvin provided a favourable analysis

of the reasoning behind Free State polices and noted that the ‘popular support for the Free

 Stanely Payne, Civil War in Europe 1905-1949 (Cambridge, 2011), p. 30.

* Ibid, p. 213.

* Mark Mazower (ed), After the War was Over: Reconstructing the Family, Nation and, State in Greece, 1943-
1960 (Princeton, 2000), p.81.

*Kissane, The Politics of the Irish Civil War, p. 93.

7 Tbid, p. 233.

** Tbid.

¥ Tbid, p. 234.

¥ Ibid, p. 84.

*! Garvin, 1922 Birth of Irish Democracy, p. 205.



State was generally by a wish for orderly government and disgust at the fanaticism and

9

criminality of the IRA and their supporters’.’> He concluded that only Cosgrave, O Higgins
and Mulcahy were ‘unconditional democrats’ willing to kill people for Irish democracy.™
John Regan, on the other hand, believed that the democrat versus dictator’s model was an
‘oversimplification of the political situation of 1922” and suggested that Garvin ignored the
‘complexity of historical circumstances.” Regan highlighted how, over time, some on the
Anti-Treaty side abandoned the armed struggle and rapidly reorganised the political
organisation, later entering the ‘Dail in the guise of Fianna Fail.” Regan remarked, however,
that this democratic element was well hidden in 1922 ‘behind Rory O’Connor’s incitement to
dictatorship’.** Overall, Regan’s central argument focused on the counter revolution that
began during the civil war, noticeably in the tactics employed by the new state, in particular
the executions and the eventual establishment of the middle-class Catholic elite, who paid
little attention to the revolutionary ideals of the previous years. In order to enhance our
understanding of the Irish Civil War, there will be occasional reference throughout to
international civil wars in terms of executions, legislation, releases and the post-conflict
environment for those who were defeated. These comparisons will be made in order to place
the Irish experience of internment in context with other European civil wars and highlight the
ways in which the Free State’s treatment of military internees was not unique. On the

contrary, and in many ways, the new government’s handling of opposition prisoners was not

nearly as extreme as other European countries.>

There are, however, some aspects of internment which remain universal. Issues
pertaining to food, sanitation, overcrowding and exercise were problems that were raised by

internees, both in the Free State and Northern Ireland between 1922-4. Denise Klienrichert’s

> Ibid, p. 103.

* Ibid, p. 205.

A Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution, p. 68.

3% Mazower (ed), After the War was Over; Stanley Payne, Civil War in Europe 1905-1949.



study, Republican Internment and the Prison Ship Argenta focused on Northern Irish
internees during the civil war and her work engaged with the conditions of internment on the
prison ship and within the jails of Northern Ireland. She predominately focused on these
aspects while providing the general background of internment under the Stormont
administration. However, Klienrichert does not explore the similarities and differences
between internment in the Free State and Northern Ireland. This thesis sheds some light on

this aspect while building on Klienrichert’s work.

While these studies have been crucial to our understanding of the political and social
dynamics of the Irish Civil War, the exclusion of several thousand internees has, to some
extent, ignored how important the experience of revolution and imprisonment had been for
both Pro and Anti-Treaty sides up to 1922. Furthermore, the absence of any in-depth study of
internment disregards the role prisoners played in shaping government policy in those
formative years. Throughout the previous decade, imprisonment had been an important tool
for Irish revolutionaries and in some ways, determined how the establishment governed
Ireland, with many unruly elements detained or transported to British jails. William Murphy’s
study of internment 1912-1921, is essential to our understanding of how imprisonment
affected Irish political prisoners in these years. He noted how nationalist prisoners used their
imprisonment to continue the revolution within the prison system. Sporadic prison riots,
escapes and hunger strikes succeeded in destabilising the administration by 1921 and the
treatment and conditions of prisoners had become a huge propaganda winner for the Pre-
Truce I.R.A.. The campaign for privileges and political prisoner status, which began with the
suffragettes in the early twentieth century, had turned ‘the English prison system into a
political battleground.”*® These tactics were later exploited by Irish nationalists and

throughout 1916-21, the prison system in Ireland eventually buckled under the weight of an

3% William Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921 (Oxford, 2014), p. 12.

10



unruly prison population and a sympathetic public.’” The release or funerals of internees
became a huge part of the Irish nationalist campaign, which endeavoured to increase pressure
on the British administration in Ireland. In addition Sean McConville’s work on Irish political
prisoners enhances our understanding of imprisonment in Ireland during the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. McConville’s Irish Political Prisoners, 1848-1922: Theatres of
War provided an essential background to how the British prison system operated in Ireland,
including penal servitude of the nineteenth century and internment of Irish political groups in
the post-1916 period. His second book, /rish Political Prisoners 1920-1962, provided a much
needed analysis of internment after the Truce. While this book included a number of
comprehensive chapters on the Irish Civil War, it does not focus heavily on the nuts and bolts
of internment, particularly in relation to the daily lives of internees in the civil war period.
This thesis attempts to bridge that gap and build on Murphy’s work by combining an analysis
of internment from the political viewpoint of the native government and by assessing the

reality of imprisonment for internees around the country.

The fragile landscape into which internment was introduced was a deeply divided
one, in both political and social terms. The onset of civil war unleashed much more than the
armed opposition of the Anti-Treaty I.R.A. In his study of European civil wars, Stanley
Payne noted that ‘the breakdown of law and order in civil war permits, and sometimes
encourages, the growth of private violence, involving strictly personal, sometimes totally
non-political vindictiveness’.>® In the Free State in 1922, personal animosities and long-
standing agrarian discontent thrived in an environment of uncertainty and instability. For this
reason, a sizable portion of the entries in the prison and camp ledgers detail personal rather

than political attacks.”” In particular, the sharp rise in agrarian crime, as discussed by Gemma

* Tbid, p. 215.
¥ Payne, Civil War in Europe 1905-1949, p. 11.
3% See selection at (M.A., CW/P/02/02/01; CW/P/02/02/16; CW/P/03/03; CW/P/03/04, CW/P/03/06.).
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Clarke in her book Everyday Violence in the Irish Civil War, revealed the extent to which
rural offenders played a significant part in destroying the livelihoods and property among
certain sections of the community in Tipperary, Limerick and Waterford. In her discussion of
arson attacks between 1922-3, Clarke concluded that the majority of assaults were carried out
against private property, farm houses and businesses whereas strategic military targets such
as RIC barracks accounted for a smaller portion of these attacks.*” While political grievances
certainly shaped the nature of agrarian crime during the civil war, a grey area emerges in
which the historian must decipher between offences carried out by political agitators or local
opportunists. As this study is primarily concerned with the internment of the Anti-Treaty
I.LR.A. and their treatment, a concise breakdown of political and agrarian offenders will not be
discussed in detail. Moreover, in order to capture the diverse nature of those interned 1922-4,
the broader term of military prisoner/internee will be used throughout when discussing the
general body of prisoners.‘” The term ‘military’ will therefore encompass those committed
for both political and agrarian offences during the civil war. The phrase Anti-Treaty LR.A.
internee or simply ‘internee’ will be used to denote the body of prisoners at the heart of this

thesis.

Another feature of imprisonment that inevitably comes to light is the role of convict
prisoners in the civil war. In 1922, the Free State administration released a number of
convicted prisoners in order to free up accommodation for the rapidly rising ‘military’
internee population. Additionally, when the state attempted to wind down internment in the
latter half of 1923, a portion of those interned for military offences were transferred to the
civil authorities for trial and conviction. Where substantial evidence was available, these

internees were tried for the destruction of private and public property, robbery, cattle driving,

* Gemma Clarke, Everyday Violence in the Irish Civil War (Cambridge, 2014), p. 63.
*! The term military internee was also adopted by the Free State Government at the time; Max Green, Chairman
of the General Prison Board, to Under Secretary, 28 Jan. 1922 (N.A.L., JUS 8/233.).
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intimidation, and in some instances, murder.” In doing so, the military internee then became
a civil convict. For this reason, there will be reference to convict prisoners throughout this

thesis, which are distinctly separate from military internees.

In 1922, there were fourteen prisons available to the Free State and with the onset
of civil war the ‘principal prisons’ were transferred to the governorship of the military.** The
General Prisons Board remained ‘responsible for the general administration and maintenance’
of the system while corresponding with the Department of Home Affairs and Finance in this
regard.** As early as January 1922, just weeks after the Anglo Irish Treaty was passed in Dail
Eireann, the government set about preparing the prison system for use. Max Green, Chairman
of the GPB until his murder in March 1922, provided the government with details of how the
prisons (in this particular case, Mountjoy) could be administered by the military.45 This
correspondence was an early indication that the Free State were organising the prison system
for the reception of ‘military’ internees. Sean McConville further noted that a day earlier, ‘On
27 January 1922, the General Prisons Board advised the Provisional Government that it had
accommodation for 647 women and 2,038 men’.*® The new state was about to adopt a
rundown and battered prison service and utilise it for their own ends. The condition of this
Pre-Treaty prison system has been extensively researched by William Murphy, who
discussed the nature of political imprisonment and how this affected the revolution in Ireland.

Irish political prisoners, Murphy stated, were not about to ‘leave politics aside’ and through

successive protest, internees 1912-21 ‘took a weapon of the state and turned it back on the

2 1 st of prisoner cases handed over to the Civic Guard 1923-4 (M.A., CW/P/02/02/05.).

“ McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1920-62, p. 168. There were eleven internment centres under military
control, Kilmainham; Mountjoy; North Dublin Union, Waterford, Cork, Dundalk, Hare Park, Newbridge,
Tintown, Gormanstown, Maryborough; (M.A., CW/P/04-14.)

* Sean McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1922-62, p. 168; (National Archives Ireland, hereafter N.A.1.,
General Prisons Board Files, hereafter G.P.B, GPB RL 8; GPB RL 9; FIN 1/88.).

* Max Green, son-in-law of John Redmond, was shot during a robbery in St Stephen’s Green, ‘The man who
shot him was running from the police, And Mr. Green had made a plucky attempt to stop him’, /rish Times, 4
Mar. 1922; Chairman of General Prison Board, Max Green, to Under Secretary, 28 Jan. 1922 (N.A.L, JUS
8/233.).

* Sean McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1920-62, p. 170.
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state’.*” Countless riots, hunger strikes and escapes reduced the functionality of the system as
‘prisoners challenged and repeatedly defeated the state, altering the prison regime,
undermining the system, and inflicting propaganda defeats’.** Internees of the Irish Civil War
were not about to leave behind such tactics and the native government were not inclined to

forget them.

Throughout the six chapters of this thesis, the state’s formative years 1922-4 will be
examined through the prism of internment and highlight how its implementation affected the
wider outcome of the civil war. The first chapter sets out the reasoning behind the
introduction of internment in 1922. It will assess why the new government, once in power,
sought a return to old British policy and examine the dangers facing the ministers of Dail
Eireann in the first few months of the infant state. The decision to pass emergency legislation
dramatically expanded the internee population to over 13,000, larger than any internment
figures during the British administration years. Consequently, the Free State struggled to
provide adequate accommodation and facilities. The second chapter provides an analysis of
internment from the internees’ perspective. The general conditions and treatment of prisoners
will be discussed in the light of memoirs, personal correspondence, official government
documents and parliamentary debates. This chapter endeavours to highlight how both sides
projected their own image of internment, be that either through Anti-Treaty propaganda or
the Free State censored media. The third chapter is a discussion of how internees continued to
utilise the same methods of protest, such as rioting and hunger strike, against the new Irish
government in an attempt to destabilise the system. This section reflects on the shared
internment experiences of both the Anti-Treaty internees and the ministers in Dail Eireann
during the period 1916-21. Chapter four analyses the counter- insurgency methods adopted

by the Free State, such as the introduction of tough emergency legislation, executions and

7 Murphy. Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 254.
* Tbid, p. 255.
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censorship, in an effort to suppress armed opposition to the government. In particular, this
section will assess how internment was a crucial asset to the new state and ultimately how
they fought the civil war. The fifth chapter is a discussion of internment in Northern Ireland,
in which comparisons will be made with the implementation of interment in the Free State.
The Stormont administration faced similar opposition and both governments opted for
internment in an effort to restore peace and stability. The similarities and differences in both
jurisdictions will likewise be examined. The final chapter offers an overview of some post-
internment issues and the realities that faced ex-internees in the new state. It will discuss how
Anti-Treatyites continued to fundraise for the dependents of internees, while problems such
as unemployment and emigration became regular pitfalls, for ex-prisoners upon their return

to civil society.
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Chapter 1

The Politics and Administration of Internment 1922-3

We understand it is now desired to have accommodation for 10,000 prisoners in all,
and to vacate Maryborough Jail and all other criminal prisons. This leaves only
Newbridge and Gormanstown, holding 2,500 between them at present. We have,
therefore, to provide accommodation for 7,500 additional... The most obvious course
to meet a part of the demand is to continue the adaptation of Gormanstown up to its
full capacity 4,000 prisoners or perhaps 4,500. This is the quickest and cheapest thing
to do, because it does not involve a new building but only fencing and the provision
of heating and sanitary works. Etc...!

In October 1922, this letter was sent to the Secretary of the Provisional Government,
providing an overview of the internment situation in the country and presenting the
alternative methods by which the state could avail of further prison accommodation. In
October 1922, the Provisional Government had been in existence for ten months, during
which time the Irish public had accepted the Anglo-Irish Treaty, by voting for a majority of
Pro-Treaty candidates in June 1922.> Equally as crucial during this ten month period, was the
country’s descent into civil war. In order to understand why internment was introduced on
such a vast scale, one must reflect on the conditions which existed in the aftermath of the
Anglo-Irish Treaty. The first three months of 1922 marked a chaotic period both politically
and socially for the new state. The cracks that had surfaced during the Treaty debates
degenerated rapidly and by March 1922, two distinct groups emerged. John Regan discussed
the fragmentation of the Republican movement at both political and army level. Within Sinn
Féin, he described how: °...the upper echelons of the movement as represented by the
Standing Committees before and after the treaty...were overwhelmingly drawn from the
moderate wing of the party. However, from October 1921, to the meeting of the

Extraordinary Ard Fheis in February 1922, Sinn Féin branches, as represented by the

! Commissioner of Public Works, to Secretary of the Provisional Government, 12 Oct. 1922 (N.A.I.,
FIN1/1200.).
? Charles Townsend, The Republic: The Fight for Irish Independence (London, 2013), p. 403.
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delegates present became increasingly doctrinaire and radicalised.’ Likewise at army level,
the .LR.A. was similarly divided with some choosing to remain neutral in a bid to stabilise the

situation. However, as John Regan noted, the divisions were ultimately too great:

The Army convention met on 26 March and was heavily Anti Treaty in composition.
After re-affirming its loyalty to the Republic, a vote was taken reverting control of the
army to its own elected executive thereby revoking the authority of the Dail... The
L.R.A. effectively divided four ways: Treatyite forces loyal to G.H.Q; the Anti-Treaty
Executive forces; non aligned anti-treaty LR.A.; and neutrals.*

This splintering within the ranks of the LR.A., Sinn Féin and on the benches of Déil Eireann
was likewise occurring in many homes around the country and after four months of political
toing and froing, this fragmentation would ultimately express itself in the seizure of the Four
Courts in Dublin. This division propelled the Anti-Treaty side forward in their efforts to
establish a Republic, in what Tom Garvin has termed a clash between ‘republican moralism’
and ‘nationalist pragmatism'.5 Some opponents of the new government, like Mary
MacSwiney, believed the Treaty was a clear choice between ‘right and wrong’.6 However,
Regan noted that the ‘democrats and dictators model denies a swathe of internal
complexities’.7 He remarked on the attitudes of some Pro-Treaty deputies, such as Liam de
Raiste, who were willing to ‘go beyond the present treaty’ if it could be done along
‘constitutional lines’. * In early 1922, the ideological divisions between Pro and Anti-Treaty
factions were not so easily discernible but the subsequent actions on both sides during the
civil war diluted aspirations of immediate reconciliation.” Many of the decisions made

(whether idealistic or pragmatic), informed the division on both sides. For those who opposed

3 John Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution 1921-1936: Treatyite Politics and Settlement in Independent
Ireland (Dublin, 1999), p. 52.

“Ibid, p. 58.

* Tom Garvin, 1922 The Birth of Irish Democracy (Dublin, 1996), p. 146.

® John Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution, p. 41.

7 Ibid, p. 70; The democrats and dictators model as proposed by Tom Garvin.

¥ Ibid, p. 70.

9 Regan noted Aodh de Blacam, (Anti-Treatyite) and Liam Roiste (Pro-Treaty) illustrated the ‘centre ground of
the split’, p. 70. The events which followed through Anti-Treaty attacks and Free State counter attacks widened
the ideological divisions, in particular the executions; Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution, p. 113.
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the treaty, the Republic represented a spiritual holy grail and one which they would follow
with an almost instinctual fervour. C.S. Andrews later recollected how his activities during
the revolutionary period were an emotional reaction to events. In his memoir, Andrews
related how he functioned ‘mainly on emotionalism and enthusiasm. I rarely thought; I felt’.'’
Collectively, the emotional response described by Andrews resulted in armed opposition to
the state which left thousands on the Anti-Treaty side interned. Their objectives, however,
were at odds with the general feeling of the Irish public, as demonstrated in the general
election of June 1922, when ‘Pro Treaty Sinn Féin candidates... outpolled Anti Treaty
republicans by 239,000 first preference votes to 130,000 (fifty eight seats to thirty six)".'" The
fracture of the Republican movement, the realpolitik approach of the new Provisional
Government and the bitter conflict that overshadowed Irish politics for decades, has been
hitherto documented.'? There is, however, a noticeable lack of discourse on the role played
by internees during this period. What can be said of those who availed of the

‘accommodation for 10,000°, as mentioned in the report by the Commissioner for Public
Works? Locked behind the closed doors of Kilmainham Jail or the huts of Tintown, these
internees were isolated from the military skirmishes and ambushes; but they were still very
much involved in the politics of civil war. From executions to hunger strikes, riots and prison

escapes, internees continued to fight their own battle against the Free State from the confines

of their prison cells.

There was, however, nothing distinctly revolutionary about the adoption of such
tactics by civil war internees. They merely followed the example set by previous Irish

prisoners interned by the British government and in particular, the preceding decade had

' C.S. Andrews, Dublin Made Me: An Autobiography (Cork, 1979), p. 7.

" Charles Townsend, The Republic, p. 403.

12 Garvin, 1922 The Birth of Irish Democracy,; Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution 1921-1936; Anne Dolan,
Commemorating the Irish Civil War: History and Memory, 1923-2000 (Cambridge, 2003), Bill Kissane, The
Politics of the Irish Civil War (Oxford, 2005); Michael Hopkinson Green Against Greer (Dublin, 2004).
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revealed the importance of ‘prison’ in the fight against the establishment in Ireland. William
Murphy’s thoroughly researched and insightful study of imprisonment during this period
exposed a system plagued by successive prisoner revolts. He stated that for Irish internees,
‘imprisonment provided them with identity, with status, with publicity. More than that,
imprisonment provided the Irish activists with another opportunity to rebel, turning the sites
that were supposed to ‘quell political dissent’ into places where resistance, even revolution
was nurtured and enacted’."® However, in 1922, unlike the previous decade, both the Anti-
Treaty internees and the Pro-Treaty government had personal experience of how to wage a
politically orientated prison war. So how did the operation of internment change with the

institution of a native government?

This chapter endeavours to provide an insight into this transitional phase in Irish
politics and discuss how the transfer of power to the new ministers in Dail Eireann,
empowered them with all the responsibilities of governing, most notably, the restoration of
law and order. The first section will discuss the harsh realities facing the Provisional
Government in the months following the ratification of the Treaty and how internment
became an important method of control, in a socially and politically fragile new state. The
second section will expose how internment evoived at both political and administrative level
and will discuss the various renovations that took place in order to accommodate the large
number of prisoners that were arrested following the outbreak of civil war. In addition, there
will be an examination of the areas in which internment was most popular and finally an
analysis of the problems which the new government faced on a financial and administrative

level.

'* William Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921 (Oxford, 2014), p. 10.
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In April 1922, Minister for Defence, Richard Mulcahy, expressed his concern for the
growing trend of social unrest. Twelve days after the occupation of the Four Courts, he

provided Dail Eireann with a report on the current situation:

Seceding Volunteers under what is known as the Executive have interfered with our
officers and men in their work of organisation by:—Attacks of persons, Shootings of
persons, Seizure of posts, Attacks on our transport, Systematic attacks on our military
posts, Seizure of stores. They have been helped in this matter by the fact that they are
countenanced by a section of the Dail Opposition, who, in spite of their acts, their
repudiations of the authority of the Dail, and in spite of their declared aims, portray
them as the only true followers in Pearse's footsteps. In many districts the difficulty in
holding the Organisation in any way intact has been very great. Hundreds of men
from Cork, Kerry and Limerick have been intercepted by armed bands while on their
way to 1]i4nk up with G.H.Q. at Dublin, and they have been imprisoned and ill-

treated.

The Anti-Treaty section to which Mulcahy referred had exacerbated an already socially
fragile post-treaty environment. In response, Kathleen Callaghan T.D. challenged General
Mulcahy’s report and in turn blamed the growing unrest on the Provisional Government’s
incompetency and failure to remain loyal to the pursuit of an ‘Irish Republic’. She stated that
the Anti-Treaty [.LR.A. were in fact exonerated from Dail authority through their defence of
the Republic:
It 1s clear that the service and obedience that the Irish Republican Army gave to the
Dail was a conditional service and a conditional obedience...conditional on the Dail
itself being faithful to its oath to maintain and defend the Irish Republic. The Dail has
not been faithful to its oath. The D4il is not supporting and defending the Irish
Republic. The Executive of the Dail, through the Minister of Defence, among others,
1s now using all its energies and all its resources to subvert the Irish Republic.
Therefore, the Army of the Irish Republic is released from obedience to the Dail.'*
As doctrinaire rhetoric from the Anti-Treaty side enhanced an already tense situation, the
subsequent armed opposition to the fledgling state forced the new government to act

decisively. Charles Townsend noted how this volatile environment became a source of

opportunism for some on the Anti-Treaty side and stated that ‘Discipline and control were

“DED. Vol. S2, Col. 249-50, 26 Apr. 1922.
“D.ED., Vol. S2, Col. 343-44, 28 Apr. 1922.
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hanging by a thread in many areas. Con Moloney, the adjutant general of Ernie O’Malley’s
2"¢ Southern Division, was faced with a spate of robberies in mid Limerick in January. The
Brigade Adjutant ...said that the crisis in the Brigade is getting worse every day. Cattle were

being seized for non-payment of IRA levies (which had already been prohibited)’. '°

While the fracturing of the Republican movement quickly translated into social
turmoil, it was not just the Anti-Treaty .R.A. that posed a threat to the maintenance of law
and order. Agrarian crime, which had long been an historical feature of the Irish countryside,

was also on the rise. Emmet O’Connor noted that from

October 1921, violence and sabotage became more important in farm strikes and
played a crucial role in enabling the ITGWU to settle four major disputes in Dublin,
Meath, Cork and Waterford. In late January, the first of the about eighty soviets that
year took place at Mallow, where the Quartertown Mills were seized.!’

Regan further commented on these social tensions stating that ‘unemployment was in the
region of 130,000, cattle stealing and land seizures increased and the regional press reported a
litany of reprisals and vendettas’.'® A large number of those interned during the civil war
were imprisoned due to agrarian offences.'” Some of these attacks were carried out as a result
of local grievances but a great many were specifically designed to further a broader political
agenda.”® Gemma Clarke noted how those in society that represented or symbolised the
British ruling elite such as ex-servicemen and Protestants, often suffered continuous attacks
on their persons and property during this period.”' The Anti-Treaty LR.A. also turned to
agrarian crime to further their agenda and Tom Garvin recorded how they utilised all
available methods in their fight against the Provisional Government. Neither personal

property nor the state’s infrastructure were safe as ‘homes and farms were burned in a wages

'® Townsend, The Republic, pp 393-4.

"7 Emmet O’Connor, A Labour History of Ireland 1824-1960 (Dublin, 1992), p. 112.

'8 Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution, p. 58.

"% See for example a selection in the Internment Camp Files (M.A., CW/P/01/01; CW/02/02/01; CW/P/02/02/16;
CW/P/03/02; CW/P/03/03; CW/P/03/04; CW/P/03/06; CW/P/08/11.).

** Gemma Clarke, Everyday Violence in the Irish Civil War (Cambridge, 2014), pp 44-84.

*! Ibid, pp 98-153.
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dispute; haggards burned in a land dispute; trains are attacked; Post offices robbed; Banks
raided, individuals robbed without any patriotic pretences or in the name of the Republic,
men are murdered for personal reasons or in the name of the Republic’.** Frequent land
seizures and the destruction of public infrastructure was an immediate threat to civil society.
The extensive damage to the railways, property of the Great Southern and Western Railway
Company, was a sore point for some ministers in the new cabinet.” Regan noted that ‘for
members of the nationalist Victorian class to which O’Higgins and Hogan belonged, the
destruction of the railways had a deeply symbolic as well as strategic importance in the war.
The wrecking of the country’s infrastructure was the ultimate and the most graphic example
of Anti-Treaty criminality and of Republican descent into anarchism’.** Furthermore, these
events were closely watched from Downing Street and provoked sentiments of concern from
some members of the cabinet. In March 1922, the British administration reported that the
‘situation in the Twenty Six Counties was not alarming, although apart from Dublin and the
neighbouring counties there was a good deal of lawlessness’.*> Churchill made it clear that
the British administration were willing to aid the Free State from an early stage. In February,
he noted that the Provisional Government ‘have only to ask the Imperial Government and
they can have rifles supplied to them...As many as are reasonable to equip the force and
prevent raids’.*® By June 1922, tensions had escalated and Churchill became concerned that
the bombardment of the Four Courts might enhance sympathy for the Anti-Treaty side.”” He
offered Collins further support to quell the unrest and floated the idea of aerial bombing
Dublin. He offered the Irish Administration the support of British pilots but suggested that

the planes be painted in Free State colours, ‘to show that were an essential part of your

2 Garvin, 1922: The birth of Irish democracy, p. 103.

** Hopkinson, Green Against Green, p. 199.

* Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution, p. 110.

e Meeting regarding Provisional Government of Ireland, 20 Mar. 1922 (T.N.A., CAB 21/254; see also British
Government opinion on the civil war, W/O 35/182A.).

2% Hansard Debate Extract, 28 Feb. 1922 (T.N.A., CAB 21/254.).

" Hopkinson, Green Against Green, pp 116-19.
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forces’.”® The Free State did accept British aid and ‘before the first shots were fired, the
Provisional Government had already received from the British nearly 12,000 rifles and 1.7
million rounds of ammunition plus 79 Lewis guns, 6 armoured cars and a large number of
trucks; against this, the IRA could pit only 3,000 rifles with 120 rounds apiece and not much
else’.?” On 28 June, the same day that the Provisional Government bombarded the Four

Courts, the Daily Telegraph reported:

It is clear that the message despatched to Dublin by Mr. Churchill on Saturday, with
full approval of the Cabinet was firmly worded. It was described in a responsible
quarter yesterday as being “to all intents and purposes an ultimatum”. Due time will,
of course, be given to the Provisional Government...But it is stated that ‘due time” is
not an elastic phrase that will permit of unreasonable or unnecessary delay.™

With an increase in pressure from the British cabinet and the rising tide of social unrest
from both civil and political offenders at home, internment was propelled forward as one of
the most viable legislative options. The focus of this policy would be the Anti-Treaty LR.A.
who had openly challenged the fledgling state. In fact, the administration had already
considered the possibility of internment as early as January, when preparations began to
renovate the prison system.”’ Although civil war had yet to begin, this was a clear indication
that the prison system was set to play an important role in the early months of the new state.
Within this brief period, the Déil cabinet had discovered that self-government presented its
own realities and on the top of their list of priorities was the maintenance of law and order. In
this vein, they were supported by members of the Irish public, who in some cases seemed
genuinely relieved at the sight of Free State soldiers entering their towns. One report stated
that, ‘there were night long celebrations when the IRA were driven out of Claremorris,

County Mayo...At the end of July the Free State Army was welcomed by a huge crowd in

2 Ibid, p. 121.

*% Ronan Fanning, Independent Ireland (Dublin, 1983). pp 15-6.

3% Daily Telegraph, 28 June 1922 (The British Library, London. hereafter B.L.).

3! The new administration was already seeking out the best available prison accommodation; Chairman of the
General Prison’s Board, Max Green, to Under Secretary, 28 Jan. 1922 (N.A.L., JUS/H 8/23.).
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Tipperary Town. This was in part due to the fact that the IRA had burned down such factories
as the town possessed, thereby throwing many out of work’.** The new government acted
swiftly to contain the social discontent and as the country slipped into civil war, internment
was to prove one of the most useful weapon in the state’s arsenal against the Anti-Treaty

LR.A.

The fall of the Four Courts in June 1922, resulted in numerous arrests which were to
continue for the next year.”> By September 1922, members of Dail Eireann explicitly referred
to the crisis in the country as a civil war.>* In order to ‘legalise a situation in which thousands
had been imprisoned’, the Dail cabinet responded to the Minister for Defence, General
Mulcahy’s request to extend emergency powers to the National Army.** Minister for Home
Affairs, Kevin O’Higgins called on Dail Eireann to implement legislation which would
combat the Anti-Treaty threat.’® At the heart of this legislation, the government sought to
approve ‘a certain policy with regard to prisoners to regularise their treatment and the
conditions of their internment’.>” On 27 September, the ‘Army Emergency Powers
Resolution was introduced. .. and adopted the next day’, thereby widening the powers of the
army to intern.>® These powers effectively provided the government with the legal authority

to intern without trial and introduced the possibility of execution for a number of offences

32 Garvin, 1922: The Birth of Irish Democracy, p. 103.

33 Uinseann MacEoin, Survivors (Dublin, 1980), p. 26; Peadar O’Donnell estimated the figure of 180 interned
following the fall of the Four Courts. Further arrests were made nationwide before the Emergency Legislation in
September; Prison Ledgers (M.A., IE'MA/CW/P.).

¥ D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 278, 14 Sept. 1922.

*% John P. McCarthy, Kevin O Higgins: Builder of the Irish State (Dublin, 2004), p. 85.

36 It is the opinion of the Diil that a measure should be introduced immediately to legalise and control, with
suitable safeguards, such Executive action as may be necessary during the present civil war for curtailing the
liberty of the subject’, Ceann Combhairle; D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 278, 14 Sept. 1922.

37 Ibid; Mary Rogan, Prison Policy in Ireland: Politics, Penal Welfarism and Political Imprisonment (New
York, 2001), p. 30.

¥ 1t is hereby notified that the following resolution was passed by Dail Eireann on the 28th day of September,
1922... 1) the Government has entrusted to the Army the duty of securing the public safety and restoring order
throughout the country and has placed on the Army the responsibility for the establishment of the authority of
the Government in all parts of the country in which that authority is challenged by force.; D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col.
1734-5, 18 Oct. 1922.
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including the possession of firearms.”® Military courts were established which allowed the
army to try and convict those ‘aiding or abetting any attack upon or using force against the
National forces, of looting, possession with authority of any bomb...or other explosive
substance’.*’ The legislation was met with inevitable Dail opposition. Independent T.D.,
Darrell Figgis, requested that the Minister of Defence, not the army, be granted the use of
emergency powers, as the minister was answerable to the elected Dail.*' Figgis also wanted a
time limit placed on the legislation and spoke out against the use of death penalty. However,
members of the government, such as Ernest Blythe, argued that executions were necessary
since ‘the reluctance to take life had weakened their case’.* Kevin O’Higgins believed that
the life of the ‘nation’ was of the utmost importance and ensured Figgis that the ‘severity’ of
the penalties was calculated to act as a deterrent for those involved in armed opposition to the
state.*” In addition to the imposition of military courts and internment, the government also
defeated proposals to include ‘prisoner of war’ treatment for the ‘irregular’ internees and

refused the appointment of ‘persons of legal training as presidents of the military courts’.**

* Army Emergency Powers, September 1922; 1) WHEREAS the Government has entrusted to the Army the
duty of securing the public safety and restoring order throughout the country and has placed on the Army the
responsibility for the establishment of the authority of the Government in all parts of the country in which that
authority is challenged by force. 2) AND WHEREAS the Army Council has represented to the Government
that in order to discharge effectively the duty and responsibility so placed on them it is essential that the Army
Council should have power to set up Military Courts or Committees with full powers of enquiring into charges
and inflicting punishments on persons found guilty of acts calculated to interfere with or delay the effective
establishment of the authority of the Government, and that the Army Council should have power to authorise the
detention in places whether within or without the area of the jurisdiction of the Government of persons in
Military custody and power to control the dealing in and possession of fire arms....

4) The breach of any general order or regulation made by the Army Council and the infliction by such Military
Courts or Committees of the punishment of death or of penal servitude for any period or of imprisonment for
any period or of a fine of any amount either with or without imprisonment on any person found guilty by such
Court or Committee of any of the offences aforesaid. Provided that no such sentence of death be executed
except under the countersignature of two members of the Army Council’; D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 1734-5, 18 Oct.
1922.

* Ibid; McCarthy, Kevin O Higgins: Builder of the Irish State, p. 86.

“! Tbid.

“2 Hopkinson, Green Against Green, p. 181.

* Tbid.

*“ Irish Times, 7 Oct. 1922 (N.L.L).
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Instead, it was decided that presidents would be ‘officers of senior rank’ and that they would

be provided with ‘legal advisers’. The courts would not be open to the ‘press or public’.*’

In the public domain, the media recorded the staunch opposition of the Labour Party,
who decried that the handing over of power to the National Army under the Public Safety Act
would create a form of ‘military dictatorship’.46 The army was described as an ‘army of
novices- every one of them recruits’ and it was feared that they would hold the power of ‘life
or death’ over soldiers and civilians without public trial.*’ Other sections of the media
focused on the Free State’s attempt to tackle the crises in law and order and the Southern Star
triumphed the legislation as the ‘Restoration of Order’.** The Irish Examiner declared it was

a “step towards public safety’.*’

By adopting internment measures along these lines, the Irish ministers were simply
retracing old ground in new shoes. Of the seven members on the Executive Council of the
Provisional Government in 1922, all had been interned by the previous British administration,
with every one of them except O’Higgins having been arrested following the 1916 Easter
Rising.50 Internment was, thus, a template for social control and one which was effective in
dealing with political discontent. However, despite its effectiveness, the use of internment
against political opponents in Ireland was a double edged sword. The potential stability which
the Free State sought to gain from this measure was not without its pitfalls. Historically

speaking, Irish political internees were a riotous and difficult group, of which the ministers of

* Tbid.

% Irish Times, 28 Sept. 1922 (N.L.L).

7 Thid.

* Southern Star, 7 Oct. 1922 (N.L.L).

** Irish Examiner, 29 Sept. 1922 (N.L.L).

0'W.T. Cosgrave President of the Executive and Minister for Finance, Richard Mulcahy Minister for Defence,
Desmond Fitzgerald Minister for External Affairs, Eoin MacNeill Minister for Education, Ernest Blythe Minster
for Minister for Local Government and Joseph McGrath Minister for Industry and Commerce were all
imprisoned after the 1916 Rising; Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1922, p. 1; Kevin
O’Higgins, Minister for Home Affairs, was unable to get to Dublin to take part in the Rising, due to ‘military
restricted movement to the city’. He was later imprisoned in 1918; McCarthy, Kevin O 'Higgins Builder of the
Irish State, p. 4.
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the new state were well aware. Additionally, internment also provided political opponents
with the opportunity for anti-state propaganda. During the final years of the British
administration in Ireland, imprisonment for political activity had risen dramatically and
reached a high point between 1916-21."" Internees during this period were of course, a
different breed of prisoner. Sean McConville discussed this point in his study, 7Theatres of
War: Irish Political Prisoners 1848-1922. He wrote that Irish political prisoners came ‘from
the respectable rather than the criminal classes, these prisoners were far more difficult to
handle than ordinary criminals. Refusing to submit to penal discipline, they had no sense of
shame for their deeds, displayed no remorse, and could not be subjected to certain
disciplinary measures’.>” In the aftermath of the rising in Dublin, the British had faced a
number of legal difficulties regarding the internment of Irish prisoners. One of these issues
was the detention of untried prisoners, as McConville stated, ‘3200 persons were taken by the
military and police. Of these, about 1200 were immediately or soon after released. Apart
from 183 dealt with by courts martial, 1863 were interned under the Defence of the Realm
Act (DORA) Regulation 14b.% Legal issues then followed concerning ‘the detention,
deportation and internment of untried persons...” as it ‘proved impossible to bring any great
proportion of the detainees to trial, since the nature of the fighting had left the authorities
without “sufficient evidence of identification to justify a court in convicting a charge™.>* The
solution to this problem was found in regulation 14b of DORA which allowed the Home

Secretary to issue an order ‘with regard to a place of residence, restriction of movement,

reporting to police or internment. Persons liable to such an order were...those of “hostile

' Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1922, p. 1.

32 Sean McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1848-1922: Theatres of War: (Routledge, 2005), p. 706.

3 Ibid, p. 450; Restoration of Order in Ireland Act 1920 (http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/isbc/bpstoc.html.
accessed 28 December 2014).

** Ibid.



origin or association™.>> It was with similar legislation that the Provisional Government
sought to tackle the ‘hostile’ elements within the Free State and many subsequent internment

’ . . e " 56
orders detained individuals under similar safeguarding measures.”

Furthermore, each member of the Provisional Government had a working knowledge
of how internment operated, at least from the prisoner’s perspective. William Murphy’s
account of hunger strikes, riots and escape attempts throughout the previous decade, revealed
that the new political class in Dail Eireann were well versed in the art of prison warfare and
propaganda. In particular, during 1917-18, Murphy noted that ‘political prisoners were an
important cohort... providing energy, publicity, and practical weight to the effort to overthrow
British power in Ireland, but in these months- perhaps more than any other time- being a
prisoner was the most effective way to be an Irish revolutionary’.57 The ministers of the Free
State were fully aware that when political prisoners revolted within the prison system, they
held a potent power, a power that could potentially bring about the collapse of the system
itself. The new ministers, however, were in the unique position of governing with an
understanding of the mindset of those they interned. The Dail Eireann immediately set about
countering the Anti-Treaty threat and as the once imprisoned became the jailors, the
Provisional Government found itself emulating aspects of previous British policy in Ireland.
In fact, the British media congratulated the new government on the tactics they employed in
June 1922, stating that

Mr. Michael Collins was at last showing some firmness in dealing with the rebel

executive. An attempt to steal a number of motor cars belonging to a Belfast firm was
prevented and the ‘Four Courts Commandant’ who was in charge of the raiding party

33 McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1848-1922, p. 453; Restoration of Order in Ireland Act 1920;
(http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/isbc/bpstoc.html, accessed 28 December 2014).

3¢ Public Safety (Emergency Powers) Act 1923, Order for the Internment of Eamon de Valera by the Minister
for Defence (N.A.L, 5.1369/14); Copy of Detention Order from Provisional Government to Governor [no date],
“You are directed by the Provisional Government to receive the following person into your custody and detain in
accordance with the rules relating to the detention of persons committed to prison on remand. You are to detain
the above person until otherwise directed’ (N.A.L., JUS/ H8/233.).

7 Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1922, p. 106.
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was arrested and taken to Mountjoy Gaol, not as an officer but as an ordinary
criminal. This is the first indication on the part of the Provisional Government of an
intention to put down indiscriminate looting on the part of the irregular .LR.A., and it
is to be hoped that it will be followed by a strong and genuine effort to dispossess the
rebels of all the property they illegally hold...®
The removal of the Four Courts Commandant as an ‘ordinary criminal” was significant, as it
revealed the method by which the Free State would implement internment throughout the
course of the Irish civil war. The new government sought to undermine the Anti-Treaty
agenda by refusing to grant prisoner of war status and criminalising the opposition
throughout the country.”” However, given the revolutionary background of many TDs elected
to the Third Dail, the various debates surrounding the implementation of internment were
intense, particularly on the point of what defined a criminal or political prisoner. Dr. P.
McCartan, a Pro-Treaty deputy, spoke out against the state’s decision to refuse prisoner-of-
war status to Anti-Treaty internees, stating that
If an ambush is wrong in the streets of Dublin to-day, it was wrong when Dick
Mulcahy ordered it. If you treat them as Prisoners of War you cannot execute them.
The Minister for Defence distinguishes them in three different classes —Politicians,
Criminals and Soldiers. I take that as correct. Criminals you can deal with in a
criminal manner, but the backbone of the men opposed to you are the soldiers of the
former Republic, and we are the traitors to that Republic. Those who voted for the
Treaty were traitors to the Republic. We are the rebels, and they are the patriots. I
voted for the Treaty, and I submit I swallowed my oath, and every one of you who
voted for the Treaty swallowed your oaths for the Republic. Do not disguise the fact,
and do not take refuge behind it.*’
General Mulcahy, Minister for Defence, rejected McCartan’s statement. He emphasised that
since the signing of the treaty, circumstances had altered their objectives and that the
situation (civil war) in the country called for a redefinition of the meaning of words; he

effectively called for a rethink of what was now politically acceptable and what was not.

Mulcahy remarked that, ‘We have lost, as I said yesterday, the sense of the meaning of words

% Daily Telegraph, 28 June 1922 (B.L.).

% For full discussion, see Chapter 4 regarding counter-insurgency measures adopted by the Provisional
Government. Bill Kissane discussed the criminalisation of the Anti-Treaty agenda through government
legislation; Kissane, The Politics of the Irish Civil War, pp 84-98.

“D.ED., Vol. 1, Col. 923, 28 Sept. 1922.

29



to-day, and words that it was proper for us to use with regard to certain people and certain
actions, it is not proper for us to use them in the changed circumstances. I do not approve of
this amendment, and I am not prepared to throw over the material which is inside the prisons
now, and which is working outside the prisons, the cloak of prisoners of war’.’ Mulcahy’s
sentiments reflected the attitudes of many within the Dail cabinet and throughout the
remainder of the civil war, the government implemented wide-scale internment without
granting Prisoner-of-War status. Anti-Treatyites in the new state were thus, arrested as

military prisoners, detained under emergency legislation for criminal offences and due to

their ‘irregular’ status, never officially granted the title of ‘prisoners of war’.

The introduction of internment ultimately provided the government with the power to
enforce the authority of the Dail and stabilise the growing unrest. The first group of prisoners
were arrested in the aftermath of the fighting in Dublin during June and July 1922.
McConville noted that these prisoners fell into two categories; military and political
prisoners.(’: In doing so, McConville draws a distinction between those arrested for politically
motivated offences and those who were generally trying to capitalise on the social instability
that followed in the wake of civil war, through agrarian crimes or robbery. Consequently,
throughout this chapter and thesis, the term ‘military’ will be used to describe the general
body of internees imprisoned and where necessary, the term Anti-Treaty IRA internees, will
be used to distinguish the politically motivated body of internees within this military
category. Those arrested for offences, such as robbery, cattle-driving, destruction of private
property etc. and where it is not otherwise apparent that they had a connection with the Anti-

Treaty L.R.A., will simply be referred to as military internees.

® D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 924, 28 Sept. 1922.
82 McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1920-1962: Pilgrimage of Desolation (Routledge, 2014) pp 178-9.
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The nine prisons that were available to the Free State government were small in size,

with the exception of Mountjoy Prison and Maryborough Jail.**

The Department of Public
Works was responsible for bringing these prisons up to a reasonable standard in order to meet
the growing demand for military internece accommodation.®* With the escalation of violent
crime in the country, the government ‘concluded that the customary administration of the
prisons could not meet the challenges of civil war and the influx of its turbulent captives’.®
The ‘principal prisons’ were then placed under military control with soldiers guarding the
perimeters and where military police worked alongside regular staff.°° The GPB continued to
provide payment to civilian prison staff, while the army remained responsible to the military
prison guards and officers.””’ Although many working within the Irish Prison System had been
former employees of the British administration, the Free State did not demand retirements
within the service and staff remained free to maintain their employment.®® Throughout the
civil war, the administration and maintenance of the prison system remained under the
control of the G.P.B., ‘even with the Army in occupation’.®” From 1923, the prisons were
gradually returned to the civil authorities.”” The Free State’s open approach towards former
employees of the British administration can be contrasted with that of other European
countries, where the incoming governments forced former employees to leave in the wake of
civil war. The German-Italian occupation of Greece during the Second World War created a

political vacuum, in which the Left came to prominence with the Greek government in exile.

When the war ended, the balance of power ‘swung suddenly and decisively against the Left

% Ibid, pp 170-2.

% Ibid, p. 171.

% Ibid, p. 168.

% Tbid, p. 172; Mountjoy was under joint civil and military control.

7 Ibid, p. 171; Prisons and Internment Camp Staff 1922-3 (M.A., CW/P/02/01/03.).
% Ibid, p.177.

% Ibid, pp 172-3.

" Ibid, p. 172.
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for the first time since 1942°.”" As the Right came to power ‘purges now took place in the
civil service, and later in the new gendarmerie, but these purges were not, as elsewhere in
Europe, of suspected collaborators but rather of suspected leftists and resistants’.” No such
expulsion of prison staff was enforced in the Free State. Furthermore, the right wing terror
that followed in the Greek Civil War stands in stark contrast to the way in which Anti-Treaty

internees and their supporters would be treated in the new Irish state.”

In the early months of the Irish Civil War, the National Army began to make
significant advances and prison figures rose dramatically. During this period, the highest
level of internment took place in Dublin and Cork, since the fighting in these areas was at its
height in 1922. In January, before the outbreak of armed confrontation, there were only 462
prisoners in the Free State.” As the months passed, military internees entered the prison
system and multiplied this figure tenfold, leaving thousands on the Anti-Treaty side
incarcerated. After the fall of the Four Courts, Peadar O’Donnell recalled how some ‘180 of
us were taken prisoner, and all but five that escaped, ended up in Mountjoy afterward’.” In
Munster, by the end of August, the Pro-Treaty forces had made a ‘dramatic sweep south and
south west from Limerick and Kilmallock between 4 August and 19 August’ and ‘had
occupied every significant town and village north of Munster’.”® Internment rose significantly
in the wake of these successes and the arrests were reflective of this. In June 1922, some 11
military prisoners were arrested in Dublin but in July there were 427 arrests and another 454
in August.”” Likewise in Cork, there were only 6 arrests in July but the following month of

August saw 166 military prisoners taken into custody and in September another 266. "

7! Stanley Payne, Civil War in Europe 1905-1949 (Cambridge, 2011) p. 6.
" Ibid.
7> See Chapter 6.
7 Provisional Government list of prisoners in the 26 Counties, 27 Jan. 1922 (N.A.L, JUS/H8/233.).
> MacEoin, Survivors, p. 26.
7® Michael Harrington, The Munster Republic: The Civil War in North Cork (Cork, 2009), p. 76.
: Prison Ledgers Collection (M.A., IEEMA/CW/P.).
Ibid.



Overall during 1922, some 1,560 internees were from Dublin and 936 from Cork.” Thus the
Free State did set out to implement internment in the most affected areas. Over the course of
1922-24, the counties with the highest internment levels reflected the regions that were most
active in military terms, noticeably the south and west of Ireland. The figures below are based
on the county of origin of the internee arrested and reflect the prison statistics in the military
prisons and camps throughout 1922-4. They are taken from the prison ledgers that survived

and show the top ten most active areas for arrests."

Dublin 3357

Cork 2522

Tipperary 1008

Kerry 984

Mayo 881

Galway 805

Limerick 796

Louth 544

Sligo 483

Clare 440 *
It is estimated that some 12,000 Anti Treatyites were interned in the Free State during the
civil war,* and according to records, there was a prisoner interned from every county on the

island of Ireland.* However, archival sources would suggest that imprisonment between

" Tbid.

%0 These ledgers provide a figure of some 11 820 prisoners arrested from the top ten most active counties.

I Prison Ledgers Collection (M.A., IEEMA/CW/P).

%2 Hopkinson, Green against Green. p.268.

% Prison Ledgers Collection (M.A., IE'MA/CW/P); this collection revealed that every county on the island
(North and South) had at least one man or woman arrested and interned in the Free State during the civil war. It
must be noted that this research reflects the details provided in the prison ledgers. It 1s important to mention that
internees may have given false addresses when arrested.
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1922-4 was significantly higher and closer to the region of over 13,000 prisoners.*
Internment figures for the Irish Civil War were twice as high as figures from the British
administration years, which held 6,129 prisoners on the eve of the Truce in 1921.% The
higher internment figures under the Free State government may be reflective of the intense
nature of civil war, as argued by Stathis L. Kalyvas in his study, The Logic of Violence in
Civil War. The divided nature of society during a civil war presents the state with some major
security concerns. Of this Kalyvas stated that ‘a security dilemma is said to occur when the
breakdown of order creates a situation in which individuals coordinating around focal points
(primarily ethnic identities) resort to pre-emptive violence, or align with warmongering
leaders who do so, because of security fear’. *® In this environment, Kalyvas stated that ‘elites
act instrumentally in pursuit of power’.”” Taking the Provisional Government as the ‘clites’ in
this assessment, then the implementation of widespread internment can be viewed not only
as a security measure but also as the Free State’s assertion of their authority and power. There
was a very real security risk to the new state in 1922, from both civil and political offenders
and thus the Provisional Government acted to reassert their control and prevent further
descent into social anarchy. Another explanation for such high internment levels may be
found upon an assessment of what ‘prison’ and ‘imprisonment’ represented for the ministers
of the new state. William Murphy noted that ‘imprisonment was vital to the personal
experience of thousands of men and women who had made the revolution... This was an
important field upon which the revolution was fought, ensuring that the politics of

imprisonment was central not just to the propaganda, but to the wider politics of the Irish

% From the information provided on the prison ledgers, the figure is most likely in the region of 13.000 (or over)
Anti-Treatyites interned over the entire period 1922-4. The exact figure would need further research as the
details on the ledgers need to be cross checked to ensure that name/address/prison/camp details are not counted
twice; Prison Ledgers Collection (M.A., IE'MA/CW/P).

% Murphy, Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921,p. 1.

:j Stathis L. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (Cambridge, 2006), p. 61.

° Ibid.
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revolution’.*® Once in power, the Provisional Government returned to this instrument of
control and used it to quell discontent, with the additional knowledge and capability of how
to shut-down the traditional routes of prison protests and propaganda.®” As the national army
regained lost territory, Anti-Treatyites returned to old guerrilla war methods and internment
became necessary to curtail sporadic outbursts of violence. Kissane remarked that at a
political level, during this ‘guerrilla phase’, there was a drive towards ‘the development of a
new political programme that drew much of its vigour from the policy of deliberately closing
down every avenue of peace in the interests of driving their opposition into the political
wilderness’.”” Internment was therefore instrumental in depleting the level of opposition
outside. In truth, there were few options open to the new administration in 1922. The
condition of the newly formed national army revealed that the administration could not
entirely rely on the recently recruited soldiers to contain the growing unrest. John Regan
noted that ‘the treatyite government had to form an army almost from scratch, attempting in
the process to transform the treatyite remnants of the .LR.A. into a modern, conventional and
centralised army. General Sean Mac Mahon recalled at the Army Inquiry in 1924, that the
night before the Four Courts attacks, treatyite troops had to be shown how to assemble and to
fire their rifles”.”’ Imprisonment was thus used in the absence of a well organised civil or

military defence force.

In 1922, internment differed from the previous years for two reasons: it was
implemented by a native government and operated during a civil war. The previous conflict
in the country had been fought against the British administration from a united Republican

front and when unruly political prisoners presented trouble in Irish jails, the British

% Ibid, p. 266.

% The Provisional Government achieved this through executions, censorship of the press and their policy
towards hunger strikers; see chapter 4. They also raided the offices of prisoner support groups and arrested key
figures; see Chapter 6.

% Kissane, The Politics of the Irish Civil War, p. 84.

' Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution, p. 102.
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Government could simply utilise one of the many prisons at their disposal in Britain to
contain the situation.”” On one particular occasion, in July 1919, the British government
decided to transfer Republicans Piaras Beaslai and Daniel P. Walsh to Birmingham and
Leeds respectively because Dublin Castle considered their ‘continued detention in
Mountjoy...difficult’. * The government feared that these two Republicans had influence
over the other prisoners and thus increased the ‘likelihood of their causing trouble’. For this
reason, they were promptly removed to Britain. William Murphy remarked on the evolution
of the modern prison system from the late eighteenth to nineteenth century and stated that ‘in
Britain and Ireland as in the rest of Europe and beyond, these new large penal institutions
became important facilities for the control of political troublemakers. The setting aside of
special, often “notorious” prisons for this purpose, which happened in many countries,
implied an acknowledgement that political prisoners were different, and in some states the
law openly recognised this’.”* After the withdrawal of the British administration, the Free
State did not have the safety valve of U.K. prisons for siphoning off potential trouble makers.
Ultimately, internment for the British Government was a method of controlling an unruly part
of their empire, while for the Provisional Government it was viewed as an essential method to
ensuring the state’s survival. In support of this position, is the fact that the Free State interned
more ‘hostile’ opponents than the previous British administration.”” In a fledgling state,
where the national army was poorly trained, the new police force unarmed and the elected
government comprised of many first time politicians, the threat from an ‘irregular’ army was
likely to be met with a survivalist’s mentality and wide-spread internment was a by-product

of this attitude. These factors may have contributed to the dramatically higher internment

22 Murphy, Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921; McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1848-1922; These
books revealed how the British administration liaised with both Dublin Castle and the General Prisons Board in
the running of the Irish prison system during the previous decade.

% McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1848-1922, p. 707.

Qf Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-21,p. 5.

% William Murphy noted this figure as 6,129; Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish 1912-1922, o 8
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figures during the civil war period. Furthermore, internee details revealed that not only were
prisoners arrested from every county in the Free State, but also from outside its jurisdiction.
The prison ledgers indicated that a number of those interned were originally from Northern
Ireland and had been arrested in the south (albeit in lower numbers than internees from other
counties).”® The introduction of internment by the Stormont administration possibly affected
the number of persons from Northern Ireland that were imprisoned in the Free State. It was
estimated that some 600 internees passed through Northern Ireland’s jails 1922-1923.%
Although, in reality, many Northern Irish internees held Pro-Treaty sympathies and it was
more likely that they would receive an offer of employment in the Free State rather than an
internment order.”® Furthermore, there was also a cohort of individuals interned in southern
jails who were not residents of either the Free State or Northern Ireland. Most of these
internees provided English or Scottish addresses with a large portion of these coming from
London, Liverpool and Glasgow. In total, some 215 internees were arrested in Britain.”

Here are the top five areas in which arrests were made.

Manchester- 13
London- 38
Liverpool- 34
Glasgow- 53

: 100
Lancashire- 9'°

% The following figures are reflective of the number of prisoners interned in the Free State who provided
Northern Irish addresses; Antrim 60, Derry 134, Armagh 147, Fermanagh 8, Tyrone 91, Down 52; Prison
Ledgers Collection (M.A., IE'EMA/CW/P.).
97 Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates (hereafter N.I.P.D.), Vol. III, Col. 443, 19 Apr. 1923.
% Kleinrichert, Irish Republican Internment and the Prison Ship Argenta 1922 (Dublin, 2001), p. 62; Many
internees from Northern Ireland travelled south and found it easier to obtain employment in the Free State as
they held Pro-Treaty sympathies. One example of this was Northern internee Andrew Corrigan, who left
Northern Ireland upon receiving an exclusion order and received employment in the Free State as a civic guard;
(P.R.O.N.I,, HA/5/1560.); For a full discussion of Northern Irish internees, see chapter 5.
?ZOPrison Ledgers Collection (M.A., IEEMA/CW/P.).

Ibid.

37



In addition, three men were arrested and interned who claimed to be a residents of the U.S.A.
These men were: James Dunn, with an address at Academy [Brdgs], Falls River,
Massachusetts, U.S.A. He was interned in Newbridge on 1 September 1922 and transferred to
Mountjoy on 3 July 1923.""! Joseph Judge from Philadelphia, who was interned in Kilkenny
and Tintown until his release in February 1923 and Frank Summers of Michigan, who was
detained at Carlow-Athy in October 1922 and finally released from Newbridge in August
1923.'%% These figures and details suggest that the Free State government adopted an
extensive internment policy during these years, leaving no county untouched or nationality

excluded, in the pursuit of political stability.

As a result of these high internment figures, some members of Dail Eireann believed
that there were now more people in opposition to the native government, than had been in
arms against the British establishment. Kevin O’Higgins, Minister for Home Affairs,
certainly believed that the prison system had been pushed to its limits as a result of the
increasing opposition. He was also quick to point out that the British authorities had far more

resources to draw on, than the newly formed Free State:

I have said that I have been promised within a short time all the Civil Prisons in the
country for civil prisoners....and it is ridiculous to talk as if we had all the resources
at our disposal of an old-established Government; and that the wheels were running in
a well-oiled efficient way. That is not the position. The position is that in its infancy
this Irish Government is challenged, and challenged more sternly than ever the
English Government was challenged here, and challenged by men who never dared to
challenge the English Government here, and would not challenge the English
Government if it were here for many centuries or many decades. It is a strange thing
and it is an unquestionable fact that there are men in arms to-day against this
Government who never took arms against the British and never would take arms
against the British.'"

101 Ibid.
' Tbid.
1% D E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 2332, 28 Nov. 1922.

38



The rate at which the Provisional Government pursued internees was central to this sharp
increase, which is somewhat reinforced by the fact that the new government interned
individuals from every county on the island. Bill Kissane noted how in mid to late 1922, the
frequent ‘resort to reprisals and ill treatment of prisoners was alienating the general public
from the Provisional Government’ and he stated that the changing nature of the fighting led
to a shift in the government’s approach ‘driving the Pro-Treaty side to extremes of
cruelty’.'® In some cases, this led to the arrest and detention of individuals on suspicion
alone and many were held on very little evidence. The large sweep of arrests of suspected
Anti-Treatyites resulted in some questionable detentions, in which prisoners were often
coerced into admitting guilt. This was the case for one railway employee, James Kelly, who
was arrested and beaten up after C.I.D. men suspected he was running trains for the LRA.'
In his statement he wrote that he was questioned regarding the ‘running of trains and replied
that my job consisted of lighting of fire on an engine when so instructed and that beyond that
I had not information on these matters...”.'" Upon giving this answer, Kelly was then ‘struck
in face with clenched fists by C.I.D. men and called a liar...”, he stated that ‘a cocked
revolver was rammed down my throat till my mouth bled freely and another used to dig me in
the chest.” He alleged that they threatened to shoot him unless he ‘admitted having given
information to the IRA about a certain train and that I advocated refusal of men to light fires
on troop trains at transport workers meeting that never took place’.'”” Coercing confessions
or arresting individuals based on the nature of their employment may have gone some way in

accounting for the high portion of Anti-Treatyites interned, rightly or wrongly, during this

W_’ Kissane, The Politics of the Irish Civil War, p. 85.
1% Statement James Kelly, GT. S & W. Ry Co Employers, 15 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L, 5.1369/3.); attacks on the
railways became more frequent during the civil war, see Bernard Share, /n Time of Civil War: The Conflict on
the Irish Railways 1922-23 (Cork, 2006); consequently, the Free State would have investigated any potential
links between railway employees and the Anti-Treaty LR.A. .Attacks on the railways included the burning of
railway stations, derailing trains and robbery of goods (M.A., Captured Documents, Lot 160; Lot 77, Lot 11,);
Some Anti-Treatyites were interned and eventually tried for these attacks (M.A., List of prisoners cases handed
over to the Civic Guard, CW/P/02/02/05.).
::(7’ Statement James Kelly, GT. S & W. Ry Co. Employers, 15 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L., s.1369/3.).
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period. Stathis N. Kalyvas argued that the ‘high rates of civilian victimisation in civil war,
relative to overall fatalities, result from the dearth of military engagement and the deliberate
targeting of civilians...the battleground is society itself and civil war is “total war at
grassroots level™.'% In the Free State, internment was seen as a way of combating this war at
grassroots level and thus, the victimisation of civilians, may be seen as one factor that
contributed to the rising internment figures. John Regan has argued that the new state’s
tactics, in particular the executions, displayed the treatyite government’s intention to
‘liquidate the opposition irrespective of past services or revolutionary records...”.'”” In this
sense, mass internment also played a prominent role in liquidating Anti-Treaty hostility, by

containing it within the various prisons and internment camps around the country.

It is therefore no surprise that renovations within the prison system were considered
almost immediately by the new administration. In January 1922, the Chairman of the
General Prisons Board, Max Green, began preparations for the growing number of military
prisoners that were expected to fill the country’s prisons during the year. Given that these
considerations were being noted four months before the Anti-Treaty occupation of the Four
Courts, one must assume that the Provisional Government were expecting, not only internal
resistance to their authority, but that necessary action would be required against such
opposition. The prisons, thus, seemed the most likely place to start in order to reassert their
control. Mountjoy was pinpointed as having sufficient space and Green wrote to the Under
Secretary stating that

Regarding accommodation for military prisoners’ arrangements can be made at once

to hand over D wing at Mountjoy Prison with its exercise yard as a sectional Prison

for the detention of Military prisoners. It can be physically isolated from the rest of

the prison and can be taken charge of by the Military Authorities and administered
independently of the rest of the prison. I assume that the Military Authorities will not

'% Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War, p. 54.
'% Regan, The Irish Counter Revolution, p. 112.
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require the services of the Prison warders to ensure safe custody...but of course the

civil prison administration will afford every possible assistance.''”

The move was officially completed a couple of days later and on 3 February, some eighteen
‘military’ prisoners were committed to Mountjoy."'" Likewise, renovations were carried out
at Kilmainham Jail and the Curragh. Kilmainham had been used by the British in the previous
years to imprison L.R.A. prisoners and it was again opened for use during the civil war,
particularly after the fall of the Four Courts. ''* By July 1922, it was decided to repair the jail

113

sufficiently for the occupation of ‘military prisoners’. "~ A report stated that the jail should be

used as ‘a female military prison’, to intern women found assisting ‘irregulars by carrying

. 9 o i £ (o 114 wre . .oy
communications, munitions or irregular activities’.” ~ However, the administration’s decision
to re-open Kilmainham as a place of internment was heavily criticised by the military

governor Sean O Muirthuile. In fact, he considered the repairs to be a waste of government

money. O Muirthuile wrote:

You ask for economy. The only way in which proper economy in connection with this
prison could be brought about would be to never have re-opened the place. It will be
almost as expensive as Mountjoy and its capacity is only 200, and repairs will have to
be done every day no matter how long it is used. Hp
While O Muirthuile was preoccupied with the cost of maintaining Kilmainham Jail, there was
no particular reference, at least from government sources, as to the use of a prison in which
the 1916 Rising leaders had been executed. The link between Kilmainham Jail and the

Republican movement would seem to be the most likely point of criticism, since it could

become a potential source of anti-state propaganda. Although, with accommodation in the

"% Max Green, Chairman of the General Prison Board, to Under Secretary, 28 Jan. 1922 (N.A.L, JUS 8/233,
N.A.L).

""" Adjutant General, to Minister for Home Affairs, 2 Feb. 1922 (N.A.L, JUS 8/233.).

"> Niamh O’Sullivan, Every Dark Hour: A History of Kilmainham Jail (Dublin, 2007), p. 126 & 143.

"> MacDermot, Vice-Chairman General Prisons Board, to Secretary for the Minister for Home Affairs, 11 July
1922 (N.A.L, JUS H78/ 25.).

"' Minister for Home Affairs Kevin O Higgins, to President Cosgrave of Executive Council, 8 Sept. 1922
(N.AL, s.1369/1.).

'S O Muirthuile, to Secretary of the Minister for Home Affairs, 2 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L., JUS H78/25.).
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country’s prisons stretched to the maximum and internment rising fast, the new state could
not afford such sentimentalities. From an economic perspective, Governor O Muirthuile was
correct in his predictions. Repairs were still being carried out in Kilmainham in 1923 when
the civil war was coming to an end. In March of that year, the government sanctioned further
repair work. The Finance Department wrote:

I am directed by the Minister of Finance to convey to you his authority to effect
repairs in B division of Kilmainham prison at an estimated cost of £425 the sum
provided in estimates for extraordinary repairs at Kilmainham has been increased to
£900 to meet any charge which may arise...”''

This revealed that repairs in Kilmainham Jail were continuous and spanned some eight
months after the original repairs began (although it could be argued that many of these repairs
were a result of the destructive nature of some Anti-Treatyites interned there).''” In 1922,
Kilmainham had not functioned as a civil prison in 12 years and had been transferred from
the Prisons Board to the British military.''® During this time, the prison was used ‘as a
barracks’ and for ‘internees as a military prison’.''” After its occupation by the military the
prison was found to be in a state of ‘... wreck, no locks on cells, no lighting...”."* During the
renovation efforts, the administration decided to bring in ‘20 civil male prisoners from
Mountjoy... to assist at whitewashing and cleaning up the cells’."! Additionally, beds and
mattresses were also in short supply. The Provisional Government approached the British in
the Royal Hospital and Richmond barracks for a ‘bedding loan’ but it was refused.'** An

application was later sent through the G.H.Q. of the British Military and they obtained some

"6 Minister for Finance, to Minister for Home Affairs, 15 Mar. 1923 (N.A.L, FIN 1/3442)).

''7 Margaret Buckley recalled that some of her fellow prisoners in Kilmainham would set about ‘wrenching off
...locks’ and damaging cell ‘furniture’; Margaret Buckley, The Jangle of Keys (Dublin, 1938), p. 26.

¥ MacDermot, Vice-Chairman of General Prisons Board, to Secretary for the Minister for Home Affairs, 11
July 1922 (N.A.L, JUS H78/25.).

" Tbid.

129 Ibid.

2! Minister for Home Affairs, to President of Executive 23 Sept. 1922, (N.A.L.. 5.1369/1.).

122MacDermot, Vice-Chairman General Prisons Board, to Secretary for the Minister for Home Affairs, 11 July
1922 (N.A.L, JUS H78/25.).
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‘150 bed boards, 300 blankets and 200 pillows’.'* Even with these additional provisions,
bedding shortages reached critical levels and civil prisoners in Mountjoy were drafted in to
make mattresses for the incoming internees. It was reported that *...the prisoners’ were
‘stopping up all night sewing mattresses and filling them with coir...”."** The use of convict
prisoners in the repair of Kilmainham Jail was noted with an element of appreciation by the
staff of the G.P.B.. Mr McClure, Secretary to the G.P.B., remarked upon the speedy and
efficient efforts of the convict prisoners who helped to restore the jail. He stated that ‘Great
credit is due in this case also to those who worked so hard. In the case of the prisoners I
would recommend that a small gratuity be given on release...or if not a slight remission of
their sentence might be considered’.'* Renovations were similarly carried out nationwide. In
September 1922, repairs began in the Curragh, just as internment figures began to rise. In
some cases, unruly military internees contributed to the necessary repairs and in some
instances, held up the transfer of Anti-Treayite prisoners. When Commandant General
Director of Organisation inquired as to the extent of the repairs required in the Curragh, he
received the following response:

I have asked Commandant General Mac Mahon whether he could take your 12

prisoners, but the position in the Curragh is that the Irregular prisoners there destroyed

the doors of the cells and committed other breakages which will have to be
repaired...'*°

Overall, correspondence revealed that renovations progressed at a slow pace but they were
significantly hindered by acts of vandalism and frequent batches of additional prisoners. In
the Curragh, the Commandant General noted how The Board of Works were ‘proceeding

with the repairs and general renovation of the Camp Military prison and at the present time

12 bid.

124 1bid.

125 McClure, Secretary General Prisons Board, to MacDermot, Vice Chairman of the Prisons Board, 6 July
1922, (N.A.L, JUS H78/25.).

126 Commandant General Director of Organisation, to Commandant General Price, 3rd Southern Division, 12
Sept. 1922 (M.A., CW/P/02/01/05.).
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accommodation can be found for a dozen extra prisoners as a maximum. As the Board of
Works do not carry out repairs with lightning rapidity, it is difficult to estimate when the job
will be completed’.'*” However, progress was made in other prisons and by July 1922,
Dundalk and Portlaoighise (Maryboro) Prisons were both ready for the reception of military
prisoners.]28 Similarly, available space was considered in Tullamore, Mullingar, Tralee and

Wicklow.'®

While the administration struggled to meet demand within the prison system, an
element of political desperation became apparent in mid-1922, as the government worked to
contain an impending overcrowding crisis in the prison system. This political anxiety can be
observed in some of the suggestions floated at cabinet level and in one memo, it was
suggested that places such as Tallaght Aerodrome and Lambay Island could be made
habitable for military internees.'*’ The memo reported that some “10,000” prisoners could be
maintained there and added that Mr. Commissioner Robinson, who has a ‘personal
knowledge of the Island’ believed it was capable of accommodating this large quantity of

131

men. ~ While credited as being the largest island on the east coast of Ireland, Lambay was
still relatively small at 2.5km squared.'** However the water supply was ‘assumed to be

good“.13 3 Furthermore, the ‘western shore of the island’ was ‘low and rocky, with some

127 Commandant General Commanding Curragh Camp, to Commandant General D. O’Hegarty, Director of
Organisation, G.H.Q, Portobello Barracks, 14 Sept 1922 (M.A., CW/P/02/01/05.).

128 Government Memo, 18 July 1922, (N.A.L., s.1369/1.).

129 This reports stated that Mullingar was not ‘immediately available’, Tullamore had ‘130 cells’, Tralee had ‘§9
cells...in good repair’. Wicklow Prison was a ‘dilapidated building’ that had ‘90 cells and it has not been used
for something like 25 years’; Secretary for Provisional Government, to Each Minister, 17 July 1922 (N.A.L,
s.1369/1.).

13 There appears to be two separate figures provided by government sources for the number of internees to be
housed on Lambay. The 10,000 figure suggested can be found in a memo: Secretary of Provisional Government,
to Each Minister, 18 July 1922 (N.A.L, s. 1369/1.). Sean Mc Conville provided a different figure of 5,300
internees to be housed on Lambay; /rish Political Prisoners 1920-1962, p. 184. He quoted a letter to Michael
Collins, 17 July 1922 (N.A.L, s.1369/1.), p. 225.

134 Secretary of Provisional Government, to Each Minister, 18 July 1922 (N.A.L, s. 1369/1.).

132 (http://www.visitdublin.com/Asset/See_and Do/tours_attractions/Points_of Interest/Lambay Island, data
accessed 14 July 1014).

133 Secretary of Provisional Government, to Each Minister, 18 July 1922 (N.A.L, 5. 1369/1.).
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outlying dangers; around the other parts the coast is composed of high bold cliffs’.'** This
rugged terrain would have made it almost impossible to erect huts for several thousand
individuals. In addition to the island’s geological pitfalls, Lambay was 4 % miles from
Ireland’s Eye,'” making it somewhat feasible for Anti-Treatyites on the outside to launch a
rescue attempt to the island. Fortunately the government had noted that the western side of
the island would be conducive to escape.'*® Internment of such a high portion of military
prisoners on Lambay would have been an incredible task indeed and the idea was eventually
shelved."?” However, Lambay was not the only island within the sights of the Provisional
Government. The Free State also considered internment options on St. Helena, the British
overseas colony off the western coast of Africa in the south Atlantic.'*® St Helena had been
home to some 5,000 prisoners during the Second Anglo-Boer War 1899-1902.'* The island
had a tradition of housing political prisoners and had been the place of exile for Napoleon
Bonaparte from 1815-1 821.'* In considering such an option, the new state was drawing on
the old British tradition of transportation which had been popular in the mid-nineteenth
century. McConville noted that, ‘In 1848, transportation was the usual penalty for felony; by
1865 the position was reversed. Transportation was being phased out... and only a minority of
offenders were removed to Western Australia’.'*' However, in the late nineteenth century, the
British continued to use transportation for Irish prisoners, in particular the Fenians.'** During

the decade of unrest preceding the Irish Civil War, the British again resumed transporting

13 Richard Hoskyn, Sailing Directions for the coast of Ireland (London, 1866), p. 106.

133 Tbid, p. 106.

136 Secretary of Provisional Government, to Each Minister, 18 July 1922 (N.A.L, s. 1369/1.).

"7 Report on possibility of Tallaght. Gormanstown, Lambay, Collinstown and Baldonnell as potential
internment camps, 21 July 1922. The report was doubtful as to whether ‘it would be possible’ to renovate
Lambay to the appropriate conditions ‘within three months” (N.A.IL, s.1369/1.).

138 Secretary of Provisional Government, to Each Minister, 18 July 1922 (N.A.L.'s. 1369/1.).

13 Brian Unwin, Terrible Exile: The Last Days of Napoleon on St Helena (New York, 2013), p. 56.

140 Napoleon was exiled to St Helena from 1815 -1821 until his death on 5 May 1821. Lucia Elizabeth Abell,
Napoleon & Betsy: Recollections of the Emperor Napoleon on St Helena (Fonthill, 2012), p. 96; Sue Steiner, St
Helena: Ascension, Tristan da Cunha (Connecticut, 2007), p. 15.

“I'McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1848-1922, p. 201.

"2 Tbid.
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prisoners from the mainland, in particular to Spike Island. These individuals were convicted
prisoners, not military internees, and after their sentencing they were transferred to the island
from the mainland. Murphy noted that ‘between February and December 1921, 258 convicts
passed through this compound for varying periods of sentences. It is likely that the great
majority of this group were LR.A. members’.'* The Free State, therefore, sought the advice
of the British Administration regarding the best available methods by which to implement
internment on St Helena. British civil servant, Mark Sturgis, corresponded with Desmond
FitzGerald in relation to the procedures necessary to undertake such a large scale venture. He
outlined the project thus:
...we have been pursuing various enquiries on the lines you suggested, regarding the
provision of hutments, lighting etc., for the projected prisoners camp on St Helena,
and as regards the transport question. These enquiries are not yet complete...The
disposal board have no hutting in a condition for immediate shipment...[they have]
hutted camps in Derbyshire for ...2,500-3,000.This would include in addition to
sleeping huts, larger buildings for use as recreation rooms, hospitals etc. The
re-erection in St. Helena would have to be undertaken by your own people... Though
the Disposal Board hutments are cheap...the probability that on arrival in St Helena
the consignment would be found to be incomplete in some small detail which would
have to be sent out from Europe, would almost inevitably mean a large proportion of

unforeseen expense and much vexations...heating, lighting, drainage and water would
also have to be dealt with separately.'**

A further report was sent to Desmond FitzGerald detailing the mechanics of internment in
relation to the shipping of food, heating, fuel, water and lighting.'*> Ultimately, the idea was
shelved given the large scale cost and manpower needed to transport and erect huts for 2,500-
3,000 prisoners. The project was officially abandoned in January 1923."*® Sean McConville
further remarked that this form of internment would have evoked ‘bitter memories’ of

transportation and noted T.D. Gavan Duffy’s concern that the British military would be used

"> Murphy, Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-21,p. 198.

144 Mark Sturgis, to Mr. FitzGerald, 22 Nov. 1922 (U.C.D.A., Desmond FitzGerald Papers P80/388(1).).

"% Secret Paper, Report of M.J. Nurke on the possibility of forming ‘a large internment camp on St Helena’, 26
Nov. 1922 (U.C.D.A., Desmond Fitzgerald Papers P80/388(9).).

" Mc Conville, Irish Political Prisoners 1920-1962, p. 92 & 226; Executive Council, 18 Jan. 1923 (N.A.L,
s.1369/1.).
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to guard these overseas prisoners.'*’ The fact that the Free State actively pursued these
possibilities revealed the extent to which accommodation for internees had reached critical
levels in the country. It further exposed the government’s intentions to intern as many

‘hostile’ elements as possible through transportation measures if necessary.

As renovations progressed slowly in areas, the dilapidated condition to which the
prison system had been reduced gradually became clear. While previous prisoners could be
held accountable for a large portion of the repairs,'** government records also revealed that a
substantial amount of the damage had occurred under the management of either the British
military or police. In March, a report estimating the damage in Tralee prison was sent to the
Under Secretary and recommended that the Prisons Board should hold the R.I.C. accountable
since it had occurred under their management. The Deputy Governor of the jail, P.J. Gordon,

described the scene upon his arrival:

I found on my arrival at the prison that the cut stone arch over the entrance gate to the
prison grounds from the public road is knocked down... All the yards and grounds are
strewn over with broken bottles and debris of various kinds. In the yard in which the
prison workshops were situated the pan of the W.C. is broken and otherwise damaged.
The doors and windows of the workshops are very much damaged and glass broken.
In another yard I found a series of lavatories erected...Several of the pans of the
lavatories in this place were broken and water escaping... Several panes of glass in
the cells windows removed and others broken... From a sanitary point of view I can
only describe what I saw by the word filthy and before it is utilised for the detention
of prisoners requires a great amount of labour in whitewashing and washing.'*’

The estimated cost of repair was £600.">" Further damage was reported in Maryborough Jail,
which occurred while under military control. It was stated that ‘the prison was handed over to

the Military authorities and while in their hands the deficiency took place- also serious

'’ D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 1829, 20 Oct. 1922.

¥ William Murphy has documented the gradual weakening and deterioration of the Irish prison system at the
hands of Republicans. This included the wreckage of cells and internal structures through riots and vandalism;
Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, pp 215-53.

'¥9'S D. MacDermot, Finance Vice chairman, to Under Secretary, 29 Mar. 1922 [Deputy Governor Statement
attached] (N.A.L., FIN1/88.).

" Ibid.
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damage to the prison building...”."*' The overall estimated cost was £807.0.11."*? Further
accounts of unrepaired damage were documented in Tullamore Prison and the Clerk of
Works, B. Abraham, estimated the total repairs to be in the region of ‘£€2017.4.6 in total’."'>’
He stated that the ‘walls of cells, corridors and passages throughout the prison are very much
disfigured and dirtied and the plaster is damaged and broken away in several places. A
number of the window sashes of cells and corridors although not broken are much decayed

> 154 . o .
.7 The previous military residents

and the buildings generally are in a very bad condition...
of Kilmainham had likewise left the staff quarters in a poor state and complaints were
forwarded from members of the new national army. The accommodation for the military
governor was reported to be ‘extremely bad’. '3 With a daily increasing body of internees the
new administration did not immediately act to repair staff quarters. This became a point of

grievance for military staff operating in Mountjoy. The Adjutant General in G.H.Q. wrote to

the Minister for Home Affairs and complained that

I have had a guard at Mountjoy these two months. They are existing under the most
filthy conditions and were it not for the personal loyalty of the men there would
certainly have been mutiny. This is all because your Department refuses to clear out
convicts who occupy portion of the prison which would otherwise be the quarters of
the Guard. I presume it is very little good writing on the subject, but I want to remind
you that the guard will not remain there after the end of this week if it is not remedied.
The Governor of Mountjoy tells me that he has recommended several times the

removal of these convicts to Maryboro...'>

Mountjoy certainly seemed to have been one of the worst jails in Dublin and the situation
remained unresolved for much of the civil war. In 1923, Military Governor, Phil Cosgrave,
filed a further complaint with the Dublin Command in which he detailed the poor condition

of food and the eating facilities for the military staff. He wrote:

151'S D. MacDermot, Finance Vice chairman, to Under Secretary, 7 Mar. 1922 (N.A.L., FIN1/88.).
152 11.:
Ibid.
'3 B. Abraham, to Chairman of General Prisons Board, 1 Mar. 1922 (N.A.L, FIN1/88.).
154 11.:
> Ibid.
'35 Government Report, 15 July 1922 (N.A.L, s. 1369/1.).
1% Adjutant General, Beggars Bush, G.H.Q. to Minister for Home Affairs, 18 April 1922 (N.A.L., 5.1369/1.).
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The food supplied to us on numerous occasions has not been fit even for Convicts. In
my opinion, the Messing arrangements here are about the worst in Dublin. The
Sergeants Mess is far ahead of the Officers Mess. I would be obliged if you would
give this matter your immediate and personal attention. There is only sufficient table

ware to permit of six persons being served at a time and as there are, on an average,

25 people for meals each day, this causes great discomfort and inconvenience."”’

These haphazard eating arrangements provide us with a glimpse of the poor organisational
standards within these prisons and camps and highlight that conditions were inadequate for
both internees and Free State officers alike. The administration did, however, manage to
make progress in some areas and correspondence revealed that the prison authorities sought
to meet the standards that were set for military prisoners. The Vice Chairman of the Prisons
Board commented that ‘...we notice from your regulations published to-day that the military
prisoners are to be provided with three blankets. We have only made provision for two
blankets each (for 150 prisoners), but steps have been taken to supply this deficiency’.'™® As
late as September 1923, accounts of deteriorating conditions to G.H.Q. continued. On one
occasion, the Prisoners Department reported flawed infrastructure and wrote to the camp

quartermaster reporting the following:

I beg to inform you that in the three rooms comprising Prisoners Department, there
are no fire places. There are, I understand, some stove fittings belonging to these
rooms in the possession of the Works Company. I shall be obliged if you will have the
matter of the erection of stoves attended immediately. I also wish to inform you that
one of the Windows is badly broken, and that keys are required for three doors. The
ADJUTANT GENERAL has called my attention to the fact that a trap door in the
roof of the passage way leading to this office leaks rather badly, and he has requested

me to inform you, so that if possible it may be repaired before the next wet day.'*”

With the introduction of internment in 1922 one issue became blatantly clear. The Provisional

Government had inherited a dilapidated and dysfunctional prison system and was ill-prepared

"7 Commandant Cosgrave, Military Governor Mountjoy, to Assistant Quartermaster General, Dublin
Command, 16 June 1923 (M.A., CW/P/02/01/06A.).

'* MacDermot, Vice Chairman of the Prisons Board, to Secretary of the Minister for Home Affairs, 8 July 1922
(N.AL, s.1369/1.).

'%% Lieut. Officer 1.C. Prisoners Dept., to Camp Quartermaster G.H.Q, 20 September 1923 (M.A.,
CW/P/02/01/06A.).
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for the extent of the damage. This may explain why in the early days of civil war, ministers
considered alternative options abroad (on a previous penal colony), as one possible route to

alleviating some of these difficulties.

By November 1922, the estimated number of military prisoners in jails and camps
was 8,338.'% However, the government had clearly anticipated that internment figures would
reach very high levels. During July 1922, as the administration was tackling renovations,
moves were made to release a number of convict prisoners in order to make room for

internees. This was specifically carried out in Limerick Jail and it was decided that

On account of the present military situation and in view of the necessity of making
room for military prisoners, I find it necessary to order the release of all short term
prisoners at present confined in Limerick Jail. You will please see that these prisoners

are released at once. I will of course accept full responsibility with the Government

. . 16l
for this action.'®

12 The majority of

As aresult twenty five men and three women were released on 28 July.
those released were approaching their discharge date, with some of the sentences due to
expire within a month and others in five months. However, what is striking about these cases
is that many of the prisoners released had committed relatively serious offences and in some
instances, they had not even been tried. The majority of the men were in jail for larceny,
while one was in for assault. Two of these men, Edmond Lafferty and Patrick Cusack, had
committed a bank robbery and both were untried, while another, Denis Conway, was in jail
for kidnapping.'® The scale of the crimes committed varied but were nonetheless serious.

The serious nature of releasing convicted and untried prisoners was noted by the Department

of Home Affairs in a letter which stated

1% Government Report, Nov. 1922 (N.A.L., s. 1369/1.).

! Commandant General, Commanding Operations in Limerick, to the Governor of Limerick Jail, 15 July 1922
(N.A.L, JUS/HS8/327.).

"2 Military Governor Limerick Prison, to Chairman of General Prisons Board, 28 July 1922 (N.A.L,
JUS/H&/327.).

' Military Governor of Limerick Prison, to Secretary Minister for Home Affairs, 2 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L,
JUS/H8/327.).
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Please see and return the attached file. I do not know whether you have previous
knowledge of this matter. The release of 36 civil prisoners, most of them charged with
rather serious offences, was a grave step for Commandant General Lynch to take. I
would not be surprised if it was raised in the Dail hereafter, and consequently I would
be glad to have a report from Commandant General Lynch as to the circumstances
which rendered this step necessary. These prisoners could have been accommodated

in Mountjoy Prison, and if the rails were clear at the time, one could think that the

proper course was to charter a special train and send them up.'®*

The fact that Commandant General Lynch did not investigate alternative accommodation in
Dublin revealed that the military had made an official decision without prior consultation
with the administration. Anti-Treaty internees were clearly the priority in terms of who
should remain in jail and who should be released. It further exposed how social unrest was
perceived primarily as the consequence of the Anti-Treaty agenda, which Richard Mulcahy
had highlighted in April, when he stated that ‘seceding volunteers’ had conducted attacks on
persons, transport and stores.'® Mary Rogan commented that between 1922-3, ‘prisoners...
incarcerated. .. for reasons other than those related to the unrest...were almost entirely

overlooked by the prison authorities, policy makers and the public during this time”."®

By late 1922, as a result of the rapidly expanding military internee population, there
was a noticeable lack of prison accommodation for civil prisoners (females in particular). In
October, accommodation for female civil prisoners in Limerick was put before the Prisons
Board and they recommended that ‘for the present, women sentenced to terms of 14 days or
upwards, or committed for trial at Assizes or Quarter Sessions, should be sent to Sunday’s
Well Prison, Cork’. Furthermore they suggested that those sentenced to a term ‘under 14

s 167

days, or remanded for short terms, should be sent to Mountjoy Prison’.””" However, the

Board did acknowledge that accommodation for female prisoners in either Cork or Mountjoy

1% Acting Minister for Home Affairs, to Commander in Chief, Portobello Barracks, 5 Sept 1922 (N.A..,
JUS/H8/327.).

D E.D., Vol. S2, Col. 249-250, 26 Apr. 1922.

1% Mary Rogan, Prison Policy in Ireland, p. 27.

17 Chairman of General Prisons Board to Secretary of Minister of Home Affairs, 10 Oct. 1922 (N.A.L., JUS/
H&8/405.).

51



Prison was ‘very limited’. Therefore, it was recommended ‘that the Justices at Limerick
might be asked to deal with women charged with minor offences by fines, cautions, discharge
on recognizances ...So as to avoid as far as possible the expense and inconvenience of
escorting women sentenced to a few days imprisonment to Cork or Dublin... A
Unfortunately, the issue of overcrowding in Limerick was never successfully addressed
during the Irish Civil War. The lack of appropriate prison accommodation was still a serious
topic of discussion in Limerick in the latter stages of the conflict and civil prisoners were still

suffering in the shadow of an extensive military internee population. In 1923, one local

Limerick justice wrote a letter of complaint regarding the issue stating:

May I draw to your attention the serious inconvenience which I and my neighbouring
Justices suffer from the fact that there is no accommodation for Civilian Prisoners in
Limerick. I had a case recently where a prisoners [sic] was sent into custody from
Tralee to Limerick Prison, and as there was no place for his reception I had to send
him to Mountjoy Gaol in Dublin...This has happened with some other prisoners...and
I know that the Civic Guard here have often to detain prisoners for days at Wellington
Street Barracks. I may say that I am fully aware of the great difficulties that the
ministry have in this matter, but I consider it at the same time to be my duty ...the
state of affairs here under notice of the ministry with the hope that something might
be done to provide some accommodation for civil prisoners here in Limerick
Gaol...This particularly applies to the case of women prisoners. o

Rising internment was therefore partially combated by a policy of selective releases
and transfers, as the administration actively placed a higher priority on the detention of
military over convicted civilian prisoners. Even among the civilian prison population, a trend
developed that sought the discharge of female convicts in order to accommodate the male
civil prisoners, with the express intention of freeing up the male civil wing for military
internees. In Sligo Prison, the administration examined the possibility of discharging female
convicts and transferring the male civil prisoners to the female wing. The administration

intended to utilise the male section as a military wing and 73 cells could hold an average of

168 11.:
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1% J M. Flood Esq. to Secretary of Minister Home Affairs, 8 Jan 1923 (N.A.L, JUS H8/405.).
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three men per cell. They estimated that this could hold 210 military prisoners.'”’ However,
there was no confirmation that these releases were acted on. In Galway, the administration
calculated that if three female prisoners were discharged, they could move male civil
prisoners to the female section and then have 95 cells for military prisoners which could hold
270.""" Similar to the situation in Limerick, attempts to discharge convicted prisoners
highlighted the extent to which overcrowding affected the prison service and further exposed
the priority of military over civilian prisoners in the wake of Anti-Treaty opposition. In
Mountjoy, convict prisoners were removed from two wings, which were then allocated for
military prisoners until ‘... such time as Maryborough is ready...the carrying out of the repairs
authorised should be postponed’.'”* Correspondence between government departments
revealed that aside from low funding and accommodation, the administration of the system
focused primarily on the Anti-Treaty/military internees. During the civil war, containment of
the opposition was vital and military detainees took priority over civil offenders. This was
reflected in the number of convicts, kidnappers and bank robbers that were freed in order to

s : - 173
accommodate military captives, many of whom had committed lesser offences.

The process of implementing internment in 1922 was not only aggravated by a
rundown prison service but it was further hindered by limited space and facilities. The rapid
attempts to renovate the existing system exposed further unanticipated difficulties and just
like the internal structure of the prisons and camps, the administration of the system was
often quite disorganised. Administrating for a body of over 13,000 military prisoners in the
environment of 1922 was certainly a difficult task and internees often suffered as a

consequence. Among some of the problems internees encountered was the loss of personal

:Z? Government Report, circa Nov. 1922 (N.A.L., s. 1369/1.).

Ibid.
'”2 Lieut. General, Portobello Barracks, to Minister for Defence, 14 July 1923 (M.A., CW/P/02/01/06A.).
173 Acting Minister for Home Affairs to Commander in Chief Portobello Barracks, 5 Sept. 1922 (N.A.L.,
JUS/H8/327.); Some of the internee cases in the Prison Ledgers reveal that many military prisoners were
detained for lesser offences. An example of one such case was that of a man interned on the suspicion of
blocking a roadway; see (M.A., CW/P/02/02/01.).
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property. Upon arrest, Anti-Treaty internees (like all military prisoners) had to submit any
items in their possession such as money, jewellery etc. In some cases, these items were
‘mislaid’ during the internees transfer from one prison to the other. On 25 October 1923, the
Director of Intelligence in Army G.H.Q. informed all officers in charge of prisons and camps

that

When prisoners are being handed over, either to Civil Authorities or other places of

internment that prisoners’ property including cash taken from them after arrest, be

forwarded in each case with the prisoner to his future place of detention.'”

Within a number of days the Director of Intelligence sent out another letter. This time it
referred to the number of queries he had received in relation to ‘missing’ property. The
director wrote: ‘...numerous enquiries have been received in this Department regarding
prisoners’ property, including cash taken from them after arrest, which is held by the
Command Intelligence Officer...’. He then went on to explain that in some circumstances
these possessions were ‘...not forwarded with the prisoner when he was transferred to a
recognised prison or Internment Camp, and which in several cases has been lost or
mislaid’.'” In some cases, the failure to transfer possessions may have been down to genuine
forgetfulness or the absence of the Officer in Charge. As one Intelligence Officer in Wexford
pointed out: ‘...I have in possession Watch and two chains the property of Myles
Roban...one watch the property of Mr Joseph O’Toole...watch religious articles and pocket
toilet set the property of John J. Nolan...those prisoners were removed while I was out in the
area | was unable to hand them over their property when they were being transferred to
Gormanstown’.'”® However the officer also referred to ‘missing’ money and stated that some

seventeen prisoners had their possessions and money stolen. He declared that “...all the

' Director of Intelligence, G.H.Q. to Adjutant General, 25 Oct. 1923 (M.A., CW/P/02/01/10.).

'”* Officer in Charge of Prisoners Dept. to All Civil Governors, G.0.C.s and Command I.O.s, 29 Oct. 1923
(M.A., CW/P/02/01/10.).

176 Battalion Intelligence Officer, G.H.Q., Wexford, to Command 1.0., Emmet Barracks, 7 Dec. 1923 (M.A.,
CW/P/02/01/10.)

54



money and property was handed into this office in sealed envelopes by Captain Walpole and
was stolen from the office as you are aware between 4/5/23 and 25/5/23°.""" The list also
noted that the amount of money stolen was over £9 to 2s 2d. Furthermore, once inside the
prison walls or camp wire, the military had the power to confiscate certain ‘possessions’
indefinitely. One particular Adjutant General refused to return the total sum of money taken
from a particular group of prisoners, on the suspicion that it could have been the proceeds of

a robbery in the area. The Adjutant wrote:

Meehan...Monaghan...McGroarty three prominent Irregulars were arrested on the
2" June last, and they had in their possession 28:5:4. The local Post Office which had
been robbed some time previously claimed two five pound notes, the number of
which corresponded with the number of notes on Meehan. This money was handed by
the Command L.O. to you.]7x

The Adjutant stated that the remainder of the money, £18:4:4 was returned to Meehan, which
the Adjutant surmised would be distributed ‘amongst the dependents of irregular
prisoners’.”g This revealed that the military authorities had a certain amount of freedom in
making decisions, based on their own personal suspicions. Not much investigation was
necessary and property could be confiscated at the whim of an adjutant. These discrepancies

were highlighted in Dail Eireann by Labour Party Leader, Thomas Johnson who stated that

I will leave that with Deputy Gavan Duffy, but I will deal with the case of the
property of prisoners which is personal to the prisoner, and which is being retained by
the authorities, lost by the authorities, never returned by them, even when men have
been released. Members of the various departments, I do not know whether they are
C.LD., Protective Forces, or some secret organisation within the Army, but one or
other of these uniformed forces have obtained possession of the property of prisoners.
One has a right to expect that that property would be deposited and catalogued and
returned at least when the prisoners are released, but many cases have arisen in which
no such return has been made. Ministers have no right to speak of these people as
though they were criminals and as though what they had on their person was stolen

property. '

177 :
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In response, Kevin O’Higgins stated that

I trust we will get particulars of money taken from prisoners and unaccounted for on
their release, and proof that they had it. While the Deputy is prepared to say that no
such proof ought to be necessary, I am prepared to say that it is at least as necessary,
as it is necessary to support the case that the money was taken from them by some
officer of the Government and never returned, never checked, never catalogued. The
Deputy is rather insistent that these men should be presumed to be archangels until
proved to be nearer to the contrary, but I am rather insistent on this — their mere
statement as against people for whom they have naturally a rather venomous
mentality should not be accepted without critical examination.'*’

In this sense, certain attitudes towards internees were based on the assumption that they were
guilty until proven innocent and their possessions were treated accordingly. The rapidity with
which internees filled the prisons and camps in 1922 was not fully supported at the
administrative end of the system as personal details, belongings and prisoner transfers were
frequently delayed.'™ Furthermore, the unstable political environment exposed a prison
system that was an easy target for manipulation and this undoubtedly increased suspicion
among the authorities. On some occasions, false imprisonment became a problem for the
government. While the vast majority of military internees were Anti-Treaty, there were a
number of Pro-Treaty supporters imprisoned, albeit accidentally. In the months preceding
civil war, a number of cases arose in which internees, who were in fact sympathetic to the
new government, were committed to jail. The fracture of the Republican movement post-
treaty had created much confusion surrounding political loyalties and this was particularly
apparent in Co. Sligo. One report related events surrounding the arrest of four men by a
‘Republican Party’:
It appears from correspondence received in this Department that four men named
Cosgrave, Mullen, Collins and Kearns were recently arrested by representatives of the
Republican Party in Sligo, apparently for political reasons, and lodged in Sligo Prison,
on remand. The Committal Warrant in the case of Cosgrave is signed by James

Mulholland, a Justice and addressed to Vice Commander Walker, 1 Battalion, 4
Sligo Brigade. As it is quite possible that in certain districts in future further attempts

"I'D.E.D., Vol. 2, Col. 1307-08, 30 May 1923.
"2 For delays in prisoner transfers see (M.A., CW/P/02/01/02; CW/P/02/01/05.); for delay in prisoner
belongings see (M.A., CW/P/02/01/10.).
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may be made to imprison people on the sole grounds that they are in sympathy with
the Provisional Government, it becomes a matter of urgency that the seven Committal
Officers, with substitutes, as referred to in this Department’s letter of the 5" instant
should be nominated by you forthwith for the seven prison areas, so as to prevent the
occurrence of further irregularities.'®

The administration accepted the appointment of ‘Committal Officers’ to combat these false

imprisonments. The Prisons Board confirmed that

Instances have arisen in which persons acting as police under the Provisional Government
have requested Governors of prisons to receive for custody prisoners who have not been
committed under the usual warrants. The Provisional Government have now appointed
the officers... with authority to commit persons to a prison within their area on a
warrant... and Governors will in future act upon any such warrant in the same manner as
upon the usual warrant....If any prisoner is presented for custody without the production
of a warrant...the Governor should then immediately report the facts of the case by
telephone or telegraph to the appropriate officer named above...'**

As internment increased over the coming months, these safeguarding measures were put in
place in order to limit the frequency of mistakes. Ill-discipline and poor judgement was
reported in both the military and civil sections of the prisons. In Mountjoy, a large quantity of
laundry was destroyed in a fire due to staff negligence. In May 1923, an investigation into the
fire, discovered that on the *... 20" ultimo a fire took place in the Drying Chamber of the
Laundry at Mountjoy Civil Prison resulting in the destruction of certain articles of public
property to the value of 37:17:0. The Board have caused enquiries to be made into the origin
of the fire...”."® It was subsequently discovered that both the Warder and Principle Warder in
charge had failed to inspect the laundry room correctly before they left for the day. Both
officers were duly reprimanded and °...disciplinary action taken by the Board...” was as

follows.

'8 p_ O’Siochain. Secretary of Minister for Home Affairs, to Adjutant General, 13 Apr. 1922 (N.A.L,
JUS/H8/233.).

”“f Provisional Government, to General Prisons Board, 30 January 1922 (N.A.IL., JUS/H8/233.).

"% MacDermot, Vice Chairman, to Secretary for Minister Home Affairs, 16 May 1923 (N.A.L,, JUS H17/7.).
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The Supervising Officer (a Principal Warder) fined £1 and severely reprimanded for the
perfunctory discharge of his duties which resulted in a great loss of state property...The
warder in charge of laundry severely reprimanded with record.'*

These mishaps certainly exposed a lack of adherence to routine policy and highlighted the
type of working conditions within the prisons and camps. However, the level of opposition
through riots and protests among internees certainly affected the productivity of the staff and
would have increased pressure on governors and warders within the system. In this
environment mistakes were easily made. Unprofessionalism, too, was at the heart of many
internal difficulties. Upon one inspection of Tintown No. 2, the Military Governor found two
prisoners attempting to escape and upon approach he found that there were no sentries within
the immediate proximity. He wrote
While I was visiting my guard at the hour of 3.30 p.m. on the 12/3/23 as I came near
No3 Sentry Box I noticed two prisoners in the act of scaling the dead wire. I at once
ran to the scene, and the two prisoners retreated before I could reach them. I then
could find no sentries and I began to search and I found four sentries in the Hut of the
outpost and none of them could see their post. I then took their names and numbers

and reported the matter to the Governor of No. 2 Camp and Capt. Murray. For at least
300 or 400 yards there were no sentries.'"’

The speed at which internees entered the camps and prisons did not match the level of
preparation among the defence forces. Aside from the presence of some poorly trained
sentries in certain military camps, Eunan O’Halpin noted, how the national army during this
period, was often the ‘source of much of the crime it was to supposed to suppress’.'*
O’Halpin quoted a 1924 intelligence report, which stated that ‘a high percentage of the
crimes committed during the second half of 1923 have been definitely traced to members or

ex-members of the Army’,'® With internal difficulties such as these, the army alone could

not combat opposition from the Anti-Treaty I.LR.A.. Thus the country’s prisons and camps

18671 :
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187 Comdt. General Military Governor Tintown No. 2, to Camp Comdt.O’Brien, 13 Mar. 1923 (CW/P02/01/06,
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' Eunan O’Halpin, Defending Ireland: The Irish State and its Enemies Since 1922 (Oxford, 1999), p. 41.
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became a fall back measure in lieu of an organised defence force, an effective means of
detaining the ‘hostile’ or ‘irregular’ element within Irish society. Internment became a
method of controlling those who aggravated an already volatile situation. However, the
prison system itself, like the national army, suffered from a variety of organisational hiccups
often in succession and rarely absent during this period. Employment within the system
certainly became the focus of criticism in the early days of the civil war. In Kilmainham Jail

the Governor reported in 1922 that

As the Prison Board will not employ any labour other than that necessary for cooking
in this establishment, I have had to take on a number of workers. They are working
censoring letters and parcels in and cut... I now beg to apply for funds to finance the
running of this prison...'"

As internment figures rose in July 1922, Governor O Muirthuile wrote to the Ministry for
Home Affairs requesting that ‘...something be done with regard to making funds available to
cover the cost of running this place as a prison...The staff were paid last week from money I
advanced myself. This, of course, cannot be done in future....”."”! The fact that the governor
had to provide personal money to pay staff members reflected the climate in which
internment operated. However, this situation was hastily remedied by the Ministry for Home
Affairs, who confirmed the following day that *...we have to-day given sanction to the
General Prisons Board for the employment of these men and the payment of their wages out
of the Prisons Board vote...".""* It must also be highlighted that the workers in question were
important members of the prison staff, such as censors and clerical workers. In fact,

administrative problems within the system continued into 1923. After hostilities ended in

May, the Free State decided to make 60% of the civilian clerks in the country’s internment

"% ) Muirthuile, Military Governor Kilmainham Jail, to Secretary Minister for Home Affairs, 17 July 1922

(N.A.L, JUS H78/25.).

' Muirthuile, Governor Kilmainham Jail, to Secretary Minister Home Affairs, 19 July 1922 (N.A.L, JUS
H78/25.).

192 Secretary of the Minister for Home Affairs, to the Military Governor, Kilmainham Jail, 20 July 1922 (N.A.L,
JUS H78/25.).

39



centres redundant and retain 405 of them.'?*

Military governors lodged a series of complaints,
particularly in the camps, highlighting that therc was already a constant shortage of
administrative staff. In the absence of clerical workers, the administrative work in some
prisons subsequently became part of the Governor’s ‘already’ highly pressured
responsibilities. In mid-1923, the Governor of Galway Prison reported there was no clerical
staff to deal with the ‘368 prisoners in his custody’.'”* Similarly in March 1923, the Governor
of Sligo Jail complained that he had ‘...no man to look after correspondence and general
supervision, but myself and the Deputy Governor. I am in much need of a clerical assistant.
There are seventy five Irregular Prisoners (Military) here at the moment”.'” These

administrative issues enhanced the pressure on the prison staff in an already chaotic prison

system.

Thus in 1922, internment evolved as a means of controlling the social discontent that
had erupted in the wake of the Anglo-Irish Treaty. Legislation for the ‘regularisation’ of
internment was adopted through emergency powers in order to reinforce social stability but
this led to a rapid increase in internee figures from late 1922. While internment was an
essential means of combating the opposition, its implementation was hampered by a whole
host of internal difficulties. In the early months of 1922, the system often operated on an ad-
hoc basis and this general trend continued for the remainder of the civil war and beyond.
While the new administration was finding its political feet, the variety of problems that
surfaced regarding inadequate provisions and accommodation was often inevitable. In
particular, the financing of the system was often haphazard. Furthermore, the Provisional

Government was noticeably disadvantaged by the condition of their inheritance. In 1922, the

' Adjutant General Officer to Military Governor Hayes, Newbridge Internment Camp, 16 June 1923 (M.A.,
CW/P/02/01/06A.).

"% Capt. for Adjutant General, to General Officer Commanding Clare Morris Command, 22 May 1923 (M.A.,
CW/P/02/01/06A.).

1% Capt. J. McGowan, Military Governor Sligo Prison, to Adjutant General, Portobello, 7 Mar. 1923 (M.A.,
CW/P/02/01/06A.).
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new state was burdened with a broken prison system, one which was dilapidated in places
and barely functioning in others, often in need of extensive renovation before internees could
even enter.'” Bill Kissane noted how internment was considered necessary in the politically
unstable environment of civil war but this did not end upon the cessation of hostilities in May
1923. Kissane stated that ‘In Leitrim, for example, although I.R.A. activity was significant
only in the border area with Sligo, most of the country remained in a disturbed condition well
into 1924. The Garda report for September 1923 said that the southern portion of the country
was ‘practically lawless’. In November the whole of the country was in an ‘exceedingly
unsatisfactory condition’”."”” The men of the Executive Council knew all too well the
character and nature of Anti-Treaty I.R.A. prisoners and they continued to enforce internment

until 1924. Kissane noted:

In legal terms the civil war came to an end on 31 July 1923 when the High Court
ordered the release of certain prisoners in army custody on the grounds of a state of
war no longer existed. However, immediately afterwards the Irish parliament passed
an internment law that in effect continued in existence until the Emergency Powers
Act of 1926. This Act enabled the government both to proclaim a state of emergency
and to provide for the further use of internment. The evidence suggests that the
powers were necessary. The Garda reported in November 1923 that the suppression of
the irregular ‘revolt” could not be said to be complete when so many bands of I.LR.A.
men roamed around the country, some of them under the leadership of men who had
been returned to the Dail as TDs the previous August.'”®

While mass internment effectively countered Anti-Treaty opposition, it also enhanced the
internal pressure on the officers and governors controlling the camps and further exposed the
inadequate levels of training and poor funding. Inefficiency bred confusion and in this
environment many internees were able to manipulate the circumstances to their own ends.'”’
Over 13,000 internees passed through the country’s jails and camps during 1922-24. What

was the experience of internment like, for these men and women, who opposed the new state?

1% By 1921, Murphy noted that ‘a persistently rebellious prison population had reduced an ordered system to
chaos.’; Murphy, Political Imprisonment the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 215.

7 Kissane, The Politics of the Irish Civil War, p. 95.

" Ibid, p. 96.

' Internees utilised this instability to riot, hunger strike and conduct escape attemps.
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Chapter 2
Conditions in Prisons and Camps 1922-4

I whirled round shuffled through the cell in an aimless wander of a sick dog...I
emerged from my daze sufficiently to gaze around me and view the cell against the
texture of my excited mind; how I loathed it. The walls, hateful; the door, a horror;
the torn mattress, filth; the thick, yellow, dirty panes of glass, a diseased condition of
light...!

This was Peadar O’Donnell’s first impression of his cell in Mountjoy’s D. wing, as recorded
in 1932. He had been arrested following the fall of the Four Courts in Dublin and removed to
the jail for internment. He would spend the duration of the Civil War in prison until his
escape from Newbridge Internment camp in 1924.% The above account was one of the few
descriptions O’Donnell gave of his cell in his memoir. He did not comment extensively again
until he was transferred to the Curragh Internment Camp, where he wrote that ‘our living huts
were large and had concrete floors serrated like stable floors and we had spring beds. We
could cook and distribute food and organise camp life generally’.3 In between, he wrote
mainly of the antagonism between the prisoners and their jailors, riots, executions and
plotting prison escapes. Written ten years after the event, his most vivid memories of
internment were these major episodes and it may well be that the general conditions of his
imprisonment were not so bad as to warrant constant reiteration. Perhaps, O’Donnell’s desire
to escape was the one memory that most occupied his mind and overshadowed the squalor of
his prison cell. However, written 1932, O’Donnell was conscious of the long tradition of

nationalist memoirs that focused on themes such as prisoners’ ill-treatment and conditions.

' Peadar O’Donnell, The Gates Flew Open: An Irish Civil War Prison Diary (Cork, 2013 reprint), pp 8-9.
> Ibid, p. 188.
“ Ibid, p. 77.



Tom Clarke in Glimpses of an Irish Felon’s Prison Life, recalled his time spent as a prisoner
in the British Victorian system and ‘the indecent and hurtful way some of the officers mauled
me”.* There are a variety of memoirs written by Irish nationalist prisoners detailing their time
in jail and discussing similar themes.” While these prison memoirs are deeply insightful and
often complement archival material, contemporary sources are often more enlightening.
Joseph Campbell’s diary, written during his internment 1922-3, contained more direct
reference to the general prison environment. Living in the moment, Campbell referred to the
poor facilities available in Bray and related how things were ‘pretty rotten and disorganised’
with ‘dirty wash basins’ and ‘upswept’® rooms. He continued in a similar vein about
Mountjoy Jail, where as a prisoner in D. wing, he wrote ‘The condemned cells-fire place,
archway, chairs, distempered unaesthetic green & red walls, water over floors from
lavatories; heavy smell. The Hang House outside, Stone steps with iron railing out to exercise
yard...Wire, wire everywhere’.7 Campbell’s regular reference to his surroundings is perhaps
not too surprising, given that his diary was written within the confines of his cell, although it
could be argued, there was little else to write about. This chapter is an exploration of these
combined experiences through a collection of memoirs, prisoners’ correspondence and
governmental records. It will piece together these sources with the intention of offering an
insight into the general experience of internment in the Free State 1922-4, with particular
emphasis on conditions such as overcrowding, prison meals, sanitation, bedding, exercise and
outlets for recreation. Having assessed the nuts and bolts of internment at an administrative

level in chapter one, it is now essential to observe how this played out for the men and

women who entered the prison system.

‘f Tom Clarke, Glimpses of an Irish Felon's Prison Life (Cork, 1970), p. 42.

> John Mitchell, Jail Journal or Five Years in British Prisons (New York, 1854); Michael Davitt, Leaves From a
Prison Diary; or Lectures to a ‘Solitary’ Audience (New York, 1886).

®Eiléan Ni Chuilleanain (ed), ‘As I was Among Captives’: Joseph Campbell’s Prison Diary 1922-23 (Cork,
2001), pp 19-20.

7 Tbid. p.47.
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There are a number of problems that arise when considering the conditions of
internment in this period. Memoirs, diaries and the letters of Anti-Treaty internees contain
their obvious bias and newsletters and pamphlets generally reported not only the worst prison
cases but most likely exaggerated them in the process. Republican literature is littered with
accounts of appalling conditions, inedible food, ill-health and little or no sanitation within the
prison system. Eire or Poblacht na hEireann articles were particularly critical and reported
that ‘cleanliness is now a matter of impossibility...sickness has already occurred... One
hundred and ninety prisoners are huddled together in 71 cells....The bedding is filthy...” and
‘...prisoners of war are kept in insanitary surroundings and have suffered from cold and want
of food for long periods’. * However while Anti-Treaty literature has its own pitfalls, it
cannot be discounted. Neither can the Pro-Free State media be seen as the most accurate
gauge since there was blatant censorship of internee conditions. The national newspapers
were widely censored within the first few weeks of the civil war. In July 1922, Provisional

Government minutes reported that
...the Army Authorities were dissatisfied with comments appearing in the English
newspapers on the Army and on the military situation, and it was decided that an
order be issued prohibiting the importation, distribution or sale of any newspaper not
passed by the official Military Censors. It was decided also that a notice be issued

ordering that all press cables and correspondence should be submitted to the official
military censor before publication.9

Within a couple of days of this decision the minutes then related that ‘... the interview with
the Editors of the “Freeman’s Journal” and the “Irish Times™ had produced a good effect, and
the current numbers of these papers had shown a considerable improvement on previous
issues. The attitude of the “Irish Independent” however was still unsatisfactory, and it was

arranged that the Publicity Department should prepare a full statement of the case for Mr.

8 Poblacht na h-Eireann, 2 Nov. 1922; Eire, 10 Mar. 1923 (N.L.I.).
° Provisional Government Minutes, 2 July 1922 (N.A.L, G1.2.).

64



Collins who should see the proprietor, Mr. Lombard Murphy on the matter’.'” While the
national media did report on ‘irregular’ arrests and detentions, casualties and deaths, there
was no detailed coverage on prison conditions.' Labour Party T.D., Cathal O’Shannon,
expressed concern about the type censorship prevailing in the national media and specifically
mentioned an /rish Times editorial which had highlighted an issue that ‘...concerned the
alleged treatment of Republican prisoners... *.'? In response, Richard Mulcahy noted that
while censorship was still in operation, it had been ‘relaxed’ but material from propagandists
was ...not compatible with general public safety’."* The previous decade of imprisonment in
Ireland had revealed an organised propaganda campaign by Irish internees, who utilised their
conditions to enhance the external agenda. In particular, from 1919 onwards, William
Murphy noted that ‘the most significant departure of this period, however, was the
combination of supporters outside with prisoners inside to organise prison escapes. Over the
next three years prison escapes would provide important morale boosts to, and be used to
propaganda advantage, by Sinn Féin. Escapes demonstrated the resourcefulness of the rebels
while mocking the power and competence of the authorities’."* Unsurprisingly, during the
first few months of the civil war, the Irish Independent, Irish Times and Freemans Journal
reported on the conditions of internees in Northern Ireland, presumably to distract public

attention and navigate it north of the border, away from southern jails."”

By November 1922, internee figures had reached 8,338'° and the government
generally accepted that ‘overcrowding in jails’ was ‘inevitable.”'” The shortage of appropriate

accommodation and funding was an additional hindrance to the new administration. In late

' Provisional Government Minutes, 7 July 1922 (N.A.L,, G1.2.).

" Peter Martin, Censorship in the Two Irelands 1922-39 (Dublin, 2006), p. 17.

“D.E.D. Vol.1, Col. 797, 27 Sept. 1922.

" D.E.D. Vol.1, Col. 797, 27 Sept. 1922.

" William Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish (Oxford, 2014), p. 125.

S Irish Independent, 8 Jun. 1922; 13 Jul. 1922; 8 Aug. 1922; Freeman'’s Journal, 8 Jun. 1922; 21 Jul. 1922;
Irish Times, 22 Aug. 1922; 13 Oct 1922 (N.L.L.).

1 Government Report, Nov. 1922 (N.A.L, s. 1369/1.).

' Portobello Barracks, to Secretary of Government, 29 Nov. 1922 (N.A.L, s.1369/1.).
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1922, O’Higgins provided an honest observation of imprisonment and the problems which it

presented:

There is not a member of this present Government who has not been in jail. We have
had the benefit of personal experience and personal study of these problems. ..
Personally I can conceive nothing more brutalising, and nothing more calculated to
make a man rather a dangerous member of society, than the existing system. But one
does not attempt sweeping reforms in a country situated as this country is at the
moment. One does not build or try to build in the path of a forest fire. This question
and many other interesting questions will have to be postponed until the situation
alters."®

Effectively, O’Higgins admitted that detention within the present system could be inherently
damaging but, in late 1922, conditions throughout the country were also inherently unstable.
The majority of the country’s prisons were under military control and while O’Higgins was a
‘virulent critic of the army on grounds of both efficiency and ill-discipline’,' he later told
Cosgrave ‘in April 1923 that it was up to the military to restore order’.*” The prisons became
a fundamental instrument of power in the pursuit of this order. O’Higgins’ concern for

prisoners was therefore tempered by the reality of the situation. In the midst of civil war, the

administration and reform of the prison system was undeniably difficult.

However, the Labour Party continued in their criticism of the Provisional
Government. The party had opted out of the 1918 general election so that the Irish electorate
could have a clear choice on the national question. By 1922, after the split in the Republican
movement, Labour became the largest opposition party in Déil Eireann. They set about
highlighting various issues relating to the civil war, particularly in relation to the prisons.
Cathal O’Shannon posed the following question, in which he reminded the new government

of their former revolutionary tactics:

" D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 2321-2, 28 Nov. 1922.

' Eunan O’Halpin, Defending Ireland: The Irish State and its Enemies Since 1922 (Oxford, 1999), p. 40; There
were eleven internment centres under military control, Kilmainham; Mountjoy; North Dublin Union, Waterford,
Coork, Dundalk, Hare Park, Newbridge, Tintown, Gormanstown, Maryborough. (M.A., CW/P/04-14.).

** Tbid.
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We asked that something should be said about the jails and barracks. Are they under
the Home Office or are they under the Minister of Defence? I should be sorry that the
jails and the conditions of the jails were under the Minister for Defence. We all know,
particularly those of you who have been in prison that a certain amount of propaganda
has always been made about barracks and prisons. We all know that a good deal of
that propaganda has been exaggerated; that little incidents have been exaggerated; but
there is not a county in the 26 counties, there is not a barracks or jail out of which has
not come information which is a disgrace to any Irish Government. These things may
not be true. If not true, deny them. '

While O’Shannon acknowledged the unreliable nature of such propaganda, he still voiced
concerns regarding the large number accounts detailing the poor conditions in the country’s
prisons and camps. O’Shannon’s enquiries were posed against a backdrop of rising
overcrowding which had exacerbated tensions within the system and subsequently generated
a list of accusations including poor quality food, lack of bedding, cold cells and bad
sanitation. These issues were covered extensively in the Anti-Treaty press and were also

regularly referred to in the letters and memoirs of internees.

Additionally, the Provisional Government and the clergy received many letters and
telegrams from worried citizens or concerned relatives regarding military internees during the
civil war.”> However, despite the Free State’s enforced censorship of the press, some
accounts of prisoners’ conditions did feature in the national media. Mountjoy Jail in
particular, became a source of many column inches. The /rish Examiner related how visits
were disallowed in the prison and that military internees had been fired on by prison staff.
The article also stated that ‘They are now entirely cut off from communication with the
outside world’.”* A letter from Count Plunkett to the editor of the Irish Independent was
published in October 1922, highlighting the harsh treatment some prisoners experienced in

the jail. Plunkett reported that ‘“The conditions in Mountjoy are becoming unbearable, and it

'DE.D., Vol.1, Col. 84, 11 Sept. 1922.

22 See selection of letters at (Dublin Diocesan Archive, hereafter D.D.A.. Box, 466) and petitions on behalf of
prisoners at (N.A.L, s. 1369/20.).

3 Irish Examiner, 27 July 1922 (N.L.L).

67



is desired that members of the public should be made aware of the following facts’.** Among
some of the grievances, he outlined that a ‘Large number of prisoners have been eating off
the floor for months without either tables or stools’.”> Many internees lacked sufficient
supplies such as pillows, basins, towels, or ‘change of clothing’.* In July 1922, Joe
McKelvey stated that the internees needed ‘suitable accommodation...” and ‘...adequate food
supplies ...".*” While the Government-censored Irish Independent, in the same month,
reported a less critical analysis of Mountjoy and stated that there were ‘two men to a cell.
They have mattress, pillow, three blankets each. Cell doors are opened at 8.30 in morning and
remain open till 10 p.m’.*® Mountjoy Prison soon became a subject to which prisoners’
regularly referred to in their personal correspondence. Ernie O’Malley remarked on how cold
the cells were there and towards the end of the conflict, he complained to Sheila Humphreys
that ‘I have the rug still and it’s lucky I have it; I also have seven blankets...Even with that
sometimes I feel cold”.*’ On 9 November 1922, Joseph Campbell wrote from his Mountjoy
cell that ‘Our status is no better than slaves. Many of the men in this wing are in rags, &
without books. The pipes in my cell, at the moment of writing, stone cold’.* There was,
perhaps, some element of truth in both O’Malley and Campbell’s accusation of a cold cell.
Labour T.D., Thomas Johnson, raised a similar concern in Dail Eireann in November 1922
regarding the reduction in funding within the prison service. He noted that the estimates had
been increased for bedding and furniture but not for fuel, lighting and water. He explained

that

We find that the estimates for clothing, bedding, furniture, etc., are £11,500 for 1922-
23 as against £7,500 for 1921-22, an increase of £4,000. That includes, I take it,

** Irish Independent, 30 Oct. 1922 (N.L.L).

* Ibid.

* Tbid.

%7 Joe McKelvey, Chief of Staff, I.R.A., to Governor Mountjoy [no date, July 1922] (N.A.L, 5.1369/1.).

2 Irish Independent, 4 July 1922 (N.L.L).

** Ernie O’Malley, to Sighle Humphreys, Mountjoy Prison, 12 Apr. 1923 (U.C.D.A, Sighle Humphreys Papers,
P106/754(1-2).).

39 Ni Chuilleanain, 4s I was Among Captives, p. 31.
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renewals, an increased supply of clothing, bedding, furniture, kitchen utensils,
crockery, etc., and that is quite understandable. But when we come to the item of fuel,
light, water and cleaning articles, etc., we find there has been actually a decrease in
the amount of the Estimate. Some explanation is required for instance for a decrease
of £9,090 for fuel, light and water, where you have so tremendous an increase in the
number of prisoners and a decrease of £610 in the cost of soap, scouring and cleaning
articles.”’

Home Affairs minister, Kevin O Higgins, responded with an analysis of the situation as he
viewed it. Of the internees he stated: ‘in face of the fact that they are occupied by people who
seem to be bending all their energies to see they are neither clean nor sanitary—occupied by
people who ripped the cords out of their mattresses and stuffed them down the lavatories to
cause flooding; occupied by people who seem to have lapsed into a degradation and
demoralisation which almost makes them have an objection to keeping themselves, or their
cells, or their clothes or belongings clean...”.** O’Higgins and many of his cabinet colleagues
were appalled by the destructive acts carried out by many of those interned. Although his
response could be interpreted as an attempt to shift attention from the government to the
internees, there was an element of truth in his assertions. The destruction of prison property
had become commonplace by 1922 and a great many nationalist and socialist prisoners had
used these tactics during the previous decade of imprisonment in Ireland. Murphy noted that
in 1918, LR.A. prisoners in Belfast Jail started to sing and shout from the prison windows and
refused to stop. In response, the governor, ‘Barrows instructed the maintenance warders to fix
the windows shut, leading several prisoners to smash these. Next Barrows decided to move
the prisoners to a wing that did not overlook Crumlin Road. When the warders began this
process there was a riot. Prisoners barricaded themselves in their cells, smashed the furniture,

PP
235

and physically resisted the warders.””” These tactics continued to remain popular during the

civil war. Memoirs of Anti-Treaty internees revealed how they set about wrecking their

*'D.ED., Vol. 1, Col. 2329, 28 Nov. 1922.
“DE.D., Yol. 1, Col, 2331-2332, 28 Nov. 1922,
* Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 133.
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general surroundings and Ernie O’Malley commented that the ‘destructive spirit could be
seen in the broken cell windows which had not been repaired”.** This riotous element among
the general internee body weakened much outstanding sympathy that remained among

members of the Free State Government

While reports regarding internee ill-treatment or conditions were published in the
media, they were often infrequent and regularly overshadowed by accounts of ‘irregular’
attacks. Anti-treatyites worked collectively to highlight the conditions within the system and
to raise sympathy for their agenda, particularly through propaganda missions. Foremost
among them was de Valera, who travelled the country speaking on platforms and promoted ‘a
propaganda campaign that seemed designed to encourage resistance to the new regime by
force of arms’.* Among those recruited to aid this propaganda campaign were a number of
Republican women, including Countess de Markievicz, Linda Kearns and Kathleen Barry,
who conducted a series of lecture tours of America and Australia.” In the prisons, Anti-
Treatyites such as Frank Gallagher recorded the various scuffles and encounters between
prison guards and the internees. These accounts were then smuggled out to be used in Anti-
Treaty literature. Ernie O’Malley related that ‘in the Joy, Frank was i/c Publicity in ‘B” wing
and sent out accurate accounts of events’.’’ However, towards the end of 1923, O’Malley
began to criticise the exaggerated nature of some Anti-Treaty propaganda as it was simply

not ‘believable’. From Kilmainham Jail, he wrote to Molly Childers complaining that

I absolutely distrust our own prop[aganda]- none of us believe it, so it is hard for the
people to do so. Eire was the worst offender. The tone adopted was one such as if
were all the spoiled darlings of a nation, the majority of whom followed our interest
with every action. Total lack of dignity and truth seemed to sum up our own prop.

** Ernie O’Malley, The Singing Flame (Dublin, 1978), p. 230.

%5 Raita Merivirta, The Gun and Irish Politics: Examining Neil Jordan’s Michael Collins (Bern, 2009) p. 112.
36 See chapter 6 for discussion on American tours abroad to fundraise for prisoners and their families. A certain
amount of propaganda played its part in raising funds.

37 Ernie O’Malley to Molly Childers, Kilmainham Jail, 5-7 Dec. 1923 (T.C.D., Erskine Childers Papers, MS
7850 909).
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Surely we can scrap prop and utilise education. I do not know what our prop was like
during the strike, but reports of Kil[mainham] were amusing.’®

Throughout the civil war, propaganda sheets such as Eire regularly exaggerated the
conditions within the jails and camps. As overcrowding continued, it soon became the focus
of heated debates and Limerick Prison, in particular, was thrown into the spotlight. The
Freeman'’s Journal reported that there were approximately ‘...600 prisoners, occupying 60
cells...an average of ten persons per cell...”.** When considering the number of internees
arrested in the general area of Limerick, the level of overcrowding was inevitable.*’ Local
clergymen soon waded into the debate to outline their concerns and a telegram from Denis
Hallinan, Bishop of Limerick, remarked that ‘there is very serious overcrowding in the prison
here could it be remedied immediately...”.*' Limerick Corporation was likewise concerned
and called for an investigation into the treatment of the prisoners.** In November 1922,
members of Dail Eireann, particularly Labour Party members, criticised the government for
not tackling the situation and expounded the dangers of such living conditions. Deputy
Johnson requested that the government honestly report the circumstances of internment and

remarked that
We have been kept in the dark from the Government side and are only informed of
matters that come out in the way of anti-Government propaganda. That is not
satisfactory. I think we ought to be put in possession of the main facts and particulars

of the sanitary condition of those prisoners, because the whole city in the case of
Dublin and Limerick is dependent upon the health of one spot in the city.*’

Similarly, Anti-Treatyite TDs were not about to let circumstances in Limerick continue
without criticism. Edmund Roche provided a summary of the prisoner’ grievances in

Limerick Jail and stated that the ‘...overcrowded... conditions under which we are compelled

* Ernie O’Malley to Molly Childers, Kilmainham Jail, 5-7 Dec. 1923 (T.C.D., Erskine Childers Papers, MS
7850 909).

% Freeman’s Journal, 21 July. 1922 (N.L.I.).

“’ The Prison Ledgers collection provides a figure of 796 prisoners arrested in Limerick. Prison Ledgers
Collection (M. A., IE'MA/CW/P.).

& Telegram Bishop Hallinan, 13 Nov. 1922 (N.A.I, s.1369/1.).

2 Irish Independent, 18 Oct. 1922 (N.L.L).

“D.ED., Vol. 1, Col. 2189-90, 16 Nov. 1922.
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to live are somewhat appalling. Inferior food, no beds or blankets...I was refused a business
visit yesterday. Four boys here have collapsed and been removed to prison hospital. One lad
J.J. Tierney is unconscious and his mother was refused a visit...".** The treatment of
internees and the inadequate facilities available in Limerick placed the government in the
firing line. In October 1922, an article published in the /rish Independent appeared to place
some of the blame on the internees themselves and the rising overcrowding issue. The article
related the experience of one ex-prisoner under the British administration in Limerick. It

stated that

Comdt-Gen. M. Brennan, Commanding South-Western District, has sent a letter to
the Mayor of Limerick, in which he states that “Limerick prison was certainly
overcrowded for a very obvious reason. When I was a prisoner in Limerick Jail for
trying to put the English out of the country I always had much more room than I
desired. In fact, at one period I spent some months there without a single companion.
It was an extraordinary fact that now, when the English are gone, there are so many
candidates for admission to Limerick Jail that we are utterly unable to provide proper
accommodation for them all...*’

The Commandant was correct in his assertion that there were now more internees imprisoned
in the Free State. The Provisional Government conducted internment more extensively than
the British and often imprisoned military prisoners while renovations were still taking
place.*® The level of complaints made in relation to Limerick revealed that there was a
serious overcrowding problem in the jail. Kevin O’Higgins later admitted to Déil Eireann,
that °...the present condition is bad. It is bad to have too many prisoners crowded into a place
such as was the case in Limerick’.*’ He reported that conditions had improved and stated that
some ‘400 prisoners’ had ‘been removed from Limerick’.*" The removal to which O Higgins

referred had occurred in the autumn of 1922, as the government attempted to reduce

* Edmund Roche Limerick, Report of Limerick Jail, 1922 (U.C.D.A.. Sighle Humphreys Papers, P106/1307
1).).

** Irish Independent, 18 Oct. 1922 (N.L.L).

6 This was the case for Kilmainham Jail as mentioned earlier; Minister for Finance to Minister for Home
Affairs, 15 Mar. 1923 (N.A.L, FIN 1/3442)).

“"D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 2322, 28 Nov. 1922.
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overcrowding in the city’s jail. They decided to transfer the Limerick internees via sea to
Dublin on a prison ship called the S.S. Arvonia.*’ Within days, reports began to emerge that
the Arvonia, just like Limerick Jail, was overcrowded and lacked basic facilities. One leaflet

stated that

By order of the Free State Imperial Authorities, over 600 Irish Republicans are
suffering inhuman treatment on board the S.S. Arvonia, in Dublin Bay for the ‘Crime’
of defending the Republic... For the past six weeks prisoners in this coffin ship have

been confined in the lower cabin without air, exercise or sufficient food...Many of the

. . s . 50
prisoners are in a semi-conscious state. ..

The general wording of the document was intended to incense the local populace, in
particular through the use of the term ‘coffin’ ship, a deliberate reference to the Famine ships
of the 1840s. Such emotive imagery was likely to invoke nationalist sympathy for the
internees and foster resentment towards the government. In his memoir, Tomorrow Was
Another Day: Irreverent Memoirs of an Irish Rebel Schoolmaster, Seamus O’Connor related
the conditions aboard the ship which appeared to reinforce the comments made by

Commandant Mackey. He wrote that

On the Arvonia, that evening, when each of us was supplied with a pound tin of Bully
Beef, the results were disastrous. Below deck there was not room for all of us to sit on
the floor let alone lie down. The night was very rough. The air soon became foul and
everybody was sick. The spew of the vomiting rolied hither and thither on the floor
under us, and on us and all around. °'

While O’Connor’s memoir was written several decades after the civil war, some of his
comments reflect not only contemporary Anti-Treaty statements regarding the ship but also
somewhat echo the content of an /rish Independent article that September. The exact figures

of those transferred on the Arvonia vary and drift from 500 to 800 internees, depending on

* Irish Independent, 11 Sept. 1922 (N.L.I.); Comd. C. Mackey Statement [no date](D.C.L.A., Birth of the
Republic Collection, hereafter B.O.R., F18.02).

%0 Editors of the Republican War Bulletin to Members of the Third Dail [no date], ‘Prison ship in Dublin Bay’
(N.L.I., Ms 17,082.).

°! Seamus O’Connor, Tomorrow Was Another Day: Irreverent Memoirs of an Irish Rebel Schoolmaster (Cork,
1970), p. 65.
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the source. O’Connor remembered that there were ‘800" on board while the Irish Independent
reported that there were some 702 prisoners.”> Comdt. C. Mackey, on the other hand,
declared that there were some ‘500 prisoners, held ‘in Dublin Bay...confined in the lower
cabin for the past three days and nights, without sufficient food, air or exercise. The port
holes are closed thereby preventing ventilation of any kind. The majority of them were on
hunger strike for some days previous to their leaving Limerick’.”* Regardless of the ‘exact’
figure, these statements suggest that the number of internees on board the ship was
disproportionately high given the amount of space available. O’Connor noted there were only
‘two rooms’.”* Although censorship of the media was strict, the Irish Independent article did
provide some details of the internees removal, stating that ‘the steamer...Arvonia which had
been anchored off Dublin Bay for ten days with 702 prisoners, on Saturday night came to the
North Wall...pier to land the last batch of irregulars aboard. Tugs had taken off instalments
for several days previously, and the vessel had only 247 left when she reached the Liffey.
They were removed by Special train’.>* This supported O’Connor’s account that internees
were close on two weeks aboard the 4rvonia in cramped conditions. In his memoir, he stated
that ‘we remained on the boat for nearly a fortnight...conditions on the boat got steadily
worse. There was no water even to drink and little sanitary arrangements’.>® These
statements, however, did reveal that internees were not on board for ‘six weeks” as mentioned

in the Republican War Bulletin.”’

Furthermore, while the Irish Independent article stopped short of commenting on the

internal conditions on the ship; contemporary Anti-Treaty accounts appear to corroborate

52 O0’Connor, Tomorrow Was Another Day, p. 65; Irish Independent, 11 Sept. 1922 (N.L.L).

%3 Comd. C. Mackey Statement [no date](D.C.L.A., B.O.R., F18.02.).

** O’Connor, Tomorrow Was Another Day, p. 65.

3% Irish Independent, 11 Sept. 1922 (N.L.L).

% O’Connor, Tomorrow Was Another Day, p. 65.

37« _prisoners taken from Limerick Gaol on Wednesday 30" Ult.”; Comd. C. Mackey Statement [no date]
(D.C.L.A.,B.O.R. F18.02.)
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some of the details as set out by Seamus O’Connor in his memoir.”® In his statement,
Commandant Mackey related that ‘no sleeping accommodation of any kind is provided and
consequently the men are compelled to sleep on the floor. Most of the men are in a semi-
conscious condition...the food consists of tea and dry bread twice daily’.” In other
Republican quarters, the Women Prisoners’ Defence League claimed that ‘Rheumatism and
an epidemic of scabies’ had broken out. ‘The condition of the ship is filthy. Many prisoners
are on hunger strike’.*” According to O’Connor, a hunger strike had occurred and he stated
that ‘we had just finished a 10 day hunger strike and many prisoners were weak as a result, as
it had ended only a few days before’.®’ The fact that there were internees on board who had
just finished a hunger-strike also increased the possibility of illness on the ship. While
elements of Mackey’s statement may have been exaggerated, there was an increasing level of
criticism concerning prison ships at this time. Conditions on the prison ship, the S.S. Argenta,
docked in Larne harbour, Belfast, received similarly scathing reports. An inspector to the
Argenta in October 1922, reported that there was ‘barely enough room for ‘150° and there
was ‘310 men’ there.®> Among some other grievances raised was that *... men must eat their
food off the cage floor... > The media’s willingness to report on conditions on the Belfast
prison ship certainly highlighted an attempt to distract attention from the Arvonia in the Free
State and various other conditions in prisons and camps around the country. Ultimately, the
necessity to transport internees via a prison ship to Dublin revealed that the Provisional
Government were under immense pressure to address the mounting overcrowding problem. It
further emphasised that the prison system was struggling to cope with the number of

prisoners being interned.

¥ O’Connor, Tomorrow Was Another Day, pp 65-69.

% Comd. C. Mackey Statement, [Aug] 1922, (D.C.L.A., B.O.R., F18.02.).

0 Women Prisoners’ Defence League to W.T. Cosgrave, n. d. (N.A.IL, 5.1.369/3.).
" O’ Connor, Tomorrow Was Another Day. p. 65.

2 Freeman’s Journal, 16 Oct. 1922 (N.L.L.).
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During the civil war, overcrowding specifically affected the county jails, with the
majority of criticism (in both Anti-Treaty and government sources) reserved for the prisons
rather than internment camps. Kilkenny Prison was allegedly severely overcrowded in late
1922 and Poblacht na hEireann reported: ‘It is well known that the prison is overcrowded to
a dangerous extent. One hundred and ninety prisoners are huddled together in 71 cells....The
bedding is filthy...".* In Wicklow Jail, Labour T.D. James Everett, stated that ‘there were
107 prisoners... and only 17 had mattresses, the remainder having to sleep on straw on the
floor. One of the prisoners was suffering from double pneumonia; 14 were ill in bed; 24 were
ill, but not lying in bed, and 30 were generally unwell.” He earnestly appealed for a medical
inspection of the place, and ‘for a remedy of the conditions’.> Athlone was also mentioned as
not having sufficient space for exercise.®® Overcrowding remained an unresolved issue
throughout the course of the civil war. Nell Humphreys, writing from Mountjoy in January
1923, stated that there were ‘fifty four people where there should be only forty’.67
Kilmainham Jail fared little better as Lily O’Brennan reported that ‘we have a very poor yard
to exercise in and are very overcrowded.’®® Although accommodation for female internees
was in short supply, particularly in the cities; the Provisional Government deemed it
necessary to intern women as well as men. Many ministers believed that women had played

an active role in creating and fostering discontent among the general populace and Minister

for Local Government, Ernest Blythe, stated that

We have to do our duty. We have to do a thing that we regard as necessary, and it has
been necessary to take and to hold women prisoners. We know that a terrible amount
of destruction of life and property would not have occurred if it had not been for the
active participation of large numbers of women in the struggle. It is as necessary for

% Poblacht na h-Eireann, 2 Nov. 1922 (N.L.L.).

8 Irish Times, 4 July 1923 (N.L.L).

% Ibid.

67 Nell Humphreys, Mountjoy to Emmet, 19 Jan. 1923 (U.C.D.A, Sighle Humphreys Papers, P.106/394.).
%8 Lily o’Brennan to Fanny, 14 Mar. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Lily O’Brennan Papers, P13/44.).
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us, for the protection of the community, to hold women prisoners as it is to hold men
prisoners.®’

Military internees were not that only body of prisoners to be affected by the overcrowding
problem 1922-3. As previously mentioned, the administration had decided to transfer or
release a number of civil prisoners in order to accommodate the incoming military internees.
For those civil prisoners who remained within the system, issues arose surrounding the lack
of ‘accommodation’ and Limerick city was thrust back into the spotlight. A letter from a local
sergeant revealed just how desperate the situation had become and stated

That owing to lack of accommodation for Female Prisoners in the Co. Gaol, we are
reluctantly compelled to detain such prisoners in the Town Hall for indefinite periods,
which is quite illegal, as well as inhumane. As the prisoners in question are locked
down in the cells of the Town Hall from 11 p.m. until 9 a.m. the following morning
without any person to supervise or look after them. I have already in custody an old

woman since 31 Aug. 1922 sentenced to one calendar month for larceny, and up to
the present we cannot remove her to prison for the above reason.”’

This episode exposed the shockingly inadequate safety procedures in practice for civil
prisoners in the city and revealed that overcrowding had driven the authorities to drastic
measures. Locking prisoners in a cell without any supervision was potentially dangerous,
specifically in the event of a fire or a riot among inmates. By the end of September, the
Ministry for Home Affairs suggested that the female convicts, imprisoned in the Town Hall,
should be transferred to Cork by boat. The instructions provided to the General Prisons Board
were outlined in a letter from the Department:

The Military Authorities in Limerick have informed the Registrar of the District Court

that it is quite impossible at the moment to make any part of the County Prison

available for female prisoners, as apart from other considerations the cell doors and

windows of the female wing are broken. As an alternative they, however, suggest that
arrangements should be made for the transmission to Cork by boat of these prisoners

“D.E.D., Vol. 3, Col. 353, 20 Apr. 1923.
" Thomas Ryan Coy Sgt. (For O.C L.C. Police), to Chairman Joint Committee meeting, Town Hall Limerick, 4
Sept. 1922 (N.A.L, JUS H8/405.).
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especially those of them who would have sentences of a month or upwards to
complete. Please furnish your observations on the subject...”!

The overcrowding matter soon gave way to several other issues of inevitable
discontent. The lack of bedding, warm water and generally poor provisions were regular
topics among the pages of Poblacht na hEireann and Eire and while embellishment was a
key factor in propaganda, there was a sufficient overlap between the internees’ allegations
and official government sources. Anti-Treaty literature continued to focus on these conditions
for the duration of the civil war.”” The Daily Bulletin remarked that cells in Carrack-on-Suir
Military Prison were in ‘a filthy condition’.”® In Dundalk Jail, it was reported that
‘...conditions were made....severe for the men...food was bad and... the accommodation for
248 prisoners there were all but 116 cells and 4 lavatories’.”* In an effort to counter reports of
squalid living conditions, the national press blamed the internees’ defiant attitude for the
deteriorating prison conditions. The Freeman's Journal explained that the prisoners had ‘no
ground for complaint’ since they were provided with the ‘disinfectants and facilities for lime-
washing and scrubbing cells’.”> The Connaught Tribune reported that ‘sanitation in Galway
Jail is the best in Ireland but it has been abused by the prisoners’.”® The internees in Galway
had apparently disposed of the cleaning materials provided by the prison authorities. On the
list of supplies given to them were ‘Jeyes fluid, brushes etc’ but it was recorded that ‘instead
of using them, the brushes have been thrown up on the roof...heaps of refuse have been
allowed to accumulate in the yards and the prisoners refused to remove it..."."" Internees’

attempt to undermine the authorities was primarily based on their belief that they were

7! Secretary of Minister of Home Affairs to Dr. MacCormack, General Prisons Board, 30 Sept. 1922 (N.A.1.,
JUS H8/405.).

7* Some of these reports can be found in Poblacht na h Eireann, 16;19;23;24:31 Jan. 1923, 1:7:9:21;22:25:26
Feb. 1923. When the civil war officially ended reports continued Eire, 16:23:30 June, 7 July, 4;11 Aug 1923
(N.L.L).
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prisoners of war and not common criminals.”® Anti-Treaty internees, like many LR.A.
prisoners before them, would not co-operate with the administration, particularly on the point
of performing cleaning duties. The defiant attitude displayed towards the prison regime made
this category of prisoners, according to McConville, ‘far more difficult to handle’.” Some
would openly refuse to obey their prison guards. Eithne Coyle remembered her contempt at
being requested to carry out such tasks while in Mountjoy. She stated that Paudeen O’Keefe
ordered them ‘to clean and scrub the floors” and complained that he wanted them to act as
‘char women’." The reference to ‘char women’ conjured up images of the labouring class, a
class to which many of the prominent female internees did not belong. There was a noticeable
contempt among some female prisoners at the notion that they would be considered in such

terms.

However, the administration paid little heed to such sentimentalities. As far as the
authorities were concerned, the internees were responsible for the upkeep of their cells and
living quarters. The Medical Officer in Kilmainham wrote that “...collectively, some cells are
in such a state that other conditions must prevail in order to make their occupation
tenable...”.*" He stated that the prisoners must dispose of the accumulated ‘urine and excrete’
each morning, ‘cell floors should be washed daily’, and the ‘floor on the landing scrubbed
three times weekly’.** While internees did little to improve their conditions, some prison cells
were already decidedly uncomfortable. Todd Andrews commented on the damp environment
of his cell in Cork Jail, stating that there was ‘wind and rain and horrible dampness about

> 83

everything’.”” However, some internees did attempt to maintain, if possible, some level of

personal hygiene. Towards the end of the civil war, Andrews wrote to his mother and

7 This had been a bone of contention for many years. See, Sean McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1848-
1922: Theatres of War (London, 2005) & Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921.

" McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1848-1922, p. 706.

% Eithne Coyle Complete Personal Statement, p. 20 (U.C.D.A., Eithne Coyle Papers, P61/2.).

ii Report Medical Officer, Kilmainham Jail, 8 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L, JUS H78/25.).

~ Ibid.

% Todd Andrews to Mother, 11 June 1922 (U.C.D.A., Todd Andrews Papers, P91/1(48).).
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requested that he be sent a ‘toothbrush and toothpaste’, ‘brush and comb’, ‘towel, soap and
sponge’ in one parcel.** The request for soap was perhaps not surprising given the low
funding provided for cleaning provisions as we saw earlier at government level.*” These
inadequacies were observed by many working within the prison system and Anti-Treaty
complaints were not always dismissed by those in authority. In July 1922, internees sent a list
of grievances to Governor O Muirthuile in Kilmainham Jail, which outlined the following:
‘no sanitary accommodation’, ‘no proper drainage’, the cells were ‘dilapidated and filthy’,
‘no beds provided’ only ‘mattresses’, ‘no towels’, ‘appears to be no baths’ and as far as they
were aware, ‘no proper hospital accommodation exists’.*® On this particular occasion, O
Muirthuile supported the prisoners and wrote to the Minister for Home Affairs stating that
there was ‘no hot water supply’ in the jail.*” In fact, he spoke outright against the situation
arguing that ‘... the sanitary conditions are not adequate, and would like to know what action
you would desire me to take. I suggest that you would instruct the Prisons Board regarding
the work necessary to put the prison in a proper sanitary condition’.* O Muirthuile’s decision
to support the internees’ complaints revealed that conditions in Kilmainham were irrefutably
inadequate. In a sense, this cast some suspicion over conditions in other prisons and may lend
some credibility to accounts published by Anti-Treaty sources. In Kilkenny prison, it was
reported that ‘drastic treatment of Republican prisoners ...has been intensified ... The gas
which was allowed for lighting and heating purposes has been cut off thus leaving 400
prisoners in total darkness for five hours- from 6 p.m. to 11 p.m. This new order as well as

cutting off the light deprives the prisoners of any means of warming water for shaving,

% Todd Andrews, Cork Jail to Mother, 23 Apr. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Todd Andrews Papers, P91/1(53).).
“D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 2329, 28 Nov. 1922. Debate referred to low funding for soap and cleaning materials

% prisoners of Kilmainham Jail to O Muirthuile, Military Governor, July 1922 (N.A.L., s.1369/1.).

87 Sean O Muirthuile, Military Governor Kilmainham Jail, to Minister for Home Affairs, 17 July 1922 (N.A.L.,
s.1369/1.). This was swiftly remedied as Home Affairs reported the next day that ‘the hot water supply for the
prisoners...is in working order..."; Secretary of the Minister for Home Affairs, to Military Governor
Kilmainham Jail, 18 July 1922 (N.A.L, s.1369/1.).

* Ibid.
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washing clothes...cleanliness is now a matter of impossibility...sickness has already
occurred...”.% By the end of 1922, the Anti-Treaty media also began to report on the poor
facilities available to the military staff and stated that ‘it has been learned on absolutely
reliable authority that the sanitary arrangement for the Free State soldiers in Mountjoy are so
abominable [sic] bad that they may cause fever, in which event there is every prospect of its

spreading to the prisoners’.”

Even after the dump arms policy in May 1923, conditions continued to remain a
priority for the Anti-Treaty side. The .LR.A. G.H.Q. requested details of internment from the
Director of Intelligence in particular ‘the conditions prevailing in each jail or camp’.”’
Among these accounts were grievances surrounding accommodation, bedding, sanitation,
baths, laundry facilities, cleaning utensils, eating and drinking utensils, clothing, food,
medical arrangements, exercise and recreation, letters, parcels, terrorism and ill treatment,
religion.”> From both governmental records and internee correspondence, it would appear
that the general conditions and facilities of internment were inadequate in Free State jails

during the civil war.

. Unsurprisingly, wide-scale overcrowding and accumulating dirt became a natural
breeding ground for infection. In the North Dublin Union, Medical Officer Captain Laverty
highlighted the unsanitary conditions as the root cause of infections. He wrote *...it is
considered that the outbreak of septic throats which has spread to the soldiers was and is due
to the dirty conditions...”.”* In August 1922, before any major hunger strike had taken place,
the Medical Officer in Kilmainham reported that ...in my opinion the prisoners with one

exception are organically sound and at present in good health. The exception is an old

¥ Poblacht na hEireann, 2 Nov. 1922 (N.L.I).

% Republican War Bulletin, 4 Aug. 1922 (N.L.L.).

! Director of Intelligence, [.R.A. G.H.Q., to O/C jails and camps, 20 Sept. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Emnie O’Malley
Papers, P17a/39.).

2 Ibid.

% Captain Laverty, M.O Report, 23 May 1923 (U.C.D.A., Elgin O’Rahilly Papers, P20/84(1).).
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standing case of Valvular disease of the heart and although this man is not fit for Military

b

service of any kind, detention will not affect him adversely...”.”* Despite the large portion of
prisoners interned, there were no wide-scale epidemics in the prisons, although there were
occasional outbreaks of diseases such as scabies.” Fear of contracting disease had been a
feature of imprisonment among Irish internees, particularly during the influenza epidemic of
1918. Murphy noted that prisoners such as ‘Figgis in Durham...“had all sorts of concoctions
with which to ward off the flu...””, while Countess Markievicz wrote that ‘we are safer from
flu than outside’.”® During this particular epidemic, one internee, Dick Coleman died and as
Murphy highlighted in his study, ‘when this happened, however illogically, Sinn Féin and a
considerable portion of the Irish public were certain to blame the government’.”” As the
authorities were eventually ‘held culpable’, Coleman was ‘anointed another martyr’ and
consequently ‘Sinn Féin arranged a public funeral...characterised by the familiar rituals of

98
propaganda’.

However, during the civil war the administration, armed with an awareness of such
events, often proceeded with extra caution in their handling of sick internees and attempted to
provide the necessary medical provisions, even if the financial cost of such treatment fell on
the department itself. In one such case, prisoner James Mooney required the services of a
dentist and this was sanctioned by the Ministry of Home Affairs. The department stated that
‘If you will please arrange for the services of a dentist the expenses in the matter, if not borne
by the prisoner themselves, will be met by the General Prisons Board®.”” Therefore, in terms

of illness and the facilities available, the Free State did attempt to provide the necessary

% Report Medical Officer, Kilmainham Jail, 8 Aug. 1922 (N.A1.. JUS H78/25.).

% Sighle Humphreys Notebook (recollections), 3 Oct. 1976 (U.C.D.A., Sighle Humphreys Papers, P106/1046
4).).

% Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921. p. 120.

7 Ibid, p. 121.

% Tbid.

% Secretary to the Minister for Home Affairs to Military Governor. Kilmainham Jail, 1 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L, JUS
H78/25.).
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medical treatment for military internees 1922-4. Conversely, the same cannot be said for
many of the prisoners captured and interned during some of the European civil wars in this
period. In some respects, the Irish internee experience stands in stark contrast with that of
many of their European counterparts. Stanley Payne noted that in the course of the Finnish
Civil War, ‘nearly all prisoners remained in special camps, where the conditions were
appalling. Finland was on the verge of a Famine in 1918, and the prisoners were little fed.
Within four months 11,783 had died, mainly of malnutrition and dysentery’.'® The Irish case
certainly pales in comparison with the high mortality figures in Finnish prisons during the
civil war. Military internees in the Free State, thus, turned their attention to other means of
promoting their case through propaganda. It was on the issue of food, therefore, that internees

and their supporters’” would seek to make serious gains.

Pre-1922, guidelines were set out that prescribed the quantity and type of food that
should be served to a prisoner in Irish jails. The regulations for untried prisoners were set out

in the Prison Board Rules of 1917 which stated the following:

Breakfast — Bread 8oz
Tea 1 pint

Butter %2 or % oz
Stirabout 1 pint

Milk 4 pint

Six days week dinner Supper

Cooked meat 40z Potatoes 1b Tea or Cocoa 1 pint
Cabbage 40z Bread 80z

Bread 40z Butter %2 or % oz

' Stanley Payne, Civil War in Europe 1905-1949 (Cambridge, 2011), p. 30.

&3



Milk %2 pint

Friday

Bread, potatoes same amount.

Vegetable Soup; one pint or plain boiled rice 20z

Bread 80z

Milk 1 pint.'"!
These portions reflected the diet served to an untried prisoner and the inclusion of meat,
potatoes and vegetables, revealed that basic levels of nutritional requirements were met.
When the Provisional Government implemented internment in 1922, this diet was also
prescribed for Anti-Treatyite internees and other military prisoners, who were, for the most
part un-tried detainees. Barbara McDonald assessed nutrition in state institutions at this time
and wrote that compared with previous centuries ‘...food in prisons underwent a massive
transformation, especially after the first world war. The beginning of the twentieth century
became known as the “golden age of nutrition™...In prisons, small amounts of fresh

vegetables and beans were introduced into the ration scales...”.

The adjustments to the
prison menu provided internees with healthy, though possibly not plentiful, portions.
However, the main issue concerning meals was not ‘what’ was served to prisoners but the
condition in which it arrived. In the first few months of the civil war, reports began to emerge
that internees received meagre portions often served in a filthy, half-cooked and generally
inedible condition. A number of petitions were sent to the military governors, in an attempt to
highlight the issue, and in one case, even went as far as to request a chef for internees. One
petition sent to O Muirthuile from the prisoners of Kilmainham Jail demanded that

...food for prisoners is cooked under clean and sanitary conditions and in such a

manner as to be eatable. The food supplied to prisoners here does not fulfil these
conditions...On Sunday vegetables were uneatable...bread and tea...in a filthy

191 prison Board Recommended Menu for Untried Prisoner, 26 Nov. 1917 (N.A.L, 5.1369/2.)
12 Barbara MacDonald & Maria Cross, Nutrition in Institutions (Oxford, 2009), p. 289.
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condition...On Monday the meat sent up for dinner was putrid...On Tuesday it was
obvious that the dinner vegetables had not been properly washed as they still retained
the slugs and worms which had infested them. On Wednesday the dinner was so bad
that you yourself condemned it.'"
Internees went further in their demands and requested that ‘meals for the prisoners here be
cooked by their own cooks, under supervision of their own officers’. O Muirthuile conceded
that the food was ‘unsatisfactory” and in an effort to resolve the situation he called for an
‘immediate report concerning the complaint about unclean food...on one or two occasions
bad cabbage was served. The civil cooks are unsatisfactory in this respect but I now have two
qualified military cooks... I have no intention of handing over the cooking to the prisoners
but I may allow them to appoint a man to inspect the food and cooking...”.'""" By 1923, the
condition of food in Kilmainham had reportedly improved as, internee Nell Humphreys
remarked in February: ‘the food seems to be ever so much better, and the cells are fairly
clean, on the whole I think we will be comfortable here’.'” Two months later fellow prisoner
Connie Murphy wrote that the food in Kilmainham was ‘adequate’.'*® However, as
previously mentioned, class played an important part in shaping the prison experience in
these revolutionary years. The correspondence, memoirs and diaries that remain, tend to be
the writings of the lower middle to upper middle class internees. Therefore, the documents
upon which historians lean for this period detail the experience of the middle-class Anti-
Treatyites such as Sighle and Anna Humphreys, Countess de Markievicz, Mary MacSwiney,
Eamon de Valera, Emie O’Malley, Kathleen Barry, Erskine Childers and through the

memoirs of Peadar O’Donnell and Frank Gallagher. As William Murphy stated ‘class and

status were factors likely to engender divergent prisoner experiences and attitudes...Middle

'% T R.A. prisoners to Commandant Kilmainham Detention Barracks, 5 May 1922, signed by Oscar Traynor
O/C Dublin Bde, Tomas de Barra (Comdt. Gen. .R.A. Exe.), Prendergas (Camp Comdt.), Thomas Hanrahan
Vice-Com., Sean MacEntee (Camp Adj.), Sean T. O Ceallaigh, Diarmuid Mac Ualarg, Michael Smyth, Edward
Bennet (N.A.1., s.1369/3.).

"% O Muirthuile to L.J. Mac Crossan, 7 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L., 5.1369/3.).

"% Nell Humphreys to Aunt Annie Fitzgerald, Kilmainham Jail [c. Feb. 1923] (U.C.D.A., Sighle Humphreys
Papers, P106/395.).

"% Connie to her father, Kilmainham Jail, 23 Apr. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Murphy Family Papers, P141/232.).
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class internees often benefited from a degree of deference from prison warders...”.'"” This
group of prisoners were also later interned 1922-4. In this sense, the attitudes and opinions of
the previous decade were carried forward into the new state and were displayed in the

literature of the period.

Writings regarding prison food were generally shaped by these attitudes. While the
administration had carried out renovations and ‘white-washed’ Kilmainham Jail for the
arrival of female prisoners, they did not show a similar concern in relation to food provisions.
In the North Dublin Union, internees complained that not only was the canteen and kitchen
filthy, but the food was also ‘poor and scarce’.'”® Margaret Buckley recounted how the food
issue became particularly bad; they had lived on ‘skilly’'” in Mountjoy but there was none in
the N.D.U.."'® Complaints regarding the food in the Union stood in stark contrast to
Kilmainham. In April 1923, when a number of female internees were removed from
Kilmainham to the North Dublin Union, they criticised the condition of the food there.
Buckley related that there were 300 of them in NDU and it ‘... was hard to feed them on
rations...the food was poor and scarce’.'"" She claimed that at certain times there was so
little food that ‘we often brushed together the crumbs which fell from the slicing machine,
and, having mixed them with a drop of milk, ate them with gusto’.'"> The shortage of food
was not unusual as internees’ food portions were rationed under prison regulations.'"”

Buckley’s memoir was written in 1938, a good many years after her internment but her

account of food in the Union was substantiated by some of her fellow prisoners. In 1923,

"7 Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 262.

"% Margaret Buckley, The Jangle of Keys (Dublin, 1938), p. 54 & 58.

"% Ibid., p. 58. Skilly was a thin watery porridge (gruel); Harlan Walker (ed.). Foods on the Move: Proceedings
on the Oxford Symposium on Food and Cookery 1996, (Devon, 1997) p. 314.

"% Margaret Buckley, The Jangle of Keys, p. 58.

"' Tbid.

"2 Ibid.

'3 <Breakfast: bread 8oz, tea lpint, butter ' or ¥ oz, stirabout 1 pint, milk % pint. Dinner: cooked meat 40z,
potatoes 11b, cabbage 4 oz, bread 40z. Supper: tea or cocoa 1 pint, bread 8oz, butter /2 or % oz, milk " pint.’
Prison Board Recommended Menu for Untried Prisoners (N.A.L., s.1369/2.).
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internee Margaret Burke wrote that ‘the meals are not very good but we expect they will be

better when we are settled here’.''* Dorothy Macardle also related the food situation in the
North Dublin Union:
...we were deprived of porridge, milk, treacle and vegetables. No one was allowed to
take food away from the dining room, with the result that some twenty or thirty
prisoners’ who were ill in bed in the wards although not hospital cases were left to
starve. Only hospital cases could have their food carried to them...The overcrowding
and other conditions are quite unnecessary as only one part of the institution is at

present being used, and they could easily be avoided by cleaning out and preparing

some of the many buildings available within the confines of the North Dublin

o 115
Union.

Some portion of this letter was confirmed in a Medical Officer’s report from the
Union in May 1923, which mentioned that female prisoners did carry their ‘food from the
cookhouse’. "¢ Anti-Treaty propaganda in this period often focused on female internees, as
they were likely to invoke increased sympathy, particularly in relation to Mary MacSwiney,
who went on hunger strike during the civil war.'"” The pages of the Anti-Treaty press were
filled with accounts of starving prisoners and one female internee wrote from the Union: ‘I
did not receive any foodstuffs since I came here, but two boxes of fruit, the best part
rotten...I am nearly barefooted also...I walk now only when I cannot help it, I am so hungry,
I cannot walk with weakness. All my clothes are falling off me. I suppose you will not

believe it but I am thinner now than when I was real bad at home’."'® In light of the level of

" Margaret, N.D.U. to Nora, 1 May 1923 (U.C.D.A., Margaret Burke, P30/17.).

'S Eire, 2 May 1923 (N.L.L).

' Report of Capt. T. Laverty Medical Officer, N.D.U., 23 May 1923 (U.C.D.A., Elgin O’Rahilly Papers,
P200/84.).

"7 Much use was made of the women’s conditions, sanitation, food and their removal from the North Dublin
Union in April 1923, particularly in the Eire newspaper. Mary Mac Swiney’s hunger strike evoked memories of
her brother’s martyred death on strike in 1920.

" Eire, 11 Aug. 1923 (N.L.I).
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complaints emanating from the Union it is likely that a portion of these grievances were

accurate. o

The N.D.U. was not the only internment centre under scrutiny. Reports from
Wellington Barracks stated that there was ‘insufficient table utensils and cutlery, inadequate
washing up facilities, absence of green vegetables and the frequent issue of rancid butter’.'*
Further accounts from Wellington Barracks recorded that prisoners were being left to ‘forage
for food’,12 "t is worth noting however, that the recorded rations for soldiers in Barracks
during the civil war, was not much better than the prisoners’ diet.'** Some of the inadequate
prison facilities were reported by the national media. In reference to Mountjoy, the /rish
Times recorded that a ‘large number of prisoners have been eating off the floor for
months...Sean Donovan M.R.C.V.S., inspecting the food on 9 September found abscesses in
the meat. Since that date he has been refused permission to inspect it. Gerard Boland, on the
same date, found that the regulation allowances for butter for his wing was short by five
pounds. .. margarine is frequently substituted for butter’.'** A further statement by a
veterinary surgeon, provided an analysis which stated that the meat was ‘dis-coloured fly

s 124

blown and extensive putrification had set in... This report also ‘... condemned all the

’

meat as unfit for human consumption... i However, other internees, like Nanny and Nell

"% Buckley, The Jangle of Keys, p.54 & 58; Eithne Coyle also remembered the little amount of food available in
the Union, stating ‘no one had enough to eat and no one complained’, Personal Statement, p. 21 (U.C.D.A.,
Eithne Coyle Papers, P61/2.).
12 Dublin News, 9 Dec. 1922 (N.L.I.).
2! Statement of Chris Ferguson, Wellington Barracks, 15 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L. s. 1369/3.).
122 A Soldier’s ration which was set out as: ‘Breakfast: Butter 1 ' oz, Sugar 1, Tea % oz. Flake meal 2 oz, bread
8 0z. Dinner; (6 days) Meat 12 oz, Fish Fridays 8§ oz, Potatoes 10 oz, Beans 1 oz, Peas | oz, Fresh vegetable 3
0z, Bread 40z. Tea; Butter 1 2 0z, Sugar 1 oz, Tea 1, Fresh Milk 5 pints to 20 men or 8 oz per man’;
International Committee of the Red Cross Visit to Ireland, April- May 1923 (N.A.L, s. 1369/3.).
' Irish Times, 4 Nov. 1922 (N.L.L).
1% Veterinary Surgeon, Mountjoy, 6 Aug. 1922 (U.C.D.A.. Ernie O’Malley Papers, P17a/41.). See report in
ﬁ?blacht na h-Eireann, 10 Aug. 1922 (N.L.L); veterinary surgeon, O’ Donovan, inspected meat.

Ibid.
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O’Rahilly, were not as scathing in their criticism and wrote that the food in Mountjoy was

‘excellent’ and ‘not like prison at all’.'*

Outside Dublin, the condition of prison food was rather similar. One letter to Eire

revealed that the eating arrangements in Dundalk were poor. Internees there complained that

The meals are meagre and the food of a very poor quality. The milk supplied is
frequently sour and unfit for use. The dinner consists of a mug of greasy soup per
man, two potatoes and about one ounce of meat. On Fridays and fast days, the ‘soup’
consists of oatmeal or flour and water with potatoes. The prisoners never partake of
this and have to rely on parcels received from friends. There are no utensils or vessels
supplied for taking meals. In several instances there is only one spoon and one knife

to four men, and some tinned vessels which formerly contained tomatoes. A prisoner

is forced to use the same vessel for all meals.'?’

In an earlier response to such complaints, Kevin O’Higgins, Minister for Home Affairs, had
highlighted the destructive tendencies of some internees as the sole problem leading to such
shortages. He stated that ‘all tables, fixtures and cells tables were destroyed by prisoners...’
along with some ‘cutlcry’.]28 While vandalism certainly played its part in the deteriorating
prison conditions, some internees claimed that cutlery had never been provided by the
authorities. In Cork Jail, internees reported ‘...we never were supplied with knives, forks or
spoons. Some got...cans and mugs, and the others have only jam pots or empty salmon tins to
take their tea out of, and they are lucky to have a piece of paper to lay on the floor for a
plate’.'® Other internees were less critical. While in Cork, Todd Andrews remarked that “this
place is not of course a palace but the food is good and sufficient’."*" Internment camps too
were often criticised by Eire, although not to the same extent as the country’s jails. In the
Curragh, internees similarly complained about the condition of meat stating that, ‘... The

‘grub’ I won’t trouble you with. “Meat” (we’ve another name for it but I won’t write it), one

12 Nanny and Nell O’Rahilly to Anna O’Rahilly, Mountjoy, November 1922 (U.C.D.A., Sighle Humphreys
Papers, P106/391.).

"2 Eire, 7 July 1923 (N.L.L).

"2 Freeman’s Journal, 21 Jan 1923 (N.L.L).

' Eire, 11 Aug. 1923 (N.L.L).

3% Todd Andrews, Cork Gaol to Mother, 20 April 1923 (U.C.D.A., Todd Andrews Papers, P91/1 (52).).
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potato each (and such a one black and wet) such is our dinner for seven days’."*! Meals
served in the military hospital in the Curragh Camp were described as ‘... invariably badly
cooked and cold’."** Internees in Newbridge also reported cases of starvation, complaining
that “...all prisoners are in a state of semi-starvation, the food being insufficient and almost
uneatable’."* In Finner Camp, Anti-Treayites reported problems regarding their cutlery
stating that °...the knives, forks and spoons taken from us two months ago, have not been

returned.”'** Reports Hare Park Camp told a similar story:

...Food: We are told we are given army rations so many ounces of this and that.
Whatever the theory may be, the fact is we don’t get enough to eat, and would be
continually hungry were it not from the parcels of food received from friends. The
dinner is about half a mug of soup, a potato, about a teaspoonful of cabbage or beans,
and a piece of meat, which by the time the gristle and waste are cut away, oftener than
not makes but another spoonful. For breakfast there are two oz. of porridge, tea, bread
and butter. For supper, tea, bread and butter. This too is limited in quantity. As supper
is served at 5 p.m. and there are only three meals per day provided for, the men would
be hungry until 9 next morning only that by sparing their already insufficient rations,
and with the aid of parcels, they make another meal around 9 p.m.’35

These accounts were generally exaggerated but even assuming that some of the facts were
founded in the truth, the internees did receive most of the traditional nutrients that were
necessary for a basic diet, such as, bread, potatoes, meat, vegetables, rice and milk (although
there was a noticeable lack of fruit on the menu).'*® The problems that arose regarding food
in 1922 were prevalent for internees during the First World War. German ‘enemy alien’

prisoners, interned in Knockaloe Camp on the Isle of Man, encountered similar problems

B! Eire, 15 Sept. 1923 (N.L.L).

12 Report on sick Republicans and treatment of wounded prisoners in the Free State: General military and
Isolation Hospitals Curragh, 17 Dec. 1923 (N.A.L., 5.1369/3.).

133 Eire, 29 Sept. 1923 (N.L.L).

** Ibid.

'3 Eire, 1 Sept. 1923 (N.L.L).

136 Internee Ernie O’Malley noted how he found it hard to believe some of the accounts reported in Eire. He
stated, ‘Eire was the worst offender’; Ernie O’Malley to Molly Childers, Kilmainham Jail, 5-7 Dec. 1923
(T.C.D., Erskine Childers Papers, MS 7850 909).
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during 1914-19."" Panikos Panayi in his study German Minorities during the First World

War.: A Global Comparative Study stated that in this camp
The official ration dictated that prisoners should receive three meals a day, at
breakfast, dinner and supper, with the midday meal providing the most food and
nourishment. During the first two years of the war the daily ration included bread,
meat, cheese, peas, beans or lentils or rice. As the conflict progressed these rations
altered. At the start of 1916, bread decreased and cheese seems to have disappeared.
By the end of 1918 bread declined and was supplemented by 40z of broken biscuit,

while meat included beef or horseflesh, Chinese bacon cured, smoked or pickled
herring. During 1919, horseflesh became the norm.'*®

A similar three meals a day routine was applied in Ireland, although the food varied in
comparison to that served at Knocklaoe. A survey carried out at the Isle of Man camp
revealed that internees received around ‘2535 calories per day’ and that the food ‘may have
presented an improvement on the German working class diet of the early twentieth
century’.m Internees at Knockaloe similarly complained about the condition of the camp
food, stating that ‘they did not receive haricot beans or rice, despite the fact that they should
have done according to the menu, and instead obtained cabbage and turnips...The substitution
of horseflesh for ordinary meat...caused great discontent”."*® Even still, Panayi found that
despite the ‘complaints made by prisoners about food, they consumed enough calories to
keep them healthy, as the low death rate and disease rates would suggest’.'*' However, these
German prisoners also received parcels from home to supplement their diet. At Knockaloe,
they ‘obtained food in the parcels they received, while each camp had its own canteen where
> 142

internees could buy additional supplies’. ™ In the Free State, internees similarly received

food parcels. In 1922, the level of publicity regarding prison meals reached the general public

""Over 20,000 members of the German community in Britain were interned as ‘enemy alien’ prisoners at
Knockaloe during the First Word War; David Cesarani & Tony Kushner (eds), The Internment of Enemy Aliens
in Twentieth Century Britain (London: Routledge, 2009), pp 53-71.

"% Panikos Panayi (ed) Germans as Minorities during the First World War: A Global Comparative Perspective
(Dorchester. 2014), p. 107.

9 Ibid., p 107.

"0 Ibid., p. 108.

! Thid.

"2 Tbid.. p. 107.
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and the Freeman's Journal reported: ‘owing to propaganda outside, food has been sent in to
prisoners to such an extent as to make it necessary for prisoners to request their friends to

. 14
only send occasional parcels...”.'*?

Highly exaggerated stories in newspapers such as Eire were essential for the
movement to garner public sympathy and support. In an effort to counter Anti-Treaty prison
propaganda, the Department of Publicity set about accumulating more satisfactory reports. In
July 1923, the Department published a report which included statements ‘apparently’ made
by internees in their correspondence to relatives. These statements completely refuted the
accusations of ill-treatment in particular the condition of prison meals. The Free State directly
accused the Anti-Treaty side of exaggerating their situation for the benefit of their cause. The

Publicity Office claimed that

“Prison Propaganda” is a recognised weapon in the variegated armoury of the Irish
Irregulars. That is to say, complaints about the treatment of prisoners are not the
genuine expression of humanitarian feeling, nor are they directed to obtaining any
remedy for the conditions alleged, but they are part of a policy deliberately intended
to bring discredit upon the Government. .. '**

The government’s statement included a number of accounts, apparently extracted from
prisoners’ letters. One internee in Mountjoy stated: ‘Don’t mind what you see in the papers
about the treatment of prisoners. I was never so well fed...”."*> Additional statements claimed
that some Anti-Treatyites had little objection to the quality of the prison food. Aodh de
Blacam wrote to his wife ‘...the meat at dinner would do either of us at home...”."*¢
Throughout some of these Department of Publicity statements, prisoners were eager to

convey how plentiful and good the food was: *...I must say we are treated the very best-

plenty to eat. For our breakfast we have tea, bread and butter, porridge. For dinner we get

' Freeman’s journal, 3 Aug. 1922 (N.L.I.).

% Sean Lester, Director Publicity, to Mr. Bannon, President’s Office, 27 July 1923, Attached Memo ‘Treatment
of prisoners in the Free State’ (N.A.L, s. 1369/3.).

1 Thid.

" Thid.



potatoes, meat, cabbage, bread, soup. For Tea:-tea bread and butter. There is no doubt we
have plenty to eat’.'*” Another internee Clancy wrote: ‘There is no mistake about it but we
are well looked after here; the food we get is excellent’.'*® Another stated that ‘we have
plenty of everything don’t trouble to send anything in’."** However, reportage of ‘excellent’
food angered many Anti-Treaty internees. One prisoner dismissed the notion of plentiful food
and cited worried relatives as the main reason that internees’ omitted reference to inadequate
supplies The prisoner proclaimed: ‘How often when I am absolutely starving have I written in
a similar strain, knowing how hard it is for my mother to provide for herself and my young
brothers and sisters...”."*" It may well be that internees were concerned about placing
additional worry on poor relatives, who were already struggling to feed existing families
outside. Furthermore, by omitting harsh criticism of internment, including prison meals, they
were ensuring that their letter would be forwarded ‘untouched’ to the intended friend or
relative. Censorship of letters and parcels was widespread and many letters were often sent

with large sections blacked out. As Oonagh Walsh stated:

No correspondence was permitted to pass either in or out of the prison if it contained
any reference to the Free State authority, or commentary on current political situation.
Censorship ranged from the simple editing of words and sentences with heavy pen, to
the removal of whole pieces of text.'”!

This level of censorship may have affected the extent to which the internees would criticise
their conditions. Unlike the overcrowding issue, the standard of prison meals appeared to
improve in certain prisons by 1923. In July, Labour T.D. James Everett, speaking in the Dail

declared that the food situation had recovered significantly:

7 bid.

¥ Ibid.

"* Tbid.

%0 Eire, 23 June 1923 (N.L.L).

! Oonagh Walsh, ‘Testimony from Imprisoned Women’ in David Fitzpatrick (ed), Revolution in Ireland 1917-
23 (Dublin, 1990), p. 69.
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[ hope I made myself perfectly clear that most friendly relations exist between the
prisoners and their guard. They have no complaint but on the question of food. In
other places the treatment may be different, but in Wicklow Jail the food is of the best
and their relationship with the guard is of the very best. They only complain that the
food is too coarse for sick men.'*?

However, as previously stated, many internees were not entirely dependent on the prison
menu for their nutrients and the availability of food parcels heavily supplemented their diet.
Internees Nell and Annie O’Rahilly wrote: ‘we have... bacon and eggs for breakfast’, which
had been forwarded by relatives. Neither bacon nor eggs were provided to internees in Free
State prisons or camps. ' The difference of opinion among internees may be attributed to the
class of the individual in question as the Anti-Treaty movement consisted of members from
both middle and working-class backgrounds. Those internees who hailed from middle income
families were generally the sons and daughters of farmers. In Déil Eireann, Farmer’s Party,

T.D. Denis Gorey, highlighted the social makeup of the ‘irregular’ movement, stating that

The vast majority of the Regulars are labouring people, but 95 per cent. of the
Irregulars are, as I have said, the sons of small farmers. And Mr. Figgis can take that
bee out of his bonnet altogether. Let him deal with figures and facts and cite them for
us. I don't know much about figures, but I am only talking about the Irregulars. And it
is the farmers' sons, who have plenty of work to do at home, who are the Irregulars.]54

Thus, the conflicting reports regarding food may be attributed to the substantial portion of
internees from farming backgrounds who would have been accustomed to fresh produce.
Peter Hart’s study, The I.R.A. and its Enemies: Violence and Community in Cork 1916-23,
commented on the middle class nature of the .LR.A. during the War of Independence and
argued that the ‘L. R.A. did not enrol corner boys...”.">> He further revealed that the LR.A. had
a large urban base ‘...as well as the persistent gap between farmer’s sons and their

employees. Skilled and white-collar workers formed a large part of the membership

2D E.D., Vol. 4, Col. 99, 3 July 1923.

'3 Nanny and Nell O’Rabhilly to Anna O’Rahilly, Mountjoy. Nov. 1922 (U.C.D.A., Sighle Humphreys,
P106/391.); Diet for military prisoners under Prisons Board Administration; Breakfast; Bread 8oz, tea 1 pint,
butter or stirabout 1 pint, milk 1 pint (N.A.I., s.1369/2.)

'*D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col.1872, 20 Oct. 1922.

155 peter Hart, The L.R.A. and its Enemies: Violence and Community in Cork 1916-23 (Oxford, 1999), p. 164.
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everywhere, especially among the officers...The only exception to this was the Dublin
Brigade...which did have a strong labouring component at all levels’."*® Taking into account
Hart’s assessment of this section of the movement and the fact internees in this social bracket

left behind a substantial amount of literature,'>’

the level of criticism regarding prison meals
may not be too surprising. Middle class prisoners benefited greatly from parcels which
supplemented their prison diet, a routine which had developed in the years preceding the civil
war. Murphy noted how, ‘In addition, class could, and did, divide prisoners, as when poorer
men resented the middle-class colleagues who received food parcels or cash from home.”"™®
However issues surrounding food were greatly enhanced during the civil war, not only due to
the higher internment levels but also as a by-product of a larger proletariat based I.R.A..

Peter Hart noted that between ‘1922 and 1923, as membership and the prospect of victory
rapidly receded, farmers and white-collar workers among the rank and file dropped out in
large numbers, as did many city officers that worked in shops and offices. Some manual
labourers also left the movement, but a greater portion stayed: as a result the army became
more proletarian. The size and value of officers’ family farms declined’."” The more socialist
leaning nature of some within the ranks of the .LR.A. can be observed in some of the accounts
of confrontation between Anti-Treatyites and the Free State army. In one episode in Clifden,
Galway, it was reported that there was considerable firing ‘from the Railway Station Hotel,
which was occupied by Republicans. Out of the chimney of the hotel floated the Red

flag...”."® The proletariat element within LR.A. during the civil war would ultimately lead to

greater division when impoverished Anti-Treaty internees returned to their families.

8 Ibid, p. 162.

"7 Some of the collections in UCDA are those of Ernie O’Malley, Eamon de Valera, Sighle Humphreys,
Kathleen Barry, Maude Gonne, Countess Markievicz to name a few.

" Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 262.

"9 Hart, The L.R.A. and its Enemies, p. 160.

' Irish Times, 2 Nov. 1922 (N.L.L).
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Hart’s research further revealed that there was an urban-rural divide among some
members of the LR.A.."®" In essence, this divide transferred to the prison system. In order to
understand this division, which is noticeable in the literature, it is necessary to consider the
living conditions at this time. During the early twentieth century, the condition of the food
served in the average tenement household resembled something similar to that served in the

prisons of 1922-3. Kevin C. Kearns in his study noted that

The basic diet of Dublin’s poor was deficient in essential nutrients and caloric levels.
For breakfast it consisted, in some combinations, of tea, cocoa, bread, margarine, jam
and porridge. For dinner it was mostly stews and soups made from cheap meat scraps
called “parings”, which are very fatty. Women would buy sheep’s heads, cattle’s
heads, rabbits, fish heads...Also popular were pig feet, pig’s cheek...Margaret Byrne
is not ashamed to admit that there were days when she knew real hunger: “Some days
we didn’t really have a meal, maybe just bread and butter. On a bad day she’d
(mother) get half a dozen eggs and that’d have to do for the father, mother and four

children. A boiled egg for dinner — and that would be that.”.'®*

The fatty meat eaten by tenement dwellers may not have been that different to the meat
served in the camps and prisons. Anti-Treatyite propaganda often highlighted the poor quality
of the food and one Eire article complained that in Athlone, *...For dinner we got two
potatoes each, about two to three ounces of corned beef with a little sauce or soup, sometimes

5163

four to a plate on the floor.” °~ Another Republican propaganda sheet complained that in

Dundalk Jail ‘...the bread is sour and ...the soup is watery..."."**

These accounts appear
remarkably similar to the situation in the Dublin tenements where ‘...buying scraps and
inferior meat parings...was a common practice. And children were regularly sent down to the

local bakery to buy stale bread’.'®® Furthermore, military internees received regular meals

which some poorer sections of Irish society, particularly in the city areas, would not have

' Hart, The LR.A. and its Enemies, p. 162.

12 K evin C. Kearns, Dublin Tenement Life: An Oral History (Dublin, 1994), p. 33.
163 Eire, 30 June 1923 (N.L.I.).

1% Eire, 7 July 1923 (N.L.L).

15 K earns, Dublin Tenement Life, p. 33.
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been accustomed to. This may explain some of the discontent, although in the confines of a

prison cell, there was little else to obsess about.

The contribution of food parcels to the internees’ diet has been noted by Niamh
O’Sullivan in her history of Kilmainham Jail, Every Dark Hour. She related how °...parcels
were dearly held lifelines with news from home, small items of luxury, and even food to
supplement the meagre prison diet’.'® Parcels became so essential that internees could recall
when parcels were frequent, as Margaret Buckley noted, in Kilmainham ‘our letters and

s 167

parcels were never stopped. .. The level of luxury items sent to prisoners in parcels

certainly confirms their importance to internees. Newbridge internee, J. Heffernan received
‘cakes, tea, sugar, butter, cigs... * 188 while Lily O’Brennan received rashers and tea.'®’
Among other items she received were fresh eggs, cigarettes and magazines.'’* The contents
of these food parcels would suggest that many prisoners were accustomed to nutritious food
and the meagre prison menu would have been quite unpalatable. Siobhan and Mairéad De
Paor wrote of how some women in Kilmainham °...did not touch the food and may as well
have been on hunger strike...”."”" While, in contrast to this, Connie Murphy considered the
food ‘adequate’.'”” The class difference between internees was even more noticeable in the
contents of these parcels and how often internces received them. Ernie O’Malley was a

regular recipient of food parcels while interned, particularly from Molly Childers. Judging by

O’Malley’s correspondence, it was quite clear that he (and others like him), did not rely too

1% Niamh O'Sullivan, Every Dark Hour: A History of Kilmainham Jail (Dublin, 2007), p.166.

'7 Buckley, The Jangle of Keys, p.101 (except in March 1923- the women went on hunger strike in Kilmainham
when their parcels and letters were stopped as a result of an attack outside on unarmed Free State soldiers);
O’Sullivan, Every Dark Hour, p.166.

"% Newbridge Parcel Book, J. Heffernan Entry, 11 Nov. 1922 (M.A., CW/P/10/11.).

' Lily to Fanny Ceannt, 25 Apr. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Lily O’Brennan Papers, P13/60,).

"% Lily to Fanny Ceannt, Kilmainham Jail, cell no. 79, 12 Apr. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Lily O Brennan Papers,
P13/52.).

"' Blaze Away with your Little Gun, p. 7 (U.C.D.A., De Paor Papers, P140.); There was a hunger strike in
Kilmainham at this time.

' Connie to her father, Kilmainham Jail, 23 Apr. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Murphy Family Papers, P141/232.).
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heavily on the prison menu. In January 1924, two months after the end of the hunger strike,

he seemed quite unconcerned about prison food as he wrote:

I gave all my stuff away as only my books can fit in my bags and I did not want to be
bothered with food. Could you please forward me "2 doz. Eggs, a jar of meat? ...If I
am left here could you please, forward me weekly 1 Packet Force, 1 doz. Eggs, 'z 1b
tea, 1 1b sugar, and some kind of meat in a jar? Also I had cream daily and I liked it
very much so if you could forward a small jar every two days it would be more than
ample. The tinned meat would do for dinner.'”

Parcels often brought other luxuries apart from food and among some of the other items
received were extra clothes or bedding. While in Kilmainham, Austin Stack wrote to Winnie
‘I am a regular swell these times- what with a magnificent dressing gown, an eider down quilt
and a pillow’.]74 Stack’s parcels from home meant that he was ‘now fully supplied’.]75 In
reality, not every prisoner could make such requests or demands and this was to become even
more obvious as internees were released to struggling families, destitution and
unemployment.'”® For those who had neither wealthy relatives nor affluent friends, the prison
diet provided their sole nutrition for long periods or until family members could scrape
together the contents of a prison parcel. For many prisoners’ families even the basic
necessities were hard to come by. "7 There were many internees who were not as fortunate a
Austin Stack. In the Curragh, it was reported that some 100 prisoners were in need of basic

essentials such as trousers. The Deputy Military Governor wrote:

I take it that we are to supply prisoners with clothes, boots, & as was done in the
British Internment Camps. There are at the present in here upwards of 100 prisoners
who are in immediate need of clothing, especially trousers, the majority of these do
not leave their rooms owing to being insufficiently clad. We have taken up this matter
with the O.C and Quartermaster, Curragh Command from whom we draw all supplies

' Ernie O Malley to Molly Childers, Kilmainham Jail, 5 Jan. 1924 in Anne Dolan & Cormac O Malley (eds),
No Surrender Here: The Civil War Papers of Ernie O Malley (Dublin, 2007), 1922-24, p. 478.

174 Austin to Winnie, Kilmainham, 24 Oct. 1923 (N.L.1.. Austin Stack Papers, MS 22.398.).

175 Austin to Winnie, Kilmainham, 30 Oct. 1923 (N.L.L., Austin Stack Papers, MS 22,398.).

"¢ For full discussion of destitution and unemployment among ex-prisoners see chapter 6.

77 One prisoner wrote of the hardship his mother would suffer if she had to send him in food parcels. ‘How
often when I am absolutely starving... knowing how hard it is for my mother to provide for herself and my
young brothers and sisters...”; Eire, 23 June 1923 (N.L.L).
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for this barracks but they inform us they have no instructions to supply clothing for
prisoners.’ &

Unfortunately, on a number of occasions, the valuable contents of these parcels were
reportedly stolen and some internees alleged that their packages had been tampered with by
prison guards. The Anti-Treaty newspaper Eire accused Free State prison guards of robbing
food from the prisoners’ parcels, stating that internees are °...treated wretchedly, parcels
pilfered and looted and foodstuffs sold much under value... *.'7 For those who did receive

their parcels intact, the contents alleviated some of the hardship in the way of food and other

commodities.

As internment continued well into 1923, the mounting grievances voiced by internees
came to a climax when a delegation of the International Committee of the Red Cross
(I.C.R.C.) was sent to the Free State to inspect the conditions in the prisons and camps. After
months of Anti-Treatyite protestations and a growing concern among the international

c. 180
community,

the .C.R.C. received a submission regarding the condition of internees in Free
State jails and camps by the ‘Irish Republic’s representative in Paris and by the Irish
Womens’ Republican Federation’.'®! However, when the I.C.R.C. eventually visited the Free
State, they never made official contact with the ‘anti treaty’ side, presumably to avoid a
publicity campaign. '** A chance encounter between Kathleen Lynn and the Red Cross
delegate M. Haccius while in Dublin proved unrewarding. Lynn requested that the delegation

inspect Maryboro prison and Kilmainham jail (where 300 women were held). Haccius urged

Kathleen Lynn, Madeline Ffrench Mullen and Aine Ceannt to ‘keep the Red Cross presence

"% Deputy Military Governor Newbridge to Adjutant Gen., Portobello, 28 Oct. 1922 (M.A., CW/P/10/02.)

' Eire, 24 Mar. 1923 (N.L.L).

"0 Throughout 1922-23, a large number of letters and telegrams were sent to the Provisional Government

voicing serious concerns about the prison service. These included not only Republican sympathisers but a

number of local county councillors around the country. There was also a large quantity of complaints from

citizens in Europe, America and Australia (N.A.IL, s. 1369/3.).

::: Sean McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1920-1962: Pilgrimage of Desolation (London, 2014), p. 260.
- Tbid.
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in Dublin a secret for a few days, in order to avoid prisoners’ relatives calling at the
delegates’ hotel’."®® They never heard from the delegation afterwards and the I.C.R.C.
published their findings in May 1923. McConville noted how this report actually enhanced
rather than diminished the reputation of the Free State.'™ The result of the committee’s
inquiry refuted a substantial amount of Anti-Treaty accusations, particularly those concerning
the condition of food. The committee visited the internment camps at Gormanstown, Tintown
and Newbridge along with Mountjoy Prison. The report failed to mention the remaining
prisons but its assessment of the above institutions revealed that prison meals were not as
inadequate as previously reported. In Mountjoy, the .C.R.C. found that the ‘kitchens’ were in
a ‘...special building situated in the enclosure. The rations were communicated to me by the
Commissariat officer’.'®* The report also stated that prisoners in Mountjoy each had their
own mattress and three blankets. There were six W.C.s, wash house and baths along with a
special building for the kitchen. The I.C.R.C. noted that the 700 prisoners received two letters
weekly and they were entitled to parcels and newspapers. The authorities provided the
prisoners with soap and cleaning materials and the Committee noted that while some
internees scoured the floors, others took ‘no care to clean their cells’."™® The commission
further found similar circumstances in the Newbridge Internment camp stating that the
kitchens were ‘...well regulated...with refectories containing tables and benches. The rations
(see annex) were made known to me by the Governor of the camp. The stores are well
kept’."” At the camp in Tintown, they found similar circumstances: ‘... The kitchens are well
run (one kitchen for four barracks) with a concrete floor. A dining hall with tables and
benches adjoining the kitchen. I was informed about the rations by the Q.M. of the camp. I

was able to see for myself in the stores that the provisions are of good quality. Judging from

'3 Ibid, p. 261.
" Ibid, p. 260.
"85 Red Cross report on visit to Mountjoy Jail, 19 Apr. 1923 (N.A.L, s. 1369/3.).
186 11.;
Ibid.
'87 Red Cross report on visit to Newbridge Internment Camp, 18 April 1923 (N.A.L, s. 1369/3.).
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remains on the table after the mid-day meal, it is evident that the quantity of food supplied is
amply sufficient’.'®® In Gormanstown Camp the report found ‘... The Kitchens and Dining
halls in a special building. Same rations as the army’.'®” This revealed that in some camps,
prisoners were treated no differently to the national army, in that they received a soldier’s
ration which was set out as: ‘Breakfast: Butter 1 2 oz, Sugar 1, Tea % oz, Flake meal 2 oz,
bread 8 oz. Dinner; (6 days) Meat 12 oz, Fish Fridays 8 oz, Potatoes 10 oz, Beans 1 oz, Peas
1 oz, Fresh vegetable 3 oz, Bread 40z. Tea; Butter 1 % oz, Sugar 1 oz, Tea 1, Fresh Milk 5
pints to 20 men or 8 oz per man’.'”’ Overall, the Red Cross report of May 1923 concluded
that ‘complaints regarding the prohibition of correspondence with prisoners’ families...” in
relation to the ‘sanitary conditions and food in the camp are unfounded’."' The delegation’s
decision not to visit Kilmainham was apparently due to the hunger strike of Mary MacSwiney

and Mrs O’Callaghan.'”

The I.C.R.C. report was undoubtedly a blow to the Anti-Treaty side and a victory for
the government. Sean McConville, in his study, queried the delegation’s decision to visit the
still vacant N.D.U. in lieu of other prisons and stated that ‘exactly how the delegates thought
they could inspect and evaluate empty premises to any degree of reliability is unclear, but the
impression such a procedure created inevitably looked biased towards authority and
dismissive of prison campaigners and republicans’.'”® The unreliable nature of their
investigation became evident in the months that followed, as various criticisms emerged in

relation to the Union, most notably from the Medical Officer T. Laverty, who inspected the

"% Red Cross report on visit to Tintown, 20 April 1923 (N.A.L, s. 1369/3.).

"% Red Cross report on visit to Ireland, April- May 1923 (N.A.L, s. 1369/3.).

"% Ibid.

! Thid.

"2 The Red Cross report stated that the delegation ‘was not able to visit... Kilmainham ...250 women detained,
but has no reason to believe that the treatment there is different to that adopted in Mountjoy.” ; (N.A.L, s.
1369/3.).

"% McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1920-1962, p. 261.
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premises.'”* The 1.C.R.C. decision not to visit certain jails or contact prisoners’ rights
campaigners certainly revealed a reluctance to court unwanted publicity or, as McConville
stated, ‘to become a rallying point in the post-war bitterness then enveloping the country’.'””
He noted that for internees and the prison activists, it would have been better had the I.C.R.C.
never visited since now the Free State could point to an official report to reinforce their
position.'”® Despite the anti-climax of the I.C.R.C. report, accounts of prison conditions
continued after hostilities had ended in May 1923. However, while the correspondence and

memoirs of Anti-Treatyites regularly highlighted their bleak surroundings, many prisoners

also embarked on a number of creative endeavours and leisurely pursuits.

Although rarely highlighted by the Anti-Treaty press, internees derived great pleasure
from certain pastimes, which included knitting, painting, writing, organising dances, dramas
and educational classes. The products of these activities still survive today in the form of
painted walls, colourful concert programmes and knitted or crocheted pieces.lg7 Eithne Coyle
remembered that her favourite pastimes in Mountjoy were rounders and Irish classes, while
Nell Humphreys related a similar account of the North Dublin Union.'”® She stated how they
would ‘... be out in the sun all day, and sew and all the young girls used to play rounders’.'”
Nell described how the prisoners played ‘charades...” and enjoyed ‘a dance...’, while cell
doors were ‘open till 12 o’clock’.** Life, was therefore not entirely bleak for civil war

prisoners and as Nell recounted in one letter; ‘we really had a great time...”. **' Upon her

1% Captain Laverty M.O Report, 23 May 1923 (U.C.D.A., Elgin O’Rahilly Papers, P20/84(1).). Laverty’s report
noted the dirty conditions in the Union and an outbreak of septic throats.

"% McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1920-1962, p. 262.

% Ibid.

"7 Kilmainham Jail Archive & Museum contains a large quantity of artwork made by prisoners during the civil
war period.

1% Eithne Coyle Personal Statement, p. 22 (U.C.D.A., Eithne Coyle Papers, P61/2.); Nell to Emmet.
Kilmainham Jail, 15 June 1923 (U.C.D.A., Sighle Humphreys Papers P106/397.).

1% Nell to Emmet, Kilmainham Jail, 15 June 1923 (U.C.D.A., Sighle Humphreys Papers P106/397.).

22(1) Nell to Emmet, Mountjoy, 4 Jan. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Sighle Humphreys Papers, P106/393.).

' Ibid.
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transfer to Kilmainham Jail, these recreational endeavours continued and internees were also
provided the opportunity to mingle. She wrote:
Pity Sighle was left in Mountjoy, I miss her and she would have a great time here
there are so many girls she knows here now, and we have dance classes and Irish,
German, French, shorthand...in fact she would leave Kilmainham the most

accomplished women in Ireland. I believe they have the same in all the camps as
Emmet says he has taken up Spanish and shorthand and is already drawing.***

Additionally, many of the prisoners were avid readers. Ernie O’Malley, in particular,
compiled a booklist of literature he intended to read whilst interned. Writing to Mabel

Fitzgerald after the 1923 hunger strike, he stated that

Reading has helped me kill the pain and I read particularly all day when in the ‘Joy. I
worked out a course which would require little mental effort with refreshing variety-
thus each day I did some philosophy, poetry, prose, fiction, history and languages. I

began Greek and Spanish. I did not get very far with either as my head would not

permit it but I am very fond of both languages.203

On this list were works by Shakespeare, Jonathan Swift, Homer, Sophocles, Plato, Joseph
Conrad, Mark Twain, Leo Tolstoy and Edmund Spenser to name a few. Drama, too, added
much variety to the mundane prison environment of 1922-3, as internees organised a number
of plays, particularly Irish themed ones. ‘The Singer’, originally written by Padraig Pearse,
was performed in Kilmainham and the programme mentioned Mary MacSwiney, Miss
Hannah O’Connor and Lily O’Brennan among the performers.””* Creativity was a welcome
outlet and as Christmas 1922 approached, some internees designed their own Christmas
cards.”® Furthermore, cell paintings such as Grace Plunkett’s depiction of the Madonna and
Child, soon became part of the fabric of Kilmainham Jail, along with a variety of names

etched upon the plastered walls. Austin Stack commented on this pastime in a letter to

** Nell to Aunt Annie, Kilmainham, 26 Feb. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Sighle Humphreys Papers, P106/396.).

2% Ernie O’Malley to Mabel Fitzgerald, Kilmainham Jail, 1 Dec. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Desmond Fitzgerald Papers,
P80/1650 (1-4).).

2% Programme of Play ¢ The Singer’, Kilmainham Jaii (Kilmainham Jail Archive, hereafter K.J.A., 20 MS 1B
5312

% Display of Christmas cards, 1922 (K.J.A., 20 LR 1B 23 01.).
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Winnie, and remarked that: ‘I appear to be in your old domicile...it is a dank cell...you left
no inscription after you. Good taste that. Writing on cell walls never appealed to me,
whatever about painting.”**® The etchings and paintings that illuminated cell walls left a
visual reminder of internment in this period. Perhaps in some way, these drawings, along
with wood carvings, embroidery sets and other creative outlets, speak just as profoundly as
the opinions documented in prisoner correspondence. Collectively, they represent the
multifaceted experience of internment, where the diary entry or the letter home would not
suffice. They reflect the boredom and banality of incarceration, the use of creativity to
counter monotony, raw emotion combined with intimate thought and the camaraderie
internees found in their mutual predicament. They embody the prisoners’ experience, free of

censorship and public scrutiny.

Therefore, in assessing the reality of internment in the Free State during the civil war,
it is fair to assume that while conditions were inadequate, military prisoners were certainly
provided with a good deal of leeway in terms of parcels, letters, recreation and general
interaction. The unpleasant conditions referred to in correspondence were mainly due to
wide-scale overcrowding, poor food provisions and the shortage of basic amenities such as
running water, bedding or heating. The new government struggled to administer an already
dysfunctional prison service and the lack of available prison accommodation only served to
enhance existing grievances. These various issues were regularly recorded in the letters and
memoirs of internees and while exaggeration could be said to have played a part, they
undoubtedly revealed some of the harsh realities facing those imprisoned during the civil war.
However, internees too made a substantial contribution to their own misery by vandalising
their surroundings through the breaking of windows, doors, refusing to clean their cells and

burning bedding. On a number of occasions, this led the Provisional Government to view

206 Austin Stack to Winnie, Kilmainham Jail, 30 Oct. 1923 (N.L.L., Ms 22, 398.).
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internee complaints with contempt, since they were in many ways, contributing to their own
misery. Thus, while the administration was responsible for a great many discomforts that
befell those interned 1922-4, the prisoners’ conduct did little to aid matters. As complaints
accumulated, many internees responded aggressively and the process by which they sought to
undermine the system would create havoc for the new government and ultimately lead to

more restrictive measures throughout the civil war.
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Chapter 3

Revolt from Within: Riots, Escapes and Hunger strikes 1922-3

The Irish revolutionary years effectively produced a body of prisoners well versed in the
ways and means of opposing the prison administration. William Murphy’s thorough research
into imprisonment from 1912-21 revealed the various methods through which a whole host of
different political groups such as Nationalists, Suffragettes and Labour prisoners, sought to
undermine the functionality of the system. Through the use of successive hunger strikes, riots
and planned prison escapes, these prisoners attacked the system from within the system and
by the final years of the British administration in Ireland, the governing of the country’s jails

had become unmanageable. Murphy noted that

By the spring of 1921, the erosion of the Irish prison system in the face of the
revolution was undeniable. It was not just that the volume of prisoners had become far
too large for the system to handle...a persistently rebellious prison population had
reduced an ordered system to chaos, seemingly without classification, and prisons to
sites where venerable governors were retired when prisoners rioted because of
perceived slights.’

Fostering discontent and instability within the country’s jails and camps was another feature
of internment which continued during the Irish Civil War. This chapter will explore how
internees resumed these old tactics in order to oppose the establishment from within the
system. Over the previous decade, they had learned to use their prison environment as a
weapon against the state through violent opposition and adopting the passive protest of
hunger strike. All these methods were tactically different but carried equally devastating
consequences. The first section will analyse the various riots and escape attempts carried out

and reveal how these strategies placed a considerable strain, both financially and politically,

"'William Murphy, Political Imprisonment the Irish, 1912-1921 (Oxford, 2014), p. 215.
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on the new state. The second part will focus on a series of hunger strikes which provoked
significant upheaval both inside and outside of the prison system during the civil war. Hunger
strike placed substantial psychological pressure on the government, particularly in the wake
of Terence MacSwiney’s death in 1920 after seventy four days.? The re-appearance of the
hunger strike under a native government certainly rekindled old sentiment and in 1923, a
number of telegrams and letters supporting the strikers were sent by members of the Irish
public and international community. This only served to enhance pressure on the ministers of

the new state as the spotlight returned once more to the issue of internment.

As chapter one discussed, renovations and repairs were widespread in 1922, while the
government were under immense pressure to suppress frequent attacks from the Anti-Treaty
L.R.A. outside. When mass internment was introduced, the prison system had not yet
recovered from its previous wave of rebellious prisoners. Into the midst of disorganisation
and tension, entered a large cohort of military internees, many with the aforementioned
knowledge of how to achieve severe levels of destruction and internal breakdown. The strain
placed on the Irish prison service over the preceding years as documented by William
Murphy, resumed once more with a second wave of hostile internees during the civil war.” In
July 1922, a government report highlighted the growing unrest in Mountjoy prison. Military
Governor, Colm O Murchadha, was ‘feeling the strain of his responsibilities’.* He stated that
he would resign if not given extra help.’ In considering the tensions that plagued the prison
system at this time, it is easy to understand why O Murchcadha was prepared to leave. A
month previously, a number of threatening letters had been sent to members of the prison

staff in Mountjoy; the Principal Warder Grace and the Deputy Governor. It was suspected

' Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-21, p. 174.
“ Ibid. pp 215-53.

* Government Report, 15 July 1922 (N.A.L, s. 1369/1.).

5 .

* Tbid.
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that the letters were written by ‘some member of the Prison Staff’. ¢ Instances of abuse or
intimidation within the prison service did not arrive in the Ireland in 1922.” Under the British
establishment, prison staff in Ireland often requested transfers due to fear of IRA reprisals.®
On one occasion, prison warder Thomas Griffin was abducted by armed men and held
captive for a month. He had apparently encouraged IRA prisoners to take food during the
1920 hunger strike.” Sean McConville further noted how the British experienced similar
difficulties when ‘staff could be suborned or intimidated, or sympathetic to the Republican
cause’."” During the civil war, the new administration was duly aware of the potential dangers
that faced prison officials. In the aftermath of the Anti-Treaty ceasefire, the Military
Governor of Newbridge expressed concern for a number of civilian clerks, who he believed,
should remain employed in the camp. The clerks were unable to return to their “homes’ due
to their association with internment in the country. He stated that

I should like to point out that it would be very real hardship on the Civilian Clerks to

be dispensed with at this time. These men have given loyal service, and as well as

having, if dispensed with, no prospect of employment...further disadvantage of not

being in a position to return to their own homes because of their association with a
Camp of Prisoners.''

Civilian clerks were predominantly responsible for administrative duties in the various
prisons or camps 1922-4'% but there were other staff members, such as guards and warders,
who were in direct contact with the military internees. In some instances, the authorities were
forced to reconsider certain appointments, as some employees were not capable of managing
the unruly internees. This was the case in Kilmainham Jail, when ‘Captain Corrie’, Acting

Commanding Officer at the prison, requested that Principal Wardress, Miss Higgins ‘be

® General Prisons Board, McDermott to Secretary for the Minister for Home Affairs, 26 June 1922 (N.A.IL., JUS
H410.).

" Murphy, Political Imprisonment the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 179.

¥ Ibid, pp 179-80.

° bid, p. 179.

10 Sean McConville, Irish Political Prisoners 1848-1922: Theatres of War (London, 2005), p. 705.

" Military Governor of Newbridge to Adjutant General, 1 June 1923 (M.A., CW/P/01/02/06A.).

"2 Nominal Male and Female Roll of Civilian Staff employed in Camps (M.A., CW/P/02/01/04).
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s 13 . . als .
transferred elsewhere’. ” Among some of the reasons he cited for his decision was Miss

O’Higgins’ ‘nervous’ disposition and that she was °...afraid of the Irregular Female
Prisoners’.'* ‘Commandant O’Neill, who up until recently was in charge of Kilmainham’,
was also of the ‘opinion that she is not suitable for the post...Miss Wilson, second in charge,
would, it is thought, make an efficient Chief Wardress and her appointment to this position is

15
suggested’.

Aside from intimidation from within the prisons, the Anti-Treaty I.R.A. outside
remained a persistent threat to the stability of the system. In Kilkenny, only two months
earlier, a group of armed ‘irregulars’ robbed a large quantity of whiskey and then proceeded
to seize the local prison. The /rish Times reported that ‘on Friday evening a party of irregular
forces from the police barracks in Parliament Street Kilkenny, entered the bonded stores, and
seized a quantity of whiskey and other goods... entry was then effected to Kilkenny Prison in
the early hours of Saturday morning ...A guard of irregular forces was stationed at the
prison’.'® The situation was resolved when Colonel Prout of the ‘regular I.R.A.” forces
offered an ultimatum to the ‘irregulars’ to leave before 5.45pm, which they accepted.
Subsequently the Governor of Kilkenny Prison, fearing a second attack, requested that ‘a
guard be placed in the building’ and Prout accepted his request.'” These acts placed
additional pressure on an already overburdened prison system and heightened the tension
between prisoners and their jailors. In this environment, Anti-Treaty internees could utilise
the situation for their own ends and throughout 1922-3, internees resumed old habits in order
to re-create the disruption of previous years; one of the most popular of these tactics was that

of non-cooperation. This involved the blatant refusal to carry out prison guard instructions

- Adjutant General, Portobello Barracks, to the Minister of Defence, 18 May 1923 (M.A., CW/P/01/02/06A.).
14 :
Tbid.
" Ibid.
' Irish Times, 1 May 1922 (N.L.1).
"7 Ibid.
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and it had been adopted several times before 1922. On one occasion in 1916, guards in
Frongoch ‘sought labour from prisoners that did not relate to maintaining themselves in the
camp. This included the clearing out of the guards’ ash pits’."® These orders, along with an
attempt to remove internees liable for conscription led prisoners to orchestrate a hunger
strike, ‘the first, albeit brief, large-scale co-ordinated hunger-strike by nationalist political
prisoners between 2 and 4 November’."” As a result, the authorities eventually *...conceded
the issue of internee labour in early October, but they continued to pursue potential
conscripts’, which led to a further deterioration in relations between the staff and the
prisoners.”’ Anti-Treaty internees resumed this tactic of non-co-operation and some were
prepared to go further than simply ignoring their prison guards. After the fall of the Four
Courts, a number of Anti-Treatyites, including Rory O’Connor, were taken to Mountjoy to be
interned. Upon arrival, it was recorded that they ‘lay on the grass...and refused to enter the
building. .2 The prisoners were later ‘removed by force to their cells’, where ‘they
proceeded to destroy the furniture, to break the windows and gain possession of crow bars

which they used for the demolition of masonry around the windows’.**

No prison or camp was immune to this type of behaviour. In previous years, the
British administration had countered these tactics, by removing the undesirable and riotous
clements from Irish prisons and transferring them to British jails.> Here the prisoners were
held in what Murphy aptly described as a ‘political quarantine’ away from the immediate
Irish public and with access to fewer prison visits. In 1922, the withdrawal of the British
administration from southern Ireland also eliminated this much relied on safety valve and the

riotous element within the system was left to fester within the country’s jails and camps. With

'8 Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 64.
" Tbid.

2 Ibid, pp 64-5.

2! Irish Independent, 15 July 1922 (N.L.L).

* Tbid.

¥ Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 113.
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increased overcrowding and a prison population larger than any previously held 1916-21, this
tension often degenerated into violent conflict. One such incident occurred in Cork Jail when
internees carried out a similar protest of non-co-operation. On the morning of 24 September
1922, Lieut. F.S. Hurly 1% Cork Reserve was the officer in charge of the internees. At around
11.00 am he asked the prisoners’ leader to tell the men to return to their cells.** They
informed him ‘that they had no intention of obeying orders and absolutely refused to leave
the exercise yard...”.”> Hurly then enlisted the help of ‘Licut. Casey’, who with ‘a party of
men, forced the prisoners in with butt rifles [sic]’.26 There, the internees ‘continued the
destruction in the corridors outside the cells- tearing down doors, windows, railings etc. At
11.50 the sentries were ordered to fire to frighten them into their cells.” In doing so, they
managed to disperse the internees and most returned thereafter. However, a small number
remained defiantly in the corridor.”” The sentry fired again and one prisoner, named Patrick
Mangan, fell down wounded and later died of his injuries.*® The loss of life left the Free State
open to allegations of “‘murder’ from the Anti-Treaty side which was further aggravated by

strict censorship of the national media. The Fenian reported the incident stating that the
Daily press gives some particulars of the murder in Cork Jail of a Republican prisoner
named Patrick Mangan who was killed by the guards. Slave state Army Authorities
issued an order forbidding all inquests in Cork. Then they held a military inquiry into

their own murder and said themselves fully justified in committing it. All in...Black
and Tan style...”

Censorship of reports regarding prisoner deaths and inquests was not uncommon. Peter
Martin noted, in his study of Censorship in the Two Irelands 1922-39, that Piaras Béaslai
(under the supervision of the Minister for Publicity, Desmond Fitzgerald) had ‘ordered the

press not to print full accounts of the inquest of Patrick Mannion, a Republican shot dead by

* Freeman’s Journal, 28 Sept. 1922 (N.L.I).
* Ibid.

* Ibid.

*7 Freeman’s Journal, 28 Sept. 1922.

* Ibid.

** The Fenian, 28 Sept. 1922 (N.L.L).
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Free State forces. Béaslai believed the government had not presented its case well at the
inquest and wanted to buy it time to give its side of the story in the D4il’.** However, in the
case of Mangan a military inquiry did indeed take place and the proceedings were reported in
the national media:
The court is of the opinion that the prisoner, Mangan, met his death as the result of a
shot fired by a Sentry in the execution of his duty, and that the officer who gave the

order to fire was justified, as the prisoners had sufficient warnings and ample time to
comply with the order to return to their cells.”’

Aside from the tragic loss of life, serious damage had been done to the jail. The financial cost
of restoring the prison was estimated to be in the region of £3,000 as ‘doors were torn down
and the interior fittings of the cells and corridors were wrecked’.** All in all, this incident
successfully fed the Anti-Treaty propaganda machine and provided them with a greater
opportunity to highlight perceived ill-treatment in prisons elsewhere.* The destruction of
prison cells and camp dormitories was effective in escalating tensions within the system.
Before the outbreak of civil war, the administration had acknowledged this possibility. One
particular letter related how previous occupants had destroyed the bedding in Maryborough

and the Curragh

You are aware, that it was the custom of internees to cut up blankets both for clothing
and to stop up broken windows etc. In this manner both at the Curragh and
Maryborough a very large number of blankets became deficient. Also the articles
which are easily consumed by fire were constantly burned, either for firewood or for
the satisfaction of doing malicious damage. A certain amount of thefts occurred when
the Internees were released, and the remaining deficiencies are due to breakages, or to
misuse for various unauthorised purposes.**

%0 Peter Martin, Censorship in the Two Irelands 1922-1939 (Dublin, 2006), p. 18.

3! Southern Star, 30 Sept. 1922 (N.L.L).

32 Freeman’s Journal, 28 Sept. 1922 (N.L.L).

33 Anti-Treaty propaganda commented widely on prison conditions in September, for some examples see
Poblacht na h-Eireann, 9 Sept. 1922; 16 Sept. 1922; 19 Sept. 1922; 16 Sept 1922, (N.L.I..).

3 F. Dalrymple Lt. Colonel, A.Q.M.G. for Lieut. General Commanding 5" Div. Curragh, to General G.H.Q., 27
Jan. 1922 (N.A.L, FIN1/88.).
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Fire was a useful tool of distraction for prisoners but when used in unmanageable
circumstances the results were devastating. On 29 August 1922, a fire was started by
internees in Maryborough but the subsequent efforts to subdue them resulted in the shooting
of one prisoner, Patrick Hickey.”” At his inquest, the details presented revealed that the
internees had started the blaze, as a means of creating a diversion to aid their escape. The

Irish Times reported that

Mr C Wyse Power (instructed by Messrs Meehan and Byrne), for the Irish
Government and the military authorities, said that upon the Sunday previous to this
occurrence a tunnel was discovered in the prison, made from one of the cells,
obviously with the intention of affording means of escape for the prisoners. At about
3 o’clock in the afternoon of Tuesday, when some of the prisoners were proceeding
from the cells...a whistle was sounded, whereupon all the prisoners rushed for the
compound, and simultaneously every cell which the prisoners had occupied was
found to be on fire...The bell wire in several cells was taken from the door and tied to
the window, and upon it was hung the blankets and mattress, the result was that the
entire prison became ablaze... When the prisoners went into the compound...the
object of rushing the wires could only have been part of the plan to escape. The guard
fired. There were in or about seven hundred prisoners. The suggestion that the
shooting of Hickey was deliberate. Only five prisoners were hit out of several hundred
and the other four are almost out of hospital treatment.*

Like the incident in Cork Jail which ended in the death of Mangan, this further highlighted
the tragic consequences of prison riots. In many cases, these episodes only served to hinder
not aid their predicament. In Kilkenny Jail, one internee reported that guards pursued similar

measures when prisoners refused to obey orders. He stated that

On the 15", Staters got mixed up with names and wanted us to supply them, but we
refused. The result was that all of us were placed in front of a firing party for
identification purposes. Names were called out but no one answered. .. After much
arguing with officers we were allowed back into our wing...Shooting in through cells
windows continues nightly...One of the lads was wounded in the hand...A notice has
been posted up to-day saying that no parcels or letters will be allowed in or out until
we give the names of all in the Wing- which will be a long time.’

¥ Government Memo, 29 Aug. 1922, (N.A.I, 5.1369/1.).
% Irish Times, 9 Sept. 1922 (N.L.L).
37 Poblacht na hEireann, 28 Feb. 1923 (N.L.L).
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Violent confrontation was a regular feature of the Anti-Treaty press but despite the high level
of articles published depicting trigger happy prison guards; the level of fatal casualties was
actually quite low during the civil war. Aside from the outright refusal to obey orders,
internees also embarked on a series of attacks on the internal structure of the prisons, in order
to vent their frustration towards the administration. Ermie O’Malley noted that the
‘destructive spirit could be seen in the broken cell windows which had not been repaired. In
the winter time many must have cursed the former occupants who had smashed the glass for
want of something better to do’.>® In one sense, these destructive acts could be viewed as the
internees’ attempts to control their prison environment in the face of a prolonged
incarceration. Margaret Buckley in her memoir recorded the exploits of Sighle Humphreys
and Maire Comerford, after their release from solitary confinement in March 1923. Buckley
related how they renewed their old activities ‘wrenching off locks’ and damaging ‘cell
furniture’.”” The destruction of prison property resulted in feelings of indignation at
government level. Minister for Home Affairs, Kevin O’Higgins, believed that the prisons
were occupied by people who had lapsed into ‘degradation and demoralization... You will
not have, and you cannot expect perfection, absolute machine-like perfection, in a state of
affairs such as we are confronted with at the moment’.*" In 1923, Richard Mulcahy stated that
the destructive tendency among some internees had actually exacerbated the high levels of
overcrowding. He stated:

If there are any places in which prisoners are housed in anything like unsuitable

conditions it is principally as a result of the shortage of accommodation produced by

the destruction carried out by the prisoners themselves in other places... An idea of

the shortening of accommodation for prisoners produced by destruction by prisoners
1s given by the figures which I have here. In Newbridge damage to the premises was

3% Ernie O’Malley, The Singing Flame (Dublin, 1978), p.230.
o Margaret Buckley, The Jangle of Keys (Dublin, 1938), p.26.
“D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 2332, 28 Nov. 1922.
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£8,500; at Maryborough damage to the extent of £5,500 was done; at Mountjoy to the
extent of £9,000, and at Hare Park Camp to the extent of £130.4

The high financial cost of repairs revealed the extent to which the prisoners were intent on
damaging the system. Ultimately, these actions were nothing more than an outlet to vent
frustration towards the Pro-Treaty authorities. In the mind of the internee, an attack on the
prison system was an attack on the administration and its institutions and provided them with
some small victory in their own internal prison war. For the Anti-Treatyites outside, these
events were naturally used to the benefit of anti-state propaganda. Unfortunately for the
internees, this was the only measure of success they could claim, as rioting and vandalism
generally led to the withdrawal of privileges or worse still, death. Uitimately, this method of
protest was regressive and damaging. Not only did it result in more uncomfortable living
conditions but often led to the loss of prisoner lives. While it burdened the authorities with
unnecessary extra expense, it was an ineffective method of obtaining release as internment

levels remained high for the duration of the civil war.

In these circumstances, the level of discipline and order within jails and camps was
dubious to say the least. In the aftermath of the Treaty, the truce ‘never effectively extended
to the prisons and camps’.** William Murphy’s discussion of the gradual breakdown within
the Irish prison system, in the year leading up to the truce, revealed that the culmination of
successive hunger strikes, regular prison riots and sympathetic prison warders had reduced
the system to a barely functioning shell.*’ In some cases, the lack of discipline resulted in the
mental breakdown of some staff members. Murphy noted that in Londonderry, the governor
‘William Morton, reached the end of his tether. His angry and ill-considered response led to

the wide-spread destruction of prison property and his suspension. Morton had suffered a

“'D.E.D., Vol. 4, Col. 101, 3 July 1923.
43 Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921,p. 251.
“ Tbid, pp 210-15.
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mental collapse after thirty eight years of service’.** During the civil war, internees utilised
similar instability to their advantage and subsequently a series of escape attempts were made
in 1922-3. Some of the most daring escapes occurred when internment was at a tentative
stage, before Dail Eireann had passed the Emergency Powers legislation or began a policy of
executions. In August 1922, Anti-Treatyites outside attempted to blow up a portion of the
Custume Barracks in Athlone. The Irish Times recorded that ‘An attempt was made on
Monday night to blow up a portion of the boundary wall at Custume Barracks, Athlone, near
the detention camp. .. The damage is estimated at £200°.*° The media believed that this was
carried out in an attempt to aid the escape of Republicans within the jail. The /rish Times
reported that ‘Owing to the fire having occurred simultaneously with the bomb explosion, it
is believed locally that the place was fired to divert soldiers’ attention from the barrack
during an attempt of the prisoners to escape if the explosion was successful’.*® Anti-
Treatyites in Athlone may have been trying to emulate the success of a similar bomb-based
prison escape which occurred in Dundalk only a couple of weeks before. In this instance, the

prison wall was successfully blown off and 105 prisoners escaped. The /rish Times recorded:

One hundred and five irregular prisoners were released from Dundalk, on Thursday
27" of July, under extraordinary circumstances. A gelignite bomb was exploded
alongside the prison wall, and the prisoners...enabled to escape from
custody...Immediately after the explosion, attempts were made to ambush national
forces at two points...The search by national troops for the escaped prisoners was
continued on Friday, when about 50 of the 105 who got away were taken into
custody.*’

Prisoners could often rely on their comrades outside to concoct a plan of escape but not all
were successful in their endeavours. In Maryborough Jail, Anti-Treatyites attempted to gain

access to the prison by cutting the telephone wires to the jail. A report from the prison

* Ibid, p. 210.

* Irish Times, 26 Aug. 1922 (N.L.L).
“ Ibid.

*7 Irish Times, 5 Aug. 1922 (N.L.L).
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recounted that on 4 May 1922 “all telephone wires were cut during the night’.*® The governor
stated that a ‘loud knocking was heard at the gate and admittance to the prison was demanded
professing to be an army order. Admittance was refused, shots were fired at the gate, some
windows were broken, and after about an hour’s time the party withdrew’.*’ This was an
outright attempt to attack the prison and presumably rescue internees inside. These escape
attempts had been a notable feature of internment for many years among Irish internees who
fostered tension within the system and then capitalised on the instability that followed.

William Murphy discussed this trend during the previous decade and in 1919 at Cork Prison

an ex-hunger striker, Michael Burke, attempted to overpower a warder, with the
assistance of a sympathetic regular prisoner. They were foiled, but according to the
Chief Warder, if they had made it to the prison yard there were 150 men waiting at the
west wall with ladders. These men had held up a large number of civilians on nearby
streetssagnd put the telephone exchange out of order so as to prevent anyone raising the
alarm.”

Throughout the civil war, internees continued to adopt these tactic and in Cork Jail, internees
swapped the noisy and attention grabbing explosives used in Dundalk, for the quieter and
more secretive method of tunnel digging. In September 1922, thirty-nine prisoners escaped

from Cork Jail in this fashion. A report of the event read as follows:

Thirty nine prisoners escaped from Cork Jail early last Friday morning. Two of them
were recaptured at Ballinhassig in the evening, but no trace has been found of the
other thirty-seven...The prisoners affected [sic] their escape by means of a tunnel
which they made from one of the cells to a ventilating shaft. They emerged from a
manhole in the centre of the path which approaches the jail walk, getting out one by
one.”!

Tunnel digging was quite common since it could be exercised in secret and hidden beneath
furniture or floorboards. However, some prisoners were not so fortunate in their methods of

concealment, particularly if they were under the supervision of a very astute and perceptive

* Telephone message from Governor Maryborough, to Secretary Ministry for Home Affairs, 4 May 1922
(N.A.L, JUS/H/176.).

* Tbid.

) Murphy., Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 211.

*! Irish Times, 25 Sept. 1922 (N.L.L).

117



guard. This was the case in Kilkenny Prison, where a number of internees dug a tunnel in late
autumn 1922. At the time the Freeman’s Journal reported that the escape attempt was

thwarted

... owing to the vigilance of the guard. At about 8.30 o’clock, when the prisoners
were at Mass, Captain O’Connell, who was in charge of the prison and who was
accompanied by Lieut. T. Healy, had the cells searched and it was discovered that two
of the prisoners were in bed in a cell on the ground floor. The officers directed them
to get out of the bed. A search was made underneath the bed and it was found that a
number of boards had been removed. A further examination revealed on opening into
a tunnel the excavation being 7ft deep. The tunnel extended for a distance of about
30ft., or practically to the outer wall of the prison. The officer also found a metal
scoop, which was attached to a rope and which was apparently used for the purpose of
removing the earth in the course of the investigation.>

One of the most successful escapes of the civil war occurred in Kildare, when internees dug a
tunnel that ran into the sewer below the camp. In October 1922, internees at Newbridge
Internment Camp realised the benefit of their position as the ‘sewer traps ran in line across
the quadrangle by the married quarters in the direction of the River Liffey, which flowed near
the barracks...if they got to the sewer there was a good chance of escape’.” The internees,
many of whom were veterans of the British regime, set to work ‘on a ground floor of a block
near the tower...with many narrow escapes from discovery as...some of the guards were in the
room, whilst the ‘miners’ were at work beneath the floor’.>* On 14 and 15 October, the
prisoners at Newbridge made one of the most successful prison escapes in ‘Irish penal
history’.” The Irish Times reported that

A sensational escape of interned prisoners at Newbridge, Co. Kildare, is reported. In

the camp there are about 1,000 prisoners. A daring bid for liberty was made... and

actually 110 got away. Thirty seven others were recaptured. It appears that between

midnight on Sunday and one o’clock on Monday morning the guards noticed a
suspicious movement, and a few shots were fired, one of which wounded one of the

52 The Freeman's Journal, 10 Oct. 1922 (N.L.L).

33 James Durney, The Civil War in Kildare (Cork, 2011), pp 112-13.
** Ibid, p. 109 & p. 113.

* Ibid, p. 109.
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escaping prisoners. The escapes were made through a sewer which connected the
camp with the River Liffey nearby.56

Five decades later, Seamus O’Connor writing in his memoir Tomorrow Was Another Day,
recalled the particulars of the Newbridge escape. He wrote:
We crawled out in single file. All was quiet. When outside we turned right, along the
river bank for perhaps a hundred yards, in order to avoid getting to close to where we
knew there was an outpost in our left, and then struck straight across the river. The
river was not too deep and quite fordable at that point, and helped to cleanse us after
the sewers...On the other side of the river there was a steep bank. We climbed it and

into a large field. Then we were free. Never have I experienced such delight which
that sense of freedom gave me when going up that hill.”’

The pursuit of freedom and staying free was one of the most fundamental objectives of Anti-
Treaty internees during the civil war. The opening months of 1923 brought with them further
emergency legislation and revealed that the new state was willing to arrest and execute
prisoners with greater frequency. Those who had escaped now had to work hard to remain at
liberty and this involved constant movement throughout the countryside between safe-houses
and dugouts.” Escaped internees lived by their nerves, under constant threat of recapture and,
as O’Connor noted, ‘there was no point in allowing ourselves to be captured- no matter what
the difficulties- there would be a worse future there’.”” Male prisoners were not alone in their
attempts to escape prison during this period. Although there were no female internees
executed during the civil war, they similarly conspired to escape the confines of their prison
cells. In August 1923, when the North Dublin Union Governor, Commandant T. O Neill,
inspected the prisoners’ wing, he discovered a tunnel ‘6 feet deep.”®® In fact there was one

lady, Bridie Kelly, working in the tunnel at the time of O Neill’s discovery.®' Miss Kelly was

* Irish Times, 21 Oct. 1922 (N.L.L).

*7 Seamus O’Connor, Tomorrow Was Another Day: Irreverent Memoirs of an Irish Rebel Schoolmaster (Cork,
1987), p. 71.

> Ibid, pp 73-87.

* Tbid, p. 95.

T, O’Neill, Military Governor, North Dublin Union, to Adjutant General, 20 Aug. 1923 (M.A.,
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hastily removed and the fifteen other prisoners in the dormitory were transferred to another

dorm until the tunnel was ‘filled’.

In some cases, prisoners did not wait until they were fully incarcerated to make their
bid for freedom. Ernie O’Malley recalled his escape from prison guards after the fall of the
Four Courts, after which he later fled to Sighle Humphreys’ home.®* O’Malley’s comrades
were eventually incarcerated in Mountjoy and from there some internees conducted their own

escape bid. The Northern Whig recorded in October 1922 that
Yesterday’s sensation in Dublin was the armed outbreak in Mountjoy Gaol, where
Rory O’Connor, the leader of the fallen garrison of the Four Courts, and about 600
other Irregulars are held prisoner. From time to time attempts on the part of these to

escape, and on the part of the Irregulars outside to rescue them, have been made, and
several prisoners had actually succeeded in getting free.®?

Internees were always on the lookout for suitable opportunities to mount a bid for freedom.
On one occasion, Maire Comerford attempted to escape her captors by jumping out of a car
they were travelling but she was unsuccessful.®* While internees conducted riots primarily to
inflict financial damage and foster instability, the success of prison escapes was calculated to
embarrass the Free State administration, while simultaneously achieving freedom for
internees. A Government Publicity Statement, published in the /rish Independent in early

1923, remarked on this attitude:

The conditions laid down by the Government and Army Authorities are strikingly lenient,
but the prisoners adopt a systematic attempt to make their places of detention

62 O’Malley, The Singing Flame, p. 125; ‘we opened the small gate. There were two Staters standing nearby but
they did not seem to notice. We opened the back door of the house and walked through the kitchen into the
hall... The armoured car was moving back slowly towards the crowd of people but no one looked twice at us as
we crossed the large square. As we turned the corner we heard a shot but we did not look back. We ran when we
were out of sight’.

8 Northern Whig, 11 Oct. 1922 (N.L.IL).

 Freeman’s Journal, 9 Jan. 1923 (N.L.I); ‘troops proceeded on Sunday to Loughlinstown Co Dublin, where
three men found in charge of a motor car on the road side were arrested. A fourth man and a woman Miss
Comerford, who came from the city in a second car... While being removed to Dublin, Miss Comerford made an
unsuccessful attempt to escape by jumping out of a car. The lady referred to in the official statement is a well-
known member of the Cumann na mBan’.
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uninhabitable, chiefly for propaganda purposes, but also to embarrass the Authorities and
to facilitate escapes.®

In a prison system destabilised by riotous internees, the military staff dealt with opposition
harshly. In late 1922, an escape attempt in Mountjoy Jail resulted in the death of two prison
officers and one prisoner. The tragedy sparked media attention north of the border and was

reported in the conservative Northern Whig. The paper reported the events as follows:

Yesterday...for the first time there was a general resort in one wing of the gaol to
open violence in a determined effort to break out of prison. Arms and ammunition had
in some mysterious way been smuggled into the prison quarters ... The Official
account of the affair issued by Free State Headquarters last evening states:

“This morning when three of the prisoners, representing a larger body of prisoners
detained in Mountjoy Military Prison, came to supervise the distribution of breakfast
ration, one of their number fired at the guard, one policeman being wounded. The
guard returned the fire ... As a result of the exchange, Police Officer James Kearnes,
and Private Thomas Gaffney from near Lusk, were killed, and Private P. Gallagher, of
Burtonport, was seriously wounded. Private W. Wilson, of Swords, was also
wounded. One of the prisoners named Peter Breslin, of 9, Mount Temple Road,
Arbour Hill, Dublin, was killed and another prisoner named John Harbourne,
wounded.”®

This episode further underlined the tragic consequences of armed revolt and escape bids
within the prison system. Internment camps imposed procedures, which allowed the guards to
search dormitories or huts so that any security issues could be identified before they
progressed to a detrimental stage. The Internment camp regulations can be observed in the
following paragraph regarding ‘prison escape’:
23. The most important point to guard against is to prevent means of escapes.
Systematic searches of all huts, or cells, is to be made at least weekly in order to
ensure that there is no tunnelling, or destruction, and an Officer will examine the

barbed wire defences daily in order to ensure that the wire fences are intact. Nobody
from outside is to be permitted to communicate with the Internees on any account.®’

% Irish Independent, 17 Jan. 1923 (N.L.L).

% Northern Whig, 11 Oct. 1922 (N.L.L).

87 Regulations for Internment Camps and Military Prisons other than convict Prisons, no date (M.A.,
CW/P/02/01/01.).
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In Newbridge, sentries were given orders to shoot at any prisoner suspected of an escape
attempt. The instructions read as follows: ‘Prisoners may go where they wish inside the
“Dead wire of prisoners” enclosure. A prisoner touching the “Dead” wire should be warned
three times... If it is clear that the prisoner is trying escape, the sentry is to fire to wound, but
if possible not to kill...”.*® This particular policy was adopted in order to act as a deterrent to
military internees contemplating escape. Security was naturally a priority and it thus became
necessary to censor any material coming in or out of internment camps or jails. Further
regulations set down by the military declared that

When letters and parcels to and from prisoners are permitted an Officer not under the

rank of Lieutenant is to be placed in charge of censoring. He is to be given sufficient

staff to handle the censoring of all letters and parcels, and he is directly responsible to

the camp O/C... The handing over of cash cheques, or postal orders, should be done
by the Chief Censor at a given hour daily.®’

These measures and regulations were enforced in order to prevent the transfer of vital
information between Anti-Treaty internees and their comrades outside. However, prisoners
often sought alterative lines of communication in order to convey information regarding the
prison, such as staff numbers, maps etc. Peadar O’Donnell recalled how internees would
befriend sympathetic prison guards in the hope they would carry-out letters to colleagues.
O’Donnell wrote of one such ‘policeman’, whom he described as a ‘mountain man of good,
strong fibre’.”" O’ Donnell noted how prisoners would assess these potential dispatchers and
recollected that ‘...before I risk a communication in his hand I must talk to him and assemble

his mind for him. The mistakes many prisoners make with friendly jailers is that they move

% Military Governor Newbridge Internment Camp: Instructions to sentries around prisoners’ compound, 3 Sept.
1922 (M.A., CW/P/10/01.).

%9 Captain J. McGowan, Military Governor Sligo Prison, to Adjutant General Portobello, 7 March 1923 (M.A.,
CW/P/02/01/06A.).

70 peadar O’Donnell, The Gates Flew Open: An Irish Civil War Prison Diary (Cork, 2013 reprint), p. 114.
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too quickly’.”" O’Donnell remembered that one particular policeman ‘agreed to get a note

through from me to my brother Frank, on the hills outside’.””

The presence of such amiable ‘jailors’ was essential in the transfer of orders from the
L.R.A. Executive to internees within the system. One such order was sent to the Prison
Commanders, instructing them to gather information, ‘for the purpose of facilitating escapes
and the transmission of intelligence reports...”.”* This despatch further outlined the type of
information that prisoners should aim to acquire:

Information is required from prisoners on strength and armament of garrison, numbers

and position of guards and sentries, weak points, slack hours, visits of tradesmen

workmen, corporation men, friendly persons, accurate sketch map, plans, departures

arrival of troops...list of prisoner arrivals and removals, names of suspected spy
s ' . 74
prisoners and other information.

It is difficult to assess how often, if at all, the L.LR.A. H.Q. received reports from internees
regarding prisons and camps. In some areas, contact with prisoners appears to have been non-
existent. This was the case in the Dublin Command area and G.H.Q. complained that
Jails and internment camps have been transferred to the Intelligence Dept. You will
please make arrangements immediately whereby we can get frequent and regular
touch with our prisoners who are in enemy hands in Dublin Bde. area. At the moment
my only information of Dublin Bde. is that there are prisoners in Mountjoy and

Beggars Bush and Kilmainham (women). There may be some in Wellington and
Collins. Will you please prepare all the information you have on this matter.””

The letters that reached internees varied in content and often outlined ways to improve the
line of communication. Instructions were given to one internee, Patrick McGrath in
Mountjoy, that ‘all outgoing information...must pass through your hands ...all

communication must be between you and me...for my part [ am doing my best to ensure that

"' Ibid.
" Tbid, p. 120.
7 Director of Operations IRA to each Prison Commander, General Prison Despatch no. 2, 1 Aug. 1922
(U.C.D.A., Moss Twomey Papers, P69/13 (140).).
T4 =y
Ibid.
" LR.A., G.H.Q. to Brigade 1.O., Dublin 1%, 21 Feb. 1923 (M.A., Lyons Papers Captured Documents, A/1032.).
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all inward communications pass through my department...”.”® Ernie O’Malley referred to this
uncensored ‘underground’ arrangement for prisoners throughout his prison correspondence.
He even referenced this network in a letter to Mabel FitzGerald, the wife of Desmond
FitzGerald, then a minister in the new Free State government to which O’Malley was
opposed. He provided Mabel with some advice on how to correspond with him while in
prison and stated that ‘if writing through the post, please, tell me how all my friends are.
When writing underground, please write at length and ‘booky’.”” O’Malley also noted that he
‘seldom’ received such ‘booky’ letters, suggesting that this underground arrangement was
neither swift nor active in forwarding mail. Anti-Treaty internees adopted a variety of
imaginative methods to smuggle their correspondence in and out of prison, including through
‘laundry, soap...tobacco, or occasionally, the crust of a pie”.”® These underground channels
were often utilised by prisoners as a means of seeking information about relatives outside,
much to the displeasure of some [.R.A. officers, who were awaiting intelligence information
regarding their internment. The prospect of an uncensored line of communication through the
prison system was an opportunity not to be missed. On one occasion, [.LR.A. Intelligence
informed internee Patrick McGrath that ‘official lines ...are not to be used for personal
letters. We cannot presume to act as a G.P.O. The letter for Rita I have sent on but the others

I am holding until hear further from you...”.”

The level of instability and violence which existed within the prisons and camps
before and after the Truce eventually ended in one final act of passive protest; the hunger

strike. This approach had been adopted on numerous occasions and played a significant role

" M/D of Intelligence to O/C Prisoners, Mountjoy, 30 Mar. 1923.(M.A., Captured Documents of Patrick
McGrath, A/1054.).

7 Ernie O’Malley to Mabel Fitzgerald, Kilmainham Jail, 1 Dec. 1923 (U.C.D.A., Desmond FitzGerald Papers,
P80/1650 (1-4).).

78 Mary Rogan, Prison Policy in Ireland: Politics, Penal Welfarism and Political Imprisonment (New Y ork,
2001), p. 27

" M/D Intelligence to O/C Prisoners, Mountjoy, 30 Mar. 1923 (M.A., Captured Documents of Patrick McGrath,
A/1054.).
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in the release of previous internees. While the administration controlled the freedom of
movement within the jails and camps, prisoners still maintained control over their body and
could choose when and when not to eat, as an open act of defiance. Throughout 1922-3, Anti-
Treatyites resumed the hunger strike as a means of increasing pressure on the authorities to
either grant releases or sanction special privileges. William Murphy discussed the evolution
of the hunger strike in the preceding years, with specific emphasis on the suffragette, trade
unionist and nationalist movements. In particular, Murphy highlighted the striking methods
of the suffragettes in 1912, when members of the Irish Womens’ Franchise League went on
hunger strike in sympathy with their British counterparts from the Womens’ Social and
Political Union in Mountjoy.*® The solidarity displayed during this strike was in fact later
emulated by nationalist hunger strikers in the following years, as they too sought ameliorated
conditions and release (though many nationalists were reluctant to acknowledge the
suffragette influence).®’ This use of hunger strike had evolved over the previous decade and
by the early 1920s, this inherently passive form of protest had become one of the most effect
ways of destabilising the prison service in Ireland. Murphy noted that this method forced the
authorities to change policy stating that ‘each prison was not an isolated site of attack and
counter attack. Instead, on several occasions, the GPB altered policy across the entire system,
retreating before concerted prisoner and public pressure’.*> Murphy also discussed the
general attitude towards hunger strike and the mentality which drove many internees to adopt
such extreme measures. He stated that ‘crucial to the mind-set of the successful hunger strike
appeared to have been a moral or political cause and the support of comrades who shared the

ordeal. Ordinary convicts rarely possessed either and so tended to break down...”." By the

% Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish 1912-1921,p. 19.

1 Ibid, p. 19 & pp 82-107; the strikes of 1917 and 1918 revealed the success of co-ordinated attempts by
nationalist prisoners to improve their conditions or secure release through hunger strike.

%2 Ibid, p. 107.

 Ibid. p. 99.
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time civil war had broken out in the country, many internees such as Austin Stack were

; 4
veteran hunger strikers.”

In August 1922, the governor of Kilmainham Jail received a list of grievances from
internees seeking improved treatment. The list contained the usual requests such as prison
visits and better quality food. If not granted, the Anti-Treaty internees were prepared to
hunger strike for these concessions.*” They also reminded the Governor of Kilmainham that
past generations of Irish prisoners’ had fought and died for such privileges and stated that ‘to
secure them many hunger strikes have been fought...Tom Ashe and many of our comrades
gave their lives. They were granted invariably by the English in all prison camps under their
control...”.% By 1922, internees were well aware that hunger strike was a potent weapon
against the government and had proved successful on several occasions. During 1917, LR.A.
prisoners, convicted under DORA, collectively went on strike demanding better treatment
and this strike subsequently resulted in the death of Republican Thomas Ashe. In the
aftermath of the strike, on 28 September, ‘Dublin Castle buckled’ and ‘the authorities decided

to concede de facto political status, in the form of improved conditions’.*’

These past hunger strike successes were fresh in the minds of both the internees and
the new administration. Governor O Muirthuile was understandably concerned about the
predicament in Kilmainham and he wrote to the chairman of the Provisional Government,
Michael Collins. He informed him of the prisoners’ intentions and also instituted an

investigation into the condition of the food.* This investigation considered the possibility of

% Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 84: Stack. in particular, was involved in a
number of hunger strikes.

85 LR.A. prisoners Kilmainham to Commandant of Kilmainham Barracks S. O’Muirthuile, 5 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L,
s.1369/1.).

8¢ T R.A. prisoners Kilmainham to S. O’Muirthuile, Commandant of Kilmainham Barracks, 5 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L,
s.1369/1.).

 Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 92.

8 S, O’Muirthuile to Chairman Provisional Government, 5 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L, 5.1369.); S. O’Murthuile to L.J.
MacCossan, 7 Aug.1922 (N.A.L., s.1369/1.).
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allowing the prisoners to appoint a man to inspect the cooking. The Provisional Government
responded with an outline of the system regarding food parcels and stated that prisoners had
been allowed a representative while parcels were being censored. They further noted ‘... that
this is the practice in Mountjoy prison so it would be as well to adopt this arrangement in
Kilmainham...no objection to the military governor arranging that a representative of the
prisoners should be present at the opening of parcels’.*” However, the internees were not
satisfied and a hunger strike subsequently occurred in Kilmainham. It was reported by the
Anti-Treaty organ Poblacht na h-Eireann stating that “a strike against the scandalous
conditions under which Republican prisoners are forced to live began in Kilmainham Jail on
August 7™ %% The strike was not reported in the national newspapers but public attention
must have been sufficiently piqued as the /rish Times ran an article three days later,
countering the allegations of poor conditions in Kilmainham. The article in fact referred to
the ‘propaganda outside’ and then set forth the general conditions for prisoners in the way of
exercise, diet, bedding, letter writing, parcels, sanitation and recreation.”’ This hunger strike
subsequently dwindled from Anti Treaty headlines, as tensions regarding emergency
legislation and executions came to dominate the latter half of 1922. The internees’ next tactic
was the use of hunger strike in a bid to secure release. The suffragettes had successfully
adopted the hunger strike for this purpose under the British administration which led to the
passing of the Temporary Discharge for Ill-Health Act 1912 (Cat and Mouse Act) and
nationalists subsequently followed their example.” In September 1922, Mary MacSwiney
was arrested and interned at Mountjoy Jail. While there, she decided to embark on a hunger

strike for release. A sister of the hunger striker Terence MacSwiney, Mary was well aware of

¥ Provisional Government Memorandum, 10 Aug. 1922 (N.A.L, s. 1369/1.).
% Poblacht na h-Eireann, 9 Aug. 1922 (N.L.L).

! Irish Times, 12 Aug. 1922 (N.L.L).

> Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-1921, p. 27.
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the sufferings and dangers involved in striking.” Furthermore, her high profile name was
likely to attract attention, both at home and abroad, and could potentially embarrass the Free
State government. The Anti-Treaty media, quick to highlight her familial connections, stated
that *...Mary MacSwiney emulating her martyred brother went on hunger strike as a protest
against her illegal arrest...she is presently in a critical condition...”.** MacSwiney’s
experience of her brother’s strike at Brixton Jail had undoubtedly provided her with an
education in the politics of hunger strike. She set about writing letters to members of Dail
Eireann and further requested to see her sister before getting too weak to transact business
with her’.”” This request was continuously denied by the military governor at Portobello
Barracks.”® As a result, her sister Annie decided to position herself outside Mountjoy and
remain there until she was granted the permission to visit. The /rish Times reported that
Annie was keeping a ‘strange vigil at the gate of Mountjoy... Sitting in a deck chair, wearing
a fur coat with a rug about her knees, she remains throughout the day and night, supported by
relays of women friends’.”” This continued for over a week until 28 November when the Free
State decided to release Mary on her 23™ day of hunger strike.”® Annie MacSwiney, who had
begun her own solidarity strike with Mary on 17 November, was overwhelmed when she
heard the news.”” She stated that it ‘took some time before she was convinced of the truth’,
and after being transferred to the same nursing home as Mary, she reportedly collapsed upon

seeing her sister in bed.'”

The refusal to allow Annie MacSwiney visit her sister was a departure from previous

British policy. While in Brixton, the MacSwiney sisters had been permitted to visit Terence,

% David Hannigan, Terence MacSwiney: The Hunger Strike that rocked an Empire (Dublin, 2010), pp 198-217.
 Poblacht na h-Eireann, 10 Nov. 1922 (N.L.L).

% D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 2323, 28 Nov. 1922. Kevin O Higgins described these letters as ‘rather abusive’; Mary
MacSwiney to Director of Intelligence. Portobello Barracks, 15 Nov. 1922 (N.A.L., s.1369/9.).

% ‘the visit cannot be allowed’; Director of Intelligence to Mary MacSwiney, 19 Nov.1922 (N.A L, 5.1369/9.).
°7 Irish Times, 21 Nov. 1922.

% Irish Times, 28 Nov. 1922.

 Tbid.

"% Tbid.
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although their confrontational manner had resulted in the sisters’ removal ‘from the prison
during the final hours of their brother’s ordeal’.'”’ They had in turn ‘mounted a day-long vigil
at the prison gate,” a tactic which Annie later employed in November 1922. Annie adopted
this measure as she knew it would create publicity for the hunger strike and her sister’s plight
in Mountjoy.'%* In the tradition of prisoner solidarity, fellow internees wrote a letter to the

Archbishop of Dublin, supporting Mary’s request to see her sister. They stated that

Since Friday last her sister has been at the prison gate demanding admission, and has
been forced at last to the same desperation ...Since 3pm Friday she has taken no food.
The anxiety and stress occasioned to Miss MacSwiney by the refusal to admit her
sister has affected her condition ... and has forced her to make the last protest in her
power, she refuses the attendance of nurses or doctors until her sister is admitted...'"

However, members of the Provisional Government suspected that Mary MacSwiney’s
motivations were far more practical than the ‘anxiety and stress’ outlined by Humphreys and

Macardle. Kevin O’Higgins remarked of her suspected agenda in Dail Eireann, stating that

Miss Mac Swiney was in a state of revolt and in a state of insubordination. She
favoured myself and other members of the Ministry with rather abusive letters
demanding, not requesting, that her sister should be admitted to see her to deal with
purely business matters. She did not base that demand on any extreme illness or on
any feeling that death was imminent. She simply said she demanded to see her sister
to deal with certain business matters... I assume that that visit was a visit purely to
transact certain business, presumably family business. Now, military prisoners, even
those not in a state of revolt or insubordination, are not allowed these kinds of visits to
transact business. They are not allowed such facilities.'®*

It could be argued, that the government were simply unwilling to release MacSwiney, who
had been vitriolic in her condemnation of the Treaty and those who supported it. Perhaps this
influenced the ministers’ decision not to grant her early release or visits. However, this tactic

was to become part of government policy and the decision to deny visits, in particular, was a

"' David Hannigan, Terence MacSwiney, p. 204; William Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912-

1921, p. 187.

' Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish 1912-1921,p. 187.

"% Letter signed by 15 women in Mountjoy, to Archbishop of Dublin Dr. Byrne, 19 Nov.1922 (D.D.A.,
‘Government 1922-39°, Box 467.); signatories of this letter included Dorothy Macardle and Sighle Humphreys.
'“D.E.D., Vol. 1, Col. 2323, 28 Nov. 1922.
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departure from previous policy towards Irish prisoners. The Provisional Government’s
decision to adopt this policy was a direct attempt to counter the political sympathy that
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