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Introduction 

Conflict and silence in Irish History  
oundation myths and silences are common in histories of states. Ireland was one of 
many countries obliged to take the hard road out of empire at the considerable cost 
of alienating persons who did not subscribe to the majority vision of a shared future 

in a new entity. Less typical is the extraordinary lapse intervening the attainment of 
partial independence in the ‘South’ and scholarly reflection on the nature and meaning of 
resurrected nationhood. Key levers of the revolutionary process, not least the Irish 
Republican Brotherhood, Clan na Gael and various incarnations of the Volunteers, have 
not yet generated an adequate bibliography, let alone mature historiography. The 
significance of the 1916 Rising remains undetermined but this theme will undoubtedly 
inspire healthy exchanges as the centenary draws near. The angry spectre of Civil War 
history looms in the distance and few have ventured opinion as to the probable scale and 
shape of that controversy. This hiatus may prove beneficial, as a serious reassessment of 
1922-23 will draw heavily on the firming up of the knowledge base upon which the 
arguments must ultimately come to rest. 

The War of Independence is remarkably under researched in terms of in-depth studies 
for such a seminal transition in the history of Ireland. This may reflect hesitancy on the 
part of academics to offer leadership in the development of the topic. A comprehensive 
survey would entail a full examination of the impact of 1916, the birth of the Irish 
Republican Army and the armed struggle between 1919 and 1921. To the detriment of all 
Irish people and the political relationship between these islands, thirty-two counties 
entered the fray and only twenty-six emerged. Accounting for this anomaly, in the context 
of renewed IRA campaigns to resolve the unfinished business of partition was bound to 
present ideological challenges. Aftershocks of the Civil War divide reverberated during 
the Arms Trial when it was confirmed that powerful forces believed that nothing had 
been agreed in the frustrated Republic. In the arena of nations, everything must be agreed 
or otherwise resolved. The public mind was agitated in 1972 and manifested its will by 
razing the British Embassy in unusual circumstances. 

If the traditional lapse of thirty years is observed before serious academic work is 
carried out on a given period, the intricacies of partition and the War of Independence 
should have been thoroughly examined in the 1950s. The field remained fallow, other 
than a disparate brace of colourful memoirs produced by Anvil Press. Allowing for the 
lag in the development of free secondary education in the Irish Republic and initially 
slow rate of growth in the tertiary sector, one might have expected an avalanche of theses 
and publications on Ireland’s emergence from the British Empire by the late 1960s or 
early 1970s. The re-eruption of the Troubles came in their stead.  

Archival access presented a real but by no means insuperable obstacle to pioneering 
researchers and there may have been more than administrative reasons for the long 
retention of the rich vein of testimony contained in the Bureau of Military History. The 
growing appeal of histories written from a social and economic perspective in the late 
1970s should also have stimulated vital new analysis of Ireland’s two jurisdictions. If 
anything, the potentially valuable ‘revisionist’ trend distracted attention from the political 
character of the quest for equality and self-determination in Ireland. All too often, 
opportunist bouts of iconoclasm masqueraded as serious comment. Knowledge and 
understanding of the Irish revolution witnessed few advances at a time when the resurgent 
IRA featured nightly on the news. 

F 
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A ‘modern’ secondary level curriculum that, until recently, ignored the Civil War and 
glossed over the experience of partition for Northern Nationalists was demonstrably 
unconcerned with informed debate. At least school children in the ‘South’ learned 
something of their own country while many of their compatriots in the ‘North’ studied 
genealogies of British monarchs. However flawed as an intellectual exercise, the 
essentially beneficial pursuit of historical ‘truth’ was discouraged by successive 
governments that probably feared what could be uncovered. Latent analogies of 
revolutionary expression were seemingly too close to the bone to be countenanced. This, 
at least, represented an honest programme of obfuscation, denial and omission, fully in 
keeping with a vitiated political culture that tolerated the myopic censorship of Section 31 
and juryless courts. Irish universities were largely silent on historical matters that were 
within their purview and, if anything, increasingly relevant.  

While Down’s Mountains of Mourne are visible from the foothills of South Dublin, the 
educational establishment and national media of the capital preferred to discuss the 
‘North’ as little as possible and as if it were a place apart. No doubt a sound strategic 
rationale for this was clear to those who wished to contain the war in that sector at any 
price, including jeopardizing the final status of the Six Counties. Unfortunately for this 
tendency, the IRA was not defeated by the British military and the SDLP failed to attain 
the strength necessary to carry an internal settlement. The 1981 Hunger Strike shattered 
the delusions of the isolationists whose misguided efforts helped doom the country to a 
second generation of conflict. Eventually, the tortuous Peace Process advanced to the 
point of delivering an internationally validated interim settlement in 1998. Much of the 
architecture of repression has now been dismantled and the unfamiliar boon of political 
stability has engendered a more progressive and open-minded environment in which 
historical studies have flourished. 

The early ‘Troubles’ are only now starting to produce a critical mass of scholarship 
from contributors based in Ireland, Britain, North America and beyond. Several factors 
are driving this output, including unprecedented Irish state investment in postgraduate 
scholarship, improved archival resources and more liberal access. Public interest sustains 
the endeavour with sufficient vigour to create bestsellers and to encourage feature length 
cinema offerings. For many years, non-academic and ‘amateur’ historians operated in 
something of a void left by the strangely disinterested tenured professionals in the 
universities. This is no longer the case and the emergent new research matrix 
encompasses local, regional and biographical work, organizational and military histories, 
hagiography and character assassination, national and international perspectives and 
much more. In short, the deficit is finally being addressed.  

Unsurprisingly, the highly contentious nature of the revolutionary period has found an 
echo in the hostile tenor present in some of the debates between scholars. Questions of 
interpretation are inevitable in such dialogues and important issues have also arisen in 
relation to the reliability of certain classes of historical evidence. Something of the heat of 
these clashes stems, in all probability, from proximity to ‘the Long War’. Connections 
between 1922 and 1998 are obviously more profound than the mere repetition of 
nomenclature and re-articulation of slogans but contemporary judgements on this issue 
must, as yet, remain tentative. It is to be hoped that a fuller and more nuanced grasp of 
Irish history will emerge from the new histories of the new Ireland. This pamphlet is 
intended to take a small step in that direction. 

 
Dr. Ruan O’Donnell, University of Limerick 
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Only), to which Leeson now, late in the day, makes reference.  Clearly it is of some 
academic significance that David Leeson incorrectly identified the source to which Hart 
made reference in his initial findings.  Although the distinction may appear to be a fine one, 
it is, as will be clarified later, of some considerable moment in relation to the many claims 
that Peter Hart made about 'the captured 1920 report.' 

The claims that Peter Hart has made about this report and his damning conclusion are to 
be found in the second chapter of his book, which is entitled, 'The Kilmichael Ambush.'  To 
take the conclusion first: Hart stated that 'British information seems to have been 
remarkably accurate.  Barry's history of Kilmichael on the other hand, is riddled with lies 
and evasions.  There was no false surrender as he described it.'  The 'false surrender' of the 
Auxiliaries, to which Hart makes mention here, formed an integral part of Tom Barry’s 
accounts of the ambush.  Basically, Hart is arguing from the presumption that the 'captured 
report' is definitely Barry's; that silence in this report about a surrender of any sort proves 
that there was no 'false surrender;' and, therefore, Barry's later accounts are 'riddled with lies 
and evasions' by relating the 'false surrender' story.   

On these negative foundations Hart maintains that the traditional Irish nationalist 
version of the ambush cannot be maintained: the acclaimed heroic victory of a body of IRA 
freedom fighters, against the most feared opponents in the Crown Forces, is tarnished by 
the fact that they killed some of their opponents, in cold blood, after they had genuinely 
surrendered.  Such is the argument of Peter Hart and it is made, it should be stressed, 
despite the fact that there is no mention of a surrender of any sort in the 'captured 
document.' 

This conclusion of Hart is based on 'the captured 1920 report' and the evidence of some 
anonymous witnesses, about whom a debate as to their reliability is ongoing.7  Hart 
maintained that the report was Barry's 'original after action report written for his superiors;' 
that it was 'an authentic captured document;' and that it 'was only printed in an unpublished 
and confidential history.'  Several observations may be made about these statements: firstly, 
the report was not 'written.'  As recorded in The Irish Rebellion in the 6th Divisional Area, 
it is a typed document; it is undated; and it is not signed.  These facts would have been 
clear, if Hart had published the entire contents of the report.  By omitting the final 
sentences, he has obscured the fact that the author is given, in typed format, as 'O.C. Flying 
Column, 3rd Cork Brigade.'  Secondly, and here the significance of Leeson's misreading of 
Hart's primary source becomes apparent, the report was not confined, as Hart claimed, to 
'an unpublished and confidential history.'  It was published in The Irish Republican Army 
(From Captured Documents Only).  Although the circulation may have been limited, it was 
certainly published, clearly not confidential, and, presumably, used among military sources 
at the very least.  I have, for example, found some pages of it in the files of the Dublin 
Castle civil administration.  

Peter Hart, in reply to my letter of 10 August, was reluctant to accept the relevance of 
these points.  Writing to the Irish Times, 1 September 1998, he still referred to the 
document as 'the first written account of the ambush' and, in regard to The Irish Republican 
Army (From Captured Documents Only), he maintained that it was 'a confidential printed 
(but not published) pamphlet issued to units by the Irish Command in 1921.'  All I can say 
is that the copy of The Irish Republican Army that I saw in the Imperial War Museum was a 
published document and that David Leeson viewed it in the same light, describing it as 'an 
official War Office publication.'  Refusing to acknowledge the points that I had made about 
the 'captured report,' Hart stated, in his letter of 1 September 1998, that 'we must therefore 
ask the following questions: why would the British army forge a document which does not 

                                                             
7 See Troubles in Irish History, by Níall Meehan. Meda Ryan’s Tom Barry, IRA Freedom Fighter 

(2003) first brought these concerns to public attention.  
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agree with its version of events, and then keep it secret except to mislead its own officers as 
to IRA methods?'   

At that time I did not reply to these questions for two reasons: firstly, it seemed to me 
that, having shown that the report lacked the authenticity of a signed, dated and hand-
written document, it could not safely be used to justify the all-embracing conclusion that 
Hart had drawn; and, secondly, the contents of the 'captured report' were so at variance with 
several known details of the ambush that it could not have been written by Tom Barry.  
Meda Ryan, in particular, drew attention to several issues over the contents of the 'captured 
report:' firstly, the number of men in the Flying Column was 36 not 32; the time of the 
ambush was closer to 4 p.m. than to 4.20 p.m.; thirdly, the Flying Column did not, at any 
time, retire from its planned ambush positions prior to the actual engagement; and, fourthly, 
P. Deasy was wounded, but not killed, during the action.   

The views of Meda Ryan are of special importance because she interviewed, and 
recorded, several of those who had participated in the Kilmichael ambush in the early 
1970's.8  Among these men were Ned Young (d.1989), the last survivor, and Paddy O'Brien 
(d.1979) both of whom spoke of a surrender call by the Auxiliaries.  She also interviewed 
Pat O'Donovan and Tim O'Connell, both of whom fought in the same section of the 
ambush as Pat Deasy, one of the three members of the IRA who died as a result of the 
action.  Indeed, the death of Deasy, and the manner of its recording by the 'captured report' 
proves conclusively that it could not have been written by Tom Barry.  It also provides a 
critical insight into Peter Hart's use of documents.   

Three times, during the re-production of the report, Hart omits some of it contents.  At 
the very end of the report, immediately prior to the post-script, one reads that a member of 
the Auxiliaries 'is now missing ...'  Among the sentences then omitted is the statement that 
'our casualties were: one killed, and two who have subsequently died of wounds.'  In 
drawing attention to this selective omission, Meda Ryan observed that 'in reality it was the 
other way around: two Volunteers, Jim O'Sullivan and Michael McCarthy were killed and 
Pat Deasy died some hours later.'  Tom Barry, she concluded, 'would not have committed 
so glaring an error.'  Ryan's conclusion appears convincing and compelling.  It is simply not 
credible that a commanding officer would have been unaware of the deaths under his 
command, especially as the wounded Pat Deasy was carried from the ambush site for 
several hours until his death and the Flying Column paid their respects to the two dead men 
on the field of battle.  The real question that demands attention, after this brief consideration 
of the 'captured report' is this: why did Peter Hart omit the significant sentence, 'our 
casualties were: one killed, and two who have subsequently died of wounds?' 
The issue of forgery and Peter Hart's 'honest mistakes.' 
It was against this background that the question of forgery seemed secondary to the 
principal fact that the document, itself, could not be attributed to Tom Barry.  Leeson, 
however, in his contribution to Indymedia, paid little attention to the considerations 
presented above, and repeated Hart's questions verbatim.  He concluded that 'neither 
Murphy nor Ryan gave a satisfactory answer to that question.'  One cannot claim to have a 
definitive answer to this question, which, at this stage in the debate, would appear to be of 
only a speculative interest, but a possible response is to be found in the pages of the two 
British source documents. Ironically Hart, himself, in the very posing of the question, has 
indicated an answer to it by remarking that 'the pamphlet's British author even comments 
that the Kilmichael report does not support the official version of the ambush, which 
claimed that the IRA mutilated the Auxiliaries bodies.'   

                                                             
8 See Ryan, Tom Barry, IRA Freedom Fighter, Mercier/Cork, 2003; and her earlier book, The Tom Barry 

Story, Cork, 1982. 
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The pamphlet that Hart refers to here is The Irish Republican Army (From Captured 
Documents Only).  In other words, if I understand Peter Hart correctly, he is claiming that, 
if a forger was at work, he would have added the mutilation of the Auxiliaries to the forged 
report in order to blacken the reputation of the IRA.  This argument might have some merit 
if both of the source documents that contain the Kilmichael 'captured report,' The Irish 
Republican Army (From Captured Documents Only) and The Irish Rebellion in the 6th 
Divisional Area, had printed it without making any additional comments.  However, both 
documents printed the 'captured report' with comments that were taken, in large part, from 
the 'official version' of the Kilmichael ambush.  In other words the 'captured report' was 
used as a peg on which to hang the 'official' verdict on the ambush; and, with the word 
'official,' we are back in the world of Basil Clarke, 'verisimilitude,' and distortion.   

The effect is most clearly seen in the way in which the 'captured report' is presented in 
The Irish Rebellion in the 6th Divisional Area, the document that Peter Hart cited 
originally.  In that source, immediately following the 'captured report,' it is stated that 'the 
true facts are as follows.'  The 'true facts' recorded that the Auxiliaries were 'confronted by a 
man in British soldier's uniform, and wearing a steel helmet;' that many of the IRA ambush 
party 'were dressed as British soldiers and wore steel helmets;' that the dead and wounded 
Auxiliaries 'were indiscriminately hacked with axes and bayonets; shotguns were fired into 
their bodies, and many were mutilated after death.'  Similar 'true facts,' although the list is 
not so comprehensive, were used to preface the 'captured report' in The Irish Republican 
Army (From Captured Documents Only)    

The 'true facts' were, in fact, composed by Basil Clarke, Head of Publicity, and his 
colleagues Captain H.B.C. Pollard of the Police Authority and Major Cecil Street of the 
Irish Office.  Following the findings of the Military Court of Inquiry, held at Macroom on 
30 November 1920, 'official' press releases were made available, in early December, with 
such headlines as 'Mutilated Bodies' and 'Mutilation with Axes.'9  Although one Auxiliary, 
who had visited the ambush site, did inform the Court of Inquiry that 'all bodies were badly 
mutilated,' the findings of Dr Jeremiah Kelleher, while gruesome, did not endorse that 
finding.  The only slight connection between the doctor's report and the 'official' story was 
his evidence that a wound on one Auxiliary had been 'inflicted after death by an axe or 
some similar weapon.'  In reality there were no IRA men in British uniforms and wearing 
steel helmets; there were no axes used in the ambush; and no bodies were mutilated. 

At the time the Irish Bulletin, the organ of the Publicity Department of Dáil Éireann, 
attempted to correct the British version of the ambush.  On 23 December 1920, under the 
heading, Converting Acts of Warfare into Atrocities, it stated that 'the English authorities 
prevented the examination of the bodies by any independent witnesses and spread 
broadcast the reports that hatchets had been used to mutilate them.'  The Irish Bulletin then 
explained, with remarkable accuracy, the propaganda methods of Basil Clarke, even using 
the word 'verisimilitude.'  It stated that 'these false reports are given a certain verisimilitude 
by the suppression of essential facts: by the gross misstatements of certain details and by 
the deliberate addition of falsehoods known to be falsehoods by those who issue the 
reports.'   

In this context, the juxtaposition of the 'captured report' with the so-called 'true facts' of 
the ambush, we have, I would suggest, a reasonable answer to Peter Hart's question 
regarding forgery: a 'captured report' accompanied by the 'true facts' would not only damn 
the IRA but also convey a positive image of the British Crown Forces in their struggle 
against superior numbers.  Moreover, British officials, both civil and military, and those 
sympathetic to the British war aims, began, almost immediately, to record an account of the 
Kilmichael ambush that was based on the true facts of the 'official' report.  In February 

                                                             
9 Murphy, Propaganda 2006: 65-67. 
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1921 Major Street's The Administration of Ireland 1920 was published in which the Flying 
Column at Kilmichael was described as wearing 'khaki trench-coats and steel helmets' and 
the bodies of the Auxiliaries were said to be 'hacked with axes and bayoneted.'  In 1923 W. 
Alison Phillips, Lecky Professor of History at Trinity College, Dublin, writing as he 
claimed with access to secret British documents, recounted how 'a hundred Sinn Feiners 
disguised as British soldiers' attacked the Auxiliaries, leaving the dead 'savagely mutilated 
with axes.'10  In 1924 General Macready, the Commander-in-Chief of the British Army in 
Ireland in 1920, wrote in the second volume of his Annals of an Active Life (London, 1924) 
that the wounded at Kilmichael 'were deliberately murdered on the road, being mutilated 
with axes.'   

It is significant, and relevant to Peter Hart's question about a forgery, that none of these 
accounts make reference to a surrender of any sort.  If they had done so, it would have 
reflected badly on the integrity and bravery of the British Crown Forces.  For the same 
reason, it would be expected that any forgery of a 'captured document' relevant to the 
Kilmichael ambush would also remain silent about a 'false surrender' and that is what we 
find.  Indeed, on a purely speculative level, the argument of Peter Hart may, quite logically, 
be turned on its head: the silence about a 'false surrender' in the 'captured report,' far from 
indicating that Tom Barry was its author, suggests that sources, other than Barry, were 
responsible for the document.  To state the matter quite simply: Barry would have wanted 
the 'false surrender' version in any report of his; British sources would not.  

One of the first accounts, British or Irish, to mention a 'false surrender' at Kilmichael 
was that of Lionel Curtis, a prominent adviser to the British government, who visited 
Ireland secretly in early 1921.  His version of events is of great interest because it was made 
after he had met Erskine Childers, then acting head of Publicity for Dáil Éireann, and was 
influenced by Irish source material.  They met in March 1921 and Curtis published his 
article on Ireland in the Round Table in the following June.  Curtis reported that  

'an account of one notorious episode, which was obtained from a 
trustworthy source in the district, may enable the reader to see the 
truth in relation to some of the stories to which it gives rise.  Last 
autumn a party of police was ambushed at Kilmichael, near Cork.  
Every member of the party but one was killed, and the bodies were 
shamefully mutilated.  It is alleged by Sinn Fein that a white flag was 
put up by the police, and that when the attacking party approached to 
accept the surrender fire was opened upon them.' 

While the account by Curtis does perpetuate the British story of mutilation, it also provides 
an early mention of Tom Barry's 'false surrender' version of events.  In this regard it should 
be noted that Peter Hart's claim that General Crozier, writing in Ireland for Ever (1932), 
was 'the first writer' to recount the false surrender is, therefore, not correct.  Some ten years 
ago, in a review article in The Month (September/October, 1998), I had pointed out that the 
'false surrender' account is also to be found in the life of Michael Collins (1926) by Piaras 
Beaslai but this account by Curtis is far more significant.  Coming from a British source 
and coming within months of the Kilmichael ambush, it undermines Hart's claim to place 
'the first writer' of the 'false surrender' story at some considerable distance from the actual 
event.       

One final point needs to be made in relation to Leeson's contribution to the debate.  He 
stated in his Indymedia article that if Peter Hart has 'made mistakes, they were honest 
mistakes' and concluded that some of his critics 'should be a little more circumspect in what 
they say about Peter Hart and his work.'  As Meda Ryan and myself were identified as 
critics in the preceding sentence, I presume that the remark about circumspection refers to 

                                                             
10 Phillips, The Revolution in Ireland, 1906-1923, London, 1923. 
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myself.  Faced by such comments, I can only respond by citing the opening sentence of my 
review of Peter Hart's book, as it appeared in The Month: 'this is a well researched book, an 
important book, a controversial book.'  This sentence was considered so 'circumspect' that it 
was selected to appear on the back cover of subsequent editions of Peter Hart's book as a 
form of recommendation.  The last sentence of my review, although raising some doubts, 
was, I would suggest, equally fair.  'Hart's findings on this important issue of sectarianism,' 
I wrote, 'are open to question, but his book is to be welcomed as providing much new and 
indispensable information on the IRA.' 

The issue of Peter Hart's 'honest mistakes' and the manner in which he has responded to 
the critiques of his book will now be addressed.  Interviewed by Brian Hanley in History 
Ireland (March/April 2005), it was put to Peter Hart that 'Meda Ryan and Brian Murphy 
have raised quite specific criticisms.  How do you respond to these?'  In regard to Meda 
Ryan, Hart replied that her work was marked by 'ignorance and prejudice,' a remark that 
reflects more upon himself than upon Ryan, who answered his particular charges 
comprehensively in History Ireland (September/October 2005).  In regard to myself, Hart 
replied that 'Brian Murphy has recently done some research on British propaganda but it 
isn't published yet so I can't really comment.'  This reply, with particular reference to 
propaganda, was correct.  My book, already referred to, was not published until February 
2006, although an appendix in that book on 'Peter Hart and the Issue of Sources' had been 
published earlier in the Irish Political Review of July 2005.11  However, in my review 
article in The Month (1998) and in my letters to the Irish Times I had raised several 
questions that might have been addressed by Hart in 2005.12 

There is no need to rehearse here the arguments about the 'captured report' of the 
Kilmichael ambush except to stress again two of the fundamental questions that remain to 
be answered by Peter Hart: firstly, why persist in calling it the 'original' report 'written' for 
his superiors?; and, secondly, why omit from his published version of the 'captured report' 
the sentences regarding the dead and the wounded that prove that Tom Barry could not 
have been the author?  These unanswered questions are important.  Equally important are 
the questions that I raised about sectarianism in my review article.  In many ways these 
questions relating to religious issues and the IRA have become increasingly significant, 
especially after the showing last year by RTE of the film on the shooting of two young 
Protestants at Coolacrease on 30 June 1921.  This film was part of their Hidden History 
series. 
Peter Hart, Eoghan Harris and the RTE Hidden History film on The Pearsons of 

Coolacrease. 
The film was based on the book by Alan Stanley, I met Murder on the way. The Story of the 
Pearsons of Coolacrease. (Carlow, 2005)  There is a direct connection between Peter Hart's 
findings on sectarianism and this film: firstly, Alan Stanley, the author of the book on 
which the film was based, acknowledged the help that he had received from the 'excellent 
history' of Peter Hart; secondly, he made several particular references to Peter Hart's work 
in the course of his narrative; and, thirdly, the back cover of the book advertises the verdict 
of Eoghan Harris that 'like Hart's classic, The IRA and it's Enemies, this book opens new 
pages in the hidden history of southern Protestants in the period 1916-1923, and is a 
welcome addition to its slim historiography.'  The conclusion of Hart, to which both Stanley 
and Harris subscribe, may be summed up in his assertion that 'nationalism veered towards 
sectarianism in late 1920 and guerrilla war became, in some places, a kind of tribal war.'  In 

                                                             
11 The Irish Political Review, Vol 20, No 7, July 2005. Republished as an appendix to The Origin and 

Organisation of British Propaganda in Ireland 1920 (Aubane 2006) 
12 The Entire History Ireland debate with Peter Hart is available at, http://www.indymedia.ie/ 

article/80362. 
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this context the reliability of Hart's findings on sectarianism are clearly all important and 
yet the questions that I raised about them, as long ago as 1998, have still not been answered. 

The single most important issue that I raised was made in regard to Peter Hart's use of 
the source material that is contained in the Record of the Rebellion in Ireland.  This 
important document, containing the British Army's account of the Irish War, is preserved in 
the Imperial War Museum.  Hart affirmed, citing the Record, that 'the truth was that, as 
British intelligence officers recognised, "in the south the Protestants and those who 
supported the Government rarely gave much information because, except by chance, they 
had not got it to give."'  By maintaining that Protestants did not have sufficient knowledge 
to act as informers, Hart heightens the suspicion that they were killed for religious motives.  
However, the very next sentences of the Record, which Hart has chosen not to re-produce, 
read as follows: 'an exception to this rule was in the Bandon area where there were many 
Protestant farmers who gave information.  Although the Intelligence Officer of this area 
was exceptionally experienced and although the troops were most active it proved almost 
impossible to protect those brave men, many of whom were murdered while almost all the 
remainder suffered grave material loss.'   

The evidence from this important source confirms, therefore, that the IRA killings in 
the Bandon area were motivated by military rather than sectarian considerations.  
Moreover, the Bandon area was not only a central focus of Hart's work but also it was for 
his information on that area that he was particularly thanked by Alan Stanley.  Inevitably 
questions arise over the findings of both authors for failing to be guided by the Record of 
the Rebellion, a source which Peter Hart, himself, has described as 'the most trustworthy.'  
This description by Hart was made in his introduction to a published edition of the Record 
in a book entitled British Intelligence on Ireland, 1920-1921 (2002).  In that publication the 
two missing sentences, in relation to Bandon, are included.  However, instead of providing 
an explanation for, or even an acknowledgement of, their omission from his first book, 
there is a lengthy footnote that serves only to blur the issue.  One would have hoped that an 
'honest mistake' would have resulted in an honest admission. 

The basic question for Peter Hart, therefore, remains: why did he choose to omit from 
the Record of the Rebellion, 'the most trustworthy' source, the two sentences that make his 
sectarian thesis impossible to sustain?  Significantly, he chose not to address that question 
when interviewed by History Ireland in 2005.  It is also worthy of note that in the edited 
version of the Record of the Rebellion, neither Peter Hart, nor the series editor, David 
Fitzpatrick, saw fit to advice readers that they had omitted a section of the Record on The 
People.  There one reads, among other things, that  

'judged by English standards the Irish are a difficult and 
unsatisfactory people ... many were of a degenerate type and their 
methods of waging war were in most cases barbarous, influenced by 
hatred and devoid of courage.' 

In the midst of these manifestly racist sentiments on the part of the British Army, when all 
sorts of vicious charges were made against the Irish people, there is, significantly, no 
allegation that Irish republicans were motivated by sectarian feelings.  

Another important issue that I raised in 1998 also related to source material.  Having 
noted that Peter Hart had made reference to the private papers of Erskine Childers and his 
unpublished account of The Irish Revolution, I asked why he had failed to advert to the 
contents of that account by Childers which dealt specifically with the matter of 
sectarianism.  The words of Childers that I cited were as follows:  

'it is worth noting once more that the violence evoked in this year 
(1919) was slight.  Nor was it indiscriminate or undisciplined.  At no 
time, neither then nor subsequently, have civilians - Protestant 
Unionists living scattered and isolated in the South and West, been 
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victimised by the republicans on account of their religion or religious 
opinion.' 

Childers was, of course, a Protestant, and his views, and, indeed, his work for Dáil 
Éireann, present a compelling case against the thesis of sectarian strife proposed by Hart.  
Moreover, I added that during the summer of 1920, when the pogroms against Catholics 
were taking place in the north of Ireland, many Protestants wrote letters to the press stating 
that there was no religious persecution in the south.  The words and actions of Childers and 
others, who assisted in the constructive work of Dáil Éireann, clearly raised questions about 
Hart's sectarian thesis but he failed to address these questions in his History Ireland 
interview of March/April 2005.  Despite this failure on the part of Peter Hart to provide any 
answer to these questions about sectarianism, his views have been adopted uncritically by 
Eoghan Harris and, through the medium of Harris, they have been widely publicised by 
RTE and the television programme on Coolacrease. 

Eoghan Harris not only endorsed the original book on Coolacrease by Alan Stanley but 
also he played a prominent part in the subsequent RTE film that was based on the book.  
His views on Peter Hart's history are, therefore, important.  Writing in the Sunday 
Independent (17 December 2006), in relation to an RTE Hidden History programme on 
Frank Aiken, Harris made his views known.  He stated that  

'contrary to some Southern assumptions, as Peter Hart has shown 
in his classic work, The IRA and its Enemies, sectarianism was not 
confined to Northern Ireland ... Hart's account of atrocities in the 
Bandon Valley reminds us that we in the Republic have no right to 
feel superior to Northern sectarians.'   

Harris concluded that,  
'Hart's book hit hard at the most basic myths of modern Irish 

republicans - that unlike the lowlife loyalists of the North, our noble 
IRA did not kill for sectarian reasons, and if perchance Protestants 
had been shot we could be sure they had been shot for political and 
not religious reasons.  Hart showed all this to be a fantasy.'   

The article by Harris was entitled, At the very Hart of our Sectarian History.  In the 
course of the article, Harris, like Hart, provided no answer either to the selective omissions 
from the British source on the Bandon area, or to the significant number of Protestants who 
supported Dáil Éireann.  Emotive sound-bites about sectarianism, rather than a serious 
study of the source material, was the message that Harris delivered to his readers.  He 
delivered the same message to the viewers of the Hidden History programme on 
Coolacrease: The Four Glorious Years, the name given by Frank Gallagher to what he 
termed the noble struggle for Irish freedom, were tarnished, according to Harris, by 
sectarian killings.13  Following the showing of the Coolacrease film, Harris defended it in 
his Sunday Independent column (11 November 2007) by stating that it presented an 
historical reality that had been buried 'until Canadian historian Peter Hart published The 
IRA and its Enemies.'    

The film did exactly that: it presented the story of the Pearson family of Coolacrease 
through the medium of interview and re-enactment; it told how the Pearson boys engaged 
in armed action against the local IRA, how the IRA responded by an attack on the family 
home, and how two of the boys were executed in appalling circumstances; it also portrayed 
the clash between the Pearsons and the IRA as part of a campaign by Irish republicans to 
drive Protestants from the land.  During the course of the film and subsequently, most 
recently in a contribution by Philip McConway to History Ireland (May/June 2008), the 

                                                             
13 The Four Glorious years, by David Hogan (pseud.), first published 1953, The Irish Press, republished 

2005, Blackwater Press, The Four Glorious years, by Frank Gallagher. See also by Frank Gallagher, The 
Indivisible Island, first published 1956 by Victor Gollancz, republished 1974 by Greenwood Press. 
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details of the Pearson story and general thrust of the sectarian argument have been 
contested.14  However, the over-all impact of the film was accurately summed up by 
Eoghan Harris: it projected an historical reality that had been buried until Peter Hart's book 
on the IRA was published.  Irish republicans could no longer claim, as Harris put it, that 
'our noble IRA did not kill for sectarian reasons.'   

The contribution to the film by Harris, himself, played no small part in promoting 
Hart's thesis that the IRA were sectarian killers.  Not only did Harris give the impression 
that the Pearson brothers were shot 'very deliberately in the genitals, in their sexual parts,' (a 
claim that is not substantiated by documents relating to the deaths), but also he constantly 
repeated the sectarian line taken by Peter Hart on the killing of Protestants.  In a sense this 
was to be expected from Harris, a self-professed member of the Reform group, which, in 
his own words, 'for the past ten years, have been trying to put Southern attacks against 
Protestants in 1921/1922 on the public agenda.'15 

Questions clearly arise as to how the director of the film, Niamh Sammon, could allow 
any member of an organisation with a political/historical agenda a privileged position on 
her programme.  There can be no question, however, as to the influence of Peter Hart's 
writings on the shaping of the RTE's Hidden History.  Hart's influence, through the medium 
of Eoghan Harris, was truly immense.  Like recurring links in a chain the connections are 
clear to see: Peter Hart/Eoghan Harris for the promotion of Hart's book; Alan Stanley/Peter 
Hart/Eoghan Harris for the promotion of Stanley's book; Alan Stanley/Peter Hart/Eoghan 
Harris (Reform Group) for the promotion of the RTE Hidden History programme on 
Coolacrease.   

Any questioning of the vital link in the chain, the historical writing of Peter Hart, had to 
be contested and Harris has always done that: not by engaging in academic debate but by 
the use of powerful and polemical prose.  All opposition has had to be crushed.  In his 
Sunday Independent article (11 November 2007), Harris dismissed the criticisms of Peter 
Hart's work by the Aubane Society as 'violent verbal polemics',16 and he suggested, among 
other things, that a letter of mine to the Irish Examiner (3 November 2007) should have 
considered the events in the Coolacrease film from 'a Protestant perspective.'  As my letter 
had dealt exclusively with the views of Protestants, I replied to his criticisms in a letter to 
the Sunday Independent (9 December 2007).  The purpose of the letter was to allow the 
voices of Protestants to enter not only the debate on the Coolacrease film but also the 
debate on Peter Hart's sectarian version of Irish history.  It was also intended to raise 
questions about a statement of Dr Terence Dooley, which was made in the course of the 
film, that 'the revolutionary period was essentially used as a pretext to run many of these 
Protestant farmers and landlords out of a local community for locals to take up their lands.' 
Protestant voices that reveal an alternative hidden history to that of RTE and Peter 
Hart 
In my letter to the Sunday Independent, I listed several Protestant voices and asked Eoghan 
Harris to respond.  These voices are listed below: 

First, the voice of Matilda Pearson, sister of the two victims of the Coolacrease killings 
in 1921, who asked the IRA men taking part in the attack on her home, why they 
were doing it and received the reply, as recorded by hereself: 'Don't think we are 

                                                             
14 McConway was a credited researcher on the RTE Hidden History programme on the Pearson killings. 

See PDF reproduction of two part Tullamore Tribune series on The Pearsons of Coolacrease at Offaly 
History Website, http://www.offalyhistory.com/articles/130/1/The-Pearsons-of-Coolacrease/ Page1.html 
(also at, http://www.indymedia.ie/attachments/mar2008/mcconwaytullamore_trib714 nov07.pdf). See also 
Indymedia resource page on this issue, at http://docs.indymedia.org/view/Main/CoolaCrease.  

15 The Sunday Independent, December 17, 2006) 
16 He used more extreme language on the RTE Radio One Joe Duffy Liveline programme, November 5, 

2007. 
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doing this because you are Protestants.  It is not being done on that account.'  Is this 
evidence compatible with a sectarian interpretation of the killing of her brothers? 

Second, the voices of Robert Barton (head of Dáil Éireann's department of agriculture), 
Erskine Childers and Lionel Smith Gordon, all Protestants and all appointed by 
Dáil Éireann in December 1919 to direct the fortunes of the National Land Bank.  
Is it credible that Dáil Éireann would have placed Protestants, such as these, in 
charge of land reform, if they had wished to drive Protestants from the land? 

Third, the voices of Sir Horace Plunkett and George Russell (AE), both Protestants, 
who continued to support the work of the Co-operative Society throughout the 
War?  Is it possible that they would have co-operated with native Irish farmers, if 
the farmers, themselves, and their families had been associated in sectarian 
warfare? 

Fourth, the voices of the Church of Ireland Bishops of Meath and Killaloe, Dr 
Kathleen Lynn, Alice Stopford Green, Alibinia Brodrick, James Douglas and 
several other Protestants, as well as the distinctive voice of Dr Herzog, the Chief 
Rabbi, who joined with many Catholics in January 1921 to assist the work of the 
Irish White Cross Society.  Is it credible that so many Protestants would have 
joined in this charitable enterprise to redress the damages of war, if that war had 
been sectarian? 

Fifth, the voices of the Protestant members of the first Irish Free State Senate, which 
ought to have some special significance for Mr Harris, unless he is prepared to 
reject the heritage of the body of which he is a member.  Among these voices are to 
be found those of Alice Stopford Green, Sir John Griffith, James Douglas (the first 
three persons to be elected to the Senate by the Dáil in December 1922), W.B. 
Yeats and Douglas Hyde.  Is the election of such distinguished Protestants to the 
Senate in any way compatible with a sectarian war against the Protestant 
community? 

One could have presented other examples of Protestant voices: for example that of Lionel 
Curtis, whose views on Kilmichael were reported above, who stated in June 1921, the very 
month of the attack on the Pearson home, that  

'to conceive the struggle as religious in character is in any case 
misleading.  Protestants in the South do not complain of persecution 
on sectarian grounds.  If Protestant farmers are murdered, it is not by 
reason of their religion, but rather because they are under suspicion as 
loyalists.  The distinction is a fine, but a real one.'  

These measured words by Curtis, coming as they do from an experienced British official, 
fresh from the corridors of power at the Paris Peace Conference, should alone be sufficient 
to send Peter Hart and Terence Dooley back to the historical drawing board.  And yet even 
more Protestant voices, speaking the same language of religious toleration and 
understanding, are to be heard.  

For example, other distinguished Protestant voices were provided by Lord Henry 
Cavendish Bentinck, Basil Williams, John Annan Bryce and many others, who joined the 
Peace with Ireland Council, formed in England in October 1920, to campaign for an end to 
war in Ireland.  One might also have presented some of the Protestant voices who expressed 
their views publicly to the American Commission on Irish Independence in late 1920 and 
early 1921: for example, that of the socialist, Louie Bennett, the Dublin born secretary of 
the Irish Branch of the Women's International League; or that of Caroline Mary 
Townshend, the Gaelic organiser for Bandon, county Cork (an area that was central to Peter 
Hart's thesis), both of whom testified that they had not experienced any sectarianism in their 
work or in their organisations.   
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One could have selected many other Protestant voices who expressed their views to the 
press in the summer of 1920, while pogroms were taking place in the north of Ireland and 
whose views, as mentioned above, have, without explanation, been ignored by Peter Hart.  
For example the voice of the Reverend I.C. Trotter, a Protestant rector at Ardrahan, county 
Galway, who wrote (Irish Times, 23 July 1920) that 'during my experience of over thirty 
years in the County of Galway, I have not only never had the slightest disrespect shown to 
me or to those belonging to me as Protestants, but from the priests and people, gentle and 
simple, have received the utmost consideration and friendship.'  The next day, 24 July 1920, 
a letter from G.W. Biggs appeared in the Irish Times declaring that 'I have been resident in 
Bantry for 43 years, during 33 of which I have been engaged in business, and I have 
received the greatest kindness, courtesy, and support from all classes and creeds in this 
country.'  When Niall Meehan reproduced this letter (Irish Times, 5 November 2007), 
during the debate on the RTE film on Coolacrease, he contrasted it with two leading articles 
in the paper by Niamh Sammon (20 October), director of the RTE film on Coolacrease, and 
Ann Marie Hourihane (25 October), both of which had conveyed the idea of sectarian 
conflict during the War of Independence. 

Meehan concluded that given a choice between the views of, the Protestant, Biggs, who 
was on the spot, 'and Hourihane and Sammon, who were not, and the reporting of the Irish 
Times then, and now, I take the Protestant view.'  His conclusion is compelling and 
revealing: compelling because it presents an authentic Protestant voice of the past; 
revealing because it provides an interesting glimpse into the policy of the Irish Times in the 
present.  Writing as one whose letter (6 November 2007) presenting Protestant voices of the 
period was rejected for publication, one is forced to conclude, surprisingly but significantly, 
that while the Irish Times in 1920, at the height of the war, was willing to publish Protestant 
voices that spoke of toleration, the Irish Times of to-day resists the publication of letters 
that tell the same story.17  It has firmly committed itself to the views of Niamh Sammon and 
to the sectarian view of the period as presented in the RTE Hidden History programme.  To 
their credit the Irish Examiner and the Sunday Independent have given open access in their 
letters pages to all points of view.   

The omission of these Protestant voices from the thesis of Hart and the RTE Hidden 
History (and one must include the pages of the Irish Times) has been compounded by the 
failure to acknowledge the many ways in which the Dublin Castle administration and the 
British Crown Forces, often using the martial law legislation of the Defence of the Realm 
Act (1914) and the Restoration of Order in Ireland Act (1920), directly attempted to prevent 
Catholics and Protestants from working together.  For example, the arrest of Robert Barton, 
the most prominent Protestant member of the Dáil administration, in early January 1920 
and his confinement in England until the end of the war; the regular raids on those involved 
in administering the funds of the National Land Bank; the destruction of many Co-
operative creameries; the closure of the Dáil Éireann courts which were recognised by 
Protestants, themselves, as dealing fairly with land disputes. 

Any historical narrative that neglects these actions by the British administration in 
Ireland and refuses to acknowledge the many examples of Protestant and Catholic accord is 
open to many questions.  Peter Hart has failed to produce answers to those question; 
Eoghan Harris has failed to produce answers to those questions.  Two conclusions may be 
drawn: firstly, the historical writing of Peter Hart, and the championing of it by Eoghan 
Harris, has introduced a sectarian dimension into Irish history that is not merited by the 
source material; and, secondly, the RTE Hidden History programme, by aligning itself with 

                                                             
17 [Note from Niall Meehan: my letter, referred to by Brian Murphy above, was initially rejected 

for publication. However, the letter, attached as an appendix, was published after it was 
circulated to editorial personnel, past and present, and to Anne-Marie Hourihane. I am grateful 
to whoever changed the original decision.] 
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the Hart/Harris ideology, has failed to provide the 'truthful, honest and correct' 
interpretation of the events at Coolacrease that was so sincerely sought by one of the 
surviving Pearson family.  The manner of the killings was unforgivable but, in order to 
respond honestly to the questions of the surviving Pearson family, the film should have 
been set in the context of an historical narrative that reflected accurately the non-religious 
character of the war.  Protestant voices of the time, be they Irish or British, do not speak of 
that war as sectarian. 

As for the Broadcasting Complaints Commission, which I am told has upheld the 
impartiality of the film, one can only presume that it was unaware of the many issues that 
have been raised above. Was it aware that Eoghan Harris represented an organisation, the 
Reform Group, with a specific public agenda?  Was it aware that this agenda was only 
made tenable by the selective use of source material by Peter Hart in his book on The IRA 
and its Enemies?  Was it aware that this same source material inspired Alan Stanley to 
write his book on Coolacrease on which the RTE film was based?  Was it aware that 
Niamh Sammon, the film's director, in selecting the story for film purposes, opted for the 
opinion of Eoghan Harris that the story was about an 'atrocity against a harmless dissenting 
Protestant family' and rejected the contemporary evidence of Matilda Pearson, a member of 
that family, that the attack was not carried out because the Pearsons were Protestants?  A 
response to these questions would be welcomed.  In the meantime, with so many questions 
unanswered, it seems reasonable to ask the ultimate question: is the RTE film on 
Coolacrease revealing a hidden history or is it concealing a hidden agenda? 
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Appendix two 
 
 

'The Killings at Coolacrease' 
The Irish Times, Monday, November 5, 2007  

Madam, - On July 24th, 1920, The Irish Times published a letter from a Mr GW 
Biggs: "I feel it is my duty to protest very strongly against this unfounded slander [of 
intolerance on the part of] of our Catholic neighbours, and, in so doing, I am expressing 
the feelings of very many Protestant traders in West Cork. I have been resident in 
Bantry for 43 years, during 33 of which I have been engaged in business, and I have 
received the greatest kindness, courtesy, and support from all classes and creeds in this 
country." Five days later Mr Biggs's substantial business was burned down in an act of 
deliberate arson.  

In September of that year, in the course of a series of letters to the Times of London, 
J Annan Bryce, brother of a former chief secretary to Ireland, commented on a British 
military notice threatening to burn the houses of republicans if those of loyalists were 
targeted.  

He wrote: "There is no justification for the issue of such a notice in this district, 
where the only damage to loyalists' premises has been done by the police. In July they 
burned the stores of Mr. G.W. Biggs, the principal merchant in Bantry, a man highly 
respected, a Protestant, and a lifelong Unionist, with a damage of over £25,000, and 
the estate office of the late Mr. Leigh-White, also a Unionist. Subsequently, in August, 
the police fired into Mr. Biggs's office, while his residence has since been 
commandeered for police barracks. He has had to send his family to Dublin and to live 
himself in a hotel. Only two reasons can be assigned for the outrages on Mr. Biggs, one 
that he employed Sinn Feiners - he could not work his large business without them, 
there being no Unionist workmen in Bantry - the other a recently published statement 
of his protesting - on his own 40 years' experience - against Orange allegations of 
Catholic intolerance. The July burning was part of a general pogrom, in which a cripple, 
named Crowley, was deliberately shot by the police while in bed and several houses 
were set on fire while the people were asleep."  

Statements such as those from Bryce and Biggs, were a consistent feature of public 
life in Ireland right up to and beyond the Truce in 1921. On May 11th 1922, a Protestant 
Convention in the Mansion House reiterated these points ad nauseam. They may be 
read in The Irish Time and Irish Independent of May 12th. 

On October 20th and 25th in your newspaper, an alternative picture was painted, 
concerning an event in Offaly in July 1921, in articles by Niamh Sammon and by Ann 
Marie Hourihane. Essentially, the same story of anti-Protestant violence was broadcast 
by RTÉ on October 23rd in its "Hidden History" series. Had it occurred as depicted, it 
would have been reported in that way at the time. 

Given a choice between Biggs and Bryce, who were on the spot, and Hourihane and 
Sammon, who were not, and the reporting of The Irish Times then and now, I take the 
Protestant view. 

- Yours, etc, 

NIALL MEEHAN 

 



Irish Political Review Vol 20 No 7 July 2005 (ISSN 0790-7672), pages 10-11

When Peter Hart’s book The IRA and its Enemies, Violence and
Community in Cork, 1916-1923 was first published in 1998, I reviewed it
in The Month, a Review of Christian Thought and World Affairs
(September-October 1998). 
That particular issue of The Month was devoted to Ireland and contained
many excellent articles, including one by Brendan Bradshaw on Irish
Nationalism: an Historical Perspective. At that time I was of the opinion
that, as well as the question of oral sources, there were three written
sources, in particular, that merited detailed attention in relation to the
ambush at Kilmichael and the IRA’s treatment of Protestants. These may
be listed as follows: 

Firstly, the ‘official’ account of the Kilmichael ambush that was
released to the press by Dublin Castle at the time; 
Secondly, the account of the ambush which is recorded in a
captured IRA document that is contained in The Irish Rebellion
in the 6th Division Area (Strickland Papers, P 362, Imperial War
Museum); and, 
Thirdly, the official report into Army Intelligence in Ireland
which is recorded in A Record of the Rebellion In Ireland In
1920-1921 (Jeudwine Papers, 72/82/2, Imperial War Museum). 

New Information
All of these three sources, and, indeed, the oral sources, have been
debated extensively and minutely in the years since the publication of
Peter Hart’s book. Meda Ryan in her recent book, Tom Barry, IRA
Freedom Fighter (2003), has summarised much of the discussion and
added important new information of her own. Here I wish simply to say a
few words about the third written source, the official report of Army
Intelligence, and Peter Hart’s response to the comments that I made in
the review article. 
In that article I wrote: “moreover, by maintaining that Protestants did not
have sufficient knowledge to act as informers, Hart heightens the suspi-
cion that they were killed for religious motives. Citing the official Record
of the Rebellion in Ireland, Hart writes “the truth was that, as British
intelligence officers recognised “in the south the Protestants and those
who supported the Government rarely gave much information because,
except by chance, they had not got it to give.””(Hart, pp305, 306). 
Missing Sentences
Hart does not give the next two sentences from the official Record which
read: “an exception to this rule was in the Bandon area where there were
many Protestant farmers who gave information. Although the Intelligence
Officer of the area was exceptionally experienced and although the
troops were most active it proved almost impossible to protect those
brave men, many of whom were murdered while almost all the remain-
der suffered grave material loss.”
I concluded by observing that, “in short, evidence from this British source
confirms that the IRA killings in the Bandon area were motivated by polit-
ical and not sectarian considerations”. Possibly, military considerations,
rather than political, would have been a more fitting way to describe the
reason for the IRA response to those who informed. At that time Peter
Hart gave no reason for the omission of these two significant sentences.
When I heard, in 2002, that he had edited A Record of the Rebellion in
Ireland, I awaited his treatment of the two missing sentences with great
interest (see Peter Hart, ed., British Intelligence in Ireland, 1920-1921.
The Final Reports). 
Footnote
The missing sentences were included in the text of the Record but
attached to them was a footnote, footnote 28. It read: “in The IRA and
its Enemies (pp 293-315) I argue that the great majority of those shot as
informers in Cork were not British agents, and that many actual inform-
ers were spared because they were protected by their social position and
connections. Some condemned West Cork Protestants did give, or try to
give, information but there is no evidence that they acted en masse
despite this statement.”
Nowhere does Peter Hart give an explanation for, or an acknowledge-
ment of, the fact that in The IRA And Its Enemies the two sentences had
been omitted. The evidence from the Record, a source which Hart

accepts as “the most trustworthy” that we have, on this particular issue is
deemed not to be reliable (Hart, British Intelligence, p6). By suppressing,
and then dismissing, this important source evidence, Hart was encour-
aged to republish in 2003, without any qualification, his essay on The
Protestant Experience of Revolution in Southern Ireland (see Peter Hart,
The IRA at War 1916-1923, 2003). 
The essay concluded that  “all of the nightmare images of ethnic conflict
in the twentieth century are here…. sectarianism was embedded in the
vocabulary and the syntax of the Irish revolution, north and south” (Hart,
IRA at War, p240). 
Extreme Conclusions
One might have hoped that mature reflection on the evidence from the
Record of the Rebellion, let alone other contrary evidence adduced by
myself and others, might have led Hart to temper his extreme conclu-
sions on the sectarian nature of the Irish war. It was not to be and one
can draw one’s own conclusion. In forming that conclusion it may be
important to note that in Hart’s edition of the Record of the Rebellion
there are other significant omissions. 
An “editorial note”, presumably by Peter Hart, but possibly by David
Fitzpatrick, the Series Editor, states that “for reasons of space and rele-
vance I have omitted the introduction dealing with events prior to 1920,
portions of chapter 2 dealing with censorship, publicity and the structure
of the IRA, part of chapter 3 on topography and the 1921 Truce, and an
appendix dealing with the Irish Republican Brotherhood” (Hart, ed.,
British Intelligence, p16). 
More Omissions
At first glance, leaving aside for the moment any caveats one may have
about not publishing a document in full, everything seems openly trans-
parent. There are omissions; and we have been told about them.
However, we have not been informed of all the omissions! In Chapter
Three, prior to the omitted section on Topography, there is a section on
The People. This section tells us what the British Army thought of Sinn
Fein, the IRA and the Irish people in general. 
There one reads that: “practically all commanders and intelligence offi-
cers considered that 90% of the people were Sinn Feiners or sympathis-
ers with Sinn Fein, and that all Sinn Feiners were murderers or sympa-
thised with murder. Judged by English standards the Irish are a difficult
and unsatisfactory people. Their civilisation is different and in many ways
lower than that of the English. They are entirely lacking in the
Englishman◊s distinctive respect for the truth and their answers are usu-
ally coloured by a desire to say what their questioner wishes. This often
leads well-meaning people to act on their answers.
Many were of a degenerate type and their methods of waging war were
in most cases barbarous, influenced by hatred and devoid of courage. It
is, however, notorious that guerrilla war is almost invariably barbarous
and that had the IRA fought on more regular lines and in formed bodies
they would have suffered far heavier casualties and achieved far less
success than they did”

(Record of the Rebellion, pp 31, 32 from original copy). 
Inferior Race
Much more on the same lines is contained in this survey of the people.
Underlying the presumption that the Irish were an inferior race, there was
the assumption that they should be content to live under a British
Government and British law. 
For anyone wishing to gain knowledge about the enemies of the IRA, one
of the principal aims of Hart◊s original study, this section on The People
is of compelling interest and relevance. It tells us, in no uncertain terms,
that the British Army, especially that branch of it engaged in Intelligence,
viewed the Irish in racist terms. However, while damning the Catholic
Irish at every opportunity, and being fully aware of the killings of inform-
ers by the IRA, the Record does not accuse them of sectarianism.
Questions, therefore, remain:

why, it has to be asked, has Peter Hart omitted this section of
the Record from the published version?
why did he fail to notify his readers that it had been omitted? 
and 
what of the two missing sentences in relation to informers? 

In the meantime it seems safe to conclude, from the evidence of “the
most trustworthy source” that we have, that the British Army was inspired
by racist sentiments and that the IRA, while attacking loyalists, did not
engage in sectarian activities. 

Peter Hart
the Issue of Sources

Brian Murphy osb June 21 2005




