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INTRODUCTION

An Irish Theatre of War



I grew up with stories of the Second World War that stemmed from very different experiences. My mother lived the war years – her early teenage years – on a small farm in West Cork. In 1934 my grandfather, an agricultural labourer, inherited £300 from an older brother who had emigrated to Chicago some fifty years earlier, where he had done well out of a livery stable. With the money my grandfather bought the house and the thirty-acre farm, previously a tenant-holding on a once large estate, and now ‘in fee’ to the Land Commission. The family’s new, if tenuous, prosperity matched the hopes of the new Ireland of the 1930s. The nationalist Fianna Fáil party, which came to power in 1932, was bent on gaining greater political and economic independence from Britain. Along with this went economic independence for Irish citizens, and in particular for the small farmer. The thirty-acre farm – thought large enough to maintain a family on the produce and its proceeds – was the model on which Fianna Fáil hoped to build a new, fair, if frugal, agrarian society. My grandparents’ large family subsisted, in pretty typical style, as far as possible on their own crops and the small income from the sale of milk, eggs and pigs, boosted by the older children’s earnings. For the boys there was rabbit snaring and seasonal agricultural work for the County Council, on jobs such as ditch clearing and drainage; for the girls, domestic service in the home of the local Minister. Except for the unaccountable fact that my grandfather had been born a Protestant (though he had long since converted), the family came close to embodying the ideal of a self-sufficient, rural, devout and independent Ireland.

Powered by a sense of duty to such people, and to the needs of a young and relatively weak state, the Fianna Fáil leader, Eamon de Valera, was determined to keep Ireland out of the war that, by the mid-1930s, was already looming. Disillusioned with the politics of collective security after the failure of the League of Nations, and convinced of the democratic right of small nations to protect themselves from becoming embroiled in the conflicts of the big powers, he was also committed to neutrality for wholly pragmatic reasons. Ireland had a small, ill-equipped army, and few defences. Still only in its second decade of independence, it was a vulnerable state, which could all too easily be swallowed up in a widespread war. The world of the small farmer and the small town, which lay at the heart of de Valera’s vision of an independent Ireland, would go with it. In the late 1930s de Valera worked to regain control of Irish defences, bartering for the return, in 1938, of all naval and air facilities still in British hands. And on 3 September 1939, as Britain and France declared war on Germany, the Irish government sealed its commitment to neutrality, passing an Emergency Powers Act, which remained in force until 2 September 1946. Throughout the war years Ireland’s Taoiseach resisted Churchill’s – and later Roosevelt’s – attempts to encourage, persuade and occasionally bully him into the war; supported by the vast majority of the Irish population, de Valera resolutely kept Ireland out of the conflict.

My mother’s principal memories of the Emergency are of shortages, particularly of sugar, tea and flour; of trains on the Skibbereen–Schull Light Railway (‘the tram’) running so slowly on inferior fuel that you could climb on and off them as they went uphill; of visits to a pair of relatively well-off elderly Protestant neighbours who owned a working radio; and of making up stories of British successes in the Battle of Britain to tell to her father when she returned home – news of British losses was sure to put him in a bad mood. As a schoolgirl her day-to-day lessons, friendships, and fraught relationships with the nuns were no doubt more present to her than the far-off events of the world war. In addition there were domestic chores and jobs on the farm such as drawing water, collecting eggs, feeding the sow and the hens, making butter, going to the creamery. By the blueish light of the paraffin lamp, and sometimes by candlelight, she would reread the stories in the rare copies of Ireland’s Own, books borrowed from the school ‘library’, and the dog-eared romance novels passed from hand to hand. She attended vocational classes in domestic economy organised by the parish priest, where – despite the shortages – she learnt fancy techniques such as how to make pastry by rubbing the butter into the flour, or how to beat egg whites so stiff you could turn the bowl upside down over your head. Yet elaborate baking at home was impossible; in common with nearly all the other homes nearby, all cooking on the farm was done in the ‘bastable’ over an open fire.

For her older siblings there were occasional visits to the cinema in the town, more frequent music sessions in neighbours’ homes, card-playing, Sunday-night patterns, turkey-drives, fair days, dances in the town hall and a round of social activities centred on the local parish church. In many ways, the war years for my mother’s family were a continuation of life in the 1930s, with its local focus, its seasonal liturgical ritual, as well as its economic privations. Frugality was the order of the day, and worries about the supply of day-to-day necessities took priority over the seemingly distant war. Even had my mother been interested in the global news she would have found it difficult to follow events. Early on in the war the family’s radio became inoperable, due to the difficulty of recharging the wet and dry batteries. They lived too far from the town for daily purchase of a newspaper, and in any event transport difficulties often delayed or cancelled delivery of the Cork Examiner to the smaller market towns. The local weekly paper was true to its type, carrying almost exclusively local news, along with frequent government directives on emergency measures.

My future father, meanwhile, was living out the ‘typical’ wartime experience of an English youth on the outskirts of London – including evacuation to Wales in the early part of the war. Since his father, a hospital clerk, was too old to be conscripted, and he himself was too young (he turned sixteen in the summer of 1945), the family avoided the fears and dangers common to those in the Forces, or with relatives in the Forces (an older brother went into a reserved occupation). But in the row of terraced houses owned by the hospital, in which the family lodged, neighbours received news of the death of relatives. For months at a time the family slept each night in the Anderson shelter in the garden, later migrating to the Morrison shelter under the kitchen table. Towards the end of the war they bedded down in a huge complex of tunnels built into a hill in the grounds of the hospital. Planes from the air force base at Kenley Aerodrome flew low over his school on the South Downs each day, and everywhere there was evidence – in bomb damage, troop movements, defence emplacements – of a country wholly given over to the war effort.

Life on the British home front was undoubtedly more disrupted and perilous than life in neutral Ireland, but it was also more varied. There were weekly visits to the local British Restaurant for dried egg and chips, in order to eke out the rations, and later youth clubs and dances. As a youngster my father read the Beano and the Dandy, worked his way through the adventure stories in the local library, collected models of the planes droning overhead, listened to music and comedy on the wireless. The technology that made the war so lethal also gave him more freedom – as he cadged the occasional ride on the back of a motorbike out into the country, or took the bus every Saturday morning (and later every Saturday night) to the Regal cinema to watch the latest films and Pathé newsreels.

On the face of it, it would be hard to come up with two more contrasting experiences of the war. On the one hand, life in a culture increasingly driven by technology and the beginnings of mass consumption, on the other, a rural life that was still almost pre-machine-age: the contrast seems emblematic of the distinction between living inside and outside the war. Many Irish people volunteered for the British forces, out of conviction, economic necessity, or a youthful thirst for adventure. Others, attracted by the prospect of a job with decent wages, moved to England to work in the war industries. But for the majority of the Irish population who stayed at home, the conflict was distant from their own concerns.

Yet the state of economic siege, the breakdown of transport, the sense of isolation, had more than simply material effects. As one journalist, a schoolboy during the Emergency, recalled, ‘apart from the food, fuel and petrol rationing and other inevitable discomforts or deprivations, the atmosphere of fear, menace and foreboding was constant and almost tangible. Quite simply, one just could not shut it out, at least for long.’ As the Irish government was keen to emphasise, neutrality was not peace. While the violence of the conflict may have seemed remote to most people, everyday life in Ireland was shaped by the hardships, constraints, and psychological pressures of surviving in a war-torn world. Indeed, the very fact that my parents’ lives could converge at the end of the decade speaks of a shared sensibility. Like thousands of other Irish girls, at war’s end my mother applied to train as a nurse in the newly formed National Health Service. In seeking a future abroad, she was typical of the thousands who left Ireland in the years immediately after the war, and now chose as their natural destination not the United States, but Britain. The mass emigration across the Irish Sea that occurred once wartime restrictions had been lifted revealed the extent of the economic disaster that the war had created in Ireland, but it also indicated a new sense of connection to Britain (and is just one example of how the war fundamentally changed the social order in Ireland). By the time my parents met at the end of the 1940s, the declaration of the Republic of Ireland had severed the last formal political ties with Britain, but the shared working lives of Irish and British citizens had brought them closer together.

If neutrality did not protect Ireland from all of the war’s effects, this obvious truth has been overshadowed by the Allied perception that Ireland’s neutrality was tantamount to opting out of the war. The weight of popular feeling in Ireland that the country’s neutrality was natural and necessary, given the history of the state and its poor defences, made scarcely any dent in British public opinion at the time. British people believed that Ireland had deliberately cut itself off, and had betrayed its neighbour. Many Britons were simply unable to absorb the fact that the country was no longer a part of the United Kingdom. Ireland’s neutrality was regarded by the Allies as the nadir of national protectionism, an extension of the economic isolationism of the 1930s. Ireland had cut itself off not only from the war but from the vital flow of ideas that was shaping the new world. Rather than being active, sovereign, and independent, its neutral stance was negative: defensive, distrustful and inward-looking.

Contemporary comparisons of life in neutral Ireland and that in belligerent Britain focused on the contrasts between them. Travellers’ accounts of journeys to Ireland (of which there were many, partly because the ‘peace’ there made it a welcome destination for journalists) were keen to stress the tremendous differences, and incidentally offered a picture of life in neutral Ireland that those living in rural areas would have found it impossible to recognise. According to these narratives, to travel from Britain to Ireland in wartime was to journey from darkness into light. Passengers from England endured an uncomfortable, excruciatingly slow train ride – at night the windows were blacked out, so that it was like travelling in an endless tunnel – and a crowded, often vomit-fumed, mailboat crossing over the Irish Sea. The wartime journey was longer by about eight hours than in peacetime. But the reward for their stamina, as travellers recorded obsessively, was to be greeted by the blaze of lights in neutral Dublin – a veritable rebirth from the cave of darkness that was Britain at war. (Travellers from Ireland were just as struck by blackout-blanketed Britain.) Visitors rhapsodised over the startling sea of lights in Dublin Bay, and even noted the pale reflections in the River Liffey. And not only was there light, there were things in the shops:




Woolworths! You just can’t imagine! All the little things amaze you as much as the big things – paper hankies, lead soldiers, combs, zip fasteners, bath salts.



Visitors came to buy, and to eat. Restaurants, cafés and ice-cream parlours vied with shop-window displays for their attention. (In fact Dublin’s lights were supposed to be dimmed during the war, and there were restrictions on display fronts – creating what local wags liked to call ‘celtic twilight – half a blackout’ – but the contrast with Britain was still stark.) Steak, cream cakes, knickerbocker glories, bacon and eggs, butter, cosmetics, jewellery, leather goods, all were in plentiful supply, and at bargain prices for the British visitor. Shopping and eating could be followed up by Guinness, whiskey and pink gins in the pub, by a visit to the cinema, or the theatre, by formal dances at the Gresham Hotel for the well-heeled, at the Olympia Rooms, or at local hops. Dublin and Cork swayed to the sounds of the foxtrot, the quickstep, the waltz and the rumba. Weekends could be spent on the golf course, shooting and fishing in season, sailing in Dublin Bay, or at any one of a number of regattas around the coast. These attractions were not lost on Ireland’s closest neighbours, civilians living in Northern Ireland, and above all the forces stationed there. Dublin became the favourite haunt for those on short leave, and after American troops arrived in the North in 1942, Dubliners became used to seeing trains unload their cargoes of GIs seeking twenty-four hours of indulgence. Summertime brought invasion from the North. In July 1942 bookings on the Great Northern from Belfast to Dublin exceeded all records. ‘They are said to be down here chiefly to eat,’ reported the novelist Elizabeth Bowen.

The evocation of luxury in accounts of life in the Irish capital generally implied disapproval (and ignored the very real economic hardship in the city, where shortages and rising unemployment were causing near destitution for increasing numbers of the poor). The stories of pleasure and plenty were tinged with a fairy-tale sense of unreality, as if Ireland were a fantasy refuge from the harsh outside world, a place where moral backsliding could be indulged. Anger at the presence of Axis legations in Dublin was a staple of Allied propaganda. And rumours of the extravagant lifestyle to be enjoyed in Dublin were accompanied, later in the war, by stories in British and American newspapers of Germans, Italians and Japanese crowding the streets, of Nazi U-boats refuelling on Ireland’s coast, of swastika badges worn openly in Ireland, of Axis spies allowed freedom to roam across the country. For many in Britain and the United States the lights of Ireland were a reminder that she was, in a frequently used phrase, ‘shaking hands with murder’. To the British and American public, Dublin’s wide and well-lit streets screened a moral darkness: the ‘small, obstinate, intransigent nation with its head still stuck in 1938’ was, in reality, experiencing her blackest hour.

The Allied case against Ireland during the war was initially based on her ‘betrayal’ of Britain and the Empire. In 1938 Britain gave up the ‘Treaty ports’ at Cobh, Berehaven and Lough Swilly, which it had retained in 1921. The refusal to lease the ports back to Britain during the worst years of the Battle of the Atlantic was portrayed as the principal sign of Ireland’s funk. The lack of access to the ports was blamed for many deaths during the German U-boat campaign in the early part of the war. British public opinion (fuelled by the British press) was incensed by Ireland’s ‘disloyalty’.

As the war was increasingly understood in Britain as a ‘people’s war’, a struggle by ordinary civilians against the monster of Hitlerism, Ireland’s neutral stance was looked upon as a betrayal of democracy itself. Neutrality involved shutting one’s eyes not only to the dire consequences for lonely Britain of the lack of western defences, but to the nature of fascism: a moral as well as political failure. Ireland had cut herself adrift from the current of modern life, and from the decisive political struggle of the day.

Within Ireland, however, there was near-complete consensus on the prudence of the policy. Neutrality was above all a practical stance dictated by military and political necessities, not an ideological declaration, or the expression of a moral choice. It did not imply hostility to Britain, but expressed the Irish government’s responsibility for the survival of the state and the welfare of its citizens. The wisdom of neutrality was argued first of all pragmatically – it was impossible for Ireland to choose belligerence given the country’s lack of defences. But beyond this lay a fear of a return to the internal conflicts of the recent past, if the population were asked to make common cause with Britain. Irish suspicion of Britain could take many different forms, of course, from a generalised scepticism about Britain’s motives in going to war, to a frank desire to see Britain beaten by Germany. Nonetheless in letters, newspaper articles, memoirs and interviews, the phrase that kept recurring to describe the policy of neutrality was that it was ‘natural given our history’. That history included not only the War of Independence, concluded less than two decades previously, and the continuing problem of partition. The phrase also invoked the memory of the bloody and divisive civil war which was one of the outcomes of the Anglo-Irish Treaty. In 1939 that war, which had been fought over whether to accept the terms offered by the British, was barely sixteen years in the past.

And neutrality was also defended in terms of democratic entitlement. Ireland, as a small nation, had a right to its independence. If other countries regarded themselves as engaged in a battle for democracy, then they should accept that Ireland’s neutrality was the price of democracy, a genuine expression of the popular will. The refusal to be drawn into a major war not of its making was a sign of Ireland’s sovereignty, an expression of its hard-won independence.

British (and later American) anger was met in Ireland in large part by resignation – many Irish, after all, felt themselves no strangers to the British inability to understand their country’s history, or respect Irish independence. But beyond the broad popular endorsement of neutrality as the country’s only viable option lay concern about the costs of the policy. While the impact of economic isolation was felt right across the country, amongst the intelligentsia the worries were about imaginative and cultural isolation. The wartime generation of writers portrayed itself as ‘a static generation’, cut off from the real world of the war. The loss of intellectual traffic with Europe was an inevitable consequence of the difficulty of travel to and contact with Britain (and the impossibility of contact with countries on the continent), but it was intensified by the strict censorship of printed news and other media. Political censorship forbade ‘unneutral’ comment on the progress and conduct of the war, and opinions about the belligerents. The idea that the country could sustain its neutrality only by screening out information about the war made it all the harder to refute British accusations of culpable detachment from the struggle against Nazi Germany.

The belief that Ireland’s neutrality was the extreme expression of isolationism has been an enduring one. These have been called ‘lost years’ for Ireland, a country that became, in the words of the novelist Frank O’Connor, ‘a non-entity state entirely divorced from the rest of the world’. O’Connor made his judgement in 1942. Thirty years after the war the historian F. S. L. Lyons reached for the contrast between darkness and light in his famous metaphor for the psychological and cultural isolation of Ireland in wartime:


It was as if an entire people had been condemned to live in Plato’s cave, with their backs to the fire of life and deriving their only knowledge of what went on outside from the flickering shadows thrown on the wall … When after six years they emerged, dazzled, from the cave into the light of day, it was to a new and vastly different world.



The idea that Britain, continental Europe, Asia and Africa had suffered the ‘fire of life’ while Ireland dwelt in the darkness of a self-made prison was not wholly retrospective. In an editorial published in the Irish Times soon after the Allied victory, the end of isolation (and the lifting of censorship) was greeted – in a striking reversal of the idea of Ireland as a well-lit paradise outside the world at war – as the dawning of a new freedom: ‘We feel as anybody must feel who, having been confined in a dark cell for nearly six years, is released suddenly into the sunshine and blinded by the light.’

Isolation, incarceration, indifference – the consensus is striking. The idea that neutral Ireland was cut off from the rest of wartime Europe was shared by supporters of the Allies, but also by some Irish defenders of neutrality and even a few supporters of the Axis powers. In May 1945 the Irish novelist Kate O’Brien took the mailboat from Holyhead to Dun Laoghaire. She had been absent from the country for five and a half years, and her return was necessarily coloured by her experience of living in Britain throughout the war.


It was to sail back far, and shockingly, into the overlaid and the forgotten. I remember how the cleanliness startled me; gleaming paint and polished plate-glass of suburban houses; arrays of shining cutlery and enormous, beautifully starched white napkins in the dining room of the hotel; amazing, exquisite and long-forgotten food. As there was no petrol in Dublin hardly an engine stirred, and one heard again the old clip-clop of horse-hooves along the quiet streets. The season was in leaf, and all the gardens, public and private, were Victorianly tended and radiant with flower.

This was indeed a far, far past – and very ghostly.



There are many other descriptions like this, of Ireland as a land outside time, untouched by the devastation. Yet there are equally compelling reasons to argue that Ireland had not remained impervious to the war. And for O’Brien, returning in 1945, behind ‘the amazing foreground’ of unbroken windows, flowering gardens and platters of meat, ‘it didn’t take long to find, among the poets and middle-aged writers anyway, certain depths of shock and sorrow that kept us up to date even then, and spiritually safe enough; entrenched somehow beyond our superficial non-reality.’

O’Brien pours cold water on the idea that Ireland was ‘in its conscience and heart immune in 1945 from the pain and horror which had torn the world apart’. Despite censorship, and despite a high degree of cultural isolation, the imaginations of Irish citizens were not cut off from the war raging in Europe. Despite economic stagnation and restrictions on travel, everyday life in Ireland was far from unaffected by the conflict. The country was, as many said at the time, both in and not in the war. While ‘the poets and middle-aged writers’ may have expressed this edgy and ambivalent consciousness, the experience went much further than that. Volunteering, migrant work, spying, smuggling, unemployment, shortages, censorship, defence: there was no home front in Ireland, but the country was nonetheless shaped by the war.


* * *



We now know that Ireland, as a ‘friendly neutral’, helped the Allies more than either side admitted at the time. There were Irish in the Allied defence forces, and in British war industries; there were well-known acts of solidarity such as de Valera sending fire engines north during the blitz on Belfast, or the repatriation of Allied airmen downed in Éire; there was sharing of information from German decodes and coastal surveillance of German planes and submarines. As the war progressed, there was increasing security cooperation between MI5 and its Irish equivalent, G2. De Valera was a realist, not only in maintaining Ireland’s immunity from attack, but in his understanding that it was in Ireland’s long-term interest that Britain should win. But beyond the awkward balance between political stalemate and inter-governmental entente, between diplomatic showdowns and assistance on the intelligence front, lies the story of how neutrality was experienced day to day by Irish citizens, unaware of the extent of that cooperation.

One version of Ireland’s wartime story is that it is all about absence – the absence of conflict, of supplies, of social dynamism, of contact with ‘the outside world’. This perspective has masked the material and psychic impoverishment that the war wrought in Ireland, and which continued long after the war ended. The effects of poverty, massive emigration, the decline of rural areas, the suppression of debate through censorship, and of political dissent through a series of repressive measures including internment, persisted like a silent damage to the culture throughout the 1950s.

The strange, ghostly existence of Ireland both in and outside the war has been replicated in the writing of this book. In focusing on the cultural repercussions of Ireland’s neutrality, I have written about the country in so far as it sought to respond to chains of events outside its control. Neutrality only makes sense in the context of war elsewhere. In looking at Ireland through the optic of the war years, I have measured the country against a chronology which isn’t really its own. Nonetheless, the wartime narrative is not entirely alien to Ireland’s sense of itself, either. As Elizabeth Bowen wrote in a wartime short story set in Ireland, in a total war ‘there is no elsewhere, no other place’.

For the most part the experience of being ‘outside’ or on the edge of total war has not been well documented. There has been little anatomy of the varying opinions in town and country: amongst Irish speakers in the Gaeltacht, for example, or the remnants of the Ascendancy, the middle class of the small towns, the urban intelligentsia, the young who left for war work in Britain. The testimony I turn to here comes from a wide variety of sources including interviews, letters, editorial opinion, diaries, transcripts of radio broadcasts, archives of the Department of Justice, the Department of External Affairs, and of the Irish secret service organisation G2, trade journals, magazines, and other ephemera. But I also allot a distinctive role to cultural and artistic expression in a broad sense, and in particular to poetry, fiction, and drama.

In part this is because many of Ireland’s writers of the period have left us explicit and moving reflections on their own responses to neutrality (and in some cases arresting accounts of the crises of conscience that neutrality occasioned for them). But I am also convinced that the narrative turns, the verbal patterns which recur from one writer to another, offer insights into the deeper currents of feeling in Irish society as a whole. The images and figures of speech encountered in the creative work of wartime give word to the silent majority. In fact, this book began from my fascination with the glimpses into the emotional world of neutral Ireland that I encountered in imaginative literature. I wanted to understand more about the uneasy, suspended form of existence which I sensed in the writing, about the experience of being surrounded by – and yet detached from – momentous conflict.

I was also intrigued by the relationship between the creative exploration of neutrality and the demands on writers and artists to engage publicly with the war. Writers and writing play a leading role in my story because the changes in Ireland’s literary and intellectual life during wartime vividly indicate the inner stresses and strains which the wider culture was under. One of the most striking aspects of Irish writing in this period is the general turn towards documentary work, something which Ireland shared with the countries at war – indeed Irish literature’s new forms of public engagement were partly shaped by the wartime demands on art and writing in Britain.

Many of Ireland’s wartime writers – cosmopolitan in outlook, European-minded – became during the course of the conflict vociferous critics of neutrality, or impatient with aspects of the policy. Writers such as Elizabeth Bowen, Kate O’Brien, Louis MacNeice, Francis Stuart, Denis Johnston were all separated by class and education (not to mention, barring O’Brien, religion) from the majority of Irish citizens, whether rural or urban. Much of their wartime writing has to be understood as a challenge to neutrality. In choosing to produce radio propaganda for the Allies (or in Stuart’s case, the Axis powers), to secretly gather information on Irish attitudes to the war, to report on the war in Europe for the BBC, each was specifically working against the censorship if not precisely against neutrality. (Samuel Beckett’s absolute rejection of neutral Ireland for Paris and later Roussillon – his stated preference for France at war to Ireland at peace – is the most vivid example of this divorce).

The idea, beloved of Yeats in his later years, of the Protestant southern minority as guardians of intellectual freedom within a nation increasingly committed to an ideal of Gaelic, Catholic Ireland, was given a form of reprieve during the war. By 1939 most of the writers Yeats had had in mind were dead: Lady Gregory in 1932, AE in 1937, Yeats himself in 1939. Others, such as the aged G.B. Shaw, seemed resolutely to have turned their backs on Ireland. Nonetheless middle class Irish writers as different as MacNeice and Kate O’Brien, living and working within a climate of British cultural opinion and indeed British propaganda on the war, but writing to and about Ireland, continued to see themselves as the – often angry – voice of the nation’s conscience.

This impulse towards engagement – through polemic, commentary, reportage, propaganda work in print and broadcasting – also transformed literary culture in Ireland. Not only war but neutrality demanded public engagement from even the most ‘detached’ or ‘aesthetic’ of writers, who turned to journalism, essays, documentary film, and reportage. And it is no surprise that this public engagement on the part of the writers seeped back into their private art. In the process Irish cultural debate was changed beyond recognition.

A generation of writers born in the first decade of the century – some of whom had taken part in the fight for independence, who were educated in the university colleges in Dublin or Cork, or the new teacher training colleges – reached artistic maturity during the war. Products of a politically confident new state, they were both more self-assured and more disillusioned with that state than a previous generation had the luxury to be. The distinctively modern and critical Irish idiom in the work of a writer such as Patrick Kavanagh, or Brian O’Nolan (Flann O’Brien) for example, supportive of neutrality yet ferociously contemptuous of the new political and cultural consensus, would have been unthinkable thirty years before.

In part the wartime literary renaissance was the fruit of isolation – cut off from publishing outlets in Britain, and keyed up by the new injection of energy brought by small groups of refugees from Britain and elsewhere in Europe, writers and artists turned to an Irish audience, developing new cultural initiatives. The most well-known is the journal The Bell, begun by Peadar O’Donnell and Sean O’Faolain in October 1940, but the war provided the conditions too for the growth of regional drama, for Irish exhibitions of the visual arts, and even for Myles na gCopaleen (O’Brien’s journalistic alter-ego) in the Irish Times. The boost given to writing in the Irish language was more clearly and literally tied to isolation, as the incarceration of men such as Máirtín Ó Cadhain, and boys such as Brendan Behan, in the Curragh internment camp provided them with the time to both study the language and to write it. The violent dislocations born of economic disaster in rural and working class urban districts provided the spur to new, often bitterly comic, reflections on the ideal of an Irish Ireland. Despite complaints at the time, (contemporary reviews of the Irish language theatre in particular are almost unrelievedly damning), the war proved a turning point for the movement to develop a modern literature in the Irish language, and a self-confident modern Irishwriting in English. The grumbles about intellectual stagnation were, paradoxically, evidence of the energy and dynamism which was resisting that stagnation.

This book will take account of the declarations and initiatives of diplomats and statesmen, but it also seeks to open up the experience of Ireland’s shadow theatre of war and the impact of being on the edge of global conflict. Ordinary Irish people, as well as politicians, and those whose vocation was reflective or creative writing, struggled to understand what neutrality meant as a condition they were living through, one whose outcome was still indeterminate. This book is a record of that experience, and of the effort of a culture to make sense of it.











1

This Emergent Ireland



Some months before the war began, in January 1939, three major wireless networks in the United States relayed a broadcast by de Valera from the Radio Éireann studios in Dublin. The Irish leader was announcing his country’s involvement in the New York World’s Fair, to be held in May. The Fair’s organisers had been having a rough time; in the planning stages four years earlier, with what must have felt like zip and zing, they had hit on the theme ‘The World of Tomorrow’. With a certain amount of idealism and a great deal of borrowed money they went about reclaiming the ‘primeval bog’ of Corona Dumps, in the outer borough of Queens, transforming it into a modernist landscape where they could display all the elements at work in the American dream of a better world.

Despite the rank commercialism at work in many of the Fair’s exhibits, advances in science, technology, and social thought were all presented as exalting the freedoms and opportunities of democracy in the new world about to dawn. But by 1939 the theme ‘The World of Tomorrow’ was asking for trouble, given the overwhelming fear that the world might wake up at any time to another war. And in fact there were a few sticky months when the global ambitions of the Fair seemed in jeopardy, given the dire international situation. After disagreement over sharing space with countries in the Commonwealth, Ireland signalled her intention not to participate. De Valera’s later volte-face was due in part to the intervention of the mayor of New York, Fiorella La Guardia, who wheedled that ‘Ireland’s flag would be very much missed from the family of nations’. (The mayor was nicknamed ‘O’La Guardia’ because of his shameless courting of the Irish vote; he was said to gain the hint of a brogue when talking to Irish immigrants.)

The benefits of attendance at the World’s Fair were primarily commercial, and much of the Irish exhibit was devoted to boosting the export market, but in his January broadcast de Valera was keen to present Ireland’s participation as above mere trade:




[image: ]






Our aim will not be an advertisement of goods we desire to sell; rather our aim will be to give you who have taken such practical interest in our struggle for freedom an idea of how the freedom which has been won has fructified in the developments of our national life, in our political institutions, in our national economy and in our social services.



The Fair was a chance to show the global public (and Irish-Americans in particular) what Ireland had done with her independence. It was a window on to her self-image after seventeen years of self-rule.

‘I look towards a land both old and young; old in its Christianity, young in its promise of a future,’ declared de Valera over the airwaves, quoting Cardinal Newman and defining what the designers hoped would be the significance of the display: Ireland’s dynamic fusion of the traditional and the up-to-date. Ireland was indeed an ancient nation and it could justly celebrate not only a rich tradition of Gaelic culture in rural life, folklore, music and literature, but also a central role in the monastic life of the medieval Christian world. Yet it was also a modern state – and one still struggling to free itself from centuries of underdevelopment under British rule. Once the Fair opened in May 1939 visitors discovered a series of displays focusing on the Irish government’s energetic attempts to tackle the consequences of that lag.

Prominently exhibited along one wall of the Irish Pavilion at the World’s Fair, now at a good distance from the Commonwealth nations’ exhibition, was an imposing Art Deco-inspired mural of the most unequivocal sign of Ireland’s embrace of the modern world: the showcase Shannon hydroelectric scheme. This was a massive (German-built) project to bring electricity to the entire country, begun in the early years of the Free State. There were few more far-reaching, or more controversial, plans for the transformation of Irish rural life – electricity was to be the force behind farm mechanisation (powering grain-crushing, root-pulping, chaff-cutting, milking, milk-churning) as well as the saviour of the Irish housewife. Supply was mainly confined to cities and the larger towns, until the rural electricification scheme was put into practice immediately after the war. Nonetheless the purveyors of the new power were nothing if not ambitious – to rural dwellings that lacked even electric light and running water, advertisements and brochures trumpeted the benefits of the most complex (and expensive) labour-saving devices. But even for those who welcomed the changes to be ushered in by the new power, it proved impossible to foresee the extent of the social transformation modern technologies might bring. As one deputy put it during a debate on rural electrification in the Dáil:


I hope to see the day that when a girl gets a proposal from a farmer she will enquire not so much about the number of cows but rather concerning the electrical appliances she will require before she gives her consent, including not merely electric light but a water heater, an electric clothes boiler, a vacuum cleaner and even a refrigerator.



On top of these far-reaching practical benefits, the enormous power station at Ardnacrusha looked the part. Sean Keating’s massive eighty-foot modernist mural emphasised the subjugation of nature, with the edifice set in a huge gouge hacked out of the earth, and man dwarfed by the machine. The state-run Electricity Supply Board (condemned by one newspaper as ‘the first fruits of Bolshevism in this country’) produced modernist prints and photographs which would have done Russian avant-gardists or Italian futurists proud. Alongside these the Irish Pavilion offered displays featuring the progress of drainage and land reclamation, the decentralisation of industry, improvement in housing and hospital facilities (funded by United States citizens gambling on the Hospital Sweepstakes), and the transformation of the transport network. Here again Shannon was seen as the hub of future developments, both as a base for seaplane flights across the Atlantic, and as the projected centre of an air-travel network linking Europe with the United States.

But in the Fair as a whole, examples of Irish corporate vigour and nettle-grasping were overshadowed by the designers’ seemingly limitless ability to recycle old stereotypes. This was not entirely their fault. In recent years the country had hardly gone on a drive to diversify its exports. Predictably, the displays fell back on trying to sell Ireland as a tourist destination, for the fisherman, the hunter and the sightseer; its chief products were whiskey, stout, smoking pipes, thoroughbred horses and church ornaments (Catholic paraphernalia were an important part of the exhibit in general). Despite the fanfare over the new, locally based industries (manufacturing candles, soap, tyres, and so on) the content of the trade exhibit was firmly moored in the past; what Ireland had to offer the world in 1939 was almost indistinguishable from what it had had to offer before gaining limited independence in 1922. What had changed was the manner of its presentation.

The design of the Irish Pavilion itself, by architect Michael Scott, could justly claim to have united the traditional and the modern. The building was designed in the shape of a shamrock – though with an excess of confidence in the dawning era of mass air travel, the shamrock outline could only be fully grasped from above. Most visitors arrived by train and on foot, however, and therefore experienced the shamrock as it were by degrees. The main entrance to the trade exhibit stood at the end of the glass-walled stem, which enclosed a hall eighty feet long. The curved leaves had a certain modernist allure, but the Art Deco effect was fatally compromised by the green awnings that adorned both leaves and stem, to cut down the glare of the New York sun. Emerald-clad attendants were posted at strategic intervals to direct visitors to the different exhibits.
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Scott was well aware of the problem of being both folksy and futuristic when he took on the commission. Landed with the task of finding some architectural form with which the twenty-five million Irish-Americans could connect, he pointed the problem out to his new employers:


There was no Irish architecture after the twelfth century … all the rest was influenced one way or another by outside sources … ‘What do you expect me to do?’ I said. ‘A couple of round towers and the Rock of Cashel?’



Scott offered an ultra-contemporary solution to the problem of authentic Irishness – a building in the shape of a resonant national symbol. He later remembered, ‘They thought it was marvellous, a wonderful building. They liked how I solved the problem of nationalism and made it modern at the same time.’ The green-and-white shamrock plumped in the middle of the metropolis proclaimed its difference – its singular identity. It couldn’t be taken for anything else. But it was also a cipher – the most traditional symbol of Irishness used as the marker for an as yet undefined future, a gesture towards a political, social, cultural identity still struggling to know itself.

Outside, the area surrounding the Pavilion was landscaped to include a miniature lake; in the centre of the lake lay a large relief map of Ireland, for which soil had been brought from the fields of each of the counties and water from the River Shannon and the Lakes of Killarney. Irish-American visitors crowded round the green-tinted mini-Ireland. They were drawn too to an enormous carved granite pillar carrying a bust of the rebel leader Patrick Pearse in the centre. The pillar’s design was ingenious: integrated within the granite were stone blocks taken from buildings which had almost sacred significance in the story of Ireland’s struggle for independence, because of their role in the 1916 Rising – when armed rebels proclaimed an Irish Republic, holding parts of the centre of Dublin against British forces for over a week. The pillar contained, for example, fragments from the General Post Office, the centre of the military campaign; from Kilmainham Prison, where the rebels were held; and from Arbour Hill, where they lay buried. The whole construction was illuminated by the text of the 1916 Proclamation of Independence, in Irish and English.

This, then, was the Ireland ready to take her place in the World of Tomorrow. ‘The eyes of the Fair are on the future,’ insisted the official literature, but apart from the shamrock itself, which was hailed as one of the most innovative structures at the Fair, the Irish exhibit seemed to have little to say directly to the world to come. The most popular exhibits were a bizarre genuine-kitsch amalgam – real soil from the land, real water from the lakes, real stones from the places where ‘history’ had been made, and finally even real sportsmen: to complete the aura of Irish authenticity the organisers imported the Galway and Kerry Gaelic Football teams to help open the Pavilion. Soil and water were offered up as the body and blood of Ireland – tiny scraps of an authentic world which had been forever lost to those across the Atlantic. The shamrock itself represented a secular trinity. As though to confirm every cliché about the Holy Land of Ireland, the exhibition presented bits of Ireland itself as relics; making a visit to the Fair was to be a pilgrimage.

This clash between a Gaelic Christian past and a modern future was no accident. It echoed the conundrum of the archaic and the modern which confronted Ireland as a whole. Ancient nation and nascent state – as de Valera suggested in his broadcast, Ireland’s challenge in the inter-war decades was to be both new and old at the same time.


* * *



The Free State born in 1922 was for many, twenty years and several treaties later, still waiting to grow up. ‘We are today in this emergent Ireland living experimentally,’ observed the writer and editor Sean O’Faolain in 1941. In this ongoing emergency Ireland’s difficulty was that any recognisably Irish ‘forms of life’ were ‘still in their childhood’. The childishness of the Irish was a common complaint, from insiders as well as outsiders. ‘She is the oldest nation in Europe, though she is still in her teens,’ explained Sean O’Casey in 1944, in partial apology for Ireland’s wartime stance. The problem was that socially, politically, and culturally Ireland was finding it difficult to separate from Britain. The trouble lay not only in the partition of the island. The Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, which concluded the War of Independence (and ushered in the Civil War), had offered Dominion status within the British Commonwealth to the twenty-six counties. The country would not achieve full independence until after the war in 1949.

The inter-war years saw a number of changes to Ireland’s political status, as de Valera progressively wrung concessions from Britain. Soon after he came to power in 1932 he abolished the Oath of Allegiance to the Crown, and in a series of moves limited the power of the Governor-General. During the 1936 constitutional crisis, and the abdication of Edward VIII, the Constitution Amendment Bill removed all reference to the king from the Free State Constitution. In the same year the Italian invasion of Abyssinia, and the weak response of England and France through the League of Nations (when de Valera was President of the League), confirmed his disillusion with the politics of collective security. In June 1936 he announced in the Dáil, ‘We want to be neutral’ (adding that he would not allow the country to be used as a base from which to attack Britain). In a referendum in 1937 the populace voted for a new Constitution, which bore de Valera’s unmistakable stamp: the name Irish Free State was dropped in favour of Éire, or Ireland (a term that formally designated all thirty-two counties). The country became a Republic in all but name. And in 1938 Ireland negotiated the return of the three Atlantic seaports at Cobh, Berehaven and Lough Swilly, removing Britain’s last toehold in the South, and giving Ireland control over her own defences. This move was crucial if the Irish government was to make more than a pretence at an independent foreign policy – it was to make her wartime neutrality viable. Neutrality in turn was to become a symbol of Ireland’s sovereignty. De Valera announced that the 1938 agreement, granting Ireland control of her ports and harbours, ‘recognises and finally establishes Irish sovereignty over the twenty-six counties and the territorial seas’. Despite the running sore of partition, by the later 1930s Ireland’s politicians were able to present the country’s moves towards full independence with legitimate pride. She had been steadily disentangling herself from the grip of her powerful neighbour. On the eve of the war all the conditions seemed in place for Ireland to argue her status as an equal among the modern nations of the world.

But making the break from Britain was not easy. In many respects, the dilemmas Ireland confronted were similar to those of any emergent nation, moving out from the shadow of foreign domination. The big difference was that Ireland was not located across the ocean, on the opposite side of the world to its former ruler; it belonged to the same continent, shared the same cultural heritage, and was bound by the closest geographical proximity, with all that this implied in terms of continuing ties of trade, family, and friendship.

By 1939 Ireland had her own constitution, including her own President (the appointment of Douglas Hyde, founder of the Gaelic League and a Protestant, ‘marked the first stage in political maturity’, according to one commentator). She also had control of her own defences. But the country was still connected to Britain by ‘External Association’. A tenuous link was maintained with the British Commonwealth, partly in order to facilitate the future reunification of Ireland. During the coming war this would lead to anomalies such as the fact that Britain kept neither an ambassador nor a High Commissioner in Dublin; the chief emissary was known simply as the British Representative. Irish representatives to foreign governments had to be ratified by London before being able to take up position. The monarchy thus still had a role, however vestigial – indeed, the king and queen dutifully visited the World’s Fair Pavilion in May 1939. (They greeted the Patrick Pearse pillar in silence.)

Quite apart from these formal connections, there were many in Ireland who still thought of themselves, at least in part, as British. Members of the former Protestant ascendancy and well-to-do businessmen – both Catholic and Protestant – maintained links to Britain through education, marriage, social ties, business and financial interests, not to mention inclination. Putting sentiment aside, the fact that nearly all Ireland’s export trade was carried on with Britain, and most of her securities were in British banks (the Irish currency was linked to sterling), meant that any sudden break in relations was impossible. And for those, including many middle-class Protestants, who identified with the new Irish state, there was still the problem of what that state stood for. The severing of the last political ties to the former colonial power was poorly matched by independence in devising home-grown institutions. The apparatus of parliament, judiciary, and the agencies of law enforcement were largely modelled on British prototypes. Literature, leisure, sport, all were in danger of being governed by rules set in London or New York. What could be said to be Irish about Ireland? How would independent Irish life be different from life within the British Empire? In the years after 1922 furious battles were fought over the kind of politics, society and culture best suited to the new state – over what type of Ireland should take its place in the family of nations.

Considering the shaky foundations on which the new state had been built – with the civil war a very recent memory – the country had achieved remarkable stability by the late 1930s. Its leader, de Valera, had managed the transition from nationalist insurrection to democratic parliamentarism which many anti-colonialist fighters in the twentieth century failed to achieve. Ireland had a strong liberal parliamentary system, inherited from British rule and bolstered by a constitution; despite the continuing presence of the IRA the rule of law was accepted by a majority of the population; there was freedom of the press and, in the main, religious tolerance.

Travellers visiting Ireland in the late 1930s discovered in Dublin a once shabby provincial city slowly transforming itself into a European capital. If the social life associated with the heyday of the rule of the British Governor-General had faded, energy flowed instead from the Dáil and from the courts. The founding of the National University in 1908 had enabled a generation of Catholic intellectuals, lawyers, politicians and businessmen to gain the qualifications they needed to take up posts in the government, the civil service and education. There was evidence of a growing social democracy as the political revolution of 1922 took effect in society: the professions were slowly being filled by the sons of comparatively poor men – farmers, shopkeepers, country doctors; increasingly the landed gentry cast in their lot with the people. Despite censorship, the universities – Protestant Trinity, the more recent, Catholic, University Colleges, the seminary at Maynooth and (in 1940) de Valera’s new Institute for Advanced Studies – fostered an intensive, and Irish-identified, intellectual life, which found expression in scholastic philosophy, in empiricist history, in medical and educational reform, in journalism and in literature.

In newspapers, pamphlets and the pages of several intellectual journals such as the Irish Monthly and the more academic Studies (both Jesuit publications), the Irish Rosary and the Irish Ecclesiastical Record, debate focused on how Ireland was to develop and modernise without losing touch with its own distinctive traditions. But it wasn’t all inward-looking. The national intelligentsia – academics in the new university colleges, clerics, co-operative organisers, Gaelic Leaguers – debated the future of Irish society amidst European developments. During the late 1930s there were long-running discussions about the nature of money and the kind of banking system that would be suited to Ireland, the good and bad effects of industrialisation, the nature of communism, the wording of the 1937 Constitution, the status of women within Irish society, the revival of Irish. These initiatives grew out of a sincere attempt to develop practical ways to organise Irish society on Catholic social principles, particularly as these were laid out in two Papal Encyclicals, Rerum Novarum and Quadragesimo Anno. Powerful clerics such as Father John Charles MacQuaid, who was a close friend of de Valera and who became Archbishop of Dublin in 1940, championed Catholic social teaching, including a corporatist model of representation which was intended to minimise the social injustices of capitalist democracy.

The new Catholic society which was envisaged was deeply traditionalist. At a political level the years after 1922 had ushered in a raft of conservative legal changes designed to underline Irish Catholic morality, including legislation on divorce, contraception, censorship, education, and – in the 1937 Constitution – women’s role in society. Laws such as the 1935 Criminal Law Amendment Act, which criminalised the import of contraceptives, were an attempt to regulate public morality on Catholic lines. It was not simply that sexuality was twinned with indecency in the minds of the legislators (the use of artificial birth control was associated with prostitution rather than planned parenthood). Catholic sexual morality and the ideal of the Catholic family were seen as a front line in the battle with the secular materialism of Britain and the United States. Many of these debates were thus freighted with sectarianism and xenophobia. Conservative churchmen and politicians took the lead, but there were numerous semi-clerical organisations which popularised these ideas throughout society. The Legion of Mary, An Rioghacht (the League of the Kingship of Christ), the corporatist movement, the rural co-operative movement Muintir na Tíre, were all attempts to provide a forum and practical testing ground for the intellectual, and often reactionary, ideas of Catholic Europe.

The strength of the Catholic nationalist consensus reflected the needs of a society striving to give cultural expression to its newly won independence. Barring a few notable exceptions, opposition to the conservative clerical establishment was concentrated in liberal literary circles. Liberal writers were loud in their complaints about the stifling atmosphere of nationalist, clerical Ireland. Many of them, after all, had fallen foul of the authorities themselves, in the form of the 1929 Censorship of Publications Act. The Act was designed to protect Irish readers from the immoral literature produced across the channel – everything from smutty pulp fiction to pamphlets on birth control – but the Censorship Board also banned work by nearly every one of Ireland’s younger literary writers.

However, literary dissent was not simply a reaction to the fact that the writers were targets of the clerical establishment. The social role of literature had developed very differently in Ireland during the 1930s than in Britain or the United States. Partly because Irish intellectual life lacked a tradition of political theory or sociology, literature had taken on responsibility for recording Irish life, and in particular for investigating the clashing moralities and value systems of independent Irish society. At the heart of the literary work of the period lay a struggle between the modern values of self-expression and self-fulfilment, and the ethical norms championed by the religious hierarchy and its lay followers.

The liberal intellectuals associated with magazines such as Ireland Today, the Dublin Magazine, and later The Bell, liked to think of themselves as champions of a humanistic and universalist ethos, battling chauvinism and parochialism. There were historical reasons for this, not least the influence of James Joyce. At the beginning of the century Joyce’s Dubliners had anatomised the social and psychological paralysis of the city, condemning both the Catholic Church and the political establishment for acceding to petty-bourgeois, conservative values. Realist prose writers such as Sean O’Faolain and Frank O’Connor – and later Mary Lavin – extended this picture of disillusion to the small towns. Many of their stories of the 1930s were portraits of failure, studies of individual creativity and idealism broken by the petty, pious concerns of provincial Ireland. The emphasis was on the damaging effect of a puritan social code designed to protect the family and its assets, rather than to nurture individuality, or even happiness. The censors objected to the representation of infidelity, illegitimacy, contraception, prostitution, abortion (and they kept banning the work), but for the writers it was the refusal to acknowledge the less palatable aspects of Irish society that lay at the heart of the country’s difficulties. They saw it as a battle between romantic myths of Irish culture and grubby reality. Novels and short stories offered a way of exploring the thoughts and feelings of the creative individual, and at the same time condemning the parochialism gripping Irish society.


* * *



For the Fianna Fáil government under de Valera (who enjoyed unbroken rule as Taoiseach from 1932 to 1948), the ideal Ireland was a self-sufficient rural republic, Catholic in religion and Irish-speaking – the vision at the heart of earlier Sinn Féin rhetoric. In 1928, Seán Lemass, the future Minister for Trade and Industry, had put it bluntly: ‘We believe that Ireland can be made a self-contained unit, providing all the necessities of living in adequate quantities for the people residing in Ireland and probably for a much larger number.’ Rural self-sufficiency seemed possible, because by the time Fianna Fáil came to power there had already been significant land redistribution, after the Land War and subsequent Land Acts of the late nineteenth century. Fianna Fáil rhetoric was all on the side of the small farmer. The large tracts of land on which a minority of richer farmers raised cattle for export, while the rural poor were often forced to emigrate for want of work, would be divided into small farms able to sustain the basic needs of a growing population. Excitement about the social transformation that the land redistribution was bringing about was entirely justified; the crumbling power of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy was dealt a definitive blow by this transition from aristocratic to peasant proprietorship. ‘Every thirty acres of land would represent a new family,’ insisted de Valera, working on the assumption that emigration could be stemmed if the land was properly worked. The growth of wheat, animal feed, fruits, vegetables, and even tobacco was to transform the grasslands into viable tillage farms. In the pages of Studies and the Irish Monthly, experts offered opinions on how many acres were required to feed a family, and on the correct nutritional balance required for a healthy diet.

After the Wall Street Stock Exchange crash of 1929, and the subsequent collapse of the gold standard, the goal of self-sufficiency seemed all the more imperative: across the world, faith in the exchange economy based on international trade was badly shaken. Ireland’s protectionist response seemed only common sense: in effect, free trade was to be abolished in the cause of national self-sufficiency. Native industries were to be encouraged by protectionist economic policies, providing work in local towns for those from the farms. Foreign firms were obliged to set up subsidiary Irish companies (so that Irish businesses could no longer be run from London). De Valera’s trade and industry policies, and his decision to withhold the land annuities from the British government, provoked a bitter economic war with Britain which had a damaging effect on Irish agriculture during the later 1930s, and on the cattle trade in particular. But the widely felt sense of grievance at the economic state in which the country had been left by Britain ensured that he continued to receive support (though emphatically not from the larger farmers) for his strategy of setting Ireland free from the British market.

Farm life had changed little in fifty years and many of the farmers themselves seemed determined to resist change. They were among the most vociferous opponents of the Shannon Electrification Scheme, for example, on the grounds of the cost they would have to bear. Tractors were an unusual innovation; horses and donkeys were used for clearing the land, ploughing, and harvesting alike. The poorest farmers tilled cut-away bog; crops were worked with the spade and reaped by the sickle or scythe. Even so, much of the land was unusable because of poor drainage or rocky soil. Running water was practically unknown in many areas and it wasn’t unusual for smaller farms to have no access to water either from a well or a spring; water was lifted from the nearest river or stream.

The relative poverty in many rural areas, particularly in the poorer land in the West, meant that people travelled little. Farmers congregated in the towns on market days, and women made the most of shopping trips. But few rural dwellers made the transition from local National school to secondary-level schooling in the town. A child living no more than five miles from the town might wait until he or she was seven, and taking first communion, for a first visit. Social life centred on the townland or parish. It was an affair of neighbours – from road bowling to the Stations of the Cross, from music and drinking in the local pub to parish clubs. Sunday mass, which every Catholic, young and old, attended, functioned as a focal point of the week, an important social as well as religious occasion, while the priest wielded far more than merely spiritual authority. A rhythm of life dominated jointly by the fields and by the crescendos and diminuendos of the liturgical year; an existence revolving, for the most part, around local concerns and local allegiances – de Valera’s vision of a rural republic was undoubtedly idealistic, but it expressed a genuine respect for the life of the small farmer, so numerous in the Irish countryside. His dream reflected a widespread belief that the integrity of Irish existence should be defended against the commercial, industrial, cosmopolitan life of modern society.

Nonetheless that life was making itself felt. The fightback against a century of ‘industrial repression’ by Britain involved setting up small industries manufacturing, for example, razor blades, electric light-bulbs, beet sugar, tyres, wallpaper, silk stockings, roofing tiles, cosmetics, aluminium kitchen ware, batteries, canned food, shoes, fertilisers, cement. The success of many of these light industries led to the growth of a new petty-bourgeois class, rivalling the established big businesses such as Guinness, Jacobs biscuits, and the whiskey distilleries. A new confidence in the middle classes of the towns bred a number of entrepreneurs, with money in commerce and property, whose local influence substituted for the declining power of the Big House. Village life became increasingly attenuated, particularly in the West, as the towns became more and more the purlieu of the petty-bourgeoisie. Power now resided with the doctors, lawyers, justices, well-off farmers, local magnates and gardaí: ‘a vicious and ignorant middle-class’, according to the novelist Frank O’Connor, scarcely to be relied upon to embrace the Gaelic ideal. Their influence was felt, for example, in the steady advance in city and town of commercial leisure activities – such as golf, or the cinema – and the slow, and much disparaged, advent of commercial sports catering for the lower paid. While mountain hare coursing remained immensely popular, greyhound racetracks began to appear on the outskirts of towns later in the decade, a magnet for organised gambling, according to the loudly disapproving Church authorities.

The middle classes also liked to travel. For those who could afford it, there was weekend motoring, punctuated by well-watered stops at pubs and hotels. Others took advantage of the extended and mostly efficient rail system that criss-crossed the country, linking nearly all the major towns, with narrow-gauge and branch lines servicing the smaller towns and villages (a legacy of the Congested Districts Board in the late nineteenth century). 1938 saw the introduction of the new Cork–Dublin express, made – or at least assembled – in Ireland. With its steel exterior, restaurant car, toilets, heating and corridor carpets it was, said one traveller, ‘a symbol, a portent of things to come’. Trains serviced the tiny factories built on the central plains, and gave the spur to novelties such as the weekend break and the annual holiday. Trainfed seaside towns grew up, such as Ballybunion in County Kerry, catering for the expanding ranks of the lower middle classes. Teachers and middle-class intellectuals, on the other hand, chose Irish-speaking holidays in the Gaeltacht. Many were Northerners, emotionally attached to the revival of Irish, and using the several Northern Railway lines that crossed the border to spend their summers in Donegal and the Rosses.

Indeed, despite outward observance, the idealisation of the simple, Catholic, Irish-speaking life of the small farmer was increasingly irrelevant to the growing middle class in town and country – and when it spelt poverty, it held little attraction for the small farmers themselves. Even if the economics were right (and often they weren’t) it proved impossible to ask the population to turn their backs on the social benefits and pleasures of modern life. In 1938 Professor Michael Tierney, one of the foremost Catholic intellectuals, and later President of University College, Dublin, complained:


In our cities suburbanity, the thin and colourless conventionalism of the puritan or post-puritan petty bourgeoisie, is if anything now more dominant than formerly; and it constitutes the ideal towards which the more well-to-do in country districts, with the help of the motor car, wireless, and the cinema, are incessantly on the march.



The difficulty lay in how to harness these attributes of modern industrial living – motor car, wireless, cinema, telephone, electricity – to the cause of Irish distinctiveness. In the absence of indigenous Irish versions of progress, becoming modern appeared dangerously close to becoming foreign; development seemed hopelessly entangled with importation from abroad.

The battle for the future shape of Irish existence was staged, in part at least, as a conflict between the measured realities of age and the irresponsible desires of youth, too easily drawn to foreign pleasures. De Valera’s dream of an Ireland ‘young in its promise of a future’ became in effect a struggle over the meaning and direction of youth. ‘That is no country for old men,’ wrote William Butler Yeats in ‘Sailing to Byzantium’. By the late 1920s the internationally renowned poet, now in his sixties, could write ruefully of the ‘young in one another’s arms’, caught in the ‘sensual music’ of a young and vibrant nation. The potency of youth was frankly desired by this respected public figure, a senator in Ireland’s second chamber, who feared the drying up of his sexual and imaginative energy. But if Yeats regretted his age and inability to take part in the erotic pleasures of the young, there were plenty of others determined to stamp out such recreation. The problem as far as the authorities were concerned was not simply that the music was sensual, but that it was not Irish.

Priests, bishops, and district justices up and down the country railed against the cosmopolitan modern imports of jazz and swing. There was too much jazz on Irish radio (the people should be satisfied with traditional music) and too little respect for native culture. During the later 1930s the Irish Folklore Commission sent its representatives out into village and countryside to try to preserve the music and oral tradition associated with the Gaelic way of life – a sure recognition that that culture was in decline. (People complained of the ‘folklore ramp’. The Commission targeted schools and the suggestion was that for fear of a slap from the teacher, children were inventing tales of local pookas and sacred wells.) Parish groups and organisations such as the Gaelic Athletic Association tried to foster interest in distinctively Irish pastimes, and the GAA was hugely successful in championing games such as Gaelic football, hurling and camogie against soccer, rugby and hockey.

But they waged a losing war against foreign music, and in particular against the dance-halls. ‘The fever of dancing … seems to have seized all classes,’ wrote one conservative commentator in 1938. Irish culture was a ‘vacuum’, gradually being filled at one end with Hunt Balls, and with profiteering dance-halls at the other. Undoubtedly, dancing, and that other foreign import, cinema, swept all before them. County Donegal in particular became renowned as ‘a sort of rock of scandal’. No fewer than seventy-eight dance-halls were licensed by the County in 1937 alone, though very few of these were the ‘profiteering’ commercialised variety; most were held as fundraising events for church halls and local organisations. Nonetheless, dancing was given primary responsibility for a national decline in morals, particularly among the young. Dances were regularly denounced as ‘a public scandal and an occasion of ruin to many young people, especially girls’.

It was partly that the dances themselves – the foxtrot, the quickstep, the slow waltz – offered far more opportunity for physical intimacy than the strictly codified Irish dances. And there was the darkness that surrounded them (particularly in the countryside). It was taken as a matter of course that young men and women could not be trusted together after night fell. Sociability in itself was a danger when it allowed unrestricted mixing of the sexes. As District Justice Walsh of Letterkenny put it in one licence hearing in 1939: ‘I don’t care whether you dance every evening, so long as it is in daylight. I take it, of course, that there will be nothing but Irish dancing.’ (He was horrified to learn that there would not.) In a similar vein the parish priest of Quin, County Clare, opposed a dance licence for Knoppogue Castle, Quin, on the grounds that ‘It is half a mile from the public road; it is surrounded by woods, and the dance could not possibly be held under proper supervision. It is just such a place as would suit evilly disposed persons, and I ask the court to refuse the application’ – which the court duly did.

The fuss about dancing was one strand of the paternalistic state’s efforts to construct a stable Catholic society by regulating sexual morality. They had evidence of the need to do something. In 1930 and 1931 the Carrigan Committee, investigating the laws governing contraception and the problem of juvenile prostitution, heard statistical evidence and witness statements outlining a rising illegitimacy rate and increasing sexual crime, including sexual abuse of children. The Committee interpreted sexual crime and prostitution as part of a more general problem of sexual immorality. Contraception, the Committee suggested, was widely used in both country and town, and everywhere morals were declining. The Committee noted, for example, the ‘notorious indecency prevalent today, in country districts as well as in the neighbourhood of towns and cities, in which both sexes take part and a feature of which is the misuse of motor cars’.

In these frequent moral panics, the awkward vigour of youth was the overriding issue. The idea that young people might be mature enough to be trusted with their independence was out of the question. Irish society was, of course, scarcely unusual in this. Traditions of hierarchy and deference were still dominant throughout much of pre-war Europe, though challenged by the youthful and idealistic, by political radicals and cultural bohemians of various kinds. In Ireland, however, the conflict was complicated by the dismissal of modern innovations as shallow, materialistic, above all British. In July 1939 Professor James Hogan outlined what he considered to be ‘The Pre-Conditions of a Rural Revival’. These included the need to accept a lower standard of living, to reject commercialised entertainments, to get rid of luxuries (motor cars, cinemas, radios, and ‘cosmopolitan dress designers’), to overhaul the banks and get rid of the parliamentary party system. Only by rejecting ‘urbanised and alien standards’ could the traditional culture of the countryside fight back against the ‘Anglo-Saxon Mammonism’ that was leading the young astray.

Utopian and frankly authoritarian politics like this did not have government backing (and they were to fade in popularity during the war). But for many people, especially the aspirational lower middle classes, religious conformity and social propriety were necessary steps on the path of self-improvement; upward mobility meant sexual and economic prudence, and the rejection of reckless behaviour and morally dubious foreign crazes. In his 1940 novel Dutch Interior Frank O’Connor suggested that the country was very far from de Valera’s dream of youthful promise, or even Yeats’s fantasy of ‘the young in one another’s arms’. He portrayed the young people of Cork city ‘clinging to one another’ less out of desire than out of desperation. The aspirations of youth had no other means of expression than the evening promenade along the main streets: ‘Hundreds of boys and girls, escaping from dreary homes, put on their best clothes, their best manner. For a few hours at least they were subject to no authority, audacious, successful, invincible.’

When they were old enough, if they had the means, the young left the country altogether. Conservative fears that the dance-halls were squeezing out native culture proved to be far too sanguine. Society itself was disappearing. For despite attempts to regenerate the countryside, profits in all areas dwindled during the 1930s, partly as a result of the economic war with Britain. In 1937, for example, the proprietor of a dance-hall in Castletownbere, County Cork, applied for a licence to admit girls of seventeen, citing as his reason that all the girls over eighteen in the area had emigrated. Castletownbere was the site of one of the Treaty ports, which suggests that the English garrison had little hold over Irish girls, who were leaving such depressed areas in droves. Emigration rose inexorably in the later 1930s. Parents faced the likely prospect of their children leaving home just as had their own parents’ generation – with one difference. Since the 1929 Crash and the start of the Great Depression, Irish emigrants were more likely to choose Britain than the United States as their eventual destination; indeed, for a few years at the start of the 1930s more Irish travelled back from the States than emigrated there. The fabled ‘American Letter’, containing yearly news but also all-important remission of funds, was increasingly rivalled by the Christmas post from England and Scotland. The dwindling of the population was, as before, more marked in rural areas. And it had serious knock-on effects as the economy staggered to keep afloat on nothing. During 1938 teachers working in rural areas had their salaries cut because of depopulation – their constituency was steadily fading away.

For all that Irish Irelanders worried about the vacuum in Irish culture, this emptying of the population created a literal void. Gaelic culture might be prized, but not enough to stop it disappearing. There were two hundred thousand Irish speakers in 1922; by 1939, the number had been cut by half. The glorification of the peasant was a tacit confession that his was no longer a viable way of life, a fact cruelly satirised in Flann O’Brien’s parodic Gaeltacht autobiography, An Béal Bocht: 


I am noting down the matters which are in this document because the next life is approaching me swiftly – far from us be the evil thing and may the bad spirits not regard me as a brother! – and also because our likes will never be there again. It is right and fitting that some testimony of the diversions and adventures of our times should be provided for those who succeed us because our types will never be there again, nor any other life in Ireland comparable to ours who exists no longer.



The trappings of modern ‘suburbanity’ slowly infiltrated Irish life, bringing with them increased discrepancies in wealth and new social tensions. One unlikely new menace was joyriding, which enjoyed brief popularity during the late 1930s, as car ownership rose, and before the petrol rationing of the war years put a stop to driving altogether. A sure sign of social malaise, joyriding became a mild enough outlet for underemployed and envious youth. In January 1937, for example, a Miss O’Mara, daughter of the local doctor, left her car outside the cinema in the small town of Ennis, County Clare. While she was inside enjoying the picture, four local youths promptly took the car out of the town, driving it for nearly two hours ‘all around the roads and byeways’. In fact this was only one of two cases of joyriding to occur in Ennis in one night. Local papers throughout the country record numerous troubles with joyriders – in some reports joyriding appears as a barely disguised euphemism for sex, along the lines of the ‘misuse of motor cars’ condemned in the Carrigan report.

Ireland’s roads were amongst the most dangerous in Europe. It was not that there were a great many cars, but the ones there were had an alarming number of accidents. In 1937, for example, despite very low car ownership, 209 people were killed on the Irish roads, and there were 10,583 injuries. There were similar concerns over car safety in England, where the Automobile Association successfully lobbied for an absence of any speed restrictions – insisting in effect that the law should aim to control the working classes rather than the well-to-do car-owner. In a similar vein one Irish judge decried the idea that the car-owner should have to lock his car. If people got hurt it was their own fault for getting in the way. Car magazines did their best to encourage a responsible attitude, including articles helpfully entitled ‘The Use of the Clutch’ and (worryingly) ‘Learn to Steer’. By the late 1930s the motor car was well on the way to becoming a necessary middle-class acquisition. The Ford Factory in Cork helped to spread ownership by offering their cheapest car for £140. (This could be enjoyed for five pounds per month on top of a ‘moderate down-payment’.) Joyriding, driving without lights, driving dangerously, driving unfit vehicles – motoring offences began almost to rival bicycle crime in the country at large.

Of course, increased mobility also had huge benefits. It was essential if decentralisation of industry in the rural areas was to have any effect. But mobility also brought traditional and modern Ireland face to face in new ways. One revealing case was heard in Letterkenny, Donegal, in January 1939. It concerned the theft of turf from Gaeltacht farmers. In the autumn of 1938 Moses Vance from Raphoe in the Lagan Valley in East Donegal, accompanied by his brother William and two friends, had driven a lorry-load of corn to the poorer land in the West to sell. After concluding his business, he and his companions had a few drinks and on their way back across the county stole sods of turf to the value of one pound from the turf stacks of two local farmers. The judge was incensed, all the more because Vance and his friends were, as he put it, ‘well-off’. (Was there a sectarian element to his rage, hinted at in the very un-Catholic first names Moses and William?) Declaring the crime far worse than smuggling (then rife in Donegal), he determined to invert the meaning of the saying that there was one law for the rich and another for the poor. ‘The farmer cannot lock up his field,’ he argued, and therefore respect for the land was all the more vital. Despite the fact that on being challenged the four men had immediately paid for the turf, and had offered compensation for the damage done to the turf stacks, Vance was sentenced to three months’ imprisonment with hard labour.

Those Gaeltacht farmers, their livelihoods and distinctive culture, lay at the heart of de Valera’s dream of a modern rural republic. In January 1939, when their case was heard, and as the Munich settlement began to unravel, the sense of impending crisis for Europe could not have seemed greater, nor – for the farmers themselves and many of their compatriots – further away. It was not at all clear what relevance the coming war could have to these subsistence farmers on the western edge of Europe, or what responsibility they could bear towards it. It seemed reasonable that a people who did not enjoy the benefits of modern city life, the prosperity of industrial development, or the fruits of empire, should stay out of a conflict between economically advanced and highly mechanised powers.


* * *



Beyond cultural differences lay political quarrels. Before the war de Valera repeatedly stressed the political necessity for neutrality. Huge internal difficulties stood in the way of Ireland lending support to Britain. First amongst these was the continuing problem of partition, and the threat of a return to civil war. ‘Any other policy,’ de Valera later declared, ‘would have divided our people, and for a divided nation to fling itself into war would be to commit suicide.’ His minister Frank Aiken went further when he remarked that if the Irish were to join the war, they would have to fight a civil war first to decide which side they were going to be on.

Aiken may have been exaggerating for effect, but both men were pointing to the deep-seated distrust of Britain that stood in the way of support for the war. Resentment of Britain over the long history of conquest, over its retention of Northern Ireland, and over the treatment of Catholics in the province, was endemic. These feelings were compounded by memories of ‘British treachery’ – in particular the refusal to face down Ulster Unionism and move towards Irish autonomy, despite the sacrifice of Irish men and women in the First World War, and the notorious cruelty of the Black and Tans during the War of Independence that followed. The political impact of the First World War had given strong historical sanction to the policy of non-alignment in Ireland. Neutrality, and opposition to the threat of conscription – as the European carnage continued – had been a central plank of Sinn Féin’s 1918 election campaign. The success of the separatists at the ballot box delivered the coup de grace to the Irish Parliamentary Party, and set the mould for Irish politics for many decades to come. With memories of the civil war kept alive by sporadic campaigns from the still active IRA, violence was much more than an abstract possibility. As Elizabeth Bowen remarked in the middle of the war, ‘For Ireland, between 1918 and 1939, “peace” contracted into a shorter space than people realise.’

Though there was little active support for Germany either inside the IRA or in the wider population, the Irish experience after the First World War generated sympathy for the Germans. This focused on the treatment meted out to them at Versailles. An editorial in the Meath Chronicle in April 1939 (a few weeks after Hitler’s invasion of Czechoslovakia) captured one strand of the public mood when it blamed the coming crisis on Anglo-French greed:


The war to end war was won in 1918. Now the babies, born that year, are called upon to train as cannon fodder. Just twenty-one years ago Britain saved civilisation, drove the Huns to Berlin, made a situation which, we are told, would culminate in an era of peace and happiness for all. Lloyd George was the hero of the hour – he won the war to end war. He made the peace which has brought the babies born in the year of victory, to the shambles twenty-one years after. The boys of Britain, 20–21 years of age, are being conscripted. Today, thanks mainly to the greed of Britain and France, the world is on the brink of general war – only God’s mercy can save it … If Hitler is the man of the moment, as he is, Britain and France made him. He is the instrument – it was England and France made the situation.

Get that fact well in mind.



There was no love of Hitler lying behind such sentiments, but a confirmed sense of having seen it all before. Even if this didn’t necessarily add up to support for Britain’s enemies, it certainly precluded active support for Britain – a just deserts attitude summed up in the popular sentiment, ‘I hope that England will be nearly beat.’ But there was also a section of the populace – focused on the sundered six counties of Northern Ireland – who hoped that England would be beaten outright. ‘We resolved,’ de Valera stated, ‘that the aim of our policy would be to keep our people out of a war. I said in the Dáil that with our history, with our experiences of the last war, and with part of our country still unjustly severed from us, we felt that no other decision and no other policy was possible.’ In this he was simply being realistic. After all, in January 1939, a number of his citizens had already declared war on Britain.

The IRA’s announcement of war was the result of a series of splits within the movement during the late 1930s. The new Chief of Staff of the IRA from 1938 was the bullish Sean Russell. Under his leadership, the organisation turned its back decisively on the left-wing, anti-fascist, anti-imperialist rhetoric that had characterised some early-1930s Republicanism, and which, for Russell, was merely a distraction from the military struggle with Britain. His commitment was to physical force – he was convinced that a bombing campaign centring on Britain would compel Westminster to negotiate over partition. Accordingly, a plan of synchronised but sporadic sabotage operations in major English cities was drawn up (the ‘S plan’). The idea was not to target individuals, but to disrupt transport systems and power supplies, in the hope of bringing England to its knees. Throughout the latter half of 1938 poorly trained men, with poor materials, tried to turn themselves into a credible fighting force by organising bombing classes, gathering new volunteers and resources, and raising money (through the United States). The increased activity on both sides of the Irish border was initially ignored by complacent Irish and British police forces.

The close of 1938 saw a series of trial runs, as customs posts along the Northern Irish border were blown up – internment was reintroduced in Northern Ireland in December 1938. Then, on 12 January 1939, a formal ultimatum was delivered to the British Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, demanding the withdrawal of all British armed forces and civilian representatives from every part of Ireland. Three days later notices were posted throughout the country asking for the support of the population in the effort to complete a British withdrawal from Northern Ireland. During the following days and weeks there was a series of major explosions on electricity lines, underground stations and power stations – in London, Manchester, Birmingham, Alnwick, Liverpool and Coventry. Scores of Irishmen were arrested, imprisoned or deported. (When British police discovered a copy of the ‘S plan’ on a suspect, the first thought in Dublin was that this was part of an Orange plot to sabotage de Valera’s negotiations over partition.)

That spring witnessed heavy IRA activity. In March there were explosions at Hammersmith Bridge, in Birmingham, Liverpool, Coventry and then seven more in London. Over Easter, while Russell travelled to the United States to raise money, attacks in England continued, targeting cinemas and hotels. In a token of support, gas masks were burned in nationalist areas of Birmingham, and Post Offices and letter boxes were bombed. On 24 June there were major explosions in Piccadilly Circus, followed by a series of firebomb attacks over the next few weeks. On 24 July, Sir Samuel Hoare introduced the Prevention of Violence Bill, authorising tighter control of immigration, deportation, the registration of all Irish living in Britain, and the detention of suspects without trial. There had been 127 incidents since January: one dead, fifty-five injured, sixty-six convicted of terrorist activity. More bombs were set off over the next few days, at Victoria and King’s Cross stations in London, and in Liverpool. Deportations began in August, and by the 5th of the month there had already been forty-eight expulsion orders. There were also raids on the Irish side of the water. On 22 August the Offences against the State Act was brought into force, setting up special criminal courts, and giving the government additional powers to arrest, search, and detain suspects. On 25 August – as the British Parliament was ratifying the defence treaty with Poland – a bomb was detonated in the centre of Coventry, killing five people and injuring sixty.

The IRA numbered nearly five thousand at the end of the 1930s. This ready supply of volunteers not only pointed to frustration with Britain, and impatience with de Valera’s negotiations for full independence and the end of partition. It also suggests that, in the eyes of republicans, wider European issues were eclipsed by Ireland’s immediate grievances, a mindset which neutrality was in turn to foster. IRA membership was far from negligible, but broad republican sentiment reached well beyond those willing to join the organisation. Many shared the republican conviction that this was not a war against Hitler, nor a war to prevent the partition of Poland, but a war to protect the British Empire. This was a view accepted by many on the left in Britain as well, of course, especially during the early years of the war: the years of the Nazi–Soviet Pact. After all, Britain had notably failed to act against fascism through the League of Nations, and its record in Ireland was scarcely a model of democratic governance.

Republican agitation against the war was strongest in Northern Ireland. For those unwilling to take up active sabotage, smaller-scale interference focused on air-raid precautions. Scepticism about the hype surrounding measures against gas and chemical warfare was one issue. (The campaign in Spain was cited as good grounds for consigning the alleged dangers of gas to the realms of lurid fiction.) It was compounded, in strongly nationalist areas, by a belief that ARP was a subtle form of British domination, which should be resisted with vigour. Not only did it prove difficult in nationalist areas to recruit ARP officers, but there were incidents of burning gas masks in the street, and later of deliberately showing lights after blackout.

British ‘hypocrisy’, highlighted by the treatment meted out to the nationalist community in Northern Ireland, provided obvious fuel for arguments against joining in the war. In a series of articles published in Irish-American newspapers in early 1939, Eugene Coyle, a parish priest in County Fermanagh, reminded his readers that Hitler had asked Roosevelt what he intended to do about the continued aggression of England towards Ireland. ‘I am living since 1929 under this Dictatorship,’ Father Coyle declared, ‘and I may say this, that if the Dictatorships in Italy and Germany are 1/4 as bad as that of England with Craigavon as her puppet, in the 6 Counties of Ireland, they are really bad.’ By the middle of the war, M. J. MacManus, literary editor of the Fianna Fáil newspaper, the Irish Press, was explaining to readers of the English journal Horizon: ‘The word democracy, in fact, has lost much of its old potency in Ireland.’ The poor showing of parliamentary regimes in the face of economic and political crisis during the 1930s had bred disaffection with democratic ideals across the political spectrum in Britain too. But the centrality of the word democracy in England’s wartime rhetoric was bound to make its exhortations look especially tarnished from the other side of the Irish Sea.

After the reintroduction of internment in Northern Ireland, following the bombing campaign of January 1939, condemnations of the ‘fascist and undemocratic’ nature of the six counties, and of the British contempt for civil liberties, were rife. An editorial in the Donegal Democrat of 21 January 1939 focused on the men in Crumlin Road jail being held without trial:


Surely the Empire must be bankrupt in policy, its structure crazy and rotten when it has to resort to these brutal tactics. These are the people who lecture Hitler and hold up their hands in horror at Mussolini. Well our friends on the Continent and in the USA know that the liberty of the Catholic subject is at the whim of the Orange bigot in Northern Ireland.



By the autumn of 1939 the rhetoric of the war as a clash between evil empires was well rehearsed. One republican publicist based in the small town of Ballyshannon, County Donegal, brought out a short-lived Bulletin on ‘Ireland and the War’ which was designed to counter British ‘war propaganda’ in Northern Ireland:


It is our settled belief that, as charity begins at home, so it is the duty of the Irish people to attend to their own affairs first, and, not to allow themselves to have their attention diverted towards acts of injustice at the ends of the earth, when a major act of injustice, the Partition of their own country and a whole host of minor outrages, are being perpetrated upon themselves.

The economic and social life of the people of ‘Northern Ireland’ is being profoundly disturbed by the fact that they have been dragged into a war in the wake of Imperial Britain. People are losing their chance of new houses and other improved social amenities, they are being pressed into a foreign army by Hitler methods, they are having to suffer the discomfort and dangers of a nightly blackout.



Of course, the degree of resentment at British injustice, both past and present, varied tremendously between persons, between families, between classes. For thousands of Irish people it was not sufficient to prevent them from feeling that, on balance, their choice should be to join the British armed forces, or support the war effort in other ways. Nonetheless, it seemed clear that, without an end to partition, any attempt by de Valera to take Ireland into the war on the side of Britain would have been met by fierce resistance from the IRA. And many of de Valera’s own supporters were convinced that entry on Britain’s side would have meant the occupation of the ports and airfields by British troops – a renewed invasion. The Taoiseach’s speech to the Dáil on 2 September 1939 clearly pointed to resentment and suspicion of Britain as one reason for the government’s stance:


We, of all nations, know what force used by a stronger nation against a weaker one means. We have known what invasion and partition mean; we are not forgetful of our own history and, as long as our own country, or any part of it, is subject to force, the application of force, by a stronger nation, it is only natural that our people, whatever sympathies they might have in a conflict like the present, should look at their own country first and should, accordingly, in looking at their own country, consider what its interests should be and what its interests are.



Those interests included the basic one of survival. There were sound practical reasons for Ireland to stay out of the conflict: it made hard-headed sense for a country so little able to defend itself. It was generally acknowledged – even in Britain – that Ireland could not afford to fight; that if the country were to become caught up in the war it would last no time at all. The choice, it seemed, was either to stand aside, or be crushed by the colliding chariots of the Great Powers, trampled in the battle of titans.

Fears of aerial bombing and invasion were rife, and Ireland’s vulnerable position and lack of air defences were undeniable. Dublin had few anti-aircraft guns and searchlights, for example, and until 1942 it proved very difficult to buy more from England. At the beginning of the war the Irish armed forces could boast only sixteen serviceable fighting aircraft, all of which were obsolete. Radio equipment was also woefully inadequate. As for the ability to combat invasion on the ground, the Irish army was seriously under strength. The meagre force was neither trained nor equipped for combat. There was a grave shortage of armaments, ammunition and explosives – practically no anti-tank weapons, for example, and very few tanks. And the situation was no better at sea, for the country had no navy. The Irish Merchant Marine itself comprised fewer than fifty cargo-carrying vessels at the beginning of the war. Unable to combat seaborne invasion, U-boat incursions, or mines, Ireland also had to rely on the British navy for protection of its shipping.

Regaining the Treaty ports had been a precondition for Ireland’s ability to endure isolation. But their acquisition also carried a strategic burden. As George Bernard Shaw insisted, the ports proclaimed to the world ‘not only Ireland’s liberty, but also her responsibility’. The government certainly intended to take that responsibility seriously, but making the dilapidated ports serviceable again was a challenge in itself. At Haulbowline, a fortified island in Cobh harbour formerly used by the British, the cobwebs had to be cleared away, and rooms made habitable, before any kind of start could be made on the task of fitting out and converting a trawler and three motor torpedo boats. The Marine Inscription service organised a fleet of small craft operating around the coast – they were supposed to assist in blocking channels in case of invasion, and also did minesweeping work. Eighty-nine coastal lookout posts were set up (with the additional benefit of bringing phone lines to Leitrim and Mayo, which had practically no telephone contact until 1940). Nonetheless the ramshackle nature of Ireland’s defences made the country look like a sitting duck.

In February 1939 the government was attacked in the Dáil by opposition politicians for failing to take a lead in protecting the populace, especially in relation to the threat of attack from the air. In reply the Minister of Defence, Frank Aiken, outlined plans to increase the army from twenty thousand to a maximum strength of thirty thousand men, made up of a regular force of eight thousand, a reserve of five thousand, and a Volunteer reserve of seventeen thousand (the Volunteer force had been set up in 1934, but the training was poor). Proclaiming the government’s intention to spend five million pounds on weapons and equipment, Aiken sketched a defence strategy based on a highly trained and efficient army, a network of coastal defences, motorcycle squadrons, anti-aircraft artillery and ARP, an air force, and the marine service. He also announced the government’s intention to build an ammunitions factory.

The opposition countered that five million was a risible amount considering the forces the Irish army might be up against. In the months leading up to the war numerous articles in newspapers and journals pointed out the country’s exposure to aerial bombing and invasion from the skies. New technology, such as aeroplane radios, had made possible long-range raids, which could easily reach Irish shores. The Italian Count Balbo had already flown an ‘Air Armada’ of seaplanes to the United States via Derry. The numerous inlets of the western coast were cited as geographical invitations to seaplane (and submarine) invasion. The campaigns in Spain and Abyssinia had focused minds on the possibility of invasion by air, as well as of high-explosive and incendiary bombing raids, and there were fears too of gas attack from the air. More money should be put, Aiken’s opponents insisted, into building a viable air force, rather than swelling the ground army.

The country’s vulnerability prompted some to insist that neutrality was a hopeless dream. It was, in the words of one defence analyst, merely a ‘pious aspiration’. For not only did Ireland appear an easy target; it was also surely a likely one. Ireland was dependent on British markets and trade for its economic survival. It was also heavily dependent on British shipping. How could the country expect to find safety in solitude, when it was becoming ever more closely linked with the rest of the world? (Roosevelt scoffed that it was like believing one can escape danger by getting into bed and pulling the clothes over one’s head, and certainly – as Denmark, Holland and Belgium were swallowed up – many in Ireland worried that he was right.) Ireland’s efforts to modernise had made it part of the latest networks of communication spanning the globe. New airports had been constructed at Foynes and Dublin, and the Valentia telephone cable, laid under the Atlantic, now linked Ireland and North America. Inevitably the wireless, which could bring home the reality of the war even to the remotest areas of the countryside, would facilitate attacks on Ireland from either side.

It was far from clear that Ireland had the strength to defend its independence as a neutral nation, but by the same token it had little or nothing to offer as a belligerent except the sacrifice of its citizens. If neutrality was dangerous, belligerence looked like suicide.

But on top of these practical issues of political will and military capability, to be weighed in the balance for many Irish people was a solid pride in independence. Neutrality was an assertion of autonomy; it was a marker of Irish distinctiveness, as potent as Catholicism or the Irish language. Far from being merely the counsel of a sober, even timorous realism, it was Ireland’s first decisive act as a sovereign power. And it was also something in which de Valera passionately believed, as a matter of principle. In 1938, at the League of Nations, he had declared:


Despite our judicial equality here, in matters such as European peace, the small states are powerless. As I have already said, peace is dependent upon the will of the great states. All the small states can do, if the statesmen of the great states fail in their duty, is resolutely to determine that they will not become the tools of any great power and that they will resist with whatever strength they may possess every attempt to force them into a war against their will.



Conscious of the degree of feeling against Churchill’s martial oratory, de Valera repeatedly asserted the ‘God-given’ right of small nations to decide their own fates, and suggested that if Britain truly believed in democracy it would stop trying to coerce its neighbours. Neutrality was right in principle: a moral and ethical defence of the independent rights of small nations against imperialist claims of power and jurisdiction over them.

De Valera was intending to use his speech at the opening of the New York World’s Fair in May 1939 to reiterate Ireland’s separation from British foreign policy, and her intention to remain neutral. In the end the worsening diplomatic situation prevented him from leaving for New York in May, and instead he sent Sean T. O’Kelly, Vice-President of the Executive Council of Éire, as his emissary. O’Kelly, a small white-haired man, lacked not only de Valera’s commanding physical presence but also his capacity for measured statesmanship. On his arrival at the airport he put the case for Ireland’s neutrality bluntly: ‘I don’t think there’s a ghost of a chance of Ireland’s fighting for anyone if she can get out of it, and the British know it.’ O’Kelly was undoubtedly undiplomatic, but he was merely saying what everyone in Ireland already knew: that it would have been impossible for any democratic Irish politician to impose a policy of active participation in the war. Ignorance about the true nature of fascism, resentment of Britain, pride in Irish distinctiveness, recent memories of the First World War, the Anglo-Irish War and the Civil War, and above all fear of aerial bombardment – all combined to create an overwhelming consensus against becoming embroiled in yet another conflict.

Such arguments made little impression on British public opinion. Over the next five and a half years the accusation would be levelled again and again that Ireland was ducking her moral responsibilities, betraying her natural allies, hiding behind British defences, and turning a blind eye to the tyrannical, expansionist ambitions of fascism. As President Roosevelt wryly enquired, if the Nazis were to win, could Ireland hold out: would Ireland be permitted ‘an amazing exception’ in a world not free?
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