
   [image: Cover: Great Hatred: The Assassination of Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson MP by Ronan McGreevy]

   
      
         [image: alt]

      
   


   
      
         
            RONAN McGREEVY

            GREAT HATRED

            The Assassination of

Field Marshal

Sir Henry Wilson MP

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      
   


   
      
         v

         
            For my parents, Chris (RIP) and Eamonn

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               	Title Page 

                  	Dedication 

                  	List of Illustrations 

                  	Timeline 

                  	Epigraph 

                  	1. Assassination: ‘Here, in the middle of our own metropolis, he has been murdered’ 

                  	2. Henry Wilson – The Early Years: ‘I am an Irishman’ 

                  	3. Wilson – The Post-war Years: ‘Never daunted, never dismayed’ 

                  	4. Henry Wilson and Ulster: ‘The Orange Terror’ 

                  	5. Reginald Dunne: ‘The blood that’s in them’ 

                  	6. Joseph O’Sullivan: An Old Fenian Family 

                  	7. Planning: ‘The Wilson job is on’ 

                  	8. Aftermath: ‘The assassination has horrified the whole civilised world’ 

                  	9. Rescue: Kidnapping the Prince of Wales 

                  	10. Execution: ‘The felon’s cap is the noblest crown an Irish head can wear’ 

                  	11. The Irish Civil War: ‘The madness from within’ 

                  	12. Repatriation: ‘The Irish Government’s attitude is strictly illogical’ 

                  	13. Conclusion: Ireland’s Sarajevo 

                  	Glossary of Terms 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Notes 

                  	Select Bibliography 

                  	Index 

                  	Plates

                  	About the Author 

                  	Also by Ronan McGreevy 

                  	Copyright 

               


         

      
   


   
      
         ix
            List of Illustrations

         

         
            1 Liverpool Street Station, 22 June 1922: Wilson at the unveiling of the war memorial to the men from the Great Eastern Railway who had died in the First World War (Illustrated London News, 1 July 1922)

            2 Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson (Library of Congress)

            3 Dunne and O’Sullivan either side of the front door at Eaton Place (Illustrated London News, 1 July 1922)

            4 The scene of the murder and the escape route of the assassins (The Times)

            5 Crowds gathered outside 36 Eaton Place at the corner with Belgrave Place (Assassination by Rex Taylor, 1961)

            6 Michael Collins in 1922 (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

            7 Currygrane House, County Longford (Ronan McGreevy)

            8 General Wilson and Marshal Foch, the Illustrated News, 1 July 1922

            9 Terence MacSwiney on his deathbed, Le Petit Journal, 19 September 1920 (Gallica/Bibliothèque National de France)

            10 Wilson declined to attend the state opening of the Northern Ireland parliament on 22 June 1921 as he was a serving soldier (Artist William Connor/Northern Ireland Assembly)

            11 The Belfast IRA kept a handwritten list of those who had been killed in the Belfast pogroms between 1920 and 1922 (Irish Military Archives/Brigade Activity Reports)

            12 Snapshot of Reggie with three friends at St Mary’s College, Hammersmith, 1920. All were in the IRA (National Library of Ireland) x

            13 John and Mary Ann O’Sullivan with their eleven surviving children, c.1902–3 (Michael Boulton)

            14 Joe in his First World War uniform (Professor Paul Raffield)

            15 Cathal Brugha arriving by bicycle at a Dáil Éireann meeting in Dublin University, 1 December 1921 (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

            16 The death of the third man, Denis Kelleher, merited an article in the Cork Examiner of 14 November 1971 (Irish Newspaper Archives)

            17 Punch of 28 June 1922 illustrates that many in the British press regarded the Irish as an incorrigibly violent race more interested in the gun than democratic politics

            18 Wilson’s assassination made the front page of the New York Times on 23 July 1922

            19 Wilson’s funeral was one of the biggest that London had ever seen (Illustrated London News, 1 July 1922)

            20 Lady Wilson is escorted down the steps of St Paul’s by Marshal Foch (Illustrated London News, 1 July 1922)

            21 The wedding of Lord Louis Mountbatten and Miss Edwina Ashley at St Margaret’s, Westminster, 18 July 1922 (Illustrated London News, 22 July 1922)

            22 Regatta Week, Cowes, in the 1920s (Topical Press Agency/Getty Images)

            23 Extract from Reggie’s last letter to his mother (National Library of Ireland)

            24 Relatives and supporters praying outside Wandsworth Prison before the execution of Dunne and O’Sullivan (Bettman/Getty Images)

            25 Free State forces shell the Four Courts, where anti-Treaty rebels had been based for more than two months, July 1922 (South Dublin County Libraries)xi

            26 On 30 June the destruction of the Public Records Office, where the munitions were stored, sent a huge cloud of smoke over Dublin city (Photo12/Universal Images Group via Getty Images)

            27 Currygrane outhouses, the only buildings still standing on the Wilson estate (Ronan McGreevy)

            28 Harry Boland, Michael Collins and Éamon de Valera, 1 January 1920 (Independent News and Media/Getty Images)

            29 The repatriation of the remains of Dunne and O’Sullivan was widely covered in the Irish Press of 7 July 1967 (Irish Newspaper Archives)

            30 Reggie and Joe’s final resting place in the republican plot of Deansgrange Cemetery, Dublin (Ronan McGreevy)

            
                

            

            maps

            1 Ireland

            2 Dublin, 1922

            3 Irish Civil War

            
                

            

            plate section

            1 The portrait of Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson by his childhood friend Sir William Orpen was painted in 1919 (National Portrait Gallery, London)

            2 The memorial at Liverpool Street Station to the men from the Great Eastern Railway Company who died in the First World War was unveiled by Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson MP on 22 June 1922 (Ronan McGreevy)

            3 The Northern Ireland parliament was opened by King George V on 22 June 1921, a year to the day before Wilson was assassinated (Northern Ireland Assembly)xii

            4 The St Ignatius College cricket first XI from 1914–15 includes Reginald Dunne (Irish National Archives)

            5 Joseph O’Sullivan’s last will and testament was acquired by the National Museum of Ireland at auction in 2014, along with that of Dunne (National Museum of Ireland)

            6 Wilson’s assassination made the front cover of the leading Paris weekly Le Petit Journal in the week after his assassination (Private Collection Stefano Bianchetti/Bridgeman Images)

            7 Wilson’s funeral was one of the largest London has seen, outside of members of the royal family (The Sphere, 1 July 1922)

            8 This memorial in County Kerry recalls the Ballyseedy massacre of March 1923 (Ronan McGreevy)

            9 Michael Collins’s death on 22 August 1922 ensured he would forever be known as Ireland’s great lost leader (Sir John Lavery, Michael Collins (Love of Ireland), 1922. Collection and image © Hugh Lane Gallery (Reg. 744). Lady Lavery Memorial Bequest through Sir John Lavery, 1935)

            10 Currygrane Lake provided water for Currygrane House, the home of the Wilson family (Ronan McGreevy)

            11 This small pet cemetery contains the remains of three dogs that lived on the Wilson estate (Ronan McGreevy)

            12 The inscription on the tomb of Reginald Dunne and Joseph O’Sullivan states in Gaelic (Irish) that they gave their lives for Ireland in England. Also remembered on the headstone is Michael McInerney (Ronan McGreevy)

            13 The memorial to Henry Wilson at Liverpool Street Station was erected a year after his death and is located underneath the one to the men from the Great Eastern Railway Company (Ronan McGreevy)

         

      
   


   
      
         xiii
            Timeline

         

         
            1606–1630: King James I orders the plantation of Ulster following the defeat of northern Gaelic chieftains and the Flight of the Earls in 1603. The king grants land in six counties west of the Bann – Derry, Donegal, Fermanagh, Tyrone, Cavan and Armagh – to English and Scottish settlers.

            1641: Ulster explodes into open warfare between English and Scottish settlers and the native Irish.

            1690: William of Orange defeats the exiled King James II at the Battle of the Boyne. The battle is decisive in consolidating Protestant domination in Ireland. Around this time the Wilson family arrive in Ireland.

            1782–1800: Short-lived Irish parliament, which ends following the 1798 rebellion against British rule. The parliament is abolished in 1800 under the Act of Union. Henceforth, Irish MPs will sit only in Westminster. For the whole of the nineteenth century, Irish nationalists campaign for an end to the Act of Union.

            1864: Henry Wilson is born in Currygrane, County Longford.

            1867: The Fenians stage a short-lived rebellion.

            1870: Isaac Butt forms the Home Rule Association, which campaigns for self-government for Ireland within the United Kingdom.

            1874: The Irish Parliamentary Party is created to elect MPs to the Westminster parliament, with the goal of achieving home rule for Ireland. The party dominates Irish electoral politics until 1918. xiv

            1886: The first Home Rule Bill is introduced into the House of Commons by British prime minister William Gladstone but is defeated. Sectarian riots hit Belfast and dozens are killed. Unionist opposition coalesces to oppose home rule with the phrase ‘Ulster will fight and Ulster will be right’.

            1893: A second Home Rule Bill is passed in the House of Commons but defeated in the House of Lords.

            April 1912: The Irish Parliamentary Party again holds the balance of power in Westminster. A third Home Rule Bill is passed in the House of Commons. This time the power of the House of Lords to defeat it is curbed. It is due to become law in 1914.

            January 1913: The Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) is formed to defend any attempt to impose the Home Rule Bill on Ulster.

            November 1913: The Irish Volunteers is formed as a counterweight to the UVF.

            March 1914: The Curragh Incident occurs. More than fifty British army officers based in Ireland indicate that they will resign their commissions rather than move against Ulster. The proposed mutiny convinces many Irish nationalists that the British cannot be trusted to implement home rule. Wilson is involved behind the scenes.

            April 1914: The UVF smuggle twenty thousand German rifles with three million rounds of ammunition into the port of Larne.

            July 1914: The Buckingham Palace conference takes place between nationalist and unionist leaders over the implementation of home rule, but no agreement is reached.

            4 August 1914: The First World War breaks out and Wilson’s plan to deploy the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) on the left of the French army comes to fruition. The Germans are stopped at the Battle of the Marne in early September. xv

            September 1914: The Home Rule Act becomes law but is suspended for the duration of the war.

            April 1916: The Easter Rising occurs in Dublin. Rebels who take up arms against the British reject home rule, which would have given Ireland self-government within the United Kingdom. Instead they want an independent Irish republic. The British execute sixteen leaders of the Rising.

            February 1918: Wilson takes over as Chief of the Imperial General Staff from Field Marshal Sir William Robertson.

            March 1918: Legislation to introduce conscription into Ireland is passed after the German Spring Offensive begins. Plans to assassinate the British cabinet are put in place but dropped when conscription is not implemented.

            January 1919: Sinn Féin, which wins a landslide victory in Ireland in the 1918 British general election, convenes the first Dáil. On the same day the Irish War of Independence begins with the Soloheadbeg ambush.

            September 1919: Unionist leader Sir James Craig says he will not oppose a parliament for Ulster provided it consists of six counties with a Unionist majority rather than the nine counties of the historic province.

            October 1920: The Lord Mayor of Cork Terence MacSwiney dies on hunger strike in Brixton Prison. Michael Collins orders the assassination of members of the British cabinet in retaliation.

            December 1920: The Government of Ireland Act 1920 becomes law. It creates two home rule parliaments and divides Ireland on a twenty-six/six-county basis. The act is rejected by Sinn Féin, which demands full independence, but Ulster unionists accept it.

            22 June 1921: King George V opens the Northern Ireland parliament and makes a conciliatory speech, saying: ‘I appeal xvito all Irishmen to pause, to stretch out the hand of forbearance and conciliation, to forgive and to forget, and to join in making for the land which they love a new era of peace, contentment, and goodwill.’

            11 July 1921: A truce is called between crown forces and republicans to allow for talks about the future of Ireland.

            6 December 1921: The Anglo-Irish Treaty is signed, setting up the Irish Free State. Nationalists believe partition will be a temporary issue as Clause 12 of the Treaty provides for a Border Commission. Many nationalists are confident that the commission will make Northern Ireland so small as to render it unviable. Wilson regards the Treaty as a surrender to the ‘murder gang’.

            7 January 1922: The Treaty is ratified narrowly by the Dáil by sixty-four votes to fifty-seven. On 16 January Dublin Castle, the administrative centre of British rule in Ireland, is handed over to the Provisional Government. Michael Collins and Sir James Craig agree a pact to end the violence in the North, but it quickly breaks down.

            February 1922: Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson retires as Chief of the Imperial General Staff on 19 February and is elected unopposed as MP for North Down two days later.

            March 1922: Sir James Craig announces that Wilson is to be the military advisor to the Northern government. Wilson writes to Craig telling him that Ireland is in a ‘welter of chaos and murder difficult to believe, impossible to describe’. He also says that Britain needs to re-establish order in the South of Ireland. The worst atrocity of the Belfast pogroms occurs on 24 March, when six members of the McMahon family are murdered in their homes. A second Craig–Collins pact is signed but it again breaks down. xvii

            14 April 1922: Anti-Treaty IRA militants, led by Rory O’Connor, occupy the Four Courts and several other buildings in central Dublin in defiance of the Provisional Government.

            16 June 1922: The Irish constitution is published on the morning of the general election. The constitution retains the oath of allegiance to the British monarch. The twenty-six counties go to the polls for the first time as an independent country, with pro- and anti-Treaty Sinn Féin candidates on the ballot, along with Labour, independents and other parties who are largely pro-Treaty.

            16–20 June 1922: The result of the general election shows an almost four to one split to candidates in favour of or neutral to the Treaty. The Provisional Government see it as a mandate to govern.

            21 June 1922: Reginald Dunne and Joseph O’Sullivan, two ex-British servicemen, meet in Mooney’s pub in Holborn, London. They discover in the evening newspaper that Wilson is to unveil a memorial at Liverpool Street Station. They travel to the station to reconnoitre the spot, but decide an attempted assassination there is impossible.

            22 June 1922: 12.50 p.m.–1.50 p.m. Wilson unveils a monument at Liverpool Street Station.

2.30 p.m.: Wilson is shot dead on the doorstep of his Eaton Place home by Dunne and O’Sullivan. They are immediately arrested and taken to Gerald Road police station.

6.30 p.m.: British prime minister David Lloyd George sends a letter post-haste to Michael Collins, warning him to clear the anti-Treaty rebels out of the Four Courts: ‘The ambiguous position of the Irish Republican Army can no longer be ignored by the British army.’1 

            26 June 1922: An anti-Treaty raiding party seize fifteen cars imported in defiance of the Belfast Boycott from Ferguson’s garage in Lower Baggot Street. Anti-Treaty officer Leo Henderson is arrested by government troops. In retaliation, an anti-Treaty unit kidnaps Lieutenant General Jeremiah Joseph (J. J.) ‘Ginger’ O’Connell. Winston Churchill makes it clear in the House of Commons that he expects the Provisional Government to take action against the anti-Treaty rebels. Otherwise, ‘We shall regard the Treaty as having been formally violated.’

            27 June 1922: Collins gives a final ultimatum to the Four Courts garrison to surrender before they are attacked. The Provisional Government tell the people of Ireland that they intend to take action against the anti-Treaty side: ‘Outrages such as these against the nation and the government must cease at once and cease forever.’

            28 June 1922: The National Army shells the Four Courts and the Irish Civil War begins.

            30 June 1922: The Four Courts garrison surrenders. The Public Records Office, containing centuries’ worth of priceless documents, is destroyed in a massive explosion.

            18 July 1922: Dunne and O’Sullivan are sentenced to be hanged.

            10 August 1922: They are hanged at Wandsworth Prison.

            12 August 1922: Their testimony justifying their actions, which was disallowed at their trial, is published in the Irish Independent. Arthur Griffith, founder of Sinn Féin, dies of natural causes at the age of fifty-one.

            16 August 1922: Currygrane House, Wilson’s childhood home, is burned to the ground.

            22 August 1922: Michael Collins is killed in an ambush at Béal na mBláth. xix

            May 1923: The Irish Civil War ends with Frank Aiken calling on anti-Treaty forces to dump arms. No peace treaty is ever signed.
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            Out of Ireland have we come.

            Great hatred, little room,

            Maimed us at the start.

            I carry from my mother’s womb

            A fanatic heart.

             

                 From ‘Remorse for Intemperate Speech’,

                 W. B. Yeats, 1933
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            1

            Assassination: ‘Here, in the middle of our own metropolis, he has been murdered’

         

         Liverpool Street Station was once the biggest railway station in the biggest city in the world.1 In the 1920s its proximity to the City of London, to the engines of commerce and law in Shoreditch, Bank and Holborn and to the heart of the British Empire brought 220,000 commuters and 1,250 trains under its glass-covered roof every weekday.2 First came the workmen in their hardwearing fustian, followed by the clerks in their homburgs and straw boaters, and finally the professionals in their bowler hats who arrived late and stayed late. After the morning rush hour came the shoppers, the ladies and gentlemen who lunched, and then the theatre-goers.

         Departing from the station were the daily excursion trains, which had been suspended for the duration of the First World War but were restored in 1920 and which took working-class families from the East End of London to the seaside resorts of Clacton-on-Sea, Southend, Lowestoft and Yarmouth. The station, like the city it served, was ceaseless.

         On 22 June 1922 the bustle stopped for an allocated hour to remember the men from the Great Eastern Railway (GER) Company who had died in the Great War. At 12.50 p.m. the doors of the station were locked to all but the invited guests gathered in the booking hall under the high arches of the station roof. Outside, the flags on the roof of the station were at half-mast. It was midsummer, but an unseasonably cool and showery day. 2

         For those gathered inside, the focal point of their sorrow was a marble memorial, seven metres high and eight wide, with laurel-twisted, fluted columns bearing the names in black lettering on a white background of 1,220 men from the company who had died in the First World War. At the centre of the memorial was the GER crest representing the areas of the east of England served by the company – Essex, Maldon, Ipswich, Norwich, Huntingdonshire, Hertfordshire and Northamptonshire. The inscription in red lettering read: ‘To the Glory of God and in grateful memory of the Great Eastern Railway Company staff who, in response to the call of their King and Country, sacrificed their lives during the Great War’.

         This memorial was situated beside one unveiled in 1917 to Captain Charles Fryatt, a GER employee, who had been executed by the Germans the previous year. In March 1915, while in command of the SS Wrexham in the North Sea, he had attempted to ram a German U-boat that was about to torpedo his vessel. A year later he was captured while in command of the SS Brussels. The German authorities deemed that he had acted as a civilian and was therefore not entitled to the protections afforded to a prisoner of war. In 1919 his body had been repatriated with much solemnity via Liverpool Street Station, as, in that same year, were the remains of Edith Cavell, the nurse executed by the Germans in 1915 for her part in smuggling British servicemen out of occupied France and Belgium.3,4

         Less than four years had passed since the end of the war. From the United Kingdom 886,000 men had died; from the entire British Empire the dead numbered 1.1 million. Britain was one of the victors, but victory was relative. Every country had lost. No family, community or company was untouched.5

         London, once considered inviolable, had been attacked from the air, and the station had been hit twice. On 8 September 1915 3bombs dropped by German Zeppelins fell on the tracks without loss of life. On 13 June 1917 a raid by German Gotha planes on the East End of London dropped bombs on platforms 8 and 9, killing thirteen commuters. It was witnessed by the war poet Siegfried Sassoon, who was home on leave from the front. Sassoon recalled that ‘an invisible enemy sent destruction spinning down from a fine weather sky’. The raid was more terrifying for having happened in daylight and for the huge loss of life. The 162 civilians who were killed in the East End that day presaged the even greater terrors of the Blitz a generation later.6

         The memorial service began with the boys of St Stephen’s Choir from London, assisted by members of the station staff, singing the hymn ‘Let Saints on Earth in Concert Sing’. The Bishop of Norwich, Dr Bertram Pollock, stepped forward to offer prayers for the dead and for peace. He was followed by Lord Claud Hamilton, the successful railway entrepreneur and GER chairman, in his last public appearance in the role. The memorial was ‘beautiful and dignified’, he stated. It would stand in perpetuity in the middle of Liverpool Street Station in full view of commuters to honour the men who had left the safety of their railway employment to serve in the war. They had died that others might live.

         He then introduced his good friend and the principal guest, Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, to unveil the memorial. Wilson was fifty-eight, an Ulster Unionist MP and a former career soldier. His four-year term as the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), the British government’s most senior military advisor, had ended in February 1922. Within days he was elected unopposed as the Ulster Unionist MP for North Down in Northern Ireland.7 4

         
            [image: ]1 Liverpool Street Station, 22 June 1922: Wilson makes his speech at the unveiling of the war memorial to the men from the Great Eastern Railway who had died in the First World War

            

         

         Although no longer an active soldier, Wilson was received like one. He was greeted at the entrance to the station and a guard of honour was formed on Platform 9 by ex-servicemen now back in civilian life as railway employees. Wilson was in good spirits as he passed along the ranks, making small talk and commending those who had won medals for gallantry in the war. At 6ft 4in he had lost the ungainliness that made him something of a figure of fun when he was a young subaltern cavalry officer, his knees jutting upwards from the stirrups as he rode horses too small for his extended gait. Wilson made the most of his physical presence. He was peculiar-looking, with a receding hairline, a greying moustache, a lined face 5and, most conspicuously, a scar on the right side of his eyeball socket which made his face droop. His right eye would often water and he frequently gave the impression of crying. Given his propensity for occasional emotional outbursts, it was never clear whether he was weeping or not. He was described by one female contemporary, Mary Garstin, as ‘the tall ugly Irishman whose torturous spirit seemed reflected in his twisted face’.8 He was fond of telling the story that when he was based in Belfast in 1891, a letter addressed to the ‘ugliest man in the army’ found an accurate recipient in him. Wilson had the confidence to laugh off the sobriquet and mentioned it often at public gatherings where he was invited to speak.

         
            [image: ]2 Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson

            

         

         Wilson’s personality filled every room he entered as much as his physical presence did. Friends spoke of his ‘wild Irish ways’ and his sense of fun, accentuated by a loud laugh and a forthright 6manner. He could be admirably focused but also flippant in the gravest of circumstances, and this made people wary of him. He often called people by their nicknames, even august personages such as the French prime minister Georges Clemenceau, whom everybody called ‘Tiger’ behind his back, but Wilson did not hesitate to address him as such to his face.9

         His physical and intellectual energies were inexhaustible. He had an engaging delivery that he had perfected at the British army’s Staff College, Camberley, as an instructor in the early years of the twentieth century. Students recalled his clarity of thought and delivery, attributes which he deployed at the highest levels of decision-making in the First World War. Sir George Barrow, a contemporary of Wilson at Staff College, regarded him as:

         
            the most original, imaginative and humorous man I have ever known. He riveted the attention and made the dullest subjects bright. He brought something new, something nobody else had thought of into the discussions of lectures and problems, and his summings-up at conferences and on Staff tours were models of well-balanced judgements.10

         

         Wilson was dressed in his field marshal’s uniform. The highest rank in the British army had not been given for his command in the field – he had spent just nine months as a general in the war – but for his services as an advisor. Wilson was one of the four men who won the war, according to many of his contemporaries. He, along with the Supreme Allied Commander Marshal Ferdinand Foch of France, the British prime minister David Lloyd George and Clemenceau, were seen by many as the principal architects of the Allied victory that brought Germany to sign a humiliating armistice in November 1918 and the Treaty of Versailles seven months later, in June 1919.7

         Wilson’s decisive interventions bookended the conflict. His far-sighted planning had ensured that the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) could deploy on the left flank of the French army in the first full month of the war in August 1914. Throughout the war he had advocated greater co-operation between the Allies. He assumed the role of CIGS in February 1918 and was one of the instigators of the joint Allied command under his good friend Foch. The Allied all-arms strategy, exploiting advantages of materiel and manpower, along with the entry of the Americans, brought the war to a swifter end in November 1918 than most had anticipated.

         The early post-war years were beset with unrest throughout the Empire. The UK was tasked with demobilising the biggest army in its history and sending millions of veterans back to civilian life. There were old problems for Britain from her pre-war colonies – Ireland, Egypt and India – all restive and demanding more freedoms. There were new ones, too, in the Middle East mandates given to Britain after the war. The Empire had never been so big nor so overstretched. In Britain there were strikes in the coal mines and in the docks and unrest on the streets. Fears of socialism and Bolshevism, both real and imagined, stalked the country.

         Wilson vacated the role of CIGS in good standing with the public but not the coalition government of Lloyd George, from whom he had become increasingly estranged. Wilson could not abide the nationalist turn his native land, Ireland, had taken towards independence. He was not just a unionist, but a Southern unionist from the Midlands county of Longford, an overwhelmingly nationalist county that had played a disproportionate part in the Irish War of Independence between 1919 and 1921. Wilson was self-consciously an Irishman, who considered himself also 8to be British and saw no contradiction between the two identities. He was Anglo-Irish, an imperialist, and his country was the British Empire.

         In December 1921 the British had negotiated the Anglo-Irish Treaty with the leaders of Sinn Féin, setting up the Irish Free State. Wilson saw the Treaty as a betrayal of the values of law and order and a surrender to the ‘murder gang’, as he was wont to call his fellow Irishmen in Sinn Féin and the Irish Republican Army (IRA), with whom the British had negotiated. He did not believe the Irish had the ability to govern themselves. Outside Ulster few people in Ireland agreed with him.

         
            * * *

         

         Before he began to speak, a woman carrying a large wreath burst into tears and sobbed so abjectly that many thought she was going to faint. Wilson approached and steadied her. No longer constrained by the forced reticence of the professional soldier, Wilson could now speak his mind.11

         He had given valedictory talks during the preceding weeks in Belfast and Manchester, where, in the course of honouring the war dead, he had made caustic comments about the Lloyd George government and its Irish policy. At Liverpool Street Station his remarks were, unusually for him, brief and emotional, and contained no reference to Ireland.

         
            It is always a proud duty for one soldier to speak of others. All over our country there are these memorials to those who carried out their duty in the Great War. We soldiers count as our gains our losses. These names that we love to honour are those who died in a great cause. On this table are placed the 9names of 1,200 or 1,400 of your comrades who, doing what they thought was right, paid the penalty.

         

         He finished with the ever-quotable Rudyard Kipling, who had lost his son John in the war, killed at the Battle of Loos in September 1915 while serving with the Irish Guards.

         
            
               The tumult and the shouting dies;

               The Captains and the Kings depart;

               Still stands Thine ancient sacrifice,

               A humble and a contrite heart;

               Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet,

               Lest we forget – lest we forget!12

            

         

         Those present at the unveiling knew too well the human cost of the war. The service was punctuated by the soft sobbing of mothers and widows. The grief of the war was still viscerally present, and Britain had inherited a bitter peace. After the dedication by the Bishop of Norwich, all present sang ‘Oh God, Our Help in Ages Past’. ‘The Last Post’ was sounded by the Grenadier Guards, followed by ‘Reveille’ and ‘God Save the King’. The ceremony over, Wilson repaired to the office of Admiral Sir Reginald Hall, known as Blinker Hall, the Director of Naval Intelligence, who was responsible in 1916 for intercepting the Aud, the German vessel that was due to land weaponry for those planning the Easter Rising, and in 1917 for intercepting the Zimmerman telegram, which brought the United States into the war.

         ‘Well, old sailor,’ said Wilson. ‘Well, old soldier,’ came the response. Wilson told Hall he could not dally as he had an appointment in the House of Commons at 3.30 p.m. and had to go home to change.13  10

         Wilson left the station and took a District Line underground train west in the company of Lieutenant Colonel Harold Charley, the officer commanding the Royal Ulster Rifles, established after the creation of Northern Ireland the previous year. Wilson was the regiment’s honorary colonel.

         Wilson and Charley travelled in the first-class carriage reserved for army officers and alighted at Charing Cross Station. From there, Wilson said goodbye to Charley and hailed a cab to go home. He first stopped off at the Travellers Club in Pall Mall to read the news off the ticker-tape machine and pick up his mail. He then travelled on to his home at 36 Eaton Place, which he had acquired in 1910. The handsome three-storey house was bigger than the needs of the childless Wilsons and was rented out frequently to pay their bills. It was also their well-loved home.14

         
            * * *

         

         At around 1 p.m. Joe O’Sullivan left his office in the Ministry of Labour in Whitehall, where he worked as a clerk, and walked to the clock at Vauxhall Bridge Road for 1.30 p.m. He told a colleague to sign him in if he did not come back in the afternoon. O’Sullivan was of average height, slightly built and with a diffident manner.15 He wore standard office attire: a black jacket, trousers and a brown trilby hat. He had served with the 3rd (City of London) Battalion, London Regiment, in the war, losing a leg in August 1917 during the Battle of Passchendaele, the muddy apocalypse that ‘tipped the survivors into the slough of despond’, as the military historian John Keegan described it.16

         O’Sullivan was needed to positively identify Wilson, who had often called into the offices of the Ministry of Labour on CIGS business, and O’Sullivan knew his address.17  Waiting for 11O’Sullivan was Reginald ‘Reggie’ Dunne. Dunne was 6ft tall, well built running to stout, with brown hair. He walked with a slight limp as a result of an exploding shell that had damaged his kneecap in the First World War. He wore a fawn sports coat and a trilby hat, heavy clothing for the time of year.

         O’Sullivan was twenty-five and Dunne twenty-four, but Dunne was the more forceful of the two, a leader of men and the officer commanding the IRA in London. Dunne and O’Sullivan had been engaged in acts of destruction, execution and gun smuggling in the name of Ireland, a country that neither man, unlike Wilson, had been born in. Dunne served with the 1st Battalion of the Irish Guards, a regiment that reflected his background and his height – recruits were usually at least 5ft 9in and therefore well nourished. These two war veterans often wore the large sterling silver lapel badge, known as the ‘wound badge’, in public, but not today. Nobody noticed them. Why would they? There were millions of men like them in Britain, visibly and physically broken by the war, scuttling about the streets attracting pity but not much attention.

         O’Sullivan carried a long-barrelled Webley .450, a standard-issue British army service revolver, with six extra rounds; Dunne the short version of the same weapon. Dunne waited anxiously for a third man, an able-bodied volunteer, to help in their dangerous enterprise. He had left a coded telephone message at this man’s place of work, but time was passing and he had not turned up. Dunne looked at O’Sullivan and momentarily regretted his decision to call on him, given his obvious disability, but then he recalled how O’Sullivan had previously been involved in dangerous missions and had not lacked for courage or resolve. He knew O’Sullivan would not waver despite the risks to both of them.

         They walked from Victoria Station to Wilson’s home, arriving soon after 2 p.m. Eaton Place in Belgravia is a stately terrace of 12stucco-fronted buildings with white porticoes built in the 1820s, a prime address and favoured by those who wanted to be physically close to the centre of government in London.

         
             

         

         The road outside Wilson’s home was under repair and workmen busied about. A battery of horse-drawn artillery came down the road. O’Sullivan and Dunne’s already frayed nerves were set further on edge. Dunne gestured to O’Sullivan that they would have to call off the attack if the battery was Wilson’s escort. It departed, however, as quickly as it arrived. The minutes passed slowly. Several pedestrians walked past, but none thought anything of the two men loitering around.

         Presently, Wilson’s cab drew up. Wilson paid the taxi driver and got out. He walked around the roadworks and towards the steps of his house, which lay at the corner of Eaton Place and Belgrave Place. O’Sullivan brazenly crossed the road in a straight line and raised his weapon. At a distance of just three metres he fired two shots at Wilson, hitting him both times. Wilson staggered up the doorsteps. Dunne intercepted him and fired several more shots at close range from the hip. Wilson cried out in pain as bullets penetrated his lungs, his left armpit and shoulder joint.18
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         13A story would circulate later that Wilson, a warrior to the last, had drawn his sword from his scabbard and raised it in a final act of defiance, but he never got that far, according to a workman (known as witness No. 1) who saw the shooting: ‘He tried to recover himself before he fell and made a movement with his right hand to his left side. He was wearing a sword on his left side. After that he collapsed completely.’19

         As he reached for his sword, O’Sullivan finished him off with another shot. Wilson was almost at his own front door. Had it been open he might have stumbled inside and shut it behind him. A bullet lodged in the door, and the former field marshal’s blood on the steps was later covered up with sand.20

         The sound of the shots on a still midsummer’s afternoon brought residents from their homes. Wilson’s butler emerged almost immediately from the front door and called for help. Lady Wilson was in the drawing room when she heard the shots and, rushing to the window, saw her husband lying prostrate on the steps. She ran out with a cup of water, but he was already too far gone. ‘He is dying, he is dying. Isn’t there someone who can help? Cannot someone bring a doctor?’ she cried out.21 The couple’s butler and a neighbour helped carry the dying field marshal inside. Lady Wilson was heard to exclaim, ‘Well, they have done their cruel work at last, but you have died like a soldier. God will be merciful to you.’ By the time Dr John Evans, the surgeon attached to the Gerald Road police station, was summoned, Wilson was dead.

         Two doors away a member of the household of Lord Channing rushed out and, spotting the assassins, shouted ‘Murder!’ and 14‘Stop thief!’ O’Sullivan and Dunne walked briskly away from the scene down Eaton Place, but they did not start to run until they heard a policeman’s whistle. A workman dropped his shovel and ran after the two men. As they hurried away, O’Sullivan dragging his wooden leg behind him, Dunne noticed his friend’s discomfort and concluded it was only a matter of time before they were caught. The two men turned left into Eaton Terrace, the pursuing crowd swelling at every moment.22

         
             

         

         Police Constable Walter Marsh, who had been patrolling nearby Eaton Square, joined the chase. Marsh caught up with Dunne and wrestled him to the ground, but as he did so, O’Sullivan shot him in the chest. The bullet lodged in his back, yet he survived. Dunne and O’Sullivan stopped a Victoria cab, a horse-drawn covered carriage with two passenger seats, and ordered the driver, John William Puxley, to drive to Marble Arch. ‘Even at the time I was amused at the energy with which the prim, liveried, old driver whipped up the horses, very much conscious that two guns were pointed at his back,’ Dunne recalled. The pair did not get far before a mob stopped the cab, and they continued on foot.23

         Detective Constable Cecil Sayer heard the shots that badly injured Marsh, and he too chased after Dunne and O’Sullivan. He crossed the King’s Road (now renamed Eaton Square) and followed them from South Eaton Place. Sayer bravely flung his truncheon at O’Sullivan, hitting him on the head. Dunne turned around and shot Sayer in the ankle, and the constable fell to the ground. Dunne and O’Sullivan paused for a moment to reload their weapons. They passed the home of the American ambassador, Colonel George Harvey, who had as his guest the US Chief Justice and former president William Howard Taft. Both men heard shots and thought they were being targeted.

         15An American eyewitness noticed between fifty and sixty civilians in pursuit, along with half a dozen unarmed policemen. More shots brought more constables onto the street. Two emerged from the Gerald Road police station and started pursuing the fugitives.24

         Dunne and O’Sullivan were flagging now and out of breath, O’Sullivan exhausted and struggling with his wooden leg, Dunne aching from his war wound and walking backwards, pointing his gun to keep the crowds at bay while also trying to reload. They fired a few more shots at constables Walter Bush and James Alexander Duff but missed.
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         16An eyewitness who joined in the pursuit remembered Dunne and O’Sullivan as the ‘ruffian type and I thought they had been guilty of robbery and violence’.25 Bush caught up with Dunne as he was trying to reload and with one expertly aimed flourish of the truncheon felled the big man as he ran down Ebury Street. Duff flung his truncheon at O’Sullivan, and for the second time O’Sullivan experienced the sharp thud of heavy wood on the back of his head. He squeezed the trigger of his revolver, but he was out of ammunition. The truncheon was followed by an empty milk bottle flung by a passer-by, which hit O’Sullivan in the face. A melee followed, with the public joining in, and a shot was fired by either Dunne or O’Sullivan. ‘You are a dirty blackguard,’ one passer-by shouted at Dunne. ‘I was only firing blank shots at the last,’ Dunne responded. PC Ernest Upcott from Gerald Road police station estimated that a crowd of about 130 people descended on the pair as they were caught.

         The chase was over. ‘Have mercy,’ one of the men was reported by a passer-by to have shouted, to which came the retort, ‘A lot of mercy you have shown.’ The police then turned from pursuers to rescuers and held the angry crowd back from lynching the two fugitives.26

         The assassins were taken away to Gerald Road police station for interrogation. Furious police, who had witnessed their comrades being shot, beat O’Sullivan unconscious and kicked and punched Dunne. A defiant Dunne smiled when told that Wilson had been killed, provoking another frenzied assault and graphic representations from his interrogators of being hanged. O’Sullivan gave his name as John O’Brien, the first name that came into his head. It was the name of his brother-in-law, based in Cork. When Dunne came around he gave his as James Connolly, the founder of the Irish Citizen Army and one of the leaders of the Easter Rising 17in 1916 who had been subsequently executed. Connolly was a famous republican martyr in Ireland, but the men’s interrogators did not recognise the name.27
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         News of the shooting travelled fast. The terraces in Belgravia around Eaton Place were home to many MPs and members of the House of Lords, and some were on the scene minutes later. Lord Arthur Hill, a friend and neighbour of Wilson, arrived minutes after the shooting and gave a second-hand account that Wilson must have removed his ceremonial sword from its scabbard as it was held in place with a clip and could not have simply fallen on the ground. The story of the gallant soldier reaching for his sword to confront his slayers gained immediate renown.

         
             

         

         Wilson was the first sitting MP to be assassinated since the prime minister Spencer Perceval in 1812, and the first senior politician to 18be assassinated in the United Kingdom28 since the Chief Secretary for Ireland Lord Frederick Cavendish was murdered in 1882 in Phoenix Park, Dublin, by Irish republicans. ‘We must not get ourselves back into that hideous bog of reprisals, from which we have saved ourselves,’ Winston Churchill, the Secretary of State for the Colonies, wrote to his wife in February 1922.29 But once again the issue of Ireland – for so long dominant in British political life – had returned just when the British political establishment believed it had rid itself of the problem. The creation of two polities, Northern Ireland in May 1921 and the Irish Free State in December of that year, was an attempt to reconcile the irreconcilable demands of a thirty-two-county all-Ireland republic for nationalists with Ulster unionist determination to stay out of such an arrangement.

         
             

         

         Several MPs brought the melancholy news to Westminster. The press gallery was soon informed and a brief report prepared for the wires.

         Scarcely an hour and a half had passed between the shooting and the widespread dissemination of the information. Lloyd George entered the House of Commons in a jaunty mood, but he was immediately accosted by Churchill and Austen Chamberlain, the leader of the Conservative Party. Eyewitnesses noted Lloyd George’s demeanour turning to cold fury and perhaps guilt. In her diary Frances Stevenson, his secretary and mistress, noted that the Home Secretary, Edward Shortt, had alerted Lloyd George to the presence of dangerous IRA men in London, but he had ignored the warning, lulled into a false sense of security after the signing of the Treaty. ‘Just heard the sad news about Henry Wilson – will the Irish troubles ever end?’ she recorded in her diary.30

         As Britain’s wartime prime minister from December 1916, Lloyd George had absorbed much terrible news, but none had 19felt like such a personal affront as the assassination of a man whose counsel he had sought at a time of national peril. Wilson and he had endured the bitterest falling out over Ireland, but their partnership flourished during the First World War, when Lloyd George needed an alternative vision to the attritional slaughter espoused by Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig and others. Lloyd George regarded most British commanders as a doltish, mediocre lot – but not Wilson.

         A ghastly atmosphere pervaded the House of Commons chamber as a series of routine parliamentary questions were asked and answered while members sought to ascertain what had happened. All the while Chamberlain was attempting to find out the facts as they presented themselves in order to answer questions in the House about the assassination of a sitting MP. Former prime minister Herbert Asquith was the first to address the chamber. Speaking almost imperceptibly, he was told to raise his voice. Asquith recounted that he had known Wilson well, and so his death was especially shocking in that context. In reality, Asquith, prime minister from April 1908 until December 1916, despised Wilson and regarded him as a ‘poisonous mischief-maker’ and a ‘serpent’, but one does not speak ill of the dead at such a time:31

         
            Since I came down to the House, I have heard, and probably Hon. Members may have heard, tidings of the most terrible character affecting this House, namely, the death – the murder, I must call it – of a gallant soldier, one of the great figures in the war, who, though only recently elected a member of this House, already possessed in a high degree its esteem, and, indeed, its affection. I should like to ask the Leader of the House if he can give us any exact information as to the circumstances of this appalling event.32

         

         20It was left to Chamberlain to give what details he could. ‘My information is imperfect,’ he told the House. This was true. He assumed Wilson’s residence had been broken into and three police officers shot. Chamberlain counted himself as a friend of Wilson. His delivery was matter of fact, but he became increasingly emotional. He stuttered and struggled to retain his composure:

         
            And I think that every Member of this House who remembers his great career elsewhere, who welcomed him here, and who had listened to him, will feel with me that this is not only a national, but, for us in the House of Commons, a personal tragedy. I believe that it will be the general wish of the House – precedent notwithstanding – that in the sad circumstances of this case, and as a mark of our profound respect for our colleague, and of our deep sympathy with his widow, the House should adjourn. I, therefore, beg to move, ‘That this House do now adjourn’.33

         

         The unnamed New York Times correspondent in the press gallery noted Lloyd George ‘had the look of a man who had been cut to the heart. He was physically suffering and for once seemed quite cast down.’34 He had to be steadied, and leaned on the arm of Sir Robert Horne, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, as he left the chamber. Asquith departed in tears.

         In the House of Lords, Lord Edward Carson, the Dublin-born leader of Ulster unionism, asked if the news was true. He had heard different accounts. The normally voluble Carson listened with his head in his hands while the Lord Chancellor Frederick Edwin (F. E.) Smith, also known as the Earl of Birkenhead, recounted what he knew of the shooting. Wilson was indeed dead, shot by two men from the IRA. The Lord Chancellor had been 21a kindred spirit of Wilson in his opposition to Irish nationalism, yet, unlike Wilson, had drafted much of the Anglo-Irish Treaty and was a British signatory to it. Smith is famous in Irish history for his comment to Michael Collins, the best known of the Irish negotiators, after the Treaty was signed: ‘I may have just signed my political death warrant,’ to which Collins responded only half in jest and with chilling prescience, ‘I may have just signed my actual death warrant.’ Smith was a target of Wilson’s vituperative criticism of government policy on Ireland, a fact he was not going to gloss over even in this shocking moment:

         
            Forty years have passed since he transferred from his original battalion into the Rifle Brigade – forty years crowded with adventure, with active service, and with brilliant contributions to the military operations of this country. Everyone knows that a part which had always been distinguished became almost decisive in the last few years of the war, but only those who were at that time members of one or other of the Governments which were responsible for the fortunes of the war know the full extent of the debt which this country owes to the ingenious resource, the imaginative capacity and the soldierly science of the late Sir Henry Wilson. I sincerely hope that the fact that the gallant field marshal differed, and even differed profoundly, from some of the views and recommendations for which this Government have made themselves responsible, will not be held a sufficient cause for repelling them or me from the expression, however inadequate, in this House of the heartfelt grief which we feel at his loss and the sympathy which every one of us must feel for the bereaved lady who mourns that loss today.35

         

         
            *

         

         22The threat of assassination was ever present in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The Russian Czar Alexander II, who emancipated the serfs, was killed by anarchists in 1881. In 1894 Sadi Carnot, the president of France, was also a victim of anarchists, as, four year later, was Empress Elisabeth of Austria, the wife of the Emperor of Austria Franz Joseph I. In 1900 King Umberto I of Italy was murdered, while in 1908 King Carlos I of Portugal and his eldest son Luís Filipe were shot dead by Portuguese republicans. Three American presidents were assassinated in less than forty years – Abraham Lincoln (1865), James A. Garfield (1881) and William McKinley (1901). ‘We are all constantly in danger of death. One must simply trust in God,’ said a fatalistic Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, before his assassination in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 plunged Europe into the greatest war in history up to that date.

         Germany’s defeat in this war created a generation of vengeful ex-servicemen who sought to blame someone, anyone, for their country’s defeat. The politicians who led the Weimar Republic were targeted. The Minister of Finance Matthias Erzberger, who negotiated the Armistice, was shot dead in 1921 by a right-wing paramilitary group, one of 350 political figures in Germany assassinated in the years following the conflict.36

         These assassinations took place in countries riven by factionalism and instability, not in one with an unbroken tradition of parliamentary democracy stretching back centuries. Assassination was un-British and so the Irish problem had come home, said the Marquess of Salisbury, the leader of the House of Lords:

         
            Here, in the middle of our own metropolis, he has been murdered. This crime cannot but bring home to us the 23circumstances in which we live, and in which another part of the United Kingdom has been plunged for so many months. I think we owe it to ourselves, we owe it to the other House of Parliament, to say what we feel in a formal manner, and to show the country how deeply we detest the horrible crime which has been committed.37

         

         The Bishop of Norwich, who had been present at the ceremony in Liverpool Street Station, quoted Virgil. Those who are entitled to the Elysian Fields had quique sui memores alios fecere merendo (‘built their own memorial by the services they have rendered’).

         Both houses adjourned until just after 4 p.m.38

         
            * * *

         

         On hearing the news King George V sent his equerry Colonel Arthur Erskine to Eaton Place to convey his sympathies to Lady Wilson. His eldest son, the Prince of Wales, the future King Edward VIII, who would abdicate in 1936, had arrived back in Plymouth the previous day from an eight-month tour of India and Japan. His visit to India, as the ‘Empire’s ambassador’, was ostensibly to thank the Indian people for their service in the British armed forces during the First World War, but it was also an attempt to shore up waning allegiances in a subcontinent demanding more freedoms in the post-war world. The visit was boycotted by Indian nationalists led by Mahatma Gandhi and there were riots in Bombay (Mumbai). Thousands gathered in Plymouth when HMS Renown arrived into port; thousands more lined the stations along the route as the royal train made its way from Plymouth to Paddington Station in London. There to greet the prince at Paddington were his father and mother, the prime 24minister and his daughter, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Randall Davidson, and other significant luminaries in British society. The tour was regarded as a success thanks to flattering press coverage. The prince was a popular figure then and a long way from being the post-1936 pariah in the royal family.

         The celebrations were intended to continue on the night of the 22nd, which was the eve of the Prince of Wales’s twenty-eighth birthday. The king cancelled the party with sixty guests at Buckingham Palace. Having often sought Wilson’s counsel during the war, he let it be known that he would not even contemplate holding a dinner in such circumstances. Nor was it to be a postponement. It was cancelled. The event found its way into Ernest Hemingway’s novel The Sun Also Rises, in which the rakish ex-soldier and serial bankrupt Mike Campbell conveys his disdain for the paraphernalia of medals and titles. Campbell has never applied for the medals he is entitled to as a result of his war service. He finds himself invited to Buckingham Palace for the prince’s birthday. He dashes off to a tailor, who procures him some medals for the occasion which he shoves into his pocket. ‘Well, I went to the dinner, and it was the night they’d shot Henry Wilson, so the Prince didn’t come and the King didn’t come, and no one wore any medals, and all these coves were busy taking off their medals, and I had mine in my pocket.’39

         That evening Lloyd George wrote a post-haste letter to Michael Collins, now the chairman of the newly established Provisional Government. Known in Ireland as ‘the Big Fellow’, Collins had been a prime organiser of the guerrilla war which confounded Lloyd George’s often repeated assertion that Britain would treat Ireland like the Union treated the Confederate states. Collins was the most infamous man in Britain, turned famous by virtue of his presence, reluctant though it was, at the peace negotiations 25that concluded in the Anglo-Irish Treaty signed the previous December. Prior to the Truce of July 1921, which ended the Irish War of Independence, he was regarded in Britain as a brigand, the leader of a gang of murderers, a shameless gunman, yet evasive. Who was this man bringing the Empire to terms in Ireland? Why had he never been caught? His fugitive status burnished the myth. ‘The elusive IRA chief in the open,’ the Illustrated London News declared on its front page in September 1921, as if he were some rare bird of paradise found in a remote jungle.40 The headline was accompanied by a full-page picture of Collins addressing a rally in County Armagh. The paper continued: ‘There was a time not so long ago when Michael Collins was regarded almost as a myth, so elusive was he in escaping capture.’
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         26After the Truce he was the focal point of public attention during the Treaty negotiations, more so even than the prime minister, Churchill or Chamberlain. The Hull Daily News commented:

         
            Here we have a modern outlaw, an Irish guerrilla chief upon whose head a price had been fixed by the lawful authorities. Mr Michael Collins, motoring up to the residence of the Prime Minister of England and, under the guardian eyes and escorting hands of the Metropolitan Police, entering the Cabinet chamber at 10 Downing Street to confer with statesmen representing the British Empire. Surely there is an element of old romance about this episode? And it is romance quite in the most approved manner of the best sword-and-cloak drama too.41

         

         The Treaty negotiated by Collins and the other members of the Irish delegation granted the twenty-six counties of Ireland Dominion status on a par with Canada and Australia, which amounted to self-governance within the Empire. The Treaty brought about the Irish Free State, but how free was this state, Collins’s swelling band of detractors at home were asking, when it swore allegiance to a foreign king?

         
            I [name] do solemnly swear true faith and allegiance to the Constitution of the Irish Free State as by law established, and that I will be faithful to His Majesty King George V, his heirs and successors by law in virtue of the common citizenship of Ireland with Great Britain and her adherence to and membership of the group of nations forming the British Commonwealth of Nations.

         

         Every word of it had been parsed and debated beyond endurance. Who was the oath of allegiance to? Collins said it was to 27the Irish constitution and not King George V. Fidelity was to the king as the head of the Commonwealth and not as British monarch. Besides, why did it matter? According to Collins, the British were leaving the twenty-six counties of Ireland and taking their army with them. There would be an Irish army, and the Border Commission, as agreed in the Anglo-Irish Treaty, would in time reduce Northern Ireland to a rump polity. The Treaty, Collins famously opined, was not the ‘ultimate freedom that all nations desire and develop to, but the freedom to achieve it’.42 Those against the Treaty said they had already taken an oath to the Irish republic, and a republic couldn’t have a foreign monarch. It was not a matter of words, but a fundamental principle. Who was authority vested in – the British monarch or the Irish people?

         The IRA had been the revolutionary guerrilla army of the underground Irish state that had fought the British to a stalemate during the War of Independence. It was an irregular army with the ranks and command structure of a regular one. Officers were elected. The smallest unit was a company based on the parish. Companies were organised into battalions, battalions into brigades and brigades into divisions. Its nominal strength during the Truce period was 115,000 men, but many of these were disparagingly known as ‘Trucileers’ or ‘sunshine patriots’, who had joined up when the fighting was over. The number of active volunteers was significantly smaller.

         By 1921 the British forces fielded roughly 55,000 troops in Ireland, armed with the first-class weaponry that had won the Great War. By July 1921 the IRA was down to 2,000 active fighters, according to some estimates, and had only 569 rifles, 477 revolvers and 20 bullets per rifle.43 It was a pitiful arsenal to bear against an empire, and there were many within the British 28security establishment, Wilson among them, who believed that one more push would silence the ‘murder gang’ once and for all. It was not an even fight, but the IRA had the support of the majority of the people; the Crown forces did not. Coupled with that was a war-weariness and a realisation that Ireland was more trouble than it was worth, and so the British government wanted the issue done with once and for all, as Churchill admitted in the House of Commons. ‘It is a curious reflection to inquire why Ireland should bulk so largely in our lives. How is it that the great English parties are shaken to their foundations, and even shattered, almost every generation, by contact with Irish affairs?’44

         The IRA was answerable to Dáil Éireann, the Irish parliament, and to the underground government set up after the British general election of December 1918, the so-called ‘Khaki election’, when Sinn Féin won 73 of the 105 seats in Ireland on an abstentionist platform promising to use ‘any and every means available to render impotent the power of England to hold Ireland in subjection by military force or otherwise’. Civilian control of the IRA often proved problematic. There were tensions between the civilian government, the general headquarters (GHQ) and individual units, which often took their own initiative in launching attacks on the British. Communication was often poor or nondescript. This highly decentralised army split after the Treaty, and a substantial number of officers and brigades refused to accept the Provisional Government set up under the Treaty.

         On 26 March 1922 IRA leaders hosted an army convention in defiance of the Provisional Government and voted to repudiate the Treaty and the authority of Dáil Éireann. There were now two armies in the Irish Free State, each disputing the other’s right to exist. The first Irish state in history, the one desired for centuries by generations of Irish nationalists, was threatened with stillbirth. 29The government, the first in the country’s history as a modern state, was memorably described by Kevin O’Higgins, its justice minister, as:

         
            eight young men standing amidst the ruins of one administration with the foundation of another not yet laid, and with wild men screaming through the keyhole. No police force was functioning through the country, no system of justice was operating, the wheels of administration hung idle, battered out of recognition by the clash of rival jurisdictions. A people emerging from a period of revolution were thrown upon their own resources, unaided by any fabric of administration for the maintenance of order and the decencies of life.45

         

         The Irish Times observed a month later, ‘The situation is preposterous. The existence of a Provisional Government is an administrative necessity; but, at a time when it is confronted with the gravest problems, it has no roots in the soil, no authority from the people, no material forces for the execution of its decrees.’46

         The Constitution of the Irish Free State was released on the day before the election and published in the newspapers on 16 June, the morning of the election. Any hope it could form the basis of an agreement between the Treaty and anti-Treaty factions was extinguished. Attempts by the Irish side to draft a republican treaty were rejected by the British side. The oath remained. The king’s representative had the power to summon and dissolve parliament, and all legislation had to receive the Royal Assent through him. It was, however, enough for the Provisional Government to claim that all ‘legislative, executive, judicial and governmental powers are declared to be derived from the people’. The election saw candidates who were pro-Treaty or neutral achieve almost 80 per cent of the vote. It gave the Provisional Government an 30expectation of finally having a mandate to rule, but now, after the assassination, it faced renewed external threats from the British, as well as a new one – republicans determined to oppose the Treaty at any cost, including war. As far as the Provisional Government was concerned, the Treaty now had a triple democratic lock, having been passed by the cabinet, four to three, in December 1921; by the Dáil in January 1922 by sixty-four votes to fifty-seven; and now in a public vote by proxy in the general election of 1922.

         In April 1922 anti-Treaty republicans occupied Dublin’s Four Courts, the centre of legal life in Ireland, hoping a confrontation with the newly established National Army of the nascent Irish state would provoke a British intervention and violate the Treaty. The Provisional Government, sensing a trap, refused to oblige and a strange impasse followed. Anti-Treaty supporters wandered in and out of the Four Courts unmolested, and both sides fraternised with the other. It was a phoney war, but an uneasy one where there was no meeting of minds, despite the bonhomie between erstwhile brothers-in-arms.

         The pro- and anti-Treaty Sinn Féin factions agreed an election pact in May 1922 to stave off the looming prospect of civil war. They would form a peacetime government after the election, but the British were furious at the prospect that anti-Treaty politicians would be in government, in contravention of the Treaty.

         Lloyd George now seized his chance. He told Collins that documents had been found on one of the men (Dunne, as it turned out) linking him with the anti-Treaty IRA. The ‘documents’ turned out to be a copy of An tÓglách (The Volunteer), the IRA newspaper that could be bought at newsstands in Ireland. Whether Lloyd George truly believed it or not, he now had a pretext to act. He wrote to Collins:31

         
            The ambiguous position of the Irish Republican Army can no longer be ignored by the British army. Still less can Mr Rory O’Connor be permitted to remain with his followers in open rebellion in the heart of Dublin in possession of the Courts of Justice, organising and sending out from this centre enterprises of murder not only in the area of your government but also in the six northern counties and in Great Britain. His Majesty’s government cannot consent to a continuance of this state of things, and they feel entitled to ask you formally to bring it to an end forthwith. I am to inform you that they regard the continuous toleration of this rebellious defiance of the principles of the Treaty as incompatible with its faithful execution. They feel now that you are supported by the declared will of the Irish people in favour of the Treaty, they have a right to expect that the necessary action will be taken by your government without delay.47

         

         From the Cabinet Office, Churchill sent a telegram to Ireland summoning General Sir Nevil Macready to London. Macready was the General Officer Commanding (GOC) British forces in Ireland during what the British considered an insurgency by militant republicans in Ireland between 1919 and 1921, but what the Irish regarded as the War of Independence.

         ‘I loathe the people with a depth deeper than the sea and more violent than that which I feel against the Boche,’ Macready confided to a friend about the Irish. But it had not stopped him reaching the conclusion that the British, outside their loyal north-eastern redoubt in Ulster, no longer had any business in Ireland.

         At 6 p.m. on the evening of 22 June Macready reached his headquarters at the Royal Hospital Kilmainham. Under the terms 32of the Treaty, the British retained a garrison in Ireland to protect the settlement and the army was due to stay a year. Macready did not share in the collective shock of Wilson’s assassination. He had realised Wilson was a marked man and told him so. Wilson was a scapegoat, he believed, for the excesses of the Ulster Special Constabulary (mostly the B Specials), set up in 1920 as a state militia and blamed for vicious pogroms against Catholics in Ulster. Macready warned Wilson to carry a concealed pistol with him. Now it was too late. An hour after receiving the news, Macready was summoned to London. There he found the British cabinet in a ‘state of suppressed agitation’ and spoiling for revenge. Churchill was charged with a ‘feverish impetuosity’.48

         Lloyd George and Churchill had no doubt the anti-Treaty agitators in the Four Courts were to blame. No evidence other than an educated hunch was advanced for this conclusion, but Macready was told to prepare his troops to storm the building beside the River Liffey in Dublin city centre. This was a militarily straightforward operation, Macready concluded, but politically disastrous. It would risk Britain being sucked back into the quagmire of Irish politics at a time when it had extracted itself at a great cost of both men and reputation. Such an attack would unite the pro- and anti-Treaty factions against the same foe they had faced in the war, which had ended in July of the previous year with a truce and an uneasy peace.

         Macready travelled back to Ireland and was told to await further instructions. He hoped the brief hiatus would stop the Lloyd George government from acting impetuously in a manner it would regret. The prospect of Britain breaking an internationally recognised treaty would sully the country’s reputation, already battered by the behaviour of its forces during the Irish conflict. The Lloyd George government, Macready concluded, had been 33‘accounted for by a bad attack of nerves’. On arriving back in Ireland, Macready anticipated that cooler heads would prevail, but they did not. Another telegram arrived ordering that his troops attack the Four Courts a day later. Macready realised that many British troops stationed around Ireland would be vulnerable to attack in the event of hostilities recommencing. Moreover, he believed that, if the anti-Treaty forces were responsible for Wilson’s assassination, the British could be walking into a trap. He recalled in his memoir Annals of an Active Life:

         
            The few senior officers to whom I unfolded the scheme were unanimous in their agreement that it could have but one result, the reopening of hostilities throughout Ireland. It can only be supposed that panic and a desire to do something, no matter what, by those whose ignorance of the Irish situation blinded them to possible results, was at the root of this scheme.49

         

         If the British attacked the Four Courts garrison, it could have the effect of uniting pro- and anti-Treaty elements against a common enemy, ‘a call which would have been answered by a majority who would have claimed that the British had broken the Truce’. Macready sent his general staff officer General Sir John Brind to London to make the British cabinet aware of the possible unintended consequences of its plan. He was not the only one playing for time. Lloyd George’s ultimatum arrived while Collins was in Cork dealing with an allegation of electoral fraud. The Provisional Government asked for the evidence associating the anti-Treaty side with the two assassins, promising to bring it up at the first meeting of the new Dáil, which was scheduled for 1 July 1922, an eternity away given the pressing nature of the moment. In Collins’s absence Diarmuid O’Hegarty, the 34secretary to the Provisional Government, wrote back making anguished protestations about the shooting while requesting the information the British claimed they had that suggested the anti-Treaty side was to blame. Churchill responded by stating that the information was of a ‘highly secret character and cannot be disclosed’.50 In haste he proposed to send Royal Navy ships to Dublin with reinforcements and weaponry for the British garrison. The Treaty would be declared invalid. Wiser counsel prevailed and the proposed British attack was postponed. Nevertheless, in the House of Commons four days after the shooting, Churchill said in public what he had told the Irish in private – they would act against the anti-Treaty rebels if the Provisional Government did not.

         
            The time has come when it is not unfair, not premature, and not impatient for us to make to this strengthened Irish Government and new Irish parliament a request – in express terms – that this sort of thing must come to an end. If it does not come to an end, if either from weakness, from want of courage, for some other even less creditable reasons, if it is not brought to an end, and a speedy end, then it is my duty to say that we shall regard the Treaty as having been formally violated.51

         

         The Wilson assassination had brutally clarified matters. The British government was no longer going to tolerate the ambivalence shown towards the anti-Treaty rebels in the Four Courts. Fortunately for the British, the Provisional Government had reluctantly come to the same conclusion.

         In March Collins and the Northern Ireland prime minister Sir James Craig had agreed a pact to halt the terrible sectarian violence in the North, which had claimed more than 450 lives 35between July 1920 and March 1922. Craig said he would work to ensure Catholic workers expelled from their jobs in the shipyards in Belfast could return, while Collins called off the so-called Belfast Boycott of goods and services from that city to the South. The anti-Treaty side refused to abide by it. On 26 June a party of anti-Treaty IRA men attempted to raid Ferguson’s garage in Dublin’s Lower Baggot Street, which had sourced its cars from Belfast. The raid was pre-empted by National Army forces that surrounded the would-be thieves and arrested them, including Leo Henderson, their commanding officer. In retaliation, the anti-Treaty forces kidnapped Lieutenant General J. J. ‘Ginger’ O’Connell, the deputy chief of staff of the National Army. O’Connell was extraordinarily lax in his personal security at such a fraught time and was picked up while walking from his girlfriend’s home back to barracks.

         There was no more vacillation or equivocation towards erstwhile comrades. On the evening of 27 June the Irish cabinet met and decided to act. The Provisional Government now had a pretext that did not involve appearing to do the British government’s bidding. It was time to get on with the task of saving the Free State:

         
            Since the close of the general election, at which the will of the people was ascertained, further grave acts against the security of persons and property have been committed in Dublin and some other parts of Ireland by persons pretending to act with authority. It is the duty of the government, to which the people have entrusted their defence and the conduct of their affairs, to protect and secure all law-abiding citizens without distinction and that duty the government will resolutely perform. Yesterday one of the principal garages in 36the metropolis was raided and plundered under the pretext of a Belfast boycott. No such boycott has any legal existence and, if it had, it would not authorise or condone the action of irresponsible persons in seizing private property. Later in the same evening Lieutenant General O’Connell, deputy chief of staff, was seized by some of the persons responsible for the plundering of the garage and is still in their hands. Outrages such as these against the nation and the government must cease at once and cease forever. For some months past all classes of business in Ireland have suffered severely through the feeling of insecurity engendered by reckless and wicked acts which have tarnished the reputation of Ireland abroad. As one disastrous consequence unemployment and distress are prevalent in the country at a time when, but for such acts, Ireland would be humming with prosperity. The government is determined that the country shall no longer be held up from the pursuit of its normal life and the re-establishment of its free national institutions. It calls therefore on the citizens to co-operate actively with it in the measures it is taking to ensure the public safety and to secure Ireland for the Irish people.52

         

         Collins clarified that it was not just about the Treaty. It was about who governed Ireland. ‘We have borne with extreme patience the illegal and improper conduct of certain elements in our midst since the signature of the Treaty with Great Britain and its endorsement by the supreme authority of the nation – Dáil Éireann,’ he told the international press agencies.53 He tasked the National Army’s director of military operations, Major General Emmet Dalton, with procuring field guns from the British – the Provisional Government had none of its own.37

         Dalton, who had gaelicised his first name from Ernest to Emmet, was another British army veteran of the First World War. He, like Dunne and O’Sullivan and thousands of other Irishmen, had switched sides afterwards. Despite his elevated rank, Dalton was only twenty-four, the same age as Dunne. At the Battle of the Somme he had witnessed the death of Lieutenant Tom Kettle. Kettle, a former Irish Party MP and great hope of constitutional Irish nationalism, was felled by a bullet at Ginchy on 9 September 1916 while serving with the Royal Dublin Fusiliers.

         Commandant General Tony Lawlor, who had served with the Royal Flying Corps in the war, knew how to operate the 18-pounder guns. At a minute to midnight on 27 June the two artillery pieces were handed over to the National Army and taken from Marlborough (McKee) Barracks. The guns were placed either side of the two bridges that flanked the Four Courts on the opposite side of the River Liffey.

         It was midsummer and a soft rain was falling.
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