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Two Tales of Ireland

During a recent visit to the Middle East, U.S. Secre-
tary of State Condoleezza Rice made clear that the Bush
administration’s support for democracy has limits. Some
organizations, some political parties are beyond the pale.
So, in Egypt, for example, while Rice was willing to
talk to secular opponents of Hosni Mubarak she would
have nothing to do with the Muslim Brotherhood. This
is despite the fact that most experts agree that in any
genuinely free election the Brotherhood would replace
Mubarak’s regime.

The story is much the same in Iraq. Shortly after
Rice’s trip, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld ac-
knowledged that U.S. officials have had contacts with
some Iraqi insurgents. The operative word here is “some.”
In effect, Rumsfeld, like Rice, has claimed that they have
the option of choosing their negotiating partners. If this
is the Bush administration’s idea of a “roadmap to peace,”
to borrow one of its favored slogans, it is likely a roadmap
to nowhere. Sooner or later, Rice and Rumsfeld or their
successors will, in the words of one long dead British
politician, “shake hands with murder.” Successive gov-
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ernments in London had to learn that lesson several times
over in Africa and Asia. But they learned it first in Ire-
land.

This lesson also echoes in both David Fitzpatrick’s
new biography of Harry Boland and in the memoirs of
Andrew Philip Magill, a civil servant who worked for the
last British administration in Ireland as well as for the
first government in the partitioned six counties of North-
ern Ireland. Both men were Irish, but their feelings about
their country’s relationship with its larger neighbor and
about the use of violence in politics could not have been
further apart.

The more slender of these two books is drawn from a
120,000-word typescript composed by Magill toward the
end of his life and includes an introduction that sets the
memoirs in context. Some readers will be taken aback
by his strident comments; Magill was very much a man
of his times. Fitzpatrick’s far larger study of Boland is
based on a wealth of primary sources, not least his sub-
ject’s own, invaluable diary. There is no bibliography,
unfortunately, and there are a few minor errors here and
there. Germany and its allies during World War I, for in-
stance, were known as the Central Powers, not the “Axis
Powers” (p. 35). However, such missteps are rare.

There is, though, a tendency in Irish biography to
place the subject, the men at any rate, into one of two
categories. As Tom Garvin once pointed out to the BBC,
Irish political heroes are held either to be sexually absti-
nent, “political priests if you like,” or they are “heroically
fertile.” Fitzpatrick avoids either of these pitfalls, only
to fall into a third. This is the portrayal of the happy-go-
lucky, cheeky-chappie always “full of life and vitality” (p.
45). A biographer cannot help it if these are the recollec-
tions of his subject’s contemporaries. Even so, this seems
to be a phenomenon that occurs in Irish political biogra-
phymore than anywhere else and, after a time, the stories
begin to wear a bit thin.

While Boland may not have been born with a smile
on his face and a song in his heart, his republicanism was
almost genetic. Both his father and uncle were members
of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, the secret society
committed to the violent overthrow of British rule in Ire-
land and the creation of an independent republic. Ac-
cording to family lore, his mother was a descendant of
a “James Woods” who took part in “The ’98,” the 1798
rising inspired by the French Revolution. As a young
man, Boland was caught up in the revival of Gaelic cul-
ture, becoming an active member of the Gaelic Athletic
Association–though not, curiously, of the Gaelic League,

which promoted use of the Irish language. While still a
teenager he was inducted into the IRB.

Like Boland, Magill was born in Dublin. But there
any similarities end. The descendant of Scottish Presby-
terianswho originally had settled in seventeenth-century
Ulster, Magill worked his way up through Britain’s Irish
civil service while, at the same time, earning a degree in
history and political science from Trinity College. Even
though Magill, like other Trinity students, was required
to learn Greek, he found it “strange” that this, “the lead-
ing university in Ireland” offered no courses in Irish his-
tory or culture (p. 6).

The two worlds represented by these men clashed
over Home Rule, the promise of self-government for Ire-
land first made by Liberal Party leader William Glad-
stone in 1885. Although strictly limited (Home Rule was
roughly akin to state government in the United States or
provincial government in Canada), it was twice blocked
by British Conservatives and their Irish Unionist allies
centered in the northeastern province of Ulster. Only in
1912 was the Irish Parliamentary Party at last poised to
redeem the pledge from a Liberal government headed by
H.H. Asquith.

The pre-war Home Rule Crisis erupted just as Magill
reached the pinnacle of his career. In 1913, he was ap-
pointed private secretary to Augustine Birrell, then head
of the Irish Office. Like other Irish chief secretaries, Bir-
rell was also a member of the British Cabinet and a mem-
ber of Parliament. This meant that, although he was re-
sponsible for Ireland’s day-to-day governing, Birrell, and
Magill along with him, spent most of his time in London.
None of this background is to be found in Magill’s mem-
oir. However, he does provide a glimpse of life in the
British Parliament at a time when a mere handful of un-
armed police officers protected the House of Commons.
These officers seemed to know not just the MPs; they
could at the same time differentiate the “army of private
secretaries and officials” from “unauthorized” visitors–
and they “never made a mistake” (p. 20). Contrast that
with the armed guards and the security cordon that now
surroundsWestminster, andMagill’s world seems a thou-
sand years away instead of less than a hundred. In his
portrait of Birrell there is affection as well as respect, but
also exasperation with a man whose “heart was not in
his political work” and who “took his duties very lightly”
(pp. 40-41). In other words, Birrell was not the sort of
politician who should have been in charge of Ireland as
it slid toward civil war.

If any one man was responsible for taking Ireland to
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the brink of that catastrophe, it was Sir Edward Carson,
whom Magill calls “the heart and soul of the opposition”
to Home Rule (p. 23). Determined to prevent even this
limited form of self-government, Carson and his follow-
ers created a private army, the Ulster Volunteers, and
threatened rebellion if Home Rule was put on the Statute
Book. Their example was not lost on Home Rule support-
ers who responded with the creation of their own force,
the Irish Volunteers. Much as they despised Home Rule
for not going far enough, members of the IRB like Boland
quickly infiltrated the Volunteers seeing it as a vehicle for
an eventual republican revolution.

While most Irish Volunteers, like their counterparts
in Ulster, joined the British Army at the beginning of
World War I, a nationalist rump refused to sign up. In-
stead they mounted what came to be known as the Easter
Rising of 1916 which, as it emerges in Fitzpatrick’s ac-
count, was not so much a tragedy as a very uncomical
farce. This book does nothing to enhance the reputa-
tion of the Rising’s leaders, which is just as well. As for
Boland, an often contradictory not to say confusing pic-
ture emerges of the part he played in the rebellion (pp.
38-43). After capturing a British Army drill instructor on
the north side of Dublin, Boland and his fellow Volun-
teers were ordered to assist the already beleaguered main
force concentrated at the General Post Office. To get
there, according to one account, Boland “cheekily trav-
eled across the battlefield by cab,” his prisoner at his side
(p. 41). The stunt almost cost him his life. Later, his
former prisoner was able to pick out Boland as one of
his captors. Unlike most rebels who were interned af-
ter their surrender at the end of Easter week, Boland was
court-martialed. He was spared the firing squad only be-
cause, as Fitzpatrick puts it, while he had taken part in
the rebellion, he had done so “without emerging unmis-
takably as a leader.” Ironically, the fact that Boland had
been court-martialed and yet survived assisted his “rev-
olutionary promotion” (pp. 44-45).

Magill, who was also on the north side of Dublin
when the Rising began, has left behind a highly col-
ored, not to say colorful account of that week. Instead
of stories of rebel heroics, Magill recalled the terror ex-
perienced by Dubliners, both nationalist and Unionist,
who had to depend on word-of-mouth stories for news
of what was going on in their city. “The most extraor-
dinary thing,” he later wrote, “was the way in which all
the laborers and working men in the district welcomed
the troops, and the savage way in which they denounced
the rebels.” Magill blamed the later, sudden shift in pub-
lic opinion on the “damned English sense of fair play” (p.

31). Had the British Army summarily executed the in-
surrection’s ringleaders, instead of doing so over several
weeks, he was sure that the rebels soon would have been
forgotten. True or not, the Easter Rising created a divide
in Ireland between those who viewed the men as mar-
tyrs and those, like Magill, who could never forgive this
stab in the back at time when Britain was fighting for its
survival on the Western Front (p. 32).

By the time Boland was released from prison in June
1917, the independence movement generally and the IRB
specifically were again up and running, and it is here that
Fitzpatrick runs into trouble. The overarching aim of his
work is to place Boland in the first rank of Ireland’s re-
publican leaders. So, throughout this book the reader is
told that Boland was “indispensable in every organiza-
tion or enterprise which engaged his interest” (p. vii);
that he was “one of the foremost spokesman for a great
popular movement” (p. 37); that he was “a key member
of the inner revolutionary circle” (p. 223).

Fitzpatrick’s problem is that Boland keeps letting him
down. While it would be unfair to fault Boland for all of
the mishaps that occurred during his career, it is impossi-
ble to ignore the fact that he was so wrong so many times
about so many of the important issues that confronted
Ireland’s independence movement. Aside from that, for
a “secret society man” (p. 326) whose work depended
on the ability to keep quiet, Boland could be astonish-
ingly “indiscreet” with those outside that inner revolu-
tionary circle (pp. 232, 238). More importantly, after
his release from prison, the last five years of Boland’s
life were played out in the shadow of two other men
and their competition to control Irish republicanism. Al-
though Boland ultimately allied himself with Eamon de
Valera, it is Michael Collins, his “closest friend and chief
antagonist” (p. 8), who dominates this book. Hard as he
tries, whenever Fitzpatrick puts Boland at center stage he
can never quite keep him in the spotlight.

It was only natural that Boland initially was pulled
into Collins’s orbit. While all three men had taken part
in the Easter Rising, both Collins and Boland were also
members of the IRB. De Valera was not. While Fitz-
patrick implausibly credits Boland with being responsi-
ble for Collins’s induction into the IRB, it is true that for
many their “friendship became a symbol of republican
brotherhood in practice” (pp. 34, 92). The IRB repre-
sented to Boland, perhaps evenmore than to Collins, “the
mystical unity of initiated brethren”–a bond that could
never be broken (p. 249). More broadly, the survivors
of the Easter Rising were, Boland later told the New York
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Times, carrying on their country’s tradition where “the
fight for freedom is handed down in Ireland as if by apos-
tolic succession” (p. 263).

Leave aside the uniquely Irish religious overtones,
and Boland’s formulation is little different from Lenin’s
idea of a “revolutionary vanguard.” “The proper func-
tion of the brethren,” Fitzpatrick writes when explaining
Boland’s outlook, “was not to subjugate the people, but to
organize and educate themuntil they qualified for full cit-
izenship of the Republic” (p. 327). Yet this notion is fun-
damentally anti-democratic. For what if, after all that or-
ganizing and educating, the people came to conclusions
that fundamentally differed from those of the “brethren”?
What then? Boland never confronted those questions,
and that is the ultimate tragedy of his life.

Aswell as rebuilding the IRB, both Collins and Boland
also threw themselves into winning parliamentary by-
elections for the candidates of Sinn Fein, the republican
political party. When British authorities arrested most
Sinn Fein leaders during the so-called May Plot of 1918,
Collins and Boland went “on the run.” They would re-
main outside the law for the next three years.

The Anglo-Irish War of 1919-1921 was a harbinger of
many of the “wars of national liberation” that were to
erupt throughout the rest of the twentieth century. Not
only that, but the British government’s reaction to this
challenge–first, denial that there was a problem; then, ill-
considered measures to quell the violence; the institution
of “reforms” that pleased no one; the search for “moder-
ates” with whom to negotiate; strenuous denials that the
government would ever deal with “murder-gangs” (to-
day, read: terrorists); and, eventually, negotiations with
the leaders of these very same groups–also prefigured the
ways in which most of these wars would be fought and,
eventually, settled. To men like Magill, the war plunged
Ireland into “an orgy of assassination and violence which
wasworse inmanyways than the GreatWar” (p. 76). The
man most responsible for the success of that campaign
was Collins, who, for all practical purposes, directed the
operations of the Irish Volunteers, soon known as the
Irish Republican Army or, more simply, the IRA.

Collins remained in Ireland throughout the war.
Boland and de Valera, on the other hand, spent most of
this time in the United States. Their mission was to gain
official recognition of the Irish republic and, at the same
time, “reassert ’home’ control” over Irish-American or-
ganizations that funneled both money and weapons to
the republican cause (p. 120). In both instances, they
failed. For this, de Valera largely was responsible, espe-

cially for the way in which his dictatorial manner alien-
ated the leaders of Clan na Gael, the movement’s prin-
ciple American link. Yet even after de Valera’s return to
Dublin, Boland, far from patching up relations with the
Clan, widened the rift even further by setting up a rival
organization.

Boland showed equally poor judgment when, at a
rally at New York’s Madison Square Gardens in Jan-
uary 1921, he delivered what became known as his “race
vendetta” speech. Boland, now the Irish republic’s “am-
bassador” to the United States, called on Irish men and
women “all over the world to take up the fight” against
Great Britain. Addressing himself specifically to Irish-
Americans, he declared: “If I had my way, I would tell
them to rise up and tear down everything British in
America.” Fitzpatrick’s characterization of the speech
as “predictably counter-productive” is an understatement
(p. 194). Far from rousing Irish-Americans to action,
Boland’s intemperate call to arms produced a backlash.
The New York Times, among others, denounced what it
called “Bolandism,” while American liberals backed away
from their support of the Irish cause. The speech also
brought Boland to the attention of J. Edgar Hoover, soon
be head of the FBI (p. 195).

Boland’s return to Ireland in August 1921, a month
after the truce ending the Anglo-Irish War, did noth-
ing to restore his reputation, which “had been damaged
by repeated setbacks and miscalculations” in America (p.
224). On the contrary, despite Boland’s expectation that
he would accompany Collins to London for the negotia-
tions that led to Ireland’s independence, he was instead
sent back to the United States. This meant that he spent
the crucial months of October-December 1921 literally an
ocean away from the scene of action. “Once again”, Fitz-
patrick observes, “the vital decision would be taken by
Collins,” leaving Boland to defend the agreement to al-
ready suspicious supporters in the Irish-American com-
munity (p. 255).

At the same time, both men were caught up in a per-
sonal crisis they no longer could avoid. Shortly before
going “on the run” Boland and Collins met Kitty Kier-
nan, a young woman with whom they both fell in love.
The triangle that developed between the three was at
the center of Neil Jordan’s 1996 film, “Michael Collins,”
with the spectacularly miscast Julia Roberts playing the
love interest of LiamNeeson’s Collins and AidanQuinn’s
Boland. Here, Fitzpatrick takes several gratuitous swipes
at Boland’s rival, the “characteristically fork-tongue[d]
Collins” (p. 226). But if anyone comes out of this three-
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sided relationship not looking very good, it is Kiernan.
As Fitzpatrick points out, her “letters indicate that the
contest was unequal from the start” (p. 253). The ever
attentive Boland “seemed tame and dependable by com-
parison with the elusive Collins” (p. 254). Kiernan’s re-
fusal to make a clean break with Boland seemed designed
to remind Collins that an “alternative” prospect was at
hand if he was unwilling to marry her (p. 304). Even the
prospect of a trip to the States could not entice Kiernan to
join Boland, and his letters–by turns confident, demand-
ing, pleading–are almost painful to read (pp. 249-254).

Despite Boland’s assurance that however “our Tri-
angle may work out,” he and Collins “shall be always
friends” (p. 237), it is hard to believe that this romantic
duel was not a factor in their eventual estrangement. The
more immediate cause of the disintegrating friendship,
however, was the Anglo-Irish Treaty. Embittered Union-
ists like Magill condemned the agreement for giving Sinn
Fein and the IRA “everything for which they had asked,
and a great deal more than would have satisfied them” (p.
64). That was hardly the case. The coalition government
led by David Lloyd George had spent the better part of
two years vowing never to give into the demands of IRA
“extremists.” Instead, Lloyd George along with his Con-
servative and Liberal colleagues finally enacted a Home
Rule Bill–albeit at the price of partitioning six counties
of Ulster from the rest of Ireland. But by then Home Rule
had passed its “sell-by” date. There was no one, not in
the south anyway, who was any longer willing to accept
Home Rule as a solution.

Much as they wished to end the Anglo-Irish War, the
one thing that Lloyd George and his colleagues would
never accept was a separate Irish republic. The Irish Free
State agreed to by Collins, Arthur Griffith, and the other
Sinn Fein negotiators was instead a dominion: Ireland
was independent–like Canada, Australia, New Zealand,
and South Africa - but it was still linked to Britain
through an oath of allegiance to the crown. Boland and
other Treaty opponents focused their attacks solely on
this part of the agreement–“there’s nothing else, noth-
ing but the oath,” he told erstwhile friends in the IRB (p.
275). Although Fitzpatrick does not deal with the mat-
ter directly, Boland’s words confirm that the Treaty split
had nothing to do with the partition of Ulster and the cre-
ation of the Protestant- and Unionist-dominated state of
Northern Ireland.

For southern Unionists like Magill, the Treaty was
also a nightmare. Nothing, he wrote, “would induce me
to remain under the men responsible for murdering so

many of my colleagues” (p. 61). Magill and his family
moved north, where he helped establish the Belfast gov-
ernment. The rest of his memoir is devoted to this phase
of his career, a wholly partisan account of the pogroms
and murders that occurred while men like Magill too of-
ten looked the other way. In these pages it is possible to
discern the origins of the conflict that finally erupted in
Northern Ireland in 1969. Strangely, Magill sensed that
partition would not solve his country’s ethnic conflict
and that the most the British had “obtained was tempo-
rary liberation from the eternal Irish question” (p. 64).

More immediately, de Valera’s opposition to the
Treaty all but guaranteed a civil war in the south. When
the shooting finally erupted in June 1922, Fitzpatrick
writes that it “brought much needed relief to opponents
of the Treaty, like Harry, whose republican principles
had been compromised through the search for a settle-
ment” (p. 306). In fact Boland, as well as de Valera,
had abandoned their “republican principles” before the
Treaty was even negotiated. Although some in the inde-
pendence movement would settle for nothing less than a
republic, de Valera had long since realized that this goal
was unattainable. Instead he proposed what he called
“external association,” a form of independence that dif-
fered little from dominion status except that the British
connection was implicit rather than explicit. Boland had
even entertained the idea of a “dual monarchy” (p. 231):
the creation of two independent governments, one Irish
the other British, linked by the same king as head of state.
The difference between this arrangement and the one
achieved by the Treaty was that the British king would
have been formally crowned in Dublin as an Irish “king.”
Whatever the merits of this idea, it certainly was not “re-
publican.”

Boland quickly abandoned this proposal when it ran
into opposition (pp. 231-232). But the question remains:
If he could have lived with a dual monarchy, why did
he become such a bitter opponent of the Treaty? Fitz-
patrick, perhaps, comes closest to the answer when he
writes that as Boland’s “two closest mentors became the
chief protagonists in the bitter dispute over approval of
the agreement, Harry’s alignment was affected not only
by his admiration for de Valera’s intellect and Collins’s
organizational genius, but by the grievances which had
tainted both relationships” (p. 256).

Put another way, the battle over the Treaty was as
personal as it was political. Boland’s own diary refutes
the allegation that de Valera “owned his soul” (p. 10) and
that he opposed the agreement simply out of loyalty to
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“the Chief.” But Fitzpatrick is far less convincingwhen he
argues that Boland’s opposition to the Treaty had noth-
ing to dowith his “romantic rivalrywith Collins” (p. 262).
In fact, during the debate on the agreement’s ratification
by Ireland’s parliament, Dail Eireann, Boland’s eleventh-
hour interventions were lacedwith increasingly bitter re-
criminations, most of them directed at his former friend
(pp. 266-267).

Boland’s last decisive act in Irish politics, negotiat-
ing the abortive de Valera-Collins Pact, could do nothing
to avert an armed struggle, and after voters sharply re-
buffed the anti-Treatyites in June, civil war was all but in-
evitable. Throughout these last months of his life, Boland
continually miscalculated the mood the country and the
course of events. He predicted that the Dail would never
ratify the Treaty (p. 259). It did. He was confident
that the IRB would back the Treaty’s opponents. “Once
again,” Fitzpatrick concedes, “Harry’s optimism proved
groundless” (p. 285). He was sure that half the mem-
bers of the Free State Army were “disaffected” and would
never fight the anti-Treaty members of the IRA (p. 301).
They did. He was certain that the Treaty’s opponents
could not lose the civil war (p. 316). They were routed–
though not before devastating much of the country and
leaving a legacy of bitterness to last generations.

Boland’s death and subsequent “canonization” by

other anti-Treatyites contributed to that bitterness. Shot
in a struggle with Free State soldiers attempting to arrest
him, his death was soon blamed on Collins, though, as
Fitzpatrick points out, there is no evidence to support the
accusation. Within amonth, Collins himself was killed in
an ambush not far from his home in County Cork. Both
men are buried in Dublin’s Glasnevin Cemetery, as is
Kitty Kiernan. So, too, is de Valera, although five decades
passed before he went to his reward. Magill, who had a
better claim than most to being called a “Dubliner,” never
saw his city again once he fled to Ulster.

In a letter written to Magill a decade after the Irish
Civil War, his old chief Birrell ruminated on the troubled
relationship between their two countries. “We English
will never understand the Irish,” Birrell concluded, “and
the sooner we part company the better. It is a thousand
pities that the two islands are so near one another” (p.
47). Altering geography is, of course, beyond the power
of any man. But Birrell and his colleagues had not been
entirely helpless. Had they faced down the Ulster Union-
ists during the Home Rule Crisis, they could have set-
tled the IrishQuestionwithmoderates when they had the
chance. Instead, it fell to their successors to negotiate in
conditions far less favorable and with the far more mil-
itant Sinn Fein and IRA. The lesson is instructive to any
politician confronting nationalist movements, but only if
he–or she–is prepared to heed it.
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