The Irish Question: Primary Source Document Analysis.

   This essay will examine three primary source newspaper pages, all from the 23rd August 1922. This is the day following the assassination of Michael Collins, the Chairman of the newly formed Provisional Government and Minster for Finance, in Béal na Bláth in his native County Cork. The news sent shockwaves, not just around Ireland, but across the world. Collins had played a pivotal part in the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty just 9 months previously, laying the foundations for the future independent Ireland. It also follows the death of his co-signatory and founder of the IRA, Arthur Griffiths, 2 weeks previously. This was a very volatile time in Ireland’s history. Here we will look at a snapshot as to how this event was reported in America though the Boston Post, in Ireland itself with the Irish Independent, and finally in Britain with a special edition of the Evening Standard.

   Firstly, is the front page of the American publication The Boston Post with the striking headline; “Rebels kill Michael Collins. Irish leader slain in ambush”1. In order to understand the manner in which this article has been written, there firstly needs to be an understanding of the make-up of Boston itself. Boston is a city with a large Irish-American population, many of which made the journey to America to escape the Gorta Mór, otherwise known as the Great Famine. The sentiments of those who fled Ireland at this time were those of much hostility towards a Britain they viewed to have been to blame for their ills. This hostility would resonate down the generations for these Irish-Americans, causing them to be ready allies to the Irish Republicans who, in turn found that many Bostonians were more than happy to help fund the Republican efforts of armed resistance against the British. With this background knowledge, it can be seen why the people of Boston would have had a vested interest in the happenings in Ireland. This front page includes two stories in relation to the assassination of Michael Collins, the main story titled ‘Fate’s Worst Blow to Erin’ by a John Bantry, and the second is a smaller story cabled across from Dublin on 22nd August (the day of the assassination) by Paul Williams. They have also included a large photo of a younger Michael Collins dressed in his military uniform in the centre of the page. The main story of the front page is so emotional it is, quite frankly, to the point of being ridiculous. Collins here is described as being “The Knightliest soul…. A man like Michael Collins, as wonderfully handsome, so romantic, with that dashing, chivalrous air about him, with his generous, kindly heart, his boyish adorable ways was the very person to court the glances of the fate only the heroic could face.”2 In addition to this, there have been none of Collin’s formal titles given and no description of his role within the IRA and of the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty. This could suggest that, at least in Boston, there was no explanation needed as they were all very much aware of who Michael Collins was due to their keenness to keep abreast with what is happening in their ancestral homelands, and again because of IRA activities within this part of America. This central story feels more akin to the obituary of a lost loved one, there is a real sense of mourning and devastation at his loss. The second side story in relation to Michael Collins of this front page is far more informative and level-headed. This is possibly because the story was sent as a cable from Dublin to Boston, requiring it to be shorter in length and more precise. It begins by informing the audience that this was not 
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actually the first attempt on Collins’ life, a previous attempt having been made the previous Sunday. This, unfortunately for both Collins and for those aware of the events surrounding the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty, would not have been too much of a shock and this may also be why this piece seems far less emotive. After all, Collins himself made the remark to Lord Birkenhead upon the signing of the Treaty that “I may have signed my actual death warrant”3. This side story also provides the orders given by Richard Mulcahy, the Chief of the General Staff to the Army, to “Stand calmly by your posts. Let no cruel act of reprisal blemish your honor.”3 This is not the only time that the order will be included in these articles, as will be seen further on. The inclusion of this order is very important, Ireland at this time needed calmness in order to navigate through the stormy waters to independence. More chaos and confusion from anyone, anywhere in the world, was not needed. Perhaps it would have served Mr Bantry well if he had taken note of these orders and kept his seeming devastation at Collins’ death less apparent, reporting the facts and seeking to keep people calm would have been far more useful to all. 

   The second primary source article comes from Ireland itself, the Irish Independent with its rather more banal headline; “General Collins shot dead near Bandon”4. Unlike The Boston Post, the report of Michael Collins’ death here has been given on page 6 of the paper, as opposed to the front page. It is the only one of the three sources where this is the case. The reporting of Collins’ death, although the central story of the page, is very brief in comparison to The Boston Post and is the only mention of this death. However, it should be remembered that this source, as well as the other two sources, is merely one page from a whole newspaper. More in depth coverage could have been included on other pages which have not been included here. This page though, is full of many smaller stories of events from all around Ireland relating to the Irish Civil War of the time. Attacks, injury and death abound, and it is painfully obvious to any reader that this was a very violent and sad time for Ireland. Included amongst these terrible cases, there is also a section of this page dedicated to the successes in the North. The reporting of these, as well as the manner in which they are reported, suggest that the Irish Independent was a pro-Government paper. Statements such as “A striking success in the North… A sigh of relief, how Dundalk greeted National Troops”5 certainly seem to suggest that the authors of these pieces wished to see a cessation of hostilities. There are no names given regarding the authors themselves, unlike in The Boston Times. This is perhaps due to the nature of the many smaller stories as well as the fact that in this time of civil unrest, such information was, quiet frankly, not important. Short and sweet appears to have been the order of the day. There are also no photos on this page, adding to the bland seriousness of the page. The report of Collins’ death has been placed inside a thick border in the very centre of the page, lending itself to be perhaps the most important of the many stories as it stands out amongst all the smaller stories surrounding it. It is, though, still much shorter and far more concise than either of the stories given in The Boston Post. To be exact, the report of the event itself is only 5 lines long. The tone of the piece is also far more middle of the road, the facts are stated
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effectively although still slightly emotively, claiming his “Life given for Ireland”.6 Collins has also been given his due respect in this article, as his military title and role have been mentioned here. Interestingly, his political importance hasn’t been mentioned and it cannot be said for certain whether this is due to the people of Ireland being aware of who he is, or whether this is a refusal, on behalf of the Irish Independent, to acknowledge his role within the newly formed Provisional Government. If this is the case, this may be an indicator that the Irish Independent leaned more towards being a pro-British paper. It is impossible to say for sure without access to the entire paper which this article is a part of. After the very brief reporting of “this appalling news”,7 the report’s main focus becomes clear – to provide its readers with the statement given by Richard Mulcahy. Although this statement follows the initial reporting of the assassination, there is the sensation that this statement was being viewed by the Irish Independent as being far more important. The fact that we are seeing this statement again in the reports of a second country also goes a long way to prove how vital his appeal for calm was during this period. This statement was never more important anywhere than it was in Ireland. Calm and a diplomatic end to the Civil War was needed and the Provisional Government would have been very keen to avoid anything further stoking the tensions.

   The third and final source has been taken from the front page of a special edition of the Evening Standard with its straight to the point main headline of “Michael Collins Assassinated”.8 Within this front page, much like the previous other two sources, there are several stories within the one page. Here there are 3 stories, none with any author mentioned by name, with two of the stories being either by ‘our special correspondent’ for the second piece or by ‘a political correspondent’9 for the third story. The first story of the edition, though, remains authorless. This paper has been written for a London audience which, like Boston, would have had a large Irish population. The Evening Standard doesn’t seem to have taken this fact completely for granted, however. This front page is absolutely rammed to the rafters with detailed information, including a photo of Richard Mulcahy and a map of Cork and its surrounding area. No photo of Michael Collins is, strangely enough, included. This front page isn’t just perfect for those in August 1922 who may not have had any knowledge of Ireland, but also for those of us who are looking back at this event in retrospect. This special edition is quite the astounding piece to have found and its level of detail is all the more so impressive when considering the fact that this was printed and distributed the day following the event. The writing of this page is far more even keeled and sophisticated than The Boston Post and appears to be more in line with tone of the reporting from the Irish Independent, albeit far more detailed. The assassination has been acknowledged as being both bad and shocking news, but this appears to be as far emotions go from this newspaper. Collins has been acknowledged in this source for his role with the Irish Free State Army as well as having been one of the co-signers of the Anglo-Irish Treaty. There can be little doubt from this piece that Michael Collins seems to have had gained a form of admiration from the British people, whilst Eamon De Valera appears to have left much to be desired “since De Valera started his treacherous rebellion Mr Collins had been 
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leader of the Irish Free State forces”.10 Unlike the previous two sources, there is no direct inclusion of Richard Mulcahy’s order for calm, however it is alluded to. The Standard gives a brief summary of this order, reporting that Mulcahy was “calling… to carry out Mr Collins’s unfinished work”.11 As mentioned briefly, there is also a map included on this front page. This has been included as part of the second of the three stories on this page. With it comes much detailed writing about the area and the “Ill-omened Bandon”12 which was the scene of the ambush and subsequent assassination of Michael Collins 20 miles from Cork itself. The special correspondent who wrote this piece goes into great detail about the area and the dealings of the British military as well as the Black and Tans in this area. This perhaps hints that the correspondent is either connected to the area themselves, or in the very least is well versed with the situation in Ireland or the Munster region in particular. There are mentions of the crowds of people filling streets, perhaps suggesting that this piece would have been cabled across to London from Ireland, just like with the second story from the Boston Post’s front page, and lending credence to the fact that the reporter had first hand knowledge. The third story on the front page of this special edition deals with the political ramifications of this assassination. “Ireland without leaders”13 claims this subheading, making the very real position that Ireland has been left in during August 1922 very apparent, and this third story certainly makes it seem as if the Irish Free State itself hung in the balance. Within this story the readers are given a list of the signatories of the Anglo-Irish Treaty, pointing out that “only one treaty signatory now functioning”14 and that not only is this serious for Ireland, but for Great Britain as a whole. Of the three sources, this special edition of the Evening Standard is by far the most fascinating and informative read.

   With the Evening Standard’s admission as to the seriousness of the situation for all, it would seem to get to the very heart of why this event is so important and why it has been so reported around the world. Ireland seemed to be at a very real risk of collapsing in on itself. Along with the civil war, the political sphere also appeared to be falling apart, with only those surviving seeming to be the ones who had no desire to find a diplomatic solution to Ireland’s fight for independence from Great Britain and to avoid being incorporated into its empire. It has been eye opening to see how much Michael Collins was admired around the world for his tireless work for the betterment and freedom of the Irish people. In this sense, there is little wonder that the Boston Post was so heavily romanticised, as awkward as it may feel for a modern audience to read. Collins was one of the few brave men and women who worked tirelessly to bring about the longed-for freedom from Britain and doing so in a diplomatic manner in the hopes to avoid more bloodshed. Unfortunately, as the Irish Independent can attest to, there was still a long way to go, although smaller glimmers of hope can still be felt amongst the death and devastation. A precarious peace would eventually come for Ireland, but for the audiences reading these newspapers on the morning of August 23rd 1922, it would certainly have felt as if it was almost a lost cause.
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