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Preface 
 
Tánaiste and Minister for Defence, Micheál Martin, TD 
 
 
When studying important periods and themes in our past the greatest constraint faced by historians 
is the lack of detailed, first-hand accounts. And within this there is a particular problem in dealing with 
revolutionary periods because, quite naturally, few new countries or administrations have the time or 
inclination to stop and systematically gather information on recent events. As such, we are often left 
only with the memoirs and letters of prominent figures – whose interest in ‘setting the record straight’ 
can be more urgent to them than showing the messy reality of the past. 

However in Ireland the situation is very different when it comes to the key years of our revolution 
and our civil war. This is because of two major initiatives in the early decades of our independent state: 
written evidence used for awarding pensions and medals, and the project of gathering witness accounts. 

The systematic gathering of first-hand reminiscences by the Bureau of Military History may well 
have been one of the first ever national oral history projects ever undertaken. I believe that the decision 
taken by government at the turn of this millennium to open these records to the public and scholars alike 
has had a transformative impact on the writing of our modern history. As you can see from many of the 
excellent works published during our centenary commemorations, a new generation of scholars has 
used this resource to breathe new life into our engagement with and understanding of our revolution. 

But equally as important has been the process of cataloguing and making accessible the 
Pensions Collection. The Military Service (1916-1923) Pensions Collection project, a joint Department of 
Defence and Defence Forces contribution to the Decade of Centenaries, has been a remarkable project 
of which we as a nation should be deeply proud. 

Like all archives, it is not a complete picture of those times, and not every statement contained 
within its files can be taken alone without seeking other evidence. However, there is a deep authen-
ticity to be found there – an authenticity which brings to life what was a time where the historic and 
the mundane were side by side. 

In these files we hear of the heroic deeds of a small nation’s struggle for independence. We 
hear of disappointments and tragic divisions – of years which often left behind both pride and trauma 
which defined the lives of these still young men and women. 

The files raise many issues without claiming to answer them all, but they are a comprehensive 
foundation for aiding our understanding of social, economic and political issues of those times and how 
they related to each other. 

They are also a source for many families of details of the lives of relatives who are long gone, 
but whose memories remain precious. 

This has been a genuinely world-class archival, historical and technological project. Work 
involves cataloguing and partially digitising nearly 275,000 files dealing with the service of qualifying 
members of the Irish Volunteers, the Irish Citizen Army, the Hibernian Rifles, Cumann na mBan, Na 
Fianna Éireann, the Irish Republican Army and records of the Department from the period April 1916 to 
the 30th of September 1923. 
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This book explores the potential of the Collection relating to the relationships, activities and 
life experiences of those directly involved in revolutionary activity and those who weren’t directly involved 
but whose entire life experiences were shaped by it. 

Since the first release of military pension material it has been clear that the files capture all 
sorts of aspects of the reality of early twentieth-century Ireland, that they contain many thousands of 
otherwise unrecorded and unheard voices, that they capture women and men living complicated and 
often very difficult lives. 

This book will allow readers to begin to really hear what those voices have to say. I hope and 
am confident that this work will inspire a new generation of users of the MSPC archive to embrace it 
as a key source for the study of modern Ireland. 
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productive legacy. 

I would like to thank all those who contributed to this important publication. I would also like 
to thank those who continue to put so much work and passion into this project, including Ms Cécile 
Chemin and the staff of the MSPC. 

A special thanks also to the Interdepartmental Steering Committee who oversee the project 
which is comprised of representatives of the Department of the Taoiseach, the Department of  Tourism, 
Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, the National Archives of Ireland, Ms. Catriona Crowe, the 
Defence Forces, the Military Archives and my own Department, the Department of Defence. 
 
Go raibh míle maith agaibh. 

8

Preface



HO                   Home Office 
Hqrs/HQs        Headquarters 
IAA                   Irish American Alliance 
ICA                   Irish Citizen Army 
ILP&TUC          Irish Labour Party and Trade Union Congress  
INA&VDF          Irish National Aid and Volunteer Dependents’ Fund 
IRA                   Irish Republican Army 
IRB                   Irish Republican Brotherhood 
IRP                   Irish Republican Police 
ITGWU             Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union 
ITUC                Irish Trade Union Congress 
Lieut.                Lieutenant  
LFM                 Language Freedom Movement 
MAI                  Military Archives of Ireland 
MPGWU          Marine Port and General Workers’ Union 
MSP                 Military Service Pension 
MSPC              Military Service (1916-1923) Pensions Collection 
NAI                   National Archives of Ireland  
n.d.                  no date 
NLI                   National Library of Ireland 
No.                   Number 
NUI                  National University of Ireland 
O/C                  Officer Commanding 
o.c.                   o’clock 
P.P.                   Parish Priest 
PRONI              Public Record Office of Northern Ireland 
PTSD               Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
RIC                   Royal Irish Constabulary 
RUC                 Royal Ulster Constabulary 
RTÉ                  Raidió Teilifís Éireann 
Sergt                Sergeant 
SIPTU              Services Industrial Professional and Technical Union 
SSFA                Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Families’ Association 
TB                    Tuberculosis 
T/Cadet            Temporary Cadet 
TD                    Teachta Dála 
TNA                 The National Archives, United Kingdom 
TUC                 Trades Union Congress 
UCD                 University College Dublin 
UCDA              University College Dublin Archives 
WO                  War Office 
WUI                  Workers’ Union of Ireland

11

‘A VERY HARD STRUGGLE’ 
Lives in the Military Service Pensions Collection

Note on the text 
 
To capture the nature of the interactions of applicants and correspondents with the Military Service 
Pensions Board and its bureaucracy all material quoted in this book is reproduced in its original form. 
Words are transcribed as they appeared to recognise the challenges many faced when confronted by 
forms, by the regulations of the pensions process, and by the urgency to have their case heard. Errors, 
whether of spelling or punctuation, and omissions are maintained for this purpose.  
 
Military Service Pensions Collection material is cited in footnotes as follows:  
MSPC (denoting the Collection), followed by the unique file reference. This file reference is needed to 
find an individual’s application using the ‘Reference code’ search facility in the MSPC catalogue.  
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gives a stark glimpse of the methods of small-town medicine, of a doctor who ‘ordered all my teeth out, 
as my nerves are shattered’.9 Desperate, she implored the Board directly, ‘hoping you will do your best 
for me’, and she called in the few connections she had, but a letter from P.J. Little, then minister for 
posts and telegraphs, did her no good.10 She applied too late; she had forgotten to sign her form.11 And 
so, the letters stopped. But in the handful she did send, there is hope and expectation and the assump-
tion that what had been given would be recognised; there is nostalgia, perhaps, for more exciting 
times, there are grievances, and growing discontents, and the coming shame that ‘All Abbeyside & 
Dungarvan’ knew ‘what I went through’ but still no pension cheque.12 Even in her short file, in an appli-
cation that failed, there are histories here of struggling and of getting by, of being slighted, of being 
overlooked, histories of disappointment and middle age, of health and harm and what the revolution 
asked, of being a woman in her forties, married in a small place, of the cruelty of knowing at forty-five 
that ‘I lost all I had’ at twenty-three.13 In this one application there are histories of things the Pensions 
Board might never have expected us to find. And the point of this book is to begin, and to encourage 
others, to write those histories now. 

The Military Service Pensions Collection has let us find the many Margaret Condons we could 
not have found before; it has, since the first release of material in 2014, along with the release of appli-
cations for disability pensions and dependants’ and widows’ allowances, brought within the scope of 
the history of the Irish revolution more men and women, more forms of activism and participation than 
any other single source. It brings us further down the ranks, and far beyond the ranks, in ways that the 
Bureau of Military History, the Ernie O’Malley interviews, the Richard Mulcahy papers amongst others 
never could. And it will continue to change how we write about the revolution long after the Decade 
of Centenaries is done. But the challenge of an application like Margaret Condon’s, and the challenge 
of the Collection as a whole, is possibly one of choice: what do we choose to do with a collection that 
may well change what we think about the Irish revolution, but might reveal much of the fabric of twen-
tieth-century Ireland as well?  

There is certainly an issue of scale. Each application brings with it so many more than the soli-
tary name on the cover of a file. Margaret Condon brings a husband, five children, a doctor, two gov-
ernment ministers, several civil servants, her referees, Pat Keating, and a Miss Broderick who took her 
in and gave her a bed in 1921. There are the men she hid, the police she feared, the friends she made, 
and that’s just the people. There are the emotions she expressed, the poverty she endured, and the 
many causes of those ‘nerves shattered’ that we will never know.14 And her file spanned just a short 

Apr. 2023); Margaret Condon to the Pensions Board, 19 July 1942, MSPC, MSP34REF59945 Margaret Condon (née English).
9 Margaret Condon to Oscar Traynor, 4 Jan. 1942, ibid.
10 Margaret Condon to the Pensions Board, 19 July 1942; Secretary to P.J. Little to Secretary to Minister for Defence, 9 Jan. 

1943, ibid.
11 Finance Office to Margaret Condon, 23 Mar. 1942, ibid.
12 Margaret Condon to Oscar Traynor, 4 Jan. 1942, ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 Margaret Condon to the Pensions Board, 2 Nov. 1942, ibid.
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Introduction 
 
Anne Dolan  
 
 
In January 1943 the woman on the cover of this book wrote to the minister for defence, Oscar Traynor, 
to ask him ‘as an Honest Man’ to reconsider her claim for a military service pension. ‘After waiting for 
months, filled with hope’, Margaret Condon’s application had been rejected, something ‘I didn’t deserve 
… from anybody’. All she wanted now was ‘“Right & Honest” dealing’ and she thought it was within 
his power to see that it was done. She had reckoned up the costs: she had given, and now, in 1943, 
she was owed: ‘I did my Best, for all these I.R.A Boys, I risked my own life – & I lost all I had – for their 
sakes’.1 And she sent her photograph taken in 1921 as proof of that: ‘Here’s all that’s left of me – in my 
Happy Home’ she had written on the back, but by 1943 she needed more tangible consolation than 
her statue of the Madonna and child could give.2 With her health now ‘completely broken down’ and her 
husband’s pension application also come to naught, she had ‘our 5 young children praying that Mama 
would get good news for the “New Year”’, but to no avail.3 A blunt note informed her, like so many others, 
that ‘you are not a person to whom the Act applies’.4  

Margaret Condon’s application tells us all sorts about her War of Independence in Abbeyside 
in County Waterford, about the evenings and nights taken up with Cumann na mBan, about the money 
she raised, the dances she organised, the men she fed, even the ‘underclothing’ she bought for them, 
and the ‘ciggaretts’ she gave them ‘free from my shop’.5 Her war had put her in the way of harm: there 
were ‘no nights without raids’ on her home; there was ‘the revolver pointed at my chest’; there were the 
things she can’t have imagined doing when it all began: hiding guns after an ambush, moving ‘poor 
Pat Keatings body’; all by the time she was twenty-three.6 But in her letters to the Pensions Board she 
gives us more than her résumé of her ‘fight for Irish freedom’; we get a life lived hard in 1942 and 1943, 
we get a woman in her forties looking back and reckoning with her lot.  

And her lot had certainly changed. She had married one of those IRA men she had hidden in 
her home: perhaps a wartime romance followed quickly by a truce-time wedding.7 She went from 
Margaret English, a ‘merchant’, to wife, to mother, to a type of poverty that left her too poor to travel 
to Dublin in 1942 to appear before the Pensions Board.8 Too poor, but also too ill to make the trip, she 

1 Margaret Condon to Oscar Traynor, 4 Jan. 1942, MSPC, MSP34REF59945 Margaret Condon (née English).
2 Photograph taken after the destruction of her home, submitted as part of her application. The note on the back finished with 

‘I’ll carry my cross for Ireland Lord’ after Thomas Ashe, ibid.
3 Margaret Condon to Oscar Traynor, 4 Jan. 1942, ibid.
4 J.J. Horgan to Margaret Condon, 31 Dec. 1942, ibid.
5 Application form, 27 Apr. 1942; Margaret Condon to the Pensions Board, 2 Nov. 1942, ibid.
6 Margaret Condon to the Pensions Board, 2 Nov. 1942; Margaret Condon to Oscar Traynor, 4 Jan. 1942, ibid.
7 Margaret Condon to Oscar Traynor, 4 Jan. 1942, ibid.
8 Marriage certificate of Margaret English and Laurence Condon, 9 Feb. 1922 (https://www.irishgenealogy.ie/en/) (accessed 12 
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Several of the essays in this book draw out different forms of dependence, particularly the 
dependent positions women found themselves in, whether as a consequence of their own activism, or 
as wives, mothers, widows, sisters faced with the consequences of how other’s decisions had changed 
their lives. The MSPC takes us behind Evelyn Flanagan’s front door. She had applied for a pension in 
her own right, and when her husband, Patrick, died in 1935 ‘he left utterly unprovided for, five young 
children – the eldest 12, the youngest barely 1½ years’. She also found herself responsible for ‘His 
mother, an elderly woman in delicate health’.18 Though she was told ‘we do not take up his time in such 
matters’, she wrote to Éamon de Valera in June 1936 to remind him that her husband ‘served under 
yourself in Bolands Mill’, that one child was already in Peamount Sanatorium and that ‘my little daughter 
is in danger of contracting the same complaint’, all because ‘I am unable to give the proper nourish-
ment which they were getting during their father’s lifetime’. Though getting by on money from the Irish 
White Cross she was loath to move from ‘a good district’ in Ranelagh, which she admitted ‘is fairly 
expensive in its upkeep’ for fear of ‘the added difficulty of bringing up boys’ in ‘a less respectable neigh-
bourhood’. She confessed to being on ‘the verge of a nervous breakdown’ but she still wanted to 
avoid at all costs a social fall.19 Her application takes us back to a marriage in April 1921, to the birth of 
a son in December, to the many times her growing family changed address, to the beginning of her 
husband’s problems with his health, to the many different hospitals he spent time in, and that the cause 
of his problems was ‘the extreme mental and nervous stress he underwent’.20 We can know the £34 
18s. 6d. it cost to bury him, the job she got in the Department of Justice, the life she found herself 
living because her husband’s life, as his doctors claimed, was so drastically changed by what he had 
seen and done in 1920 and 1921.21 We might count the costs of the revolution in such a file or see it 
as a means to understand one woman’s complicated life.  

And the same could be said for so many more. Nora Condon tried to apply for a pension in 
1953. She was due to marry Michael Fitzgerald when he died on hunger strike in 1920 in Cork. In a letter 
signed with a rather pointed ‘Miss’ she wrote that after his death she had to ‘go out & earn my living’, 
that ‘I did not mind, while I was young & able to work, but now I feel I will not be able to work much 
longer’. She thought it would be only fitting that ‘the Irish Government should thank Michael Fitzgerald 
in some way for what he suffered’ and was sure that ‘the only thanks he would ask is that I would not 
be in want at the end of my days’.22 Similarly, Mary Young applied for a dependant’s allowance in 
1955. Her brother had died a soldier with the Dublin Guards back in October 1922. When she applied 
she was fifty-one years old, a clerk in Phelan’s furniture manufacturers where she earned £5 per week. 
She lived with her older sister Annie; Annie owned the house and Mary paid her rent.23 Both Mary 

18 Evelyn Flanagan to Éamon de Valera, June 1936, MSPC, MSP34REF1515 Evelyn Flanagan (née O’Brien).
19 Margaret Pearse to Oscar Traynor, 4 June 1936; Evelyn Flanagan to Eamon de Valera, June 1936, ibid.
20 John Dunne to Secretary, Army Pensions Board, 15 Oct. 1937, ibid.
21 Note by J.J.H. concerning funeral expenses, 24 Nov. 1935, MSPC, MSP34REF455 Patrick Flanagan; Application for a special 

allowance, 19 June 1962, MSPC, MSP34REF1515 Evelyn Flanagan (née O’Brien).
22 Nora Condon to Dept. of Defence, 28 Aug. 1953, MSPC, 49SP6656 Nora Condon.
23 Application for a dependant’s allowance by Mary Agnes Young, 25 Jan. 1955, MSPC, 2D270 John Joseph Young.

15

‘A VERY HARD STRUGGLE’ 
Lives in the Military Service Pensions Collection

few months. The successful applicants come with decades of notes and letters and memos, years of 
chits and receipts, files that broadened out to take in a lifetime of family and the maybe mixed fortunes 
of good years and bad. They bring children and new addresses, the reach and the geography of a life. 
They bring old ailments and new illnesses, age, and spidery handwriting, and the coming of everything 
to a sudden stop: a death cert, the cost of a funeral, sometimes a pension passed on, always balances 
owed, balances left. Michael White applied for his pension in 1924. In a file spanning almost fifty years 
he comes from its pages burdened, restless, settled, at ease, and old.15 He had a short revolution and a 
long life: it is hard to be a historian of one without being a historian of both. 

Which is what many of the essays in this book are grappling with. Some explore aspects of 
the revolution which the MSPC has made it easier or possible to see. But what we see always comes 
shaped by the circumstances in which the applicant applied. Michael White’s retelling of his revolution 
cannot be separated from what was at stake for him in 1925 and 1926: ‘Sir in the name of God when 
are we going to get our money. I am in a terrible fix for what I owe and if I don’t get an advance for 
which I have wrote I will be in the workhouse’.16 Worried for the health of his wife because ‘the Dr off Hollis 
St Marterniery Hospital says she Needs a change of Climet’ meant every line he wrote about his rev-
olution had to count, had to impress; there was £34 13s. 6d. a year at stake and he needed every bit of 
it down to that last six pence.17  

White’s was one kind of struggle. But there are many more in this book: the struggle with all 
sorts of poverties, with precarious work and poor health; the struggle with forms and bureaucracy, 
with bean counters who don’t seem to understand, with language and writing and having to sign a form 
with an X. There are the struggles of families in all the shapes they took, the struggles of those left 
behind with the consequences of a life lost, with all those years of living after 1923 with someone altered, 
someone broken, someone altogether changed. There is the struggle with expectations, with resent-
ment, with the jealousy at another’s success; the struggle of feeling hard done by, of being forgotten, 
of being let down. There are the struggles of getting old, of looking back, the struggles of knowing how 
life had turned out and remembering how it might have been. And they are only some. There are more 
this book has missed that others will find.  

If the book is about struggle it is also about dependence, and not just the dependence on the 
pension system to provide but also to evolve, to recognise different types of need, and to meet the 
growing expectations people had over time that the state would take a greater role to relieve their dis-
tress. We have known for a long time why Irish families depended on the labour of their children to 
make ends meet, but the MSPC lets us see the forms that dependence took, the perilously balanced 
family arithmetics that could plunge into penury if a son or daughter’s modest earnings suddenly stopped. 
The types of work, the amounts handed over to mothers at the end of a week, how often parents 
through hardship or illness themselves could no longer work becomes clearer than before. In so many 
of these applications there are the makings of new histories of family life.  

15 MSPC, 24SP202 Michael White.
16 Michael White to Army Pensions Department, 10 Feb. 1925, ibid.
17 Michael White to Army Finance Office, 21 Feb. 1926, ibid.
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hearts that failed, all the ailments of old age, the illnesses come of lives lived poor and hard.29 But there 
is more to find than that. A year before he died in 1973 Joseph Guilfoyle wrote a letter to the army 
finance officer because he was ‘in wretched health’ and wanted to put his mind at ease. He knew he 
had ‘not much longer to live’ and he needed to know ‘whether my widow would be entitled to any 
continuing pension … she, herself, is a wheel-chair invalid for the past seven years, so in these cir-
cumstances you will appreciate my anxiety in the matter’.30 At that point they were married almost fifty 
years and he was worrying about her life with him gone. And, so, a history of one thing brings the 
history of another: illness lets us see affection, the married lives of so many women and men, the 
admissions that ‘I have a little Domistic Trouble at Home’, that ‘I am in very poor circumstances, having 
a wife and five children to maintain’, that a husband ‘finds it very hard to rear family in one room’, that 
the tangle of affection and responsibility could be terrifying.31  

A number of essays in this book draw light on what the Collection can tell us about all sorts 
of different women’s lives in twentieth-century Ireland, but there is more to be said about how the 
Collection lets us see women and men together, as well as how the Collection might open up the 
history of masculinity in an Irish context. The revolution has prompted some of the most innovative 
research on the history of masculinity in Ireland, but rather than discourses about masculinity idealised, 
about youth and violence, about militarism and hyper-masculinity, many of the men we might find in 
the MSPC embody a much more fragile masculinity instead.32 There are men worrying and getting 
older, coming to realise that the power they once had amounted to little now. There are men asking 
for help, admitting helplessness; this is masculinity under an obligation to others, at the mercy of the 
good word of an officer all those years after revolution was done. It is masculinity hoping some 
glimmer of camaraderie could still be counted on, that something of who a man once was could be 
recalled. It is masculinity frustrated as applications went for months unheeded, no better than anybody 
else. But the pensions process also provided a place to say in private what could not be publicly said, 
a place to rage, to let the grievances be aired, and though some assumed their letters went straight 
to ‘the waste paper basket’ someone got to hear the disappointment, some satisfaction must have 
been taken in telling a government minister it was all ‘a farce’.33 

What is common to many of the essays and much of what you have just read is the bleakness 
the Collection lets us find. While the notion that we can assume to know another’s torment is a flawed 
and a conceited one, we do seem drawn most by the harshest realities of people’s lives. There may 

29 For example, MSPC, 24SP1605 James Joseph Slattery; MSPC, MSP34REF2070 William Conroy.
30 Joseph Guilfoyle to Army Finance Officer, 28 July 1972, MSPC, 24SP7912 Joseph Guilfoyle.
31 Michael White to Mr Horgan, 23 Sept. 1929, MSPC, 24SP202 Michael White; Edward Devitt to Frank Aiken, 5 Nov. 1934; 

Joseph O’Connor to M.S. Sheppard, 24 Apr. 1933, MSPC, MSP34REF2211 Edward Devitt.
32 For example, Aidan Beatty, Masculinity and power in Irish nationalism, 1884-1938 (Basingstoke, 2016); Jane G.V. McGaughey, 

Ulster’s men: Protestant Unionist masculinities and militarization in the north of Ireland, 1912-1923 (Montreal & Kingston, 2012); 
Jennifer Redmond, ‘Revolutionary masculinities’ in Irish Studies Review, xxix, 2 (2021); Rebecca Anne Barr, Sean Brady and 
Jane McGaughey (eds), Ireland and masculinities in history (Basingstoke, 2019); Marnie Hay, Na Fianna Éireann and the Irish 
Revolution, 1909-23: scouting for rebels (Manchester, 2019); Sikata Banerjee, Muscular nationalism: gender, violence and 
empire in India and Ireland, 1914-2004 (New York, 2012).

33 Edward Devitt to Frank Aiken, 28 May 1935, MSP, MSP34REF2211 Edward Devitt.
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Young and Nora Condon may have taken their time to apply, but after all that time in their decisions 
to apply they give us histories we have so far been slow to think about: histories of the fear of growing 
old, the fear of having no one to depend upon.  

Mary Young’s application also highlights other forms of dependence that this book only 
begins to touch upon: the dependence on the good memory or the good nature of referees and the will-
ingness of the those who administered the pensions system to adapt the rules to an individual’s needs. 
In response to her application Frank Henderson wrote apologetically but bluntly that ‘I cannot recol-
lect deceased’.24 Harry Colley wrote a more benign reply: if her brother was ‘the same Jack Young 
who was killed in Kerry … it would be a great pity if his sister’s claim was lost’.25 The office of the minister 
for defence decided to leave it to the Department of Finance to exercise discretion in favour of a grant 
for her even though thirty-three years had passed since her brother’s death.26 Success could be 
dependent on the confidence of an applicant in their own claim, in their ability to write with clarity, to 
speak with coherence and conviction if called for an interview. There is much to be done yet on how 
the system worked, not as a process, but rather how those individuals who kept the records, wrote 
the memos, and interpreted the regulations reacted to each case. We might surmise as to why the 
opinions of some referees were heeded more than others, or to what extent Garda reports to the 
Pensions Board of a family’s circumstances or character reflected the moral registers at work at a 
given time in a given place, but there were reasons why some decisions must have been easier than 
others for those who administered the pensions and allowances to make. Because we come to the 
Collection chiefly through the Mary Youngs and the Margaret Condons the temptation is strong to take 
their side, the side of the individual trying to get ‘“Right & Honest” dealing’ out of a hulking system that 
was slow to work and terse in its pro forma replies.27 But for good or ill that system was by no means 
a faceless or an unfeeling one. Most applicants may have been told no, but there were all sorts of 
routes taken to get to that reply. 

Illness shows itself in different ways in many of this book’s essays, but there is so much more 
to uncover still. Our histories of health and illness are being written, but the MSPC shows not just the 
ubiquity of illness, but how those illnesses affected, narrowed people’s lives. We have been quick to 
use the Collection to look for certain conditions, chiefly trauma, but maybe not the more familiar ones 
that were far more commonplace, far easier to find. But in a haste to diagnose, something most his-
torians are not trained to do, we might instead listen to what illness felt like, how it was described, 
endured, hidden, how illnesses of all sorts constricted, cut short life.28 There are histories here of what 
illness brought that are otherwise hard to find: the wife lost to breast cancer, so many miscarriages 
and premature births, the refusal to acknowledge a diagnosis of TB, the alcoholism, depression, the 

24 Frank Henderson to Finance Office, 4 June 1954, ibid.
25 Harry Colley to Secretary, Military Service Registration Board, 24 June 1954, ibid.
26 S. Ó Cearnaigh to Secretary, Dept. of Finance, 26 Feb. 1955, ibid.
27 Margaret Condon to Oscar Traynor, 4 Jan. 1942, MSPC, MSP34REF59945 Margaret Condon (née English).
28 See Graham Dawson, ‘The meaning of “moving on”: from trauma to the history and memory of emotions in “post-conflict” 

Northern Ireland’ in Irish University Review, xlvii, 1 (May 2017).
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be more at stake in finding them, and maybe the pensions process by its nature put a premium on 
stressing the difficulties an applicant found themselves in, but there are all sorts of contentments, hap-
pinesses, to be found if we can be convinced to be inclined. There are the quiet social climbs as well 
as the devastating falls; one job succeeded by another better one, addresses changing from rented 
rooms to family homes. Often the distressing times did pass. There are the many marriages that came 
out of revolution; there are letters that note in passing the birth of a child, the marriage of a daughter, 
the coming of a grandchild. There is a history of friendship, the survival of connections that just hap-
pened to form in revolution, but that last throughout a life. Paddy O’Daly and Joe Leonard have long 
been connected by what we know of their War of Independence, but the MSPC tells us that Joe 
Leonard was the executor of Paddy O’Daly’s will.34 The will in the file of another squad veteran, Vinny 
Byrne, gives us faith instead of friendship; he left money to different priests in different parishes ‘for 
Masses to be said for the repose of my Soul’.35 It may not seem an obvious place to find them, but piety 
and devotion leave all sorts of complicated traces in MSPC files. There are histories of all sorts of 
things if we are inquisitive enough to look. 

The essays in this book take different approaches to the MSPC, but whether microhistories, 
histories of gender, histories of the family, histories of emotions, whether exploring language, youth, 
poverty, illness, crime, they pose questions about how we choose to think about people in the past. 
The people who come from the MSPC files are awkward and cantankerous, worried and gracious, 
rushing, stumbling through the confusions and the certainties of a life. Their files give us so much to 
go on but for all that they give they keep much more to themselves. In every pension form filled, in 
every letter sent, in every Margaret Condon or Michael White we might find, the MSPC questions how 
readily we presume to know what it was to live their lives. 

34 Will of Paddy O’Daly, 17 Apr. 1957, MSPC, 24SP424 Paddy O’Daly.
35 Will of Vincent Byrne, 10 Mar. 1993, MSPC, 24SP3162 Vincent Byrne.
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the Civil War meant dealing with members of the National Army: those who died during the Civil War (on 
or after 1 April 1922) or were wounded during the Civil War (and who died within three years). Members 
of anti-Treaty forces were thus excluded. The APA, 1923, also included the dependants of members of 
the Irish Volunteers or ICA who lost their lives during the Easter Rising 1916, during the War of Inde-
pendence, and those who were wounded before April 1922 and subsequently died within three years.  

Claims for wounds, diseases, and disablement were lodged under this Act and all subsequent 
Acts for those who were in active service during the period 1916-23 but crucially, this was also the very 
first Act granting allowances or gratuities to dependants of deceased officers, soldiers, and other per-
sons.4 Payments were relative to the rank of the deceased, the degree of dependency, but also the good 
character of the recipient. The payment would commence from the date of death of the deceased 
officer or soldier. If found wholly dependent, officers’ widows could be granted allowances of £90 per 
annum (and a £120 gratuity on first remarriage) while the allowance granted to the widow of a soldier 
(private rank) could only reach 17s. 6d. per week (and a £45 gratuity on first remarriage). Annual allow-
ances of £24 for officers’ children could be granted (until the age of eighteen for sons and twenty-one 
for daughters), while the children of a soldier could be compensated at the lower rate of 3s. (up to 8s. 
per week), depending on their circumstances. Mothers and fathers (fathers, over sixty years old or in-
capacitated by ill-health) of officers could be afforded allowances at the rate of £1 a week while soldiers’ 
parents would be awarded a lower rate (15s. a week). Siblings and grand-parents could also apply, al-
though in this case if there were two or more dependants, only one allowance could be paid (under the 
direction of the minister). Partial dependants were not awarded allowances but gratuities, granted in 
special circumstances (necessitous cases only and not exceeding £150 for relatives of an officer and 
£100 for a soldier’s relatives).  

Under the legislation, women were not envisaged as having financial dependants. As such, 
there was never any provision for the widower of a female casualty to receive an award. We know of one 
possible case in the Collection: Margaret Hartney who was killed by shell fire in Adare on 4 August 1922.5 
Her husband, Michael Hartney, stated that his wife was a Cumann na mBan member engaged in first-
aid and kitchen duties in the Adare Arms Hotel (Dunraven Arms Hotel), which had been turned into a 
hospital by the IRA.6 Michael Hartney, along with his references, claimed that on 4 August 1922 a six-
teen- or eighteen-pound artillery shell fired by the National Army hit the hotel killing Margaret Hartney 
instantly.7 He found out about his wife’s death the following day. There is no more information for Margaret 
Hartney as her husband was never able to lodge a claim in respect of her death under the legislation. 
Another point which also speaks to the attitude of the time, is that if a widow remarried before April 
1922, she was no longer entitled to any pension.  

 

4 For relevant sections for dependency claims in APA, 1923, see sections 7 and 8 (allowances may be granted to dependants 
of deceased officers, soldiers and other persons) and section 11 (forfeiture).

5 Application submitted posthumously by subject’s widower Michael Hartney, MSPC, MD1893 Margaret Hartney. 
6 Sworn statement before the Advisory Committee by Michael Hartney, 10 Feb. 1937, MSPC, MSP34REF11113 Michael Hartney.
7 Statement of activities, 26 Apr. 1937 Michael Hartney to Secretary, Military Service Pensions Board, 31 May 1937, ibid.
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‘A lump sum would be altogether undoing her…’ 1 

Dependency claims: an overview of the army pensions legislation  
 
Cécile Chemin 
 
 
Some of the most fascinating material of the Military Service Pensions Collection is contained in the 
claims lodged by the dependants of those who died in active service during the revolutionary period 
or in the years that followed. These files are some of the most interesting due to the nature of information 
they yield, but it is also important to note that without them, a significant portion of participants would 
not be represented at all. Their existence gives a voice to the dead and also to the many civilians (women, 
mainly mothers and widows are a large majority) who lost sons, brothers, husbands during the revol-
utionary period. These claims also represent the aftermath of a short but pivotal and intense conflict 
since 1916 and illustrate how not only the conflict but also the pension machine impacted families across 
Ireland and shaped the lives of countless individuals. 

Material generated through the systematic investigation of the level of financial dependency 
claimed by parents, widows, and children gives us a unique glimpse into the living circumstances of 
individuals and families from the mid-1920s, 1930s, and later years. Many seemingly straightforward 
cases reveal tragic backgrounds in which poverty, class, and grief all play a role. They also expose the 
economic vulnerability of women and children and reveal a very raw picture of the hardship people ex-
perienced as they tried to rebuild their lives and wrestled with complex personal situations before the 
emergence of a more comprehensive Irish welfare system. 

In order to get a sense of what these families went through, it is essential to gain an under-
standing of army pension legislation. This essay will present an overview of the legislation (1923 to 1937) 
in relation to dependency claims, explain the modes of verification, and will point to cases of note. 
While the cataloguing of the MSP Collection is ongoing, some 3,000 cases of dependency have already 
been referenced.2 The major part of those claims were lodged by mothers (1,282 cases), fathers (704), 
and widows (648). Brothers, sisters, and joint applications by both parents are also found throughout. 
The rest is divided between sons, daughters, uncles, and aunts. 

 
I 

The Acts 
 

Army Pensions Act, 1923 3 
The very first legislative piece to be enacted in recognition of the service of those who took part in the 
revolutionary period was the Army Pensions Act, 1923. For the new state, the immediate aftermath of 

1 John Glynn, P.P., to Army Pensions Board, 12 Dec. 1924, MSPC, 2D451 Martin Moloney.
2 Figures as of January 2023.
3 Army Pensions Act, 1923 (https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1923/act/26/enacted/en/print.html) (accessed 17 Feb. 2023).
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National Army before 1 October 1924, and died within four years of disease attributable to service. 
Other extensions involved those in receipt of a disability pension before death due to disease.  

One major change introduced by the APA, 1927, was the allowance to the widows of the sig-
natories of the Proclamation, which doubled from £90 to £180 per annum.17 Michael Mallin, although a 
1916 leader and executed, was not a signatory of the Proclamation and therefore the clauses under the 
1927 and 1937 Acts did not apply.18  

The 1927 Act also established a provision of additional payments to ‘married men’. If the man 
was married before the date of his discharge, he received increased rates for his pensions. There was 
no such provision for married women.  

 
Army Pensions Act, 193219 
The biggest change introduced by APA, 1932, was the extension of the scope of APA, 1923, and APA, 
1927, to include ex-members of Óglaigh na hÉireann, the Irish Volunteers, Na Fianna Éireann, the 
Hibernian Rifles, and Cumann na mBan, and their dependants. Allowances and gratuities were considered 
for widows of a deceased member of organisations covered by the Act who had not remarried before 
the passing of the Act.20 There was no automatic reward from the Fianna Fáil government which brought 
in the Army Pensions Acts of 1932 and 1937 that facilitated most of the claims relating to the executed 
and to the republican dead generally. Firstly applicants had to prove they were eligible relatives under 
the legislation: mothers of the deceased; fathers of the deceased over sixty years of age; a widow of 
the deceased who had not since remarried; a son under the age of eighteen; an unmarried daughter under 
the age of twenty-one; a brother who was either under eighteen years of age or permanently invalided; 
a sister who was unmarried and under twenty-one years of age or unmarried and permanently invalided; 
and grandparents. Any other type of relative – stepmothers, aunts, uncles, cousins etc. – was not eligible. 
Where an applicant’s invalidity was in question, the Army Pensions Board would oversee and organise 
the necessary medical investigations and examinations.  

By establishing the Military Service Registration Board21 the Act was effectively the start of a 
systematic verification process through which each claim would go and eligible relatives had further 
hurdles to clear beside proving their financial dependency on the deceased person.22 

The Act also brought into consideration anyone killed during active service and killed in 
circumstances attributable to service; persons engaged in pre-Truce service only and who had received 
a wound pension attributable to service and who died within four years of receiving such wound (death 
due to wound only); persons engaged in pre-Truce military service only who died before 11 July 1925 

17 APA, 1927, Section 4 (2).
18 E. Fahy to Una Mallin, 30 Oct. 1928, MSPC, 1D322 Michael Mallin. 
19 Army Pensions Act, 1932 (https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1932/act/24/enacted/en/print.html) (accessed 17 Feb. 2023).
20 See second schedule of APA, 1932, for payments. 
21 APA, 1932, Section 6. Other sections of relevance to dependants are Section 13 (Grant of allowances and gratuities to certain 

widows and children) and Section 14 (Prohibition of applications by certain persons).
22 See part II of this essay, The verification process.
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The APA, 1923, also signalled the emergence of a new hierarchy as it set the dependants of the 
dead of the 1916 Rising apart. Under this Act, those wounded and killed in April and May 1916 (including 
death as ‘an immediate result of refusing to take nourishment while detained in prison, and death by 
violence while a prisoner’8) were all deemed to hold the rank of officer. As such, widows were awarded 
an initial allowance of £90 per annum during widowhood, almost exactly double the rate of a weekly 
allowance provided for the widow of a volunteer killed during the War of Independence. Four years 
later, the gap would widen between the 1916 relatives and the dependants of the signatories of the 
Proclamation.9 The verification process was also much more straightforward for them and 1916 widows 
rarely had to give much evidence. Their husbands were well known to the IRA leadership, although this 
did not mean that they were immune either to frustration with the process or to hardship.10 

Payment to orphaned children could be awarded although it was mostly administered through 
trustees.11 Pensions awarded to dependants could also be withdrawn if they were found to have been 
convicted of a crime or offence.12 Additionally, it is clear that claimants were assessed and their behaviour 
and reputation judged prior to awarding them any financial compensation. Cases of alcoholism or re-
marriage were reported and widows who allegedly had not lived with their husband for a time were also 
reported by local informants.13  
 
Army Pensions Act, 192714 
This Act established the first official Army Pensions Board.15 Its principal function was to assess the 
level of disablement of the wounded, if any, due to service in the forces and to report to the minister 
for defence. 

The APA, 1927, extended the provisions of the 1923 Act for dependants of deceased members 
or ex-members of the Volunteers, Irish Citizen Army, National Army.16 Extension of coverage would include 
the dependants of National Army members who died of disease attributable to service and who died 
before 1 October 1924, those who were discharged before 1 October 1924 and who died within four 
years; non-National Army members who died before 11 July 1925 due to disease attributable to service; 
Irish Volunteers who served in the National Army who died during service, who were discharged from the 

8 APA, 1923, Section 8 (4).
9 APA, 1927, Section 4 (2).
10 See, for example, Richard Mulcahy’s reaction to Lillie Connolly’s application. Mentioning her ‘very difficult circumstances’ 

he noted that ‘It should not take one day to get evidence that JAMES CONNOLLY was executed in 1916! It should not take 
one other day to verify that the applicant is his widow!’ Richard Mulcahy to Army Finance Officer, 8 Feb. 1924, MSPC, 1D178 
James Connolly. 

11 See, for example, MSPC, 1D94 Patrick Joseph O’Flanagan.
12 APA, 1923, Section 11. 
13 See, for example, the case of Catherine Whelan, MSPC, 3D37 Nicholas Whelan. For a further exploration of this aspect of 

the process see the essay by Fionnuala Walsh in this book.
14 Army Pensions Act, 1927 (https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1927/act/12/enacted/en/print.html) (accessed 17 Feb. 2023).
15 See 1/M/2013/2 and 1/M/2013/3 in the Administration series for the Army Pensions Board, 1923, MSPC, 1/M/1-2013.
16 APA, 1927, Sections 14 and 15, Allowances and gratuities to dependants.
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were found. A dependant’s allowance was paid monthly in arrears (at the minister’s discretion). Deadlines 
to claims were also introduced.  

Section 41 introduced a different group of claimants eligible for special gratuities of a maximum 
of £100. These gratuities were open to civilians who had received a wound between 1 April 1916 and 30 
September 1923 due to the fact that they were keeping arms for any organisations covered in the Act 
or who got shot accidentally by a member of said organisations who was staying in the house and was 
evading arrest (the applicant could not be already in receipt of any pension, gratuity, or allowance under 
those Acts). Applicants under Section 41 are also represented in the MSP Collection.26 

One of the most prominent cases in this particular series is the claim lodged by Thomas 
McKane.27 McKane stated that during the retreat of the Volunteers from the General Post Office in 1916, 
some of them (including Thomas Clarke and Seán Mac Diarmada) sought shelter at his house. On their 
admittance, one of their guns discharged, and the bullet passed through McKane’s right shoulder and 
lung, killing his daughter who was behind him. The subject’s statement indicated that McKane claimed 
the gratuity for seven or eight wounds. A handwritten copy letter certified that McKane was admitted 
to the Mater Hospital on 29 April 1916. The Board recommended an award of £100. 

 
II 

The verification process 
 

The verification process became more structured as the legislation evolved and special boards were 
established to deal with the registration of claims. The verification process in turn adapted to the 
legislation. While the first Act (1923) did not explicitly set up an Army Pensions Board (in those terms, in 
the Act), a ‘Board’ and sometimes a ‘Department’ was referred to while the cases bounced between 
the ‘Department’, the Department of Defence (Molesworth Street), the Office of the Adjutant General, 
and the Finance Department. Some cases became infinitely more complex if more than one family 
member applied, if different levels of dependency were claimed, if relatives lived in the ‘six-counties’, 
or if the recipient became a ward of court and/or confined to an institution.28  

Some early claim forms used at the onset of the first APA disappeared as time went on. The 
dependency forms varied slightly depending on the nature of the relationship between claimant and 
deceased and were designed to collect basic information prior to further investigation such as the date 
of birth of the applicant, the circumstances of the death of their relative, whether the deceased was 
married, names of hospitals deceased was in and names of doctors who attended them prior to their 
death, level of dependency claimed (wholly or partially dependent), whether other compensations had 
been applied for (Criminal Injuries (Ireland) Acts or other), and whether payments had been made from 

26 This is a small series of sixteen cases, MSPC, Sp.G.1-Sp.G.16.
27 See, for example, John Taylor to Secretary, Easter Week Men’s Association, 31 May 1938, MSPC, Sp.G.1 Thomas McKane.
28 In the case of applications from Northern Ireland, unsurprisingly, officers or employees of that state were bypassed. Sym-

pathetic Roman Catholic clergymen or private citizens were instead approached to carry out the interviews/investigations. 
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and whose death was due to disease attributable to service; persons engaged in post-Truce military 
service (with in addition or without pre-Truce military service) who died from wounds or disease 
attributable to service.  

No allowance would be paid if a person died from wounds or disease and had got married after 
receiving such wounds or if his death was due to disease, after 1 October 1928, or if a person died from 
wounds and was already in receipt of a wound pension.  

 
Army Pensions Act, 193723 
The 1937 Act introduced many important provisions as regards dependency cases. One of the most 
striking clauses of the 1937 Act further extended the special provisions made for the relatives of the 
signatories of the 1916 Proclamation.24 Widows of a signatory of the Proclamation were now entitled to 
a lifetime allowance of £500 per annum and each son and daughter received an annual allowance of 
£200 payable to the age of twenty-five. An annual allowance of £100 was given to each sister of a signatory 
during her lifetime. 

The Act extended coverage to the dependants of all persons killed while engaged in military 
service and those killed in circumstances attributable to such military service, to dependants of all persons 
engaged in pre-Truce service only who had received a wound attributable to service and who died 
within four years of receiving such a wound, and to all persons who were engaged in post-Truce military 
service (with or without pre-Truce service) who died before the passing of the Act from a wound attributable 
to pre-Truce or post-Truce service or a disease attributable to pre- and/or post-Truce service. 

As time passed, the definition of a ‘dependant’ needed to be reframed to redefine new applicants 
under the Act.25 The category ‘dependent relative’ applied to a person who was either the mother, 
father (being over the age of sixty or incapacitated by ill-health), a permanently invalided brother or 
permanently invalided unmarried sister of such a deceased person. It also applied to a person who 
was either dependent on such a deceased person at the date of his death or should be treated as a 
dependant of such a deceased person, in the opinion of the minister for finance. This took into account 
all the circumstances surrounding the case. 

Additionally, and for the first time, a means test for applicants was introduced. As such it was 
decided that a dependant’s allowance granted should not be equal or superior to £40 when added to 
the dependant’s yearly means. Allowances could be subject to periodic review (once a year at most and 
at the discretion of the minister for defence and minister for finance) if it appeared that the dependant’s 
yearly means had changed. Allowances could be readjusted or terminated but also increased if grounds 

23 Army Pensions Act, 1937 (https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1937/act/15/enacted/en/print.html) (accessed 17 Feb. 2023). 
Relevant sections concerning dependants are contained in Part II, Section 3; Part III, Section 4; Part IV, Sections 18, 19, 20; 
Part VII. 

24 The dependants concerned were: Ceannt (widow, son and sister) MSPC, 1D330; Clarke (widow, 2 sons and a sister) MSPC, 
1D447; Connolly (widow, 5 daughters, 1 son) MSPC, 1D178; MacDonagh (2 children; trustee was John MacDonagh, brother 
of Thomas) MSPC, 1D341; Mac Diarmada (5 sisters) MSPC, DP9319; Pearse (mother, sister, and step-sister) MSPC, DP1910; 
Plunkett (widow and 3 sisters) MSPC, 1D249. 

25 APA, 1937, Section 35.

26

‘A lump sum would be altogether undoing her…’ 
Dependency claims: an overview of the army pensions legislation



of the loss of their son in the Civil War, having been widowed previously during the War of Independence 
or World War I. Many cases also show how much the loss of one wage impacts on the life of the whole 
household, including numerous young children still living in the family home. 

Additionally, the correspondence on file is evidence that many struggled to acknowledge and 
accept the outcome of the verification process, generally showing disbelief following the rejection of 
their claim or, if their claim was successful, the level of their compensation. The approval of the Finance 
Department’s approval was never a simple formality. Indeed, from the evidence on the files in the Col-
lection generally, these politically sensitive and emotive dependants’ applications were a source of much 
friction between the departments and their respective ministers in the 1930s and beyond.  
 

III 
Cases of note 

 
The Collection contains many striking cases illustrating the dramatic aftermath of the Irish revolution. 
Applicants kept on writing to the Army Pensions Board in the midst of grief and disbelief facing a cold 
system designed to put the deceased and their living relatives in narrow categories. Many who 
genuinely ‘helped the cause’ or those grieving for the loss of husbands or children fell between those 
rigid boundaries as no provisions existed to recognise their contribution or their loss. 

Margaret Moore and Mary Connolly were killed in the same incident on 23 July 1922 at 
Jonesborough, County Armagh, as they were making their way back from supplying food and clothing 
to their brother, Owen Moore, at Ravensdale Camp, County Louth.32 The girls were shot by members 
of the Sussex Regiment who were stationed at Jonesborough RIC Barracks, County Armagh. Catherine 
Moore and Kate Connolly claimed in respect of their daughters but as the girls were not members of 
any organisations included under the legislation, there was no provision under the Army Pensions Acts 
to consider those claims.33  

The issue of negligence is not uncommon in cases of accidental deaths. A blacksmith by trade, 
James McGuinness was accidentally killed by his son, at his home in Kiltegan, County Wicklow, on 2 
December 1921 while cleaning a weapon which accidentally discharged. McGuinness was fifty-three 
at the time of his death.34 McGuinness was a father of four, the youngest of whom was just eleven 
months. He had acted in the capacity of company intelligence officer and armourer. In the application 
from Michael McGuinness under the Army Pensions Act, 1923, it was revealed that: 

He was accidentally shot dead with a revolver by his own son, Michael (claimant). Deceased 
had cleaned the weapon when his son picked it up and began to examine it. The deceased, 
his father, told him to leave it down, and immediately a shot was discharged from it, striking 
the father in the chest and killing him.35 

32 For details of his service see MSPC, MSP34REF20971 Owen Moore.
33 See MSPC, DP23924 Margaret Moore; MSPC, DP122 Mary (Minnie) Connolly.
34 Death certificate, 12 Sept. 1922; Claim for dependant’s allowance or gratuity by Michael McGuinness, 13 May 1925, MSPC, 

1D453 James McGuinness.
35 D. Ó Sulleabháin to Lieut. Tully, 14 July 1925, ibid.
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army funds.29 Widows were asked to indicate date of marriage, to produce a marriage certificate, and to 
list the names and ages of their children. It is not always clear whether the claimant was the person 
completing the forms personally (although discrepancies can be ascertained between the applicant’s 
signature, or mark, and the rest of the application form). These forms were to be witnessed by trusted 
local representatives (generally national school teachers or parish priests). In general, a second form was 
produced by the Army Pensions Board in which responses to questions were typed, seemingly showing 
a desire for clarity. Application forms left no space for relatives to express their state of mind and grief 
but it is not uncommon to see some claimants being unaware of the exact date or location of death of 
their son or husband, their army number, or the name of their commanding officer.  

Received claims were simultaneously registered (Army Pensions Board under the APA, 1927, 
and Army Pensions/Military Service Registration Board under the APA, 1932) to proceed to basic checks: 
membership, rank, date of wound/death, whether the deceased was on active service at the time of 
death, whether the death was the result of negligence as well as confirming all the circumstances sur-
rounding their death.30 Some apparently genuine claims failed due to the impossibility of ascertaining 
whether the deceased was a member of any forces recognised under the legislation at the time of their 
death. A first report addressed to the minister for defence was issued by the Office of the Adjutant 
General. The same checks applied for wound claims. Although not directly relevant for dependants at 
the time of wound, those claims could become relevant if the person wounded died within the time limits 
set by the legislation. If the basic information was verified, a full investigation into the claimed degrees 
of dependency was initiated.31  

A detailed report was requested from and issued by An Garda Síochána (local superintendent), 
examining the living circumstances and lodgings, the income sources, the composition of the family 
(and whether other children participated in the upkeep of the claimant), quantity of land and turf, valuation, 
and any other information that could influence the issue of an award such as the occupation and wages 
of the deceased before joining the forces. Occasionally the Board would ask a local person for an ad-
ditional statement regarding the character of the applicant or special circumstances that the authorities 
should know before issuing their recommendation. With time, reports of the police would be replaced 
by customs and excise reports and later, by the work of social welfare officers. Through this process, the 
material gathered in the files uncovers important and revealing information including living circum-
stances, indication of levels of poverty, class, dependency, family life, community network, and specific 
local dynamics.  

Following full investigation, a recommendation for an award to be granted was issued by the 
minister for defence to the minister for finance and his department for final approval. Only then was 
the allowance or gratuity paid out. The private struggle of the claimants is visible throughout each file. 
First, the report produced by An Garda Síochána exposed, more often than not, cases of deep poverty 
and hardship, and personal misfortune. It is not uncommon to see cases of mothers claiming in respect 

29 For a discussion of other sources of income for claimants see the essay by Fionnuala Walsh in this book.
30 These registrations and checks created many secondary file series in the Collection, 1RB, 2RB, 3MSRB, and others.
31 D series in MSPC (MSPC, 1D to 5D) as well as some files in the DP series.
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... the allowance I am getting is not sufficent to keep myself and my three children … I am not 
spending a penny wrong only doing my best to keep them as good as I can. I would sooner 
part with them and put them into a home rather than see them in poverty.45  

 
In response, she was informed that she was already receiving the maximum allowance rate applicable 
to her case.46  

The struggle of some claimants was compounded by reports of local informants influencing 
administrative decisions. Bridget Moloney of Miltown Malbay, County Clare, applied for her deceased 
son, Martin (a National Army private, who died from his wounds in September 1922 in St John’s Hospital, 
Limerick).47 The Garda report revealed a difficult background:  

The claimant, Mrs Bridget Moloney, is very much addicted to drink and has been convicted 
several times during the past 12 months for drunkenness and disorderly behaviour. The local 
Sergeant reports that any award granted would be spent on drink. The award, if any, should 
be invested in Government Bonds for the benefit of the Surviving Children on their reaching 
maturity. 

 
The same report revealed that Mrs Moloney was a widow, having lost her husband who drowned on 
the SS Laurentic, and had already lost another son, Michael, during World War I. Mrs Moloney had four 
surviving children. Patrick, the eldest, was contributing financially to the household. It was also reported 
that Martin was a fisherman before joining the National Army and his earnings averaged about 10s. a 
week: ‘It is difficult to arrive at this however as the fishing lasts only for 4 months of the year, and the 
men have to live on their savings for the rest of the year.’48 It is understood that Bridget Moloney had been 
somewhat dependent on her son Martin’s earnings. A gratuity of £50 was recommended and sanc-
tioned in October 1924, but the Army Pensions Department decided to consult the parish priest for 
additional information.49 In his letter, Reverend J. Glynn stated that Bridget Moloney was  

a most degraded character. Drink, Immorality, Foulest invective, and depraved. I had her 
interned in a Borstal Institute, 6 years ago … To give her any money, especially a lump sum 
would be altogether undoing her. She has had from many sources ‘tons’. Starves her children 
… If I can she’ll be interned for a time next court. She was not depending on her son Martin.50 

 
 
 

45 Margaret Mahony to Army Pensions Board, 10 Oct. 1924, ibid.
46 Army Pensions Board to Margaret Mahony, 23 Oct. 1924, ibid.
47 Claim for dependant’s allowance or gratuity by Bridget Molony, 7 July 1924, MSPC, 2D451 Martin Moloney.
48 Chief Superintendent’s office, Ennis, to the Commissioner, 4 Aug. 1924, ibid.
49 Recommendation of Army Pensions Board, Oct. 1924, ibid.
50 John Glynn, P.P., to Army Pensions Board, 12 Dec. 1924, ibid.
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James McGuinness’s widow, Bridget, also made an application. The couple had married in November 
1915 and Bridget was his second wife.36 Bridget was awarded an allowance during widowhood and an 
allowance for her two children until they came of age. While the claim of Michael was initially rejected, 
numerous representations were made on his behalf and the case was reconsidered by the Army 
Pensions Board.37 According to information in the file, Michael, who was thirty years of age, worked as 
a temporary postman and had ‘defective development right upper limb … absence of forearm’.38 This 
infirmity reduced his employment options and as a result he was deemed to be dependent on the 
deceased and awarded a gratuity of £100.39 This case can be put in contrast with that of the claim 
lodged by Ellen Conway who accidentally shot her husband in Fermoy, County Cork, on 18 May 1923.40 

The dependants’ claims are littered with evidence of extreme poverty and destitution contrasting 
wildly with the banality of the bureaucratic process of the pension machinery. Margaret Mahony claimed 
in respect of the death of her husband; he was killed at Millstreet, County Cork, in January 1923. She 
had moved alone from Cork to south Wales with her three children, David (twelve), James (ten), and 
Patrick (eight). On 30 May 1924 she wrote: 

I am actually starving I have had no food with a week I have every bit of clothes I had soled 
to get a bit of food for the children and that was only dry bread and tea what in the name of 
God am I going to do I have no where to turn for food if I dont get some help from the Irish 
free state before many days I will have to go into the union with my three orphans…41 

 
Her next letter, within the week, was written in despair: ‘I am here amongst strangers without a bite to 
eat I feel more like comitting sucide this morning listening to three little orphins crying with the hunger’.42  

On 11 June 1924 the secretary of the office of the minister for defence wrote to the adjutant 
general to request that the initial checks be made, and he appended a handwritten note: ‘P.S. As this 
is a very necessitous case please furnish report with the least possible delay. The applicant is practically 
destitute with 3 little children depending on her.’43 Glamorgan police issued the report of their investigation 
on 15 June, stating that Margaret Mahony was wholly dependent on her husband.44 On 18 June, this report 
was sent to the Army Pensions Department. The administrative work continued in the background and an 
award was sanctioned and then issued. Mrs Mahony wrote to the Army Pensions Board on 10 October 1924:  

36 Claim for dependant’s allowance or gratuity by Bridget McGuinness, 3 Dec. 1925, ibid.
37 See, for example, Michael McGuinness to Dept. of Defence, 24 Mar. 1927; multiple signatories to W.T. Cosgrave, 21 Nov. 

1928, ibid.
38 Report of examination of Michael McGuinness by Comdt. M.J. O’Connor and Dr C. Dickson, 13 Mar. 1929, ibid. 
39 Claim for dependant’s allowance or gratuity by Michael McGuinness, 3 Aug. 1929, ibid.
40 See the unsuccessful application of Ellen Conway, MSPC, 3D236 James Conway; see also the essay by Fionnuala Walsh in 

this book.
41 Margaret Mahony to Secretary, Pensions Dept., 30 May 1924, MSPC, 3D245 Jeremiah Mahony.
42 Margaret Mahony to ‘Dear Sir’, 4 June 1924, ibid.
43 Secretary, Ministry of Defence, Army Pensions Dept., to Adjutant General, 11 June 1924, ibid.
44 Report by P.C. Thos. Daviss[?], 15 June 1924, ibid.
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ployed as domestic servants. Teresa Hogan became a patient in the Limerick Asylum on 4 January 
1924.58 The payment was postponed while investigations were undertaken into the payment of allowances 
to dependants who happened to be confined to an institution.59 A degree of dependency was also con-
sidered for the sisters of the deceased. Teresa Hogan was later awarded a gratuity of £50.60 

While army pension legislation may be challenging to examine at length, it is key in order to under-
stand the claims lodged by the dependants of the deceased. It is obvious that the rigidities of the law 
ignored the very individual circumstances of the applicants, but those same very individual circum-
stances did sometimes force the authorities to bend those laws to suit the purpose of very specific 
cases. Although the interpretation of the regulations was generally on the stricter side, the system could 
be made to accommodate and expand not least as more applications were submitted and as the legis-
lation changed. As the MSPC cataloguing continues, more cases to analyse and compare will emerge, 
offering an unparalleled source of information on pre-and post-war lives in Ireland and wherever families 
emigrated. As a whole they will undoubtedly afford unique opportunities for researchers to explore a rather 
intimate snapshot of the aftermath of war, which left so many families impoverished and destitute. 

58 Chief Superintendent Leahy, Limerick, to the Commissioner, 26 Jan. 1924, ibid.
59 The file includes a ‘Memorandum on the payment by the British ministry of pensions of pension or allowances to insane de-

pendants of deceased soldiers’, received by the Army Pensions Board, 3 Dec. 1924, ibid.
60 Report on a claim for an allowance or gratuity, 7 May 1937, ibid.
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The recommended award of £50 was entirely withdrawn.51 Some claims, influenced by local reports, could 
occasionally lead to contradictory positions as to the legitimacy of a dependant.52 

Attitudes and assumptions about appropriate family constitution can be found in some claims. 
While unmarried wives ‘could not be recognised as rightful dependents’, equally, the army pensions 
legislation and the minister for finance could find no grounds for payments to children proven as ‘il-
legitimate’.53 Widows who had remarried were also reported on and their situation investigated and pen-
sions, in some cases, were withdrawn.54 

Cases of bigamy, if uncommon, can also be found in the dependants’ claims. They also illustrate 
attitudes of the time as to who could be categorised as dependent but also how, in the process of making 
decisions, life-changing information could be left in the hands of third parties. For example, Edward 
O’Connor had married Mary Baine on 26 November 1920 at Drumcliffe Roman Catholic parish church 
having previously married Elizabeth Maloney at St George’s Anglican church, Wigan, Lancashire, on 
21 July 1917. Awards were originally made to both women and the child of Edward O’Connor and Mary 
O’Connor. However, the decision to grant an award to Mary Baine and her child was overturned in 1925, 
following the provision of legal advice in a similar case (unidentified in the file).55 A typed copy letter of 
14 March 1927 from the office of the army finance officer to the secretary, president’s office, explained 
the original award of payments to Elizabeth O’Connor, Mary O’Connor, and the child of Edward and 
Mary O’Connor, and also the decision to end payments to the child of Mary O’Connor. A handwritten 
note on that letter stated that Mary O’Connor had not been officially informed of the reason(s) for ending 
the payments to her daughter but that Patrick Hogan, TD, who had been making representations on 
her behalf, had been informed of the situation and that ‘it has been left to his discretion to inform Mrs. 
O’Connor if he considers it desirable to do so’.56  

Other specific cases would also deserve a deeper examination and analysis. For instance, those 
concerning the mechanism of award or pension payment when dependants were confined to psychi-
atric institutions. Teresa Hogan applied under the Army Pensions Acts in respect of the death of her 
son James Hogan, a private in the National Army (machine gun corps), who was accidentally shot and 
killed at the Telephone Exchange, Cecil Street, Limerick, on 25 or 26 April 1923.57 The Army Pensions 
Board recommended that Teresa Hogan be awarded a gratuity of £100. She had two daughters em-

51 Army Finance Officer to Bridget Moloney, 13 Aug. 1925, ibid.
52 See in the case of an application by dependants of Cornelius O’Shea contradictory reports based on unreliable information 

(a sister of deceased is said incorrectly to be addicted to drink), Report by Superintendent J. McNulty 3 Mar. 1924, Super-
intendent J. McNulty to Commissioner, 12 Aug. 1924; Chief Superintendent James Hannigan to Commissioner, 15 Jan. 1925, 
MSPC, 2D132 Cornelius O’Shea.

53 Adjutant General to Army Finance Officer, 21 Oct. 1922, MSPC, 2D133 Patrick Perry. See also, MSPC, DP1837 Thomas 
Greehy. See the essay by Lindsey Earner-Byrne in this book.

54 For example, there was an investigation in Canada to ascertain whether the widow of James Montgomery had remarried 
there. It was implied that her pension could get restored if she came back to Ireland. See MSPC, 3D51 James Montgomery.

55 See MSPC, 2D125 Edward O’Connor. 
56 J.J. H. to Secretary, President’s Office, 14 Mar. 1927, ibid.
57 Claim for a dependant’s allowance or gratuity by Teresa Hogan, 3 Dec. 1923, MSPC, 3D28 James Hogan.
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• 

Left  
Cécile Chemin, Project 
Manager of the Military 
Service Pensions 
Collection, reviews files. 
Image courtesy of Fiona 
Morgan.’  

 
Reproduced courtesy of 
Fiona Morgan 

 

•  
Letter from Richard 
Mulcahy expressing 
disbelief at the time taken 
to verify details in Lillie/Lily 
Connolly’s claim in respect 
of James Connolly’s death 
stating, ‘It should not take 
one day to get evidence 
that JAMES CONNOLLY 
was executed in 1916!’  

 
Reference:  
James Connolly 1D178. 
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    • 

Left  
Report outlining the 
circumstances of Bridget 
Moloney following the 
death of her son Martin, 
shot by a sniper, on 15 
September 1922. The 
report states her husband 
(also Martin) had drowned 
on the SS Laurentic and 
another son, Michael, was 
killed in the First World 
War. It also describes 
Bridget Moloney as ‘very 
much addicted to drink’.  

 
Reference:  
Martin Moloney 2D451. 

 

• 

Right  
Letter from Margaret 
Mahony desperately 
pleading for assistance for 
herself and her ‘three little 
orphins’. 

 
Reference:  
Jeremiah Mahony 3D245. 

 

3736





would not see them in want’.13 None of the relatives appeared any the better for the sacrifice they had 
made for Ireland. Michael Magee’s father was given a £75 gratuity by the state but wrote to president 
of the Executive Council, W.T. Cosgrave, that ‘what we received looks very small, he was a good son, 
and I would give a good many seventy-five Pounds to have him back again’.14 

In country units the dominant profession, farming, was seriously under-represented in the IRA, 
but in Dublin city in particular the organisation closely reflected the employment environment. There 
were over 8,500 merchants and agents there in 1911, for instance, and while these men are hard to 
find in the IRA, their businesses attracted the shop assistants and managers who made up – by Hart’s 
reckoning – almost one-third of officers and nearly twenty per cent of the active rank-and-file men in 
the Dublin IRA in 1920 and 1921.15 Among the Dublin and Fingal Brigades’ dead were six grocers’ assis-
tants and two grocers’ managers; all but one had been born outside Dublin.16 Patrick Moran, a company 
captain, had been elected president of the Irish National Union of Vintners’, Grocers’ and Allied Trades 
Association shortly before his death by hanging in March 1921.17 Other major employers in the city, 
like Dublin Corporation, were also well represented.18 Seán Doyle, the first Dublin IRA casualty by shooting 
since 1916, was an apprentice fitter with the corporation; Michael Magee had been a labourer for the 
corporation before he became a full-time volunteer and was killed in January 1921; one of the casualties 
at the Custom House in May 1921, John Doyle, had also left corporation employment to join the ASU.19  

Magee and Doyle were, however, not typical. Only a relatively small elite ever left work to devote 
themselves to revolution. As the other examples cited above make clear, the vast majority remained 
part-time volunteers. Pension applications highlight the extent to which earning a living remained a pri-
ority – one often insurmountable when put up against the demands of revolution. Michael Lynch even 
turned down the position of director of munitions at GHQ in 1920 and was instead sent back to com-
mand the Fingal Brigade, where he could remain on paid leave from his position as abattoir super-
intendent with Dublin Corporation. As he declared to the Bureau of Military History, ‘I was married; I 
had certain responsibilities; the only terms, upon which I could have held my post at G.H.Q., were by 
surrendering my years of service in the Corporation and going whole-time on to I.R.A. work; this I was 

13 Report from Inspector James O’Connor, Bridewell Station, 24 Feb. 1924, MSPC, 1D142 Thomas Bryan.
14 Patrick Magee to W.T. Cosgrave, 13 Feb. 1925, MSPC, 1D73 Michael Magee.
15 Census of Ireland, 1911. Areas, houses, and population: also the ages, civil or conjugal condition, occupations, birthplaces, 

religion, and education of the people. Province of Leinster. City of Dublin [Cmd 6049-II], HC 1912, Table xix, p. 14; Hart, The 
IRA at war, p. 119.

16 Martin Savage, Thomas Dunne, Henry Kelly, James Murphy, Patrick Moran, Daniel Carew (assistants); Patrick Meaney, Ter-
ence McGlynn (managers). James Murphy was the only Dublin-born.

17 Padraig Yeates, A city in turmoil: Dublin, 1919-1921 (Dublin, 2012), p. 233.
18 David Flood, ‘Dublin Corporation employees involved in 1916 Rising: with biographical notes’ in John Gibney (ed.), Dublin 

City Council and the 1916 Rising (Dublin, 2016), pp 219-94.
19 MSPC, 1D28 John Doyle; Michael Magee’s death certificate (www.irishgenealogy.ie) lists his occupation as labourer and his 

father wrote in his dependant’s allowance application that Magee worked with the Electricity Department in the Corporation. 
Patrick Magee to W.T. Cosgrave, 20 Oct. 1924, MSPC, 1D73 Michael Magee; Paddy O’Daly to Adjutant General, 17 Jan. 
1923, MSPC, 1D27 John Doyle.
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This particular sample suggests less of a dependency on ‘unskilled’ workers than Peter Hart 
found in his study but, as in the country, heavy representation from skilled trades and from those who 
worked in shops.8 Three-quarters of the men were either semi- or unskilled workers (usually labourers 
or motor drivers), shop assistants or clerks (primarily grocers’ assistants), or skilled tradesmen – with an 
even distribution among the three categories. The next largest category were seven students or appren-
tices, again roughly evenly divided, with only three professionals (two electrical engineers and one jour-
nalist) and one merchant (an insurance agent). A small number of jobs were thus over-represented in 
the Dublin IRA. This was usually work that allowed just enough freedom (to some) to engage in revol-
utionary activity. It provided stable hours that suited the demands of company meetings or parades, 
or the opportunity to organise collectively around work. One company was made up primarily of workers 
in the licensed trade and another was formed from a large group of grocers’ assistants who had late 
shifts. Going to university allowed young men like Todd Andrews, and others with no previous connec-
tion to Dublin, ‘considerable freedom’ to pursue activities in ‘the Movement’. Students were particularly 
noticeable in the 3rd Battalion’s C Company and in the Dublin Brigade’s Engineers’ Battalion.9 

In the midst of a typically volatile Dublin housing market, it is perhaps no surprise that only one 
of the Dublin-based families surveyed here was a rated occupier in the same premises in 1924 as they 
had been in 1911.10 Among the minority of married men, only William Breen’s wife was the owner of a 
property in the 1920s.11 For the remainder, the lists of addresses that appear in pension files, on census 
returns, and on birth, marriage, and death records testify to repeated upheaval and movement of families 
over decades. Wages recorded in dependants’ applications (open to exaggeration but also usually ver-
ified), range from £1 16s. for an apprentice fitter to electrical engineer Breen’s £310 a year. All of the 
unmarried volunteers working as shop assistants, clerks, or in semi-skilled or skilled positions who died 
in Dublin during the War of Independence appear to have been making some weekly financial con-
tributions to parents or siblings before their deaths. Martin Savage was said to have ‘sent money peri-
odically to his father who’, in the opinion of a Garda sergeant in Sligo, ‘required financial aid’.12 Even after 
he got married, Thomas Bryan’s mother claimed that he ‘was very good to her and her husband and 

here and below is based on a range of sources, principally dependants’ pension and gratuity applications; 1901 and 1911 
census returns (http://census.nationalarchives.ie/); newspapers, especially Evening Herald, Irish Independent, Irish Times, 
and Freeman’s Journal; birth, marriage, and death records (https://www.irishgenealogy.ie/en/). The last post (2nd ed., Dublin, 
1976) is a useful list of republican dead, but contains many inaccuracies and omissions and includes some individuals killed 
by the Crown forces who were not members of the IRA.

8 Hart, The IRA at war, pp 118-19. See also, Augusteijn, From public defiance, pp 358-9.
9 BMH, WS 744 James Foley; BMH, WS 1154 Sean O’Neill; BMH, WS 1361 Gerald Davis; BMH, WS 563 Michael Cremin; An-

drews, Dublin made me, pp 129, 138; ‘The Third Battalion’, in National Association of the Old IRA, Iris drong Átha Cliath: 
Dublin Brigade review (Dublin, 1939), p. 31.

10 Leo Fitzgerald’s family at 173 Great Brunswick Street (Pearse Street) (https://databases.dublincity.ie/burgesses/search_new. 
php?searchtype=street&year=1914&address01=Brunswick%20Street,%20Great) (accessed 31 May 2022); MSPC, 1D320 
Leo Fitzgerald.

11 Application form for widow’s allowance, Mary Breen, n.d., MSPC, O4 William Breen.
12 Letter from Sergt Peter McHale, Sligo, 12 Feb. 1924, MSPC, 1D107 Martin Savage.
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W.T. Cosgrave and Seán T. O’Kelly, moved to the political wing of the movement, but otherwise there 
was essentially a moving on or replacement of older men with little influence and greater commitments 
(or less financial freedom).25 

Frank Henderson later acknowledged to the BMH that ‘lack of employment forced a number 
to leave Dublin’ after 1916 with ‘some who had been born in the country returning to their native counties 
where their prestige and experience were of great value to the local units’.26 Frank Shouldice, for instance, 
was dismissed from the civil service and became a full-time organiser in east Mayo; Peadar Dunne was 
first a battalion and then a brigade O/C in Limerick after losing his job with Guinness and taking a new 
one in the republican Daly family’s bakery in Limerick city.27 For these volunteers, employment dictated 
where they took part in the struggle. For others, it dictated how. 

Robert Carroll was unable to return to learning cutting (part of his apprenticeship as a tailor) after 
he was released from internment in August 1916 and ‘had to take up labouring work’. He spent four or 
five months in Glasgow in 1918 but returned and re-joined his company. Born in 1897, Carroll was un-
married and young enough to survive ‘knocking around just casually until about 1924’. And while he did 
no real fighting, his casual employment gave Carroll the additional freedom to do ‘intelligence work’ and 
take part in armed patrols ‘two and three times a week’.28 For a similar reason, unemployed men were 
sometimes deliberately chosen to take part in attacks on Crown forces. The O/C of the 4th Battalion had 
argued that an ambush in Crumlin – ultimately carried out by the ASU – should be left to the unemployed 
men in his battalion as ‘he considered it would be good for morale and prestige to have them take part 
in an operation of this nature’.29 

Losing a job in 1916 could also mean that priorities turned elsewhere completely. For Martin 
Kavanagh, it meant emigration to England (‘I was one of the men who was victimised in my job at Inchi-
core Works for taking part in the Rising of Easter Week 1916 and not being able to get a job in Dublin I 
had to go away to Derby in 1918’).30 And even for those who stayed in the city, the pressures of employ-
ment could be cited to explain periods of inactivity to the Pensions Board, or as a reason for dropping 
out altogether. Labourer Bernard Murphy claimed that his service after 1916 ‘was mostly unofficial as 
seldom free from work I could not attend official parades’.31 Thomas Cullen, also a 1916 veteran, was 
‘working in Guinness’ cross-channel boats and as he was not available for regular work with the IRA 
he ceased his activities some time early in 1920’. Cullen was clear that he had little choice in the matter. 

mainder were unskilled (32) and students (3). According to pension files, only 12 held any rank in 1916.
25 See, for example, Christopher Byrne, who ‘turned to the political side’. Sworn statement made before Advisory Committee 

by Christopher Byrne, 1 June 1938, MSPC, MSP34REF20479 Christopher Byrne.
26 BMH, WS 821 Frank Henderson.
27 Sworn statement made before Advisory Committee by Frank Shouldice, 8 Mar. 1937, MSPC, MSP34REF21841 Frank Shoul-

dice; MSPC, MSP34REF2414 Peadar Dunne, passim.
28 Sworn statement made before Advisory Committee by Robert J. Carroll, 23 Oct. 1936, MSPC, MSP34REF21553 Robert J. 

Carroll.
29 BMH, WS 813 Pádraig Ó Conchubhair.
30 Application form, 25 Mar. 1935, MSPC, MSP34REF9981 Martin Kavanagh.
31 Application form, 27 Dec. 1935, MSPC, MSP34REF21471 Bernard Murphy.
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not prepared to do’.20 If it suited his family life, Lynch’s decision did not necessarily enhance his ability 
to lead or make him popular with his comrades in Fingal.21  

For many others, it was working lives that ultimately defined their revolutionary activity. Even 
for those in Dublin who were unmarried or without children, there was very often a parent or sibling re-
liant to some extent or other on their income. Several of the Dublin IRA dead had gone or been sent to 
Dublin to earn a living in the first place, or to pursue a university degree with future prospects in mind. 
As Thomas Whelan’s mother put it in 1924, 

his captains name I dont know & his rank in the army I don’t know all I know is that he went to 
Dublin in 1917 to earen for me & his Brothers & Sisters & his father & evey one in Dublin knows 
that I am a Poor woman back here in the Poorest Part of connemara.  
 

Whelan was one of the men executed in Mountjoy Prison in March 1921 and was later included among 
the so-called ‘Forgotten Ten’, though in the early 1920s his mother did not believe there was ‘one in the 
Dail who dont know of me & my son RIP for his name went all over the world’.22 If not all could claim a 
name that travelled ‘all over the world’, the Dublin IRA dead were, with the exception of a small number 
who died from illness, members who had stepped forward to join and were then willing to put themselves 
in harm’s way by carrying arms, meeting others who carried arms, or firing those arms. They were also 
willing to do so in spite of other commitments. Most had continued to balance employment and military 
activism. But they are not wholly representative either. 

An examination of men who were ‘out’ in 1916 but dropped out by 1919 is also illustrative. The 
need or desire to explain themselves when applying for a pension provides rich and sometimes unex-
pected material on those who might have been there at the start but failed to see the revolution out. 
Thomas Tormey has estimated that about sixty per cent of 1916 rebels in Dublin took some part in the 
War of Independence.23 But there was also a very clear changing of the guard by 1919, influenced to 
some extent by the very different demands of a guerrilla war. A sample of 150 Dublin Brigade men who 
successfully applied for a military pension for Easter Rising service but either failed to apply or were not 
awarded service for 1919-21 gives an average age of thirty-one in 1919, with significant representation 
at a higher end of the social spectrum (merchants and professionals) and towards the bottom (unskilled 
workers) than Augusteijn or Hart found in their studies of active guerrillas during the War of Indepen-
dence. They similarly stand apart from the Dublin and Fingal Brigade dead of 1919-21. This is thus an 
older cohort than the typical ‘active’ War of Independence man, but also a cohort who mostly took part 
in 1916 without holding any rank in the organisation.24 A small number of the sample, which includes 

20 Summary of sworn evidence given before interviewing officers by Michael Lynch, 24 Mar. 1941, MSPC, MSP34REF9462 
Michael Lynch; BMH, WS 511 Michael Lynch.

21 BMH, WS 1043 Joseph V. Lawless.
22 Bridget Whelan to the Army Pensions Board, received 21 Feb. 1924, MSPC, 1D125 Thomas Whelan.
23 Thomas Tormey, ‘Scotland’s Easter Rising veterans and the Irish revolution’ in Studi Irlandesi: A Journal of Irish Studies, ix, 

no. 9 (2019), p. 285.
24 This figure is based on 134 men whose year of birth is noted on their files. The average year of birth was 1888. 47 of 88 for 

whom a profession is listed on their pension file were either skilled workers (27), professionals (11), or merchants (9). The re-
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Most guerrillas were single. While in the 1st Battalion area married men were ‘the backbone of 
the Company … the fellows that kept it together’, it was deemed preferable not to send them on shooting 
‘jobs’.37 The gendered expectations that came with marriage also impacted on women’s participation. 
Margaret Martin was a member of the Colmcille branch of Cumann na mBan and out at Father Mathew 
Hall on Church Street in 1916. Following the Rising she was involved in fundraising, election work, and 
organising republican funerals among other things (none of which was recognised for pensionable ser-
vice), but ‘discontinued’ her activity in March or April 1919: ‘I married then, and I had no time to continue.’38 
Where there were exceptions, they could have tragic consequences – highlighted viscerally in depend-
ants’ pension claims. Thomas Traynor’s execution in 1920 left Elizabeth Traynor to raise their ten 
children alone.39 One of Patrick Doyle’s infant twin daughters died two days before him.40 Doyle had 
‘left his employment as a Carpenter, to join the A.S.U.’ and ‘was a very reliable soldier’; his wife Louise 
‘a splendid type of Irishwoman’.41 Thomas Bryan, James Doyle, and John Doyle were all married be-
tween 1919 and their deaths in 1920 and 1921; the latter’s first child was born in 1920.42 James McIn-
tosh might have taken the opportunity afforded by the Truce to marry his fiancée Kate Mooney but was 
killed in Dún Laoghaire in June 1921.43 

From its initial launch, the MSPC has been used fruitfully by historians to describe what revol-
utionaries did, to uncover the contributions of individuals missed in the fighting stories or the traditional 
narratives of ambushes and assassinations – including the women without whom they could not have 
happened – and to document the struggles of the decades that followed, whether for recognition, com-
pensation, or to make a living. There is more to be done here and the potential for much more besides. 
If the young men of the IRA were, by Todd Andrews’s reckoning, the ‘men of no property’, they were not 
men of no responsibility. In depth unavailable in any other single collection, the pensions files depict the 
nature of working and family lives in revolutionary Ireland. As well as the economic migration, fluctuating 
wages, and insecure tenancies in the files of dependants and veterans, there is the keenly felt necessity 
of the weekly contributions made by a working son to a family home; a contribution to the economy not 
charted in the same way anywhere else.  

Along with telling us who they were and what they did, the Collection can also tell us much 
about what they did not do and why – why they might have started but stopped, why some were more 
committed than others, why not all were willing or able to see the revolution through. It brings us the Ed-
ward Moores, J.J. Devoys, and Margaret Martins of the revolution, for whom the realities of daily life 

37 Deputation consisting of Messrs Holohan, Seán O’Moore, P. O’Connor, and Michael Byrne, 1st Battalion, Dublin Brigade, 
heard on 9 Sept. 1940, Brigade Activity Report, 1st Battalion, Dublin Brigade, MSPC, A73.

38 Sworn statement made before Advisory Committee by Margaret Murnane, 22 May 1936, MSPC, MSP34REF11817.
39 Application form for widow’s allowance, Elizabeth Traynor, 21 Dec. 1923, MSPC, 1D134 Thomas Traynor.
40 Irish Independent, 15 Mar. 1921.
41 P. Ua Dálaig (Paddy O’Daly) to Adjutant General, 17 Jan. 1923, MSPC, 1D26 Patrick Doyle.
42 Marriage certificates for John Doyle, 17 Aug. 1919; Thomas Bryan, 20 Nov. 1920; James Doyle, 18 Jan. 1921 (www.irish-

genealogy.ie) (accessed 10 Jan. 2020); Application form for widow’s allowance, Elizabeth Doyle, 7 Dec. 1923, MSPC, 1D27, 
John Doyle.

43 Application for interview, Kate Mooney, 14 Oct. 1932, MSPC, 1D75 James McIntosh.
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‘A VERY HARD STRUGGLE’ 
Lives in the Military Service Pensions Collection

When asked ‘When did you drop out?’, he replied that ‘It was not a question of dropping out … My work 
would not allow me to carry on … my hours were very irregular, I had to work with the tide.’32 Michael 
Kenny was one of at least seventeen men who were awarded pensionable service for 1916 but not for 
1919-21 (during which time he left the city ‘for various parts of Ireland’) and subsequently joined the Na-
tional Army in 1922 or 1923: a full-time, paid position.33 

Even officers, who had usually gained rank based on commitment, or ability, or personality, were 
not immune to the pressures of daily life. J.J. Devoy, adjutant of the 2nd Battalion of the Dublin Brigade at 
the outset of the War of Independence, was first suspended and then resigned in September 1919 having 
failed to reply to communications from the battalion commandant for a fortnight. His explanation to his 
superior, Frank Henderson, was that ‘For the past 3 weeks I have been very busy in the Office (Peadar 
being on holidays) & as all his work was put on me, it was necessary for me to work after 6 o.c. on almost 
every evening he was away.’34 Devoy’s pension file describes how he was in the Volunteers from the start 
– present at the Rotunda meeting, a participant in the Howth gun running, and even a stretcher bearer 
for James Connolly’s evacuation from the GPO in 1916 – before being promoted to battalion adjutant 
by Henderson in June 1918. Devoy did not refer to his resignation and Henderson had either forgotten his 
1919 correspondence or was kind enough not to mention it, incorrectly telling the Advisory Board that 
Devoy had been adjutant until June 1920 (though later noting Devoy had held the rank for around twelve 
months from June 1918). Henderson was unsure if there had been active service afterwards: ‘I have an 
idea he had not. After June 1920 my personal association ended with him.’ Oscar Traynor, who also pro-
vided a reference, was similarly silent on Devoy’s reasons for stepping away. It might instead be reflected 
in the decision not to award active service for the period from 1917 to 1920, a reminder that the pensions 
files are used most effectively in tandem with contemporary records (such as they are extant).35 

Work interfered elsewhere too and prevented volunteers from engaging in active service in ways 
that they might not have anticipated. While the risk of being wounded and kept out of work may have 
discouraged some, for others it was injuries sustained in work that kept them out of the IRA. Stephen 
O’Brien broke his right arm at work in 1918 and was ‘unable to continue as an active Volunteer’; James 
Barrett ‘met with a serious accident’ while on ‘light work’ at the Dublin dockyard. The accident ‘incapaci-
tated’ him and ‘was of such a nature’, he explained on his military service pension application form, ‘that 
my offer to carry on with E Coy would not be considered by my O/C.’ Barrett later joined the National 
Army and retired from the Defence Forces in the 1950s.36 

 

32 Sworn statement made before Advisory Committee by Thomas Cullen, 5 Mar. 1938, MSPC, MSP34REF55431 Thomas 
Cullen.

33 Application form, 26 Feb. 1925, MSPC, 24SP11980 Michael Kenny. Kenny applied for the periods 1916-21 but was unsuc-
cessful.

34 P. Mac Ionraic (Frank Henderson) to J.J. Devoy, 18 Sept. 1919; S.S. Ua Duibuidhe (J.J. Devoy) to O/C 2nd Battalion, 28 
Sept. 1919, NLI, MS 901/72.

35 Extract from statement of Frank Henderson made before the Advisory Board, 2 Jan. 1935; Oscar Traynor to Secretary, Office 
of the Referee, 26 Jan. 1935, MSPC, MSP34REF81 James Joseph Devoy.

36 Application form, 2 Feb. 1935, MSPC, MSP34REF1596 Stephen L. O’Brien; Application form, 19 Feb. 1942, MSPC, 1924A21 
James Barrett.
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‘It was not a question of dropping out’: the MSPC, personal circumstances, 
 and the limits on participation in the Irish revolution 





• 

Left  
A letter from Bridget 
Whelan that captures the 
loss of her son, her 
frustration with those who 
promised to remember 
him, but also the 
hardships faced by a 
family that has lost its 
main financial support. 

 
Reference:  
Thomas Whelan 1D125. 

 

•  
Bridget Whelan, mother of 
Thomas Whelan, one of 
six men executed in 
Mountjoy Prison, Dublin, 
on 14 March 1921.  

 
Image courtesy of the 
National Museum of Ireland 
(NMI-HE-EW-2038). 
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