Confidential memorandum prepared for Michael Collins by Tom Donovan, (this is an alias for Thomas Markham), 26 June 1922. Source: Mulcahy Papers, UCD.

NOTE  My experience and study of the system convinces me that it cannot be broken suddenly. I believe absolutely in the necessity for a State Secretariat which will enable one responsible Minister to control other Ministries - and to control them quite automatically. Otherwise, it is clear to me that chaos is inevitable. I will be rewarded if this memorandum is of suggestive or other value to the Minister - now that Ministries are apparently being re-organised.

The British System of Government in Ireland.

(Legal Organisation has ceased to express the real working of a State Constitution.)
“Put not your trust in forms and Constitutions. These things are but paper and parchment”. Thus Fintan Lalor. A State Constitution may not be quite a “bundle of shams”, but it is true that legal organisation has ceased to express its real working.

British Government in Ireland has been a continuity. Political changes have made no material difference. The “system” it was that really represented the continuity. What salient features does this system present?

a) The grasp of human weaknesses and vanity.

b) A correct appreciation of the value and use of duplicity, and Pecksniffianism.

c) A clear conception of the truth that success in governing depends on well-contrived antagonisms in the economic and social structure of the State.

The System

(Conference a dissipation of time and energy.)
When a new Chief secretary has spent a week in Dublin Castle he has discovered a system which he is powerless to alter fundamentally, or even materially. Broadly speaking it is automatic. He has no necessity to confer personally with departmental Chiefs as to their respective official activities. The “system” shows him that such conference is, in the main, a dissipation of time and energy.

These Chiefs perform routine duties according to precedent, but anything involving a “new departure” or calculated to provoke public discussion was submitted as a matter of course for the Chief Secretary’s approval. Every Chief was obliged to submit an annual report showing the scope, etc. of his official work.

(Appointments)
In his own Offices, the Chief Sec. took  all steps necessary to provide a trustworthy Staff. In the case of all new appointments, or promotions, the following Circular was issued:-

“Confidential,

Chief Commissioner, or I.G.

Will you please obtain a confidential report as to _______and as to _______ suitability for employment in Dublin Castle.”

The report is an exhaustive description of the family-tree in all its hues and activities.

Great importance has always been attached to the loyalty of the staff.

(The Belfast Staff)
(From recent information to hand I find that the Belfast Staff has been very carefully selected on grounds of loyalty and efficiency. I notice that its numerical strength is out of all proportion to the work at hand. The staff has not been “jobbed” in the accepted sense. It appears to me to be a sort of Staff-in Waiting prepared to work the whole Irish Services if and when the opportunity arises.)

The Central Registry
(Centralisation Essential)

In Britain the Treasury is now being called the State Secretariat. It is resuming its normal control over many Departments, and extending it to others. It is tending in the direction of the Castle system. Experience has shown that centralisation is necessary in order to prevent inconsistency and confusion.

The Castle Divisional System really represented a State Secretariat, through which the entire system was worked. Let us broadly view the operations:-

When the postbag arrived each morning its contents were deposited on the tables of the Central registry. All letters were opened by the Central Registry Staff except those containing the official symbol of secrecy, i.e. addressed thus:- “The C.S. for Ireland - Miscellaneous A”. They were registered and passed over to their relevant Division. E.G.

Division I.

Administrative- Dealt with letters from Govt. Depts.

      ..     II

Finance


 ..     III
Crime Police, etc.


 ..     IV
Politics, etc.

Documents containing the official symbol of secrecy were dealt with by a confidential man in close communion with the Chief Sec.

The men in charge of these Divisions were experienced officials. They submitted papers, which in their judgement, needed submission, to Under Secretary, who might himself submit to Chief Sec.

Precedent and experience smoothed away most difficulties.

(Administrative)
D.I. The officer in charge dealt with correspondence from Government Departments. Everything involving departure from precedent was submitted to Chief Sec. for modification, approval, or rejection.

(Finance and Contracts)
D.II. The Officer in charge worked in conjunction with Treasury Representative. Excluding C & E. all public service finances were dealt with absolutely, or by way of suggestion. Public contracts were here reviewed and sanctioned.

(Politics and Police)
D.III & D.IV (These Divisions are of course not arbitrary)

Dealing with politics and police were the pivotal props of the System.

(The R.I.C.)
The R.I.C. This Force was organised in country districts, districts, and sub-districts. To each an officer was attached. The R.I.C. man was recruited on the character lines applicable to entrants to Castle appointments. During his training his vanity, ignorance, and intelligence was each subjected to the treatment designed to make the British Government his parent, and his God. As the R.I.C. had something to do with every phase of Governmental activity the R.I.C. man was a person of ‘mighty authority’.

(Down the Great Southern Railway Line an R.I.C. sergeant resenting the Stationmaster’s admonition to ‘hurry up’ (in order to catch a train) reproved him thus “Don’t speak to me in that way. Be it known to you now that for 20 years I ruled the West Riding of Cork”.) 

And he did!

(The basic pillar of Government.  The Constable.)
Now we have the basic pillar of Government in the shape of this Constable, and we shall visualise him ‘on his beat’. He keeps his eyes and ears open and his mouth shut. Limited articulation is as necessary to the peeler as it is to the practitioner. Murphy purchases a mowing machine. Malone becomes jealous. The opportunity is seized to give to the Constable the history of Murphy’s ruffianism. The Constable records it with piquant additions. He records everything in his Patrol Diary. What he frightens from the child, and coaxes from the cailin, what he sees, hears and infers; are all duly written up.

(The Sergeant)
The Sergeant transfers the Constable’s records into the “Householders’ Register”, “Station Notebook”, or “Private Register”, as the case may be. He furnishes a weekly report, a monthly report, and a special report (monthly) to the officer of his district or sub-district. The sergeant never abbreviates. “It is not his part to select” (Police Private Code). (I haven’t so far found a Police report that wasn’t in some respect defamatory. There were 17 different types of books and records in each Barrack; 18 in Dist. Office; 21 in Co. office.

(‘Reliable source’)
Frequently there is an R.I.C. pensioner in the neighbourhood who communicates news of all happenings to the Sergeant. And there is, as a rule, someone else in the District who colludes with the Sergeant. Who is he? That remains a query. Officially he is below the horizon. His name is never written and he is known for what he is only to the Sergeant. He might be the publican, on whom the sergeant has a stranglehold, or the publican’s customer. At all events he is a member of the local political, or national organisation. He sits not at the steering wheel but at its back. He is as a rule the “reliable source” of information mentioned in the sergeant’s confidential diary.

(The Officer)
The sub. District, or District Officer writes up Barrack Reports as they are received, and sends a weekly, a monthly, and a Special report (monthly) to the Insptr. Gen. via the Co. Inspr. He passes on to the I.G. special reports of the Sergeant, with his own comments thereon. He moves in a social atmosphere where he obtains information. He mixes with gossipy people whose servants are talkative. A policeman never fails to make notes of everything. He writes up his journal personally.

(The Rail Spy)
There is another source of information available to either the D.I. or C.I.- sometimes to one, sometimes to the other. The Rail Spy secret has been well kept. These spies hold important positions in the Railway services - frequently inspectors. They travelled from town to town. One of them (Beddoes by name) spent 25 years in G.S.& W. Railway. He was a J.P. for Kilkenny. He noted movements of all suspects, all politicians, travelled with suspects, talked with them, etc. He was held in high esteem - a man of good position.

(The Co. Inspector)
The Co. Inspector supervised; and conducted correspondence with I.G. and A.S.

(The Anonymous Letter. Jealousy)
The road to the Castle Hill was paved with anonymous letters. A volume might well be written on this subject. Suffice it to say that the depth and widespread character of this treacherous anonymity - a form of treachery mainly originating in jealousy (Ireland’s besetting sin) would almost make a good Irishman despair of his country. These anonymous letters dealt with every conceivable national activity. Where arms were hidden. What so-and-so proposed at a Volunteer meeting. Where prominent men were located. Proposed attacks on barracks. The locality in which armed men were sleeping and reconnoitring. Some of these letters might have been inspired by motives of cowardice, but, from internal evidence I conclude that most of them had their origin in motives of jealousy.

(The Local Loyalist)
With the anonymous letter I shall associate another source of police activity- The local loyalist, caught up in some anti-Irish atmosphere, conceived that he had a duty to perform to King and country! He was the recipient of Government honours and patronage. But he was merely a disreputable ‘spotter’. He wrote to the Castle, and his letter was passed on to the police. Naturally the police were alert as to this form of activity. Hence this local loyalist was a more sinister menace in a district than the Constabulary itself.

(Eavesdropping Prison Warders.)
Anonymous letters, letters from suspects to the Press, correspondence from local loyalists, and the reports of eavesdropping prison-warders were referred to the police for obs.

(The Post Office)
The letters of suspects were opened in transmission through the Post, and their contents communicated to the police.

All requests for reports, comments on reports, correspondence of every description from the I.G. passed through the Co. Inspector’s Office.

As in all other Govt. Depts. every document outside the mere routine was passed on from the I.G. to the Under Secretary.

(Minuting)
The minuting of correspondence in the Chief Secretary’s Office was a marvellous mixture of ambiguity and Pecksniffianism. The absolute “omnipotence of the law”, the “supremacy of the law”, the majesty of the law, the justice of the British Constitution, all, or at least one of these terms was, or were, mentioned or implied in every minute. Those minutes passed through several hands. As a piece of propaganda alone, aiming at discipline and prestige, their construction was fine. In term and tone they eventually appeared to the official who constantly read them as a body of truth.

Take broadly a sample of the minuting. Police report that M- addresses a meeting and give substance of what he said. It goes to I.G., who passes it to C.S. Chief Sec. minutes - the fundamental principle of the British Constitution is that every man is in the eyes of the law etc…… asks for further details. I.G. passes to Co.I. intimating that ‘justice is a paramount necessity’ adding that if justice requires it M. should be detained. The Sergeant reads all this. He interprets it in the proper way. The R.M. who, on assuming his appointment, swears that he will join no secret Society unless the Society of Freemasons interprets it Magna Charta - wise - and so on.

(Ambiguity and Elasticity)
Ambiguity was a marked feature of this minuting, as was elasticity of the entire system. It enabled the Administration to sanction in Belfast what it refused in Dublin, and to ‘explain’ the anomaly with a show of righteousness.

(The D.M.P. worked on lines practically identical with R.I.C.)

British Government Departments here have been described as Circumlocution Offices by persons who either misunderstood or ignored the temperamental, moral, physical, mental, and dispositional differences of human beings. The majority of every population are to some extent criminal. The wise administrator studies a few types of this majority and shapes his system of rule accordingly.

The British system of Government in Ireland was based on an experience gained since the beginning of the period of sustained legislative activity. That experience showed that attention to details was of vital importance. The exact standard of Irish morality public and private, was taken, and rule was measured in accordance. Ideology was ignored.

“De Valera” wrote someone from Sandymount to the Chief Secretary, “is an ideologist. If he succeeds in his campaign, he will endeavour to rule according to the ten commandments, and the result of his struggle with the tens of thousands of devils around us will be to turn the country into a veritable hell”.

Cause of Partial Collapse
When an individual R.I.C. man was knocked out, a prop of the system fell. When the R.I.C. were unable to “do their beat” the system had partly collapsed. Normal rule was then impossible, and the inevitable alternative was war of some sort.

In the recent fight, administration was partly military, partly civil - on old system lines. Towards the end it was assuming the shape of a Military Autocracy - and of this the Civil Administrators began to grow afraid. Capt. King shot in Clonturk Park two men whom he had taken out of the Castle. (They were pointed out to the Forces who held-up in Amiens Street by an Amiens Street resident). King was mad drunk. When he grew sober he requested Col. Haldane to alter the records so that he (Capt. King) would be shown to have been engaged on a raid in another part of the city at the time the murders were being committed. Col. Haldane refused. His life was threatened. He made some alteration. He endeavoured to resign. He received another warning. Apart from all other circumstances a continuance of such rule for any prolonged period was really impossible. How it operated must form the subject of another memorandum.

Note

The home of this document is the Cuthbert website www.jamcuthbert.co.uk  
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