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‘Military service pensions and the recognition and reintegration of guerrilla fighters 

after the Irish revolution’ 

 

Abstract 

Recently released archives from the Irish military service pensions collection (M.S.P.C.) 

offer an important opportunity to examine the post-conflict experience of veterans of guerrilla 

conflicts. Pensioning has been used effectively to study the post-conflict lives of veterans of 

conventional wars but the experience of guerrillas after the conflict is largely limited to 

analysing the security threat posed to peace by these former combatants. The pensions 

awarded to veterans of the Irish revolution (1916-1923) indicate that recognition was central 

to veterans’ concerns and serve as a useful historical example of the post-conflict 

reintegration of ex-combatants. 
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The experience of veterans of conventional wars has been studied in detail from historical, 

sociological, medical, geographical, literary and other perspectives. Much of the literature has 

focused on the political influence that ex-combatants exerted domestically on their return 

from the combat zone; in the case of inter-war Europe veterans of the First World War were 

often central to the rise of ideological extremism.1 The indirect influence of veterans on 

government policy is to be seen in the United States where, between the eighteen-seventies 

and the nineteen-twenties, Union veterans of the Civil War and mothers were the only 

categories to receive government welfare prior to the introduction of social security in 1935; 

at the height of pension expenditure in the 1890s, Civil War pensions accounted for over 

forty-one percent of federal government spending.2  

There is no shortage of analyses of the physical and psychological impact of war on 

disabled veterans, with particular emphasis on how civilians reacted to the appearance of 

amputees after conflicts such as the American Civil War, the incidence, diagnosis and effects 

of shell shock after the First World War, and the recognition of post-traumatic stress disorder 

in American Vietnam veterans.3 War pension records are an essential source for the study of 

veterans’ post-combat experience. Paul Lerner has used evidence from German First World 

War pension files to explore regressive attitudes to the mental health of war veterans in 

Weimar Germany, the difficulties encountered by these men in re-adjusting to civilian life, 

the efforts to restrict the financial burden of pensions by reserving them for those with 

physical injuries, and the wider efforts of German society to come to terms with the overall 

legacy of the war.4 Peter Leese’s examination of shell shock among British First World War 

veterans similarly found that ‘Pension case notes and administrative files give a further 

insight into ex-servicemen’s everyday lives and continuing neurotic conditions.’5  

While the nature of warfare in the second half of the twentieth century gave way from 

the more conventional wars of the later nineteenth century and the two world wars to 
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conflicts characterized more by nationalist irregular and guerrilla insurgencies, the study of 

the experience of veterans has not evolved in the same way. Much of the focus on ex-

combatants of more recent conflicts has been on the success of peacebuilding strategies to 

neutralise the security threat which they posed.6 This lacuna was identified by Norma Kriger 

in 2003 in reference to veterans of Zimbabwe’s independence struggle. Her study of the 

experience of these veterans in the period 1980-1987 led her to conclude that there was a 

need ‘for more attention to understanding guerrilla armies and their post-war fates.’7 

Examinations of the experience of war veterans have largely excluded guerrillas, while those 

studying guerrilla conflicts have not examined the post-conflict experience of the fighters. 

The absence of pension records for guerrilla wars is a possible reason for this given the 

centrality of such sources to the study of veterans of more conventional wars as shown above. 

The recent availability of such pension records for a guerrilla conflict – the Irish 

independence campaign of 1916-1923 – now offers such an opportunity to study the post-

conflict experience of guerrilla veterans. 

The Irish revolution8 of 1916-1923 refers to the events between the Easter Rising of 

1916 and the end of the Irish Civil War.9 It encompassed different phases of armed conflict, 

each of a different nature. The week-long Rising was largely confined to Dublin city, with 

smaller uprisings in Wexford, Galway and along the Louth-Meath border, and essentially 

consisted of rebels occupying prominent buildings until forced out when surrounded and 

bombarded by British forces.10 The Irish War of Independence, or Anglo-Irish War (1919-

21), was a guerrilla campaign of resistance by the Irish Volunteers, or Irish Republican Army 

(I.R.A.), against the crown forces, principally the Royal Irish Constabulary (R.I.C.) police 

and their paramilitary reinforcements, the Black and Tans and Auxiliary Division, and to a 

lesser extent the British army. 
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The War of Independence ended with a truce on 11 July 1921. Prior to this the British 

government had enacted the Government of Ireland Act partitioning the island into the 

devolved home rule administrations of Northern Ireland (comprising six of the nine counties 

of the province of Ulster), which remained within the United Kingdom, and Southern Ireland. 

Under the terms of the subsequent Anglo-Irish treaty of December 1921, Southern Ireland 

became a self-governing dominion known as the Irish Free State. This failure to grant 

complete sovereignty as a republic to the Free State caused a political and military split in 

early 1922. The faction of the I.R.A. that opposed the treaty resorted again to guerrilla tactics 

against their former comrades who accepted the treaty and evolved into the Irish national 

army. The ensuing Civil War (June 1922-May 1923), resulted in victory for the newly-

established Irish Free State when the I.R.A. called a ceasefire in May 1923.11 

 After the end of the Civil War the Free State government introduced a series of 

compensation schemes to benefit those who had fought or been wounded during the 

revolution. The 1923 Army Pensions Act, awarded pensions for soldiers of the Irish army and 

revolutionary volunteers wounded (subsequently extended in 1927 to cover illness contracted 

while serving) between 1916 and 1923 and provided pensions and allowances for the families 

of those who had died. The following year the first in a series of military service pensions 

acts introduced pensions based solely on the length and nature of service given by those who 

had fought between 1916 and 1923. Only those who had fought on the pro-treaty side for the 

Free State army in the Civil War were entitled to apply for these pensions. When Fianna Fáil, 

the party which represented the majority of former anti-treaty opinion, took power in 1932 it 

immediately extended eligibility for disability pensions to opponents of the treaty and in 1934 

they were also entitled to apply for service pensions, as were women.12 Between 1924 and 

1928 pensions were assessed by a three-man board of assessors, which was replaced in 1934 

by a referee (who was always a Judge) and a four-man advisory committee, consisting of two 
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civil servants and two I.R.A. veterans. These were political appointments and the posts were 

usually filled by allies of the party in power at the time. 

From January 2014, as part of the Republic of Ireland’s official state commemoration 

of the centenary of independence, the Irish Military Archives began releasing the military 

service pensions collection (M.S.P.C.). The release is ongoing and will comprise in total 

approximately 300,000 files. The bulk of the archive centres on successful and unsuccessful 

applications for disability and service pensions and service medals for guerrilla fighters 

awarded on the basis of their contribution to the fight for independence. A detailed series of 

administrative files sheds light on how the entire process worked between 1924 and 1958.13 

During the lifetime of the scheme between 1924 and 1958, over 18,000 military service 

pensions were awarded to over 80,000 applicants.14 To date approximately 4,961 individual 

pension files have been released, 4,422 relating to men and 539 to women. The majority of 

these are for military service pensions, and a smaller number are pensions for wounds and 

disabilities or payments to dependants. In general, the number of pension files released to 

date reflect the fact that the vast majority (76 per cent), including all but one of those awarded 

to women, were awarded under the 1934 legislation.15 

 This article will utilise the Irish M.S.P.C. to show how pension records can increase 

our knowledge of the post-conflict experience of the veterans of a guerrilla war to address the 

gap identified by Kriger. In doing so it will address a key question which characterises many 

guerrilla conflicts, that of the significance of recognised veteran status. It will also explore 

how the Irish government’s treatment of its freedom fighters after the conflict can be 

regarded as a historical example of what would be considered in the context of a modern 

conflict as a programme for the reintegration of ex-combatants. The majority of files released 

to date relate to veterans who were awarded pensions for service during the Rising, as these 

were prioritised by the Military Archives to coincide with the centenary of the Easter Rising. 
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The level of detail varies and those chosen for the basis of this paper were selected for their 

relevance to the theme of recognition. 

 

When Patrick Ramsbottom from County Laois was awarded a military service pension in 

1953 he complained that the period of recognised service awarded to him was inadequate and 

inferior to that previously awarded to Patrick Muldowney, who had held a subordinate rank 

in the local Irish Volunteers.16 Financial recompense was not the sole reason for 

Ramsbottom’s complaint; ‘apart from the monetary compensation’ he felt that it was ‘a 

serious reflection on his record and character.’17 Such jealousies were not uncommon among 

I.R.A. pensioners. In the nineteen-twenties Alasdair McCabe succeeded in having his pension 

enhanced on foot of a complaint that his service during the Easter Rising had not been 

adequately accounted for: ‘A number of people who did much less that I did Easter Week 

have been given the benefit of this period in their pension.’18 

 In the years after the revolution most volunteers continued to live and work in the 

same communities in which they had been active during the conflict, so the status afforded to 

them as military service pensioners carried great significance. Pensions proved the legitimacy 

of their revolutionary credentials among their peers. This realisation that recognition was an 

important legacy for veterans resulted in the introduction of service medals in the 1940s, a 

medal with bar for military service pensioners and a medal without bar for ‘individuals who 

served, but whose service did not warrant the issue of a pension certificate’.19 The importance 

of recognition emerges clearly from the case of Máirín Ryan who withdrew her pension 

application on receipt of her service medal because ‘it was some recognition, rather than a 

pension, that I sought.’20  
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The post-conflict careers of others, especially in politics, were founded upon their 

revolutionary past of having done their bit to free Ireland. In this regard veterans of the Irish 

revolution were no different to veterans of more recent guerrilla conflicts. In post-

independence Zimbabwe, recognised veteran status was used to give retrospective legitimacy 

to actions such as the occupation of land and to ‘capitalize on the prevailing fear ex-

combatants still evoke among civilians.’21 Similarly, in the early years of the new Israeli state 

after the 1948 war, there was considerable ‘political and public debate over the definition of 

“who was a veteran soldier” and what level of disability would be the threshold for eligibility 

for benefits’. The former question was central to David Ben-Gurion’s empowerment of the 

state and efforts to consolidate his Mapai government’s control by asserting the supremacy of 

Haganah over Irgun veterans.22 

 Recognition had added significance for veterans in the context of post-conflict 

compensation awarded to other groups compared to whom the revolutionary I.R.A. 

considered themselves equally if not more deserving, which in turn put pressure on the 

government not to treat them any less favourably. This was especially the case with former 

members of the R.I.C. The first government of the Irish Free State had to make provision for 

those policemen who had resigned or been dismissed from the force during the War of 

Independence because of their sympathy with the separatists. Departures from the R.I.C. 

between 1919 and 1922 are estimated at 7,122, of whom 3,391 resigned, 1,911 retired on 

pension, 766 were dismissed, 503 discharged, 145 declared mentally unfit to serve and 

seventy four deserted.23 

In compensating these men who sacrificed secure pensionable positions, the Irish 

government had to match the generous treatment shown by the British government to the 

R.I.C. who had remained loyal to the crown until the disbandment of the force in 1922. 

During the War of Independence the R.I.C. bore the brunt of the I.R.A.’s campaign against 
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the crown forces; the police (including the Auxiliaries and Black and Tans) accounted for 514 

(forty one per cent) of combat fatalities between January 1917 and December 1921.24 In 

recognition of this the British government provided generous disbandment terms to them, 

providing full pension rights, in addition to twelve added years of pensionable service and 

posthumous provision for their widows and children.25 The British government’s generosity 

towards the R.I.C. reflected the fact that historically the police received special consideration 

in regard to compensation during periods of political unrest in Ireland: ‘death or injury by 

violence on quasi-military duty’ had ‘long been recognised as establishing claims to extra-

statutory treatment’, so that as far back as the Land War of the eighteen-eighties widows of 

police constables killed on duty were given pensions four times in excess of what they were 

legislatively entitled to.26 

The resigned and dismissed R.I.C. was one of the first groups compensated by the 

Free State government. Under the Superannuation and Pensions Act (1923) and the 

subsequent R.I.C. Pensions Order (1924), pensions, gratuities or allowances were awarded to 

men who resigned from R.I.C. between 1 April 1916 and 6 December 1921,27 if they could 

prove that their resignation or dismissal had been caused by their national sympathies. The 

compensation could be withdrawn if they refused a reasonable offer of employment in the 

Free State public service. To make up for the loss of their R.I.C. pensions and ensure parity 

with their ex-comrades who had remained in the force until disbandment they were permitted 

to count towards pensionable service their completed years of actual service, in addition to 

the period between the date of leaving and 31 March 1922 and twelve years of added 

service.28 Under the Cumann na nGaedheal29 government from 1923 until 1932, 573 

pensions were paid under these provisions, with a further fifty approved by Fianna Fáil in the 

nineteen-thirties.30  
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The provision of compensation in the form of pensions set the precedent for similar 

schemes, in particular the military service pensions. During the nineteen-thirties and nineteen-

forties efforts were made to provide land for veterans but this was largely unsuccessful due to 

the lack of adequate agricultural skills among many of those to whom land was allocated.31 

The over-reliance on monetary rather than material compensation regarding all forms of 

restitution after the revolution is explained by this path dependence in policy that emerged 

from decisions by the British government for dealing with its former servants in Ireland. 

 

In order to define what constituted legitimate revolutionary activity for the purpose of 

awarding a military service pension, the pension assessors first had to produce a working 

definition of what constituted military service in a guerrilla conflict. Those charged with 

assessing the claims of pension applicants were forced to make their own definitions of both 

legitimate veterans and recognisable service as none of the legislation or regulations ever 

defined the terms satisfactorily. The 1924 legislation defined military service merely as 

‘active service in any rank’ in the eligible forces. This was changed in 1934 to the equally 

vague ‘rendering active service.’32 This legislative failure dogged the pensions’ process 

throughout and clearly frustrated the assessors; in 1942 one of them complained that the 1934 

act’s failure to define active service ‘leaves us in a considerable hole.’33 The extension of 

eligibility in 1934 further complicated the assessors’ work by expanding greatly the number 

of people entitled to apply.  

The failure to define military service can be traced to the haste with which the 1924 

Military Service Pensions Act was introduced. The introduction of pensions based purely on 

service was an unusual measure, especially when pensions to compensate the injured and the 

families of the deceased had already been introduced the previous year. The timing of the 
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1924 act, and comments made during its parliamentary passage, suggest strongly that it was 

less of a measure designed to address veterans’ welfare than one of political expediency. 

Earlier in 1924 the state had survived a small but nonetheless potentially destabilising mutiny 

within the ranks of the Free State army. The mutiny ostensibly resulted from dissatisfaction at 

plans to demobilise and restructure the army, as a much smaller force would suffice after the 

end of the Civil War. The actions of the mutineers also reflected longer-standing resentments 

among a group that had been loyal to Michael Collins during the independence campaign and 

felt that the government was departing from his vision and policies for an independent 

Ireland.34 

While the government succeeded in defeating the mutineers with relative ease and in 

the process established firmly the principle of civilian authority over the defence forces, the 

mutiny highlighted starkly the potential security threat posed by veterans of the independence 

campaign who had spent a significant part of the preceding decade involved in armed 

conflict. The new state, which had just survived a serious threat to its existence from the 

I.R.A. during the Civil War and still had to deal with the continued presence of this 

underground opposition, was now faced with the potential for instability from within its own 

ranks; the payment of pensions to compensate for the loss of a career in the army was 

designed to negate that threat. The president of the executive council [prime minister], W.T. 

Cosgrave recognised that the need to satisfy this cohort was behind the introduction of 

military service pensions: ‘the real idea of this Bill was to provide compensation for those 

who had looked forward, by reason of their former services, to the Army as a profession, who 

had banked on that and who were disappointed in so banking.’35  

As soon as the original act was passed in 1924 the civil servants responsible for its 

administration began to grapple with the problem of defining service. The specific problems 

anticipated were: framing a definition that would take less active periods such as the truce 
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into account; including non-combatant service, such as intelligence, administration and 

publicity; and the extent to which the livelihood of an applicant had been interrupted.36 It was 

felt that a definition of service limited solely to combat would not reflect the nature of 

guerrilla warfare which encompassed many tactics in addition to actual military engagements. 

It would exclude ‘those who took part in ambushes, those who administered units and 

departments, those who rendered valuable service for Intelligence etc’, and would be likely to 

provoke considerable political opposition. To encompass this broader cohort a suggested 

definition was that active service would mean:  

 

active service in an active service unit or flying column; or having actively conducted or 

administered a unit or Department of the Forces; or intelligence work carried out under direct 

authority of the Intelligence Department; or any other military or intelligence service or other service 

personally rendered in which in the opinion of the Board involved corresponding risks and sacrifice, 

and was of equally meritorious nature. 

 

It was further suggested that including two former I.R.A. volunteers on the board of assessors 

would help with verifying the nature of such service and weed out applications ‘“framed up” 

for the purpose of obtaining a pension.’37 

In practice the board of assessors appears to have applied criteria listed by its secretary 

Gearóid O’Sullivan in a memorandum from 1924, which indicated that a successful applicant 

would need to satisfy the board of his membership of the relevant organisation; that he took 

part in the work of that organisation and followed orders; that he took part in ‘Acts of War’, 

defined as including an ‘Attack on enemy forces or position’, the ‘Destruction of enemy 
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property’, the ‘Manufacture, purchase or disposal of munitions’, the ‘Collection of 

information’, and ‘organising and training for above activities.’38 

The problems of defining active service were complicated by the fact that applicants 

could also claim service for non-active periods, essentially the periods immediately preceding 

Easter Week (from 1 to 22 April 1916), from the end of the Easter Rising until the start of the 

most intense phase of the War of Independence in mid-1919, from the truce in July 1921 until 

the start of the Civil War in June 1922, and immediately after the Civil War from April to the 

end of September 1923. In order to be granted any pensionable service during these phases of 

the campaign, applicants had to prove any or all of the following to the satisfaction of the 

assessors: that they had taken an active part in preparing for the Rising before 23 April 1916; 

had been ‘officers of high rank and “keymen” engaged in organization, making of 

ammunition or purchase of arms’ between 1917 and 1919; had spent at least some of the 

truce period ‘under military orders in training camps or in barracks’; or had been ‘engaged in 

fighting … interned, or … “on the run”’ following the ceasefire in May 1923.39 

Proving active service was still insufficient of itself to guarantee the success of an 

application. Pensioners also had to meet the tests of qualifying and continuous service. In 

order to avoid awarding pensions to the so-called ‘Trucileers’ (who joined the ranks of the 

I.R.A. after the truce) or those who only took part in activities during the non-active phases or 

in the final military stages, a successful applicant had to prove qualifying service in either 

Easter Week, the phase of the War of Independence preceding April 1921 or during the Civil 

War prior to 1 April 1923.40 Such qualifying service also needed to be continuous, although 

provision was made for breaks in continuity resulting from ‘arrest, imprisonment, internment 

or deportation’ or absences occasioned by undertaking work on behalf of the revolutionary 

government of Dáil Éireann.41 
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The nature of continuous service interrupted by imprisonment caused a number of 

problems and led to semantic discussions among the assessors; one recalled ‘our sitting 

around a table trying to hammer out what is the meaning of “continuous”.’ The first referee 

appointed under the new act in 1934, Judge Joseph K. O’Connor, did not feel that men who 

were serving prison terms at the time of the truce should be given credit for pensionable 

service during the truce itself, as this was a non-active period and as such service on release 

could not be deemed a continuity, as there was no longer a conflict in which to continue 

service. While his successor, Thomas O’Donnell, did not agree, he was unwilling to depart 

from this principle lest he run the risk of ‘re-opening hundreds of other cases.’ The I.R.A. 

representatives on the advisory committee at the time of O’Connor’s decision, John McCoy 

and Humphrey Murphy42, disagreed, feeling it was ‘ridiculous … that on the 11th July 1921 a 

man being in jail and having active service in jail that he got it and on the 12th July he did not 

get it.’ It also proved problematic in the cases of a small number of I.R.A. men who remained 

in prison for an extended period after the Civil War, until 1924 or 1925.43 

A much thornier issue concerned thirty four I.R.A. members who had been imprisoned 

in Northern Ireland during the truce and throughout the Civil War.44 All had been arrested in 

Northern Ireland after the truce, in many cases for activities that were considered to be 

breaches of the truce, including the involvement in the deaths of policemen. After the end of 

the Civil War the Irish government received various injury compensation claims from these 

men, claims for backpay for those who were full-time paid I.R.A. officers at the time of their 

arrest, and claims for military service pensions that sought to have their periods of detention 

accepted as eligible service. 

With regard to the issue of military service pension eligibility, 7 January 1922, the date 

on which the Anglo-Irish treaty was accepted by Dáil Éireann, was deemed by the board of 

assessors to be the crucial point in deciding what constituted service in the ‘National Forces 
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or Defence Forces’. As a result three categories of eligible service were recognised. Paid 

I.R.A. volunteers who were on the Director of Organisation’s list after 7 January 1922, but 

did not join the army and were not arrested were deemed to have qualifying military service. 

Paid men on that list who did not join the army and were imprisoned in Northern Ireland 

were treated similarly, but volunteers who were imprisoned in Northern Ireland for all or part 

of the period from 7 January 1922 to 30 September 1923, and who were not on the army pay-

roll, were not deemed to have eligible service after 7 January 1922. The distinction between 

events which took place either side of 7 January 1922 also affected another set of I.R.A. 

prisoners in Northern Ireland. The twelve ‘midland prisoners’, all of whom were members of 

the I.R.A. from southern counties, were arrested in Enniskillen in Northern Ireland, in 

February 1922 while trying to take prominent local unionists hostage. Because they were 

arrested after 7 January 1922 and were paid officers, they were granted retrospective army 

commissions by the government, and all were awarded military service pensions. 

As only a small number of personnel were on the army pay-roll in January 1922 most 

of the Northern Irish prisoners did not qualify, but the government appears to have made 

exceptional provision for some of its most loyal supporters to ensure that they qualified 

through the mechanism of retrospective commissions. This was first done in the case John 

Joseph Fitzpatrick in August 1924 at the instigation of General Eoin O’Duffy.45 The midland 

prisoners, who included some of the government’s strongest supporters in the army - Bernard 

Sweeney (whose brother Major-General Joseph Sweeny was one of the most senior figures in 

the army), Sean Flood, and Seán MaCurtain, who resigned from the army in 1926 to become 

a Cumann na nGaedheal TD46 - were treated similarly. Reflecting the government’s concern 

to quell dissent in the army after the abortive mutiny in 1924 it was essential to satisfy the 

claims of its strongest supporters within the army, to the extent of applying a creative 
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interpretation to the definition of what constituted army service during the Civil War that 

would cover incarceration for the entire period up to their release in January 1926.47 

A more sinister example of manipulating pension eligibility to reward comrades, while 

simultaneously paying-off potential trouble makers, is that of Frank Teeling. Towards the end 

of the Civil War in 1923, Teeling, a lieutenant in the Irish army was sentenced to eighteen 

months in prison for the manslaughter of William Johnston. Teeling had been a prominent 

member of Michael Collins’s ‘Squad’ during the War of Independence, and was involved in 

killing one of the British intelligence agents, Lieutenant Angliss, on Bloody Sunday, 21 

November 1920. Apprehended while escaping, he was tried subsequently and sentenced to 

death, evading that fate when he escaped from prison in February 1921. Johnston, who was a 

member of one of the Free State’s plain clothes intelligence agencies, the Citizens Defence 

Force, was shot dead by a drunken Teeling when an argument occurred in a Dublin pub over 

a bag of tomatoes. This fatal incident appears to have been the culmination of a period of 

erratic behaviour on Teeling’s part which had resulted in efforts by the government to 

convince him leave the country just prior to the fatal encounter with Johnston.48  

 Teeling was released from prison on 28 June 1924, a day after the first Military 

Service Pensions bill was introduced in Dáil Éireann. According to a civil servant in the 

Department of Defence, section 6 of the act was ‘inserted with the deliberate intention of 

being able to include Teeling for the benefits of the act’.49 This provision allowed for the 

forfeiture of pensions when the pensioner was given a prison sentence of penal servitude or 

imprisonment in excess of three months ‘during the continuance’ of his pension.50 The 

intention of the drafters had the desired effect in Teeling’s case; the Attorney General advised 

that Teeling’s conviction ‘would not … be a conviction during the continuance of the pension 

granted from the 1st day of October, 1924, and accordingly the said conviction would not 
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operate to forfeit such pension.’51 Teeling was subsequently awarded an annual pension of 

£59 in 1925, by which time he was living in Canada under the alias Terry Murphy.52 

 The threat that a veteran could lose his pension if convicted of a criminal offence was 

another strategy to neutralise the potential security threat posed by ex-combatants by 

effectively providing an incentive for pensioners to enter into a bond of good behaviour. 

These pensions possibly explain why revolutionary veterans posed very little threat to 

political or social stability after 1924. The files released to date indicate that at least thirty-

seven veterans had their pensions revoked or remitted in part for such convictions. Fifteen of 

these were for non-political offences including fraud, larceny, receipt of stolen goods, 

breaches of food regulations during the Second World War, conspiracy to murder, dangerous 

driving, assault, armed robbery, brothel-keeping, and statutory rape.53 In most cases the 

pensions were restored when the sentence had been served, except in the cases of Hugh 

Martin and Robert Murphy, both of whom were imprisoned for armed robbery. In their cases 

the Department of Defence was prepared to restore their pensions but the Department of 

Finance refused to do so.54 In the case of Michael Fleming, who was awarded a pension in 

1938 and backdated to 1934, retrospective forfeiture was imposed for a prison sentence 

imposed in 1935. This was subsequently overturned by the Supreme Court which held that 

the pension could only be revoked if the offence was committed after the pension was 

granted.55 Convictions for offences which took place prior to the introduction of the 1934 act 

had no effect on applications.56 

 A further twenty had military service pensions and four had disability pensions revoked 

for political actions.57 Many of these were forfeited for convictions imposed in the early 

nineteen-thirties under Section 2A of Irish Free State constitution. This provision, which 

allowed for the replacement of trial by jury with military tribunals, was introduced in 1931 in 

the context of increased I.R.A activity, which it was successful in curtailing initially.58 A 
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small number were convicted for offences during the ‘Emergency’, (Second World War) 

under Emergency Powers and Offences Against the State legislation. Many of these political 

offences appear to have been relatively minor, including firing shots over the grave of an 

I.R.A. veteran at his funeral, and many were subsequently pardoned and had their pensions 

restored. By 1949, when the threat from both the anti-treaty I.R.A. and of subversion during 

the Emergency had passed, a new Military Service Pensions Act provided a mechanism for 

the restoration of forfeited and revoked pensions.59 

 The potential financial loss might have actively discouraged more veterans from 

engaging in politically subversive or criminal activity. The value of pensions varied between 

individuals as they were calculated based on rank and length of service. The vast majority of 

pensions (73 per cent in 1943) were paid at the lowest rank of ‘E’.60 In 1938 the average 

annual value of such a pension was £19, or eight shillings weekly61, which was closely 

comparable to the non-contributory old-age pension payment of nine shillings per week.62 

These rates were also comparable to half-yearly wages for agricultural labourers, which 

varied between £12 and £14 between 1924 and 1934. These were considered low, particularly 

by British standards, and were affected adversely by the Economic War with Britain in the 

1930s. By contrast skilled industrial wages in Dublin were quite high and tradesmen such as 

bricklayers, carpenters and painters could command weekly wages of 90 shillings and above 

(£234 per annum if sustained for 52 weeks) in 1938.63 In certain individual cases the pension 

accounted for a significant portion of an individual pensioner’s overall income. In the 1938 

Margaret Skinnider’s military service pension of £80 was equivalent to one-third of her 

primary school teacher’s salary of £246. As a public servant in receipt of other remuneration 

from the state her pension was reduced by 30 percent and she received £49 in the financial 

year 1937-8.64 
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In the same way that the introduction of pensions was a response by the pro-treaty 

Cumann na nGaedheal government to a security threat from within its own ranks and its need 

to assert its authority and legitimacy, the extension of pension eligibility to anti-treaty 

republicans by Fianna Fáil in 1934 was taken in the context of that party’s struggle for 

legitimacy against the I.R.A. and republicans who had not followed the constitutional route 

after 1926. While in opposition in the late nineteen-twenties Fianna Fáil regularly denounced 

the military service pensions as a corrupt system of Cumann na nGaedheal patronage and 

expressed a desire to abolish them. Instead, after taking power in 1932, Fianna Fáil extended 

eligibility to the opponents of the treaty. This was partly due to pressure from its own 

supporters, the stance of the Labour Party, and the practical difficulties of abolishing 

pensions that had been awarded for over a decade and the consequent financial problems that 

would ensue for pensioners who had a legitimate expectation of their continuity.65 The 

extension of patronage in the form of military service pensions can also be seen as part of 

Fianna Fáil’s contestation of republican legitimacy against the I.R.A. Brian Hanley has 

shown that ‘From 1933 onwards Fianna Fáil challenged the I.R.A.’s claim to revolutionary 

legitimacy’, and part of that stance included the argument that it was more representative of 

Civil War veterans than was the I.R.A.66 

By extending pensions to men and women who had opposed the state by armed force 

just over a decade previously, Fianna Fáil successfully reconciled many republican veterans 

to the new state. In doing so it overcame a potential security challenge but also solved a 

political obstacle that faces many governments in post-conflict situations. The continued 

exclusion of losers in civil wars from pension and welfare benefits is often one of the most 

significant obstacles to the successful political reintegration of ex-combatants after armed 

conflict. In Mozambique and Namibia the continued exclusion of the government’s 

opponents from veterans’ benefits, especially pensions, remains one of the most significant 
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obstacles to conflict resolution, in particular the on-going denial of pension rights to Renamo 

fighters in Mozambique, where twenty years after the conflict ‘the pension issue continues to 

be a divisive one.’67 

 

The process of recognising legitimate pensionable service was highly subjective and reliant 

on the opinions of individual assessors, whose interpretations of the nebulous phrase ‘active 

service’ varied greatly. For over twenty years the military service pensions referee played a 

crucial role in shaping the standard that an ex-combatant needed to achieve to be recognised 

as a revolutionary veteran. The legal opinion of the referee in interpreting his functions under 

the legislation and in regard to precedent were crucial factors in deciding what constituted 

pensionable active service. The referee had extensive legal authority akin to the Irish high 

court to compel the appearance of witnesses and the production of documents, and to hear 

evidence under oath. A refusal to comply with his orders was on a par with contempt of 

court.68 The nature of the evidence that could be heard by the referee was also much broader 

than the definition of evidence normally admissible in the courts: ‘the Referee can hear not 

only legal evidence but also information of every kind, including hearsay evidence, which 

would not be allowed in proceedings in Court.’69  

Similar to the lack of a definition of active service, the role of the advisory committee 

and its functions vis-à-vis the referee were never clearly laid out, though the general opinion 

was that as its role was genuinely an advisory one. This latter view was clearly held by Tadgh 

MacFirbhisigh [Timothy Forbes] when he served as referee in the late nineteen-forties and 

early nineteen-fifties, who felt ‘that the Referee is quite entitled to ignore it.’70 The relevant 

legislation and statutory instruments gave the referee considerable leeway in deciding his 

own procedure. However, this did not extend to taking it upon himself to define active 
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service, as indicated by Justice George Gavan Duffy in the Irish high court in 1941: ‘the Act 

does not constitute the Referee a judicial tribunal to determine, as a matter of law, the 

statutory meaning of service.’71 

In addition to his extensive jurisdiction, the referee was responsible for considerable 

expenditure: ‘He will be awarding £400,000 a year for a period of 30 years, or £12,000,000 

roughly … The power of this Referee will be greater financially than almost any other person 

in the State.’72 Between 1924 and 1960 a total of £12,861,647 was paid out in pensions 

awarded under the 1924 and 1934 acts.73 None of this expenditure was subject to the scrutiny 

of the Comptroller and Auditor General as a result of legislation passed in 1930 specifically 

to exempt pensions from such oversight, grounded in concerns about revealing the contents 

of pension applications to external bodies.74  

The precedents established by the first referee Joseph K. O’Connor between 1934 and 

1938 set a strict standard for service that his predecessors felt compelled to follow, as in the 

case of his opinion regarding continuity of service following release from prison after the 

truce as noted above. What little evidence is available about O’Connor indicates a man who 

was supremely confident in the correctness of his own views and in the all-encompassing 

power of the referee to regulate his own procedure. Recalling the only serious row he had 

with O’Connor, John McCoy referred to him announcing that he could ‘give any grading I 

like.’ Another assessor felt that O’Connor ‘would have resented very considerably any 

question of going to the Attorney General’ for further advice on the knotty questions of active 

service. On one occasion he threatened to charge a senior official in the Department of 

Finance with contempt of court.75 O’Connor does not appear to have been particularly 

interested in the position which he described as ‘uninteresting and unpopular’ and only 

agreed to accept it after ‘considerable persuasion and definite promises’ from the minister for 
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justice. His appointment seems to have resulted from the government’s desire to remove him 

as a circuit court judge in Cork, where he had presided over a controversial assault case in 

September 1934. O’Connor’s testy personality also appears to have been the reason for his 

resignation as referee in 1938 in a dispute about his remuneration.76 

O’Connor and the first advisory committee (McCoy, Murphy and later Seamus 

Robinson) adopted a rule that veterans of the War of Independence would be expected to 

have taken part in at least one major engagement: 

 

The conclusion was reached that the minimum of active service to qualify should be that in addition 

to good general service the applicant would have taken part in at least one major operation, i.e. 

ambush, barrack attack, etc. It should be noted that good general service is required in conjunction 

with the major operation.77 

 

A considerable change in the attitude of and procedure followed by the referee took place 

after 1943 when O’Connor’s successor, Thomas O’Donnell, was replaced, initially for a brief 

one-year period by Diarmuid Fawsitt and in August 1944 by Tadgh MacFirbhisigh. From 

1944 until the cessation of the referee’s functions in 1958, the office rotated between 

MacFirbhisigh and Eugene Sheehy (except for a brief interlude between December 1949 and 

May 1950 during which very few applications were heard by Art O’Connor) and both men 

adopted a much more liberal interpretation of the definition of active service, in marked 

contrast to that of their predecessors. 

Eugene Sheehy looked to British and Irish case-law precedents for definitions of terms 

such as ‘active service’ and ‘actual military service’ which were largely to be found in cases 
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relating to soldiers’ wills. Under the 1837 Wills Act soldiers ‘in actual military service’ and 

mariners and seamen at sea were exempted from many legal testamentary provisions.78 One 

of the Irish cases upon which Sheehy drew was the 1915 judgement relating to the estate of 

Sarah Hale, who died in 1915 in the sinking of the R.M.S. Lusitania, on which she was 

employed as a typist. While she had not made a formal will, she had left three letters that 

indicated clearly how she wished her assets to be disposed of in the event of her death, 

although none of these had been attested formally under the Wills Act. The King’s bench 

probate division held that Hale was exempt from the usual requirements of having her will 

attested because she ‘came within the meaning of the term “mariner or seaman”’.79 

This decision reflected a more generous interpretation of the soldiers’ exemptions from 

the Wills Act that followed the creation of a dedicated probate court in 1857, whereas 

previously such matters in the United Kingdom had come under the jurisdiction of the 

ecclesiastical courts. The three major wars in which the British army was involved in the first 

half of the twentieth century – the Boer War and the two world wars – saw an even greater 

elasticity of interpretation. The Irish courts after independence appear to have taken their cue 

from their British counterparts. In 1944 the President of the high court, Conor Maguire, 

granted probate on the unattested will of John Ryan, an Irishman serving in the British army 

who died from natural causes in a barracks in England in 1940; it was held that ‘by going into 

barracks, there to await orders to move to meet an anticipated invasion’ Ryan was ‘in actual 

military service.’80 

The broadest and most detailed legal definition of actual military service in Britain at 

that time was given by Lord Denning in the British court of appeal in 1948, in the case of 

Roy Wingham, an RAF pilot who died in an aeroplane crash in Canada in 1943, having made 

an unattested will some months previously. In delineating to whom the privilege of making 

an unattested will applied, Denning found that the term ‘actual military service’ applied to 
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‘any soldier, sailor or airman … if he is actually serving with the armed forces in connection 

with military operations which are, or have been, taking place, or are believed to be 

imminent’. He then proceeded to give a very detailed account of the military duties that he 

felt came within the meaning of the term ‘actual military service’: 

 

It does, however, include all our men serving – or called up for service – in the wars, and women too 

for that matter. It includes not only those members of the forces who, under stress of war, both work 

at their jobs and man the defences, such as the Home Guard. It includes not only the fighting men, 

but also those who serve in the Forces, doctors, nurses, chaplains, Women’s Royal Naval Service, 

Auxiliary Transport Service, and so forth. It includes them all, whether they are in the field or in 

barracks, in billets or sleeping at home. It includes them although they may be captured by the 

enemy or interned by neutrals. It includes them, not only in time of war but also when war is 

imminent. After hostilities are ended, it may still include them, as, e.g., when they garrison the 

countries which we occupy, or when they are engaged in military operations overseas. In all these 

cases they are plainly ‘in actual military service.’81 

 

The breadth of Denning’s definition of ‘actual military service’ was controversial at the time. 

Writing in the Modern Law Review in 1949 D. C. Potter could not see ‘how such a 

construction is justified by the words themselves or by precedent.’82 Eugene Sheehy was 

heavily influenced by Denning’s definition; he was ‘satisfied that the words “rendering active 

service” should receive a liberal interpretation’ and as a result set a lower bar for pension 

applicants: 
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and so I will not rule that an applicant must prove that he took part in a major operation as a 

condition precedent to bring him within the Act; and with that proviso it seems to me that whether an 

applicant rendered active service must be decided on the circumstances applying to him or her in 

particular at the relevant time or times and in that I would be greatly helped in separating the sheep 

from the goats by the principle suggested by Denning L.J. in his very useful analysis...83 

 

Sheehy’s stance might have been influenced by his own military experience as a 

commissioned officer in the Royal Dublin Fusiliers during the First World War, during which 

he saw service at the Somme and Ypres.84 MacFirbhisigh also drew on personal military 

experience. Although too young to have taken part in the Rising or the War of Independence, 

he served in the anti-treaty I.R.A. in Cork during the Civil War (when he was aged 17 or 18). 

He was later awarded a service medal.85 As referee in the nineteen-forties he was dissatisfied 

with the less favourable treatment of 1916 veterans from areas outside Dublin. It was much 

more difficult for those from Wexford and Galway to convince the referees of the merits of 

their service. In Galway, 1916 veterans who failed the test of proving that they had fired shots 

did not receive pensions initially. While MacFirbhisigh felt that ‘the inequality of treatment 

meted out to Galway and Wexford and some of the Louth applicants is indefensible’, he felt 

bound by the precedents established by his predecessors, O’Connor and O’Donnell, until a 

high court opinion in 1944 freed him from that consideration.86 MacFirbhisigh subsequently 

adopted a much more lenient approach to applications from 1916 veterans outside Dublin.  

In contrast to the two referees who had seen military service and perhaps as a result 

adopted a more liberal stance on what constituted such, their predecessor, Thomas 

O’Donnell, was a former home rule MP who had supported voluntary recruitment to the 

British army during the First World War and was forced to move to Dublin in 1921 in the 
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face of the increasing strength of the I.R.A. in his native County Kerry. His criticism of the 

Cumann na nGaedheal government and support for the retention of land annuities led first to 

his foundation of the short-lived Irish National League Party in the nineteen-twenties and 

eventually to joining Fianna Fáil.87 

The more liberal attitudes of MacFirbisigh and Sheehy were facilitated by the 

introduction of a new pension act in 1949, after which it became much easier to obtain a 

pension. The new act was an admission that lingering Civil War divisions had resulted in the 

unfair treatment of some applicants. The Fine Gael88 minister for defence, Tom O’Higgins, 

admitted that there was a widely held view that ‘many of these persons failed in their original 

application because of the dissension and political controversy that existed in years gone by 

and that people in opposite camps would not certify or substantiate the claims of political 

opponents.’89 

As the act was aimed at those who felt themselves to have been treated unfairly under 

the 1924 and 1934 acts, it did not cover appeals against existing awards that were considered 

unsatisfactory, nor did it ostensibly open up the process to new applicants who had not 

applied.90 However, new applications were in effect permitted as the minister subsequently 

issued regulations allowing him to accept applications ‘from any person who tenders reasons 

satisfactory to the Minister for his failure to apply’.91 These regulations were made to cover 

cases including veterans living abroad who ‘were unaware of the existence of the … Acts.’92 

In effect it allowed anyone who had not applied before to do so. 

 No amount of legislation or regulation could negate the impression, widespread 

especially among unsuccessful applicants that the scheme was manipulated to reward friends 

and supporters. While in opposition between 1927 and 1932, and prior to extending the 

benefits to anti-Treaty republicans, Fianna Fáil was highly critical of what it saw a jobbery on 
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the part of Cumann na nGaedheal. Noting that the members of the first Board of Assessors 

were partisan appointments93, Frank Aiken described them as ‘toadies of the government’ 

who awarded pensions ‘not … as a reward for past military service, but rather in the hope of 

future political service for the Cummann na nGaedheal Party.’ Aiken’s comments were made 

in the context of opposing legislation to preclude the Comptroller and Auditor General from 

scrutinising expenditure on military service pensions, a move that Fianna Fáil considered to 

be ‘a most dangerous principle’ 94 As Minister for Defence in 1934 when the new act was 

introduced, Aiken refused an amendment from the Labour Senator Thomas Johnson which 

would have given such powers to the Comptroller and Auditor General. Defending the 1930 

bill to which he had been so strongly opposed at the time, he argued that all it did was to 

prevent the Comptroller and Auditor General from re-opening cases and that there was 

nothing in the legislation prohibiting him from examining pension expenditure.95  

Aiken’s colleague, Dr Con Ward, accused Cumann na nGaedheal of trading pensions 

for votes in advance of the 1927 general elections to secure the re-election of the Minister for 

Finance, Ernest Blythe.96 Ward named a number of pensioners whom he considered to 

unqualified; as these files are not yet available it is difficult to assess the veracity of his 

allegations. One clear-cut example of partisanship in the award of a pension was the granting 

of the only pension given to a woman under the 1924 act to Dr Brigid Lyons. By virtue of 

being the only female to serve in the defence forces between 1922 and 1980 Lyons was the 

only woman potentially eligible as she fulfilled the requirement of national army service in 

the Civil War. However, she did not fulfil the other essential criterion of serving in one of the 

named forces in the period from 1916 to 1921 because the organisation of which she was a 

member, Cumann na mBan, was not covered by the act. Although her application was 

rejected initially, she was eventually awarded a pension following intervention by W. T. 

Cosgrave and her uncle, the Cumann na nGaedheal senator, Frank McGuinness. She was 
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recognised as having served with the Irish Volunteers, even though a note in her file indicates 

that she stated she was never in that body.97 Evidence of similar manipulation by Fianna Fáil 

after 1934 is difficult to find. This may be because of the partial availability of the archive to 

date or because the extension of pension eligibility to republicans obviated the motivation for 

such partisanship. 

 There is some evidence of the manipulation of the system by those who provided 

verification of service on behalf of their former comrades. The success of an application 

relied heavily on support for claims given by former senior officers. In some cases the referee 

suspected orchestration but it was difficult to prove this. Tadhg MacFirbisigh described the 

Fine Gael TD Seán MacEoin as ‘irresponsibly credulous’ of some claims made by Longford 

applicants, although an effort to prosecute a pensioner for falsely claiming a higher rank was 

unsuccessful.98 Local verifying officers, who had been senior brigade figures during the War 

of Independence helped the referee and advisory committee obtain the evidence required at 

local level to adjudicate on claims. Concerns were expressed that in cases where these 

officers had taken a different side to the applicant during the Civil War, those divisions were 

inimical to a successful application; the Clann na Talmhan TD for Galway North, Michael 

Donnellan, regretted that ‘the reason for the rejection of certain claims stems from the civil 

war. Some officers went on one side and some on the other. I fear that some verifying 

officers did not forget the ravages and the troubles that occurred during the civil war.’99 

 

The Irish military service pensions collection highlights the significance of recognition and 

proving the legitimacy of revolutionary credentials among veterans of a guerrilla conflict. 

This is more significant in regard to an irregular army where formal attestation papers or 

militia rolls did not record the act of enlistment or details of subsequent service. It was 
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important for such veterans to have their reputations vindicated in their own communities, 

among their former comrades, and especially vis-à-vis those against whom they had fought. 

In an independence struggle, such as that in Ireland, it was essential that the Irish government 

treat its veterans no less generously than the British had done with former servants of the 

crown in Ireland.  

 Defining what constituted a legitimate veteran for pension purposes necessitated a 

definition of what constituted legitimate service in the conflict. Much of the modern 

understanding of the nature of guerrilla warfare in Ireland mirrors the definitions produced by 

the pension assessors from the nineteen-twenties onwards, including the significance of non-

combatant service such as intelligence and the symbolic status of political imprisonment. 

Assessing the extent to which a pension applicant met the definition of pensionable active 

service was highly subjective, based on individual judges’ interpretations, which seemed to 

vary depending on the judge’s military experience or otherwise. As a result these definitions 

were not just arbitrary but directly contradictory as seen in the case of Eugene Sheehy’s 

overturning of Joseph O’Connor’s insistence upon involvement in a major engagement. 

Because of the significance attached to recognition, the structural weaknesses inherent in the 

scheme help to explain the level of frustration and the sense of rejection and ingratitude 

among many former veterans, whose claims were either partially or entirely unsuccessful. 

Dissatisfaction with the outcome of pension applications affected the willingness of some 

veterans to co-operate with the state-sponsored oral history of the revolution, the Bureau of 

Military History, during the nineteen-fifties, or coloured the nature of statements given.100 

The problems encountered in proving active service and the attendant disputes about 

recognition arose because the Irish pensions were introduced for an entirely different 

purpose, and the question of recognition emerged as an unintended consequence. In effect, in 
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introducing military service pensions in 1924 the first government of the Irish Free State was 

responding to the security challenge of reintegrating ex-combatants after a period of conflict, 

defined in a modern context by Jaremy McMullin as ‘the threats that ex-combatants generate 

and confront at the end of war’.101 In this regard the Irish military service pensions can be 

seen as an early example of what would today be considered as a post-conflict strategy for 

reintegrating ex-combatants as part of a programme for Disarmament, Demobilization and 

Reintegration (D.D.R.). While D.D.R. is a much more modern concept, now implemented 

through systematic programmes backed by international agencies such as the United Nations, 

scholars have recognised its historic origins in the treatment of war veterans throughout the 

twentieth century in policies such as the American G.I. Bill after the Second World War: ‘the 

GI Bill was the policy response to a securitized debate about the place of veterans in post-war 

American life … the security fears underpinning the passage of the GI Bill echo modern 

security discourse of DDR.’102 The Irish military service pensions also serve as an historic 

example of such reintegration.  

Due to its origins in response to the army mutiny the pensions system was politicised 

from the start and decisions in individual cases, such as the granting of retrospective 

commissions to the midland prisoners and the framing of the legislation to permit the 

granting of a pension to Frank Teeling, highlight the way in which pensions were used to 

bolster support for the government of the day. As such the Irish pensions’ process 

encountered political obstacles not dissimilar to those in modern D.D.R. scenarios where the 

losing side is denied benefits thus delaying full political settlement. Fianna Fáil also used 

pensions to neutralise a security threat from within the republican ranks, and in doing so 

contributed to overcoming that political obstacle to integrating a large portion of the defeated 

side in the Civil War.  
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As an unusual, and possibly unique, example of military pensions awarded to veterans 

of a guerrilla conflict, the Irish military service pensions collection offers an excellent 

example of adapting the process of pensioning, so effective in studying the post-conflict 

experience of veterans of conventional wars, to fill the gap in our knowledge of the post-

conflict experience of guerrilla veterans as identified by Kriger. What emerges reinforces her 

sense that recognition was highly significant in the post-conflict lives of such combatants. 

The Irish example also offers us another useful example of an historic veterans’ reintegration 

programme which highlights how some of the dynamics of modern D.D.R. programmes have 

historical precedents and of how newly formed governments historically have dealt with 

questions of veterans’ welfare and political stability. 
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