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Abstract
Following its War of Independence from Britain (1919–21) and subsequent Civil War
(1922–3), the Irish Free State government introduced disability pension legislation to
compensate revolutionaries and soldiers who had been wounded and the dependants
of those who had died in the conflicts. The legislation was initially limited only to
physical wounds, but this remit was extended in 1927 to cover mental illness and disease
contracted during active service. In expanding eligibility in this way, the Irish Free State
went against the trend internationally among the belligerent nations of the First World
War, where disability pension eligibility was circumscribed considerably during the 1920s,
with psychiatric cases often being downgraded or excluded entirely. This article explores
the evolution of the opposite trend in independent Ireland, exploring the reasons for the
initial privileging of physical wounds and locating the decision to expand eligibility in
the variables governing veteran privilege identified in the work of Martin Crotty, Neil
Diamant and Mark Edele.

I

During and immediately after the FirstWorldWar, the combatant nations
were faced with the task of providing pensions for those wounded in
the conflict, giving rise to questions of eligibility, entitlement and the
purpose of pensions. The contemporaneous independence campaign in
Ireland left the newly independent Irish Free State facing a similar task,
although more complex in the context of the irregular nature of much
of the warfare there. The years between 1916 and 1923 saw a number
of liberation and civil conflicts in Ireland.1 The week-long Easter Rising
of April 1916—a republican insurgency against British rule in Ireland
centred around the occupation of prominent buildings in Dublin city—
led to almost 500 fatalities and numerous injuries to combatants, both
Republican insurgents and their BritishArmy and Irish police adversaries.
Later, approximately 2500 combatants and civilians died as a result of
political violence during the Irish Republican Army’s (IRA) guerrillaWar

1 Marie Coleman, The Irish revolution, 1916–1923 (London, 2013).
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2 PRIVILEGED INJURIES

of Independence between January 1919 and July 1921. The death toll in
the subsequent Irish Civil War (June 1922-May 1923), between those who
accepted the dominion status of the new Free State and those who held
out in hope of achieving a completely independent republic, is estimated
to be in excess of one thousand.2 These conflicts were most intense in
the southern provinces and overlapped with intense sectarian violence
between mid-1920 and mid-1922 in the region that evolved into Northern
Ireland during this period, where approximately 300 more deaths took
place during 1922, which are not included in the foregoing statistics.3

Since 2014, the release of the Irish Military Service Pensions
Collection, which comprises applications for all service and disability
compensation offered to revolutionary veterans by Irish governments
after independence, has enabled scholars to explore in much greater
depth the attitude of successive governments in independent Ireland
to the veterans of the campaign that led to Irish independence.4 This
unique archive allows for the examination of how veteran benefits were
apportioned following an irregular conflict. An extensive system of post-
conflict compensation for ex-combatants and civilians was introduced
post-independence. The first provision for combat veterans was contained
in the 1923 Army Pensions Act, which compensated for soldiers of the
newly established Irish national army (that had evolved from the pro-
Treaty wing of the revolutionary IRA) who were disabled by physical
injury incurred during the Civil War. The dependants of soldiers killed
during the conflict were also provided for, and the remit covered similarly
disabled and deceased veterans from the preceding revolutionary years.
Over the course of the next nine years, this was expanded considerably
to widen eligibility beyond physical wounds to encompass disability and
death from disease and mental illness.

A second pension code offering compensatory pensions based on
service between 1916 and 1923 was introduced in 1924 and extended
significantly in 1934. The files in the Military Service Pensions Collection
allow historians to consider questions prevalent in studies of ex-
combatants in the context of veterans of irregular warfare. This article
will explore the disability pensions introduced as part of the Army
Pensions code through the lens of literature on veteran privilege to explore
why the Irish Free State expanded pension provision to include disability
and disease at a time when the wider trend among post-First World War
combatant nations was to restrict it. In doing so, it will show how the

2 EunanO’Halpin andDaithí ÓCorráin,TheDead of the Irish Revolution (Yale, 2020); JohnDorney,
‘Casualties of the Irish CivilWar in Dublin’, https://www.theirishstory.com/2012/06/19/casualties-of-
the-irish-civil-war-in-dublin/#.YNnLbehKiUk (28 June 2021).
3 Kieran Glennon, ‘The dead of the Belfast pogrom – counting the cost of the revolutionary period,
1920–22’ https://www.theirishstory.com/2020/10/27/the-dead-of-the-belfast-pogrom-counting-the-
cost-of-the-revolutionary-period-1920-22/comment-page-1/#.YNnMWehKiUk (28 June 2021).
4 https://www.militaryarchives.ie/collections/online-collections/military-service-pensions-
collection-1916-1923.
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MARIE COLEMAN 3

dynamics identified in regular wars in different international contexts
mirrored the experience of Ireland’s revolutionary veterans.

As the complete archive of the Military Service Pensions Collection
has yet to be released, it is difficult to estimate how many cases of
service-relatedmental illness were deemed pensionable or what the success
rate for such claims was. There is a growing body of recent literature
on the treatment of Irish First World War veterans who suffered shell
shock.5 The material available in the Military Service Pensions Collection
relating to disability pensions awarded for mental illness now offers a
comparable case study of Irish veterans of a contemporary conflict to
enhance understanding of how ex-combatants who suffered psychological
after-effects of armed conflict were treated by the political and medical
establishments in independent Ireland after the FirstWorldWar and Irish
revolution.

II

Much recent literature on veterans of conflict focuses on the self-
perception of veterans as a privileged cohort, set apart from civilians by
virtue of their wartime sacrifices.6 Martin Crotty and Mark Edele have
described how veterans in Australia in particular acted as an ‘entitlement
group’, claiming ‘special benefits not available to other citizens’.7 While
their focus, and that of much of the literature on war veterans to date,
deals with global or regular wars, similar traits have been noted among
ex-combatants from irregular wars. In Mozambique, Jessica Schafer
identified the political views and activities of veterans from the country’s
civil war as being conditioned by a sense that the political insights
resulting from their war service entitled them to ‘increased authority in the
civil realm’, seeing themselves as the ‘sons’ who had done the bidding of
the paternalistic state by going to war in its defence, subsequently obliging
the state ‘to look after its sons in the postwar period’.8 The sense among
veterans that this privileged status has not been adequately honoured
has often led to violence, sometimes many years after the cessation
of the conflict in which they had fought. Such protests took place in
Mozambique in 2000, eight years after the end of the country’s fifteen-
year civil war, and more notably in Zimbabwe in the mid-1990s, over a

5 Brendan Kelly, ‘He Lost Himself Completely’: Shell Shock and its Treatment at Dublin’s Richmond
War Hospital (Dublin, 2014); David Durnin, The Irish Medical Profession and the First World
War (Cham, 2019); Michael Robinson, Shell-Shocked British Army Veterans in Ireland, 1918–1939
(Manchester, 2020).
6 The most detailed study is Martin Crotty, Neil J. Diamant and Mark Edele, The Politics of
Veteran Benefits in the Twentieth Century: A Comparative History (Ithaca, 2020), which provides a
transnational comparison of campaigns by veterans of conflict for post-war benefits in the United
States of America, the United Kingdom, Japan, Taiwan, the USSR, China, Germany and Australia.
7 Martin Crotty and Mark Edele, ‘Total war and entitlement: towards a global history of veteran
privilege’, Australian Journal of Politics and History,59/1 (2013), pp. 15–32.
8 Jessica Schafer, Soldiers at Peace: Veterans and Society after the Civil War in Mozambique (New
York, 2007), p. 7.
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4 PRIVILEGED INJURIES

decade after independence.9 Norma Kriger has shown how concessions
to veteran privilege in Zimbabwe gave rise to competing claims and
resentment at the discrimination in their favour.10

Crotty and Edele have suggested eight variables that determined the
success of entitled veterans groups in translating their claims intomaterial
privileges: the ‘perceivedmoral debt’owed to soldiers; their status as either
a conscript or a volunteer, with the latter carrying a greater cache; the
relatively greater wartime sacrifice of soldiers vis-à-vis civilians who also
contributed to the war effort; the successes of organised veterans’ groups;
the democratic nature of governments; the perceived fear of veterans
as a latent threat to peace and security within the post-war state; the
state’s economic and financial resources; and the extent of existing welfare
programmes for the whole population.11

The voluntary nature of activism during the Irish revolution12 ensured
that three of the variables identified by Crotty and Edele for making
provision for combat veterans were inherent in the example of this
cohort: their decision to enlist was a choice; they were seen as taking
risks that non-activist civilians had not exposed themselves to; and the
veterans themselves, as well as the government in which many of them
subsequently served, recognised the resultant debt Irish society owed to
those who had helped to secure the state’s very existence. The rationale
for the service pensions introduced in 1924 was to compensate young men
whose livelihoods had been interrupted at a crucial phase in their lives:

We hope that this measure will satisfy the persons whom it is proposed to
compensate, that the country has not forgotten their services … Many of
them entered the service of the nation at a time when they should have been
attending to their studies, or when they should have been learning business
or engaging in some other sphere of activity which would enable them to
take their part in the battle of life.13

In addition to the privileging of combat veterans relative to civilians
within society, we can identify further layers of privilege within veteran
cohorts themselves and among provisions made by governments for
different categories of veterans. A hierarchy of deserving veterans or
ex-combatants is especially noticeable in various pension schemes for
disabled veterans. In the aftermath of the First World War, when faced
with onerous claims for pensions by disabled veterans, governments in

9 Idem, Soldiers at Peace (New York), p. 1.
10 Norma Kriger, ‘Veterans’ pensions in Zimbabwe: dispute resolution and nation-building’, Ohio
State Journal on Dispute Resolution,20/1 (2005), pp. 249–50.
11 Crotty and Edele, ‘Total war and entitlement’, 59/1 (2013),Australian Journal of Politics &History,
p. 19.
12 The principal revolutionary force, the IRA, or Irish Volunteers as it was styled prior to 1920,
was composed of a socially diverse cohort of volunteers politicised by variables including family
background, associational culture, cultural influences and reactions to British policy in Ireland. The
composition andmotivation of the women’s auxiliary, Cumann namBan, was similar. See Peter Hart,
‘The social structure of the IRA’, idem, The IRA at War (Oxford, 2003), pp. 110–38.
13 Dáil Debates (hereafter DD), vol. 8 (27 June 1924), col. 23 (W.T. Cosgrave).
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MARIE COLEMAN 5

both victorious and vanquished states privileged visible physical wounds
over hidden mental illness in awarding pensions to those whose service
had rendered them unable to resume gainful employment in post-war
civilian life.

This trend was most noticeable in Germany, where growing opposition
during the war to Hermann Oppenheim’s late nineteenth-century
diagnosis of traumatic neurosis led to it no longer being recognised after
1926 as a basis for compensatory pensions.14 Germany’s ‘pension war’
had its roots in an anti-Semitic reaction against Oppenheim and class-
and gender-based paternalistic attitudes and biases that saw hysteria as a
non-masculine form of shirking in addition to medical disputes about the
causality of physical symptoms of shock. The overall effect on veterans
was that over ‘the course of the 1920s, it became steadily more difficult
for men to receive financial compensation for war-related psychological
suffering, and psychiatric opposition grew increasingly steadfast’. In the
context of the 1920s, these dynamics interacted with concerns about the
state’s growing financial liability for post-war compensation, including
pensions for disabled soldiers: ‘Denying pensions, thus, was seen to serve
both the collective good of the nation and the welfare of the individual
patient’, for whom psychiatrists prescribed ‘a swift return to work’ as
therapeutically preferable as a consequence of which ‘pension eligibility
had to be sharply circumscribed’.15

Battles over pension eligibility also prevailed among the winners.
Eligibility for pensions and the rates at which they were paid were central
to disputes between the British Legion and the British government and to
veteran-state relations in France in the inter-war years.16 In Britain, as in
Germany, financial constraints governed decisions on pensions; as Bourke
has noted, ‘[t]he Ministry of Pensions came to see its job as primarily one
of limiting state liabilities’.17 Onemethod of further reducing the financial
toll was to limit compensation to visible physical wounds: ‘[b]eing able to
avoid or limit pension spending onmen disabled by shell shockwould have
helped the government reduce its expenditure, mitigating to an extent the
budgetary pressures imposed by servicing and, potentially, reducing the
wartime debt’.18 Yet, this situation was generous, compared to France,
which ‘paid no pensions at all to psychoneurotic cases’.19

In the Irish case, the privileging of veterans over civilians also reflected
a concern about the potential threat posed by former gunmen to the

14 Paul Lerner, Hysterical Men: War, Psychiatry, and the Politics of Trauma in Germany, 1890–1930
(Ithaca, 2003), p. 9
15 Ibid, p. 243.
16 Niall Barr, The Lion and the Poppy: British Veterans, Politics and Society, 1921–1939 (Westport,
CT, 2005), p. 123; ChrisMillington, FromVictory to Vichy: Veterans in Inter-War France (Manchester,
2012), pp. 36–7, 43.
17 Joanna Bourke,Dismembering theMale: Men’s Bodies, Britain and the Great War (London, 1996),
p. 60.
18 Frances Miley and Andrew Read, ‘The purgatorial shadows of war: accounting, blame and shell
shock pensions, 1914–1923’, Accounting History, 22/1 (2016), p. 11.
19 Ben Shephard, AWar of Nerves: Soldiers and Psychiatrists, 1914–1994 (London, 2000), p. 152.
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6 PRIVILEGED INJURIES

stability of the new state. This has been identified elsewhere as the motive
for the introduction of service pensions in the immediate aftermath of
the army mutiny in 1924 and, as I show below, was also a significant
factor in the extension of eligibility for disability pensions.20 These moves
were also designed to retain the allegiance of the Free State government’s
supporters, indicating how electoral accountability within a democratic
state further shaped veteran politics in independent Ireland. This article,
therefore, on the provision by the state for disabled Irish revolutionary
veterans seeks to join the conversation initiated by Crotty and Edele in
identifying the factors that explain the treatment of ex-combatants after
conflict through examining the underexplored example of veterans of
historic irregular conflicts.

III

Two weeks after the cessation of civil war hostilities, the Minister for
Defence, RichardMulcahy, brought forward a bill for granting what were
described as ‘wound pensions’ to ‘officers and men disabled as a result of
wounds received and directly arising out of military service, and for the
granting of pension and allowances to the dependents of officers andmen
who have lost their lives on military service’.21 Those who were discharged
from duty due to the severity of their wounds were eligible for pensions
on a sliding scale relative to the proportion of disability suffered, with
additional payments for those with wives and children. Those with less
severe disablements were entitled to apply for a one-off gratuity.22

The proportion of disablement was broadly similar to that adopted by
the British government for its First World War pensions, ranging from
100 percent disability for permanent impairment such as the ‘loss of
two or more limbs’, ‘total loss of sight’ or the ‘loss of both hands or
of all fingers and thumbs’, to the loss of two digits on either hands or
feet, which equated with a twenty percent disability. There were some
differences in the recognised proportion of disability and the nature
of disability recognised in the intervening scales between the British
Ministry of Pensions regulations and the Irish Pensions Act, but in
general, it would appear that the Irish list drew heavily on the British
list.23 The Irish Department of Defence also sought advice from the
British Ministry of Pensions on how to handle payments to mentally
incapacitated dependants of deceased soldiers, suggesting a clear link
between the Irish and British procedures.24

20 For the introduction of military service pensions see, Marie Coleman, ‘Military service pensions
for veterans of the Irish revolution, 1916–1923’,War in History, 20/2 (2013), pp. 201–21.
21 DD, III (6 June 1923), col. 1515.
22 The provisions were enacted in Army Pensions Act, 1923 (No. 26/1923; hereafter APA), https:
//www.irishstatutebook.ie (accessed 10 May 2021).
23 APA, 1921, first schedule; Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 66.
24 Military Archives (hereafter MA), Military Service Pensions Collection (hereafter MSPC),
M/25/139.
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MARIE COLEMAN 7

One notable omission from Irish legislation was the British recognition
of ‘lunacy’ as constituting 100 percent disablement.25 Restricting
eligibility for compensation in the 1923 Irish Army Pensions Act to
physical wounds was the most egregious form of privileging within the
legislation. This omission was raised prominently within the Oireachtas26
debate by a number of speakers. The Labour Party leader, Thomas
Johnson, effectively the leader of the parliamentary opposition,27 asked
the Minister for Defence whether in the drafting of the bill any
consideration had been given to ‘sufferers from such mental disorders as
those which in the European war arose from shell shock’?28 Johnson also
raised the omission of those who had contracted illness while on active
service, who also appeared to be excluded from the bill’s definition of a
wound as ‘any wound or injury received by an officer or soldier in the
course of his duty while on active service’, so long as the injury did not
result from ‘serious negligence or misconduct’ on the victim’s part.29

Johnson’s call to account for service-related illness was supported by
the independent Teachta Dála (TD, Member of Parliament), Darrell
Figgis, whose relief work for the Irish White Cross30 drew his attention
to the prevalence of such medical conditions among veterans, such as
the case of a man ‘suffering from consumption contracted when sleeping
out on active service’.31 The nature of guerrilla warfare during the War
of Independence, which had necessitated bivouacking by members of
IRA flying columns on the run, resulted in such illnesses. Johnson’s effort
to amend the definition of ‘wound’ to include ‘or illness contracted’
was rejected by the government, with Mulcahy arguing that such
patients would not be neglected as they would be provided for by the
general medical services of the state: ‘We have thrown open the medical
establishments that we have for dealing with our present situation, to all
men of that particular type; they have been taken into our convalescent
homes and our hospitals and are being treated there’.32

Mulcahy’s faith in the ability of the health andwelfare services available
to the general public to accommodate the needs of disabled veterans
was misplaced. The requirement for veteran-specific legislation reflects
the weakness of overall welfare provisions in independent Ireland, where
many characteristics of modernwelfare states—including state-sponsored
social insurance and a free hospital service—were not introduced
until the 1950s. As has been shown elsewhere, this lacuna in state
provision necessitated the introduction of special allowances, initially for

25 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 66.
26 Irish Parliament, then comprising Dáil Éireann (lower house) and the Irish Free State Senate
(upper house, now known as Seanad Éireann).
27 Opponents of the Treaty, elected for Sinn Féin, refused to take their seats in the Dáil.
28 DD, III(6 June 1923), col. 1809.
29 DD, III (6 June 1923), col. 1809; APA, 1923, Section 16.
30 An Irish American relief committee established during the War of Independence.
31 DD, III (6 June 1923), col. 1810.
32 DD, III (20 June 1923).
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8 PRIVILEGED INJURIES

1916 veterans in the 1940s and subsequently for all military service
pensioners.33 Crotty and Edele’s identification of the nature of general
welfare programmes also applies to the Irish case in this regard, with these
early legislative provisions filling a gap created by the absence of a state-
wide social security net.34

The only concession to non-visible ‘wounds’ in the 1923 Act was the
inclusion of prisoners who died on hunger strike. This initial omission
was highlighted by the Labour Party TD, William Davin, when the bill
was first brought to the floor of theDáil byMulcahy in early June 1923. In
response toDavin’s query as towhether it was intended ‘tomake provision
for the dependants of those members of the Army and others who have
died in prison on hunger strike or whose deaths could be attributed to that
cause after they had left prison’, Mulcahy conceded that as drafted, the
bill ‘provides for death as a result of wounds received on military service
only’. Davin argued for the inclusion of hunger strikers on the grounds
that the publicity generated for the cause of Irish independence by the
actions of such men rendered their service of equal value: ‘the men who
died on hunger-strike did make equally great a sacrifice as the men who
died out in the field in action with the enemy’.35

A week later, Mulcahy gave a commitment to ‘have the provisions
of the Bill examined’ to see whether it included the dependants of
deceased hunger-strikers and, if it did not, to consider an amendment
to bring them within it.36 This resulted in the government inserting an
amendment that expanded the bill’s definition of ‘killed’ to ‘include death
as an immediate result of refusing to take nourishment while detained in
prison, and death by violence while a prisoner’.37 However, he was not
prepared to encompass consequential death from the longer-term effects
of hunger strike, such as the case highlighted by Davin of ‘a widow with
a small family whose husband went through the hunger-strike and who
contracted consumption and, as a result, died some short time ago’.38

During the committee stage debate on the 1923 bill, Thomas Johnson
sought to define more specifically the chronological time span covered
by the amendment relating to death in prison, which the legislation
stated had to have occurred as an ‘immediate result’ of refusal to
take nourishment. The government refused to accept Johnson’s further
amendment, which would have defined this as covering a period where
the death occurred up to six months later. Johnson’s motivation was to
ensure that the Act would apply to the family of William Partridge, whose
case will be discussed in more detail in the following section.39 Despite the

33 Marie Coleman, ‘Service medals and special allowances’, in The Military Service (1916–1923)
Pensions Collection: The Medals Series (Dublin, 2016) pp. 18–20.
34 Crotty and Edele, ‘Total war and entitlement’, pp. 21–4.
35 DD, III (6 June 1923), cols. 1519-20; (13 June 1923), col. 1811.
36 DD, III (13 June 1923), cols. 1811-13.
37 APA, 1923, section 8 (4); DD, III (20 June 1923), cols. 2162-3.
38 DD, III (13 June 1923), col. 1811.
39 DD, III (20 June 1923), col. 2163.
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MARIE COLEMAN 9

efforts of his Labour colleague, Cathal O’Shannon, to allay Mulcahy’s
fears of a deluge of expensive applications by pointing out that the
limited six-month period suggested by his party leader would likely act to
counter this, the proposal was rejected.40 Mulcahy was wary of expanding
eligibility to an overly generous extent because of the likelihood that it
would lead to a significant number of potentially costly claims, advising
fellow deputies to:

consider the very large number of persons who were during the years
1916, 1917, 1918 and 1919, down to 1921, thrown into internment camps.
To commit yourself to compensation in all these cases … might very
well involve us in a large number of claims and in a fairly big financial
expenditure.41

The circumscribing of eligibility in this way is evidence of how the
post-revolutionary compensation framework in independent Ireland was
influenced by the ‘state’s ability to meet the economic and financial
demands of its veterans’.42 When faced with competing claims from
veterans for service and disability and from civilians for restoration of
property, the Free State confined its largesse to what it deemed to be the
most deserving and easily identifiable worthy cases.

The expansion of the Act to cover the specific category of prisoners
highlights a further aspect of privileging within the Irish revolutionary
veteran community and reflects the elevated status afforded to prisoners
in the Irish republican tradition. William Murphy’s extensive study
of Irish political imprisonment during the period from 1912 to 1923
highlights the significance of political imprisonment and its exploitation
for campaigning and propaganda purposes among Irish political activists,
including suffragists and republicans.43 Specifically, in relation to the
revolutionary years of 1916 to 1923, Justin Stover has shown how
imprisonment ‘furthered the Irish cause … contributed to the cohesion
of prisoners … [and] nurtured a long-standing culture of protest’.44
The centrality of political imprisonment, the privileged status accorded
to prisoners within successive republican campaigns, and the often
counter-productive impact of British government refusals to recognise
the special status of Irish republican prisoners within the penal system,
over the course of 150 years, are examined in considerable detail by Sean
McConville.45

The privileged position of prisoners within the revolutionary
movement was recognised in other aspects of the provisions made

40 DD, III (20 June 1923), col. 2165.
41 DD, III (20 June 1923), col. 2165.
42 Crotty and Edele, ‘Total war and entitlement’, p. 19.
43 William Murphy, Political Imprisonment and the Irish, 1912–1921 (Oxford, 2014).
44 J.D. Stover, ‘Irish political prisoner culture, 1916–1923’, CrossCurrents, 64/1 (March, 2014), p. 90.
45 Sean McConville, Irish Political Prisoners, 1848–1922: Theatres of War (London, 2003), Irish
Political Prisoners, 1920–1962: Pilgrimage of Desolation (London, 2013), Irish Political Prisoners
1960-2000: Braiding, Rage and Loss (London, 2021).

© 2022 The Authors. History published by The Historical Association and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.



10 PRIVILEGED INJURIES

for revolutionary veterans. For the purposes of calculating periods of
active service upon which service pensions would be awarded under
the 1924 Military Service Pensions Act, ‘absence from duty following
arrest, imprisonment, internment, or deportation’ were all considered to
constitute continued service in the relevant forces.46 The elevated status
of prisoners equates in the Irish context (where activists were volunteers)
to recognising the ‘moral debt’ owed especially to those who had enlisted
voluntarily, similar to the opinion of Australian veterans’ perception of
civil society’s responsibility towards them.47

Under this expansion of eligibility to encompass the effects of
imprisonment, the state compensated dependants of some high-profile
fatalities. Mary Anne Coleman was awarded a gratuity of £160 in
recognition of the level of her dependence on her son, Richard, an Irish
Volunteer who died from pneumonia resulting from the 1918 influenza
pandemic that appears to have been exacerbated by a failure to recover
fully from being force-fed while on hunger strike. The grant of a one-
off gratuity rather than an annual pension was based on the assessors’
opinion that Mrs Coleman’s circumstances were moderately comfortable
and the limited degree to which they considered her to have been
dependent upon her son’s income as an insurance agent. A separate claim
for the death of another son, Philip, was refused on the grounds that
his death in National Army service in 1923 from appendicitis was not
a service-related cause of death.48 Thomas Ashe’s father, Gregory, also
received a gratuity for the death of his son from the effects of force-feeding
while on hunger strike in 1917.49

No claim under the 1923 Act was ever made on behalf of the
dependants of the highest-profile casualty of revolutionary hunger
strikes, Terence MacSwiney. This was possibly due to the noted anti-
treaty position of his closest relatives, in particular his sister Mary, and
the estrangement of his siblings from his widow,Muriel. At a later stage in
1950, when her family inheritance from the Murphy brewing empire was
exhausted and her financial circumstances more straitened, Muriel was
awarded a pension in her own right under legislation passed specifically
for that purpose.50 It is possible that an earlier application might not have
succeeded based onMurielMacSwiney’s personal financial circumstances
soon after the death of her husband.51 Proving dependence and need was
a prerequisite, so that the widowed sister of Denis Barry, an IRA prisoner

46 Military Service Pensions Act, 1924 (48/1924), First Schedule, 4 (a) www.irishstatutebook.ie (14
June 2021).
47 Crotty and Edele, ‘Total war and entitlement’, pp. 21–2.
48 MA, MSPC, 1D1: Richard Coleman and 3D83: Philip Coleman; O’Halpin and Ó Corráin, Dead
of the Irish Revolution, p. 106; Murphy, Political Imprisonment, p. 121.
49 MA,MSPC, 1D313: Thomas Ashe; O’Halpin and Ó Corráin,Dead of the Irish Revolution, p. 103.
50 MacSwiney Pension Act, 1950 (30/1950) www.irishstatutebook.ie; MA,MSPC, DP19903: Terence
MacSwiney.
51 Anne Dolan, ‘MacSwiney, Muriel Frances (1892–1982)’, in Dictionary of Irish Biography (DIB)
https://www.dib.ie/biography/macswiney-muriel-frances-a5296 (29 June 2021).

© 2022 The Authors. History published by The Historical Association and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie
https://www.dib.ie/biography/macswiney-muriel-frances-a5296


MARIE COLEMAN 11

who died on hunger strike in the Curragh in November 1923, was refused
an award on the grounds that she was not a qualified dependant.52

IV

The deficiencies in the 1923 Act in regard to the exclusion of physical
and mental illness, as identified by Johnson, Figgis and others, soon
became clear as deserving cases were rejected. Johnson’s criticism of the
bill’s limitations arose from his concern that it would exclude the widow
and children of the trade unionist, William Partridge, from receiving
posthumous compensation. Partridge was a railway engine fitter who had
been active in labour and trade union circles, as well as in the Gaelic
League and Sinn Féin, prior to the Rising. He served for a period on
the Dublin City Council before becoming a full-time organiser for Jim
Larkin’s Irish Transport and General Workers Union in 1912, following
his dismissal from theGreat Southern andWesternRailway because of his
union activism. He played a prominent role in the 1913 lockout, during
which he joined James Connolly’s Irish Citizen Army (ICA), later serving
in the St Stephen’s Green garrison during the Easter Rising. During his
subsequent imprisonment in Dartmoor and Lewes, he developed Bight’s
disease (nephritis) and a heart condition. He was released from prison
on compassionate grounds in April 1917 and died soon afterwards on
26 July.53 At the time of his death, Partridge had been married for eight
years, and his wife and three children (aged between seven and four)
had been wholly dependent on his income from his union employment;
a fourth child was born in January 1918 after his death. The family
had received some funds from the National Aid Association54 but were
otherwise reliant upon family support; commenting on Mary Partridge’s
application for a dependants’ pension in 1928, a local Garda [police]
inspector described her as having ‘no occupation’ and living ‘in fairly
straitened circumstances’.55

Even though Partridge’s death was acknowledged to have been
‘attributable to prison treatment’, his widow’s initial application for
a pension was rejected because his case did not qualify as he did
not die of a physical wound, in prison due to a hunger strike or
immediately afterwards as a result of being the victim of physical violence
while a prisoner.56 When the 1923 bill was amended to encompass
deceased hunger-strikers and prisoners, Thomas Johnson had sought a

52 MA, MSPC, DP3620: Denis Barry.
53 Lawrence William White, ‘Partridge, William Patrick (‘Bill’) (1874–1917)’, in DIB https://www.
dib.ie/biography/partridge-william-patrick-bill-a7221 (9 June 2021); death certificate for William
Partridge, MA, MSPC, 1D303: William Partridge.
54 A republican voluntary relief organisation which provided funds for the families of imprisoned
revolutionaries.
55 Application byMary Partridge under Army Pensions Act, 3 Apr. 1924, Inspector Nathaniel Curry
to Chief Superintendent, KilmainhamDivision, 6 Jan. 1928, MA,MSPC, 1D303: William Partridge.
56 J.J. Horgan to R. Ó h-Éigheartaigh, 8 Dec. 1924, MA, MSPC, 1D303: William Partridge.
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further amendment that would have covered an additional cohort of
prisoners whose deaths were ‘directly attributable to injuries sustained
or disease contracted or seriously aggravated while a prisoner, provided
such death occur not later than six months after release from prison’.
This was a conscious effort to ensure that the legislation would apply
to Partridge’s case. Darrell Figgis similarly suggested that the word
‘immediate’ in the original government amendment be changed to ‘direct’
so that compensation could be awarded in cases where the underlying
cause of death was the prison experience rather than death needing
to be immediately followed or during imprisonment.57 While neither
amendment was accepted, it was recognised as early as 1924 that William
Partridge’s case highlighted the inadequacies of the original pensions bill;
in the case of Partridge’s widow, the only consolation that theDepartment
of Defence could offer was that her claim was likely to become ‘eligible
for consideration if and when the Amending Pensions Bill becomes law’.58

The independent TD, Alfie Byrne, was another prominent voice in
highlighting the exclusions from the Army Pensions Bill. On 30 June
1923, while the bill was going through its parliamentary stages, he drew
the attention of the Department of Defence to the case of one of
his constituents, whose plight revealed the legislation’s shortcomings in
regard to psychiatric cases.59 William Halpin, a member of the ICA, was
imprisoned after the Easter Rising, when, according to his mother, he
‘lost his mind in Frongoch Camp shortly afterwards’ and spent the rest of
his life in psychiatric hospitals.60 Halpin was transferred initially out of
Frongoch to Denbeigh Asylum and later repatriated to Grangegorman
psychiatric hospital in Dublin in 1917 following the amnesty for the 1916
prisoners.

Working as a pork butcher prior to the Rising, he was the main
support for his widowed mother, who received some compensation from
the National Aid Association and the Irish White Cross.61 While the
government was sympathetic to his plight and that of his mother, her
application for a dependant’s pension did not come under the 1923
Act because ‘he is a mental case’, although there was no doubt that
he ‘became insane whilst interned at Frongoch’. The army’s Adjutant
General, Gearóid O’Sullivan, recommended his case ‘for sympathetic
consideration as his disability was undoubtedly attributable to the
conditions under which he was imprisoned’, although his case could not
be considered under the Army Pensions Act.62 A medical examination
conducted in March 1924 found him to be 100 percent disabled

57 DD, III (20 June 1923), cols. 2164-5.
58 Horgan to Ó h-Éigheartaigh, 8 Dec. 1924, MA, MSPC, 1D303: William Partridge.
59 Alfred Byrne to Ministry of Defence, 30 June 1923, MA, MSPC, 1/P/161: William Halpin.
60 Mrs M.A. Halpin to Alfred Byrne, n/d [c. June 1923], MA, MSPC, 1/P/161. Halpin was among a
number of those arrested after the Rising who were interned in the Frongoch prison camp in north
Wales.
61 Mary Anne Halpin, application for a dependant’s pension, 10 Dec. 1923, MA, MSPC, 1/P/161.
62 Gearóid O’Sullivan to Ministry for Defence, 25 Feb. 1924, MA, MSPC, 1/P/161.
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from ‘chronic mania’; his symptoms presented as talking ‘volubly and
incoherently, largely about troops and military operations. No rational
statement could be elicited’. There were no signs of physical injury,
and his condition was considered to have been ‘at least aggravated by
imprisonment’.63

Evidence presented by a fellow ICA member, Frank Robbins, in his
Bureau of Military History statement, suggests that Halpin’s difficulties
were first manifested during the Rising. Identifying him as ‘John’
Halpin,64 Robbins related that an incident during theCitizenArmy’s effort
to seize Dublin Castle ‘seemed to obsess his mind’; Halpin had been sent:

with some other men occupying Henry & James’s at the corner of
Parliament Street and Dame Street. He was in possession of a shotgun,
and when trying to ram the door the stick of the gun broke. He got panicky,
cleared away and reported back to the [General] post office.

He went home and took no further part in the Rising but surrendered
voluntarily afterwards and was sent to Frongoch where he attempted
suicide: ‘When the first opportunity offered he endeavoured to take his
life by attempting to cut his throat’, using the domestic cutlery given to
each prisoner on arrival. Robbins was at pains to iterate that Halpin’s
retreat during Easter week was the result of the mental strain and not of
cowardice:

I would like to record in Halpin’s favour that he was one of the early
members of the Irish Citizen Army. He was absolutely sincere in his
devotion to our cause, but when the time of the trial came, he had not the
gifts of a strong-minded man. At least he tried to do what the rest of us
had done during Easter week, but the task was too exacting and beyond his
capacity. His failure to do better was not through lack of effort nor in any
way the action of a coward.65

A similar case to that of Halpin was raised in theDáil inMay 1924; Alfred
McGannon was discharged from the army on medical grounds during
the Civil War, suffering from what the Labour Party TD, Patrick Hogan,
described as ‘shell-shock’. W.T. Cosgrave, the president [prime minister],
claimed that there was no indication McGannon’s ‘condition was in any
way due tomilitary service’, but even if it had been he could not qualify for

63 Medical report, 8 Mar. 1924, MA, MSPC, 1/P/161.
64 Halpin’s identity is unclear. Two men named William Halpin served in the ICA and
confusingly both of their mothers were named Mary Anne. The details of the ‘John Halpin’
referred to by Robbins equate with the pension claim for William Halpin and the name
‘William’ also appears on his death registration from 1925, General Register Office of
Ireland (GROI) (https://civilrecords.irishgenealogy.ie/churchrecords/images/deaths_returns/deaths_
1925/05015/4370163.pdf). His name is recorded in the 1911 census as ‘John’ (http://www.census.
nationalarchives.ie/pages/1911/Dublin/Rotunda/Dominick_Street__Lower/61031/) and as ‘John’ in
the civil record of his birth in 1892 (https://civilrecords.irishgenealogy.ie/churchrecords/images/birth_
returns/births_1892/02348/1877875.pdf).The second William Halpin, a ship-plater, was awarded a
military service pension for Easter Week and lived until 1951 (MA, MSPC, 34REF1216).
65 MA, Bureau of Military History, BMHWS585: Frank Robbins.
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compensation under the Army Pensions Act because ‘it does not appear
that Mr McGannon was wounded’.66 Cases such as those of Halpin and
McGannon highlighted the inadequacy of the 1923 Act within months of
its enactment, and when Halpin’s mother’s claim was rejected in October
1924, she was reassured that:

Cases in which mental disabilities have arisen out of military service
conditions are, however, at present under consideration, and it is not
unlikely that in the near future theremay be legislation affecting them. Your
son’s claim has been earmarked for consideration in the event of any such
legislation.67

By the time the legislation was finally amended in 1927, it was too late
for William Halpin, who died from tuberculosis in Grangegorman on 16
April 1925.68

V

Cases such as those of Halpin and Partridge justified the concerns raised
during the parliamentary passage of the 1923 Act about its limited
scope, especially with regard to mental illness and subsequent deaths
from the effects of imprisonment. Within a short time of its passage, as
correspondence to thesemen’s dependants indicate, there were indications
that the legislation would be amended, although it would take four
more years for this to transpire. The question of extending provision for
revolutionary casualties became intertwined with the question of soldiers
in the National Army who were disabled subsequent to the Civil War;
in March 1925, it was reported that the new Minister for Defence, Peter
Hughes, planned to make:

provision for the grant of pensions to officers and men with a certain
minimum service in the National Army; also for the pensions and gratuities
to certain members of the National Army who have incurred disabilities
after the cessation of Active Service conditions [i.e. the end of the Civil
War]; and for the grant of compensation to the dependents of ex-members
of the National Army who died as a result of disabilities incurred after the
cessation of Active Service conditions.69

Such provision would have been a requirement for the professional
standing army of a state but is likely to have also been seen as a response
to the abortive army mutiny of 1924 and an effort to placate opinion
within the existing army ranks. Following the end of the Civil War, the
army underwent a process of demobilisation and reorganisation to put

66 DD, vol. 7 (16 May 1924), cols. 864-5.
67 Secretary, Department of Defence to Mary Ann Halpin, 13 Oct. 1924, MA, MSPC, 1/P/161.
68 Registration of the death of William Halpin, GROI https://civilrecords.irishgenealogy.ie/
churchrecords/images/deaths_returns/deaths_1925/05015/4370163.pdf (8 June 2021).
69 Army Finance Officer to Secretary, Executive Council, 6 Mar. 1925, National Archives of Ireland
(hereafter NAI), TAOIS, S2787.
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it on a peace-time footing, a process that entailed reducing its size by
close to half of its 1923 strength. The government succeeded in quelling a
putative mutiny against these plans, led by a small core of revolutionary
ex-combatants whose grievances included concerns that certain categories
of former revolutionaries were prioritised for demobilisation. Although
the government saw off this challenge, there was a need to ensure that the
army remained loyal. The introduction in 1924 of a new pension code for
veterans, this time purely for service during the revolution, was intended
to achieve this purpose.70 Placating disaffection on the government side
added impetus to the need to expand eligibility for disability pensions.

In 1925, a small committee appointed by the Minister for Defence,
chaired by Cumann na nGaedheal TD, George Nicholls, comprising the
Director of the Army Medical Service, Colonel O’Higgins, the Army’s
FinanceOfficer and a small number of officials. The committee concluded
that in making provision for veterans of its peacetime army whose service
was ended onmedical grounds, there was ‘no valid reason for withholding
from persons suffering from disability due to disease contracted in the
Army the benefits which may be accorded to persons suffering from
the effects of wounds and injuries received in the course of duty in
the Army’.71 In the context of the post-Civil War national army, this
recommendation was based on the logic that recruits had to undergo
appropriate medical examinations to verify that they were in sufficient
good health to be accepted into the defence forces. Therefore, if they
contracted illness subsequently, it was likely to be a result of service rather
than a pre-existing condition that would likely have been identified in the
pre-recruitment screening process.72

This recommendation echoed that of a similar committee that reported
the previous year in the aftermath of the army mutiny. The prior
committee was chaired by Eamon Duggan and recommended expanding
the scope of the 1923 Act to make appropriate awards to discharged
soldiers and the dependants of deceased soldiers who were disabled or
died ‘as a result of disease contracted in the service of the Forces during
the Active Service period’. The timing of this committee’s work and its
recommendation,made toW.T. Cosgrave, when hewas actingMinister for
Defence in the wake of Richard Mulcahy’s resignation from that post in
the aftermath of the armymutiny, points to the significance of the mutiny
as a motivating factor in the decision of the government to expand the
1923 Army Pensions Act to cover disease as well as physical wounds.73

Finally, in January 1927, the government brought forward its proposals
to broaden the scope of the 1923 Act, to cover both scenarios of
revolutionary veterans affected by non-physical wounds and the soldiers

70 Coleman ‘Military service pensions for veterans of the Irish revolution, 1916–1923’, pp. 205–6.
71 The name of the new political party formed from the pro-Treaty wing of Sinn Féin, which was the
governing party of the Irish Free State from 1922 until 1932.
72 Report to the Minister for Defence, 4 Nov. 1925, NAI, TAOIS, S2787.
73 Department of Defence memorandum, ‘Disability pensions – proposed new army pension
legislation’, n/d (c. Nov. 1925), NAI, TAOIS, S2787.
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who served in the National Army since the Civil War. The bill was
seen by the government as applying the civilian principle of workmen’s
compensation to the army.74 While the expansion of the bill’s remit beyond
physical wounds alone was largely welcomed by opposition politicians, it
became clear that physical wounds retained a privileged status within the
pension code as those suffering from disease needed to reach a disability
threshold of eighty percent to qualify for a pension: ‘[i]n this Act … the
expression “minimumdegree of disablement”means eighty per cent. degree
of disablement’.75 EvenRichardMulcahy, Peter Hughes’s party colleague,
and predecessor asMinister for Defence, who had introduced the original
1923Act, questioned this provisionwarning that theminister ‘would want
to make a very strong case for it’.76

In the absence of Fianna Fáil,77 the principal constitutional republican
opposition party that had yet to enter the Dáil, the strongest objections
came from the Labour Party and independents. Dan Morrissey (Labour)
sought an explanation for why ‘a man who is seventy or seventy-five per
cent. disabled as a result of disease contracted during service should not be
entitled to a pension’. The independent,Major Bryan Cooper, drawing on
his own military experience of the British army’s veterans, asserted that ‘a
labourer 50 per cent. disabled owing to rheumatism, or diseases like that,
is practically unemployable. He has to live on his pension’. He indicated
further that the provision was out of line with international standards
of between five percent (Canada) and ten percent minimum disability
thresholds for pensions. Drawing on the government’s own comparison
of the bill to schemes for workmen’s compensation, Alfie Byrne suggested
the abolition of the threshold and the use of tribunals to decide the extent
of disability and consequent rate of pension.78

The government was unmoved by these arguments and rejected an
amendment that would have set the minimum degree of disablement from
the disease at twenty percent.79 Ernest Blythe, the Minister for Finance,
explained that the government was satisfied that a finding of an eighty
percent disability would mean that as ‘the person will be unable to earn
his living’, there would be no question of not being entitled to a pension.80
The logic for the discrimination between disability from wounds and that
contracted through disease or illness was the difficulty in assessing the
latter accurately:

There is a difference between the man who is wounded and gets a pension
and the man who contracts disease, whether in the Army or outside of it.
A wound is a clear-cut thing that everyone can see. Everyone knows where

74 DD, vol. 18 (25 Jan. 1927), col. 43 (Peter Hughes) and (8 Feb. 1927), col. 330 (Ernest Blythe).
75 APA, 1927 (12/1927), Section 1, www.irishstatutebook.ie (15 June 2021).
76 DD, vol. 18 (15 Jan. 1927), col. 58.
77 Following a split in Sinn Féin in 1926, Éamon de Valera formed a new political party, Fianna Fáil,
which continued to abstain from the Dáil until later in 1927.
78 DD, vol. 18 (17 Feb. 1927), cols. 679-84.
79 Ibid.
80 DD, vol. 18 (8 Feb. 1927), col. 351.
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it was contracted and the day on which it was contracted, and there is a
record in connection with it. It is another matter to detect when disease
commenced.81

This was particularly problematic with regard to the Civil War, where the
circumstances of the summer of 1922 saw the hasty recruitment of large
numbers of soldiers with at most a cursory medical examination:

We must recollect that when those men joined the Volunteers or came into
the National Army there was no system of medical inspection, or if there
was a system, even in theArmy, themajority of themen came inwhen it was
very lax. Men might have come in who might have been suffering partially
from some disease that they are now suffering from, but of which no one
knew at the time.82

The difficulty posed by the failure to identify pre-existing conditions arose
in the case of John Cosgrave, who died in the Curragh military hospital
in August 1923 following surgery for a gastric condition. His mother was
denied compensation on the grounds that, while his death occurred in
service, the condition from which he suffered was not service-related and
would have required surgery in any case even had he not been in the army.
The assessors on the army pension board were divided in their opinion on
this case, with a minority expressing the view that the pre-existing nature
of the condition did not ‘absolve the State from responsibility’ towards
one of its soldiers who died in a military hospital while in service of the
state.83

It was the view of the then-Attorney General John A. Costello that
the parliamentary draftsmen had worded the 1927 Act in such a way as
to give the government sufficient latitude of interpretation: ‘the precise
difficulty raised in this matter [Cosgrave’s case] was present to the minds
of the advisers of the Departments concerned when the Bill was being
drafted and the language was purposefully left vague’. Costello’s advice
on interpreting the Act was equally equivocating while noting that the
absence of a direction that disease had to be ‘wholly’, as well as ‘solely’
applicable to service, ruled out an overly restrictive construction, nor did
he feel it had been the intention of legislators to apply pension eligibility
to those who joined the armywith an existing serious condition that could
result in death while in service. Costello’s view was that each case should
be decided on its own merits as allowed for by the deliberate vagueness of
the Act’s wording.84

The limit for illness to reach the pensionable threshold was eventually
reduced from eighty percent to fifty percent under an amendment to the
Army Pensions code introduced in 1937.85 This was not an unqualified

81 DD, vol. 18 (17 Feb. 1927), col. 680 (Peter Hughes).
82 Ibid., col. 688 (Peter Hughes).
83 MA, MSPC, 3D247: John Cosgrave.
84 John A. Costello, opinion on ‘Army Pensions Act, 1927’, 5 Mar. 1928, MA, MSPC, M/189/28.
85 Army Pensions Act, 1937 (15/1937Section 26 (1) (ii).
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change, as the rates of pension for those with disabilities ranging fromfifty
percent to eighty percent were reduced, in order to off-set the demand on
the exchequer, as the changewas still estimated to amount to an additional
annual charge of £15,000.86

VI

The broadening of the definition of disablement to include illness now
made a number of veterans or their dependants eligible in cases where
their claims had been rejected under the 1923 Act. Mary Partridge’s claim
under the new Act was recommended for ‘priority of consideration’, and
in July 1928, she was given a personal weekly allowance of 17s/6d in
addition to payments for each of her children and payment of relevant
school fees. These awards were subsequently revised upwards when an
error was discovered that had mistakenly treated William Partridge’s
Easter Week service at a lower rank.87

The dependantss of aNational Army veteran, Arthur Cooke, were also
now entitled to apply for a pension. Cooke is said to have joined the Irish
Volunteers in 1915, although the only archival evidence of his service dates
from the Civil War, soon after which (on 5 January 1924) he died in the
army’s Gormanstown camp from endocarditis subsequent to a bout of
rheumatic fever.88 The family’s case was brought to the attention of the
government by William Davin, TD, and their local parish priest, who
testified in 1925 that Cooke’s widow,Mary, and three young children were
‘completely destitute’.89 The government made a grant of £30 out of Dáil
special funds, but the nature of Cooke’s death as illness rather than injury,
even though service-related, precluded a pension award until the passage
of the new legislation in 1927, by which time their circumstances had not
improved:

Applicant resides with her children in a small room in Patrick St., Dun
Laoghaire, for which she pays 4/- weekly. Her financial position is very
poor and she is supported at present by Outdoor Relief, St Vincent de
Paul’s Charitable Society and some benevolent neighbours. She was solely
dependent on her husband at the time of his death and is at present in a
state of penury.90

When her husband’s death was adjudged under the 1927 Act to have been
‘attributable to service’, she and her children were awarded allowances,

86 DD, vol. 67 (26 May 1937), col. 1186 (Frank Aiken).
87 MA, MSPC, 1D303: William Partridge.
88 Mary Cooke’s Army Pension application, 20 Mar. 1925, MA, MSPC, 4D91: Arthur Cooke;
GROI, death certificate forArthurCooke https://civilrecords.irishgenealogy.ie/churchrecords/images/
deaths_returns/deaths_1924/05041/4379641.pdf (15 June 2021);DD, vol. 18 (25 Jan. 1927), cols. 75-6
(William Davin).
89 Canon Murphy to Ernest Blythe, 21 Feb. 1925, MA, MSPC, W1026_477: Arthur Cooke.
90 Mary Cooke’s claim under 1927 Act, June 1928, MA, MSPC, WP7: Arthur Cooke.
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which were paid continuously to Mary Cooke until her own death in
January 1995.91

The question of including psychiatric illness within the bill’s remit
elicited limited discussion during the bill’s passage in the Dáil. As noted
above, the omission of these categories was a cause for concern in 1923.
The Labour TD, Patrick Hogan, suggested an amendment that would
have added the phrase ‘and death otherwise than from wound, caused
by shock, strain or exhaustion due to active military service’ as an
addendum to the bill’s definition of ‘killed’. On receipt of assurances
from Hughes that ‘this class of case means disease absolutely’, and as
such was implicitly covered by the bill, he withdrew the amendment.92
The independent TD, Jasper Wolfe, regretted that previously ‘too much
stress has been laid upon wounds’, and while accepting that ‘[w]ounds are
very bad, no doubt, but to be mentally disabled, hopelessly laid aside for
the rest of your life, is very much worse’.93 The few references to mental
illness in any of the Oireachtas debates on the army pensions acts were
uniformly supportive of provisions being made for such disabilities.

The admissibility of psychiatric cases as pensionable now qualified
veterans such as John James Gavan, who applied under the new Act
for the effects of ill-treatment following his arrest after the Rising. His
‘neurasthenia’ was attributed to service in the Irish Volunteers, though
an ‘old pulmonary disease’ that was also discovered in the course of his
examination was excluded from consideration. Nonetheless, both were
rated as causing 100 percent disablement, and he qualified for the top rate
of pension of £2.2.0 per week or £200 yearly.94

VII

In expanding its welfare provisions for disabled veterans of the Irish
revolution to encompass psychiatric cases as well as a broader scope
of service-related illness, the Irish Free State in the 1920s went against
the trend elsewhere that tightened eligibility or excluded mental illness
entirely. The explanations for this reversal appear to conform to many of
the variables governing pension provision for ex-combatants as identified
in the literature on veteran privilege by Crotty and Edele. The voluntary
nature of enlistment in revolutionary organisations added weight to the
sacrifice of these ex-combatants and the sense that Ireland owed them
a moral debt; this is most noticeable in the inclusion of prisoners and
hunger strikers under the provision of the 1923 Act and the realisation
soon after its enactment that its restrictive remit excluded many deserving
cases. That initial restrictiveness stemmed from government fears about
the potential cost to the exchequer of an overly generous provision

91 MA, MSPC, 4D91: Arthur Cooke.
92 DD, vol. 18 (17 Feb. 1927), col. 692.
93 DD, vol. 18 (25 Jan. 1927), col. 66.
94 Medical report, 28 Nov. 1928, MA, MSPC, DP381: John James Gavan.
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at a time when it was also passing legislation to limit its liability for
the destruction of property.95 The most relevant of Crotty and Edele’s
variables governing veteran welfare in the Irish case was undoubtedly the
potential of ex-combatants to pose a threat to the security of the state.
This led to the introduction of service pensions and was the principal
reason for the extension of disability provision between 1923 and 1927,
explaining why the Irish Free State moved in the opposite direction to
the combatants from the First World War who sought to restrict such
eligibility.

This case study of veterans of the Irish revolution highlights the
cohort’s value as a comparable group when examining the privileging of
conflict veterans, with the added benefit of offering a perspective relating
to irregular warfare. Such analysis has been enabled by the rich content
of the pension files in the Irish Military Service Pensions Collection, the
value of which lies not just in the study of the events of the Irish revolution
but in offering source material for the wider consideration of the impact
of conflict on ex-combatants and their post-conflict after-lives and the
ways in which their sacrifices and activities were recognised and redressed
by the states for which they had fought.
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95 The 1923 Damage to Property (Compensation) Act reduced retrospectively awards already made
under pre-existing British Criminal Injuries (Ireland) Acts and lowered the levels for new claims for
civil war damage, D.S. Greer and V.A. Mitchell, Compensation for Criminal Damage to Property
(Belfast, 1992), p. 20.
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