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Articles 
 
This tree has rotten roots and bitter fruit  
Eoghan Harris - Sunday Independent 9 October 2005 
 
 
THE story Alan Stanley tells in Life magazine today touches a raw nerve in the Irish 
Republic. Based on his self-published book, I Met Murder on the Way, he tells how in 
June 1921, shortly before the Truce, an IRA gang descended on a defenceless Protestant 
farm family, the Pearsons of Coolacrease, Co Offaly, and carried out an appalling 
atrocity. Alan's account asks awkward questions, not just of Roman Catholic nationalists, 
but of those who call themselves Protestant republicans. But first let me say why the story 
affected me so deeply at a personal level. The Pearsons of Coolacrease belonged to a 
small Protestant sect called the Cooneyites, whom Alan Stanly aptly compares to the 
Amish of Pennsylvania. Many years ago in Cork I knew such a Cooneyite family.  
 
* * *  
 
Back in the fifties, as a boy, I worked for my father in his small wholesale grocery 
business in James St. This was before the days of cash and carry and there were few 
personal callers to break the monotony. So I well remember the rainy day when I was 
packing tea and looked up to see I was not alone. Standing patiently inside the draughty 
door, waiting for me to finish my task, were a small family of what I would have called 
country people. But these figures seemed from a far-off time: a tall angular man with a 
short beard in a plain black coat, a tall handsome woman in a brown bonnet and a long 
brown coat that almost touched the ground, a young girl, my age, with blue woollen 
gloves, blue coat, and plain black buttoned shoes, whose modest gaze could not disguise 
her delight at the rare treat of being up in town. Later my father told me they were called 
Cooneyites. I have never forgotten their aura of invincible innocence. It was the start of 
my life-long respect for low-church Protestants. Tildy Pearson would have looked like 
the girl with the gloves whom I saw in my father's store so many years ago, and who 
thanked me with a sweetness which still breathes its benediction after almost50 years.  
 
To attack a family like that calls to high heaven for atonement. Alan Stanley's book helps 
make historical amends, not only to the Pearsons, but to the 50,000 Protestants who were 
bullied, frightened and burned out of their modest farms, both before and after the Truce, 
and whose story has been suppressed by nationalists. And thereby hangs a complex tale.  
 
* * *  
 
First a few facts. Between 1911 and 1925 the number of Protestants in the South fell by a 
massive 34 per cent with a sharp peak between 1920-24 when about 10,000 Protestants 
left Ireland. In his forthcoming book, with the appropriate working title Buried Lives, 
Robin Bury has factored in the deaths of World War One and those who left with the 
British garrison. That still leaves 50,000 Irish Protestants, modest artisans, small farmers 
and shopkeepers, run out of the country. This may have encouraged the emigration of 
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some 10,000 Protestant artisans from Dublin. Among those who left were Pearsons of 
Coolacrease.  
 
* * *  
 
Naturally you will have no trouble figuring out why Southern nationalists might not want 
to hear about these tribal intimidations by the IRA. These stories subvert our smug 
assumption that the only sectarians are Loyalist sectarians. But the Pearson atrocity was 
not an isolated incident but part of a persistent pattern of persecution, intimidation and 
murder - what might charitably be called "erratic ethnic cleansing". Increasingly, in my 
experience, Roman Catholic nationalists can cope with these truths. Admittedly a 
minority of mad nationalists, still believe that admitting these atrocities gives 
"ammunition" to Paisley & Co. Actually the opposite is true. Northern unionists are 
always relieved when Southerners admit to such atrocities. It means that we have no 
hidden agendas.  
 
But what is truly amazing is the sort of well-heeled Southern Protestant who will claim to 
be speaking in the name of ecumenism or the peace process or whatever they believe will 
go down well with people in certain circles. Actually most Dublin Protestants don't know 
anything about the atrocities against their rural co-religionists in places like Cork, Carlow 
and Longford. And most don't want these tragedies dragged up because it is socially 
inconvenient. But their cowardly desires do not close the case. As Yeats says, buried men 
thrust their way back into the public mind. Besides, many rural Roman Catholics well 
remember secrets whispered at home. The Pearsons suffered in silence. So did thousands 
of Protestants in modest circumstances. And I have a hunch that the persistent self-
suppression of this dark history and the policy of keeping the head down must have done 
some damage to the Southern Protestant psyche.  
 
* * *  
 
Martin Mansergh has some title to being the top Southern Protestant in denial. And it has 
left its mark. Last week, in his Irish Times column, he said something which pins down 
the peculiar psychology of many Southern republican Protestants. "The grounds of my 
family home in Tipperary, let when my father was young, was the scene of the murder in 
1931 of Garda Supt Curtin, who had allegedly threatened some local volunteers with the 
law. This led to the introduction of draconian legislation in the final months of the 
Cosgrave administration in 1931 and to a split in the Labour Party. A faded cross on the 
wall by the gate marks the spot. Close by, I have planted a beech tree, given to me five 
years agoby Gerry Adams, as a 'Treeof Peace'." This makes me sick for three reasons. 
First, the bad politics of the phrase about the "draconian legislation" of the Cosgrave 
government. Second, the repugnant spectacle of a republican Protestant planting a tree 
given him by Gerry Adams. Third, because it provides a rotten role model for any young 
Protestant Irishman.  
 
* * *  
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Let me, from my Roman Catholic nationalist background, put the matter simply. The 
Pearsons family did not deserve what was done to them, and neither did the 50,000 
artisans and farmers who were driven out of their homes and across the world. Facing our 
tribal past helps us understand the fears of Northern Protestants - and is good for our 
souls. That is why I reject the right of posh Protestants to plant some green plastic Tree of 
Liberty with Gerry Adams. Any such tree is rotten to the roots and will bear only bitter 
fruit. Peace starts with a prayer for the Pearson boys.  
 
Eoghan Harris 
 
 
 
Correspondence 
 
The following slide  
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RTÉ Announcement, Autumn 2007 Schedules: 
 
http://tvsales.rte.ie/autumn/content/factual/hidden-history.html 
 
The Coolacrease Killings 
The bloody tale of a bitter land dispute, involving a family of Protestant farmers in 
County Offally, which comes to a deadly conclusion during the War of Independence. 
Featuring interviews with descendants of the men who carried out the killings, this 
portrait of a forgotten atrocity features substantial newspaper archive research, IRA 
witness statements and military documents from the period. 
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HIDDEN HISTORY Guns and Neighbours | The Killings at Coolacrease RTÉ One 
The bloody tale of a bitter land dispute, involving a family of Protestant farmers in County 
Offaly, which comes to a deadly conclusion during the War of Independence.  Featuring 
interviews with descendants of the men who carried out the killings, this portrait of a 
forgotten atrocity features substantial newspaper archive research, IRA witness 
statements and military documents from the period. 
 
Broadcast October 23 2007 
 
 
RTÉ Announcement, Summer 2008 Schedules: 
 
 
http://www.rte.ie/tv/hiddenhistory/coolacrease.html 
 
The Killings at Coolacrease  
On June 30, 1921, a violent event that still resonates to this day occurred at Coolacrease 
House, County Offaly. 
 
30 IRA men raided the farmhouse of the Protestant Pearson family, dragged two of the 
sons, Richard (24) and Abraham (19), out into the yard, and in front of their mother and 
sisters, shot them by firing squad. None of the shots were fatal, so it took 14 hours before 
the brothers eventually bled to death.  
 
In the aftermath of the killings the surviving members of the Pearson family left Ireland 
and lived out their lives in Australia.  
 
For years, few outside the tiny Offaly village of Cadamstown ever heard this story 
because few there ever spoke of it. 
 
In 'The Killings at Coolacrease'  some members of the local community speak publicly 
for the first time about their belief that the Pearsons were 'spies and informers' who 
deserved what they got that day in June. Others reveal an uneasy suspicion that men who 
fought for the nation may have committed an atrocity against an innocent family. 
 
'The Killings at Coolacrease' recounts in vivid detail the lead-up to this chilling event. It 
tells the story of how the Pearsons, members of a small Amish-type sect called the 
Cooneyites - came to buy a large farm in Offaly at a time of great land hunger.  
 
Despite their religious differences, the Pearsons had integrated into the community. 
Interviewees recall how they were regarded as 'great neighbours', how the sons played 
hurling and all seven children attended the local Catholic school.   
 
However, new information in the documentary reveals that land may have played a more 
central role in the fate of the Pearsons than previously thought. They were a family of 
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Protestant outsiders who had bought 340 acres, which some thought should rightfully 
have been in local hands.  
 
When the War of Independence broke out in 1919, it is alleged that some within the 
community may have seen their chance.  
 
The documentary also examines local claims that the Pearsons themselves contributed to 
the tragedy that befell them. It is claimed that a shootout on the Pearson's land involving 
two of the Pearson sons and members of the IRA may have played a key part in the 
ensuing events.  
 
However, a story handed down by the Pearson family, and aired here for the first time, 
questions if this was the pivotal event that sealed their fate or if a cruel series of 
misapprehensions conspired to cast them in the role of 'spies and informers'. 
 
The direct descendants of the family, interviewed in Australia, recall the terrible toll it 
took on their parents' lives. Never recovering from the tragedy, the sisters and mother 
lived in fear of attack.  
 
The great grand-daughter of William and Susan Pearson, the parents of the two boys who 
were killed, recalls: 'You've lost your family, you've lost your country, you've lost your 
identity and the part of Ireland that you are passionate about doesn't want to know you 
because you don't exist. This isn't the Ireland that they wanted to create. You've got an 
atrocity committed, and no-one cared.' 
 Coolacrease House - PHOTO 
 
Repeat broadcast May 13 2008 
 
 
 
 
CORRESPONDENCE WITH NIAMH SAMMON 
Aubane Historical Society 
From: jacklaneaubane@hotmail.com 
CC: batt_okeeffe@environ.ie; eolas@pobail.ie; aire@pobail.ie 
Subject: THE PEARSON EXECUTIONS 
4 July 2007 
Dear Ms. Sammon, 
 
I understand you are producing a programme for RTE on the execution of the Pearson 
brothers in Co. Offaly during the War of Independence.  
 
I would like to assist in any way I can. 
 
We in the Aubane Historical Society have published a detailed discussion of that event 
which establishes quite clearly that they were executed as participants in the war against 
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Irish Independence. It is called "The Pearson Executions in Co. Offaly - a debate on 
alleged sectarianism during the War of Independence" and I sincerely hope you read it. It 
is available from our website www.aubane.org.  
 
It should help greatly in getting a balanced view on the events. 
 
Since I assisted Professor Peter Hart in the late 1980s in his researches in Cork I have 
followed all the subsequent debates in great detail and I became thoroughly convinced 
that those executions that have been highlighted by Peter Hart and others such as the 
Pearsons were not sectarian killings but the inevitable result of the people concerned 
joining on one side of the military conflict. 
 
Peter concluded otherwise but was reduced to quoting forged documents, selective and 
perverse use of sources and even interviewing the dead (I am not exaggerating) to try to 
prove his case. He is, as a result, totally discredited today as a serious historian.  
 
No doubt you will not resort to such irresponsible tactics and absurdities for the sake of a 
bit of sensationalism like Peter did and you will treat such a serious issue as befits a 
programme by the national broadcaster which we all enjoy thanks to our independence - 
against which, sadly, the Pearsons fought and died. 
 
If I can be of any further help please let me know.  
 
I would be delighted to help in any way. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
Jack Lane 
PRO, Aubane Historical Society 
 
PS I am copying this to Ministers who have launched our publications in the past. 
 
Eamon O Cuiv, TD, Minister for Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs 
Batt O’Keeffe, TD, Minister of State, Environment Heritage and Local Government:  
 
Aubane Historical Society 
From: jacklaneaubane@hotmail.com 
CC: batt_okeeffe@environ.ie; eolas@pobail.ie; aire@pobail.ie 
Subject: THE PEARSON EXECUTIONS 
7 July 2007 
 
Dear Ms. Sammon, 
 
Unfortunately you do not appear to have accepted my offer of assistance for your 
programme on the Pearson execution. 
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I assume you will include material in the programme from the extensive claims the 
family made for compensation after the event and the reason they gave to justify the 
claims. 
 
Here is an extract that I suggest you include. It is from William Pearson’s claim for 
compensation presented on his behalf by “The Southern Irish Loyalists Relief 
Association” to the Irish Grants Committee on 14 April 1927. He was asked: 
 
"Question: Do you claim that the loss or injury described was occasioned in respect or on 
account of your allegiance to the Government of the United Kingdom? If so, give 
particulars on which you base the claim. 
 
Answer: I was always known as a staunch Loyalist and upholder of the Crown. I assisted 
the Crown Forces on every occasion, and I helped those who were persecuted around me 
at all times." 
 
I think Mr Pearson was admirably honest and puts the whole event in its proper 
perspective. What more need be said? 
 
Jack Lane 
 
From Niamh Sammon  
niamh.sammon@.......... 
To: "jack lane"  
jacklaneaubane@hotmail.com 
Subject: Re: THE PEARSON EXECUTIONS 
Date: Sat, 7 Jul 2007 10:34:33 +0100  
 
Dear Mr Lane,  
 
Thank you very much for your emails, and my apologies for not responding sooner.  
Just to reassure you that we are of course making a fair and balanced programme on the 
events leading up to and including the deaths of the Pearson brothers in 1921.  
 
I am aware of the Irish Grants Committee report, we have spent some time in Kew going 
through files there, and the material we have found will be dealt with in the programme.  
 
I have had a look at the Aubane Historical Society website but was unable to find the 
article you mentioned - perhaps you would be kind enough to send it on to me?  
 
Looking forward to hearing from you. 
 
Regards,  
Niamh 
 
Aubane Historical Society 
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Niamh 
 
Thanks. Let me have an address and I will send you a copy. 
 
Jack 
 
From Niamh Sammon 
From: "Niamh Sammon" niamh.sammon@......... 
To: "jack lane" jacklaneaubane@hotmail.com 
Subject: Re: THE PEARSON EXECUTIONS 
Date: Sat, 7 Jul 2007 12:59:14 +0100 
 
Hi Jack - my address is: ………………..  
Many thanks  
Niamh 
 
Aubane Historical Society 
Niamh 
 
Thanks. Will send on and if you let me have the names (and addresses) of anybody else 
who might be involved and interested - scriptwriters, advisors, producers etc - I will send 
them copies as well. 
 
By the way, it was Robin Bury's references that brought the Irish Distress Committee's 
material to my attention. 
 
All the best 
 
Jack 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IPR, August 2007 
 
RTÉ's Hidden History Documentary on the Pearson Executions  
 
Atonement: Ethnic Cleansing in the Midlands  
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In Autumn of this year an RTÉ documentary in the Hidden History series is scheduled to 
be broadcast. The working title for it is Atonement, and it has been referred to in RTÉ as 
Atonement: Ethnic Cleansing in the Midlands.  
 
The theme of the documentary is the execution by the Offaly IRA, on June 30 1921, of 
the brothers Richard and Abraham Pearson of Coolacrease. In 2005 Alan Stanley, 
distantly related to the Pearsons but socially connected on a more intimate basis, wrote a 
book called I Met Murder on the Way, which represents the executions as sectarian 
murders in furtherance of a land-grab, in which the IRA men who shot the Pearson 
brothers went on to squat the Pearson farm; and the Land Commission in 1923 finalised 
the murder/ethnic cleansing by granting legal title to the squatters. The academic advisers 
for the documentary are Terence Dooley, NUI Maynooth, who is an adherent of Peter 
Hart's discredited sectarian/ethnic cleansing theory of the War of Independence; and 
Peter English, QUB Belfast, author of Armed Struggle A History of the IRA, his most 
recent work being Irish Freedom: The History of Nationalism in Ireland. 
 
I grew up in Co. Kilkenny, not too far from this part of Offaly, and through farming 
connections I know of the Stanleys of neighbouring Co. Laois, and when I was younger I 
heard a little bit about the 1921 trouble there.   
 
I read Eoghan Harris's articles in the Sunday Independent in 2005, and, like many other 
people I suppose, I thought the story was a horrific one, but I also thought that perhaps 
some things like this might indeed have happened under cover of the War of 
independence. Harris states: 'To attack a family like that calls to high heaven for 
atonement. Alan Stanley's book helps to make historical amends, not only to the 
Pearsons, but to the 50,000 Protestants who were bullied, frightened and burned out of 
their modest farms, both before and after the Truce, had has been suppressed by 
nationalist.' We can argue that this Hidden History documentary, based on its title, wishes 
to recycle the hate filled prejudice of Harris. We should establish the link between Harris 
and this documentary. I suspect that NS sees herself as some sort of protégé of Harris. I 
would not be surprised in the slightest if Harris was to feature in this documentary to give 
some of his pseudo intellectual views.   
 
Of course the overall context was perfectly clear. In a series of elections, the Irish 
independence movement had secured an overwhelming democratic mandate to form an 
independent Irish government. The Imperial government ignored the election result, 
imposed military rule to suppress the democratic government in the manner of the 
various revolutionary fascist movements which were taking off around the world, and 
waged a ferocious terror campaign of assassination and imprisonment of elected 
representatives, random shooting of civilians, summary execution of prisoners, burning 
of houses, villages, towns, cities; hostage taking, torture, imprisonment – the whole 
dreadful story of Black-and-Tan Terror. The volunteer Irish Army resisted the terror, and 
retaliated by executing collaborators and informers, just like the French Resistance 
against the Nazis.   
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We know the French Resistance sometimes executed innocent people by mistake, and 
popular vengeance when the Nazis were driven out was often cruel and excessive, even if 
understandable. Some private vendettas were conducted under cover of the resistance. 
Likewise some unsavoury necklacing episodes attributed to Nelson Mandela's African 
National Congress. So something similar could have happened in Ireland.   
 
When I read Eoghan Harris's article it seemed this might have been such a case. So I 
bought Alan Stanley's book. On initial quick reading, and taking everything he said at 
face value, it seemed to confirm Eoghan Harris's story. But on a more careful reading, 
many problems came to light.   
 
First, his overall view of the Troubles was that it was an outbreak of rebel sectarian 
criminality, that the British government was itself criminally negligent in using merely 
policing methods to stop it (this is the Black-and-Tans, mind), that they should have used 
military methods. Think what this means. The British Army was used in war mode to 
smash the 1916 Rising. That meant flattening the centre of Dublin with artillery involving 
wholesale slaughter of civilians over a few days. So Stanley wanted the same methods to 
be used all over Ireland, no doubt also using the RAF, carpet-bombing, gassing, 
concentration camps, for disaffected population, and so on. This is what the British 
Empire did in Iraq after its war in Ireland, when the Black and Tans moved straight from 
Ireland to Iraq.   
 
So I just began to wonder what planet did Stanley belong to, what century did his mind 
inhabit, that he should think that a touch of the bayonet, bomb and bullet would bring the 
revolting natives to submission.   
 
His story was that the Pearsons were innocent farmers, inoffensive religious people like 
Amish or Quakers, and they were ruthlessly murdered for their land. But he also 
describes them as engaging in a senseless sectarian quarrel over a mass path in which 
they threatened terrified women and children with firearms and spread human excrement 
(presumably their own) on stiles that the people would have to climb over on the way to 
church PMCC; he says they sheltered his father who was kicked out of Co. Laois for 
organising an armed loyalist sectarian gang which was collaborating with the Black and 
Tans; he says they fired shotguns over the heads of some trespassers who were cutting 
down a roadside tree adjoining their property.   
 
Alan Stanley describes the IRA party that the Pearsons fired on as Rebels and criminal 
sectarian gangsters, when they were in fact operating in the name of the elected 
government, and were the direct lineal antecedents and ancestors of the present Republic 
of Ireland – its President, government, opposition, diplomats, courts, officials, police 
force, armed forces. In the teeth of a vicious revolutionary fascist campaign to smash 
democracy in Ireland, this IRA unit was part and parcel of the huge effort which 
originated the present Irish state.   
 
From their own testimony, their very own words, the Pearsons were sectarian squabblers, 
they were trigger-happy gun-toting loyalists, they were friends and shelterers of on-the-
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run paramilitaries. These were Amish with attitude, Amish with form, Amish with guns. 
If this whole grotesque comparison concocted by Stanley and Harris were not so 
offensive to the Amish or Quakers, you could say that the Pearsons were the Amish from 
Hell.   
 
Now, I have worked with Quaker colleagues most of my life. I live beside the Amish 
colony in Co. Waterford, which was featured in a recent RTE documentary. The Quakers 
and the Amish do not threaten people with guns. They do not engage in ridiculous 
sectarian squabbling over trivialities such as mass-paths. They do not pull guns on people 
going to church service or fell trees to stop them. They have no truck with violence of 
any kind. Absolutely the last thing they would ever do would be to make common cause 
with somebody like Alan Stanley's father who was a ringleader in an armed loyalist gang, 
a Johnny Adair type. It is an absolute insult to compare the Pearsons with non-violent, 
non-belligerent pacifists such as the Quakers and the Amish.   
 
The Pearsons were not killed because of a ludicrous sectarian squabble over a mass path, 
for felling trees across the path, for pulling guns on mass-goers and for spreading 
excrement on the stiles. They were not even executed because they were informers. That 
is what all the IRA reports declare. And that is what the official RIC report declares. 
They were killed because they attacked an IRA party which was blocking the road at 
Cadamstown as part of county-wide manoeuvres to carry out an ambush on British forces 
in Birr. The Pearsons observed the party, threatened them verbally, returned with 
shotguns, and they shot two men, one of them in the stomach. That is what happened. It 
was an act of violence in support of the occupation forces which were trying to destroy 
the democratically elected government, in the first post-War attempt at fascist revolution. 
The Officer Commanding for Offaly investigated and ordered that the three brothers be 
executed and the house burned. The OC was not a local with land grabbing on his mind; 
some poverty stricken cabin dweller or landless labourer with a hungry family, looking 
down from the mountainside at the Pearsons' fat cattle, glossy horses and lush crops in 
the fertile plain. Thomas Burke could not have been further removed from such an 
agenda. He was a medical student sent down from Dublin to Offaly by the IRA Chief of 
Staff Richard Mulcahy with the authority of the governmenr to take over command and 
to raise the level of military resistance to the Black-and-Tan presence in south Offaly , 
and to deal with rampant informing and collaboration which was decimating IRA ranks.  
 
Stanley says the Pearsons were irate Amish-Quaker types who did not actually believe in 
turning the other cheek and loving their neighbour, but instead pulled out their illegal 
firearms and fired a warning shot over the heads of trespassers who were felling one of 
their trees to make a roadblock. The Pearsons, says Stanley, were protecting their 
property – a roadside tree adjoining their land. He says that a party of RIC, Auxiliary, 
Black-and-Tans then turned up at the roadblock and attacked the party of volunteers at 
the roadblock and shot two of them. So it wasn't the Pearsons who shot the two 
volunteers (and a third person, who would seem to have been a loyalist civilian arrested 
by the volunteers as he made his way to the Pearsons). Stanley might as well say that a 
herd of flying pigs turned up out of nowhere and did the shooting. The local area was 
blockaded for an IRA ambush on Crown Forces at Birr. Every Active Service Unit and 
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every reservist was in action that night. Nothing could move in the county without the 
IRA knowing about it. Nothing could get through the blockades without a fight. To get to 
this one particular blockade at Cadamstown the Black & Tans from either Birr or 
Tullamore would have had to fight their way through 15 miles or so of IRA-held 
countryside. All the testimony on the IRA side confirms that the Pearson brothers did the 
shooting. The RIC testimony at the military enquiry says that the Pearsons did it, and 
were executed by the IRA in punishment. And are we seriously expected to believe that if 
the Black-and-Tans managed to knock off two IRA volunteers, that they would have 
given the credit to an unlikely bunch of so-called Amish Quakers, as the RIC did in their 
official report? And just when the British government was desperate to publicise any 
success of its forces against the "rebels"?   
 
The Shootings  
 
Here is a summary of the propaganda version of the executions: 
The two available Pearson brothers were put up against a barn wall. Their mother, three 
sisters and younger brother were lined up in the yard to watch. The firing squad took aim 
at the men's genitals and fired dum-dum bullets into them. All this was so that they would 
accomplish five particularly brutal and heinous purposes. Firstly, by blasting away the 
men's genitals they would make some barbaric point about ethnic cleansing. Secondly, 
the victims would take a very long time to die. Thirdly, they would suffer the most horrific 
pain while they were dying. Fourthly, the family members who were forced to watch this 
atrocity would themselves suffer the torments of hell. Fifthly, the shock waves of this 
sectarian atrocity would send shock waves of fear and terror through the local Protestant 
landowning community and get wholesale ethnic cleansing and land grabbing under way.  
 
But the eye-witness accounts tell a different story. Matilda Pearson's account in the 
following week's local newspapers says that her two brothers were taken away from the 
other family members. Dave Pearson's 1981 letter to Hilary Stanley, quoted in Alan 
Stanley's book, says that he and his mother and sisters were taken away separately. 
Michael Cordial's Witness Statement on the events (Bureau of Military History) says that 
the condemned men were separated from the rest of the family. In the Military Court of 
Inquiry held at Crinkle Barracks, Birr on Saturday July 2 1921, Ethel Pearson (sister) said 
that she and her sisters, mother, cousins and brother David were moved into a grove of 
trees at the back of the house just before it was set on fire, while her brothers were taken 
away to a yard among the farm buildings. So the executions took place at a separate 
location from where the rest of the family were moved to by the IRA.   
 
The fact is, executions are a horrible business. But they are part and parcel of warfare, 
and everyone knows that War Is Hell. The war in Ireland was precipitated by the 
revolutionary fascist military response of the Imperial government to the election of a 
democratic government in Ireland. The Black & Tans carried out many assassinations, 
executions, torture and burnings. Mick Heaney was shot in the stomach with a shotgun 
blast by one of the Pearsons, and eventually died of his injury. His stomach wound 
caused him great pain over a very long time indeed, before he eventually died in 
consequence.   
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After an enquiry which established their guilt, the Pearson brothers had been condemned 
to death by the Offaly commander who had been sent down under orders from Dublin. 
Executions are done by a squad of soldiers rather than an individual executioner, so no 
single person has to bear the whole responsibility. And they retain anonymity. For 
instance, nobody asks the names of the soldiers who executed Pearse or Connolly – a 
convention which has not been adhered to by the Hidden History team, who are 
resolutely trying to get the names – no doubt in order to begin to make Atonement for the 
alleged crime against the Pearsons.   
 
The medical report of the British Military Enquiry says Richard Pearson received wounds 
in the left shoulder, right groin, right buttock, the back, and left lower leg – all of them 
superficial. Anatomically, the groin is the hollow between the thigh and the torso. We 
have two groins, for left and right thighs. Contrary to the euphemism, the actual genital 
area is between the two groins, whereas the groin actually lies between the thigh and the 
stomach. They might easily have received wounds to the genital area. But what Richard 
Pearson actually received was a superficial wound to the right groin.   
 
Now, Mick Heaney received a stomach wound. But Mick Heaney was quickly brought to 
a secret ward in Tullamore hospital, and his life was saved, at least for the time being. 
The execution of the Pearson brothers was botched. These soldiers were not experienced, 
battle-hardened fighting men like those in Dublin and Cork. Their war up to summer 
1921 had consisted mostly of sabotage work. Their new OC, Thomas Burke, had been 
sent to Offaly by General Richard Mulcahy, under the authority of the government, in 
order to step up the resistance effort in the county.   
 
If I was sentenced to be executed I would definitely prefer a botched execution by 
amateurs in which I was left alive suffering only superficial wounds.  
 
Unlike Mick Heaney's treatment, what was also botched was the medical treatment given 
to the Pearson brothers. They were shot about 5 p.m. and Richard Pearson died about 10 
p.m. on a mattress in a field at Coolacrease, from shock and blood loss. Abraham Pearson 
died from the same cause about 6 a.m. the following morning in the hospital in Crinkle 
Military Barracks near Birr. The doctor from Kinnitty only arrived to tend to these 
superficially wounded men at about 7.30 p.m., nearly three hours after the shooting. He 
administered antiseptic treatment to Richard Pearson, according to the Kings County 
Chronicle and his own statement to the Military Enquiry two days later. In other words he 
cleaned up the wounds, but performed no surgery. He did nothing to stop the bleeding. 
The military from Birr arrived about 9.30 p.m., and presumably got the brother who was 
still alive (Abraham) into the military hospital in Crinkle Barracks, Birr, by about 10.30 
or 11 p.m. The military physician in Crinkle, also called Woods, was summoned to attend 
to him at 2 p.m. He dressed his wounds, which were superficial, he says, and went back 
to bed. Abraham Pearson died at 6 a.m.  
 
Why all the delays? Why were the two men not brought directly to hospital to get 
treatment for their superficial wounds? What were the sisters doing? Running to 
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neighbours who refused to help? Ethel Pearson (sister) says she rode a horse to 
Cadamstown (about a mile away) to get help. We know that 14-year-old Dave Pearson 
called in to the Jacksons (Protestant neighbours) and was sent away, told that they had 
brought this trouble on themselves by the way they had conducted themselves. That has 
been the general reaction on all sides to the Pearson question ever since, until Alan 
Stanley's fanciful revision.   
 
The brothers received superficial wounds, none of them to the genitals, but wounds 
which caused shock and bleeding from which they eventually died, after quite a long 
time, for lack of medical attention. What would their condition have been that afternoon 
as they lay on a mattress in a field, perhaps without covers to keep them warm? We were 
told they went into shock, the reaction by which the body protects itself from trauma by 
restricting the blood flow to all but essential organs. So they would have trembled, 
become cold and pale, but perhaps recovering their senses sufficiently to talk. So their 
sisters may have thought they were ok after all, and did not rush for the Kinnitty 
dispensary doctor about four miles away. Then the men would have started drifting in 
and out of consciousness as they lost more and more blood. Were they screaming in 
agony? Probably not, from the superficial nature of the wounds (and from the 
physiological process of shock which they entered) described in the medical report, as 
opposed to the propaganda statements of Dublin Castle and Alan Stanley. But we can 
only surmise.   
 
What about the execution party? These inexperienced soldiers fired at the condemned 
men, who they hit with several shots. At the same time the fire which had been prepared 
in the house was lit, and the house went up in flames. Michael Cordial in his report, now 
available in the Bureau of Military History records, says explosions blew the roof off the 
house, so explosives may have been stored there. The fire, smoke and explosions could 
be seen and heard for miles in every direction. The men were on foot. They had every 
incentive to get away as quickly as possible, and that is what they did. Did they know the 
condemned men were still alive as they left? Again we can only surmise.   
 
There is no mention of dum-dum bullets in any contemporary account. Not even in the 
Dublin Castle propaganda statement which would have made great fuss of this if there 
had even been a suspicion that dum-dum bullets were used. This dum-dum allegation 
seems to be a later propaganda invention, perhaps by Alan Stanley himself since I have 
not seen it anywhere else. If a dum-dum bullet struck the right groin or left shoulder, the 
right leg and left arm would have been practically torn off, and death would have been 
very quick. Similarly for the back and buttock wounds.   
 
[Dum-dum bullets are named after the district of Dum-Dum outside Calcutta where the 
British had a factory for making these bullets. Calcutta airport is now located there. 
Formerly called Dum-Dum Airport, it is now called Subhas Chandra Bose Airport after 
the legendary Indian resistance hero who organised an Indian Army in 1941 in alliance 
with the Japanese, and precipitated the termination of Britain's Indian Empire, as part of a 
political movement which was heavily influenced by the Irish independence movement.]   
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The Land Grab  
 
Stanley says that after the shootings, the locals moved in on the Pearsons farm, and the 
Land Commission in 1923 accepted this as fait accomplit and awarded the squatters full 
title.   
 
William Pearson bought 341 acres, dwelling-house plus outhouses in Coolacrease in 
about 1911 for a payment of £2000, according to the unionist Kings County Chronicleof 
October 13 1921. Allowing for further investment of machinery, equipment, stock, we 
can estimate total investment of £3000, = approx Euros 300,000 (at rough equivalence £1 
in 1900 = Euro 100 in 2007).   
 
In 1922 he received from a Free State Court compensation of £1500 ((2007)E150,000) 
for the death of two sons, plus £2300 ((2007)E230,000) for burning of house and 
outhouses. Total £3800 (E380,000). The court offered him a further £4000 (about half a 
million euro) to repair or renew the buildings, but he refused. Previously the Republican 
or Sinn Fein Court had obtained for him restitution/compensation for some small thefts 
from the farm – some pigs and an iron gate. In 1923 he sold the land to the Land 
Commission for £6000 of which £1700 was held back in lieu of annuities due to the Land 
Commission. Two applications were made by the Pearsons to the Irish Distress 
Committee. The first was by Sidney Pearson, and the Committee found it "not 
unamusing" before they threw it out unceremoniously. The second application by 
William Pearson in 1927 was composed with the help of King's Counsel, accountant, 
auctioneer/valuer, and various chancers and fraudsters. It is a compendium of flagrant lies 
intended to play on the sympathetic feelings of the Committee, and was successful in 
obtaining a grant of approx £5000.   
 
So Wm. Pearson's investment of £2,000 (probably borrowed from the Land Commission, 
as he repaid Annuity dues of £1700 to them in 1922) turned into £10,500, courtesy of the 
taxpayers of the Irish Free State, having already made a fortune from inflated wartime 
agricultural prices. With these monies, the surviving family members quite literally never 
looked back.   
 
In 1923 the Land Commission bought the 341 acres of Pearson land at Coolacrease 
(without dwelling or buildings, which were destroyed) from William Pearson for about 
£6000, which was several times the amount that Wm. Pearson paid for the land, large 
dwelling plus valuable farm buildings, in 1910 or thereabouts. The Land Commission 
then divided the land among eight people, the first three being ex-British soldiers, none of 
these 8 were Republicans or IRA. Because the annuities (mortgage payments or annual 
re-payments to the Land Commission) of the new proprietors were excessively high on 
account of the excessive amount paid to William Pearson (and on account of the 
agricultural slump in agriculture following the war-time boom), a number of them failed 
and eventually gave up and sold off their little farms. At that point two former IRA men 
obtained small-holdings. The initial allocation of these small-holdings in 1923 was done 
by the Land Commissioner Blackall (who was Commissioner under the previous (British) 
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government), in consultation with the parish priest of Kinnitty Fr Holohan. The latter was 
fiercely anti-Republican and had been arrested at gun-point by the Republican Anti-
Treaty forces in the battle for Kinnitty against the Free State forces in 1922. Most of the 
people involved in this area went anti-Treaty. They were all either dead or interned in 
1923. There was no possibility they would get land. Michael Cordial got none.  
 
In his 1927 statement to the Distress Committee, Wm. Pearson complained that he was 
boycotted and trespassed (not squatted), and that because of this intensive boycotting he 
was unable to get full price for the sale of his land to the Land Commission (and because 
of intimidation, not even allowed to offer it for sale in the open market), and therefore 
had to sell to the Land Commission at loss of £5000 (2007Euro500,000 approx). The 
Distress Committee awarded him approx this amount in 1929. Using this and 1923 Free 
State compensation of £3800 (2007Euro 380,000 approx) the Pearson family members 
acquired the following farms: 162-acres in Suffolk (Home Counties England); 205 acres 
in Stowmarket, Suffolk; several dairy farms in Australia (precise details unclear from 
Stanley's book). And they added a variety of other businesses, mainly property dealing, to 
their portfolios over time.   
 
Wm. Stanley's statement to the Distress Committee consists mostly of flagrant and 
obvious lies, many of them detected by the Committee, and some of rejected even by 
Alan Stanley. But the crucial lie which enabled him to win £5000 (2007Euro500,000 
approx) was his claim that he could not hold an auction to sell his land because of 
intimidation and the extreme and total boycott against him. But the local Unionist paper, 
the King's County Chronicle has a report of an auction in October 1922, in which the 
highest bid for Coolacrease (by Mr Finnamore of Knockhill, Kilcormac) did not meet the 
reserve price demanded by Wm. Pearson.   
 
There were and are many large Protestant landholders in the area.  None of them were 
troubled by land grabbing. Alan Stanley's propaganda, which appears to be the basis of 
the Hidden History documentary, is the direct opposite of the truth.   
 
Loyalists – but did not join up?  
 
One of the arguments being promoted by the Hidden History documentary is that the 
Pearsons could not have been loyalists since, they say, none of joined the British Forces 
in the Great War. So how could they be loyalists?   
 
This is a question which could only be answered by the Pearsons themselves. William 
Pearson said they were loyalists, loyalists who helped the Crown Forces against the 
rebels in every way they could. That is what he said. All the evidence confirms that this 
was what they actually during the Black+Tan terror. Why did his sons not join up for the 
War? We can't answer, but we can only speculate. It seems Offaly was the outpost of 
Empire for the Pearsons, surrounded by treacherous natives whose only thought was to 
grab back what had been grabbed off them in the first place. The Pearsons were already 
doing their bit for the Empire, holding out against treacherous rebels. – Not an Inch, 
What We Have We Hold – the whole loyalist ideology. In more practical terms: they had 
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a big farm; they would not employ locals; but there were three adult sons, a younger son, 
and three daughters who could run the lucrative dairying side of the business – milking 
cows and so on. So they had a complete work force all of his own, they did not need to 
engage any natives or have anything to do with them at all. But Wm. Pearson could 
hardly manage to run such a farm in those days without all four of his sons. So how could 
he allow any of them to leave the farm to join the War effort? But what I really think was 
going on with them is that, with agricultural prices going sky high during the war, there 
was no way Pearson was going to miss this opportunity to make a pile of money by 
letting any of his sons join up. There is ample evidence that William Pearson and his son 
Sidney Pearson were extreme mercenary types driven by insatiable desire for land and 
money, for which they were quite prepared to lie and cheat. Their submissions to the 
Distress Committee prove this beyond a shadow of doubt. Their acquisitions of farms and 
businesses in England and Australia demonstrate what they were really about.   
 
Spies and Informers?  
 
Hidden History questions whether they were spies and informers. Wm. Pearson said 
himself that they did everything they could for the Crown Forces during the rebellion, 
and he wasn't talking about cooking their food and washing and ironing their uniforms. If 
they were prepared to shoot up an IRA roadblock, it is most unlikely they were 
withholding information about their rebellious neighbours from the Crown Forces. They 
day after they pulled guns on mass-goers, the two IRA men ( J.J. Horan and John Dillon) 
who intervened to restore order were arrested and jailed. The day after their road-block 
attack, the Crown Forces made their way to each of the houses of the volunteers involved 
and arrested them all, except for Mick Heaney who was hidden in hospital getting 
treatment for the shotgun wounds to his stomach. Their mail was intercepted, they were 
found to be reporting to Dublin Castle intelligence. The British military were on intimate 
terms as visitors to the Pearsons. An English soldier, Charlie Chidley, deserted to the IRA 
and was an important source of evidence about the Pearsons as he was the driver for the 
intelligence officer who worked with them. Later he took the anti-Treaty side, and 
married and settled in the area.  
 
Cooneyites?  
 
While the Pearsons were executed for firing on the IRA, not for their religion, both Alan 
Stanley and Eoghan Harris have compared them to Amish or Quakers. The comparison is 
bizarre in the extreme. In comparison with the Cooneyites the Free Presbyterians are 
New-Age Buddhists. Originating in Co. Fermanagh about 1900, they spread to Scotland, 
England, France, Germany, USA, Canada and Australia. Their main enemies were the 
other Protestant churches, whom they regarded as corrupt and unbiblical, almost as bad 
as papists. There are newspaper reports of their activities instigating riots and street-
fighting in Fermanagh, Newtownards, Suffolk (where the Pearsons bought farms with the 
compensation money) and various other places.   
 
Their founding text is Matthew 10 (Chapter 10 of the Gospel according to Matthew). 
Here is a sample of Matthew 10: 
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… go, preach, saying the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand. Provide neither gold nor silver 
nor brass in your purses. Go not into the way of the gentiles, but rather to the lost sheep 
of the House of Israel. I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves. Be ye therefore 
wise as serpents. Beware of men, for they will deliver you up to their councils, and they 
will scourge you in their synagogues. Think not that I am come to send peace on earth. I 
came not to send peace but a sword. I am come to set a man at variance against his 
father and the daughter against her mother and the daughter in law against her mother 
in law. The brother shall deliver up the brother to death, and the father the child. And the 
children shall rise up against their parents and cause them to be put to death. Ye shall be 
hated by all men for my name's sake, but he that endureth to the end shall be saved.   
  
 
Sources 
Paddy Heaney, At the Foot of Slieve Bloom, 2002. 
Paddy Heaney, A Place with a Tragic History, Offaly Heritage Journal, Volume 4, pages 
220-225. 
King James Bible. 
Philip McConway, 'Spies, Informers and Militant Loyalists: The Intelligence War in 
Offaly 1920-21,' Public Lecture organised by the Offaly Historical & Archaeological 
Society at Bury Quay, Tullamore on 15 January 2007.  
Doug and Helen Parker, The Secret Sect: The Nameless House Sect and Anunal 
Conventions; the Cooneyites also known as Two-by-two Preachers, Die Namenlosen, Les 
Anonumes, The Way , Sydney, Australia, 1982. 
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IRISH TIMES 20/10/07, Niamh Sammon 
 
A true history of violence 
 
 
A brutal crime just before the end of the War of Independence hints 
at the darker side of the conflict, writes Niamh Sammon 
 
No doubt June 30th, 1921, began like any other for the Pearson family 
of Coolacrease, Co Offaly. Life on that day would have revolved 
around the usual farm chores, but today, there was an extra task at 
hand. With the sun in the sky, two sons of the family, Richard (24) 
and Abraham (19), and a friend of theirs, William Stanley, were 
saving the hay, determined to make the most of the good weather. 
 
Late in the afternoon, Stanley looked up from his work to see a gang 
of armed IRA men converging on the hayfield from all sides. He knew 
something terrible was coming, and yelled to Richard and Abraham to 
run for their lives. He then ran himself, a stumbling desperate bid 
for survival, but looking back over his shoulder, he saw the Pearson 
boys rooted to the spot. 
 
Within the hour, the Pearson women were driven from their home, which 
in turn was burned to the ground. As the house blazed, they saw 
Richard and Abraham lined up and shot - their father William and 
another brother Sidney, would have met with the same fate, had they 
not been away that day. Mrs Pearson and her daughters nursed Richard 
and Abraham for many hours as they slowly bled to death. 
 
All of this happened just seven days before the truce ended all 
hostilities in the War of Independence. The fighting stopped, but a 
question remained: what had this family done to deserve such a 
dreadful retribution? The Pearsons were members of a peaceable, non- 
political, dissenting Protestant sect known as the Cooneyites, and 
their attackers were drawn from the local Catholic community. These 
were their friends and neighbours; people they must have greeted on 
the roads around Cadamstown, lads who'd sat with them at school. What 
forces had changed these friends into the enemies who came to their 
home, burned it to the ground, and shot them in a brutal manner as 
their helpless mother and sisters looked on? 
 
These are the questions that leaped out at me just over a year ago 
when a friend gave me a book by Alan Stanley, the son of William 
Stanley who'd escaped with his life that day. Alan had written a 
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powerful account of the single most defining event in his family's 
history. He told how, after the killings at Coolacrease House, the 
Pearsons fled to Australia, and of his own search to trace their 
descendants. In this slim volume, Stanley published his 
correspondence with the Australian Pearsons, who were desperate to 
try and understand how the country of their forebears had turned so 
violently against them. 
 
The story he had unravelled was the starting point of the journey 
toward making a television documentary about the truly hidden history 
of what happened at Coolacrease. It seemed that this was the kind of 
history you don't learn about in school and, notwithstanding Ken 
Loach's film dramatisation of the period in The Wind that Shakes the 
Barley, here was proof of a much darker side to the republican fight 
for independence. They say that the victor writes the history, but 
was that as true in Ireland as elsewhere? 
 
COOLACREASE IS THE townland, in the foothills of the Slieve Bloom 
mountains, where the Pearsons had lived and farmed the land. Even 
today, it's a place apart. Travel through the Slieve Bloom mountains 
and you won't meet a soul. 
 
It's just outside the commuter belt, and despite its pastoral beauty, 
definitely off the tourist trail. Nothing remains now of the 
Pearson's presence apart from the ivy-choked ruin of their former 
home. Yet for the older generation in Cadamstown, ruined walls are 
unnecessary to remind them of the events of June 1921. It's a story 
they would have heard in childhood; it would have been whispered by 
adults when they thought no children were listening. 
 
When we went knocking on doors in the area, however, nobody wanted to 
talk. This event took place 86 years ago, before telephones and 24-7 
perma-communication, yet, even now in our confessional era of blogs 
and memoirs, a veil of silence continues to shroud that summer's day 
long ago. It was hard to understand. Older members of my own family, 
though, could venture a compelling explanation. People didn't want to 
talk about Coolacrease because for them this story was not about folk 
memory or history or sectarianism; it was about protecting the 
reputations of their fathers and uncles. The memory of the dead 
generation was at stake. That old adage "Blood will out" had more 
than one meaning in Cadamstown. 
 
Eventually, some people agreed to talk, but only on the understanding 
that their identities would not be revealed. More than one person 
said that they wouldn't be able to live in the area if it was known 
they had co-operated with the documentary. During a previous life as 
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a TV news producer, I'd heard such words plenty of times, in Belfast, 
in Derry - it was amazing to hear those same caveats aired in the 
south of Ireland in 2007. And it was more surprising still when an 
old man made it his business to let our camera crew know "You could 
get shot for asking those kind of questions." 
 
But in the end, some people did talk on camera. What emerged quite 
strongly was the stark division within the community of Cadamstown 
over the events of that day in June 1921. Some believe the Pearsons 
were innocent victims targeted purely for their land. The two boys 
had been killed at a time of great land hunger and that hunger was 
keenly felt in Offaly, where good farmland was hard to come by. The 
attack on the family was, some argue, merely a land grab, perpetrated 
by men desperate to get their strike in before the war came to an 
end. Others dispute this, claiming the Pearsons were "spies and 
informers" who collaborated with the Black and Tans, and who 
ultimately got what they deserved. 
 
Just two months after the events of June 1921, an advertisement for 
the auction of Coolacrease appeared in The Irish Times. It described 
a farm "of excellent quality, sound and healthy for all kinds of 
stock, and well known in the locality for its dairy and fattening 
qualities". 
 
Tellingly, and because Coolacrease House was now no more than a 
scorched ruin, the ad delicately states that "the site for the 
residence is situated on a well timbered lawn, and is approached by 
an avenue". Like the Pearsons, many Protestant families at this time 
were torn from their roots and forced out. 
 
Many scattered to the new world to escape the old, and their stories 
have silently mouldered among hundreds of files at the British 
National Archives in Kew. But the files are there - preserved, 
indelible - and they reveal some uncomfortable truths long forgotten 
in the victor's version of the past. 
 
The Killings at Coolacrease will be broadcast next Tuesday at 10.15pm 
on RTÉ1 
 
© 2007 The Irish Times 
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Speak it in a whisper: Irish ethnic cleansing  
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An attempt to retell the story of the murder and sacking of the Protestant family is still a 
taboo, writes Sarah Caden  
By sarah caden 
 
 
Sunday October 21 2007 
 
In the mid-afternoon of June 30, 1921, Richard and Abraham Pearson were saving hay in 
Coolacrease, Co Offaly, when a group of up to 30 men came towards them over the brow 
of a hill.  
 
It was not the Pearson boys who spotted them first, but their young friend and relative, 
William Stanley, who shouted at them to run, before racing away himself.  
 
The Pearsons, however, stayed put. It did them no good. They were taken from the field 
by the gang of men and brought back to their home -- where they watched, together with 
their mother and sisters -- as furniture was broken up, hay and petrol scattered about and 
the house made ready for burning.  
 
Then, the Pearson family were taken out to the yard. Before they were shot by between 
six or eight men with rifles and shotguns, 24-year-old Richard Pearson and Abraham, his 
19-year-old brother, were read their court martials -- just to "make it all nice and legal", 
as one contributor to next week's Hidden History documentary on RTE comments.  
 
With their mother and sisters watching, the brothers were then shot in their groins. Then, 
when they turned away in agony, they were shot again in the buttocks. When they were 
on the ground, according to one of their sisters, Richard and Abraham were shot again.  
 
In themselves, none of the wounds were immediately fatal and so, it took Richard seven 
hours and Abraham 14 long hours to die, of shock and loss of blood.  
 
As with all stories from Ireland in the 1920s, there are sides and perspectives and valid 
opposing opinions and views on what occurred and how it occurred. And in director 
Niamh Sammon's The Killings at Coolacrease, produced as part of the Hidden History 
series, she does a fine job of conveying every side, every nuance, rumour and enduring 
emotion connected with the murder of the Pearson boys.  
 
Still, what surprised her in visiting Offaly for research was how many people did not 
wish to talk on camera.  
 
"A lot of people didn't want to get involved," says Sammon. "So many people told me off 
camera that locals had been appalled by what happened, but, they said, 'I can't say that on 
camera. I have to live here'. 
 
"It was said to me a number of times that this was a strongly republican area and I should 
be careful digging up this story. There was a residual fear that I don't think had to do with 
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any real threat to my safety, but just proof that this isn't a folk memory, it's still very 
close."  
 
As Sammon puts it, people -- good, decent people -- would rather a story like the 
Pearsons was forgotten, as, indeed theirs and stories like them are mostly forgotten, not 
part of our history lessons at school, not something we feel comfortable with.  
 
"This is the history we are not taught and this genuinely uncovers another side that maybe 
we don't want to look at," Sammon says. "But maybe we should. I would hope so."  
 
TEN years before the murders, William Pearson bought Coolacrease house and its land 
and began to farm it with his wife, Susan, and their seven children, three boys and four 
girls.  
 
Accounts of the Pearsons before the War of Independence, tell of their involvement in the 
community in Cadamstown, that the children went to the local Catholic school and mixed 
freely.  
 
The Pearsons were Cooneyites, a non-church division of Protestantism that is compares 
with the Amish in that it promotes simplicity, good deeds and a very basic lifestyle. With 
the War of Independence, however, relations altered between the Pearsons and their 
neighbours.  
 
Differences, in those times, became exaggerated and the Pearsons became set apart, as 
loyalists, as landed, as the outsider and, increasingly, the enemy. 
 
How it began was the Pearson family began to withdraw from the community and, 
apparently, gradually stopped greeting people they passed on the road, people they knew, 
people they had gone to school with just recently. They began to be perceived as arrogant 
and, slowly, their probable loyalism -- which has always be proven to have been 
apolitical -- was taken to be active and against the community in which they lived.  
 
Trouble began over the Pearsons' reluctance to let locals use a mass path that ran through 
their land; one of the sisters was said to be romancing a British soldier; an army deserter 
who joined the IRA apparently said they had close ties with the army and that they were 
spying and informing.  
 
There has never been any evidence offered that could prove the Pearsons spied or were 
active against the local IRA, but these enduring charges continue to give just cause for 
their killings.  
 
Outside of a desire for land and a panic -- that manifested all over the country -- to make 
rash moves before a truce was signed, the spur for the killings of Richard and Abraham 
Pearson was said to be a showdown some time earlier in the woods of Coolacrease.  
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Their father, William, and younger brother, Sydney, were away from home and Richard 
was in charge, when he and Abraham came across some local IRA men attempting to fell 
a tree and block a road.  
 
An argument ensued and shots were fired and, to this day, it is claimed Richard Pearson 
deliberately took aim and shot one of the men. It was on the basis of this, some claim, 
that his killing and that of his brother was deemed necessary.  
 
The sides are polar opposite on why the Pearson brothers were killed, proof if it were 
needed that some wounds don't heal. And, some would say, they'll never heal if there's 
never any honesty about them.  
 
That there were those who believed the Pearsons should be taken off their land, no one 
will admit to this day. Instead, there endures talk of explosions as the house at 
Coolacrease burned, taken as proof it was full of ammunition, rather than primed with 
petrol.  
 
Further, there are those who talk about them "bringing it on themselves" with their set-
apart arrogance and, to cap it all, claims that as the Pearson brothers were killed, the 
"women were even more aggressive than the men".  
 
For those who can sympathise with both sides of the story to that point, or even with the 
nationalist side alone, that, along with the brutality of those boys' murders, is a turning 
point.  
 
That the women were, essentially, asking for such trouble beggars belief and the lack of 
regret or shame or sorrow makes the tragedy of the Pearsons' story. And the enduring 
tragedy of it. 
 
When Niamh Sammon travelled to Australia, to film the grandchildren and great-
grandchildren of William and Susan Pearson, it was then, she says, it came home to her 
how close at hand is this history, how enduring the pain.  
 
"These are real people, they're not gone away," she says of the Pearsons, who left Ireland 
within a few years of the killings, after living in the coachhouse, struggling to stay and 
then equally struggling to sell up.  
 
"And they're just one of thousands of families like them, who went to Canada and 
Australia and New Zealand and you get this extraordinary feeling of confusion from 
them, about why this happened to them, to their family. They've been back to Ireland and 
seen it and they think it's so beautiful and they don't understand why it isn't their home."  
 
Some time after the murders of Richard and Abraham, someone, it is not known who, 
took photographs of the remaining Pearsons outside what remained of their razed house 
at Coolacrease.  
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The house has no roof and few windows, it is blackened and destroyed and the family of 
sisters, parents and the last brother, Sydney, seem in similarly battered condition. Their 
arms hang limply by their sides, their expressions are uncomprehending and hopeless and 
there is the strong sense of something that is over.  
 
"But even today," says Sammon, "the ruin of Coolacrease is there, it still stands there. It's 
this reminder, but it won't be there forever."  
 
'Hidden History: The Killings at Coolacrease' is on RTE1, Tuesday, 10.25pm. 
 
- sarah caden 
 
 

Irish Times, Thursday, October 25, 2007 

 

We are still hiding from our history Ann 
Marie Hourihane 
Yesterday's edition of this newspaper bore a headline "Get In Touch With The Past" on 
its Transition Times pages. But the truth is that most Irish people would much rather not 
get in touch with the past, thanks very much all the same. In Ireland the past - the truth 
about the past - is a bit of an unnecessary complication. 

This reluctance to look at what has happened in Irish history comes not just from the 
descendants and friends of those who perpetrated dreadful crimes but, much more 
remarkably, from the descendants and friends of the innocent victims. 

When Alan Stanley published his book I Met Murder On The Way years ago he found 
a few people within what he calls "the minority community" - in other words, the 
Protestant community - who wondered why he had bothered. In a phone interview with 
me this week, Stanley remembered being reminded that the Protestant community had 
coped with living in Ireland because "we kept our heads down". Luckily Alan Stanley 
refused to keep his head down, and published his book about the murder of Richard and 
Abraham Pearson. 

This book in turn gave rise to the documentary The Killings At Coolacrease , which 
was shown on RTÉ 1 television on Tuesday night. Never has the series title, Hidden 
History , been more apposite. Because the history that is really hidden is not about Dev 
or Michael Collins, but about the ordinary people who have been written out of history, 
as the Pearsons were until Alan Stanley wrote them back in again. 
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Briefly, the Pearsons were a farming family who lived in Co Offaly. After a spate of 
slanderous rumours, and an outburst of land envy - the Pearsons owned and worked a 
340-acre farm - two of the Pearsons' four sons, Richard (24) and Abraham (19), were 
shot by about 30 IRA men on June 30th, 1921. They were initially approached while out 
saving hay. A family friend, William Stanley, Alan's father, later erroneously described as 
both a British officer and as a spy, made a run for it. Both Richard and Abraham were 
shot in the genital area, and then in the buttocks, in front of their siblings and mother, 
and the house was burned. It took Richard six hours to die and Abraham 14. Alan 
Stanley has no record of any pain relief being administered by the local doctor who 
attended them. 

The manner of this shooting is shocking enough, reminiscent to modern eyes of the 
mutilation of the bodies of black men who were lynched in the southern states of 
America. Even more shocking was that the television programme managed to find 
people, in this day and age, prepared to defend and justify the murders. It is perhaps not 
so surprising that old men, steeped in the dangerous myths of other times, should be 
prepared to talk about how "the Pearson girls were aggressive - more aggressive than 
their brothers", and how the Pearson brothers, who died in agony, "were executed and 
that was that". But to see a young man blithely talking about how the Pearsons had 
shown profound disdain for local republicans "and in particular for Irish Volunteers" sent 
a chill through the blood. It was like someone saying: "the Jews had too much money." 
Terrifying. 

Of which other group of crime victims would commentators be allowed to speak in this 
way in modern times? Certainly not of the victims of rape. These statements made the 
viewer realise that the murder of the Pearsons could happen again tomorrow. 

That, notably in the Border counties, similar murders - miserable, vicious, laden with 
local gossip - happened yesterday. There was never a shred of evidence to justify the 
Pearson murders, and there still isn't. Here was an otherwise excellent - a 
groundbreaking - programme that was far too balanced in its efforts to give both sides of 
a lamentable story. 

The only glimmer of light was provided by the local postman, an IRA man who did not 
have the stomach for what was planned, and allegedly warned the Pearsons. And by 
John Joe Dillon, the son of a local IRA man, who spoke of the atrocity with real regret. 
After the murders the Pearsons tried to stay on their farm. But they weren't the only ones 
reluctant to let go. Another brother, Sydney, went out to plough one day and found a 
note on the plough, warning the family to get out. Eventually they went to Australia. And 
one thinks of the thousands of Protestants who quietly vanished from Ireland at that 
time, unremembered. 

William Stanley went to Wales, a Paddy in Monmouthshire and a West Brit at home. He 
returned to Ireland, a genial man subject to black moods which his family ascribed to 
what he had endured at the time of the killings. When he wrote I Met Murder On The 
Way Alan Stanley told his wife that if it encouraged even one or two similar families to 
tell their stories he would be well satisfied. The question is whether the rest of us are 
ready to hear those stories. You can buy a copy of I Met Murder On The Way by 
writing to Alan Stanley at Quinagh, Carlow, Co Carlow. 
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The Killings at Coolacrease         
Written by Pat Muldowney      
Friday, 26 October 2007   
The “Hidden History” documentary, inspired in part by Eoghan Harris, is a distortion of 
what actually happened at Coolacrease, when two young Protestants were murdered. By 
Pat Muldowney 
  
 
There is a great big hole in the middle of the RTÉ Hidden History programme aired on 23 
October 2007 about the 1921 IRA execution of the two Pearson brothers in Co Offaly. 
There was an even bigger one in the Tubridy Show (RTÉ Radio One) coverage of the 
issue on 21 October.  
 
 
The Hidden History programme originated in the 2005 book I met murder on the way by 
Alan Stanley and in Eoghan Harris’ Sunday Independent article (9 Oct 2005). The latter 
provided the tone and political content of the programme; “To attack a family like that 
calls to high heaven for atonement”. It also provided the programme’s working title – 
Atonement – during production. 
 
 
So it is not surprising that the programme challenged the validity of the Irish Court 
Martial ruling, held in June 1921, which found the Pearsons guilty of staging an armed 
attack on an IRA unit engaged in road block activity in resistance to the Black and Tan 
terror aimed at suppressing the democratically elected Irish government; for which the 
Court passed the death sentence.  
 
 
But this was not the only Court that met to adjudicate on the fate of the Pearsons. This 
Hidden History programme supposedly set out to examine forensically what happened on 
30 June 1921, the day of the executions. So how did it happen that the programme never 
mentioned – not once – the other Court, which met on 2 July 1921 to do exactly the same 
thing?  
 
 
It is not that Hidden History did not know about the British Military Court of Enquiry, 
which met on that day in Crinkle Military Barracks, Birr.  
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The problem for the Hidden History/Eoghan Harris line was that the British Military 
Court of Enquiry, operating completely independently, found exactly the same as the 
Irish Court Martial. The Chief Inspector of the Queen’s County RIC testified to the Court 
that “the two Pearson boys a few days previously had seen two men felling a tree on their 
land adjoining the road, had told the men concerned to go away, and when they refused, 
had fetched two guns and fired and wounded two Sinn Feiners, one of whom it is 
believed died”.  
 
 
In numerous recitals of the propaganda, and in the dramatized re-construction shown by 
Hidden History, the women of the Pearson family are placed in the yard where the 
executions took place and forced to watch the two men being shot. At the Court of 
Enquiry, the women themselves testified that they were taken, not to the yard, but to a 
grove of trees a safe distance from the house. In the grove it was physically impossible to 
see inside the enclosed yard where the two men were taken.  
 
 
Eoghan Harris salaciously described the gunshot wounds that the two men received: He 
said they were shot “very deliberately, in the genitals, in their sexual parts, in their sexual 
organs”. Other versions, again inspired by Hidden History/Eoghan Harris, are practically 
pornographic and I will not repeat them here. But what the medical evidence given to the 
Court describes is a range of injuries from the legs to the shoulders, all of them 
superficial, and none to the genitals. According to the evidence, none of the wounds were 
fatal, and the men died from shock and blood loss. If they had received timely and 
adequate medical attention it seems their lives could have been saved.  
 
 
There is much more that can be gleaned from the Court of Enquiry. Along with the Irish 
Court Martial Report, this is where a real investigation of the Pearson case should have 
started. 
 
 
Which brings us to the historians used by Hidden History. To their credit, historians 
Paddy Heaney and Philip McConway detected that there was something amiss with the 
programme and distanced themselves from it, as reported in the Offaly Independent 
newspaper of 6 October. Philip McConway’s findings on the subject are expected to be 
available on the website of the Offaly Historical & Archaeological Society 
http://www.offalyhistory.com and in print. Much of the relevant information is already 
available at http://www.indymedia.ie/article/84547. 
 
 
Like thousands of others caught up in the war caused by imperial aggression against the 
democratically elected government, the Pearsons suffered a terrible tragedy, which 
everyone must feel. But as the Courts found, they worked for the terror forces that sought 
to destroy Irish democracy by brutal methods. In his statement to the British 
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Government’s Grants Committee, William Pearson formally declared that he was a 
collaborator (“I assisted the Crown Forces on every occasion”).  
 
 
By endlessly posing the question of whether the Pearsons were spies and informers, and 
whether documented evidence can now be found for this, Hidden History uses 
misdirection to divert attention away from the real and more serious reason for the 
executions, as determined by both the Irish and British Courts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Agenda 
When History and hearsay collide  
by Emmanuel Kehoe 
Sunday Business Post October 28th 2007 
 
Context is an essential part of viewing historical events. This is especially true of 
television documentaries purporting to reveal this or disclose that or tell the truth behind 
some event or other.  
 
One danger is that an event or series of events can be 'sexed up' or cast in a sensational 
light - as in the recent two programmes about Nazis in Ireland.  
 
Another is that people with axes to grind influence the making of a programme, or that 
commentators are chosen to be the right fit. Historians, commentators and filmmakers - 
even television reviewers - don't always come with clean hands, unsullied by prejudice.  
 
There were deeply unpleasant incidents in the War of Independence. It was, after all, a 
war. At least, those who took part in it saw it as such. Innocent people were certainly 
murdered by both sides and it's true there were a number of killings of Protestants or 
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loyalists done in the name of the Republic that could be seen to have their roots in local 
animosities and score-settling rather than in the grim necessities of guerrilla war.  
 
In Hidden History: The Killings at Coolacrease (RTE 1) Dr Terence Dooley of NUI 
Maynooth, who has written much on the agrarian element of the Troubles, said, ''The 
revolutionary period was essentially used as a pretext to run many of these Protestant 
farmers and landlords out of a local community for locals to take up their lands."  
 
Many might find his use of the word 'essentially' in the context of the national enterprise 
as a whole somewhat hard to swallow.  
 
In the case of Hidden History, his observations placed the killing of Richard and 
Abraham Pearson by the Offaly IRA in the context of land hunger. The Pearsons, who 
had a farm of 200 acres in Co Laois, had bought a 339 acre farm in 1911 from another 
Protestant family in Co Offaly and this handing on of land from one to another, Dooley 
said, added a sectarian tinge to the situation.  
 
Basically, the programme seemed to suggest, the Pearsons were surrounded by Catholics 
living on uneconomic holdings who saw in the Troubles their chance for a landgrab.  
 
But the War of Independence was not driven by ethnic cleansing. It wasn't some kind of 
Balkan cauldron. There was no mass oppression of ethnic or religious minorities or 
wholesale atrocities, no Srebrenice.  
 
In the cities, Protestants who dominated the legal and accounting professions were not 
herded onto cattle boats and expelled. It wasn't Idi Amin's Uganda.  
 
The Killings at Coolacrease was made by experienced documentary maker Niamh 
Sammon who previously made the Haughey and Fine Gael series for Mint productions, 
both of which were shown on RTE.  
 
Two nicely timed pieces, one by herself in the Irish Times (A True History of Violence) 
and another by Sarah Caden in the Sunday Independent (Speak it in a Whisper: Irish 
Ethnic Cleansing) no doubt increased interest in the film.  
 
Sammon says her own interest was stirred when she read a book by Alan Stanley, the son 
of William Stanley who was staying with the Pearson family, but who escaped the IRA 
when they arrived on June 30, in 1921.  
 
William Stanley, as the programme pointed out, was already in trouble with the IRA, 
though whether it was from simply associating with members of the RIC or actively 
assisting Crown forces remains a matter of bitter debate in the area, probably even more 
bitter now things have been stirred up.  
 
The Pearsons, she wrote, were members of a ''peaceable, non-political, dissenting 
Protestant sect known as the Cooneyites''.  
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They were likened in the programme to Amish. But were the Pearsons entirely 
peaceable? Locals accused them of harassing people who used a traditional Mass path 
over their land, of being spies and informers and perhaps, most outlandishly, of running a 
local militia.  
 
Finally there was an incident in which Richard Pearson shot at a group of local IRA men 
cutting down a tree on Pearson's land to block a road.  
 
''The Pearsons are merely doing what they think any law abiding citizen should do and 
legally they are within their rights to defend their land and as they would see it to protect 
it against terrorist activity," Professor Richard English of Queens University said. Within 
their rights maybe, but off their heads.  
 
When the two young men were shot it was alleged they were killed in front of their 
women relatives and shot in the genitals and the buttocks and left to die. Eoghan Harris 
said he wanted to see documentary evidence that Pearson had actually wounded an IRA 
man in the shooting over the tree, but viewers might have liked to see documentary 
evidence of this very peculiar, brutal method of execution presented here as fact.  
 
Harris wrote about the Coolacrease killings some time ago, and it appears to be one of 
those isolated incidents out of which he cuts a stick to beat a rather large drum. In the 
film Harris recalls that ''My father ran a small wholesale grocery business in the 50s and 
the Cooneyites used to come into him.  
 
''They were terribly quiet, very, very gentle decent people. They were pretty much 
withdrawn from the world as a whole. I would say they found the whole world outside 
confusing. They were really husbandry people, you know, the land. Quiet evenings spent 
in reflection and meditation. These are the kind of people they were."  
 
But were they entirely so? Founded by William Irvine, an evangelising Scot, in 1897 and 
Edward Cooney the son of a Fermanagh magistrate, the Cooneyites still exist today, some 
in Ireland, some in the United States and in quite large numbers in Australia where the 
Pearsons moved after the killings and the burning of their home.  
 
Some today would regard them as a cult and their beliefs in 1921 would have set them 
apart from their mainstream, churchgoing Protestant neighbours.  
 
Whatever about the Cooneyites today, or when Harris met them, in 1909 they were 
creating a bit of a stir at their convention in Ballinamallard, Co Fermanagh, so much so 
that the New York Times reported on August 9 under the heading 'Cooneyites Await the 
Millennium': ''It is the belief of the sect that the millennium may be ushered in at any 
moment, and prayer meetings are being held almost continuously. . .  
 
''All the pilgrims are dressed in coarse, plain clothing. The men are unshaven and wear 
rubber collars. On the heads of the women are straw sailor hats. All are busily engaged in 
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manual labor or domestic duties milking, butter making, cooking, sewing, boot-making, 
carpentering, etc - every one being assigned to a daily task."  
 
Reporting on the same convention on August 5, 1909 the Fermanagh newspaper, he 
Impartial Reporter, was rather more hostile.  
 
''Mr Cooney spoke for over two hours. It was not a Gospel address, or one of teaching; 
but one of condemnation of those who differed from his views. They were all going to 
hell. He knew all about it . . . He repeated his denunciation of John Knox, Calvin, John 
Wesley; they had all gone to hell . . .There was the usual torrent of abusive talk, bristling 
with denunciation and everlasting torment . . . it was a repetition of former harangues . . .  
 
''One of the first points which would strike a listener to Mr Cooney's discourse, was the 
entire lack of charity and kindness. Mr Cooney is excellent as a spouter of damnation and 
hell fire, but when it comes to the love of God, and the tenderness of the Saviour for 
mankind, Mr Cooney appears to know nothing of it."  
 
" 'We are the light,' he [Cooney] proceeded, 'and the condemnation of Fermanagh is, that 
they won't have the light, but choose the darkness, Methodist darkness, Episcopalian 
darkness, Plymouth brethren darkness, Salvation Army darkness, Roman Catholic 
darkness: you have been with the clergy, and supported them here, and you will be with 
them in hell.  
 
What would you think of the Rev Jesus, MA or BA, with £3 a week with an 
encouragement to get married with £12 a year or 'Father Jesus' hoping to die a Pope some 
day, or 'Rev Jesus' with his eye on the Archbishopric of Canterbury, or 'Lieutenant' Jesus 
hoping to become a Colonel or General some day in the Salvation Army?  
 
'Would to God that this dirty devilish poison crammed into you at the Sunday school, 
took in through every bone of your body in the clergy house, as the workings and doing 
of Christianity were crushed out of your lives.' "  
 
Does this suggest that the Pearsons, not so long afterwards, might have been somewhat 
less benign and pacific than Harris or Sammon makes them out to be and that this, 
combined with a stiff-necked loyalism and their extensive lands may have made them 
more noticeable than other loyalist Protestants in the area?  
 
Is it conceivable that a group following Cooney's preaching could, for example, hassle 
local people over the sensitive issue of a right of way to Mass?  
 
Television histories have an odd habit of leaving the viewer wondering. This film, with 
its mixture of innuendo and hearsay, claim and counterclaim made me wonder what truth 
could be got out of the story at all and what wider reference it could have.  
 
A tragedy certainly, but how significant today when young men are so casually and 
brutally murdered in criminal conspiracies almost every day of the week? 
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Irish Times, Thursday, November 8, 2007 

Sensitive strands of our history 
How fragile Irish history seems as it is rolled, like a precious egg, from one nest to 
another, writes Ann Marie Hourihane 



 38 

If you were listening to RTÉ Radio 1's Liveline programme on Monday or Tuesday of this 
week you would imagine that Protestant farmers Richard and Abraham Pearson had 
been murdered at their home in Offaly last weekend. 

The passions that were unleashed - snorts of derision, a phone call terminated when 
someone hung up in exasperation, the hesitancy in the voices of people talking about 
ancient family history, the confident certainties that streamed from all sides - were 
shockingly fresh. These passions and this energy surprised even the makers of Liveline, 
who are used to the Irish public in full cry. 

Yet Richard and Abraham Pearson did not die last weekend. They died 86 years ago, in 
June 1921. 

Now you would think that the deaths of two young men - Richard was 24 and his brother 
Abraham was 19 - so long ago would be easily dealt with by citizens of a modern society 
which was born out of a violent past. 

The two brothers were approached while out saving hay on their farm by a party of up to 
30 IRA men. They were taken back to the farmhouse where they were shot and died 
much later, in front of their mother and sisters and one younger brother. Their father and 
a fourth brother were away from the farm on that day. 

The reaction of normal people to this sorry story will naturally be one of regret - that the 
shootings of the Pearsons was a terrible thing, even by the standards of that terrible 
time, and should never have happened. 

But most would also agree that it happened a long time ago and now the best thing to do 
is to acknowledge the tragedy and let them rest in peace. 

In fact, this does seem to be the reaction of most people who have heard about the 
Pearson killings, which have now become the subject of a book, a television programme, 
of debate in the letters column of this newspaper and now on Liveline. 

But Irish history is so fragile to some, and so sacred, that they confidently assert that the 
Pearson brothers must have been British spies, members of the Royal Irish 
Constabulary, not pacifists at all but given to taking pot shots at IRA men, arrogant 
towards their Catholic neighbours - in other words, asking for it. 

It appears impossible for these people, standing guard over Irish history, even to 
countenance the possibility that the Pearsons were innocent men. 

And so we had the strange sound of Joe Duffy speculating on the question of whether 
you can have a court martial without the defendants (that would be the Pearson 
brothers) being present, and whether members of the Cooneyite sect - to which the 
Pearsons belonged - would have even owned a shotgun, considering that the 
Cooneyites were widely believed to have been pacifist. 

All this on a radio programme going out live on a busy weekday in November 2007. This 
group of people - which seems to be quite small - seems happy to talk and argue 
tirelessly on the most minor details of the Pearson killings in their efforts to justify them. 
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The invaluable service that they are providing is that they are so annoying, so 
patronising and so irrational that they are succeeding where 86 long years of silence 
have failed: they are making modern Protestants so furious that they are ready - almost, 
almost ready - to come out and talk about their families' experiences in the War of 
Independence and the Civil War. 

These are not the stories of the Big House burning, with the paintings and the piano on 
the lawn. These are the stories of quite ordinary people - I imagine mostly rural people, 
but this might not be correct - who were pushed out of the new State. 

Thousands of us enjoyed the Hidden History television documentary about the Pearson 
killings simply because we had never heard about them before. 

It aroused the suspicion in us that there are other stories like it - and we have no way of 
knowing how many, or how few, there might be - burning underground, stories that live 
on in the families of those who suffered, passed on in the deep privacy of family life so 
that, as one man told me last week: "It's as if it would be disloyal to talk about it." 

He meant that it was as if it would be disloyal to talk about it in public. Within his family 
such matters were not discussed routinely, but only when he and his father were feeling 
particularly close to each other. 

They became a family secret, in a country too full of family secrets. And so these stories, 
these whispers, are lost to the larger, Catholic population - perhaps forever. 

It might be time now for the larger, Catholic population to ask itself: are we happy about 
this? Would we like to look at this small slice of our history, not in order to condemn men 
and women long dead, but because it is interesting and true? 

© 2007 The Irish Times 
 
 
 
 
DIEHARDS REVEAL TRUE COLOURS 
 
Programme reflected maturity of a State able to deal honestly with its own past 
 
David Adams, Irish Times 9/11/07 
 
The amateur historian in Ireland is often little more than a propagandist masquerading as 
an expert. Such was the case with RTÉ’s Hidden History – The Killings at Coolacrease 
(broadcast on October 23rd) about the brutal murder by the IRA of two young Protestant 
brothers, Richard (24) and Abraham Pearson (19), at their farm in Co. Offaly in 1921. 
This meticulously researched and studiously even-handed documentary benefited 
enormously, if inadvertently, from the contributions of a couple of local historians 
determined to lend post-dated justification to what was clearly a sectarian, land-grabbing 
atrocity.  
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Ludricous claims delivered in blank-faced fashion, complete with pseudo-military jargon, 
juxtaposed perfectly with dignified contributions by descendants of the deceased to give a 
vivid illustration of fanaticism and people’s ability to fool themselves into believing 
almost anything. In a magnificent display of the power of wishful thinking, one of the 
apologists claimed it was “impossible” for any member of the Offaly IRA to have been 
an informer. 
 
The other has claimed that his research has been deliberately played down by the 
programme makers. Perhaps, for reasons obvious to everyone but himself, RTÉ thought it 
best to rely upon professional historians and their own impartial research team. The only 
thing worse in the historical field than an enthusiastic amateur with an axe to grind, is a 
collection of them pursuing a common agenda. 
 
By screening The Killings at Coolacrease, both RTÉ and the producer, Niamh Sammon, 
reflected perfectly the maturity of a State now prepared to deal openly and honestly with 
its past. Despite this, or maybe because of it, since the screening of the programme, there 
has been an orchestrated campaign of complaint directed at politicians, RTÉ, individual 
journalists, newspapers and various other media outlets. Many of those involved appear 
to have connections with the Aubane Historical Society and/or the Irish Political Review. 
 
These groups previously gained some prominence when, at different times, they declared 
Elizabeth Bowen not to be an Irish author, instigated a vicious little spat with (then 
senator) Martin Mansergh TD, and suggested that this newspaper was a tool of the British 
government. Their complaints accusations then, as now, stand up to no examination.  
 
Were the Pearson brothers shot in the groin or genitals? What does it matter? The real 
question is, if it wasn’t deliberate, how did so many gunmen (about 30) manage to shoot 
the men only in their lower abdomens? This can only be interpreted as a brutal comment 
on Protestant procreation, and a deliberate attempt to cause an agonising death. They 
succeeded in the latter; Richard Pearson took six hours to die, and his brother Abraham 
14. 
 
Were the Pearson women forced to watch the murders or, ever so chivalrously, taken to 
the rear of the farmhouse? Ethel Pearson, one of the sisters, claimed only days after the 
atrocity that she, her mother and sisters were made to watch the shootings. Against this, 
an IRA man claimed they were taken behind the house. Given the perverse brutality on 
display that day, it isn’t hard to decide which version is more believable. 
 
Did an RIC investigation conclude that the double murder was revenge for the shooting 
of two IRA men who had previously been found felling a tree on Pearson land? Most 
emphatically, it did not. There was no RIC investigation, merely a written report from the 
police to a Court of Enquiry, which outlined rumours circulating after the murders.  
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The report mentioned land acquisition and revenge by Sinn Féin as rumoured motives. 
Indeed, there is still a belief locally that preceding the murders an IRA man was 
accidentally killed by one of his own comrades. 
 
Were the Pearsons ever proved to be British agents? No, in fact the evidence points in the 
opposite direction. A surviving brother, Sidney Pearson, was turned down for 
compensation for the loss of the family farm precisely because he could not prove his 
allegiance to the Crown. Later, on advice from the Southern Irish Relief association, and 
with nothing left to lose as his family was fleeing Ireland anyway, William Pearson (the 
father) grossly exaggerated his loyalty in order to achieve a paltry £7,500 in 
compensation for his 340-acre farm. 
 
What reasonable person could not imagine themselves doing precisely the same thing in 
those circumstances? The Aubane Historical Society, their friends and fellow-travellers 
must surely realise all of the above. Their campaign seems designed merely to sow doubt, 
create confusion and muddy the waters around the Coolacrease murders. If they are 
lucky, it might have the effect of ensuring that no other such programmes are made. 
 
Journalists might well decide that forensic examination of countless similar atrocities 
isn’t worth the trouble. Such capitulation would be a huge mistake. History deniers 
should never be pandered to. 
 
 
====== 
 
Comments: 
 
“One of the apologists claimed it was “impossible” for any member of the Offaly IRA to 
have been an informer.” 
Paddy Heaney said it was impossible that a postman called Delahunty could have given a 
warning to the Pearsons, because Jimmy Delahunty was in jail at the time, and his 
postman father died several years before that. 
 
“The other has claimed that his research has been deliberately played down by the 
programme makers. Perhaps, for reasons obvious to everyone but himself, RTÉ thought it 
best to rely upon professional historians and their own impartial research team.” 
Philip McConway was one of the two professional historians who were researchers for 
the programme. He identified the key historical documents that were needed. Dr. Dooley 
read selectively from these on the programme. 
 
“Sidney Pearson, was turned down for compensation for the loss of the family farm 
precisely because he could not prove his allegiance to the Crown.” 
According to the Sidney Pearson’s compensation application (sourced for the programme 
by Philip McConway), the reason given for the rejection of his application was because 
he was not the owner of the property for whose destruction he was seeking compensation. 
 



 42 

“…a paltry £7,500 in compensation for his 340-acre farm.” 
The farm was bought by the Pearsons for £2000. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Indymedia: 
 
Disarray 
 by John Martin - Irish Political Review Sun Nov 11, 2007 19:24 
If anyone doubts the disarray of the defenders of the Coolacrease documentary, they only 
need to read Eoghan Harris’s diary in today’s Sunday Independent. It seems his whole 
week has been dominated by the Coolacrease documentary, but he is incapable of dealing 
with any of the issues raised. 
 
He talks about Pat Muldowney, the Aubane Historical Society, Athol Books, the Irish 
Political Review, a conversation with David Norris re: Phillip McConway, extensive 
quotes from David Adams’s article in The Irish Times, the killings in Bandon, Peter Hart 
etc etc. But no engagement with the issues raised by the Coolacrease documentary. 
 
This follows his hysterical rant (“holocaust deniers”, “liars” etc) on Monday’s Live Line. 
 
He has failed to produce any evidence supporting his allegations that the killings were 
about ethnic cleansing, a land grab or sectarianism. 
 
He and for that matter David Adams are at their most embarrassing when they accuse the 
IRA volunteers of shooting at the Pearsons’ genitals. 
 
How is it that even the propaganda department in Dublin Castle didn't spot this? Were 
they "keeping their heads down" as well? How is it that no contemporary source in 1921 
can be found to support Harris/Adams's lurid allegation that the IRA volunteers 
deliberately shot the Pearsons in the genitals (and missed) so as to send a message re: 
Protestant reproduction per David Adams. 
 
But David Adams in The Irish Times plunged to the very depths when he suggested that 
locals believe that the IRA shot themselves. 
 
We now have a situation where the loyalist apologist Alan Stanley accepts that the 
Pearsons’ fired a shot. He says that the shot was fired in the air. David Adams, on the 
other hand, implies that the Pearson’s didn’t fire a shot at all but accepts that an IRA man 
was injured. 
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It would be nice if the defenders of the Hidden History documentary could get their 
stories straight! 
 
 
 
 
EH Sindo18/11/07 
 
Denials do more damage than the original crime 
 
 
Last week I argued that the link between the killing of Paul Quinn of Cullyhana in 
October 2007, and the killing of the two Pearson brothers in Coolacrease, Co. Offaly in 
June 1921, was that both were carried out by people using the cloak of the IRA to cover 
what, in any normal society, would be seen as a cruel and criminal act.  
 
On reflection I realise that there is a further link. In both cases a shocked society took 
refuge in denials which protect associates or descendants of the perpetrators. Official 
Ireland sacrificed Paul Quinn to the peace process in order to protect Adams & Co.  The 
Pearsons were sacrificed to national and local pieties – the claim that they were subjected 
to a “proper” IRA execution.  
 
Denials do more damage than the original atrocity. When those in authority avoid naming 
names, decent people despair and fall dumb, the community closes in around the dirty 
secret, and civil society is clouded until the original offence against the moral order is 
brought out in the open and atoned for.  
 
The Government and the Opposition were wrong to accept Sinn Fein assurances that the 
South Armagh IRA were not the perpetrators – a fiction that Lord Laird blew apart in his 
detailed description of how eight of the attackers wore surgical gowns and gloves, the 
grim garb of the IRA butchers of South Armagh. 
 
A notable exception to all this evasion was Senator Maurice Cummins of Fine Gael, who 
drew attention to Lord Laird’s accusations. Cummins’s courage contrasts with politicians 
who privately call Lord Laird a “loose cannon”. How come the same politicos were 
happy enough to accept the accuracy of Lord Laird’s attack on Frank Connolly? 
 
Likewise, decent local people were not wise to accept the dubious assistance of the 
Aubane Historical Society in casting a cloud over the Pearsons. Instead of an ecumenical 
service of atonement – there was no clergyman at the Pearsons’ burial – we get 
increasingly incoherent attempts to explain away the murders. The latest lunacy on 
Indymedia is that the Pearsons were shot in the groin because IRA executioners were 
“inexperienced”! 
 
Let me predict that the more decent locals dictate how they handle this atrocity, the more 
the story will refuse to die. Because many Irish people simply do not believe that a 
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pacifist Cooneyite family like the Pearsons would shoot and wound a North Offaly 
member of the IRA – who, by all accounts, were a maladroit bunch that most likely shot 
one of their own members in the dark.  
 
Similarly, many Irish people will never believe that it was a normal IRA execution – not 
when it was carried out by 30 men in broad daylight who dragged the Pearson boys out in 
front of their crying mothers and sisters, lined them against the wall, and shot them in the 
groin or abdomen rather than in the heart or head. Fiddle around with the facts of that for 
as long as you like and it still stinks to high heaven.  
 
Paul Quinn’s elderly parents and the community of Cullyhanna must feel that Official 
Ireland is fiddling around with the facts too. Apart from the moral factor, such fiddling 
simply makes no sense. Far from damaging the peace process – to which the DUP is 
firmly signed up – if the Irish Government had firmly blamed the Provisional IRA for 
Paul Quinn’s murder, adams & Co would have been forced to lean hard on South 
Armagh.  
 
Finally, I can see why naff Irish nationalists need to believe the fiction that no sectarian 
act was ever committed by the Old IRA in the Irish republic. But I can’t see why 
Northern nationalists  would want to deny that our Southern grandfathers could be as 
gruesomely sectarian as any of the gangs that roam South Armagh – a point brilliantly 
made in a polemic by Danny Morrison a few years ago.  
 
So I was a bit baffled when Tom McGurk, a Northerner who makes no secret of his 
nationalism, came out so strongly in last week’s Sunday Business Post against RTE’s 
Coolacrease programme. In doing so, he leaned far too heavily on a long article published 
b y Pat Muldowney on Indymedia, home of hardline nationalists.  
 
The dangers of depending on Muldowney – and Indymedia -  were pointed up when 
McGurk referred to Perry Ogden (a producer who wants to make a motion picture about 
the affair) as “British film-maker Philip Ogden”. Muldowney, in his Indymedia polemic, 
also mistakenly calls the producer Philip rather than Perry Ogden.  
 
More seriously, McGurk misleads us in the following two sentences: “University of 
Ulster academic Pat Muldowney – whose new book on the period will be published soon 
– is also said to be angry. As a historian, Muldowney is astonished that the programme 
ignored the only surviving documentary evidence of the incident – the officially recorded 
inquest into the killings.” 
 
The close conjunction of these two sentences might lead the casual reader to form the 
impression that Muldowney is a University of Ulster professional historian. In fact 
Muldowney is a lecturer in mathematics at the university, and thus an amateur historian 
when it comes to weighing evidence. This causes him – and thus McGurk – to make 
elementary evidence when evaluating evidence.  
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Quoting Muldowney, McGurk told his readers: “The inquest seemed to confirm the local 
version of what happened, it said that the British military Court of Inquiry (in lieu of 
inquests) into the deaths of Richard and Abraham Pearson, held at Crinkle Barracks, Birr, 
on July 2 1921, the CI [Chief Inspector, Royal Irish Constabulary] Queen’s County 
[reported] that the two Pearson boys, a few days previously, had seen two men felling a 
tree on their land adjoining the road. [They] had told the men concerned to go away, and 
when they refused, had fetched two guns and fired and wounded two Sinn Feiners, one of 
whom it is believed died.” 
 
But Muldowney’s (and McGurk’s) interpretation is merely a terse summary by the Court 
of a one-page RIC Inspector’s report which simply summarises all the rumours rife in a 
local community which is clearly shocked by the Pearson shootings and anxious to find 
some acceptable motives for the atrocity. The RIC Inspector’s report on the rumours runs 
as follows. 
 
“Possible motives.- 
1. The acquisition of Pearson’s land (para on this). 2. Revenge by Sinn Fein. It is said by 
the County Inspector Queens County that the two Pearson boys a few days previously 
had seen two men felling a tree on their land adjoining the road. Had told the men 
concerned to go away, and when they refused had fetched two guns and fired and 
wounded two Sinn Feiners, one of whom it is believed died. It is further rumoured when 
the Farm house was burning, two guns fell out of the roof.” (My italics.) 
 
I could go on and on. But I won’t. Because in doing so I am only helping to muddy the 
waters even more. Sean O’Faolain defines evil as making a simple matter complex. So I 
am going to trust the Irish people to decide whether Paul Quinn or the Pearson boys were 
properly punished for “crimes” against the IRA. 
 
======= 
 
Comment: 
 
“Instead of an ecumenical service of atonement – there was no clergyman at the 
Pearsons’ burial – we get increasingly incoherent attempts to explain away the 
murders.” 
In strict doctrinal terms, Cooneyites believed that clergymen of any sort were agents of 
the devil. 
 
“Sean O’Faolain defines evil as making a simple matter complex.” 
So evil is everywhere? A neat way of pushing aside the issues which Harris tried to 
conceal! 
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IRISH TIMES NOVEMBER 27 2007 
 
The Pearson brothers sided with the British and forfeited their civilian status, argues PAT 
MULDOWNEY. 
 
The Irish Times Nov 27 2007 
 
The principal problem with RTÉ's controversial Hidden History documentary broadcast 
on October 23rd was its failure to mention the British Military Court of Enquiry in Lieu 
of Inquest into the deaths of the Pearson brothers, Richard and Abraham. 
 
This inquiry is the best single source of hard evidence about what actually happened and 
why it happened. But nobody who watched the programme was given the slightest 
inkling of such an inquiry. 
 
The British inquiry was held in Crinkle Military Barracks, Birr, Co Offaly, on July 2nd, 
1921, the second day after the men's deaths. 
 
It took sworn evidence from doctors and eye-witnesses and the papers include a high-
level police report stating the result of the RIC investigation of the episode: "It is said by 
the C I [ county inspector] Queen's County that the two Pearson boys a few days 
previously had seen two men felling a tree on their land adjoining the road. Had told the 
men concerned to go away and when they refused had fetched two guns and fired and 
wounded two Sinn Féiners, one of whom it is believed died." 
 
Compare this with the Irish military report sent to GHQ by the responsible officer 
Thomas Burke: "C Coy (Kinnity) 3rd Battalion reported to me on 26/6/21 that some of 
their men have been fired on a few nights previously, whilst engaged in a road blockade 
operation, by three men armed with shotguns. As a result one of their men was somewhat 
seriously wounded. The men who fired were recognised by the men present to be three 
brothers named Pearson. 
 
"Having satisfied myself by inquiries from Coy Capt, Kinnity, and officers present at 
battalion council, that there was no doubt about the identity of the men who fired, I 
ordered that these men be executed and their houses destroyed." 
 
This could hardly be clearer. Authoritative investigations on behalf of both the elected 
Irish government and the British military government reported that the Pearsons had, in 
effect, forfeited civilian status in becoming armed combatants on the side of the unelected 
imperial power. 
 
This does not lessen the tragedy for the Pearson family who had no personal 
responsibility for starting this war, no more than any other person in Ireland, of whatever 
persuasion; a great many of whom suffered dreadfully. But it puts into perspective the 
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statement in the Hidden History programme: "There was no official investigation into 
what actually happened that night." 
 
And it puts into perspective the mass of flimsy, dubious and unsupported speculation in 
the documentary about motives of sectarianism, land-grabbing and possible punishment 
for the lesser offence of spying. Informing by non-combatants assists combatants to 
attack and attempt to kill combatants of the other side. 
 
Combatants put their lives on the line. The Pearsons had become combatants. Both the 
Irish and British authorities were agreed on this. 
 
The British military court of inquiry evidence puts paid to inflammatory assertions made 
by Eoghan Harris in the programme that the brothers were shot deliberately in the 
genitals, in an act of sectarian hatred. There were no injuries to the genitals. 
 
Dr FW Woods examined Richard Pearson and found a superficial wound in the left 
shoulder; a deep but not life-threatening wound in the right groin (which is farther from 
the genitals than an ear lobe is from the brain); another in the right buttock; superficial 
wounds in the left lower leg; and about six glancing wounds in the back. 
 
Lt Col CR Woods RAMC (an army doctor) examined Abraham Pearson and found 
extensive wounds on left cheek, left shoulder, left thigh and lower third of left leg. In 
addition there was a wound through the abdomen. 
 
As to the second atrocity allegation, that the men's mother and sisters were forced to 
watch the men being shot, here is what Ethel Pearson told the court: "My mother who 
was in a fainting condition was carried by my two brothers into a little wood we call the 
grove and we all went with her by the order of the raiders. 
 
"Six of the raiders, two or three of whom were masked, ordered my brothers down into 
the yard." 
 
The grove has been grubbed out, but is clearly marked in the Ordnance Survey maps, 
which also prove that it is not physically possible for anyone located inside the grove to 
see into the enclosed, walled courtyard where the two brothers were shot. 
 
The Pearson execution was no war crime, no act of ethnic cleansing, and no land grab. It 
was an incident in the war forced on the Irish electorate by the imperial government's 
determination to suppress the democratic government formed on foot of the 1918 general 
election and confirmed in office by further elections in 1920 and 1921. 
 
Dr Pat Muldowney is author of The Pearson Executions in Co Offaly (published by The 
Aubane Historical Society, 2007). He is researching a further work on the Coolacrease 
affair. Further reading on http://www.indymedia.ie/article/84547 
 
 



 48 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following was posted to  
http://www.indymedia.ie/article/84547 
The extract below, from “The Gadfly”, might be worth including 
in our Coolacrease book: 
 
Hidden History or hidden agenda – the real story 

by Limerickman  Tue Nov 27, 2007 14:33   

Preview of a letter to Ms. Sammon. 
 
Dear Ms. Sammon, 
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I would like to place on records some of my thoughts on the recent ‘Hidden 
History’ programme having become interested in the issue in the week or so 
before the programme was screened and having followed up the matter in 
relevant blogs. In short I thought it amounted to misuse of the national 
broadcaster for the purposes of blinkered propagandizing. There were two ways 
you could have approached this regrettable tragic event 
I. As a rational academic historian looking at the total evidence and drawing 
appropriate conclusions. 
2. By configuring the content and structure of the programme so as to interface 
with a preset agenda. 
I would have to say that I am inclined to believe that you chose the former. 
Let us focus on the execution of the Pearsons. Rational method involves looking 
an event such as this , postulating explanatory hypotheses and then, each case, 
looking at how the evidence ties in with each individual hypothesis. 
In the case of the Pearsons I can think of only three serious possibilities. 
1. The ‘atrocity’ hypothesis as vividly outlined in the programme. 
2. A botched execution carried out by nervous, inexperienced combatants. 
3. An effort to wound rather than kill carried out , again ,by an inexperienced 
non-battle hardened outfit squeamish about causing a fatality yet in no position 
to disobey an order from a superior. 
For reasons I will go into later , I am inclined to go for a combination of ‘2’ and 
‘3’ rather ‘1’ 
We will obviously never know *exactly* what happened that tragic day but the 
execution scene from the famous 19th century novel, ‘The Gadfly’, keeps 
coming to mind. I think this probably gives a general idea of the progression of 
events in Coolacrease. 

 

THE GADFLY, by E.L.Voynich 

… 
He stood and faced them, smiling, and the carbines 
shook in their hands. 
"I am quite ready," he said. 
The lieutenant stepped forward, trembling a 
little with excitement. He had never given the 
word of command for an execution before. 
"Ready--present--fire!" 
The Gadfly staggered a little and recovered his 
balance. One unsteady shot had grazed his cheek, 
and a little blood fell on to the white cravat. 
Another ball had struck him above the knee. 
When the smoke cleared away the soldiers looked 
and saw him smiling still and wiping the blood 
from his cheek with the mutilated hand 
"A bad shot, men!" he said; and his voice cut 
in, clear and articulate, upon the dazed stupor of 
the wretched soldiers. "Have another try." 
A general groan and shudder passed through 
the row of carabineers. Each man had aimed aside, 
with a secret hope that the death-shot would come 
from his neighbour's hand, not his; and there the 
Gadfly stood and smiled at them; they had only 
turned the execution into a butchery, and the 
whole ghastly business was to do again. They 
were seized with sudden terror, and, lowering their 
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carbines, listened hopelessly to the furious curses 
and reproaches of the officers, staring in dull 
horror at the man whom they had killed and who 
somehow was not dead. 
The Governor shook his fist in their faces, 
savagely shouting to them to stand in position, 
to present arms, to make haste and get the thing 
over. He had become as thoroughly demoralized 
as they were, and dared not look at the terrible 
figure that stood, and stood, and would not fall. 
When the Gadfly spoke to him he started and 
shuddered at the sound of the mocking voice. 
"You have brought out the awkward squad this 
morning, colonel! Let me see if I can manage 
them better. Now, men! Hold your tool higher 
there, you to the left. Bless your heart, man, it's 
a carbine you've got in your hand, not a frying-pan! 
Are you all straight? Now then! Ready--present----" 
"Fire!" the colonel interrupted, starting forward. 
It was intolerable that this man should 
give the command for his own death. 
There was another confused, disorganized volley, 
and the line broke up into a knot of shivering 
figures, staring before them with wild eyes. One 
of the soldiers had not even discharged his carbine; 
he had flung it away, and crouched down, moaning 
under his breath: "I can't--I can't!" 
The smoke cleared slowly away, floating up into 
the glimmer of the early sunlight; and they saw 
that the Gadfly had fallen; and saw, too, that he 
was still not dead. For the first moment soldiers 
and officials stood as if they had been turned to 
stone, and watched the ghastly thing that writhed 
and struggled on the ground; then both doctor 
and colonel rushed forward with a cry, for he had 
dragged himself up on one knee and was still facing 
the soldiers, and still laughing. 
"Another miss! Try--again, lads--see--if you can't----" 
He suddenly swayed and fell over sideways on 
the grass. 
"Is he dead?" the colonel asked under his 
breath; and the doctor, kneeling down, with a 
hand on the bloody shirt, answered softly: 
"I think so--God be praised!" 
"God be praised!" the colonel repeated. "At 
last!" 
His nephew was touching him on the arm. 
"Uncle! It's the Cardinal! He's at the gate 
and wants to come in." 
"What? He can't come in--I won't have 
it! What are the guards about? Your Eminence----" 
The gate had opened and shut, and Montanelli 
was standing in the courtyard, looking before him 
with still and awful eyes. 
"Your Eminence! I must beg of you--this is 
not a fit sight for you! The execution is only just 
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over; the body is not yet----" 
"I have come to look at him," Montanelli said. 
Even at the moment it struck the Governor that 
his voice and bearing were those of a sleep-walker. 
 
"Oh, my God!" one of the soldiers cried out 
suddenly; and the Governor glanced hastily back. 
Surely------ 
The blood-stained heap on the grass had once 
more begun to struggle and moan. The doctor 
flung himself down and lifted the head upon his knee. 
"Make haste!" he cried in desperation. "You 
savages, make haste! Get it over, for God's sake! 
There's no bearing this!" 
Great jets of blood poured over his hands, and 
the convulsions of the figure that he held in his 
arms shook him, too, from head to foot. As he 
looked frantically round for help, the priest bent 
over his shoulder and put a crucifix to the lips of 
the dying man. 
"In the name of the Father and of the Son----" 
The Gadfly raised himself against the doctor's 
knee, and, with wide-open eyes, looked straight 
upon the crucifix. 
Slowly, amid hushed and frozen stillness, he 
lifted the broken right hand and pushed away the 
image. There was a red smear across its face. 
"Padre--is your--God--satisfied?" 
His head fell back on the doctor's arm.. . . . . 
"Your Eminence!" 
As the Cardinal did not awake from his stupor, 
Colonel Ferrari repeated, louder: 
"Your Eminence!" 
Montanelli looked up. 
"He is dead." 
"Quite dead, your Eminence. Will you not 
come away? This is a horrible sight." 
"He is dead," Montanelli repeated, and looked 
down again at the face. "I touched him; and he 
is dead." 
"What does he expect a man to be with half a 
dozen bullets in him?" the lieutenant whispered  
. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Midlands Tribune, 7 & 14 November 2007: 
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We are still hiding from our history  

Ann Marie Hourihane 
Yesterday's edition of this newspaper bore a headline "Get In Touch With The Past" on 
its Transition Times pages. But the truth is that most Irish people would much rather not 
get in touch with the past, thanks very much all the same. In Ireland the past - the truth 
about the past - is a bit of an unnecessary complication. 

This reluctance to look at what has happened in Irish history comes not just from the 
descendants and friends of those who perpetrated dreadful crimes but, much more 
remarkably, from the descendants and friends of the innocent victims. 

When Alan Stanley published his book I Met Murder On The Way years ago he found a 
few people within what he calls "the minority community" - in other words, the 
Protestant community - who wondered why he had bothered. In a phone interview with 
me this week, Stanley remembered being reminded that the Protestant community had 
coped with living in Ireland because "we kept our heads down". Luckily Alan Stanley 
refused to keep his head down, and published his book about the murder of Richard and 
Abraham Pearson. 

This book in turn gave rise to the documentary The Killings At Coolacrease , which was 
shown on RTÉ 1 television on Tuesday night. Never has the series title, Hidden History , 
been more apposite. Because the history that is really hidden is not about Dev or Michael 
Collins, but about the ordinary people who have been written out of history, as the 
Pearsons were until Alan Stanley wrote them back in again. 

Briefly, the Pearsons were a farming family who lived in Co Offaly. After a spate of 
slanderous rumours, and an outburst of land envy - the Pearsons owned and worked a 
340-acre farm - two of the Pearsons' four sons, Richard (24) and Abraham (19), were shot 
by about 30 IRA men on June 30th, 1921. They were initially approached while out 
saving hay. A family friend, William Stanley, Alan's father, later erroneously described 
as both a British officer and as a spy, made a run for it. Both Richard and Abraham were 
shot in the genital area, and then in the buttocks, in front of their siblings and mother, and 
the house was burned. It took Richard six hours to die and Abraham 14. Alan Stanley has 
no record of any pain relief being administered by the local doctor who attended them. 

The manner of this shooting is shocking enough, reminiscent to modern eyes of the 
mutilation of the bodies of black men who were lynched in the southern states of 
America. Even more shocking was that the television programme managed to find 
people, in this day and age, prepared to defend and justify the murders. It is perhaps not 
so surprising that old men, steeped in the dangerous myths of other times, should be 
prepared to talk about how "the Pearson girls were aggressive - more aggressive than 
their brothers", and how the Pearson brothers, who died in agony, "were executed and 
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that was that". But to see a young man blithely talking about how the Pearsons had shown 
profound disdain for local republicans "and in particular for Irish Volunteers" sent a chill 
through the blood. It was like someone saying: "the Jews had too much money." 
Terrifying. 

Of which other group of crime victims would commentators be allowed to speak in this 
way in modern times? Certainly not of the victims of rape. These statements made the 
viewer realise that the murder of the Pearsons could happen again tomorrow. 

That, notably in the Border counties, similar murders - miserable, vicious, laden with 
local gossip - happened yesterday. There was never a shred of evidence to justify the 
Pearson murders, and there still isn't. Here was an otherwise excellent - a groundbreaking 
- programme that was far too balanced in its efforts to give both sides of a lamentable 
story. 

The only glimmer of light was provided by the local postman, an IRA man who did not 
have the stomach for what was planned, and allegedly warned the Pearsons. And by John 
Joe Dillon, the son of a local IRA man, who spoke of the atrocity with real regret. After 
the murders the Pearsons tried to stay on their farm. But they weren't the only ones 
reluctant to let go. Another brother, Sydney, went out to plough one day and found a note 
on the plough, warning the family to get out. Eventually they went to Australia. And one 
thinks of the thousands of Protestants who quietly vanished from Ireland at that time, 
unremembered. 

William Stanley went to Wales, a Paddy in Monmouthshire and a West Brit at home. He 
returned to Ireland, a genial man subject to black moods which his family ascribed to 
what he had endured at the time of the killings. When he wrote I Met Murder On The 
Way Alan Stanley told his wife that if it encouraged even one or two similar families to 
tell their stories he would be well satisfied. The question is whether the rest of us are 
ready to hear those stories. You can buy a copy of I Met Murder On The Way by writing 
to Alan Stanley at Quinagh, Carlow, Co Carlow. 

© 2007 The Irish Times 
 
 
 
 
IT 8th November 2007  
 

Sensitive strands of our history 
How fragile Irish history seems as it is rolled, like a precious egg, from one nest to 
another, writes Ann Marie Hourihane 
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If you were listening to RTÉ Radio 1's Liveline programme on Monday or Tuesday of 
this week you would imagine that Protestant farmers Richard and Abraham Pearson had 
been murdered at their home in Offaly last weekend. 

The passions that were unleashed - snorts of derision, a phone call terminated when 
someone hung up in exasperation, the hesitancy in the voices of people talking about 
ancient family history, the confident certainties that streamed from all sides - were 
shockingly fresh. These passions and this energy surprised even the makers of Liveline, 
who are used to the Irish public in full cry. 

Yet Richard and Abraham Pearson did not die last weekend. They died 86 years ago, in 
June 1921. 

Now you would think that the deaths of two young men - Richard was 24 and his brother 
Abraham was 19 - so long ago would be easily dealt with by citizens of a modern society 
which was born out of a violent past. 

The two brothers were approached while out saving hay on their farm by a party of up to 
30 IRA men. They were taken back to the farmhouse where they were shot and died 
much later, in front of their mother and sisters and one younger brother. Their father and 
a fourth brother were away from the farm on that day. 

The reaction of normal people to this sorry story will naturally be one of regret - that the 
shootings of the Pearsons was a terrible thing, even by the standards of that terrible time, 
and should never have happened. 

But most would also agree that it happened a long time ago and now the best thing to do 
is to acknowledge the tragedy and let them rest in peace. 

In fact, this does seem to be the reaction of most people who have heard about the 
Pearson killings, which have now become the subject of a book, a television programme, 
of debate in the letters column of this newspaper and now on Liveline. 

But Irish history is so fragile to some, and so sacred, that they confidently assert that the 
Pearson brothers must have been British spies, members of the Royal Irish Constabulary, 
not pacifists at all but given to taking pot shots at IRA men, arrogant towards their 
Catholic neighbours - in other words, asking for it. 

It appears impossible for these people, standing guard over Irish history, even to 
countenance the possibility that the Pearsons were innocent men. 

And so we had the strange sound of Joe Duffy speculating on the question of whether you 
can have a court martial without the defendants (that would be the Pearson brothers) 
being present, and whether members of the Cooneyite sect - to which the Pearsons 
belonged - would have even owned a shotgun, considering that the Cooneyites were 
widely believed to have been pacifist. 
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All this on a radio programme going out live on a busy weekday in November 2007. This 
group of people - which seems to be quite small - seems happy to talk and argue tirelessly 
on the most minor details of the Pearson killings in their efforts to justify them. 

The invaluable service that they are providing is that they are so annoying, so patronising 
and so irrational that they are succeeding where 86 long years of silence have failed: they 
are making modern Protestants so furious that they are ready - almost, almost ready - to 
come out and talk about their families' experiences in the War of Independence and the 
Civil War. 

These are not the stories of the Big House burning, with the paintings and the piano on 
the lawn. These are the stories of quite ordinary people - I imagine mostly rural people, 
but this might not be correct - who were pushed out of the new State. 

Thousands of us enjoyed the Hidden History television documentary about the Pearson 
killings simply because we had never heard about them before. 

It aroused the suspicion in us that there are other stories like it - and we have no way of 
knowing how many, or how few, there might be - burning underground, stories that live 
on in the families of those who suffered, passed on in the deep privacy of family life so 
that, as one man told me last week: "It's as if it would be disloyal to talk about it." 

He meant that it was as if it would be disloyal to talk about it in public. Within his family 
such matters were not discussed routinely, but only when he and his father were feeling 
particularly close to each other. 

They became a family secret, in a country too full of family secrets. And so these stories, 
these whispers, are lost to the larger, Catholic population - perhaps forever. 

It might be time now for the larger, Catholic population to ask itself: are we happy about 
this? Would we like to look at this small slice of our history, not in order to condemn 
men and women long dead, but because it is interesting and true? 

© 2007 The Irish Times 
 
 
 
IT 9th November 2007  
 

Diehards reveal true colours 
The amateur historian in Ireland is often little more than a propagandist masquerading as 
an expert, writes David Adams 
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Yet very occasionally they perform a valuable service. Such was the case with RTÉ's 
Hidden History - The Killings at Coolacrease (broadcast on October 23rd), about the 
brutal murder by the IRA of two young Protestant brothers, Richard (24) and Abraham 
Pearson (19), at their farm in Co Offaly in 1921. This meticulously researched and 
studiously even-handed documentary benefited enormously, if inadvertently, from the 
contributions of a couple of local historians determined to lend post-dated justification to 
what was clearly a sectarian, land-grabbing atrocity. 

Ludicrous claims delivered in blank-faced fashion, complete with pseudo-military jargon, 
juxtaposed perfectly with dignified contributions by descendants of the deceased to give a 
vivid illustration of fanaticism and people's ability to fool themselves into believing 
almost anything. In a magnificent display of the power of wishful thinking, one of the 
apologists claimed it was "impossible" for any member of the Offaly IRA to have been 
an informer. 

The other has reportedly complained that his research was deliberately played down by 
the programme makers. Perhaps, for reasons obvious to everyone but himself, RTÉ 
thought it best to rely upon professional historians and their own impartial research team. 
The only thing worse in the historical field than an enthusiastic amateur with an axe to 
grind, is a collection of them pursuing a common agenda. 

By screening The Killings at Coolacrease , both RTÉ and the producer, Niamh Sammon, 
reflected perfectly the maturity of a State now prepared to deal openly and honestly with 
its past. Despite this, or maybe because of it, since the screening of the programme, there 
has been an orchestrated campaign of complaint directed at politicians, RTÉ, individual 
journalists, newspapers and various other media outlets. Many of those involved appear 
to have connections to the Aubane Historical Society and/or the Irish Political Review. 

These groups previously gained some prominence when, at different times, they declared 
Elizabeth Bowen not to be an Irish author, instigated a vicious little spat with (then 
senator) Martin Mansergh TD, and suggested that this newspaper was a tool of the British 
government. Their complaints and accusations now, as then, stand up to no examination. 

Were the Pearson brothers shot in the groin or the genitals? What does it matter? The real 
question is, if it wasn't deliberate, how did so many gunmen (about 30) manage to shoot 
the men only in their lower abdomens? This can only be interpreted as a brutal comment 
on Protestant procreation, and a deliberate attempt to cause an agonising death. They 
succeeded in the latter; Richard Pearson took six hours to die and his brother Abraham 
14. 

Were the Pearson women forced to watch the murders or, ever so chivalrously, taken to 
the rear of the farmhouse? Ethel Pearson, one of the sisters, claimed only days after the 
atrocity that she, her mother and sisters were made to watch the shootings. Against this, 
an IRA man claimed they were taken behind the house. Given the perverse brutality on 
display that day, it isn't hard to decide which version is more believable. 
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Did an RIC investigation conclude that the double murder was revenge for the shooting 
of two IRA men who had previously been found felling a tree on Pearson land? Most 
emphatically, it did not. There was no RIC investigation, merely a written report from the 
police to a Court of Inquiry, which outlined rumours circulating after the murders. 

The report mentioned land acquisition and revenge by Sinn Féin as rumoured motives. 
Indeed, there is still a belief locally that preceding the murders an IRA man was 
accidentally killed by one of his own comrades. 

Were the Pearsons ever proven to be British agents? No, in fact the evidence points in the 
opposite direction. A surviving brother, Sidney Pearson, was turned down for 
compensation for the loss of the family farm precisely because he could not prove his 
allegiance to the Crown. Later, on advice from the Southern Irish Relief Association, and 
with nothing left to lose as his family was fleeing Ireland anyway, William Pearson (the 
father) grossly exaggerated his loyalty in order to receive a paltry £7,500 compensation 
for his 340-acre farm. 

What reasonable person could not imagine themselves doing precisely the same thing in 
those circumstances? The Aubane Historical Society, their friends and fellow-travellers 
must surely realise all of the above. Their campaign seems designed merely to sow doubt, 
create confusion and muddy the waters around the Coolacrease murders. If they are 
lucky, it might also have the effect of ensuring that no other such programmes are made. 

Journalists might well decide that forensic examination of countless similar atrocities isn't 
worth the trouble. Such capitulation would be a huge mistake. History deniers should 
never be pandered to. 

© 2007 The Irish Times 
 
 
 
IT 20th October 2007   
 

A true history of violence 
A brutal crime just before the end of the War of Independence hints at the darker side of 
the conflict, writes Niamh Sammon 

No doubt June 30th, 1921, began like any other for the Pearson family of Coolacrease, 
Co Offaly. Life on that day would have revolved around the usual farm chores, but today, 
there was an extra task at hand. With the sun in the sky, two sons of the family, Richard 
(24) and Abraham (19), and a friend of theirs, William Stanley, were saving the hay, 
determined to make the most of the good weather. 
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Late in the afternoon, Stanley looked up from his work to see a gang of armed IRA men 
converging on the hayfield from all sides. He knew something terrible was coming, and 
yelled to Richard and Abraham to run for their lives. He then ran himself, a stumbling 
desperate bid for survival, but looking back over his shoulder, he saw the Pearson boys 
rooted to the spot. 

Within the hour, the Pearson women were driven from their home, which in turn was 
burned to the ground. As the house blazed, they saw Richard and Abraham lined up and 
shot - their father William and another brother Sidney, would have met with the same 
fate, had they not been away that day. Mrs Pearson and her daughters nursed Richard and 
Abraham for many hours as they slowly bled to death. 

All of this happened just seven days before the truce ended all hostilities in the War of 
Independence. The fighting stopped, but a question remained: what had this family done 
to deserve such a dreadful retribution? The Pearsons were members of a peaceable, non-
political, dissenting Protestant sect known as the Cooneyites, and their attackers were 
drawn from the local Catholic community. These were their friends and neighbours; 
people they must have greeted on the roads around Cadamstown, lads who'd sat with 
them at school. What forces had changed these friends into the enemies who came to 
their home, burned it to the ground, and shot them in a brutal manner as their helpless 
mother and sisters looked on? 

These are the questions that leaped out at me just over a year ago when a friend gave me 
a book by Alan Stanley, the son of William Stanley who'd escaped with his life that day. 
Alan had written a powerful account of the single most defining event in his family's 
history. He told how, after the killings at Coolacrease House, the Pearsons fled to 
Australia, and of his own search to trace their descendants. In this slim volume, Stanley 
published his correspondence with the Australian Pearsons, who were desperate to try 
and understand how the country of their forebears had turned so violently against them. 

The story he had unravelled was the starting point of the journey toward making a 
television documentary about the truly hidden history of what happened at Coolacrease. 
It seemed that this was the kind of history you don't learn about in school and, 
notwithstanding Ken Loach's film dramatisation of the period in The Wind that Shakes 
the Barley, here was proof of a much darker side to the republican fight for 
independence. They say that the victor writes the history, but was that as true in Ireland 
as elsewhere? 

COOLACREASE IS THE townland, in the foothills of the Slieve Bloom mountains, 
where the Pearsons had lived and farmed the land. Even today, it's a place apart. Travel 
through the Slieve Bloom mountains and you won't meet a soul. 

It's just outside the commuter belt, and despite its pastoral beauty, definitely off the 
tourist trail. Nothing remains now of the Pearson's presence apart from the ivy-choked 
ruin of their former home. Yet for the older generation in Cadamstown, ruined walls are 
unnecessary to remind them of the events of June 1921. It's a story they would have heard 
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in childhood; it would have been whispered by adults when they thought no children 
were listening. 

When we went knocking on doors in the area, however, nobody wanted to talk. This 
event took place 86 years ago, before telephones and 24-7 perma-communication, yet, 
even now in our confessional era of blogs and memoirs, a veil of silence continues to 
shroud that summer's day long ago. It was hard to understand. Older members of my own 
family, though, could venture a compelling explanation. People didn't want to talk about 
Coolacrease because for them this story was not about folk memory or history or 
sectarianism; it was about protecting the reputations of their fathers and uncles. The 
memory of the dead generation was at stake. That old adage "Blood will out" had more 
than one meaning in Cadamstown. 

Eventually, some people agreed to talk, but only on the understanding that their identities 
would not be revealed. More than one person said that they wouldn't be able to live in the 
area if it was known they had co-operated with the documentary. During a previous life 
as a TV news producer, I'd heard such words plenty of times, in Belfast, in Derry - it was 
amazing to hear those same caveats aired in the south of Ireland in 2007. And it was more 
surprising still when an old man made it his business to let our camera crew know "You 
could get shot for asking those kind of questions." 

But in the end, some people did talk on camera. What emerged quite strongly was the 
stark division within the community of Cadamstown over the events of that day in June 
1921. Some believe the Pearsons were innocent victims targeted purely for their land. 
The two boys had been killed at a time of great land hunger and that hunger was keenly 
felt in Offaly, where good farmland was hard to come by. The attack on the family was, 
some argue, merely a land grab, perpetrated by men desperate to get their strike in before 
the war came to an end. Others dispute this, claiming the Pearsons were "spies and 
informers" who collaborated with the Black and Tans, and who ultimately got what they 
deserved. 

Just two months after the events of June 1921, an advertisement for the auction of 
Coolacrease appeared in The Irish Times. It described a farm "of excellent quality, sound 
and healthy for all kinds of stock, and well known in the locality for its dairy and 
fattening qualities". 

Tellingly, and because Coolacrease House was now no more than a scorched ruin, the ad 
delicately states that "the site for the residence is situated on a well timbered lawn, and is 
approached by an avenue". Like the Pearsons, many Protestant families at this time were 
torn from their roots and forced out. 

Many scattered to the new world to escape the old, and their stories have silently 
mouldered among hundreds of files at the British National Archives in Kew. But the files 
are there - preserved, indelible - and they reveal some uncomfortable truths long 
forgotten in the victor's version of the past. 
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The Killings at Coolacrease will be broadcast next Tuesday at 10.15pm on RTÉ1 

© 2007 The Irish Times 
 
 
 
IT 25th October 2007   
 

New judges needed to combat gangs, says 
Harris 
Jimmy Walsh 

Seanad report: A new category of judge should be created as part of a pro-active 
campaign to smash crime gangs, Eoghan Harris (Ind) urged. 

The link that had existed between paramilitarism and crime actually offered a solution to 
the current problem, he contended. The Taoiseach had begun the debate by referring to 
the possible use of the Special Criminal Court. 

While saying that he hoped the issue would not be politicised, Mr Harris expressed the 
view that too often left-wingers were ready to talk about the danger to civil liberties 
rather than joining with the general community in solving the crime problem first. 

It was time for politicians on all sides to work together in the effort to deal with crime in 
four specific areas. There was a Dublin crime problem, there was a Limerick crime 
problem, there was a Border crime problem, and there was an impending problem with 
foreign gangs trafficking people and committing crime in this country. 

Mr Harris said there was a need to integrate Offences Against the State Act provisions, 
which we had from the "war on terrorism", with a new category of investigating or 
prosecuting judges. 

Instead of a garda telling the Special Criminal Court that he or she believed what was 
being said by witnesses who did not want to go into the Witness Protection Programme, 
an investigating judge would be saying that the witnesses were bona fide and that an 
application was being made to have suspects interned or locked up for 30 days. 

Instead of reacting under the British common law system and waiting for a crime to be 
committed and then doing something about it, the State should adopt the strategy he was 
advocating and create four or five investigating judges who would have special powers of 
subpoena to combat crime gangs. 
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Joining in the condemnation of killings on the Border and in Dublin, David Norris (Ind) 
said the chilling words used during the fatal Monaghan assault, "now you know who is in 
charge here", brought to mind the subject matter of the RTÉ programme The Killings at 
Coolacrease . 

Mr Harris had participated and had been splendidly forthright, "but I was very, very 
ashamed by some of the things that were said. There was a horrible and nasty, small-
minded, bestial attempt, retrospectively, to smear the Pearson family, and I deplore it." 

John Ellis (FF) demanded that the report of the Constituency Commission be rejected by 
the Government. Mr Ellis said that as a result of the report the people of Co Leitrim 
would not be in a position to elect for themselves a TD of any political persuasion. 

The Minister for the Environment should explain why the commission had not taken 
cognisance of the submissions made to it from across the spectrum. 

© 2007 The Irish Times 
 
 
IT 17th November 2007  
 

Evidence excluded from Pearsons 
programme 
The Pearson brothers sided with the British and forfeited their civilian status, argues Pat 
Muldowney. 

The principal problem with RTÉ's controversial Hidden History documentary broadcast 
on October 23rd was its failure to mention the British Military Court of Enquiry in Lieu 
of Inquest into the deaths of the Pearson brothers, Richard and Abraham. 

This inquiry is the best single source of hard evidence about what actually happened and 
why it happened. But nobody who watched the programme was given the slightest 
inkling of such an inquiry. 

The British inquiry was held in Crinkle Military Barracks, Birr, Co Offaly, on July 2nd, 
1921, the second day after the men's deaths. 

It took sworn evidence from doctors and eye-witnesses and the papers include a high-
level police report stating the result of the RIC investigation of the episode: "It is said by 
the C I [ county inspector] Queen's County that the two Pearson boys a few days 
previously had seen two men felling a tree on their land adjoining the road. Had told the 
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men concerned to go away and when they refused had fetched two guns and fired and 
wounded two Sinn Féiners, one of whom it is believed died." 

Compare this with the Irish military report sent to GHQ by the responsible officer 
Thomas Burke: "C Coy (Kinnity) 3rd Battalion reported to me on 26/6/21 that some of 
their men have been fired on a few nights previously, whilst engaged in a road blockade 
operation, by three men armed with shotguns. As a result one of their men was somewhat 
seriously wounded. The men who fired were recognised by the men present to be three 
brothers named Pearson. 

"Having satisfied myself by inquiries from Coy Capt, Kinnity, and officers present at 
battalion council, that there was no doubt about the identity of the men who fired, I 
ordered that these men be executed and their houses destroyed." 

This could hardly be clearer. Authoritative investigations on behalf of both the elected 
Irish government and the British military government reported that the Pearsons had, in 
effect, forfeited civilian status in becoming armed combatants on the side of the unelected 
imperial power. 

This does not lessen the tragedy for the Pearson family who had no personal 
responsibility for starting this war, no more than any other person in Ireland, of whatever 
persuasion; a great many of whom suffered dreadfully. But it puts into perspective the 
statement in the Hidden History programme: "There was no official investigation into 
what actually happened that night." 

And it puts into perspective the mass of flimsy, dubious and unsupported speculation in 
the documentary about motives of sectarianism, land-grabbing and possible punishment 
for the lesser offence of spying. Informing by non-combatants assists combatants to 
attack and attempt to kill combatants of the other side. 

Combatants put their lives on the line. The Pearsons had become combatants. Both the 
Irish and British authorities were agreed on this. 

The British military court of inquiry evidence puts paid to inflammatory assertions made 
by Eoghan Harris in the programme that the brothers were shot deliberately in the 
genitals, in an act of sectarian hatred. There were no injuries to the genitals. 

Dr FW Woods examined Richard Pearson and found a superficial wound in the left 
shoulder; a deep but not life-threatening wound in the right groin (which is farther from 
the genitals than an ear lobe is from the brain); another in the right buttock; superficial 
wounds in the left lower leg; and about six glancing wounds in the back. 

Lt Col CR Woods RAMC (an army doctor) examined Abraham Pearson and found 
extensive wounds on left cheek, left shoulder, left thigh and lower third of left leg. In 
addition there was a wound through the abdomen. 
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As to the second atrocity allegation, that the men's mother and sisters were forced to 
watch the men being shot, here is what Ethel Pearson told the court: "My mother who 
was in a fainting condition was carried by my two brothers into a little wood we call the 
grove and we all went with her by the order of the raiders. 

"Six of the raiders, two or three of whom were masked, ordered my brothers down into 
the yard." 

The grove has been grubbed out, but is clearly marked in the Ordnance Survey maps, 
which also prove that it is not physically possible for anyone located inside the grove to 
see into the enclosed, walled courtyard where the two brothers were shot. 

The Pearson execution was no war crime, no act of ethnic cleansing, and no land grab. It 
was an incident in the war forced on the Irish electorate by the imperial government's 
determination to suppress the democratic government formed on foot of the 1918 general 
election and confirmed in office by further elections in 1920 and 1921. 

Dr Pat Muldowney is author of The Pearson Executions in Co Offaly (published by The 
Aubane Historical Society, 2007). He is researching a further work on the Coolacrease 
affair. Further reading on http://www.indymedia.ie/article/84547 

 
 
 
 
Paperback reviews – 24th November 2007  
 

Rising Out: Seán Connolly of Longford  
Ernie O'Malley  
UCD Press, €20 

This memoir provides an antidote to Coolacrease, the recent controversial TV 
documentary. An IRA atrocity in Offaly, however worth recording, was not 
representative of the War of Independence. Ernie O'Malley was one of the leaders of the 
guerrilla campaign which secured a stalemate against the Crown forces. Conscious of the 
key role played by local activists, he wrote the story of one such commander, Seán 
Connolly, shortly before his own death in 1957. Anything written by O'Malley is of 
value. The artist's eye for landscape and nature redeems this from being a military 
manual. Trapped by an RIC/military force, Connolly and five comrades were shot at 
Selton Hill, Co Leitrim, in March 1921. The "Orangeman" responsible for revealing the 
whereabouts of the flying column was executed subsequently by the IRA. "He had two 
revolvers on him." Brendan Ó Cathaoir 
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LETTERS  
 
 
IT 31st October 2007  
 

'The Killings at Coolacrease' 
Madam, - I write to congratulate RTÉ on an exemplary documentary, "The Killings at 
Coolacrease", shown on October 23rd on RTÉ1. 

As your columnist Ann Marie Hourihane commented (October 25th), never has the title 
of the series - "Hidden History" - been more apposite. 

The story of the extirpation of the Pearsons, a prosperous nonconformist family, from a 
Co Offaly farmstead, epitomises how we mask our past. 

The background to the story was sketchy in places, and further clouded by interviewees' 
attempts to justify in retrospect what happened. 

But there was no disagreement as to the central events of June 30th, 1921: as the family 
home burned to the ground, and in front of their mother and sisters, two young men were 
stood up before the firing squad of an illegal organisation. 

Each was shot in the genitals and buttocks and left to die in an agony that lasted many 
hours. (One is left to speculate on the process by which this "sentence" was arrived at; it 
had to have been premeditated). 

The victims were then left to the ignominy of the secret, hurried burial and the unmarked 
grave. 

The surviving members of the family eventually found refuge in Australia. 

The contemporary relevance of the story was brought out all too clearly by the verbal 
contortions of apologists as they struggled to defend or gloss over the unspeakable. 

We continue to see the same process at work in public discourse on Northern Ireland, the 
same relentless efforts to mould the consensus as to what is to be remembered and what 
is to be forgotten. 

But lasting peace and reconciliation cannot be grounded in distorted half-truths and 
selective amnesia. - Yours, etc, 
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D KELLY, Whitebeam Road, Dublin 14. 

 
IT 2nd November 2007  
 

'THE KILLINGS AT COOLACREASE' 
Madam, - Digging up atrocity stories from Ireland's past for the purpose of discrediting 
nationalism is an underhand method of making a political point, all the more so when 
done through the medium of an seemingly objective television programme. RTÉ's 
"Hidden History" programme on the Pearson tragedy at Coolacrease, Co Offaly (shown 
on October 23rd) was carefully worked atrocity propaganda masquerading as history. It 
reflects badly on the national broadcaster and the professionals involved in making it. 

A member of the Pearson family stated during the programme that all the family now 
wanted was for the truth to be told. Instead, the programme intermixed their story with 
subtle hints about ethnic cleansing, sectarianism, land grabbing and a barbarous form of 
execution, all of which are at variance with the known facts or the documentary evidence. 

One of the shots from the firing squad hit one of the brothers in the right groin. During 
the programme this fact was transformed by Eoghan Harris into a claim that the firing 
squad deliberately shot the brothers in the genitals. Actually, the right groin is a different 
part of the body to the genitals. Harris's distortion of that point is a straightforward 
example of hyped up atrocity propaganda. It might have been more revealing if the 
programme had probed whether either of the brothers would have survived had they 
received more competent or timely medical attention. 

The political context against which the incident took place was also distorted. Professor 
English from Queen's University Belfast gave the British view, asserting that the 
Pearsons had the right to shoot terrorists attempting to fell trees on their land. 

No mainstream nationalist historian was interviewed to counter that assertion. The 
significance of the landslide election victory achieved by Sinn Féin in 1918 was played 
down, as was the military repression used by the Crown to flout the election result. 

The necessary context - that the IRA was acting under a democratically elected civil 
authority - was absent. 

The Pearsons were sentenced to execution by a republican court-martial because they 
shot an IRA volunteer on active duty, not because they were Protestants. 

The idea that the attack was motivated by land hunger was mentioned in the programme 
but no supporting evidence was provided. 
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The facts are that in the few parts of the country where land grabbing was attempted, it 
was blocked by the IRA, a policy for which they were later criticised for being too 
protective of bourgeois property rights. 

A two-part "Hidden History" programme on Irish Nazis broadcast earlier this year has 
also been criticised for misusing history in pursuit of a political agenda. Following this 
latest offering, it is reasonable to ask, has the national broadcaster come under the 
influence of an anti-national agenda? - Yours, etc, 

DAITHÍ Ó hAILBHE, Corrig Road, Dalkey, Co Dublin. 

Madam, - I would agree entirely with D. Kelly ( Letters, October 31st). RTÉ deserves full 
credit for an outstanding and even-handed portrayal of the events that led up to the 
agonising death of two young Protestant farmers in 1921. It displayed a brave and 
visionary approach to a subject that still has the capacity to create serious tribal divisions, 
even amongst normally measured academics. 

The programme came across as professionally detached, and while some interviewees did 
attempt to justify, in retrospect, what happened on that fateful day, it didn't in any way 
take away from what was a beautifully constructed documentary, that surpassed even the 
renowned BBC for quality and attention to detail. - Yours, etc, 

NIALL GINTY, The Demesne, Killester, Dublin 5. 

 
 
 
 
IT, 5th November 2007 
 

'The Killings at Coolacrease' 
Madam, - I wish to protest at the continued vilification of the people of Cadamstown, Co 
Offaly, in the wake to the continuous stream of articles surrounding to tragic deaths of the 
Pearson brothers at Coolacrease in 1921 from the publication of Alan Stanley's book 
culminating in the recent " Hidden History " programme on RTÉ. 

Allow me to point out to correspondents such as D Kelly (October 31st), this attack was 
not carried out by or on behalf of the people of Cadamstown. From July 1921 to this day 
many in the village of Cadamstown were sickened and traumatised by what happened. 

It was the opinion of at least one volunteer from the village, that had they not been 
interned at the time, this would not have happened. Let me quote Paddy Byrne, the only 
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former Coolacrease resident to appear on the " Hidden History " programme, "they were 
good neighbours". 

To this day, the land they owned is known locally as "Pearsons", effectively becoming a 
sub-townland, far from being deliberately forgotten as alleged by Pearson descendant 
Jenny Turnidge on the same broadcast. 

This was no land grab. There were bigger and better farms in the Cadamstown hinterland 
had that been the motive. 

The raiding party was from north Offaly, and its leader would become an officer in the 
Free State army. What they did that day in Coolacrease was barbaric (a view I have 
shared since as an eight-year-old, I heard the story first hand from a former member of 
the Pearson staff). But nonetheless they were the military force of the democratically 
elected representatives of the people in the 1918 landslide election win. 

- Yours, etc, 

GERARD HAYDEN, Tullamore, Formerly of Coolacrease. 

 

Madam, - In reply to Daithí O hAilbhe (November 2nd) Sinn Féin in the 1918 election 
received only 47 per cent of the votes. "Acting under a democratically elected civil 
authority" means you must obey only legal orders. The law to be obeyed must be enacted, 
published and due process followed before it is obeyed. The military, police or others 
must not act outside the law even if ordered to do so by their superior; in fact they should 
charge their superior with a breach of the law. Bad patriotism is when the love which is 
proper to God is given a "State" and blind obedience replaces the Ten Commandments; 
then atrocities such as Coolacrease can occur. 

- Yours, etc, 

NOEL FLANNERY, South Circular Road, Limerick. 

 

Madam, - On July 24th, 1920, The Irish Times published a letter from a Mr GW Biggs: "I 
feel it is my duty to protest very strongly against this unfounded slander [of intolerance 
on the part of] of our Catholic neighbours, and, in so doing, I am expressing the feelings 
of very many Protestant traders in West Cork. I have been resident in Bantry for 43 years, 
during 33 of which I have been engaged in business, and I have received the greatest 
kindness, courtesy, and support from all classes and creeds in this country." Five days 
later Mr Biggs's substantial business was burned down in an act of deliberate arson. 
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In September of that year, in the course of a series of letters to the Times of London, J 
Annan Bryce, brother of a former chief secretary to Ireland, commented on a British 
military notice threatening to burn the houses of republicans if those of loyalists were 
targeted. 

He wrote: "There is no justification for the issue of such a notice in this district, where 
the only damage to loyalists' premises has been done by the police. In July they burned 
the stores of Mr. G.W. Biggs, the principal merchant in Bantry, a man highly respected, a 
Protestant, and a lifelong Unionist, with a damage of over £25,000, and the estate office 
of the late Mr. Leigh-White, also a Unionist. Subsequently, in August, the police fired 
into Mr. Biggs's office, while his residence has since been commandeered for police 
barracks. He has had to send his family to Dublin and to live himself in a hotel. Only two 
reasons can be assigned for the outrages on Mr. Biggs, one that he employed Sinn Feiners 
- he could not work his large business without them, there being no Unionist workmen in 
Bantry - the other a recently published statement of his protesting - on his own 40 years' 
experience - against Orange allegations of Catholic intolerance. The July burning was 
part of a general pogrom, in which a cripple, named Crowley, was deliberately shot by 
the police while in bed and several houses were set on fire while the people were asleep." 

Statements such as those from Bryce and Biggs, were a consistent feature of public life in 
Ireland right up to and beyond the Truce in 1921. On May 11th 1922, a Protestant 
Convention in the Mansion House reiterated these points ad nauseam . They may be read 
in The Irish Times and Irish Independent of May 12th. 

On October 20th and 25th in your newspaper, an alternative picture was painted, 
concerning an event in Offaly in July 1921, in articles by Niamh Sammon and by Ann 
Marie Hourihane. Essentially, the same story of anti-Protestant violence was broadcast by 
RTÉ on October 23rd in its " Hidden History " series. Had it occurred as depicted, it 
would have been reported in that way at the time. 

Given a choice between Biggs and Bryce, who were on the spot, and Hourihane and 
Sammon, who were not, and the reporting of The Irish Times then and now, I take the 
Protestant view. 

- Yours, etc, 

NIALL MEEHAN, Offaly Road, Cabra, Dublin 7 

 
 
IT, 24th November 2007 : 
 

The killings at Coolacrease 
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Madam, - Over the past few weeks a small group of people have kept up a sustained 
attack on the recent RTÉ documentary The Killings at Coolacrease. 

In last Saturday's Irish Times, Dr Pat Muldowney, a lecturer in mathematics at the 
University of Ulster, alleges that an RIC investigation concluded that the Pearson 
brothers were targeted by the IRA because they shot at two members of Sinn Féin. He is 
quite wrong: in fact, there was no investigation. 

The document Dr Muldowney cites as evidence of an RIC investigation is actually 
British army correspondence (5th Division Curragh Camp) speculating on the reasons for 
the Pearson killings. It was filed after the Court of Inquiry had deliberated on July 2nd in 
Birr. 

Entitled "The Coolacrease Murders 30.6.21 - Possible Motives", the first part of the 
document speculates that the Pearsons were targeted for their land. Part two then states: 
"It is said by the CI [ County Inspector] Queen's County that the two Pearson boys a few 
days previously had seen two men felling a tree on their land adjoining the road. Had told 
the men concerned to go away and when they refused had fetched two guns and fired and 
wounded two Sinn Feiners, one of whom is believed died." 

Crucially the very next sentence reads: "It is further rumoured when the farm house was 
burning two guns fell out of the roof." In other words, the army was simply collating the 
rumours surrounding the deaths of the Pearsons (in fact nobody died that night). Not only 
were these rumours never investigated; the "Possible Motives" document did not even 
form part of the Court of Inquiry. 

Dr Muldowney also argues that the Pearson women did not witness the executions of 
their brothers Richard and Abraham. He reaches this conclusion despite the fact that 
Ethel Pearson, in a sworn statement to the Court of Inquiry, said: "I saw the raiders 
search my brothers, and place them against the wall of the barn and shoot them." 

Dr Muldowney seems to have arrived at his conclusions in spite of, rather than because 
of, the evidence at hand. - Yours, etc, 

NIAMH SAMMON, (Director, The Killings at Coolacrease), Captain's Road, 
Crumlin, Dublin 12. 

 
IT 27th November 2007: 
 

'The Killings at Coolacrease' 
Madam, - It is a bit late in the day for Niamh Sammon, producer of the RTÉ "Hidden 
History" programme on the Pearsons of Coolacrease, to start parsing, analysing and 
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contextualising (Letters, November 24th) the clear statement of the Queen's County RIC 
inspector: "The two Pearson boys a few days previously had seen two men felling a tree 
on their land adjoining the road, had told the men concerned to go away, and when they 
refused, had fetched two guns and fired and wounded two Sinn Féiners, one of whom it is 
believed died" (from Papers of [ British] Courts of Enquiry in lieu of Inquests, 7th July, 
1921). 

This was the reported statement of the RIC, who had the Pearsons in their custody for a 
week or so after the executions. The place for critical assessment of this RIC statement 
was in the documentary itself. 

Why was this not done? Ms Sammon had every opportunity to do this, since I debated 
this and related issues with her when she interviewed me for her documentary in Kinnitty 
Castle on July 28th. But Ms Sammon chose not to broadcast any of this interview. 

The investigation by the Army representing the elected Irish Government (Chief of Staff: 
Richard Mulcahy, the future leader of Fine Gael) led to the same conclusion as that of the 
British authorities. Ms Sammon rejects both as untrustworthy, and her programme made 
definite statements which conflicted with both. But she has not disclosed what her more 
reliable source of information is. 

Nor has she produced a single shred of evidence of land-grabbing in the Cadamstown 
area at the time, though asserting that this was the purpose of the killing of the Pearson 
brothers. 

Furthermore, her programme took it that the legitimate authority in Southern Ireland in 
June 1921 was the unelected British government whose supporters did not gain a single 
seat outside Trinity College in the election of that year. 

The actual evidence can be read in full, uncut and uncensored, at 
http://www.indymedia.ie/article/84547 where I published all of it some time ago, along 
with detailed discussion of the very points that Ms Sammon makes in her letter. 

In contrast, the outstanding fact about Ms Sammon's documentary is that the words 
"British Military Court of Enquiry" were never spoken - not once. Why? - Yours, etc, 

PAT MULDOWNEY, 

Belmont Crescent, 

Derry. 
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SUNDAY INDEPENDENT 
Sunday December 09 2007 
 
Sir -- I write concerning the column by Eoghan Harris on November 11, in which he 
defended his claim, and that of RTE's Hidden History programme, that Irish republicans 
were engaged in a sectarian war of ethnic cleansing during the years 1919-1921. He said I 
should view the war from 'a Protestant perspective.' I can only presume that Mr Harris 
did not read what I'd written carefully as it was composed almost entirely of the views of 
Irish Protestants.  
 
Firstly, the voice of Matilda Pearson, sister of the two victims of the Coolacrease killings 
in 1921, who asked the IRA men taking part in the attack on her home, why they were 
doing it and received the reply, as recorded by herself: 'Don't think we are doing this 
because you are Protestants. It is not being done on that account.' Is this evidence from a 
Protestant voice compatible with a sectarian interpretation of the killing of her brothers? 
 
Secondly, the voices of Robert Barton, Erskine Childers and Lionel Smith Gordon, all 
Protestants and all appointed by Dail Eireann in December 1919 to direct the fortunes of 
a National Land Bank. Is it credible that Dail Eireann would have placed Protestants, 
such as these, in charge of land reform, if they had wished to drive Protestants from the 
land? 
 
Thirdly, the voices of Sir Horace Plunkett and George Russell (AE), both Protestants, 
who continued to support the work of the Co-operative Society throughout the war. 
 
Fourthly, the voices of the Church of Ireland Bishops of Meath and Killaloe, Dr Kathleen 
Lynn, Alice Stopford Green, Albinian Brodrick, James Douglas and several other 
Protestants, as well as the distinctive voice of Dr Herzog, the Chief Rabbi, who joined 
with many Catholics in January 1921 to assist the work of the Irish White Cross Society. 
Is it credible that so many Protestants would have joined in this charitable enterprise to 
redress the damages of war, if that war had been sectarian? 
 
Fifthly, the voices of Protestant members of the first Irish Free State Senate, which ought 
to have some special significance for Mr Harris, unless he is prepared to reject the 
heritage of the body of which he is a member. Among these voices are to be found those 
of Alice Stopford Green, Sir John Griffith and James Douglas, the first three persons to 
be elected to the Senate by the Dail in December 1922, and those of WB Yeats and 
Douglas Hyde.  
 
Is the election of such distinguished Protestants to the Senate in any way compatible with 
a sectarian war against the Protestant community? 
 
Finally, on Eoghan Harris's suggestion that I should accept the findings of Peter Hart, the 
historian whose work inspired Alan Stanley to write the book on the Coolacrease killings. 
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I respond that Peter Hart like Eoghan Harris and Niamh Sammon of RTE, continues to 
ignore the contemporary source evidence of the many Protestant voices listed above. 
 
Dr Brian P Murphy osb, 
 
Glenastal Abbey, 
 
Murroe, Co Limerick 
 
 
 
 
SUNDAY INDEPENDENT 
 
 
By Time for honesty about our past  
 
 
Sunday November 18 2007 
 
Sir -- It is exceedingly gratifying that Eoghan Harris, in his scathing attack on Pat 
Muldowney and the Aubane Society (November 11) over their concerted campaign of 
denigration against RTE's The Killings at Coolacrease, refers in commendatory terms to 
the director and producer of the documentary, Niamh Sammon. 
 
Notwithstanding the fact that this season of Hidden History has been of an exceptionally 
high standard, The Killings at Coolacrease touched many people deeply, and proved that 
a combination of cinematic artistry, and scrupulous attention to forensic detail, unerringly 
produces a haunting and powerful documentary. 
 
For this, Niamh Sammon, RTE, Richard English, Terrance Dooley, Eoghan Harris, and, 
especially, the Pearson family participants, should be congratulated. RTE should be 
encouraged to take further steps in breaking the fearful silence of the past, especially the 
story of the thousands of victims of violent nationalism from 1916 to 1923, so long cast 
into what seemed the eternal dark night of our history. Revisionists are often accused of 
fanning the flames of hatred by insisting that we unearth the unwelcome past; a past that 
raises serious questions about our bland acceptance of a glorious and virtuous fight for 
freedom by men and women of unquestioned patriotic honour. 
 
However, in a liberal democracy we owe it to ourselves, and our children, to, in the 
words of Edna Black, granddaughter of William and Susan Pearson, be truthful, honest, 
and correct about our nationalist history. One might add that this new acceptance, which 
is gaining ground at an alarming pace for the Muldowneys of this country, has been a 
long time in coming. 
 
Pierce Martin, 
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Celbridge,  
 
Co Kildare 
 
Sir -- Eoghan Harris published content from a private letter I sent to Senator David Norris 
about his comments on the misleading RTE1 documentary, The Killings at Coolacrease. 
He omitted to mention how Senator Norris, in his reply to me, rubbished my M Phil as 
"paraphernalia". This is similar to Harris's aversion for the historical facts surrounding 
the IRA execution of the two Pearson brothers at Coolacrease, Co Offaly, on 30 June, 
1921. I have outlined some of my research on the Pearsons in a current two-part 
serialisation in the Tullamore Tribune. 
 
It is RTE and sections of the print media, of whom Harris is a prominent example, who 
seek to 'muddy the waters' over Coolacrease by diverting attention from the relevant 
historical evidence.  
 
Philip McConway, 
 
Tullamore, 
 
Co Offaly 
 
Sir -- The principal problem with RTE's controversial Hidden History documentary 
broadcast on October 23 was its failure to mention the British Military Court of Enquiry 
in Lieu of Inquest into the deaths of the Pearson brothers, Richard and Abraham. This 
enquiry is the best single source of hard evidence about what actually happened and why 
it happened. But nobody who watched the programme was given the slightest inkling of 
such an enquiry. 
 
The British enquiry was held in Crinkle Military Barracks, Birr, on July 2, 1921, the 
second day after the men's deaths. It took sworn evidence from doctors and eye-
witnesses; and the papers include a high-level police report stating the result of the RIC 
investigation of the episode: "It is said by the CI [County Inspector] Queens County that 
the two Pearson boys a few days previously had seen two men felling a tree on their land 
adjoining the road, had told the men concerned to go away, and when they refused had 
fetched two guns and fired and wounded two Sinn Feiners, one of whom it is believed 
died."  
 
Compare this with the Irish Military Report sent to GHQ by the responsible officer 
Thomas Burke: "C Coy (Kinnity) 3rd Battalion reported to me on 26/6/21 that some of 
their men have been fired on a few nights previously, whilst engaged in a road blockade 
operation, by three men armed with shotguns. As a result one of their men was somewhat 
seriously wounded. The men who fired were recognised by the men present to be three 
brothers named Pearson. Having satisfied myself by enquiries from Coy Capt, Kinnity, 
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and Officers present at Battalion Council, that there was no doubt about the identity of 
the men who fired, I ordered that these men be executed and their houses destroyed." 
 
This could hardly be clearer. Authoritative investigations on behalf of both the elected 
Irish government and the British military government, reported that the Pearsons had, in 
effect, forfeited civilian status in becoming armed combatants on the side of the unelected 
imperial power. This does not lessen the tragedy for the Pearson family who had no 
personal responsibility for starting this war, no more than any other person in Ireland, of 
whatever persuasion; a great many of whom suffered dreadfully. 
 
But it puts into perspective the statement in the Hidden History programme: "There was 
no official investigation into what actually happened that night." 
 
It puts into perspective the mass of flimsy, dubious and unsupported speculation in the 
documentary about motives of sectarianism and land-grabbing. Also the suppressed 
Court of Enquiry report contradicts Senator Eoghan Harris's assertions that the Pearsons 
were shot in the genitals, and that the Pearson women were forced to witness the 
executions. Analysis of this and other atrocity propaganda in the programme is at: 
www.indymedia.ie 
 
The Pearson execution was no war crime, no act of ethnic cleansing, and no land grab. It 
was an incident in the war forced on the Irish electorate by the imperial government's 
determination to suppress the democratic government formed on foot of the 1918 general 
election and confirmed by elections in 1920 and 1921. 
 
Dr Pat Muldowney 
 
University, of Ulster 
 
 
SUNDAY INDEPENDENT 
 
Unfounded claims about killings 
RTE doing us a great service 
 
Sunday November 25 2007 
 
Sir -- For some weeks now a small group of people have kept up a sustained attack on the 
RTE documentary The Killings at Coolacrease. Chief amongst them is Dr Pat 
Muldowney, a lecturer in mathematics at the University of Ulster. In his letter to your 
paper last weekend, Dr Muldowney accuses the documentary of omitting vital 
information contained in a British Military Court of Inquiry into the murders of the 
Pearson brothers in 1921. He alleges that an RIC investigation concluded that the 
Pearsons were targeted by the IRA because they shot at two members of Sinn Fein.  
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Dr Muldowney is quite wrong on two counts -- firstly, this information was contained in 
the programme, and secondly, there was no RIC investigation.  
 
The document Dr Muldowney cites as evidence of an RIC investigation is actually 
British army correspondence (5th Division Curragh Camp) that speculates on the reasons 
for the Pearson killings. It was filed after the Court of Inquiry had deliberated on July 2 in 
Birr. Titled 'The Coolacrease Murders 30.6.21 -- Possible Motives', the first part of the 
document speculates that the Pearsons were targeted for their land. Part two then states: 
'It is said by the CI (County Inspector) Queen's County that the two Pearson boys a few 
days previously had seen two men felling a tree on their land adjoining the road. Had told 
the men concerned to go away and when they refused had fetched two guns and fired and 
wounded two Sinn Feiners, one of whom is believed died.' Crucially the very next 
sentence reads: 'It is further rumoured when the farm house was burning two guns fell out 
of the roof.' In other words, the army was simply collating the rumours surrounding the 
deaths of the Pearsons (in fact nobody died that night). Not only were these rumours 
never investigated, the 'Possible Motives' document did not even form part of the Court 
of Inquiry.  
 
This Court of Inquiry document that Dr Muldowney quotes so liberally from did find that 
the 'persons unknown' who had shot Richard and Abraham Pearson were 'guilty of wilful 
murder'. 
 
Dr Muldowney also argues that the Pearson women did not witness the executions of 
their brothers Richard and Abraham. He reached this conclusion, despite all the evidence 
to the contrary. Ethel Pearson, in a sworn statement to the Court of Inquiry, said, 'I saw 
the raiders search my brothers, and place them against the wall of the barn and shoot 
them.' Tilly Pearson states: 'They placed my brothers shortly afterwards against the wall 
of the barn and shot them. When they fell, they shot them again.' 
 
It is worth noting that in one of his many lengthy letters to this production (cc'd to Bertie 
Ahern, Government ministers, RTE Director General Cathal Goan, and Director of 
Programmes Claire Duignan), Dr Muldowney makes some alarming, and totally 
unfounded allegations about the Pearson family. He describes the Pearsons -- members of 
a peaceable Protestant sect called the Cooneyites (in England during WWI, Cooneyite 
preachers were granted conscientious objector status) -- as 'Amish from Hell' and 
'extreme mercenary types driven by insatiable desire for land and money'. He accuses 
them of 'threatening terrified women and children with firearms'. And tellingly, he 
remarks: 'apart from their grasping and bigoted qualities, they were rather unremarkable 
people, best forgotten about'.  
 
For someone who accuses this documentary of trying to bury the truth, it is astonishing 
that Dr Muldowney would rather we all forget about its central characters.  
 
Niamh Sammon,  
 
Director,  
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'The Killings At Coolacrease'  
 
Sir -- I am amazed at the letters of Philip McConway and Dr Pat Muldowney (November 
18, 2007) on the horrific killing of the Pearson brothers at Coolacrease. 
 
Even at this remove one would have thought that some logic, if not human decency, 
would have entered into the fray. Instead, what we get are semantics as to what part of 
the bodies were mutilated, whether the sisters were made to look on or were spared the 
horror. Never mind the fact that the two boys were left in their agony for hours, that their 
parents and siblings were driven out and had to emigrate, the house torched etc. 
 
All this done by supposed soldiers of a new state acting on "lawful order". Where was the 
court martial, the right of defence and a little matter called justice? Even if one were to 
accept the legality of this (which I for one do not) then certainly it enters the realm of war 
crime. Others have clarified the innocence and non involvement of this pacifist Cooneyite 
family and it was bad enough to destroy them at the time, without trying to kill their 
reputation now. 
 
The modern IRA blood brothers at the time of Enniskillen massacre, whose twentieth 
anniversary is this year, tried at the time to blame the British for setting off the bomb, but 
later apologised and said it was wrong. Also Gerry Adams only a few weeks ago 
apologised to Tim Parry for the death of his son in Warrington. It may not have been easy 
for him, but at least he did so. Maybe the latter-day IRA recanted too soon, they should 
have waited 80 years and let Mr Muldowney and McConway justify the actions. 
 
RTE and Niamh Sammon, along with Eoghan Harris have done us all a great service. 
 
Brendan Cafferty 
 
Ballina, 
 
Co Mayo 
 
 
SUNDAY INDEPENDENT 
 
Why bodies buried deep in the green bog must be raised  
 
Sunday November 11 2007 
 
SUNDAY Today's Sunday Times recycles attacks by amateur historian Pat Muldowney 
(who is actually a lecturer in mathematics), and local historian Philip McConway on 
producer Niamh Sammon's widely praised RTE programme on the killing of the Pearson 
brothers at Coolacrease, Co Offaly, in June 1921. 
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Back when Alan Ruddock was Ireland editor, that paper would have pointed up the 
common link between Coolacrease and Cullyhanna, between the murders of the Pearsons 
and the murder of Paul Quinn -- a criminal gang using the IRA as a cloak for their 
criminality. 
 
At first sight it would seem hard to deny the facts of the murders at Coolacrease. A gang 
of 30 IRA men, in broad daylight, dragged out Richard and Abraham Pearson, two 
members of the pacifist Cooneyite sect, and shot them in the groin and abdomen -- as the 
family later testified -- in full sight of their mother and sisters. 
 
In defiance of the Pearson family's testimony, Pat Muldowney, in a letter to Village 
magazine, denies the Pearson boys were shot in front of their family. In defiance of 
common sense, he describe as "salacious" my inference that because the Pearsons were 
shot in the groin and lower abdomen, the IRA gang were aiming at their genitals.  
 
To which I reply that the north Offaly gang -- who had to be nagged into taking on the 
Auxies and Tans -- were certainly not aiming at the poor lads' head or hearts as would be 
normal in an "execution" by the Cork IRA Brigades. 
 
Muldowney's polemics on the Pearsons are published and promoted by the cranky and 
cult-like Aubane Historical Society (Google the phrase, "From Peking to Aubane" to 
follow Aubane's strange evolution from super-revisionism to super-nationalism), and 
many of the letter-writers attacking the RTE programme can be found on linked websites, 
Athol Books and the Irish Political Review. 
 
But in spite of Aubane's campaign against the Pearson programme, most television critics 
agreed with the academic historians who took part -- that the Pearsons were murdered for 
a mixture of motives, which could best be summed up in Daniel Corkery's definition of 
Irish nationalism: Land, Religion and Nationality. 
 
MONDAY 
 
Liveline deals with Coolacrease. Although there is no love lost between myself and Joe 
Duffy, I must admit that he handles the subject sensitively from every side. That's not 
easy, since in my extensive experience, any attempt to challenge the tribal taboo on this 
subject produces a five-part protocol which goes as follows: 
 
First, some brave soul challenges the nationalist consensus about some atrocity against 
Protestants in some part of rural Ireland, in the period 1919-1923. Second, just as decent 
local people are pondering some public atonement, a few local historians start to split 
hairs and decent people desist. Third, local Protestants are persuaded to say there was no 
sectarian agenda in the affair. Fourth, anyone who publicises the affair is accused of 
"fanning the flames of sectarian hatred" or "damaging the peace process", or not "moving 
on." 
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Fifth, and most formidably, as can be seen from its websites, the Aubane Historical 
Society, and its allies, bombard the media with a massive mailbag of tendentious and 
tediously argued letters. These create so much fog around the facts, that Roman Catholics 
and real republicans retreat from any act of atonement -- and local Protestants learn once 
again the lesson of keeping the head down. 
 
Or that was how it worked until Canadian historian Peter Hart published The IRA and its 
Enemies. Although Hart was subjected to a series of violent verbal polemics by the 
Aubane Society (assisted more temperately by priest historian Fr Brian Murphy OSB, 
who often launches Aubane's books), he touched a deep chord among decent Roman 
Catholics and real republicans. 
 
Listening to Liveline, I have a hunch that the 86-year taboo is being broken and that the 
the Pearson boys will be hard to bury. 
 
WEDNESDAY 
 
Senator David Norris kindly lets me look at a letter to him from a Pearson critic, historian 
Philip McConway, which accuses me -- and not the IRA murder gang -- of deciding to 
"fan the flames of hatred". How? By saying I believed the IRA gang were aiming at the 
boys' genitals.  
 
McConway goes on to complain about David Norris's passionate defence of the Pearson 
boys in the Senate: "As a contributor and researcher for the RTE Hidden History 
documentary, The Killings at Coolacrease, I take grave exception to your remarks. I was 
awarded the M.Phil in Modern Irish History in Trinity College Dublin in 2007. My 
dissertation, entitled The IRA in Offaly 1920-21, was awarded a 1:1 which is a first class 
honours grade. The Pearson episode featured in this dissertation." 
 
To which David Norris replied: "I have received your letter. I am not in the slightest bit 
intimidated by your M.Phil nor did I specify you or your research. I do not withdraw a 
single atom of what I said." No keeping the head down for Norris. FRIDAY 
 
Today is the 85th anniversary of the pogrom against Protestants in the Bandon Valley in 
November 1922, when 14 innocent Protestants were pulled from their beds and shot dead 
in brutal circumstances. Peter Hart's publicising of this foul deed in The IRA and its 
Enemies, aroused the particular ire of the Aubane Historical Society, which held public 
meetings in Cork where priest-historian Fr Brian Murphy, OSB, made more cogent 
arguments against Hart's general thesis than the Aubane had previously managed. 
According to Fr Murphy, Hart didn't take sufficient account of the existence of Protestant 
resistance to the IRA.  
 
So why am I not surprised to see in today's Irish Examiner a letter signed "Brian Murphy 
OSB" which supports Pat Muldowney's take on the Pearsons as follows: "Dr Muldowney 
provided clear contemporary evidence that the two young members of the Pearson 
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family, killed by the IRA at Coolacrease, Co Offaly, on June 30, 1921, had been killed 
for military rather than sectarian reasons." 
 
May I advise Fr Murphy that Doctor Muldowney does no such thing? May I, although 
admittedly a mere agnostic, also advise Fr Murphy that it might be a good thing, in the 
moral sense, if just once, a Roman Catholic priest-historian like himself turned up in the 
letters page of the Irish Examiner looking at events like the Bandon pogroms and the 
Pearson killings from a Protestant perspective. 
 
May I also draw Fr Murphy's attention to the dangers of doing business with amateur 
historians as outlined by the sub-heading on Davy Adams's cogent column on 
Coolacrease in today's Irish Times.  
 
Davy Adams demolishes any attempt to present the Pearson killings as an IRA execution, 
as well as Aubane's attacks on the Coolacrease programme. "Their campaign seems 
designed merely to sow doubt, create confusion and muddy the waters around the 
Coolacrease murders. If they are lucky, it might also have the effect of ensuring that no 
other such programmes are made." 
 
Let's hope RTE -- and the rest of the Irish media -- is robust enough to reject any attempts 
to stifle challenges to the tribal take on Irish history. After all, if we can't face the truth 
about the IRA atrocity against Richard and Abraham Pearson from Coolacrease, 86 years 
ago, how can we face the truth about the IRA atrocity against Paul Quinn from 
Cullyhanna a few weeks ago? 
 
 
 
LETTERS TO PRESS 
 
The Irish Times November 5, 2007 Monday 
 
'The Killings at Coolacrease' 
 
Madam, - On July 24th, 1920, The Irish Times published a letter from a 
Mr GW Biggs: "I feel it is my duty to protest very strongly against 
this unfounded slander [of intolerance on the part of] of our Catholic 
neighbours, and, in so doing, I am expressing the feelings of very 
many Protestant traders in West Cork. I have been resident in Bantry 
for 43 years, during 33 of which I have been engaged in business, and 
I have received the greatest kindness, courtesy, and support from all 
classes and creeds in this country." Five days later Mr Biggs's 
substantial business was burned down in an act of deliberate arson. 
 
In September of that year, in the course of a series of letters to the 
Times of London, J Annan Bryce, brother of a former chief secretary to 
Ireland, commented on a British military notice threatening to burn 
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the houses of republicans if those of loyalists were targeted. 
 
He wrote: "There is no justification for the issue of such a notice in 
this district, where the only damage to loyalists' premises has been 
done by the police. In July they burned the stores of Mr. G.W. Biggs, 
the principal merchant in Bantry, a man highly respected, a 
Protestant, and a lifelong Unionist, with a damage of over £25,000, 
and the estate office of the late Mr. Leigh-White, also a Unionist. 
Subsequently, in August, the police fired into Mr. Biggs's office, 
while his residence has since been commandeered for police barracks. 
He has had to send his family to Dublin and to live himself in a 
hotel. Only two reasons can be assigned for the outrages on Mr. Biggs, 
one that he employed Sinn Feiners - he could not work his large 
business without them, there being no Unionist workmen in Bantry - the 
other a recently published statement of his protesting - on his own 40 
years' experience - against Orange allegations of Catholic 
intolerance. The July burning was part of a general pogrom, in which a 
cripple, named Crowley, was deliberately shot by the police while in 
bed and several houses were set on fire while the people were asleep." 
 
Statements such as those from Bryce and Biggs, were a consistent 
feature of public life in Ireland right up to and beyond the Truce in 
1921. On May 11th 1922, a Protestant Convention in the Mansion House 
reiterated these points ad nauseam. They may be read in The Irish 
Times and Irish Independent of May 12th. 
 
On October 20th and 25th in your newspaper, an alternative picture was 
painted, concerning an event in Offaly in July 1921, in articles by 
Niamh Sammon and by Ann Marie Hourihane. Essentially, the same story 
of anti-Protestant violence was broadcast by RTÉ on October 23rd in 
its "Hidden History" series. Had it occurred as depicted, it would 
have been reported in that way at the time. 
 
Given a choice between Biggs and Bryce, who were on the spot, and 
Hourihane and Sammon, who were not, and the reporting of The Irish 
Times then and now, I take the Protestant view. 
 
- Yours, etc, 
 
NIALL MEEHAN 
 
 
 
 
Irish Times November 24 2007 
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The killings at Coolacrease 
 
Madam, - Over the past few weeks a small group of people have kept up a sustained 
attack on the recent RTÉ documentary The Killings at Coolacrease. 
 
In last Saturday's Irish Times, Dr Pat Muldowney, a lecturer in mathematics at the 
University of Ulster, alleges that an RIC investigation concluded that the Pearson 
brothers were targeted by the IRA because they shot at two members of Sinn Féin. He is 
quite wrong: in fact, there was no investigation. 
 
The document Dr Muldowney cites as evidence of an RIC investigation is actually 
British army correspondence (5th Division Curragh Camp) speculating on the reasons for 
the Pearson killings. It was filed after the Court of Inquiry had deliberated on July 2nd in 
Birr. 
 
Entitled "The Coolacrease Murders 30.6.21 - Possible Motives", the first part of the 
document speculates that the Pearsons were targeted for their land. Part two then states: 
"It is said by the CI [ County Inspector] Queen's County that the two Pearson boys a few 
days previously had seen two men felling a tree on their land adjoining the road. Had told 
the men concerned to go away and when they refused had fetched two guns and fired and 
wounded two Sinn Feiners, one of whom is believed died." 
 
Crucially the very next sentence reads: "It is further rumoured when the farm house was 
burning two guns fell out of the roof." In other words, the army was simply collating the 
rumours surrounding the deaths of the Pearsons (in fact nobody died that night). Not only 
were these rumours never investigated; the "Possible Motives" document did not even 
form part of the Court of Inquiry. 
 
Dr Muldowney also argues that the Pearson women did not witness the executions of 
their brothers Richard and Abraham. He reaches this conclusion despite the fact that 
Ethel Pearson, in a sworn statement to the Court of Inquiry, said: "I saw the raiders 
search my brothers, and place them against the wall of the barn and shoot them." 
 
Dr Muldowney seems to have arrived at his conclusions in spite of, rather than because 
of, the evidence at hand. - Yours, etc, 
 
NIAMH SAMMON, (Director, The Killings at Coolacrease). 
 
 
 
...in the Sunday Independent, November 25 2007 
 
(The first of two letters) 
 
Sir -- For some weeks now a small group of people have kept up a sustained attack on the 
RTE documentary The Killings at Coolacrease. Chief amongst them is Dr Pat 
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Muldowney, a lecturer in mathematics at the University of Ulster. In his letter to your 
paper last weekend, Dr Muldowney accuses the documentary of omitting vital 
information contained in a British Military Court of Inquiry into the murders of the 
Pearson brothers in 1921. He alleges that an RIC investigation concluded that the 
Pearsons were targeted by the IRA because they shot at two members of Sinn Fein.  
 
Dr Muldowney is quite wrong on two counts -- firstly, this information was contained in 
the programme, and secondly, there was no RIC investigation.  
 
The document Dr Muldowney cites as evidence of an RIC investigation is actually 
British army correspondence (5th Division Curragh Camp) that speculates on the reasons 
for the Pearson killings. It was filed after the Court of Inquiry had deliberated on July 2 in 
Birr. Titled 'The Coolacrease Murders 30.6.21 -- Possible Motives', the first part of the 
document speculates that the Pearsons were targeted for their land. Part two then states: 
'It is said by the CI (County Inspector) Queen's County that the two Pearson boys a few 
days previously had seen two men felling a tree on their land adjoining the road. Had told 
the men concerned to go away and when they refused had fetched two guns and fired and 
wounded two Sinn Feiners, one of whom is believed died.' Crucially the very next 
sentence reads: 'It is further rumoured when the farm house was burning two guns fell out 
of the roof.' In other words, the army was simply collating the rumours surrounding the 
deaths of the Pearsons (in fact nobody died that night). Not only were these rumours 
never investigated, the 'Possible Motives' document did not even form part of the Court 
of Inquiry.  
 
This Court of Inquiry document that Dr Muldowney quotes so liberally from did find that 
the 'persons unknown' who had shot Richard and Abraham Pearson were 'guilty of wilful 
murder'. 
 
Dr Muldowney also argues that the Pearson women did not witness the executions of 
their brothers Richard and Abraham. He reached this conclusion, despite all the evidence 
to the contrary. Ethel Pearson, in a sworn statement to the Court of Inquiry, said, 'I saw 
the raiders search my brothers, and place them against the wall of the barn and shoot 
them.' Tilly Pearson states: 'They placed my brothers shortly afterwards against the wall 
of the barn and shot them. When they fell, they shot them again.' 
 
It is worth noting that in one of his many lengthy letters to this production (cc'd to Bertie 
Ahern, Government ministers, RTE Director General Cathal Goan, and Director of 
Programmes Claire Duignan), Dr Muldowney makes some alarming, and totally 
unfounded allegations about the Pearson family. He describes the Pearsons -- members of 
a peaceable Protestant sect called the Cooneyites (in England during WWI, Cooneyite 
preachers were granted conscientious objector status) -- as 'Amish from Hell' and 
'extreme mercenary types driven by insatiable desire for land and money'. He accuses 
them of 'threatening terrified women and children with firearms'. And tellingly, he 
remarks: 'apart from their grasping and bigoted qualities, they were rather unremarkable 
people, best forgotten about'.  
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For someone who accuses this documentary of trying to bury the truth, it is astonishing 
that Dr Muldowney would rather we all forget about its central characters.  
 
Niamh Sammon,  
 
Director, 'The Killings At Coolacrease'  
 
2nd Letter: 
 
Sir -- I am amazed at the letters of Philip McConway and Dr Pat Muldowney (November 
18, 2007) on the horrific killing of the Pearson brothers at Coolacrease. 
 
Even at this remove one would have thought that some logic, if not human decency, 
would have entered into the fray. Instead, what we get are semantics as to what part of 
the bodies were mutilated, whether the sisters were made to look on or were spared the 
horror. Never mind the fact that the two boys were left in their agony for hours, that their 
parents and siblings were driven out and had to emigrate, the house torched etc. 
 
All this done by supposed soldiers of a new state acting on "lawful order". Where was the 
court martial, the right of defence and a little matter called justice? Even if one were to 
accept the legality of this (which I for one do not) then certainly it enters the realm of war 
crime. Others have clarified the innocence and non involvement of this pacifist Cooneyite 
family and it was bad enough to destroy them at the time, without trying to kill their 
reputation now. 
 
The modern IRA blood brothers at the time of Enniskillen massacre, whose twentieth 
anniversary is this year, tried at the time to blame the British for setting off the bomb, but 
later apologised and said it was wrong. Also Gerry Adams only a few weeks ago 
apologised to Tim Parry for the death of his son in Warrington. It may not have been easy 
for him, but at least he did so. Maybe the latter-day IRA recanted too soon, they should 
have waited 80 years and let Mr Muldowney and McConway justify the actions. 
 
RTE and Niamh Sammon, along with Eoghan Harris have done us all a great service. 
 
Brendan Cafferty  
 
 
 
 
[ 
I DID DETAILED RESPONSE (TO THE POINTS RAISED ABOVE) 
IN  
http://www.indymedia.ie/article/84547 
 
RTÉ Atrocity Propaganda and Censorship, Part 8 

by Pat Muldowney  Mon Nov 26, 2007 21:56 
] 
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The Irish Times 27 November 2007 
 
'THE KILLINGS AT COOLACREASE' 
Madam, - It is a bit late in the day for Niamh Sammon, producer of the RTÉ "Hidden 
History" programme on the Pearsons of Coolacrease, to start parsing, analysing and 
contextualising (Letters, November 24th) the clear statement of the Queen's County RIC 
inspector: "The two Pearson boys a few days previously had seen two men felling a tree 
on their land adjoining the road, had told the men concerned to go away, and when they 
refused, had fetched two guns and fired and wounded two Sinn Féiners, one of whom it is 
believed died" (from Papers of [ British] Courts of Enquiry in lieu of Inquests, 7th July, 
1921). 
 
This was the reported statement of the RIC, who had the Pearsons in their custody for a 
week or so after the executions. The place for critical assessment of this RIC statement 
was in the documentary itself. 
 
Why was this not done? Ms Sammon had every opportunity to do this, since I debated 
this and related issues with her when she interviewed me for her documentary in Kinnitty 
Castle on July 28th. But Ms Sammon chose not to broadcast any of this interview. 
 
The investigation by the Army representing the elected Irish Government (Chief of Staff: 
Richard Mulcahy, the future leader of Fine Gael) led to the same conclusion as that of the 
British authorities. Ms Sammon rejects both as untrustworthy, and her programme made 
definite statements which conflicted with both. But she has not disclosed what her more 
reliable source of information is. 
 
Nor has she produced a single shred of evidence of land-grabbing in the Cadamstown 
area at the time, though asserting that this was the purpose of the killing of the Pearson 
brothers. 
 
Furthermore, her programme took it that the legitimate authority in Southern Ireland in 
June 1921 was the unelected British government whose supporters did not gain a single 
seat outside Trinity College in the election of that year. 
 
The actual evidence can be read in full, uncut and uncensored, at 
http://www.indymedia.ie/article/84547 where I published all of it some time ago, along 
with detailed discussion of the very points that Ms Sammon makes in her letter. 
 
In contrast, the outstanding fact about Ms Sammon's documentary is that the words 
"British Military Court of Enquiry" were never spoken - not once. Why? 
 
Yours, etc, 
PAT MULDOWNEY 
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Midlands Tribune, November 7, November 14, 2007: 
 
Philip McConway articles    
http://www.offalyhistory.com/articles/130/1/The-Pearsons-of-Coolacrease/Page1.html 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tullamore Tribune, November 28 2007: 
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Midlands Tribune, December ???? 2007: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Brian Murphy, Examiner, December 3 2007: 
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Airing Protestant voices 
Sunday Independent December 09 2007 
 
Sir -- I write concerning the column by Eoghan Harris on November 11, in which he 
defended his claim, and that of RTE's Hidden History programme, that Irish republicans 
were engaged in a sectarian war of ethnic cleansing during the years 1919-1921. He said I 
should view the war from 'a Protestant perspective.' I can only presume that Mr Harris 
did not read what I'd written carefully as it was composed almost entirely of the views of 
Irish Protestants. 
 
Firstly, the voice of Matilda Pearson, sister of the two victims of the Coolacrease killings 
in 1921, who asked the IRA men taking part in the attack on her home, why they were 
doing it and received the reply, as recorded by herself: 'Don't think we are doing this 
because you are Protestants. It is not being done on that account.' Is this evidence from a 
Protestant voice compatible with a sectarian interpretation of the killing of her brothers? 
 
Secondly, the voices of Robert Barton, Erskine Childers and Lionel Smith Gordon, all 
Protestants and all appointed by Dail Eireann in December 1919 to direct the fortunes of 
a National Land Bank. Is it credible that Dail Eireann would have placed Protestants, 
such as these, in charge of land reform, if they had wished to drive Protestants from the 
land? 
 
Thirdly, the voices of Sir Horace Plunkett and George Russell (AE), both Protestants, 
who continued to support the work of the Co-operative Society throughout the war. 
 
Fourthly, the voices of the Church of Ireland Bishops of Meath and Killaloe, Dr Kathleen 
Lynn, Alice Stopford Green, Albinian Brodrick, James Douglas and several other 
Protestants, as well as the distinctive voice of Dr Herzog, the Chief Rabbi, who joined 
with many Catholics in January 1921 to assist the work of the Irish White Cross Society. 
Is it credible that so many Protestants would have joined in this charitable enterprise to 
redress the damages of war, if that war had been sectarian? 
 
Fifthly, the voices of Protestant members of the first Irish Free State Senate, which ought 
to have some special significance for Mr Harris, unless he is prepared to reject the 
heritage of the body of which he is a member. Among these voices are to be found those 
of Alice Stopford Green, Sir John Griffith and James Douglas, the first three persons to 
be elected to the Senate by the Dail in December 1922, and those of WB Yeats and 
Douglas Hyde. 
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Is the election of such distinguished Protestants to the Senate in any way compatible with 
a sectarian war against the Protestant community? 
 
Finally, on Eoghan Harris's suggestion that I should accept the findings of Peter Hart, the 
historian whose work inspired Alan Stanley to write the book on the Coolacrease killings. 
I respond that Peter Hart like Eoghan Harris and Niamh Sammon of RTE, continues to 
ignore the contemporary source evidence of the many Protestant voices listed above. 
 
Dr Brian P Murphy osb 
 
 
 
 
  
    
TCM Archives > Irish Examiner > 2008/01/07 > Hidden History debate casts light into 
some dark corners  
 
Monday, January 07, 2008 :  
 
FRONT | IRELAND | SPORT | WORLD | BUSINESS | OPINION  
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
  
Hidden History debate casts light into some dark corners  
 
THE Irish Examiner is to be congratulated on the amount of space it has given in its letter 
columns to the debate on Niamh Sammon’s Hidden History programme on RTÉ on the 
killings at Coolacrease. 
 
The charge that the programme was insufficiently nuanced may well be true, but reflects 
in large part the limitations of TV history, limitations which are offset byvisual 
opportunities with which cold print can rarely compete.  
 
In any age, executions rarely reflect well on the perpetrators and, when carried out on a 
large scale, can ruin a cause. They did not happen on any large scale on the Irish side in 
1916-1921, though the 1922-3 period was slightly worse.  
 
The justification of military necessity is doubtful in the case of Coolacrease. Did the 
Pearsons think they were challenging marauders cutting a tree on their property at a time 
of much lawlessness, or did they fully realise that they were taking on the local IRA?  
 
For most people, the legitimacy of the independence struggle is not an issue, though that 
does not mean every individual action in support of it was necessarily right or justified, or 
should be defended. The fate of the small Protestant minority in the South during the 
revolutionary period is undoubtedly a problem area, notwithstanding a small number who 
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participated actively in the revolution (they too could be suspect), or the Southern 
unionist elite who were found a place in the Irish Free State Senate.  
 
However, by far the largest number of casualties on each side consisted firstly of IRA 
volunteers and, secondly, of RIC men, a force which was at least 80% Catholic outside of 
Ulster and quite often Irish-speaking. The War of Independence, for that reason, cannot 
possibly be described as sectarian.  
 
During a conflict in which most were bystanders, the minority in the South were 
undoubtedlyvulnerable and, in many cases, suspect.  
 
To the extent that they relied on the British connection, they were on the losing side. 
Anyone from that background who got in the way could expect to get hurt, and reprisals 
could be savage and disproportionate. Their continued presence and the integrity of their 
property, and whether they were considered to be just harmless Protestants or loyalists as 
well, were matters largely at the discretion of the local IRA, in a complete reversal of the 
local power relationships that had existed up to a couple of generations previously.  
 
The policy that de Valera and Collins were articulating just before the Truce took as a 
model the approach of the rebels vis-à-vis the loyalists in the American War of 
Independence, that “when the enemy began to burn or destroy any town, to burn and 
destroy the houses and properties of all Tories and enemies to the freedom and 
independence of America ... always taking care not to hurt them or their families with 
wanton cruelties.” (Piaras Beaslaí’s Life of Collins).  
 
That is largely what happened in 1920-1. Far more left the country or, in the case of some 
estates, had their houses burnt. Relatively few lost their lives, but, and maybe it was a 
close-run thing, the majority of Southern Protestants survived in situ and were allowed to 
remain with their property more or less intact. It can be questioned whether the treatment 
meted out to the Pearsons met the standard of avoiding ‘wanton cruelties’. There was an 
unresolved tension between the exigencies and pressures of a barely successful battle 
against a vastly superior power to cast off colonial and settler domination and the creation 
thereafter of an equal and tolerant society which, in the short or long-term, could be any 
way attractive to those who had determined that Northern Ireland would opt out. There 
are hidden histories and tragedies to be explored on the losing side, to which neither 
blanket defence nor blanket condemnation of the War of Independence is likely to do 
justice.  
 
The transformation of relations that has occurred since, especially in recent times, means 
that, as with the Civil War previously, the taboos against exploring the meaning of 
historical dark corners should be lifted. Reconciliation requires a full and rounded 
appreciation of the past.  
 
Dr Martin Mansergh TD  
Friarsfield House  
Tipperary   
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http://www.indymedia.ie/article/85285 
 
COOLACREASE - MISTAKEN IDENTITY? 
 by Jack Lane Wed Jan 09, 2008 22:28 jacklaneaubane at hotmail dot com 
Mr. Mansergh comes to the defence of Niamh Sammon and the Hidden History 
programme in his Examiner letter when he says that "The justification of military 
necessity is doubtful in the case of Coolacrease". He asks "Did the Pearsons think they 
were challenging marauders cutting a tree on their property at a time of much 
lawlessness, or did they fully realise that they were taking on the local IRA?"  
 
The Pearsons are here painted are pretty silly people who did not know what going on in 
the world around them and why. Did they not read the papers? Surely they knew there 
was a war on to implement and defend the Irish Government and its polices following the 
overwhelming 1918 and 1920 Election votes for independence?  
 
Were they really so naïve that they mistook an armed group felling a tree to make a 
roadblock across the public road about half a mile from their house as simply marauders? 
As well as being on the roadside this particular tree was also on the 'bounds ditch' with 
another farmer, J J Horan, and technically cannot therefore be even described simply as 
their property.  
 
And why take the law into their own hands? Why is one of our legislators condoning 
armed vigilantism? There was a very effective Republican Courts system in operation.  
 
The reality is that they decided to engage militarily in the war against the Irish democracy 
in support of the Imperial government that sought to crush it.  
 
Furthermore, if we are to believe the actual circumstances as described in some detail by 
Alan Stanley in his book that inspired the RTE Programme and this whole debate, "I met 
murder on the way" there could not possibly be a case of mistaken identity on the part of 
the Pearsons. He reports on verbal exchanges between the IRA group and Richard 
Pearson about the tree felling. Being neighbours they all knew each other very well.  
 
He writes "Richard challenged these people but they warned him off, making dire threats 
as to what would happen should he attempt to interfere. My father said Dick was 
somewhat hotheaded and further antagonized the intruders by trading words. "Aren't you 
the brave fellows with all your guns?", he admonished." Richard is then reported as going 
back to the house.  
 
Two Pearson brothers approached the roadblock, not from within their land, but along the 
public road, where they opened fire and hit three people - on the public road. Mick 
Heaney was sentry on that side of the roadblock. He challenged them and they responded 
by opening fire, shooting him in the stomach (he died later). The sentry on the far side of 
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the roadblock ran towards them, they fired, he fired. He was injured slightly. Bert Hogg, 
the retired RIC man who had been arrested earlier was hit as he ran away. He lost a lung 
from his injuries.  
 
How can these actions, which were also verified by the RIC, as shown in this thread, be 
described as anything other than initiating a military engagement with the IRA who were 
then the legitimate army of the democratically elected Irish government defending it 
against attack by the British government? Such actions inevitably lead to military 
retaliation in these situations..  
 
There was no 'nuancing' of these facts in the Hidden History programme – there was 
blatant distortion and Mr Mansergh seeks to make excuses for that.  
 
It simply does not wash. Niamh Sammon needs a better advocate. 
 
 
 
Examiner, Monday January 21 2008: 
 
The Ultimate Taboo: War or Democracy 
 
Martin Mansergh's defence of RTÉ's Coolacrease programme won't pass muster (Letters 
07 January 2008). If television uses fewer words and more images than "cold print", that 
surely obliges television producers to choose the words with even greater care. The 
difference between "groin" and "genitals" may escape Dr. Mansergh's political colleague, 
Senator Harris, who has honestly stated his view that he regards facts as unimportant in 
comparison with the higher truth which he sees. But it is a difference of basic fact rather 
than "nuance". And the national broadcaster, who dominates the air waves, should have 
some concern with factual accuracy.  
 
What was at issue in 1921 was not merely "the legitimacy of the independence struggle", 
as it was with the Easter Rising and the Fenians, but whether the democratic political 
mandate of the Irish electorate was to be over-ridden by British military power.  
 
Most people were not "bystanders" on that issue. They had voted. And, if most people 
were not active in the war, that is usually the case in all wars. Unless Dr. Mansergh thinks 
the crucial thing was the war rather than the vote it is hard to understand his argument.  
 
The Pearsons knew what the democracy had decided, but they chose the other side. If 
there was "much lawlessness" in the country at the time that was because British power 
was deployed against the clear decision of the democracy. The Pearsons took sides with 
the Imperial Power in the attempt to make the country ungovernable by the democracy. 
 
Dr. Mansergh suggests that they may not have been aware of what was going on in the 
country and were protecting their property against vandals. But the "property", the tree 
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the Republicans were cutting down for ambush, was where it was needed for an ambush: 
on the side of the road and about half a mile from their house.  
 
I'm all for breaking "taboos", but not at the expense of historical fact. The greatest of all 
taboos, which RTE has never addressed, or Dr. Mansergh, is the decision of the first 
democratically-elected British Parliament to act in the old Imperialist mode and make 
war on the Irish who had been so presumptuous as to vote themselves independent.  
 
Pat Muldowney 
 
 
 
 
 
Examiner Jan 21 2007 
 
 
21 January 2008  
 
Large areas of the country were denuded of Protestants and those remaining only hung on 
by a thread 
 
IT is difficult to fathom what Dr Martin Mansergh TD really is saying on hidden history 
and the fate of Protestants in or around the 1920s (Letters, January 7).  
 
He gives a sort of grudging approval to Niamh Sammon’s excellent TV programme on 
the Coolacrease killings, but then says “the charge that the programme was insufficiently 
nuanced may well be true”.  
 
Also he stated that the justification of military necessity is doubtful in the case of 
Coolacrease and, most astonishingly, that it can be questioned whether the treatment 
meted out to the Pearsons met the standard of avoiding “wanton cruelties”. I wonder what 
he would call cruelty, in fact, if leaving the two boys for hours to die in agony is an issue 
when even some of the supporters of this slaughter said that those who carried out the 
shooting should have been courtmartialled for not delivering the coup de grâce.  
 
Dr Mansergh, perhaps unwittingly, gets to the core issue when he says the minority (who 
were basically Protestant and British in outlook) who got in the way could expect to get 
hurt.  
 
Tom Barry said much the same: “We never killed a man because of his religion, but we 
had to face up to facts. The most salient fact was that nearly all Protestants were 
unionist”.  
 
So political views counted.  
 



 100 

Dr Mansergh also is on shaky ground when he says the killing of Catholic RIC men was 
evidence of non-sectarianism.  
 
Indeed the first RIC man killed was in Co Tipperary. He was a Constable McDonnell 
from Co Mayo, whose descendants I know and they still feel the hurt. He was a widower 
with seven children and was known to his slayer Dan Breen, a ruthless killer who later 
became a TD for South Tipperary.  
 
Those men were killed because they wore the police uniform, albeit with the harp and 
crown.  
 
The modern IRA blood brothers, in the recent, dirty 30 years of killing in the North, also 
killed Catholic RUC men, but the overall effect was most felt by the Protestant 
population in those ethnic cleansing years.  
 
What we are talking about is the disappearance of the Protestant population at the time. It 
is estimated that well in excess of 40,000 left or were intimidated out — that is apart 
altogether from those who left because they were directly connected with the British, 
army, police, big houses, etc. Many were ordinary small farmers and artisans. Many 
examples exist around the country, but I will quote some from Dr Mansergh’s own 
county.  
 
On August 5, 1921, Dr Miller, Bishop of Cashel, said that “five of our members have 
been foully murdered without the slightest justification”.  
 
In November 1922, the same bishop appealed to Protestants in the area not to emigrate in 
the face of intimidation.  
 
Rev Sterling Berry wrote to the Minister for Home Affairs on June 10, 1922 that in the 
area of Templederry, Silvermines and Ballinclough there was “scarcely a Protestant 
family which had escaped molestation. Houses have been burned; Protestant families 
have been forced to leave neighbourhoods; altogether a state of terrorism exists”.  
 
There are many such examples in other places. Even after the Treaty, such things 
occurred.  
 
To see the evidence one only has to look around. The minority population never 
recovered from this cataclysm.  
 
Large areas of the country were denuded of Protestants and those remaining only hung on 
by a thread.  
 
While other things like mixed marriages counted, only a Holocaust-denier would say the 
events at issue here and surrounding the 1920s did not matter.  
 
Brendan Cafferty  
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Creggs Road  
Ballina  
Co Mayo 
 
 
 
 
Examiner Jan 21 2007 
 
Sectarian or not? Presbyterian view of IRA actions in War of Independence 
 
IN his letter headlined 'Why IRA killers of the Pearson boys were guilty of a war crime 
(December 17), Brendan Cafferty gives what appears to be very damning evidence of 
republicans' attitude towards Protestants during the War of Independence.  
 
He quotes from an editorial in the Belfast Presbyterian paper, The Witness, on June 17, 
1921: "The plight of the Protestants in the south and west is sad in the extreme. They are 
marked, they are watched, they are raided; some of them have been dragged out and shot 
like beasts. An air of suspicion and dread is about them day and night."  
 
Like knowledge, a little quoting is a dangerous thing. Mr Cafferty should have quoted 
some more of the editorial to give this extract its proper context. Far from republicans 
causing problems for Protestants, the editorial actually says the opposite. It says that 
Protestants, as Protestants, had no choice but to oppose the democratically elected 
republican government (twice elected by June 1921) and that was the source of the 
problem.  
 
But let the editorial, headlined The State of the Country, speak for itself. It began as 
follows: "The Honourable HM Pollock, DL, MP, Minister of Finance in the Northern 
Parliament, presented the Report on the State of the Country in the General Assembly last 
Friday, and called attention to certain deplorable facts of which we are all more or less 
cognisant." (This is interesting in itself. The finance minister of the new government of 
Northern Ireland reports to the governing body of a church on the state of the country. 
Did Michael Collins, as Minster for Finance in the Dáil, ever consider reporting to 
Maynooth?)  
 
The Witness editorial continued: "He (Mr Pollock) referred in particular to the sufferings 
and persecution of Protestants, which undeniably form a part of the Sinn Féin policy of 
vengeance upon those who in any way stand opposed to this crusade of wickedness and 
wish to see the law of civilised society prevail. "The Sinn Féiners, of course, deny that 
Protestants as such are persecuted and there is an amount of truth in their contention, for 
their vengeance falls upon all who hinder them without regard to creed or class.  
 
"But it is easy to see that this does not invalidate Mr Pollock's assertion of the persecution 
of Protestants, for Protestants are loyal and law-abiding and feel it as a duty which they 
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owe to God and their own conscience to support the forces of the Crown in the repression 
of crime.  
 
"There is no blinking the fact that this is the line which divides Roman Catholics and 
Protestants in general at the present time in Ireland. The vast majority of Sinn Féiners are 
Roman Catholics, and while there must be many Roman Catholics who hate and 
disapprove of the evil deeds of Sinn Féin, yet the Roman Catholic population as a whole 
have provided Sinn Féin with a sphere of influence and moral, or rather we should say, 
immoral, support which render their foul work in Ireland possible.  
 
"Protestants, on the other hand, are the bulwark of liberty and justice and the due 
administration of law, and it is only natural that Sinn Féiners should look upon them as 
enemies and wreak their anger upon them.  
 
"Sinn Féiners may say that they do it not because they are Protestants, but because they 
betray their cause; yet since Protestants cannot do otherwise in virtue of their religion, it 
comes to the same thing whether we say Protestants are persecuted for their religion, or 
are persecuted because they will not fall into line with Sinn Féin.  
 
"Mr Pollock is, therefore, perfectly right when he calls attention to the persecution of 
Protestants and evokes the sympathy of the Church in their behalf. The plight of 
Protestants in the south and the west (the 26 counties) is sad in the extreme. They are 
marked, they are watched, they are raided; some of them have been dragged out and shot 
like beasts; an air of suspicion and dread is about them day and night," The Witness 
declared.  
 
The subtlety and honesty of the editorial, according to its own lights, seems beyond Mr 
Cafferty to appreciate, but I hope that readers will see that this fuller extract provides a 
proper and more comprehensive context.  
 
Such a context is essential when dealing with this subject and it is highly irresponsible to 
go in for a selective and tabloid approach to what was a life-and-death issue.  
 
Jack Lane Aubane Millstreet Co Cork  
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IRISH TIMES LETTERS 
 

LETTERS  
 
 
IT 31st October 2007  
 

'The Killings at Coolacrease' 
Madam, - I write to congratulate RTÉ on an exemplary documentary, "The Killings at 
Coolacrease", shown on October 23rd on RTÉ1. 

As your columnist Ann Marie Hourihane commented (October 25th), never has the title 
of the series - "Hidden History" - been more apposite. 

The story of the extirpation of the Pearsons, a prosperous nonconformist family, from a 
Co Offaly farmstead, epitomises how we mask our past. 

The background to the story was sketchy in places, and further clouded by interviewees' 
attempts to justify in retrospect what happened. 

But there was no disagreement as to the central events of June 30th, 1921: as the family 
home burned to the ground, and in front of their mother and sisters, two young men were 
stood up before the firing squad of an illegal organisation. 

Each was shot in the genitals and buttocks and left to die in an agony that lasted many 
hours. (One is left to speculate on the process by which this "sentence" was arrived at; it 
had to have been premeditated). 

The victims were then left to the ignominy of the secret, hurried burial and the unmarked 
grave. 

The surviving members of the family eventually found refuge in Australia. 

The contemporary relevance of the story was brought out all too clearly by the verbal 
contortions of apologists as they struggled to defend or gloss over the unspeakable. 

We continue to see the same process at work in public discourse on Northern Ireland, the 
same relentless efforts to mould the consensus as to what is to be remembered and what 
is to be forgotten. 

But lasting peace and reconciliation cannot be grounded in distorted half-truths and 
selective amnesia. - Yours, etc, 
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D KELLY, Whitebeam Road, Dublin 14. 

 
IT 2nd November 2007  
 

'THE KILLINGS AT COOLACREASE' 
Madam, - Digging up atrocity stories from Ireland's past for the purpose of discrediting 
nationalism is an underhand method of making a political point, all the more so when 
done through the medium of an seemingly objective television programme. RTÉ's 
"Hidden History" programme on the Pearson tragedy at Coolacrease, Co Offaly (shown 
on October 23rd) was carefully worked atrocity propaganda masquerading as history. It 
reflects badly on the national broadcaster and the professionals involved in making it. 

A member of the Pearson family stated during the programme that all the family now 
wanted was for the truth to be told. Instead, the programme intermixed their story with 
subtle hints about ethnic cleansing, sectarianism, land grabbing and a barbarous form of 
execution, all of which are at variance with the known facts or the documentary evidence. 

One of the shots from the firing squad hit one of the brothers in the right groin. During 
the programme this fact was transformed by Eoghan Harris into a claim that the firing 
squad deliberately shot the brothers in the genitals. Actually, the right groin is a different 
part of the body to the genitals. Harris's distortion of that point is a straightforward 
example of hyped up atrocity propaganda. It might have been more revealing if the 
programme had probed whether either of the brothers would have survived had they 
received more competent or timely medical attention. 

The political context against which the incident took place was also distorted. Professor 
English from Queen's University Belfast gave the British view, asserting that the 
Pearsons had the right to shoot terrorists attempting to fell trees on their land. 

No mainstream nationalist historian was interviewed to counter that assertion. The 
significance of the landslide election victory achieved by Sinn Féin in 1918 was played 
down, as was the military repression used by the Crown to flout the election result. 

The necessary context - that the IRA was acting under a democratically elected civil 
authority - was absent. 

The Pearsons were sentenced to execution by a republican court-martial because they 
shot an IRA volunteer on active duty, not because they were Protestants. 

The idea that the attack was motivated by land hunger was mentioned in the programme 
but no supporting evidence was provided. 
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The facts are that in the few parts of the country where land grabbing was attempted, it 
was blocked by the IRA, a policy for which they were later criticised for being too 
protective of bourgeois property rights. 

A two-part "Hidden History" programme on Irish Nazis broadcast earlier this year has 
also been criticised for misusing history in pursuit of a political agenda. Following this 
latest offering, it is reasonable to ask, has the national broadcaster come under the 
influence of an anti-national agenda? - Yours, etc, 

DAITHÍ Ó hAILBHE, Corrig Road, Dalkey, Co Dublin. 

Madam, - I would agree entirely with D. Kelly ( Letters, October 31st). RTÉ deserves full 
credit for an outstanding and even-handed portrayal of the events that led up to the 
agonising death of two young Protestant farmers in 1921. It displayed a brave and 
visionary approach to a subject that still has the capacity to create serious tribal divisions, 
even amongst normally measured academics. 

The programme came across as professionally detached, and while some interviewees did 
attempt to justify, in retrospect, what happened on that fateful day, it didn't in any way 
take away from what was a beautifully constructed documentary, that surpassed even the 
renowned BBC for quality and attention to detail. - Yours, etc, 

NIALL GINTY, The Demesne, Killester, Dublin 5. 

 
 
 
 
IT, 5th November 2007 
 

'The Killings at Coolacrease' 
Madam, - I wish to protest at the continued vilification of the people of Cadamstown, Co 
Offaly, in the wake to the continuous stream of articles surrounding to tragic deaths of the 
Pearson brothers at Coolacrease in 1921 from the publication of Alan Stanley's book 
culminating in the recent " Hidden History " programme on RTÉ. 

Allow me to point out to correspondents such as D Kelly (October 31st), this attack was 
not carried out by or on behalf of the people of Cadamstown. From July 1921 to this day 
many in the village of Cadamstown were sickened and traumatised by what happened. 

It was the opinion of at least one volunteer from the village, that had they not been 
interned at the time, this would not have happened. Let me quote Paddy Byrne, the only 
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former Coolacrease resident to appear on the " Hidden History " programme, "they were 
good neighbours". 

To this day, the land they owned is known locally as "Pearsons", effectively becoming a 
sub-townland, far from being deliberately forgotten as alleged by Pearson descendant 
Jenny Turnidge on the same broadcast. 

This was no land grab. There were bigger and better farms in the Cadamstown hinterland 
had that been the motive. 

The raiding party was from north Offaly, and its leader would become an officer in the 
Free State army. What they did that day in Coolacrease was barbaric (a view I have 
shared since as an eight-year-old, I heard the story first hand from a former member of 
the Pearson staff). But nonetheless they were the military force of the democratically 
elected representatives of the people in the 1918 landslide election win. 

- Yours, etc, 

GERARD HAYDEN, Tullamore, Formerly of Coolacrease. 

 

Madam, - In reply to Daithí O hAilbhe (November 2nd) Sinn Féin in the 1918 election 
received only 47 per cent of the votes. "Acting under a democratically elected civil 
authority" means you must obey only legal orders. The law to be obeyed must be enacted, 
published and due process followed before it is obeyed. The military, police or others 
must not act outside the law even if ordered to do so by their superior; in fact they should 
charge their superior with a breach of the law. Bad patriotism is when the love which is 
proper to God is given a "State" and blind obedience replaces the Ten Commandments; 
then atrocities such as Coolacrease can occur. 

- Yours, etc, 

NOEL FLANNERY, South Circular Road, Limerick. 

 

Madam, - On July 24th, 1920, The Irish Times published a letter from a Mr GW Biggs: "I 
feel it is my duty to protest very strongly against this unfounded slander [of intolerance 
on the part of] of our Catholic neighbours, and, in so doing, I am expressing the feelings 
of very many Protestant traders in West Cork. I have been resident in Bantry for 43 years, 
during 33 of which I have been engaged in business, and I have received the greatest 
kindness, courtesy, and support from all classes and creeds in this country." Five days 
later Mr Biggs's substantial business was burned down in an act of deliberate arson. 
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In September of that year, in the course of a series of letters to the Times of London, J 
Annan Bryce, brother of a former chief secretary to Ireland, commented on a British 
military notice threatening to burn the houses of republicans if those of loyalists were 
targeted. 

He wrote: "There is no justification for the issue of such a notice in this district, where 
the only damage to loyalists' premises has been done by the police. In July they burned 
the stores of Mr. G.W. Biggs, the principal merchant in Bantry, a man highly respected, a 
Protestant, and a lifelong Unionist, with a damage of over £25,000, and the estate office 
of the late Mr. Leigh-White, also a Unionist. Subsequently, in August, the police fired 
into Mr. Biggs's office, while his residence has since been commandeered for police 
barracks. He has had to send his family to Dublin and to live himself in a hotel. Only two 
reasons can be assigned for the outrages on Mr. Biggs, one that he employed Sinn Feiners 
- he could not work his large business without them, there being no Unionist workmen in 
Bantry - the other a recently published statement of his protesting - on his own 40 years' 
experience - against Orange allegations of Catholic intolerance. The July burning was 
part of a general pogrom, in which a cripple, named Crowley, was deliberately shot by 
the police while in bed and several houses were set on fire while the people were asleep." 

Statements such as those from Bryce and Biggs, were a consistent feature of public life in 
Ireland right up to and beyond the Truce in 1921. On May 11th 1922, a Protestant 
Convention in the Mansion House reiterated these points ad nauseam . They may be read 
in The Irish Times and Irish Independent of May 12th. 

On October 20th and 25th in your newspaper, an alternative picture was painted, 
concerning an event in Offaly in July 1921, in articles by Niamh Sammon and by Ann 
Marie Hourihane. Essentially, the same story of anti-Protestant violence was broadcast by 
RTÉ on October 23rd in its " Hidden History " series. Had it occurred as depicted, it 
would have been reported in that way at the time. 

Given a choice between Biggs and Bryce, who were on the spot, and Hourihane and 
Sammon, who were not, and the reporting of The Irish Times then and now, I take the 
Protestant view. 

- Yours, etc, 

NIALL MEEHAN, Offaly Road, Cabra, Dublin 7 

 
 
IT, 24th November 2007 : 
 

The killings at Coolacrease 
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Madam, - Over the past few weeks a small group of people have kept up a sustained 
attack on the recent RTÉ documentary The Killings at Coolacrease. 

In last Saturday's Irish Times, Dr Pat Muldowney, a lecturer in mathematics at the 
University of Ulster, alleges that an RIC investigation concluded that the Pearson 
brothers were targeted by the IRA because they shot at two members of Sinn Féin. He is 
quite wrong: in fact, there was no investigation. 

The document Dr Muldowney cites as evidence of an RIC investigation is actually 
British army correspondence (5th Division Curragh Camp) speculating on the reasons for 
the Pearson killings. It was filed after the Court of Inquiry had deliberated on July 2nd in 
Birr. 

Entitled "The Coolacrease Murders 30.6.21 - Possible Motives", the first part of the 
document speculates that the Pearsons were targeted for their land. Part two then states: 
"It is said by the CI [ County Inspector] Queen's County that the two Pearson boys a few 
days previously had seen two men felling a tree on their land adjoining the road. Had told 
the men concerned to go away and when they refused had fetched two guns and fired and 
wounded two Sinn Feiners, one of whom is believed died." 

Crucially the very next sentence reads: "It is further rumoured when the farm house was 
burning two guns fell out of the roof." In other words, the army was simply collating the 
rumours surrounding the deaths of the Pearsons (in fact nobody died that night). Not only 
were these rumours never investigated; the "Possible Motives" document did not even 
form part of the Court of Inquiry. 

Dr Muldowney also argues that the Pearson women did not witness the executions of 
their brothers Richard and Abraham. He reaches this conclusion despite the fact that 
Ethel Pearson, in a sworn statement to the Court of Inquiry, said: "I saw the raiders 
search my brothers, and place them against the wall of the barn and shoot them." 

Dr Muldowney seems to have arrived at his conclusions in spite of, rather than because 
of, the evidence at hand. - Yours, etc, 

NIAMH SAMMON, (Director, The Killings at Coolacrease), Captain's Road, 
Crumlin, Dublin 12. 

 
IT 27th November 2007: 
 

'The Killings at Coolacrease' 
Madam, - It is a bit late in the day for Niamh Sammon, producer of the RTÉ "Hidden 
History" programme on the Pearsons of Coolacrease, to start parsing, analysing and 
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contextualising (Letters, November 24th) the clear statement of the Queen's County RIC 
inspector: "The two Pearson boys a few days previously had seen two men felling a tree 
on their land adjoining the road, had told the men concerned to go away, and when they 
refused, had fetched two guns and fired and wounded two Sinn Féiners, one of whom it is 
believed died" (from Papers of [ British] Courts of Enquiry in lieu of Inquests, 7th July, 
1921). 

This was the reported statement of the RIC, who had the Pearsons in their custody for a 
week or so after the executions. The place for critical assessment of this RIC statement 
was in the documentary itself. 

Why was this not done? Ms Sammon had every opportunity to do this, since I debated 
this and related issues with her when she interviewed me for her documentary in Kinnitty 
Castle on July 28th. But Ms Sammon chose not to broadcast any of this interview. 

The investigation by the Army representing the elected Irish Government (Chief of Staff: 
Richard Mulcahy, the future leader of Fine Gael) led to the same conclusion as that of the 
British authorities. Ms Sammon rejects both as untrustworthy, and her programme made 
definite statements which conflicted with both. But she has not disclosed what her more 
reliable source of information is. 

Nor has she produced a single shred of evidence of land-grabbing in the Cadamstown 
area at the time, though asserting that this was the purpose of the killing of the Pearson 
brothers. 

Furthermore, her programme took it that the legitimate authority in Southern Ireland in 
June 1921 was the unelected British government whose supporters did not gain a single 
seat outside Trinity College in the election of that year. 

The actual evidence can be read in full, uncut and uncensored, at 
http://www.indymedia.ie/article/84547 where I published all of it some time ago, along 
with detailed discussion of the very points that Ms Sammon makes in her letter. 

In contrast, the outstanding fact about Ms Sammon's documentary is that the words 
"British Military Court of Enquiry" were never spoken - not once. Why? - Yours, etc, 

PAT MULDOWNEY, 

Belmont Crescent, 

Derry. 
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