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This dissertation focuses on British imperial violence in India and Ireland just 

after the First World War. It compares incidents of violence in each place to argue that 

British violent repression was an essential component of the imperial system. It also 

analyzes the public reaction to these events to show new, sharp divisions in British 

politics that had significant implications for the fate of Ireland, then waging a war for 

independence. 

Specifically, this dissertation compares, by way of case studies, the “Amritsar 

Massacre” of April 13, 1919 and the administration of martial law in Punjab, to the ways 

in which Crown Forces exacted reprisals against unarmed civilians during the Irish war 

for independence, including the incident of November 21, 1920, commonly referred to as 

“Bloody Sunday,” when British ex-military officers opened fire on a crowd watching an 

Irish football match.  



 vi 

The authorities in Punjab and Ireland committed reprehensible acts that resulted 

in official government inquiries.  The Hunter Committee, as the inquiring body into the 

Punjab incidents is known, condemned the shooting at Amritsar.  The Government of 

India forced the officer responsible, General Dyer, to retire. The British reaction to this 

was sharply divided between Conservatives and Irish Unionists who championed Dyer 

and Liberals, Indian and Irish nationalists who felt the government had been too lenient 

on the man. Similarly, countless voices decried the excesses of imperialism and the use of 

reprisals against the Irish Republican Army (IRA), but for varied reasons.  

The public reaction to these Irish and Indian developments, along with British 

policy, transpired in the context of a “crisis of empire.” Britain was beset by unrest not 

only in Ireland and India, but also in Egypt, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Palestine.  Colonial 

nationalists radicalized by the war and Wilsonian notions of self-determination demanded 

self-government while Britain fought fiscal insolvency, domestic unrest, Bolshevism and 

Pan-Islamism. In this global context, concessions to moderate nationalists would have to 

be made and coercion used only as a last resort. In this sense the imperial system was 

changing, and the old guard stood determined to fight it. 
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 Introduction 

This dissertation tells a story of British imperial violence and its immediate 

aftermath in the Punjab and in Ireland just after the First World War.  The experience of 

the First World War created an unprecedented challenge to Britain on both domestic and 

imperial levels.  New technologies of warfare increased the destructive power of 

weapons, which produced unprecedented loss of human life and material resources.  The 

soldiers who fought in it included men from the empire, from New Zealand to Egypt and 

India.  In its aftermath, Britain was, like the rest of Europe, emotionally scarred and 

economically drained.   

At the same time that Britain looked to its empire as a vital source for post-war 

economic recovery through trade and foreign investment, the imperial idea itself came 

under attack.  Europeans had fought side-by-side with Indians, Arabs and Africans, with 

a radicalizing effect on populations under European control.  India contributed over £146 

million to the war effort, suffered severe inflation, and sent at least half a million men to 

fight in the Great War, including 400,000 men from the Punjab province.  Indians 

became well versed in President Wilson’s ideological picture of a future world of self-

determining nation-states.  Wilson’s rhetoric gave no indication that his vision applied 

only to the European world, and Indians expected that their wartime loyalty and sacrifices 

would be rewarded with greater self-government.
1
    

                                                 
1
 Disorders Inquiry Committee, Report, 107. CAB 27/91.  Henceforth referred to as Hunter Report. 

For the remarkable influence that Wilson’s rhetoric and ideas had on Indians, see Erez Manela, The 

Wilsonian Moment: Self-determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial Nationalism (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2007) and Erez Manela, “The ‘Wilsonian Moment’ in India and the Crisis of 

Empire in 1919,” in Yet More Adventures with Britannia: Personalities, Politics and Culture in Britain, ed. 

Wm. Roger Louis (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), 271-288. 
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 Under pressure from the war and Wilsonian rhetoric, Britain was forced to come 

to terms with these notions of self-determination while keeping its empire intact and 

nationalists from turning against the war effort wholesale.  In 1917, the Secretary of State 

for India, Edwin Montagu, announced that Britain would, at the conclusion of the war, 

move toward “the progressive realization of responsible government in India as an 

integral part of the British Empire.”  In 1921, the structure of the United Kingdom was 

re-conceptualized to accommodate the departure of the Irish Free State.  Ten years later, 

nationalist pressure forced relations with Ireland, along with the self-governing 

Dominions of Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, to be defined by the 

new concept of a British Commonwealth of independent nations freely associating with 

each other.  

Ostensibly, it seemed that Britain was moving away from the imperial idea, but 

the post-WWI world was far from post-colonial.  Some parts of the empire would 

eventually succeed in gaining and formalizing independence, while others would be 

crushed into submission.  Britain’s will to empire was very much alive even as the 

imperial idea was under attack by Wilsonian notions of self-determination and 

radicalized nationalists.  British statesmen sought to enlarge the empire to its greatest 

extent with the inclusion of former German and Ottoman territories, while placating 

moderate nationalist sentiments with gradual moves toward power sharing.  So whereas 

Indian expectations about their post-war status had been high, the actual Montagu-

Chelmsford Reforms of 1919 proved to be a grave disappointment, especially to radical 

nationalists.  Britain was willing to share power in only the most limited ways in 
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 provincial governments and even then, Indians were restricted to those areas of 

governance in which they could do little damage to the Raj, such as education, 

agriculture, and public works.  Although this was an unprecedented level of power- 

sharing with Indians, the theory behind it, evident to contemporary nationalists, was that 

Indians must be introduced into the government very gradually, perhaps even over 

hundreds of years.  While the British were willing to train Indians in the art of governing 

over their own affairs, the more important areas of revenue, finance, law and order were 

reserved for British officials responsible only to the British governor of the province.  

Clearly, Westminster expected to control the pace at which Indians came to govern 

themselves, and to maintain its hold on India for far longer a term than Indians regarded 

as just.
2
  

This clash of expectations, combined with the economic and psychological shock 

of the Great War, resulted in what historians have termed a “crisis of empire” that would 

force British imperialists to change their methods, though not their ultimate aims, in 

maintaining influence over imperial subjects.
3
  This crisis was characterized by protests 

against British rule erupting from Amritsar to Dublin.  Egyptians, angry at their exclusion 

from the Paris peace conference, among other reasons, began rioting, sabotaging and 

                                                 
2
 For more on the ways in which the British tried to sustain control over India, even as late as 1935, see 

Carl Bridge, Holding India to the Empire: The British Conservative Party and the 1935 Constitution (New 

York: Envoy Press, 1986). 
3
 See John Darwin, Britain, Egypt and the Middle East: Imperial Policy in the Aftermath of War, 1918-

1922 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1981). 

This seminal work applies to the inter-war period the ideas of Robinson and Gallagher about the 

Victorians’ need for collaborators and use of informal control where possible, formal control where 

necessary.  Thus, Britain relinquished formal control in areas where collaborative regimes could be created 

to safeguard British interests, not because it had lost its will to empire, but rather because empire by “other 

means” became both possible and desirable.  See also, John Gallagher, The Decline, Revival and Fall of the 

British Empire: The Ford Lectures and Other Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 
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 assassinating British Army officials in March 1919.  The following month, serious 

clashes between Arabs and Jews in Palestine began to drain British resources, and shortly 

thereafter, Britain was embroiled in a war with Afghanistan.  Just over a year later, Iraq 

exploded in rebellion. Meanwhile, Gandhi’s rise to leadership in India resulted in mass 

demonstrations and strikes, mostly but not always in the vein of non-violent civil 

disobedience, and this coincided with a remarkably successful Irish guerilla war for 

independence culminating in 1921.  

Colonial nationalists, radicalized by the war and notions of self-determination, 

comprised only the tip of the iceberg of this imperial crisis.  Britain also faced the three-

headed Cerberus of fiscal insolvency, Bolshevism and Pan-Islamism. After all, British 

troops remained committed to the White forces of the Russian crown until 1921, and 

maintained a presence in Mesopotamia.  Moreover, domestic unrest accompanied the 

ailing economy, as did the demand to demobilize soldiers after the Great War.   

The world had indeed changed considerably from pre-war years, and the empire 

would soon re-shape itself to follow suit.  During the years between the two great World 

Wars, Britain replaced formal control with informal influence where necessary, in order 

to appease moderate nationalists and to reduce both the political and economic costs of 

maintaining a formal empire in the face of marked nationalist resistance. International 

pressure from America, the ostensible champion of self-determination, also played a role 

in this imperial transformation.   Thus, the use of coercion became less desirable as 

Britain hoped to avoid over-extending itself and drawing international criticism.  Liberal 
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 imperialists hoped also to reform the excesses of empire in this context, believing 

strongly in Britain’s rule of law and justice. 

 During the immediate aftermath of the Great War, this imperial crisis was in an 

incipient stage.  As the crisis of empire took form, Ireland waged and won Dominion 

Status for three quarters of the island.  No doubt the rest of the empire took note of this 

success.  The Irish experience was anything but non-violent, and in the new international, 

economic and political context, the use of force to quell unrest across the empire drew a 

heightened level of criticism in the metropole.  Anticolonialists, like others who resisted 

British rule before them, bore witness to brutal repression and spoke out against it. 

At 4:30 p.m. on April 13, 1919, in the city of Amritsar in India’s province of 

Punjab, an Anglo-Irish officer, General Reginald Dyer, ordered his men to open fire on 

an unarmed assembly of Indians.
4
  These Indians were protesting the treatment they had 

been suffering at the hands of the British Raj, typified by the attempted imposition of the 

draconian Rowlatt Acts that denied habeas corpus, trial by jury, and the right of appeal, 

among other very basic rights.  These “Black Bills,” as Indians came to call the Rowlatt 

                                                 
4
 It is worth noting that Dyer was also Anglo-Indian, as his family had lived in India for a few generations, 

so his identity both as an imperialist and a member of an ethno-social class above and apart from the 

“natives” is especially acute.  This is a point to which I will return in Chapter One.   

The term Anglo-Indian refers to the British in India as a group distinct from those in Britain.  See 

Thomas Metcalf, The New Cambridge History of India III.4: Ideologies of the Raj, (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994); Clive Dewey, Anglo-Indian Attitudes: The Mind of the Indian Civil Service 

(London: Hambledon Press, 1993); Suhash Chakravarty, The Raj Syndrome: A Study in Imperial 

Perceptions (Delhi: Chanakya Publications, 1989).  However, sometimes “Anglo-Indian” refer to those of 

mixed Indian and British blood, the products of miscegenation, who, in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries occupied a particularly low social status in British India, often as railway workers.  For 

an excellent discussion of British Residents such as William Palmer in Pune and James Kirkpatrick in 

Hyderabad who married South Asian women in the late eighteenth century, and the increasing ostracism 

they and others like them faced since the time of Governor-General Richard Wellesley’s regime, see 

William Dalrymple, White Mughals, Love and Betrayal in Eighteenth-Century India (London: 

HarperCollins, 2002).  See also C. J. Hawes, Poor Relations: the Making of a Eurasian Community in 

British India, 1773-1833 (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1996). 
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 Acts, were an extension of the emergency powers the Raj held during wartime to 

control public unrest.  They were passed in order to put down opposition to the moderate 

Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms and they allowed the government to search suspected 

seditionists without a warrant and to hold them without trial in prison for up to one year -

a period which they could renew indefinitely.  To many Indian, this hardly seemed a 

fitting reward for the service provided during the Great War, nor did it suggest that 

Britain had any real intention of applying the concept of “responsible government” to 

India in the near future. Yet this was part of British dual strategy employed in both India 

and Ireland after the war:  on the one hand they would offer small concessions to 

“moderate nationalists” who were not demanding full independence, while on the other 

they suppressed resistance fiercely in order to “placate red-necked imperialists at home.”
5
  

A crowd of twenty to thirty thousand Indians had assembled to listen to speeches 

on a 200 yard rectangular piece of wasteland known as the Jallianwalah Bagh.
6
  The term 

“bagh” typically refers to a garden, but this “garden” had very little greenery to it, 

especially in the dry heat of an Amritsar April.  It was surrounded on all sides by the 

walls of houses that ranged in height from ten feet to four stories, and it had only five 

narrow entrances, most with locked gates.  In fact, the main entrance to the Bagh was so 

narrow that Dyer was forced to leave behind his two armored cars, upon each of which 

                                                 
5
 Bernard Porter, The Lion’s Share: A Short History of British Imperialism, 1850-1995 3

rd
 ed. (Harlow: 

Pearson Education, 1996), 259. 
6
 Although Dyer had originally reported that he estimated the crowd at 5,000, he later “came to learn” that 

it was closer to twenty or thirty thousand. “Written Statement of Brigadier General R.E.H. Dyer, 

Commanding 45
th

 Brigade,” in Evidence Taken Before the Disorders Inquiry Committee, Disorders Inquiry 

Committee, vol. 3, (Calcutta: Superintendent Government Printing, India, 1920), 203. CAB 27/92.  

Henceforth referred to as Evidence.  

See also Disorders Inquiry Committee, Report, (Delhi: Superintendent Government Printing, 

India, 1920), 31. CAB 27/91. Henceforth referred to as Hunter Report.  
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 machine guns were mounted, as they would not fit.  On foot, he led fifty riflemen of the 

Indian Army into the Bagh and, without warning, ordered them to begin shooting.  No 

attempt, either by written proclamation or otherwise, had been made to stop the meeting 

from taking place.
7
    

Dyer ordered his men to focus their fire on the narrow exits where the crowd was 

thickest, trying to escape.
8
  His men fired for ten to fifteen minutes, emptying no less than 

1,650 bullets, killing at least 400 and wounding a minimum of 1,200 men, women and 

children.  Upon ordering his men to cease firing, Dyer immediately withdrew from the 

Bagh, without inspecting the damage he had done and without making any provisions for 

those left wounded.  Rather, he had imposed an eight p.m. curfew so that those who were 

unable to get themselves medical attention in the remaining three hours or so had to rely 

on their luck suffering through the night.  Many of them died where they lay as the night 

dragged on.     

Historically, this massacre is often depicted as the beginning of the end of British 

rule in India. For example,  

The death-knell of the British Empire was sounded the day General Dyer 

ordered the firing on 4,000 unarmed people in the walled garden of 

Amritsar.  After that it was only a question of time as to when and how the 

empire in India was to be liquidated.  It had provided the Indians with just 

the weapon they needed to whip up hatred, and it gave [the] British the 

overwhelming feeling of guilt which had to be redeemed by giving India 

self-government.
9
 

                                                 
7
 Of these riflemen, twenty-five were Gurkhas from Nepal, and the rest were Baluchis and Pathans from 

India’s Northwest Frontier. Thus, these soldiers had no connection to the Punjab, and this is a significant 

point to which I will return in Chapter One.  
8
 “Dyer’s Written Statement,” Evidence, vol. 3, 203, CAB 27/92. 

9
 Begum Shaista Suhrawardy Ikramullah, Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy: A Biography (Karachi: Oxford 

University Press, 1991), 2, quoted in Sher Muhammad Garewal, “Jallianwala Bagh Tragedy and its Impact 

on Contemporary Indian History,” Journal of the Research Society of Pakistan 30, no. 2 (1993): 16. 
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This is a standard interpretation of the incident, and it is quite wrong on a number of 

levels.  Most obviously, the British Empire did not “give” anything to India merely 

because of a feeling of “guilt.”  It would be an oversimplification to suggest that they did, 

for at the very least it would fail to explain why it should take almost thirty years of guilt 

before they were to bestow freedom, finally, in 1947.   

More importantly, this view of the massacre would also suggest that India had not 

experienced instances of British violence or cruelty which Indians could use to “whip up 

hatred” before the shooting at Amritsar.  This is a powerful myth, perpetuated in large 

part by myopic historians who focus on tragedy for the mere sake of it.
10

  Winston 

Churchill, serving as Secretary of State for War, described the massacre as an event 

“without precedent or parallel in the modern history of the British Empire…which stands 

in singular and sinister isolation,” while Herbert Asquith insisted “there has never been 

such an incident in the whole annals of Anglo-Indian history.”
11

  To the extent that so 

many died in Jallianwalah Bagh, these statements have an element of truth to them.  But 

focusing on the singularity of the event perpetuates the myth that this was the beginning 

                                                                                                                                                 
Garewal suggests that this quote sums up the importance of the massacre perfectly and does not 

seem aware that the figure of 4,000 is rather off the mark. 
10

 I do not necessarily mean that these authors would deny that there were instances of imperial violence 

before Amritsar, but rather that they focus on the “tragedy” of this event without asking harder questions 

about it.  For example, see Garewal, “Jallianwala Bagh Tragedy”;  Kamlesh Mohan, “The Jallianwala Bagh 

Tragedy and its Impact as a Catalyst of Indian National Consciousness” International Journal of Punjab 

Studies 3, no. 2 (1996): 151-180. 
11

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Commons), 5
th

 Series, vol. 131, July 8, 1920, cols. 1725, 1736 and 

Derek Sayer, “British Reaction to the Amritsar Massacre 1919-1920” Past and Present 131 (May 1991): 

131.  

It is worth noting that Churchill’s view, informed in large part by his experience as an army 

officer, was that given human nature, such things were always possible, but that eternal vigilance was 

necessary to prevent them.  He emphasized the military doctrine of “Minimal Force” at this time, in which 

the state must use only the minimal amount of necessary force that would result in the minimum loss of 

human life. See 1st Minutes of Indian Disorders Committee, April 21, 1920, CAB 27/91; Statement of Case 

of Brigadier-General R.E.H. Dyer, July 5, 1920, CAB 27/91.  Also in Chapters One and Four.  
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 of the end of the British in India, and that the British Empire was one of benevolent 

mercy and justice rather than terror or physical force.  Historians of the British Empire 

who treat the instance as an aberration have done even more to sustain this myth. Britain, 

they would argue, did not bring cruelty to its empire, as did the French to theirs, but 

rather brought reason, justice and the rule of law, among other principles of the 

Enlightenment that were, obviously, depicted by imperialists as traditional English 

values.  The key to understanding how the massacre could have taken place, in their 

view, is to focus on the man on the spot: the personality and judgments of General 

Dyer.
12

 

Some contemporary critics of the empire, who aimed either to reform the system 

or to put an end to it altogether, argued that the British Empire was inherently violent and 

cruel.  This dissertation discusses their views and uses the Amritsar shooting, along with 

other incidents of real and implicit violence in the Punjab and in Ireland, as case studies 

in how the empire used force during a moment of crisis, successfully in the case of India, 

but unsuccessfully in Ireland.  The concept of implicit violence holds that the key 

function of British imperial violence was not to inflict a maximum number of fatalities.  

Rather, it was the constant threat that the empire could at will, and however arbitrarily, 

inflict pain, suffering and death upon a recalcitrant population.  The man on the spot 

could, at times, if his judgment so determined, inflict punishment on whomever and in 

                                                 
12

 For the best and most recent example of this argument, see Nigel Collet, The Butcher of Amritsar: 

General Reginald Dyer (London: Hambledon and London, 2005).  See also Brian Bond, “Amritsar 1919” 

History Today 13, no. 10 (1963): 666-676; Rupert Furneaux, Massacre at Amritsar (London: Allen and 

Unwin, 1963); Alfred Draper, Amritsar: The Massacre that Ended the Raj (London: Cassell, 1981) and 

Arthur Swinson, Six Minutes to Sunset: The Story of General Dyer and Amritsar Affairs. (London: Peter 

Davies, 1964).  
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 whatever fashion he chose, for whatever reason he deemed appropriate.  For example, 

an Indian who should fail to show proper respect to a British officer while passing could 

be flogged publicly, arrested or simply ignored.
13

  One never knew if he were going to be 

made example of to scare his fellow countrymen, but the threat that he could be was 

constant.  The fear this system inspired is obvious, and it was an effective means of 

controlling a population that vastly outnumbered British officers.  Thus, the argument is 

not predicated on the actual number of casualties the British inflicted, but on the ways in 

which they used force to buttress the imperial system and to remind the inhabitants it 

controlled of the consequences of rebellion.   

On the other hand, it is important to bear in mind the relatively benign nature of 

the British imperial system compared to some outrageously violent regimes.  After all, 

Gandhi’s methods of non-violence would not have succeeded in Nazi Germany, the 

Soviet Union, or even French Indo-China.  No doubt, there were in British India, 

extraordinary circumstances that allowed nationalists to assemble, protest and make non-

violent resistance effective.  Newspapers maintained significant freedom in Ireland and 

even in India, they were allowed to engage in some (much smaller) degree of protest, at 

the very least in the form of letters to the editor protesting, among other things, Dyer’s 

actions.  Such freedoms, however limited, should be borne in mind. However, this might 

have come as cold comfort for the Irish civilian or Indian nationalist who watched his 

house set ablaze by Crown Forces or her husband publicly flogged for failing to salute a 

British officer appropriately. 

                                                 
13

 I discuss exactly such incidents in Chapter Two. 
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 Scholarly interpretations of the Amritsar shooting vary widely. Nigel Collet’s 

2005 biography of Dyer blames his eccentricities and insecurities, while other scholars 

focus on his misconception of his duty, or his simple misreading of the situation, 

believing he was putting down a massive revolt.
14

   Yet others have insisted that Dyer’s 

actions were only possible because of the imperial system that produced him, in which 

the violence was “an expression of a confrontation between ruler and ruled.”
15

  The 

sociologist Helen Fein has argued that the massacre was “a prototypical instance of a 

repressive collective punishment practiced by the British in black and Asian colonies.”
16

  

Similarly, sociologist Derek Sayer asserts that British paternalism and the perception of 

Indians as children normalized such behavior and allowed Dyer to be praised for slaying 

hundreds for, as Dyer explained to a government committee, “moral effect.” 
17

   

 This dissertation considers the ways in which other parts of the empire, namely 

Ireland, then in open revolt against Britain, shared experiences of imperial violence with 

India.  Its obvious implication is to throw new light on the conceptual problems historians 

must deal with when discussing British imperialism.  It sets the discussion of Amritsar 

and other massacres in a broader imperial framework that takes adequate consideration of 

two things:  first, how the system of imperial rule was changing in the aftermath of WWI 

                                                 
14

 For a variety of such explanations, see Collet, The Butcher of Amritsar, who focues on a chip on Dyer’s 

shoulder and his sensitivity to being laughed on; Furneaux, Massacre at Amritsar, who suggests that 

artereo-sclerosis impaired Dyer’s judgment; Draper, Amritsar;  Swinson, Six Minutes to Sunset.  See also 

the historiography of the “Amritsar Massacre” in the Afterword. 
15

 V.N. Datta, Jallianwala Bagh (Ludhiana: Lyall Book Depot, 1969), ix. 

I discuss this in more detail in the Afterword, Chapter One and Chapter Four.  See also Raja Ram, 

The Jallianwala Bagh Massacre: A Premeditated Plan (Chandigarh: Punjab University Press, 1969), viii 

who argues, as the title suggests, that the massacre was premeditated by British bureaucracy.  
16

 Helen Fein, Imperial Crime and Punishment: The Massacre at Jallianwala Bagh and British Judgement, 

1919-1920 (Honolulu: University Press of Hawaii, 1977), xii-xiii.  
17

 Sayer, “British Reaction.” 
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 so that coercion was both less possible and less desirable in a time of imperial crisis 

(for political, international, economic and logistical reasons), and second, the Irish 

component:  both in terms of the Irishness or, in most cases Anglo-Irishness, of the 

administrators in India, and of the reciprocal impact that violence in India and Ireland had 

in the minds of British officials and public opinion.  In other words, government leaders 

and voices in the press drew connections between the violence in both places. 

On November 21, 1920, just a year and a half after the massacre in Amritsar, the 

Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) opened fire upon an unarmed crowd attending the all-

Ireland Gaelic football final game between Tipperary and Dublin at Croke Park, Dublin, 

in retaliation for the assassinations of twelve British spies by the IRA earlier that 

morning.
18

   The event, termed “Bloody Sunday,” was one among a series of reprisals in 

which British forces had engaged. Twelve people were killed, including one football 

player from Tipperary, a woman, and a child.  That evening three men who were arrested 

on suspicion of being involved in the morning’s attacks were killed in the room in which 

they were being held at Dublin Castle.  

This shooting and other incidents of coercion were committed by the Auxiliary 

Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary (ADRIC or Auxiliaries), which was composed 

exclusively of former English military officers.  In the wake of demobilization and war 

                                                 
18

 There is a discrepancy in the exact number of spies killed. Roy Foster claims eleven died in Modern 

Ireland: 1600-1972 (London: Penguin, 1988), 498; John O’Beirne Ranelagh claims twelve died in A Short 

History of Ireland 2
nd

 ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 196; David Fitzpatrick, “Ireland 

Since 1870,” in The Oxford History of Ireland, ed. Roy Foster (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 

208 claims fourteen spies died.  However, John Ainsworth explains that twelve were spies, two were 

Auxiliaries, and five were wounded. John Ainsworth, “The Black and Tans and Auxiliaries in Ireland, 

1920-1921:  Their Origins Role and Legacy,” paper presented to the Annual Conference of the Queensland 

History Teacher’s Association in Brisbane, Saturday, 12 May 2001, 6. The discrepancy in numbers 

probably depends on whether the author is including the two Auxiliaries in the body count.  



13  

 weariness, Britain recruited policemen for Ireland from is plentiful supply of war 

veterans who already possessed military training and were eager for employment. 

Commissioned officers joined the Auxiliary Division, while former soldiers joined the 

regular Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC). In addition to the twelve British spies killed by 

the Irish Republican Army (IRA) that November morning, two Auxiliaries, Section 

Leader Gaimon and Temporary Cadet Morris, were also shot dead while on their way to 

call for reinforcements.  They were the very first fatalities suffered by the ADRIC as the
 

first 500 Auxiliary recruits had come to Ireland only in July 1920 and, with only six 

weeks of training, were deployed in September.  I Company, which was supposed to 

search the crowd with other police units, reached Croke Park early and commenced 

firing. Three weeks later, on December 11, 1920, the Auxiliaries of K Company set fire 

to the center of the city of Cork in retaliation for an IRA ambush at Dillon’s Cross in 

which thirteen Auxiliaries were severely wounded.
19

  Violence continued to escalate.  

 The English ex-soldiers who were reinforcing the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) 

also engaged in retaliatory violence. Irish civilians nicknamed them the “Black and Tans” 

because the dark green caps and tunics they wore with khaki trousers reminded civilians 

of the legendary but infamous pack of aggressive Black and Tan hounds from Limerick.  

The recruits wore this outfit because of a shortage of regular RIC uniforms.  The 

Auxiliaries shared a similarly colored uniform (initially, before switching to dark blue), 

but they were easily distinguished from Black and Tans by their officer-style tunics, 
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 trousers, and high leather boots, along with the letters “TC” on their shoulder straps 

which indicated their status as “temporary cadets.”  They were formed in companies and 

dispatched to trouble spots under the command of British Colonels, Majors and Captains.  

The entire Auxiliary Division was under the command of Brigadier General Frank 

Crozier.  

Martial law was not declared across all Ireland.
20

  The military was active only in 

a supporting role, so the civil authorities bore the burden of putting down the Irish 

Republican Army’s rebellion. The IRA had effectively intimidated the Royal Irish 

Constabulary’s Irish members and potential recruits, so Dublin Castle began recruiting 

special forces of volunteer reinforcements from England (and some from Scotland) so as 

to be outside the IRA’s purview of intimidation. The result was an influx of military men 

working as a police force, using their recent war experience against a civilian population 

in the name of justice, law and order.  The ex-officers were considered by at least some 

Irish observers at the time to be “more ruthless, more dangerous and ‘far more intelligent 

than the Tans’.”
21

  These were not regular soldiers of a line regiment, but they 

represented that part of the military that was voluntarily willing to put down a rebellion 

by force and eager to use tactics to scare the population into submission.  They were 

former British officers and, with the British Cabinet’s full support, they were emblematic 

of the British government’s desire to hold onto Ireland.  They reveal the central role 
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 violence and intimidation played in the British imperial system.  Indeed, moments of 

repression, far from being indicative of a breakdown of the imperial system, reveal the 

defining characteristics of a regime, its values, and its method of functioning most 

clearly, when the veil of rhetoric and civility behind which the empire hid has, however 

temporarily, been torn asunder by punishing bullets.   

This dissertation compares the Amritsar incident to the Croke Park shooting in 

order to evaluate a narrative, in existence at least since the Edwardian era, about British 

imperial violence.  Powerful figures such as Winston Churchill perpetuated a vision of 

empire in which British rule rested on law and decency rather than coercion, but 

historically, the experience of Ireland and India suggest otherwise. Recently, historian 

Caroline Elkins has argued that violence is endemic to the British Empire, at least in 

Kenya if not elsewhere, but that this fact remains hidden because of official British 

insistence upon and rhetorical use of notions of civility, democracy and justice.
 22

  The 

case studies analyzed in the following pages similarly suggest that the British Empire was 

more violent than it pretended to be, and the disconnect between imperial actions and 

words deserves scrutiny. Of course, some major figures, such as Field Marshal Sir Henry 

Wilson, did not rely on these notions of civility and justice.  They embraced the obvious 

notion that the empire was based fundamentally on the use of force. This dissertation 

considers the tension between those who recognized the danger this presented to the 

empire’s long-term sustainability in the new global context created in the aftermath of the 
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 Great War and those who were responsible for the violence, and, at times, proponents 

of it. 

The excesses during the Boer War, typified by the British use of concentration 

camps to suppress the Afrikaner revolt, upset a number of British thinkers and reformers 

who were inspired by contemporary events to write scathing histories of the imperial 

expansion into Africa, calling for humanitarian reform of the system.
23

  Similarly, 

reformers expressed outrage over Dyer’s behavior.  Gandhi was quite clear that Dyer was 

produced by the imperial system, and Ben Spoor of the Labour Party argued that 

“Amritsar was not an isolated event any more than General Dyer was an isolated officer,” 

while Ramsay MacDonald wrote about the inherent problems of the civil government in 

India which made the shooting possible.
24

  These were the words of the conscience of 

imperialism, which was as much a reality as the empire’s tendency toward violence.  

They attempted to counter the narrative that presented the empire in benign terms. 

Yet, these voices are all too often lost on scholars who analyze the Amritsar 

shooting in terms of Dyer’s personality and his judgments, rather than as part of an 

imperial system that relied as much on violence and intimidation as it did on justice and 

moral superiority.  Such scholars propagate the narrative of an empire based on reason 

rather than force.  To be sure, English values of justice and the rule of law, both rhetorical 
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 and real, were important to the daily maintenance and functioning of the Raj, partly 

because these values helped to secure collaborators without which the empire could not 

have existed and partly because they helped to hide the nastier side of violent imperial 

business.
25

  More importantly, contemporary critics of empire were well aware of the 

empire’s propensity for violence and wanted desperately to reform it, placing checks on 

the extent to which the system could get out of hand.
26

  These humanitarians were 

outdone by left-wing radical anti-imperialists who called for an end to empire altogether, 

declaring that unconditional self-determination was both a moral and practical imperative 

because only natives could decide their own future.
27

  The tension between these voices 

and those who defended the unreformed system deserve scrutiny. After all, Dyer’s 

defenders supported him not solely on the basis of judicial or procedural reasons, but 

because they believed he was making an ethical stand.  

In other words, this dissertation seeks to explain how British men and women 

could describe the murder of hundreds of unarmed civilians as ethical behavior, as this is 

precisely where most scholars of Amritsar have failed.  The British response to Dyer’s 

actions varied.  The Government of India appointed the Hunter Committee to investigate 

the shooting, and it recommended that Dyer should be censured for his actions, if only 
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 because he had succeeded in alienating ever more numbers of Indian nationalists at a 

time when the Raj was desperate to appease them.  He was forcibly retired on half-pay.  

This prompted a remarkable swell of public support for Dyer among Anglo-Indians, as 

well as Conservative and Unionist Members of Parliament (MPs) in Britain.  Many raised 

funds for him and defended him as the “Saviour of the Punjab.”    

This dissertation considers who Dyer’s supporters were and why they felt he 

should be elevated to this status of “Saviour” or, as was also common, why he should be 

depicted as the “victim” of the committee hearings on the subject.  The reasons have 

partly to do with commonly held notions about race and empire, which made violence 

normative, and partly because judgments about his actions had serious implications for 

the future of Ireland. 

Dyer was publicly and politically, although not legally, “on trial,” and he had a 

great many supporters who drew connections between events in India and Ireland. The 

Lieutenant Governor of the Punjab, Michael O’Dwyer, was also Irish, and he 

wholeheartedly supported Dyer’s actions.  The Irishman and Chief of the Imperial 

General Staff, Sir Henry Wilson, was another key figure in Dyer’s defense, and he was 

among the most outspoken opponents of the Irish revolution.  In fact, the Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) assassinated him only three years after the shooting at Amritsar 

and Dublin.  Edward Carson, the politician who did most to retain Northern Ireland in the 

union with England, defended Dyer in Parliament and many Ulster Unionists voted with 

him in Dyer’s favor.  Editorials in the press were often explicit about the implications that 

the ruling on Dyer’s actions would have for Ireland.  “In one way,” as Derek Sayer has 
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 suggested, “crystal clear at the time, the whole Dyer controversy was a thinly coded 

discussion of Ireland.”
28

  This dissertation emphasizes this Irish component to the public 

reaction to Amritsar and connects it to larger questions of state-sanctioned violence 

during the Anglo-Irish War.  

Dyer’s critics, especially in the Labour party, also worried about his actions in 

India vis-à-vis state-sanctioned violence in Ireland.  But they also pointed to the potential 

threat such coercion posed to the working-class at home.  After all, Britain was intensely 

worried about Bolshevism at this time.
29

  This was compounded by the severe domestic 

labor unrest, punctuated by strikes just before and after the war.
30

  Conservatives, 

frightened by the prospect of such radical behavior, succeeded in urging the government 

to implement tough methods to break national strikes by coal miners, railwaymen, and 

others from 1919-1921, including using soldiers as strikebreakers.  

Obviously, there was a fear among the Labour party and the working class that 

“Dyerism,” which was a convenient term used by contemporaries to refer to the 

authoritarian nature of imperial rule at the same time that it singularized the massacre in 

India, was coming home to England.   They certainly did not want a strike to be put down 

in the same way that the unauthorized meeting by Indians in the Jallianwalah Bagh had 

been, nor would they welcome the harsh repression of the Irish variety.
31

  This helps 
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 explain Labour’s criticism of the British Empire, but this does not mean that the 

attitudes of different parties on repressive violence were deeply affected by Bolshevism.
32

  

They were related, but not quite causal factors.  Socialist groups were anti-colonial for 

the obvious reason that independent nations would be one step closer to the transition to 

world socialism.  Liberal thought clamored for reform of the authoritarian empire, but by 

no means did this demonstrate a support for socialism.  Conservatives were most fearful 

of communism and perfectly comfortable with the autocratic ethos of empire.  No doubt, 

fears of Bolshevism played a role in the repressions around the empire, but only a minor 

one.  The fear that the empire was falling prey to Bolshevik-inspired conspiracies did not 

come to dominate British thought until the Cold War, when American fears of the same 

allowed it to aid Britain, financially propping up the empire while it put down communist 

or nationalist rebellions with repressive force.
33

  But during the inter-war period, fears of 

Bolshevik inspired conspiracy were no stronger than fears of an Afghan invasion of 

India’s northwest frontier or of a Pan-Islamic revolutionary movement bent on using the 

Muslims of India as a fifth column against the British Empire.  At that time, resistance to 

the empire had to be put down by force whether the motivation behind it was Bolshevik 

or not. 
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 Ireland is often dismissed as an exception to imperial history when in fact it can 

be an instructive tool with which to understand it.  Only recently have scholars 

emphasized the disproportionately high Anglo-Irish presence in the Indian Civil Service 

(ICS) and Indian Army, or the similarity in both countries regarding issues of land tenure, 

agrarian/sectarian violence, and religious nationalism, as exemplified by Kevin Kenny’s 

companion volume to the Oxford History of the British Empire, but there is still much 

work to be done.
34

  One significant monograph compares Ireland with India, and it 

focuses on the analogies Britain made between the two regarding land reform in 1880s 

Bengal.
35

  If British statesmen did so then, they did so repeatedly during and after WWI 

as well.  Of course, a few classic works have mentioned Ireland, at least briefly, in their 

studies of the British Empire.  Eric Stokes suggested that the authoritarianism that Britain 

developed in India is what came back to Ireland with the division of the Liberal party, 

while in Africa and the Victorians Robinson and Gallagher’s official mind appeared very 

concerned with events in Ireland.
36

 

 Why, then, have comparisons between Jallianwala Bagh and Croke Park not yet 

been studied?  First, there is a general tendency among scholars to assume that because 
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 Ireland is part of “the West,” it cannot be instructive for studying “the East.”  This is 

slowly beginning to change with Joseph Lennon’s recent publication on Irish 

Orientalism.
37

  Second, the highly politicized nature of Irish historiography insulates it 

from transnational comparisons.  Thus, studies of the past, whether “nationalist” or 

“revisionist,” are received with an eye toward the present conflict over Northern Ireland. 

This has the obvious effect of containing scholarship to the island, which has only 

recently begun to change through explorations of how Ireland fits into the larger Atlantic 

world, typified by Kerby Miller’s work on Irish immigration to America.
38

  Nevertheless, 

the dominant themes of nationalist Irish Catholic freedom fighters make it uncommon for 

historians to think of Irishmen as imperialists as well, whether as migrants, merchants, 

missionaries, soldiers or administrators.  After all, “for the Irish the Empire was both an 

agent of liberation and of oppression: it provided both the path to social advancement and 

the shackles of incarceration.”
39

  The third and perhaps most common reason for the 

dearth in Indo-Irish comparisons is that Ireland is too often dismissed as the exception to 

the rule:  its liminal status as both colony and metropole excludes it as “ambiguous, 

anomalous, complex, exceptional, unique or even paradoxical.”
40

  Lastly, the fourth 

reason, which lies firmly on the Indian side of the equation, is that scholars continue their 

immersion in the post-colonial predicament and on the Hindu-Muslim categories of 
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 analysis, which also limits their interest in adding a transnational component to the 

study of culture.
41

 

  This dissertation, however, avoids suffering from any one particular ideological 

bent, whether nationalist, revisionist or post-modernist.  Rather, it aims for a fair and 

balanced use of post-colonial studies by including (but not limiting itself to) language and 

culture in its analyses, and it pushes against the highly politicized nature of Irish 

historiography by emphasizing the transnational dimension.  In the process, it adds to 

studies that re-conceptualize the violence inherent in the imperial system.
42

  It looks at 

the ways in which public discussion over this massacre served as the arena in which 

different British political traditions competed.  Some voices called for reform, claiming 

that the massacre and similar excesses challenged the moral legitimacy of British India 

and Ireland, while others, especially those who supported the punitive nature of empire, 

drew connections between General Dyer’s fate and Ireland’s during the debates in the 

press and in Parliament. 

 It would be useful to define how the similar notions of “violence,” “coercion” or 

“force” will be used in this dissertation.  Coercion can be thought of in terms of three 

distinct categories:  the first is outright violence, such as shooting and bombing, in which 

casualties are typically produced.  The main examples of this type of violence include the 
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 shootings in various Punjabi cities, the shooting at Jallianwala Bagh, the aerial bombing 

of Gujranwalla, and the shooting at Croke Park. 

The second kind of use of force is less focused on producing casualties, and more 

punitive in nature, designed to attack morale.  This includes whippings and the “fancy 

punishments” employed during the administration of martial law in the Punjab, as well as 

the range of reprisals in Ireland, such as setting fire to cities or to homes, farms and 

creameries.  The third kind of use of force is implicit in its nature.  This is the 

psychological threat that at any moment, a subject of the empire might be targeted in 

order to make an impression on his fellow subjects.  This feature was particularly salient 

during the martial law regime in Punjab and the Anglo-Irish war. 

The dissertation is organized as follows:  Chapter One focuses on the Amritsar 

shooting itself and the major characters involved in its conception and execution.  It 

provides the immediate historical context along with the details of the massacre.  The 

next chapter considers how martial law was administered in the Punjab and the ways in 

which its administrators shared a mindset that was emblematic of the violence of the 

British imperial system.  In particular, it discusses Dyer’s “crawling order” in which he 

made all male Indians wanting to pass on a particular part of a filthy street crawl on all 

fours.  In practice, British soldiers made these Indians drag their entire bodies across the 

filth.  Dyer instituted this order in retaliation for the beating of a European woman who 

fell at that spot on the night of April 11, 1919, during a daylong riot in the city.  This 

chapter will also explore other uses of force, such as public floggings, which became 

commonplace throughout the Punjab during the imposition of martial law, and it will 
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 analyze the constant psychological and implicit threat of violence that plays a crucial 

role, equal to if not greater than the actual assaults, in re-conceptualizing British 

imperialism. 

Chapter Three focuses on the Hunter Committee itself, while Chapter Four 

considers Indian and British public reactions to Dyer’s censure, especially with respect to 

those who rose to his defense.  It analyzes who his defenders were and argues that they 

were painfully concerned about the implication his fate had for Ireland.  Chapter Five 

considers how Dyer’s censure was received in the Irish press and among prominent Irish 

nationalists and discussed the background to the Irish War for Independence.  The Anglo-

Irish War was well underway at the time, and censuring a man for attempting to keep 

India by force was akin to sending a message to Ireland that Britain lacked the will to 

hold onto the island by force.  Losing Ireland would, of course, signal to the rest of the 

Empire and to India in particular, that the break-up of the imperial system was imminent.  

Or at least this was the logic among Anglo-Irish and British Conservatives.  So, a 

discussion of Dyer’s actions in India was also a veiled debate over Ireland’s place in the 

Empire.  This chapter uncovers obvious notions about race and duty, and gives insight to 

the more abstruse concerns about how the British should wage a war against insurgents 

on their neighboring island.  

Chapter Six focuses on the use of reprisals against the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA) as examples of retaliatory violence similar to those used in the Punjab.  Chapter 

Seven describes the difficulty in extending martial law to Ireland, as well as the “official” 

reprisals that accompanied it.  Chapter Eight focuses on the shooting at Croke Park, 
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 Dublin, termed “Bloody Sunday.”  Chapter Nine offers a conclusion to the Anglo-Irish 

War and some important connections with India.  In the last and concluding chapter, the 

argument is re-capitulated and other instances of British violence are briefly discussed, 

from the time of the Indian Mutiny of 1857 to Jamaica when in 1865 John Eyre had four 

hundred arbitrarily selected blacks killed, six hundred flogged and one thousand huts 

burned by way of reprisal for rebellion, to Maler Kotla in the Punjab where, in 1872 local 

officials had sixty-five Kuka rebels blown from the mouths of a cannon without prior 

trial.   
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Chapter One:  The Amritsar Shooting 

On March 18, 1919, the Government of India passed the Anarchical and 

Revolutionary Crimes Acts, more commonly referred to as the Rowlatt Acts, named after 

their architect, Justice Sir Sidney Rowlatt.  The Defence of India Act (March 1915), 

which gave provincial Lieutenant Governors such as Punjab’s Sir Michael O’Dwyer 

considerable powers of surveillance and arrest to put down resistance during the Great 

War, was expiring.
1
 The Rowlatt Acts would continue those extraordinary powers into 

peace time.  British administrators worried that a disgruntled section of the Indian 

population, especially Muslims, might be courted by outsiders hostile to British interests 

in the region.  In other words, although the Great War was over, the fear that enemy 

forces, both within India and outside of it, were planning a violent overthrow of the Raj 

justified the passage of the Rowlatt Acts in the official mind. 

Some British newspapers condemned the passage of the Rowlatt Acts.  One 

suggested that “a sagacious government would at such a moment have done its utmost to 

forget past quarrels and remember present benefits.”
2
  Another argued that the Acts were 

“like giving scorpions to hungry children who were promised food.”
3
  Yet another 

pointed out the government’s contradictory behaviour, “talking reforms but practicing 

coercion.”
4
 A left-leaning paper hoped Labour would “insist on all this pernicious 

legislation being withdrawn, and the people of India allowed the very fullest right of Free 
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Speech, Free Press, and – greatest of all –  the right of self-determination, on behalf of 

which so many sons of India fought and died in Europe and Asia.”
5
 The Westminster 

Gazette warned that the Rowlatt Acts were repeating in India the mistakes made in 

Ireland, where the government had been “coupling the promise of Home Rule with the 

threat of Conscription.”
6
  

But incidents both before and during the war heightened British fears of a revolt.  

A Bengali revolutionary attempted to assassinate the Viceroy, Lord Charles Hardinge on 

December 23, 1912, in Delhi.  This was the same day that the city formally replaced 

Calcutta as the capital of the Raj.
7
 Since the 1905 partition of Bengal during Lord 

Curzon’s viceroyalty, many young male urban-elite revolutionaries from the three 

dominant Hindu castes in Bengal, the bhadralok (“respectable people”), became anti-

British bomb-throwers and assassins. Their efforts to win independence resulted in some 

fourteen “terrorist” acts in 1914 Bengal, and thirty-six the following year before 

declining steadily over the next three years.
8
  Undoubtedly, this was inspiring to the 

Ghadr Party, a revolutionary association founded in 1913 by Lala Har Dayal, comprised 

mostly of Punjabi Sikhs living in San Francisco and committed to the violent overthrow 

of the British Raj.
9
  When the Great War started, many of them returned to Punjab and 
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attempted a rising in February 1915, unsuccessfully.  Despite being foiled repeatedly, the 

party continued its work of encouraging disaffection among Sikh soldiers of the Indian 

Army and plans to mutiny, until it was stamped out by August 1915.  Other plots against 

the Raj were also uncovered during the Great War, such as the Silk Letter conspiracy in 

the summer of 1916 when letters written in Persian on silk were sewn inside the clothes 

of a messenger who caught in the Punjab.  He was delivering messages from a former 

teacher at the Muslim Deobandi School, Obeidullah Sindhi, who was now claiming the 

status of Home Minister for a provisional, independent Indian government in exile in 

Kabul.
 
 Obeidullah was hoping to attack the Raj with Afghani and Indian troops, 

buttressed by a fifth column of Indian Muslims.
 10

  

Not only did the British have to contend with the threat of violent revolutionaries, 

but they also worried about Hindu-Muslim unity and the implications that might have for 

the imperial state.  Just after the war, the Khilafat Movement, which called for the 

retention of the Turkish Sultan as Caliph of the Muslim world, witnessed an 

unprecedented coalition of Hindus and Muslims. Indian Muslims united against the post-

war treatment of the Ottoman Empire, and, by 1920, were firmly united with Gandhi and 

other leaders of the Indian National Congress Party as part of the “non-cooperation” 
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campaign of peaceful, civil disobedience meant to resist British rule.
11

  These 

developments, along with new calls for “self-determination” by some extreme Indian 

nationalists who hoped to take advantage of Wilsonian rhetoric after the war, were, quite 

understandably, scary to imperialists.
12

  Mohammad Ali Jinnah’s speech in December 

1916 to the All-India Muslim League summed up the situation well: 

We have a powerful and efficient Bureaucracy of British officers responsible only to 

the British Parliament, governing, with methods known as benevolent despotism, a 

people that have grown fully conscious of their destiny and are peacefully struggling 

for political freedom.
13  

 

But even peaceful nationalism worried some British officials who were reluctant to end 

“benevolent despotism.”  

Lastly, many administrators felt uneasy over the ways in which some Indians 

were receiving the Montagu-Chelmsford (“Montford” as they were called in India) 

reforms and how that might affect their control after the January elections of 1919 and 

the increased political activity surrounding them. Clearly, Montagu intended to offer 

India the most he thought Britain could, given its imperial interests, and did not expect 

much in the way of disappointment.  He is worth quoting at length:  

Being both convinced that the main defect in the existing system was the fact that 

it denied responsibility to Indians, and being equally convinced that the time was 

not ripe for complete self-government, we speedily realized that the problem was 
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to find some way of giving responsibility in certain matters while reserving it in 

others, and to provide some means of periodically and deliberately enlarging the 

sphere made over to responsible control…the provinces were the right areas in 

which to begin progressive realization of responsible government.  Anything 

smaller was too small…I am hopeful of receiving considerable support from 

sober and moderate [Indian] men. No scheme which the British Government 

could bring before Parliament could satisfy those who are radically opposed to 

British rule, whose hostility must therefore in any case be expected. 
14

  

 

The scheme to which he refers was the result of Montagu’s declaration on August 20, 

1917, that the Government of India would, after the war, unveil a plan for “increasing 

association of Indians in every branch of the administration and the gradual development 

of self-governing institutions with a view to the progressive realization of responsible 

government in India as an integral part of the British Empire.”   

Before the announcement that Britain would move toward responsible 

government, the Raj had been run most despotically, especially since the crown formally 

took possession of India in 1857.  So it was no overstatement when British officials 

reported that this was “the most momentous utterance ever made in India’s chequered 

history” which “marks the end of one epoch and the beginning of a new one.”
15

  This 

declaration raised the expectations of nationalists and, once combined with Wilsonian 

notions about the right of all peoples to self-determination, many extremists and not a 

few moderates were expecting a great hand in the control of their own government. Thus, 

they found the Montford reforms of 1919 wanting.
16

 Britain limited Indian power sharing 
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to the provincial level. The more important areas of revenue, finance, law and order were 

reserved for British officials responsible only to the provincial Lieutenant Governor. 

Hard-line imperialists, such as Punjab’s Lt.-Governor O’Dwyer, were also disaffected by 

the reforms, fearing that they would go too far against the interests of the empire. 

 

Michael O’Dwyer and Indian Administration 

Sir Michael O’Dwyer was born April 28, 1864, the sixth son of John O’Dwyer, a 

Catholic landowner in Barronstown, County Tipperary in southern Ireland.  He attended 

St. Stanislaus College in Tullamore until 1882 when he won admission to Balliol 

College, Oxford with the aim of joining the Indian Civil Service (ICS).  His elder brother 

was in the Indian Medical Service and this gave Sir Michael the idea to try his luck with 

the ICS.  After all, “it was a point of honour to start on one’s own as early as possible and 

make room for the younger ones.” 
17

  

Sir Michael was proud of his Irish lineage, which he traced back four hundred 

years.  He was prouder still of his ancestor’s dogged resistance against British imperial 

expansion into their lands, however futile. He regretted “the tragic course of events” that 

transpired between Britain and Ireland, preferring the constitutional opportunity for 

Home Rule in the 1880s and in the early years of the Great War to the violent war for 

Irish independence which took place only a few years later.
18
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The 1870-80s in Ireland were turbulent years as the Home Rule movement and 

steep economic decline were accompanied by a fierce land war in which the demand for 

fixity of land tenure and reduction of rents connected with revolutionary leaders.  Tenant 

farmers who could no longer pay their rents were evicted, resulting in violent retaliation 

against landlords.
19

  No doubt this is when O’Dwyer first learned to despise 

revolutionaries as “unscrupulous men who exploited [the Land League] for seditious and 

even revolutionary purposes.”
20

  His family’s estate was the target of much rural agitation 

and, in 1882, his father’s house was set on fire.  Although John O’Dwyer escaped, the 

destruction left Michael with little empathy for those who sought redress through 

violence.
21

  He was particularly angry over the Phoenix Park Murders in Dublin of May 

1882, in which Irish nationalist extremists assassinated the Chief Secretary of Ireland, 

Lord Frederick Cavendish, on his first day in office.  The event made O’Dwyer feel 

“ashamed of being an Irishman.”  In fact, part of his Indian Civil Service (ICS) training 

required attendance at the assassins’ court proceedings.
22 

 This impacted him deeply, as 

he conveys in his autobiography, but he remains silent about the fact that that the attack 

resulted in highly repressive policies. Surely, this must have taught the future Lt.-
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Governor of Punjab, while he was still at an impressionable age, of the importance of 

reacting swiftly and severely to put down resistance.  

Sir Michael O’Dwyer joined the Indian Civil Service (ICS) in 1885, and was 

posted to the Punjab where he eventually became Lt.-Governor in 1912 until his 

retirement in May 1919.  He favored the zamindar landowners of rural India (preferring 

also peasants to urbanites) and was a paternalist who believed Britain was bringing 

security and economic prosperity to India.  He himself explains that because he was born 

and raised on Irish “green pastures...my heart has always gone out to those who live by 

and on the land.”
23

  He hated the urban educated classes and democratic movements in 

India, as he probably did in Ireland as well, for they, he believed, were the fomenters of 

rebellion.
24

  However, although he supported Home Rule for Ireland, he did not for the 

Punjab.  He explained that in the case of the former, it was a matter of restoring the status 

“which Ireland had enjoyed for centuries down to the Union of 1800,” but pointed out 

that since the movement devolved into violence in Ireland: 

Among a people fairly enlightened and homogenous, in a country no larger or more 

populous than a single one of the five divisions of the Punjab, what results can we 

expect from it in this vast continent of 315 millions, with its infinite variety of 

races, creeds, and traditions, and its appalling inequalities in social and political 

development...I fear the case of Ireland, in so far as it is analogous at all, conveys to 

us a lesson and a warning.
25

 

 

Thus, India was far from ready for Home Rule, in his opinion. 
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 O’Dwyer’s administration in the Punjab was known for its harshness.  He was 

instrumental in the passage of the Defence of India Act, which he used liberally during 

the Great War to arrest suspected revolutionaries, to suppress seditious literature and to 

prevent entry of high ranking members of the Indian National Congress, Tilak and Bipin 

Chandra Pal into the province.
26

 An Indian contemporary explained, “Sir Michael is 

known to swear by the notorious maxim – India was won by the sword and must forever 

be preserved by the sword.” 
27

  O’Dwyer was a diehard opponent of liberal reforms, 

especially Montford.
28

  He believed strongly in the importance of holding India to the 

empire, and felt justified using force and coercion to do so.  He would find a kindred 

spirit in the likes of Brigadier-General Reginald Dyer, the man responsible for opening 

fire on a crowd of unarmed Punjabis on April 13, 1919.  

 

Punjab Unrest and the Perceived Need for the Rowlatt Acts 

The inhabitants of Amritsar ran the gamut from moderate nationalists to violent 

extremists, each affected in different ways by recent developments.  Much like the rest of 

India, Amritsar also suffered from years of hardship during the Great War, and even in its 

aftermath these difficulties appeared to have no relief.  The war resulted in unprecedented 

inflation in the Punjab, during which time the price of wheat jumped by 47 percent, the 

price of cotton more than tripled, sugar cost 68 percent more and the price of food grains 
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nearly doubled.
29

  This was painful for the Punjab’s population of twenty million, over 

half of whom were Muslim, a third Hindu and the rest Sikhs.
30

  The high price of wheat 

upset the poor, although the government interceded by seizing it from merchants and 

selling it at a lower price.
31

  Moreover, from 1918 to 1919, taxes increased thirty percent 

in Lahore, the capital city of Punjab province, and by 55 percent in Amritsar.
32

   

Wages remained stagnant as the cost of living rose. Rural Punjabis suffered from 

high debt as well as the international flu epidemic of 1918 that killed five million Indians 

across the sub-continent and which, in the Punjab, was made worse by a malaria 

epidemic the same year.  This was aggravated by particularly bad harvests just after the 

war.
33

  Thus, 1918 and 1919 Punjab witnessed unrest, including looting and food 

robberies.  This frightened many British officials, including O’Dwyer, whose fears were 

compounded by the constant threat of Bolshevism and severe labor unrest at home, as 

well as by the beginning of an all out guerilla war in Ireland.
34
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The elections of January 1919 also heightened tensions in Punjab.  In particular, 

the introduction of a reserved seating system for minorities or ward system (for example, 

reserving three seats for Sikhs in municipal elections) upset many Hindus who, as a 

group, would have performed better without such a reservation.  Tensions worsened as 

candidates for office hired “hooligans to intimidate the voters.”
35

  Add to this a high 

number of recently demobilized soldiers, and the fact that some Sikh soldiers had been 

found linked to the Ghadr Party and it becomes clear why, given this state of affairs 

across India and in Amritsar in particular, British residents did not feel safe.
36

  The 

upheaval they had been witnessing for the last decade appeared endless, so they turned to 

coercion, as embodied in the Rowlatt Acts.
37

 

The experience of unrest during the war years taught many British officials of the 

importance of dealing quickly and harshly with any outbreak of rebellion.  The Rowlatt 

Acts allowed Indians to be tried without a lawyer, without the right of appeal, and 

without a jury.  Courts could sit in camera and use evidence that would otherwise be 

inadmissible.  Not only did suspects have to put up a bond for good behavior and to keep 

their home address on file with the police, but they also could be arrested and searched 

without a warrant, and confined without trial for up to a year, renewably.
38
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Although defended by some as “a reasonable and practical measure intended to 

take the place of the Defence of India Act, but much less drastic in its provisions,” these 

were harsh laws that did not make sense to many Indian nationalists.
39

  Surely, Indian 

loyalty and contributions during the war deserved better than such a manifestation of 

continued suspicion from the Raj.  More importantly, these Rowlatt Acts betrayed the 

regime’s intentions toward eventual Indian self-government and they directly inspired 

Gandhi to start the satyagraha (soul force) peaceful resistance movement.  He 

proclaimed a hartal (strike) should take place on March 30, 1919. 

On the day of the first hartal, fifty-four year old Brigadier-General Reginald E.H. 

Dyer took his family for a vacation from his station in Jullundur, a few hours from 

Amritsar where he commanded the 45
th

 Infantry Brigade, to Delhi where he 

misinterpreted the presence of vast crowds near the railway station for participants in a 

religious festival.  The crowds were actually trying to force some vendors to close for the 

hartal, and two Indian men tried to jump onto Dyer’s car but a policeman pulled them 

off.  Despite this and the fact that the crowd was fired upon, the Dyer family kept on sight 

seeing.  On April 6, which happened to be the day of the next hartal, the Dyers were 

driving back to Jullundur, and on the way their car was stoned “between Ludhiana and 
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Phillour where the Grand Trunk Road crossed the Sutlej river, and a log was pushed out 

in front of it,” angering the General greatly.
40

    

 

General Dyer   

General Dyer was born six months after Sir Michael O’Dwyer, on October 9, 

1864, in Murree, a hill station in Punjab.  His family moved shortly after his birth, so 

Dyer spent his youth at the hill station at Simla, the summer capital of the Raj.  Like 

O’Dwyer, he was the sixth child born to his parents, although instead of being born to a 

land-owner, Dyer was born to a wealthy brewer of English beer. His family had a long 

history of service in India, beginning with his grandfather, John Dyer, who served in the 

East India Company’s navy.  General Dyer’s father, Edward Dyer, pursued a career as an 

engineer in India until he and his brother, who also served in India, could no longer 

withstand the unavailability of a good British beer.  And so it was that the family began 

brewing beer near Simla, and providing a greatly appreciated product to the many British 

residents who lived at or visited the nearby hill station.
41

  

The British residents of Simla were notorious for their harsh attitudes towards 

Indians, whom they would routinely look down upon and from whom they were sure to 

keep much social distance.
42

  This level of insulation bred a sort of contempt for the 
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Indians, which meant that it was as common for Europeans to brutalize the natives 

physically as it was to abuse them verbally.
43

  General Dyer’s earliest memories of India 

were in this context.  

At the age of eleven, Dyer and his older brother attended boarding school in 

southern Ireland near the city of Cork.  Presumably, this was because his family was 

Irish, but there is no hard evidence to confirm this.  Dyer’s biographer, Nigel Collet, 

believes that he was sent there because it was a far less expensive alternative to the 

prestigious schools of England.
44

  But Dyer’s family could have afforded the more 

expensive schools and, as they had no relatives to look after their sons in Cork, it appears 

that the only reason for sending them to the turbulent island at a time when the Protestant 

Ascendancy was losing its grip on the Catholic masses was to allow them to have some 

connection with and awareness of their ancestry, however far removed.   

Dyer witnessed the same turbulence in Ireland as did O’Dwyer during the same 

years. Within a year of Dyer’s arrival, Ireland experienced a drop in agricultural prices 

followed by a bad potato harvest, both of which resulted in famine and evictions. By 

1880, some two thousand families were being evicted every year, and radical members of 

the Land League retaliated violently.
45

  Simultaneously, the Irish Home Rule party in 

Westminster, led by Charles Stewart Parnell, waged a campaign for responsible self-
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government in Ireland that had some Protestant feathers in a ruffle.
46

  Dyer remained at 

Middleton College until 1883 when he joined the Royal Military College at Sandhurst.
47

  

In 1885, Dyer received his first posting, which just so happened to be in Ireland, at Cork 

before moving to Dublin the following year.
48

  

From June to September of 1886, Dyer found himself in Belfast, aiding the 

civilian power in putting down the massive riots that broke out over British Prime 

Minister Gladstone’s first Home Rule Bill.  This bill would have reintroduced a self-

governing parliament in Ireland, as had existed until 1801.  But without the oppressive 

“penal laws” banning Catholics from holding public office, which had been lifted in 

1829, Protestant communities felt fearful of a Catholic-dominated Irish government and 

the potential such a government had for disconnecting the imperial link to England, 

without which, many Protestants feared, their interests as a minority would not be 

protected.
49
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When the government attempted to prosecute the rioters, Protestant juries refused 

to convict their co-religionists.  The police could not maintain law and order as rioting 

continued, and the military was called upon to intervene. Meanwhile, Gladstone’s 

government fell, and Conservatives replaced the Irish Chief Secretary John Morley with 

Sir Michael Hicks Beach who increased both the number and the power of the military to 

control the situation.
50

  

The unrest in Ireland, both during his teenage years in Cork and now in his early 

twenties in Belfast, must have impressed Dyer greatly.  The experience would have 

taught him of the absolute necessity for and efficacy of coercion.
51

  Almost as soon as the 

situation in Ireland had been stabilized, Dyer found himself stationed in Burma  at the tail 

end of the Third Burmese War (1886-7).  Here he learned what was then considered to be 

one of the most important lessons of imperial warfare: to terrorize the natives into 

submission.  Any Burmese individual found with a weapon was shot immediately, and 

villages that were merely under suspicion of harboring resistance were severely punished: 

Villages were shelled from the rivers by naval launches, and that at one village 

twelve men were executed one by one to terrify the other villagers.  Those killed 

were decapitated, and their heads exhibited on stakes.  Floggings were common in 

Mandalay, and the Provost Marshal, Colonel Hooper, carried out executions by 

firing squad.  On one occasion, in order to extract a confession, Hooper had a man 

named Nga Neing tied to a stake and placed in a pile of dead Burmese.  While the 

firing squad was readied in front of the man, Hooper set up his personal camera on 

a tripod, and only when he had carefully arranged his lens and plate did he give the 
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order to fire, a deed which earned him the name in Mandalay of ‘The Ogre with 

the Camera’.  Despite protests in the London press, Hooper was not punished.
52

 

 

Under India’s Commander in Chief, General Frederick Roberts, Dyer received his 

Instructions for the Guidance of General and Other Officers Commanding Columns in 

Burma:  “When there is an enemy in arms against British rule, all arrangements must be 

made not only to drive him from his position, but also to surround the position so as to 

inflict the heaviest loss possible.  Resistance overcome without inflicting punishment on 

the enemy only emboldens him to repeat the game, and thus, by protracting operations, 

costs more lives than a severe lesson promptly administered.” 
53

  No doubt he would 

remember to apply these instructions in other venues for years to come.  By 1887, Dyer 

had transferred to the Indian Army and was stationed in the Punjab within a year. 

 

Amritsar Protest Against Rowlatt Acts 

In 1919, protests against the coercive Rowlatt Acts were well under way.  The 

hartal on March 30 took place without any bloodshed in Amritsar. On the previous day, 

Lt.-Governor O’Dwyer ordered Dr. Satyapal, a Hindu member of the Congress party, not 

to give public speeches, even though he advocated non-violence and had been a 
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lieutenant in the Army Medical Services in Aden during the war.  Nevertheless, tensions 

worsened. Europeans stopped going into the city as they felt hostility towards them by all 

manner of locals. Amritsar had a population of 160,000 and was actually divided into two 

parts.
54

  The city proper was an ancient walled town full of narrow, congested streets.  At 

its heart was the Sikh Golden Temple, the most venerated site in Sikhism, located close 

to the Jallianwala Bagh.  The other part of the city consisted of the British cantonment, 

spread out spaciously, with wide, well maintained streets, outside the old city walls.
55

  

Obviously, European residents chose to stay outside the city walls for fear that some 

Punjabis might turn violently against them.  

To pre-empt any violence that might erupt during the hartal on April 6, O’Dwyer 

forbade on April 4 a few more prominent locals from speaking in public, including Pandit 

Dina Nath (editor of Waqt newspaper), Pandit Kotu Mal, Swami Annubhava Nand, and, 

most importantly, Dr. Saifuddin Kitchlew, a Muslim barrister and chairman of the Punjab 

satyagraha sabha and “a rousing advocate of both political change and Gandhi’s non-

violent methods.”
56

  Like many others, he connected with the still inchoate Khilafat 

Movement, and he was an active member of Congress.  He and Satyapal worked to 

ensure the hartal took place in Amritsar, despite the efforts of other Congress leaders to 
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stop it.
57

  In response to the hartal, the local garrison set up small groups of soldiers 

armed with rifles on the streets that led to the church the Europeans used.  After all, the 

hartal was taking place on a Sunday, and the British were afraid of an attack.  They 

continued to escort Europeans to church in this way every Sunday thereafter.
58

 

British fears were not completely unfounded.  Anti-British feeling in the city 

steadily increased to the point where tonga drivers refused to take European passengers 

to or from the railway station. The local regime decided something must be done.  Miles 

Irving, the Deputy Commissioner of Amritsar since February, 1919, reported to his direct 

superior, Commissioner of Lahore Division, A.J.W. Kitchin: 

We cannot go on indefinitely with the policy of keeping out of the way, and 

congratulating ourselves that the mob has not forced us to interfere.  Every time we 

do this the confidence of the mob increases; yet with our present force we have no 

alternative.  I think we shall have to stand up for our authority sooner or later by 

prohibiting some strike or procession which endangers the public peace. But for this 

a really strong force will have to be brought in and we shall have to be ready to try 

conclusions to the end to see who governs Amritsar. 
59 

 

This sort of thinking is emblematic of the imperial system and the extent to which its 

authority was based on violence or the threat of it.  Irving was also upset by some 

developments during the Hindu festival Ram Naumi, celebrating the birth of Ram, on 

April 9.  He witnessed “unprecedented fraternization” between Hindus and Muslims who 

were drinking water from the same vessels, and a parade in which some Muslims were 

dressed as Turkish soldiers who made “a somewhat offensive demonstration” by clapping 
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their hands at the Deputy Commissioner.
60

  Typically, Ram Naumi, “used to be a general 

signal to the Hindus and Muhammedans [sic] to dash at each other’s throat as the 

bloodthirstiest [sic] and most uncompromising of foes,” but this time no violence broke 

out and the display of unity was most disturbing to British administrators.
61

  Yet, most of 

the procession saluted Irving as it passed and, at one point, they even played “God Save 

the King.”  British officials remained unsure of how to interpret this display of 

intercommunal unity, and they were also concerned about the influx of Indians from out 

of town coming to Amritsar for the Baisakhi celebrations, which coincided with a horse 

and cattle fair that was to be held from April 10 to 13.
62

  Their fears were compounded by 

rumors that there was a plot to kill all the British in town on the April 16, the day of 

Gandhi’s expected arrival.
63

 

 

Riot 

In the effort to prevent trouble, O’Dwyer ordered the arrest and deportation of 

Satayapal and Kitchlew to another district in the Punjab, Dharamsala, even though they 

had not broken the gag rule on them.  He also ordered Gandhi’s arrest for trying to enter 

the Punjab.  Thus, Gandhi was forced off of a train at the Punjab border town of Palwal 

on April 9 and escorted back to Bombay.
64

  The next morning, Irving invited Satyapal 
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and Kitchlew to his bungalow where he had them arrested and deported in a car driven by 

Amritsar Superintendent of Police, Mr. Rehill, leaving only the police Deputy, Mr. 

Plomer, in charge should there be any fall out.  Joint Secretary of the Satyagraha Sabha, 

Hans Raj, and “a certain Sikh agitator” accompanied Satyapal and Kitchlew to Irving’s 

house, and, after their arrest, returned to the city to spread the news of this fact.
65

 

 Neither Irving nor O’Dwyer thought these arrests would upset Indians.  In fact, 

they were not expecting trouble until the next Sunday, the April 13, when Europeans 

would be in the city for Church service.  So on April 10 Major-General Sir W.G.L. 

Beynon, Commander of the 16
th

 Division (Lahore), ordered 100 troops from the 45
th

 

Brigade to reinforce Amritsar by April 13. But Captain Massey, the commander of the 

small Garrison at Amritsar, suspected that news of the arrests might incite violence.  He 

telegraphed Lahore for reinforcements, but General Beynon thought Massey was just 

being “somewhat alarmist” and so passed the buck and the telegram to Dyer at 

Jullundur.
66

 

 Upon hearing of the arrests, some 50,000 Indians headed towards the British lines 

demanding to see the Deputy Commissioner to petition him for the release of their 

leaders.
67

  But the Irving felt intimidated, so he ordered Captain Massey to make sure no 

one crossed the railway that divided the British side of the city from the Indian.  Massey 
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put troops on the bridges across the railway line. The crowd, agitated that it could not 

reach the Irving, began throwing stones.  The troops responded by firing 73 rounds, 

killing ten and wounding many more.
68

  

Thus, the crowd turned into a mob. They destroyed the Telegraph Exchange and, 

upon reaching the rail station, beat the Station Master, Mr. Bennett, until they were 

repulsed by the Railway picket of soldiers.  The Telegraph Master, Mr. Pinto, was caught 

by the crowd but had a Jamadar of the 54
th

 Sikhs, commanded by Zardad Khan, to thank 

for saving his life. The mob found a British railway guard, Mr. Robinson, and beat him to 

death.
69

  The Railway Station Superintendent would have been caught by the mob had he 

not detained some 260 soldiers of the 1
st
 Batallion, 9

th
 Gurkhas, commanded by Captain 

Crampton.  The soldiers just happened to be on a passing train and, although they were 

armed only with kukris (knives traditionally used by Gurkhas), they later took up rifles 

from the local armory.
70

  

Upon hearing news of the Indians shot dead by soldiers defending the civil lines, 

the crowd, led at this point by Drs. Bashir and Meer Makhbul Hassain, attacked the 

National Bank where it found the Manager, Mr. Steward, and the Assistant Manager, Mr. 

Scott.
71

  They were killed and the bank was set on fire.  They also attacked another 

nearby bank, but some Indian clerks hid the European managers and got them to safety.  

The Alliance Bank was also attacked and its manager, Mr. G.M. Thomson, who used a 
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revolver to defend himself, was killed.
72

  The Central Police Station, or kotwali was just 

nearby, but its 75 policemen did nothing to quell the situation for over half an hour.  The 

Religious Book Society’s Depot was burned down, as was the Town Hall and Sub-Post 

Office attached to it, while other Sub-Post Offices around town were looted.  The mob 

targeted the Zenana Hospital, looking for a lady doctor, Mrs. Easdon, who escaped with 

the help of a loyal servant who dressed her as an Indian woman so that she could reach 

the house of the Sub-Inspector of Police.  Another lady doctor, Miss Marcella Sherwood, 

who was also Superintendent of the Mission Day School for Girls was caught on her 

bicycle, beaten badly and left for dead until some nearby Hindu shopkeepers took her to 

refuge.  Lastly, Sergeant Rowlands, the Electrician to the Military Works, was killed by 

the crowd on his return from repairing telegraph wires by having his “skull battered in.”  

Shortly thereafter, at around two p.m., the crowd attempted to break into the British civil 

lines again, but this time they received warning from Irving and Plomer before soldiers 

opened fire, killing twenty to thirty Indians.  Angry members of the mob spent much of 

the remaining day and night cutting telegraph wires and destroying railway lines.
73

  

In response, Dyer ordered over 300 reinforcements sent to Amritsar including 100 

British and 200 Indians.
74

  The details of whom he chose to send are instructive.  Under 

the command of Major F.S. Clarke, Dyer sent 100 men from the 1
st
 Battalion, 25

th
 

Londons, 130 men from the 2
nd

 battalion, 151
st
 Infantry, and 100 from the 59

th
 Rifles, 
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along with a medical officer.  But the troops had to wait until one a.m. before a train was 

available to take them, arriving in the troubled city at 5:15 a.m. on April 11.  Meanwhile, 

Lahore sent 127 soldiers from 2/6
th

 Battalion, Royal Sussex and 179 reinforcements from 

1
st
 Battalion, 124

th
 Baluch, under the command of Major MacDonald, (originally the 

second in command of the 1
st
 -124

th 
Baluch) arriving at 9:30 p.m. on April 10.

75
  Both 

Dyer and General Beynon (in Lahore) were sure to maintain a balance between the 

number of British soldiers they sent and the number of Indians.  Moreover, the types of 

Indians they chose were those whose loyalty was assured - they were not relying on 

Punjabi troops to quell the mob.  Lahore also sent Commissioner Kitchin to Amritsar by 

road, accompanied by Dyer’s long time friend and Deputy Inspector-General of Police 

for the Punjab, Mr. Donald, and Mr. Coode, the Superintendent of Telegraphs.  Upon 

their arrival, close to four p.m., they found that temporary headquarters had been set up at 

the Railway Station.  Kitchin turned control over to Major MacDonald, telling him “the 

situation was beyond civil control, and that he, as senior military officer, was to take such 

steps as the military situation demanded.”
76

  The city fell, de facto, under martial law.
 
 

The next day, the April 11, General Beynon ordered Lieutenant-Colonel Morgan 

of the 124
th

 Baluch to take command of Amritsar, claiming that he thought it prudent to 

have a more senior officer in charge.
77

  However, Morgan suggests that he was called in 
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after MacDonald failed to satisfy Kitchin’s punitive disposition.  He explains, “I was 

shown a letter from Kitchin, the commissioner, to General Beynon, saying ‘Major 

MacDonald had done nothing to quell the rebellion.  Please send an officer who is not 

afraid to act.’ General Beynon decided that I was the officer. I was ordered to proceed as 

soon as possible to Amritsar… ‘Amritsar is in the hands of the rebels.  It’s your job to get 

it back’.”
78

 

But the city was not “in the hands of the rebels.”  Rather, Major MacDonald’s’ 

report suggests that the city was mostly quiet.  “On my arrival I found all quiet and 

immediately proceeded to patrol city with my detachment from Lahore and brought in the 

remains of the three bank officials murdered during the day and also released four other 

civilians held up in the City…Found all quiet in City.  Night remained quiet.”    He 

certainly would not be able to take platoons into the city to retrieve these people if the 

city were in open rebellion.  Clearly, Kitchin was eager for a military officer to punish 

Amritsar in some significant way.  Yet, he and MacDonald gave permission to some 

Indians, who had sent their lawyers to the Railway Station, to bury their dead outside the 

city walls.  They were instructed to finish mourning by two p.m. because airplanes would 

be ready to drop bombs on any civilian crowds gathered after that time.
79

  Kitchin and 

Donald returned to Lahore, leaving Amritsar shortly after the funeral processions ended 

without incident.  
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Dyer and the Shooting at Jallianwala Bagh 

By nine p.m. on April 11, only thirty minutes before Morgan’s arrival, General 

Dyer reached Amritsar, having driven by car, accompanied by his Brigade Major, 

Captain Briggs, as well as Captain Southey, and his personal bodyguard, Sergeant 

Anderson of the Londons.  He claimed that he was ordered to do so by telegram from 16
th

 

Division (Lahore), in other words, by General Beynon, but there is no evidence to prove 

this.  More importantly, Beynon would not have ordered Morgan to take charge at 

Amritsar if he had also ordered Dyer to do the same because Dyer greatly outranked 

Morgan.  Beynon is suspiciously silent on the subject, saying only that he ordered 

Morgan to go but that “General Dyer, had, however, arrived at Amritsar at 21-00 hours 

and assumed personal command there.”
80

  

In other words, Dyer took it upon himself to take command at Amritsar and, upon 

arrival at the temporary headquarters at the Railway Station, his first action, at 12:30 a.m. 

on April 12 was to proceed into the city with an escort to the police station to find Ashraf 

Khan, the Police Superintendent, and bring him to the Railway Station so that he could 

identify the ringleaders of the mob.
81

  Dyer reported, “from the evening of the 10
th

 till 

this time no European from outside had entered the city, as complete lawlessness 

prevailed and indeed continued to prevail till the firing took place on the evening of the 
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13
th

 [at Jallianwala Bagh].”
82

  If this were true, he would have had some trouble fetching 

Mr. Khan.  Moreover, this contradicts MacDonald’s description in which he found the 

city “all quiet.”  Furthermore, Dyer marched his soldiers through the city on April 12 “to 

impress the inhabitants that he had sufficient force to enforce law and order. A dozen 

important arrests were made without opposition.”
83

  This was a far cry from “complete 

lawlessness.” 

Dyer removed temporary headquarters from the Railway Station to the Ram Bagh 

on the morning of April 12.  Unlike the Jallianwala Bagh, this really was a garden, with 

much space and shady trees, and it included a building built by the Sikh Maharajah Ranjit 

Singh, which Dyer used as his headquarters.
84

  He described his subsequent march 

through the city as tense, “the bearing of the inhabitants was most insolent and many spat 

on the ground as we passed.”  And yet, he succeeded in making arrests without incident. 

Upon being informed of a crowd assembled at Sultanwind Gate, which was actually 

another funeral procession, Dyer took 125 British troops, 310 Indian troops, two armored 

cars, Mr. Irving, Captain Massey and Mr. Donald to deal with the situation.  He claims 

they were “dispersed with difficulty, and I considered the advisability of opening fire.  I 

came to the conclusion that a proclamation should be issued by me personally before 

taking such drastic measures.”
85

  However, Irving reported that it was not at all difficult 

to disperse the crowd: 

A small crowd was repeatedly warned by me and Mr. Donald to disperse but did  

not do so, and an unassailable legal ground for firing was given, but no one 
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thought of doing so as no danger was threatened.  And on the same day large 

crowds were streaming back from the mosques outside the city in defiance of 

orders but were not fired on for the same reason.
86

 

 

Thus, it was not impossible for the authorities in Amritsar to exercise restraint.  

That night, Dyer sent troops to Ashrapur Mission Hospital to retrieve some 

female missionaries also without incident as the city remained quiet – the only exception 

being that some telegraph wires and railway lines continued to be destroyed at night.
87

  

This worried Irving and Dyer, among others, partly because of the many rumors they 

were hearing.  Irving reported hearing of groups of armed villagers outside Amritsar 

waiting to storm the city to loot it.
88

  Dyer explained, “I was constantly hearing rumours 

and messages all throughout the 12
th

 and the morning of the 13
th

 that the situation was 

growing more serious every moment,” such as incidents of riot or violence in Lahore, in 

Kasur (just south of Lahore), and Gurdaspur (just north of Amritsar).
89

 

Dyer then set his mind to issuing a proclamation warning assemblies that they 

would be dispersed by gunfire.  On the following morning, April 13, Dyer marched a 

number of soldiers into the city to issue this proclamation, “by beat of drums.”  Dyer 

reported:  

The proclamation was duly proclaimed at all important streets and corners in the 

city, and inhabitants were allowed to collect in large numbers specially to hear 

what was ordered. As my crier proclaimed that where crowds assemble they would 

be fired at the mob clapping their hands and laughingly proclaimed, ‘this is only 

bluff and no firing will take place’…At 12-40 pm whilst yet in the city on my way 

to the Ram Bagh, I was informed that in spite of my stern proclamations a big 
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meeting would be held at the Jallianwalla Bagh at 4-30 p.m. that afternoon when 

messages from Dr. Kitchlew would be read out. 
90 

 

Dyer prohibited Indians from entering or leaving the city, induced an eight p.m. curfew, 

after which any Indian found on the street could be shot, and ordered that “any gathering 

of 4 men [or more at any time] would be looked upon and treated as an unlawful 

assembly and dispersed by force of arms if necessary.” 
91

    

At about 12:40 p.m., while on his way back to headquarters at Ram Bagh, Dyer 

heard that a meeting was scheduled at Jallianwala Bagh at 4:30 p.m. that day despite his 

ban on assemblies.  He took no action to prevent this meeting from being held. He 

explained: 

 I went there as soon as I could.  I had to think the matter out, I had to organise my 

forces and make up my mind as to where I would put my pickets.  I thought I had 

done enough to make the crowd not meet.  If they were going to meet I had to 

consider it a military situation and make up my mind what to do, which took me a 

certain amount of time. 
92

   

 

Dyer had already decided to fire on the crowd. 

At about four p.m., the Superintendent of Police, Mr. Rehill, confirmed that the 

meeting was indeed taking place.  Dyer immediately headed for the Bagh, taking with 

him twenty-five Gurkhas from Nepal and twenty-five Frontier Force riflemen, some from 

Baluchistan and some Pathans from the North-West Frontier, along with forty Gurkhas 

armed with kukris (short swords or knives traditionally used by Gurkhas) and two 

armored cars with mounted machine guns.  They were accompanied by Lieutenant-
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Colonel Morgan, Captain Briggs, Mr. Rehill, Deputy-Superintendent of Police Mr. 

Plomer, and Dyer’s two bodyguards, Sergeants Anderson and Pizzey of the Londons.
93

  

Upon reaching the main gate to the Bagh, Dyer left his armored cars as the entrance was 

too narrow for them to pass.
94

  Once inside, he split the riflemen in half, assembling them 

on either side of the Bagh’s front entrance.  The ground Dyer and his men were on was 

raised above the rest of the Bagh, and the illegal meeting was taking place on the 

opposite side, some 100 yards away.  Dyer originally estimated the crowd in attendance 

at five thousand, but he later found out that the crowd was likely 25-30,000 strong.
95

 

The resolutions for the meeting at the Bagh show that it was a political one, not 

intended to incite violence.  In fact, one of its main topics of discussion was “extreme 

indignation and disapproval” of “all those revolutionary actions” which the Raj was 

engendering by its “despotic conduct.”  The meeting also protested the “despotic 

attitude” with which the government passed the Rowlatt Act “in disregard of the united 

voice of the [Indian] public,” and it expressed “sympathy with the families of the 

philanthropic and patriotic personages, Dr. Saif ud Din Kitchlew and Dr. Satya Pal,” and 

protested their deportation.
96
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Regardless of the character of the meeting, Dyer had already decided to open fire 

upon it.  “I personally had ample time to consider the nature of the painful duty I might 

be faced with,” he claimed.
97

  Lala Jowahar Lal, a Lahore Police Inspector in the 

Criminal Investigations Department of the Punjab, was surveying the meeting at the Bagh 

for a few minutes but left because he knew soldiers were coming and that there might be 

a shooting.  He estimated the crowd at 20,000 and reported that he heard them saying 

praises for Gandhi, Satyapal, and Kitchlew.
98

  Dyer had also resolved to fire into the 

crowd long after it had started to disperse.  “It did not take me more than 30 seconds to 

make up my mind as to what my duty was…My mind was made up as I came along in 

my motor car.” 
99

  His explanation is remarkable: 

If I fired I must fire with good effect, [because] a small amount of firing would be 

a criminal act of folly…I fired and continued to fire until the crowd dispersed and 

I consider this the least amount of firing which would produce the necessary 

moral, and widespread effect it was my duty to produce, if I was to justify my 

action. If more troops had been at hand the casualties would have been greater in 

proportion. It was no longer a question of merely dispersing the crowd; but one of 

producing sufficient moral effect, from a military point of view, not only on those 

who were present but more specially throughout the Punjab. There could be no 

question of undue severity.  

 

Rather candidly, he admitted, “I sometimes ceased fire and redirected my fire where the 

crowd was collecting more thickly.”
100

 In other words, he was ordering his men to 

concentrate their fire upon the piles of Indians frantically trying to escape the Bagh 

through narrow exits.
101
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Dyer’s men continued shooting for about ten minutes, until they had only enough 

ammunition left to defend themselves, if necessary, on their way back to headquarters at 

the Ram Bagh.  They left immediately, without surveying the damage done and without 

making provisions for medical assistance for the wounded.  Dyer initially claimed that 

“the military situation” was too dangerous to render medical aid because “the crowd was 

so dense that if a determined rush had been made, arms or no arms, my small force must 

instantly have been overpowered.”  So he left quickly, adding, “the crowd was free now 

to ask for medical aid.”
102

  But later Dyer changed his story, adding that he did not take 

measures to aid those wounded because, “It was not my job. But the hospitals were open 

and the medical officers were there.  The wounded need only apply for help.  But they 

did not do this because they themselves would be taken in custody for being in the 

assembly.”
103

  

Dyer’s behavior, which will be discussed at greater length in Chapter Four, was 

consistent with a particular perspective among conservative British officials.  Like 

O’Dwyer, Dyer was emblematic of a mindset, a type of “imperialist” (the term is used in 

its non-pejorative sense) that looked back to the days of the 1857 Mutiny and remained 

convinced that the subject peoples under their rule were not only inferior and incapable of 

governing themselves, but also dangerous.  As such, Indian pretensions towards 

independence, as Dyer and like-minded men perceived them, and indications of 
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resistance must not be tolerated, lest they be encouraged.  Those gathered at the Bagh 

were Dyer’s enemies in his mind because they had forgotten their place in the imperial 

system and this made them dangerous.  They had forgotten to fear their rulers and their 

insolence must not be tolerated, for to do so would serve only to embolden them. To this 

extent, he acted in accordance with his conception of his duty.  This, which he carried out 

to its extreme, was in keeping with his severe code of military behavior as he understood 

it.  He was not alone in this regard and many British and Anglo-Indians shared his 

mindset.  As will be discussed later, this caused a division in Britain, for Liberals and 

humanitarians had come to deplore this way of thinking about the empire.  

Upon reaching headquarters, the empty brass casings that the riflemen brought 

back with them were counted, indicating that 1,650 bullets had been fired.  No doubt, 

every rifleman was not able to pick up each empty case from every bullet he had fired, so 

the number of shots fired could easily have been much higher.  Regardless, Dyer 

calculated, by the conservative standards at the time, that there was probably one Indian 

killed for every five or six bullets fired.
104

  

Maulvi Gholam Jilani was in the Bagh that day during the shooting.  “I ran 

towards a wall and fell on a mass of dead and wounded persons.  Many others fell on me.  

Many of those who fell on me were hit and died.  There was a heap of the dead and 

wounded over me, under and all around me.  I thought I was going to die.”
105

  Madan 

Mohan, a 13-year-old boy who used to play in the Bagh often, was killed that day by a 
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gunshot wound to the head.
106

  Mohammed Ismail, a local butcher, went to the Bagh after 

the shooting to find his cousin, the son of his maternal uncle.  He reported:  

Corpses were lying all over.  There were some wounded also.  My estimate of the 

persons I saw lying was 1500. There were [e]specially large heaps of corpses at 

the corners on both the sides of Riazul Hasan’s house near the well, as also at the 

corner near Meva Singh’s Burj and along the well facing the platform from where 

the troops had fired.  At several places, the corpses were 10 or 12 thick.  I saw 

some children lying dead.  Khair Din Teli of Mandi had his child, six or seven 

months old, in his arm...There were, in all, about 16 to 20 thousand people in the 

gardan[sic], including, I think, about four or five hundred children.
107

  

 

Sardar Partap Singh similarly went to the Bagh to find a family member.  He was 

searching for his son, but instead found:  

Dead bodies were lying on all sides near the enclosure walls.  When I entered, a 

dying man asked for water.  There is a drain that carries water from the canal to 

Darbar Sahib [the Golden Temple].  It is called Hansli.  The drain is covered, but 

there is a pit connected with it which is about four feet square.  When I tried to 

take water from that pit, I saw many dead bodies floating in it. Some living men 

had also hid themselves in it, and the asked me, ‘Are they (i.e. soldiers) gone?’ 

When I told them they had gone, they came out of it and ran away.  Then I went 

into the middle of the Bagh to find out my son.  There were about 800 or 1000 

wounded and dead lying near the walls of the Bagh, besides others who ran away 

wounded and died either in their own houses or in the surrounding lanes.  I 

remained there from fifteen to twenty minutes, but could not find my son.  I heard 

the wailing of those shot and who were crying for water...I did not hear any 

proclamation on the 13
th

, forbidding people to attend public meetings; nor did I 

hear that any such proclamation had been made in the bazaar.
108

 

 

Dyer did not have to fire upon the crowd in order to make it disperse.  The 

doctrine of minimal force, espoused resoundingly by Winston Churchill, held that a 

military officer may use only the minimum amount of force necessary in such situations.  
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As will be discussed in Chapter Four, Churchill became one of Dyer’s greatest critics.
109

  

Dyer admitted that he was well aware that he had a choice in the matter, stating “Yes; I 

think it quite possible that I could have dispersed them perhaps even without firing.”  His 

reason for not doing so was because “they would all come back and laugh at me, and I 

considered I would be making myself a fool.”  In other words, he judged that he could 

not maintain his authority, and consequently that of the Raj, if the people were not 

sufficiently afraid of the power of the colonial state.  These Indians, in his mind, had 

become emboldened by recent experiences, not least among them the hope for greater 

self-government. As such they had lost sight of the threat that Britain could, if it so chose, 

hold its empire by violence – a threat which always existed, however implicitly, but 

which needed to be made explicit from time to time, if only to remind the subject peoples 

of this basic fact.  Dyer felt obliged to re-instill that fear.   

This makes more sense given that many Indians at Jallianwala Bagh probably 

were not aware of the ban on assemblies.  A lawyer and member of the Indian National 

Congress, Lala Duni Chand, reported that, in his quarter of the city, “no proclamation of 

Martial Law, nor announcement prohibiting meetings was made...It was a shock to me to 

see in the evening dead bodies and wounded persons being brought from the Jallianwala 

Bagh.”
110

  There were, as mentioned earlier, many outsiders visiting Amritsar, and the 

Bagh would have been a logical place to spend time in the afternoon.  Moreover, the 

Proclamation was not read out anywhere near the Bagh or the nearby Sikh Golden 
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Temple.  Dyer explained that he did not go very far into the city center when reading the 

proclamation: 

 I thought we had gone a long way.  We went to many places.  I do not know 

Amritsar very well.  We did a great deal in the way of reading out the Proclamation, 

and I understood that, after I had finished, perhaps a little more was going to be done 

in that way.  I thought I had done quite enough.  I confess I do not know how far we 

had penetrated into the city.  I do not know the city very well. 
111

 

 

But Dyer had been to the city before and seen its popular sites.
112

   

Certainly, Dyer knew of the landmark Golden Temple and logic would dictate 

that he have the proclamation read out near there.  Mr. Plomer, the Deputy 

Superintendent of Police, gave a different reason.  He simply explained that “when it was 

too hot to walk in the city I took the nearest route out…the General remarked that it was 

getting too hot for the troops so I took the route to Lohgar Gate,” to get out of the city, 

and the proclamation ceased to be read out at that point.
113

  Thus, it is likely that the vast 

majority of city dwellers were unaware of the ban on assemblies.  Even Dyer admitted 

that, “there may have been a good many [in the Bagh] who had not heard the 

Proclamation,” and that it did not occur to him to warn the crowd because, “I merely felt 

that my orders had not been obeyed, that martial law was flouted,” even though martial 

law had not yet been declared.
114

  Enforcing the ban itself was less important in Dyer’s 

mind than the need to remind Indians of the power of the Raj.  Only in this context does it 

make sense that a British officer would perceive a peaceful assembly as an outright 

insurrection:  “open rebellion reigned in Amritsar and it was my duty to suppress it.”
115
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The British government ordered an investigation into the details of this shooting, 

along with other incidents of imperial violence throughout the Punjab during the 

following months.  The Disorders Inquiry Committee, which got underway in November 

1919, was presided over by Lord William Hunter, a Scottish High Court Judge, and it 

included two Hindus and one Muslim member alongside four British members and two 

British secretaries.
116

  The Hunter Committee, as it is commonly known, estimated that 

379 Indians were killed of whom 87 were visitors from outside the city.
117

  The Hunter 

Committee also estimated that at least three times as many Indians were wounded, easily 

totaling 1,200.
118

  Of the 291 names of the dead submitted to and recognized by the 

government, 186 were Hindus of different castes, although most were Khatris, followed 

by Aroras, Rajputs, Kashmirs and Brahmins.  Twenty-two were Jat Sikhs, many of whom 

were probably in Amritsar for Baisakhi celebrations and the horse fair (which the police 

had closed at two p.m. that day).  Thirty-nine were Muslim, and forty-four unknown. 

This indicates that the composition of the crowd was highly varied.  There were 

professionals present, such as “doctors and pleaders” as well as “barbers, masons, 
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washermen, cobblers, carpenters, sweepers and even fakirs [beggars],” along with a few 

women and children.
119

  

Dyer’s choice of riflemen is telling.  He picked soldiers who were not connected 

to the Punjab so that there would be no question of their loyalty when ordered to shoot 

unarmed, peaceably assembled Punjabis.  Nepalese Gurkhas, Baluchis and Pathans from 

the North-West Frontier would not have felt any strong loyalties to Punjabi civilians and 

so they could be counted on to open fire upon them.  But they were still troops of the 

Indian Army and, as such, could be thought of as “loyal natives.”  It is also significant 

that he led the troops himself, rather than ordering one of his subordinates to do so.  

Dyer’s recent biographer, Nigel Collet, has suggested, “his choice of both commanders 

and troops argues for the deliberate nature of what was to follow.”
120

  

In fact, Dyer seemed aware that what he was about to do might not sit well with 

some of his superiors.  He told Captain Briggs, “I shall be cashiered for this probably, but 

I’ve got to do it.”
121

  Yet, Dyer’s action was commended by Michael O’Dwyer and 

General Beynon.  This was due in no small part to Dyer’s original report on the shooting 

in which he stated, “I realized that my force was small and to hesitate might induce 

attack.”
122

  In this report he omitted the fact that he failed to give warning before firing, 

or that he continued to fire after the crowd began dispersing, nor did he mention that he 
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left the wounded there to die.  Beynon responded to Dyer’s initial report with a telegram 

stating, “Your action correct and Lieutenant-Governor [O’Dwyer] approves.” 
123

  But 

Dyer’s justification for shooting (that he was scared of being overwhelmed by the crowd) 

is rather disingenuous because it is not given as a reason by the officials who witnessed 

the event, and because Dyer’s own explanations for shooting clearly indicate that fear of 

the crowd was not the motivating factor.
124

  

Sergeant Anderson’s memory of the incident is instructive: 

When firing was opened, the whole crowd seemed to sink to the ground, a flutter 

of white garments, with however a spreading out towards the main gateway, and 

some individuals could be seen climbing the high wall.  There was little movement 

except for the climbers.  The gateway would soon be jammed.  I saw no sign of a 

rush towards the troops…After a bit, I noticed that Captain Briggs was drawing up 

his face as in pain, and was plucking at the Genera’s elbow… The fire control and 

discipline of the native troops was first class.  The officer in charge kept his eye on 

the General, gave his fire and cease fire orders to his men, and they obeyed him 

implicitly: there was no wild sporadic firing… Dyer seemed quite calm and 

rational.  Personally, I wasn’t afraid.  I saw nothing to be afraid about. I’d no fear 

that the crowd would come at us. 
125   

 

Rather than fearing that the crowd would overwhelm his force, Dyer felt angry because 

those Punjabis, by assembling at Jallianwala Bagh, had “defied me, and I was going to 

give them a lesson.”  In fact, when asked by Sir C.H. Setalvad if his aim was “to strike 

terror,” in the hearts and minds of the civilians, Dyer responded, “Call it what you like. I 

was going to punish them. My idea from a military point of view was to make a wide 

impression.” Setalvad asked “To strike terror not only in the city of Amritsar but 

                                                 
123

 Telegram, General Staff Division to General Brigade, in “Dyer’s Written Statement,” Appendix VIII, 

Evidence, vol. 3, 214, CAB 27/92. 
124

 “Written Evidence of Mr. J.F. Rehill, Deputy Superintendent of Police, Amritsar,” Evidence, vol. 3, 41-

2; “Oral Evidence of Mr. J.F. Rehill, Deputy Superintendent of Police, Amritsar,” Evidence, vol. 3, 189- 

190; “Plomer’s Oral Evidence,” Evidence, vol. 3, 34-41; “Plomer’s Written Statement,” Evidence, vol. 3, 

188-89. See also “Dyer’s Oral Evidence,” Evidence, vol. 3, 126-7, CAB 27/92. 

 For a similar argument about Dyer’s arrival in Amritsar, see Collet, The Butcher of Amritsar, 267. 
125

 Letter from “A British SNCO” (Sergeant Anderson) to Rupert Furneaux, Times Literary 

Supplement, April 9, 1964, quoted in Collet, The Butcher of Amritsar, 260. 



 66 

throughout the Punjab?” to which Dyer responded, “Yes, throughout the Punjab. I wanted 

to reduce their moral[e], the moral[e] of the rebels.”
126

  

Even so, General Beynon and O’Dwyer continued to argue that Dyer had acted 

rightly.
127

  They clung to his original claim that he would otherwise have been 

overwhelmed by the crowd, and that he was putting down a “rebellion.”
128

  These men 

shared a similar mindset about the use of force to keep the empire intact and, especially 

in the case of India, on the importance of making a show of military strength.  This point 

of view resulted, in part, from a heightened sense of fear of Bolshevism that was being 

projected onto India.  This was, after all, 1919, only two years after the successful 

overthrow of the Russian tsar, and the rest of Europe was, understandably, worried that 

they would be the next victims of communist extremism.  British officials in India were 

no less vulnerable to the same fear, as Michael O’Dwyer revealed during questioning: 

Q: From an administrative point of view, you considered the great danger of the 

spread of such a doctrine as the Satyagraha?   

A: Absolute Anarchy – If I may say so, Mr. Gandhi’s doctrine, to my mind, is 

almost exactly on a parallel with Tolstoy’s doctrine.   Tolstoy’s doctrine led in the 

long run to Bolshevism, and Mr. Gandhi’s doctrine, if taken up in the same way 

will lead to the same results as in Russia. 
129

 

 

The Punjab Government’s official statement on the turbulent events of early 1919 was 

similarly concerned with protecting India from Bolsheviks.  “The avowed designs of the 

Bolsheviks on India are too well known to require proof...We have had plenty of proof of 

the alliance between the Bolsheviks and the Committee of Union and Progress and Pan-
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Islamists, in which alliance the Indian revolutionaries have been from the first deeply 

concerned.”
130

 Deputy Commissioner Miles Irving betrayed a similar fear when asked 

who was in control of the city on April 11 and 12.  He reported, “We had all the Police 

posts round the walls.  But outside those limits the mob was in possession.  It was freely 

said that it might be the Raj [rule] of the Sarkar [government] outside, but inside it was 

Hindu-Mussalmanon ki hakumat [Hindu-Muslim rule].  It means that the Government 

might be governing outside, [but] the local soviet were ruling within.” 
131

  

British officials actively feared Bolshevism because of its revolutionary 

implications and the threat that it might spread across the Empire.  Some worried that 

“Bolshevism threatens India, threatens Egypt, menaces us in Ireland too.” 
132

 Bolshevism 

was also feared because of the historic threat of the Russian presence on the frontier of 

the Raj.
133

  This fear was compounded by a sort of paranoia about Afghani conspiracies 

to foment rebellion in the Punjab in order to facilitate an invasion.  O’Dwyer, who was 

forever wary of German or Turkish designs on India, especially on the North-West 

Frontier, was convinced that Afghan invaders were being encouraged by emissaries from 

Delhi and Amritsar.
134

  This is somewhat understandable given the conspiracies the Raj 

had uncovered during the war, such as the Silk Letter Conspiracy, in which extremist 
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Indian Muslim nationalists were hoping to overthrow the Raj with the aid of the nearby 

Islamic state.  And in fact, a war with Afghanistan broke out in May 1919, although it 

had little to do with an attempted rising in the Punjab.
135

 

 On the night of the April 13, General Dyer, Miles Irving and Lt-Colonel Morgan 

went into the city between 10:30 p.m. and midnight.  They found the city all quiet.  No 

one was disobeying the curfew.
136

  The shooting earlier that day had a very salutary effect 

on the population.  Dyer must have been pleased that they had learned their lesson and 

that he had crushed a rebellion. Yet, the Hunter Committee found no evidence of 

rebellion in the Jallianwala Bagh.  Rather, in its official report, the Hunter Report, it 

concluded that Dyer had a “mistaken conception of his duty.”  However, the Committee’s 

reasoning is instructive.  They did not condemn him for firing upon the crowd per se, but 

rather because he did not first give warning before firing and because he kept firing on 

them after they started to run away.  “Continuing firing upon that crowd cannot be 

justified because of the effect such firing may have upon people in other places.  The 

employment of excessive measures is as likely as not to produce the opposite result to 

that desired.”
137

  Some would agree with this judgment while others would not.  The 

Committee then turned its attention to the administration of martial law, declared 

throughout the Punjab just two days after the shooting at Jallianwala Bagh.  
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Chapter Two: Martial Law in Punjab and the “Crawling Order” 

On the same day that General Reginald Dyer ordered his riflemen to open fire on 

the crowd at the Jallianwala Bagh, Punjab’s Lt.-Governor, Sir Michael O’Dwyer, along 

with Major-General William Beynon, the Commander of the 16
th

 Division of the Indian 

Army stationed at Lahore, petitioned the Viceroy of India, Lord Chelmsford, for 

permission to declare martial law in the capital city and Amritsar. Permission was 

granted, and on midnight between April 15 and April 16, 1919, ordinary Criminal Courts 

were suspended and replaced by “direct trial of offenders” by tribunals of three men with 

the power of courts-martial.  A similar fate befell the districts of Gujranwalla, Gujrat, and 

Lyallpur at midnight, April 16, 19 and 23, respectively.
1
 

The Viceroy empowered martial law administrators with freedom to impose a 

range of sentences upon Indians convicted of rebellion.  Otherwise, the government 

feared the traditional penalty of death might result in too many sentences.  Thus, martial 

law commissions could sentence convicts to “transportation” for any period between ten 

years and life, or to rigorous imprisonment for seven to fourteen years.  Four 

commissions tried 853 Indians of whom 581 were convicted, mostly for “waging war 

against the King Emperor.”  Of these, 108 were sentenced to death, 265 to transportation 

for life and 191 to imprisonment: five for ten years, 85 for seven years, 104 for shorter 

periods, and two for transportation for a period shorter than life.  Many sentences, 
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however, were transmuted.  Of the 108 death sentences, twenty-three were carried out.
2
  

Two Indians were actually transported for life, five were released immediately, and the 

rest served varying years in prison.  Of those originally sentenced to prison, only 53 

penalties were carried out, while two convicts were immediately released, and the 

remainder had their sentences reduced to shorter periods.  These figures show “a great 

disproportion between the original sentences and those to which they were commuted,” 

thus revealing the “initial severity” of the regime.
3
 Martial law was also made retroactive 

to March 30, the day of the first anti-Rowlatt hartal (strike) and violence in Delhi.
4
 

The administration of martial law in the Punjab was marked by brutality and was 

therefore evaluated by the Hunter Committee.  The Committee’s conclusions were 

divided along racial lines between the Majority Report, comprised of all the European 

members, and the Minority Report, comprised of all the Indian members.  To the latter, it 

seemed as if the regime was bent on exacting punishment rather than restoring order to 

the civil power.
5
  Whereas such use of force might not have threatened the future stability 

of the Raj in the mid-nineteenth century, to do so after the first modern war in the 

international context of Wilsonian rhetoric and mass nationalist movements in Ireland 

and India, was particularly offensive to Indian nationalists, although men of O’Dwyer’s 
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ilk had not yet realized that.
6
  The imperial system after the Great War was changing to 

accommodate moderate nationalism and power-sharing, yet the administrators treated 

Punjabis harshly were men of an older mindset.  They held to the values that their 

military experience had taught them: that to rule, one must be feared.  To be feared, then, 

was their primary goal.  If that should exacerbate the bitterness that Indians felt against 

the regime, so be it.
7
  The empire was, in Dyer’s words, “a mighty thing,” and its 

continuance was predicated not upon the consent of the governed, but their 

acquiescence.
8
  To many including Dyer, Punjabis appeared to have forgotten to respect 

their betters, and needed a harsh reminder of their place in the world.
9
  After all, Amritsar 

was not the only city in the Punjab that witnessed mob violence and British reprisal, even 

if it was the first.    

 This chapter explores the violence that erupted in other parts of the Punjab just 

before and shortly after the shooting at Jallianwala Bagh, and the ways in which British 

officials responded.  The spread of disorder in the province from April 10 to 13 justified 

the imposition of martial law according to local officials who claimed that the province 

was in open rebellion against the Raj.  Ironically, violence had subsided by the time 

martial law was declared.  Much like Dyer’s actions in the Jallianwala Bagh, the 

administration of martial law appears marked by the desire to punish (and in some 
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instances, to humiliate) Punjabis for earlier outbreaks of violence.  In fact, it was during 

martial law that General Dyer imposed his infamous “crawling order.” 

 

Lahore unrest 

The capital city of the Punjab had been experiencing the same protest to the 

Rowlatt Bills as Amritsar.  But unlike Amritsar, there was no hartal in Lahore on March 

30.  Rather, the first daylong fast and cessation from work was scheduled for Sunday, 

April 6.  Lahore police worried that what transpired in Delhi on the March 30 near the 

railway station, when a crowd tried to intimidate some vendors to close up shop in 

observance of the hartal and then were fired upon by police, might occur in Lahore on 

the sixth.  Thus, on April 2, police banned processions and public assemblies.  The hartal 

on the sixth succeeded without incident.
10

  

In Lahore on April 10, the same day that a riot erupted in Amritsar because of the 

arrest of their local leaders, city dwellers heard the news about Gandhi’s arrest for trying 

to enter the Punjab.
11

  A crowd gathered and headed for Lt.-Governor O’Dwyer’s 

headquarters to petition for Gandhi’s release.  On the way they passed a number of 

European-owned shops, buildings, and individuals “without showing the smallest sign of 

any desire to hurt anybody.”
12

  Police pickets were quickly set up to prevent the crowd 
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from reaching the Government House and other places occupied by Europeans.  As the 

crowd refused to disperse when ordered, Lahore’s District Magistrate, Mr. Fyson, 

ordered the police to open fire.  They fired twelve to twenty shots, killing one, injuring 

seven, and successfully pushed the crowd back.
13

  Yet, the crowd regrouped at the Lohari 

Gate, with its numbers swelling to near 20,000.  Local officials slowly pushed it back 

through the streets of Anarkali, at which point the police could not continue their 

momentum.  The crowd bombarded the Superintendent of Police, Mr. Broadway, and his 

men with bricks and mud for roughly forty-five minutes before they responded by firing 

two or three rounds.  When this failed to make the crowd disperse, Fyson warned the 

crowd they would be fired upon, and then ordered his men to open fire.  Another six 

rounds were shot into the crowd, but this time it was enough to make them scatter.  A 

total of eighteen men were wounded, of whom three died from their injuries.
14

  

The next day the people of Lahore engaged in a hartal.
15

  The bodies of those shot 

dead on April 10 were not returned to their relatives for fear of another incident.  Rather, 

jail officials carried out burials on the eleventh, but allowed relatives to attend.
16

  By that 

day, news had reached Lahore of the riot in Amritsar the previous day.
17

  A crowd of 

both Hindus and Muslims estimated at 25,000 met at the Badshahi Mosque to discuss 
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what had happened.  There hung a banner that read, “the king who practices tyranny cuts 

his own roots underneath,” and local leaders, such as Pandit Rambhaj Dutt, who was later 

deported for his speeches, alleged that the police fired upon the crowd when it had 

already begun to disperse.
18

  

Upon leaving the mosque, the crowd was spearheaded by “hooligans carrying 

sticks” who shouted in the streets that King George was dead and that he was not their 

king.  A different crowd gathered outside the Lahore Fort on the same morning.  Its 

members angrily spat at the British soldiers there and yelled, “let us kill the white pigs.”  

Meanwhile, smaller crowds attempted to intimidate railway employees into leaving their 

posts and going on strike.  On the next day, April 12, a crowd met at Badshahi Mosque 

again, but this time upon leaving it they found 800 policemen and soldiers under the 

command of Colonel Frank Johnson posted along the streets waiting for them.
19

  Deputy 

Commissioner Fyson warned the crowd to disperse, but it refused, and so eight rounds 

were fired, killing one and wounding 28.
20

  The city quickly became all quiet. Martial law 

was imposed at midnight, April 15. 

 

Kasur’s Black Flag of Liberty 

 Kasur’s experience was cited by the Punjab government as one of the best reasons 

for imposing martial law because, the government claimed, its inhabitants attacked 
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Europeans without any provocation.
21

  Kasur is a small town less than 40 miles outside of 

Lahore (but still within Lahore District) and, unlike Lahore and Amritsar, this town did 

not experience much anti-Rowlatt protest.  In fact, no hartal took place here on March 30 

or April 6.  But on April 11, a crowd led by a local Muslim shopkeeper, Nadir Ali Shah, 

enforced a hartal by forcing a number of shopkeepers to close.  That evening, news 

reached Kasur of Gandhi’s arrest and the firing upon mobs in Amritsar and Lahore.
22

  

The hartal continued the next day, April 12, and Nadir Ali Shah led another 

crowd toward the railway station.  He carried with him a black flag to signify that they 

were bemoaning the loss of liberty, and this they did with an intensity rivaling the 

mourning rituals of the Muslim month of Muharram.
23

  Eventually, sorrow turned to 

violence as members of the crowd reinforced feelings of anger and frustration with recent 

events in Lahore and Amritsar. Thus, the crowd began to attack parts of the railway 

station and the Telegraph Office.  The mob turned toward a nearby train from Ferozepore 

upon which were European passengers including a Captain Limbey of the Royal 

Engineers, a Lieutenant Munro, a Mr. and Mrs. Sherbourne, their three children, a 

Corporal Battson, a Lance-Corporal Gringhan, and two warrant officers armed with 

revolvers.
24

   

Captain Limbey and Lt. Munro were unarmed and among the first to step outside 

the train, but they fought the crowd and managed to escape to safety.  The Sherbourne 
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family, assisted by the two corporals and an Indian named Khair Din, made it to safety at 

a nearby hut.  The angry crowd stayed near the hut and eventually succeeded in pushing 

the door open, but the appearance of a local Muslim pleader, Ghulam Mohiuddin, calmed 

the situation and the crowd returned to the railway station.  The European warrant 

officers on the train were being stoned by the crowd and so opened fire, but they did so 

“when the crowd was at too great a distance to be effectively fired upon.”  It is a wonder 

that stones could reach the officers, but their bullets did not have a salutary effect on the 

mob, which was too far away to be struck by the bullets.  Once they reached them, the 

crowd beat the officers to death with sticks.
25

 

Riot ensued and the crowd burned down the post office before attacking the tahsil 

(revenue office), at which point police opened fire, sending 57 bullets into the mob of 

1,500 to 2,000 men, killing four and wounding many.  The crowd dispersed and did not 

regroup.  Troops arrived in Kasur the next day, the day of the shooting at Amritsar.  All 

remained quiet. There was no outburst in Kasur in the wake of General Dyer’s shooting, 

yet martial law was imposed at midnight, April 16.
26
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Aerial Bombing of Gujranwalla 

Gujranwalla had a population of 30,000 and was roughly 36 miles from Lahore. It 

held a hartal on April 6 without incident and, “there seems to have been no intention to 

hold another hartal,” until news of Gandhi’s arrest and the violence in Lahore, Amritsar, 

and surrounding areas reached the town on April 12.  News of Jallianwala Bagh on April 

13 further poisoned the atmosphere and scared many European and American 

missionaries into leaving, “being satisfied that in the event of trouble the Indian 

Christians would be quite safe without them.”
27

  A hartal was to be held on April 14, the 

day of Baisakhi celebrations, a major harvest festival coinciding with the Hindu and Sikh 

new year, which were to be held in Wazirabad, a town roughly twenty miles away.
 28

 A 

number of Indians had gathered at the train station to make the trip, but without enough 

trains to carry all of them, the station stopped issuing tickets, to the travelers’ dismay.
29

   

Also on the morning of April 14, a dead calf (a great religious offense to Hindus), 

was found hanging from Katchi bridge near the railway station.  Although authorities had 

it removed and buried promptly, rumors spread that the police were responsible for the 

slaughter, done to create divisions within the Hindu-Muslim unity movement.
30

  This 

further angered the crowd at the railway station, which by the late morning was 
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preventing any passengers from traveling to Wazirabad by stoning the trains and by 

setting fire to the nearby railway bridge.  The crowd also began cutting telegraph wires 

and set fire to the Katchi bridge, but they scattered as soon as police arrived.  Further 

down the railway line, a crowd of 400 to 500 armed with “crowbars, hammers and lathis 

[sticks],” were busily destroying the rail when Mr. Heron, the Superintendent of Police, 

appeared and ordered them to disperse.  They responded by throwing stones at him, and 

he ordered his men to open fire.  Two or three Indians were wounded.  The mob 

withdrew to a safe distance, but continued to throw stones.
31

 Meanwhile, other crowds 

formed near the post office and set it on fire, along with the local revenue office, the 

church and the district courts.  The police eventually started to shoot upon the crowds 

“whenever sighted,” but because they did so from a distance, there were few casualties.  

Each time a mob was fired upon, it would dissolve temporarily or reformulate elsewhere.  

Another crowd attempted to attack the local jail, but was dispersed by gunfire.  Yet 

another mob formed just hours later and looted and burned the railway station.
32

 

By 3:10 p.m., airplanes began flying over the area.  Major (then Captain) D.H.M. 

Carberry’s plane arrived first and he was ordered to drop bombs on crowds if they were 

out in the open and he thought it necessary.  He did so, dropping three bombs on a crowd 

of 150.  One bomb did not explode, but the others managed to kill a woman and a boy, 

and wounded many men.  Major Carberry also fired 50 rounds from his machine gun to 
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ensure that the crowd scattered.  Then he dropped two bombs on 50 more Indians who 

had gathered about a mile away from the fist bombsite, but there were no casualties.  He 

dropped one more bomb on a crowd of 200 gathered near Khalsa High School and 

Boarding House where 160 boys lived.  A second plane shot twenty-five rounds from its 

machine gun on a crowd of twenty-five to thirty persons, but did not drop any bombs.  

The total official count was eleven dead, 27 wounded.
 33

 

The bombs dropped from the sky subdued the people of Gujranwalla far more 

effectively than police gunfire. The actual number of dead was relatively low, but the 

psychological effect was obviously great.  Even so, the following day, a Lieutenant 

Dodkins was ordered to use his plane to inspect the damage done to the railway lines to 

Lahore.  While doing so, he opened fire on a crowd of twenty gathered in a field outside 

Gujranwalla, which dispersed without casualties.  He found another crowd of 30 to 50 

men standing outside a house listening to someone give a speech, but the crowd quickly 

ran inside upon seeing Dodkins’ plane.  In response, he dropped a bomb on the 

neighboring house, presumably because he missed the intended target.  When evaluating 

whether this action was justified, the Hunter Committee stated, “We have no information 

that this caused any casualties but no sufficient explanation has been given to us to justify 

the use of this aeroplane for purposes of offensive action.”
34

 

The Lt.-Governor of the Punjab, Sir Michael O’Dwyer, did give justification for 

the eight bombs dropped by Major Carberry.  The spread of disorder from Amritsar to 

Lahore to Kasur was alarming, and troops were not always readily available for 
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deployment to quell the disturbances.  “We knew a very dangerous situation had arisen in 

Gujranwalla; there were no troops there and very few police.”  The mob had burned the 

railway bridge necessary for troops from Lahore to reach the town, and it had destroyed 

two other bridges that troops from Sialkot, the other nearby garrison, would have used.  

Cut telegram lines made communication difficult, further impeding the transfer of 

soldiers.  “The position seemed somewhat hopeless,” O’Dwyer claimed dramatically. 

“Meanwhile we knew there was a small community of Europeans there and, judging by 

what had happened at Amritsar a few days before, they would probably be the first 

objects of attack.”
35

 Thus, two days before there was any unrest in Gujranwalla, O’Dwyer 

suggested to General Beynon and Lieutenant-Colonel F.F. Minchin that they ought to use 

airplanes if trouble should arise.  He explained the logic behind such pre-emptive 

decision-making, “We knew that it would probably be necessary, in view of the great 

paucity of our military resources, to use aeroplanes in certain places. Gujranwalla was 

essentially a place where we had no troops and we had no means of getting them there.  It 

was a case where, if we were to render any aid at all, it could only be done by 

aeroplanes.”
36

   

The bombing of Gujranwalla quelled the disturbances and exemplified the ways 

in which violence was used to punish a population for engaging in riots.  Not only were 

airplanes a cost effective strategy requiring minimal manpower to deploy, but they had 

the added bonus of striking terror into the heart of Punjabi villagers: if they should 
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continue publicly disobeying the will of the Raj, fire might fall from the sky.  

Subsequently, martial law was imposed at midnight, April 17. 

 

Martial Law and the “Salaaming” Order  

 The Punjab government interpreted the general spread of disorder from one town 

to the next as a conspiracy to overthrow the British Raj.  In Lt.-Governor O’Dwyer’s 

opinion, firing upon the crowds in each instance was a far cry from stamping out open 

rebellion.  It simply did not matter if each town was all quiet for days afterward, for the 

Punjabi townspeople needed to learn a stronger lesson, that to defy British authority as 

they had during the riots was to anger a mighty power.  The British Raj must crush their 

“rebellious spirit,” to use O’Dwyer’s phrase, and this they would do with the expedient of 

martial law.
37

  In other words, it was time for reprisal. 

In total, 1,142 were tried for offences whose punishments could not exceed two 

years imprisonment.  Of these, 837 were convicted and 766 sentenced to prison.  296 

received the maximum sentence of two years, 233 for one to two years, and 57 were 

whipped.
38

  Another 62 Punjabis were tried for crimes punishable by more severe 

sentences, of whom twenty-one were convicted.  Eight were sentenced to transportation 

for life (later commuted to prison terms of seven years or less).  Thirteen were sentenced 

for terms ranging from one to ten years.  Seven were acquitted, twenty-eight discharged, 

and two absconded.
39

  In Lahore alone, 277 Indians were tried and 208 convicted, of 
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whom twenty served terms in prison, 66 were flogged an average of twelve stripes, and 

136 fined an average of 50 rupees.
40

  These punishments were in addition to that meted 

out by the administration during the days of unrest discussed above. The official number 

dead at the time in Lahore (including Kasur) was fourteen, in Amritsar 379, in 

Gujranwalla seventeen, and in Gujrat two for a total of 412.  In sharp contrast, seven 

Europeans were killed in total in the Punjab by mobs, of whom five were slain at 

Amritsar and two at Kasur.
41

  

The fact that the death of seven Europeans could result, directly or indirectly, in 

so many Indian deaths, imprisonments, and floggings reveals the harshness of the British 

administration in the Punjab.  In Gujranwalla, even “respectable citizens,” were not 

immune to retribution under martial law.  There, roughly twenty men were arrested at one 

point and then marched through the city, “two and two, headed by a Hindu and 

Mahomedan, to ridicule Hindu and Mahomedan unity.”
42

  They were then marched to the 

railway station and put onto a coal truck destined for Lahore.  They were, “not allowed to 

leave their place even for the purposes of attending the calls of nature and some of these 

gentlemen had to relieve themselves when they were huddled together and to suffer all 

the disgusting trouble and inconvenience thereof.”
43

  A 30-year-old pleader testified to 
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his experience with police corruption in Gujranwala.  While giving a statement to the 

police about whether he had attended two “secret” meetings, his veracity was challenged 

and although he insisted he was telling the truth, “a different version [of the statement] 

was taken down, it being neither in my power to control their record, nor my wish or 

inclination to put my head into the noose, by resisting them.”  Roughly one week before 

he was called to give his statement, officers had placed a martial law notice on the gate to 

his house and warned him that if any harm were to come to it, he would be arrested.  He 

asked for extra copies in case the rain or passers by should destroy it, but was refused.  

Subsequently, more posters were put around his house that he was obligated to look after.  

“This was a source of great annoyance to me, particularly because of the dejection that 

already hung over me, due to the fear of being arrested sooner or later.”
44

 

Perhaps most offensive to Indians was a decree by General Campbell for 

Gujranwalla on April 22, 1919, which is referred to as the “salaaming” order.  

Whereas it has come to my notice that certain inhabitants of the Gujranwalla District are 

habitually exhibiting a lack of respect for gazetted or commissioned European Civil and 

Military Officers of his Majesty’s Service thereby failing to maintain the dignity of that 

Government, I hereby order that the inhabitants of the Gujranwalla District shall accord 

to all such officers, whenever met the salutation usually accorded to Indian gentlemen of 

high social position in accordance with the customs of India.  That is to say persons 

riding on animals or on or in wheeled conveyances will alight, persons carrying open and 

raised umbrellas shall lower them, and all persons shall salute or ‘salaam’ with the 

hand.
45 

                                                                                                                                                 
Although at times Malaviya’s facts are off or his evidence is missing, his reliance on interviews 

with eye-witnesses and persons directly affected by the administration of martial law makes his report a 
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This order was extended to Lyallpur District on April 30, and to Gujrat on May 2.  That 

was long after the riots and was obviously implemented as a reprisal, in order to 

humiliate local residents.
46

 Indians were outraged.  An Indian newspaper (from 

Allahabad), The Leader, summed up Punjabi opinion:  “To give the extinct practices of 

servility the status of a custom and to seek to revive and enforce them under martial law 

was only to remind the people of their political subjection and to display an un-British 

temper.”  Even more to the point, the editorial asked, “Why are not these refinements 

practiced in England...where [the Government] is ever ready to negotiate with and 

surrender to every malcontent group, not excluding its own police service?”
47

  But 

Lieutenant-Colonel O’Brien, Deputy Commissioner for Gujranwalla, claimed that he did 

not believe the order was to humiliate, but rather to teach respect.  He explained in 

paternalistic terms, “the tendency of the present day is to abolish respectfulness.  The 

Indian father will tell you that sons are not respectful even to their parents,” and then 

added that there was already so much bitter feeling among Indians against the British that 

this order would not have added to that much.
48

 

 

“Fancy” Punishments & Public Floggings 
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47
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In Kasur, the police were so eager to arrest those responsible for the violence 

committed a few days prior that they rounded up almost every male resident and 

“paraded” them in front of witnesses.
49

  These men were gathered at the railway station, 

“where they were kept for several hours in the sun,” and made, “to dance about a small 

round arena in which certain Europeans were seated who inspected the faces of those 

who danced round them.”
50

   

The commanding officer, Captain Doveton, invented “fancy punishments” for 

minor crimes that he believed did not warrant courts-martial.  Most commonly, he would 

sentence convicts to work on the railway, but one Indian was offered the choice between 

skipping and working.  He chose to skip and from that point on, many were sentenced to 

skipping.  Another Indian who was also a poet received a sentenced to write and read in 

public a poem in praise of martial law.  Doveton also ordered all convicts to salaam by 

touching their foreheads to the ground.
51

  The Captain explained, “to the people of that 

place there was no such thing as authority and everybody was his own master.  The main 

object was to impress on the people that everybody was not his own master and they had 

got to conform to order.”
52

  He meant to remind them that the British were their masters. 

Residents of Kasur were also flogged, “and many respectable residents of the 

town were arrested and kept in gaol for absolutely no reason that they knew of [sic]. 

Some of them had to be released after several weeks when nothing incriminating could be 
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found against them.”
53

  In this town of 25,000, martial law administrators inflicted a total 

of 605 stripes upon the residents, in addition to caning six schoolboys at the request of 

their Headmaster.  In a much higher category of offense, two Indian men were shot dead 

by sentries, one while running away and the other “while resisting.”  With exception of 

the schoolboys, Kasur was the only area in which the regulation “cat” was used for 

whipping rather than a cane.
54

  The Hunter Committee’s Majority Report judged this 

treatment as fair, explaining that it was “no doubt galling to people of position and 

education and there may have been cases where individual police officers subjected the 

arrested to unnecessary severity, but we find no reason for holding, or even thinking, that 

undue harshness was adopted as a matter of deliberate policy.”
55

  But that is not entirely 

accurate.  Such treatment was part and parcel of the system and so although it may be 

said that “undue harshness” was not deliberately pursued, harshness itself was a basic 

part of life under the Raj.  That is evidenced by the number of whippings, despite the fact 

that such a punishment is “humiliating in its nature, and in India for some time there has 
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been considerable agitation in favour of the abolition of whipping as a punishment under 

the criminal law.”
56

 

Floggings took place throughout the towns under martial law.
57

  So many, in fact, 

that the Hunter Committee found the number to be excessive and crititized those that 

were in public, or even “semi-public.”  Martial law administrators seemed too eager to 

whip Indians for minor infractions, such as “contravention of the curfew order, for failure 

to salaam a commissioned officer, for disrespect to a European, for taking a 

commandeered car without leave, for refusal to sell milk, and for other similar 

contraventions.”
58

  This would obviously breed contempt, but to British officials, it was 

an expedient way to put Indians in their place, thereby restoring order.
59

 

 

Martial Law in Lahore 

In Lahore, it was Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Johnson who was responsible for 

“restoring order.”  His view on floggings was that, “when the civil population runs 

amuck, if I may say so, as in this case [in the Punjab], it is the only method by which you 

can deal with it.”
60

  His superior, General Beynon, remarked that Johnson’s 

administration was “most effective; the justness of his orders and the personal touch 
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which he established with Indians of all classes caused the administration of the Martial 

Law to become a blessing which the poorer classes especially appreciated.”
61

  

On April 15, Johnson announced an eight p.m. curfew.  Despite a few attacks on 

telegraph lines outside the city and the stoning of a train, Lahore was all quiet. Two days 

later, a roll-call was instituted for students of the Dayanand Anglo-Vedic (D.A.V.) 

College to report at Bradlaugh Hall at four different times of day so that they would not 

have the time to spread seditious propaganda.
62

  Within ten days, the students of King 

Edward Medical College were similarly required to report for roll-call four times a day at 

Patiala House, a few miles away.  Upon reporting, their bicycles were requisitioned by 

the military and possession of them became illegal.  Consequently, many of them had to 

walk sixteen miles a day in the Lahore heat.  Colonel Johnson remarked that this amount 

of walking was, “no hardship at all for able-bodied young men.”
63

  When asked by the 

Hunter Committee if he was “longing for an opportunity to show them [the Punjabi 

students and their professors] the power of martial law,” Colonel Johnson responded, 

“quite,” and added “I would do it again to-morrow in similar circumstances [sic].” 
64
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The roll-calls were harsh punishments that did little to restore order in a city that 

was already back to carrying out business as usual.  One contemporary was particularly 

angered, explaining that during roll calls the students:  

were made to stand in the sun guarded by the military with fixed bayonets and this 

process was continued for three weeks immediately preceding their University 

examinations...Some students actually fainted while going to, attending, or returning 

from such roll call parades...[Additionally] the principals of certain colleges in Lahore 

were coerced by the Martial Law administrator to inflict severe punishments on a certain 

percentage of their students irrespective of any evidence of their guilt.  Some of them 

were expelled, some were rusticated, some were sent down one year...I should like to 

know how this was necessary to maintain order.” 
65

 

 

A professor of English at Dyal Singh College attested to the ways in which Colonel 

Johnson coerced the principal of his school into punishing students.  First, he demanded 

that the principal deliver the students responsible for attaching a seditious poster to a 

martial law notice on one of the school buildings.  When the principal was unable to 

identify the culprits, Johnson fined him and a few days later, ordered the principal again 

to find “the ring leaders, no explanation being given as to ring leaders of what movement 

were meant.  We took it that some students had to be punished.”  However, the number 

selected was inadequate, so Johnson asked the principal to add more students to the list. 

The following day, the principal received Johnson’s approval, along with a check “in 

remittance of the fine previously realized.”
66

 On April 19, the regime issued a notice, 

“calling up motorcycles and a certain number of foot cycles and on the 20
th

 an order 
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issued providing for the calling up of firearms whether held under license or otherwise.”
 
 

European-owned items were, of course, exempt from this requisition.
67

  This further 

embittered opinion. 

Many were arrested on mere suspicion, and held without trial for several days.
68

  

A lawyer and former professor of economics at the University of Calcutta, Manohar Lal, 

was arrested on April 18 and held for roughly one month, during which time he spent one 

week in solitary confinement.  His wife, who was an invalid, was forced out of their 

home the same day he was arrested.  The authorities searched the home for two days and 

would not allow her to take clothes, bedding or anything else from the house while she 

was forced to live in the nearby “outhouses.”
69

 He was arrested for being a Trustee of the 

Tribune newspaper.
70

 But he explained that Trustees “do not write to the paper or control 

the daily writing by the Editorial staff...I had, personally, never written a line to the paper 

on any subject whatever for several years.  Of the Trustees, I was the junior most, being 

only of a few month’s standing.” 
71

   

In another instance, Dr.Gokal Chand Narang, a Barrister, was arrested on May 5
 
 

and placed in a solitary cell usually reserved for those sentenced to death or 
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transportation for life.  He spent 26 days in that cell without knowledge of the charges 

against him, “when temperature in the shade probably ranged from 110 degrees to 118 

degrees.”  At his trial, he was charged with multiple counts of inflammatory public 

speaking, but he was actually one of the men who, on April 6, dispersed a large crowd 

verbally, thus preventing the police from having to open fire.  During the trial he applied 

for bail because of bad health due to the filth of the prison cell he was staying in, but was 

denied.  He was eventually found not guilty.
72

 A 35-year-old shopkeeper and basket 

maker who lived in Anarkali was shot in four places when the police open fire on the 

Lahore crowd on April 10.  About a month later, although he was still on bed rest, he was 

ordered to testify in a case about which he had no knowledge.  His refusal resulted in 

arrest, after which he stood trial for participating with the mob.  Of the twenty witnesses 

he named in his defense, only two were called to prove that he was only near where the 

mob in Anarkali, because he was getting food from his cousin’s bakery.  He was found 

guilty and sentenced to twenty years in prison “on the ground that I could not say I was 

not in the crowd, for my wound proved the contrary.”
73

   

 

The “Mind” of Martial Law 
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The Lahore curfew was relaxed by the end of May. Motorcycles and bicycles 

were returned on June 6 and 9, respectively, and martial law was lifted by June 12.  Sir 

Michael O’Dwyer claimed that it would have been lifted sooner, by May 25, if the 

Afghan War had not broken out on May 8.   The war “altered the whole internal and 

especially the military and railway situation and made it essential to take no risk.”
74

  

More to the point, the Punjab government, in its own statement to the Hunter Committee, 

admitted that “disorder” in the city had ceased by April 17, yet it continued martial law.   

Why did martial law continue for almost two months after “order” had been 

restored? In the words of the Punjab government, it was “to establish a morale which 

would afford a guarantee against the recrudescence of disorder” and “to restore the 

position of Government as the guarantor of peace and good order which had been 

sacrificed during the disorders of the 10
th

 to the 17
th

 of April.”
75

  That is to say that 

martial law was continued to ensure that Punjabis learned that their rebelliousness, for 

whatever reason, would be punished severely.   

The administration of martial law in places such as Lahore and Kasur suggests 

that the regime was highly punitive.  So why did General Beynon support Colonel 

Johnson’s actions in Lahore?  Clearly, they shared the same mindset, which they 

probably developed during their years of training and military service.  For these men, the 

aim of martial law was to exact retribution from and instill fear into emboldened 
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Punjabis.  These were enemies of the state and although their crimes obviously did not 

warrant the punishment meted out, the mindset of the regime, of men like General 

Beynon, Colonel Johnson, Michael O’Dwyer and General Dyer was such that it made 

perfect sense to treat Indians in this way.  To them, Indian impudence was a severe crime 

that must be dealt with swiftly and mercilessly.  They expected obedience from their 

servants and they strongly believed in the inferiority of the Indian and in the importance 

of British stewardship over him.  Any “native” resentment of this “fact,” not to mention 

pretensions toward self-rule, must be responded to with a mighty show of force.
76

 In his 

farewell address, O’Dwyer summarized how men of his mindset viewed Punjabis:  

“I could meet the Punjabi, whatever his class or condition, as man to man without 

suspicion or mistrust. I found him in the mass loyal but not subservient, brave but not 

boastful, enterprising but not visionary, progressive but not pursuing false ideals or 

mistaking the shadow for the substance.”
77

  

 

Clearly, this is an idealized vision at odds with increasing nationalism, which helps 

explain his harsh reaction to the Rowlatt protests. 

O’Dwyer best illustrated how martial law aimed to punish rather than to restore 

order.
78

  He insisted that martial law be backdated to March 30, 1919, as that was the day 

of the first hartals and, “the date on which trouble started in Delhi.”
79

  Obviously, the 
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government was most concerned with punishing the trouble-makers whom, they thought, 

had instigated riots across the province. The Hunter Committee pointed out that that 

martial law was not administered “in an enemy country, but in a country where, on the 

restoration of normal conditions it was advisable that martial law administration should 

leave behind as little feeling of bitterness and unfairness as possible.”
80

  This is the key 

point.  Whereas the Hunter Committee recognized the importance of keeping as much as 

possible the good-will of the Indian people in order to continue ruling them, the martial 

law regime and the mindset of many administrators was the opposite, as simple obeisance 

was all that was required.
81

   

 

Amritsar After the Shooting: The “Crawling” Order 

  The day after General Dyer killed almost 400 civilians in Jallianwala Bagh, he 

was informed by Police Inspector-General Donald of rumors that another meeting was to 

be held that day at the Sikh Golden Temple.  Obviously, if the people of Amritsar were 

willing to defy the ban on assemblies yet again the following day, it seems that the firing 

at the Bagh by itself did not produce the salutary effect that Dyer thought justified it.  Not 

only had the shooting at the Bagh failed to prevent another assembly, but now, Dyer 

thought, rebellious Indians were challenging the loyalty of his Sikh Sepoys.  After all, if 
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he were to disperse an assembly at the Golden Temple by gunfire, it would likely mean 

that stray bullets would damage the temple. This would outrage his otherwise loyal Sikh 

soldiers and, he feared, result in a mutiny.
82

  

Subsequently, Dyer took a number of soldiers with him to the Golden Temple 

where he demanded to meet with the manager, Sardar Arur Singh and another highly 

influential Sikh, Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia.  Dyer promised them that no harm would 

come to the building as long as they ensured him that no meeting would take place.  He 

also obtained their consent to help dispel rumors, rampant at the time, alleging that Sikh 

girls had been raped by British soldiers and that the Golden Temple had been bombed.  

Dyer was eager to keep the loyalty of his Sikh soldiers and, “as a result,” he claimed, “my 

Brigade-Major [Captain Briggs] and myself were made [honorary] Sikhs at the Golden 

Temple.”
83

   In other words, Dyer intimidated the Sikhs at the Golden Temple to make 

sure that no meeting would take place there, but he did so in a rather diplomatic fashion, 

as if championing Sikh religious sensibilities.  In exchange, he was reassured by being 

made an honorary Sikh.  

Shortly thereafter, General Dyer ordered his men to carry out an order for which 

he has become infamous.  Known as the “crawling” order, it was an attempt to punish 

those men responsible for brutally beating a British woman, Miss Marcella Sherwood, 

during the riots of April 10.  As discussed in the previous chapter, she was the 

Superintendent of the Mission Day School for Girls and was caught in the narrow street 
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of Kucha Kurrichhan by the mob while riding her bicycle.  The angry crowd knocked her 

off of her cycle, beat her and left her for dead.  Some nearby Indians took her in and got 

her to safety as soon as the mob had left.
84

 Dyer did not hear of the attack on Miss 

Sherwood until nine days after the fact, and he was incensed.    Thus, on April 19, he had 

a triangle (whipping post) erected at the spot where she had fallen, and placed guards on 

both sides of the street, about 150 yards apart.  These guards were ordered to make any 

Indian man who wished to pass between them on that street crawl on all fours.
85

   

Shortly after giving the “crawling” order, Dyer came across eleven “insolent 

inhabitants.”
86

  He ordered their arrest and for the police to bring them to his headquarters 

at the Ram Bagh the next morning.  Although he claimed he was unaware of the fact, the 

street upon which Miss Sherwood had been beaten was on the way to the police station, 

so the eleven prisoners were made to crawl 150 yards in the filthy street.
87

  

The next day, six Punjabi men who were arrested under suspicion of attacking 

Miss Sherwood were taken to that triangle and publicly flogged.  They were made to 

crawl on their way to and from the whipping post.  Dyer was quite sure that these were 

the men who had beaten her, although they were arrested for other offences and it was 

only by coincidence that he came to hear that they were the offenders for whom he had 

been searching.  Thus, he made sure that they received their punishment of thirty lashes 
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at the place where Miss Sherwood had fallen.  They were later tried and convicted of 

attacking her, although at the time they were whipped it was possible that these men were 

innocent of the crime against her.  But as Dyer pointed out, “If they were not the 

particular men and another man had been beaten, still it did not matter very much 

whether he was beaten there or somewhere else, if he was convicted.  I did not wish to 

run the risk, if he had committed the offence against Miss Sherwood, of his being beaten 

somewhere else.”
88

  The exact spot at which she fell obviously held sacred meaning for 

Dyer and he felt compelled to ensure that the men suspected of hurting her where beaten 

at the very same place.
89

 Another fifty men also had to crawl through the street over the 

remaining week that the order held, mostly because they lived in the houses that were 

situated on that part of the street.  General Dyer claimed that he thought all those houses 

had back entrances, but they did not.  When he was informed of this, he replied that it 

would not be a great inconvenience for those inhabitants to walk across the roofs of 

houses to circumvent the street.  The order was not withdrawn until April 26, upon the 

disapproval of the Punjab government.
90

   

Dyer could not “understand why any went through [crawling] after the 19
th

,” 

especially since the soldier “picquets were only on duty from 6-0 a.m. to 8-0 p.m.”   He 

concluded that, except for the eleven prisoners, the remainder crawled “to make martyrs 
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of themselves.”  After all, Dyer pointed out, “One man actually crawled through three 

times and had to be stopped, by the picquet, from giving further exhibitions.”
91

 

In his defense, Dyer reminded the Hunter Committee of what happened to Miss 

Sherwood.  He waxed apoplectic, revealing a romanticized view of British womanhood:   

A helpless woman had been mercilessly beaten, in a most cruel manner, by a lot of 

dastardly cowards.  She was beaten with sticks and shoes, and knocked down six times in 

the street. She tried to gain entrance at an open door, but the door was slammed in her 

face.  To be beaten with shoes is considered by Indians to be the greatest insult. It seemed 

intolerable to me that some suitable punishment could not be meted out.
92

 

 

The incident outraged Dyer so because he believed that “we look upon women as sacred 

or ought to.”
93

  There was an obvious element of reprisal involved in the “crawling” 

order, but at one point, Dyer suggested that it was also done to pacify angry British 

soldiers. Michael O’Dwyer reported that he spoke to Dyer after the “crawling” order had 

been cancelled: 

[I} told him that it was an irregular and improper order, and asked him what led him 

to issue it.  As far as I remember, he referred to his position at the time, that he had a 

certain number of British troops, he had the greatest difficulty in restraining them 

because they had seen English ladies savagely assaulted, they had known that their 

fellow countrymen had been killed and he thought they might break out of control; he 

therefore ordered this punishment to make an impression on their minds.
94

 

 

Of course, it does seem unlikely that the man in charge thought himself unable to control 

his troops, but this was an explanation used regularly during reprisals in Ireland.  Perhaps 

                                                 
91

 “Dyer’s Written Statement,” Evidence, vol. 3, 205, CAB 27/92. 
92

 “Dyer’s Written Statement,” Evidence, vol. 3, 205, CAB 27/92.   

Dyer got the facts quite right – she was beaten with sticks and shoes, and she did turn for help but 

was rejected several times. See Hunter Report, 27, CAB 27/91.  

 For more on the ways in which the image of European women in the Raj was used, see Kenneth 

Ballhatchet, Race, Sex, and Class Under the Raj:  Imperial Attitudes and Policies and Their Critics, 1793-

1905 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980); Barbara Bush, “Gender and Empire:  The Twentieth 

Century,” in Gender and Empire, ed. Philippa Levine, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 77-111; 

Nancy Paxton, Writing Under the Raj: Gender, Race, and Rape in the British Colonial Imagination, 1830-

1947 (New Brunswick, N.J. : Rutgers University Press, 1999). 
93

 “Dyer’s Oral Evidence,” Evidence, vol. 3, 120, CAB 27/92. 
94

 “O’Dwyer’s Oral Evidence,” Evidence, vol. 6, in New Light, ed. Datta, vol. 1, 137. 



 99 

it was Dyer who needed an act of reprisal and justified it on this rather flimsy basis.  

Regardless, the notion that he could make Indian men crawl on the ground in order to 

“make an impression” upon his British soldiers exposed an obvious racism.
95

  

One Amritsar inhabitant affected by the crawling order reported his experience: 

As my house is situated in Dugglan ki Gali I had to visit that street. There I was made to 

crawl the whole street on my stomach.  The position would be better described if I said 

that I had to lie with my belly on the ground and to move on my shoulders with the arms 

bent like a grasshopper’s.  The street is very long and hence it was very difficult and 

painful to crawl like that.  All the old and young had to go through the same ordeal if they 

intended to visit the street. Many people left off going to the street altogether and some 

found abodes in other places.  If anybody raised his buttock in crawling he was kicked by 

the goras [whites] who patrolled the street.  The street was patrolled by about 18 goras 

who came at 6 in the morning and left it at 8 in the evening for many days.
96

 

 

The same man also reported that his seventeen-year-old son was arrested for the attack on 

Miss Sherwood and sentenced to death.  This was later commuted to transportation for 

life, but before his imprisonment, his son was also sentenced to be whipped thirty cuts. 

“While he was being flogged, he became unconscious...They dropped some water in his 

mouth.  As soon as consciousness came back to him he was made to receive the 

remaining stripes.”
97

 According to an angry journalist, “the authorities of Amritsar 

treated the loyal citizens of that town as alien enemies of His Majesty.”
98

  He also 

reported that a sixty-year-old retired surgeon, Dr. Kedar Nath Bathia, was arrested and 

marched though the city with 62 other men.  He was held without trial for fifteen days 

until he was released due to a lack of evidence against him.
99

  On April 25, Dyer issued 

an order stating, “it shall be illegal for any male person to carry or be found in possession 
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of an instrument known as lathi [sticks].” He was clearly trying to prohibit Indians from 

carrying the most readily available weapon to them, but Kapil Deva Malaviya, an Indian 

nationalist and vocal critic of the Punjab regime sarcastically remarked: “Is lathi a 

formidable and deadly weapon of warfare? If it is, I wish with all my soul, Brigadier-

General Dyer had made this useful discovery before the war with Germany broke out.”
100

 

He voiced the anger Punjabis felt over the confiscation of such items, and pointed out the 

almost paranoid nature of the regime.  

 With regard to public whippings, Dyer proclaimed that although it is best to inflict 

corporal punishment in public “as a warning to others,” no one in his opinion was 

actually whipped in public.  He explained that the six whipped at the spot where Miss 

Sherwood fell were not, in his opinion, in the middle of a “public thoroughfare” because 

the street was closed by pickets of soldiers on either side.  This is, of course, not an 

accurate description, for on-lookers at each side of the closed section could witness the 

whippings, as could the residents of the homes lining the street. Three more Indians were 

whipped “privately in the Ram Bagh [headquarters]” and four at the police station.  

Twenty-five were whipped after martial law was enacted, but Dyer remained silent about 

where they received their punishments.
101

  As was the case in other towns under martial 

law, allegations of police corruption and of false accusations were rampant in Amritsar.  

Also like the other towns, no evidence to prove these allegations was found.  However, 
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Major S.R. Shirley, the Area Officer and Provost Marshal for Amritsar District, thought 

this was mostly because the allegations were made either in general or anonymously.  

Many were reluctant to provide information that would help arrest “conspirators and 

rioters,” therefore, “if doubtful methods were used to obtain evidence or if prosecution by 

the police took place, the inhabitants of Amritsar themselves are more to blame than 

anyone else.”   With this sort of attitude widespread, it is no wonder that “the inhabitants 

of the city and district became sullen and resentful as arrests and investigations 

proceeded.”
102

 

 The people of the Punjab lived these days in terror.  An eyewitness, C.F. 

Andrews, who was also a friend of Mahatma Gandhi, explained:  

In those days, when I fist came to Amritsar [in early May, 1919]...I have seen 

with my own eyes just such a sudden rush of panic.  I have also seen the police, at 

every corner, dominating the city.  I have seen the long lines of cavalry patrolling 

the streets.  I have understood from the lips of many witnesses, the terror which 

these forces have inspired.
103

 

 

The Raj was using a culture of “terror” and intimidation to punish the Punjab population 

much like Dublin Castle would use in Ireland.  
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Chapter Three: The Hunter Committee 

Martial law ruled Gujrat for just over a month, and held sway in Amritsar, Kasur, 

Gujranwalla and Lyallpur until June 9, 1919.  Lahore returned to civil law on June 11, 

while the railway lands waited until August 25.
1
  It was not until then that the Punjab 

Government decided that the province was no longer in open rebellion. On May 22, 

1919, the Secretary of State for India, Edwin Montagu, suggested an investigation into 

the shooting and unrest across the Punjab.  He hoped this would serve, “not only to help 

remove the causes of unrest but to dispose of some of the libelous charges,” which had 

been “made against British troops and those upon whom the unpleasant duties in 

connection with those riots have fallen.”
2 

 Angry Indians had been alleging that the 

government used excessive force against peaceful assemblies.
3
  

 The Indian press was effectively censored, hence the Indian National Congress 

sent emissaries to London, such as Vitthalbhai Patel and N.C. Kelkar, to put pressure on 

Montagu.  They, along with the Labour Party, which was working with B.G. Tilak and 

the London Congress Committee, demanded a public inquiry and an end to martial law.  

At a meeting on May 1, 1919, the Labour Party and the Indian Committee of the Workers 

Welfare League of India demanded an inquiry and distributed 10,000 copies of a 

pamphlet stating, “Indians are unarmed, yet they are bombed from aeroplanes and shot 
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down with machine guns.”
4
  The Liberal MP, Commander Kenworthy, joined Tilak in 

protesting the ways in which the Raj was treating Indians.
5
 Montagu hoped to assuage 

embittered Indians by making concessions to the emerging mass nationalist movement 

spearheaded by Mahatma Gandhi who, along with fellow nationalists in the press, was 

insisting upon an official government inquiry.
6
 Montagu was eager to win nationalist 

support for his constitutional reforms, the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms of 1919, hence, 

he had to do something to address “the injured feelings of the Indian leaders over the 

recent disturbances, for which they held the Government responsible.”
7
  Gandhi hoped an 

inquiry would “calm the public mind and restore confidence (much shaken by the events 

in the Punjab) in the good intentions of the Government.”
8
 There was, however, 

considerable resistance to the idea.  The Government of India’s Home Member, Sir 

William Vincent, objected that an inquiry would renew bitterness that was “now wiped 

out.”
9
 Presumably, by bitterness, he meant a rebellious attitude. The Army Member and 

Commander-in-Chief, General Charles Monro, feared that the “authority not only of the 

British officer but of the army as a whole will be called in question.”
10

  He represented 

well the military mindset of the British officers of the Indian Army and what they 

believed to be the central importance of punishment and reprisal.
11
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The Provincial Governments of Bombay and Bengal also opposed an inquiry, 

fearing it would provide extremists and the press with ammunition against the Punjab 

regime, and inflame nationalist opinion rather than calm it.
12

  Even the moderate Sir 

Harcourt Butler, Governor of the United Provinces (UP) and former member of Lord 

Minto’s Executive Council of 1910 remarked, “I dread this inquiry into the causes, 

course and consequences of the recent disturbances.  My own Province is excluded from 

the inquiry, but it will be deeply stirred by it.  I can see scarcely any limits to racial 

feeling already high which will be let loose by it... It should be dropped altogether and 

the dead past should bury its head.”
13

 But Montagu held firm, insisting that the 

Government of India must have an official, independent inquiry.  He explained: “You 

cannot have disturbances of this magnitude without an inquiry into the causes and the 

measures taken to cope with these disturbances.”  

 

The Hunter Committee 

The Disorders Inquiry Committee, known as the Hunter Committee, named after 

its chair, Lord William Hunter, was appointed on October 14, 1919 and began meeting on 

October 29.
14

  The Committee was comprised of four British members, three Indian 
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members, one British secretary and chaired by a liberal Scottish High Court Judge.
15

  The 

three Indians were respected moderates and liberals: a lawyer, Pandit Jagat Narayan, who 

was also a member of the Legislative Council in the United Provinces (UP); Sardar 

Sahibzada Sultan Ahmed Khan, a Muslim lawyer from Gwalior; and Sir Chimanlal 

Hiralal Setalvad, who was a well-known Hindu judge who sat on the Bombay High 

Court.
16

  

It was important to Montagu that the Hunter Committee should include “Indians 

who command the confidence of the moderates.” 
17

  He added “nothing does more harm 

than the allegation that we fear Indian opinion and make safe appointments that 

command no confidence among those they are supposed to represent.”
18

  Thus, these 

rather moderate nationalists came to be part of the Hunter Committee.  

The European members included an English High Court Judge, Justice G.C. 

Rankin, and W.F. Rice, the Additional Secretary to the Government of India, along with 

a representative of the Indian Army, Major-General Sir George Barrow who commanded 

the Peshawar Division and who had attended Staff College with Dyer in their younger 

days.
19

   There was also a non-official Englishman, named Thomas Smith who served on 

the Legislative Council of UP as well.  

                                                 
15

  For O’Dwyer’s opinion of the make-up of the committee, see Chapter Two. 
16

 Of these three Indians, the Punjab Government only opposed the appointment of Narayan because he had 

“crossed words” with or “slandered” Michael O’Dwyer, but the Government of India chose to keep him as 

a member.  Datta, ed., New Light, vol. 1, 7; Collet, Butcher of Amritsar, 333; Ian Colvin, The Life of 

General Dyer (Edinburgh: Blackwood and Sons, 1929), 237. 
17

 Telegram, Montagu to Viceroy Chelmsford, August 7, 1919, quoted in Datta, ed., New Light, vol. 1, 5. 
18

 Telegram, Montagu to Viceroy Chelmsford, August, 13,1919, quoted in Datta, ed.  New Light, vol. 1, 6. 
19

 They were not friends, as Barrow did not particularly like Dyer, but he did warn Dyer to take legal 

counsel before giving oral evidence to the Hunter Committee. Dyer refused. Even General Beynon told him 

“There are on this Inquiry several extremely clever Indian lawyers, who are out to get you.  For God’s sake 

stick to facts and keep your mouth shut.” Quoted in Collet, Butcher of Amritsar, 335. 



 106 

 The chair of the Committee, Lord Hunter, was born in 1865 and had served as a 

Liberal Member of Parliament (MP) from 1910-11 while holding the position of Solicitor 

General for Scotland.
20

  General Barrow described him as “a mild man somewhat dazzled 

on his entry on a new stage.”  Hunter was once reported to have fallen asleep during a 

tiger hunt at Dehra Dun, and was criticized by some Indians for not speaking Hindi.
21

  

In 1920, the Hunter Committee took written statements from the major civil and 

military figures in each district that was affected by the disturbances.  This included 

statements from Indian and British officials. It then interviewed each official based on 

what he had submitted in his written statement.  The Committee heard evidence first in 

Delhi for eight days, then for 29 days in Lahore, six in Ahmedabad, and three in Bombay.  

All evidence was heard in public except for the following whose evidence, both oral and 

written, was given in camera so as not to “cause unrest in the public mind in India”: the 

former Lieutenant Governor of Punjab, Sir Michael O’Dwyer; Adjutant-General 
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(Lieutenant-General) Sir Havelock Hudson; Mr. J. P. Thompson (Chief Secretary to the 

Government of Punjab); and a Muslim notable, Sir Umar Hayat Khan.
22

  

 

The Question of “Open Rebellion”: Majority vs. Minority Reports 

The Hunter Committee was thorough in its investigation.  So rigorous, in fact, that 

Sir Michael O’Dwyer was offended at the level of scrutiny, especially by the Indian 

members of the Committee to whom O’Dwyer was accustomed to being superior.  They 

made him feel at times as if he were a criminal.
23

  Gandhi reported that the Committee 

was relatively fair, stating, “The British members do not appear to be partial in their 

questions...the members of the Committee are not such as would deliberately do 

injustice...[and] the Indian members are no ‘yes-men’.”
24

  

Even so, the Indian members of the Hunter Committee could not agree with the 

resolutions of the European members.  The Indians members’ Minority Report found 

fault with the entire system of British rule in the province.  At one point, Sir Chimanlal 

had an argument with Lord Hunter over his dissenting opinion.  He recalled that Lord 

Hunter exclaimed, “You people (meaning myself and my Indian colleagues) want to 

drive the British out of the country.”  Setalvad replied, “It is perfectly legitimate for 
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Indians to wish to be free of foreign rule” but he added that this could be “accomplished 

by mutual understanding and good will. The driving out process will only become 

necessary if the British are represented in this country by people as short-sighted and 

intolerant as yourself.”  After this, Setalvad reported that all the Indian members of the 

Hunter Committee stopped speaking to Lord Hunter for the remainder of the 

proceedings.
25

  

Unlike the decision that there was no rebellion in Jallianwala Bagh to justify 

Dyer’s actions, upon evaluating whether it was necessary to enforce martial law, the 

Hunter Committee’s European Majority Report found that open rebellion did exist in the 

Punjab, hence, it declared that martial law was an appropriate action. The riots, it 

reasoned, targeted British persons, whether official or not, and spread to surrounding 

areas while sharing underlying causes, such as resentment over the Rowlatt Bills.  “We 

think that it would have been imprudent of the Government to treat the different 

occurrences as so many independent and isolated riots.”
26

  Consequently, the committee’s 

Majority Report, which did not include the opinion of any of the three Indian members of 

the Committee, concluded that the government was justified in declaring martial law.  

The Majority Report stated, “the element of rebellion as distinct from riot on the one 

hand and from political opposition to the Government on the other, can be traced 

throughout...An intention to paralyse the arm of Government by extensive destruction of 
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Government buildings and of means of communication can hardly find vent in practice 

upon a considerable scale and at the same time fall short of open rebellion.”
27

   

The Minority opinion held a different view. The Minority Report disapproved of  

most actions taken by civil and military officers because of their punitive and excessive 

nature.  In other words, it found that the administration of martial law was marked by 

attempts to humiliate Indians and that this only served to embitter opinion. The Minority 

opinion also emphasized that no organized rebellion had been set alight in the Punjab, 

arguing that to suggest otherwise, as did the Majority Report, was to take “an exaggerated 

view of the events.”
28

  Rather, the Minority Report explained, “while the attacks on 

communications look formidable by their mere numbers, some of them were of a very 

trivial character...[and] as an instrument of Government administration for transport the 

railway was not paralysed.”  Moreover, many of the railway staff were unsatisfied with 

their wages and had been threatening to strike.  Therefore, the attacks on railways and 

telegraph lines may have been perpetrated as much by disgruntled workers as by rioters.  

Lastly, the Minority pointed out the obvious fact that most lines were cut so that trains 

carrying goods could be looted.
29

  This was a far cry from a widespread revolution aimed 

at strategic targets.  

The Minority Report’s assessment appears accurate.  There was no Punjabi 

conspiracy to overthrow the Raj.  The violence was not intended to paralyze the Raj.  
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Rather, it was a way to vent frustration with the treatment Indians were receiving from a 

despotic government at a moment of great change, when nationalism was becoming a 

mass movement, and rising expectations of self-government chafed against imperial 

intransigence.  In other words, it was a manifestation of political opposition rather than a 

full scale rebellion, for if it had been the latter, it would not have been so easily subdued. 

Spontaneous rioting against what Punjabis believed was a grave injustice hardly qualifies 

as an open rebellion.  Similarly, defiance of authority and the destruction of public 

property are not necessarily tantamount to a revolution aimed at overthrowing the 

government.   As mentioned earlier, in each town, the violent outbursts were quelled 

before the application of martial law and, usually, the Punjab remained “all quiet” in the 

days immediately preceding martial law.   

 There was no wide-scale rebellion in the Punjab, but European members of the 

Hunter Committee believed the statements of Punjab’s administrators that the province 

was waging a war against the Raj.  These officials based their perceptions not on 

evidence, but on uncorroborated rumors and general fears of conspiracy.
30

  Indian 

members of the committee were less willing to accept this idea without evidence to 

substantiate it.  

The outburst of violence in the Punjab related more to economic and political 

frustrations than to any organized attempt to rebellion.  Punjabis were frustrated that 

Indian service during the Great War was not being rewarded appropriately at war’s end.  

After all, Indian sacrifices during the war had been great:  

                                                 
30
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Besides the direct contribution of men and money [during the war] there were 

indirect contributions of a substantial character...The operations of the Defence of 

India Act and the rules thereunder and of the Press Act had encroached upon the 

ordinary standard of liberty...all the[se] restraints and hardships, though felt 

bitterly, were suffered patiently, because of the common purpose of winning the 

war.  But the people generally had hoped that the defeat of Germany and the 

successful ending of the war for the Allies would immediately end the abnormal 

conditions and bring into existence a happy and prosperous era.
31

 

  

But the “abnormal conditions” did not end after the war.  Rather, “instead of vanishing, 

[the abnormal conditions] became aggravated, particularly in relation to high prices.”
32

  

This was made worse by the new expectations Indians had for responsible government.   

The war had also created throughout the world a new outlook of freedom and 

liberty, and the same had visibly affected India.  The Government had, as early as 

August 1917, made a declaration of policy by which the attainment by India of 

Responsible Government by successive stages was put forward as the goal...Great 

expectations were thereby raised and when it was said that...[the reforms would 

be] of a somewhat illiberal character, that news had caused considerable 

irritation.
33 

     

In other words, there was an expectation that Indian wartime loyalty and sacrifice would 

be rewarded after the war.  But the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms did not go far enough 

toward meeting the general expectations of responsible government, and the attempted 

imposition of the Rowlatt anti-sedition Acts, felt insulting.
34

   

The situation in the Punjab was particularly sensitive to political and economic 

grievances because as the major recruiting ground for troops, there was a greater level of 
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“war-weariness” here, “owing to casualties amongst them.”
35

  That was compounded by a 

special income-tax, an increase “ranging from 100 to 200 per cent,” imposed after the 

Great War on the major Punjabi cities where the unrest later took place.
36

  Most 

importantly, the Punjab regime’s harsh attitude towards “the educated and politically 

minded classes,” its high level of censorship and its refusal to allow numerous politicians 

into the province “created considerable resentment.”
37

 This begs the question, how did 

other provinces respond to anti-Rowlatt protest?   

 

Unrest in Delhi and Bombay 

There were a few other violent incidents in India, outside the Punjab.  The only 

ones that the Hunter Committee investigated were in Delhi on March 30 and a few 

outbreaks in the Bombay Presidency, especially in Ahmedabad, the capital city of 

Gujarat.  Here two Europeans were killed during the riots from March (not April?) 10 to 

13.  Police opened fire on the mobs, killing at least 28 and wounding 123, if not many 

more.
38

 These are the only areas outside the Punjab that the Hunter Committee 

investigated, although martial law was not implemented there. 

 In Delhi, crowds at the train station tried to force a vendor into closing up shop to 

observe the hartal of March 30, 1919.  He remained obstinate, so the crowd got violent 

with him. Police interfered, arresting some men from the crowd.  This enraged the crowd, 
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and some began throwing stones and bricks at the police.  The crowd was warned orally 

several times to disperse, once by a shot into the air.  The warning shots failed to subdue 

the crowd, and the police resorted to opening fire.  Eight Indians were killed.
39

  

On April 17, some shops in Delhi violated the hartal, which had being in effect 

since April 10.  They opened with the assistance of police standing guard to prevent 

crowds from forcing the shops to close.  The crowds protested, and police opened fire 

killing more Indians.
40

   This was the extent of violence in Delhi.  When the Hunter 

Committee investigated these shootings, the Majority opinion found that the mobs were 

neither “anti-British” nor “anti-Government”, but rather spontaneous protests.
41

 

 A similar situation occurred in the Bombay Presidency. The people of Ahmedabad, 

which had also been Gandhi’s headquarters, heard of Gandhi’s arrest on April 10.
42

  

Angry crowds gathered throughout the city, throwing stones at police.  One crowd in 

particular came across two Europeans in a car.
43

  The crowd forced the car to stop and 

began throwing stones at them.  The two men ran to a nearby mill where they hid.  There, 

they found four policemen also hiding from the crowd.
44

  

 When the crowds found them, the police fired warning shots over the heads of the 

crowd.  But this failed to make the angry Indians disperse.  The mill owners worried that 

the crowd might tear apart their place, so they forced the police and the two Europeans to 

flee.  The crowd chased these men and beat one policeman to death.  More police arrived 
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at the scene but they were quickly outnumbered and surrounded by the crowd.  The 

situation remained tense for an hour and a half until troops showed up to reinforce them 

under the direction of Colonel Frazer.  Not one policeman or soldier fired at the crowd, 

but it did finally disperse upon the troops’ arrival.  Clearly, the forces of law and order in 

Ahmedabad were capable of showing restraint, and the crowds managed to do only 

minimal damage.  Most importantly, the crowd refrained from harming any Europeans. 

 The following day, April 11, there was another outbreak of mob violence in 

response to a false rumor that one of Gandhi’s “disciples”, Miss Anasuya Sarabhai, a 

resident of Ahmedabad, had been arrested.
45

  Crowds formed, destroyed buildings and 

threw stones at figures of authority.  One crowd was armed with swords and attacked 

some troops, but was quickly repulsed by gunfire. A European police officer, Sergeant 

Fraser, was killed by another angry mob.
46

  

 Crowds continued to set fire to a few more buildings throughout Ahmedabad, and 

they cut telegraph wires as well.   On the next day, April 12, Colonel Macdonald 

proclaimed a seven p.m, curfew and warned that groups of ten men or more could be shot 

at if they did not disperse when ordered.  Even so, a few mobs gathered and were fired 

upon. On April 13, the day of the Amritsar shooting, Gandhi and Miss Sarabhai made a 

public appearance and successfully persuaded the military to rescind their proclamation 

of April 12 of de facto martial law. Gandhi followed this with a speech on April 14 to the 

people of Ahmedabad, “upbraid[ing]” them for their violence.  This effectively quelled 

the violence in that city.    A total of twenty-eight Indians had been killed, including one 
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woman who was hit by a stray bullet while in her home, and four children.
47

  One 

European had died. 

In the Bombay Presidency and in Delhi, the crowds received oral warnings before 

police or soldiers opened fire. Often volleys were fired above their heads before directly 

into the crowd.
48

 Thus, the Minority Opinion agreed with the Majority in that the 

disturbances at Delhi and Bombay were handled with “discretion and judgement” 

because they “avoided taking measures likely to cause public irritation and leave 

bitterness behind.”  In other words, the Hunter Committee appreciated that the 

government here did not respond with the same harshness of O’Dwyer’s variety because 

martial law was not imposed in these regions.  The Minority Report applauded the 

“creditable statesmanship” in these areas by Chief Commissioner of Delhi, Mr. Barron 

and the Collector of Ahmedabad, Mr. Chatfield.
49

  

Of course, this is not to say that the Delhi and Bombay regimes were  particularly 

gentle. The difference was that whereas shooting a hundred or so Indians who were 

involved in mob action was adequate punishment to men like Barron and Chatfield in 

Delhi and Bombay, it was far from adequate to men of Dyer and O’Dwyer’s ilk.  Unlike 

Delhi and Bombay Presidency, the Punjab’s officials worried about far more than simple 

Indian unrest.  In the Punjab, there was the northwest frontier to worry about and the 

potential for Afghan invasions made local matters a potential security issue for the 
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territorial integrity of the entire subcontinent under the Raj.
50

 O’Dwyer had to defend the 

frontier, and had just contended with a number of conspiracies, however half-baked, 

including the Ghadr and Silk Letter conspiracies.  Unlike most other provincial 

administrators, he also worried about the high concentration of demobilized soldiers, 

some of which could have been armed and joined a rebellion if one had arisen.  Because 

Delhi and the Bombay Presidency did not have the same set of concerns, their officers 

could rest assured that once the crowds had been shot at and silenced, there was no 

further need for punishment via martial law. 

 

Majority vs. Minority Reports: Other Judgments 

Thus, whereas the European committee members focused their attention on the 

personality of Dyer and deplored his actions in isolation, they found that the 

administration of martial law throughout the province and the Punjab government had 

conducted itself appropriately.  They censured Dyer but not the system of imperial rule in 

the Punjab.  Outstanding instances of violence were to be censured, and an excessive 

number of public whippings were regretted, but the government’s decision to impose 

martial law and the ways in which it was administered were generally supported by the 

European committee members.
51
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On the other hand, the Indian members found fault with the entire administration 

of martial law and did not approve of its imposition in the first place.
52

  They too 

deplored Dyer’s actions in the Bagh and his “crawling order,” but they also indicted the 

aerial bombing of Gujranwalla, the “fancy” punishments used by Captain Doveton in 

Kasur and Colonel Johnson in Lahore, and the many public whippings. These were not 

the opinions of extremist nationalists, but moderates.
53

   

This is not to say that the European opinion of the Committee celebrated the use 

of “salaaming” orders or multiple daily roll-calls meant to punish college and medical 

students, nor did they necessarily approve of “fancy” punishments.  These were frowned 

upon to be sure, but they were not called out for censure as was Dyer and his actions.  

After all, no one died from these punishments, hence the acts were dismissed as 

regrettable. But with the deaths of hundreds at stake, an apology less easily sufficed. 

Punishing Dyer’s egregiousness appeared to whitewash the system.  

Hence, the judgment of the Hunter Committee, as embodied in the Majority 

Report, was conservative in its criticism and the British government accepted these  

conclusions.
54

  Of course, Sir Michael O’Dwyer held quite a grudge against the Majority 

Report’s findings.  He castigated the Hunter Committee as unqualified because it lacked 

“a single member who had ever exercised administrative authority anywhere in India.”  

He resented it for years to come, believing that it blamed him not only for the Bagh 
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massacre, but also for the crawling order, General Campbell’s salaaming order in 

Gujranwalla, and Colonel Johnson’s orders that four of Lahore’s ten colleges which were 

thought of as hot beds of discontent, have roll calls four times a day to keep the students 

busy and unable to spread sedition.  He also felt blamed for Johnson’s order to arrest 50 

to 100 students of a college where the martial law declaration had been torn down, for the 

public whippings with canes, and for the “fancy” punishments, such as those imposed by 

Captain Doveton at Kasur in which men were made to touch their foreheads to the 

ground as a sign of repentance.
55

 

 If O’Dwyer had actually been found responsible for all that he felt blame for, the 

Hunter Committee would certainly have recommended that action be taken against him.  

Rather than holding him accountable, the Committee remained focused on the personality 

of General Dyer.  O’Dwyer was either highly sensitive or, more likely, he was 

responding to the criticisms of the Minority Report, but managed to lump their thoughts 

in with the Majority opinion.  

In his defense, O’Dwyer claimed that he had tried to get the crawling order and 

the salaaming order rescinded as soon as he heard about them.
56

  More tellingly, he 

refused to consider the martial law regime as at all sinister.  He claimed that, “except for 

the ‘crawling’ order, there is nothing very terrible, having regard to the situation which 

led to their issue in any of these orders and certainly no intention of inflicting racial 

humiliation.”
57

  He explained precisely what he meant by this rather stern attitude:  
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One explanation of the whipping sentences (two hundred and fifty-eight were so 

punished out of one thousand eight hundred people convicted) is that nearly half of these 

whippings were inflicted in out-of-the-way places – Kasur, Chuharkana, etc. far from jail, 

and in the absence of railway facilities it was deemed expedient to inflict the punishment 

on the spot rather than send the prisoner to a distant jail to be imprisoned.  There were 

even cases in which the prisoner asked to be whipped rather than fined.  Whipping with a 

cane is a recognized punishment under Indian Criminal Law, and is a very mild affair as 

compared with the English flogging with the cat.
58

  

 

In other words, whipping Indians was a standard and common form of punishment 

which, to men like O’Dwyer, was perfectly appropriate.  Of course, he is telling in his 

silence about the extent to which the punishments were correlated with the offenses 

committed, but the more significant part of his statement is that it belies a certain attitude 

about how to rule Indians. 

Significantly, the Hunter Committee did criticize the Punjab Government for 

maintaining martial law as long as it did.  The Government of India had on May 3,
 
1919, 

asked the Punjab Government if martial law would be withdrawn by May 14, but the 

request was denied.
59

 The Punjab Government felt it imprudent to return to the civil 

power because the Afghan War had just begun and O’Dwyer wanted to be sure he would 

have no fifth column on his hands working in league with Afghanis to destabilize the 

province from within.
60

  

Even though the Hunter Committee regretted that martial law was kept for as long 

as it was, the Government of India passed an Indemnity Bill in September 1919 to 

indemnify all officers, both civil and military, for their actions during martial law so that 
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no civil or criminal suit could be brought against them.
61

  General Dyer’s action at 

Jallianwala Bagh, however, was only protected by this act to a degree and, consequently, 

he was vulnerable to prosecution by the Government of India or of England.  The legal 

advisor at the India Office, Sir E. Chamier, advised the government not to prosecute him.  

He explained,  

I think he committed culpable homicide not amounting to murder according to the Indian 

law and manslaughter according to the English law, but it is notoriously difficult to 

obtain convictions in cases of this kind, and if, as is exceedingly probable, the jury, 

whether in India or in England, took the view that he was justified in firing in the first 

instance, and that he had a reasonable belief that it was his duty to go on firing, they 

would treat the case as one of justifiable homicide and acquit him.
62

 

 

Remarkably, Sir Chamier was fully aware that Dyer had committed “manslaughter,” but 

because “cases of this kind” had a strong racial component to them, he was not likely to 

be convicted.  Furthermore, any number of private suits could be brought against Dyer by 

relatives of those killed at the Bagh and, although the cases would probably have to be 

dismissed because of the act of Indemnity, they would be dismissed only on a case-by-

case basis.  As such, much evidence would be heard on the matter.  This would, 

obviously, worsen bitterness in India.  Consequently, the British government thought it 

desirable to protect Dyer as much as possible from being put on trial.  

 

The Congress Report 

The Indian National Congress wanted very much to participate in the proceedings 

of the Hunter Committee but claimed they could not unless certain Indians were 
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temporarily released from prison in order to do testify. Lord Hunter, however, declined 

the request for the temporary release of anyone. He claimed that if, in his own judgment, 

a prisoner were required to give testimony, he would be allowed to do so.  But none of 

the imprisoned Congress leaders were called to testify.  Thus, the Congress waited until 

their members had been released from prison to request to participate in the proceedings. 

But this was not until December 30, long after the Hunter Committee heard evidence.  

Lord Hunter was not willing to re-try anyone simply because Congress members would 

be able to participate.
63

 Consequently, Congress conducted an investigation of its own. 

The Congress appointed its own commissioners in 1920 to investigate the 

Amritsar shooting and administration of martial law. Like the Hunter Committee, they 

interviewed witnesses and published their testimony, but unlike the British committee, 

Congress members could not interview the main British officials involved.  Their Report, 

then, is a collection of Indian voices, the vast majority of which tells a story of violence 

and humiliating punishments out of all proportion to the crimes committed.
64

  

The Congress investigation gave Mahatma Gandhi his first major opportunity to 

work closely with Jawarhalal Nehru as they collected testimony from victims and 

witnesses.
65

  The Report took a view similar to the Hunter Committee’s Minority 

opinion. In other words, the Indian view was consistent, whether represented by the 
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Congress or the Hunter Committee. Dyer’s action at Jallianwala Bagh was reprehensible 

as was the entire administration of martial law, which never should have been imposed. 

The Hunter Committee’s Majority opinion disagreed, as mentioned above. To 

them, it seemed the Punjab was in open rebellion and needed to be put under control.  

They regretted the length of time that martial law held sway and the punishments chosen 

by a few rogue officers, but they found no fault with the system as a whole.  Rather, 

Dyer, they recommended, should be censured for firing without warning, for continuing 

to fire as long as he did, and for instituting the “crawling” order.
66

  

 

Dyer’s Testimony  

 Censorship of the Indian press was finally lifted after June 9, 1919, when martial 

law in Amritsar was ended.  The government had worked hard to suppress information 

about events in the Punjab.  Thus, they deported and the British whistle-blower and editor 

of the Bombay Chronicle, Benjamin Guy Horniman, for speaking out.  They also took 

pains to explain the official point of view in the New York Times to keep American 

opinions favorable.
67

 British and Indian newspapers alike criticized censorship.  The 

Bombay Chronicle believed the government meant “to produce pro-Government versions 

of the trouble [in Punjab]...If the Indian press had not been gagged, we should have had 

more of the truth.”
68

  The Times complained, “Because government business chokes the 

cables, Press messages are often delayed for several days.” Thus, the editorial continued, 
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“The consequence is that the Nile might change its course, or India might be riven 

asunder by earthquakes, and no one in Great Britain outside Government Departments 

would have the smallest knowledge of what had happened for a week or more.”  It 

continued angrily, “we cannot have Mr. Montagu bottling up information about India in 

time of peace.” 
69

  Montagu, however, may have had no hand in the suppression of news. 

He complained, “I find it very difficult to fulfill to the public satisfaction the task of news 

purveyor...Unofficial messages are so delayed.”
70

   

It was not until mid-December 1919, after the Hunter Committee closed its 

proceedings, that news slowly spread of Punjab events. British papers expressed anger 

that earlier government reports had been “totally misleading, minimizing the extent of the 

rebellion and the extent of casualties.”
71

  Most Indian papers, both moderate and extreme, 

expressed outrage at the imposition of martial law and blamed the administration of it on 

British racism.  But the majority opinion of Europeans in India was that Dyer had wisely 

prevented a second Mutiny from taking place.  The difference of opinion between Dyer’s 

defenders and his detractors centered on a number of issues.  Of course, the shooting at 

the Jallianwala Bagh and the “crawling” order were major points of contention, but of 

almost equal importance was the very imposition and administration of martial law, the 

fact that it had been backdated to March 30, and the passage of the Indemnity Bill of 
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September 1919 that protected all officers, both civil and military, from civil or criminal 

suits against them for their actions during martial law. Most bitterly contested, was the 

government’s decision to censure Dyer, as this figure came to represent everything at 

stake for either side.
72

 

 Montagu was disgusted upon hearing of the “crawling” order.  He agreed with 

Dyer that the men who attacked Miss Sherwood should be punished.  Montagu even 

thought they should have been “lynched,” but he was angry that instead of punishing 

those responsible, Dyer implemented the “crawling” order, which punished innocent 

men, causing embitterment.  Montagu wanted Dyer removed from his post: 

Dyer’s judgment and temper have in my opinion proved so unreliable that I am of 

opinion that he cannot be fit to retain command.  I consider in fact it very 

undesirable that he should continue in the Army of India.  Unless the military 

authority has something to urge on his behalf beyond his previous excellent record 

of which I am not aware, I think you should relieve him of his command and send 

him to England.
73

 

 

But the response from Viceroy Chelmsford was quite the opposite: 

I have heard that Dyer administered Martial Law in Amritsar very reasonably and in 

no sense tyrannously.  In these circumstances you will understand why it is that 

both the Commander-in-Chief and I feel very strongly that an error of judgment, 

transitory in its consequences, should not bring down upon him a penalty which 

would be out of all proportion to the offence and which must be balanced against 

the very notable services which he rendered at an extremely critical time.
 74

 

 

Thus, Dyer had the support of General Sir Charles Monro, the Commander-in-Chief of 

India who had also served with him in Belfast in 1886, as well as the Viceroy and, as 

mentioned earlier, Sir Michael O’Dwyer.
75

  Dyer also enjoyed the approval of other 

senior military officers, including the Adjutant-General, Lieutenant-General Sir Havelock 
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Hudson and the Quartermaster-General, Lieutenant-General Sir George Fletcher 

Macmunn.
76

  In fact, Dyer was nominated to receive an award, a C.B.E. Military 

Division, for his performance in the war against Afghanistan in which he fought shortly 

after leaving Amritsar.
77

  

General Hudson gave two important justifications for supporting Dyer:  

Realizing the danger to his small force unless he took immediate action, and being 

well aware of the inadequacies of the measures taken to restore order on the 10
th

 of 

April, he ordered fire to be opened...It must be remembered that when a rebellion has 

been started against the Government, it is tantamount to a declaration of war.  War 

cannot be conducted in accordance with standards of humanity to which we are 

accustomed in peace.”
78

  

 

In other words, his supporters claimed Dyer acted in self-defense.  If he had not fired, 

then he and his small force would have been overwhelmed by the crowd.  In addition, the 

shootings which already occurred during the riots of April 10 were not, in their minds, 

sufficient punishment for the mob’s actions, even though, as discussed earlier, they had 

effectively quelled the disturbances.
79

  

But Dyer only implied that he acted out of self-defense in his initial report. His 

supporters clung to this interpretation even after Dyer made it clear that he fired to punish 

the Indians for the riots of April 10. He stated, “it will be necessary for me to mention 
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certain events which occurred prior to the 11
th

 April 1919, the date on which I reached 

Amritsar, to show why I considered it my bounden duty to disperse by rifle fire the 

unlawful and mutinous assembly in the Jallianwala Bagh on the 13
th

 April 1919.”
80

  In 

other words, he felt obligated to punish all inhabitants of Amritsar for the violence that 

had occurred three days earlier. Justice Rankin of the Hunter Committee asked him 

directly whether he opened fire out of self-defense. “No question of having your forces 

attacked entered into your consideration at all?”  Dyer replied, “No.  The situation was 

very serious.  I had made up my mind that I would do all men to death if they were going 

to continue the meeting.”
81

  

 General Beynon reported, “the wisdom of General Dyer’s action has been fully 

proved by the fact that there has been no further trouble at Amritsar.”  Beynon also said, 

“the strong measures taken by General Dyer at Amritsar had a far reaching effect and 

prevented any further trouble in the Lahore Divisional Area.”
82

  But he, along with the 

other military officers, read Dyer’s report and knew that he fired for such an extended 

period of time that it did not suggest he was at all afraid of being overwhelmed by the 

crowds.  Rather, ten minutes of firing clearly indicated that he wanted to inflict damage 

on the crowd. Also, Dyer’s choice of troops and the lack of medical attention for the 
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wounded or his failure to assess the damage he had inflicted could not have failed to 

make an impression on his superiors, regardless of their silence on the issue.
83

  

This is not to say that Dyer maintained his composure during his oral interview 

with the Hunter Committee.  He appeared angry when questioned by the Indian members.  

In particular, Dyer became “tetchy” during Narayan’s questioning, partly because he was 

tired and suffering great pain from artereosclerosis, and partly because Narayan’s 

questions were short and sharp, “coming in staccato bursts and leaving Dyer little time to 

think of his replies.”
84

  Dyer’s testimony was delivered in public, while “he was jeered by 

a gallery of [Indian] students at the back of the improvised court.”
85

 

 

Decisions 

Once the Government of India received the Hunter Committee’s Report, Edwin 

Montagu noticed that the Majority offered no opinion on the legality of back-dating 

martial law to March 30, as that was, they assessed, outside their frame of reference.  

Montagu argued, “the enactment of this [Retroactive] Ordinance cannot be justified,” 

because “there can be no justification for applying the extraordinary and abridged system 

of trial to events which preceded the supersession of the ordinary judicial system.”
86

  

After all, “special courts were constituted to try [Indians]” and “the Judges were not men 
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who would have ordinarily tried them.  They were not bound by the ordinary rules of 

evidence...These course were not bound and they did not comply in many cases with the 

essential rule of British or Indian jurisprudence...All this is intolerable.” 
87

  But 

Montagu’s views differed substantially from his colleagues.   

The British Cabinet appointed a committee charged with assessing the extent to 

which the Government should agree with the Hunter Report.  It began meeting on April 

21, 1920. Called the Indian Disorders Committee, it was chaired by Montagu and 

composed, incidentally, of several men with connections to Ireland.  This included the 

Lord Chancellor Birkenhead (Frederick Edwin Smith), who was known for his staunch 

opposition to Irish nationalism as one of the leaders of the Unionist faction of the 

Conservative Party in Parliament.  In fact, he was good friends with Sir Edward Carson 

and took his position as Attorney-General in October of 1915, after which Birkenhead 

worked hard to secure the execution of Irish nationalist Roger Casement for his 

conspiracy to ship arms from Germany to Ireland during the Great War.  Interestingly, 

Lord Birkenhead would, in 1921, engage in negotiations with the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA) establishing Dominion Status, to the dismay of his former friend, Carson.
88

  

Another member was the former barrister, now Liberal MP and Home Secretary 

of State, Edward Shortt. He had been the Chief Secretary for Ireland in 1918-1919. He 

was joined by the President of the Board of Education, H.A.L. Fisher, and the Secretary 

of State for the Colonies, Alfred Milner.  Last, but not least, was the Secretary of State 
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for War and Air, Winston Churchill.
89

  These were the same men who served on the 

Cabinet Committee on the Irish Situation at roughly the same time. The Government of 

India accepted the findings of the Majority and accepted the applicability and 

administration of martial law, and with the fact that the question of back-dating was not 

in their frame of reference.  They also acknowledged that Dyer should have given 

warning before firing, not fired for as long as he did, and not given the “crawling” order.  

The question now was whether Dyer should be dismissed from the Indian Army.
90

 

 The Military Secretary at the India Office, Lieutenant-General A.S. Cobbe, 

suggested that compulsory retirement would be a better way to deal with Dyer rather than 

dismissal from the armed services. The latter, he argued, would forfeit Dyer’s right to 

receive his pension, as well as his family’s access to it after his death.  A dismissal would 

also require a re-evaluation of all the medals and honors he had won over the years.  

Moreover, if he were to remain on the unemployment list after being dismissed, not only 

would he have to live off a mere £700 a year, but Dyer would also be eligible for re-

employment in the military within five years.  But, if he were forcedly retired, he could 

not be re-employed easily, he could keep all his awards and medals, and he and his 

family could live off of his pension of roughly £1,150 a month.
91

 

The Government chose to force Dyer to retire, declaring his “action was one of 

‘frightfulness’.”  
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It was urged that the theory of frightfulness (i.e. the attempt to terrorise a people 

by drastic and spectacular punishment of a particular person or persons) should 

receive emphatic repudiation from the British government.  The government 

must uphold the doctrine that only as much and no more force than is necessary, 

may be used by officers of the government in the execution of their duties.”
92

 

 

 If the doctrine of minimum force described in this statement was truly the main reason 

for his censure, then other officers would have been censured as well, including those 

who dropped bombs on helpless, unarmed crowds. Rather, it seems the motivations for 

censuring him had more to do with keeping the good-will of Indian nationalists than with 

real outrage because, as the government said, “the matter could not be brazened out.”
93

  

  It could be argued that if the Government had been truly outraged, it would have 

brought criminal charges against Dyer and put him on trial.  If convicted, he would have 

received a punishment somewhat harsher than forced retirement.  And if the theory of 

“frightfulness” were to be repudiated fully, then the government would have come out 

strongly against the entire administration of martial law, for that system revealed the 

culture of terror and racial humiliation of the Raj.
94

   After all the Manual of Military 

Law, with which Dyer was familiar, made it clear that the use of excessive force was a 

crime: 

The law which commands the suppression of unlawful assemblies, riots and 

insurrections necessarily justifies the civil power in using the necessary degree of 

force for their suppression.  The difficulty is to ascertain what is this necessary 

degree of force, and the danger of making a mistake in the matter is serious, as 

any excess in the use of force constitutes a crime.
95
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This is the basis for the “doctrine of minimal force” that critics of Dyer, including 

Churchill, were quick to emphasize as evidence that Dyer’s actions were not emblematic 

of the British way of running an empire.  But as we shall see, Dyer and his supporters had 

their own interpretation of the doctrine.  

Instead of treating Dyer as a criminal, the Government was concerned about 

protecting him from lawsuits.  Legally, the Governments of India or of England were 

entitled to put him on trial for either “culpable homicide” or “manslaughter,” but Dyer 

would likely be acquitted by a European judge or jury.
96

  Not only would an acquittal 

enflame Indian opinion, but it would also give Dyer grounds for reinstatement in the 

Indian Army.  British Government officials were desperate to avoid both consequences.   

The Government also decided not to censure O’Dwyer for deporting local 

nationalists leaders (which provoked the riots of April 10) or for approving of the 

shooting at the Bagh both before and after he had the “full details” in front of him.
97

  

They decided this partly because of an appreciation for his iron grip over the Punjab 

during the Great War, and partly because the Hunter Committee did not come out 

strongly against him. 

Dyer attacked the Hunter Committee as unfair, using an “irregular and prejudicial 

method of investigation.”  He claimed he was denied due process of law as he was not 

technically on trial, but was punished by forced retirement. Indeed, this was true. He 

complained, “I received no notice of any charges against me,” and “I came and gave my 

                                                 
96

 For details about this, see the end of Chapter Two.  He was protected from civil suits by the Indemnity 

Act mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, but those suits could legally only be dismissed on a case-

by-case basis, during which much evidence would likely be heard and opinions much inflamed. 
97

 “2
nd

 Minutes on Meeting held in the Military Committee Room, India Office,” Indian Disorders 

Committee, April 26, 1920, 4, CAB 27/91. 



 132 

evidence entirely unrepresented and undefended.”
98

  His comments are strikingly similar 

to Indian complaints during martial law. 

The British Government upheld the doctrine of minimum force:  

The principle which has consistently governed the policy of His Majesty’s 

Government in directing the methods to be employed when military action in 

support of the civil authority is required, may be broadly stated as the use of 

minimum of force necessary.  His Majesty’s Government are determined that this 

shall remain the primary factor of policy whenever circumstances unfortunately 

necessitate the suppression of civil disorder by military force within the British 

Empire.
99

 

 

But Dyer responded that he was “well acquainted with this principle, and have at all 

times fully accepted it.” In fact, he studied the principle of minimum force for five years 

while teaching military law to young soldiers as it pertained to “the administration of 

martial law during civil disturbances.”  He averred, “I had this principle very clearly 

before me during the whole time I was in Amritsar, and I never at any time failed to act 

up to it to the best of my judgment and capacity.”  When firing upon the crowd in the 

Bagh, Dyer explained, “I used no more force than was required by the occasion.”
100

  

Clearly, the doctrine of minimum force was up to individual interpretation.  Dyer and the 

martial law regime had used what they considered to be the least amount of force 

necessary to teach Punjabis a lesson.  

 Dyer’s firm belief that he had not violated the principle of minimum force makes 

more sense given his explanation that he thought the crowd at the Bagh was made of the 

same Indians who had engaged in mob action three days earlier.  Dyer wrote that the 

crowd “was in substance the same mob that had been in course of organization for some 
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days and had committed the hideous crimes of the 10
th

 April, and was the power and 

authority which for two days had ruled the city in defiance of the Government.”
101

  The 

city had been “all-quiet” since the riot, but in Dyer’s mind, it had not yet been 

appropriately punished.  Thus, order had not yet been restored.  With this statement, Dyer 

also made clear that he did not differentiate among the inhabitants of the city.  In other 

words, the evidence suggests that his racial assumptions about Indians allowed him to 

think of them as all the same, regardless of the different degrees to which they might 

have been resisting the Raj.  

In any case, the Government decided that Dyer alone was officially to blame for 

Indian discontent.  His Commander-in-Chief, Charles Monro, told him to resign from his 

post and placed him on the unemployed list at half pay, which he could remain on for up 

to five years, after which he would have to apply for retirement in order to receive his 

pension.  Monro was angry “that after a long and distinguished career in action, Dyer 

should have destroyed himself by failing to keep his mouth shut.”
102

  Dyer was forced 

into retirement with the hope that this would satisfy Indian opinion.  But almost 

instantaneously, Dyer and many of his supporters criticized the government’s decision.  

Their vocal defense of Dyer and their outrage at his removal from the Army served to 

further enrage Indian opinion, and caused a new and important division in British public 

opinion over how to sustain the empire.  
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Chapter Four: Reactions to the Dyer Affair 

 The public reactions to Dyer’s censure ran the gamut from outrage to jubilance to 

dejection that focusing on one man allowed a whitewashing of the system.  These 

complicated responses were both products and constitutive elements of two 

interconnected narratives about the empire: one made assumptions about how and when 

the empire resorted to violence, while the other focused on the Irish sub-text to Dyer’s 

fate.  After all, the debates over Dyer took place just as the Anglo-Irish War experienced 

a bloody turning point in the rate of assassinations, ambushes and reprisals.  

 Although news of Punjab events had begun trickling in from December 1919, the 

Hunter Report was not completed until April 7, 1920, one month after the Indian National 

Congress published its own investigation into Amritsar and martial law. A Cabinet 

Committee studied the Hunter Report, and published in on May 26, 1920, along with its 

decision to support it.  Parliamentary debates soon ensued and public opinions erupted 

over “the fundamental question whether terrorism shall be condoned as a permissible 

weapon of British Imperial administration.”
1
 

   

Indian Opinions 

 Indian reactions to the Hunter Report were almost uniform:  the vast majority felt 

outrage.  The Times reported that Congress “condemned the majority report of the Hunter 
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Committee on the ground of racial bias and as emphasizing the tendency to regard Indian 

life and honour as of little consequence.”
2
  An Indian reported:  

The whole of India, extremist or moderate, Liberal or Conservative, prince or 

peasant, is unanimous in its condemnation – not only of what General Dyer did at 

Amritsar, but also of the cruel, vindictive, and humiliating way the martial law 

was generally administered in the Punjab, even long after every vestige of excuse 

for its continuance had disappeared.  The memories of these dark days are 

indelibly impressed in the mind of every Indian and the vote of the Lords 

certainly will...convince them that the highest classes in this country are still the 

supporters of force, of racial prejudice, and of European domination.
3
     

 

India, it would seem, was united in its indignation.  Even Indian Princes, including the 

Maharaja of Alwar, criticized these events, saying “we desire with all good will to correct 

the statement...that India was recently saved from another mutiny. Such an assertion does 

but scant justice to the Indian Army.  It does injustice to the vast majority of my 

countrymen, who stand second to none in their loyalty to their Emperor.”
4
 

 Gandhi believed the Hunter Report was “page after page of thinly disguised 

official whitewash.”
5
  Similarly, the Ghadr Party, an extremist nationalist group based in 

San Francisco, California, waxed apoplectic that “Dyer is not an isolated character in 

British imperialism...history bristles with [glaring] examples of misdeeds, in human 

activities, ruthless repression, oppression and persecution wherever the British have 
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gone.”
6
  Their ideas resonated with most Indians, whether moderate or extremist, but 

there were notable exceptions to this unity of opinion.  

A few Indians voiced their support for O’Dwyer’s regime.  For example, Sir 

Umar Hayat Khan suggested that martial law should have been imposed sooner, while 

Syed Mehdi Shah, described the Punjab Government as a “brilliant regime” faced with an 

“organized conspiracy” which “was soon got well in hand by using the speedy and 

effective method of martial law.” 
7
 Raja Narendra Nath claimed to speak on behalf of the 

“Hindu community” upon O’Dwyer’s retirement from office, stating that “we are very 

sorry that foolish and mischievous acts of certain misguided men made the last few days 

of your Honour’s career specially strenuous,” and he was joined by the Sikh, Sardar 

Sunder Singh Majithia, who praised O’Dwyer’s methods for having “nipped the evil in 

the bud.” 
8
 

Even so, most Indians remained angry and some who had received British honors 

in the past felt obligated to return them.  Sir Rabindranath Tagore, a well-known and 

respected Indian moderate and Bengali poet, protested the Raj’s treatment of his 

countrymen by returning his knighthood.  He explained, “the time has come when badges 
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of honour make our shame glaring in their incongruous context of humiliation.”
9
 Gandhi 

returned the Kaiser-i-Hind gold medal he received from the Crown for public service in 

India, and his Zulu War medal.  In a letter to the Viceroy, Gandhi expressed his belief 

that “the punitive” actions of General Dyer “were out of all proportion to the crime of the 

people and amounted to wanton cruelty and, inhumanity unparalleled in modern times.”  

Thus, he returned his medals to protest the Viceroy’s “light-hearted treatment” of Dyer’s 

“crime” and the “exoneration of Sir Michael O’Dwyer,” as well as at the “feelings 

betrayed by the House of Lords” when they debated Dyer’s censure (discussed below).
10

  

An Indian woman, Sarla Debi Chaudhrani, similarly returned the honor she had received 

from the Raj - a badge for wartime services recruiting for the Bengali Regiment during 

the Great War.
11

  

The Indian National Congress demanded Dyer’s removal from his command.  

Jawarhalal Nehru wrote in his autobiography that while traveling by train from Amritsar 

to Delhi at the end of 1919, he overheard a number of military men talking.  One of them 

was General Dyer, who, according to Nehru, was “holding forth in an aggressive and 

triumphant tone… He pointed out how he had the whole town at his mercy and he had 

felt like reducing the rebellious city to a heap of ashes.”  Nehru was “greatly shocked” at 
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Dyer’s “callous manner.”
12

  Mohammad Ali Jinnah described the Jallianwala Bagh as a 

“death-trap” and Dyer’s actions as “butchery.”
13

 

So many nationalists spoke out against the events of April 1919 that one actually 

got into some legal trouble. Sir Sankaran Nair, a respected High Court Judge and 

nationalist politician, published a book, Gandhi and Anarchy.
14

  In it, he described 

O’Dwyer’s government as full of “terrorism” and “atrocities.”  Of course, the former 

Lieutenant Governor of the Punjab took offense at this, and sued Nair for libel in 1924.
 

The lawsuit was as much a public way to put Dyer’s reputation on trial as it was about 

O’Dwyer’s record in India.
 15

   

The case was presided by Lord Justice Sir Henry Alfred McCardie, who 

intervened heavily on the side of the Raj: “where the safety of the Indian Empire was in 

question, and through that the safety of the British Empire, perhaps it might be necessary 

to do things which would not be justified in other circumstances.”  He also asked 

rhetorically, “Can a man be said to be guilty of an atrocity who is acting with complete 

integrity?” 
16

 O’Dwyer added that the meeting Jallianwala Bagh was a “trial of strength 
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with the British.” McCardie agreed, telling the jury to think about what could have 

happened if Dyer had not acted as he did.
17

  McCardie explained, “rebellions lead to 

insurrections.  Insurrections lead to civil war. Civil wars are terrible things...grave evils 

may sometimes demand grave remedies.”  He added that “General Dyer, in the grave and 

exceptional circumstances, acted rightly, and in my opinion, he was wrongly punished by 

the Secretary of State for India.”
18

  Not surprisingly, the British jury found for O’Dwyer, 

and by implication Dyer, by a vote of eleven to one.
19

 

As the case against Nair suggests, the Government’s decision to censure Dyer 

resulted in an incredibly complex British Reaction, the subject of the next chapter.  The 

public discussion revealed concern for far more than Dyer’s fate alone.  Ostensibly about 

one man only, the Dyer controversy in Britain thinly disguised the implications of Dyer’s 

censure for the rest of the empire, especially Ireland, then in open revolt.   

The British reactions to the Hunter Report and the Government’s censure of Dyer 

reveal how British ethical notions about humanitarianism were coming into conflict with 

zealous ideas about how to preserve the empire. The international context of self-

determination, for which, ostensibly, a Great War had just been fought, seemed at odds 

with the use of imperial coercion against colonial nationalists. Moreover, the events in 

the Punjab contradicted the Edwardian narrative of a benevolent empire. Hence, men like 
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Edwin Montagu and Leonard Woolf deplored the use of violence typified by Dyer’s 

actions in the Jallianwala Bagh.
20

  

Like Gandhi, some leftist British papers depicted the Hunter Report as a 

“whitewashing Report” meant to “excuse some of the worst examples of military 

tyranny, and half censure the rest.” 
21

  Others called Dyer “Un-British” and “inhuman” 

because “a man who loses his head and strikes wildly and blindly is not fit for 

employment and cannot be exculpated because his ‘conception of duty’ is honestly at 

variance with that of his Majesty’s Government.”
22

  But was his conception really at 

variance with government policy? For if it were, how can the groundswell of Anglo-

Indian support be explained? And how can the striking similarities with Ireland, 

discussed in later chapters, be understood?   

 

British Opinions 

Montagu was deeply upset by news of the shootings at Amritsar.  He told Viceroy 

Chelmsford, “I ask myself whether I could not have done more than I did to prevent it.”  

As news of the Hunter Committee testimonies became public, Montagu was under 

increasing pressure to take action, even though the Committee’s finding had not yet been 

published.
23

  In fact, he suffered a nervous breakdown and spent the first three months of 

1920 convalescing in a nursing home.
24
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Colonel Josiah Wedgwood, a Labour MP, denounced Dyer’s actions.  He 

recognized the importance of having Indian collaborators to sustain the Raj: “Do we 

desire to see the British Empire preserved?  If we do, we must remember that it can only 

be preserved by the cooperation of the Indians and not by any other means.”
25

  He was 

aware that Indians would be paying attention to the debates over Dyer, and therefore 

Dyer must be censured in order to send the right message to them.  To secure Indian 

cooperation, he argued, the British must “put before the minds of the Indians” the idea 

“that with the help of Indian co-operation and their control of their own destinies, they 

will be in charge in [the] future of law and order in India and will be able to prevent these 

things happening.” 
26

   

 But Dyer’s supporters suggested, directly and indirectly, that he averted another 

Indian Mutiny.
27

 The Daily Telegraph, a Conservative newspaper, described the 

Jallianwala Bagh shooting as “the effectual suppression of a most dangerous uprising,” 

through which Dyer saved the Punjab from “unspeakable horrors.”
28

  Public opinions in 

the press differed over how best to restore order in India:  some preferred a tough stance, 

otherwise “suspicion of weakness might lead to violence recalling the horrors of the 

Mutiny.  We hold India by the sword, and we are there to rule and govern for the benefit 
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of all.”
29

  But others cried out “against the use of aeroplanes against defenceless and 

unarmed people” in Gujranwalla.
30

   

On April 6, 1920, when General Dyer and his wife left the Punjab for their long 

journey back to England, they were greeted at the train station by British and Indian 

officers.  These men came with their wives, lit up the road to the station with flares, and 

stood “at salute.”
31

  Earlier that day, Dyer was presented with an address on behalf of 

over 100 English women living in the Punjab, thanking him for “the firmness” he 

displayed in Amritsar. In fact, these women told him, “We deplore the loss of life which 

occurred, but we believe that it was your action which saved the Punjab and thereby 

preserved the honour and lives of hundreds of women and children...we, who would have 

suffered most had the outbreak spread, are not unmindful of what we owe you.”
32

    

Dyer’s censure was soon debated in Parliament, first in the House of Commons, 

and then the House of Lords.  The Commons voted on July 8, 1920, in favor of the 

Government’s decision to show disapproval, but the Lords disagreed.  Dyer was present 

at the debates in both Houses.  
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Dyer’s Supporters 

 Sir Michael O’Dwyer sat next to Dyer during the Common’s debates and “helped 

to ‘brief’” Sir Edward Carson, Dyer’s primary supporter.  O’Dwyer recalled that the 

Commons’ vote was “a Pyrrhic victory [for the Government], for it was the first outward 

sign of the revolt which afterwards broke up the [Liberal-Conservative] Coalition.” 

O’Dwyer and Carson were also among the first subscribers to Dyer’s fund, which was 

taken up the very next day after the vote, July 8, 1920, by the Morning Post as a means of 

showing the British public’s solidarity with and support for the General.
33

 This revolt had 

as much to do with Unionist resistance to Government policy in Ireland as with India.  

After all, using words similar to contemporary British apologies for the reprisals 

conducted by the Black and Tans against Irish civilians, the Daily Telegraph wrote, “It 

would be wrong and cruel to underestimate his [Dyer’s] difficulties, unjust to withhold 

from him a considerable sympathy.  He was the victim of a task too great for him.”
34

 

 Indeed, the ways in which MPs voted and spoke revealed how divisive the issue 

of how to hold on to the British Empire had become, and these public discussions 

betrayed a concern for the implications such policy might have for the fate of Ireland, 

then in open rebellion against the empire.  For example, Sir Henry Wilson wrote in his 

diary about the “Dyer situation,” fretting that “in the near future we should have many 

Dyer cases both in India and in Ireland, and that if we did not stand by our own soldiers 

                                                 
33

 O’Dwyer, India as I Knew it, 325.   

Indians also established funds, including the Jallianwala Bagh Memorial Fund and the Tilak 

Memorial Swaraj Fund (named for the nationalist leader who died in August 1920, and primarily used to 

support the Non-Cooperation/swaraj movement of boycotting of the British goods and government, in its 

initial stages it also provided assistance to victims of martial law. 
34

 Daily Telegraph, July 9, 1920, quoted in Kaul, Reporting the Raj, 221. 



 144 

we should lose their confidence. Then they would not act, and then we should lose the 

Empire.”
35

 Presumably he feared that soldiers would not act with sufficient force to crush 

resistance, as Dyer had done.  He was not alone in this as an opinion in The Times argued 

that Dyer’s censure would have the “dangerous” effect of engendering “uncertainty...in 

the minds of all officers, civil and military, in India (and, indeed, throughout the Empire), 

as to their powers and duties in dealing with riotous mobs.”
36

  Wilson also demanded that 

greater force be used to crush the Irish Republican Army (IRA) into submission.  But in 

the wake of the Dyer affair, the Government was not willing to take stronger measures in 

Ireland, and it was this issue upon which Wilson butted heads with the War Secretary, 

Winston Churchill.
37

  

Wilson also blamed the “Frocks,” especially Churchill for “prejudging the case 

[against Dyer], and in effect saying that the Cabinet, and he, had decided to throw out 

Dyer, but that it was advisable for the Army council to agree.”  To Wilson, it seemed that 

these “Frocks have got India (as they have Ireland) into a filthy mess.  On that the 

soldiers are called in and act.  This is disapproved by all the disloyal elements, and the 

soldier is thrown to the winds.”
38

  Wilson believed the Government’s policies were 

putting the empire at risk, in both Ireland and India, and this is a theme to which he and 

his contemporaries returned repeatedly. 
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Eventually, after much persuasion by Churchill and after reading Dyer’s written 

defense of his actions, the Army Council agreed not to re-employ him.  The Army 

Council could not “get away from the fact that...he condemns himself by saying if he had 

more troops he would have inflicted more [damage],” and they could not “get away from 

the C-in-C [Commander-in-Chief Monro] having removed him.”
39

  On July 7, 1920, 

Churchill publicly announced that Dyer had been removed from employment in the 

Indian Army.  The very next day, debates began over whether Parliament would support 

his removal.  

Despite their decision not to re-employ Dyer, some members of the Army 

Council, including Wilson, continued to defend him.  For example, Army Council 

member Adjutant-General Sir Herbert Creedy told Churchill, “I am totally opposed to 

‘frightfulness’ as such, but in India and elsewhere the sole test of any action taken under 

Martial Law is that of necessity.  Sir Michael O’Dwyer though that General Dyer’s action 

was necessary...At the Jallianwala Bagh the crowd that General Dyer fired into was 

undoubtedly an unlawful assembly.”
40

  His meaning was clear: in India, and in the rest of 

the empire, shooting at an unarmed crowd as Dyer did was militarily acceptable.  

Dyer was also supported by Sir William Joynson-Hicks, a prominent 

Conservative politician who wrote to the Sunday Times, inaccurately, that Dyer should 

not be condemned because he shot at the crowd at the Bagh out of fear that it would rush 

his small company of troops, and that he ceased firing as soon as the crowd began to 
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disperse.
41

  Although Dyer himself denied that he was afraid of being over-run by the 

crowd and admitted that he continued firing long after the crowd began to scatter, many 

of his supporters clung to this idea, including Lieutenant-General Sir Aylmer Hunter-

Weston, who, “speaking as one who has had the privilege of serving for some years with 

native troops in India,” argued that “a determined rush [by the Indian crowd at the Bagh] 

may easily [have] overwhelm[ed] his little force of fifty native soldiers.”
42

   

Hunter-Weston insisted that the Punjab had been in an active state of insurrection, 

and that if Dyer had not used the “necessary” force that he did, then such a failure “might 

[have] be[en] the spark which would set alight the conflagration of another mutiny.”
43

  

The Morning Post echoed these sentiments, and attacked the Hunter Committee as an 

attempt at pandering to Indian nationalists.
44

  The Irishman and retired Catholic 

Archbishop of Simla, A.E.J. Kenealy defended Dyer on the grounds that “an anti-white 

man movement” was so widespread in the Punjab that if Dyer had “hesitated,” by which 

Kenealy meant not acted as he did in the Jallianwala Bagh, he would have “failed, and 
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failure would have meant the general murder of European men, the outraging of women, 

the loot of public buildings and the desecration of Christian churches.”
45

 

Anglo-Indian women had a particular affinity for defending Dyer.  Constance 

E.E. Tuting, who had lived in the Punjab for twenty-four years, wrote that Dyer “saved 

the Punjab...if not all India from anarchy and disaster” and that censuring Dyer was 

tantamount to “encouraging the malcontents to commit fresh outrages on our fellow 

countrymen and loyal Indian subjects.” Dyer, she claimed to have heard, was “a most 

kindly British officer, to whom any sort of cruelty would be abhorrent.”
46

   

Indeed British women in India appreciated the ways in which Dyer elevated 

British womanhood to the level of the sacred.  Some 6,250 English women in Bengal sent 

a petition to the Prime Minister in which they protested Dyer’s removal from the Army. 

An “Englishwoman” in India anonymously wrote, “no European who was in Amritsar or 

Lahore doubts that for some days there was very real danger of the entire European 

population being massacred and that General Dyer’s action alone saved them.”
47

  

Another group of English women in India formed a committee of thirteen and had 

as their president, Miss Florence Holland. Together they worked to raise funds for Dyer 

to present “the Saviour of the Punjab with a Sword of Honour and a Purse.”  Their 

invitation for support is worth quoting at length as it was directed to: 

All well wishers of India, both Europeans and Indians, as a mark of gratitude to 

General Dyer for sparing India untold misery by arresting murder, torture, arson, 

loot and wholesale anarchy with sympathy for the unjust sentence passed on him 

as a result of partial or prejudiced evidence and indignation at the dangers of 
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pandering to a small band of disloyal agitators whose noisy mouthings the deluded 

British public are mistaking for the voice of the loyal millions of India.
 48

   

 

They were referring to what they perceived as Montagu’s attempt to appease Indian 

nationalist opinion, described as “disloyal agitators” with “noisy mouthings.”  

The President of the European Association of India Council, Mr. G. Morgan, told 

The Times that the “General body of Europeans in India strongly uphold Dyer and 

condemn action of Government of India and Secretary of State.”
49

 Joynson-Hicks agreed, 

“if Great Britain had known of the rebellion...throughout the whole of the North of India 

in April of last year, with its murders, burnings, and riotings, we should never have 

passed the [Montagu-Chelmsford] Reform Bill.”
50

 Lieutenant Colonel Cuthbert James 

defended Dyer as if he were “a property owner safeguarding his premises,” : 
51

  

You cannot put out a fire in a water house, which was caught well alight, with a 

teacup. Equally, as has been said, if your house catches fire, it is no use telling 

the fireman, after he has put your fire out, that he has used too much water to do 

it.  You cannot kill a tiger gently. I defy you to do it. Lastly, supposing a burglar 

came into your house, and you had a life-preserver, and hit him on the head with 

the intention of stunning him, it is impossible to say what force you would use.
 

The only judge of the amount of force which could, and should, be used at that 

moment was General Dyer.
52

 

 

Thus, Dyer did uphold the doctrine of minimal force, as he was the only person capable 

of judging what constituted necessary force.   

Carlyon Bellairs, a Unionist MP and former naval commander, claimed “British 

rule has been respected because it has been wisely strong without being cruel.”  He 
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suggested that Dyer had acted firmly, but justly.  However, Bellairs also reminded the 

House of Commons that in 1865, Governor Eyre bloodily repressed a rebellion in 

Jamaica, thus setting a precedent for Dyer’s actions.  He explained, “when a handful of 

whites are faced by hundreds of thousands of fanatical natives, one cannot apply one’s 

John Stuart Mill who, by the way, pursued Governor Eyre in his embittered retirement 

like a hungry hound howling for blood.”
 53

 Liberty, he implied, was for whites only. 

Governor Eyre suppressed the black revolt in 1865 by instituting martial law and 

killing hundreds.  Eyre claimed that “a mere handful of troops amidst numerous and 

disaffected peasantry” could rule only with “the dread of immediate and severe 

retribution” 
54

 Even the legal advisor to the Government of India in the 1870s, Sir James 

Fitzjames Stephens, who, incidentally, was also the uncle of Virginia Woolf, argued that 

the British Raj was founded “not on consent but on conquest.”
55

 In Eyre’s case, a riot in 

Morant Bay in which twenty-two died, thirty-four were wounded and five houses were 

burned, led Eyre to declare martial law for a month.
56

  Eyre then killed 439 blacks, either 

by having his soldiers shoot them as rebels without trial or by hanging them after a court-

martial.  He flogged 600 more, including women, and burned one thousand cottages and 

houses.
57

  Like Dyer, Eyre’s actions were investigated and he was dismissed from office.  
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However, unlike Dyer, the debates in Parliament found Eyre not guilty of any crime 

against his subjects or the Empire.
58

    

Actually, the historical precedents for the use of British force in India are well 

exemplified by the days of Major-General Arthur Wellesley, the Dublin-born, Anglo-

Irish Duke of Wellington, in the early nineteenth century. He served as MP for Trim, a 

small town in Ireland that would become known for suffering an infamous reprisal during 

the Irish war for independence.  In India, he fought Tipu Sultan of Mysore and, more 

famously, the Maratha warriors before becoming Chief Secretary for Ireland in 1807.
59

 

Wellesley believed in using exemplary punishments to subdue and maintain the empire, 

as the swift use of the sword was necessary to keep order in a land always prone to fall to 

“a state of nature.”
60

  Moreover, in contrast to Sir Robert Peel who, like Churchill later 

would, insisted that British rule relied on “justice and kindness and wisdom,” the Indian 

Mutiny of 1857 was repressed with great bitterness and violence.
61
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Charles Freer Andrews, a British priest who worked closely with Gandhi and 

other Indian nationalists, and who had been in Amritsar in May 1919, also compared the 

Jallianwala Bagh shooting to a violent moment in the empire’s past.  He denounced 

Dyer’s action as “cold-blooded, deliberate murder, comparable only with the Glencoe 

massacre,” that took place in county Argyle, Scotland two centuries earlier.  There, in 

February 1692, about thirty-eight Scottish Highlanders were killed by the British forces 

of William of Orange.
62

 

During the Parliamentary debates over Dyer’s censure, Brigadier-General H.C. 

Surtees also invoked Governor Eyre’s actions in Jamaica, which he characterized as a 

rebellion that “was put down properly and most strongly by Governor Eyre.  Governor 

Eyre was persecuted by John Bright and John Stuart Mill in the same way as General 

Dyer is being persecuted.”
63

  He added, “in the case of Jamaica, the general consensus of 

opinion was that Governor Eyre’s energy and courage saved the European inhabitants 

from massacre.”
64

 Surtees explained the logic behind his support for Dyer.  Most Indians, 

he thought, opposed the British presence in India.  Thus, he asked rhetorically:  

Is there a Member of this House who believes that we govern India with the 

approval of those governed by us?  It is an undisputed fact, and one which has 

some bearing on the Amritsar incident, that if a plebiscite were taken to-morrow 

as to who should govern Indian the result would be against us.  If we do not hold 

India by moral suasion then we must hold it by force – possibly thinly veiled, 

but still by force. This has an undoubted bearing on the case of General Dyer...In 

                                                                                                                                                 
of the Siege of Delhi with an Account of the Mutiny at Ferozepore in 1857 (London: John Murray, 1910) 

and Richard Collier, The Indian Mutiny, (London: Collins, 1966).   
62

 Government of India, January 1920, quoted in Datta, Jallianwala Bagh, 167.   

At Glencoe, another 40 women and children died of exposure to the Scottish winter after their 

homes were set on fire.  For more, see John Prebble, Glencoe: The Story of the Massacre (New York: Holt, 

Rhinehart and Winston, 1966). 
63

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Commons), 5
th

 Series, vol. 131, July 8, 1920, col. 1776. 
64

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Commons), 5
th

 Series, vol. 131, July 8, 1920, col. 1776. 

He added another similarity Eyre had with Dyer, that “the European inhabitants of Jamaica 

subscribed £1,500 for the defence of Governor Eyre.” 



 152 

cases of unrest it is inevitable that a strong hand is needed...General Dyer 

applied that strong hand firmly, courageously, and promptly. 
65

 

 

This was, Surtees held, the obvious fact of the matter.  The empire was held together by 

force, thus he applauded Dyer for acting as he did.  He added that Dyer had tried to save 

British prestige, without which, Surtees argued, the “Empire will fall like a house of 

cards.”
66

  The MP Charles Frederick Palmer agreed.  After all, in India there was, as he 

saw it, “a concerted attempt at revolution.” 
67

 

The President of the Indo-British Association, Lord Sydenham was outraged at 

Dyer’s censure.  If the Raj refused to support its own people, he argued, no one could 

expect even loyal Indians to “stand by the handful of English men and women in India.”
68

  

The Morning Post took up a fund for Dyer (to which, the reader will remember, O’Dwyer 

and Wilson contributed).  This was advertised as a way for British “patriots” to show 

Dyer that they “disassociated themselves from the mean and cowardly conduct of the 

politicians” against him.
69

  Within a day, they raised over £1,500 for Dyer and within a 

week that number jumped to £10,000.  The fund topped out at about £26,317 which Dyer 

received, along with a golden sword and the title “Defender of the Empire.”
70

   

Not only did the fund grow remarkably quickly, but it also received subscriptions 

from varied social classes.  Rudyard Kipling sent £10 with a note exemplifying a 
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common view among Dyer’s supporters, “He did his duty as he saw it.”  One-third of the 

total came from India, partly from Anglo-Indians in general and partly from Indian Army 

officers and civil servants who submitted money under pseudonyms to avoid the official 

prohibition by the Raj against making contributions to this fund.
71

  Aristocrats subscribed 

to the fund, including the Countess of Bathurst and the Duke of Westminster.  A 

Brigadier-General anonymously subscribed, saying, “the sympathy of practically every 

officer in the Army is extended to [Dyer] today.”
72

  Many people of meager income 

submitted their donations anonymously as “poor and proud,” “a patriotic Englishwoman 

and one of the new poor,” “a widow’s mite,” and “daily breader.”  Others signed their 

contributions to show that they were experienced with life in India and so supported 

Dyer’s actions, such as “another disgusted sahib,” “eight years in the East,” “An Old 

woman with an all too vivid memory of the horrors of the Indian Mutiny of 1857,” and  

“Survivor of the Indian Mutiny.” 
73

  The latter, of course, suggested that Dyer averted 

another Mutiny.  

The Morning Post scathingly attacked the Government of India.  It argued that in 

“the egregious Minority report, we have three native Indians condemning a British officer 

who was not on trial,” and that “under Mr. Montagu’s system of Government the country 

was on the verge of a second Mutiny.”  This situation was saved by “a soldier [Dyer]; and 
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that the soldier has been relieved of his appointment and has been censured.”  Dyer’s 

censure, the paper claimed, was “to sacrifice General Dyer to the susceptibilities of the 

native agitators.  These methods will lose India.”
74

 

 

Dyer’s Critics 

As mentioned before, Montagu was outraged by Dyer’s actions in India, and 

fought his supporters tooth and nail.  He asked a powerful question in Parliament: 

 Are you going to keep your hold upon India by terrorism, racial humiliation and 

subordination, and frightfulness, or are you going to rest it upon the goodwill, and 

the growing goodwill, of the people of your Indian Empire? I believe that to be the 

whole question at issue. 
75

   

 

In Montagu’s opinion, the government must choose what kind of policy it would pursue 

in the empire in general and in India in particular.  They could either hold India by 

“goodwill” or, as Montagu challenged them, “hold India by the sword, to recognize 

terrorism as part of your weapon, as part of your armament, to guard British honour and 

British life with callousness about Indian honour and Indian life.”
76

  In other words, 

Montagu believed Dyer represented the extent to which the empire relied on “terrorism,” 

or as Lieutenant-Commander Kenworthy called it, “Prussianism,” comparing Dyer’s 

actions to the behavior of Germans in Belgium during the Great War.  Kenworthy and 

Montagu objected to such a foundation for the empire:   

If an officer justifies his conduct, no matter how gallant his record is...by 

saying that there was no question of undue severity, that if his means had been 

greater the casualties would have been greater, and that the motive was to teach 
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a moral lesson to the whole of the Punjab, I say without hesitation...that it is the 

doctrine of terrorism.
77

 

 

Montagu chastised Dyer further, adding “when you pass an order that all Indians, 

whoever they may be, must crawl past a particular place...[or] must forcibly or 

voluntarily salaam any officer of His Majesty the King, you are enforcing racial 

humiliation.”
78

 

Churchill also came out strongly against Dyer for violating the principle of 

minimum force.  He declared, “our reign in India or anywhere else has never stood on the 

basis of physical force alone...The British way of doing things...has always meant and 

implied close and effectual co-operation with the people of the country.”
79

  He continued, 

“I shall be told that [Dyer] saved India.  I do not believe it for a moment.  British power 

in India does not stand on such foundations.”
80

  Churchill wanted “a prohibition of 

‘frightfulness.’  What I mean by frightfulness is the inflicting of great slaughter or 

massacre upon a particular crowd of people, with the intention of terrorizing not merely 

the rest of the crowd, but the whole district or the whole country.”
81

  

Churchill focused on the singularity of the massacre.  It was “without precedent or 

parallel in the modern history of the British Empire.  It is an event of an entirely different 
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order from any of those tragical occurrences which take place when troops are brought 

into collision with the civil population. It is an extraordinary event, a monstrous event, an 

event which stands in singular and sinister isolation.”
82

   He was joined in this view by an 

optimistice letter to the editor of The Times, “Justice has held India in the past and it is by 

justice that she will remain a free and willing partner of the Empire in the future.”
83

 

Thus, Churchill minimized the violent history of the British in India and other 

parts of the world.  Rather, Churchill waxed eloquent: 

Governments who have seized upon power by violence and by usurpation have 

often resorted to terrorism in their desperate efforts to keep what they have stolen, 

but the august and venerable structure of the British Empire, where lawful 

authority descends from hand to hand and generation after generation, does not 

need such aid.  

 

He averred that seizing “power by violence” and “terrorism” were “absolutely foreign to 

the British way of doing things.”
84

 

Herbert Asquith shared Churchill’s views.  He insisted, “there has never been 

such an accident in the whole annals of Anglo-Indian history, nor, I believe, in the history 

of our Empire from its very inception down to the present day...[it is] one of the worst 

outrages in the whole of our history.”
85

  The narrative of a peaceful empire was well 

constructed for (and by) Asquith and Churchill, as past violent episodes in India and 

elsewhere appeared forgotten, along with many more incidents of “racial humiliation” 

during martial law in Punjab and reprisals in Ireland.
86

  Hilton Young also perpetuated 

this narrative, arguing that Dyer must be censured, “not because we think that this action 
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of General Dyer was in any way typical, or an example of the methods of a Government 

and of an Army of which we are proud, but because we think it so different, so absolutely 

untypical of their ordinary methods.”
87

 He criticized Dyer for applying the principle of 

minimum force as if it were a principle for preventing future crises.  In other words, a 

preventative massacre was, to Young, intimidation, which he could not support.
88

  

The Labour Party came out decidedly against Dyer as well, but went on to point a 

finger at the entire administration in the Punjab.  At a conference, they unanimously 

denounced Dyer’s “cruel and barbarous actions,” demanding that he and all senior 

officers in the Punjab be put on trial for their actions during martial law. Viceroy 

Chelmsford, they added, should be recalled from India and repressive anti-sedition and 

press censorship laws repealed. John Scurr who had been in Amritsar during the violence 

emphasized that as long as the Rowlatt Acts and the Press Act remain on the books in 

India, “it would always be possible for the Chelmsfords, O’Dwyers and Dyers to carry on 

as they were doing.”
 89

 In fact, the radical newspaper, Labour Leader, ran the following 

headline on June 3, 1920,  “The Hunter Report, How it Hides the Ugly Truth of the 

Punjab Terror.”  A frontpage interview with Congress leader V.J. Patel attacked the 

committee for focusing on Dyer in order to whitewash the system and prevent public 
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scrutiny.
90

  Great injustice had taken place during the administration of martial law, but 

the Hunter Report was conveniently overlooking that, placing its focus instead on the 

personality of General Dyer. 

The Labour M.P. Ben Spoor asserted that Dyer and men like him presented the 

“greatest menace to the security of the Empire.”
91

  Spoor argued that “Amritsar is not an 

isolated event any more than General Dyer is an isolated officer” and he laid blame on 

the Raj itself for allowing this kind of violence to occur. This, he averred, “resulted from 

a certain policy that some men have pursued, from a certain mentality that some men 

seem to possess in India in a most extraordinary degree.”
 92

  He suggested that by scape-

goating men like Dyer, who represented only the most egregious examples of violence in 

the empire, the Government could sustain the narrative that empire was not predicated on 

the use of force.
93

  

Ben Spoor’s attack continued on to Viceroy Chelmsford, but at this point he was 

stopped by the Major Earl Winterton.  He pointed out that as it was not allowed “to 

criticise the action of the Viceroy of Ireland...[so] it is equally out of order to criticise the 

doings of the Viceroy of India in his executive capacity without putting down a 

Substantive Motion.”
94

  To this, Spoor responded that he was angry that Dyer should be 
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“made a scapegoat” when the “truly responsible persons must be discovered, and, without 

vindictiveness, they must be punished, in justice to the people of India.”
95

 

An opinion published in The Times criticized Dyer for failing to display “the 

coolest and most balanced judgment” in the face of a difficult situation, especially since 

he opened fire “after nearly two days’ cessation of active insurgency on the part of the 

native population.”   The article characterized the “crawling” as a “lamentable betrayal” 

of the “British tradition of equanimity and restraint.”
96

   

Bonar Law denounced Dyer’s explanation of acting for “moral effect.” This, 

Bonar Law felt, was “a principle opposed to the whole of the British Empire and, in my 

opinion, can never be justified.”
97

  He reasoned, “[if] in inflicting punishment on any set 

of men, you are to consider not merely that of which they are guilty, and that which they 

should receive, but also the effect of their punishment upon other people, then there is no 

end to it.”
98

  Indeed, the bottom line for many of Dyer’s detractors was that he had picked 

for “punishment an unarmed crowd which, at the time of the punishment, had committed 

no act of violence and had made no attempt to oppose him by force.”
99

  The “moral 

effect” argument had supporters as well.  An opinion in The Times admitted that Dyer 

used more force than was necessary to disperse the crowd in Jallianwala Bagh, but that 

this was not more than the minimum force necessary “to restore order in the Punjab.”
100
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As mentioned in the previous chapter, Benjamin Guy Horniman, an Anglo-Indian 

who also edited the Bombay Chronicle, criticized the Raj so heavily that he was deported 

for it.  He claimed that the “massacre” at Amritsar and the martial law administration that 

followed was designed “to strike terror into the population” as people were “being fired 

on relentlessly and indiscriminately, without inquiry and without warning.”  Horniman 

wanted to “rouse the British public to a sense of the gravity of the crime that has been 

committed in their name by persons to whom their authority has been entrusted.”
101

  

These men, he argued, used “the terror of vindictive reprisals and atrocities, such as those 

for which the world has condemned the Prussians in France and Flanders, but which 

nobody could have conceived could be committed by British officials in a province of a 

loyal dependency, to whom Great Britain is under the deepest debt of gratitude and 

reward.”
102

   Horniman blamed the entire Government of India for approving O’Dwyer’s 

request to institute martial law and allowing this to happen.  The experience of the Punjab 

was, to him, full of “a danger to which no people living under the pretence of a just and 

humane Government should be exposed.”
103

  

T.J. Bennett (M.P.) pointed out how little “the broad interests of India and the 

feelings and expectations of her people figure[d] in the debate!” He stormed against 

“members who jeered at the Secretary of State” for depriving Dyer of due process of law 

as having given little thought to “the countless other wrongs and humiliations that were 

inflicted under martial law in the Punjab...the cumulative weight of [which] far exceeds 
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that of any wrong that even the severest judgment could have inflicted on an individual 

officer.” 
104

  Clearly, the controversy over Dyer was a fierce and divided debate.  

 

The Lord’s Debates 

 About two weeks after the House of Commons voted to censure Dyer, the House 

of Lords debated whether they would agree with this treatment.  Here, the Conservative-

Unionist opinion won out.  Dyer, they decided, had been treated unjustly and this sent a 

bad message to the officers trying to hold on to the rest of the empire, namely in Ireland. 

 The Scottish-born Viscount Sir Robert Finlay began the debates by suggesting 

that they vote on the motion, “that this House deplores the conduct of the case of General 

Dyer as unjust to that officer, and as establishing a precedent dangerous to the 

preservation of order in face of rebellion.” 
105

  The very wording of the motion illustrates 

their concern that censuring Dyer might inhibit soldiers in the rest of the empire, 

including Ireland, from behaving with as firm a hand and this, they thought, set a 

dangerous precedent for the empire’s ability to hold itself together.  Finlay stated, “the 

effect of this case upon the future of our public service in India, and indeed in all parts of 

our Empire, opens up a very large field.”
106

   Finlay clarified that he did not favor 

“frighfulness,” and neither did Dyer: 

If you are dealing with a formidable mob, assembled in defiance of the express 

orders of the Government, and at a time when an insurrectionary movement is in 

progress throughout the whole district, are you not justified, when you choose 

your way of putting down that insurrectionary movement, in doing it in a way 

which will have a beneficial effect on the restoration of order throughout the 

whole district?
107
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He presumed, unfairly, that an insurrection took place in the Punjab and that Dyer’s 

actions restored order. But this was the “moral effect” argument that had been castigated 

by Dyer’s detractors as exactly the kind of “frightfulness” with which they did not want 

the empire associated.  In any case, Finlay held that Dyer was right to fire on the crowd, 

and that if the Government did not support him in this, it would lose the confidence of 

soldiers throughout the empire.
108

    

 Lord Ampthill agreed, adding that, “All persons not associated with the 

revolutionaries felt profound gratitude towards General Dyer for having saved them from 

the horrors of bloody anarchy; because not only would the Europeans have suffered from 

the anarchy which would have resulted, but the Indians themselves.”
109

   He continued,  

“For every man who may agree with the saying of the late Prime Minister, Mr. Asquith, 

that the treatment of the rebellious crowd at Amritsar was the grossest outrage in our 

history, there are at least a hundred who consider the real outrage has been the treatment 

of General Dyer by the Imperial Government and the Government of India.”
110

  Clearly, 

British opinions were polarized. 

 Many Unionist MPs interpreted Dyer’s censure as evidence that Britain was 

losing its will to hold on to the empire.  This was, after all, a moment of imperial crisis.  

Irish Unionists feared that if Britain shunned violence, the colonial nationalists in Ireland, 

India and elsewhere would feel emboldened and rebel (or in the Irish case, continue to 

rebel).  Thus, Lord Ampthil averred, “India is no longer safe from further outbreaks, and 

                                                                                                                                                 
Punitive actions in Ireland, where there was an insurrection, failed to restore law and order.  

108
 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5

th
 Series, vol. 41, July 19, 1920, cols. 236-7. 

109
 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5

th
 Series, vol. 41, July 19, 1920, col. 291. 

110
 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5

th
 Series, vol. 41, July 19, 1920, col. 289. 



 163 

when they occur it is ten times less likely that they will be suppressed...a dangerous 

precedent has been established.”
111

  

 Lord Finlay focused on the fact that Dyer did not receive a fair trial.
112

  In an 

amazing expression of paternalism, Lord Sumner argued “it was in mercy to them [the 

Indians], in order that they might not die, that it became the duty of General Dyer to use 

force and put to death those who were challenging the authority of the Government, who 

were rebels, only not in arms.”  After all, he explicated, if Dyer had not acted “to 

maintain peace and order” a greater outbreak of violence could have occurred, in which 

case he asked rhetorically, “who would have suffered more than the Indian population 

themselves?”
113

   

These unapologetic defenses did not go unanswered.   The Scottish Archbishop of 

Canterbury, Randall Davidson, suggested that if the Lords voted in Dyer’s favor they 

would provoke Indian nationalists.
114

 Lord Meston, another Scottish Liberal, echoed 

concern for Indian opinion, saying he had “never seen nor heard such bitterness as was 

expressed to me when I re-visited that country [India].”
115

 He was the Lieutenant-

Governor of the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh during the Great War.  Sir James 

Meston warned that if the Lords failed to condemn Dyer they risked alienating “the 

stable, moderate elements in Indian society working with us in political cooperation.”
116
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 The former Viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, also spoke against Dyer, and his 

voice carried much weight.  He attacked the arguments of Lords Finlay and Sumner by 

asking, “how can we be sure that this particular step was necessary, and that it was the 

only step to produce the same result, or that a smaller display of force might not have 

been equally effective?”
117

   Continuing this rhetorical vein, he asked, “How can we be 

sure that 400 killed, and 500, or 800, or 1,000, or whatever was the number of wounded, 

were required in order to save the Punjab?”  He then proclaimed, “You do not, in my 

judgment, any more save India by a massacre at Amritsar than you defeat the Bolsheviks 

or save Russia by a massacre at Odessa or Warsaw.”
118

  

 The Lords discussed Dyer’s “crawling” order and the public floggings he of six 

Indian boys rumored to have attacked Miss Sherwood.  Lord Birkenhead, maintained that 

these decisions showed deep flaws in Dyer’s judgment.  Dyer’s victims were “subjected 

to this vile racial humiliation which, though it does not count by the side of blood, is 

sometimes far more tenacious in the memories and resentment of individuals and peoples 

than mere violence and blood.”
119

  Birkenhead condemned Dyer for treating the spot at 

which Miss Sherwood fell as a “‘holy place’ and that that was the reason for the 

obeisance, or the personal genuflexions which he ordered.  I cannot accept this...It was a 

place, not of sanctity but of crime.  The physical abasement which General Dyer ordered 

                                                 
117

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 41, July 20, 1920, col. 363. 
118

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 41, July 20, 1920, col. 364. 

 Some early speculation about the nature of the unrest in Punjab, before adequate information was 

released to the public, actually connected it to Bolshevism. One editorial believed what happened in 

Jallianwala Bagh was “a deliberate attempt to overturn British rule altogether” fueled “unquestionably” by 

“the Russian Bolshevist movement.” The Times, April 15 and 19, 1919, quoted in Kaul, Reporting the Raj, 

202. 
119

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 41, July 19, 1920, col. 275. 



 165 

was not ordered as reverence, but as an indignity and humiliation.”
120

  Lord Curzon was 

similarly disgusted with the “crawling” order, and the fact that Dyer ordered it, Curzon 

thought, “makes one wonder very much whether ‘the man on the spot’ can always be 

vested with the unquestioning discretion which was claimed for him by Lord Finlay.”
121

 

 Lord Carmichael, a former Lieutenant Governor of Bengal and one of Dyer’s 

detractors, agreed that in ordering the “crawling” order, Dyer revealed himself to be a 

man who’s judgment was not “as correct as I think a man’s judgment ought to be.”
122

 But 

he also pointed out that “those [Indians] who feel most strongly and most indignantly are 

the very men who say it is not Dyer that they blame; he was the tool.”
123

  Indeed, he was 

aware of the extent to which some Indians, and some Englishmen such as Benjamin 

Horniman, held the entire Government of India responsible for allowing a system of rule 

to continue that used violence, real and implicit, to frighten its subjects into submission 

and collaboration.   After all, many Indians were resentful that only Dyer was discussed 

in public, rather than the entire system of martial law.
124

  

 Even Lord Milner spoke against Dyer.  He explained that as a member of the 

Cabinet Committee that advised the Government on the findings of the Hunter Report, he 

was originally in favor of Dyer just as he was “in favour of a course of firm and even 

stern repression of sedition and of the maintenance of Imperial authority.”
125

  But as he 

read more of the evidence, “I was forced to the conclusion, against my wish...that in the 
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suppression of the disorders...some acts...were likely not to strengthen, but to undermine 

[the maintenance of authority].”
126

  Moreover, he added quite rightly, “we have dealt with 

General Dyer with consideration and with leniency.”
127

 

 The Conservative Lord Salisbury, another staunch opponent of Indian self-

government, mentioned that the Lords on either side of the Dyer debate found fault with 

how his case had been conducted, although for different reasons. “Some Lords” objected 

to the fact that he was not given a fair trial or that the Hunter Committee was not fairly 

selected or that there should never have been an official government inquiry into the 

Punjab disturbances, while other Lords pointed out that Dyer had been “made a scapegoat 

for the misfeasance of the civilians [administrators]” and that the delay in time between 

the incident, investigation and censure were unfair.
128

  To this extent, a Lord could vote 

for Finlay’s motion without meaning to show support for General Dyer.  Indeed, that is 

how Lord Lamington explained his vote for Finlay’s motion, “not to show approval of 

General Dyer’s action, but from disapproval of that of the Government.”  What he 

objected to was the Government’s delay in addressing what happened in the Punjab 

which, Lamington suspected, was because “the Government feared lest public knowledge 

of the disturbances in the Punjab should hinder the passing of the Reform Scheme 

through Parliament.”
129
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Finlay’s Resolution passed the House of Lords on July 20, 1920, with 129 voting 

for Dyer and 86 against him.
130

  Although Dyer was quite happy with the result, The 

Times lamented that the Lords “are out of touch with the newer conditions of Imperial 

rule” because “the growth of a more liberal conception of Imperial rights and Imperial 

duties in our democratic Commonwealth has outpaced the slow progress of the older 

conservatism.”
131

  These new conditions required greater power-sharing and conciliation 

rather than heavy-handed tactics or the use of force.  The system of empire was, as The 

Times asserted, liberalizing, but the old guard stood firm, insisting on the use of coercion 

rather than concessions to deal with nationalists. One opinion in particular articulated the 

consequences of this division in opinion:  

A vote in favour – even indirectly – of  “Prussianism” in India by a House 

representing especially the old British “governing classes” must not merely do 

harm in India…It must also do harm at home, where the minds of a dangerously 

large number of workmen are already possessed with the explosive idea that the 

‘capitalist’ classes are working themselves up to an attempt to re-establish their 

declining power with machine-guns. 

 

Thus, the meaning attributed to Dyer’s support went far beyond India, reaching Britain 

itself.  If the “old governing classes” were stubborn in their “contempt for subject races,” 

then they were similarly opposed to the interests of British labor.
132

  If this vote had 

implications for the domestic workingman, then it definitely had meaning for the empire 

and Ireland, the subject of the next chapter.  
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Chapter Five:  Amritsar and the Anglo-Irish War  

“The Black and Tans have done fine work and could have been ideal of the job if 

some of them hadn’t taken a completely wrong view of their functions from the stupid 

tone of their heads.”
1
 This is what Dublin Castle’s Assistant Under Secretary Mark 

Sturgis said about the police in Ireland in the years just after the Great War, and it bears a 

striking similarity to the ways in which some spoke of General Dyers’ misconception of 

his duty.  How did Ireland find itself in this situation? 

After the Great War, Ireland began a guerilla war culminating in its independence 

and partition.  Neither the Irish nor the British side officially declared war, but a war 

ensued just the same.  The British used police forces to fight this undeclared war, assisted 

by military support, both in terms of outright military action and by arming and staffing 

the police forces as paramilitary units.  There was no equivalent rebellion in the Punjab in 

the summer of 1919, but the British perception that there was is significant.  As we have 

seen, the Punjab Government insisted that there was a rebellion in India when there was 

not.  But in Ireland, the British Cabinet insisted that the island was not in rebellion, 

despite the presence of thousands of guerilla warriors and multiple civilian riots 

demanding independence.
2
   How can this be explained?   

This chapter argues that the Liberal administration of Prime Minister David Lloyd 

George was struggling in the shadow of the Amritsar and Dyer controversy to save face 
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in Ireland.  If Dyer was to be condemned for an excessive use of force by Liberals, then 

Ireland would have to be the testing ground by which the administration could prove that 

the empire was not at its heart dependent on the use of “frightfulness.”  In other words, if 

the British “way of doing things” was not as General Dyer did, then in Ireland, Britain 

had to demonstrate the softer side of imperialism.   This proved to be an impossible task.  

Ireland was at war with Britain, and the government’s reluctance to impose martial law 

on the Punjab model, served only to embitter key military figures, to engender criticism 

in the British press, and failed to defeat the Irish rebels.   

Beneath the level of official rhetoric, the way in which British forces sought to 

pacify Ireland and India bore striking similarities.  In both the Irish and Indian situations, 

the civil law ceased to function, and the military filled the vacuum (whether official or 

not). In both cases, they were directed and staffed by men willing to use highly punitive 

measures to restore “law and order,” while others cried out against their lack of restraint, 

blaming powerful figures for approving the use of greater than minimal force.
3
    

This following chapters focus on how the British dealt with the Irish rebellion.  

Although some contrasts and comparisons will be made with India in this chapter, the 

connections between British attitudes and methods in Ireland and India will continue to 

be analyzed in subsequent chapters, one of which will include a focus on Amritsar’s 

corollary: the shooting at Croke Park, Dublin.   
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Structurally, the British attempt to subdue Ireland differed from the regime in 

India.  Although there sat a Viceroy in Ireland as in India, he was referred to as the Lord-

Lieutenant and held far less power than the Indian Viceroy.  In Ireland, the key decision-

makers about Irish policy sat in the Cabinet and in Dublin Castle.  Whereas the regime in 

India was quick to resort to martial law, in Ireland the civilian power, aided by the 

military, held the bulk of the responsibility of arresting and fighting the rebels.  Thus, 

most of Ireland was not under martial law while in rebellion, for reasons discussed below.  

Even so, the civilian (and later martial) response was strikingly similar to the 

ways in which the Raj responded to threats in the Punjab. The Anglo-Irish War was 

characterized by reprisals, both official and unofficial, meant to punish the Irish 

population at large, for moral effect.  This chapter discusses some connections between 

Amritsar and Ireland, and then discusses the background to the Anglo-Irish War.  

 

Amritsar and the Irish Connection 

 The debate over Dyer was obviously a debate over how to run the Empire.  The 

Times noted, “Nothing differentiates General Dyer’s case from that of thousands of 

officers except that his error of judgment involved the reputation of our whole system of 

government in India.”
4
 Edward Carson, Dyer’s most vocal proponent in the House of 

Commons, was also the leader of the Unionist wing of the Conservative Party.  As such, 

he fought bitterly against Irish efforts to secure independence from Britain.  His support 

of Dyer was intimately connected to his attack on Irish nationalism.  It was no 
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coincidence that almost all those who voted against Dyer’s censure were Unionists.
5
 

Carson made a powerful speech about the need to maintain the confidence of the 

empire’s soldiers: 

If you are going to lay down here today this doctrine for your officers who are 

put into these situations ‘before you act, no matter what state of affairs 

surrounds or confronts you, take care to sit down and ask yourself what will 

Downing Street think, what will the House of Commons say…?’ If that is to be 

the position of your officers and you make a scapegoat of them…you will never 

get an officer to carry out his duties towards his country.
6
  

 

The underlying meaning here was that the Government would not be able to rely on its 

men to crush the Irish Republican Army (IRA) if Dyer did not receive support for his 

tough actions in India. 

That Ireland was at the forefront of the minds of the men in the House of 

Commons was obvious in the ways in which Members of Parliament voted and in their 

words.  For example, while Edward Carson was chastising Edwin Montagu for having 

made an emotional speech against Dyer, he was interrupted by one of his fellow 

Conservative MPs, Howard Gritten who spoke out that Montagu ought to resign, after 

which another unidentified member yelled, “So should Ulster!”
7
  To this, Carson added, 

“this will have a great effect on the conduct of officers in the future as to whether or not 

they will bear the terrible responsibility for which they have not asked, but which you 
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have put upon them,” thus implying that soldiers in Ireland might also worry about the 

extent to which they might be judged after opening fire.
8
 

Churchill also made the Irish connection in his mind.  He attacked Dyer on the 

principle that such actions would lose valuable collaborators for the Raj.  It was, he 

argued, “what is going on in Ireland to-day,” that made him appreciate how important it 

was “to keep alive that spirit of comradeship, that sense of unity and of progress in co-

operation which must ever ally and bind together the British and Indian peoples.”
9
  If 

Dyer were acquitted, it would mean “that any military officer was entitled to apply a 

maximum degree of force if only he cast his eyes away from the arena and looked over a 

sufficiently wide field.  The officer himself was to be the sole judge...If that doctrine 

were applied in Cork, or Glasgow, or in any civil riot in the country, would any British 

Government stand for 48 hours?”
10

 

The Labour MP, Ben Spoor, suggested that what was allowed to happen in India 

had implications “in all parts of the Empire.”
11

  But Sir Henry Wilson made explicit 

connections between India and Ireland, as discussed earlier.  Like Carson, he too was an 

Irish Unionist and advocated that the Government should crush the Irish Republican 

Army (IRA) into submission until 1922, when he was assassinated by them.
12
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An editorial in the Manchester Guardian pointed out the ways in which Dyer’s 

supporters were thinking about Ireland.  Calling the vote a “Unionist Revolt,” by which it 

meant Irish Unionists were revolting against the government’s policy, it argued, “General 

Dyer’s more thorough supporters by no means intend to stop at India. They mean the 

principle of undiluted violence – the violence that knows no scruple and brooks no 

question – to be of general application. After India, Ireland.  After Ireland, British 

workmen on strike.”
13

  This reference to domestic labor is telling, for the period after the 

Great War was marked by serious labor strife, including a General Strike in 1926.  The 

use of force to quell strikes in these years were not unprecedented, as troops were used 

during a miner’s strike in Tonypandy, South Wales in 1910.
14

  

Other newspapers discussed Punjab events as if their similarity with the British 

attempt to suppress unrest in Ireland were self-evident.  One asked, “What should we say 

if the things done in India, Egypt and Ireland had been in Belgium under German 

occupation?”
15

  The Allied powers decried German abuses during the Great War, and the 

accusation that Britain might share something in common with Germany would have 

been quite intolerable to supporters of the use of force. Another paper remarked 

presciently, “There are potential imitators of this man [Dyer] in many a mess-room in 
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India, Egypt and Ireland...What was done in Punjab, in April, may be repeated in Dublin 

to-morrow.”
16

 

One of Dyer’s vocal supporters, Lord Sydenham, expressed outrage at his 

censure, arguing that removing him from employment “will not carry peace but the sword 

to an India dominated, like Ireland, by intimidation.”
17

  By “intimidation” he meant that 

of the “natives” rather than of the imperialists.  

The vote in the House of Commons came out in favor of the Government’s 

decision to censure Dyer, 230 to 129, but many members abstained from voting on the 

matter at all.
18

  Over half of all Conservatives voted for Dyer, and of these, “all but one or 

two were Unionists...led by Sir Edward Carson.”  The Times pointed out that “the 

Government were saved from defeat by the votes of the Opposition,” meaning that most 

of the forty Labour MPs and the twenty-six Liberals voted with the Government.
19

  The 

Morning Post reported, “Not since the Government was formed had it been possible to 

get anything like the number of Coalition Unionists to go into the lobby against it.”
20

  

These were the same men who supported stronger measures against the IRA. 

Dyer was also present at these debates, sitting at the gallery with his wife and 

Mrs. Carson.  Dyer’s wife cried when the vote came out against him, but Carson’s wife 

was quick to console her, saying “never mind...they call Edward much worse things.”
21

  

Almost all Labour MPs, Independent Liberals and Coalition Liberals voted against Dyer.  
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These were the same men who were outraged by the reprisals taking place by British 

soldiers in Ireland.    

Edwin Montagu especially worried about the effect Dyer’s censure might have in 

Ireland.  He reported hearing that rumors were spreading that soldiers in Ireland were 

reluctant to use force because they feared sharing the same fate as Dyer.
22

  This turned 

out to be an unfounded fear as the army in Ireland became infamous for its reprisals 

against the Irish population.
23

  Nevertheless, the debate over Dyer had direct implications 

for Ireland.  One of Dyer’s supporters, Lord Sumner, averred that although what 

happened in Amritsar was unlikely to happen “in Limerick, in Glasgow, or anywhere 

else...But if it should arise, in any part of the Empire where such things are possible...the 

same rule should apply there as applied at Jallianwallah Bagh.”
24

 

The Irish nationalist leader Eamon de Valera spoke against the use of British 

violence in India and his own country.  At a speech in New York in 1920, he said: 

The British are in India, not for India’s good but to exploit India and the 

Indians…to ensure the continuance of their exploitation the British do not 

hesitate to resort to any means, no matter how revolting and how cruel, provided 

these means appear to them the readiest and most effective for their purpose.  

Dyer had to shoot the people of India else the British Empire could not endure in 

India.  He was nothing but a faithful servant of his imperial masters...
25

 

 

De Valera did not stop there.  He was not content to allow the British use of force to 

continue unchecked, and the message he sent to India was to fight back: “there is one 

lesson that Ireland’s struggle teaches very plainly.  It is only through the influence of fear 

                                                 
22

 Montagu to Churchill, June 25, 1920, quoted in Collet, Butcher of Amritsar, 368-9. 
23

 See Chapter Six and Seven. 
24

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 41, July 20, 1920, col. 338. 
25

 Eamon de Valera, India and Ireland (New York: Friends of Freedom for India, 1920), 15. 



 176 

and the pressure of force that Britain has ever been brought to consider even partially the 

claims of Ireland.”
26

 

 Consequently, both Dyer’s critics and supporters were aware that “Dyerism,” the 

name given to harsh treatment of imperial subjects, had implications for Ireland.  In fact, 

the Labour M.P., Colonel Wedgwood cautioned that Anglo-Indian support for Dyer was 

“making the Indians enraged, antagonistic, anti-English and Sinn Fein.”  If this were to 

continue, he argued, the British would lose moderate Indian nationalists to the extremists.  

“Members do not understand what is the feeling in India.  They do not understand how 

near we are to Sinn Fein in India, and that it will become more and more difficult to 

secure a settlement.” 
27

 

 Dyer’s staunch supporter, Colonel James, responded that the Hunter Commission 

was wrong to censure Dyer on the basis that the crowd in Jallianwala Bagh was not in 

open rebellion against him. James argued, “To say there was not general conspiracy on 

the strength of the fact that the Commission stated: ‘On the evidence before us we do not 

find there was a general conspiracy,’ is just as absurd as if you were to set up a court of 

inquiry in Ireland at the present time and say: ‘From the evidence before us we find that 

no [Royal Irish] constable has been killed’.”
28

  The connection in his mind between the 

two places was clear. 

 Colonel Wedgwood was also aware of the need for collaborators in running the 

business of the empire.  Here, too, he connected India’s fate with Ireland’s: “Once you 
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get people refusing to take part in government, you may carry on for a few years, but in 

the end you will find yourself where the Irish Government is to-day – and without an 

Ulster!”
29

  At this point, the fact that India might be partitioned was still unthinkable.
30

  

What is significant about Wedgwood’s address to the House of Commons is that he 

acknowledged that the British Empire rested on, among other things, instilling fear in his 

subject, as if “terrorism [w]as the essence of British Rule.”
31

  This, he said, “was most 

attractive” in the “old days” of the empire, but “it will not work now.”
32

  The global 

context was changing, thus making coercion against nationalists less popular, and 

Wedgwood was acutely aware of this.  But he hoped for more than simple reform.  He 

idealistically called for an end to “the fire of racial hatred,” so that Indians could “come 

into the British Empire on equal terms, so that Indians should be British citizens, and 

have the same rights as Englishmen or Australians.”  In other words, Wedgwood looked 

to the Commonwealth as a new way to maintain imperial connections.  In his mind, 

Dominion Status would provide “a certain attraction to people to belong to the British 

Empire.”  This idea would appeal to many, including Milner.
33

 

 Montagu also recognized the transitional moment upon Britain in that the empire 

could not rely on the same level of violence to function as it once did.  He explained:  
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The great objection to terrorism, the great objection to the rule of force, is that 

you pursue it without regard to the people who suffer from it, and that having 

tried it you must go on.  Every time an incident happens you are confronted with 

the increasing animosity of the people who suffer...and the national pride and 

sentiment of the Indian people rise together in protest and terminate your rule in 

India as being impossible on modern ideas of what an Empire means.
34  

 

These “modern ideas of what Empire means” included the gradual move toward self-

government, embodied in the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms of 1919, but also the 

eventual membership of India in the Commonwealth of Nations that would, ideally, one 

day replace the entire imperial system as a more equitable and benign means of 

perpetuating the empire.  His awareness of the racial component of empire is also 

remarkable, as he asked, “Is your theory of domination or rule in India the ascendancy of 

one race over another, of domination and subordination...or is your theory that of 

partnership?”
35

  An article in The Times shared similar opinions about how the Great War 

had changed imperial relations: 

The Great War has forced in a few years an advancement in human thought that 

would, in the normal course of the world, have taken decades to accomplish.  

The growth of the ideal of nationality...has not been confined to Europe; it has 

expanded swiftly over Asia...For an Empire based on organized force...the 

people of this country have substituted, in their own minds, the conception of a 

British Commonwealth founded on the willing cooperation of free peoples.
36

 

 

This was a moment when the idea that the empire could, over time, transform into and be 

replaced by the Commonwealth was gaining popularity among those sections of the 

British public eager to maintain an imperial connection with their subjects without 

relying on traditional means of coercion and force. 
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Even Dyer’s supporter, Lord Ampthill, a former Lieutenant-Governor of Madras, 

made the connection with Ireland.
37

  In his view, it was obvious “to everyone else, 

Europeans and Indians alike, that there was a widespread and carefully organized 

conspiracy to overthrow the British Government by force,” which only the Hunter 

Committee was too blind to see.  Ampthill emphasized that this was  “a conspiracy which 

was connected with the scheme for an Afghan invasion and which was within the 

cognisance [sic] of the enemies of England in other parts of the world.”
38

  These other 

“enemies of England” referred as much to nationalists in Ireland and other parts of the 

empire as it did other European countries such as Bolshevik Russia, “far beyond the 

confines of India.”
39

 

At a conference in Scarborough, the Labour Party resolved to support self-

determination in Ireland as well as in India.
40

 The believed that using repression in 

Ireland only intensified resistance to the empire, and worried the same might happen in 

India.   As early as June 14, 1919, the New Statesman, a Fabian paper, argued that British 

violence against Irish nationalists was actually encouraging extremism.   More directly, 

the Labour Leader published an article entitled, “Is India to be another Ireland?”
41

  Here, 
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the argument was that Government policy, as embodied in the administration of martial 

law in the Punjab, would serve to create the same kind of extremism in India that such 

policies had created in Ireland.  

Indeed, Jinnah was aware of the lessons India could learn from Ireland.  In a 

speech to the Muslim League in 1920, he placed the Jallianwala Bagh massacre as one in 

a series of incidents, “One degrading measure upon another, disappointment upon 

disappointment and injury upon injury,” which Indians had suffered.  He added that this 

kind of treatment, “can lead a people to only one end.  It led Russia to Bolshevism.  It has 

led Ireland to Sinn Feinism [sic].  May it lead India to freedom.”
42

 

Rather to the point about the India-Ireland connection, the Marquess of Crewe, 

who had once been the Secretary of State for India and the Irish Viceroy, explained why 

he did not support Dyer’s actions.  His analysis of the Punjab situation went back to the 

deportations of Drs. Kitchlew and Satyapal, arguing that this was the first “blunder” by 

the Government.
43

  He then pointed out that if Dyer intended to disperse crowds by force, 

he should have taken a force with him sufficient for the job, for “if it be that with an 

inadequate force you can only deal with a crowd by starting to shoot at it, and continuing 

to shoot at it as long as your ammunition holds out, that seems, in itself, to be a 

condemnation of your going with that particular force to disperse that crowd at all.”
44

  

This was an implicit reference to the situation in Ireland, which as we shall see, suffered 
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from an insufficient number of troops and police. Lord Crewe  got to the very heart of the 

matter: 

Here are 300 or 400 people who were shot at sight because a meeting had been 

proclaimed.  Well, for “India” read “Ireland.”  No one will deny, I think that, so 

far as the maintenance of the law is concerned, the South and West of Ireland are 

in a considerably worse state than the Punjab ever was; probably in as bad a state 

as it was ever feared it could be, in April of last year.  Yet, for ‘Amritsar’ read 

‘Limerick’ or ‘Ennis,’ or some town in the South and West, and conceive a 

precise repetition of the circumstances there...the parallel seems to me fairly 

exact...you must take the Irish parallel and see what would be said supposing 

indiscriminate shooting took place in the same way in an Irish town.
45

  

 

Oddly enough, this is exactly what happened in Ireland just four months after the 

Marquess of Crewe gave this speech.
46

 As he put it, the question was whether “the lives 

of Indian rioters are less important than those of European rioters.”
47

 In his mind, the 

Irish qualified as Europeans, but to his surprise, the British Government and many 

politicians would soon defend incidents in which Crown Forces shot up Irish towns or 

crowds, and burned the homes of suspected rebel sympathizers.
48

  

In fact, violent incidents in Ireland during the Anglo-Irish war were depicted in 

the Irish press as “Irish Amritsars,” including an event in 1920 at which the authorities 

opened fire on a crowd that had gathered around a bonfire to celebrate the release of 

hunger striking Sinn Fein prisoners at Miltown Malbay, a village on the west coast of 

Ireland, near County Clare.
49

  Of course, “Bloody Sunday,” the main violent incident 

discussed in the following chapters, was also compared to Amritsar in the Irish press.
50
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Another Irish newspaper applauded the Indian nationalist Rabindranath Tagore for 

returning his knighthood in disgust after the Jallianwala shooting.
51

  It would be 

instructive, then, to turn our attention to concurrent developments in Ireland. 

 

From Easter Rising to Full-Scale Rebellion  

On the eve of the Great War, Ireland was gearing up for the implementation of 

Home Rule that was due to take effect in September 1914.  Accordingly, the United 

Kingdom would have devolved most powers of self-government to Dublin, reserving 

greater matters of defense and foreign policy in Westminster. But some six weeks before 

Home Rule could be implemented, Britain declared war on Germany.  With the outbreak 

of hostilities, Home Rule was put on hold until the war’s conclusion.
52

  

Over 200,000 Irishmen volunteered to fight in the First World War.
53

  Initially, 

these men hoped to show Britain that they were loyal subjects, demonstrating that Home 
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Rule would not be incompatible with the connection to Britain.
54

  But within two years, 

an act by a small group of “physical-force” republicans, Irish nationalists who 

championed the use of violence over constitutional politics to achieve their goal of a 

united, independent republic, changed the tenor of Irish public opinion.  Led by Patrick 

Pearse, among others, the Easter Rising of 1916 was a desperate attempt by roughly one 

thousand romantic Irish nationalists to martyr themselves in the cause of freedom, with 

the hope that this would spark a more general rising across the island.  With no chance of 

success, these men occupied strategic buildings in Dublin and declared Ireland to be an 

independent republic and themselves the army.
55

   

In less than a week, British soldiers and members of the Irish police, the Royal 

Irish Constabulary (RIC), shelled the Rising into submission.  The Rising was at first 

denounced by much of the Irish population as the act of traitors for having risen while 

their fellow countrymen fought for Britain in France.  But the harsh treatment of the 

leaders of the Rising by the Commander in Chief of Ireland, General John Maxwell, had 

the unintended effect of changing public opinion in favor of the rebels.  Martial law was 
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declared across the island, many were arrested, court-martialed and sentenced to death.   

The executions of the leaders of the Rising were stretched out over a series of days.  The 

Prime Minster at the time, Herbert Asquith, worried that Maxwell’s actions were too 

harsh, presciently remarking that “any wholesale punishment by death might easily cause 

a revulsion of feeling in this country and lay up a store of future trouble in Ireland.”
56

   

Indeed, Maxwell’s measures created martyrs of Pearse and his fellow republicans, and 

inspired an ever-increasing number of Irishmen to join the republican movement.  By 

May 1916, even Maxwell noted that he unwittingly inspired greater rebellion, as “the 

younger generation [typified by Pearse] is likely to be more revolutionary than their 

predecessors.” 
57

  

The remainder of the war witnessed a significant increase in nationalist activity, 

exemplified by the Irish Volunteers, an organization whose name became increasingly 

synonymous with the Irish Republican Army (IRA).
58

  No longer satisfied with Home 

Rule, more Irishmen began demanding a fully independent republic, and the political 

party Sinn Fein was born.  Although the party publicly professed a preference for non-

violence and constitutional politics, it quickly earned a reputation as the political wing or 

mouthpiece of the IRA.  Thus, many British officials scarcely differentiated between the 

two groups.   
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The southernmost province of Munster, and its County Cork in particular, 

witnessed the greatest agitation for independence from 1916 to 1923.
59

  From 1919 to 

1921, the official dates of the Anglo-Irish War, over 1,000 were killed, including 

civilians.
60

  As early as June 1916, Maxwell noted that “sedition and discontent” was 

remarkably widespread.
61

  Arrests during the war increased under the Defence of the 

Realm Acts (DORA), which had been passed in 1914 as a measure to allow the 

government to maintain high morale during the war through censorship and controlling 

sedition.  Irish nationalists in prison began going on hunger strike to protest their status as 

criminals or traitors rather than as political prisoners of war.  The consequent bad press 

this generated induced both the British Cabinet and Dublin Castle, the seat of the Lord-

Lieutenant, the King’s representative in Ireland and so essentially the Irish Viceroy, to 

release the prisoners under the under Temporary Discharges or Prisoners’ Act of 1913.  

The idea was that the prisoners would be released until they had regained their health, at 
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which point they would be re-imprisoned, especially if they continued to engage actively 

as physical force republicans.   

Prisoners took advantage of the Temporary Discharges Act.  Prison mail censors 

reported that most letters:  

Show no intention at present of interfering in the management of Irish affairs.  

Constant references to ill health, however, have been very noticeable…to warrant 

the supposition that the ill health of certain prisoners is to be exploited for 

purposes of propaganda in Ireland, e.g.: - “Poor Eamon still continues very weak, 

if he is not soon released I fear for him.” “I am feeling very nervous lately and 

very easily startled at the least sound…I am not the only one either as all the 

men’s nerves are on edge.” “I am afraid the health of some of us is irretrievably 

ruined, we have not even sufficient energy to walk even to warm ourselves.”
62

 

 

Dublin Castle remained concerned about the negative press associated with keeping 

hunger strikers in prison, and Irish civilians were quick to notice the same.  One letter to 

a prisoner urged him to keep up his morale, arguing that “the British Government are 

doing the best recruiting possible for Sinn Fein by their cruelty and inhumanity.  Ireland 

is the only country now with prisoners and those that hold them prisoners have the nerve 

to dictate to all the other nations of the world.”
63

  A prisoner wrote to a fellow inmate, 

“that we should still be held on an admitted falsehood while Wilson’s Fourteen points are 

seemingly being argued in Paris is, surely a commentary and exposition of humbug 

which should stir the angels to laughter.” 
64

   

 Many prisoners, in fact, made references in their private letters to President 

Wilson and the notion of self-determination.
65

  One in particular, who was actually an 
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elected Sinn Fein representative, wrote to his constituency, “I believe I can be of service 

to you, even in Jail, if only by exposing the hypocrisy of England’s ministers, who 

proclaim to the outside world they went to war to safeguard the rights of small nations, 

while they continue to rule by the naked sword in Ireland, the oldest of the small 

nations.”
66

  Another prisoner, who made no secret of the fact that his letters were 

censored, wrote “We cannot discuss politics in our letters...President Wilson’s visit [to 

Ireland] does not come under this heading so I am at liberty to say, ‘Long live President 

Wilson and his views on democracy, and [d]own with tyranny and autocracy in all lands 

and in all islands – amen!’”
67

 

The release of prisoners on hunger strike contributed to an increasing 

demoralization of the police force, which referred derisively to the government policy as 

the “Cat and Mouse Act.” 
68

  In 1917, twenty-four percent of men arrested were released 

after hunger-striking and another sixty-one percent had their sentences cancelled, so only 

ten percent served their full sentences.
69

  Sympathetic juries became reluctant to convict 

physical force nationalists, while witnesses to testify against them became hard to find.
70

   

                                                                                                                                                 
65

 Indian nationalists were also referring to Wilsonian notions at the same time.  See Chapter One and Two; 

Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial 

Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007) and Erez Manela, “The ‘Wilsonian Moment’ in India 

and the Crisis of Empire in 1919,” in Yet More Adventures with Britannia: Personalities, Politics and 

Culture in Britain, ed. Wm. Roger Louis (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), 271-288. 
66

 Joseph McGuinness, Gloucester Prison, (elected representative of North and South Longford) to a 

constituent, Miss Bridget Lyons, December 29, 1918, Postal Censorship 5
th

 Report on the Correspondence 

of the Irish Internees, December 16-31, 1918,  CO 904/164/4. 
67

 Peter O’Hourihane, Birmingham Prison, to Miss Roisin McCabe, December 26, 1918, Postal Censorship 

5
th

 Report on the Correspondence of the Irish Internees, December 16-31, 1918, (12), CO 904/164/4. 

 Of course, Indians also had a long history of enduring censorship, both in the press and in prison. 
68

 Hart, The I.R.A. and Its Enemies, 59. 
69

 Register of Civilians Tried by Courts-Martial for Breaches of the Defense of the Realm Regulations, 

quoted in Hart, The I.R.A. and Its Enemies, 56.   
70

 Hart, The I.R.A. and Its Enemies, 57.  



 188 

Frustrated police lashed out.  For example, Irish Volunteers would often put up 

republican flags illegally, which would be taken down by police, at which point Irish 

rebels would engage in scuffles with them.  On May 22, 1917, a demonstration in support 

of Sinn Fein, during which civilians shouted phrases such as “Up the rebels” and flew a 

tri-colour flag, so enraged the police that they charged crowd.
71

 Using words reminiscent 

of the descriptions of Indians during hartals, the police complained that Volunteers were 

“distinctly insolent and menacing.” 
72

 

It was not until 1918 that Dublin Castle slowed the release of hunger strikers. In 

doing so, they hoped to curb demoralization in the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) which 

resulted in resignations.  Thus, the government deliberated over whether to force-feed 

prisoners.  They decided prisoners “will not be artificially fed and that if they hunger 

strike, the Prison Authorities will not be able to release them.”
73

 Even so, hunger striking 

was not fully abated.
74
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Dublin Castle’s tougher stance against hunger strikers failed to stem the tide of 

police resignations, as the police were further encouraged to resign through a process of 

systematic ostracism.  The Irish public began a campaign against police.  Priests 

threatened to excommunicate any Catholic policemen attempting to enforce the draft in 

Ireland.
75

  For example, a sergeant in Monroe, County Tipperary (in Munster Province), 

named Anthony Moody reported that the pews at which he and his fellow men of the 

Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) sat in the Catholic Church had one day been removed, 

leaving him, his men and their families to kneel on the ground.  “Occasionally I could see 

persons looking in our direction and laughing,” he stated.  His wife and children had gone 

to Church before he had gotten there, but were stopped from entering at the door by four 

men, one of whom allegedly said “Let them clear off to Hell they won’t get in to our 

Chapel,” while another said “We won’t have their breath among us.”
76

  Thus, the RIC 

was quickly losing its membership, which had been almost exclusively Irish.
77

 

The mood of the country shifted significantly by 1918, accompanied by the 

attempts of physical force nationalists to gather in political meetings, to engage in a few 
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scuffles with the authorities, and to avoid arrest.  The Under Secretary for Ireland, Sir 

William Byrne, wrote to Irish Chief Secretary Edward Shortt that in Ireland there was “a 

fairly wide estrangement of the people from law and order, and a contempt of authority,” 

which he blamed on the Government’s unwillingness to crush Sinn Fein into oblivion.
78

  

To men such as Byrne and the Viceroy or Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, Sir John French, 

allowing the nationalist party to exist, despite its popularity and professed non-violence, 

was unacceptable.  This was the British policy of “pin-pricking coercion,” that is to say 

coercion was meant to be strong enough to circumscribe extreme nationalists but mild 

enough to co-opt moderates.
79

 

 

Sir John French  

Born in 1852 near Kent, Sir John French hailed from an Anglo-Irish family of 

landowners in Roscommon (in the northern part of the western province of Connaught), 

although they had been living in England for several generations.  Ironically, his sister, 

Charlotte Despard, was a feminist and Sinn Fein nationalist who criticized her younger 

brother’s commitment to crushing the Irish rebels.  She also participated in societies 
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supportive of Indian independence, and helped found the Indian-Irish Independence 

League in 1932.
80

   

French joined the armed forces and served in India in 1888-9 before serving under 

General Roberts in South Africa during the Boer War, who had also been Reginald 

Dyer’s commander in the Burmese War
 
.
81

  French had been involved in the Curragh 

Mutiny just before the outbreak of the Great War, in which officers of the British Army 

simply refused to enforce Home Rule on the Protestant Unionists in Ulster, who were 

preparing to use arms to revolt against the Parliamentary Act if it were to be enforced.  

But by 1918, he had become committed to the idea of Home Rule, despite the fact that 

this was a far cry from the prominent republican demand of full independence. In May 

1918, French was appointed as the king’s representative in Ireland.  As Viceroy, he held 

firm to the conviction that republicans were in no way representative of the majority 

opinion in Ireland, but rather were coercing the innocent population into conceding 

passive support.   

Unlike the Indian Viceroy, in Ireland, the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland traditionally 

acted as a figurehead, while the Chief Secretary of Ireland and his Under Secretary, both 

appointed Cabinet positions, held the reigns of power.  In other words, “the Lord 

Lieutenant wore the insignia of command and signed the log, but the Chief Secretary was 

really the Captain of the ship, while the Under Secretary was the man at the wheel.”
82

 

However, French attempted to exert greater influence over the course of Irish events, 
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attempting to behave more like an Indian Viceroy than a typically Irish one.  He 

supported wholeheartedly General Maxwell’s treatment of the leading rebels of 1916. 
83

  

French’s administration in Ireland was, as we shall see, characterized by constant 

frustration over the Government’s refusal to authorize martial law across the island.  In 

other words, French would have preferred to use means that were far more coercive than 

what the Liberal British Cabinet was willing to authorize.  French survived an Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) assassination attempt in December 1919, but eventually resigned 

as Lord Lieutenant on April 30, 1921 and passed away in 1925 from cancer of the 

bladder.  The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography describes French as “the product 

of the nineteenth century and intellectually and temperamentally unsuited to meeting the 

challenges of the new conditions pertaining to warfare.  Yet he was neither a butcher nor 

a bungler, and in many respects French was the best the system could produce at that 

time and place.”
84

  To this extent, French’s ideas about how to approach the Irish 

rebellion were indicative of the military men of his generation, including his 

contemporaries General Dyer and General Sir Henry Wilson, then serving as Chief of the 

Imperial General Staff (CIGS).  Unlike in India, however, in Ireland, French, Wilson and 

other believers in the efficacy of imperial coercion found themselves frequently frustrated 

by the Liberal Government that became reluctant to use military force against the Irish 
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Republican Army (IRA) in the wake of the Dyer affair.  In the words of Arthur Balfour, 

“the Dyer debate has not helped us to govern by soldiers.”
85

 

 

The Anglo-Irish War 

With behavior reminiscent of an Indian Viceroy, Lord Lieutenant, French ordered 

a number of arrests of Sinn Fein leaders in May 1918, almost as soon as he was 

appointed. However, significant physical force leaders including Michael Collins and 

Cathal Brugha managed to escape capture.  They filled in the vacuum created by the 

arrests of many of the moderate leaders.  The following month, French declared Sinn 

Fein meetings illegal, along with other nationalist organizations such as the Irish 

Volunteers, which was essentially synonymous with the Irish Republican Army (IRA) by 

this point.  He even outlawed meetings of the women’s’ organization Cumann na mBan 

and the ostensibly a-political Gaelic League.
86

  Thus, Sinn Fein met in secret.  Shortly 

thereafter, constables were attacked in Cork.  Although no one was killed, military 

reinforcements were sent to Cork.
87

   

The British Army in Ireland was an obvious target for physical force republicans. 

In September 1918, two soldiers were beaten up in Bantry and two more in 

Castletownbere – called “castleterrible” by British troops.  This kind of fighting became 
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common in 1919 before spiraling into more lethal assaults.
88

  The Army would, over the 

coming years, provide a supportive role to the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) in its 

attempts to crush the Irish rebellion, but neither its numbers nor its official role in the 

conflict were significant enough to restore law and order to the island.
89

   

The British Army in Ireland had a peculiar status.  Its purpose was to provide 

training to new recruits before they were drafted into overseas units, as had been Dyer’s 

experience.
90

  In August 1918, there were 111,222 troops in Ireland, almost half of which 

were there for training only, expecting to find permanent station elsewhere in the empire.  

By contrast, the Indian Army numbered only slightly more, at 150,000 troops on the eve 

of the Great War but swelled to over half a million troops by war’s end, many of whom 

had to be demobilized.
91

  Much of the remaining the troops in Ireland were 

convalescents, so that only 9,919 were available to help police the island. The minimum 

thought necessary to “restore law and order” was fifteen battalions of 800 men each, and 

twenty-four cyclist units of 450 men each, for a total of 12,000 soldiers and 10,800 

cyclists.
 92

  For reasons discussed below, the Army never reached these numbers until the 

summer of 1921, by which point hostilities had generally ceased in a truce.   

The military in Ireland fought constant depletion unsuccessfully.  The government 

continued transferring soldiers outside of Ireland, despite the increase in Irish Republican 
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Army (IRA) attacks on Crown Forces.  For example, 112 soldiers of the Manchester 

Regiment were sent to India in December 1919 and another 135 on March 31, 1920.  In 

exchange that regiment received thirty new recruits in July 1920.  Thus, the general the 

pattern was that infantry battalions lost one-third to two-thirds of their trained men and 

got far fewer new recruits in return. General Boyd of Dublin District complained, “With 

the troops now available, I have no hope of dealing the rebels in Dublin the swift and 

heavy blow I had planned.”
93

  The situation got so desperate that at one point the 

Commander-in-Chief of Ireland exclaimed that if he lost even “10 battalions from Ireland 

the whole of the R.I.C. would go, and he would have to ‘put up the shutters’.”
94

 

In the December elections of 1918 to the Westminster Parliament, the 

overwhelming majority of Irish seats went to a new political party, Sinn Fein, led by the 

only surviving leader of the Easter Rising, Eamon de Valera.  The Sinn Fein platform for 

complete independence was in line with the goals of the IRA, hence the party served as 

the political wing of the Irish Republican Army (IRA).
95

  The newly elected Sinn Fein 

MPs refused to sit in Westminster, interpreting their electoral victory as a mandate for the 

establishment of an Irish Parliament, the Dail, on January 21, 1919. On this day they 
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declared Ireland an independent republic. De Valera became president and Arthur 

Griffith, the original founder of non-violent Sinn Fein, became vice-president.
96

  

Coincidentally, on the same day as the declaration of Irish independence, an Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) attack on a Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) patrol inaugurated 

the beginning of the Anglo-Irish War.
97

   A group of IRA men led by nationalist hero 

Sean Tracy ambushed a cartload of gelignite, an explosive made from a gel of 

nitroglycerine and nitrocellulose used for rock blasting, at Soloheadbeg quarry in 

Tipperary, Munster.  They killed two officers of the RIC.  War ensued until a truce was 

called two and a half years later, on July 21, 1921. 

In the early stages of the war, violence was sporadic as the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA) focused on obtaining arms from the police and soldiers they attacked.  Their 

objective at this stage was to arm themselves rather than to inflict casualties, although 

deaths did occur.  On April 7, 1919, just days before Dyer’s shooting, a constable was 

accidentally killed along with a prisoner the IRA was trying to rescue.   On May 13, 

1919, two men of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) were killed in another rescue 

attempt of fellow nationalists on a train at Knocklong in Limerick.  But by the summer of 
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1919, the IRA began to focus on assassinations, as on June 23, 1919, when RIC District 

Inspector Hunt was killed in broad daylight at the center of Thurles in County 

Tipperary.
98

   

Even so, statistics suggest that the violence was still at a very low rate.  In the 

most violent county, Cork, a total of only ten people were killed and forty-four wounded 

from 1917 to 1919.
 99

  But the number of public riots in Cork was alarming.  Whereas 

only a handful of riots in the Punjab resulted in martial law in 1919, seven Irish riots took 

place in 1916, twenty-four in 1917, sixteen in 1918, and twenty-three in 1919.
100

 On 

September 28, 1919, in Berrings, near Blarney, two men of the Royal Irish Constabulary 

(RIC) were ambushed and injured, but no witnesses were able or willing to identify the 

men responsible. Michael Mullane, a demobilized soldier and witnesse watched as the 

policemen were attacked, explaining that if he had interfered, “Maybe I might get 

shot.”
101

 

 The first assassination of a constable took place in County Cork on December 14, 

1919.  Edward Bolger in Kilbrittain was shot and killed because of his “zeal” in 

“suppressing” the Irish Republican Army (IRA), as he walked to his barracks.
102

  Days 

later, on December 19, 1919, the IRA attempted to assassinate the Lord Lieutenant near 

his Viceregal Lodge at Ashtown, but were unsuccessful as they were unsure which of the 
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four cars French was sitting in as his convoy drove past Kelly’s Corner in Dublin, near 

Phoenix Park.
103

 

Eventually, by January 1920, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) authorized attacks 

on all Crown Forces. This was a turning point in the war, as the IRA high command and 

Sinn Fein realized that they could no longer hold back the men on the spot from engaging 

in full-scale attacks.
 104

  Thus, ten Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) stations were attacked 

within the first three months of the year in Cork alone.  By March 1920, this resulted in 

the RIC shutting down and evacuating hundreds of RIC barracks across the island, which 

meant that there was no police or authority in many places to compete with the IRA, 

which quickly established its own local systems of government, from police to courts.
105

  

Irish Republican Army (IRA) tactics had changed by 1920, from beating up 

Crown Forces in order to get their guns to killing them.  This was reflected in statistics: in 

Cork, three constables were killed between January and March 1920, while ten died 

between April and June.
106

 By the end of June 1920, a total of fifty-five policemen were 

dead and seventy-four wounded. Moreover, the IRA celebrated the anniversary of the 

Easter Rising on April 5, 1920, by burning twenty-eight government buildings in Cork 

and about 315 evacuated buildings across Ireland.
107
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As we shall see below, the Anglo-Irish War was characterized by reluctance on 

the part of the British government to engage with the Iris Republican Army (IRA) in an 

entirely military capacity.  Whereas the perceived threat of rebellion in India in 1919 

resulted in immediate martial law, back-dated to the day the first violent outbreaks 

occurred in Delhi, the administrators of Ireland who sat in Dublin Castle found 

themselves increasingly frustrated over the British Cabinet’s refusal to permit the military 

to respond in the same way in Ireland.   Rather, the Cabinet preferred to rely on police 

forces and the civil government to restore law and order, empowered by ever increasing 

powers of search and arrest.  The Army in Ireland was to perform only a supportive role 

in this endeavor. Thus, the question of whether martial law would be applied to the island 

was repeatedly put forth during the early war years.   

In place of martial law grew an unofficial system of reprisals designed to punish 

civilians for moral effect, much like Dyer believed he had done in the Punjab.  These 

were thought by the men in power to be preferable to martial law for varied reasons, but 

many others disagreed, arguing that reprisals were far worse in terms of public opinion.  

It was not until December 1920 that martial law was finally applied, but even so, it was 

never enacted across the entire island, despite multiple requests by military officials.   At 

roughly the same time, unofficial reprisals were accompanied by new “official reprisals,” 

designed to supplant the spontaneous, unauthorized reprisals, although they were 

unsuccessful.  
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Chapter Six: A War of Reprisals 

This Chapter focuses on the heavy use of reprisals to conduct the war effort 

against Irish rebels.  It also illustrates the tensions among different members of the 

Government over the type of coercion used in Ireland.  Would it use martial law as it had 

in India, or would it rely on the civil government to restore order?  As this chapter will 

show, both military and civil regimes resorted to punitive measures against the 

population as a whole, a form of collective punishment familiar to both Ireland and India.   

However, punishments under military rule, some argued, would be constrained by 

military law and therefore maintain a level of moral legitimacy lacking in unrestrained, 

spontaneous reprisals by the civil government. Thus, Assistant Under Secretary Mark 

Sturgis believed,  “I see no reason to change my view that if hard hitting is the policy it is 

the soldier’s job and is done by him more efficiently and more cleanly than can be the 

case under the cloak of so called Civil Government.”
1
   The paradox over which Sturgis 

and contemporary supporters of martial law elided was, as we shall see, that the military 

proved as susceptible to spontaneous eruptions of punitive violence as did the police.  

Therefore, the underlying ideas behind the debates over reprisals was whether the 

principal of using only the minimum amount of force necessary to subdue a rebellious 

population was being regularly ignored in Ireland or, as General Dyer claimed about his 

action in the Punjab, that the goal of producing a sufficient moral effect justified reprisals 

in Ireland.   
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Unlike India, Ireland was at war with Britain.  Instead of declaring martial law, 

Britain chose to allow the civil forces to engage in spontaneous reprisals for the first part 

of the Anglo-Irish War.  The obvious similarity between Indian and Irish experience in 

this sense, is the British use of collective punishment for moral effect.  Thus it is to this 

phenomenon that we turn our attention.  

 

The Reluctance to Impose Martial Law 

The British response to the Irish Republican Army’s attacks was remarkable.  

Whereas in India, even the mere suspicion of seditious activity resulted in a harsh 

response, as it did in Amritsar, in Ireland, martial law was not invoked, to the dismay of 

many of the military officials on the island.   On the eve of his appointment as Lord 

Lieutenant, Sir John French held the opinion that “Martial Law should be declared at 

once for the whole of Ireland.
2
 French strongly opposed the conciliatory policy of Sir 

Hamar Greenwood, a Canadian Liberal and recently appointed Chief Secretary of 

Ireland.   Thus, French wrote to then Secretary of State for War, Winston Churchill on 

July 30, 1920, “In my mind I am convinced that ‘force’ is the only power that will ever 

solve the Irish question; and I am equally convinced that if applied at once and efficiently 

it would solve the question in a very short space of time.”
3
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In India, there was no debate over whether martial law should be imposed.  

Governor O’Dwyer simply requested the right to implement it on the grounds that a 

rebellion was spreading across the province, and the Viceroy immediately granted it.  

However, in Ireland, the British Government remained committed to Home Rule, despite 

the fact that most Irish nationalists were now demanding complete independence.
4
  This 

was partially due to a belief in the “murder gang” theory, which held that republican 

rebels were extremists without popular support in Ireland.
5
  Some, like Sir Hamar 

Greenwood, a Canadian, Liberal MP and Irish Chief Secretary from 1920 to 1922, along 

with Major General Sir Hugh Tudor, the Chief of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), 

believed that the Irish Republican Army (IRA) was a small group of unsupported “thugs” 

or members of a “murder gang.”   They, along with the Liberal Government, were 

unwilling to use martial law fearing that it would only harm the chances of any peaceful 

settlement.  

Others in Dublin Castle disagreed.  Alfred Cope, an Assistant Under-Secretary for 

Ireland; William Wylie, an Irish Supreme Court Judge; Mark Sturgis, another Assistant 

Under-Secretary; H.A.L. Fisher, the President of the Board of Education and a former 

member of the Indian Disorders Cabinet Committee; and Sir John French all believed 
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that the whole Irish community at large was involved in the rebellion.
6
  They continually 

suffered frustration as their demands that the government impose martial law fell on deaf 

ears. 

Wylie justified the use of martial law by explaining that British law’s “ultimate 

sanction is the people.  In any democratic country that is so and the root reason why the 

present administration of Ireland is so difficult is that there is no body of people (or call it 

public opinion) behind the administration.”
7
  French’s good friend, the Conservative MP 

Walter Long told Lloyd George,  “The Irishman is easily dealt with if you stand up to 

him, but he is the worst man in the world from whom to run away.” 
8
  

Long’s mother hailed from one of the southern Irish landed elite, as was his wife.  

Thus, he believed he held insight to the Irish character.  He had served as Chief Secretary 

for Ireland from 1906 to 1914, and was decidedly against Irish Home Rule until 1918, 

when he chaired the Irish Cabinet Committee and drafted the Government of Ireland Act 

of 1920 partitioning the island.
9
  But Lloyd George was slow to take this advice.  He 

remained hopeful that martial law would not be necessary in Ireland, adding, “You do not 

declare war on rebels.” 
10

 Declaring “war on rebels” would elevate their status from 
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criminal to warriors, as the Irish republicans wanted.  This, the Prime Minister, was eager 

to avoid. 

In other words, the government chose to rely on the police force rather than the 

military to subdue Ireland. Thus, they would not have to admit that the Irish Republican 

Army (IRA) was more than a handful of rebels or that the entire island was in a state of 

rebellion.  This is striking because the Raj remained ever watchful against rebellions to 

such an extent that it imagined the Punjab was engulfed in opposition, thus requiring 

martial law.  Yet, when it came to Ireland, the priority remained that the civil government 

must be allowed to restore law and order.  This begs the question: Why? 

Indeed, there were complicated reasons for not using martial law in Ireland.  The 

Commander-in-Chief of Ireland from 1920 to 1922, General Sir Nevil Macready, initially 

opposed martial law on the grounds that “to introduce a Bill that is not acceptable to any 

party and then delay it till order is restored by force would, I am convinced, shake any 

remaining faith in the sincerity of the Government.” 
11

  He shared a legitimate fear with 

Chief Secretary Sir Hamar Greenwood that a stern reaction might push Irish moderates to 

side with the Irish Republican Army (IRA).
12
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Macready eventually changed his opinion, deciding to support the use of martial 

law, but his initial reluctance is telling.  After all, this was the aftermath of the Great War.  

It seemed far less expensive to fund the police rather than the Army, which was a major 

concern for the economically drained imperial power.  Moreover, the Army was being 

demobilized so it would have been a daunting task to make available enough troops to 

enforce martial law in Ireland.
13

  As discussed in previous chapters, Britain also worried 

about the threat of communism infiltrating its borders as working class riots became 

rampant during the immediate economic slump after the war.  Any available troops might 

have to be used to suppress upheaval in Britain.
14

 In fact, the Chief of the Imperial 

General Staff, Sir Henry Wilson, and other officials expected British coal miners to go on 

strike imminently.  Troops would then be needed to “restore law and order.”  But what 

worried Wilson is that none may be available.  He warned the British Cabinet Committee 

on the Irish Situation that,  “at the present moment we have absolutely no reserves 

whatever (in formations) with which to reinforce our garrisons in any part of the world 

where an emergency may at any moment develop without warning.”
15
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Wilson supported martial law in Ireland, but only on the grounds that it would use 

coercion to crush the rebellion quickly and effectively. Thus, troops would then be 

available for other causes. But he grew frustrated with the government’s unwillingness to 

use such harsh methods: 

The news from Ireland continues even worse.  The Sinn Feins are steadily getting the 

upper hand, and unless this Cabinet act soon all this will spread to this country and 

become wholly unmanageable.  Basil Thomson’s secret report for this week is the 

gravest I have read yet and forecasts revolutionary strikes for the end of September.  

And we have practically no troops to meet this. 
16

 

 

Clearly, Wilson made no distinction between Sinn Fein and the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA).  And although he would most often criticize the government for pursuing reprisals 

without the force of martial law legitimizing them, he once suggested, out of anger, that a 

list of wanted rebels should be posted “on the church doors all over the country; and 

whenever a policeman is murdered, pick five by lot and shoot them!”  Lord Curzon, the 

former Indian Viceroy, suggested in May 1920 that “Indian” techniques might be tried 

against the IRA.
17

 

Another obvious reason for the general reluctance to pursue martial law had to do 

with its association with 1916.  When General Maxwell imposed martial law after the 

Easter Rising, he not only created martyrs of the leaders of the rebellion but also lost the 

government the support of Irish public opinion.  The Cabinet was unwilling to risk 

further alienating what might be left of moderate opinion.   
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The British Government was also unwilling to employ martial law, despite French 

and Wilson’s requests, because it seemed to many Cabinet Liberals as if Dublin Castle 

already had the necessary powers to restore law and order. Dublin Castle was employing 

harsher laws in lieu of martial law.  By the end of July 1920, Chief Secretary Greenwood 

amended the Defence of the Realm Acts (DORA) to allow courts martial to try capital 

cases in Ireland (before DORA only allowed that if one had allegedly helped an external 

enemy).
18

  The reason was that until this point, not one suspected rebel accused of murder 

had been convicted since the war began in 1919.   For similar reasons, Military Courts of 

Inquiry were increasingly replacing coroners’ inquests.
19

  Most importantly, the 

government had great faith in a few public executions, which they thought would do 

more good than a mass deportation of suspects. As historian Charles Townshend has 

noted, in words reminiscent of General Dyer’s thinking, “the moral effect of exemplary 

punishment would be greater than the physical effect of removing troublemakers.” 
20

 

By the end of August 1920, the British Government passed the Restoration of 

Order in Ireland Act (ROIA), which increased the army’s powers of search and arrest, as 

well as the jurisdiction of military courts to try insurgents.  An ever-greater number of 

offences were added to the list that could be tried by court-martial until quite a range by 

June 1921.
21

 In some cases, there were up to sixty courts-martial per week.
22

  

Furthermore, the ROIA facilitated greater raids, up to 450 in Cork alone in less than one 
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week between November 21 and 28, 1920.
23

  The ROIA and subsequent convictions from 

courts-martial forced some members of the Irish Republican Army (IRA), by the end of 

August 1920, to go “on the run.”  This meant that IRA men under threat of arrest and 

court-martial left their homes and civilian status (they had only engage in IRA activities 

on a part-time basis), and joined full-time guerilla groups called Active Service Units or 

“flying columns” of twenty to thirty men. These flying columns hid in the rural 

countryside, waiting to ambush police and British military patrols or convoys.
24

  

Perhaps the most compelling reason not to enforce martial law in Ireland had to 

do with the concurrent troubles in India and the public fallout over General Dyer’s case.
25

 

Historian Charles Townshend has argued that the government preferred to “shroud” their 

efforts in Ireland “in obscurity,” so that the officer on the spot was to judge how much 

force he should use in a given situation. If he were to make a mistake, he alone would 

suffer for it.
26

   This is a theme we will examine in more detail at the end of this chapter, 

and, although Townshend does not make mention of this, it suggests that the British 

Government was wary of repeating another public relations scandal in Ireland as it had 

just experienced in India.  The kinder face of empire had to be put forward, and the 

Cabinet was painfully aware of the importance of maintaining British public opinion on 

                                                 
23

 Irish Bulletin, November 27, 1920 and Examiner, November 23-30, 1920, quoted in Hart, The I.R.A. and 

Its Enemies, 84. 
24

 See Dan Breen, My Fight for Irish Freedom (Dublin: Talbot Press, 1924); Tom Barry, Guerrilla Days in 

Ireland: A Firsthand Account of the Black and Tan War (1919-1921), (New York: The Devin-Adair, 1956). 

The British formed their own flying columns in order to ambush the IRA by April 1921, a few 

months before the truce.  Before then, they relied on large, motorized groups that were easily detected by 

IRA men and ambushed.  See Mockaitis, British Counterinsurgency, 149-52. 
25

 I am referring to the violence in Punjab and the North West Frontier Province.  A rebellion on the 

southwest Malabar Coast of India (then part of the Madras Presidency, but now Kerala) broke out in the 

summer of 1921.  See Conclusion.   
26

 Townshend, British Campaign in Ireland, 43. 



 209 

the government’s side.  In August 1920, during Cabinet deliberations over the 

Restoration of Order Act (ROIA), the concern was voiced that there “might come a time 

when public opinion would desert the Government.”  For the same reason, they remained 

reluctant to apply martial law over the whole island. 
27

    

Even Sir Henry Wilson acknowledged the importance of public opinion, while he 

urged the Churchill to impose martial law:   

I told him that the present policy was suicidal, that it would lead to our being 

put out of Ireland, that we must take strong measures or retire, that if we 

retired we lost our Empire, that before taking strong measures we must 

convince England that they are necessary.
28

 

 

Thus, Wilson echoed a common fear, that the loss of Ireland would mean the eventual 

loss of the entire British Empire.  Wilson wanted desperately to persuade Lloyd George 

to employ martial law and crush the Irish rebellion.  As he saw it, Lloyd George had: 

...Two courses open to you.  One is to clear out of Ireland and the other is to 

knock Sinn Fein on the head.  But before you do the latter, you must have 

England on your side, and therefore you must go stumping the country 

explaining what Sinn Fein means.  If you get England on your side – and you 

can – there is nothing you can’t do.  If you don’t, then there is nothing you can 

do.
29

 

 

Even if Wilson incorrectly estimated the British public’s potential willingness to support 

a harsh regime in Ireland to “knock” Sinn Fein on the head, it is noteworthy that he 

recognized the importance of public opinion.   

Wilson also worried about the state of the British military, for if Ireland were not 

subdued swiftly, it would tie up valuable troops needed elsewhere, including India.  As 

early as July 1920, Wilson pessimistically assessed Britain’s military power: 
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We have 28 battalions in England and 40 in Ireland.  When we have drafted 

from Ireland for India we shall be 4,500 men down on our present effectives.  

Macready will then ask for another 8 -10 battalions.  Then, if we go to martial 

law, Macready says he will want another 9 battalions.  This will leave 10 

battalions (and of these 3 are for India and 5 are Irish and very weak), besides 

10 Guards battalions, to look after England.  Altogether we are now pretty 

near our disaster.
30

 

 

Thus, it was imperative to put the Irish rebellion down quickly and effectively.  

In his explanation for the reluctance to use martial law, Townshend has 

perpetuated the idea that the British Empire was essentially opposed to the use of 

violence.  He explains the aversion to military rule in terms of the difficulty of 

reconciling it with “the normal British way of resolving conflicts” and what he describes 

as the government’s “natural antipathy to military rule.”
31

 The problem with this 

interpretation is that it accepts uncritically the idea, discussed in previous chapters, that 

the British Empire was predicated on consent and civility rather than on coercion.  

Clearly, Wilson had no qualms about using force in the empire.  Other members of the 

Cabinet voiced their concerns about the harshness of military rule. 

At a Cabinet Conference in July 1920, “considerable anxiety was expressed at 

thus handing over the whole administration of the law to soldiers.” 
32

  Austen 

Chamberlain, a former Secretary of State for India, wanted to make “sure that the powers 
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of martial law shall not be exercised by junior officers without control.” 
33

  Macready 

worried that “the soldier once armed with martial law powers would commit the most 

terrible atrocities.”
34

 Sir John Anderson, who had been appointed in May 1920 (until 

1922) as Joint Under Secretary for Ireland, noted that once martial law was imposed, 

there would be “enormous difficulties of getting back to Civil Govt. [sic] after the Army 

pur et simple have killed or cured the situation.”
35

  This suggests that Anderson was 

aware of the incredibly coercive nature of martial law regimes, due partly, one might 

suspect, to the outcry over martial law in the Punjab.
36

 

Some officials were also concerned that martial law might be interpreted as a 

free-for-all by police forces.  Macready noted that martial law officers will “have to 

watch the Police very carefully, for certainly [retired Brigadier-General and current 

Divisional Commander of Royal Irish Constabulary, Cyril] Prescott-Decies [sic] will 

think that martial law means that he can kill anybody he sees walking along the road 

whose appearance may be distasteful to him.” 
37

  Decie held particular disdain for the 

Irish, believing “this population is one of the worst in the world – cruel, cowardly, idle, 

and inefficient, corrupt, and born intriguers.”
38
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In other words, the government sought to avoid the evils of martial law, and the 

subsequent public outcry it would invite, by simply not employing it.  But as a practical 

matter, avoiding public disapproval was not possible.  In order to keep Ireland in the 

empire, the government would have to resort to coercion, regardless of whether it was 

willing to admit that basic fact and declare martial law.  The behavior of Crown Forces in 

Ireland sufficed to attract public criticism and revealed the harsher side of the Empire.
39

  

 

The Black and Tans 

 Throughout 1919, the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) recruitment fell drastically 

while incumbent police officers resigned en masse. RIC resignations had jumped to 200 

per month by the summer of 1920.  Most officers explained that they were resigning 

because of Irish Republican Army (IRA) threats against their families, and most Irishmen 

were unwilling to join the ranks of the RIC as new recruits, probably for similar 

reasons.
40

  Yet the Cabinet’s refusal to declare martial law meant that the burden of 

fighting the IRA rested on the police force.  How, then, was the RIC to be reinforced?   

If Irishmen were not willing to volunteer for the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), 

then men from outside Ireland would have to be found in Scotland and England.  As the 

Army was demobilizing, there were ever increasing numbers of men trying to find jobs in 
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England.  Thus, the idea was born that former soldiers and officers could be recruited into 

the RIC in a temporary capacity, serving either six months or a year. “The men we may 

expect to recruit are largely men of the New Army, willing to join up again for a short 

period, who will need the strictest discipline.”
41

 These men would constitute an auxiliary 

force to reinforce the RIC. 

  Macready suggested that these former military men should be put in battalions, 

separate from the original Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), and operating under military 

law.  More importantly, he wanted eight such battalions that would be used to police 

Ireland only, but the Cabinet feared that this “would evoke a good deal of protest and 

would be represented as the beginning of a reconquest of Ireland.”
42

  In light of Home 

Rule and recent events in India, the government’s concern for public opinion is telling.  

Ironically, the pursuit of a policy in which non-Irish military men were recruited into the 

RIC would ultimately have the effect of causing great public concern at the frequency of 

reprisals, discussed below.  But public outrage at such moments did not immediately 

compel the government to take a different direction. 

The Inspector General of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) was against the 

policy of recruiting non-Irishmen into the RIC.  French, however, wanted desperately to 

increase RIC numbers.  Thus, at the end of the year, he removed this impediment to 

getting foreign recruits and appointed T.J. Smith, a former Deputy, as the new Inspector 

General.  Lloyd George strongly supported this decision, as he admitted to Bonar Law, 
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“it may of course very well be that the task in Ireland is a hopeless one and that Byrne 

[the former Inspector General] has simply the intelligence to recognize it.  However, until 

we are through with Home Rule a man of less intelligence and more stolidity would be a 

more useful instrument to administer the interregnum.”
43

   

By the end of 1919, special recruiting officer Major Fleming established 

recruiting offices in London, Glasgow, Birmingham and, eventually, twenty other cities 

to funnel recruits into the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC).  By January 1920, over 100 

had joined.  Because of a shortage of RIC uniforms, these former British Army soldiers 

wore military style khaki shirts and RIC style dark green (almost black) trousers, and so 

were referred to by the Irish as “Black and Tans.” 
44

  

  Major General Sir Henry Hugh Tudor, who became the chief of the Royal Irish 

Constabulary (RIC) in May 1920, aided Fleming’s efforts.
45

  Tudor heavily recruited 

demobilized soldiers to fight the IRA and remained a staunch opponent of martial law 

during his tenure in Ireland.  He was the man most responsible for militarizing the RIC in 

Ireland.  In fact, it was his idea that the recruits simply be added to the existing ranks of 

the RIC rather than organized in their own ex-soldier battalions. He argued, “The 

formation of ex-soldier battalions would probably militate against recruiting for the 

R.I.C.  It is far better to very largely increase the R.I.C. in my opinion.”
46
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The Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) operated in theory as a police force, and was 

supplemented by the presence of the British Army in Ireland.
47

  Unlike the Dublin 

Metropolitan Police Force, which followed the model of the unarmed English “bobby on 

the beat,” the RIC was an armed gendarmerie that “provide[d] the model for many 

colonial police forces.  It was military in organization, training, appearance, and for a 

long time, attitude” and so were denounced by nationalists as the “army of occupation,” 

despite the fact that much of the rank and file had been Irishmen.
48

   Under Tudor, it was 

further militarized due to the number of former military men joining its ranks and 

military weapons such as rifles, grenades and Lewis machine guns.
49

  Thus the Black and 

Tans were armed with familiar weaponry that they had used during the Great War.  

In July 1920, an Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary (ADRIC) was 

formed, comprised of ex-British Army officers.  Those who joined this elite anti-IRA 

police were offered £1 per day and the rank of sergeant.  C Company was among first set 

up, recruited in July and August, and trained at the military camp at Curragh, near 

Dublin, for only six weeks.
50

 Also dressed in black and tan colors, the Auxiliaries looked 

somewhat different from the former soldiers, wearing dark blue trousers, high leather 
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boots, and officer style khaki tunics with the letters “TC” on their shoulders straps, to 

indicate their status as Temporary Cadets, who enlisted for six months, with the option of 

continuing for another six months.
51

  

The Auxiliaries formed companies separate from the Royal Irish Constabulary 

(RIC) rank and file.  Ostensibly, Divisional Commissioners controlled each Company 

and consulted with the military.  But in practice, these Commissioners only trained their 

companies for a brief six weeks, after which the companies acted independently, 

commanded by former Army officers, each of whom had three Section Leaders under 

them to command the Temporary Cadets.
52

 Brigadier-General Frank Percy Crozier 

commanded the Auxiliaries from August 3, 1920 to February 19, 1921.  He had little 

sympathy for Irish republicans.  In 1914, he had been a member of the West Belfast 

Regiment of the Ulster Volunteer Force, which was formed by Unionists to fight the 

implementation of Home Rule.  By September 1920, Crozier was responsible for 500 

men, 100 per company.  That number jumped to 1,000 in two months, and steadily 

increased during the next year.  On average, a total of about 300 former officers and 

servicemen joined the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) every month in early 1920.  This 

number doubled to 600 per month in the summer of 1920, thus allowing the RIC to reach 

a total strength of about 10,000, by which point at least 80 percent of new recruits were 

not Irish.
53

   

                                                 
51

 John Ainsworth, “The Black and Tans and Auxiliaries in Ireland, 1920-1921:  Their Origins Role and 

Legacy,” (paper presented to the Annual Conference of the Queensland History Teacher’s Association in 

Brisbane, Saturday, 12 May 2001), 5. 
52

 Townshend, British Campaign in Ireland, 112. 
53

 Appendix I, Townshend, British Campaign in Ireland, 209. 



 217 

By mid-January 1921, the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) had swelled in numbers 

to over 13,000 mostly non-Irish men.  Recruitment kept increasing their numbers by 200 

men per week.  Meanwhile, the Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary 

(ADRIC) expanded to 1,300 men.
54

  In order to reach such great numbers, the RIC 

reduced their standards for recruitment.  Thus, they began accepting men shorter than 

five feet and eight inches.  This upset some of the older members of the RIC, and is partly 

why local Irish referred to the Black and Tans as “little chaps of 5 foot 6 – and with no 

character”
55

 The non-Irish component to both the Auxiliaries and the Royal Irish 

Constabulary (RIC) helps to explain why the Irish public generally referred them both to 

as Black and Tans, and why both groups began “to view the Irish people as their enemy.” 

56
  Such a perception would no doubt affect the Black and Tans’ eagerness to engage in 

violent reprisals against the Irish population.  These punishments bore resemblance to 

punishments in India under martial law in that both were designed to punish the general 

population for moral effect.  

 

Unauthorized Reprisals 

The Irish War for Independence was characterized by frequent reprisals.  These 

were violent episodes that Crown Forces engaged in to punish the Irish public just after 

an Irish Republican Army (IRA) attack.  Typically, these events would involve 

policemen running rampant, rioting, or looting an area.  In the effort to control such 
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incidents, Dublin Castle eventually created a policy of authorizing official reprisals under 

martial law, but only after a year of unauthorized, sporadic attacks on the public.
57

  

Reprisals were typically the work of the Black and Tans or the Auxiliaries, but the 

military was not exempt from falling prey to the temptation to strike out at the Irish 

public for its reluctance to help Crown Forces actively in their attempt to find, arrest, and 

prosecute rebels.  In fact, the first incident of a reprisal pre-dated the arrival of non-Irish 

recruits.  In September 1919, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) attacked soldiers in 

Fermoy, County Cork.  This resulted in the death of one soldier.  Upon his inquest, the 

coroner’s jury decided that his death was accidental, because the main goal of the IRA 

attack had been to seize the soldiers’ rifles rather than to kill them.  The soldiers became 

enraged upon hearing this verdict and so attacked the shops owned by the jury 

members.
58

  Weeks later, the men of the Essex Regiment arrived in Kinsale, County 

Cork, and began intimidating residents and breaking windows while marching down the 

city street.
59

   These incidents are somewhat reminiscent of the shooting in Lahore, 

discussed in Chapter Three, where police pickets opened fire on a crowd on April 10, 

1919, at first without provocation, and then several times again after being pelted by 

bricks.  Police and soldiers under the command of Colonel Johnson in Lahore followed 
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the event by shooting at a crowd two days later as it was exiting the Badshahi Mosque.  

The punitive nature of these shootings and the reprisal at Fermoy is obvious.  

This attack on the citizens of Fermoy was only the first of a number of reprisals 

against that city, although many of the later attacks would be committed by the Royal 

Irish Constabulary (RIC) rather than the military.
60

  The men carrying out this reprisal did 

so partly out of frustration.  Not only had the Irish public demonstrated an unwillingness 

to inform upon rebels or to assist Crown Forces in arresting them, but also sympathetic 

juries (or jurors who had been intimidated by the Irish Republican Army) refused to 

convict rebels on trial.
61

  The government remained reluctant to enforce martial law and, 

perhaps from a soldier’s perspective, more concerned with public opinion than with the 

restoration of order.  After all, Dublin Castle’s response to hunger striking prisoners (IRA 

men protesting their criminal rather than political status) might have suggested to some 

soldiers that public opinion rather than the restoration of order was of prime 

importance.
62

  Lord Lieutenant French held the opinion that these prisoners were being 

let out on parole, but the effect was demoralizing to the RIC, which had worked hard to 

arrest the men in the first place.
63

   

French also criticized the British government for not taking a harder stance 

against the insurgents.  He was angry that political prisoners on hunger strike were being 

released on parole in April 1920, and that even before that they were temporarily 
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discharged for reasons of ill health.  French held that it would be better if the government 

were to announce that hunger strikers “will simply be allowed to die.”
64

  But for much of 

the Irish War for Independence, the government shared Greenwood’s view that if hunger 

strikers were to die in prison as martyrs, it would do “the govt [sic] more harm than their 

freedom can.” 
65

 

Some members of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) responded to this 

demoralization by resigning, while others chose to engage in reprisals.  But there was 

also an element of what historian Peter Hart has termed a “tit for tat cycle of violence,” 

that is the mafia-like character to the Anglo-Irish War in which attacks by one group, 

whether RIC or Irish Republican Army (IRA), had to be responded to by another attack 

in kind.  A vicious cycle of attack and reprisal and counter-reprisal was created.  For 

example, on March 18, 1920 the RIC attacked a Sinn Fein alderman, to which the IRA 

responded the next night by shooting down an RIC constable while he was unarmed and 

unable to defend himself.
66

  This was followed by an RIC reprisal on March 20, 1920, in 

which they broke into the home of the Mayor of Cork, Thomas MacCurtain, who was 

also the Commander of the 1
st
 Cork Brigade, and shot him dead in front of his wife and 

children.  The RIC men were wearing masks to disguise their identities, and the next day 

declined to investigate the shooting.   The coroner’s jury blamed the RIC for the murder, 

but went on to indict Lloyd George and senior officers of the Cork police as the ultimate 
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parties responsible.
67

  This was remarkably bad press for the government, which 

continued stubbornly to support the RIC, as discussed below. 

The County Inspector of the Cork Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) noted, “There 

is a feeling among the police which is becoming prevalent in places where murders of 

police have been committed that the only way to stop these murders is by way of reprisals 

or retaliation.”  Thus, he added, “it is becoming difficult to restrain men’s passions 

aroused at the sight of their murdered comrades and when they have the means of 

executing vengeance it is likely that they will use them when driven to desperation.”
68

  

But unlike in the Punjab, where martial law was declared in areas that had already 

become quiet after a shooting incident, reprisals in Ireland were not putting an end to the 

violence.  The obvious explanation for this is that Ireland was committed to an all out 

rebellion, whereas no such rebellion existed in the Punjab.   Moreover, a policeman’s 

passion is no excuse for indiscipline.  His superior officers must ensure restraint, for the 

good of the unit and to maintain, if possible, their moral legitimacy. 

The bulk of reprisals were conducted by the Black and Tans. Within the Royal 

Irish Constabulary (RIC) there were “informal police death squads” often using titles like 

“the Anti-Sinn Fein Society,” dedicated to retaliatory violence.
69

  One East Lancashire 

soldier remembered that the intelligence officers commanding his unit “were after certain 

persons, and if they didn’t find them persons, they’d come back with somebody or, 
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should I say, take somebody and put ‘em in the back van, in the back lorry...But the 

intelligence officer gave instructions...[for us to] let he to escape and when he were 

escaped, he were shot in the road and left there.” 
70

  

On April 28, 1920, a contingent of Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) recruits raided 

Limerick, breaking windows, beating up civilians, and so earned their nickname.  They 

reminded Irish civilians of a legendary pack of black and tan colored hunting dogs from 

Limerick, called the black and tans, and infamous for their savagery.
71

  The RIC had a 

reputation for firing their guns in the air as they drove around and November 3, 1920, by 

doing so they accidentally killed a woman sitting with her child by the road in County 

Galway.
72

  Outright killings such as this were rare, although when they occurred they 

were highly publicized, as in the case of an eight-year-old girl, Annie O’Neill, who was 

mistaken for an Irish Republican Army (IRA) gunman, and killed by the RIC.
73

   

Whereas in the Punjab, citizens under martial law were put to great hardship in 

order to be punished, such as being held responsible for the upkeep of British posters or 

notices on their property on pain of imprisonment, or standing for hours in the hot Indian 

sun, in Ireland, the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) would most commonly destroy 
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property to scare, threaten and punish Irish civilians.  Barns and creameries belonging to 

suspected Irish Republican Army (IRA) families were burned down, along with shops.  

The Irish White Cross reported that this was part of “the systematic destruction of 

industry [which] was one of the objects of the terror.”  As a result, “the already large 

volume of unemployment due to ordinary economic depression was greatly increased, 

and many thousands of persons who had been able to live in comfort were reduced to 

poverty and made dependent on charity.”
74

 The IRA responded in turn by burning 

government buildings such as courthouses and customs houses, and the homes of 

suspected loyalists.  As IRA violence escalated in the summer of 1920, so too did the 

number of reprisals.
75

  

The military did not remain immune to the temptation to engage in reprisals.  For 

example, April 25, 1920 a group of Lancashire Fusiliers in Arklow, County Wicklow, 

just south of Dublin, was attacked by a crowd of people that were celebrating the release 

of hunger strikers.  Later that night, about fifteen soldiers snuck out of their barracks and 

attacked civilians in the town in retaliation, killing one and wounding another.  One 

soldier was wounded as well.
76

 These soldiers had opened fire on civilians without 

orders, but no serious actions were taken to punish them.   The behavior of these men is 

not unlike Dyer’s urge to punish the men responsible for attacking Miss Sherwood.  In 

both cases, innocent and guilty were lumped together because, in many ways, no subject 

of either Ireland or the Punjab was thought to be truly innocent.  Rather, by engaging in 
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collective punishment, the authorities were making it clear that all their subjects were 

complicit in some degree of resistance or rebellion.  Thus, in both places, an impression 

had to be made.  

On June 26, 1920, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) in Cork captured Brigadier-

General Lucas, the General Officer Commanding (GOC) the 16
th

 Brigade, and two staff 

colonels, Danford and Tyrell, while they were on a fishing trip.
77

  In response, soldiers of 

that Brigade left their barracks in Fermoy, just as they had in September 1919, but this 

time they sacked the town causing £18,000 in damages.
78

 There were also military 

reprisals in Limerick, Tuam and Tipperary in 1920.
79

  From October 30 to November 10, 

1920, the army “blockade[d]” the town of Tralee by cutting the town’s communications, 

in an effort to punish the population at large.
80

 The high number of raids that the Royal 

Irish Constabulary (RIC) was conducting by August 1920 under the Restoration of Order 

in Ireland Act, resulted in the arrest of the new Mayor of Cork, Terence MacSwiney, 

while he was in the middle of a secret Irish Republican Army (IRA) meeting on August 

12, 1920.
81

  He was arrested along with a number of other IRA leaders, all of who went 

on hunger strike.  The government let the other hunger strikers go, but in a change of 

policy, decided to be firm with MacSwiney.  He died on October 15, 1920 after hunger 
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striking for 74 days.  From this point on, the government would no longer bend to hunger 

strikers.
82

  

On September 20, 1920, an Irish Republican Army (IRA) “flying column” 

ambushed and killed the local District Inspector in County Clare (the west coast of 

Ireland) near Rineen, while he traveled with his men on the road between Ennistymon 

and Milltown Malbay.
83

  Almost simultaneously but on the other end of the island, the 

IRA engaged in another successful ambush in Balbriggan in the northern part of County 

Dublin on the Irish east coast.  Here, a Royal Irish Constabular, Constable Burke, who 

was about to be promoted to Divisional Inspector, was killed. His death was 

“immediately followed by a violent outbreak of reprisals by the Police who executed 

summary vengeance for the death of their comrade by executing two reputed Sinn Fein 

leaders in Balbriggan and committing extensive destructions of property in that town.” 
84

  

Meanwhile, at Patrick Monk’s bakery on Church Street, Dublin, a group of IRA men 

demanded that a lorry full of an Army Regiment surrender, but rather than doing so, they 

opened fire.  The IRA men retreated except for one, a medical student named Kevin 

Barry, who had hidden under the lorry during the shooting and was arrested.  He was the 

first rebel to be taken in an armed attack.
85
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It is difficult to imagine that a similar incident in the Punjab, if it were to have 

taken place, would have escaped severe punishment. But whereas one might expect the 

punishment in India to have taken place in the open, with the full sanction of the 

government, perhaps under martial law, in Ireland, punitive measures were taken under 

cover of nightfall.  Thus, although the soldiers in Dublin did not engage in a reprisal on 

September 20, perhaps because a rebel was already under arrest, the Royal Irish 

Constabulary (RIC) in nearby Balbriggan certainly did.  Police waited until night fell on 

Balbriggan and then looted throughout the town, burning public houses and damaging at 

least 49 private homes and one factory.  In the process, they killed two suspected Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) men by bayonet.
86

  A socialist paper, the Daily Herald, reported 

that the men had been tortured before being killed, and their bodies mutilated.
87

  

On the following day, September 21, 1920, the RIC in Clare retaliated by 

attacking the three closest towns to the Rineen ambush: Milltown Malbay, Ennistymon 

and Lahinch.  At Milltown Malbay, the RIC killed a man in a hay cart and burned eight 

houses. The police forces then turned their attention to Ennistymon, where the set a 

drapery shop on fire, killed a man and a twelve-year-old boy who was trying to put out 

the flames on one of the 26 buildings that the RIC set on fire. Police continued the 

reprisal by attacking Lahinch, setting its Town Hall ablaze along with seven private 
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homes.  In one such home, a suspected IRA man was burned alive.
 88

  The following 

month, on October 6, 1920, the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) engaged in a reprisal in 

Tubbercurry, County Sligo (north-west Ireland).  Their Divisional Inspector had been 

killed by an Irish Republican Army (IRA) ambush, and his men lashed out all night to 

early morning, setting fire to a creamery, among other things.
89

  Reprisals in the first 

week of November 1920 included destruction of property in southeastern Ireland’s 

County Tipperary.  The towns of Nenagh, Thurles and Littleton all suffered reprisals, as 

did the towns of central Ireland, including Granard, Athlone, and Longford.
90

 

On October 11, 1920, the British Army conducted a raid on a home in Dublin (at 

Fernside and Talbot Street).  Their goal was to capture guerilla leaders Sean Treacy and 

Dan Breen, both of whom had been hiding there, but both men escaped capture.  The 

owner of the house was shot and one RIC officer was killed.  The owner was taken to the 

hospital, where he eventually died.  In a statement to a priest on his deathbed, the dying 

man declared that he was shot deliberately by the RIC, implying that the police thought 

this a just punishment for harboring wanted men.
91

   

On December 11, 1920, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) ambushed the 

Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary (ADRIC), K Company, in Cork at 

Dillon’s Cross, just 200 yards away from their barracks.  Thirteen Auxiliaries were 

wounded.  A reprisal followed that night. The men of K Company proceeded to the 

center of Cork and, under the command of their officers, set fire to the city, causing £3 
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million in damages.
92

  Troops came out to quell the situation but took no action once 

there for if they had done so, “there would have been a fight [between the Auxiliaries and 

the Army] and considerable bloodshed would have ensued.”
93

 If this statement is 

accurate, then it suggests that there was considerable potential for friction between the 

military and the police forces, which would partly explain why the government became 

eager to negotiate an end to the Anglo-Irish War.
94

  However, it is also possible that the 

Army was reluctant to stop the reprisal because it tacitly approved.  The military was no 

stranger to reprisals of its own, and the war was about to enter its third year.  Perhaps 

they judged that greater reprisals would be necessary to make in impression on the 

population.  Such a judgment would fit with the British reaction to the attack in Kasur, 

Punjab, where two officers on a train were killed by an angry crowd that proceeded to 

riot.  Although in India there was no carefully planned ambush and it was the crowd that 

was responsible for setting fire to the local houses of government rather than the police, 

the punishment that Punjabis received, in which soldiers and police opened fire on the 

crowd, flowed from the same logic of collective punishment as the reprisal in Cork.  

But whereas the shooting on Kasur was fully sanctioned by the Hunter Committee 

and the Punjab Government, setting fire to Cork was not.  This resulted in a military 

inquiry right away, not because the logic of collective punishment was in question, but 
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rather because martial law was not in effect and Crown Forces had not been officially 

ordered to exact such a reprisal.  Sir Hamar Greenwood’s initial public response to the 

attack on Cork was to say that there was as yet no proof that Crown Forces were 

responsible for the fires.  But at least one member of the Auxiliaries who took part in this 

reprisal wrote to his mother while convalescing: 

I am...recovering from a severe chill contracted on Saturday night last during the 

burning and looting of Cork in which I took a reluctant part.  We did it alright 

never mind how much the well intentioned Hamar Greenwood would excuse us.  

In all my life I have never experienced such orgies of murder, arson and looting 

as I have witnessed during the past 16 days with the RIC Auxiliaries.  It baffles 

description.  And we are supposed to be officers and gentlemen.  There are quite 

a number of decent fellows and likewise a lot of ruffians... Many who witnessed 

similar scenes in France and Flanders say, that nothing they had experienced 

was comparable to the punishment meted out to Cork... Reprisals are necessary 

and loyal Irishmen agree but there is a lot which should not be done.
95

 

 

The military inquiry blamed the Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary 

(ADRIC) for the entire reprisal.   A second, more thorough military inquiry found fault 

with the ADRIC again, but this time the military report also blamed “the higher authority 

who ordered a unit in so raw a state to an area where active operations might be 

expected.”  Such a scathing indictment of government policy made the report impossible 

to publish, even though the government originally expected to be able to do so.
96

  

On December 15, 1920, a member of the Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish 

Constabulary (ADRIC) killed a young Irishman and a seventy-year-old priest on the side 

of a road near Dunmanway, County Cork. Lloyd George wanted the Temporary Cadet 

who shot these two Irishmen to be tried and hung on the spot, but Macready gave him a 
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proper trial, which found him to be insane.
97

    This shooting and countless others were 

part of a long list of complaints that the Irish and British public had over the way in 

which the Anglo-Irish War was being conducted.   Similar to the allegations that Indians 

made against the martial law regime in the Punjab, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) 

alleged that the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), including the ADRIC, engaged in 

prisoner abuse and summary executions.  Ernie O’Malley, a famous IRA officer, wrote of 

his experience as a prisoner of the Auxiliaries, who beat him during interrogations and 

threatened to blind him with a hot iron.
98

  As described above, entire towns were sacked, 

including Balbriggan, Fermoy, and Ennistymon.  Cork was set on fire, as were some 

fifty-three creameries in other parts of the countryside.  
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Chapter Seven: Martial Law in Ireland 

 Why were the authorities so quick to employ martial law in the Punjab and yet so 

reluctant to do so in Ireland?  This chapter analyzed the government’s difficulty in 

coming to terms that nothing short of martial law would solve the Irish problem.  But 

unlike the regime in the Punjab, the martial law system in Ireland was highly limited, 

eager to project an image of civility rather than harshness.  Whether in a state of martial 

law or not, Ireland continued to suffer reprisals at the hands of Crown Forces. 

Reporting with first-hand accounts on the state of Ireland, the journalist Hugh 

Martin asked, “Why do these things happen?  Why are servants of the Crown charged 

with pillage and arson and what amounts to lynch law, and even with drunkenness and 

murder?  How can the reign of terror be stopped?” 
1
 One might assume that whenever 

soldiers of predominantly one nationality or ethnicity are expected to police an alien 

population, violence will occur.  But it is the responsibility of civilian and military 

administrators to ensure that the use of force is not disproportionate to the level of 

disorder, and that it is conducted with restraint.  What then would constitute proportioned 

restraint?  

 Upon being ambushed or losing a comrade in arms, whole companies would 

attack and loot the local village in order to punish those responsible, but also to vent 

frustration.   A restrained approach would involve the systematic search for the 

participants in the ambush, according to the powers of search and arrest laid out in the 

law.  If the population proved unable or unwilling to assist in identifying the responsible 

                                                 
1
 Hugh Martin, Ireland in Insurrection: An Englishman’s Record of Fact (London: Daniel O’Connor, 

1921), 160. 



 232 

parties, as indeed much of the Irish locals were, resorting to violence against the 

population at large to scare it into cooperation could seem, according to one’s 

perspective, as perfectly justified or as reprehensible outrage.   Thus, political and 

military officials could argue either side of the case in Ireland, just as they had in India. 

It is nonetheless worth analyzing why the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) and 

military engaged in reprisals in Ireland.  Surely, it was one way to let out steam and 

frustration when arrested prisoners were not convicted by sympathetic juries or when 

they were released for health reasons upon going on hunger strike.  But historian Charles 

Townshend has put forth another argument.  He suggests that the new recruits to the RIC 

engaged in reprisals because they were poorly trained, experienced only in trench-warfare 

rather than as expert marksmen.  Thus, according to him, they lacked individual self-

control in police matters.
2
   

The problem with Townshend’s suggestion is that the Royal Irish Constabulary 

(RIC) was not alone in conducting unauthorized reprisals, for the military in Ireland did 

so as well.  Furthermore, the army actually provided exceptional training and discipline.  

After all, former Irish volunteers in the British Army were also recruited by the Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) to help train their men and plan attacks. These veterans planned 

attacks that “showed careful preparation and good discipline.” 
3
  Thus, it may not be 

accurate to state that the new recruits lacked discipline, but rather that they were trained 

according to the standards of military discipline rather than civilian police forces.  Their 
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limited six-week training on how to police Ireland before being deployed would hardly 

counter the years of experience they had gained in the trenches.  Soldiers were trained to 

destroy the enemy.  This is quite different from preserving peace, protecting innocent 

civilians or maintaining law and order.  As a result, it is not surprising that veteran 

soldiers using military weapons behaved more like an army at war than a police force.   

Historian Peter Hart has argued persuasively that reprisals occurred because the 

Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) “were soldiers in enemy territory rather than policemen 

in their own country.  Their brutality was a direct consequence of their alienation and 

wartime experience, and their arrival frequently acted as a catalyst for violence.” 
4
  The 

RIC were further alienated as a result of race.  The recruits were mostly not Irish, for 

Irishmen were increasingly ostracizing the RIC (either by choice or IRA intimidation), 

but rather Scottish and English.  Thus, they felt little in common with the Irishman.
5
  

But many defenders of government policy had a different explanation.  They 

argued that Crown Forces were subject to such frustrations that the temptation to unleash 

their fury was too great to bear.  The Chief Secretary of Ireland emphasized this, stating 

the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), “have been cruelly tried by the callous indifference 

shown towards their unjust persecution by the general body of the public, and I doubt 

whether any other military or police force in the world would have borne the strain of the 
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ill-treatment to which they have been subjected without greater damage to their 

discipline.”
6
   

In other words, according to Greenwood, no army in the world could withstand 

the temptation to engage in reprisals.  But it is the generally assumed responsibility of 

commanding officers, whether civilian or military, to ensure discipline among their men 

and to resist acting out of temptation.  Soldiers and police must act as ordered rather that 

out of frustration.  The key to understanding these reprisals, then, is in the fact that 

superior officers tacitly condoned reprisals, and encouraged them.  

Indeed, the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) were actively encouraged by their 

superior officers to engage in reprisals. For example, the Divisional Commissioner for 

Cork, Colonel Gerald Smyth, who had been wounded six times in the Great War in 

France, instructed the RIC in Listowel, County Kerry (southern Ireland) to shoot without 

fear of punishment.  He used words that one might have expected to hear from General 

Dyer: 

If the persons approaching you carry their hands in their pockets, or in any way 

look suspicious, shoot them down.  You may make mistakes occasionally and 

innocent persons may be shot, but that cannot be helped, and you are bound to get 

the right parties sometimes.  The more you shoot, the better I will like you and I 

assure you, men, no policeman will get into trouble for shooting anyone.   

 

The Irish Republican Army (IRA) killed Colonel Smyth the following month. 
7
   

The Irish Supreme Court Judge William Wylie tried to explain that the average 

constable was so frustrated that he “either saw white or he saw red.” 
8
  Indeed, General 
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Dyer gave the same excuse for instituting the “crawling” order.  Without it, he argued, he 

would not have been able to control the passions of his soldiers who would have wrecked 

havoc on random inhabitants.
9
 

 But other officials suggested that reprisals depended on the personal character of 

the officers commanding a particular unit.
10

  They claimed that some companies 

performed well as a police force without engaging in reprisals while others had a drinking 

problem that was to blame for their poor discipline.
11

  For example, whereas Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) men, such as the legendary nationalist hero Tom Barry, 

described the Auxiliaries as engaging in a “terror campaign,” the same could not be said 

of the Auxiliary Division’s C company, who kept their cadets under control and 

prevented heavy drinking.
12

  The problem with this explanation is that it fails to account 

for the fact that others constables, including Auxiliaries, engaged in reprisals despite 

being mostly sober.
13

  Journalist Hugh Martin reported on such a reprisal on Granard  

(County Longford) in retaliation for the deaths of District Inspector Kelleher and 

Sergeant Cooney: “It had been coolly, scientifically, methodically gutted by men who 
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from first to last remained under some sort of discipline.  Planned vengeance had had its 

ordered result.”
14

 

Macready increasingly disliked reprisals, so much so that on August 17, 1920, he 

circulated a Special General Order that any officers engaged in looting or reprisals would 

be severely punished.  About one month later, he ordered the army to withdraw its 

support if at any point the police they were supporting engaged in reprisals.
15

  On 

November 2, 1920, Sir Henry Wilson reported to Churchill that “Macready was going to 

take more severe disciplinary action, even to removing C.O.s [commanding officers] if 

the men took reprisals on their own...it was not fair on the soldiers, and if the present 

regime was continued much longer the Prime Minister would have the army against him, 

or else have a mob instead of an army.” 
16

  Wilson’s disgust with reprisals is significant, 

but must not be interpreted as an indictment against the notion of collective punishment.  

Wilson, after all, was one of Dyer’s greatest supporters.  What he disliked was the 

spontaneous and haphazard approach to punishment.  He much preferred Dyer’s and the 

Punjab regimes’ use of martial law to lend, in Wilson’s mind, moral legitimacy and 

structure to retaliations. 

But General Hugh Tudor, a friend of Churchill’s, worried that orders against 

reprisals would hurt Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) morale.  Thus, he played a key role 

in supporting the RIC whenever it would spontaneously retaliate against the Irish 

population.  Despite repeated requests by Macready, Tudor kept delaying issuing similar 

                                                 
14

 Hugh Martin, Ireland in Insurrection, 156. 
15

 Townshend, British Campaign in Ireland, 112. 
16

 Wilson Diary, November 2, 1920, in Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, Bart., G.C.B., D.S.O.: his Life and 

Diaries, Major-General Sir C.E. Callwell, vol. 2 (London: Cassell, 1927), 268. 



 237 

orders that denounced reprisals.  Rather, he began a weekly newspaper for the police 

called Weekly Summary on August 13, 1920, designed to boost morale, partly by 

encouraging reprisals.
17

  One edition suggested that the policeman’s job was to make “an 

appropriate hell” for rebels.
18

  

The continued allowance of reprisals was highly offensive to many military 

generals, especially to Wilson and Macready.  Even General Sir Hubert Gough, who led 

the Curragh Mutiny in 1914 and so spoke as a man with little sympathy for Irish 

nationalists, spoke out against the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC).  He wrote,  “the police 

in many cases and the soldiers in some, have been guilty of gross acts of violence, 

without even a semblance of military order and discipline, and that these acts are not only 

never adequately punished, but no steps are taken to prevent their recurrence.” 
19

 

Macready’s military policy was one of “taking no measures that may cause 

irritation, except in retaliation; that is to say, a murder or outrage is committed, and we at 

once retaliate by a raid for arms or persons in the immediate vicinity.”
20

 Thus, countless 

raids and searches were carried.  However, Macready remained unable to prevent fully 

the military from engaging in unauthorized reprisals, as they did in Fermoy, and he was 

in no position to control the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC).  Control of the RIC was in 

Tudor’s hands and under him unauthorized reprisals ballooned.  Tudor gave his tacit 

consent to these reprisals and was supported in this by both Churchill and Lloyd George.  
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Sir Henry Wilson was disgusted by the official support for unauthorized reprisals.  

He noted in his diary, “Tudor made it very clear that the police and Black and Tans and 

the 100 Intell: [sic] officers are all carrying out reprisal murders.  At Balbriggan, Thurles 

and Galway yesterday the local police marked down certain SFs as in their opinion the 

actual murderers or instigators and then coolly went and shot them without question or 

trial.  Winston saw very little harm in this but it horrifies me.” 
21

   What Wilson found so 

“horrifying” about this behavior was not that it was particularly violent or cruel, but 

rather that it was occurring haphazardly at the hands of civilian police rather than 

systematically by the military.  But as Wilson points out, Churchill was not at all 

bothered by the situation.  Rather, he, Tudor and Lloyd George held high hopes that such 

reprisals would succeed in crushing the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and whatever level 

of Irish public support existed for it.  In fact, Churchill thought the Royal Irish 

Constabulary (RIC) and its use of reprisals was doing a better job than the military in 

Ireland, stating “Tudor and his men were...getting to the root of the matter quicker than 

the military.” 
22

 

Churchill had been among Dyer’s greatest detractors emphasizing the policy of 

minimum force, which he believed Dyer had violated, but in Ireland, he approved of 

unofficial reprisals.  This distinction makes more sense given the fact that Churchill did 

not speak out against the entire administration of the Punjab, as did many Labour 

politicians.  In other words, it was only Dyer’s behavior that he reprimanded, while 

remaining silent about the actions of Colonel Johnson and others in the various Punjabi 
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cities under martial law.  Thus, it is likely that there was nothing inherent to the concept 

of collective punishment to which Churchill objected, but rather the fact that Dyer gave 

no warning and that he continued to shoot after the crowd had begun to disperse.  In 

Ireland, destruction of property was far more common than actual shootings.  When men 

were killed, they were often dragged out of a home (either theirs or of whomever was 

willing or forced to harbor them) and shot.  This probably seemed less indiscriminate 

than Dyer’s shooting, and less extreme in that fewer people were killed or wounded.  It 

makes sense then, that like Lloyd George, Churchill hoped that reprisals would frighten 

the population into informing on the rebels, thereby helping to crush them. 

The Times editorials wondered if these reprisals were tacitly condoned by the 

government, suggesting “so long as reprisals are committed, the public is forced to infer 

one of two things – either that the executive authority regards them with a certain 

lenience or that it is powerless to stop them.”  The press correspondent added, “I think 

that all moderate Irishmen would welcome a clear statement of the Executive’s attitude to 

these reprisals, and of the steps, if any, which it has taken or intends to take to suppress 

them.” 
23

   

Indeed, the government did tacitly approve of reprisals. Sir Henry Wilson railed 

against the government for not taking a stand on the issue. During the Dyer debates, 

Wilson engaged in a confrontation with the Government over its Irish policy.  He wrote 

in his diary, “We discussed Ireland, and Lloyd George is under the ridiculous belief that 

for every one of our people who was murdered, two Sinn Feiners [sic] were murdered!  
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And Lloyd George was gloating over this and hugging it to his heart as a remedy for the 

present disgraceful state of Ireland.”
24

  To Wilson, it seemed that Lloyd George condoned 

the reprisals, as if “a counter-murder association was the best answer to Sinn Fein 

murders.  A crude idea of statesmanship, and he will have a rude awakening.”
25

  

The government was, in fact, hopeful that the reprisals would effectively subdue 

Ireland. Lloyd George fully supported Tudor’s policies, including his encouragement of 

reprisals. 
26

 At a Cabinet meeting in October 1920, which included General Tudor and the 

Commander-in-Chief of Ireland, General Nevil Macready, it was noted “unauthorized 

reprisals had unquestionably had a visible effect both in enabling the executive to obtain 

information about ambushes and plots, and in driving a wedge between moderates and 

extremists in the Sinn Fein.”
27

  In other words, imperial violence appeared to be working. 

Sir Henry Wilson believed that the Cabinet “though that everything was going on so well 

in Ireland, i.e. government by ‘Black and Tans’, that they would leave it at that and not 

take over reprisals by Government action.”
28
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Wilson complained, “that Lloyd George said that I had always been for drastic 

action and then, when it was taken, I criticized it.  I said that of course this accusation had 

no relation to the truth, and that, although I was in favour of strong action, it must be by 

responsible authority.”
29

  Wilson was angry that the Cabinet supported the “drastic 

action” taken by unofficial reprisals, believing instead that the military should engage in 

these under martial law.  Wilson had little faith in the civil government, as it had already 

collapsed.  Police were evacuating their barracks, leaving entire villages in the hands of 

Sinn Fein and the Irish Republican Army (IRA).  The government needed only to admit 

the fact and introduce martial law.  Thus he lamented, “More murders in Ireland 

yesterday, and more reprisals.  How the Cabinet can agree to all this and not take the 

responsibility absolutely beats me, or how they think this class of work will solve the 

Irish question passes my comprehension.”
30

 

Lord Lieutenant French and his good friend, the Colonial Secretary and 

Conservative Member of Parliament (MP) Walter Long, supported the use of non-Irish 

recruits and, to a lesser extent, reprisals, especially after the IRA attempted to assassinate 

French in his car.
31

 However, by November 1920, after the shooting at Croke Park, even 

Churchill’s ideas about reprisals began to change.  He noted, “the troops are getting out 

of control, taking the law into their own hands, and that besides clumsy and 

indiscriminate destruction, actual thieving and looting as well as drunkenness and gross 
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disorder are occurring.”
32

  The solution was not to put an end to reprisals, but rather to 

make them official, conducted by sober and responsible soldiers acting under martial law 

rather than frustrated policemen.  

 

Official Reprisals and Martial Law 

On September 23, 1920, Major General Radcliffe, the Director of Military 

Operations (D.M.O.) wrote to Sir Henry Wilson– “I think the only solution to this 

problem is to institute a system of official reprisals...If there is a definite scheme of 

reprisals in force, and made known beforehand, it should be easy to get the troops to 

restrain their unofficial efforts, while the deterrent effect on the Sinn Fein cannot be 

inconsiderable.” 
33

  In other words, conducting reprisals in an orderly fashion would, he 

thought, prevent spontaneous attacks on civilians and avoid public criticism while still 

effectively punishing the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and its supporters.  The most 

orderly fashion would of course be under martial law.  Thus, official sanction for 

reprisals would have to be accompanied by a declaration of military rule in Ireland. 

Macready, who had detested the unauthorized reprisals, whole-heartedly 

supported the use of official reprisals.  He explained, “where reprisals have taken place, 

the whole atmosphere of the surrounding district has changed from one of hostility to one 

of cringing submission.” He believed that violent punishment was the best way to re-

instill fear in a recalcitrant population. As evidence of the “cringing submission” that 
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reprisals resulted in, Macready added that Irishmen had begun doffing their caps to 

officers in Galway and began giving information against the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA).
34

    

Wilson also supported the idea of official reprisals. After all, his position had 

always been that “the Sinn Feiners [sic] were at war with the troops, but the troops were 

not allowed to be at war with the Sinn Feiners [sic]...there manifestly were not soldiers 

enough in the country to restore order, unless far sterner measures than had hitherto been 

employed were to be adopted so as to cope drastically with the situation.” Thus, Wilson 

wrote, “I am very unhappy about Ireland...I don’t see any determination or driving power 

in the Cabinet and I really believe we shall be kicked out.” 
35

  As mentioned above, he 

butted heads with both Churchill and Lloyd George repeatedly over the issue of martial 

law. At one point, Wilson “asked Winston to remember that in the end the authority of 

the Cabinet rested on the bayonets of the soldiers.”
36

  This applied whether in Ireland, 

India or any other part of the Empire.  The Raj had already shown itself willing to remind 

Indians of this basic fact.  However, in Ireland, this was a reality that the government was 

desperately trying to avoid.  

On September 29, 1920, Wilson confronted Lloyd George about the policy of 

official reprisals and noted that the prime minister “danced about and was angry.” Wilson 

“pointed out that these reprisals were carried out without anyone being responsible; men 

were murdered, houses burnt, villages wrecked (such as Balbriggan, Ennistymon, Trim, 
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etc.)...If these men ought to be murdered, then the Government ought to murder them.” 
37

 

Indeed, this was the central point behind the arguments of Macready, Wilson, Radcliffe, 

French, and countless other military men who supported the imposition of martial law in 

Ireland.  Their problem with government policy, according to them, was not that it 

supported the use coercion through the Royal Irish Constabulary’s haphazard reprisals, 

but rather that it would not sanction enough use of coercion to properly subdue the island.  

   Lloyd George was reluctant to suffer the public criticism that might follow if his 

administration were to use the kind of coercion that Wilson demanded, arguing, “no 

Government could possibly take this responsibility.” Wilson continued to protest “this 

method of out-terrorizing the terrorists by irresponsible persons,” preferring instead 

responsible persons to conduct such a campaign.
38

   

Of the range of violent methods used by those exacting reprisals, the most 

common had been house burning.   The Commander of the 6
th

 Division Area in Ireland, 

General Sir Peter Strickland, explained, “We do not destroy houses simply because an 

ambush has taken place and the house has been occupied by the ambushers...It is only 

where a resident who refused to give information, as many of them do on the ground of 

Republican sympathy, and where they are known Republicans, that we have to perform 

this unpleasant duty.”
39

  His language is strikingly similar to Dyer’s description of his 

“horrible duty.”  In response to house burning, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) adopted 

a counter-reprisal policy in which two houses belonging to loyalists would be burned in 
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retaliation for every republican home.
40

  In other words, “one reprisal leads to another, 

and we have that ghastly, vicious circle...in which the public at large are between the 

devil and the deep blue sea.” 
41

 But the IRA used intimidation as well, forcing most Irish 

people to choose between losing their homes to a British force or losing their lives to IRA 

gunmen.
42

  

Lloyd George was hopeful that reprisals would work, thus obviating the need for 

martial law.  However, he wanted to put an end to arson-based reprisals because the 

damage to property typically hurt loyalist landlords, but he was comfortable with 

“gunning.”
43

 Thus, new orders were given on October 4, 1920, that “destruction of 

buildings” was to be avoided but the use of weapons was encouraged.  Officers were to 

“hunt down murderers by every means.”
44

 Churchill also came to support official 

reprisals.  He told Wilson on October 13, 1920, “You have been right all along, C.I.G.S. 

[Chiefs of the Imperial General Staff], and the Government must shoulder the 

responsibility of reprisals,” to which Wilson responded,  “once the Government shoulder 

responsibility the reprisals can start in mild form and go on crescendo if necessary.”
 45

  

Even so, a declaration of martial law would not come for another two months. 

                                                 
40

 Barry, Geurrilla Days, 154. See also Mockaitis, British Counterinsurgency, 67. 
41

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 45, June 16, 1921, col. 620. (Earl of Buxton) 
42

 This applied on many levels across the island.  For example, railway workers were intimidated against 

cooperating in the transportation of Crown Forces or munitions.  On September 15, 1920, a driver in 

Armagh who drove a train that included military passengers was “stripped and tarred as punishment” and 

received warning that if he did so again, he would be killed. Chief Secretary for Ireland, Weekly Survey, 

September 23, 1920, SIC 39, CAB 27/108.   For other examples, see Hart, The I.R.A. and Its Enemies. 
43

 Cabinet Conference, October 1, 1920, quoted in Townshend, British Campaign in Ireland, 120. 
44

 RIC Circular Orders by Deputy Inspector General, October 4, 1920, quoted in Townshend, British 

Campaign in Ireland, 120. 
45

 Wilson Diary, October 13, 1920 in Callwell, Sir Henry Wilson, vol. 2, 265. 



 246 

Finally, by December 1, 1920, the Cabinet authorized the Chief Secretary to 

impose martial law where necessary.  It was first applied on December 12, but only in 

four counties in southwest Ireland.  By December 30, martial law was extended to four 

more counties (Clare, Kilkenny, Waterford, and Wexford) so that much of Munster 

province came under martial law.  Thus, martial law was never applied throughout the 

island.
46

  Ostensibly, martial law was limited to eight counties because of the 

government’s belief that Ireland must be controlled by police action rather than by the 

military.  Lloyd George argued that the “Irish job [was] a policeman’s job supported by 

the military and not vice versa.  So long as it becomes a military job only it will fail.”
47

  

General Macready happened to be on vacation, thus Major General Sir Hugh 

Jeudwine served as acting Commander-in-Chief and was therefore responsible for 

applying martial law.  He thought that martial law should be imposed all over the 

island.
48

  He gave nine major reasons for doing so, one of which was for “moral effect.”
49

  

Jeudwine, it appears, shared Dyer’s opinion of using force to make an impression.  Sir 

Henry Wilson supported Jeudwine’s idea of putting the whole island under martial law.  

At a meeting with Churchill and Sir Hamar Greenwood, Wilson pointed out: 

That it will be no use trying it [martial law] in a small area, unless you are 

prepared to enforce it at least in Munster, Connaught and Leinster [three quarters 

of the island]. They did not agree. I pointed out that we must have a clean-cut 

policy about carrying arm, murders carried out by men in plain clothes, shooting 
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by roster, watching the coast, organized reprisals, ‘pinching’ Sinn Fein funds, 

priests to be treated like ordinary civilians, press censors, and other things, and 

that it will be impracticable to confine martial law to a small area.  However the 

others thought differently.
50

 

 

Similarly, Lord Milner warned, “unless you apply it [martial law] to a sufficiently wide 

area your attempt to get arms will fail.” 
51

 

But Churchill and Greenwood were against the idea of putting the entire island 

under martial law.  They preferred to focus only on those parts that needed it most.  

Consequently, martial law was initially limited to four counties:  Cork, Kerry, Limerick 

and Tipperary. 
52

  These proclamations of martial law were published on December 11, 

1920, resulting in an outburst of anger from Lord Lieutenant French, apoplectic that 

Dublin was being left out of the martial law area.  In leaving out this major city, it 

appeared that the government hoped to use the threat of island-wide martial law to 

negotiate with rebels in Dublin.
53

  

Martial law did not put an end to reprisals against the Irish population.  Rather, it 

added “official” sanction to such incidents, which were called “official punishments” by 

the government, but “official reprisals” by the Irish public at large. The first official 

reprisals took place on December 29, 1920, in Midleton, near Cork.  Here, Crown Forces 

officially destroyed six houses in retaliation for an Irish Republican Army (IRA) ambush 

that killed two Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) men. The houses “belonged to people who 
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must have known of the ambush but failed to give information.”
54

  This justification 

echoes Dyer’s sentiments when he gave his “crawling” order, as well as the general 

justification behind marching twenty “respectable” men of Gujranwalla handcuffed 

through the city and onto a coal truck: the local inhabitants deserved to be punished.  

After all, the 1
st
 Cork Brigade of the IRA had been inflicting heavy damage on the RIC in 

Midleton for most of 1920, and continued to do so after official reprisals began until 

February 1921.  Shortly thereafter, a combination of soldiers and RIC men found the IRA 

Brigade’s hideout and attacked them.  The IRA men surrendered but were executed 

anyway.
55

  

The most common form of official reprisals consisted of property damage rather 

than executions.  For example, buildings from which Irish Republican Army (IRA) 

gunmen fired shots at the authorities were destroyed, as were buildings in which IRA 

ambush preparations were thought to have taken place.  Usually, the inhabitants of these 

buildings were evacuated by the military before the buildings were destroyed.  The idea 

was to force Irish civilians to choose between assisting the authorities in their attempts to 

restore order and assisting the insurrection.  The Military Governor of the Martial Law 

Area, General Strickland, held the opinion that a public “attitude of neutrality” must be 

“inconsistent with loyalty” to Crown Forces or to Britain.
56
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Ironically, many of the destroyed buildings belonged to loyalist landlords, who 

then also suffered the Irish Republican Army’s “counter-reprisals” as their own manor 

houses on their large estates were burned.
57

 In the absence of a definitive or official total 

for how many official reprisals occurred, historian Charles Townshend has pieced 

together an estimate based in reports by the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), and 

concluded that Crown Forces engaged in over 150 official reprisals in less than six 

months.  This number averages to four reprisals per county per month.
 58

  By contrast, the 

village of Kasur in the Punjab, where two Europeans had been killed by an angry crowd, 

the population of 25,000 suffered over 600 incidents of public flogging and two deaths, 

one of which took place while the Punjabi suspect was running away from authorities. 

The mechanism by which official reprisals functioned in Ireland is noteworthy.  

The Commander-in-Chief explained:  

Punishments will only be carried out on the authority of the Infantry 

Brigadier, who before taking action will satisfy himself that the people 

concerned were, owing to their proximity to the outrage or their known 

political tendencies, implicated in the outrage, and will give specific 

instructions in writing or by telegram to the officer detailed to carry out the 

operation...The punishment will be carried out as a Military Operation, and 

the reason why it is being done will be publicly proclaimed.
59

 

 

Thus, reprisals would be controlled, accountable, and would clearly communicate to 

civilians the reasons they were being punished. Furthermore, officials conducting 

reprisals had to follow certain rules, which Irish civilians were quick to use against 
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Crown Forces in making claims.  For example, civilians living in a building targeted for 

reprisal had one hour to move “any valuable foodstuffs hay or corn but not furniture” 

before their homes were blown up.  If setting fire to a house’s furniture might spread fire 

to other houses, the furniture was set ablaze in the street.
60

  Ostensibly, those who would 

use force would be doing so with accountability. 

 

The Limits of Martial Law 

The decision to employ martial law in Ireland came, as discussed above, slowly 

due to the Cabinet’s fears of public criticism.  The incident that finally pushed Lloyd 

George and others into resorting to this method was a famous Irish Republican Army 

(IRA) Ambush of an Auxiliary patrol, near Kilmichael, County Cork at the end of 

November 1920.
61

  Police patrols had been following fixed routes for some time, which 

made a successful ambush relatively easy to plan and implement.  The ambush made 

Tom Barry, the leader of the West Cork “flying column,” into a legendary guerilla as he 

led him men in an attack on C Company, killing sixteen Auxiliaries.
62

   The attack on 

Kilmichael was so famous, that one priest at the time alleged, it “jerked the people of 

India to a new appraisal of their position.”
63

  Unlike previous ambushes, this one was not 

followed with a reprisal, possibly because “the shock of Kilmichael numbed the 
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police.”
64

  The attack was so clearly military in nature that it required a military response: 

martial law. 
65

 

Sir Henry Wilson, who had been demanding martial law for the last two years, 

expressed annoyance when it was finally declared partly because it was confined to a 

small area and partly because Churchill and Greenwood suddenly behaved as if they had 

been long supporters of resorting to martial law.  Wilson marveled that “Greenwood 

inferred that he had always been in favour of it [martial law] and so did Winston their 

only doubt being whether we had enough troops! What amazing liars.  They now want to 

try it in Cork & Cork City.”  Wilson then “pointed out that it will be no use trying it in a 

small area,” but they “did not agree.”   He added, “we must have a clear cut policy about 

carrying arms, murders carried out by men in plain clothes, shooting by roster; watching 

the coast; organised reprisals; ‘pinching’ of SF funds; Priests to be treated like ordinary 

Civilians...” but, Wilson wrote, “the others thought differently...My own opinion is that 

we shall require less troops with Martial Law than under the present miserable regime 

which is neither one thing nor another.” 
66

   

Moreover, once Churchill made the decision to employ martial law, he accused 

Wilson of obstructing the government’s ability to do so.  Wilson wrote  

Winston in full blast for martial law, and because I wanted to get Macready back 

[from vacation], and also wanted to proceed with care and discretion, he said I was 

obstructive.  I gave him the rough side of my tongue, pointing out the complete 
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volte-face of Lloyd George and himself; for it was only two nights ago that he said 

all was going well and that the Cabinet would not put on martial law!
67

 

 

To Wilson, the government appeared to be posturing.  

 Indeed, Churchill had been a vocal supporter of reprisals, insisting “naturally 

everything will be done to prevent violent, harsh or inhuman action by the troops,” but 

adding that the key “in this respect” would be Irish civilians themselves.  In other words, 

the responsibility for preventing troops from engaging in violence and inhumanity rested, 

according to Churchill, in the hands of “the Irish population of towns where troops are 

quartered if they not only abstain from murdering the soldiers and their officers by 

treacherous means but also render the assistance which it is easily in their power to give 

for the detection of the actual criminals.”  Perhaps it did not occur to Churchill that to 

have rendered such assistance would have meant certain death for many at the hands of 

the Irish Republican Army (IRA).   Thus, Churchill encouraged “the loyalty and zeal of 

the troops in defending themselves from cowardly and treacherous attacks.”
68

   But two 

months later, he decided that allowing such reprisals to occur outside the bounds of 

martial law was unacceptable due to complaints about troops “taking the law into their 

own hands, and that apart from clumsy and indiscriminate destruction, actual looting and 

thieving as well as drunkenness and gross disorder are occurring.” Churchill was now 

“prepared to support and to defend in Parliament a policy of reprisals within strict limits 
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and under strict control in certain districts...[with] conditions approximating to a state of 

war exist.”  In this way, he hoped “the excesses of the troops may be controlled.”
69

 

 By December 4, 1920, Churchill worried that the Government had lost the support 

of the left.  In a letter to Lloyd George he asked rhetorically, “have you not cut yourself 

off by ‘reprisals’ speeches to a vy [sic] large extent from yr [sic] old friends & the 

Radical left wing?”
70

  But this did not mean Churchill had lost his resolve to enforce 

Home Rule on the island rather than allow complete independence.  The Home Rule Act 

was not “the last word in the relations between the two islands. On the contrary, it is the 

first word.  But spoken as it is, not under duress but from conviction, it is a great word; 

and your [Irish] countrymen will be most unwise if they do not meditate profoundly upon 

it.” Churchill added, “Britain will never consent, while life and strength remain, to the 

destruction of the integrity of the British Empire.”
71

  To avoid such an outcome, 

Churchill finally agreed to martial law in Ireland. 

Martial law was not implemented in “full blast” as Churchill led Wilson to 

believe.  Not only was martial law limited in scope to a few counties rather than to the 

entire island, but military law was also reigned in.  In contrast to martial law in the 

Punjab, in Ireland the civil courts were allowed to continue sitting despite martial law in 

the area.  Thus, summary trials or rulings were often appealed to the High Court for 

various reasons, including that the military court had been constituted improperly.
72
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Consequently, few death sentences were carried out as the vast majority were overturned 

by appeals.
73

  In the Punjab, most Punjabis sentenced to death by the martial law regime 

had their sentences commuted not by appeal, but rather by the civil government, which 

feared the potential negative effect such a high number of executions might have on the 

population. 

Martial law in Ireland was further limited in that little action was taken in areas 

under martial law that differed from the methods used outside martial law areas.  In 

theory, summary courts could order the execution of individuals for carrying or harboring 

arms, and could impose six-month sentences for lesser offenses.  Other offences that 

could be tried under martial law included harboring rebels, refusing to give information, 

or giving false info including a false name.  Under martial law, Crown Forces also 

engaged in internments without trial, restricting the use of cars and bicycles, and 

implementing a curfew, just as the martial law regime had done in India.  But internment, 

curfews and restricted movement were not unique to martial law areas, for they were 

being used in troubled areas across the island under the Restoration of Order of Ireland 

Act (ROIA).  This suggests, “the prime effect of martial law was moral rather than 

physical.” 
74

 

 In addition, official reprisals did not put an end to the use of unofficial or 

spontaneous reprisals. For this reason, the Cabinet Committee on Ireland met on 
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December 29, 1920 and discussed the possibility of a truce, which Wilson recorded in his 

diary: 

There was a long talk about behaviour of ‘Black and Tans,’ and the burning of 

Cork, and Strickland’s report thereon, and then Lloyd George advanced the 

proposal of 1 or 2 month’s truce.   He was backed by Winston, to my disgust.  

[H.A.L.] Fisher and Austen also in favour.  Shortt against.  Hamar gave no 

opinion.  Tudor, Strickland and [General] Boyd very good. I finished up with a 

strong statement against so fatuous and fatal a policy, which would immeasurably 

strengthen the enemy, and would incalculably weaken our friends, as also that 

great central body of peasants who always side with the stronger man.  I asked for 

martial law for all Ireland.  Macready wants to add Clare, Tipperary, Wexford and 

Waterford to Cork, Kerry, Limerick and Kilkenny, which are already under 

martial law.  But I gathered that even Macready’s request is too strong meat for 

the Cabinet.  They are a miserable crowd.  My contempt for their brains, 

knowledge, pluck and character deepens every day.  They will ruin England and 

the Empire. 
75

  

 

Wilson anticipated incorrectly, for the Cabinet eventually allowed martial law to be 

extended to four more counties, but his comments illustrate how desperately he believed 

in the importance of crushing the Irish Republican Army (IRA) to maintain the integrity 

of the British Empire.  The military members of the Cabinet were in agreement on such 

matters more often than not.  A truce would not be declared until the summer of 1921.  In 

the meantime, reprisals, both official and unofficial, continued unabated. 

On February 9, 1921, a search party of Auxiliaries at Balbraddagh near Trim, 

County Meath (north of Dublin on the eastern side of the island) attacked part of the 

town.  They set fire to a local store after stealing £325 worth of liquor and food.  Irish 

nationalists referred to this as the “looting of Trim”.  The same night in Dublin, two Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) prisoners held by F Company (of the Auxiliaries) in Dublin 

Castle were taken to a field in the nearby suburb of Dromcondra and killed.   
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Such indiscipline required a response by British authorities.  The Captain of the 

Company and two of his men were arrested.  Meanwhile General Frank Crozier, the head 

of the Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary (ADRIC), went to Trim and 

interrogated twenty-six men of N Company. He chose to fire twenty-one of them and put 

five under arrest awaiting court-martial.  But General Tudor, the over-arching 

commander of the entire Royal Irish Constabulary (including the ADRIC) re-hired those 

twenty-one men.  Accusations in the press mounted, alleging that these men were only re-

hired because they threatened to tell the public of incidents the police had been involved 

in, thus embarrassing or further discrediting the government.  In the midst of all this, 

General Crozier resigned his command of the ADRIC on Feb 19, 1921.
76

  

An investigation and trials ensued. Eighteen of the twenty-one men originally 

fired were found innocent of misconduct in Trim. Eight were convicted, but four were 

men never suspected by Crozier.
77

  Moreover, these courts-martial did not take place 

until July, five months after the fact.
78

  Thus, there was no immediate deterrent to prevent 

other policemen from behaving similarly.  With respect to the Captain and his men who 

shot the two prisoners in Dromcondra, he the two men who aided him, were court-

martialed on April 15, but were found innocent of any wrong-doing.
79

 

Regardless, by February 1921, the government’s stance on Ireland began to 

change. Lloyd George modified his support of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) 

suggesting that they were “no longer the guardians of the law, but are themselves guilty 
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of unlawful acts against the population it is their duty to protect.”   The Prime Minister 

worried that this could cause public opinion to “swing round and withdraw its support” 

for him.
80

   Consequently, Macready place the military in supreme command of martial 

law areas for the first time, so as to eliminate military competition with civil authorities, 

but even so, many officers of the Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary 

(ADRIC) ignored their military governors, reporting instead directly to Tudor.
81

  Crown 

Forces actually tried to cover up their reprisals. The man in charge of public relations in 

Dublin Castle, M. T. Loughnane told the Under-Secretary for Ireland, Sir John Anderson, 

of his disgust at keeping reprisals quiet.  Anderson reported that Loughnane was angry 

that “the police reports from the country are on the face of it false in the main, and that he 

feels he is being employed creating some screen for the CS’s parliamentary answers, 

under cover of which these things [reprisals] can continue.”
82

  Indeed, reprisals did 

continue.
83

  Galway, on the Irish west coast, was not under martial law but despite this 

the Divisional Commander claimed that he was conducting “official reprisals” during 

March 1921.  General Tudor fully supported him in this.
84

   

One violent incident in Ireland, which would never have occurred in the Punjab as 

that province was not truly in open rebellion against the Raj, resulted in a particularly 

heated debate in the House of Lords.  On April 19, 1921, the Auxiliary Division of the 
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Royal Irish Constabulary (ADRIC) G Company in Killaloe planned to raid the Shannon 

Hotel in Castleconnell, about six miles away from Limerick, thinking that they would 

find IRA men there.  Captain D.I. Wood was to lead the raid.  The plan was to send two 

officers and twelve Temporary Cadets to the hotel in plain clothes, looking for suspicious 

activity while a uniformed party of twenty Auxiliaries, armed with two machine guns 

surrounded the hotel.  But the plan fell apart as the raiding party was driving up to the 

hotel.  They saw men who they assumed were rebels running away from the hotel.  

Urgently, the plain-clothes policemen rushed into the hotel, to the bar and yelled at 

everyone to put their hands up.  Unfortunately, three off-duty constables happened to be 

at the bar and mistook the Auxiliaries as Irish Republican Army (IRA) men.  The off-

duty police began shooting at them, effectively pushing them out of the building until the 

uniformed party arrived.  At this point the off-duty constables realized they had been 

shooting at the wrong people and quickly surrendered.  But the ADRIC outside kept 

shooting until Captain Wood ordered them to stop.    

During the shooting at the Shannon Hotel, the hotel landlord was killed during his 

surrender, along with one off-duty constable, and one Auxiliary Cadet.  A witness to the 

shooting, a local surgeon in his late seventies, named Dr. Cripps, reported, “both my wife 

and I were held up by revolvers pointed dead at our breasts.”  Cripps added, “the whole 

place was shot to pieces by a machine-gun placed inside the hotel,” and “the Auxiliaries 

[were] behaving like demented Red Indians.”  Dr. Cripps happened to have a brother in 

the House of Lords, Lord Parmoor, the father of Sir Stafford Cripps who famously 

traveled to India to offer a plan for Indian independence, unsuccessfully.  Lord Parmoor 
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demanded a full inquiry on April 26, 1921. He read his brothers’ letter to the House, 

qualifying it by adding “my brother does not agree with me generally as regards Irish 

matters, and has always been strongly in favour of what I may call the Government’s 

policy.  Whether he will be so in the future is another matter.”
85

 Parmoor denounced the 

reprehensible behavior of the Black and Tans.  “This vendetta of violence is doing more 

harm to the prestige of this country than any other fact in its modern history...the worst 

violence of all is that of reprisals, connived at or organized under conditions of this kind, 

by the Government itself.”
86

  Lord Shandon also called for an inquiry, adding that the fact 

that the police mistook the plain-clothes officers to be IRA men, “is no excuse 

whatsoever for the act committed...The point is that the force apparently set out from 

Limerick to do something of a violent character; that they selected this particular place; 

and that, without inquiry or anything else apparently, they created this havoc.”
87

 Shandon 

saw a difference between such reprisals and the restoration of law and order. 

Baron Shandon was born as Ignatiev John O’Brien in the year of the Indian 

Mutiny, 1857, to a Catholic family in Cork. He was of moderate nationalist opinion and, 

upon becoming a famous solicitor, he eventually found himself as Lord Chancellor of 

Ireland.  He left Ireland during the Anglo-Irish War, after his home was raided by Irish 

rebels, but this sad experience did not color his opinion on how to restore law and order.
88

 

                                                 
85

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 45, April 26, 1921, cols. 15-18.  

Parmoor was a Labour MP.  Much of the details of the shooting are discussed here.  For more, see 

Proceedings of Military Court of Inquiry in Lieu of Inquest on Denis O’Donovan, Sgt. William Hughes, 

R.I.C. and Temporary Cadet Donald Pringle, A.D.R.I.C., WO 35/157A.   
86

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 45, April 26, 1921, col. 20. 
87

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 45, April 26, 1921, col. 24. 
88

 T.C.K. Moore, “O’Brien, Ignatius John,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography available at 

www.oxforddnb.com; Internet; accessed online June 15, 2008.  



 260 

A Military Inquiry was already in progress, but some remained skeptical.  Lord 

Buckmaster in particular responded, “This is not the first Inquiry that has been held into 

undoubted outrages that have occurred in Ireland.  Whit very rare exceptions they appear 

to have resulted in nothing at all.”  He referred to the shooting of two Irish rebels at 

Dromcondra, and the reprisal on Balbriggan, which “was sacked and people killed; but 

no one has been punished.”
89

  Days later, Lord Birkenhead presented the Inquiry’s 

findings.  They found “the cadets were under complete control and ceased fire the 

moment that they were ordered to do so.”  Officially, no “indiscipline” or “illegal 

violence” took place, but rather an unfortunate incident of mistaken identity.
90

  

General Macready disagreed, believing that the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) 

behaved with severity. “They all had the wind up, blood up, and did what they used to do 

in the trenches in France.  In the circumstances you cannot hold them criminally 

responsible, but they are not fit to be policemen – but are any Auxiliaries?” 
91

  These men 

had military backgrounds, and the military had just policed the Punjab under martial law.  

But in India, few raised doubts about their ability to do so.  In fact, in many instances the 

same men who were trained in Ireland found themselves on the subcontinent, responsible 

for maintaining law and order.  

                                                 
89

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 45, April 26, 1921, cols 33-4. 
90

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 45, May 5, 1921,  col. 262-3. 
91

 Note by General Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Ireland, May 1, 1921, and Note by Deputy Adjutant 

General Ireland, May 3, 1921, quoted in Townshend, British Campaign in Ireland, 168. 



 261 

Chapter Eight: “Bloody Sunday” at Croke Park 

On the last day of the year 1920, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Field-

Marshall Sir Henry Wilson, lamented: 

 What a miserable and disappointing year.  Lloyd George and his Cabinet have 

lamentably failed, whether in England where Lloyd George has given in every 

time to the Trades Unions and has tolerated the formation of a Council of 

Action, or in Ireland, where ever since the spring he has handed over the 

Government to the ‘Black and Tans’ until public opinion and the logic of facts 

have driven the Government to martial law for Munster...or in India where 

Montagu favours the rebels against the loyalists. 
1
  

 

In both Ireland and India, Wilson feared the government’s inability to hold on to the 

Empire.  The reprisals in Ireland were important not only for the ways in which they 

demonstrated the violent side of Empire, but also for the ways in which they intersected 

with imperial violence in India, including the “Bloody Sunday” reprisal by Crown Forces 

at Croke Park, Dublin.  This chapter focuses on the shooting at Croke Park and analyzes 

the connections between imperial violence in Ireland with India.  

On Sunday, November 21, 1920, Michael Collins ordered his “squad,” also called 

the Dublin Brigade Active Service Unit, to assassinate a number of British officers at 

eight places in Dublin.
2
  The Irish Republican Army (IRA) believed they were 

assassinating a group of British intelligence officers who were referred to as the “Cairo 
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gang” because of their previous work in Egypt, Syria and parts of the Middle East.
3
  Of 

the men on the list, twelve were killed.  Five other officers were wounded and two 

Auxiliary Cadets who had the misfortune of passing by during these shootings on their 

way to call for reinforcements were also shot dead, thereby constituting the first fatal 

casualties that the Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary (ADRIC) had 

sustained since its inception earlier in the year.
4
  Sir Hamar Greenwood did not admit that 

many of these officers were part of “an elite, undercover ‘hit’ unit” bent on destroying 

Michael Collins’ “squad,” but these men were indeed important parts of the imperial 

intelligence network.
5
   

The intelligence officers were part of a group of sixty agents sent to Ireland for 

espionage under the direction of Major C. A. Cameron.  Their goal was to destroy Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) intelligence networks and Michael Collins. One officer in 

particular reported, “I have been told the new policy and plan and I am satisfied, though I 

doubt its ultimate success in the main particular – the stamping out of terrorism by secret 
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murder.”
6
  In other words, these men were to implement the government’s plan to put an 

end to the Irish rebellion as covertly as possible so as not to draw too much negative 

public attention. In this way, Lloyd George would have, as he said in a famous speech 

shortly before Bloody Sunday, “murder by the throat.” 
7
  Sir Hamar Greenwood admitted 

that Collins’ targets were carefully chosen: “The fact that several of the murdered officers 

were engaged on work connected with the preparation of cases for Courts Martial 

suggests an endeavor on the part of desperate criminals to strike back at the men who 

were thought to be specially concerned in bringing them to justice.”
8
 

 The assassinations took place on the same day as a major Gaelic football game 

was underway in Croke Park, where large crowds would provide good cover for the 

assassins after completing their missions.   Like the Jallianwala Bagh, Croke Park was 

not really a park.  But unlike the wasteland in Amritsar, in Dublin, this was the site of the 

largest football field in Ireland at the time.  It had entrances on each of its four corners, 

and on one side it had a “grand stand of concrete terracing, with an incompleted 

framework of roofing over it,” while on the remaining three sides of the field the 

spectators gathered “on earthy banks.”  A twenty to thirty foot high railway wall on one 

side, and a canal on another side bound the spectators.  A fence surrounded the football 

pitch itself ten feet high, with “barbed spikes at the top.” 
9
 Thus, Croke Park, like 

Jallianwalah Bagh, was a difficult place from which a large crowd could escape gunfire. 
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The very idea that the Irishmen responsible for the deaths of fourteen British 

officers might be hiding among the audience at Croke Park meant that the crowd would 

have to be searched.  But whereas General Dyer saw fit to punish Punjabis a few days 

after their riot had killed a handful of Europeans, the authorities in Ireland, who had 

many more lives to avenge than did Dyer, were careful in their defense. The Irish Chief 

Secretary explained:  

In view of the fact that large numbers of men were known to have come to 

Dublin as spectators of a football match between a Dublin team and a team from 

Tipperary which was fixed to be held at Croke Park on the Sunday afternoon, it 

was thought possible that some of the assassins were men belonging to the 

Tipperary units of the Irish Republican Army, which are known to include many 

of the most desperate characters in that organisation and that a thorough search 

for arms of all persons attending the match might result in these men being found 

and identified in connection with the morning’s assassinations.
10

 

 

Thus, the Auxiliary Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary’s I Company arrived at 

Croke Park “ten minutes before the time arranged,” before the military finished 

surrounding the area.  But instead of searching the crowd with other Royal Irish 

Constabulary units, the men of I Company opened fire on the crowd, killing twelve and 

wounding many. 
11

    

The official report is that Irish Republican Army (IRA) scouts fired warning 

shots, which compelled I Company to respond by firing into the crowd.
12

   Greenwood 

reported: 

The police were fired upon by armed Sinn Fein pickets at the entrance to the field 

and shots were fired simultaneously from within the ground, obviously for the 

                                                 
10

 Chief Secretary, Weekly Survey, November 23, 1920, SIC 56, CAB 27/108. 
11

 General Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Weekly Report, November 24, 1920, SIC 57, CAB 27/108; 

Ainsworth, “The Black and Tans,” 6.   
12

 CSO Report, CO 904/168 but this conflicts with republican versions by Gleeson, Bloody Sunday and 

Dorothy Macardle, The Irish Republic; A Documented Chronicle of the Anglo-Irish Conflict and the 

Partitioning of Ireland, With a Detailed Account of the Period 1916-23 (London: V. Gollancz, 1937; repr., 

New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1965).  See also, Townshend, British Campaign in Ireland, 130. 



 265 

purpose of creating a stampede which would afford cover for the escape of 

persons wanted.  The police returned fire and I regret to state with the result that 

ten persons were killed and eleven seriously wounded.  In addition to these 

casualties, a woman was trampled to death in the crush and a man appears to have 

died from nervous shock, and about fifty-four persons sustained injuries of 

various kinds...about thirty revolvers were found lying on the field, and there is 

no doubt that some of the most desperate criminals in Ireland were amongst the 

spectators.  The responsibility for the loss of innocent lives must rest with those 

men, and not with the police or military who were forced to fire in self-defence 

and used no unnecessary violence.
13

 

 

Ostensibly, Crown Forces had engaged in self-defence at Croke Park.  To this, Churchill 

added that there was no reprisal in response to the assassinations of that morning.
14

  Thus, 

unlike the issue before the Hunter Committee in which Dyer clearly meant to punish the 

population, the very idea that there was a reprisal at Croke Park is up for debate.  Crown 

Forces did not report it as one, but Irish nationalists and accounts sympathetic to them 

certainly did.
15

   

The Commander-in-Chief of Ireland, General Nevil Macready agreed that Crown 

Forces acted in self-defense.  He reported, “The firing at the RIC by rebel picquet round 

the ground, the signal fired from the grand stand which started the stampede, and the 

finding of a large number of revolvers on the ground fully justified the assumption that 

the match was being made use of for the concealment of armed men who had come to 

Dublin for a purpose other than watching football.”  His main concern was that  “the 

immediate result of these murders upon the situation is regrettable as giving colour to the 
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hostile utterances as to the inefficiency of present methods of restoring order; but the 

ultimate result of the outrages has little or no effect upon the favourable development of 

the military situation.”
16

 

 Furthermore, three members of Collins’ squad had been arrested the night before 

Bloody Sunday, but were shot “while attempting to escape” Dublin Castle on the evening 

after the shooting at Croke Park. These three, Peadar Clancy, Conor Clune and Dick 

McKee were, some contend, shot because of their high-ranking status in the Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) and “to avoid embarrassing questions since they had been 

systematically tortured by the Auxiliary police.”
 17

  On the same day, but in Navan, 

County Meath (north of Dublin, in Leinster Province), “a civilian who three times failed 

to reply to a Sentry’s challenge was shot dead.”
18

  This was perfectly within acceptable 

police behavior:  

Any policeman is perfectly justified in shooting any man who is seen with 

arms, and who does not immediately throw up his hands when ordered.  A 

policeman is perfectly justified in shooting any man who he has good reason to 

believe is carrying arms and who does not immediately throw up his hands 

when ordered.
19

  

 

Such circumstances bear resemblance to the “salaaming order” in the Punjab, however 

Indians risked only public floggings and humiliation rather than their lives when they 

failed to answer British orders. 
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The Gaelic football game at Croke Park was, as mentioned above, between 

Tipperary and Dublin, and it was sponsored by the Gaelic Athletic Association, known 

for its strong sympathy with the Irish Republican Army (IRA).
20

  The proceeds from the 

match were to benefit the families of imprisoned or dead IRA men.  Thus, the police 

suspected that the IRA might use the match as a cover for its activities or at the very least 

take advantage of the large crowds to hide.  Lieutenant-Colonel Bray received orders 

informing him of the game that was about to take place in the afternoon.  “You will 

surround the ground and picquet all exits” in order to search every person leaving the 

game, and his men were to be reinforced with two armored cars with machine guns while 

“a Special Intelligence Officer will warn by megaphone all people present at the match 

that they will only leave the ground by exits.  Anybody attempting to get away elsewhere 

will be shot.” 
21

 

 The crowd in attendance at the match may have been as small as five thousand or 

as large as fifteen thousand.
22

  Bray brought with him anywhere from 180 to 200 soldiers 

who began surrounding the park.  Meanwhile, the police were ordered to assist the army 

in searching the spectators.  On their way to Croke Park, they met some Auxiliaries who 

joined their convoy.  Major E.L. Mills was the man in command of both the Auxiliaries 

                                                 
20

 For the ways in which the GAA recruited for the IRA, see Peter Hart, The I.R.A. and Its Enemies: 

Violence and Community in Cork, 1916-1923 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
21

 Major R. Burnbury RGA, November 21, 1920, quoted in Leeson, “Death in the Afternoon,” 45.  

 The military inquiry into the Croke Park shootings was assembled under Major-General Boyd of 

Dublin District, from November 23 to December 11, 1920.  The findings were not made public.  
22

 For the smaller figure, see Chief Secretary of Ireland, Weekly Survey, November 23, 1920, SIC 56, CAB 

27/108.  For the larger figure, see The Times, November 23, 1920,  “Croke Park Panic,” 12. 

 The estimates of the crowd in Jallianwalah Bagh varied similarly, from 5,000 to 30,000. 



 268 

and regular Black and Tans, and his second in command was Major Dudley. 
23

  At 3:25 

p.m., just after Bray and his soldiers arrived at the scene, he saw the police forces pull 

up.
24

  The police rushed the park and opened fire, killing over a dozen and wounding 

roughly 80 to 100 civilians.  One casualty was a fourteen-year-old boy named John Scott 

who was shot in the back.
25

  Unlike the depiction in Neil Jordan’s 1996 movie, Michael 

Collins, the military did not use machine guns to shoot up the crowd.  Rather, a machine 

gun mounted on an armored car outside the field shot bullets into the air to discourage 

members of the crowd from escaping before being searched.
26

  

 

Reprisal or Self-Defense? 

 Like General Dyer, who had first suggested that he had fired in self-defense 

before then suggesting he shot the crowd for moral effect, the authorities in Ireland 

offered two different explanations of the events.  Dublin Castle’s first public statement on 

“Bloody Sunday” suggested that the police were fired upon by “Sinn Fein pickets” and so 

were forced to shoot back, thus killing and wounding some unspecified number of 

people. Sir Hamar Greenwood reported to the House of Commons using words similar to 

his report to the Cabinet Irish Situation Committee above:  
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The authorities had reason to believe that Sinn Fein gunmen came into Dublin on 

Sunday under the guise of attending a hurling match between Dublin and 

Tipperary, but really to carry out the Sunday morning’s murders...[the police] 

force was fired upon and they fired back, killing 10 and wounding others.  About 

3,000 men were searched.  Thirty revolvers and other firearms were found on the 

field.  I regret to say that a woman and a man were crushed to death in the 

crowd.
27

   

 

But subsequent public statements moved away from this explanation.  In Parliament, Sir 

Hamar Greenwood emphasized that the police were fired upon, but then implied that 

most people were killed or wounded by stampede rather than by police fire: 

Of this [Sinn Fein shooting at police] there is indisputable evidence.  It seems 

quite clear that these shots were a pre-arranged signal of warning to certain 

sections of the crowd.  A stampede was caused not by the firing alone, which 

caused considerable alarm, but also by a rush of men seeking to make their 

escape from the field.  They hurried mostly to one side of the field, where a 

corrugated iron railing was the only barrier to be surmounted.  Through its fall a 

number of people were crushed.  Meanwhile, the armed pickets outside joined, no 

doubt, by gunmen, escaping from inside the ground, were maintaining a fire in 

the direction of the police, who returned fire.  The firing lasted not more than 

three minutes.  About thirty revolvers thrown away by men who had formed part 

of the spectators, were picked up on the ground.  Twelve persons lost their lives, 

eleven were injured seriously enough to warrant their detention in hospital, and 

about fifty persons sustained slight hurt. These casualties include perfectly 

innocent persons whose death I deeply regret.  The responsibility for them, 

however, rests entirely upon those assassins whose existence is a constant menace 

to all law-abiding persons in Ireland.
 28

 

 

Greenwood’s implication is that the dead and wounded had been crushed by the 

stampede rather than shot by police, despite the fact that this clearly contradicted his 

earlier statement and his official report to the Cabinet.  Of course, stampeding crowds 
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would increase the number of casualties, as they did in Jallianwala Bagh, but bullets must 

have accounted for their fair share of deaths as well. 

 Perhaps Greenwood changed his story as a result of General Macready’s report.  

The Commander-in-Chief of Ireland suggested that the stampede was responsible for 

most of the dead and wounded. He too reported that revolvers were found on the ground, 

although he numbered them at somewhere between thirty and forty.
29

   

Crown Forces immediately instituted a curfew in Dublin.  Much like the curfew in 

the Punjab, civilians were not allowed to be out at night. The following month, in a 

fashion similar to the seizure of bikes and cars in Punjabi towns under martial law, no 

Irish civilian was allowed to own or drive a car without a special government permit and, 

even if after great difficulty one were able to obtain such a permit, driving was restricted 

to certain hours of the day and to a twenty-mile radius from the address listed on the 

permit.
30

  

Greenwood did not announce in his speech to Parliament that in the seconds of 

firing, police emptied 114 rounds of rifle fire and an unknown number of bullets from 

revolvers into the football field.  Nor did he mention that in addition to the twelve killed 

on November 21, another five died from their wounds that day, including a man who was 

walking down the street, away from Croke Park, toward his home.
31

 These figures pale in 

comparison to 1,650 bullets emptied into the crowd at Jallianwala Bagh, which killed at 

least 379 and wounded 1,200.  That makes the shooting at Croke Park no less 
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traumatizing to Irish civilians as this was the single largest attack on the population by 

Crown Forces during the immediate post-war years.  Included in the casualties was an 

eleven-year-old boy named William Robinson, who had been sitting on a tree, facing the 

pitch at Croke Park, turned around to look at the entering police and was shot and killed.  

A ten-year-old Jerome O’Leary, who had heard the first shots coming from the direction 

of the police, turned his head and was struck by a bullet that passed through his brain.
32

 

 An eyewitness to the shooting “spoke with horror of the screaming of the women 

and children of whom there were many present at the match,” and many eyewitnesses 

denied hearing any shots fired until the police entered the field. According to these 

eyewitness reports, no one in the crowd realized the police or military were outside the 

field.  Rather, they heard shots fired by the Black and Tans, and panic ensued.
33

  In the 

House of Commons, the Liberal Lieutenant-Commander Joseph Kenworthy asked 

Greenwood if he was “aware that many eye-witnesses are prepared to swear that no shots 

were fired at the police?  Is he also aware that the so-called pickets were men selling 

tickets outside the field?  Does he justify firing into a struggling mass of people, 

including women and children...in an attempt to pick out a very small minority of armed 

men?”   

 Kenworthy had similarly spoken out against General Dyer.  Thus, he continued 

angrily, asking  “at what stage it became necessary to turn a machine gun on the people,” 

but Greenwood’s only response was that he was not aware that any machine guns were 
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used.  Indeed, no machine guns had been used on the crowd in Ireland or in the Punjab, 

but to this the Chief Secretary added, “it is impossible for the Government to lay down 

rules governing the action which the police and military are compelled to undertake in the 

necessary duty of searching for arms.” 
34

 This statement was misleading.  After all, the 

government did create rules guiding the use of “official reprisals” and other instances in 

which the police and military engaged in restoring law and order.  Surely, rules for 

raiding and searching would be less difficult to establish.  

 

Inquiries: Why Open Fire? 

 Whereas Indian newspapers had been suppressed and censored for the months of 

martial law after the Amritsar shooting and had to wait to criticize the Raj, Irish 

newspapers immediately expressed their skepticism of the official explanation.  The 

republican Parliament’s paper, the Irish Bulletin, pointed out if Irish Republican Army 

(IRA) gunmen had provoked the police into returning fire, then they would have been 

among the killed or wounded.  Yet this was not so.  No IRA man was pursued, much less 

captured by police either. The paper continued: 

Not once it is stated that the casualties among the spectators were caused by the 

rifle fire of troops and constabulary.  The impression is given by the [official] 

report that all casualties were caused by the fall of a corrugated iron railing and 

by the stampede.  The words ‘lost their lives’ and ‘were injured’ are carefully 

used to hide the truth that all the deaths and all the serious woundings were 

caused by the rifle fire and bayonet thrusts of fully armed English troops and 

constabulary attacking unarmed civilians.
35
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General Frank Crozier, after his retirement as head of the Royal Irish 

Constabulary (RIC), confirmed Sinn Fein’s allegation that no one fired upon the police.  

The order to search for rebels at Croke Park sounded to him “stupid, ill-judged, [and] ill-

timed,” asking rhetorically, “Was it likely that armed men would, in such circumstances, 

stick to their arms?”  Crozier’s indignation continued as he blamed police forces “ablaze 

with blood lust and fury” for firing into the crowd.
36

 He reported that Major Mills told 

him that he witnessed the Black and Tans opening fire without provocation, but no notice 

of his report was ever taken by Dublin Castle.
37

  Mills claimed, “as no shots were coming 

from the football field and all the RIC constables seemed excited and out of hand, I 

rushed along and stopped the firing with the assistance of Major Fillery who was in the 

car with me.  There was still firing going on in the football ground,” which Major Dudley 

stopped, yelling, “What is all the firing about? Stop that firing.” 
38

 In fact, Major Mills 

also testified that, unlike the official statement, no revolvers were found on the ground: 

“when the ground was cleared we searched for arms and found none.”
39

 

Crozier noted the connection with the Amritsar shooting. He wrote, “Both crowds 

were huddled together in enclosed spaces; both were holiday-making and both had 

collected for their enjoyment or recreation without hostile intent.” However, Crozier 

noted, “There was only one difference: at Amritsar a General Officer gave the order to 

massacre; at Croke Park the ‘Budmash’ [foolish] police fired without orders.”
40
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On November 30, 1920, the Labour Party sent a commission to investigate the 

shooting at Croke Park.  Over the next five days, the commission heard evidence and 

“reconstructed the scene” of the shooting (before moving on to Cork, Limerick and 

Killarney to hear evidence of reprisals there).  They did not find a single witness who 

corroborated the government’s allegation that the police were fired upon.  Rather, they 

reported that the police appeared to have opened fire in “a spirit of calculated brutality 

and lack of self-control.”
41

  Thus, it concluded, “Croke Park was a ghastly tragedy 

resulting from official errors of judgment and incompetence.”
42

  The plan to raid and 

search the spectators was, according to the Labour Report, “dangerous... its execution 

was a lamentable failure, and... there was no justification for what occurred.”
43

  Thus, 

Labour called for a truce and for the British public to demand an end to reprisals:  

“Things are being done in the name of Britain which must make her name stink in the 

nostrils of the whole world...Not only is there a reign of terror in Ireland which should 

bring a blush of shame to every British citizen, but a nation is being held in subjection by 

an empire which has proudly boasted that it is the friend of small nations.”
44

 

Meanwhile, a military inquiry had been underway since November 23, 1920.   

By December 11, 1920, the inquiry was complete, after interviewing thirty-five witnesses 

of which ten were Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) and seven were soldiers.  The inquiry 

concluded, “The fire of the RIC was carried out without orders and exceeded the 
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demands of the situation.” 
45

  The General Officer Commanding Dublin District, Major-

General Boyd, reported, “I consider that the firing on the crowd was carried out without 

orders, was indiscriminate, and unjustifiable, with the exception of any shooting which 

took place inside the enclosure.”
46

  Thus, although the inquiry could not definitively rule 

out the fact that rebels in the crowd may have fired warning shots, it was clear that the 

behavior of the police in this instance was reprehensible. These findings were not made 

public, thereby allowing Greenwood to aver with impunity, when he was asked to inform 

the Parliament of its findings, “All that I can say in this case is that the court, after a very 

exhaustive inquiry, formed the conclusion that the firing was started by certain civilians 

in the enclosure and that fire was opened by other civilians upon a detachment of the 

Royal Irish Constabulary who were approaching one of the entrance gates.”
47

 

 But in all likelihood, there were no rebel shots fired.  The persuasive and strongly 

corroborated testimony of several key witnesses to the event, in contrast to the 

uncorroborated and suspicious claims of a handful of policemen who claimed they were 

fired upon, suggests that the Black and Tans entered Croke Park with guns blazing.
 48

   

For example, an Irishman named Thomas Doyle who near the main gate to the park, 

recalled that he was ordered by police to open it, for “they threatened to shoot me if I did 

not.  I opened the gate, and as soon as the ‘Black and Tans’ got in they began firing 

towards the hill on the other side of the ground.”  The basic version of these events, in 
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which the police force began firing upon entering Croke Park without provocation, was 

corroborated by multiple witnesses.  However, only three Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) 

officers, Sergeant Daly, Constable Gordon and Head Constable Lynch, claimed to have 

witnessed rebels firing at them, but their testimonies either contradict or ignore details in 

the testimonies of each other.  Thus, although all three claimed to be at the same place at 

the same time, they cannot account for each other and describe rather different scenarios 

in which rebels ran away from them, shooting.  The other police and soldiers simply 

testified that they heard shots fired, but could not identify who was engaged in this 

shooting.
49

  

 If the police were not fired upon, then it begs the question: why did they open fire 

on the crowd at the football match?  A witness, Mary Gallagher, told the Daily News that 

an Auxiliary told her it “was a reprisal for what had occurred in the morning,” referring 

to the assassination of fourteen men by Collins’ Squad.
50

  Thus, like the shooting in 

Amritsar, in Dublin it may have been a punishment.  However, historian David Leeson 

has suggested that the police may have been afraid for their own lives, their “fearful 

imaginations might have transformed ticket-sellers into sentries, and panic-stricken 

spectators into sinister fugitives.” 
51

  Or, he adds, the shooting could have been 

accidental.  After all, he argues, “Black and Tans were often careless with firearms, and 

accidental fire was common.”  For example, during the three years of the Anglo-Irish 

War, there were thirty-five instances of policemen being shot and killed by accident.
52
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Perhaps one accidental shot at Croke Park encouraged many to open fire.  A third 

possibility Leeson offers is that the men were shooting not to kill, but to make an 

impression. Thus, many shots were fired into the air or above the heads of the crowd.
53

 

 But the most persuasive explanation for the shooting at Croke Park is as reprisal.  

The Manchester Guardian declared, “Everybody believed that they were being 

massacred as a reprisal.”
54

  The idea that Crown Forces would begin shooting on an 

unarmed crowd is not terribly at odds with examples of Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) 

behavior before then.  The authorities had engaged in many reprisals before “Bloody 

Sunday,” such as the soldier’s attack on Fermoy and Kinsale in September and October 

1919; a reprisal in Fermoy again in June 1920; the assassination of Cork’s Mayor, in 

March 1920; and the reprisal on Limerick on April 28, 1920 which famously earned the 

Black and Tans their nickname. Crown Forces sacked Balbriggan on September 20, 

1920, in retaliation for the Irish Republican Army (IRA) assassination of one of their 

constables.  The next day, the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) in Clare retaliated by 

attacking the three closest towns to the Rineen ambush: Milltown Malbay, Ennistymon 

and Lahinch.  Lastly, the RIC had a reputation for firing their guns in the air as they 

drove around in order to intimidate the population and that is how, just weeks before 

Bloody Sunday, on November 3, 1920, they accidentally killed a woman sitting with her 

child by the road in County Galway.
55
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Thus, the Croke Park shooting stands out only to the extent that it was more 

terrifying than the reprisals that had preceded it.  It set a new precedent for the kinds of 

punishments the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) could utilize.   Consequently, the entire 

city center of Cork was set ablaze just weeks after Bloody Sunday, on December 11, 

1920, in retaliation for an ambush at Dillon’s Cross. “Informal police death squads” were 

established within the RIC, naming themselves something innocuous like “the Anti-Sinn 

Fein Society,” and dedicated themselves to retaliatory violence.
56

  The New Year and 

declaration of martial law added “official reprisals” to the long list of unauthorized 

reprisals that continued unabated, including the looting of Trim in February 1921, 

reprisals in Galway in March and in Arklow in April, and the shooting at the Shannon 

Hotel in Castleconnell.
57

 

 

Public Responses, Propaganda and Censorship 

 When Sir Henry Wilson heard of Bloody Sunday, he focused his attention on the 

fourteen men killed by Collins’ men at a Cabinet Meeting, just as he had previously 

focused on the European deaths in the Punjab: 
58

  

This ought to be sufficient to ease the conscience of the Cabinet in taking 

strong Govt [sic] measures instead of leaving the Government of Ireland to the 

Black & Tans...Tonight Winston insinuated that the murdered officers were 

careless useless fellows and ought to have taken precautions.  This fairly roused 

me, and I let fly about the Cabinet being cowards and not governing, but 

leaving it to the Black and Tans etc.  No Cabinet meeting, as the Cabinet do not 
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seem to think that anything out of the way has happened! I urged on Winston 

‘for the 100
th

 time’ that the Govt [sic] should govern, proclaim their fidelity to 

the Union and declare martial law.  But this had no effect. 
59

 

 

The striking point here is the Cabinet’s refusal to behave as if “anything out of the way 

has happened.” In other words, although Wilson does not mention it explicitly, the 

Cabinet behaved as if the lost intelligence officers were more or less compensated for by 

the shooting at Croke Park.  The Irish Republican Army (IRA) engaged in an 

unprecedented attack, displaying great discipline and skilled coordination, to which 

Crown Forces answered with an unprecedented shooting.  Thus, a few days later, Wilson 

wrote angrily: “Another 3 murders in Ireland yesterday.  Nothing having happened in 

Ireland in the last 2 days of any importance, there was again no Cabinet [meeting] to-day! 

It is all simply past belief; a matter of 17 murders in 48 hours is considered of no 

importance by Lloyd George and his amazing Cabinet.”
60

 

Wilson was not alone in his outrage over reprisals.  Whereas Sir Edward Carson 

had encouraged all to focus on the crimes committed by the Irish rebels against Crown 

Forces, the Marquess of Crewe, who had formerly served as Secretary of State for India 

and “Viceroy of Ireland [when] I was burned in effigy...because I had refused to 

commute the death penalty of a man who was guilty of a peculiarly atrocious agrarian 

murder,” denounced reprisals.  He resented that inquiries into reprisals were often not 

released to the public, and suggested that an inquiry “might be made by some for of 

Special Commission, in some ways analogous to that which enquired into the Punjab 
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disturbances.”  Thus, while he was not originally in favor of the establishment of the 

Hunter Committee because: 

I thought it a mistake in the special conditions under which India is governed, 

but I think there is far more to be said for it in the case of Ireland, both from 

Ireland’s nearness to this country and from the possibility of the proceedings of 

such an Inquiry being carefully watched here and being ultimately, with full 

comprehension, sanctioned or criticised by Parliament. 

 

Lord Crewe denounced Dyer’s actions and eagerly demanded the formation of a 

committee to investigate reprisals in Ireland.  However, Lord Buckmaster pointed out 

“there is no geographical limit to the administration of justice.  You cannot possibly 

justify the thing that is wrong because it is taking place in Ireland. If it be wrong in itself, 

it is wrong everywhere.” Thus, he called for an inquiry and an end to reprisals, all while 

echoing Churchill’s ideas about the empire that had justified his condemnation of General 

Dyer: “It is not by terror, it is by the administration of justice and the administration of 

justice alone that English rule may be respected and obeyed.” 
61

 

 Viscount Bryce condemned reprisals as well.  But unlike others such as Wilson 

who hoped for responsible reprisals, meaning those that were conducted according to a 

code of behavior and with military authority, Bryce railed against all forms of retaliatory 

punishment aimed at the general population at large.  He argued, “Reprisals in this sense 

may be defined as being the punishment of the innocent because you cannot find the 

guilty.” 
62

 

The fact that this particular use of reprisals, and what might be termed excessive 

force, failed to subdue Ireland, and the fact that a similarly harsh regime in the Punjab 

                                                 
61

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 42, October, 20, 1920, cols. 10, 18, 26. 

 For Churchill’s ideas about the empire being based on the rule of law rather than “frightfulness,” 

see Chapter Four and Five.  
62

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 42, October, 20, 1920, col. 21. 



 281 

enflamed nationalist opinion in India, have to do with the ways in which the global 

context had changed what constituted an acceptable use of force. The press played a key 

role in this, as both a product and a constitutive part of this new context, which the 

imperial system was eventually forced to accommodate.
63

  Whether for reasons of war 

weariness to a concern for the ways in which the Great War may have brutalized British 

society, the press steadily condemned government policy in Ireland.
64

 

Whereas the press had been deeply divided over General Dyer’s fate, it was only 

divided over reprisals in Ireland during the first year of the Anglo-Irish War.  Thus, 

Conservative newspapers including the Morning Post, the National Review, and the 

Spectator hoped that government policy would succeed, while the Daily News, 

Manchester Guardian, Westminster Gazette and Daily Herald remained critical.
65

  

However, by the second half of 1920, the vast majority of papers, whether Conservative, 

Liberal or Radical, became highly critical.  For example, in 1919 the Round Table 

applauded Lloyd George’s efforts to keep Ireland from seceding as Lincoln kept the 

American south from doing the same.  But after the reprisal on Balbriggan in September 
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1920, the same journal declared, “the Government which dismissed General Dyer least of 

all Governments can afford to leave subordinates in Ireland to take unauthorized 

measures.”
66

 

Even King George V deplored reprisals.  He told Sir Hamar Greenwood “in 

punishing the guilty we are inflicting punishment no less severe upon the innocent.” 
67

  

Conservative Members of Parliament (MP) and some of their Unionist allies spoke out 

against reprisals.
68

 Similarly, The Times condemned reprisals unequivocally: 

The police live lonely and hunted lives and would be more or less than human 

if their passion of resentment did not sometimes strain the bonds of discipline 

to breaking point.  Nevertheless, the reprisals are deplorable and are regretted 

deeply by sober Irishmen of all parties.  It is argued, indeed, by some people 

that reprisals have the merit of checking outrage in places where discipline and 

vigilance hitherto had failed. Certain towns which were the scene of reprisals 

are now comparatively free from crime, and it is said that, in other districts, 

outrage has been discouraged by a lively fear of retaliation.  Such relief, 

however, one fears, is being purchased at a heavy cost.  The continuance of 

reprisals must create permanent bitterness between different classes of Irishmen 

and must weaken to a dangerous degree any respect that survives in Ireland for 

the constitutional virtues of law and order.
69

  

 

                                                 
66

 Round Table, (December 1919, September 1920) quoted in Boyce, Englishmen and Irish Troubles, 51.   

 Lloyd George wrote, “The present struggle is not about the Home Rule Act at all.  Fundamentally 

the issue is the same as that in the war of North and South in the United States- it is an issue between 

secession and union.”  Lloyd George to the Bishop of Chelmsford, April 1921, quoted in Townshend, 

British Campaign in Ireland, 37;  Phillips, The Revolution in Ireland, 197-202. 

 Balbriggan may have caught the press’ attention because it was so close to Dublin, so the news 

was more accessible to press correspondents than the previously attacked towns further south and west.  

See Macardle, Irish Republic, 404; Boyce, Englishmen and Irish Troubles, 54. 
67

 Harold Nicolson, King George the Fifth: His Life and Reign (London: Constable, 1952), 346.  Also, 

Boyce, Englishmen and Irish Troubles, 51.   
68

 For example, Samuel Hoare, Edward Wood, Lord Robert Cecil, Unionist MPs Walter Elliot and Sir 

James Grant, Lord Henry Cavendish-Bentinck, Oswald Mosley and Brigadier-General Sir George 

Cockerill. 
69

 The Times, September 20, 1920, “Disquieting Reports,” 12. 

 For other examples of public outrage at reprisals, see September 1920 to March 1921 issues of the 

Manchester Guardian, Daily News, Westminster Gazette, and Daily Herald.  In particular, see Daily News, 

October 13 and October 20, 1920. 



 283 

The Daily Express argued, “Murder for murder is, however, a confession of impotence, a 

return to sheer barbarism.”
70

 

The general opposition to reprisals can be explained partly by the fact that the 

findings of military inquiries into reprisals were not often released to the public.  This 

may have aroused suspicion.  More importantly, there was no particular figure in Ireland, 

like there was in India, upon whom the public could focus their attention.  There is no 

evidence that any officer in particular gave the order to shoot at Croke Park or to set fire 

to Cork.  If one had, he would not have held Dyer’s high rank.  Thus, no one person 

could be publicly pegged, as Dyer had been, as either a “butcher” or a “savior.”   

In the House of Commons, Lieutenant-Colonel Malone distinguished his attack 

on the policy of reprisals from a criticism of the troops in Ireland.  He emphasized, 

 “that no one had any contempt or bad feeling towards the troops in Ireland...When they 

criticized them for the murders which they were forced to commit it was not because they 

reflected on their personal gallantry.  Criticism was directed not against the soldiers in 

Ireland, but against the policy which they were carrying out.” 
71

   

At times, Churchill found criticism of government policy in Ireland quite 

intolerable.  At one point, he complained that men criticized “on the one hand that there 

was an excess of violence, and on the other that there was an excess of timidity.”  But 

Churchill believed that Crown Forces had “a very difficult and terrible task in Ireland,” 
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and that “they far more often erred on the side of weakness, even though it put them in a 

foolish position, than they did on the side of cruelty and violence.” 
72

 

Opinions in the House remained intensely divided. In fact, when Mr. Devlin, the 

Irish nationalist MP for Belfast, rose to ask Greenwood about the shooting at Croke Park, 

he was shouted down several times.  Greenwood had given details about the 

assassinations of the British officers, but had not mentioned the shooting at the football 

field.  When Devlin finally got the chance to ask why these details were not mentioned, 

amidst cries of “sit down!” Greenwood answered it with the initial version of events 

given above.   However, while Devlin was trying to ask his question, the Conservative 

Major Molson, who had been sitting on the bench in front of Devlin, turned around, 

grabbed Devlin by the shoulders, and pulled him face-first into the bench seats and onto 

the floor. The Times reported “Mr. Devlin struggled to free himself, and hit out blindly, 

as anyone would have done in that position.”  Someone in the House cried, “Kill him!”  

Devlin and Molson began fighting each other.  In a comedy of errors, “all blows missed 

their aim, but an innocent neutral was hit across the mouth.”  Other members of the 

House intervened to stop the fight, at which point Devlin exclaimed, “This is your British 

chivalry, your British courage – Six hundred on one!”   Some ten minutes later, Major 

Molson apologized to Devlin and the House saying, “I forgot myself.”
73

   The House 

literally came to blows over Ireland.  
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The Labour leader Arthur Henderson put forward the motion for an independent 

investigation into these reprisals.
74

  Labour’s views on the empire were highly irritating 

to most British Conservatives.  One in particular wrote that if Labour were to have its 

way, “there is to be Home Rule all round to all people, ‘whatever its colour.’  In short, the 

Empire is to be broken up, for it is the evident policy of the Labour Party that India 

should have Home Rule...that Ireland is to be practically a Republic; and in short, that the 

British Empire is to be reduced to England, Wales, and Scotland – as long as the two 

latter do not also claim independence.” He added, “The disruption of the Empire seems to 

be at hand.  Revolution threatens us at home, and if Ireland is allowed to become a 

Republic our national existence is more than threatened.” 
75

  

The British Socialist Party was also decidedly against government policy.  At its 

Annual Conference in April 1920, they adopted resolutions “expressing detestation of 

British Imperialistic rule in India, Egypt, Ireland, and elsewhere...A resolution was 

carried expressing sympathy with the demands of the Irish people for complete national 

autonomy and condemnation of the methods employed in Ireland by the British 

Government.” 
76

  After Bloody Sunday, an Anti-Reprisals Association formed in London, 

led by Liberal MP Joseph Kenworthy and the writer G.K. Chesterton.  They campaigned 

to embarrass the government over reprisals.  In this endeavor, they generated coverage of 
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reprisals in the press to such an extent that Irish propaganda minister Desmond Fitzgerald 

observed that their efforts were “most damaging to England’s prestige.”
77

  

More importantly, a cross section of British intelligentsia came together to form 

the Peace with Ireland Council in October 1920.  Intellectuals such as Sidney Webb and 

George Bernard Shaw, accompanied journalists, bishops, Conservatives like Lord Henry 

Cavendish-Bentinck and Oswald Mosley, Liberals such as Sir John Simon, and Labour 

politicians such as J.R. Clynes.  This was a remarkable association that cut across party 

lines.  Their shared goal was “to work for the cessation of the attempt to solve the Irish 

problem by force,” and to employ public opinion to this end.
78

 

There existed a fairly common misperception that the military did not engage in 

reprisal in Ireland, despite the military reprisals in Fermoy (September 1919 and June 

1920), Queenstown, Mallow, Ennistymon, Templemore and Gort
79

.  Certainly, the 

military retaliated far less frequently than the police.  Thus, much public attention was on 

the Black and Tans.  This made some in the media think, as did Stephen Gwynn for The 

Observer, that martial law would be “less barbarous and brutal and far less demoralizing 

than the present anarchic and futile campaign of revenge.” 
80

  Arthur Griffith, however, 

was well aware of the military’s willingness to carry out reprisals.  In interviews with the 
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Irish News and Irish Independent, Griffith accused the Army of using reprisals as a form 

of premeditated terrorism.
81

 The Irish Bulletin published every week a “List of the Acts 

of Aggression committed in Ireland by the Police and Military of the Usurping English 

Government.”  By the end of August 1920, it listed a total of 290 “acts of aggression.”  

By the end of November 1920, that number had jumped to 3, 197.
82

   

The British were slow to respond to the negative publicity.  Sir Hamar 

Greenwood’s initial response to the bad press to declare, unconvincingly, that no one 

could prove definitively whether the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) had engaged in 

reprisals, for they often wore masks or some sort of disguise.  He also proudly 

emphasized the freedom of the press in Ireland, telling Parliament that he had gone out of 

his way to help the press “of the world to see Ireland as it is,” because “the more 

publicity Ireland gets from the people who visit it, the stronger and more united will be 

the support...behind the British Government.” Thus, he claimed, “I welcome them [the 

press], and so does General Macready.” 
83

  

The government finally established a Propaganda Department within Dublin 

Castle by August 1920, headed by Basil Clarke, the Director of Public Information, until 

1923.
84

  His job was to prevent news of the actions of Crown Forces from harming the 

British Government and to counter Sinn Fein propaganda. Another branch of this 

Propaganda Department was established at the Irish Office in London (administered by 
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Major Street under Clarke’s supervision).  Clarke’s goal was to counter “the plethora of 

adverse news reports” with “suppression or if suppression be either undesirable or 

impossible, the neutralization, so far as is possible, of the unfavourable factors in news 

having a minus or unfavourable propaganda value.” For example, Clarke mentioned a 

particular reprisal in which “three men broke into Joe Nolan’s public house at – last 

night, shot up the bar, stole whiskey and cigars and decamped after setting fire to the 

wreckage.”  This story could be manipulated by adding “as a result of further enquiries it 

was in this house three days ago that two unarmed police constables were murdered,” and 

thereby the potential harm that news of this reprisal would be neutralized and “for the 

simpler minds (and most minds are not analytical), it [the negative effect] is well-nigh 

removed.” 
85

 

Unlike the Indian press, the Irish press was not heavily censored.  Newspapers 

spoke against Dublin Castle, especially when it transferred an inquest over the death of 

an Irishman, shot by police, from the civilian coroner to a Military Court of Inquiry. This 

court sat in camera and ruled that the police shot him rightfully “in the execution of their 

duty.”
86

 As long as newspapers did not incite violence outright or engage in false 

reporting, Dublin Castle was willing to allow the such freedom.
87

  The British press 

influenced the government to pursue this relatively lenient policy.  For example, in 

December 1920, Dublin Castle prosecuted the Freeman’s Journal for printing a false 
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report. They imprisoned the editor and the owner of the journal, but when they fell ill, 

newspapers pressed for their medical release.
88

  Macready wanted to continue censoring 

this journal, along with the Independent, believing both of them to be mere mouthpieces 

for rebel propaganda. But his fears of British press reaction kept him from doing so.
89

  

Thus, the government was sensitive to public criticism at this time. 

The British press criticized reprisals as well. The Westminster Gazette insisted 

that the policy of official reprisals was “cruelly severe.” 
90

  The Times reported on official 

reprisals as if the victims were helplessly caught between Crown Forces and the Irish 

Republican Army (IRA).
91

  The Labour Commission’s report on Ireland fueled negative 

public reaction.  The Labour Commission’s military advisor, Brigadier-General C.B. 

Thomson, declared that the Army in Ireland was poorly trained, “ignorant of their 

professional duties.” 
92

   He described the Crown Forces as “men who were habituated to 

violence in thought and in deed.”
93

 While hearing testimony in Ireland, they witnessed, 

“lorries of armed men with their rifles ‘at the ready’,” used not as a form of defense but 

rather, “this display of arms assists to spread the feeling of terror...calculated to terrorise 
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the civilian population.”
94

 Thus, the Labour report depicted the Army and the Auxiliaries 

as out of control and ruthless.  

Parliament continuously debated reprisals. The Earl of Donoughmore waxed 

apoplectic that the Irish public despised “your policy of reprisals – reprisals which were 

at first denied, then palliated – ‘Poor fellows, look at the temptation they have’...But 

reprisals are going on, they are multiplying, they are officially ordered, officially 

sanctioned, officially avowed.” 
95

  Similarly, Viscount Bryce lamented:  

Since the end of last year things have been going from bad to worse in Ireland.  

There are now in prison 3,691 persons.  That number is always increasing, but 

the fact has not had the result of tranquillising [sic] the country.  The casualties 

to the Crown Forces last week were the highest yet reported.  All this has 

happened in spite of the policy which the Government has followed.  The policy 

of reprisals, official and unofficial, was justified on the ground that it was 

inevitable, that the condition of the country was such that these grim stern 

measures must be resorted to.  Reprisals have failed, just as the [Home 

Rule/Government of Ireland] Act has failed...What we have been doing [with 

reprisals] is to throw more power into the hands of the ferocious extremists.
96

 

 

But the government remained steadfast in its commitment to keep the civil power in tact. 

 Criticizing reprisals was tricky business. Shortly after Bloody Sunday, Herbert 

Asquith put forth a motion that the House “condemns the outrages committed against the 

Forces of the Crown,” on November 21, 1920, but also “deplores and condemns the 

action of the Executive in attempting to repress crime by methods of terrorism and 

reprisals which involve the lives and property of the innocent and are contrary to civilised 

usage.”
97

  This opened a floodgate of support for Crown Forces.  Greenwood declared the 

non-Irish recruits were “the cream of the ex-service men...most of them having 
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decorations for valour.” When Crown Forces engaged in reprisals, he insisted, they did so 

with good reason.  Shooting or setting fire to a building was mostly “done deliberately to 

prevent a future ambush at the same spot.”
98

   

 Similarly, Lieutenant-Colonel John Ward of the Independent Labour Part felt 

compelled to stand against “the accusations that have been made against the ordinary 

British soldier.”  He claimed first hand knowledge of how British soldiers behaved 

“under many peculiar conditions.  It is impossible for an English soldier or a British 

soldier, in whichever way you describe him, to perform the atrocities that has been 

alleged.”  He waxed on, “of all the heroic figures the world has ever seen I think the most 

heroic, the most chivalrous, the most honourable is the ordinary British Tommy.”
99

 

Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Henry Page Croft echoed Ward’s sentiments.  He opined, 

“the one weakness of the British soldier in face of an enemy is his extraordinary power of 

forgiveness too soon.”
100

  Thus, they could not be responsible for the alleged reprisals of 

which they stood accused in the press and Parliament.  Furthermore, the motion Asquith 

put forward was tantamount to “a vote of censure against all ranks of the Army and the 

Royal Irish Constabulary in Ireland.”  After all, Croft argued, if the soldiers were not to 

blame, but the government, “then I say you must produce your proof that the Government 

have actually given orders for any one of these things [reprisals] to happen.”
101

 

Asquith’s motion was re-worded.  The House voted to denounce the attack on 

British officers on that fateful Sunday morning.  However, the remainder resolved that 
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the House “thanks the military and police forces and the other servants of the Crown for 

the courage and devotion with which they are fulfilling their duty in Ireland in 

circumstances of unexampled difficulty; and expresses its approval of the steps which are 

being taken by His Majesty’s Government to restore peace in Ireland.” Some 303 MPs 

voted to support the government against 83 detractors.
102

 But as news of reprisals 

continued through 1921, some previous champions of Crown Forces turned critical.  

Eventually, Croft began to suggest that the Black and Tans should behave with greater 

discipline.
103

  William Ormsby-Gore also bemoaned that reprisals were only resulting in 

“murders, and more murders, on either side.”
104

  But Greenwood continued to uphold the 

Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) as “gallant officers and men” who would succeed at 

subduing the island.
105
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Chapter Nine: Conclusions to the Anglo-Irish War and Some Indian Connections 

By the middle of 1921, the Government became more interested in negotiating a 

peace with Sinn Fein.  As Lord-Lieutenant Sir John French adamantly opposed this, he 

left his position and Dublin in April, and was replaced by the first Catholic to hold the 

spot, Viscount Edmund Fitzalan, a Unionist Member of Parliament.  Bonar Law had 

retired just weeks earlier, on March 17 – the same month during which Crown Casualties 

reached a high point.
1
  

Meanwhile, the Army steadily lost strength in Ireland.  The garrison dropped to 

under forty battalions, and thus Ireland had about 7800 fewer men than Army officials 

estimated were necessary.  Dublin Castle was told in early April to get ready to lose 

another ten battalions to Britain, where they might be needed to put down industrial 

strikes, especially in Liverpool.
2
  

Despite increasing government losses, the Cabinet decided to hold elections for 

the southern home rule parliament in May 1921.
3
  Sinn Fein ran unopposed, winning all 

but four seats that belonged to Trinity College (Unionists).  The party interpreted this 

victory as a public mandate for their efforts to secure complete independence, and so 
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refused to sit in the home rule parliament. Britain had to rule Ireland as a de facto Crown 

Colony.
4
 

By this time, over 5,000 men were still active in the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA), of which at least 3,300 were in Munster alone.
5
   Police casualties rose to fifty-five 

by the middle of May 1921, of which twenty-three policemen were dead.  By early June 

these numbers rose to sixty-seven casualties of which twenty-four had been killed.
6
  The 

total casualties from May to July 1921 amounted to 25 percent of the total casualties for 

the last two and a half years of war.
7
  The number of loyalists houses being burned by the 

IRA also jumped sharply by June.
8
  In fact, Irish rebels had become so successful in 

conducting counter-reprisals, in which they burned loyalist homes in retaliation for 

official reprisals that set fire to suspected nationalist homes, that Sir Hamar Greenwood 

ordered an end to official reprisals on June 3, 1921.
9
 And the IRA remained well armed, 

importing 25 to 50 American-made Thompson machine guns through the Irish-American 

nationalist organization, Clan-na-Gael.
10

  In other words, the IRA showed no serious 

signs of slowing down its campaign.
11
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The Commander of Chief in Ireland, General Macready, issued a report at the end 

of May 1921 stating that the military could not sustain the apparent stalemate between it 

and the Irish Republican Army (IRA).  The army, he feared, would be defeated under the 

strain.  His hope was that this would persuade the government either to come to an 

agreement with Sinn Fein or to use full coercion.  The Chief of the Imperial General 

Staff, Sir Henry Wilson, presented this report to the new Secretary of State for War, Sir 

Laming Worthington-Evans, who had replaced Churchill in February 1921. 

The Irish Situation Cabinet Committee had not met since August 1920.  Thus by 

May 1921 they membership had changed somewhat.  Churchill was gone, as was Milner. 

But Chamberlain was present, along with Worthington-Evans, and many of the men 

discussed in the previous chapter, such as Sir Hamar Greenwood, Arthur Balfour, 

Edward Shortt, H.A.L. Fisher, Nevil Macready, and Sir Henry Wilson. Both Short and 

Fisher has served on the Indian Disorders Committee.  They debated again whether to 

extend martial law to all of southern Ireland, but unlike debates over martial law in the 

past, this time they decided they would indeed do so on July 12, 1921.  In order to assist 

the Army in implementing this major policy change, it was to receive sixteen more 

battalions and full naval support.  Their reasoning was “Martial law [across the entire 

island] will be a substitute for authorized reprisals, which are disliked by the military, but 
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which could not be abandoned without something to take their place.”
12

  Thus a new 

regime of harsher coercion was to be instituted. 

Macready had a vision of just how severe this new regime would be.  He 

recommended that the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and the republican Dail parliament 

should both be declared treasonous.  Further, he wanted all newspapers properly 

suppressed, and suggested they use economic punishments such as closing Ireland’s ports 

and stopping most exports.   Most importantly, Macready warned the Cabinet to expect 

much higher casualties, such as shooting one hundred Irishmen per week.  This is a point 

to which Balfour objected, arguing that such a high casualty rate would be “unnecessarily 

terrifying.”
13

  

Thus, the Cabinet was faced with two choices: negotiate a truce before July 12 or 

let martial law ensue over all southern Ireland.  Lloyd George chose to negotiate.
14

  One 

day before Macready’s deadline to implement martial law, a truce was declared on July 

11, 1921.
15

  Sir Henry Wilson derided the truce as the result of “rank, filthy cowardice,” 

and “nursed hopes that the Anglo-Irish negotiations would break down and there might 
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yet be a final ‘push’ in Ireland.”
16

  In this he would be disappointed.  Michael Collins 

signed the Anglo-Irish Treaty establish the Irish Free State as a self-governing Dominion 

along the lines of Canada and South Africa in December 1921. 

 

Connections with India: Contacts and Coercion 

In a book entitled A Word to Gandhi, the former commander of the Auxiliary 

Division of the Royal Irish Constabulary (ADRIC), General Frank Crozier, argued that 

the “trouble” in Ireland and in India “possess a common factor,” namely “a mistaken idea 

on the part of the English of what is really true ‘Patriotism’.”  False patriotism, in his 

opinion, “caused rebellions, revolutions, wars, massacres, slavery and misery” and even 

“lost England her North American Colonies.”  He claimed for himself the status of true 

patriot when her refused “to condone crimes of violence” against “defenceless and ‘loyal’ 

women in Ireland.” Crozier believed, “the future of India is inscrutably bound up with a 

clear conception of what ‘Loyalty’ and ‘Patriotism’ really are...India can be 

free...provided this world religion called ‘Patriotism’ is destroyed and in its place is set 

up ‘loyalty’ to the religion of humanity.”  Thus, his book includes a number of “horrible 

deeds” enacted in the “worship of our false god, ‘Patriotism’,” including many reprisals 

in Ireland. 
17

 

Even so, Ireland and India experienced the immediate aftermath of the Great War 

in different ways.  After all, a war for independence is quite different from a spontaneous 
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riot.  But the common thread linking the two areas was the British use of forceful 

repression, public concerns over this use, and the presence of anti-imperialists who tried 

to connect with each other.  In other words, the key issues are British responses to 

perceived threats in each area, and the ways in which Indian and Irish nationalists made 

rhetorical and political use of each other’s situation vis-à-vis the empire.  Thus, British 

strategic concerns led to coercion in both places, but the negative press over the Dyer 

controversy created limits to the lengths that Britain was willing to travel to suppress the 

Irish rebellion.   

As mentioned earlier, the Dyer debates were as much about Ireland as they were 

about India.  The Statesman opined: 

So far as Sir Edward Carson is responsible for those disciplinary movements [being 

taken against Montagu] the cause is doubtless to be found in the position in 

Ireland...Instead of with a sword in one hand and an olive branch in the other the 

Government, in [the Carsonites’] opinion, ought to confront the recalcitrant 

population with swords in both hands...  They have shown it on such questions as the 

Dyer affair and again in division of a more general character, none of them of any 

special interest to Ulster.
18

 

 

Unionist support for him was a way to oppose government leniency with Irish 

nationalists.  But other connections with Ireland abound, “within the imperial grid, 

Ireland often functioned as the first stop in many colonial careers, a site where military 

and administrative personnel gained practical training in colonial repression.” 
19

 

After all, the British regularly transferred personnel from one part of the empire to 

another. As discussed in previous chapters, Dyer’s commander in the Burmese War, 
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Frederick Sleigh Roberts, served in both India and Ireland, as did Sir John Anderson, and 

General Charles Monro.
20

  Many soldiers and officers in the Indian Army were Irish as 

well.  So many, in fact, that their numbers were out of proportion to their size as part of 

the United Kingdom.
21

  Membership in the Army was not incompatible with nationalism, 

as Sinn Fein regularly employed British and Indian Army veterans.
22

  For example, as 

police forces evacuated their barracks after too many attacks made staying in them 

unsafe, Crown Forces left towns across the island in the hands of the Irish Republican 

Army (IRA).  Thus, these republican nationalists began policing their own communities 

and presided over their own courts of law.  At least one such court was presided over by 

an ex-Indian Army officer. 
23

   

 Irish and Indian nationalists attempted to make connections with each 

other during the years of the Anglo-Irish War. Irish President Eamon de Valera knew 

well the benefit of keeping in contact with the subcontinent.  In 1921, he told his newly 

established Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Robert Brennan, to “pay particular 

attention to the subject peoples of the British Empire e.g. India, Egypt, etc. and also to the 

                                                 
20

 For a similar list and point, see Purnima Bose and Laura Lyons, “Dyer Consequences: The Trope of 

Amritsar, Ireland, and the Lessons of the ‘Minimum’ Force Debate,” Boundary 2, vol. 26, no. 2 (Summer, 

1999): 213-14; and see Purnima Bose, Organizing Empire, 60. 

Bose adds the name of Field Marshal Sir Hugh Henry Rose (Baron Strathnairn), who served in 

Ireland putting down agrarian unrest in the 1820s before finding himself in India, helping to put down the 

Mutiny in 1857.  He eventually became Commander-in-Chief of India from 1860-65 before becoming 

Commander-in-Chief of Ireland from 1865-70.  See Brian Robson, “Rose, Henry Hugh,” Oxford 

Dictionary of National Biography, available at www.oxforddnb.com; Internet; accessed online June 6, 

2008.  
21

 Scott Cook, “The Irish Raj: Social Origins and Careers of Irishmen in the Indian Civil Service, 1855-

1919,” Journal of Social History 20 (1987):507-29; Peter Karsten, “Irish Soldiers in the British Army, 

1792-1922: Suborned or Subordinate?” Journal of Social History, 17 (1983): 31-64.  See also Afterword. 
22

 See Kevin Kenny, ed., Ireland and the British Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) and 

Chapter Six. 
23

 Reports Received from Resident Magistrate, June 1920, SIC 24, CAB 27/108. 



 300 

self-governing Dominions.”
24

  Two famous Sinn Fein politicians, George Gavan Duffy 

and Sean T. O’Kelly actually tried, unsuccessfully, to create a union of Ireland, India, 

Egypt and South Africa just months after the Amritsar affair and in the wake of Duffy 

and O’Kelly’s failure to gain recognition for Ireland as a sovereign republic at the 1919 

Paris Peace Conference.
25

  Personal contacts between Indians and Irish during the Anglo-

Irish war were easiest to maintain in the US, for obvious reasons.  Thus, Lala Rajput Rai 

participated at an Irish Convention in Philadelphia in 1919.  Meanwhile, the “Friends of 

Irish Freedom” organization lobbied the US government to get involved in the immediate 

aftermath of martial law in Punjab.
26

  This organization also invited Indian speakers, who 

often spoke about the ways in which the imperial connection had destroyed the 

economies and languages of each country, or about how Britain sought to encourage 

internal dissension in both India and Ireland.
27

  Thus, some British Conservatives 

worried, “the active and malicious few will twist our motives and actions in Ireland, 

Egypt, and India on every occasion” while campaigning in America.
28

  On February 28, 

1920, just one month after the Irish Republican Army (IRA) authorized attacks on all 

Crown Forces, an editorial in the Gaelic American newspaper suggested that the Irish 

should reach out to all Indian immigrants seeking political asylum on the island.  
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Irish nationalists in particular were quick to play upon British fears of public 

criticism by employing India’s experience in Irish propaganda.  They often used the trope 

of Amritsar to describe the British response to the Irish Republican Army (IRA). For 

example, after the shooting at Croke Park, the Irish nationalist paper, Freeman’s Journal 

reported the incident with the headline, “Amritzar [sic] Repeated in Dublin.” 
29

  It 

suggested that in both India and Ireland, a large crowd of unarmed, innocent people were 

shot at without warning as a form of collective punishment for earlier rebellious acts.  

The Dyer controversy received significant press coverage in Ireland.  Arthur Griffith 

believed his supporters wanted to reward the man for doing exactly what he should have 

done in any imperial context.
30

  The IRA journal, An t-Oglach reported that the passive 

resistance movement in India was likely to turn into a full-scale rebellion that they hoped 

would tie down British troops that would otherwise be sent to Ireland.
31

  The journal 

pointed out, “Calm consideration of the English hold on India is a factor in our 

consideration of their hold here.  They cannot reinforce each garrison from the other at 

the same time.” 
32

 

A British officer, Major B.C. Denning, noted in 1927 that insurgents “today, 

[have] a new weapon, political propaganda, which draws blood upon the home front of 
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the great power.”
33

 The recent experience in India had obvious implications for Ireland. 

The Times, reported that Liberal MP Major Barnes of Newcastle asked Lloyd George that 

if martial law were to be instituted in Ireland, whether “the attention of officers upon 

whom its execution would fall would be drawn to the views of the Government on the 

administration of martial law as expressed by the Secretary of State for India [Montagu] 

in his letter to the Government of India following on the memorandum of the Hunter 

Report,” but Lloyd George simply responded that “I have no doubt that the duties falling 

upon them would be properly carried out.” 
34

  

The Anglo-Irish treaty reverberated in India as well.  It was partially responsible 

for inspiring Gandhi to start up his non-cooperation movement at the Congress meeting at 

Ahmedabadad in December 1921, although that ended with the Chauri Chaura attack on a 

police station the following year.
35

  In fact, earlier in that year, The Times reported, “the 

old Indian National Congress, which, with all its shortcomings, always claimed to be 

thoroughly loyal and constitutional, is dead.”  In its place was a “new doctrine” that 

wanted Indian Home Rule without remaining part of the British Empire. Jinnah, it noted, 

suggested that Indian independence “could only be won by bloodshed,” although he was 

not implying that India was ready to pursue such a path.   The Irish sub-text here is clear. 

The correspondent then turned his attention to “the wound left by the Punjab tragedy,” by 

which he meant General Dyer’s actions and subsequent martial law regime.  “Unless the 

Government takes definite steps to assuage the rankling sense of racial humiliation 
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engendered by the Punjab methods of repression...I fear that merely repressive measures 

against Gandhiism [sic] may prove futile.”
36

 

Irish nationalists who opposed the Anglo-Irish treaty on the grounds that it did not 

establish a fully independent republic (due to the required oath of allegiance to the British 

Crown), argued that the Treaty betrayed Ireland’s allies, including India: “we were to 

accept the status of a dominion in the murder machine which is at present doing Indians 

to death, and so release Black and Tans from this country to carry on in another.”
37

  An 

anti-Treaty cartoon depicted India and Egypt fighting Britain while Ireland shamefully 

surrendered.
38

  In their defense, pro-Treaty nationalists claimed that as a Dominion, 

Ireland would work to change the imperial system from within.  

Indian reactions to events in Ireland were, of course, highly varied. In an angry 

speech to the Indian National Congress, Motilal Nehru engaged in a “bitter condemnation 

of the administration of the Punjab,” and connected that to the fact that “Ireland and 

Egypt were being made to feel the might of the British Empire.” 
39

  But Gandhi thought 

the Irish Republican Army’s tactics were as bad as Dyer’s “frightfulness.”
40

  Still other 

Indians were disappointed by the Anglo-Irish Treaty, writing in an Irish newspaper, 
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“Woe to the land of Erin!”  Ireland should have continued its fight for a republic, 

according to this Indian, in order to set an example for the rest of the Empire.
41

  

The idea that India and Ireland had something significant in common relates, 

obviously, to the fact that both were integral parts of the British Empire for reasons of 

strategic concern, but also to the racial attitudes Britain held about each place.  That is not 

to say that the British mind believed in a one to one correlation between Irish and India, 

but rather than in each part of the empire, some negative racial stereotypes accompanied 

the justification for imperial rule.
42

  Race is, after all, a historical construct. It, along with 

notions of class and gender, is conflated within systems of power.  As a result, racial 

attitudes are not necessarily about color, but about relations of power.
43

 Benedict 

Anderson, in his groundbreaking work, mentioned that British racism was so prevalent 

that  “no one in their right mind would deny the profoundly racist character of nineteenth-
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century English imperialism.”
44

 Although he was speaking of the nineteenth century, 

those ideas had not completely disappeared by the end of the First World War.  However, 

as Daniel Gorman notes, race is “a notoriously slippery term,” with varied and 

contradictory meanings, and it often conflated race with culture.
45

 Although race 

remained a central component of British imperial discourse, it is not clear where exactly 

the Irish fell in the racial hierarchy vis-à-vis India by the end of the Great War.
46

  One 

might presume, as Lord Crewe did, that in most Liberal minds, they were closer to 

European whites than were Indians, not necessarily because of their objective skin color, 

but rather because through a complicated history they had already won the right to Home 

Rule (in principle, although it remained unclear how Britain would implement it against 

Ulster resistance). 

The early twentieth century’s leading “imperial spokesman and organizer” and 

advisor to the government on Irish affairs, Lionel Curtis, believed the British race was the 

best in the world, but also that “non-Britons could become members of the British race if 

properly ‘educated’.” Thus he conflated race and culture, but only to an extent for when it 
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came to Indians, Curtis cautiously supported the idea of eventual responsible government 

in India. He coined the term “dyarchy,” and greatly influenced Montagu as he developed 

his power-sharing reforms. Curtis hoped the Raj would “foster political aspirations in 

India instead of repressing them,” and for the eventual establishment of an imperial 

federation that would include the non-white empire.
47

 This is not to say that he equated 

whites with non-whites, for in an imperial federation, non-whites would be prevented 

from overwhelming the priorities of the white empire, just as Indian immigration 

throughout the Commonwealth would have to be controlled.
 
 Rather, Curtis embodied the 

new Liberalized impulses of the post-war world, including “a welcome challenge to the 

assumption that the white man could claim to dominate the world,” for, as Curtis noted, 

“Our dominant position has mad us unloveable [sic],” in India. 
48

 

Regarding Ireland, Curtis’s negotiations and redefinitions of Dominion Status 

were key to the establishment of the Free State Treaty at the end of 1921.
49

  He too 

deplored the use of repression, describing the display of imperial power and armored cars 

on the main streets of Dublin “as if monsters of the Pleistocene age had revisited the earth 

to dominate mortals,” while Irish “demeanour was one of contempt rather than fear.  An 

experience so common had ceased to impress them.”
50

  By 1931, Frank Crozier had also 

come around to a more liberal conception of race, noting that “English ‘gentlemen’ who 

beat and kick coloured men in the country of those coloured men...are becoming fewer in 
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number every day.” Thus, he emphasized, “the ‘white’ outlook against ‘colour’ is one of 

snobbery, and that snobbery is therefore affecting the Peace of India and the world.”  

Suggesting that the Irish did not suffer from racism, he implied that India’s path would be 

much harder to beat:   

It always strikes me as the height of ungentlemanly and ungrateful conduct for 

English ‘gentlemen’ to conscript forced coloured labour – it was done during the 

war- and then to turn round and treat Mahatma Gandhi and others with contempt, lie 

about them and eventually murder them, as at Amritsar.  Yet, what else can be 

expected?  Did Englishmen and Irishmen not murder one another on the plea of 

‘Patriotism’?...In Ireland we had ‘murder in the mountains,’ where all was ‘white’ 

save the blackness of the crimes of the oppressors and the ruthlessness of the 

vengeance of the oppressed.  Is there a better chance in India, where black meets 

white and copper intervenes?
51

 

 

Thus, the Irish had, by the first third of the twentieth century if not sooner, relatively less 

English racism to counter than Indians.  But that is not to say that racial assumptions 

were not made against them. 

A racial attitude against the Irish persisted. A staff officer in Cork, Major Bernard 

Montgomery, declared he “regarded all civilians as ‘Shinners’ [Sinn Feiners].”
52

  In 

making this statement, he exemplified the opinions of the vast majority of the Royal Irish 

Constabulary (RIC) during the Anglo-Irish War.  The tendency for the RIC to view the 

Irish Republican Army (IRA) as enemies who were indistinguishable from civilians was 

further complicated by the racial distinction between the new recruits and the host 

population.  Not only were the Black and Tans not Irish, but also they brought with them 

attitudes that they shared with higher-ranking military and political officials. For 

example, in one of a myriad of attempts by Sir Henry Wilson to persuade Churchill to 
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crack down on the IRA, he wrote that Dublin Castle must “declare martial law in Ireland 

and stamp the vermin out.” 
53

 The rebels were no better than vermin, in his estimation, 

and he warned, “We must stamp out these murderous pests or we shall be ruined.”
54

 

Wilson was not alone in his negative perceptions of Irish nationalists.  Upon his 

appointment as Divisional Commander of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), the retired 

Brigadier-General, Cyril Prescott-Decie, characterized the Irish in general as “wanting in 

moral and physical courage and easily coerced.”
55

 In 1920, the newly appointed 

Commander-In-Chief of Ireland, General Sir Nevil Macready, admitted how unhappy he 

was at his new position, stating, “I loathe the country...and its people with a depth deeper 

than the sea.” 
56

 And Bonar Law freely admitted his belief that “the Irish were an inferior 

race.” 
57

  The Black and Tans were also known for referring to the Irish as “natives.” 
58

  

An officer of the Oxford and Buckinghamshire Regiment, who served in Cork and in 

Munster wrote, “I don’t like the Irish.  I don’t like their soft Irish accent, their soft Irish 

faces, their soft Irish habits or anything soft or Irish about them.” 
59

 

Thus, historian Charles Townshend emphasized that “The problem of Anglo-Irish 

understanding has always been much more of a racial one than most people are prepared 

to admit, and there was a great deal in one Frenchman’s waspish observation that nothing 

could be more foreign to ‘the everlasting spirit of compromise and bargaining so dear to 
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the English’ than Sinn Fein’s idealism.” 
60

  The British contempt for Ireland included a 

view of them as “a quaint, childlike race, often incompetent, and easily terrorized or led 

by extremists into violent behaviour.” 
61

    

In his study of British counterinsurgency campaigns, Thomas Mockaitis has 

argued that the treatment of General Dyer impacted future operations by impressing upon 

soldiers the importance of using minimal force against all forms of civil unrest, whether 

riot or insurrection.  Thus, a 1934 pamphlet meant to guide military authorities in 

counterinsurgency methods explicitly stated that when firing upon a crowd, soldiers must 

not fire longer than is necessary to disperse the crowd. What Dyer did, which was “to 

prolong the firing beyond this point with the ultimate object of impressing the population 

generally and discouraging rebellion in other localities should not be countenanced.” 
62

   

The Anglo-Irish War also influenced the 1934 policy of relative restraint. Thus, 

both the Dyer affair and the Irish reprisals exemplified the ways in which the colonial 

power thought about the use of force as a tool.  Like in the Punjab, where the government 

feared, however incorrectly, they were in the midst of a full scale rebellion, in Ireland, 

British officials conducted an all out war against the Irish Republican Army (IRA) 

despite their reluctance to enforce martial law across the island.  The military in Ireland 

was subject to the same rules as in India.  In fact, after the Amritsar affair, the Manual of 

Military Law was amended to take account of the events in the Punjab even though the 
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original 1914 publication laid out the principle of minimum force, which Dyer claimed to 

be an expert in.
63

 Thus, the principle of minimum force applied in Ireland in much the 

same way as in India, and in both cases, the authorities judged that the minimum amount 

necessary could only be determined by its intended moral effect, as evidenced by Dyer, 

the Hunter Committee’s ruling on the martial law regime, and the cabinet’s support for 

reprisals.   

 Colonel Charles Callwell’s 1898 book on military law, Small Wars: Their 

Principles and Practice, which Dyer would have studied himself and taught to his 

students of military law, defined the vast majority of insurrections, “campaigns for the 

suppression of lawlessness” and “punitive expeditions,” as “small” wars. Thus, there was 

no legal distinction between unlawful assemblies, riots or insurrections when it came to 

dealing with a crowd.  Callwell instructed that in such a “small” war, instances might 

arise which “may shock the humanitarian.”  For example, when putting down an 

insurrection, Callwell explained: 

The object is not only to prove to the opposing force unmistakable which is the 

stronger, but also to inflict punishment on those who have taken up 

arms...Expeditions to put down revolt are not put in motion merely to bring 

about a temporary cessation of hostility.  Their purpose is to ensure a lasting 

peace.  Therefore, in choosing the objective, the overawing and not the 

exasperation of the enemy is the end to keep in view.  
 

To this extent, the reprisals in Ireland, and most certainly the shooting in both Croke Park 

and Jallianwala Bagh would have “overawed” the enemy.  But whereas in India, such a 

program was undertaken systematically under martial law, in Ireland, the fear of public 

criticism resulted in the concurrent maintenance of the civil power, limited martial law 
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application, and most spontaneous reprisals.   In other words, in Ireland, the military did 

not go far enough in scaring the public, although whether any length would have been 

enough is debatable.  Nonetheless, according to Callwell, “Enemy forces in small wars 

swell and contract according to the moral effect which is produced.”
64

  Dyer, Callwell 

might have argued, produced a sufficient moral effect in India, but Major Mills failed to 

allow the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) to do the same in Ireland when he and his 

second in command put an end to the shooting. 

Modern notions of counterinsurgency were still being developed during the 

Anglo-Irish War and the incidents in the Punjab. Thus, the idea that restraint gave a 

“moral or political advantage in a civil conflict” was only just coming to surface.
65

  The 

world after the Great War had changed.  Fears of how the forces of technology and 

warfare had “brutalized” society, that war and destruction were the ultimate products of 

scientific progress over the last century, haunted Britons.
66

  And Wilsonian rhetoric of 

self-determination had taken root in the hearts of subject peoples across the world.  The 

war itself had further radicalized nationalists and increased economic and tax burdens on 

most everyone.  Thus, the combination of these fears, ideas and realities created the 

“modern” world in which global toleration for Empire, as it was known in a formal sense, 

would soon wane.
67

  At this formative moment, the British Empire stood in the public eye 
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between coercion and conciliation.  Men with their foot in the world as it was before the 

Great War, men such as Dyer and Wilson, viewed restraint as “an obstacle to the 

enforcement of military power,” while men such as Ben Spoor and Arthur Henderson of 

the Labour Party identified such tactics with the imperial past.
68

  

 In other words, reprisals in Ireland and the martial law regimes on both the island 

and the subcontinent, intended to make an impression on the population. The military in 

India was expected to police the sub-continent inasmuch as it was to defend it.  Similar to 

the military in Ireland, the Indian Army was supported by a civilian police force, but 

when martial law was implemented in the Punjab, the military in India displayed the 

same eagerness to punish the population as did the military in Ireland.  This was 

exemplified by the policy of reprisals; a feature that eventually gained official sanction.  

In both India and Ireland, it was this attempt to re-instill fear that would push 

civilians to shun rebellion and rebels. But as the last chapters have demonstrated, this 

simply did not work. In a letter to the editor of The Times, an Indian Muslim suggested as 

much: 

England, with her great power and splendid organization, has not succeeded in 

stopping atrocities in Ireland; and in India riots attended by “massacres” are 

ordinary occurrences...The application of outside force, the policy of the “big 

stick,” has the fatal tendency to move in a vicious circle; it involves the necessity 

of continued application of force, resulting in inevitable reaction and unrest.
69  

 

Thus, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) effectively countered reprisals with their own, 

leaving the population stuck between a rock and a hard place.  In India, where there was 
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no actual rebellion to counter martial forces, the punitive actions of the regime also failed 

to put a stop to nationalists in their quest for greater self-government.   

 Similarly, General Crozier appeared painfully aware of Irish and Indian 

commonalities.  He argued that for all Britain had done for India, including abolishing 

sati, Thuggee, and other forms of “religious” or “secret murder,” in Ireland, “we 

organized secret assassinations by the police so late as 1920-21!” 
70

 

 But the efficacy of British policy is not the issue.  Rather, it is the mindset of men 

in positions of authority, ranging from those on the spot to those in the Cabinet, who 

believed in the usefulness of punitive measures.  That is to say, that whether in India or in 

Ireland, Crown Forces relied on moral effect, targeting the population at large for 

punishment rather than individuals alone, so as to punish their imperial subjects for 

rebellious acts or attitudes.  In this way, there was little to no differentiation between 

guilty and innocent, for all Punjabis and all Irish were similarly lumped into the category 

of rebel.  

More importantly, coercion was thought all the more necessary because Ireland’s 

fate had direct implications for the remaining empire.  If Ireland were allowed to become 

independent, it would inevitably result in the disintegration of the Empire, partly because 

control of Irish water was key to naval defense and partly because Irish success would 

fan the flames of other aspiring nationalists, including Indians.
71

  Sir Henry Wilson 

warned Lord Ventry that “a hostile Ireland...is just as fatal to the continued existence of 

the British Empire as a hostile England was, is, and will be to the growth and existence of 
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a German Empire.”  He added, “Ireland must be incorporated into the system of the 

United Kingdom and the British Empire.” In other words, “there are two courses, and 

only two, in regard to Ireland.  One is to come away, which as I have just said in my 

opinion would be fatal [to the Empire]; and the other is to govern Ireland.”  By 

governing, Wilson meant Dublin Castle should use an extremely coercive and violent 

policy that would crush the Irish Republican Army (IRA) into submission.  But the Prime 

Minister and his Cabinet, in Wilson’s opinion, “are always floundering over Irish 

affairs...they will neither come away nor will they govern.  They are always attempting 

some middle course, which is fatal to the continued prosperity of Ireland herself and the 

safety of the Empire.”
72

  If the authorities refused to get tougher with Ireland, Wilson 

worried for the fate of the Empire. 

Similarly, Lord Salisbury adamantly defended the use of reprisals because of their 

implication for India.  In fact, he hoped that even stronger measures of repression would 

be used not just in Ireland, but in India as well: “An end must be put to vacillation in 

restoring order and in vindicating the law: there must be no truck with rebels, for the 

future no concession in the face of rebellion, whether in India, in Egypt, or in Ireland.”
73

 

Churchill echoed this sentiment, waxing apoplectic:  

We have not defended our Empire all these years against the strongest enemies in 

the world, and beaten them at last with a prodigious sacrifice, in order to 

surrender it piecemeal at the hysterical dictation of the foolish, the feeble-minded, 

and the flighty.  Nor will we succumb to revolutionary violence in any form or 

from any quarter, in India, in Egypt, in Ireland.
74
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The clear implication here was that if the Empire were to cave in any one of these places, 

it would embolden the others to whom it would have to give in as well. 

Meanwhile, Lord Curzon, who had served as Viceroy of India from 1899 to 1905, 

also supported government policy in Ireland. He explained that the Irish Republican 

Army (IRA) was not engaged in guerilla warfare, but “the warfare of the Red Indian, of 

the Apache.  It is the warfare which nearly a hundred years ago the Government of India 

had to suppress, and which was known as “Thuggee” – the manoeuvres [sic] of the thugs 

of that country.”  Thus he continued that reprisals “are entirely legitimate” because “No 

one would contend for a moment that if a policeman or soldier is shot he is not entitled to 

shoot back – and I think it can fairly be argued that, given the nature of the danger that 

confronts him, he is not very far wrong if he gets his shot in first.” 
75

  

Radicals criticized the image perpetuated by Churchill, among others, that the 

empire was essentially beneficent and civil rather than violent or coercive.  For example, 

Churchill’s condemnation of Dyer’s behavior in India was based, as mentioned 

previously, on the idea that “frightfulness” and “terrorism” were “absolutely foreign to 

the British way of doing things.” 
76

  The lawyer Holford Knight contrasted such publicly 

declared notions with the violent realities in India and Ireland.
77

  Norman Angell worried 

that the Great War had de-sensitized the British public to political violence. He wrote, “If 

every schoolboy and maidservant felt as strongly over Balbriggan or Amritsar as they felt 

                                                 
75

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 5
th

 Series, vol. 42, October, 20, 1920, cols. 34-8. 

 Curzon was referring to Indian bandits, whose name has passed into English as “thugs.”  See Mike 

Dash, Thug: The True Story of India’s Murderous Cult (London: Granta, 2005).  Also interesting is travel 

writer, Kevin Rushby, Children of Kali: Through India in Search of Bandits, the Thug Cult, and the British 

Raj (New York: Walker and Co., 2003). 
76

 Hansard Parliamentary Debates, (Commons), 5
th

 Series, vol. 131, July 8, 1920, col. 1725. 
77

 Lawrence, “Forging a Peaceable Kingdom,” 572-3. 



 316 

over the Lusitania and Louvain – our problem would be solved.”
78

   The “problem” he 

referred to was the use of imperial violence. 

Another point of comparison between India and Ireland regards the extent to 

which responsible government seemed to be a viable option in each place.  In working 

out the details of the Government of Ireland Act, which was supposed to grant Home 

Rule at the conclusion of the Great War, the British Cabinet Committee contemplated 

reserving a number of powers to Britain, such as defense, foreign policy, but also 

transportation, agriculture, health and postal services.
79

  These deliberations took place in 

1919, in the wake of the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms, which similarly reserved many 

powers for the Raj, but whereas in India, the Raj was prepared to allow self-government 

at the provincial level in matters such as health and agriculture, the Cabinet was not 

prepared to offer the same to Ireland initially.  If these reservations had become 

incorporated in the Government of Ireland Act, they would have limited substantially 

how much self-government Southern Ireland could actually engage in.
80

 The striking 

point is that the British seemed willing to give Indians more local self-government than 

Irish in 1919.   

The king’s representative in Ireland, Lord Lieutenant French, hoped to use aerial 

bombing to subdue Ireland as they had been used to subdue Gujranwalla, Punjab. French 

told Lloyd George that such bombing would “put the fear of God into these playful 
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young Sinn Feiners.” 
81

  However, the Royal Air Force was in the midst of demobilizing, 

so many planes simply were not available.  General Tudor reported in September 1920 

that in Ireland only eighteen planes were usable.  Churchill, who had high hopes for the 

use of air power to subdue the island, suggested that the number of planes be increased to 

fifty.  Their presence would, he believed, provide “a great deterrent to illegal drilling and 

rebel gatherings.”
82

  However, the few planes used in May 1921 found it difficult to spot 

small groups on the island  if they were not moving. Moreover, the planes lacked 

radios and so were unable to coordinate with ground forces effectively.
83

 

More importantly, the Government was unwilling to authorize the use of any 

planes, especially if they were saddled with bombs or machine guns.  The Cabinet was 

clearly thinking of the experience of using planes in India in 1919, explaining that aerial 

bombing would not be worth “the great risk of death and injury to innocent people, owing 

to the extreme difficulty of distinguishing innocent from guilty from an aeroplane 

summoned possible from a great distance by telephone, and necessarily proceeding at 

high speed and operating at considerable height.” 
84

 The government became unwilling to 

risk repeating the criticism it had received for using aerial bombing in Gujranwalla, 

despite the fact that the Hunter Committee judged the use of the planes as appropriate to 

the situation.   
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The recent experience in India created a discrepancy between the firmness with 

which senior military officials wanted to proceed, and the caution of powerful figures in 

the Cabinet and Dublin Castle who hoped that Ireland appeared to be dealt with legally 

and leniently.  Thus, men such as Sir Henry Wilson, who fully supported General Dyer 

and the Punjab regime, contended with men who agreed with Churchill, that violence for 

moral effect was not compatible with the British way of doing things.   

But the connections between Dyer supporters and those who wished for greater 

coercion in Ireland were not always seamless.  Thus, whereas Unionist Lord Midleton, 

who had served as Secretary of State for India from 1903 to 1905, supported Dyer and 

shared Wilson’s notions about how to proceed against the Irish Republican Army (IRA), 

the Lord Chancellor, Birkenhead, who was disgusted with Dyer’s behavior, fully 

supported stronger measures against the IRA.  Lord Birkenhead opined, “Continued 

outrages on the part of the Irish Republican Army seem to call for increasing and more 

drastic measures of repression on ours.” 
85

  What Birkenhead objected to with regard to 

Dyer was his use of the Crawling Order.  Repression of rebellion was not something to 

which he objected, per se.  Rather, it was the type of force used and the rebel actions that 

preceded it which mattered to him.  Thus, Birkenhead took issue with reprisals only 

because they were not, in his opinion, strong enough measures to crush the IRA.  

More famously, the mutiny of the Connaught Rangers called attention to the 

imperial connection between India and Ireland.  The Rangers were Irish infantrymen 

stationed in the Punjab, reputed as “a great fighting regiment” on French battlefields. On 
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June 28, 1920, about two hundred Rangers refused to serve to protest the use of reprisals 

against their fellow Irishmen at home and because they felt the Indian Army similarly 

coerced Indians.  These mutineers were stationed at Dyer’s last post, in Jullundur, near 

Amritsar.  Their protest was non-violent, as “they appear to have been respectful, and 

intimated their willingness to give up their arms to any British troops sent to relieve 

them.”  They sent a few soldiers to other Ranger companies throughout the Punjab to 

unite all in the protest.  At Solon on the Kalka-Simla railway, two such emissaries from 

Jullundur were arrested. This incited some Rangers stationed there to rush the armory, 

but they were fired upon by other Rangers who remained loyal.  Two were killed and one 

wounded. Another group of Connaught Rangers stationed at Jutogh outside Simla stayed 

loyal as well.
86

 

Lastly, after Ireland won Dominion Status in 1922, George Bernard Shaw made a 

prescient comment about India. Shaw argued that reprisals provided a lesson in “how to 

make a successful rebellion.”  He added, that the measure of the Irish rebellion’s success 

“is the difference between Mr. Gladstone’s Home Rule Bill and Mr. Lloyd George’s 

articles of capitulation. It has settled the Irish question; and it will settle the Egyptian and 

the Indian question.”
87
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 Clearly, then, public reactions to events in Ireland were commonly related to 

events in India.  Thus, in a sad letter to the editor of The Times, the writer lamented the 

year 1919 in much the same was as Sir Henry Wilson wrote in his diary: 

If there is one word more than another which sums up the year 1919, it is surely 

“disillusionment.”  The contrast of these days with the close of 1918 – the time 

of President Wilson’s triumphant progress as prophet of the new world ideal – 

makes the present darkness and doubt almost too heavy to be borne...In the 

year of “peace,” the year which needed harmony and production more urgently 

than any before it...there is Ireland, and Egypt and India, and all the rest. 
88

 

 

So closed the Year of Peace for the British Empire.  
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 The Times, January 1, 1920, “What is Our Hope?” (letter to the editor by E.A. Burroughs),  8. 
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Conclusion 

Despite the points of commonality between Ireland and India just after the Great 

War, there were some obvious contrasts in how each place experienced those years.  The 

Punjab was not engaged in a war for independence, thus its experience of coercion lasted 

but a few months whereas Ireland, especially Munster, was enflamed for years. No one in 

Ireland was publicly flogged in the streets. The public discussion over reprisals did not, 

after 1920, remain split along party lines, as did the discussion over General Dyer.  The 

average British “man on the street” did not demonstrate his opinion on the Irish matter as 

he did on the Punjab when he contributed his small subscription to the Dyer Fund.
1
 

But the important connection is that whether in India or Ireland, there were 

acceptable and unacceptable means of using force.  Dyer’s shooting was less acceptable 

to some than to others, but the martial law regime in the Punjab was generally accepted 

by British officials and the public.  By sharp contrast, haphazard, unrestrained reprisals in 

Ireland were unacceptable.  British politicians, military officials and intelligentsia 

demanded not an end to the use of collective punishment per se (although some certainly 

did), but accountability.  Thus, official reprisals were regarded as better than unofficial.
2
  

That is to say that in most cases, whether in the opinion of Sir Henry Wilson, The Times, 

or General Macready, the problem with Ireland was not that “innocents sometimes 

perished” during reprisals, but rather that Crown Forces were not “placed from the outset 

                                                 
1
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on an avowed and constitutional basis.” 
3
 The martial law regime in the Punjab, 

according to the Hunter Committee, did have this moral legitimacy, although the 

Committee chose not to explore the constitutionality of back-dating martial law.  

Of course, there was a strong element of humanitarianism present among some 

critics of Dyer and of Irish reprisals, who found coercion reprehensible.  Commander 

Kenworthy exemplified consistency in the respect, whether he denounced Dyer or the 

Black and Tans.  Many members of the Peace With Ireland Council shared a similar 

view, such as the Labour politician J.R. Clynes who told his supporters, “If the law 

cannot detect the guilty and arrest the wrongdoers the agents of the law should not be 

used to murder the innocent and burn down the homes of those guilty of no offence.”
4
   

Most Indian and Irish nationalists criticized both Dyer and Black and Tan 

reprisals.
5
  To these subjects of empire, the use of coercion stood at odds with Britain’s 

commitment to the Wilsonian notion of self-determination.  To other critics of coercion, 

the violence in the Punjab and the reprisals in Ireland violated the contemporary notion 

that the Empire was based on the rule of law and justice.  But this perception did not 

necessarily come to mind in both circumstances. Thus, Churchill denounced Dyer’s 

policy of “frightfulness” but championed the use of reprisals in Ireland, at least until 

1921. 

In other words, Churchill’s notions about “the British way of doing things” could 

not be reconciled with the simultaneous violence in India and Ireland.  This violence has 
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5
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been described by historian Jon Lawrence as “the traditional mechanics of imperial rule, 

which relied, in the last analysis, on the willingness ruthlessly to deploy the imperial 

power’s superior force of arms.  This willingness to use force did not evaporate. 

However, it was now questioned, not just by traditional radicals...but also by many at the 

heart of imperial government itself.”
6
 Sir Edward Carson, livid at Ireland’s Dominion 

Status, denounced the government for having agreed to these terms “with a revolver 

pointed at your head.  And you know it.  You know you passed them because you were 

beaten.  You know you passed them because Sinn Fein with their army in Ireland has 

beaten you.”   But historian D.G. Boyce has argued that it was a defeat in public opinion 

that explains Ireland’s success: “it was the revolt of the British conscience, not the defeat 

of the British army, that obliged Lloyd George to seek terms of peace.” 
7
  Neither 

explanation takes sufficient account of the combination of complex factors extant in the 

imperial and global context. 

The use of force was questioned because of the new context created across the 

world in the aftermath of the Great War.  That is to say, a “crisis of empire” ensued in 

which Britain had to deal not only with India and Ireland, but also with a series of revolts 

across the empire. What ensued, then, was in the context of a sort of siege mentality. 

British officials had to contend with a new weakness in military and economic strength 

after WWI, their army was still tied up fighting across the globe, in Iraq (in 1920) and 

Palestine, in Egypt against the Wafd, in Ireland against Sinn Fein, and in the Russian 
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Empire with the White forces against the Bolsheviks. Moreover, during martial law in 

Punjab, the Third Afghan War began.  This was the same day that General Dyer left 

Amritsar, May 7, 1919, to take his new post at the foothills of the Himalayas near the 

Kashmir border, thus leaving Amritsar to Lieutenant-Colonel Hynes of the Londons.  

Meanwhile, the Indian North-West Frontier remained constantly threatened by Nadir 

Khan and the Afghani attempt to incite Pathans to rebel against the Raj (at least until 

1924, if not later).  There was also a (Chanak) crisis in Turkey in 1922, which followed 

on the heels of the Khilafat Movement in India.  Nationalists across the empire 

radicalized in the wake of the war, empowered by the ideology of self-determination.  

The revolts against the empire were further complicated by British fiscal 

difficulties after the Great War.  The pressure to demobilize soldiers compounded the 

ensuing economic crisis, itself accompanied by industrial unrest and strikes.  Meanwhile, 

Britain kept troops in both Russia and Mesopotamia until 1921, thus keeping a wary eye 

on the spread of Bolshevism, which threatened to infect the empire as well as the working 

class at home, and Pan-Islamism. Thus, the empire was in crisis.  Traditional methods of 

coercion became suddenly less acceptable in these new circumstances, and also less 

possible.  Also, with British resources stretched so far and wide, few soldiers, a declining 

economy (relative to its pre-war strength), and the seemingly ubiquitous aspiration for 

self-determination, Britain’s physical ability to coerce its empire without adequate local 

collaborators was in doubt.
8
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Thus, the empire began to re-shape itself.  Appeasing nationalist sentiment and 

promising eventual responsible government went hand in hand with much rhetorical 

justification for the use of force, when necessary. The humanitarian critics were partly 

responsible for this, as were critics who demanded greater coercion through martial law 

(for the sake of accountability). The crisis of empire and Britain’s myriad of other 

problems also played an important role in this change.  Thus, Ireland gained Dominion 

Status and India implemented important reforms.  There was still a long way to go before 

the era of decolonization was upon Britain, when, after the Second World War, the 

empire transformed itself into one of informal control, hoping to transfer power to 

“moderate” nationalists when necessary.
9
  The aftermath of the Great War was an 

important moment in time when this change was only in its most incipient stages.
10

 It is 

instructive for the ways in which different parts of the British public tried to reform the 

use of imperial force as much as for how some stood steadfastly against such a 

reformation. 

 

The Deaths of Dyer and O’Dwyer 

 

Suffering a stroke just a few years after his forced retirement, General Dyer 

finally died on July 23, 1927, and was given a military funeral.  Sir Michael O’Dwyer 

was killed on March 13, 1940 by Sardar Udam Singh, a Punjabi Sikh who had survived 
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the Amritsar Massacre and finally got the chance to hold the man he blamed responsible.  

Singh was of course tried and hanged for the murder. 

Singh had been a water carrier in the Bagh when Dyer shot at the crowd, and he 

swore to revenge the deaths of his fellow countrymen.  As a young adult, he moved to the 

US, where he became involved with the Ghadr party and the Hindustan Socialist 

Republican Association (led by Bhagat Singh) and bent on the violent overthrow of the 

Raj.  In 1927, Udham Singh returned to Amritsar. His goal was “to have the country 

vacated forthwith from the Englishman.”  But he was picked up by police, arrested for 

the illegal possession of firearms, and put in prison for five years.
11

   

A year after he was released from prison, Singh made his way across Europe, 

North Africa and Russia before landing in Britain.  Here, he made contact with a member 

of the Irish Republican Army (IRA), worked with them to smuggle guns into the country, 

and stayed with one of the IRA leaders on the Isle of Wight.
12

  He remained in England 

until Wednesday, March 13, 1940, when a joint meeting of the East India Association 

and the Royal Central Asian Society took place at Caxton Hall, London.  Sir Michael 

O’Dwyer was one of the primary speakers, as were Lord Zetland, Sir Louis Dane, and 

Lord Lamington.
13

 

At 4:30 p.m., when O’Dwyer had finished giving his talk, Udham Singh walked 

toward him and fired six shots from his pistol.  Lord Zetland, Sir Louis and Lord 

Lamington were injured by the bullets, but O’Dwyer had been killed.  Members of the 
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audience attacked Singh as he tried to flee the scene, and held him until the authorities 

arrived.
14

   The police questioned Singh, who commented, “Only one dead?  I thought I 

could get more.  I must have been too slow.” 
15

  Singh told the authorities that his name 

was Mohammad Singh Azad, an alias combining Muslim and Sikh names to suggest 

religious unity.  He explained, “it was my duty to do so [to shoot], just for the sake of my 

country.”
16

  While in prison before his trial, Singh went on a forty-one day hunger strike 

and was force fed.
17

   

Singh was found guilty and sentenced to death.  In his statement to the court, he 

shouted:  

I did it because I had a grudge against him [O’Dwyer].  He deserved it.  He was 

the real culprit, he wanted to crush the spirit of my people, so I have crushed him.  

For full twenty-one years I have been trying to wreak vengeance.  I am happy I 

have done the job.  I am not scared of death – I am dying for my country.
18

 

 

On July 31, 1940, Singh was executed by hanging.  Sir Auckland Colvin, once 

Governor of the United Provinces (UP), wrote about how best to rule India:  

Whatever may be hazarded with the educated minority, the real India is only to be 

found in the masses of the ignorant millions.  To govern this real India, authority 

and justice should be in full view; but in reserve must be ample force. These are 

the only methods which under their own rule the masses of that country have ever 

respected, not even at the desire of the British Government will they readily adopt 

any other.
19
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O’Dwyer found Colvin’s words so moving that he wrote, “The views [Colvin] so 

admirably expresses are those which many of us, more crudely, in vain endeavoured to 

impress on those responsible for the Reforms [of 1919].”
20

   O’Dwyer lamented the fact 

that “a change has come over the spirit of [India’s] rulers,” as men like Montagu worked 

to reform the imperial system and to share power with their subjects.
21

  O’Dwyer was 

painfully aware that the system of rule was changing. 

Indeed, this was a time of great change in the imperial system.  It was a moment 

when more modern, liberalizing strands of thought within the British regime were 

redefining the relationships between ruler and ruled during a crisis of empire.  It was also 

a time when conservative elements dug in their heels in resistance against this 

development, believing that such redefinition of the imperial relationship was still in its 

nascent state and that it could be stamped out with a strong force of will.  The clashing 

convictions about how best to rule the empire in the modern era of mass nationalist 

movements was both confusing and frustrating for Indians on the ground whose lives 

were indelibly touched by both liberal and coercive British impulses simultaneously.
22

  

  

Violence and Exemplary Punishment 

The fact that Ireland escaped martial law for as long as it did was not exceptional.  

Indian mob violence in April 1919 was not limited to the Punjab, but violence in Delhi 

and Bombay were dealt with without martial law. Thus, it is possible that the officers in 
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charge of these regions shared a less punitive mindset than those in the Punjab, or 

perhaps they hoped the specter of martial law in the north west would suffice to keep 

order in other parts of the sub-continent.  After all, Dublin and Delhi were both capitals, 

where administrators might have felt compelled to maintain a more restrained, exemplary 

presence.  

The less answerable question appears to be why did the authorities refrain for so 

long from declaring martial law in Ireland when they were so eager to do so in the 

Punjab?  In both cases, martial law elevates the status of rebels, from criminals to 

warriors, whether Indian or Irish.  If it is the soldier’s duty to destroy enemies and the 

policeman’s duty to protect the population from disorder and criminality, then it appears 

mysteriously that the British inverted who ought to have been responsible in each place.  

This dissertation has discussed the ways in which the debate of Dyer’s censure 

was a debate over the future of the empire and how best to hang on to it.  Similarly, the 

debate over Irish reprisals was both influenced by the Dyer affair and had implications 

for the rest of the empire.  Another theme in this dissertation has been that the use of 

force in the Punjab and in Ireland was highly punitive in nature, bent more on exacting 

reprisal than simply on restoring order.  However, it is this very notion, that punitive 

force and reprisal were the effective means of restoring order that underpinned the 

military administration of the Raj.  This is evident in the words and deeds of men like 

Dyer, O’Dwyer and Wilson, the ways in which Dyer’s supporters spoke about his actions 

in India and the ways in which others defended government policy in Ireland. 
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What, then, does this mean for the British Empire at large?  It may be a simple 

point, but one worth making in any case: the use of force was an important component of 

the imperial system.  But it is worth noting that the British Empire was not nearly as 

violent as other empires.  Even the Indian radical nationalist, Har Dayal pointed out in 

1919,  “Imperialism is always an evil, but British and French imperialism in its worst 

forms is a thousand times preferable to German or Japanese Imperialism.” 
23

  After all, 

civil disobedience would not have worked if Nazi Germany reigned over the Indian 

subcontinent rather than the British.   

It is also important to note that the violence discussed in this dissertation was by 

no means exceptional to the history of the empire. Ireland had a long history of 

experiencing imperial violence.  While denouncing reprisals, the former Chief Secretary 

of Ireland, Viscount Bryce, declared that this behavior reminded him of “outrages” that 

occurred after the 1798 Irish rebellion, when soldiers “traversed the country” and,  

without orders, were “arresting, flogging, shooting people on suspicion, and looting 

wherever they went.”
24

  Dyer’s shooting was an example of such “frightfulness,” as were 

Carberry’s bombs on Gujranwala, the “fancy punishments” of martial law and the 

reprisals in Ireland.   

Colonel Johnson of Lahore had no regrets about the ways in which he 

administered his District, especially with regard to making individual property owners 

responsible for taking care of the martial law notices posted on their property and for 
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keeping seditions literature off of it.
25

  Similarly, Captain Carberry had no compunction 

about dropping bombs on Indians outside Gujranwala.  He said,  “I could not discriminate 

between innocent and other people who were, I think, doing damage or were going to do 

damage...The machine gun [on his plane] was not fired indiscriminately.  It was fired on 

the people running away.”  He was questioned by Sir Setalvad, one of the Indian 

members of the Hunter Committee:  

Q: When you threw the bombs [which did not explode] on them they began to 

run away. Was not your object really accomplished?”  

A: “No.”  

Q: “What was the further need of machine-gunning them and killing them? Your 

object was to disperse the crowds...Was there any further need of machine gun 

fire?”  

A: “Yes, to do more damage... I was trying to do this in their own interests.  If I 

killed a few people, they would not gather and come to Gujranwala to do 

damage.
26

  

 

Similarly, reprisals in Ireland, both official and unofficial, were designed to do damage 

without discriminating between innocent and guilty. 

Thus, there is nothing exceptional about the statement that the British Empire has 

had its share of violent incidents in which exemplary, collective punishment was a 

defining characteristic.  In another incident in the Punjab, an uprising among the Kukas in 

1872 was harshly suppressed.  The local police rounded up Kuka rebels and the local 

British official summarily executed seventy of them.  He had another forty-nine rebels 

blown from the mouths of cannons.  When his superior, the divisional commissioner, 

arrived at the scene, he ordered sixteen more to be hanged. Certainly this quelled the 
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disturbance, but the two officers were censured for using such force. In the words of 

historian Thomas Metcalf, “their vigorous defence of their actions marked out a path that 

was to lead in 1919 to the infamous Amritsar massacre.” 
27

  

Denshawai, a village in Egypt experienced an incident similar to the Jallianwala 

Bagh and Croke Park shootings.   On June 13, 1906, five British officers, two Irish and 

three English, went pigeon hunting in Denshawai, but this act was upsetting to the locals 

who kept pigeons as pets.  When they remonstrated, the officers opened fire upon them, 

wounding five and setting fire to a local notable’s grain depot.  This unleashed a storm of 

protest, including stone-throwing from a crowd that gathered.  Two officers ran away.  

One informed the British Army, but the other died of heat stroke in a neighboring village.  

The remaining three officers surrendered and were eventually allowed to return to their 

base.  But the next day, the British Army arrested fifty-two men and put them on trial for 

the murder of the officer who had died of heat stroke. Four Egyptian notables were 

sentenced to death by hanging.
28

 

Incidents of violence did not disappear after the events of 1919-1921.  In 1921, 

just as a truce was in effect between the Irish and British forces, a rebellion ensued in 

India, on the Malabar Coast in the Madras Presidency.  Here, Muslim Mapillas, or 

Moplahs, who constituted one third of the population, became active in the Khilafat 

Movement, and turned violent, engaging in a jihad (holy war).  The Mapillas created the 
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“Khilafat Volunteers,” a paramilitary organization, led by Ali Musaliar.
29

  Between 300 

and 400 men became Khilafat Volunteers, and they declared an end to the British Raj.  

Their insurrection alarmed the Governor of Madras, Lord Willingdon, to such an extent 

that he asked Viceroy Lord Reading for permission to implement martial law.   

Viceroy Reading permitted martial law, but gave strict instructions that the 

incidents in the Punjab not be repeated in Madras.  Thus, it was “essential that trials and 

punishments should be left as little as possible in hands of military officers.”  

Furthermore, the martial law included “legal methods of punishing acts which...are 

breeches of martial law regulations and incompatible with maintenance of order,” and 

prevented “irregular or improper punishments for breeches of military rules.”   As usual, 

an indemnity act would follow, “for acts done in good faith and in reasonable belief that 

they are necessary.”
30

  Lord Willingdon objected to the limitations on the military’s 

ability to exact punishments as a “travesty of martial law.”  The “excessive caution” he 

thought was “due to the trouble over the Punjab,” and told the Viceroy, “I am sorry, very 

sorry, you found it necessary to water the original [martial law] ordinance down.” 
31

 

Regardless, there were excesses.  On November 19, 1921,  just one year after the 

shooting at Croke Park in Dublin, a rather odd incident occurred in Madras.  About one 

hundred Moplah prisoners were being held, mysteriously, in a locked baggage car, 

waiting for transport by train, rather than in an open third class carriage.  At least fifty-six 
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of them died of asphyxiation, but the police sergeant in charge of them was tried and 

found not guilty of any wrongdoing.
32

 Chin and Karin irregulars from the Burma Rifles 

decapitated dead Moplah guerrillas, and they may have been aided in this gruesome 

behavior by an auxiliary police force of former Indian sepoys eager to take revenge 

against the Moplahs for killing their family and friends.
33

  

The Moplah Rebellion was finally put down by February 1922.  At first, the Raj 

relied on the police, reinforced by a company of the Irish Leinster Regiment in the Indian 

Army.  But as rebel numbers swelled to 10,000, as estimated by the General Officer 

Commanding, Major General Burnett-Stuart, and took to waging a guerilla war, five 

battalions were added, as was a new martial law ordinance that removed much of the 

previous limitations on the military.  By the time the rebellion was officially over, 2,339 

rebels had been killed, 1,652 wounded, 5,955 captured and over 39,000 surrendered. The 

British lost seven officers and forty-three soldiers.  Major General Burnett-Stuart felt 

“satisfied that punishment has fallen on the guilty” and that no smaller use of force would 

have been sufficient to “bring the misguided and fanatical rebel community to their 

senses.”
34
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Violence erupted in Bengal in the 1920s and 1930s.  The Indian nationalist 

Subhas Chandra Bose founded the New Violence Party in 1927 and the Bengal Volunteer 

Group the following year.  He and his fellow “extremist” members of Congress were 

committed to the use of violence to attain Indian independence at moments when 

Gandhi’s non-cooperation movement seemed, to them, futile.  The New Violence Party 

borrowed directly form the Irish Republican Army (IRA), and openly called upon 

Bengali youth to study the writings of Irish Volunteers such as Patrick Pearse, the hero of 

1916, and Dan Breen, a hero of the Anglo-Irish War.
35

 The legacy of the Irish War for 

Independence, then, reached India far and wide.  

At the funeral for the British officers killed by the Irish Republican Army (IRA) 

on the morning of “Bloody Sunday,” the journalist Hugh Martin lamented: 

That the lives of these brave men had been wasted.  Heaven forbid that I should say 

one word that could add to the sorrow of those who loved them.  But the funeral did 

seem to me a most dreadful symbol of waste – waste of youth, of honour, of 

enthusiasm, of like itself.  All, or almost all, of what used to make the funerals of the 

Great War endurable was (if you hold the faith that I hold) absent from this funeral 

of the Little Irish War.  I mean the inspirations flowing from a great cause – freedom 

for others and the defence of our own fatherland...I am sure they [the soldiers] were 

game to the last.  I am sure they believed that they were dying for their country.  It is 

not the soldiers whom history will gibbet, but the statesmen who sacrificed the lives 

of the soldiers in a mean and unnecessary war.
36
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Afterword: Historiography 

Irish history remains an “ethnically ghettoized” subject.  That is to say, that the 

scholarship of things Irish appeals “primarily to those of Irish birth or descent.”  This 

means there is little propensity to break the island out of its insularity, either by 

comparative work or by more broadly defined studies of imperialism or globalization.  

This dissertation is a small part of a much larger attempt among recent scholars to create 

a new direction.  In a recent book attempting to map the future of Irish studies, Liam 

Harte has argued: 

To have effective force, an Irish Studies heuristic should upset the order of 

things, should destabilize canons and disturb established categories of 

knowledge...in directing students’ attention to the historical specificities that 

make Ireland an instructive model for the formation and reconfiguration of 

cultural identities within the overlapping force fields of empire and emigration, 

decolonization and globalization, modernity and tradition.
1
 

 

The present work hints at this new direction by comparing the Irish experience under the 

British Empire with the Indian just after the Great War.  

Few scholars think to compare India with Ireland, and fewer still have done so 

with regard to British imperial violence in each place after the First World War.  Yet 

there are important reasons for drawing those comparisons. The equation between the 

fate of Ireland and that of India has long been a common logical connection in the British 

Empire. This was not least because there was a cohesive imperial outlook in British 

policy that allowed officials to make analogies between otherwise distinct territories.
2
 

What was allowed to happen in one part of the empire could have direct consequences for 
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the remainder. Ireland’s fate as England’s “first colony” could influence what might be 

possible for India’s future, as England’s largest and most prized possession. 

Referring to Ireland as a “colony”, much less comparing it to another part of the 

Empire has become highly problematic since Stephen Howe’s controversial book, 

Ireland and Empire.
3
  He has argued that the ways in which Ireland was different or 

unique or more European than colonial makes direct comparisons difficult. Nonetheless, 

Victorian fears, whether real or imagined, of an Imperial “Domino” effect beginning with 

Ireland and ending with India make comparative case studies worthwhile.
4
 

Relatively little academic work has been produced in order to qualify the nature 

of the Indo-Irish connection that many men-on-the-spot had taken for granted.  Irish 

republicanism was international in its outlook, with facets seeking support from or 

contributing to nationalist movements in other parts of the globe.
5
 Mary Cumpston and 

Howard Brasted produced articles on the connections between Indian and Irish 

nationalists in the late nineteenth century.
6
  Michael Silvestri studied the ways in which 

British counterintelligence in Bengal obsessed over rooting out Indian “Sinn Feiners.” 
7
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Suruchi Thapar-Bjorkert and Louise Ryan co-authored an article on how Ireland and 

India were each similarly gendered.
8
  

Fewer monographs exist which compare the two regions.  Scott Cook’s study of 

the kinds of analogies British officials made between Ireland and India with respect to 

land reform policy in the late nineteenth century stands out, as does Joseph Lennon’s 

recent book on Ireland’s connection with “the Orient.” 
9
  And at least two books have 

focused on the story of the Connaught Rangers, who were Irish infantrymen stationed in 

the Punjab who mutineed in the summer of 1920, ostensibly because of reprisals against 

their fellow Irishmen by the authorities fighting the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and 

because they felt the Indian Army was similarly coercive of Indian subjects.
10

   Earlier 

this year, Kate O’Mally published a monograph devoted to the fears of British 

intelligence officers over Indian and Irish radicals working together from the inter-war 

period to the 1960s era of decolonization.
11

 

A few collections of articles offer a useful starting point for making such 

connections between Ireland and India as well.  In particular, Keith Jeffery edited a 

collection of articles on Ireland’s relationship to the British Empire, which includes an 
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article by T.G. Fraser on “Ireland and India.”
12

  Michael and Denis Holmes edited 

another collection with useful articles on Indo-Irish connections after Irish 

independence.
13

  More recently, the companion series to the Oxford History of the British 

Empire included a volume dedicated to Ireland’s relationship to the Empire, in which 

multiple chapters consider connections to India.
14

 

The reasons one might compare India with Ireland are both numerous and 

obvious.  The two countries share important dynamics in national development, including 

identities based on religion and vernacular language. In India it was an issue between 

Hindi and Urdu while in Ireland, Catholics fought to revive Irish Gaelic from the brink of 

extinction.
15

 Both places experienced militant forms of nationalism, in addition to 

constitutional forms, and both found independence at the cost of partition.
16

  Of course, 

they had their differences in size, culture, economics, linguistics and, most obviously, in 

proximity to England.  And although India was not host to a settler society as Ireland had 

been, it did experience its own parallel to the Anglo-Irish: a specific sort of colonial 

presence called the Anglo-Indian.
17
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Many Irish were active imperialists as soldiers, officers, doctors, missionaries and 

civil servants. India had been ruled by its share of Irishmen, including Viceroys such as 

Lord Canning, Lord Mayo, Lord Dufferin and Lord Landsdowne.  Much of the Indian 

Army was also Irish, including Field Marshals Lord Roberts and Sir Claude Auchinleck 

(an Ulster Scot from County Fermanagh).  In fact, the Irish presence was in India was so 

great, it was out of proportion to its share of the population in the United Kingdom.
 18

   

Indians and Irishmen themselves felt an important, imperial connection.  The first 

prime minister of independent India, Jawaharlal Nehru and the first president of 

Independent Ireland (during the Anglo-Irish War) Eamon de Valera, both admired and 

respected each other.  Speaking in 1920, DeValera told New Yorkers that Ireland and 

India shared a “common cause,” and in a speech that same year, Nehru publicly mourned 

the death of Irish hunger striker Terence MacSwiney.
19

   

Irish Republican Army front man Dan Breen’s writings on guerilla war tactics 

were popular reading material in India, and some important Indian nationalists, including 

V.V. Giri, Subhas Chandra Bose and V. Patel, visited Ireland in the first decades of the 
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twentieth century and developed connections with Irish radical nationalists.
20

  The 

Punjabi nationalist Lala Rajput Rai claimed in 1919, just months before the Amritsar 

shooting, that by 1925 India would be full of more “Sinn Feiners” than Ireland.
21

  

Nehru was also impressed by the Irish nationalist Roger Casement’s speech when 

he was put on trial for the treasonous act of using German help during the Great War to 

win Irish independence, and by the Easter Rebellion, which he thought “proclaimed to 

the world that no physical might could crush the invincible spirit of a nation.”
22

  Some 

Indians have even referred to a common Aryan origin among both people, for which 

reason “Ireland should ally herself with India now.  There is a racial question involved.  

The Irish and old Aryans of the East are of the same race.  Their racial characteristics are 

the same.”
23

  Another Indian, writing in a Sinn Fein journal, pointed to “the many 

interesting parallels” between the communal land holding structure of Gaelic Ireland and 
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“Indian communes.”
24

 And the Bengali reformer, Ram Mohan Roy, was a great admirer 

of his contemporary, Daniel O’Connell, the famous Irish nationalist and architect of 

“Catholic Emancipation”.
25

  

In 1950, to celebrate the declaration of India as a republic, Indians invited de 

Valera to unfold the new republic’s flag at a ceremony in Birmingham.  When asked by 

the press why they did so, an Indian official explained:  

We and the Irish had strong ties of friendship.  We suffered under the same 

tyranny for many centuries.  They had the Black and Tans; we had the massacre 

of Amritsar.  They had de Valera and Casement and MacSwiney; we had Gandhi 

and Nehru and Bose.  They had Sinn Fein; we had our National Congress...It is 

not only for the smile and the shamrock we know Ireland.  It is for the toughness 

of their leaders and for the rebellion in their hearts against all injustice and all 

inhumanity.
26 

 

Indian nationalists and British officials made frequent references to an Indo-Irish 

connection. In 1936, Lord Zetland declared, “India has always been ready enough to turn 

to Ireland as her model in so far as her subversive movements are concerned.” 
27

  Thirty 

years earlier, Indian nationalist Gopal Krishna Gokhale threatened:  

Unless the old faith of the educated classes in the character and ideals of British rule is 

brought back, England will find on her hands before long another Ireland, only many 

times bigger, in India. The younger generations are growing up full of what may be called 

Irish bitterness, and the situation must fill all who believe in the peaceful progress of the 

country under British rule with anxious apprehensions.
28
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Even Gandhi, as he developed his own plan for Indian non-cooperation, found inspiration 

from Arthur Griffith’s theory of Irish non-cooperation with the English.
29

   

Lord Dufferin, the Viceroy of India in the 1880s who hailed from an Anglo-Irish 

landowning family (themselves originally Scottish settlers in County Down), believed in 

a sort of Victorian domino theory in which what was allowed to happen in Ireland would 

have direct consequences for India in particular and the empire in general.
30

  He worried 

that Indian nationalists, including Surendra Nath Banerjea, had an “instinctive desire” to 

“ape the tactics” of Irish revolutionaries.
31

  Interestingly, Ulster Unionists worried about 

the Irish nationalist attempt to convert the rest of the empire to revolution, noting that 

while Irish nationalists harkened back to a golden Gaelic past, so too was Gandhi looking 

back to the Vedas. 
32

  And the half-Irish, half-English Francis Bourne, Cardinal 

Archbishop of Westminster during much of the inter-war period, condemned Sinn Fein 

tactics and Irish independence on the grounds that such developments would undermine 

Christianity in India.
33

  

Many Irish and Indian nationalists also shared the belief that the fates of the two 

parts of the British Empire were intertwined.  In fact, some Irish committed themselves to 

nationalistic proselytizing throughout the Empire because they felt it was their 

responsibility to speak for the voiceless subjects of British imperialism.  For example, in 
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1883, Irish nationalist and founder of the Irish Land League, Michael Davitt, published a 

scheme, which eventually failed, for a Constitutional Reform Association for Indians 

with a central office in London. 
34

  

The Irish poet W.B. Yeats shared a friendship with Indian nationalist and poet, 

Rabindranath Tagore, who worked with many Irish nationalists in the shared cause of 

Indian and Irish “Home Rule.”  In fact, the leader of the 1916 Irish Easter Rebellion, 

Patrick Pearse, was also an admirer of the Bengali poet.
35

  In 1925, Tagore suggested that 

Indians should engage in a rural cooperative movement based on the one suggested by 

Horace Plunkett for Ireland, in which Irish farmers would pool their resources to buy 

machinery, creameries and the like.
36

   

Irish Home Ruler Frank Hugh O’Donnell had a particularly strong connection 

with Indian nationalists, so much so that the Civil and Military Gazette feared that he had 

become the “tutelary saint” of India.
37

  O’Donnell and the editor of the New York based 

nationalist paper, Irish World, Patrick Ford, both believed it was incumbent upon them to 

make common cause with, uphold and further develop nationalists throughout the British 

Empire.
38

 In fact, O’Donnell believed that British imperial rule anywhere meant that Irish 

experience would be repeated. Thus, in 1878, he argued that Ireland should initiate, 

                                                 
34

 Anil Seal, The Emergence of Indian Nationalism: Competition and Collaboration in the Later Nineteenth 

Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968),  258.  
35

 Davis, “India in Irish Revolutionary Propaganda,” 72.  
36

 Davis, “India in Irish Revolutionary Propaganda,” 84.   

Plunkett was an Anglo-Irish Unionist turned Home Ruler by 1912, believing that to be a necessary 

precursor to solving Ireland’s economic problems.   
37

 Civil and Military Gazette, July 5, 1878. 
38

 Brasted, “Indian Nationalist Development,” 47. 



 345 

develop and lead “a coalition with the oppressed natives of India.”
39

 So, both Irish and 

Indian nationalists sought to develop mutually beneficial political relationships with each 

other. 

In fact, when Lord Curzon, the Viceroy of India during the 1905 partition of 

Bengal, was serving as a cabinet member during the partition of Ireland, Sinn Fein 

“complained.” The New York based paper, Gaelic American, edited by Fenian leader 

John Devoy, often highlighted connections between Ireland and India with respect to the 

famines in each place in the nineteenth century, a perceived “divide and rule” policy 

among the British that was blamed for creating Muslim and Protestant opposition to 

nationalism in each place, and the usefulness of boycotting British goods for each 

nationalist movement.
 40

  

S.R. Mehrotra is one of the few Indian historians who has discussed, albeit too 

briefly, some connections between Ireland and India: 

Probably no other country in the world has exercised greater influence on the course of 

Indian nationalism, both as an example and as a warning, than Ireland.  Educated Indians 

became interested in Ireland early in the nineteenth century.  The sufferings of Ireland 

and her heroic struggle against heavy odds to preserve her religion, culture and 

nationality struck a responsive chord in the hearts of Indian patriots…They disliked Irish 

extremism but were inclined to blame it more on the British than on the Irish. They 

regarded O’Connell’s Catholic Association not only as a model of political organization, 

but also as a shining example of the success of constitutional agitation. Conscious of the 

similarities between Ireland and their own country, they avidly followed developments in 

the Emerald Isle…Indian visitors to or residents of the United Kingdom…were readily 

influenced by Irish nationalists and occasionally sought their friendship…[the] mid 

1870s was perfect for an alliance because Indians were looking for friends in Parliament 
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as a spokesman and the Irish tactic of obstructing business used Indian issues to do 

that.
41

 

 

These are persuasive reasons to compare India with Ireland.
42

   

 

The Amritsar “Massacre” 

 At what point does killing become a massacre?  The term itself is problematic, 

and suggests not only that those killed were murdered on a large scale, but also that the 

number of dead is high.  But how is one to judge at what number of deaths one may call 

something a massacre?  By Indian standards, four hundred Indian deaths in Amritsar may 

be called a massacre, but by Irish standards it took only twelve deaths in Dublin to 

deserve the same classification in public discourse.  Of course, the term could even be 

used to apply to the unlawful killing of one person, and here is the crucial point.  The use 

of the word “massacre” indicates one’s personal relationship to the event, and that the 

killing was essentially unjust.  However, when historians have used this term, usually as 

part of a catchy title of their book or article, it has not necessarily meant that they were 

unsympathetic to Dyer’s position or to those who supported him.  Rather, the word seems 

to suggest that what occurred in Amritsar, in the Punjab and, by extension, in Ireland, 

was both tragic and violent.  It is the nature of this tragedy that is up for debate.  
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 It will be useful to discuss first how scholars have written about the shooting at 

Amritsar before turning to a consideration of the ways in which this event has been 

compared to Ireland.  The main issues of contention have to do with the characterization 

of the crowd that gathered on April 10 and what made them begin rioting, whether the 

crowd in the Jallianwala Bagh was in open rebellion against the British, what Dyer’s 

reasons were for opening fire and how justified he was in doing this.  In the process of 

taking a stand on each of these issues, the scholars of this incident in the Punjab have 

made an argument, sometimes explicit, about the nature of the British Empire.  

As early as 1920, Benjamin Guy Horniman, a rare Anglo-Indian who criticized 

the Raj and witnessed events in Amritsar, published his personal observations and 

experiences in Amritsar and Our Duty to India.  The same year he published another 

book blaming the entire British administration in India for relying on a policy of “terror” 

to keep India subdued.
43

  In both books, he argued that Dyer’s actions were that of a 

brute, done for brutality’s sake, and he was joined in this opinion by an Indian nationalist 

contemporary, Pearay Mohan, who wrote An Imaginary Rebellion.
44

  They had limited 

access to evidence in making these claims, relying only on some official reports from 

Legislative Council Debates.  The British Government launched an investigation into the 

                                                 
43

 Benjamin Guy Horniman, Amritsar and Our Duty to India (London: T.F. Unwin, Ltd., 1920) and 

Benjamin Guy Horniman, British Administration and the Amritsar Massacre (Delhi: Mittal, 1984; orig pub 

1920).   

These are actually the same books published by two different titles. This has also been republished 

as “part two” of a collection of articles:  Gursharan Singh, Parm Bakhshish Singh, Devinder Kumar Verma 

and Raj Krishan Ghai, eds., Jallianwala Bagh: Commemoration Volume and Amritsar and Our Duty to 

India, (Patiala: Punjab University Press, 1994).  More of Horniman’s ideas are discussed in later chapters. 
44

 Pandit Pearay Mohan, An Imaginary Rebellion: And How it was Suppressed (Lahore: Khosla Brothers, 

1920), 81-121. 



 348 

violence in India, commonly known as the Hunter Committee, but none of the evidence 

produced here was available to either Horniman or Mohan at the time.  

Most of the Hunter Committee’s findings and the testimony it heard were 

published shortly after Mohan and Horniman’s books, and so others quickly took up the 

discussion.  Sir Charles Gwynn supported the Government’s decision to censure Dyer, 

and he explained Dyer’s actions as the result of his mistaken sense of duty.  He violated 

the principle of minimum force and for this his judgment was to blame.
45

 

On the other hand, the Conservative British journalist Ian Colvin’s 1929 

biography of Dyer vindicated him completely. According to him, Dyer wanted badly to 

punish those who had engaged in mob violence on April 10, but had to wait for an 

opportunity to present itself.  This “unexpected gift of fortune” presented itself when the 

crowd gathered in Jallianwala Bagh in defiance of his order against public assembly.  In 

other words, Dyer was putting down a rebellion and punishing the city-dwellers for 

having engaged in violence three days earlier.  Of course, Colvin adds that Dyer’s force 

was small and the crowd was “so big that had it rushed [Dyer’s] little force it could have 

destroyed it.” All this, Colvin makes clear, was a righteous act that saved India from 

further bloodshed that was sure to have ensued if he had not fired at the Bagh. “General 

Dyer was a humane man...his motive [for shooting]...was a motive of humanity.” 
46

  Of 

course, Dyer left no diary behind for Colvin to consult, nor did he leave many papers.  

                                                 
45

 Charles W. Gwynn, Imperial Policing (London: Macmillan, 1934), 34-5, 60-2, 63. 
46

 Ian Colvin, The Life of General Dyer (Edinburgh: Blackwood and Sons, 1929), 172, 177.  

Colvin also wrote a biography of Sir Edward Carson, casting him in a similarly favorable light. 



 349 

His wife, Annie Dyer, commissioned Colvin to write her deceased husband’s life story, 

and this Colvin did with little to no citation of evidence.  

 Rupert Furneaux’s 1963 Massacre at Amritsar offered a physiological 

explanation for Dyer’s action.  He focused on Dyer’s arteriosclerosis.  Furneaux 

suggested that blood literally rushed to Dyer’s head while he was with his men at the 

Bagh.  This condition greatly impaired his judgment, especially when he was under 

severe mental stress, as he was at the Bagh.  Thus, he incorrectly perceived that the 

crowd was about to rush him.  He fired because he was afraid that if he hesitated, his 

small force would be overwhelmed.
47

  

British historian Brian Bond’s 1963 article apologises for Dyer.  Bond takes the 

view that Dyer averted a mass rising and acted dutifully, and that the loss of his 

command was a “disaster” for him.  He also suggests that Dyer’s treatment by the Hunter 

committee was unfair, and showed the world that Britain would hesitate to use force to 

keep her empire, which is, in his view, the reason that this signaled the end of British 

India.
48

  

In 1964, a former British Army officer who had also served in the Indian Army 

just before independence, Arthur Swinson, wrote, Six Minutes to Sunset, disagreeing with 

Furneax’s assessment.  Swinson interviewed Dyer’s personal bodyguard, Sergeant W. J. 

Anderson of the 25
th

 City of London Cyclist Battalion, who was with Dyer at the Bagh. 
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Anderson reported that during the shooting, “Dyer seemed quite calm and rational.  

Personally, I wasn’t afraid.  I saw nothing to be afraid about.  I’d no fear that the crowd 

would come at us.”  This testimony, Swinson believed, “destroys the theory...that Dyer 

was subject to a mental disorder at this time...[H]e was calm, lucid, and in control of 

himself.  Rightly or wrongly, he knew just what he intended to do, and did it.”
 49

 

Swinson focused on the positive effect Dyer’s shooting had for India in general.  

According to him, this action effectively put an end to a rebellion that was spreading 

throughout the Punjab.  The very presence of Indians assembled despite Dyer’s ban on 

assemblies proved that the crowd was in a state of rebellion and this justified the 

shooting.  If Dyer had not opened fire, he argued, the crowd would have begun rioting 

after the political speeches it was listening to had sufficiently fired it up. Swinson wrote, 

“If Dyer had simply said: ‘I fired because I wanted to put down the uprising in Amritsar, 

thereby stabilizing the situation in my area’, it is difficult to see how anyone could have 

condemned him.”
 
 And Swinson further explained that Dyer “was steeped in the Punjab 

tradition: the belief in immediate and decisive action.  There was also his attitude towards 

women which was gallant in the extreme...women represented something infinitely 

precious; their safety was an absolute charge.” 
50

  In other words, Swinson sympathized 
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with Dyer for acting as he should while in the difficult position of aiding the civil power 

in putting down a rebellion.
51

   

The last most notable author to explain the events in Amritsar as the result of one 

man’s decision-making is his recent biographer Nigel Collet, who is also a retired British 

Army officer.  Collet perpetuates the myth of the singularity of the violence in the Punjab 

by stating, “nowhere in the world since the Indian Mutiny of 1857 have the British turned 

such violence upon a civilian population.  Not since 1919 has anything approaching what 

he did been repeated.”  As I have discussed, this has happened elsewhere, in Jamaica, in 

Ireland, in Kenya and in the Middle East. But Collet insists that “in his deeds, as in the 

circumstances of his life, Dyer was unique” and that this is why looking at his life is the 

only explanation for what he did and for why he thought he had been right to shoot at the 

crowd. 
52

 

The second major theme surrounding past scholarship of the Amritsar affair has to 

do with a general narrative about the British Empire as a relatively benign, non-violent 

regime.  The idea that the shooting at Amritsar was a singular event is rooted in mid-
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Victorian conceptions of the Raj as “a moral, ‘civilized’, and ‘civilizing’, regime.” 
53

  

This was the moral basis of the empire in India, thought to be “a moral conquest more 

striking, more durable, and far more solid, than the physical conquest which rendered it 

possible.”
54

  Thomas Metcalf, an eminent historian of British India has explained, 

“Assumptions about gender, and even those concerning race, although centrally 

important to British conceptions of India’s people, were rarely the subject of systematic 

inquiry.”
55

  Thus, Metcalf begins his study of how the British sought to legitimate their 

rule in India with how they did so in Sixteenth-Century Ireland, arguing that the “more 

barbarous and more brutish” the Irish were in their customs, the more they gave British 

onlookers a greater sense that “the imposition of their rule would benefit the Irish.” 
56

  

But this moral universe was not without violence.  The Indian “Mutiny” of 1857 

was suppressed fiercely and Metcalf suggests that the “intensity of the punishment meted 

out reflected the vulnerability of the British in India.” 
57

 By General Dyer’s time, this 

sense of vulnerability was significantly less pronounced, and so the violence of the early 

twentieth century can be thought of more as an expression of imperial authority in the 

face of recent outrageous resistance.    However, both Dyer and the British suppressors of 
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the Mutiny shared the following conception of their opponents in common: “The rebel 

leaders, above all, were never conceived of simply as honourable opponents.  To the 

contrary, men such as Nana Saheb, responsible for the massacre at Kanpur, were made 

into fiends and monsters.”
58

  This was not least because of the murders of English women 

during the Mutiny.  General Dyer’s notions about British womanhood as sacrosanct are 

obviously to blame for his “crawling order” during martial law, but even so, Metcalf 

argued that there was something peculiar to administrators of the Punjab.  This “Punjab 

School ideology” as he called it, “had always emphasized firm, paternal rule by an elite 

of self-confident administrators, who conceived their duty as that of bringing order and 

prosperity to a contented peasant society.”
59

 

Metcalf goes further in explaining why men like Dyer felt compelled to act as he 

did in the Jallianwalla Bagh.  “Unlike their colleagues elsewhere in India, [the men of the 

Punjab School] had had to confront few challenges to their authority before 1919.  Hence 

they were perhaps more likely to break under stress...and resort to a forceful assertion of 

their authority.”
60

  But they had had several important challenges to their rule since the 
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turn of the century, embodied, for example, by the Ghadr Party and the Silk Letter 

Conspiracy.
61

  Moreover, the Punjab was perilously close to the North-West Frontier and 

so administrators of the region were constantly under pressure to uncover sedition and 

foreign attempts to persuade a fifth column to launch an internal attack on the Raj. These 

men were well schooled in the art of handling challenges to authority.  Moreover, if 

indeed Dyer had broken under stress, he would not have gotten the flood of support that 

he did.  To this end, Metcalf admits, “the cast of mind which led to the massacre in the 

Jallianwalla Bagh was by no means exceptional to the Punjab.”
62

  In other words, firing 

on the crowd expressed “enduring assumptions about the nature of the Raj, and of Indian 

society.”
63

 

 

Force and Empire 

Most of the authors discussed thus far focus on the personality and judgments of 

General Dyer on the spot. David Woolman has continued in this vein: “One man only 

was held responsible for one of the darkest chapters in the story of the British Raj.” 
64

  

Thus, these authors have produced the narrative discussed above in which the shooting at 

Amritsar appears anomalous rather than a salient example of an inherently violent 

system.  But, like Metcalf, others have considered the ways in which Dyer’s use of force 

was endemic to the imperial system.  Raja Ram has taken this idea to its extreme, arguing 

that Punjab Governor Michael O’Dwyer “thought out a strategem” of “two successive 
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stages: first to provoke the innocent masses to commit violence somehow, and then make 

that a pretext to pounce upon them and crush them through force.”
65

  In this scenario, 

Ram argues, “General Dyer had not acted on his own, but had just played the part 

assigned to him by the British bureaucracy which had plotted the design.”
66

 But this is 

unconvincing, partly because Ram has little evidence to substantiate his contentions.  It is 

not clear why the Punjab Government would feel compelled to act in this manner or why 

it would be willing to risk European lives in order to have an excuse to crack down on the 

Punjabi population.  Also, if the violence had been as premeditated as Ram suggests, it 

seems likely that the Punjab would have had a number of soldiers readily available for 

deployment, which indeed it did not have on April 10, and this conspiracy theory fails to 

explain why one had to wait until three days after the riot for a “massacre” to ensue.
67

  

However, in analyzing Dyer’s testimony to the Hunter committee, Ram makes the point 

that he shot the crowd at the Bagh “to strike terror in the whole of Punjab” in order to 

“crush the nationalist spirit of the people.”
68

 

In an article, D. George Boyce argued that the Raj was based on force and that 

Dyer’s actions must be understood in that context, because any “act of rebellion,” no 

matter how small was tantamount to “an act against the whole authority of the Raj.”  

This, he argued, was especially dangerous if the masses believed “that the Raj would not 

hit back.”  Boyce contends that because  “authority alone could not cure defiance of 
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authority.  Authority must therefore be backed up by the most drastic use of force.”  To 

this extent, his argument is that Dyer believed, “that physical force was needed to support 

and inform moral force, that power was necessary to uphold authority, and that the 

soldier who flinched from the challenge inevitably placed the state in jeopardy, with 

anarchy the inevitable consequence.” 
69

  Similarly, Judith Brown has described Dyer’s 

actions as meant “more to display power than actually to control disorder,” although 

Boyce points out that Dyer would not have seen a difference between the two.
70

 

The arguments about the empire’s need to use force help to explain British 

reprisals for acts of disobedience and violence on the part of subject peoples.  Colonel 

Stead, who was a twenty-four year old junior officer near Amritsar in 1919, depicted 

Dyer as an ideal commander.  Dyer had ordered him to patrol the countryside of 

Amritsar, dispersing illegal assemblies by force.  At one point, Stead recalled telling an 

unarmed assembly of villagers “that if they burnt Government property, then it would be 

quite fair if the nearest town or village was burnt in return.”
71

  Such a harsh response 

makes more sense given the importance of violence in maintaining the authority of the 

Raj. 

The sociologist Helen Fein took this argument further with her 1977 monograph, 

Imperial Crime and Punishment.
72

  She builds upon social theories of collective violence 

by arguing that it should be understood as both a crime and a punishment:  “it is 
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objectively a crime against the victims but it is understood by its perpetrators as a 

punishment.”
73

 Unlike Metcalf, her perspective is that the imperial power feels no sense 

of guilt or moral obligation to its subject, and this is why it can commit crimes against 

Indians, for example, which would be severely punished if committed against fellow 

Britons.  But in an article, sociologist Derek Sayer challenged this “oversimplification,” 

suggesting instead that the British felt a deep sense of paternalism towards their Indian 

subjects.  According to him, Dyer had to shoot because the child-like Indians had 

misbehaved and needed firm punishment.  He cites Dyer’s statement to the Hunter 

Committee, “I wanted to punish the naughty boy.”
74

  This attitude, he argued, was shaped 

by the colonial structure and so Dyer and his action at Jallianwala Bagh were products of 

the paternalist system.   

Sayer went further, explaining that the reason so many Conservatives supported 

Dyer was because the government was behaving as though the shooting at Amritsar was 

an isolated incident when in fact it was not. “It is the sheer rectitude of the Dyer lobby 

that is so striking – the more so given the undeniable sense in which Jallianwala was self-

evidently singular. Such confidence strongly suggests that Dyer’s defence was rooted in 
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widely held norms.  The question, then, arises of what kind of ethos could have allowed, 

indeed obligated, the actions he took.” 
75

 

Sayer contends that there was a basic construction in the minds of Anglo-

Indians of the “authentic” Indian as the villager and the loyal sepoy who were to be 

looked after paternalistically.  Within this conception, the educated Indian “was an 

anomaly, a transgressor of social boundaries,” who could easily mislead the “simple 

villager” because ordinary Indians were thought to be incapable of thinking politically.
76

  

British officers were also “haunted by the spectre of [the Mutiny’s] recurrence” and, 

according to Sayer, held a highly paternalistic view of Indians so that if their subjects 

were ever to misbehave, it necessitated at times “fatherly chastisement.”
77

  In this way, 

what allowed the shooting at Amritsar to take place and what explains the swell of public 

support for Dyer is, “the rendering of Indians as children: children who once abandoned 

to their own devices would revert to savagery, like the boys in William Golding’s Lord of 

the Flies.” 
78

  

Sayer acknowledged that India occupied “a different moral universe: violence by 

British and Indians is not equivalent,” but he added that India “rested as firmly on a set of 

moral relations as it did on bayonets or bullets,” which he defined as paternalism.
79

  The 

punitive nature of martial law makes more sense, Sayer argues, given this paternalism.  

Sayer also highlighted the words of former cabinet minister Sir Charles Wentworth Dilke 

in 1892.  “For a century the Englishman has behaved in India as a demi-god…Any 
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weakening of this confidence in the minds of the English or of the Indians would be 

dangerous.”  In other words, Indian children had misbehaved and to save face and 

thereby maintain authority, Dyer had to punish them harshly as did the entire martial law 

regime.
 80

  

 

The Beginning of the End 

Another significant strand in the historiography is a tendency to represent the 

shooting as the beginning of the end of British rule in India.  Indian historian V.N. Datta 

suggested, “Jallianwala Bagh was the parting of the ways between the British and the 

Indians...It gave impetus to the struggle for India’s freedom because people could no 

longer afford to be complacent.”
81

 But this is not a fair statement because, at the very 

least, Indians had already shown themselves not to have been complacent previously.  

After all, their lack of complacency is what placed them in the Bagh that day in defiance 

of Dyer’s ban.  Moreover, there had been several failed attempts at violent overthrows 

since the turn of the century with the Ghadr Party and attempted assassinations of British 

officials in Bengal.   
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Kamlesh Mohan’s 1996 article, “The Jallianwala Bagh Tragedy and its Impact as 

a Catalyst of Indian National Consciousness,” perpetuates this nationalist  historiography 

by depicting the shooting as singular and isolated.
82

  She argues that after the shooting 

Indians in general and women in particular became more active publicly in resisting 

British rule.  She also claims the colonial state based not on consent or hegemony, but on 

coercion.  In this, Mohan is in general agreement with the likes of Bipin Chandra, 

Caroline Elkins and Priya Satia (although the latter two authors do not discuss 

Amritsar).
83

  

Of course, this is not to say that the British were not concerned with legitimating 

their rule.  After all, they required collaborators and willing supporters to sustain their 

imperial presence and, in that pursuit, they created and allowed some small public space 

for discourse.
84

  To this extent, Mohan characterized the British raj as “semi-hegemonic – 

an amalgamation of authoritarian and liberal elements.” 
85

 

Sher Muhammad Garewal’s article on the shooting at Amritsar represents a 

Pakistani perspective.
86

  He argues that Muslims, including M.A. Jinnah, were just as 

“deeply perturbed” over the massacre as were Hindus.  He claims to be writing against 
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authors such as Ram Gopal who, according to Garewal, have “painted the tragedy as a 

Hindu national tragedy.” 
87

   

The key contributions of this strand of the literature are the arguments about the 

effect the shooting had on Indian nationalism, particularly in the ways in which this 

launched Gandhi onto the national political scene.
88

   The Rowlatt Acts gave Gandhi the 

opportunity to introduce all of India to his ideas about non-violent resistance.  The 

shooting at the Bagh and subsequent imposition of martial law acted as the catalyst for 

the Indian National Congress’ Report, and it was during the Congress Committee’s 

evidentiary hearings that Gandhi developed strong links with the elites of the Congress 

Party.  As such, historians such as Ravinder Kumar have argued, “the structure of 

nationalist politics generated in 1919, provided the basis for collective political behaviour 

not only for the next three decades, but also for the four decades and more which have 

lapsed since India became an independent polity.”
89

  However, Indian political behavior 

changed substantially both before and after partition, dissolving into multiple factions 

despite moments of unity.
90

  Such arguments, then, perpetuate the idea that something 
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special happened in the Jallianwala Bagh that led inexorably to a consistently united front 

for Indian independence. 

The fact is, of course, that Indian opinion was not monolithic and united in its 

condemnation of the ways in which the Punjab Government had dealt with the province.  

A few Indian notables supported O’Dwyer’s regime, including Sir Umar Hayat Khan and 

Syed Mehdi Shah, Raja Narendra Nath, and the Sikh, Sardar Sunder Singh Majithia.
91

 

Yet, these depictions of 1919 as the beginning of the end of the Raj often characterize the 

sentiments of the crowd at Jallianwala Bagh as openly defiant and rebellious. Both V.N. 

Datta and K. Tuteja suggest, without sufficient evidence, that the crowd in the Bagh 

gathered “with enthusiasm...in active defiance of the proclamation.”
92

 This makes sense 

if one attempts to draw a straight line from 1919 to 1947, but it also unwittingly lends 

credence to the arguments of British apologists (and defenders, for that matter) that Dyer 

was responding to a rebellious crowd that was poised to become a mob, had he not fired.   

Yet others, including Satya Rai and Arthur Swinson, have pointed out that many 

attendees at the Bagh were “in a picnic mood,” and that some were there with their 

children, while others fell “asleep in the sun.” 
93
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Regardless, the vast majority of Indian historians blame the shooting at the Bagh 

on the imperial system.  In this sense they are decidedly unlike the vast majority of 

British scholars of the subject.
94

  Despite their differences on how they depict certain 

aspects of the crowd, most Indian scholars agree that Dyer’s order to shoot was “perfectly 

in tune with the real spirit of the imperial system by which India was governed.”
95

   

 

The Conscience of Empire 

 As discussed above, a strong myth of a benevolent British empire has been 

constructed since the very early days of imperial expansion.  This narrative has been 

attacked by the voices of radical anti-imperialists and Liberal reformers of Empire at 

moments of crisis, when the Empire’s violent characteristics became more salient, 

however briefly.  Recent scholarship has attempted to revive the voices of the conscience 

of imperialism especially with regard to the British in Africa.  This includes A.P. 

Thornton’s, The Imperial Idea and Its Enemies, Bernard Porters’ 1968 study, Critics of 

Empire, as well as Stephen Howe’s more recent book, Anticolonialism in British 
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94

 These Indian scholars are not unaware of this, pointing out that the Canadian Derek Sayer and American 

Helen Fein are the only two noteworthy scholars who have thought to look at the shooting at the Bagh from 

an ostensibly balanced perspective.  See Datta, “Introduction,” 2.   
95

 Bajaj, “Carnage at Jallianwala Bagh,” 160.  
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Politics.
96

  Thornton connects the rise of the urban bourgeoisie over the aristocracy to the 

end of empire by arguing that accompanying this process was the gradual replacement of 

an autocratic ethos with democratic egalitarianism.
97

 

Porter’s is a useful intellectual history of the interplay of ideas about the African 

empire, especially in terms of a Liberal-Labour Party ideological alliance, typified by the 

likes of J.A. Hobson and Ramsay MacDonald.
98

  Howe focuses on left-wing radical 

opinions about empire in Africa, what he calls the “unofficial (and/or oppositional) 

mind,” from the 1930s to 1950s in order to make an argument about their role in 

decolonization as one that forced the government to be accountable for its actions.  In 

other words, Howe argues that the radical left-wing stance among anticolonialists who 

insisted that unconditional self-determination was a moral imperative forced the 

defenders of empire to prove the opposite, which they could not do successfully, 

especially after the Second World War. 

D. G. Boyce’s study of British Policy during the Anglo-Irish War focuses on 

British public opinion against reprisals.  He argues that the press voiced the “conscience 
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of empire” which is what ultimately won Dominion Status for Southern Ireland.
99

  He 

mentions the Dyer affair only in passing. 

 

Dyer’s Supporters and the Comparison to Ireland 

Several significant historiographical threads remain focused on analyzing the 

reaction to Dyer’s censure.  Even Eric Stokes argued that the Government of India had a 

mission “to beat down wrongdoers, to extort respect and to enforce obedience.”
100

  The 

Australian historian Geoffrey Oddie has argued that Conservatives in Parliament were 

frustrated at their failure to veto the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms, and so used the Dyer 

debate as another opportunity to combat the Government’s Indian policy.
101

  Their 

resistance was based on the fear that Secretary of State Edwin Montagu would, with his 

Liberal policies, put the Raj in jeopardy by weakening British rule in India.  However, 

Oddie insists that these Conservatives were also put off by Montagu’s Jewish 

background, which was one of the motivating factors for contributing to the Dyer 

Fund.
102

 

As mentioned above, Sayer and Metcalf have explained the support for Dyer in 

terms of paternalism, but Sayer also noted the uncanny connection between Dyer’s 
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supporters and Ulster Unionism.  He pointed out that Edward Carson was Dyer’s chief 

supporter, as was Sir Henry Wilson, both of who staunchly opposed the independence or 

even Home Rule for Ireland. Of course, Sayer’s main argument has to do with 

paternalism, and here, it seems, he missed an opportunity to explore the Irish sub-text 

more fully.   

Helen Fein also made the Irish connection via Carson in her work, although this 

was not the main thrust of her scholarship.
103

 Similarly, Purnima Bose’ 2003 publication, 

Organizing Empire, focuses on four personalities in India who had connections to 

Ireland, thus “demonstrating how certain colonial sites, like Ireland, functioned as 

schools in repression and training for colonial administrators and military officials 

eventually posted in other sites, such as India.”
104

 She begins with General Dyer, arguing 

that his “massacre becomes a way of asserting colonial masculinity over the natives.”
105

  

Thus, she also resists the narrative of Dyer as “deadly aberration of the colonial rule of 

law,” which she terms “the ideology of rogue-colonial individualism,” suggesting instead 

that he is “paradigmatic of the peculiar logic of colonialism and its reliance on deadly 

force.”
106

 

In other words, it is too simplistic to explain away Dyer’s actions and his support 

in Parliament as the product of a paternalist conception of Indians as children alone.  

Instead, one must add to that the very basic belief in Britain’s right to rule over inferior 

races that only understand violence.  Violence was the prime way in which the British 
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established their authority over a people and how they continued to support it.   The harsh 

use of force was a typical response of the imperial state to insurgency and for that reason 

its use in India had direct implications for Ireland, then in open revolt.  Insurgents 

challenge law and order – whether in Palestine, Cyprus, Egypt, Kenya or Malaya – 

because that is what it means to challenge the empire.  So any such challenge, even by 

unarmed crowds, must be answered with brutality because it qualified, in the mind of the 

imperialist, as a rebellion.  

Interestingly, Sayer is not alone in thinking of Ireland when thinking of General 

Dyer, nor was he the first scholar to notice Sir Edward Carson’s devotion to the man. In 

an article on “Ireland and India,” T.G. Fraser mentioned that the debate over Dyer was 

“link[ed] with contemporary events in Ireland,” therefore it came “as no surprise” that his 

chief defender in Parliament was Carson.
107

  

R.P. Davis’ article on “Irish Revolutionary Propaganda,” argued that a “Dyer 

cult” developed as men like Carson rushed to his defense, and Conservative newspapers 

supported this cult, including the Morning Post, Calcutta Statesman, and Irish Times.  

Davis also mentioned the comparisons made in the Irish press between the Rowlatt Acts 

in India and the Defense of the Realm act designed to root out sedition in Ireland.  Davis 

also pointed out that the details of the shooting at Amritsar “distracted public attention in 
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many countries from the IRA assassination policy and provided a paradigm for 

castigating British repression in Ireland.”
108

  

Davis points out that the numbers are quite different in each place:  in Amritsar, 

about 400 died in ten minutes.  In Ireland, about 1,400 died over two and a half years.  He 

focuses on how propaganda distorted the historical realities of Muslim and Protestant 

politics in both countries by suggesting that they were the artificial creations of 

imperialism, and so disguised that the nationalist movement was not “secular enough.” 
109

   

Charles Townshend’s 1986 study of British counter-insurgency in the twentieth 

century focuses on the ways in which British intelligence and military operations changed 

over time based on experiences in Ireland during the Anglo-Irish War to the Malayan 

Emergency and the Kenyan Mau-Mau Rebellion.  He includes a brief discussion of the 

Amritsar affair, depicting it as a moment that “emphasized the inherent contradiction in 

the self-image of the British as beneficent rulers...it was obvious the government still 

rested on naked force to an extent wholly alien to the ‘British way’.”
110

   

Thomas Mockaitis’ 1990 study of British counterinsurgency focuses on the 

“principles” of the British government when dealing with insurgents.
111

  He argues that 

revolutionary violence is meant to “provoke the government into overreacting,” and 

exacting reprisals against the local population, and that Britain’s first experience with 
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counter-insurgency was in Ireland, 1919-21, against the Irish Republican Army (IRA) 

and its political wing, Sinn Fein.
112

 Mockaitis identifies three “principles” upon which 

British counterinsurgency was based: using the minimum force necessary to control a 

situation, intelligence gathering and cooperation between civil and military forces, and 

the use of decentralized, small units to combat guerrilla warriors.
113

 He traces the 

transmission of knowledge in counterinsurgency tactics from the early twentieth century 

to 1960, arguing that throughout this period, the British continued to cling to certain “bad 

habits.”  Among these was the use of the use of auxiliary, paramilitary forces and 

collective punishment in which the “enemy” was not distinguished from innocent 

civilians.
114

 

More recently, Purnima Bose and Laura Lyons co-authored an article comparing 

the shooting at Amritsar with a much later incident in West Belfast in September 1990 

when a British paratrooper, Private Lee Clegg, shot and killed teenager Karen Reilly 

while she was out joyriding with some friends.
115

 Ireland is important to them because, 

“within the imperial grid, Ireland was often the first stop in many colonial careers, where 
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military and administrative personnel gained practical training in colonial repression.” 
116

  

So, like Fein, they argue, “brutality…far from being an anomaly, is a constitutive part of 

colonialism. To disavow all responsibility for its violence, the British colonial regime 

relies on the rhetorical strategy of scapegoating particular colonial officials for its 

excesses.” This explains why they singled out General Dyer, rather than indicting the 

entire martial law administration or the Punjab regime. Bose and Lyons add that laws 

have a dual function, “to legitimate the use of force and, when necessary, to contain and 

criminalize instances of state violence in order to defend and naturalize the colonial 

presence.” 
117

  In this way, the Dyer debate was a melodramatic attempt to defend and 

naturalize the British Raj as benevolent and decidedly non-violent.
118

  

Jon Lawrence’s 2003 article on Britain just after the Great War also begins to 

compare violence in Ireland with the Amritsar incident.  His emphasis is on public 

“perception of turbulent postwar events” in Britain such as the urban riots of 1919, the 

debate over Dyer’s punishment in 1920, the violence in Ireland from 1920 to 1921, and 

the industrial unrest from 1919-21.  He argues that public perception about each of these 

events “was shaped by fears about ‘brutalizations’ – fears that the barbarism of the war 

had left an indelible mark on British society.” 
119

  This, according to him, explains the 

frequency of public comments on the relatively non-violent nature of British culture.  

Britons “reassured themselves that they were a peaceable people not given to 
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extremism,” or political violence.  In so doing, they “enshrine[d] these stories about 

national character in British political and social discourse of the 1920s and 1930s.” 
120

 

 Lawrences’ work comes closest to offering a systematic comparison between 

India and Ireland in these post-war years.  His focus on “brutalization,” however, could 

benefit from a discussion of the greater imperial context, as this dissertation aims to 

provide.  No scholar has offered a detailed comparison between the Amritsar and Croke 

Park shootings.  David Leeson has provided an article analyzing “Bloody Sunday,” but 

with only one mention of the Amritsar “Massacre.”
121

   

Thus, this dissertation explores the conscience of empire as it looks at a particular 

moment:  the immediate aftermath of the Great War. It emphasizes the ways in which 

violence underpinned the imperial system and how that deeply divided public opinion in 

Britain.  In regard to the former aspect, it is similar in aim, although not in scope, to the 

basic arguments put forth by Caroline Elkins and Priya Satia about the violent nature of 

Empire.  As the Irish aspects discussed in the present work have been sorely neglected, 

this dissertation makes a new contribution to the history of the British Empire. 
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