Spies, Informers and Felon-Setters.

An Incident of ’98.

A Record of Historic Fact.
The informer has ever been looked upon in Ireland as one of the vilest of individuals, a creature despised and execrated. He is in a class by himself, rigidly kept outside the pale of ordinary society. Nor is it only the unfortunate Informer himself who is ostracised: his blood is tainted, and his descendants for generations inherit his infamy. The most stinging taunt that can be thrown in the face of an Irishman is that of being an Informer, or of belonging to his ‘seed and breed’.  As our National poet brands him:-

His country’s curse, his children’s shame,

Outcast of virtue, peace and fame.

Whose treason, like a deadly blight,

Come o’er the councils of the brave,

And blasts them in their hour of might.
This loathing of the informer has its reactions in many aspects of Irish life. An unwillingness to assist the authorities in the discovery or prosecution of offenders is a pretty common charge against our people. But this apparent lack of civic spirit has its roots in a shrinking from the traditional obloquy associated with everything that might seem to savour of the informer. Fine-drawn ethical distinctions between the virtues of co-operating  with native, as against foreign, governments have little force with many an Irishman who fears to be branded, however undeservedly, with the stigma of the Informer.

The very nature of the informer is repugnant to genuine Irish instincts. We all know of the substantial ‘rewards’ that have from time to time been offered, the thousands of pounds that have been dangled before our people’s eyes, to obtain information leading to the capture, or conviction, of ‘wanted’ persons. And such wanted persons usually moved in safety, free and undisguised, even among the poorest, to whom such rewards would have meant lives of affluence. Over and over in days of national crisis have Irish men and women endured torture and even death rather than betray their friends or associates. Most of our school children are familiar nowadays with the story of Anne Devlin, the servant of Robert Emmet, who refused under torture of bayonettings and half-hangings to betray the whereabouts of her fugitive master. And she is but one of hundreds who have defied every species of suffering rather than prove false to friend or faith or fatherland.

Traitors in Irish History.

Notwithstanding what has been said above, it is nevertheless the fact that down the years there have been notorious Irish Informers, many of whom were the products of secret societies, agrarian and national. In modern times we have had our Cloumper Dawleys, our Pierce Nagles, our James Careys, our Corridons and Masseys, wretches who, as one of their Fenian victims said of them, ‘have embalmed their memories in imperishable infamy and given their accursed names to an inglorious immortality’.

In the earlier years of our history we had Mealmorra, King of Leinster, whose treacherous rebellion against Brian Boru led to the Battle of Clontarf. One hundred and fifty years later there was his still more odious descendant, Diarmuid MacMorrough, who brought over the English to Ireland. In the Nine Years’ War of the two Hughs, Niall Garve O'Donnell, an Ulster chieftain, deserted and betrayed his cousin, Red Hugh. In the same war Dermot O'Connor, for Carew’s bribe of one thousand pounds, acted similarly towards the Sugawn Earl. And eclipsing them all in infamy and odium was Brian MacMahon, an Irish Catholic officer who, for the sake of a present of a bottle of whiskey from this same Carew, gave away to him the secret intelligence of the intended attack by the Irish leaders on the English forces around Kinsale – a betrayal of faith and country, for the sake of what was probably not worth more than a few shillings at the time.

But at no period of our history was ‘the inevitable Irish traitor who has dogged and ruined every Irish movement’ more in evidence than in connection with 

The Great Rebellion of 1798.
Many men high in the councils of the United Irishmen, trusted friends of the leaders and legal advisers to imprisoned members, betrayed the colleagues with whom they had sworn to co-operate, and were deep in the pay of the government.

Among these, to mention but a few, were Captain Armstrong, the informer against John and Henry Sheares; Reynolds, who betrayed Bond and others; Magan, whose treachery led to the capture and death of Lord Edward Fitzgerald; MacNally, for thirty years in receipt of a British pension as an informer, a fact discovered only after his death; and Robert O'Connor, who swore against his brother, Arthur, one of the leaders of the United Irishmen.

Some of these informers were actuated by greed of gain, or self-advancement; some were mainly concerned to save their own lives. Many were perjurers and men of unprincipled character, while others again, under the tutelage of the notorious Major Sirr, were professionally trained in Dublin Castle to swear away the lives of the innocent as well as the guilty.

In the two informers who figure in the following pages of actual ’98 history we have good examples of what the tribe was capable of, and of the recklessness with which they carried on their villainous work.

In one case the story told, under threat of punishment, is so palpably improbable and self-contradictory as to be obviously a tissue of falsehoods; and in the other, forgery is so patent that one would have thought it an insult to the intelligence of rational men to ask them to believe it. Both Informers were men so unworthy of credit that the prosecution must have relied on them in the one hope that the court would be swayed by considerations other than those of justice.

The Courtmartial Of ‘Mon’ Roche,

Kildinan, County Cork – 1798.

The principal characters in this trial are:

(1) Edmond Roche, known as Mon Roche, an extensive landed proprietor from Kildinan, near Glenville, Co. Cork. 

(2) Edward Roche, his brother, who lived at Trabolgan, near Whitegate, on Cork Harbour. He, too, was owner of an extensive estate.

(3) Captain Oliver – of Castle Oliver, Co. Limerick – commander of a Yeomanry Corps doing duty at Charleville. At his instigation, in the Summer of 1798, Mr. Edmond Roche (No.1) was indicted and courtmartialled on various treasonable charges.

(4) Two Informers – one, David Nagle, of Fermoy; the second, Private Chapman, of the Royal Artillery stationed at Carlisle and Camden Forts, Cork Harbour.

The Informer Nagle belonged to a respectable family, owners of part of what was known as the Fermoy Estate. This was a large tract of fertile land around the town of Fermoy that had belonged to the local Monastery before its dissolution in the days of Henry VIII. This Informer had run a reckless career according to the evidence of an uncle and of a number of cousins. They stated that he was of a generally infamous character from whom one word could not be believed even on his oath.

In the summer of 1798, Nagle was arrested by Captain Oliver as a United Irishman, and lodged in Kilfinane gaol. He was told that there were several ‘informations’ against him and Mr. Mon Roche. He was intimidated and terrorized and warned that he would be tried and hanged if he didn’t tell all he knew about the Rebels. He was handcuffed in his cell and placed so that he could hear constant screamings from persons who were being whipped in the yard nearby. He admitted that he would, at the time, have sworn anything to save his life.

In this state of mind he signed a ‘confession’ incriminating his neighbour, Mr. Mon. Roche, charging him with various activities as a United Irishman. Among other crimes it charged him with having arranged to kill all the Protestants in the county (Mr. Roche himself was a Protestant), as soon as the French should have landed on the coast.

Nagle was later removed to Cork gaol. Here he was visited by Captain Oliver, who found him likely to prove a somewhat unsatisfactory ‘informer’, and who threatened him in the presence of the Governor: ‘By God, you know you are in my power and, by God, if you do not do your duty I will hang you.’

While awaiting trial, Nagle admitted to a visitor that he did not know anything of Mr. Roche, but that he himself was forced to swear the ‘information’ against him.

Chapman was a spy in British Government pay. He said in evidence that he travelled around Imokilly and that he was sworn in as a United Irishman by a Mr. Kelly, in the house of a Mr. Buckmaster, of Glenturkin. He further stated that Mr. Roche, Trabolgan, gave a letter to Mr. Buckmaster to take to his brother in Kildinan, and asked him (Chapman) to accompany Mr. Buckmaster. Instead of going to Kildinan, Buckmaster took him to Arnold’s public house in Watergrasshill, he stated, where a large crowd was assembled at the time. Among them was Mr. Mon Roche to whom Buckmaster gave the letter.

Chapman further alleged that he saw Mr. Mon Roche write a reply and address it to his brother in Trabolgan, after which he gave the letter to him (Chapman) to deliver. On their journey homewards, Chapman added, Buckmaster and himself called to a public house in Templeboden, near Lisgoold, for refreshments and while there he (Chapman) secretly opened the seal and took a copy of the letter. It ran:

‘My dear Edward,

I am happy to find you are going on in so prosperous a manner as you set forth. I entreat you will Blind-Fold this garrupt and heretict government as much as lys in your power and you shall find we shall soon have our ends. I have every smyth in the country hard at work every night and as soon as we receive word from our friend in Dublin I hope we will be ready to breake out.’

Character of the Informer Chapman.

The following is a summary of the evidence given in Court:

Lieutenant General Stewart, the military officer in charge of Carlisle and Camden, had strong reasons to say that Chapman would perjure himself. He, the officer, would not credit Chapman’s oath where it could affect the character or endanger the life, liberty or property of any gentleman. Had he proceeded on Chapman’s information several respectable gentlemen would then be in confinement.

Lieutenant Colonel Massey knew nothing against Chapman by which he could discredit his oath, but admitted that if all the persons against whom Chapman had given information were arrested all the gaols in Cork could not hold them.

Garret Barry, innkeeper, Rathcormac, told how Chapman came to live in his inn and remained there for a fortnight under false pretences; he, Chapman, stated that he was entitled to £400 under the will of an uncle who had died in Jamaica and that the money was to be paid to him through a local gentleman. When he, Barry, got suspicious and demanded immediate payment of his bill, Chapman pulled a bundle of papers out of his pocket and swore upon them that he would pay the bill on the following day. Barry never saw Chapman afterwards nor was the bill ever paid. He did not regard Chapman as entitled to credit on oath.

A certain Captain Porter credited Chapman with being a good soldier whose oath he would believe.

There was some further conflicting evidence as to Chapman’s credibility. Publicans in Watergrasshill and Templeboden contradicted his statements concerning themselves, and denied that he was ever in their houses.

The Alleged Letter.

Arthur Gething Creagh testified that he was an intimate friend of the Roches. He had often received letters from Mr. Mon Roche. They were written in a gentlemanlike style. He swore that Mr. Roche was incapable of writing or dictating such a letter as that read in court. It was neither in his style, language, spelling, nor sentiment, nor could his brother in Trabolgan have written any letter to which that letter would be an answer.

Captain Oliver, the gentleman responsible for the prosecution, stated that he took steps to cope with the fomentors of disturbance. Respectable people made complaints to him that their lives, properties and families were threatened, and that the mobs were headed by men of property and of influence, among whom was Mr. Mon Roche of Kildinan. He arrested Nagle, but did not punish him.

(Captain Oliver stated that he had to take precautions against his own assassination at Castle Oliver by having two yeomen always with him. They regularly beat the bushes and shrubberies for fear of hidden ‘assassins’).

After fifty-five witnesses had been examined, Mr. Mon Roche, in an eloquent and forcible speech, addressed the court at much length, showing that the tales with which one of the informers had been terrified, and the other had volunteered, to fabricate were as destitute of probability as of truth, and that the whole case against him rested on the evidence of two persons, whose characters, whose actions and whose lives were such as to deprive them of every title to credit.

He was acquitted on every charge. Because of his influential position and social standing he was fortunately in a position to produce, in proof of his innocence, the testimony of men acceptable to the powers that then were, and the informer’s stories were assessed at their true worth. The members of the Courtmartial, no more than Lieutenant-General Stewart, would not believe their oaths where they affected the life or liberty of any ‘gentleman’, that is, of course, a ‘gentleman’ according to their standards. But where the ‘mere Irish’ were concerned it too often happened that the informer’s oath was in a different category. It assumed a far greater worth, and there is proof abounding that hundreds, no less innocent that Mr. Mon Roche, were, after the Rebellion of ’98, deprived of liberty and life on the evidence of characters no more reliable than the two Informers of this narrative.

