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Introduction
This paper is concerned with a battery comprising two six inch guns which was constructed at
Ardmore Point on the south side of the river Shannon in 1942. The fact that Ireland was a neutral
country during the war raises many questions, which have yet to be answered. We were led to this
study through various routes. Research into the history of communications from Ireland led to a
study of meteorological reporting, particularly the weather forecasting provision at the flying-boat
base at Foynes during the second world war. This in turn led to a reassessment of Anglo-Irish
collaborative arrangements during this period. There was an additional interest born of the war-time
reminiscences of M.F. de Cogan (hereafter designated MFdeC), as related to his son, one of the
authors. He had been involved in the construction of Fort Shannon, as the battery was called.
Although this was some distance down-river from Foynes it could nevertheless have provided
defensive cover for this facility. It was a massive undertaking at a time when raw materials were in
short supply and there was no local source of manufacture. It was therefore most likely that the
guns, other equipment and infra-structure were provided by Britain, but the questions, how? and
why? remain.
This paper represents a first attempt to address these issues. It is not an easy task, not least
because much is still shrouded in secrecy. The problems are compounded by various factors and
interactions, by personalities and by the protection of interests. There was the war situation as
viewed from Ireland, from Britain and from Germany. There were groups such as the IRA and the
imperialists, the former siding with Germany and the latter (in Britain and Ireland) pressing for a
British occupation of Ireland. There was of course Britain protecting her interests in a fight for
survival. In the midst of this we have the dominating characters of Winston Churchill and Eamonn
de Valera
The paper will of necessity involve a broad canvas on which we will attempt to paint a picture. We
start by introducing Churchill and the role he played on the Anglo-Irish stage in the period up to the
establishment of the Irish Free State. This is followed by a consideration of the importance of
Ireland as part of the war effort as Churchill might have perceived it. We then consider the state of
the Irish defence forces and their transition from a peace-time, effectively ceremonial role to a war
footing, prepared to defend the country against the possibility of occupation by British, German
and later, American forces. We will see that the construction of the Fort Shannon battery as viewed
by the Irish could be explained as merely an extension of the coastal defences that were intended to
delineate their neutrality. However, it is believed that this particular installation, at least when it
was conceived, might have had a broader significance. This significance will be considered by posing
some outstanding questions before concluding the paper.
Winston Churchill
There is much written about Winston Spencer Churchill and it is right that there should be. He is
without doubt one of the giants of this century, a multifaceted individual with loves, hates and
preoccupations, but, as Lee [1] remarks, his first duty was to Britain and to the Empire. His
successes are well known, but he also had a string of disasters, several of which impinged on Ireland.

He was First Lord of the Admiralty from 1911 to 1915 and in that position responsible for the
resignation of the First Sea Lord, Admiral Fisher, who opposed the Dardanelles campaign, the
outcome of which severely discredited Churchill's reputation. As Minister for War from 1919 to
1921 he was responsible for the Black & Tan initiative in Ireland and was much disturbed by the
total annihilation of his intelligence operation in Ireland at the hands of the IRA. However, it
appears that he was able to learn from his mistakes and he developed a respect for the IRA's use of
guerrilla tactics, something which we believe influenced his thinking during 1940/1.
Churchill and Admiral David Beatty were largely responsible for the establishment of the Treaty
Ports and for those provisions of the Anglo-Irish Treaty that covered the landing of submarine
cables, the establishment of wireless transmitters and building of airfields. The Treaty Ports,
protected by heavy guns, (6" and 9.2") were relinquished by Britain as a cost-cutting exercise in
November 1938. The details of the discussions with de Valera which brought this about are
described by Macdonald [2]. Although it was undertaken with the agreement of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff [3] it was violently opposed by Churchill.
Throughout his career Churchill was fascinated with intelligence, being one of the few politicians
who realised that information was power. He had observed this accretion of power in the hands of
Admiral Hall, Director of Naval Intelligence (DNI) during the First World War and had seen how
Hall had manipulated the Zimmerman telegram [4] in order to bring the US into the conflict. He was
aware that this had been done without reference to Parliament and as Stafford [5] points out he
strove to ensure that no individual (other than himself as Prime Minister from 1940 onwards) ever
had exclusive access to such critical information.
At the outbreak of war in 1939 he was once again appointed as First Lord of the Admiralty and
from this point we must also look at the people who were in a position to influence him and his
thinking. His first contacts were within the Navy. He was haunted by the prospect of U-boat
activity along the Irish west coast, a view he shared with the Director of Naval Intelligence, J.H.
Godfrey, who, with Churchill's knowledge, authorised the dispatch of HMS Tamara, an armed
merchant ship, disguised as a trawler to search the bays and inlets of the Atlantic seaboard of
Ireland [6]. Even after he became Prime Minister on 10 May 1940 he, like Godfrey, remained
obsessed with the prospect of Ireland as an open back-door for German spies to enter Britain.
Lee [7] suggests that Churchill hated Ireland. He could tolerate its hard-won independence, but on
the understanding that Britain's need took priority and, when Ireland under de Valera did not return
to the fold, as he demanded, he viewed it as a pariah. Throughout this story we frequently see him
with his own set of agendas, even playing his own games in the intelligence and political arenas.
Some of the evidence listed below suggests that his activities were counter-productive and not
infrequently at variance with the wishes of his close military and political advisors. Whether some
of these advisors were pro-Irish or merely political/strategic realists is not clear to us, but there is
evidence of Gen. Ismay acting as a moderator to some of his more excessive initiatives. There is
correspondence in the Public Record Office that clearly demonstrates this [8]. On 16 June 1941
Admiral Drax wrote a letter entitled "Why we should invade " (Ireland) to Churchill. This included
the suggestion of using US troops for the purpose of invasion. It contained sentences such as
"DeValera's army for various reasons can be looked on as practically worthless to us." Ismay
replied, thanking Drax for his observations, and suggesting that the Prime Minister would give these
views his full attention. However, the letter was never seen by Churchill.

The other person who must be seen as Ireland's guardian angel during this dark period is Sir John
Maffey, previously Governor of the Sudan. His arrival on 22 September 1939 was not auspicious,
there being controversy even about his precise title. The compromise title 'United Kingdom
Representative to Éire' was eventually accepted. As the tallest diplomat in the world he was a good
match for de Valera and according to Somerville-Large [9] "In those difficult times each appreciated
the other's qualities in spite of their many differences. Churchill may not always have agreed with
Maffey, but we believe that he respected him and having a person in Dublin who could
communicate with de Valera was more important."
Ireland: an independent country or recalcitrant part of the British Empire?
As mentioned earlier the Anglo-Irish Treaty contained sections that dealt with the Treaty Ports. It
also dealt with the landing of submarine cables, the establishment of wireless stations and the
construction of airfields. Lee [10] claims that these effectively allowed Britain to do what it liked
in time of need. So, why did it not use force to drive through Churchill's wartime demands? There
are many possible reasons for this, but in this section we would like to concentrate on the standing
of the Treaty as seen by both sides at the time that Churchill became Prime Minister.
Those sections of the Treaty that covered cable landings in the Free State were to cause much
deliberation during the early operation of the new Irish administration. The cable-landing licences
came up for renewal during the 1920s and, much to the annoyance of the cable companies, they
could not get decisions about renewals. This was largely because the government, with other things
on its mind, was not sure of its own legal situation. Eventually, the cable companies went ahead
without clearance based on a 'nod' from Britain [11]. It was some time before the matter was
clarified, but, nevertheless, we see that the Irish Cabinet considered, and felt able to accede to a
British request for re-routing of cables early in the war, citing the Treaty as its basis [12].
The Treaty Ports have featured much more prominently in the public mind and their return to
Ireland was seen as a great achievement for de Valera. Macdonald's profile of de Valera [13] gives a
particularly informed account of the Anglo-Irish discussions at the time. However, it does not
reveal that when the occupying forces withdrew, the guns and other defensive provisions were left
in place; throughout this history there is much evidence of 'just-in-case' thinking. While these
negotiations were taking place de Valera was also overseeing the birth of one of the cornerstones of
his political career, an 'Irish Constitution for an Irish People'. Lee [14] suggests that the 1937
Constitution was deemed to have superseded the Anglo-Irish Treaty and with it all its various
provisions that might have been useful to Britain in time of war. However, this is probably too
simplistic an interpretation, because time-and-again we see the Irish Government operating within
the spirit, and probably even within the letter, of the Treaty (anchorages excepted).
There were no objections from Britain when there was a suggestion to establish a Flying Boat base
at Foynes in 1937. The regular service to America, which was initiated in August 1939, required a
proper system of weather forecasting and, as the Irish did not yet have a meteorological facility, this
was provided by the equivalent UK service with full inter-governmental agreement [15]. As we will
see, this collaboration continued through the war, when Britain obtained exclusive access to weather
reports from Ireland; a weather report from Blacksod Bay was crucial in determining the timing of
the Normandy landings [16]. When Britain demanded access for flying boats from Lough Erne (the
'Donegal Corridor'), this was acceded to, indeed, it was a Catalina flying from Northern Ireland that
first spotted the Bismarck after she had sunk HMS Hood. Early in the war there was a series of
high level meetings between military and government representatives from both sides [17] and the

files demonstrate that Ireland was prepared to do whatever Britain requested in order to deny
possible enemy access to Irish airfields. There is a document in Irish Military Archives [18] which
suggests that even in 1953 Ireland was prepared to collaborate with Britain on the exchange of
weather information in the event of hostilities arising out of the Cold War.
During the meetings referred to in the previous paragraph we find the Irish military being very open
about the operational frequencies or their wireless systems. When it was suggested that certain
transmitters could act as navigational beacons for German bombers, it was agreed to alter these
frequencies [17]. Britain provided much wireless equipment and in 1941, in anticipation of a
possible German landing in Ireland, even made a provision for the supply of six mobile radar
systems [19].
One area where there is still complete silence is the wireless stations at Malin Head and Valentia
island. The latter played a significant role during the Civil War of 1922 [20]. Both were operated
by the Irish Department of Post and Telegraphs on behalf of the UK Post Office and provided
ship-to-shore communications [21]. Both were situated close to weather stations in close proximity
to convoy routes. Both retained their UK call-signs until the early 1950s.
So, the situation remains unclear. The Treaty provisions may have formally lapsed with the
introduction of the 1937 Constitution, but it is believed both countries operated within their spirit
until long after the War and indeed may continue to do so up to the present time.
A wider view of the Atlantic war and Anglo-Irish cooperation
Early in the war Britain showed a willingness to act decisively to protect its lines of
communications in the Atlantic theatre. This section starts with a discussion of the geographically
strategic points within this sphere and the actions, where appropriate, that Britain took.
The first of these was Portugal, with which Britain has one of the oldest international treaties in
existence. The Treaty of Windsor guarantees that each will respect the others rights and interests.
Thus, Portugal granted refuelling and basing rights for Allied warships and aircraft and permitted
access to the Azores. Lisbon itself became critically important, particularly after France was
overrun. Overflights of Spain were not possible and a refuelling stop at Lisbon became essential for
flights from South America and (via Gibralter) from North Africa, Malta and the Middle East.
The Faeroe Islands were occupied on 10 April 1940. Exactly one month later 4,000 British troops
landed on Iceland without warning [22]. Up to that time Iceland had been transmitting weather data
en-clear [23]. According to Lars Heide [24] (an ex-member of staff of the Great Northern Telegraph
Co), these were in fact transmitted in the Greenlandic language and were therefore inaccessible to the
Germans. Nevertheless, immediately after occupation, this was stopped and weather reports were
enciphered. Responsibility for military protection of Iceland later passed to the United States (five
months before she entered the war). Greenland also came under American influence. On 9 April
1941 (exactly one year after the German occupation of Denmark) the Danish Ambassador in
Washington, on behalf of his government (de jure neutral) concluded an agreement that the United
States would take care of the fatherless land (the ambassador, although subsequently sacked by
Copenhagen continued to be recognised as such by the US). Greenland was strategically important
as it provided a route for aircraft such as Liberators sent to Britain from the US (the normal route
was Newfoundland, Greenland, Iceland, Scotland). It was occupied by Americans after Pearl
Harbour and they assisted local activity against U-boats, using the inlets as sanctuary (Heide

reports that the Germans made at least one landing on Greenland and a Dane was killed before they
were evicted by the US Coast Guard.)
As mentioned earlier, Foynes in Ireland had been the site of the first trans-Atlantic sea-plane
service, although the route via Botwood, near Gander (Newfoundland) could only be used in the
summer months (BOAC operated a two-way service from September 1941 for lend-lease ferry
pilots and crews.) However, once France was occupied, German fighters and Focke-Wolf Condor,
long-range aircraft were based along the north-west French coast. From that time until after the
Normandy landings it was extremely dangerous to fly directly to Britain from Lisbon. It then
became normal for flying boats to take off from Lisbon at night, and then head out into deep
Atlantic. By flying on an arc it was possible to land at Foynes for refuelling early in the morning.
We would suggest that any interruption of the Foynes link could have had serious consequences for
the Allies during a large part of the war.
When war became imminent, the continued reception of meteorological observations from Ireland
became a matter of great concern to the British Meteorological Office. In August 1939, the Irish
government agreed in principle with a British proposal that existing arrangements for the exchange
of information should be continued. Details were worked out on 1 September 1939 and, on the
outbreak of war, the approved arrangements came into force [25]. A meeting of the Irish
Meteorological Service and Air Corps was held at 11a.m. on 13 October 1939, where it was decided
that daily flight forecasts would be relayed by priority telephone and telegram from the
meteorological office at Foynes to Baldonnel and Rineanna . For its part, the Air Corps agreed to
make daily weather flights at 1200 GMT at Baldonnel to record upper-air values of pressure,
temperature, humidity and wind. It was also decided that a UK Meteorological Officer would visit
Baldonnel to give lectures and arrange examinations in meteorology for pilots of the Air Corps [26].
From January 1942 the upper air ascents were also carried out from Rineanna
With Iceland and Ireland as blind-spots in the predominant vector for European weather, this
became one of the most pressing needs for the Germans. The use of U-boats for weather reporting
took them away from their primary task and wireless censorship in Ireland meant that no mention
about weather conditions could be aired (this included minutiae such as comments on ground
conditions when reporting sports fixtures). At least two spies, who were landed by the Germans in
Ireland, were instructed to provide weather reports. One, an Irish man named Lenihan crossed the
border, contacted the police and explained that he had been instructed to establish a weather station
in Sligo [27].
The British preoccupation with the possibility of the Irish coast being used by U-boats continued.
As part of an interview with Lieut. Gen. M.J. Costello in 1985 one of the authors (DdeC) raised the
question of 'Major' Quintrell, a telegraph operator who had worked on the Azores before the war
and who was retained by Britain to report on the security of Irish communications systems during
the War. Costello (a charismatic figure, who had been Commanding Officer of the First Division,
covering Southern Command of the Irish Defence Forces during the war) responded to these
questions and then went on to mention the activities of Col. Knaggs and his attempts to discover
whether Ireland was being used as a haven for U-boats. It seems that he travelled the country
offering pints of Guinness in return for reports of U-boat activity. Such an offer could not be
passed up and creative reporting abounded! "Of course" said Costello "Britain had a wonderful spy
in the writer Elizabeth Bowen, but they would not believe her until very late in the war. We were
reading every report that she sent. She was absolutely accurate and had details of the only two Uboat incursions that occurred during the War". A recent TV documentary on Bowen [28]

mentioned that these reports were passed to her friend Iris Murdoch in the UK Ministry of
Information.
There is no doubt that there was a worry that IRA sympathisers might provide assistance to
German submarines, but steps were taken to limit this. Following a government decision in January
1939 a coastwatching service had been established on 29/8/1939 [29]. The wartime establishment of
the Marine and Coastwatching Service was announced on 7 December 1939 and its duties were
intended to operate within the 13th schedule (rights and duties of neutral powers in naval war) of
the 1907 Hague Convention. These covered
Control of the use of territorial waters and ports by belligerent warships
Control of the use of territorial waters and ports by merchant shipping
Minelaying, mine-sweeping and notification of destruction of mines
Protection of country's fishing limits
Escort duties
Protection of navigational aids and sea rescue work
We can therefore conclude that throughout the war Ireland was operating within the spirit of its
Treaty commitments (excluding those that had been expressly relinquished). It was providing
meteorological and other support as required and, as we shall see later, was taking steps to minimise
German incursion of Irish airspace and territorial waters
Ireland goes on a war footing
McIvor [30] describes the pathetic state of the Irish defence capability at the outbreak of hostilities.
On 3/9/39 Ireland had 7494 regular soldiers supported by 5066 reservists and 7233 volunteers.
MFdeC reports that, when he joined the army in August 1940 there was grass growing on the
parade ground of Portobello barracks as a result of disuse. There were 21 armoured cars (13 of
WWI vintage) and 2 tanks (Swedish-built Landswerk L60). Anti-aircraft defences comprised four
76mm guns (delivered in 1928) and four 40mm Mark-I Bofors delivered in June 1939 together with
8 searchlights. The Air Corps had 16 serviceable aircraft for operational use. These comprised 6
Avro Ansons, 5 WestlandLysanders, 2 Supermarine Walrus amphibious planes and 3 Gloster
Gladiators. Because of disbandonment under Treaty requirements there was virtually no naval
defence.

Armoured car, typical of the type referred to in this text
A State of Emergency was declared on 7/6/40 [31]. In July, when it seemed likely that Germany
might attempt a Norwegian style invasion , the Government approved a plan for a regular army of
40,000 volunteers and this was eventually raised to 56,000 regulars. As an enticement, civil
servants were granted extended leave on half-pay in order to serve in the army for the duration of
the Emergency. MFdeC joined under this scheme. There were considerable problems with
equipment and military provisions were a major element of Anglo Irish negotiations. There was
also some imports from the United States, including a consignment of 20,000 First World War
Springfield rifles [32].
The provisioning of the army went alongside the political fallout that resulted from the ill feelings
between Churchill and de Valera. In April 1941 Cranborne suggested that de Valera be invited to
London, but Maffey thought that the Taoiseach would find it impossible to accept such an
invitation. When Cranborne drafted a note to this effect Churchill wrote 'Good' in the margin [33].
Fisk [34] then says: "In one way, this political estrangement had its advantages for it afforded both
sides the opportunity of cooperating without publicity or political acrimony."
Demolition explosives were supplied [35]. The need to supply Ireland with anti-aircraft defences
was also recognised. At that time there were only 2 Bofors guns at Baldonnel (the military airfield
near Dublin) and at Collinstown (now Dublin airport) [36]. There were discussions about sending
four 3.7" AA guns to Baldonnel in October 1941 and four 3.7" AA guns to Collinstown in
November 1941 with approval in December 1941. On 7 November 1941 there was a very insistent
letter from Maffey requesting arms - a small packet was made up and passed via GOC British
troops NI [37]. The outcome seems to have been the list of 6 August 1942 [38] which details the
equipment that had been passed to the Irish army in November 1941. This included twelve 3.7"
anti-aircraft guns, four 18-pounders, twelve 75mm guns with trailers, 100,000 grenades, 250,000
rounds of .303 ammunition, spare parts and armour plating (which was used to build several homemade armoured cars). It must be recognised that Britain must have viewed these supplies as

essential. They had just come through the mauling of Dunkirk and could ill afford to supply a
neutral country unless there were strategic benefits in doing so.
According to McCarron [39] the First Coastal Patrol Squadron commenced operations from
Rineanna airfield (now Shannon airport) just before the war. It had a total of 74 staff of all ranks
with four of the Ansons, the two Walrus amphibious planes and a Cadet biplane. Its mission was
to patrol the sea-board up to 10 miles out from Donegal to Wexford. Whenever aircraft of the
Coastal Patrol Squadron spotted marauding and meteorological Focke-Wulf Condors taking a shortcut across the Irish south-west, it was customary for Rineanna to broadcast their course on a wideband wireless and RAF aircraft would soon be observed in hot pursuit [40]. Attrition of the heavily
used aircraft and the demand on fuel led to a gradual reduction in the frequency of coast-watch
flights. The British were upset but did not provide the necessary replacements. The shortfall was
made up by the ninety or so look-out posts around the coast. Midway through the war air patrols
were only mounted when coast-watchers called up requesting a closer inspection. By 1943 the
remains of the Coastal (air) patrol were disbanded and their place taken by a Hurricane fighter
squadron.
According to McIvor [41] the Air Corps took possession of a Lockheed Hudson (No. P5123 of
RAF 233 Sqdn) on 24/1/41after it had crash-landed in Ireland (Documents in the Public Record
Office at Kew [PREM3/132 p.77] indicate that some of these were purchased. Churchill raised no
objections as they were already interned in the Irish Free State). Between 9/40 and 8/41 three
Hurricanes and one Fairey Battle (all RAF) which had crash landed in Ireland were repaired and
pressed into service. In the period between 1940 and 1943 Britain did supply Ireland with 30
unarmed trainer and utility aircraft. Between 1943 and 1945 it transferred a further 17 Hurricanes
for Irish Air Corps use.
On 27 July 1942 there was a request to the Chiefs of Staff which said "Political considerations
apart is it in our interests to supply Eire army with what they asked?" The reply on 6 August
1942 [42] contains two annexes. The first lists what they got. The second lists what could not be
afforded. In item 6 there is an interesting reference: "Air ministry is to provide for the Eire Army
Air Force in return for useful concessions - whose disbandment would not be in our interests". We
presume that this is a reference to the upper air measurements which were taken on behalf of the
Meteorological Service.
Concurrent with these developments, Ireland also established an effective secret service which
operated in a symbiotic relationship with Britain. Stafford [43] says that, on the day that Germany
invaded Poland, Joseph Walshe (of the Department of External Affairs) was meeting with a senior
MI5 officer to discuss mutual protection. In November 1939 the Irish cabinet agreed to the routing
of all Irish cables via London which meant that all Irish traffic was subject to British censorship
[44]. A British naval attaché was dispatched to Dublin and Col. Archer (de facto Director of
Intelligence) was briefed by Admiralty and MI5 on the setting up of an effective coastal watching
service, which would be provided with British radios.
Postal censorship was upgraded using British equipment and wide-scale telephone tapping began in
early 1940. Just to be sure, Admiral Godfrey arranged for reconnaissance overflights off the west
coast, which revealed no signs of German activity. When German spies surfaced in Ireland they
were quickly and effectively dealt with and West [45] gives a good account of this aspect of Irish
wartime history. When these and other provisions were in place [46] Ireland effectively became an
integral part of the UK security system.

At the beginning the relationship on both sides was extremely cool and Britain did not have access
to the operation and outcomes of G2 (the Irish Security Service). There were many good reasons
for this. It had been less than 20 years since the leaders of both sides were locked in mortal combat.
In the 1920s Churchill had wanted to send Vernon Kell (Head of MI5) to Dublin to destroy the
intelligence network of the IRA. Many of the prime players on the Irish side had been part of that
struggle. Col. Archer had been a participant in the action where college student Kevin Barry was
captured and subsequently executed [47]. Churchill's belligerent approach polarised attitudes. On
one side de Valera had to contend with an IRA who viewed him as a traitor and who were prepared
to cooperate with Germany to spite Britain. On the other side there were the imperialists whose
views were loudly expressed by their newspaper, the Irish Times. Frank Aiken, a close colleague of
de Valera's and an IRA veteran, controlled censorship and had a particular dislike for the paper.
Censorship covered any reference to the presence of Irishmen in British forces and death notices of
Irishmen killed in action could not mention military rank or how they died [48].

Col. Dan Bryan
Col. Dan Bryan took over as Director of Intelligence, when Archer was raised to the rank of general
and promoted to Assistant Chief of Staff. Many authors comment on a formal, but much more
relaxed relationship between the security arms of the two countries dating from that time, but there
was in fact an American dimension. Churchill's obsession with the possibility of security leakages
via Ireland, and his playing of the Partition game, while still deferring to the Prime-Minister of
Northern Ireland, can have done no good. According to Gillman [49] the security of ciphers used to
transmit weather data to flying-boats from Foynes was much improved after the Americans entered
the War. West [50] reports that at an early stage Gen. William Donovan, Chief of OSS, had paid a
courtesy visit to Dublin which laid the groundwork for a visit of David Bruce in 1942, who in turn
arranged with Walshe for a Vice-Consul at the American Embassy to be kept informed with security
matters. Shortly before the Normandy landings de Valera agreed to a secret arrangement which
allowed an OSS officer to remain in Dublin to study security arrangements. For their part the
Americans agreed to respect this confidence and kept what they were told a secret, even from
SHAEF. By April 1944 OSS was satisfied that G2 had ensured that D-Day preparations would
not be leaked via Dublin [51]. The high regard in which Ireland's military were held even prompted
the United States Government to offer high military awards to Gen. McKenna and two of his senior
colleagues. However, the offer was politely declined as it would prompt much speculation about
the real level of Ireland's pro-Allied bias during the war.

An invasion of Ireland, but from where?
The Irish Army was certainly unclear whom it might have to fight. Men in the 1st Division in the
South prepared for a German invasion, while others near the Border expected the British. At one
stage the German ambassador, Dr Hempel was sounded out about possible German help if Britain
came south [52]. McIvor [53] says that the German Foreign Minister, von Ribbentrop offered to
help Ireland to defend its neutrality and without obligation. On 13/4/41 a shipment was made ready
for delivery to Ireland. It comprised 46 field guns, 1000 anti-tank rifles, 550 machine guns and
10,000 rifles with sufficient ammunition (being the guns and ammunition abandoned by the BEF at
Dunkirk). de Valera, dependent on the British merchant marine to keep Ireland supplied with vital
imports, could not accept.
McIvor [54] describes the German views on Ireland: On 3/12/40 Hitler had suggested that the
occupation of Ireland might lead to the end of the war. Admiral Raeder believed that Ireland was
effectively defenceless. Discussions were held with Gen. Student of the 11th Airborne Corps who
had paralysed Holland's defences in May 1940. Operation Fall Gruen was to have been a bold and
extremely hazardous affair (although British military calculated that one German division would
have been sufficient to capture Ireland). The plan was for five or six divisions to be landed along the
south-east coast of Ireland while the German 6th Army was mounting its invasion of southern
England at Lyme Bay. The cancellation of this operation followed on the failure to mount
Operation Sealion. Operation Viking Raid (an airborne assault on Northern Ireland) was discussed
(Student had 20,000 paratroops and 12,000 glider troops at his disposal), but the experience in
Crete demonstrated that a large airborne operation could be very costly. In any event there were
major problems. The Royal Navy's Home Fleet remained a considerable threat. The German navy
had been badly mauled in the Norwegian campaign and could not guarantee safe passage from the
newly occupied French Atlantic ports to Ireland. There was no guarantee of follow-up support.
The Battle of Britain had been won and the RAF retained considerable bomber capability. Although
poorly equipped, the Irish army could have delayed an invasion of German paratroops in time for
British armoured and motorised formations to arrive from their bases in Northern Ireland. By April
1941, Hitler had turned his attention to the Balkans and the forthcoming invasion of the Soviet
Union.
There were strong advocates of a British occupation of Ireland . The Economist argued in favour of
immediate seizure of the former Treaty ports. Hindsight permits us to be slightly more sceptical
than people were at the time. The likely consequences were too grave. Irish people were an integral
part of the UK military and industrial sectors [55]. The Irish army was rapidly expanding and was
being organised into a dual structure. The divisional structure was arranged so that they could
operate alongside British forces if they came to support the Irish following a German attack.
However, there was a parallel, brigade structure which would revert to 1916 - 1922 tactics in the
event of an uninvited occupation [56]. Churchill respected the impact that guerrilla action could
have and was probably unwilling to get bogged down in a conflict that he would be unlikely to win.
Britain saw a German invasion via Ireland (supported by the IRA and possibly by a sympathetic
population) as possible. They were prepared to act if necessary. There was considerable worry
about the possibility of a Crete-style invasion, but hoped desperately that nothing would happen
until any defence of Ireland could be spearheaded by US forces. Nevertheless, we would suggest
that it was in Britain's interests to have the Irish government believe that an occupation was
possible and that it was imminent.

McIvor [22] takes the view that a British invasion from Northern Ireland was feasible and in the
circumstances of July 1940 seemed likely. At this time Britain showed a willingness to act
decisively and occupy other strategically important islands. However, he argues that the British
army and government faced innumerable difficulties. Dunkirk had denuded much of their heavy
weaponry. What units that were available could not be spared. The only fully equipped division in
Britain in July 1940 was Canadian. This would have created great problems for the Canadian
government and would have had a detrimental effect on Britain's image in the US, where isolationist
sentiments were still prevalent and Roosevelt was seeking re-election in November 1940. There
would have been serious repercussions in Washington, where the Irish-American lobby was well
organised. Additionally, German control of the French Atlantic ports had made the anchorages at
Berehaven and Cork untenable. In any event, in late 1940 the Irish were not taking chances. There
was much activity south of the Border, building chambers in bridges and viaducts, in case there was
need for them to be demolished. Permanent road-blocks and camouflaged machine-gun block-houses
were constructed at strategic points.
British/Irish arrangements in the event of a German invasion were discussed during a series of
meetings in May 1940 [17]. The main representatives were Joseph Walshe (External Affairs), Col.
Archer, Sir Eric Machty and Mr Stevenson of the Dominions Office. Cdr J. Creswell (Admiralty),
Maj. A.D.G. Heyman (W/O) and Sqn. Ldr. Vintras (Air Ministry) represented the combined
services. At the first meeting (23May 1940) it was agreed that Ireland would call in UK assistance
if attacked, but not before. If attacked by Germany, would it support British forces? The doctrine
of Hot Pursuit in Irish waters was already established. The British representatives raised questions
about preparations being made to prevent enemy landings at aerodromes and seaplane bases,
particularly Foynes, Baldonnel and Collinstown. Col Archer replied that Rineanna was out of
commission except for two small runways for coastal defence. It had wired obstacles and sandbagged machine gun positions. Half of Baldonnel was to be left open. Two thirds of Collinstown
was out of commission with machine guns and armoured cars. There were three small aerodromes
near Dublin, which were also out of commission. Oranmore (Galway) was to be cratered and he
suggested that Gormanston aerodrome could be bombarded by the Royal Navy, if required. There
was also mention about the organisation of the Irish Army into mobile columns to react to German
invasion. The Irish were questioned about preparations to prevent the enemy seizing the ports,
particularly Shannon, Cork, Galway, Swilly and Berehaven. Col Archer described the Irish plans
for the defence of the ports. Cdr Creswell asked about local anti-submarine defences. Archer
answered in the negative on account of lack of materials and trained personnel.
At the second meeting (24 May 1940) Col. Archer wanted to know if building of landing
strips/airfields should be stopped to deny access to enemies. Sqn. Ldr. Vintras said no, but wanted
to have information of location of bombs/petrol etc for possible use by the RAF in the event of a
German invasion. On the question of anti-submarine booms/nets it was reported that none were
available. Radio transmitters, operational frequencies and ranges were discussed. Ireland was to be
warned by Post Office land-lines if German aircraft passed (UK) midlands (red warning) or if
German aircraft passed (UK) west coast (yellow warning). The colour coding may seem strange, but
it is as quoted in the PRO document.
The third meeting (28 May 1940) was also attended by Gen. McKenna. It was reported that Irish
did not believe in the likelihood of a German invasion along its west coast. In the meantime, all
communications between UK Service staff and Irish military were to be via the Dominions Office.
There would be an emergency wireless link and listening station (Seaforth in Lancashire) in case the
Irish/UK cable was cut. O'Halpin [57] mentions that six pigeons were smuggled into Dublin and

kept in the attic of the British air attaché's house as a fall-back in case all other means of
communication were cut during a German attack.
Although relatively little is known about it, the period of the 'American Note' was probably one of
the darkest in Irish military history. Seen from the Irish side there was a period when it was almost
certain that the American forces who were stationed north of the Border would attempt to force
their way south. MFdeC relates his personal experiences:
"The 8th Brigade between Dublin and the Border were suddenly activated. We evacuated
Gormanston camp (probably still aware that it could be bombarded from the sea) and took to the
field. My temporary headquarters was a glasshouse near Ardee south of the Boyne. The 17th(?)
Batallion were to cross the Boyne and we were to charge the prepared chambers in the bridges for
demolition on order. The bridges were to be blown before any fall-back so that the 17th would be
left on the other side to face the American onslaught (which was supposed would be predominantly
negro troops). We were aware that the 6th Brigade were engaged to the west of us (covering the
Border). We spent about three days in the field, during which time I moved a convoy of explosives
from the Curragh magazine to the Boyne. As I was nearing Dublin the paper mills at Kileen was on
fire, a thick stream of blazing papers was blowing across the road. I stopped the convoy, sent one
lorry through with four men in the back with their coats off ready to beat out any blazing paper. I
had to give them sufficient head-start to be out of range of sympathetic detonation. All six lorries
went through this way. I went through at the greatest safe speed with the box of detonators on my
lap. I gave every man the option to refuse. There was not a single objection. Despite the delay I
pulled into McKee Barracks in Dublin to get them a quick drink and something to eat. In the
officers mess they had no idea of our activity and seeing me dirty, in battle dress with helmet they
plied me for information, which I refused as we were told not to talk too much in Dublin. We got
messages at intervals 'situation improving', 'situation further improved' and finally 'situation clear,
return to base'. When we got back to Gormanston there was a further order 'all references to the
recent activity will be as an exercise'. When we vacated Gormanston we cleared all stores down to
the level of instructing men to dispose of all old groundsheets, bedding etc (all officers were issued
with two revolvers - the standard issue Webley & Scott and another long-barrel .45 which did not
quite fit into the holster). On return there was nothing in stores and my concern was that if this had
been an 'exercise' then how could I account for the large-scale absence of items which should have
been on my inventory. I was told to 'write them off' and no questions would be asked, and none
were. To my knowledge only one shot was fired during this incident. One of our section officers
was filling explosives into a chamber in the Boyne railway viaduct (from the top), he was bent
down on one knee. There was a shot. He ducked and signalled to his men to take cover, only to
find them staring at him. "Who fired?" he asked "You did sir". He was wearing two holsters, and
the long-barrel revolver, being a bad fit fell out. He had six rounds in the chambers i.e. one under the
hammer. When the gun fell on the butt, it went off and the bullet ploughed a groove in his short
leggings, entered the trousers, exited and entered his great-coat and exited via the shoulder. Happily,
he was not wearing a helmet as this would have diverted the bullet downwards."
Symbols of neutrality
Much of the Anglo Irish cooperation during the war was treated as secret and even since that time
has only come piece-meal into the public domain. However, there were clear outward indications of
neutrality. Members of belligerent forces staying longer that the prescribed period were interned.
All interned British officers were held at the Curragh camp, but signed out on parole on a daily
basis, so that they could attend college/university or hold down jobs in Dublin. All German

internees (except spies who were kept in isolation in Athlone barracks) were held at the Curragh and
also had daily paroles. British NCOs and other ranks were held at Gormanston camp. According to
Somerville-Large [58] there were three major escape attempts by British internees and of the
twenty-two involved, eleven got away. According to MFdeC this was a very gentlemanly affair.
Before signing their parole at the gate they 'assaulted' the gate PA. Transport (obviously prearranged) was waiting and pursuit was certainly not hot, merely tepid. Some RAF engineers were
set to work repairing Irish planes. However, according to McCarron [59], in 1942 Britain provided
low-loaders with five-ton electric cranes, jacks and trestles for collecting and delivering the remains
of downed aircraft over the border, which was one of the few outward signs of cooperation.
Somerville-Large [60] mentions that US, Canadian, New Zealand and Australian servicemen coming
down from the North were allowed to wear their uniforms in public, but this was not permitted for
those under British command. There is some question about this. MFdeC states categorically that
uniforms were never worn in public. Even the Ulster-based American officer he encountered in a
café in Dublin several days after the 'American note' stand-off was in civilian clothes. Americans
who landed in the South were never interned [58]. For three years Maffey negotiated with de
Valera, who finally agreed that only pilots and crew on operational flights should be interned, while
those who crashed on training flights could be repatriated. In October 1943, twenty-one British
airmen were discretely released [58]. By Spring 1944 all RAF staff had been released from
internment [61]. At the request of the US Airforce, the headlands where look-out posts were
situated were given thirty-foot numbers (as navigational aids) together with the word 'Eire' [62].
Perhaps the most potent outward sign of its intention to preserve its neutrality was coastal defence.
The provisions of the State of Emergency included control of the movement of all merchant
shipping from all ports in Ireland. On 1 June 1940 under Emergency order 31, Competent Port
Authorities were established and a Port Control and Examination Service was set up as an auxiliary
to the Marine and Coastwatching Service. This Service operated from 13 ports: Dublin, Dun
Laoghaire, Waterford, Dundalk, Drogheda, Galway, Sligo, Rosslare, Lough Swilly, Cork, Limerick,
Fenit and Bantry. In each harbour a Competent Port Authority (CPA) was appointed to be in
charge of the Port Control and Examination Service with total control over ships, crews,
shipowners, shipping agents and dock workers. On arrival, vessels were searched before being given
permission to enter and defensive guns and radios were made inoperable. During a vessel's stay
armed ratings of the Marine Inscription were placed on board and stood guard over the ship. In
most cases local harbour masters were appointed as the Competent Port Authority except in the
case of the former Treaty ports, Bantry, Lough Swilly and Cork, whose harbour was also
designated as an emergency landing site for seaplanes, In this case the Coastal Defence Artillery
was already in place and the local army commanders were appointed as CPA.
The Treaty Ports were protected by heavy guns, (6" and 9.2"), but these batteries were vulnerable
as they lacked adequate hardened shelters, anti-aircraft defences and air cover. Early in the war
there was a flurry of activity by army engineers. The physical defences of some of the existing
batteries were improved. New batteries were installed (e.g. 6" gun at Carrigaline [63] covering the
estuary from Crosshaven) and hardened shelters and blockhouses were constructed for the
Coastwatching Service (all of this work was completed by late 1941). From an Irish perspective the
construction of a battery to cover the Shannon can be seen as an extension of this overall strategy.

The defence of the Shannon
At end of December 1941 the Dominions Office asked whether the Chiefs of Staff thought it
important to retain two 6" guns protecting the Berehaven anchorage [64]. The Irish Government
held that it served no local defence purpose and wished to move the guns so as to protect the vital
Shannon Estuary.
The Chiefs of Staff thought that these guns should be retained in their present position as they
protected a potential naval base and, since there was no coast defence equipments in the Shannon
Estuary area, approved that two six inch guns should be given for the purpose. A joint
reconnaissance had been carried out during the previous winter to select gun sites and boom
defences for the River Shannon [65]. On 20 December 1941 Churchill approved the dispatch of
two 6" guns together with 110 rounds per gun [66].
It is interesting to note that these steps drew a quick protest from Prime Minister of Northern
Ireland who claimed that Britain was pouring arms into Eire (The allegations were made on 14/2/42
during the escape of Scharnhorst, Prinz Eugen and Gniesenau). Gen. Ismay was then required to list
what had been delivered, when and why [67]. Churchill prepared a draft response, but on 8 March
1942 decided not to reply and let the matter rest [68].

Picture of planning at Fort Shannon?
The construction, commissioning and operation of Fort Shannon
Although the defence of the Shannon seems to have been a 'just-in-case' action so far as Britain was
concerned, there seems to have been considerable strategic planning involved in its location. The
terrain at Ardmore Point (52º 35.06'N, 9º 25.8W) rises quite steeply from the river for distance
inshore of about 100m. It then falls away on a more gentle slope for some distance before rising
again. The Shannon just below this point is virtually blocked by Scattery island and the battery
adequately cover the passages on either side. The clearance is such that only the south channel
could be used by raiding warships, although the north channel might have been usable by U-boats
under suitable tidal conditions. Unless aerial reconnaissance had provided the information, an
approaching ship would not be aware of the presence of the guns until it was abreast of the island
and, because of the restricted nature of the navigable channel, would only have been able to use its
forward armaments in defence. The nature of the hillside meant that only a limited element of the
provision was visible from the water. Accommodation and the generator house were located on the
landward side of the hill. Figure 1 provides a schematic diagram of the components which included
search-lights (in case of a night attack) and heavy inland defences (in case there was an attack by a
landing party or by IRA supporters). According to MFdeC [69] the guns and search-light posts
were staggered so as to provide a more difficult target. Figure 2 shows a plan of the structure for
gun G1 as marked in figure 1. The layout for gun G2 is shown in figure 3. A sectional drawing
through the gun-chambers is shown in figure 4.
Although the dispatch of the guns was authorised by Churchill in December 1941, work did not
start on the site until August 1942. There is a map (scale: 5 feet to 1 mile) in Irish Army Archives
showing a layout of the Coastal Defence of Ardmore Point. It is undated but was prepared by D.S.
Bolton AIAS. There is also a sketch (1 inch to 3ft) (Index No E7/Y90/dated 24/6/42) traced by Pte
O'Dempsey

Units
7th Field Engineers
8th Field Engineers
9th Field Engineers (Det)

Table I
1/9/42
163
119
55

1/10/42
204
119
55

1/11/42
94
-

The entire installation was largely constructed by two engineer companies. The 7th Company, 1st
division, based in Limerick were first on site. The 8th Company based in Athlone was on
attachment from the Western Command. MFdeC, the only officer surviving from the group that
were in charge, was a member of this latter company. J. (Jimmy) Cooney was in overall command.
The third officer was G. (Jerry) Coughlan, who was on attachment from the Directorate of
Engineering. Cooney eventually became Director of Engineers and was in turn succeeded by
Coughlan. Records in Irish Military Archives [70] provide details of the forces involved (Table I)
The main part of the task, which was completed in eight weeks, involved the removal of an
enormous volume of the hillside so that the hardened concrete structures could be built. The earth
was returned once these had been completed. During the early phase, the weather was extremely
hot and most worked with minimum attire. This caused problems when Gen. M.J. Costello paid
an unexpected visit. On finding that he couldn't identify any officers he berated the commanding
officer for the lack of markings. Once it was explained that it was very hard work under very hot
conditions, he relented and was happy so long as officers had marks that were clearly identifiable.
According to MFdeC there was much amusement that evening as they shared the duty of painting
rank marks on each other's shoulders.
The guns were 6" B.L. MkVII on PIII naval mountings. The No. 1 gun (on the right flank),
registration number 1396 was manufactured in 1902. The muzzle velocity at full charge was 2540
ft/sec and the maximum range was 14,000yds. The No. 2 gun (on the left flank), registration number
1927 was manufactured in 1903 and issued in 1904. Their last calibration before delivery had been
in April 1937.
Once the main construction was completed, they handed over to Comdt. A. Shorthall of the
Artillery Corps. The engineers were most insulted when the guns were prepared and the fired using
a long lanyard from outside the emplacement. At an IEE History of Electrical Engineering weekend
meeting in Trinity College, Dublin in 1987 there was some discussion about Fort Shannon and Lt.
Col. Ciarán O'Halloran, who had been there, was amongst the audience. He commented that the
Artillery Corps had not been happy with the way in which the engineers had prepared the bolts on
the gun-mountings and had insisted that they be re-set. On-site inspection in July 2000 showed
some evidence of this.
When the major construction work was completed the 8th Co were returned to the Western
Command. As the final part of his involvement with Fort Shannon MFdeC was required to check
the site from the air (he was flown in an Avro Anson from Rineanna) and to advise on the most
effective use of camouflage. He then prepared a report on the disposition of soil, bushes etc.,
which would conceal the guns and earthworks from reconnaissance overflights. The associated
photographs are still in Irish Army Archives and confirm that camouflage was indeed essential.
This work seems to have been carried out by a detachment of the 7th Field Engineers who according
to the list of occupation after hand-over shown in Table II [70] remained at the site until September
1943.

Although the Fort was formally handed over in November 1942, a full calibration was not
undertaken until 2 February 1943 when they were tested with full charge (6 rounds per gun) using a
target (red buoy) set at 5200. de Valera visited the site on 7 September 1943 to watch a shoot.
From September 1943 onwards the Fort was manned by the Coastal Defence Artillery only, with
manning levels as shown in Table III
Unit
Coastal Defence Artillery
7th Field Engrs (Det)
Coastal Defence Engrs
Other units
9th Infantry Bn (Det)
15th Infantry Bn (Det)
3rd Armoured Sqn
18th Cycle Sqn

12/42
84
37

Unit
Coastal Defence Artillery

Table II
1/43
2/43
73
94
31

3/43
81
37
9
6

Table III
9/43
10/43
112
101

6/43
86
37
24

11/43
102

7/43
91
36
23
15

8/43
99
37
92
16

12/43
105

The records from 1 December 1944 onwards give a more detailed breakdown so that the
complement for that month (107) represented 4 officers, 16 NCOs and 87 men. This establishment
remained fairly constant so that on 1 June 1945 there were 5 officers, 16 NCOs and 79 men.
The small arms held at the Fort (as at 30 December 1944) comprised 6 Vickers machine guns, 85
rifles, 5 revolvers and 400 hand-grenades.
The Standing Orders gave details about the Limits of Arc of Fire and conditions for Opening of Fire.
The eastern limit of the Battery's arc of fire was defined by a line drawn for the Battery position to
Money Point on the Clare coast and the western limit was defined by a line to the old battery
position at Carrig island (representing grid bearings from 265º - 50º). Fire was not normally to be
opened at a greater range than 7000yds. However, under the circumstances listed below, fire was
allowed to be brought to bear on targets up to the equipments' maximum range:
(a) against a vessel or vessels bombarding the Fort
(b) against an enemy or enemy vessels entering or withdrawing from the Shannon estuary
(c) against landing operations taking place within the guns' arc of fire
The official evacuation of Fort Shannon took place on 31 May 1946. The letter instructing the date
and manner of evacuation was signed by Col. Thomas Feely, Officer Commanding the 7th Brigade.
One NCO (Sgt Egan) and two men remained as caretakers together with a Barrack Foreman of
Works and an NCO in charge of searchlights. During a visit to the Fort in July 2000, the guns were
no longer there. Details of their removal and disposal are unknown at this time. All removable
objects were now gone with the exception of the searchlights and their associated control units. It
was obvious that they had been installed prior to the construction of the hardened observation
posts and could not easily be removed.

Discussions and Conclusions
As McIvor [71] suggests "the value of Irelands former Treaty ports may well have been overestimated, expecially as Northern Ireland was fully involved in the war effort". He then goes on to
identify what we believe is the key point that was embodied in a reply by Gen. Marshall. This was
in response to a suggestion by the US Secretary of State that economic pressure be put on Ireland to
force it to agree to US basing rights. Marshall said that "while the ports of the Bay of Biscay (and
presumably Normandy and Brittany) were in German hands, it would be inexpedient to route
convoys to the south of England. . ." and that air and naval bases in Ireland would not appreciably
alter the situation. Ireland allowed the use of the 'Donegal corridor' and a British Ocean-going rescue
tug was based at Killybegs in Co. Donegal.
In spite of the fact that the Allies did not acquire the full Portuguese-like level of co-operation that
they would have wished, much was achieved behind the scenes. McIvor [92] discusses the antiIrish feeling by people such as the author Nicholas Monsarrat, but says that " Monsarrat, as with
many English observers, lacked a necessary degree of sensitivity towards Anglo-Irish relations.
Many Irish people sympathised with the Allied cause, but they resented being told by certain
rather arrogant English individuals that is was their duty to rally to the King Emperor." So, we can
see Churchill's attitude as a hindrance. Much was achieved and without his interference in this
context more would have been possible. Fanning [72] cites a memorandum by Sir John Maffey of 5
October 1945which suggests that "in this underground of intelligence and intrigue . . . a British
authority in Ireland could never achieve what was achieved by a native authority."
Although an appreciation of the wider aspects of Allied-Irish cooperation is helpful it still leaves
unanswered question concerning Fort Shannon: why did the Irish want it? why did the Royal Navy
assist in the planning? why did Churchill overcome his antipathy and sanction the despatch of the
guns? if there was a threat, at a time when a German invasion had become unlikely, then what form
was it likely to take?
There is little doubt that Foynes was a weak point in the Allied lines of communications during a
large part of the war and, as such, it was a missed opportunity for the Germans. Prior to the
Normandy landings it was the only safe haven for much air traffic returning from the Mediterranean,
Middle or Far East. If it had been denied to the Allies even for a short period then this denial could
have caused immense damage. Perhaps the grasping of such an opportunity should be seen as part
of a wider strategic equation. O'Halpin [73] mentions that Germany had made an investment in
Ireland during the First World War and that the loss of a trawler, 20,000 obsolete Russian rifles and
a few sailors was a mere trifle "a model of economical diversionary activity". The investment in the
IRA was repeated without considering the possibility that the circumstances might have changed
with de Valera in control. Up to now there is no evidence that an attack on Foynes or the
destruction of other facilities such as Valentia Wireless were ever considered. In many ways it
could have been so easy. A Crete-style landing could have achieved much at only limited initial
cost, although the ultimate price would have been total loss, as the British had so nearly experienced
at Dunkirk. Foynes and its environs are exposed, and without naval and air superiority any
occupying force could have been quickly subject to heavy bombardment and blockading.
It might have been possible for a submarine to come up the Shannon under cover of darkness.
MFdeC recalls an occasion when the orderly officer was summoned early one morning. One of the
sentries reported that he could see a submarine through the mist. A machine gun was quickly

mounted onto the front of their ship's life-boat and they rowed out to challenge it. Fortunately, it
turned out to be a seal, which was spared, because of the fear that any shooting might have drawn
fire from those on land, who would not have known what was happening.
Britain does not seem to have taken this threat seriously as there was never any move to supply
submarine netting. Our best guess is that the possibility of attack by a German surface raider was
high in the minds of Churchill and his military advisors when they gave approval and assistance in
the planning and commissioning of the Fort. Certainly Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Prince Eugen
were in the French Atlantic region until February 1942. Gneisenau was decommissioned at Gdansk
in July 1942. Scharnhorst was sunk in December 1943, but Tirpitz remained a threat until 1944.
The location of the battery in the lee of Scattery island and the nature of the firing orders would
seem to confirm the view that a surface raider was the most likely intruder that might be
encountered.
A Dieppe-style raid might have been possible before the construction was complete, but once the
guns were in place then the Germans would have been aware (as O'Halpin [74] says) of the dangers
of "a limited amphibious operation against a strongly defended objective".
On the broader scene we could also suggest that there may also have been an appreciation that any
excuse for the Allies to occupy southern Ireland and establish long-range bomber bases there might
have made it even more difficult for German activities from the French coast.
From an Irish viewpoint the greatest importance of the Shannon was probably as a refuge for
neutral shipping and for the Irish merchant fleet returning to Ireland. The Port Control and
Examination Service was viewed as an essential element of the Irish exercise of its neutrality and the
port of Limerick's Control boat the Sylvia carried out inspections under cover of what McIvor [75]
calls, with the typical Irish euphemism of the time, 'the examination battery' at Ardmore Point.
In conclusion, Fort Shannon was constructed with the full co-operation of Britain. It was most
likely intended as a protection of a vital Allied installation (Foynes). The provision of expertise,
guns and munitions for the battery were part of a series of 'just-in-case' provisions: let the Irish
defend the Shannon just in case so that we can retain the guns at Berehaven just in case. However,
although the construction of the site was achieved in an extraordinarily short time, there seems to
have been a strange time-lapse from concept to commissioning. With a fast moving war, it was
probably irrelevant (in the wider context) even as it became operational. So in the end it must be
viewed as little more than a potent symbol of neutrality.
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Figure 1 A schematic diagram of Fort Shannon. Overgrowth of trees and bushes meant that certain
buildings (shown shaded) and roadways (shown dashed) were not observed during a visit to the site
in July 2000. O1 and O2 are the search-light posts, E/R1, E/R2 provided electrical supply for the
searchlights with E/R3 as the emergency back-up, DS is the director station. The Power House
provided landline electrical supply to the camp (with emergency back-up generating capacity) as
well as acting as a communications centre. P/B built into a wall at the top of the hill overlooking the
site was a machine-gun post with almost 360º arc-of-fire (in case there was an attack by a landing
party or by IRA supporters). Some of the points of interest in this diagram were identified by M r
Con Guinan during a visit in July 2004. Con was there as a private in 1942.

Power House. The gun emplacements and the river are on, and beyond the hill in the background.

Standing in the doorway of the Power House and looking up the hill one sees a wall with a doorway
(the machine-gun emplacement or P/B). The next picture shows a close up of this

There was one slit on the side facing the Power House. There were two (at 90 degrees to each other
on the other side of the wall where the ground falls away. Inside there were three solid concrete
mountings for machine-guns.

Picture of emplacement G2 from the shore of the river

Picture of the embrasure of G2, showing the gun-mounting and the RSJ that was used for winching
the gun into position

Figure 2 Plan view of gun 1 emplacement (G1 in figure 1)

Figure 3 Plan view of gun 2 emplacement (G2 in figure 1)

Figure 4 Cross-section through gun chamber showing steel I-section joist (RSJ) for lifting gun onto
mounting

Chart of the Fort Shannon Area with the Ardmore Point batteries circled (bottom-right). The insert
(top-right) shows the view down the river from Ardmore Point. Any vessel entering the channel to
the south of Scattery island will be seen in silhouette against the horizon.

Layout of the complete installation (from Irish Military Archives)

Communications circuits at Fort Shannon (Irish Military Archives)

Aerial photograph (taken from Anson) at 5000 feet (from Irish Military Archives)

Aerial photograph (taken from Anson) at 3000 feet (from Irish Military Archives)

Aerial photograph oblique (taken from Anson) at 1500 feet (from Irish Military Archives)

Some of Maurice's memories of Fort Shannon (August - November 1942)
Narrow gauge railway
He talked of the army renting narrow gauge rail complete with jim-crow, Everyone on site had to
have a go at bending track. The end result was that not a single straight section was returned to the
hirer afterwards
Battle with a submarine
He talked of being orderly officer and being summoned one misty morning by a sentry who reported
a submarine, how a rifle party went out in the ship's life-boat that was used as a general run-about
with a bren-gun mounted on the front. When they got out they discovered that it was nothing more
than a seal. The lads wanted to have a shot at it, but he ordered against it. If the people on shore
heard shots and assumed that they were being attacked they might 'return' fire.

Maurice in tent at Fort Shannon. Note the various items hanging from the tent-pole
Minus uniform
The summer of 1942 was very hot and wet, so that when Genl M.J. Costello (O/C Southern
Command) visited the construction site he found all (officers and men) working shirtless. He
complained about the lack of distinction of rank, but, under the circumstances did not make an issue
of it, so long as some form of ranking was clearly identifiable. There was great fun that evening
painting rank marks on each other's shoulders.
Flight in an Anson
When Maurice took his flight in the Anson (ca November 1942) to see the camouflage problems of
Fort Shannon from the air he relates some interesting details. The first was his attempt to
photograph a flying-boat that was landing below them at Foynes. He didn't get his camera ready in

time and the shot (which I have seen) comprises the exterior of the Anson and the wake left in the
Shannon by the plane as it landed.
He also relates with some amusement finding himself bursting for a pee. He went forward and
asked the two pilots ("scatty young things they were" he said). They indicated that there was a
small funnel in the back of the aircraft, but they didn't tell him that they had rotated the exit pipe so
that it faced forward rather than back. The result was that he got most of it back in his face, much
to the hilarious amusement of the two up-front.

Maurice in Anson (November 1942)

War time top-brass of the Irish Defence Forces.

Note Col. Dan Bryan and Genl Michael J. Costello who were mentioned in the Fort Shannon paper

Some memories of the 'American Note' (early 1944)
Some of these conclusions may seem much clearer with the benefit of hindsight, but the period of
the 'American Note' is one of the darkest in Irish military history. The 8th Brigade between Dublin
and the Border were suddenly activated. We evacuated Gormanstown camp (probably still aware
that it could be bombarded from the sea) and took to the field. My temporary headquarters was a
glasshouse near Ardee south of the Boyne. The 17th(?) Batallion were to cross the Boyne and we
were to charge the prepared chambers in the bridges for demolition on order. The bridges were to be
blown before any fall-back so that the 17th would be left on the other side to face the American
onslaught (which was supposed would be predominantly negro troops). We were aware that the
6th Brigade were engaged to the west of us (covering the Border). We spent about three days in the
field, during which time I moved a convoy of explosives from the Curragh magazine to the Boyne.
As I was nearing Dublin the paper mills at Kileen was on fire, a thick stream of blazing papers was
blowing across the road. I stopped the convoy, sent one lorry through with four men in the back
with their coats off ready to beat out any blazing paper. I had to give them sufficient head-start to
be out of range of sympathetic detonation. All six lorries went through this way. I went through at
the greatest safe speed with the box of detonators on my lap. I gave every man the option to refuse.
There was not a single objection. Despite the delay I pulled into McKee Barracks in Dublin to get
them a quick drink and something to eat. In the officers mess they had no idea of our activity and
seeing me dirty, in battle dress with helmet they ployed me for information, which I refused as we
were told not to talk too much in Dublin. We got messages at intervals "situation improving",
"situation further improved" and finally "situation clear, return to base". When we got back to
Gormanstown there was a further order "all references to the recent activity will be as an exercise".
When we vacated Gormanstown we cleared all stores down to the level of instructing men to
dispose of all old groundsheets, bedding etc (all officers were issued with two revolvers - the
standard issue Webley & Scott and another long-barrel .45 which did not quite fit into the holster.
On return there was nothing in stores and my concern was that if this had been an 'exercise' then
how could I account for the large-scale absence of items which should have been on my inventory. I
was told to 'write them off' and no questions would be asked, and there never was. To my
knowledge only one shot was fired during this incident. One of our section officers, Lt Brian
Macken was filling explosives into a chamber in the Boyne railway viaduct (from the top), he was
bent down on one knee. There was a shot. He ducked and signalled to his men to take cover, only
to find them staring at him. "Who fired?" he asked "You did sir". He was wearing two holsters,
and the long-barrel revolver, being a bad fit fell out. He had six rounds in the chambers i.e. one under
the hammer. When the gun fell on the butt, it went off and the bullet ploughed a groove in his short
leggings, entered the trousers, exited and entered his great-coat and exited via the shoulder. Happily,
he was not wearing a helmet as this would have diverted the bullet downwards.
Towards the end of this period there was an occasion when Maurice was supervising the transport
of a truck-load of explosives which was being sold/provided to the Drogheda cement factory. Near
Balrothery they saw a fox run across the road. "Can we have a go at it sir?" "Very well. Stop the
truck". Using the accepted acronym Detail, Range, Item, Number (of rounds), Kind (e.g. rapid fire)
he said "Two men, 200 yards, Item the fox, one round, in your own time" Scarcely had the words
emerged from his mouth than he had to roar a "quick, hide your rifles". They were surrounded by
horses and riders as the Balrothery Hunt passed by in hot pursuit.

