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The following exclusive Tribune feature on the Pearsons is partly based on two illustrated lectures PHILIP MCCONWAY gave this year. The first lecture on 15 January at the Offaly Historical and
Archaeological Society (OHAS) in Tullamore was entitled ‘Spies, Informers, and Militant Loyalists: The Intelligence War in Offaly 1920-21.’ The article, the second part of which is published this
week, also contains material taken from a lecture he delivered to Birr Historical Society ‘The South Offaly No. 2 Brigade Irish Republican Army, 1920-21’ on 15 October. The recent RTÉ Hidden
History documentary The Killings at Coolacrease referred to him as the author of the ‘The IRA in Offaly, 1920-21.’ This is inaccurate. This was the subject of an M.Phil thesis which will be published
at a later date.  In his contribution, which was heavily edited, he was also quoted as saying the Pearson women were present at the execution. This is not his position having reassessed all the 
available evidence some months ago. On 25 September he notified this position in writing to the director stating it was dubious the Pearson women witnessed the execution. 

The Pearsons Of Coolacrease
PART 2 

The Pearsons' Counter-Insurgency 
By Philip McConway

William Stanley: The
Lugacurran Militant Loyalist 
Militant loyalism was unusual
in southern Ireland and practi-
cally non-existent in Co.
Offaly. By July 1920 the
Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF)
was again reorganising in the
northern province and was
later absorbed into the special
constabulary. In Co.
Monaghan, where sectarian
tensions existed with the
formative UVF in earlier days,
militant loyalists fought the
IRA. In correspondence with
GHQ Thomas Burke singled
out the Pearsons as the ring-
leaders in organising an Ulster
Volunteer type movement in
their area. This claim should
not be dismissed as there is
documentary and circumstan-
tial evidence to support it. 

The family harboured a mili-
tant loyalist fugitive, William
Stanley, a distant cousin. He
was ordered out of
Luggacurran in Co. Laois by
the IRA after becoming
embroiled in a plot with the
Auxiliaries to arrest an IRA
Volunteer. Armed with a pistol
Stanley was a member of an
informal militant loyalist
group. The Auxiliaries were
English recruited ex-British
Army officers who fought in
WW1. Many struggled to find
employment on their return
home. They were elite merce-
naries sent to Ireland to the
boost the morale shattered
RIC weakened through resig-
nations and IRA assassination.
Paid £1 a day they struck fear
into the civilian population by
their indiscriminate terror
campaign. They burned, loot-
ed, shot at civilians and gained
such an unsavoury record their
commander F.P. Crozier
resigned in disgust at their
conduct.

By harbouring a militant loy-
alist with ties to the
Auxiliaries the Pearsons pre-
sumably approved of
Stanley’s counter insurgency
role. Under the alias Jimmy
Bradley, Stanley passed him-
self off as a workman for the
Pearson brothers. From local
memories he was a familiar
face because of his regular
attendance at local social gath-
erings and dances. He attract-
ed suspicion from locals over
his constant probing and
queries into the activities of
Republicans. Stanley came
from a virulent loyalist back-
ground and his father was a
member of the Orange Order.
According to the historian
Leigh-Ann Coffey, Stanley’s
father, Henry, was a reputed
spy for the Black and Tans.
The Stanleys had a malevolent
reputation as planters or ‘land
grabbers’ in Luggacurran.
Michael Sheehy of the Laois
IRA recalled the planters as
‘members of the Orange
Branch.’ Sheehy told Erne
O’Malley how the planters
had loyalist regalia in their
houses. The IRA raided their
houses which netted a small
arms supply of a few rifles,
some revolvers and shot guns.
The Stanley family saw them-
selves as unabashed neo-
colonists, upholders of the
empire, hardened by a defiant
planter psyche which sought
no truck with the treacherous
natives. Stanley was steeped
in the same narrow-minded
sectarian animosity which the
Pearsons displayed towards

their neighbours. On the day
of the execution at
Coolacrease Stanley jumped a
ditch and fled the scene. He
was fired on by the IRA and
later captured at Mountbolus.
As he was never under sen-
tence of death the IRA
released him. 
William Pearson: A Self-
Confessed Collaborator
By a stroke of luck Sidney

Pearson avoided execution.
William Pearson, 56, and
Sidney, attended a wedding
festival near Roscrea. Leading
IRA Commander Ernie
O'Malley revealed the exis-
tence of militant loyalist activ-
ity in North Tipperary:

Now some owners of the
homes [Cloughjordan and
Modreeny area] were known
as Orangemen, who kept the
ceremonies of that Order,
including the Orange Walk.
They also became members of
the Ulster Volunteer Force,
though they had not been as
active as their friends in the
neighbouring Roscrea battal-
ion area, who had an intelli-
gence service of their own and
who lay out to surprise wanted
Volunteers until their zeal had
been suitably discouraged.

In the Dunmanway-
Ballineen-Murragh area in Co.
Cork an underground espi-
onage organisation known as
‘The Loyalist Action Group’
resisted the IRA. Attached to
the ‘County Anti-Sinn Féin
Society’, ‘Unionist Anti-
Partition League’ and to ‘The
Grand Orange Lodge of
Ireland’ this group was sus-
pected of killing two
Republican brothers in their
beds near Enniskeane in
February 1921.

The Pearsons may have been
involved in a much wider con-
spiracy with contacts among
like minded loyalists in North
Tipperary. Some of the details
related by O’Malley resemble
the Pearsons activities. Locals
insisted the Pearsons ran a
counter insurgency campaign
with British Army personnel
working undercover as labour-
ers on their farm from where
they raided local houses at
night disguised with blacked
faces. In a similar case, a
British Army intelligence offi-
cer operated from the house of
Captain Sawyer Waller, a large
land owner in Moystown.
William Pearson was proud of
his reputation as a staunch
loyalist and ‘upholder of the
Crown.’ He later admitted
how he ‘assisted the Crown
forces on every occasion, and
I helped those who were pros-
ecuted around me at all times.’
There is no evidence his
neighbours were ‘prosecuted.’
This was one of several lies
Pearson told to obtain finan-
cial compensation. Robert E.
Weir, a close friend of the
Pearsons, recorded: ‘…it was
solely due to his loyalty that
he lost his house and chil-
dren.’ Michael Cordial
recalled how ‘Heavy explo-
sions were heard while the
house [Coolacrease] was
burning which indicated that a
large amount of ammunition
was stored there.’ The RIC
mentioned a rumour that two
guns fell out of the roof. 
The Pearsons as Informers
The Pearson’s were enmeshed
in a Crown force intelligence
network where they passed on
information concerning the
identities and residences of
local Republicans. In several

pension applications of former
Volunteers the name Pearson
was synonymous with spies.
John Guilfoyle (Kinnitty
Company), John Quegan
(Drumcullen Company),
Frank Doyle (Kinnitty
Company), as well two
unnamed Volunteers listed the
Pearson as spies. In
Cadamstown Joseph Carroll,
John McRedmond and Tom
Donnelly were arrested soon
after the execution and impris-
oned in Tullamore Jail. They
were later transferred to the
Rath internment Camp in the
Curragh, Co. Kildare. Susan
Matiltda Pearson and her sis-
ter claimed to have recognised
some of the Volunteers who
participated in the execution
having seen them before in
Kinnitty

Charlie Chidley, a British
Army serviceman who drove
staff officers to Coolacrease,
deserted and joined the IRA
providing damning details
about the Pearson’s counter
insurgency campaign. Chidley
continued his IRA activities
during the Civil War. When
arrested and wounded, the
Free State Army exploited the
propaganda coup of ‘An
Englishman named Chidley,
who served with England’s
Army against the IRA, and
again served against it in the
ranks of the Irregulars.’

Peter Lyons, the chief
Intelligence Officer for
Drumcullen, ‘D’ company, 3rd
Battalion observed how the
Pearsons were ‘very friendly
with the soldiers who used to
pull up and ramble there.’
From August 1920 onwards

the British Army began taking
their intelligence operations
far more seriously. Unit and
Brigade Intelligence Officers
were ordered to go out into the
country in mufti (civilian dis-
guise) ‘as much as possible.’
They were struck off other
duties so that they could
‘devote their whole energies to
their intelligence work.’
Although dangerous, the
favoured method of obtaining
information was by personal
interview, preferably at night
under the cover of darkness.
While Intelligence Officers
worked in close co-operation
with the RIC they also had
independent sources of infor-
mation throughout their dis-
tricts. Blacklists were drawn
up on local Sinn Féin, IRB,
and IRA leaders, with an
emphasis on ‘the really dan-
gerous men.’ It was impressed
on all ranks, especially offi-
cers, on reporting important
incidents as well as ‘scraps of
information’ to their nearest
regimental Intelligence
Officer. It is inconceivable
British Army soldiers would
not have utilised their regular
visits to Coolacrease to gather
intelligence. 
The Pearsons As Large
Farmers
According to the RIC, large
farmers were one of the most
hostile groups to the
Republican movement in
Offaly. The British Army’s
The Record of the Rebellion
in Ireland in 1920-21 dis-
closed how ‘Farmers were
often willing to make friends
even with officers and volun-
tary or involuntary told them
much that was of interest.’
British Army accounts of the
loyalist allegiance of large
land owners were echoed by
Republicans. Tom Barry, the
West Cork IRA Commander,
pointed out how ‘The unpaid
informers came from the
wealthier landowning class
who hated the Republican
movement and all it stood for.’

A member of the Farmers’
County Executive in Offaly
was unmasked as an informer.
He was sentenced to death for

passing on information to the
Crown forces in May 1921. In
collusion with another man
who later fled the country, the
farmer was blamed for the
arrests of Republicans who
were ‘barbarously ill-used by
the military and dragged into
lorries and taken away.’ The
farmer was spared execution
possibly because of his social
connections and previous
friendship with Republicans.

Some historians argue the
prosperous farming counties
of Kildare, Carlow and
Wicklow contributed to the
low intensity of violence in
these counties. After lucrative
profiteering during WW1
many conservative minded
large farmers were convinced
there were still economic ben-
efits to retain the political sta-
tus quo. William Pearson was
determined to capitalize on
any financial gains he could
accrue during WWI by tilling
as much land as possible. This
was somewhat contradictory
to the Cooneyite faith which
apparently despised material-
ism. Members of the sect were
encouraged to sell all they
owned to go preaching. 

The Pearsons fitted into the
large farming class who had a
record of opposition towards
Republicans. There was a
notable difference. The
Pearsons sought to enforce
this hostility through militant
action.
Offaly IRA’s Distaste for
Bloodshed

Their status as large farmers,
religious bigotry, and an
unflinching militant loyalism
were the primary factors why

the Pearsons violently resisted
the IRA. One would expect
harbouring a militant loyalist
fugitive using a false name
would be reason enough for
the family to keep a low pro-
file. Their calculated attempts
to incite conflict and dishar-
mony in their community spi-
ralled out of control culminat-
ing in the attempted killing of
local Volunteers. The local
IRA displayed leniency over
the Pearson’s role as blatant
collaborators and informers
which led to the arrests of
local Volunteers. GHQ stipu-
lated there could be no quarter
given to informers and spies
who put Republican lives at
risk.
The Pearson’s role as inform-

ers was enough to warrant a
death sentence. They were not
executed for this reason.
Indecisiveness was not just
confined to Offaly but pervad-
ed in many areas including
Co. Cork. Tom Barry stressed
‘…we had hesitated too long
to strike at them [spies and
informers].’ Furthermore,
Barry felt Brigade Officers
‘must always bear a certain
responsibility for the needless
deaths of many of our own
Volunteers’ because of the
hesitancy of the IRA leader-
ship. Ernie O’Malley echoed
these sentiments: ‘At times
there was reluctance to shoot
spies...’ Restraint in the case
of the Pearsons almost led to
the deaths of two Volunteers
while a similar approach left
several Volunteers dead in
West Cork. 

In their efforts to avoid
bloodshed the local IRA grant-
ed every opportunity to the
Pearsons to desist. There was
little appetite for killing within
the Offaly IRA. Confirmed
fatalities which the Offaly
IRA was responsible during
the War of Independence
included eight suspected spies
and informers and six RIC. Of
these figures the No. 2
Brigade killed one spy, two
informers and three RIC.
Overwhelming evidence sur-
vives that these men, all
Catholic, shot as spies and

informers by the No. 2
Brigade were guilty. Cathal
Brugha, the Minister for
Defence, later supported the
execution of the Mountbolus
spy with the comment: ‘I
could not disapprove of the
action taken in this case.’
Brugha was conscientious in
his fair prosecution of spies
and convincing proof was
demanded in each case. In
relation to the informers shot
at Cloghan and Belmont it was
admitted in the House of
Commons how both men were
on ‘very friendly terms with
the troops stationed in the
vicinity of their homes.’

Burke had an impeccable
record in the targeting of spies
and informers. In contrast, the
North Offaly No. 1 Brigade
shot a suspected informer near
Killeigh who was generally
believed to be innocent. Some
years afterwards the real
informer was killed in a
threshing accident. This indi-
vidual was thought to be in
league with a high ranking
Volunteer, the O/C of ‘F’
Company (Killeigh), 1st
Battalion (Tullamore).  They
used the victim’s address to
pass letters to the Crown
forces.
GHQ: The Outside
Influence
There is evidence of unease
within the Offaly IRA when
ordered out on ambush opera-
tions where there was a
prospect of killing. Thomas
Dunne, O/C 2nd Battalion
(Daingean), No. 1 Brigade,
revealed his distaste at
‘…having to obey, to be
forced to lie in wait for men –

it is a thing never went down
with [me]… not even when it
meant a policemen or Black
and Tans.’ If this was the men-
tality of senior leaders such as
Dunne it can be expected that
the concerns of rank and file
Volunteers were more pro-
nounced. In other words GHQ
demands for fatalities did not
rest well with leaderships fig-
ures in Offaly. In many ways
the Offaly IRA was far too soft
when waging war. 

GHQ retained a tight grip
over the Offaly IRA. By the
time of the Truce both Offaly
Brigades were commanded by
GHQ appointed men from
outside the county. It was the
outsider Thomas Burke who
decided on the execution of
the Pearson brothers and the
burning of their house. He was
the calibre of person Fr Philip
Callery, P.P. Tullamore con-

demned as the ‘outside fanat-
ics’ sent by GHQ to escalate
the war in Offaly. The action
against the Pearsons was more
of reflection on the GHQ hard-
line mentality, enforced by
their representative Burke,
than the timid local IRA. The
RIC blamed an outside influ-
ence for the increase in IRA
activities in the counties of
Cavan, Laois, Leitrim,
Kildare, Carlow and Wicklow.
The Subterfuge of William
Stanley

William Stanley and David
Pearson, the youngest brother,
engaged in a spirit of denial by
fostering the myth the family
was innocent. It was a psycho-
logical defence mechanism
where guilt was suppressed.
They were adamant Richard
and Abraham were ‘killed for
no reason.’ In what was a fab-
rication, Stanley stated the
Pearson family received a
warning from a Volunteer
present at the No. 2 Brigade’s
3rd Battalion meeting in
Kilcormac where Thomas
Burke gave his order. How
reliable was Stanley? He
invented a fictitious story of
dum dum bullets used in the
execution. He also misled his
son over the attempting killing
by the Pearson brothers of
Volunteers engaged in a road-
block operation. Two
Volunteers were wounded, one
seriously. William Stanley’s
unconvincing spin was that
Richard Pearson fired a shot
‘over the heads of intruders.’
Stanley later told his son how
a Volunteer supposedly
warned the Pearson family.
The Volunteer apparently told
the family how Richard and
Abraham Pearson as well as
William Stanley were to be
executed. But if this phantom
Volunteer was genuinely pres-
ent at the meeting he would
have related the exact details
of Burke’s order:
Execute the three eldest
Pearson brothers and burn
down their house. William
Stanley was never under sen-
tence of death which was why
he was later released when
captured by the IRA.
Land Grab Theory Not
Verified by RIC

The flimsy claim of David
Pearson that the motive for the
execution was a land grab was
unfounded. David said his

brother Sidney arrived back to
Coolacrease from England
twelve months after the execu-
tion and started ploughing.
It was alleged that the next
morning a note was attached
to the plough warning him to
stop or he would be shot.
David concluded: ‘…it is evi-
dent their main objective was
to take over our land.’
Curiously in Sidney’s applica-
tion to the Irish Grants
Committee (IGC), Pearson’s
allegation of the death threat
by a note left on a plough was
a concoction. If land was the
motive the local IRA would
have executed the Pearsons on
any pretext and on the slight-
est provocation, especially
after it was established they
were passing information and
were openly collaborating
with the Crown forces. 

If the extent of the alleged
persecution of the Pearsons
existed it would surely have
come to the attention of the
RIC. Yet neither the RIC
County Inspector reports nor
the RIC Breaches of the Truce
documentation referred to
land agitation at Coolacrease.
Agrarian disturbances in
Offaly peaked in May 1920
with the RIC reporting twelve
cases for that month. There
was soon a dramatic fall off in
similar incidents. By 1921
agrarian disturbances were
negligible in RIC reports for
Co. Offaly. In June 1921,
when the Pearson brothers
were executed, there were
only twelve agrarian distur-
bances recorded for that
month in the entire country as
opposed to the huge figure of
2,244 political cases.
Republican arbitration courts
and tighter IRA discipline suc-
cessfully subdued land hunger.
In land disputes most of the
courts sided with the legal
owner. While Sinn Féin sup-
ported a policy of land redis-
tribution the violent seizure of
land was anathema to its lead-
ers. GHQ was opposed to IRA
involvement in land disputes.
That Burke, GHQ’s represen-
tative in south Offaly, would
discredit and risk the ire of the
IRA Chief of Staff by getting
sidetracked on an impulsive
whim over land is highly
implausible. Well educated,
disciplined, and clinical it was
these qualities that set him

apart from the local IRA. 
The Pearson’s Distortions
With the prospect of a money-
spinning compensation payout
it was to the Pearson’s advan-
tage to exploit the helpless
victim tag. In 1929 William
Pearson was awarded £7,440
in compensation by the IGC.
The ample distortions and lies
put forward by William
Pearson while seeking com-
pensation from this
Committee left his creditabili-
ty strained. His son, Sidney,
had a claim of £20,000 reject-
ed. Sidney did not seek a ref-
erence from anyone in Co.
Offaly when it came to his
unsuccessful application for
compensation to the IGC.
Instead he turned to two
Protestants in Co. Laois. Local
sympathy for the Pearson fam-
ily was thin on the ground.
People in Cadamstown and
Kinnitty were aware the activ-
ities of the family brought suf-
fering to their community.
Protestants did not speak out
or express solidarity with the
family: ‘They brought it on
themselves.’

William changed his story
about his whereabouts on the
day of the execution. In
October 1921 at Birr Quarter
Sessions before Judge
Fleming he declared he was in
Mountmellick. In 1927 in a
statement to the IGC he relat-
ed how he was away seeking
help from the Crown forces,
presumably at Crinkle
Barracks near Birr, from
where he returned to find his
house burned and two sons
‘lying dead [sic].’

He asserted he could not sell
his farm as no auction was
permitted. This was a false-
hood. There was an auction
but the reserve price was not
reached and the sale was with-
drawn as reported in the local
press, the nationalist Midland
Tribune and the unionist
King’s County Chronicle. 

Some of the dishonest claims
were tantamount to fraud.
William Pearson claimed £100
for 100 acres of pasture land
he alleged Republicans wilful-
ly flooded. The claim was dis-
allowed as the Committee
detected the lie maintaining
the fields in question flooded
every year since about 1885. 

Continued................................

Coolacrease House in its former days.

The Irish Independent, 2 July 1921, coverage of the execution of Richard and Abraham Pearson.
The ages are incorrect as is the time it took Richard to die.

The burnt out remains of Kinnity RIC barracks. This was one of two ambush positions occupied by the IRA ASU, numbering five
Volunteers, who fatally wounded two RIC men on 17 May 1921.

Members of Tullamore Methodist Church were vocal in their
condemnation of the anti-Catholic pogroms in Belfast while
adding ‘the South of Ireland has been notably free from 
sectarian violence…’

 


