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The Defence Forces before the Emergency

¢ The Defence Forces had been progressively run down since the 1920s and by the 1930s could mount little more
na hEireann than internal security operations. By 1939, they were in no position to repel an invasion of Ireland. Because of
RISH DEFENCE FORCES this, obtaining additional modern weapons was an ongoing wartime concern.
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The Emergency

The outbreak of the Second World War saw the Irish government declare a state of national emergency. De Valera
announced that Ireland would remain neutral, and defend its neutrality as best it could. This involved considerable
civilian and military contingency planning, as well as immediate tactical responses to the circumstances of the
unfolding global conflict.
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Building the Emergency Army, 1940

The key function of the Irish Army in the early years of the Second World War was to prepare to resist a potential
invader - British or German — as best it could. The first priority facing the Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General Dan
McKenna, was to expand the Army to a level that had not been seen since the end of the Civil War in 19283.
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Expanding the Emergency Army, 1941
¢ The first step in creating a military force that could meet an invasion of Ireland was to increase the size of the
na hEireann Army. This proved relatively easy; however the newly expanded Irish Army had to be retrained, re-quipped, and
RISH DEFENCE FORCES reorganised into an effective fighting force.
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. . The Second World War around and over Ireland
Oglalgh While the prospect of an invasion preoccupied the Irish government and the Defence Forces, more tangible

na hEireann signs of the conflict were to be found around Ireland’s airspace and coastal waters. Military overflights, bombing,
IRISH DEFENCE FORCES accidental and forced landings all occurred during these years, with the Coast Watching Service playing a
valuable role in gathering air and naval intelligence.
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Testing the Emergency Army: The Blackwater Exercises, 1942

Throughout 1942 the Defence Forces’ expansion was consolidated by the Army’s reorganisation into two Divisions with two
independent Brigades. To test the new Divisional structures, the largest series of military exercises ever undertaken were
carried out along the valley of the River Blackwater in County Cork between 17th August and 27th September 1942. They
were, and remain, the largest manoeuvres the Irish Defence Forces have ever undertaken, with over 20,000 soldiers and
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, . Military Life, 1942-1945
Oglalgh By autumn of 1942 the Defence Forces had reached its maximum state of wartime preparedness. For the

na hFireann remainder of the war the Chief of Staff, Lt Gen Dan McKenna, had to keep approximately 45,000 men ready to
IRISH DEFENCE FORCES engage with an invader that no longer seemed likely to land on Irish territory. Desertion, often to join the Allied
forces, became an issue in the later years of the war.
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Demobilisation and the end of the War, 1945

Demobilisation inevitabally followed the end of the war. In the Dail on 21 June 1945 the Minister for Defence,
Oscar Traynor, expressed ‘the Government'’s and the country’s gratitude to all the forces and services which have
helped us through the Emergency.’ To mark the end of the period, the Army Tattoo and Exhibition was held in the
showgrounds of the Royal Dublin Society in Ballsbridge, from 27 August to 8 September 1945.
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September 2019 marked the beginning of the 80th anniversary of the Second World War. This period was also referred to in Ireland as ‘The
Emergency,’ a term chosen to denote Ireland’s neutral status, derived from the Emergency Powers Act 1939, enacted to ‘make provisions for
securing the public safety and the preservation of the state in time of war...’

The Military Archives holds several important collections from this period. These include: the Coast Watching Service Log Books from the
83 Look Out Posts that encircled the Irish coastline and reported all air and sea activity back to Army Intelligence; G2 Intelligence Files;
Emergency Defence Plans; Army HQ operational journals; and the records of the 18th Military Mission, established in 1940 to ensure proper
cooperation between Ireland the UK in order to coordinate joint operations in the event of a German invasion of Ireland.

To mark the beginning of the 80th anniversary of the Emergency, the Military Archives has recently collaborated on a new publication entitled
‘The Emergency: A Visual History of the Irish Defence Forces 1939-1945." This book, a collaboration between Dr Michael Kennedy (Royal
Irish Academy, Editor of Documents on Irish Foreign Policy), Dr John Gibney (Royal Irish Academy, Assistant Editor of Documents on Irish For-
eign Policy) and Commandant Daniel Ayiotis (Officer-in-Charge, The Military Archives) addresses the often-overlooked fact that from 1939
onwards Ireland engaged in serious efforts to defend itself militarily. It contains many previously unseen photos and documents, accompanied
by text based primarily on research conducted at the Military Archives as well as several other archives, and is an illustrated photographic and
documentary history of the significant military and defensive preparations of the Irish Defence Forces during the Second World War.

The book covers a range of subjects from the expansion of the Army to the Blackwater Manoeuvres, and from life in wartime Ireland to the end
of the War and demobilisation. As well as this, the project gives an insight into daily life and masculinity in 1940s Ireland, making it a book
that is relevant to a broad array of scholarly interests, from sociologists to medical and public health historians.

The book is published by Eastwood Books with support from the Dublin Port Company and all royalties will be donated to the Organisation
of National Ex-Service Personnel.
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