Arthur Herbert Mitchell: An Appreciation

The declining number of distinguished international scholars dedicated to the study of early 20th
century lIrish political history has been further diminished in recent times by the death of Arthur
Mitchell in the U.S. state of South Carolina at the age of eighty-eight.

Arthur Herbert Mitchell was born on June 23 1936 in Boston, Massachusetts to Francis
and Alice Mitchell, who had come from the strongly Irish-connected community of Scituate and
who had ancestral connections to Galway. He was one of a family of four; of his three sisters one
has pre-deceased him and two survive.

After high school in Quincy, where he showed promise as an athlete, he went on to attend
Boston College and then enlisted in the United States Army, in which he served for two years,
before completing his education at Boston University in 1960, securing a B.A. in European History
and finding early employment in high school education.

Along the way he met Marie O'Donoghue Leahy, a young Irish nurse visiting Boston on an
exchange scheme after completing her training at St. Michael's Hospital, Dun Laoire. She was a
native of the village of Stradbally, Co. Waterford, where her father had been stationed as a Garda,
but she grew up on Achill Island in Mayo and later settled in Dublin where her family connections
would go on to have extensive interests in the transportation and warehousing sector.

Arthur and Marie's relationship prospered even after her return to Ireland in 1963. Apart
from a few days spent there in transit two years earlier, Arthur had no previous contact with the
country. Now, eager to be nearer the object of his affection, he looked for an Irish-based academic
opportunity that would fit his interests.

He found it in the growing scholarly activity around the approaching fiftieth anniversary of
the 1916 Rising; his engagement was immediate, with the award of an initial research grant, and
developed into an extended stay, during which he became a member of a small but enthusiastic
group of labour historians.

His research and writings on the subject began with short newspaper and periodical
profiles of legendary figures from the labour movement, such as George Russell, Thomas Johnson
and William O'Brien and culminated in the award of a Ph.D. from Trinity College in 1968 for his
thesis on the Irish labour movement's role in the political and revolutionary ferment of the era.

In 1974 his book Labour in Irish Politics 1890-1930 was published and during the 1980s
he collaborated with Padraig O Snodaigh of the National Library in the publication of two
compilations of historical documents from the periods 1916-1949 and 1870-1916.

Meanwhile, he had married Marie and after spells in the U.S. mid-west and at Curry College
in Massachussetts, they settled in South Carolina in 1976. There Arthur joined the History faculty
at the University of South Carolina's Salkehatchie campus in the rural and under-developed region
around the small town of Allendale, an area with an 85% African-American population.

Though he was attracted by the challenges of educating a diverse indigenous student body
in a challenging economic and social environment, he also extended his remit to study the
influence of Irish settlers, plantation owners, clerics and politicians across the entire state. These
he surveyed first in his essay on the Irish in South Carolina in the Encyclopedia of the Irish in
America published in 1999 and then in his later volume South Carolina Irish, published in 2011.

His regular summer visits to Dublin, where he and Marie kept an apartment in Booterstown,
allowed him to maintain contact with the academic community here and to research what became
perhaps his most valuable contribution to Irish historiography, Revolutionary Government In
Ireland: Dail Eireann, 1919-22.Published by Gill and Macmillan in 1995, it contained a granular
account of the workings of an emerging parallel administration under constant pressure from the
entrenched colonial system.

A planned work on the role of Irish soldiers in the major American conflicts of the 19th
century, begun in conjunction with the UCD American History scholar David Doyle, was interrupted
by the latter's premature death in 2015, but published as a collection of essays in 2017 under the
titte The Fighting Irish in the American Civil War and the Invasion of Mexico.

His interest in that topic inspired his Longford-based friend, the author and broadcaster
Aidan O'Hara (1939-2023), to produce his definitive 2022 study A Damn Yankee Am I? Portraits
of the Irish in the American Civil War and was also taken up by Clare-born David Gleeson at the
College of Charleston (and now of Northumbria University), who expanded its focus in both his
own work and the programmes of the Carolina Lowcountry and the Atlantic World consortium.



On a broader front Dr. Mitchell tackled in later life two diverse subjects, resulting in the
publication of Hitler's Mountain: The Fuhrer, Obersalzberg and the American Occupation of
Berchtesgaden in 2006 and Understanding the Korean War: The Participants, the Tactics, and the
Course of Conflict (2012). He also produced a volume entitled JFK and his Irish Heritage in 1993,
following on from a life-long admiration of the Boston-born US President whom he had first
encountered in 1952 when his mother took him to a Kennedy-for-US-Senate tea party in Quincy

Arthur Mitchell died after a long illness on October 2024 and is buried in Estill, South
Carolina, where his lawyer daughter Grainne lives. He is also survived by his wife Marie and his
grandchildren Liam, Virginia and Miles, as well as his in-laws in the United States and Ireland.
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