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THE RAISING OF THE U.V.F. AND
THE LARNE GUN-RUNNING

Ulster will fight, and Ulster will be right

THE RAISING OF THE U.V.F. and the LARNE GUN-RUNNING
The events on Ulster Day – 28th
September 1912, were in and of
themselves a great triumph. They were
however only the first phase in the long
campaign against Home Rule. There
was a sense of realization in Ulster that
their resistance to Dublin rule would
need more than mere words; the time for
more words had passed. Now Ulster
would be judged according to her deeds.
It was time for action.

That action was to take the form of a people’s army. A new volunteer force was raised
from the citizenship in Ulster and was established in 1913. Also established in that year,
was the Ulster Provisional Government. The purpose of the U.P.G., as it became known,
was to take responsibility for the running of Ulster into the hands of Ulstermen only in the
event of the Home Rule Bill being passed into law.
Carson, who was King’s Council, had learned to be very much of a realist. He understood
well just what he was to embark upon. In a conversation with a friend in England shortly
after the signing of the Ulster Covenant he stated the following:- “What I am very anxious
about, is them people over there (Ulster) really mean to resist”.
It was in the midst of this highly charged atmosphere in late 1912 that a group of County
Tyrone Orangemen began drilling and parading in military style. Within weeks, other
Orange Lodges along with local churches and church groups were following their example
right across Ulster. They were, as we would say, “all marching to the same drum beat”. An
overwhelming sense of fear and unity indwelt every Ulster Protestant. In January 1913 the
Unionist Council decided that these volunteers should be united and that they should be
known as “The Ulster Volunteer Force”. The U.V.F. as it became affectionately known
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was to be limited to one hundred thousand
men who had signed the Covenant. The
command of the U.V.F. was given to Lt.
General Sir George Richardson who was a
distinguished soldier. He was joined in his
new role by Capt. Wilfred Spender. At that
time, Spender was the youngest, serving
British Army Officer and he sacrificed his
career for the cause of Ulster in her time of
crisis. Sadly, today in Ulster our leaders are
very different, with many of them actually
putting Ulster in crisis in order to make a
career and indeed in some cases, a fortune
too…SHAME ON THEM.
An efficient headquarters for the U.V.F. was
soon set up and it was not long until ex-army
personnel were offering their services in the training of the Ulster Volunteer Force. Out of
this organization emerged a number of specialist units. One of these specialist units was a
small group who were engaged in intelligence work. It is said of them that within a matter
of months that they had foreknowledge of any major British troop movements across the
whole of Ireland. They also had some very powerful friends on the mainland who kept
them well informed. This sophisticated level of organization was very impressive and it
sent a clear signal to Westminster that the Ulster people meant business.
Carson explained the gravity of the situation to a closed meeting of the Unionist Council,
the details of which were only made public some nine years later in 1922. He had told
them:- “Nothing remained for them in Ulster but to carry out the policy they had
resolved upon long ago, and make good the Covenant. The crisis we have prepared for
has suddenly come upon us”.
There was no flinching.
All this was well and good, but to quote the old philosopher Thomas Hobbes:“Covenants without swords are but words”. The Unionist leadership was well aware of
this and from early 1913 steps were being made to arm the newly created U.V.F. This
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would have been a very bold step at any
time and would have been thought of as
being treason. However, the difference
in the situation in Ulster was that the
British Prime Minister in cohorts with
Irish Nationalists was plotting treason
against his own citizens, the Ulster
Protestants. The guns were only brought
in to stop this act of treachery. After the
power of the House of Lords was
drastically reduced as a result of sinister
political maneuvering and it lost its veto
in 1911, there was a growing realization
that only armed resistance stood
between Ulster and Dublin (Rome) rule.
The task of arming the U.V.F. fell to one of Ulster’s finest sons,
Major Frederick Crawford who believed God had chosen him to help
save Ulster. It had been reported that he had signed the Ulster
Covenant in his own blood, and upon news of his death in 1952 he
was described by the then Prime Minister of Northern Ireland Sir
Basil Brooke, as being “a fearless fighter in the historic fight to keep Ulster
British”.
There had been several trips to England and some very small shipments of arms were
brought into Ulster. This was considered both too slow and too risky by Crawford who
very quickly realized that one large consignment was needed. If they were to arm even half
of the one hundred thousand Volunteers then something on that scale would be required
and if possible it needed to be delivered by the envisaged one large shipment. Crawford
shared his concerns with the Unionist Council and they unanimously agreed with him. In
April 1914 he travelled to a prearranged meeting with a German arms dealer, Bruno Spiro.
The meeting took place in Hamburg and on the agenda was the business of purchasing
thirty-five thousand rifles and three million rounds of ammunition. High in Crawford’s
thoughts was the question of the arrangements for getting the arms to Ulster undetected.
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The Unionist Council was also concerned regarding this issue as they both knew this
would be a very dangerous operation. However, the ingenuity of the Ulsterman shone
through and a very simple plan emerged which had three major components.
1. They needed to purchase a ship. This was an important factor which meant that
under their control, there were no issues of divided loyalties as there would have
been with a ship that had been hired with an unknown captain and crew. The crew
needed to be trustworthy given the valuable nature of the cargo and the only way to
control this was to actually purchase a vessel. For this sole purpose the Ulster
Unionist Council bought the old coal boat S. S. Clyde Valley from a merchant in
Glasgow for the sum of £4,500. This was a small fortune in 1914, but it was still a
very reasonable price for a steam ship. Crawford himself conducted the negotiations
for the sale of this vessel a few weeks earlier, assisted by the Unionist Council and
the coal merchant Kelly.
2. There would need to be full mobilization of the Ulster Volunteer Force as a
necessity in order to achieve the closure of roads and towns throughout the country.
Police and Army communications would have to be either cut or intercepted. This
would clear the way for the safe distribution of the shipment to numerous hiding
places across Ulster and for this to occur, every single local unit would have to be
mobilized.
3. The success of the entire operation called “Lion” depended on total secrecy. Taking
into consideration the size of this operation to transfer thirty-five thousand rifles and
millions of rounds of ammunition from Germany and then throughout the Ulster
countryside, it would have been quite an undertaking to keep this secret. However
secrecy was the key to the successful outcome of operation Lion. The fact that only
twelve
people
knew what was
really happening
until it actually all
unfolded before
the eyes of the
Ulster population
was in itself a
marvel.
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Crawford arranged for the arms to be taken to Langleland after their purchase before
being loaded on to a steamship called S.S. Fanny and taken to a rendezvous point at sea
with the recently purchased Clyde Valley. The arms were transferred to the Clyde
Valley which then headed for Ulster. This did not exactly go to plan. The crew that had
been hired to load the arms on to the S.S. Fanny took longer than anticipated which
brought them to the attention of the Danish authorities who then demanded that the
vessel remain in port. This was a very tense and nervous time which lasted well into the
night, leaving Crawford to think the arms had been captured. The thought of the Danish
Customs seizing the arms consignment and making him and the whole Ulster people a
laughing stock to the world was more of a burden than he could bear. Perplexed,
Crawford returned to his cabin, got on his knees and prayed. At some point he fell
asleep. When he awoke he discovered that God had indeed answered his prayer. While
he slept, God caused a gale to blow and amidst the storm the S.S. Fanny sailed out of
the jurisdiction of the Danish Customs. They were free, but the ship was left without
any papers. God continued to shine His favour on them however and all was well
despite the storm and
the attempts by the
Danish Customs to
halt the progress of
the S.S. Fanny. News
spread like wildfire
that a ship full of
arms was bound for
Ulster. This news had
S.S. Clyde Valley
the Royal Navy on
high alert. What they
were not looking for however was vessel called the S.S. Clyde Valley.
The rendezvous point was at sea between England and Ireland. After a few anxious
days Captain Agnew and his crew aboard the Clyde Valley caught sight of the S. S.
Fanny. On the night of 19th April the arms, under the cover of darkness, were
transferred to the Clyde Valley and by the afternoon of the following day the Clyde
Valley was at sea, but under a new name. Boards were prepared with the name
“Mountjoy II” and placed to change her identity. The name was a reference to the ship
that had broken the boom at the Siege of Derry in 1689, bringing deliverance to
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beleaguered Protestants who were under persecution from the Roman Catholic tyrant
James II.
On the evening of 23rd April they sailed at a discrete distance around the Isle of Man
and on the following evening the Mountjoy II appeared safely in the Musgrave Channel
with her precious cargo. For a man who was to become a household name in Ulster, his
mission was almost complete. Fred Hugh Crawford was born in Belfast in August
1861, being educated at Methodist College. He joined the militia in South Africa rising
to the rank of Major. In December 1912 he was made Director of Ordnance by the
Unionist Council. The night of April 24th 1914 however was his finest hour.
Back in Ulster, the mobilization of the U.V.F. was well underway as on the 20 th April
the secret summons went out to motor vehicle owners. They were told to have their
vehicles checked and be in Larne for Friday 24 th April. No further details were
conveyed, other than that this information was
secret and they should tell no one.
Another part of this elaborate yet simple plan
was the use of a decoy ship. The tramp steamer
S.S. Balmerino was dispatched to arrive in
Belfast docks. The plan was to have the
Balmerino sail in to the docks in a suspicious
manner, thus drawing the attention of the
Customs who in turn wasted the entire night
watching it. The plan worked to perfection with
none of the authorities knowing what was taking
THE GUN RUNNERS
place further up the coast in Larne. In East
Belfast five hundred men were mobilized to march to the docks, thus adding to the
intrigue surrounding the arrival of the Balmerino.
At the same time, one thousand men marched to the Midland Road railway station to
board trains for Larne: a further five hundred men held the station and the rail line to
Larne for the whole night. This action was to stop any major troop movements; Ulster
was closed for the night. By 9:30pm there was no way in or out of Larne without a
permit from the Unionist Council and there were few of them.
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Things across Ulster went quiet. At 9pm the U.V.F. Signal Corps stopped all
communications from Belfast. Around the same time the lights of the Mountjoy II were
seen slipping in to Larne harbour. This was what they had waited for and indeed had
long been praying for. It took until 11 o’clock before she was made fast, putting the
operation two hours behind schedule. With no more time to lose the hatches were
opened and the arms began to be unloaded on to Ulster soil.

LARNE HARBOUR
Thirty cars from the North Antrim Regiment were loaded first and sent on their way.
After that there was a group of lorries from Ballymena which received their loads and
were then on their way with their precious cargo. This process of transferring tons of
rifles and ammunition into awaiting vehicles continued into the night. It was 4am
before the Mountjoy II was leaving for Bangor further up the coast, with the remaining
four thousand rifles. For the hundreds of weary men at Larne Harbour the operation
was now over and it proceeded from beginning to end without any interference from
the Police or Customs in Ulster. There was no panic or mayhem, it was all carried out
with the utmost order and complete calm. In 24 hours the arms shipment was not only
landed but safely distributed across Ulster to their pre-planned hiding places. A lot of
these safe places were churches and Orange Halls. As the Mountjoy II drew away from
the harbour and edged round Ferris Point, Agnew who captained the vessel along with
his crew stood to attention and gave three cheers to the Ulster Volunteers.
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On Saturday 25th April, the day after the landing of the arms shipment to help protect
Ulster’s Protestants from being forced into an all Ireland rule from Dublin, news of
what had happened spread like wildfire
across Ulster. On Monday 27th April there
were calls in the House of Commons to
put the Army on the streets. What though
was on the mind of the Government was
the Curragh Mutiny. On the 21st of the
previous month, the Brigadier General of
the County Kildare military camp the
Curragh Hubert Gough informed the
Commander-in-Chief Sir Arthur Paget,
that he and all of his officers would prefer to hand in their papers than to take up
service against Ulster.
This incident made the Liberal Government understand that the possibility of using a
military solution against Ulster people to force them into Dublin rule was severely
limited. There was little appetite from British troops for shooting Ulstermen for
wanting to stay British.

Inspecting UVF troops at Glaslough is Sir Norman Strong
who was viciously murdered along with his son James in
1981 by cowardly IRA terrorists who burned their home as
they fled to safety across the Irish border. Sir Norman
received the Military Cross and also fought at the Somme.

When asked about the purpose of arming
the U.V.F. and who they would be
defending Ulster against, the reply from
James Craig was a very simple one:“The U.V.F. have been armed and indeed
created to protect the Ulster Provisional
Government, should the time arise that
we need to take the running of Ulster
into our own hands, against any or all
who try to prevent us”.

Events in Europe overtook them and The Great War intervened. As war broke out in
August 1914, it was no surprise that the newly formed U.V.F. would play its part.
Asked by the British Government if Ulster could supply four battalions, Sir Edward
Carson offered twelve, all uniformed and equipped at Ulster’s expense. The resolve of
the Ulster people to resist the imposition of Dublin Rule with the force of arms was
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never tested. What was tested was the courage and loyalty of the Ulsterman on the
battlefields of France, especially in the summer of 1916. The Ulsterman was tested and
shone through like pure gold. So much the case that Captain Wilfred Spender said
regarding the intense courage and self sacrifice displayed by the Ulstermen of the
Ulster Division on the battlefield on 1st July 1916:- “I am not an Ulsterman but yesterday, the
1st July, as I followed their amazing attack, I felt that I would rather be an Ulsterman than anything
else in the world. My pen cannot describe adequately the hundreds of heroic acts that I
witnessed….The Ulster Volunteer Force from which this Division was made, has won a name
which equals any in history. Their devotion deserves the gratitude of the British Empire”. He went

on:- “The Ulster Division has lost more than half the men who attacked and, in doing so, has
sacrificed itself for the Empire which has treated them none too well. Their devotion, which no doubt
has helped the advance elsewhere, deserved the gratitude of the British Empire. It is due to the
memory of these brave fellows that their beloved Province shall be fairly treated”.

Winston Churchill said:- “The record of the 36th Division will ever be the pride of Ulster. At
Thiepval in the Battle of the Somme…at Wytschaete…the storming of Messines Ridge…the Canal du
Nord…the attack on the Hindenburg Line…near Fontaine-les-Clercs…defending their positions long
after they were isolated and surrounded by the enemy…at Andechy...they acquired a reputation for
conduct and devotion deathless in the military history of the United Kingdom.”

This of course is the spirit of the true Ulsterman.
In 1914 the Ulster people could not be forced into Dublin Rule dominated by the darkness
and sinister secrecy of Roman Catholicism. Today, despite the fact that the leadership of
Ulster Unionism lacks any essential integrity, the true Ulsterman still cannot be bought,
blackmailed, bankrupted or forced to accept a Government in Dublin that has to cower to
the Rule of the Vatican.
In conclusion and after one hundred years of history to ponder over, it is with deep conviction
that this author believes that the best deterrent against Roman Catholic terror (and
terrorists), is a well armed, well disciplined Ulster Protestant Militia.

ULSTER WILL FIGHT AND ULSTER WILL BE RIGHT
Lord Randolph Churchill
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