




































A SHORT HISTORY OF IRELAND 

commission. The large Catholic majority was kept in a 

minority voting situation by ingenious ward boundary 

manipulation. The counties west of the Bann, the river that 

acts as a natural north-south demarcation through Ulster, 

were not as secure as Down, Armagh and Antrim, and when, 

after the Second World War, multinational companies sought 

to set up plant, they were steered east. The Protestants who 

lived to the west understood the need for this economic 

starvation and, being preferred for most jobs anyway, accepted 

the situation. 

In the 'State' as Ulster people had already begun to call 

it, the euphoria was replaced by inevitable deflation. (The 

jigsaw cut border led to inevitable jokes: nationalist travellers 

to Donegal were, too often, heard to remark 'I'm going north 

geographically but south politically.') All 'successful' revol­

utions, even Irish ones, have certain necessary patterns: an 

element of terror, a bundling together of disparate elements 

into a military and political alliance which begins to fragment 

as soon as its short-term goals are achieved and leads to 

some kind of civil 'war', and the need to derevolutionise the 

revolutionaries. Traces of the old oppressive regimes are 

removed and icons are replaced. Memorials to dead heroes 

are erected and street _names are changed, even if older 

people find it hard to remember them. Armies are reduced 

to peacetime levels and guerrilla fighters have to face 

quotidian cares again. 

All these elements faced Cumann na nGaedhael (Associ­

ation of Irishmen), as the pro-Treaty party under Cosgrave 

called itself from 1923. It successfully weathered the 'army 
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mutiny' of 1924 when the rump of Collins's IRA was 

dismissed as part of a necessary reduction of establishment 

from 60,000 to 35,000, and suffered the assassination on 10 

July 1927 of Kevin O'Higgins, the deputy leader and chief 

talent of the party. Qyixotically it was Cosgrave's rival, de 

Valera, now the undisputed leader of the constitutional party 

which had sloughed off the name Sinn Fein and reconstituted 

itself as Fianna Fail ('soldiers of destiny') on 16 May 1926, 

who played the largest part in 'normalisation'. In a nice piece 

of semantic juggling, forty-four Fianna Fail members 

returned at the general election on 9 June 1927, including 

'Dev', found themselves able to disregard the oath as 'an 

empty political formula', utter with whole consciences the 

necessary form and take their seats. 

The party which their economics expert Sean Lemass 

(1899-1971) was able to describe as 'slightly constitutional' 

proved more compact, more vigorous and, allowing for 

innate Irish conservatism, more amenable to change. It was 

to be in power from 1932 till1989, usually with an overall 

majority, except for fairly brief periods in opposition, 1948-

51, 1954-7, 1973-7, 1981-2, 1982-7. When necessary, de 

Valera, who steadily gained international respect as a 

statesman, especially as president of the council of the 

League of Nations in the 1930s, could be as adamantine as 

any Treatyite in his handling of the IRA. The organisation 

was declared illegal in June 1936 and again on 9 September 

1939, when many members were arrested. During the war, 

when there were over a thousand interned or imprisoned, 

nine were executed, three died on hunger strike and six were 
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shot in encounters with armed members of the detective 

force. 

The moral altitude de Valera had achieved by the time 

of the founding of Fianna Fail reassured the Catholic 

Church, which was perceived to have assumed a quasi­

executive role in the new state, the bishops' canonical care 

for faith and morals being interpreted rather broadly. A 

strict censorship of films was set up in 1923 and the 

Censorship of Publications Act passed on 16 July 1929 

became notorious. As Francis MacManus, one of the few 

significant contemporary Irish writers not to be proscribed, 

put it in a radio talk (published in The Years of the Great 

Test ) ' ... the censorship board ... could ban with a 

- savagery that seemed pathological.' An Appeals Board, 

established in 1946, had little effect, and there was little 

change until the amendment act of 1967 'unbanned' 5,000 

titles. The board still exists but the virulent puritanism of 

its early years has gone. Theatre was not censored but in the 

prevailing climate of suspicion of the artist it was not 

necessary. Soon the Catholic laity were engaging in self­

censorship and the Church was able truthfully to say that 

they had put no pressure on. 

The Catholic Church, though it never was an established 

religion, was to have its 'special position' recognised by 

Article 44 of de Valera's 1937 constitution which set up the 

independent state of 'Eire'. It also contained the Church­

influenced Article 41 which enacted that 'no law shall be 

enacted providing for the grant of a dissolution of marriage'. 

As in the Six Counties secondary education was confessional. 
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(The northern bishops had totally rejected Lord 

Londonderry's well-intentioned attempt to establish non­

denominational schools in 1923. They were joined in their 

opposition by Protestant church leaders.) Both north and 

south, Catholic secondary schools were run either by religious 

orders or as diocesan seminaries. Primary schools were under 

the control of parish priests and many were noted for the 

disdainful treatment of their teachers, forgetting that their 

vocation was not an entirely religious one, and the poor 

quality of the school buildings and amenities. Change of 

attitude was agonisingly slow and since poverty, especially 

in the intractable west, was as bad as it had been before the 

foundation of the state, mass education beyond the three Rs, 

religion and Irish was not a top priority. 

Because of the influence of the Gaelic League all of the 

concomitant parties in the national struggle were committed 

to the restoration of Irish as the official state language. 

British stamps with the head of George V were overstamped 

Saorstat Eireann and plans for a new coinage were set in 

motion. De Valera's folksy, patriarchal, Gaelic-speaking 

Ireland with comely maidens, athletic youths and serene 

firesides was not achievable. Cosgrave was determined to 

prove his commitment early. On 1 June 1924 new certificate 

examinations were set up and it was declared that Irish 

would be a compulsory subject for the Intermediate from 

1928 and for the Leaving from 1934. This regulation was 

in force til11973, the similar civil service regulation lapsing 

in 197 4. One result was increased investment in the Gaeltacht 

areas, partly as reward for their long-preserved linguistic 
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virginity and partly to dam emigration from the areas where 

Irish was the first language. 

Even in the matter of Irish, a narrow and mean-minded 

(and largely puritanical) clique nearly wrecked the worthy 

endeavour by its unctuous elitism. These were excoriated by 

the polyonymous Flann O'Brien in his hilarious squib An 

Bial Boehl (1941), at a time when such satire was much 

needed. The campaign to restore the use of Irish as a spoken 

language cannot be said to have been successful. The 1995 

examination results in the subject showed a pretty dismal 

performance, though the increase in numbers of government­

funded Irish-speaking primary schools and the establishment 

of a few all-Irish secondary schools in the Six Counties are 

compensatingly cheering. Many reasonable people have, 

however, come to cherish Irish for its own sake, to recognise 

its latent illumination of the Irish psyche and to find a 

working bilingualism a pleasure and often a convenience. 

In spite of anticlimax and disappointment, a majority of 

the population of the Free State were content enough with 

the situation and, though euphoria is too strong a word, 

there was a national satisfaction when Tailteann Games (a 

kind of revenant Celtic Olympics) were held for the first 

time in 800 years in August 1924. The Eucharistic Congress 

in June 1932 drew crowds to Dublin in numbers which had 

not been seen since Terence Bellew McManus's funeral and 

would not be seen again till the visit of Pope John Paul II 

in 1979. There were, too, imaginative schemes for making 

use oflreland's few natural resources, notably the promotion 

of sugar beet harvesting, the establishment of the Electricity 
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Supply Board to manage the great Shannon hydro-electric 

scheme and the setting up of the Agricultural Credit 

Corporation. These were exceptional, however. Agricultural 

improvements were not exactly unknown but in general 

older patterns persisted. Ironically it was a new government 

that gained whatever kudos arose from these improvements. 

Fianna Fail got its first overall majority (of one) in the 

general election of 1933. No longer dependent on Labour, 

de Valera felt himself able to shrug off the IRA well-wishers 

who had 'protected' his candidates so fiercely during the 

election. Another band of hustings 'protectors', O'Duffy's 

Army Comrades Association, had joined with Cumann na 

nGaedheal to form the Fine Gael (roughly='Irish tribe') 

party~ 

One of de Valera's first acts, a fortnight after forming his 

government, was to remove O'Duffy from his post as 

commissioner of the Garda Siochana. His association began 

calling itself the National Guard and assumed Fascist 

lineaments, becoming 'Blueshirts' in fraternal tribute to 

Hitler's Brown- and Mussolini's Blackshirts. The next two 

years were marked by low-level but fundamentally serious 

clashes between Blueshirts and the IRA. Legislation against 

the wearing of uniforms (21 March 1934) and the proscribing 

of the association led to a rapidly changing sequence of 

names. The wiser members of Fine Gael soon dissociated 

themselves from all forms of O'Duffyism and reverted like 

their rivals to parliamentary procedures, but the label 

'Blueshirt' lingered for many years. The main plank of their 

political platform, support of the farmers during the bitter 
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'economic war' that followed de Valera's refusal to pay 

Britain land annuities, largely lost its force when the 'coal­

catde' pact of 1935 mitigated the worst severities of the 

depression that resulted. The 'war' ended with an Irish 

payment of £10 million (against a British claim of £104 

million) and the handing over of the Treaty Ports to Ireland 

in 1936. 

The 1937 Constitution Amendment Bill removed the 

King and the Governor-General and called the Free State 

'Eire', proving rather sadly that Collins's views about the 

Treaty (partition excepted) were correct. The general election 

and constitution referendum of July of that year showed a 

majority of 13 per cent in favour of the change and a rather 

-nerve-wracking tied result in seats. This was rectified in June 

1938, when Fianna Fail's majority was sixteen. The party 

was to stay in power for a ten year span which included the 

Second World War. Political coloration was still largely 

determined by the Treaty but de Valera commanded great 

support. Even the embattled farmers were stoical during his 

fiscal battle with Britain, and many were nominal shareholders 

in his newspaper, the Irish Press, which he founded in 1931. 

De Valera's finest hour was his tightrope walk of what 

may be called with a little forcing his covertly pro-British 

neutrality during the war. German invasion was always a 

possibility and there was no attempt either at blocking the 

enlistment of 50,000 Irish nationals in the British forces or 

at approval of conscription in the north. As in the Great 

War, many Irish men and women joined up because of the 

employment opportunities offered and 93,000 risked 
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conscription by emigrating to England. That was one serious 

social evil that Fianna Fail were not able to cure. Infiltration 

by German spies was considerably less than the heated 

copywriters of Fleet Street claimed, and captured British 

servicemen, unlike their enemies, were repatriated. Like 

most Irishmen, de Valera was aware of the evils of Nazism 

but the continuing partition of Ireland made a mockery in 

nationalist eyes of fighting for democratic freedom and a 

country's right to self-determination. Overt (and instinctive) 

punctiliousness led him to risk great criticism on 2 May 

1945 when he visited the German Embassy to offer 

condolences on the death of Hitler. His action horrified the 

small Jewish community in Ireland. 

Postwar Ireland was hit by strikes of farm labourers, 

industrial workers and primary teachers. This last was a 

protracted and bitter affair and persisted from 20 March to 

30 October 1946. The mediator was Archbishop McO!Iaid, 

whose thirty-two year incumbency from 1940 was marked 

by public crozier-wielding and secret care for the poor. He 

led the opposition to the Mother and Child scheme of the 

Health minister, Dr Noel Browne, who had all but eradicated 

tuberculosis, and effectively brought down the Coalition 

government in 1951. The reaction oflater generations to the 

affair was one of incredulity, and has led to a persistent 

questioning of what exactly is the teaching of the Church 
in social matters. 

The 1948 general election returns gave Fianna Fail sixty­

eight seats, eleven less than the combined total of the 

opposition. John A. Costello (1891-1976), a leading barrister 
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and TD for Dublin South-East, became Taoiseach of a 

remarkably variegated coalition government. Its Minister for 

External Affairs was Sean MacBride, the son of Maud 

Gonne and of}ohn MacBride who was executed after Easter 

Week. He had founded a left-wing party called Clann na 

Poblachta ('Children of the Republic') in 1946, and it was 

mainly at his urging that Costello declared, rather precipit­

ately, on 21 December 1948, that Eire was a republic. It did 

not do much good to the cause of anti-partition but then 

nothing did. MacBride refused to let the new republic join 

NATO because of'Britain's claim to sovereignty in Northern 

Ireland'. The coalition collapsed when, unaccountably, 

MacBride joined the right wing and refused to proceed with 

Noel Browne's health scheme. After the general election in 

May 1951, Fianna Fail were returned with a maj?rity of 

seventy-four to sixty-nine, but dependent on the votes of the 

independent candidates. 

In an article written in 1949 for the Jesuit magazine, The 

Month Sean O'Faolain described what he had already dubbed 

the 'Grocers' Republic' as the place where 'a policeman's lot 

is a supremely happy one. God smiles, the priest beams, and 

the novelist groans.' He had brightened a period that he 

called, 'pretty damn dull' by his editorship of The Bell from 

1941 to 1946. This monthly magazine had been founded by 

Peadar O'Donnell, republican labour activist and novelist, 

and was to continue under his editorship until 1954. It 

showed Ireland its own face and persuaded the country that 

it had a head as well as a soul. It found writers who became 

famous and caused the controversy that its editors thought 
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was the primary role of the artist. O'Faolain took on Dr 

Michael Browne, the Bishop of Galway, regarded as being 

Dev's spiritual director, in a famous letter in September 

1951, telling him that he could not have the 'abject 

compliance' that he sought. In his final editorial, written in 

April1946 he expressed his weariness at having to abuse 'our 

bourgeoisie, pietists, Tartuffes, Anglophobes, Celtophiles, 

et alii hujus generis.' 

The next fifty years were to see a revolution in Ireland 

more fundamental than anything in its history. The nature 

of Church-state relations was considerably modified, and 

doubts have continued to be expressed about the Church's 

right to influence legislation for what many see as a pluralist 

society. To take two examples, the prohibition on the 

importation of contraceptives first imposed in 1935 was 

removed in 1973 and by 1993 they were on unlimited sale. 

Iii 1986, a referendum to allow divorce was defeated, but 

towards the end of 1995, a new proposal to end de Valera's 

constitutional ban on remarriage was carried by the narrowest 
of majorities. 

The social change was hastened by a small economic 

miracle wrought by Sean Lemass's postwar economic policies 

(prescribed by T. K. Whitaker, the head of the civil service), 

by the renewal in the Church generated by Pope John XXIII, 

by the coming of a national television network, RTE, in 

1961 and by Ireland's joining the EEC (later EU) in 1973. 

Old certainties were shaken and old pieties reassessed. 

Ireland was part of the global village and even her rural 

fastnesses were affected by world trends. She had joined the 
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United Nations in 1955 and her soldiers were to serve with 

distinction in Cyprus, Lebanon, the Congo and the Balkans. 

Her young people were as aware of the Swinging Sixties as 

any Carnaby Street Qyantifier and responded in a tempered 

way to student protest. The social and psychological high 

point of the 1960s was the visit by US President John F. 

Kennedy in the summer before his assassination, his tour 

studiously avoiding the Six Counties. His shocking death on 

22 November 1963 caused him to join for a while, as icon, 

John XXIII and Patrick Pearse. More cynical observers 

might opt for the first broadcast of Gay Byrne's Late Late 

Show on 6 July 1962 as the most significant event of the 

decade, and the fall-out from Lemass's visit to Terence 

O'Neill (1914-90) on 14 January 1965 has still to be fully 

assessed. 
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Dreary Spires 

It is impossible for any historian to pronounce upon what 

have been called the 'troubles' in the north oflreland. Causes 

are frequently asserted with different degrees of rhetoric; 

more perverse commentators are likely to find themselves 

logically back at Baginbun. Mter partition the province 

survived, mostly peaceful, propped up by Westminster. 

There was occasional rioting, sometimes quite vicious, as in 

July 1935 when, after an Orange parade, there were nine 

days of violence with nine deaths and 514 Catholics driven 

from their homes in the York Street area of Belfast. 

One principle that Craig (Lord Craigavon since 1927) 

had insisted upon - and he was a doughty insister - was 

parity of provision with Britain. All citizens benefited from 

the Attlee government's welfare state. The NHS, family 

allowances and, with the 1947 Education Act, free secondary 

education with the option of appropriate third-level for 

those who were capable of it, did much to improve the 

quality of Catholic life. Though still second choices and 

barred from any significant promotion in the public service, 

Catholics did not feel the same absolute need to emigrate 
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as once they had done. Middle class Catholics (businessmen, 

lawyers, doctors, teachers, with mainly Catholic clients, and 

imperial civil servants who had managed home postings), 

especially those who lived in the east, were likely to have 

some Protestant friends. The impatient Catholic young, now 

well educated, vowed themselves tired of old quarrels and 

tended to mock the Nationalist MPs and councillors who 

had gone to the unimaginable lengths - for a party whose 

instincts were abstentionist - of becoming Her Majesty's 

loyal opposition in 1965. 

The political stasis of the gerontocracy in Stormont, the 

ridiculously grand parliament buildings that were opened on 

16 November 1932, was broken when Terence O'Neill 

became prime minister in 1963. O'Neill succeeded the 

sectarian grandee Lord Brookeborough, whose twenty-year 

period of office was undistinguished, except by apparent lack 

of awareness of the existence of Catholics and a tendency 

to idleness. O'Neill's able Minister of Home Affairs, Brian 

Faulkner (1921-77), defeated 'Operation Harvester', the 

IR.Ns campaign of the years 1956-62, mainly because it had 

little support from northern Catholics. (His attempt, in 

1971, to stop IRA insurgence by the internment that had 

worked so well before blew up in his face.) The meeting 

between Lemass and O'Neill in 1965 was low-key and stated 

to be about closer economic ties. It was followed by others 

and when Jack Lynch became Taoiseach in 1966, he too 

made the journey north. 

Grassroots Protestant reaction was swift and antique. As 

so often in the past, the voice of adamant Protestantism was 
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loud and clear and it was incorporated in the Rev Ian Paisley. 

He was a brilliant, tireless and immensely strong orator, 

anti-Catholic and anti-papal. He scented change with the 

coming of O'Neill and he was also aware of the prime 

minister's weakness and superficiality. Paisley's appearance 

on the election platform of James Kilfedder in West Belfast 

in 1964 was followed by 1930-style riots in Divis Street and 

he had soon gathered enough of a following to form the 

Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) in 1971. Before that he 

had set himself up as O'Neill's particular gadfly, finally 

helping to drive him out of politics. He was at once the vocal 

manifestation of suspicious Protestantism and its manipulator. 

He exposed the weakness of the polite moves of reconciliation 

and his province-wide support was much greater than it 

appeared. 

More ominous than Paisleyism was the spectre of militant 

Protestantism that was already haunting the scene with the 

resurgence of the UVF, which claimed responsibility for the 

deaths of two Catholics in 1966. The foundation of the 

Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA) in 

January 1967 seemed in keeping with the spirit of the decade 

as celebrated outside in the real world. Its membership was 

mainly Catholic but it had student members who would not 

be labelled. The most keenly felt injustice was in the 

allocation of council housing, especially in mixed-population 

towns. The best known example was Derry, where a significant 

Nationalist majority had been ruled by a Unionist council 

since the abolition of PR in 1922. The notorious case of a 

nineteen-year-old unmarried Protestant typist being given 
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a house in Caledon, County Tyrone, where married Catholics 

with families were clearly more deserving, led to the first 

action in what was to be called the Civil Rights movement. 

Austin Currie, the young MP, occupied the house until he 

was removed by the police. The publicity encouraged other 

actions and on 3 October 1968 when William Craig, 

Minister of Home Mfairs, banned a NICRA march organised 

by Eamonn McCann and Eamonn Melaugh of the Derry 

Housing Action Committee, the scene was set for a 

confrontation which was to have remarkable consequences. 

Nationalists were used to bannings and reroutings but 

the times they were a-changing. Derry people were sore 

about imposed economic stagnation, about losing the new 

~university which had been sited at safe Protestant Coleraine 

by the Lockwood Committee even though Derry's Magee 

College was an obvious nucleus, and about Unionist 

'occupation' of their city. NICRA decided to defY the ban 

and the march began as scheduled on the following Saturday. 

The resulting police and 'B' -special violence was seen 

worldwide on television. The riots (and looting) that followed 

lasted well into the following Sunday morning. They were 

the first serious civic disturbances in Derry since the early 

1920s but they were to be repeated many times. Harold 

Wilson's Labour government was shaken into action and 

within the year the main demands of the marchers had been 

met: the RUC was to be reformed, the 'B'-specials disbanded, 

Derry's corporation was replaced by a commission pending 

a thorough revision of local government, housing allocation 

was to be administered by an independent body and the 
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'business' local government vote which had led to the street­

cry of 'One man: one vote!' was abolished. 

These reforms pleased the mass of NICRA supporters 

who had nothing more revolutionary in mind, but in January 

1969 a six-day march from Belfast to Derry by the radical 

students' movement People's Democracy, which was attacked 

by Protestant extremists at Burntollet Bridge near Derry and 

again in the largely Protestant Waterside area of the city, 

showed that palliation was not enough. The police and 'B'­

specials were almost certainly involved; at best they took no 

action against the attackers of a legal peaceful march. By the 

end of April Terence O'Neill had resigned as prime minister, 

his place being taken by James Chichester-Clarke, his 

political doppelganger, and his leaving hastened by the sabotage 

by the UVF at the Silent Valley Reservoir, at the time 

blamed on the IRA. The early summer was uneasy with riots 

(a regular occurrence especially around the 12 July anniversary 

of the Boyne) and attacks on Catholic homes and flats in 

Belfast. Much more serious was the violent and protracted 

ending of the traditional Apprentice Boys march in Derry 
on 12 August. 

John Hume, leader of the Derry Citizens Action 

Committee, had tried to have the march banned. Mter three 

days of police versus citizenry battles he and other nationalist 

leaders contributed to persuading the Northern Ireland 

government to ask its Westminster counterpart for the 

assistance of the British Army. As if by signal there were 

Protestant attacks on Catholic homes in West Belfast. The 

Catholics were virtually defenceless except for a few old IRA 
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guns. Figures published at the end of the month showed that 

ten people had been killed and, of the 899 injuries reported, 

154 had been gunshot wounds. The army took to the streets 

of Belfast on 16 August and were welcomed as peacemakers. 

The visit ofJ ames Callaghan, then Home Secretary, increased 

nationalist euphoria which lasted, apart from some routine 

rioting in Belfast and Derry, until the following June. By this 

time a regenerated IRA had begun a calculated campaign to 

finish the business of reunification. The army proved to be 

a poor police force and the next twenty-four years were to 

see an armed struggle between the IRA, the more fundament­

alist wing calling itself 'provisional' after a conference in 

1969, and the security forces which now comprised a slowly 

changing RUC, the Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR- the 

name was later chaged to the Royal Irish Regiment) which 

many nationalists regarded as renamed 'B' -specials, and the 

army, which had not been able to leave Belfast or Derry or 

Northern Ireland in general since its mobilisation. Various 

Protestant groups: UVF, Ulster Defence Association (UDA), 

Ulster Freedom Fighters (UFF) and others, engaged in a 

specifically anti-Catholic campaign. Internecine struggles 

were common among both Loyalist and Republican para­

military groupings. 

Recruitment to the IRA was given a great boost by the 

hamfisted imposition of a selective and inefficient internment 

of 342 people, all but a few of them Catholics, on 9 August 

1971 and by the events of'Bloody Sunday' (30 January 1972) 

in Derry when thirteen unarmed Catholics were shot by 

soldiers of the First Parachute Regiment during an anti-
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internment march. Northern Ireland had to get used to 

murderous riots, destruction by explosives of 'economic' 

targets, the threat of gun attacks on pubs and even halls of 

worship. The violence spilled over into the Republic, notably 

when, during the Ulster Workers' Council (UWC) strike 

against the 'power-sharing executive' in May 197 4, twenty­

five people were killed by car-bombs in Dublin, 
1

and six in 

Monaghan. Bombing British cities, though much more 

dangerous than the 'soft' targets at home, was considered a 

prime tactic and continued into the 1990s. The hunger 

strikes of 1980-1 (ostensibly because of the refusal of the 

authorities to allow prisoners to wear their own clothes) led 

to the moving and courageous deaths of ten IRA prisoners. 

By the end of 1990, 2,800 people had been killed and 32,000 

seriously injured. The North showed the scars of civil 

disorder and military occupation (where the queen's writ 

ran). 

The years 1969-1994 saw, on the nationalist side, another 

kind of struggle between the forces of constitutionalism and 

paramilitarism, both claiming the same goals, both secure 

in their moral rectitude. The numbers actively engaged in 

what opponents and journalists called 'terrorism' was small 

on both sides, but the great mass of the population believed 

that their opposite numbers secretly supported the para­

militaries on their side. Nationalists were given reason 

enough to believe that there were cases of collusion between 

the security forces and the Protestant gangs. The para­

militaries, because of their psychological set, were subject 

only to their own logic and morality. Though, with some 
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horrific exceptions, the situation never reached the intense 

and savage cruelty of the Middle East or Bosnia, not all the 

operations nor non-military activities were informed by 

noble motives. The notion of 'legitimate' targets gave rise 

to much justifiable criticism, and some accusations of 

racketeering and gang-warfare are sustainable. The present 

cessation of violence, which has cheered all Irish citizens, is 

still felt to be on a knife-edge, partly because of the old 

problem that faces peacemakers the world over: what to do 

with a standing army after a war. 

In fact, life in Northern Ireland continued more or less 

'normally' and people got used to body searches and travel 

delays. All main roads from the Republic had permanent 

checkpoints, and minor roads were cratered. There were few 

who were not touched by the 'troubles' in some way or other 

and well-rehearsed jokes suggested 'Shop early while shops 

last' and that the career most likely to lead to permanent 

employment was glazing. 

The main arm of nationalist constitutionalism, the Social 

Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), was founded in 1970 

with Gerry Fitt (Lord Fitt of Bell's Hill since 1983) as its 

head. One of its long-term aims was the securing of a united 

Ireland by consent and it has held to that aim in spite of 

criticism from the IRA and the Unionist opposition. Its 

great achievement was its convincing of Westminster of the 

need for a Dublin involvement in all considerations of 

Northern Ireland's future. Its leader since 1979 has been 

John Hume, and to him must go the credit of holding 

together a fairly wide spectrum grouping and of being a 
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significant player in the brokering of the IRA ceasefire. The 

party showed its ability when it held office during the brief 

life of the executive set up after the Sunningdale agreement 

and in its patient continuance after the UWC strike brought 

down that executive. The Anglo-Irish Agreement, signed by 

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and Garret FitzGerald 

(then Taoiseach of the 1982-7 coalition) on 15 August 1985, 

an agreement which set up a permanent British-Irish 

intergovernmental conference and to which Ulster said, 

'No!' was initiated by its efforts. So was the Downing Street 

agreement of Albert Reynolds and John Major of 15 

December 1993, which disclaimed all British interest of a 

selfish nature and established the 'right of the Irish people 

alone, by agreement between the two parts ... to exercise 
their right to self-determination'. 

Hume argued that with the Downing Street Declaration 

the reasons for continuing a campaign of violence had been 

removed, and his meetings with Gerry Adams, President of 

Sinn Fein, begun in 1988, resulted in a cessation of violence 

on 30 August 1994. The 'peace process' has not been a rapid 

one, the sticking points being the refusal of the IRA to 

decommission their arms before all-party talks. The Unionists 

have refused to attend any talks until decommissioning has 

taken place and apparently the DUP has refused to attend 

any talks with members of Sinn Fein. The Northern Ireland 

Office are felt by many to favour the Unionist point of view. 

One of the high-visibility brokers is President Clinton, 

whose personal visit to Belfast in December 1995 contributed 

to hopes of a breakthrough. The plain people of Northern 
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Ireland are relishing the sight of the paraphernalia of 

'trouble' - watchtowers, permanent checkpoints, ramps -

being dismantled. A tropical summer which brought a large 

number of tourists in 1995 increased the cheer. The more 

sanguine believe that such happy welcoming of a kind of 

normality is the best index of continuing peace. 

The Republic has learnt during the twenty-five years of 

violence to take the northern problem seriously, and to 

understand its nature perhaps for the first time since the 

seventeenth century. The unfortunate Arms Mfair which led 

to the sacking of Neil Blaney and Charles J. Haughey, the 

attack on the British Embassy after the Belfast violence in 

1969 and its destruction on 2 February 1972 after 'Bloody 

Sunday', the 'fund-gathering' raids on southern banks, the 

need to increase the establishment of garda and army in 

border counties, the resentment at being called a 'safe haven 

for terrorists' - all these kept the North on the front pages 

of Irish newspapers and in Dail reports. Fianna Fail's 

instinctive support for northern nationalists left them open 

to accusations of being soft on the Provos, while Fine Gael's 

sometimes unctuous reminders of the rights and fears of 

Unionists were eventually paid more heed. The 'Irish 

Dimension', incorporated after Sunningdale, was accepted 

by all subsequent southern governments and rarely was the 

'situation' used to make political capital, this in the most 

highly politicised country in the EU. 

Lemass's 'economic miracle' came a little unstuck with 

the oil crisis of the mid-1970s but the slump was weathered 

as well, if not better, than in other western countries. The 
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recession of the 1980s again saw an increase of emigration 

but it was largely by skilled workers and university graduates 

from a country with a remarkably high standard of education 

and small opportunity. The most notable change, accelerated 

after EEC membership, was an increase in welfare provision 

and the gradual diminution of the Catholic Church's political 

and social influence. Ecclesiastical attitudes to censorship, 

contraception, the right to abortion (or at least information 

about where it might be obtained), and divorce are not 

automatically accepted as they had been in the era of de 

Valera. Recent revelations about erring pastors have made 

clerical pronouncements less dogmatic. The Church's auth­

ority to speak on faith and morals has not been discounten­

anced but the area covered by those two terms has been 

redefined. Irish people are still practising Catholics with a 

regularity and in numbers unique in western Europe and 

many hope that the Church's present crisis will lead to 

renewal and greater honesty. 

The 'free' part of Ireland is young in age and as 

aesthetically and culturally self-confident as other members 

of the EU. The response to the award of a fifth Nobel prize, 

to the Ulster poet Seamus Heaney, is a demonstration of a 

strong literary tendency and a pride in the international 

standing of its writers and dramatists. Its contribution to 

popular music, film and other literary forms is recognised. 

On this anniversary of its greatest affliction, the Famine, 

there is some satisfaction in the changes a hundred and fifty 

years can make. This artistic reputation may not seem 

important or desirable to the 'hard cold fire of the Northerner' 
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but the Republic, with its economic buoyancy, its rapidly 

improving welfare provision, and the general improvement 

of its amenities (subvented by generous grants from Brussels) 

appears a more desirable partner than when de Valera's frugal 

comfort and a stoic disdain for materialism was all it had 

to offer. The glamour of its reputation was increased when 

Mary Robinson became president in 1990. She continued 

the process of erasing Ireland's old reputation as a place of 

violence, backwardness and unthinking subservience to the 
Church. 

Both Fianna Fail and Fine Gael have proved to be more 

centrist than their earlier reputations might have suggested, 

and Labour has found it possible to work in coalition with 

each. The parties have always prided themselves on the 

accessibility of their TDs and though a client system is 

believed to exist, accusations of corruption are seldom made 

and harder to prove. Young voters are not susceptible to 

Treaty rhetoric. Urban crime, often associated with drug 

abuse, is the seamy side of comparative affluence allied with 

persistent inequality, but outside the larger towns, crime 

rates are low by European standards. The state of suspense 

associated with the bogging down of the peace process is felt 

more keenly in the North; the South has other business to 

attend to and it can hope for no short-term advantage from 

a settlement of whatever kind. Yet it accepts its responsibility 

of playing its part in bringing light where there was more 

usually heat and of hoping to find after far too long the 
answer to the Irish question. 
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30000 be Ireland's topography established 
7000-6500 be Human habitation at Mount Sandel 
2500 be Building of passage graves, notably Newgrange 
1200 be Late bronze-age artefacts 
680 be Circular habitation enclosure at Emain Macha 
AD 1-500 Building of crannogs, hill forts and raths 
77-84 Agricola, Roman governor of Britain, eventually decides 

against invasion 
200 
300-450 
400 

432 
563 
575 
597 
664 
795 
841 
964 

975-1014 
1014 
1132-1148 
1155 
1166 
1170 
1171 
1175 
1176 
1177 

1210 

1224 
1315 
1318 
1348 
1394-5 

1460-8 

1478-1513 
1492 

Conn Ced-cathach establishes high kingship of Tara 
Irish raids on Roman Britain 
Eoghan and Conal!, sons of Niall Noigiallach, establish 
kingdom of Aileach 
Traditional date of the coming of St Patrick 
Colum Cille begins his mission to Iona 
Convention of Druim Cett 
Death of Colum Cil!e 
Synod of Whitby 
First Viking raids 
Foundation of permanent Viking colony in Dublin 
Rise of Dal Cais and beginning of hegemony of Brian 
Boru 
Brian king of Munster and later of Ireland 
Battle of Clontarf and death of Brian 
Reforming activity of St Malachy 
Bull Laudabiliter 
Expulsion of Dermot MacMurrough 
Landing of Strongbow 
Death of Dermot. Henry II lands in Ireland 
John de Courcy invades Ulster 
Death of Strongbow 
Prince John made lord of Ireland; Cork and Limerick 
granted to Norman vassals 
King John's second visit to Ireland; submission of Irish 
kings 

First Irish Dominican and Franciscan foundations 
Edward Bruce lands at Larne 
Death of Edward Bruce at Faughart 
Black Death kills about one-third of the population 
Richard II's first expedition. Defeat of Art 
McMurrough and general submission of all but 
northern chiefs 
Supremacy of Desmond, ends with his execution by 
Worcester 
Rule of Garret M6r Fitzgerald 
Poynings' Law makes Dublin parliament subservient to 
that in London 
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