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Sovreignty, Good Friday  
and the Protocol 
 
The purpose of the Ireland/Northern Ireland 
Protocol was and is to protect the terms of the 
Good Friday Agreement and with it the rights and 
interests of all the people in both parts of Ireland. 
The current and continuing standoffs between the 
United Kingdom and European Union and their 
interpretation of its terms is not achieving that. 
Instead we have shortages, disruption to established 
trade across the Irish sea and increased communal 
tension in the North. 

In attempting to remedy the situation both 
governments would do well to understand and learn 
from the reasons why the Good Friday Agreement 
was needed. For many years since partition in 1921 
the British and Irish Governments asserted 
conflicting views of sovereignty and the status of 
Northern Ireland and engaged from time to time in 
trade sanctions. But they recognised the close ties 
between the peoples of Ireland and Britain and 
developed flexible rules on travel and voting rights.  

When the Troubles escalated in the 1970s and 80s 
they eventually accepted that it was their joint duty 
to look after the peoples in the North by increasing 
their joint supervision and extending the rules on 
joint citizenship. It is now also the duty of the 
European Union to look after the rights and 
interests of their citizens in both parts of Ireland.  

While the United Kingdom remained in the European 
Union that was easy. During the Brexit negotiations 
both sides began to look for political advantage in 
asserting their respective sovereignties without 
much regard to the practical impact and side-effects 
on the complex three-way relationships 
North/South, East/West and internal. 

Both sides now need to accept that Northern Ireland 
is a small, anomalous, and fragile territory that needs 
careful handling. What is needed is light touch 
regulation both North/South and East/West 
designed to prevent Northern Ireland becoming a 
serious threat to trade, health and environmental 
regimes in the United Kingdom and Europe. What is 
not needed is a highly legalistic and disruptive 
insistence on the preservation of conflicting 
European and British sovereignties.
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Protocol problems for both parts of 
Ireland: North and South 
Rory Montgomery 
 

Rory Montgomery is a former Irish diplomat and an honorary professor at the Mitchell Institute, 
Queen’s University Belfast 

But while concrete problems are challenging, 
constitutional and political issues can be incendiary. 
When unionists argue that the Protocol violates the 
Good Friday Agreement and undermines the 
Union, have they a case? 

Before the referendum the Irish Government 
stressed  – as indeed did Tony Blair and John Major 
– that a vote to leave could have serious 
repercussions in Ireland. There were concerns about 
other issues – the protection of human rights, 
North/South co-operation, and the maintenance of 

In the first weeks of 2021, some of the practical 
consequences of Brexit, including the Protocol, became 
apparent – in Britain, in Northern Ireland, in the 
Republic and across the European Union. Some are 
teething problems and will be resolved in full or in part. 
But changes in trading flows and volumes are inevitable. 
And while the focus is on goods, the longer-term impact 
on services will be considerable, including for Northern 
Ireland, which for these purposes will be fully outside 
the EU (or fully within the UK). Some of the problems 
now apparent are highly visible, easily understood by 
the public, and have unpalatable effects: pets and rose 
bushes mean a lot to many people.  
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the Common Travel Area – but from the beginning 
the focus was mainly on the border. Ireland was 
remarkably successful in persuading the 
EU member states and institutions to 
accept its analysis and adopt its objectives. 
In the context of protecting the peace 
process and the Good Friday Agreement, 
“the aim of avoiding a hard border” was 
front and centre of the EU’s negotiating 
mandate. For the EU the maintenance of 
the integrity of the Single Market was also 
a paramount objective – as it was for 
Ireland. 

A “hard border” is not a precise legal term. It 
might have been interpreted as allowing some light 
arrangements some distance away from the actual 
frontier. But it was progressively firmed up on the 
EU side to mean that there could be no checks or 
controls on the island of Ireland. This in turn led 
to the conclusion that Northern Ireland must 
remain aligned with relevant EU single market and 
customs regulations, unless other arrangements with 
the same effect (which nobody on the EU side 
could envisage) were agreed. 

In the crucial early months of the negotiations 
the UK essentially permitted Ireland to present itself 
as the primary guardian of the Good Friday 
Agreement. It largely accepted – or at least did not 
seriously question – an interpretation of the Good 
Friday Agreement which highlighted its 
North/South dimension. It also agreed to the model 
of NI/EU alignment set out in the December 2017 
backstop. It did so to allow negotiations to move on 
to other questions, and with the expectation that 
these issues would be revisited. This was 
understandable. But it created the dynamic which 

inexorably led to the Protocol. Theresa May’s 
attempt to break free of this logic led her to propose 

a UK-wide alternative which would 
effectively have meant no meaningful 
Brexit at all and was doomed from the 
start. 

Boris Johnson initially refused to face 
up to the realities of the choice he was 
going to have to make.  He assured 
unionists that he would not accept a deal 
which placed any barriers between Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland. But 
eventually he did, despite his persistent 

claims that he didn’t. The British Government, 
reasonably from its point of view, had prioritised 
the interests of the UK as a whole, and its own 
political interests – avoiding a no deal crash-out 
negotiated Brexit.  

The point of this recapitulation is to 
demonstrate that the die was cast early in the Brexit 
process. The Irish Government remained consistent 
in its analysis and tireless in its diplomacy. There 
were intermittent attempts by unionists and their 
sympathisers to offer an alternative interpretation 
of the implications of the Good Friday Agreement, 
but these never gained serious traction in London 
or Brussels. The EU side never re-examined its 
assumptions about threats to peace and where they 
might come from.   

In fact, the Good Friday Agreement says either 
little or nothing about the European Union, about 
the border between North and South, or about 
trade within the UK. Therefore, the argument that 
Brexit or its outworkings formally violate the 
Agreement is hard to sustain. But Brexit seriously 
breaches the context and spirit of the Agreement, 

Boris Johnson 
initially refused 
to face up to the 
realities of the 
choice he was 

going to have to 
make.

Ireland/Northern Ireland Protocol 

Article 1 Objectives  
1 This Protocol is without prejudice to the provisions of the 1998 Agreement in 

respect of the constitutional status of Northern Ireland and the principle of 
consent, which provides that any change in that status can only be made with the 
consent of a majority of its people. 

2 This Protocol respects the essential State functions and territorial integrity of the 
United Kingdom. 

3 This Protocol sets out arrangements necessary to address the unique 
circumstances on the island of Ireland, to maintain the necessary conditions for 
continued North-South cooperation, to avoid a hard border and to protect the 
1998 Agreement in all its dimensions. 
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with very real political and psychological effects. 
One way or another, its implementation was always 
going to be disruptive and damaging.   

The constitutional provisions of the Agreement, 
including the guarantee of Northern Ireland’s 
constitutional status on the basis of consent, remain 
unchanged by Brexit. However, the Protocol 
undoubtedly adds significantly to the ways in which 
Northern Ireland is different from other parts of the 
United Kingdom. Northern Ireland will be 
unrepresented in the making of new EU laws by 
which it will be bound (as, incidentally, are Norway 
and Switzerland). In principle, therefore, unionist 
opposition is understandable and legitimate.  But 
so too is nationalist opposition to the fact of Brexit 
itself and to a North/South border.  

At various stages the British 
Government proposed some form of 
consent mechanism as a means of 
winning unionist support. The main 
novelty in the 2019 Protocol was indeed 
the inclusion of provisions on the future 
consent of the Assembly to the 
continuing operation of the single market 
and customs elements. In principle, this 
might seem reasonable and democratic – 
though I am not sure about the 
consequences for the British 
Government’s role as a sovereign 
negotiator, or for the internal UK 
constitutional order.   

However, in the end the formula 
which emerged was mainly cosmetic – and with 
malign consequences. Changing voting rules to 
allow consent to be given by a simple majority runs 
directly against a key element of the internal 
balances within Strand One of the Good Friday 
Agreement. On this, unionist objections are quite 
fair – though would they have been made if there 
were a unionist majority? But to allow a minority 
of MLAs to stymie a key element of an international 
agreement would also be unconscionable.  

Another effect is that the provision for periodic 
Assembly votes will regularly provide an additional 
source of potential political instability. And finally, 
the denial of consent would initiate a two-year 

period of fresh EU-UK negotiations, with no 
certainty – far from it – that any other solution 
would be found to the same problems that 
bedevilled the 2017–19 negotiations. During that 
two-year period the Protocol would operate as 
usual. So the consent provision is essentially 
meaningless, does not give unionists the lock they 
sought, contravenes a key element of the 
Agreement, and will create new opportunities for 
political disputation. It would have been far better 
had it been left out. 

Checks and controls are here to stay. And their 
location was determined in the Protocol. This might 
or might not be the least bad outcome, depending 
on one’s point of view. But it is futile to think that 
it is going to change, that the EU is going to be 

open to a renegotiation, or that the British 
Government will abandon the 
Withdrawal or Trade and Cooperation 
Agreements. 

The path forward is to push for the 
most pragmatic and flexible application of 
the Protocol possible. This would require 
thorough assessment of what the longer-
term practical impact of the Protocol on 
East-West trade actually is. There would 
need to be an examination of whether the 
UK is currently using all the possibilities 
available to it within the Protocol – the 
Commission says not. How exactly EU 
rules are being applied also needs to be 
studied.   

Arlene Foster and Michelle O’Neill should be 
able to put together a broad coalition, including 
business interests, in favour of such an approach – 
accepting that Brexit is a reality and that the 
Protocol will stay, but mitigating their effects to the 
greatest extent possible.   

This should surely be in the interests of the 
British Government too – or at least of a British 
Government which understood and took seriously 
its obligations as a joint steward of the Good Friday 
Agreement and the representative of all the people 
of Northern Ireland, in their diversity and 
complexity.  It would also require the British 
Government to appreciate the value of a co-

Checks and 
controls are 
here to stay. 

And their 
location was 

determined in 
the Protocol. 
This might or 
might not be 
the least bad 

outcome …



operative and amicable relationship with the 
European Union, and not use the genuine concerns 
of many in Northern Ireland as a tactic in 
continuing skirmishes with the EU. 

None of this is to excuse the Commission’s 
appalling error in allowing for the possible 
suspension of aspects of the Protocol under Article 
16. One would have thought that even the most 
technocratic official, on seeing “Northern Ireland” 
in a draft document, would have remembered that 
there had been a Brexit negotiation, and sought to 
check. That said, the mistake was almost 
immediately rectified, with profuse apologies.  But 
inevitably the more the EU suspects that the British 
Government is trying to use unhappiness with the 
Protocol for its own political or negotiating 
purposes, the more cautious it will be in engaging 
with a partner whose good faith it suspects.   

The Irish Government finds itself in a very 
difficult situation. It obviously wants to defuse the 
political impact of Brexit on Northern Ireland. It 
has no interest in complicating trade between Great 
Britain and the North. It is the only member state 
with a deep understanding of Northern Ireland and 
a stake in its future. This should make it receptive 
to playing an active role in Brussels and EU capitals 

to support maximum flexibility in the operation of 
the Protocol, North. Specifically, it could develop 
the case, made by unionists and others, that 
Northern Ireland’s geographical position and 
economic scale make it unlikely to act as a serious 
channel of disruption of the Single Market. The 
reality that Northern Ireland/GB trade takes place 
in a completely different political and constitutional 
context from that of EU relationships with any 
third country could also be stressed. These would 
not be simple arguments to make. EU partners 
might argue that Ireland, having worked so 
effectively to achieve the arrangements in the 
Protocol, should not now question their 
consequences. More damaging would be a 
perception that the Irish Government was acting, 
consciously or otherwise, as an ally of the British 
Government. That is why Ireland cannot now take 
the lead in making a case in Europe. To do so, it 
would have to be acting in support of a broad 
Northern Ireland coalition working to achieve 
attainable outcomes. It would also need to be 
complementing a British Government which 
accepted its obligations and was presenting 
reasonable and consistent arguments in a helpful 
way. Neither condition is currently met. gPh
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Article 18 Democratic consent in Northern Ireland 

1 Within 2 months before the end of both the initial period and any subsequent 
period, the United Kingdom shall provide the opportunity for democratic 
consent in Northern Ireland to the continued application of Articles 5 to 10. 

2 For the purposes of paragraph 1, the United Kingdom shall seek democratic 
consent in Northern Ireland in a manner consistent with the 1998 Agreement. 
A decision expressing democratic consent shall be reached strictly in 
accordance with the unilateral declaration made by the United Kingdom on 
[DATE] , including with respect to the roles of the Northern Ireland Executive 
and Assembly. 
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Britain Ireland and Europe 
Vacillating and vitriol over vaccines 
Bernard Conlon 

Bernard Conlon is a political journalist and writer 

Hot on the heels of the United 
Kingdom’s (UK) withdrawal 
agreement with the European 
Union (EU), a literal and 
metaphorical shot in the arm 
for the EU at the height of the 
Covid 19 crisis, has gone awry. 

@50
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The European Commission signalled that it was 
invoking Article 16 – an emergency break – in 
relation to the Northern Ireland protocol and 
agreement with the UK. This move on 29 January 
linked to the EU kick-starting its vaccine 
programme, opened a veritable can of worms. 

Brexit sent a shockwave through these islands 
and the EU. As it drew nearer, observers were 
concerned that the UK would leave without a deal.  

A no deal Brexit was narrowly averted. 
Unfortunately, though, the dynamic for polarisation 
and politicisation had been created.  

The UK unilaterally extending adjustment 
periods relating to the Northern Ireland protocol 
was driven by this dynamic. And the Oxford 
AstraZeneca vaccine project getting caught in the 
middle between the EU and UK is another 
dimension. Relentless briefing against the Anglo-
Swedish vaccine by the French President, 
Emmanuel Macron and others, could be dismissed 
as political pettiness if lives were not at stake. 

This fuelled fears about the vaccine. Only 
certification by the European Medicines Agency, 
headed by Irish woman, Emer Cooke, has started to 

quell this firestorm. Whether this will restore 
confidence in it remains to be seen? 

By mid-March, the EU’s vaccine programme had 
effectively stalled. This was made worse by another 
gauche performance by European Commission 
President, Ursula von der Leyen. The United States 
and the UK have raced ahead with their 
programmes, despite having previously been 
amongst the worst pandemic performers. 

The Commission’s January move will be 
remembered by the Irish government 
as akin to their Troika (the European 
Commission, the European Central 
Bank, and the International Monetary 
Fund) encounter after the 2008 
financial crisis. The EU suddenly 
feared supplies of vaccines leaking 
across the Irish border, threatening 
their vaccine programme, 
responsibility for which, they had just 
wrested from the member states. The 
Brussels-centric Commission, a civil-
service with a massive dollop of executive power, 
worried that the new frontier between the EU and 

Berlaymont Building, Brussels

Emer Cooke, EU Medical 
Agency’s Medical Director
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the UK in Ireland was the Achilles Heel of their 
vaccine vision. 

Therefore, Ursula von der Leyen, a German, was 
ready, at the drop of a hat, to ditch the hard won 
“no hard border in Ireland” credo. This would have 
unpacked the most sensitive aspect of the deal with 
the British. In the event, she damaged and devalued 
it, creating a difficult genie to put back in the bottle. 

The Irish government who incredibly had not 
been initially consulted, must have thought Brussels 
very “perfidious” indeed. BBC Radio 4’s Today 
programme extracted a pointed Irish response, 
when Minister for European Affairs, Thomas 
Byrne, complained that the Commission had 
radicalised unionism. 

Amid the growing EU-UK acrimony on the 
protocol, certain central European EU countries are 
importing untested vaccines from outside the EU. 
Some, like Hungary, are also in talks with China on 
vaccine importation and production. 

Slovakia has allegedly bought two million 
Sputnik V vaccines from Russia, amid scant push 
back from Brussels. This small central European 
country of 5.5 million people is home to Maroš 
Šefcovic, the European Commissioner dealing with 
the Northern Ireland protocol. 

Hungary has already deployed the Russian 
product. The Czech Republic is also likely to bring 
in supplies. The Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia 
and their larger neighbour, Poland, make up the 
Visegrad Group, which presents a common front 
on EU matters. 

That the commissioner dealing with a sensitive 
part of the agreement between the EU and UK, 
hails from a country seemingly cherry-picking its 
EU membership, is certainly thought-provoking. 
The commissioner was, until 1990 fully integrated 
in communist structures. Afterwards, the one-time 
diplomat became a conservative politician, opposed 
to socially liberal issues. 

It is a mark of the negative dynamic between the 
EU and the UK that Irish Sea trading rules remain 
rigid. Whereas, in what George Bush Junior called 
“New Europe”, their interpretation appears more 
liberal. 

The European project emerged from the debris 
of the Second World War. It was a peace process, 

initially based on economic and social cooperation. 
When this phase of its development had been 
consolidated, the project entered a rapid period of 
evolution, inspired by big picture politicians like 
Germany’s Helmut Koln and Francois Mitterrand 
of France. No longer was it just about coal, steel, 
energy and agriculture. Industrial strategy, 
innovation and the vision of ever closer political 
union entered the frame. 

Closer to home, Germany and France’s post war 
reconciliation inspired John Hume’s doctrine. 
Hume interacted closely with renowned European 
Commission President, Jacque Delors, who strongly 
supported him. 

Delors’ period in office witnessed an intense 
evolution of the European project, through a 
sequence of treaties and legislation. Among these 
was the Single European Act and the Amsterdam 
treaty. But perhaps the former French finance 
minister is best known for the 1992 Single Market. 

An attempt to create a constitution for the EU, 
under the chairmanship of former French president, 
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing in the early 2000s ran into 
the buffers. Tony Blair allegedly had ambitions of 
becoming the first elected President of Europe 
under this envisaged constitution. Institutional and 
other configurative housekeeping was achieved by 
the Nice and Lisbon Treaties. But this fell short of 
what had been previously anticipated. 

In the wake of Delors, who left office in 1995, 
there has been a trail of non-descript presidents. 
Former Irish Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, turned down 
the top Commission job in 2004.  

Former Luxembourg finance/prime minister, 
Jean Claude Junker preceded the present 
incumbent, Ursula von der Leyen. His period of 
office was dominated by Brexit. When Junker was 

Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European 
Commission – Germany
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selected in 2014, despite credible research by the 
Washington-based International Consortium of 
Investigative Journalists, the confirmation hearings 
seemed like an exercise in “contrived turbulence”. 

The Article 16 debacle and the vaccination issue, 
reflects on Ursula von der Leyen’s entire 
Commission. In particular, the new Irish 
Commissioner, Mairead Mc Guinness came into 

office in October 2020, not long 
before.  
Mc Guinness has said: “If I had 
been consulted on this, it 
wouldn’t have happened.” Her 
other comments such as 
“learning lessons” are hyperbole. 
She was not consulted! 

The central question is: The 
European Commission being a 
collegiate body, why was the Irish 
member not consulted? 

Apart from the Irish Commissioner, there are 
fundamental issues relating to the Irish state’s 
relationship with the EU, a relationship that, at 
least from the time of the financial crisis of 2008, 
has not been altogether healthy. 

Ursula von der Leyen, who came to office in 
2019, dealt with the final stage of Brexit and has 
been in the eye of the Covid storm, which will no 
doubt dominate the rest of her term. In addition to 
the politics of pandemic, this decade is being billed 
as make or break for humanity. Decisions that will 
determine the shape of things for decades and 
generations will have to be made. So, whatever is 
done in the next five to ten years will have profound 
implications. So, systems and structures need to be 
optimal. Are the EU’s? 

Despite the crisis that Europe and elsewhere is 
facing there is something of a business-as-usual 
mood pertaining within the EU. Conversations are 
ongoing with the western Balkans, which includes 
Serbia and Albania, about joining the EU, for 
example. During profound crisis, is it conceivable 
that the EU should be considering expansion? 

There are a panoply of other pan European 
bodies such as the 47-member Council of Europe 
and the Organisation for Cooperation and Security 
in Europe that deserve greater attention than they 

receive. The EU has fostered rapid integration and 
harmonisation, but the centralising, top-down 
approach and mix of the technocratic and neoliberal 
will not suffice in the post pandemic era. Proactive 
partnership, outreach and real solidarity will be, by 
necessity, rather than choice, needed. 

Cultural, collective, and other human values 
need to co-exist with the economic. The Irish state 
for example, in conforming to the EU has become 
a corporate facility to the increasing exclusion of 
almost everything else.  

The Article 16 debacle highlights issues to do 
with an aloof, unelected Commission that is remote 
from the citizen. Many decent people and 
politicians are star-struck by the EU, seeing it in 
panacea terms, probably because it has come to 
define Europe. Yes, to some of what the EU has 
achieved, but there were flaws in the post-war 
European project’s design. Aspects of the fast-track 
evolution of the ’80s and ’90s and EU enlargement 
are cases in point. Considered reconfiguration is 
needed to prevent the loss of the European ideal. 

A decentralised and democratic Europe is 
desirable. This will require better informed and 
involved citizens and communities. Brexit is a wake-
up call and Covid is truly traumatic. The only hope 
is that they have not entirely been in vain. g

Article 16 Safeguards 
1 If the application of this Protocol leads to serious 

economic, societal or environmental difficulties that 
are liable to persist, or to diversion of trade, the 
Union or the United Kingdom may unilaterally take 
appropriate safeguard measures. Such safeguard 
measures shall be restricted with regard to their 
scope and duration to what is strictly necessary in 
order to remedy the situation. Priority shall be 
given to such measures as will least disturb the 
functioning of this Protocol. 

2 If a safeguard measure taken by the Union or the 
United Kingdom, as the case may be, in accordance 
with paragraph 1 creates an imbalance between the 
rights and obligations under this Protocol, the 
Union or the United Kingdom, as the case may be, 
may take such proportionate rebalancing measures 
as are strictly necessary to remedy the imbalance. 
Priority shall be given to such measures as will least 
disturb the functioning of this Protocol.1998 
Agreement in all its dimensions. 

Mairead McGuinness, EU 
Commissioner for Financial 

Services – Ireland
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Northern Ireland Protocol: 
a view from Dublin 
Edgar Morgenroth 
 

Edgar Morgenroth is Professor of Economics at Dublin City University Business School

The Northern Ireland Protocol, which was agreed to 
avoid a ‘hard’ border on the island of Ireland while 
allowing Northern Ireland to remain part of the UK 
customs regime, has led to significant friction 
between the UK and Unionists on one side and the EU 
and Ireland on the other. In the debate about the 
protocol the focus has been on the impact on 
Northern Ireland and of course the symbolic 
implications of checks on trade within the UK. 

Indeed the Protocol has become the central 
battleground in the debate about the Union and the 
potential for a border poll. While these immediate 
impacts may seem significant, it is likely that the 
longer term effects on trade patterns are rarely going 
to be bigger. 

The immediate effect of the implementation of 
the Protocol has been to disrupt goods imports from 
Great Britain (GB) into Northern Ireland, but at 
least some of this can be dealt with through some 
fine tuning of its application. However, some trade 
frictions will inevitably have to remain. This arises 
out of the obligation that Ireland as a member of 
the EU has to safeguard the EU Single Market and 
Customs Union and to adhere to EU regulations in 
respect to trade. These are the same obligations that 
other Member States that have a border with a non-
EU Member, a so called third country, have. Brexit 
allows the UK to depart from the common tariff 
and regulatory regime that is applied by the EU. 
Importantly, the EU regulations require that 

sanitary and phytosanitary checks be carried. These 
are important as the risk of importing animal and 
plant diseases and parasite as well as invasive species 
is ever increasing and goods imported into the EU 
can circulate freely. Furthermore, the UK is free to 
sign free trade agreements with other countries or 
blocks that have terms that differ from those that 
the EU has agreed with these.  

Data for 2018 shows that Northern Ireland 
imported about 23% of total purchases from GB, 
which could be potentially affected by these trade 
frictions. However, the Northern Ireland Protocol 
also provides significant potential for Northern 
Ireland. While sourcing in the UK is likely to be 
more expensive, sourcing in the EU including 
Ireland will be unaffected by Brexit. The data shows 
that the share of goods imports from GB into 
Northern Ireland has already been declining. In 
contrast the data on imports into Northern Ireland 
show that the share of goods imported from Ireland 
and the rest of the EU has been increasing steadily. 
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Data on goods exports from Ireland to Northern 
Ireland also shows that this is increasing.  

Analysis has shown that it is possible to replace 
UK imports into Ireland and the rest of the EU 
with EU sourced products. In many cases these 
substitutes will be cheaper than those from the UK 
that will be subject to non-tariff barriers. 
Importantly, Northern Ireland is able to import 
goods from Ireland and the EU without incurring 
the extra costs that will be incurred by GB based 
firms for the same imports from the EU. This gives 
firms in Northern Ireland a unique 
advantage over their GB counterparts, 
particularly as they will be free access to 
both the UK and the EU market. This 
advantage should not only help firms that 
are already operating in Northern Ireland, 
but should also attract firms both from 
GB and elsewhere to Northern Ireland. 

GB now only accounted for less than 
8% of Irish merchandise exports in 2020, 
which is less than half of what it accounted for at 
the turn of the century. Of course there are 
significant sectoral differences. While GB is not a 
major destination for pharmaceuticals produced in 
Ireland with just 3% of exports going to the GB, it 
is the biggest market for agri-food products, where 
GB still accounts for more than 50% of exports. 
Likewise, the share of imports from the GB into 
Ireland has declined by more than 10% in the last 
decade, but still accounts for about 21%, which 
shows that Ireland is more dependent on the UK 
for imports than exports.  

So far Irish exports to GB have not faced the full 
trade frictions as some aspects are still covered by a 
grace period. However, the trade barriers due to 
Brexit will accelerate the trend of decreasing 
dependence on the GB market for exports as well 
as the dependence on imports from GB. 
Nevertheless, data for January 2021 shows that Irish 
exports to GB are down 14% compared to January 

2020 and 35% below the value in December 2020. 
Even more striking is the decline in imports to 
Ireland from GB which is 65% lower than in 
January 2020 and 73% lower than in the previous 
month. These numbers may get revised and are also 
likely to reflect both the effects of Covid and 
precautions taken by traders to stockpile goods 
before Brexit. However they indicate that Brexit will 
have a significant impact on trade patterns. 

Apart from reorientation trade flows, transport 
routes are also re-orientating. Pre-Brexit the so called 

landbridge – the route between Ireland 
and France, Belgium and the Netherlands 
via GB – was the by far the most 
frequented route for trade between 
Ireland and the non-UK EU member 
states. This is due to the fact that travel 
times via the landbridge were typically less 
than 20 hours compared to up to 40 
hours via direct shipping routes from 
Ireland. As travel times via the landbridge 

have become less predictable due to Brexit, firms 
that require guaranteed time of arrival are 
increasingly switching to the direct route. This trend 
started before Christmas 2020 as some firms were 
worried about getting trucks stuck in Calais or 
Dover. The shipping industry has been quick to 
react to this, so much so that direct sailings from 
Ireland to France, Spain and Belgium have already 
increased from 12 per week to 42. One implication 
of the shift towards the direct routes is that 
opportunity for hauliers to pick up or drop off part 
loads in GB is reduced. This will reduce trade 
between Ireland and GB further. 
Brexit and the operation of the Northern Ireland 
Protocol, while inconvenient in the short run, 
provides significant positive potential for Northern 
Ireland. This includes increasing all-island trade. For 
Ireland, Brexit is accelerating the decupling from 
GB both in terms of exports and imports.   

Apart from 
reorientation 
trade flows, 

transport 
routes are also 
re-orienting.
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Why I don’t believe in Border Polls  
 
Andy Pollak 
 
Andy Pollak is a journalist, editor, writer and expert on cross-border cooperation in Ireland

I am not a fan of binary referendums or border 
polls to resolve complex, existential, zero-sum 
questions to do with separatism, national identity 
or constitutional formation in polarised societies. 
The deep divisions in the UK caused by the 2016 
‘in-out’ Brexit referendum offer a salutary lesson. 
“All the wars in the former Yugoslavia started with 
a referendum”, wrote the Bosnian newspaper 
Oslobodjenje in 1999. In his 2014 study Referendums 
around the World, political scientist Matt Qvortrup 
estimated that one in eight (13%) of referendums 
on such issues led to wars. I would suggest that the 
chances of a Border Poll with a narrow victory for 
Irish unity leading to renewed conflict in Northern 
Ireland would be greater than 8–1.  Being voted into 
a united Ireland against their wishes is the ultimate 
unionist nightmare, and I believe there is a strong 

There is endless talk these days about a forthcoming Border 
Poll on Irish unity. The Ireland’s Future group of Northern 
nationalists wants it to happen in the very near future: in 
2023, 25 years after the Good Friday Agreement. Everyone – 
unionist, nationalist and other – agrees on one thing, and 
one thing only: if there is going to be a majority for unity in 
this or a follow-up poll, it will be extremely narrow. The size 
of any majority will almost certainly be 50%+1 or a few 
percentage points higher, meaning that those against unity 
– many of them strongly, some of them bitterly – will make 
up a very large minority. Is this a recipe for peace, 
reconciliation and social harmony in Ireland?  
I think not.

possibility that some element of this martial people 
would react violently. 

There is also the danger of significant groups of 
people boycotting such a referendum. Northern 
nationalists, led by the SDLP, boycotted the last 
Border Poll on unity in 1973. What is to stop 
unionists doing the same in a future such poll? 

Much of the rest of this short article will be based 
on ideas taken from A Shared Home Place, the 2019 
book I co-authored with the late Seamus Mallon, 
former Northern Ireland Deputy First Minister and 
SDLP deputy leader. Mallon said: “I have come 
increasingly to the view that the Good Friday 
Agreement of 50% plus one for unity will not give 
us the kind of agreed Ireland we seek. Put simply, 
we have to find some more inclusive and generous 
way to quantify consent so that it reflects true parity 
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of esteem between the unionist and nationalist 
communities.” 

Mallon went on to outline the concept of 
“parallel consent”, modelled on a clause in the Good 
Friday Agreement which required that key decisions 
of the Northern Ireland Assembly “would require 
the support of parties representing both traditions”. 
He went on to ask whether this could be “extended 
across into the constitutional space and thus be used 
to protect unionists if a future Border Poll were to 
result in a narrow overall majority for a united 
Ireland, but without the consent of both traditions 
in the North.”  

I believe parallel consent in an Irish unity Border 
Poll is unrealisable, since the majority of unionists 
will never vote for unity. However it does serve to 
open the debate about whether some kind of ‘super-
majority’ will be needed to ensure that a significant 
minority of unionists give their consent to unity in 
order to make that unity workable.  

As Mallon said:”A narrow and unworkable 
majority in favour of Irish unity...will only lead to a 
captured unionist minority inside a state from 
which they are completely alienated”. He pointed 
out that this is exactly what happened to the 
nationalists in Northern Ireland in 1920, with 
malign consequences that are only too well-known. 

In his book, Mallon called for a three-stage 
process of public deliberation, inter-governmental 
decision-making and (last of all) public voting about 
the island’s constitutional future in the coming 
years. The first of these stages would be a “civic 
dialogue to enable a wide range of people in Ireland, 
north and south, and Britain, to contribute their 
ideas about the future shape of the island”.This, he 
said, should be modelled on the 1992-1993 Opsahl 
Commission (of which I was the coordinator), set 
up by a 200-strong citizens’ group in Northern 
Ireland which, under the chairmanship of an 
eminent Norwegian human rights lawyer, Torkel 
Opsahl, canvassed public opinion for ways out of 
Northern Ireland’s violent deadlock and published 
an influential report (also published as a best-selling 
book) containing ideas from around 3,000 people. 

The Opsahl Report has been recognised as one of 

the seeds out of which the Northern Ireland peace 
process grew. Mallon stressed the importance of a 
new Opsahl-type initiative – maybe run by an 
unimpeachably objective organisation like a 
university (or universities) - as a precursor to moves 
towards any Border Poll. Unlike a Citizens 
Assembly (which would be convened and funded 
by the Irish government), this new initiative would 
be completely independent of governments or 
political parties and funded (as Opsahl was) by 
charitable foundations in Ireland, Britain, the USA 
and elsewhere. This would allow it to engender 
public confidence among all sections of both 
communities on the island.  

Indeed, to persuade the notoriously suspicious 
unionist community to take part, it should be 
organised as two, separate but parallel processes, one 
in Northern Ireland and one in the Republic. This 
would aim to provide an inclusive, non-party 
political, grass-roots ‘citizens inquiry’ in an open 
and safe atmosphere, and thus would play a key role 
in informing the governments about public opinion 
on the highly sensitive and potentially dangerous 
issues surrounding a Border Poll and its outcome.It 
should take place well before and therefore feed into 
the formal inter-governmental review of the Good 
Friday Agreement (as laid down in paragraph 7 of 
that agreement), which Mallon proposes as the 
second stage of his process. Only after these first two 
stages are complete, should the British government 
(in consultation with the Irish government) 
consider a Border Poll on unity (the third stage). 

The remit of this Opsahl-style initiative should 
be wide-ranging and open-ended. It would include 
constitutional proposals, which should not rule out 
any option: a power-sharing model for Northern 
Ireland within the UK (as at present), a federal or 
confederal solution, joint authority or a unitary Irish 
state.  

However this new civic dialogue would have an 
unconfined agenda, also inviting proposals on law, 
justice and security; business and the economy; and 
culture, religion, education and identity. The new 
commission’s strengths would be its independence 
and openness, as well as the eminence and 



POLITICS

13 

FORTNIGHT @ 50

impartiality of its members, who should include 
distinguished practitioners of government, 
university research, business and law from abroad. 

I would add two elements to this exercise. It 
should commission a ‘preferendum’ asking a wide 
and representative group of people, north and 
south, to vote on a range of future constitutional 
options open to Northern Ireland and Ireland (for 
example, the five options listed above). It should 
also build on a study currently being undertaken by 
a group of academics led by the Constitution Unit 
at University College London on the suitability of 
various voting systems for an Irish Border Poll. 
These could include a two-round referendum (as in 
the 1992 New Zealand referendum on electoral 
reform), Single Transferable Vote, Condorcet and 
de Borda, whose main champion is the Belfast-
based expert on voting systems, Peter Emerson. 

All this would take a considerable amount of 
time, which would be all to the good: remember 
that the Northern Ireland peace process effectively 
lasted 22 years: from the start of the Hume-Adams 

talks in 1988 to the return of justice and policing 
powers to Stormont in 2010. A 20–25 year process 
would begin to get fearful unionists used to the idea 
of thinking about the method of finding some 
consensus around a future constitutional 
configuration as the demographics turn against 
them. At the moment, with the nationalist vote in 
the North running at around 40%, it is entirely 
rational for unionists to refuse even to open 
discussions on this (as Ulster Unionist leader Steve 
Aiken said to an Irish senator recently: “You are 
asking me to give up my country – how would you 
feel if I asked your to give up your country?”). It 
would also begin to educate an almost entirely 
ignorant and ‘switched off ’ Southern public about 
the risks and costs of unity. 

Above all else in this hugely sensitive process, we 
must keep in mind that radical constitutional 
change in Ireland over the centuries has always 
involved violent conflict, and this is the malign 
outcome that we must absolutely strive to prevent.
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Leaders and followers in  
Ulster Unionism 
Aaron Edwards 
 

Dr Aaron Edwards is a Lecturer in International Security Studies and the author of 
UVF: Behind the Mask. His new book, Agents of Influence: Britain’s Secret Intelligence 
War Against the IRA, is published by Merrion Press.

That there has been general anxiety amongst Ulster 
unionists surrounding the Northern Ireland 
Protocol is unsurprising. It is a crisis that has been 
brewing for some time and can be traced back to 
the DUP’s bullish position on Brexit, which has 
oscillated from preferences for a hard or soft border, 
depending on the mood music coming from 
Downing Street. There was always at least an 
outside chance of the Conservative government 
pursuing its own agenda since the DUP lost the 
balance of power at Westminster in the 2019 
election. 

Despite the best efforts of Arlene Foster to 
reassure the DUP’s support-base by talking up the 
prospective benefits of Northern Ireland’s unique 
place in a post-Brexit world, loyalist paramilitaries 
have claimed they may be unable to contain the 
more destructive tendencies of their followers. There 
is anger out there amongst loyalists, no doubt, many 
of whom remain incredulous at what they see as the 
dilution of their British identity. If you cannot be 
treated equally, like your fellow citizens elsewhere 

in the United Kingdom, so the argument runs, then 
the union itself is almost certainly in jeopardy. 

This is ironic given that some of the very same 
people have attempted to halt the extension of 
British rights for British citizens in Northern Ireland 
by way of the access to health care provision for 
women. It took a Sinn Féin Minister, Deirdre 
Hargey, to remind the DUP of their duty to extend 
these rights to everyone, including unionists. In an 
unprecedented move, the British government will 
now compel Stormont to implement new abortion 
laws. 

Despite attempts to place the blame elsewhere 
for these political failures, the fact remains that the 
DUP have held the leadership mantle for Ulster 
unionism since the electoral eclipse of the UUP in 
the early 2000s. This presents something of a 
paradox to those loyalists who, on the one hand, 
turn out to vote for the DUP, even if they frequently 
find themselves at odds with the decisions that 
leadership has taken. 

@50
rtnightfo

The announcement by loyalist paramilitary 
groups that they are withdrawing their 
support for the Good Friday Agreement has 
been a largely symbolic move that may 
herald a variety of unintended 
consequences, argues Aaron Edwards.



15 

FORTNIGHT @ 50

POLITICS

16 years ago, I watched as a UVF chief of staff 
told dozens of his top commanders that they were 
awaiting a leader, saviour-like, to take them out of 
the current political impasse. Given that loyalists 
regarded Rev. Ian Paisley with suspicion at the time, 
he was not seen as the prophet who would lead 
them to the promised land. 

Many loyalists saw Paisley as speaking from two 
sides of his mouth on their armed campaign. They 
remembered, bitterly, how Paisley enthusiastically 
marched them up to the top of the hill and 
abandoned them. Despite their scepticism, loyalists 
continued to pay deference to Paisley and the DUP 
at the ballot box. Loyalists never believed they could 
shape the big political decisions within unionism. 
They merely followed, head down, chest out, 
providing the muscle to strengthen the 
hands of leaders like Paisley. 

Nowadays, the relationship between 
unionist leaders and loyalist followers has 
changed. Unlike in the nationalist 
community, where a radicalisation amongst 
supporters has taken place thanks to Sinn 
Féin’s democratic centralism, unionist 
leaders have had to win the consent of their 
loyalist supporters. This is a support base 
that has rejected time and again the 
progressive politics of parties like the PUP. 
The long tail of the 2012–13 flag protests 
saw, at first, the return and accentuation of 
left-leaning voices who were subsequently rejected 
at the ballot box in favour of the DUP. 

Ironically, we now have unelected gatekeepers of 
the 1994 ceasefires corralled into a Loyalist 
Communities Council who were the same people 
who delivered the Good Friday Agreement to their 
followers. Now they find their same followers have 
rejected it. If this flip-flopping proves anything it is 
that there is a fundamental disconnect between 
leaders and followers within the broader unionist 
family. 

This disconnect is not unique and has been 
mirrored in different parts of the world, from 

electrifying protests in Arab countries to driving 
white, pro-Trump militias to attempt a coup on 
Capitol Hill. Northern Ireland is not a place apart. 

In his pioneering research on Ulster loyalism, Dr 
Sean Brennan has referred to our local militias as a 
kind of ‘warrior regime’, led by and beholden to a 
privileged class. Think soldiers of the Ulster 
Division charging the German guns at the 
Schwaben Redoubt on the Somme in 1916 led by 
posh public school educated officers. Another 
obvious example is the loyalist mobilisation against 
the power-sharing Executive in 1974, which, after 
its fall, handed power back to the unionist political 
class. 

Today, as the union looks increasingly under 
threat to many unionists, the loyalist warrior regime 

seems to be stirring, once again threatening 
a violent reaction. There are signs of 
potential trouble on the horizon once 
COVID restrictions have been lifted. 

Although the continuing presence of 
loyalist warrior regimes is concerning, it is 
by no means certain that they will return to 
killing or large-scale street violence. For one 
thing they haven’t yet worked out who they 
should direct their ire towards. And for 
violence to have any strategic utility, as all 
good analysts of war know, it must have a 
clear objective, otherwise it is nothing 
more, or less, than senseless, mindless 

criminality. 
Loyalists face momentous decisions in the weeks 

and months ahead. The withdrawal of support for 
the Good Friday Agreement – an Agreement they 
supported and, indeed, even killed and maimed 
some fellow loyalists to maintain – is regrettable. 
What would be even more regrettable is if loyalists 
– who now find themselves in a leadership position 
– fail to prevent their own followers from 
committing acts of violence and, thereby, rip up the 
democratic gains of the past 25 years. 
That would be the real tragedy.

… there is a 
fundamental 

disconnect 
between 

leaders and 
followers 

within the 
broader 
unionist 
family.
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Unionists face a choice: either to ignore or to 
engage with this mounting debate. Writing in the 
News Letter in October 2020, former First Minister 
Peter Robinson made clear his position: “I know 
there are border poll deniers who think such a 
referendum will never be called or believe that to 
talk about and prepare for a plebiscite creates 
momentum that will speed its arrival,” adding 
pointedly, “I do not subscribe to such complacent 
and dangerous thinking.”  

For Mr Robinson, the groundwork must begin. 
He makes the crucial point that in order to have the 
best chance of winning such a referendum, the task 
of preparing for it must go beyond political parties. 
For one thing, he notes that unionist parties don’t 
have a strong track record of working well together 
around a common cause. For another, he highlights 
the day-to-day constraints on the activity of political 
parties. Their energies tend to be focused on the 
short term, reacting to immediate crises and day-to-
day events at the expense of more strategic, 
long-term thinking.  

Instead, Mr Robinson advocates the 
establishment of a permanent pro-union think tank 
or working group. It would receive input from a 
broad range of voices to make the best case for 
Northern Ireland’s continued union with Great 
Britain through research papers and active 
campaigning. In fact, since the former First 
Minister’s article, one such group has emerged on 
the political scene.  

Launched in December 2020, UnitingUK 
describes itself as a “cross-party, cross-community 
campaign group” which aims “to educate, 
communicate, research and campaign to show the 
benefits of being part of the UK.” It recognises 
something which Mr Robinson does not explicitly 
acknowledge: that existing unionist parties in 
Northern Ireland fail to connect with the full 
spectrum of voters who will be decisive in any 
future referendum. As one of its founding members, 
Philip Smith, wrote on Slugger O’Toole, the group’s 
“focus is on people who feel left behind by 
traditional unionism, such as young people, liberals 
and minorities.” 

The bridges unionists  
need to build 
Jamie Pow 
 
Jamie Pow is a Lecturer in Political Science at Queen’s University Belfast

As Northern Ireland marks its centenary, there’s much 
talk about its constitutional future. The UK’s 
departure from the European Union has galvanised 
the debate about whether Northern Ireland should, in 
turn, leave the UK to join a united Ireland. Even 
though polls routinely find a higher level of support 
for Northern Ireland remaining in the UK than for 
constitutional change, a referendum on the subject 
appears increasingly likely in the medium-term.

@50
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This is a strategically wise decision. Let’s start by 
considering the generational gap between the 
political preferences of many young people and the 
policies of the main unionist parties. As in other 
places, young people in Northern Ireland tend to be 
more socially liberal than their parents or 
grandparents. A 2019 survey by the University of 
Liverpool found that 65% of those aged 18–24 in 
Northern Ireland supported the legalisation of 
same-sex marriage, compared to 41% among those 
aged 60 and older. 

More generally, beyond age we also see that non-
voters appear to be more socially liberal compared 
to those who voted in the 2019 general election: 
50% of voters in Northern Ireland said they 
thought abortion should only be legal in cases where 
the mother’s life is in danger, compared to 41% 
among non-voters. We can expect to see many 
more people turn out to participate in a referendum 
on an issue as important as Northern Ireland’s 
constitutional future compared to regular 
Westminster or Assembly elections, thus changing 
the ideological profile of the voting electorate.  

In such a referendum, of course, the campaign 
will be about much more than social issues. But 
given the relative lack of ideological diversity among 
unionist representatives, it may make it harder for 
them to connect with and mobilise key voters who 
simultaneously include the most politically 
disenfranchised and the most persuadable. 

There are more people who are potentially 
persuadable on the constitutional question than 
many realise. While unionism lost its majority for 
the first time in the Northern Ireland Assembly after 
the 2017 election, those identifying as unionist in 

the wider population have been a minority for 
much longer. According to the 2019 Northern 
Ireland Life and Times Survey, 33% of adults 
identified as unionist and 23% as nationalist, while 
a further 39% identified as neither nationalist nor 
unionist. In other words, assuming that all unionists 
would vote in a referendum to stay in the UK and 
that all nationalists would vote to join a united 
Ireland (and, indeed, that everyone eligible to 
participate does cast a ballot), those identifying as 
neither will hold the balance of power. 

Many of those who identify as neither do 
still hold a constitutional preference – it just doesn’t 
define their political identity. And, indeed, this is a 
diverse group containing a range of other 
identities. Currently, the available evidence suggests 
that most of those who identify as neither 
nationalist nor unionist are more supportive of the 
status quo than a united Ireland. But, by definition, 
if they don’t choose to identify as unionist (or 
nationalist, for that matter), their long-term support 
for a particular constitutional position cannot be 
assumed. 

Peter Robinson is right to warn unionists of the 
need to engage with a debate on Northern Ireland’s 
future, rather than to ignore it – and similarly 
sensible in highlighting the need for non-partisan 
groups to help reach voters for whom existing 
unionist parties are a turn-off. But unionist parties 
themselves can still strengthen – or weaken – their 
cause, depending on how much they recognise that 
Northern Ireland’s future rests on persuasion, not 
pressure. 

Some unionists would like to see a fixed link to 
Scotland to help protect Northern Ireland’s place in 
the UK. In this centenary year, a more effective way 
of achieving this goal would be to focus on building 
bridges to develop new political connections within 
Northern Ireland.
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The SDLP at 50 
Connal Parr 
 

Connal Parr is Senior Lecturer in History at Northumbria University 

Last November 4th, the West Belfast branch of the 
Social Democratic and Labour Party hosted a live 
Zoom event on their Facebook page to discuss two 
of its founder members: Gerry Fitt and Paddy 
Devlin. As an historian and grandson of the latter, 
I was invited to speak on the online panel with 
Bronagh Hinds and the Reverend Chris Hudson, 
with SDLP MP for South Belfast Claire Hanna 
chairing. 

This was conceived as a way to mark the 50th 
anniversary of the party and was a fairly courageous 
initiative, as Fitt resigned from a party he came to 
regard as full of ‘fucking schoolteachers’, while 
Devlin got into fist-fights with party figures and 
locked the West Belfast branch out of their own 
offices after he was expelled in 1977, claiming they 
were in arrears! 

The event, viewed by an audience of almost 
1,000, allows us to take stock of where the SDLP is 
at in present times and how far departed – or in 
tune – it is with those two strong Belfast 
personalities. As I pointed out, Fitt never forgave 
the SDLP for running Joe Hendron against him in 
West Belfast, which split the moderate Catholic vote 
at 10,000 apiece and allowed Gerry Adams to take 
the Westminster seat for the first time in 1983. Fitt 
lived out a relatively sad existence in the House of 
Lords bar, though Devlin continued to have good 
relations with SDLP colleagues and is, for the most 
part, fondly recalled by an older generation (as well 
as seemingly quite fashionable with its younger 

activists). Only Devlin’s anti-European Economic 
Community stance – and overriding socialist 
analysis – seems out of kilter with the party, though 
the SDLP seems much less keen to engage with 
Fitt’s individualist, London-oriented persona.  

Perhaps the lasting legacy of Devlin in the SDLP 
is its cooperative attitude to council politics. He 
liked to build coalitions with Left-wing Unionists 
(including John Carson and the late Hughie 
Smyth), the Workers’ Party, and Alliance, much as 
the SDLP continues to attempt presently, especially 
on Belfast City Council (though Left-wing 
Unionists are much harder to come by these days). 

The modern SDLP organization is 
understandably unconcerned with the semantics of 
history, especially when there are bigger fish to fry. 
For a long time it seemed as if it was sailing into 
oblivion, before a mini-revival in December 2019, 
when Claire Hanna and Colum Eastwood retook 
the South Belfast and Foyle Westminster seats with 
enormous majorities that clearly came as a surprise. 
This shows at the very least that the electorate of 
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both constituencies – and perhaps Northern Ireland 
as a whole – will not always put up with the dross 
they had been served by the two largest parties. The 
month after the election the SDLP unveiled an 
impressive signing in Matthew O’Toole, who 
replaced Hanna as MLA for South Belfast and has 
spoken authoritatively on the Northern 
Ireland Protocol and European, cultural, 
and educational issues since the start of 
2020. Such a recruit reflects the renewed 
appeal of the SDLP and its ability to attract 
politicians of calibre. 

But it is not enough simply to be an 
alternative to Sinn Féin, who will recover 
in Foyle (a new McGuinness is surely to 
run in the future). Hanna on the other 
hand appears relatively secure in South Belfast, in 
part due to her cross-party appeal. By far the most 
effective of the party’s performers, differences over 
the pact with Fianna Fáil are forgotten and even the 
SDLP’s opponents admire her articulate media 
contributions. The current party leader is a different 
kettle of fish, though polling still shows him the 
most individually popular of all the party leaders 
(which says much about leaders in Northern 
Ireland). 

Where does the SDLP move from here, 
especially around talk (and that is factually what it 
is) of a Border Poll? It centres on an age-old 
historical problem with the party; that encountered 
by Messrs Devlin and Fitt, which is how much of 
the Green card to play. In terms of social issues, 
there is a fairly vibrant and progressive youth wing 
of the SDLP that is closer to Devlin on social issues 
(pro-choice and pro-same sex marriage) than it 
would have been to other SDLP founders and the 
party’s post-1974 second wave. These younger 
activists, busy on social media and unafraid of a row 
with Sinn Féin, are more prepared than older 
members to look past the more socially-conservative 
attitudes that once defined the party’s base.  

But older problems are resurfacing. The 
difficulty for the SDLP is how much to take a steer 
in the united Ireland debate, especially as it is Sinn 
Féin’s absolute raison-d’être. By enthusiastically 

involving itself, the SDLP will lose some of the 
liberal Protestant and Unionist vote that lends their 
votes to the party in Westminster contests and 
transfers to them at Assembly elections.  

Eastwood is clearly passionate about this, which 
is fine. Irish nationalists’ gonna Irish nationalist, 

after all – but there is a better reason than 
this to take a lead. Leave this debate to Sinn 
Féin and a united Ireland doesn’t look such 
an appealing concept, especially as those 
calling for a Border Poll are intent on a 
Brexit-style 50 per cent+1 contest, scraping 
it over the line. There is no plan whatsoever 
at this stage, though we do have all the old, 
old arguments about demographics and 
Catholic birth-rates: old whine, in new 

bottles, that Gerry Fitt and Paddy Devlin would 
have supped as small children.  

In opposition to this prospect, Unionists, the 
Irish establishment in the south, and the vast 
majority of Irish people south of the border are on 
the same page. Eastwood has therefore been vocal 
on Irish unity and refused to allow Sinn Féin to 
commandeer the debate.  

His agreed partnership with Fianna Fáil does, 
however, bite here. Micheál Martin has made it 
clear the Shared Island Unit (note that spelling of 
Ireland) and the Taoiseach’s office is uninterested in 
identity chat and his government will not hold a 
border poll in the next few years, taking a ‘softly 
softly’ approach that instead emphasises cross-
border trade and engagement with the Unionist 
working-class. Eastwood publicly voices an old 
passion for unity, contradicting his own 
arrangement with Fianna Fáil, while offering little 
concrete towards that end. 

All that energy spent talking Irish unity, 
meanwhile, means less for tackling poverty, creating 
jobs, building housing, and rescuing a health system 
creaking under chronic underinvestment – issues 
firmly in the hearts and DNA of the party’s founder 
members.  

Happy 50th, SDLP. g

… it is not 
enough 

simply to be 
an 

alternative to 
Sinn Féin
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Hard heads, soft hearts and 
solid institutions 
Graham Brownlow 
 
Graham Brownlow is Senior Lecturer in Economics at Queen’s Management School and 
Co-Editor of Irish Economic and Social History.

Being the author of forthcoming surveys covering the 
centenary of partition has reminded me that all too often 
economic analysis has rarely served the function, using the 
terminology associated with Keynes, of providing a 
“technique of thinking” in political debate. Instead 
economic terminology has often been applied as a varnish 
to some pretty shoddy intellectual furniture. Equally, there 
is a danger in discussing policy to not distinguish between 
the urgent and the important.  

governing the public expenditure implications of 
the budget – the so called Barnett consequentials – 
implies for instance that the NI executive will 
receive £410 million according to the Chancellor 
(or £3.7 billion since the onset of Covid). The final 
direction of these resources need to be worked out; 
the direction of spending will no doubt be 
influenced by significant challenges facing the 
public sector (e.g. hospital waiting lists were a 
problem long before the pandemic).  

As the Resolution Foundation have observed, 
while the CT increase represents bad news for future 
profits, the £24 billion ‘super deduction’ tax 
incentive represents good news for businesses 
investing in plant and machinery soon. The UK has 
a mixed investment record; the mediocre track 
record of capital subsidy in Northern Ireland goes 
back decades. An estimated £118 billion corporate 
cash pile has been created during the pandemic. The 
problem is that the temporary nature of the budget’s 
‘super deduction’ may do little to remedy the 
situation: quantitative studies indicate that to 

So rather than give a highly detailed overview of 
the state of the public finances or a granular 
economic analysis regarding Brexit and Covid, 
important as these issues will undoubtedly remain 
for the foreseeable future, I will instead focus more 
on insights from the academic literature.  

While the contents of the budget were for the 
most part well trailed beforehand, the extent of the 
Corporation Tax (CT) changes – involving a CT 
increase on company profits above £250,000 to rise 
from 19% to 25% in April 2023 – was probably the 
most surprising and significant feature for the 
executive’s room for manoeuvre. Legal opinion 
appears to be that EU state aid regulations remain 
in place. If a NI Executive choose to not follow this 
CT increase the impact would be felt via a reduction 
the block grant. The relationship between the way 
Brexit has evolved and the potentially deflationary 
and regressive repercussions of CT variation is just 
an example of a more general observation: rule 
books – or ‘institutions’ in economics terminology 
– matter when examining outcomes. The rule book 
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reverse underinvestment more fundamental 
questions concerning managerial quality need to be 
answered. 

What matters is what economists term the 
‘institutional geography’ under which the policies 
are formulated and implemented within devolution. 
When economists discuss institutional geography 
we are concerned with a much more fundamental 
range of issues than just annual budgeting. 
However, probably more importantly the long-
delayed but recently established Fiscal Council offers 
the prospects of greater value for money. This 
potentially important initiative for Northern 
Ireland, which was discussed in New Decade, New 
Approach, is one aspect of the institutional 
geography that is the responsibility of the Executive. 
Yet the delay in creating a Fiscal Council, along with 
the creation of a commission on tax devolution, has 
been yet another cost of attempting to deal with the 
twin urgent challenges of the pandemic and the 
protocol. 

So what kind of economics should inform 
devolution if we are indeed to ‘build back better’? 
In contrast to the stereotypes of ruthless utilitarians 
suffering from physics envy, Princeton’s Alan Blinder 
notes that economists have demonstrated that 
policies work best when they combine compassion 
for the ‘underdog’ with a desire to pursue this focus 
as efficiently as possible. Economists according to 
Blinder’s dictum should promote policies that 
balance hard heads with soft hearts. Some will need 
policy to help them live a better life (the soft heart). 
The hard headed part is that a failure to monitor 
efficiency will damage the ability to pay for other 
desirable projects. An outlook focused on hard 
heads and soft hearts implies that we should be 
probably more concerned with the distributional 
effects of reversal in the £20 Universal Credit uplift 
than we should be worried about consumption 
levels. Once lockdowns end higher income groups 
will resume spending and there may well be post-
covid consumer boom; those on low incomes will 
not be able to participate.  

Another aspect of Blinder’s analysis relevant to 
thinking about applying economic reasoning is that 

the political ‘marketplace’ features both ‘supply’ and 
‘demand’. Voters are the ‘consumers’ and their 
preferences shape what legislators will deliver. It 
follows, that if economic literacy improves, voters 
will demand better from their legislators. If the 
consumers clamour for bad policies, it should be no 
surprise if they get them: sovereign consumers after 
all need not be particularly prudent.  In addition. 
Blinder argued that in order to produce a more 
economically literate electorate you would first have 
to increase the relative appeal of economic writing.  
This may be easier said than done, however: QUB 
remains one of the very few Russell Group 
institutions to have a communication skills module 
as a core part of a BSc Economics degree. 

Blinder’s view of the political marketplace 
becomes less useful as a guide to economic policy-
making in cases where different segments of voters 
have unequal access. The history of devolution 
suggests that in such cases policies emerge that 
perform poorly on both equity and efficiency 
dimensions. For instance, a failure to mitigate 
conflicts of interest until the O’Neill premiership 
distorted decisions. Before 1963 commercial 
interests, enjoying strong political ties, managed to 
hinder restructuring efforts. Empirical evidence 
indicates that resources that could have gone into 
investment loans instead went into poorly targeted 
measures. Economic history demonstrates that 
cronyism did not begin with the RHI scandal. 

It was inevitable that a major public health crisis 
combined with the uncertainties associated with 
Brexit would ensure that these urgent and important 
issues would be the dominant political responses to 
the budget. Yet it is also the case that enduring 
weaknesses such as poor productivity require 
sustained attention at both the UK and NI level. 
Institutional reforms (such as the creation of a Fiscal 
Councils) and the pursuit of evidence-led policies 
(for instance, the creation of a commission on tax 
devolution) can be justified in terms of delivering 
value for money with compassion. Reframing policy 
debates in terms of hard heads and soft hearts may 
provide the easiest way to ensure that better 
economic thinking becomes ingrained. g
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For many, we are ‘at war’ with a deadly disease. In 
wartime, it is usually the younger generation who 
are sent off and may never return from battle. Sadly, 
it is overwhelmingly the older generation that 
COVID-19 has taken.  

Yet, the plea from the UK Secretary of Health 
towards young people to obey coronavirus 
restrictions is for your grandparent’s safety (and 
rightly so). However, more than a year on, the 
solidarity in fighting the pandemic in the form of 
“We’ll Meet Again” and clapping for health care 
workers has slowly eroded. Headlines have put the 
young and old in direct conflict: ‘Backlash against 
‘Ageist’ over 50s virus plan’ (Daily Express); ‘Make 
the young socially distance before locking down 
over 50s, Boris is warned’ (Daily Mail). While an 
attempt to gloss over this conflict is that lockdown 
restrictions affect everyone as equal before the law, 
any argument that formal equality exists before the 
law is hard to accept when emergencies like this 
only serve to exacerbate inequalities anything but 
formal or uniform. It is the ricochets of battle – a 
year of educational disruption, an unpredictable 
labour market and an acute mental health crisis – 
that are deepening the pre-existing inequalities 
amongst our ‘lockdown generation’. 

Education and Development 
Education is clearly of great importance in the 
development of children, not just in the physical 
classroom but also in the broad sense in terms of 
social and emotional development. Education 
stretches beyond the idea of four walls of classroom 
and creates the conditions for which no walls are 
needed. Over the past 12 months a lot of the walls 
those in school have faced are their own. The costs 
of lockdown deprive their opportunities for growth 
and development since school closures have been 
associated to damage children’s prospects, which 
without intervention, may persist lifelong. 

Economically, the costs of school closures 
disproportionately impact low income families. 
Socially, the strain on working families means 
increased isolation among school children and 
physically, studies have shown that when schools are 
closed during holidays that the health of children 
plummets. While the inequalities of school closures 
are laid bare in the Western World, for children in 
regions suffering with conflict school closures after 
disasters has directly lead to children being recruited 
into militias and sexual exploitation of girls and 
young women.  

@50
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Generational unfairness & COVID-19 
All in this together? 
Emer Smyth and Robert Morgan 
 
Emer Smyth and Robert Morgan are LLM students, Queen’s University Belfast

Northern Ireland, Spring 2021: the weather is warmer, 
the evenings are brighter, the flowers are in bloom.  
A change in the season marks the passing of time. Over a 
year into the COVID-19 pandemic and life has radically 
changed – millions have lost their lives, the economy is 
heading towards an inevitable global recession, liberties 
and freedoms are curtailed every day.  
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With the closure of education settings comes the 
merging of both family and education at the home. 
The extent to which the combination of public 
health disaster and economic crisis has the potential 
to affect this merging can be seen in their consumer 
behaviour: In March 2020, supermarket sales of 
alcohol in the UK rose by 22% and last winter 
supermarket sales of beer, wines and spirits surged 
25% relative to the same period in 2019, to £4.9m, 
all suggesting increased consumption of alcohol at 
home. While protection of life is of immediate 
concern to governments and actions can be seen to 
be taken, the proportionality of educational closure 
decisions and its impacts on the right to education 
will be seen in years to come, when the unfairness 
will be laid bare- after current governments come 
and go.  

Employment/Labour Market 
For young people outside primary and secondary 
education, the labour market was already highly 
competitive. Add in Brexit, a global pandemic and 
a second major recession this century, and recent 
graduates are missing out on some of the most 
formative opportunities for professional and 
personal growth. These are the golden years: we 
hone our interpersonal skills and develop emotional 
intelligence through personal and collective first-
hand experience. Networking, in-person internships 
and placements: that is no longer a rite of passage 
for the younger generation. The ‘reduce your screen 
time’ millennials conduct their 9–5 in a virtual, 
online reality. Many sleep, work and relax within 
the confines of the same four walls. This is the 
generation that will be asked to rebuild the 
economy to prepare for and fight the next 
pandemic. It is paramount that their well-being is 
supported and resourced, and that economic 
recovery policies are equally spread. 

In response to these inequalities it is undeniable 
that governments have faced tough choices. In 
fighting an invisible virus, the argument can be 
made that the first port of a call is the protection of 
the right to life. However, as shown throughout, 
there are many other considerations in play. The 
framework of human rights a state responds 

through is one where any authority exercising power 
over a person must be able to satisfy tests of 
adequacy, necessity, proportionality and non-
discrimination in relation to any action taken. It’s 
often obvious when these tests have not been met 
however in the case of a health emergency where the 
right to life is at the forefront of governmental 
response, the trade-offs and inequalities exposed in 
protecting this right is not easy.  

Nevertheless, what this crisis has shown is that 
human rights cannot simply be seen as solely civil 
and political freedoms, and conflicts within this, but 
interdependent on the fulfilment and enjoyment of 
economic and social rights. In particular we see now 
in crisis that when restrictions are imposed on the 
former the under investment (not just financially) 
in the latter is laid bare to see. In particular, writing 
as students, we shine a light as to how educational 
and economic effects on young people throughout 
the pandemic highlight a generational unfairness, 
in the hope that investment in a human rights 
centred response occurs in order to reduce 
inequalities before the next crisis.  

Conclusion 
Northern Ireland, Spring 2022: the weather is 
warmer, the evenings are brighter, the flowers are in 
bloom. A change in the season marks the passing of 
time. All has changed, changed utterly… Over two 
years since the COVID-19 pandemic and life has 
radically changed – millions of people have lost their 
lives, the economy is in recession, liberties and 
freedoms are not quite the same as they were before. 
COVID-19 had many, many dark days. Yet spend 
enough time in darkness, and you appreciate the 
light. If the deeply embedded structural and 
institutionalised inequalities were unclear before, 
COVID-19 has given us the opportunity to reflect 
on why – and how – we could do better. We have 
been presented with an opportunity to engage with 
the context, consequences and causes of 
generational unfairness. To not do so would 
compromise the prosperity of the lockdown 
generation - surely, we owe it to one another to 
work towards a fairer world. History, after all, is for 
every generation to write anew. g
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But there was a change last year. Alongside the 
flags celebrating historical battles, biblical 
organisations and semi-retired paramilitary forces, 
something modern emerged. Union Jack flags, 
murals and Orange banners, proclaiming ‘Thank 
you NHS’. 

My first emotion was positive. For the first time 
that I can remember, unionist and loyalist 
symbolism was being infused with genuinely 
modern meaning. The NHS is something that is 
much beloved by people across all spectrums of our 
society here. A far cry from white horses and black 
bibles. 

When the murals started to pop up, the 
pandemic had created a strange sense of social unity, 
with the NHS front and centre. My neighbours 
were out every Thursday for the clapping. Bashing 
baking trays with wooden spoons, like Protestant 
bin lids. As white collar workers tapped out emails 
at home, people knew that it was the low paid 
labour of nurses, cleaners and carers keeping the 
show on the road. ‘Thank you NHS’ was a daily 
and reverent incantation.  

I loved the spontaneous creative outpouring of 
the mural painters. Especially knowing that many 
of the people who walked past the murals were the 
very low paid workers who were putting their lives 
on the line. I appreciated the fact that the murals 
appeared in loyalist areas, amongst those who rely 
on the NHS more than some big house unionists 
with BUPA plans. 

It took a while for the deeper layers to hit. I’ve 

Unionism, like all nationalisms, 
often looks to the past. 

always lived in areas where the urban wallpaper is 
red, white and blue. You get used to it. A Catholic 
friend came home from England and rolled her eyes 
at the new flags. ‘Is it not better than UVF?’ a 
second friend asked. ‘I suppose so,’ she said, ‘but 
they still make me feel bad.’  

Another friend wondered how the NHS would 
have been thanked if there had been a Sinn Féin 
minister of health instead of oor Robin. 

These questions are quite complicated, if you 
think on them. 

The NHS was a British project of life-altering 
importance. A legacy of British Labour Party and 
ordinary workers - including many Irish nurses - 
who are rightly and immensely proud of it. It is one 
of the best things about the UK. It brought most of 
us into the world, and has saved many of our loved 
ones’ lives.  

In contrast, the Republic of Ireland does not 
have universal, free at the point of access, healthcare. 
While over 30% of the Irish population have access 
to free healthcare via a medical card, 45% have 
private health insurance (compared to 18% in the 
north in 2017). The long awaited Irish NHS 
equivalent, Sláintecare, is a lovely thought which 
never quite seems to materialise. 

And yet, if I listen to Joe Duffy’s RTÉ radio 
phone in, or Willian Crawley’s on BBC Ulster, all 
that distinguishes the stories are the accents. 
Grannies are waiting years for cataract surgery in 
both Antrim and Cork. You won’t get your knee 

Thank you NHS 
(Sorry about the PPE) 
Claire Mitchell 
 
Claire Mitchell is a writer and researcher from Belfast.
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fixed in Donegal or Down until your hip has gone 
too. Unless of course you find a wad of cash down 
the back of the sofa and can go private. 

And this is possibly the saddest part of thanking 
the NHS. We’re effusively thanking them at their 
very moment of collapse. People in Northern 
Ireland are 3,000 times more likely to wait over a 
year for a hospital appointment than in England. 
1/5 of Northern Ireland population were on a 
waiting list in 2019. 1/16 have been waiting for over 
a year. The waiting list I am on is 5 years. These are 
pre-COVID-19 figures. I can’t bear to think what 
they are now. It’s dystopian stuff. 

 

We’re also at a juncture in the UK where 
privatisation of the NHS more generally is an 
unkept secret. This has never been clearer than 
during the pandemic. ‘NHS’ test and trace in 
England was outsourced to private companies, with 
shambolic results. Procurement has been highly 
lucrative for private companies. There have been 
plenty of contracts and top jobs for Tory donors and 
friends. While nurses have to campaign for free 
hospital parking. And this, in turn, is potentially the 
saddest part for unionism. That the NHS – the 
greatest asset of the UK, a constitutional deal-
breaker – seems like it is being deliberately 
unravelled.  

In contrast, the success of the UK’s vaccination 
programme – administered by the NHS itself rather 
than private companies – is marked. This has led 
some unionists to argue that the NHS remains one 
of their greatest opportunities. But we don’t yet 

know if ‘Thank you NHS’ is a past, present or 
future facing statement.  

‘Thank you NHS’ could be one of the most 
progressive slogans Northern Ireland has ever seen. 
It is a sentiment that has been, and can be, 
channelled into social solidarity. If we’re thanking 
Filipino carers, Polish nurses and Bangladeshi 
doctors, I’m all in. If it means the UUP’s Robin 
Swann taking science seriously, I am very grateful. 
If we can tackle border-hopping viruses in an all-
island context, that would be better. If it means 
challenging healthcare for profit and creeping 

privatisation, I’ll take whatever colour 
scheme is on offer. 

But if ‘Thank you NHS’ is a cooption 
of British nostalgia, without a commitment 
to the mechanics of making future free and 
equal healthcare work, if it is Boris bravado 
without a commitment to the health of all 
the people on this island, if it means we are 
3000 times more likely to wait for a 
hospital appointment, if it means local 
libertarians vetoing public health advice, 
then it genuinely isn’t worth the flag it is 
written on. 

This pandemic is not over. There will be 
pandemics to come. The financialisation and 
deregulation of healthcare is not a local issue. Our 
problems are global, and they cannot be solved by 
the solutions of nationalism, of any flavour. There 
is no political party that can afford to ignore this 
truth.  

There’s a little piece of graffiti on the way to the 
Newtownards dump (spotted by Jonny Currie). On 
a rainbow sign sporting ‘Thank you NHS,’ 
somebody had scrawled, ‘sorry about the PPE.’ And 
I don’t think it’s possible to put it better than this. 
A sad little poem to an institution we love, but 
which we may be powerless to protect from the 
ravages of late capitalism. It remains to be seen if 
any part of these islands can grasp the nettle of what 
needs to be done. Best not get sick in the meantime. 

Thank you 
NHS could be 

one of the 
most 

progressive 
slogans 

Northern 
Ireland has 
ever seen.



A few years ago I received an anxious call from my 
daughter in New York. At that time she was working 
for a digital media company that specialised in 
political messaging for progressive organisations. It 
was a world where language struggled to keep up 
with the speed of digital change, and the 
phenomenon of public shaming of individuals by 
internet mobs had just been given a name. It was 
now called tarring and feathering, and someone in 
my daughter’s office Googled the term to see its 
origins. You won’t believe this, they said, but this 
still happens…. in  Belfast, Northern Ireland. Heads 
swivelled towards my daughter. Is this true, they 
asked in horrified tones, do they really do that? 

That’s when my phone rang. It would have been 
helpful if I had been able to dismiss the story as an 
urban myth. Instead, I suggested it was something 
that used to happen at the start of the  Troubles, back 
a long time ago. It was no good. Someone in the 
office in New York had found a 2007 podcast in 
which the writer Jon Ronson interviewed the UDA 
leader Jackie McDonald about a tarring and 
feathering which had just taken place in 
Taughmonagh. To fix Jackie McDonald in the 
minds of Americans listening to the podcast Ronson 
describes him as being just like Pauly in The 
Sopranos: “He had a big gold chain. He had thick, 
kind of Pauly hair. He had his shirt open, so you 
could see his chest hair. He had one of those leather 
jackets that tough guys wear.” McDonald explains 
that the victim had badly offended the local 
community and the community had demanded that 
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Did you say kneecapping? 
Paul Nolan 
 
Paul Nolan is an independent political researcher based in Belfast

Paul Nolan looks at how Troubles talk has 
gone international

he be tarred and feathered. Pressed for details he 
explains that the ingredients for the tar were sourced 
from Homebase, and the feathers came from pillows 
volunteered locally. Had he himself been involved? 
No, no, said McDonald, “I just happened to be 
walking past”. At this point, Ronson infomed the 
podcast audience, a local woman standing beside 
McDonald, “burst into silent laughter, which I 
found quite telling.” 

Fast forward to August last year. I am listening 
to a podcast hosted by Barack Obama’s former 
campaign manager David Plouffe, and he is 
interviewing Obama about Trump’s decision to cut 
funding to the US Postal Service in order to cut 
back on mail-in voting. What he’s trying to do, 
Obama says angrily, is kneecap the Postal Service. 
He’s trying to do what? I re-wind, and I haven’t got 
it wrong, a word from the back entries of Belfast and 
Derry is now part of the lexicon of American 
politics. Googling it, I find it again in a December 
2020 article on the Washington insider site, The 
Hill, where there is a warning that changes made to 
White House staffing by Donald Trump will 
“kneecap the Biden administration”. Great, we’ve 
given Americans another word. Actually, it seems to 
fit in easily, doing that noun-into-verb thing that 
Americans like. 

Further internet checks reveal that there have 
been cases of kneecapping by Red Brigade terrorists 
in Italy and by the police in Bangladesh, but it 
doesn’t matter. The etymological dictionaries are 
clear. This was a Northern Ireland thing. 
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Here’s another. I was seated at an outdoor 
restaurant in the elegant city of Lisbon. A waiter 
brought over the drinks menu and my eye was 
caught by one of the cocktails, the Belfast Car 
Bomb. I looked up surprised, but my companions 
were surprised that I was surprised. The Belfast Car 
Bomb – or the Irish car bomb, as it is sometimes 
known – has been a staple on cocktail menus across 
Europe for some time. I was late to the party for 
this one. If you’re curious, it consists of Jameson’s 
poured over Bailey’s and dropped into a pint of 
Guinness. That’s a party I could skip. 

Haven’t we anything positive to contribute? 
Didn’t we have a peace process ? Did it not have any 
words or phrases? If you cast your mind back to the 
period after the Good Friday Agreement you will 
remember that Heaney’s ‘hope and history’ line ran 
like a computer error through every speech written 
for every conference. It never seemed to matter that 
the words hope and history will never rhyme – it’s 
Seamus Heaney, for God’s sake. And here’s Joe 
Biden, using the lines on the campaign trail, 
promising to bring America back together again. 
There’s a swell of Irish pride in that. Let’s wish him 
more luck than we’ve had.

The annals of Tayto Island 
Marcus Leroux 
 
Marcus Leroux is a London-based investigative journalist

In a globalised world, brands can make up part of 
the mental furnishings of a nation: modular units 
of national identity that help bind the imagined 
community. Think Australians and their Vegemite, 
the Irish and Barry’s Tea, the Polski Sklep’s Tyskie 
beer.  

I borrowed hair clippers a few weeks ago from a 
fellow London-based Northern Irishman, who in 
turn had had them recently posted from Belfast. As 
I opened the box, four packets of Tayto fell out like 

bags of cocaine from the false bottom of a suitcase 
in a gangster movie. Of course, his mum knew he 
could have got any number of crisps in London. But 
we’re talking about small tokens of belonging more 
than we are a potato-based snack. 

The tale of two Taytos – of how one small island 
gave rise to two entirely separate but identically-
named brands of crisps – is a very Irish yarn. And, 
amidst the debate over the Northern Ireland 
protocol, it is an illuminating one, too. 

A few years ago, Claire Hanna, the SDLP MP, 
tweeted a picture of an in-flight menu offer-
ing passengers the choice of Northern or 
southern Tayto. “Parity of Esteem in action on 
Aer Lingus flights”, she joked. The joke 
worked because it touched on something 
more profound: the two Taytos say something 
about who we are in their own greasy, 
calorific way.
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The origins lie in 1955 when a 
small advertisement appeared in the 
Belfast Telegraph: ‘Tayto Ltd. 
Rathmines, Dublin. Manufacturers 
of the Tayto (Cheese and Onion 
flavoured) crisps invite enquiries from 
Belfast wholesale distributors’. Spud 
Murphy, the inventor of the cheese 
and onion crisp, had established 
Tayto Ltd in Dublin the year before.  

The hard border of the time 
meant that all-island distribution was 
unviable. As it happened, Tayto was 
set for a fully-fledged partition. Instead 
of a distribution deal, a Northern 
entrepreneur called Thomas 
Hutchinson approached Murphy. He 
had recently acquired the derelict 
Tandragee Castle in Co Armagh. 
Hutchinson bought the licence to 
manufacture Tayto crisps at Tandragee 
Castle and to export the crisps under 
the Tayto brand internationally.  

By 1959 Tayto (the Northern 
one) was publishing advertorials in 
the Northern Irish press trumpeting their six-
county credentials to coincide with the Balmoral 
show: ‘Tayto – the cream of crisps, are produced in 
Ulster by Ulster people. When you buy Tayto you 
are supporting home industry employing some 
65–70 Ulster folk, and we use only Ulster potatoes 
too!’ 

In 1956, the year that Northern Tayto and its 
southern cousin (Free Stayto, as wags have put it) 
parted ways, the IRA kicked-off its border 
campaign. The next year customs checks put paid 
to all but one cross-border railway service. The 
customs border was in part a reflection of de Valera’s 
policy of boycotting the nascent state to the North 
in the hope of making it economically unviable. But 
the IRA and the de Valera government in part 
played into the hands of hardline unionists who 
wanted to cut links with the south and foster them 
with Great Britain. 

The Tayto story provides something of a case 
study. Remember that Balmoral advertorial:’To 

emphasise how important a place the ‘spud’ 
holds in the affections of Northern Ireland 
homes, 75 per cent of all potatoes grown 
remain in the Province, the rest being shipped 
to Great Britain and overseas.; An attempt to 
make life more uncomfortable for Northern 

Ireland actually helped make it in a small 
way distinct. Between the hammer of 

unionism and the anvil of republicanism, 
an identity was being forged. 

The pattern was well-established by 
the 1960s when Sean Lemass and 
Terence O’Neill met in the mid-60s, 

marking the first meeting of a prime 
minister of Northern Ireland and an Irish 
taioseach, O’Neill secured the backing of 
his less moderate predecessor Lord 
Brookeborough: ‘I do not think that either 

the Constitution or Protestantism is 
threatened in any way. This is purely a 
question of the economic welfare and 
happiness of the two countries’.  

Ian Paisley, by contrast, unleashed a more 
stinging verdict on O’Neill: ‘He is a bridge 
builder he tells us. A traitor and a bridge are 
very much alike for they both go over to the 

other side.’ Lemass, for his part, faced pointed 
questions in the Daíl over whether he was now 
recognising Northern Ireland.  

The two Taytos carried on co-existing, 
occasionally awkwardly; partition transmogrified as 
crisp. Fast-forward half a century or so and where 
did Boris Johnson choose to visit to add a sprinkle 
of flavouring to the suckerpunch he delivered to 
unionists in 2019? Tayto Castle, of course. ‘The idea 
that Tayto crisps from Tandragee are going to be 
vetted by some process is just nonsense’, he said.   

That may be the case – NI to GB trade has been 
largely unaffected by the Protocol  - but the seed 
potatoes used by Northern Ireland’s potato growers 
are almost all sourced from Scotland, a trade that is 
now prohibited under Johnson’s deal.  

The annals of Tayto Island are not finished yet.  
 

g
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Northern humour 
Malachi O’Doherty 
 
Malachi o’Doherty is a writer and commentator and former editor at Fortnight

As read off the page it perhaps isn’t funny, and my 
point is not to make you laugh but to consider what 
jokes about the Troubles reveal about our culture. 
Unfortunately they are not dependable evidence of 
anything since there is no way to measure which 
jokes were most popular or even to collate a 
representative sample of the humour that was 
generated by our responses to the violence and the 
political developments. Still, even with a small 
sampling, maybe some insights are possible. 

A woman was walking down Divis Street when 
she heard a loud bang. She turned to a soldier and 
said, ‘Dear God, was that thunder or a bomb?’ The 
soldier said it was a bomb. ‘Thank goodness’, said 
the women, ‘I’ve only just put the washing out on 
the line.’  

This joke does a few things that are common to 
others, including the Bobby Sands in Heaven joke. 
It plays on the contrast between the passions of the 
Troubles and the concerns of ordinary life. It 
belittles the political passions and calls us back to 
something like normality. 

There was another joke about Bobby Sands at 
the time of his fast to the death, a chant from 
loyalists, ‘Would you ate a pastie supper, Bobby 

Sands?’ This was a taunt, directed at Sands himself 
but extending to all his supporters, reminding them 
that he was human, that he had tastes like their 
own. It said, you are no different from us Bobby, 
don’t kid yourself. It calls him back to his working 
class roots and undermines his expressed conviction 
that he is Irish and different from them. 

Neither joke about Sands is venomous, though 
there was other humour out there that was brutal 
and ugly. Here is one example: ‘What’s the 
difference between a fenian and an onion? You don’t 
cry when you cut into a fenian.’ That joke endorses 
murder and specifically the murder of catholics 
(fenians) and dismisses them as beneath any human 
concern. 

There were jokes as cruel as the onion joke in 
republican culture. What’s pink and fluffy and 
hasn’t moved in [N] years? The answer is the slippers 
belonging to Mrs X. Mrs X is a specific named 
person in the joke. She was crippled by an IRA 
bomb targeting her husband. 

I think the point of humour like this is to 
undermine the moral tone of news reports and 
political statements and the statements of 
condemnation which often followed an atrocity. 

A friend of mine got into a difficult situation in a 
Donegal bar telling one of the better jokes about 
the hunger strikes. It goes like this: Bob Marley, 
who also died in May 1981, went up to Heaven and 
was met by Elvis Presley, and Presley said to him. 
‘Welcome to Heaven Bob. We had such a spread 
laid on for you but an Irish guy called Bobby 
Sands turned up and scoffed all the canapés.’

@50
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The joker is saying, in effect, what do you really care 
about Mrs X? What right have you to pretend 
concern for her without taking into account the 
need I feel to bomb people or to excuse those who 
do? It is a joke that clearly sides with a bomber who 
crippled a woman. 

But the two Bobby Sands jokes endorse neither 
paramilitary camp. The perspective from which they 
emerge is interesting in that they undermine Sands 
but do not dehumanise him. The pastie supper joke 
is modelled on the taunt or the tease. It goads the 
person committed to a serious sacrifice. It challenges 
him with his human weakness. It is grounded on 
the presumption that human bodily needs, human 
frailty will win out over principle and conviction. It 
mocks Bobby Sands for his determination to 
conquer human need in the name of his 
political ideology and his protest. It says, we 
don’t really believe you can do that. 

In suggesting that Sands would like a 
pastie supper, the taunt reminds him that he 
is of Belfast, working class and therefore of a 
type that is understood. It doesn’t say, would 
you like a tuna sandwich or would you like a 
chocolate eclair. The pastie supper is the takeaway 
from the chippie that the working class man enjoys. 
So they are not even marking out a distance between 
Sands and themselves. They are not saying, you are 
not like us, you taig, you rebel. The opposite in fact. 
They are saying, We know you, Bobby. You are no 
different from us. The common working class taste 
for a pastie supper, shared with Sands trumps not 
only his principled idealism and heroic sacrifice, it 
trumps sectarianism, the division of the working 
class. 

The Elvis in Heaven joke is not vicious at all. It 
does take the piss out of Bobby Sands but then 
many of his own compatriots have done that too. 
Slagging was a big part of the prison culture. But 
the joke makes Sands human. It puts him in 
Heaven, where those who hated him would have 
preferred to place him in Hell. It puts him in good 
company in Heaven, with Elvis Presley and Bob 
Marley. And it gives him something to eat. What 
more would he want? 

So I don’t think there is much for friends of 
Bobby Sands to complain about in that joke, except 
that it refuses to elevate him and confines him to 
the human level. 

It does not honour him as a martyr or a 
hero.This humour is evidence of a vibrant middle 
ground attitude in Northern Ireland at the time of 
the worst of the Troubles. The jokes are evidence of 
a strong culture that was resilient in the times of 
violence and felt that it saw through the ideological 
passions which produced the violence, of a culture 
that distrusted the sincerity of those passions and 
could undermine them with wit.  

And the funnier you think the jokes are the more 
likely you are to identify with that riposte to 

paramilitarism. We mightn’t have been 
able to tout on the bombers or confront 
them, but we could laugh at them. 

The counter to that theory, however is 
that the passionate ideologues were often 
able to laugh at themselves. Tomboy 
Loudon, a friend of Bobby Sands wrote a 
tribute song for him and has spoken 

emotionally about the death of his friend. He 
described at one performance, in August 2012, how 
he and Sands had operated together in the IRA and 
said, ‘He got caught first because he was a stupid 
cunt. Then I got caught and he called me a stupid 
cunt.’ 

A lot of humour came out of the prisons and a 
key feature of it was slagging. 

So it is not entirely implausible, though I doubt 
it, that the Elvis in Heaven joke originated inside 
the republican culture. At the West Belfast festival 
one night I saw the late Sean Crummey do his 
startlingly good impersonation of Gerry Kelly, or 
Jarry Calley, and the crowd loved it. They were like 
children enjoying a takedown of a teacher in a 
school play. 

But some of the artefacts commemorating the 
hunger strike seem not just devoid of humour, 
understandably, but oblivious to unintended irony. 
I have a spoon that was made in honour of Sands 
with a medallion on the handle with an image of 
Sands.  

Slagging was 
a big part of 
the prison 

culture
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No one 
apparently 

thought that 
honouring with a 

spoon a man who died 
of hunger was going to strike 

some as inappropriate. If this image had been 
coined by Banksy the irony would be obvious. 

But there are more consciously contrived 
underminings of the home camp too. 

Loyalist humour produced a song called The 
Pope’s a Darkie. You can still find it on YouTube. 
This joke exaggerates sectarianism beyond the 
ridiculous. It is as if loyalists, responding to the 
charge that they are sectarian are hamming up their 
own bigotry to confront the presumption of the 
accuser. It’s as if they were saying: You think that’s 
bad, well listen to this. 

It is a knowing response from people who are 
comfortable with their sectarianism and are not 

going to be changed by being lectured to. ‘How do 
you know ET is a fenian/prod?’ ‘Well he just kind 
of looks like one.’ This joke says simply, Go away. 
we like our sectarianism. Or perhaps it exposes the 
sectarianism of the audience and implicates others 
by making them laugh. 

There was also a more professional comedic 
response to the Troubles and Fortnight led that by 
platforming cartoonists like Martyn Turner, Ian 
Knox and Cormac. Then we got The Hole in the 
Wall Gang and The Folks on the Hill. But before 
them all there had been humour emerging almost 
like a natural growth out of diverse communities 
and cultures, sometimes to endorse sectarianism and 
absolve murder but sometimes also to make the 
martyrs and heroes of ballads and myths merely 
human again. 

Those jokes like the Elvis in Heaven joke, were 
not organised propaganda but that humour was the 
vehicle of a coherent and worthy message, that there 
are no heroes, that no ideology or sacrifice excuses 
the loss of basic humanity. 
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Let’s sign minibeasts 

Bebe Ashley 

Every morning I check the kettle for SLUGS.  
In the downstairs hallway, on warmer mornings,  
the brocade wallpaper peels from the walls.  
On colder nights, it crinkles and cracks appear.  
In the right light I can sometimes see a silver TRAIL  
winding along the crevices of the twisted threads.  
The kitchen tap drips when the washing machine runs.  
The lino in the shower is pulled together with duct tape.  
There was once a GIANT SPIDER in the bathtub,  
morally impossible to kill until a miscommunication  
and a mixing bowl of cold water washed it right 
up and over the lip of the bath and into the unknown.  
I haven’t seen a SLUG in six months but I know 
they still contort themselves between the floorboards.

Bebe Ashley is an ACNI awarded poet working on a 
new collection, towards becoming a British Sign 
Language Interpreter.
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Drama, as ever, won’t be outdone by mere 
pandemic. After Brussels’ Friday night Folly 
triggering the NI Protocol for a few hours in 
January, the Loyalist Communities Council and the 
fully clothed Sammy Wilson have been sabre-
rattling about unspecified ‘dark forces’ and decrying 
the under-capacity shelves in the Tuckshop, like the 
DUP didn’t help it happen, and matey Johnson isn’t 
fully to blame for not sorting out the ports. It may 
be some sort of scrofulous schoolboy code at play 
that makes it impossible for some to admit the truth 
on why M&S now means Missing Stuff, like ‘the 
dog ate my customs paperwork’, but it is unsightly 
with all the Covid victims piled high.  Worse still is 
the sheer paranoia and negativity on display, 
portraying the interstitial status of the North as 
lacking any and all economic possibility, and 
withdrawing support for the GFA because the 
naked fear of the Troubles was actually a lot more 
fun than anyone at all remembers.  Oh joys, it’s 
status quo up-the-ante. 

Everyone could see what Boris would do, from 
Max Hastings to Michael Howard, who both sacked 
him for dishonesty years before the Supreme Court 
found he misled the Queen (about prorogation). 
John Redwood et al. have decried the deal they 
negotiated and demanded the amorphous They 
(meaning those ‘girly swot’ Europeans) do 
‘something’ about it, thinking, one assumes, that if 
they beat their chests sufficiently about patriotic 
shellfish and play casual with international law on 
the grace period, eventually the servile BBC will 
move off the North being stiffed with the Brexit bill. 
Which they likely will, of course – didn’t you hear 
Covid was over and we’re all off to Magaluf in the 
Summer? 

False dawns perhaps, but with the disunited 
UK’s ‘data not dates’ reopening plan scheduled to 
end on the eve of Johnson’s birthday (really), at least 
he gets his sniggers before the furlough scheme stops 
and the pocket pain really kicks in for the huge 
section of the populus who don’t yet know they’re 
actually unemployed. Yes, the gates of viral hell may 
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False flags, false dawns and claptocrats 
The London Letter 
Cian O’Neill 
 
Cian O’Neill  is an Irish writer/painter and a regular contributor to Fortnight, including criticism

With Winter’s grip loosed, pale violet skies show as 
unexpected Paul Henry’s in a picture gallery for a 
Plague year, and all ages ache for a jab and a 
vaccine sticker. The dreadful counting is not done 
and nor the facile deployment of ‘sadly died’ in the 
bulletins, yet we watch daffodils astonish 
themselves anew, bursting canary yellow from hard 
ground like nothing untoward has occurred. Like 
Pozzos in home-working pj’s, we go on.
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burst open, but by Jove the Kentish champagne will 
spume over the new shagpile in the No.10 flat, 
recently refurbished at £200k cost by Tory party 
donors they won’t name ‘yet’. Dave OnCamera first 
put the access-per-donation in public view with the 
menu-option ‘Leader’s Group’ back in the Coalition 
era, and Matt Hancock has made this a new 
political artform, slathering NHS clap-for-heroes 
virtue-signalling over their disastrous handling of 
the crisis – claptocracy, if you will. One wonders 
where this new sponsor-a-pol game will go: 
Ubereats logo on Rich-y Sunak’s red lunchbox?  
KPMG y-fronts for the Cabinet? Anyway, austerity 
is back, but just for some: £22bn utterly wasted on 
the ‘track-and-trace’ fiasco at the same time as 
universal credit is slashed; £0.3M plus legal fees of 
taxpayers’ cash spent so Pity Patel can bully staff 
while 25 councils teeter on the verge of bankruptcy 
due to over a decade of curiously Labour 
constituency-weighted cuts to the block grant; 
£2.6M spent on a ‘situation room’ in No.9 
(involving IT installation by a Russia-owned tech 
firm) while businesses are bled-out by a 40% drop 
in post-Brexit trade; etc… Maybe it’s best to just 
Gin-and-bear-it as the shamelessness drowns the 
very moon, and the half-empty supermarkets are 
haunted by the ghosts of guavas. 

Some ghosts are bigger than others, of course, 
like ex-SNP Caesar Alex Salmond, whose former 
deputy Nicola Sturgeon he alleges ‘retired’ him à la 
Sicilienne. Come the murky public enquiry into his 
acquittal for rape, he reminded everyone of what a 
generation-level political master he still is. Visualise 
a live demo webcast from the Farnborough Air 
Show (that’s where the Saudis buy their Turkish 
Embassy catering equipment), with the RPG 
meticulously described, assembled, targeted and 
fired at a small ginger enemy in pumps, not quite 
out of range. This was not only political theatre, but 
may seriously effect the May-time Scottish 
Assembly Election, and de facto ‘IndyRef2’ poll.  
Rather more, at least, than Johnson’s new crack 
‘Union unit’, which is tasked with preventing the 
loss of prime grouse-moors in the Highlands – sorry, 
‘strengthening the bonds that bind Britain’. It could 
be interesting to see Michael Worst Orphan-Gove 
(whose wife writes for the once brownshirt-fond 
Daily Mail) sent to Omagh to glad-hand the locals, 
and explain again just how, from the high vantage 
point of a Notting Hill coffee table, trying to 
persuade militants to stop bombing is like,Totally 
like Nazi appeasement. 

Speaking of the formerly Nazi-cosplay-curious, 
ex-Prince Harry and his undeniably impressive wife Ph
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Meghan emptied a big laundry basket of stained 
yoga pants on the Windsors, generously providing 
some much-needed lockdown entertainment to 
bide through the long nights. ‘The Crown’ paled, 
no pun intended. Being perhaps their first 
‘Archewell’ media lesson-place product, this 
mesmeric interview with the masterful Oprah 
Winfrey proffered a creepy coda to the seemingly 
endless 2020 of Brexit, BLM and Covid, and even 
led to the amusing sight of Piers ‘Meg-a-hating’ 
Moron doing a sort of Home Counties suppuku on 
live television, a pantomimic self-cancelling in big 
boy pants. No other fatheads rolled and none 
expected the Windsors to care a jot, but the 
subsequent polling showed a worrisome polarisation 
of empathy, with nearly half the royal-mad country 
perfectly indifferent to a pretty credible if over-
privileged couple with a sad story to tell about 
cynical, systemic racism in the English 
establishment. Paleface wagons were circled, 
inevitably. The white male head of the all-white 
Society of Editors hotly denied that racism existed 
in the white male Press, while shouting over a 
woman newscaster. Remember Zac Goldsmith, self-
described ‘turd that won’t flush’ (his words, in ‘the 
Lords no less)? He who in his failed London 
Mayoralty run wrote that Labour think ‘terrorists 
are their friends’ and Sadiq Khan was ‘radical’ in an 
article including an image of an exploded double-
decker bus on 7/7?  Well, he is an unelected cabinet 
minister, and No.10 said zip when he accused Harry 
of ‘blowing up his family’. I mean, Goldsmith’s first 
marriage ended due to his legally-admitted 
infidelity, so hey nonny nonny, Zachariah. 

With a man like Boris ‘Picannies’ Johnson in 
No.10, this government wasn’t going to react well 
to BLM but with everything bar the Chris Vallance 
/ NHS-led vaccine rollout being a signal disaster of 
public governance not seen since Suez, it was 
inevitable that they would use BLM, the elusive 
‘Antifa’ sasquatch and the ‘woke culture war’ to 
distract from that failure. So, the government has 
been engaged in a dangerous campaign of roiling up 
white ethno-statism as divide and conquer, in the 
new lesser availability of the reliable EU ‘other’, is 

directed inwards. This is their sum legacy thus far, 
alongside the failed cover-up of questionable covid 
deals for chums: the High Court found that a 
seventh of all £18bn worth of deals were not 
published as required by law and that the PM 
misled Parliament; Hancock’s pub landlord friend 
Alex Bourne came under investigation by the DoH 
regulator for providing faulty vials for swabs, etc.  
Yet more japes are due with the Police, Crime, 
Sentencing and Courts Bill, which aims to end 
demonstrations: no protests if they cause ‘noise’, or 
‘unease’ (to a single person), or worse still, have 
‘impact’. Crucially, the bill grants the Home 
secretary the power to define the meaning of  
‘serious disruption’ by statutory instrument alone, 
i.e. change public order legislation without any 
parliamentary scrutiny. This long bill was published 
mere days before its first reading, itself two days 
after the Met’s poor handling of the Sarah Everhard 
vigil because … political debate is for ‘girly swots’? 
With the new government-appointed BBC Director 
General having axed political satire show / right-
wing piñata ‘The Daily Mash’ for no clear reason, 
there are reasons large and small to worry for 
democracy in England. 

Not that one would know there’s cause for alarm 
from the mildly puce blandishments of Keir 
Starmer, who brings Queensbury rules to PMQs 
each week, only to look freshly fallen of crest at the 
bibbed danger opposite throwing chaff and smelly 
stuff back at him. Whatever it will take to hold 
Johnson to account, it seems yet unclear if Starmer 
has it. Well, even Covid-19 got distracted by ‘Tiger 
King’ and let him slip off the tilting gibbet of the 
ICU, and if the incredible (yes, ‘world-beating’) 
NHS can manage the post-opening-up waves of 
infections as well as they did the vaccine rollout, 
they will have given Johnson a lifeline that casino 
chancers can but dream of. He, in turn, has offered 
them a beneath-inflation pay rise and sure, why not?  
It’s not like he owes them his life or anything. Still, 
onwards with Lucky we go, to the cautiously 
hopeful Afterscape, ‘midst the fractious magic of 
birdsong.  g
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On the eve of the Centenary 
where is the Protestant Heaney? 
Rosemary Jenkinson 
 
Rosemary Jenkinson is a short story writer, playwright and ACNI Major Artist 

Of course, Northern Irish doesn’t mean royalist nowadays and Heaney would 
probably have been pleased to take his place of honour. His approach was often 
conciliatory and he commented during the loyalist flag protests of 2013, ‘There’s 
never going to be a united Ireland. So why don’t you let them fly the flag?’ 

But let’s return to the question: why isn’t there a writer from the PUL (Protestant 
Unionist Loyalist) community who would both represent the centenary and have 
the same international heft as Seamus Heaney? 

There are many theories as to why the Northern Protestant voice is 
underrepresented. Our history extols the practical over the creative; the hammer 
takes precedence over the pen. Our religion also worships practical virtues, 
expecting us to be dour or demure which is at total odds with how writers must 
promote their verbal talents. There are other political aspects at play. The loyalist 
working class have failed to realise, unlike their republican counterparts, that 
literature is an important tool for dissemination of political ideas and fostering self-
esteem. A further difficulty is that unionist parties haven’t traditionally 
supported the arts, save for using flute bands and Ulster-Scots to score points 
in the ongoing culture war. 

The underrepresentation was discussed at a 2019 event held by EastSide 
Arts entitled Exploring the Protestant Imagination. It was refreshing to question 
what’s gone wrong over the years, but it’s only this year with the centenary that I 
can see the root of the issue. It’s not a problem emanating from our culture, religion 
or from within ourselves; our lack of worldwide renown is down to external forces. 

For years, academics have been pondering why 
Protestant Northern Irish voices have 
failed to gain worldwide fame in 
literature. When the Northern Ireland 
Centenary poster was unveiled, its poster 
boy encapsulated the problem. SDLP 
leader Colum Eastwood slammed the 
choice of Seamus Heaney as ‘deeply 
offensive’, wheeling out the 1980s lines, 
‘no glass of ours was ever raised/To toast the Queen’.  

@50
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Protestant Northern Irish writers are associated, whether we like it or not, with 
colonialism. We remind the English of their combative past, the Irish of their loss 
and we have no diaspora in America or anywhere to support us. When you feel you 
can’t openly celebrate the birth of your own nation without offending half its 
population, how can you be a celebrated writer from that nation? How can you be 
an artist when you don’t even have a country? If my homeland doesn’t exist in the 
eyes of so many people, how can I exist as a writer, especially when I’m not perceived 
as fully Irish. 

Look at the biggest Northern Irish TV success of the past five years – Derry Girls 
by Lisa McGee. While McGee deserves her plaudits, it seems that people like their 
Irishness with a large dollop of nun – they simply have the habit of wanting to see 
habits. The most celebrated film this century about the Troubles is Hunger (2008), 
co-written by Steve McQueen, while Jez Butterworth’s 2017 play, The Ferryman, 
featuring an IRA family, won Tony Awards on Broadway. There are two points here: 
the first is that Northern Irish writers are either told there is no demand for Troubles 
scripts or are regularly overlooked in favour of English writers writing about the 
conflict; the second is that Northern Irish stories tend to come from a 
conventionally nationalist viewpoint.  

But where are the commercial and critical triumphs from a unionist or loyalist 
perspective? Surely band parades and bonfires 
make great dramatic backdrops. One play that 
satirizes the uniformity of Irish history and culture 
is David Ireland’s Ulster American (2017). It 
features a Northern Irish Protestant playwright 
called Ruth who has written a play about a UVF 
man killing republicans, but finds herself coerced 
by an Irish-American actor and an English director 
to adopt the more universally palatable narrative 
of noble republicans killing the British. The play 
cleverly highlights how Protestant reality is 
sidelined in favour of the mainstream. And, just to 
corroborate this in real life, Jan Carson recently 
blogged about an American film director asking if 
she could take the Orangemen out of The Fire 
Starters and set it somewhere other than East 

Belfast. Again, 
it’s the external bias that is stifling our voices. If 
Protestant settings aren’t accepted, how can Irish 
literature ever be pluralist? 

Various organisations over the years have 
distanced themselves from my work. In 2006, 
Rough Magic Theatre Company in Dublin asked 
for sponsorship for my play, The Bonefire, from 
Harp Lager who replied that they didn’t want to 
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be associated with bonfire culture. In Washington DC in 2014, the director of A 
Midsummer Night’s Riot asked the Northern Ireland Bureau if they would promote 
my play but they refused to do so, insisting, ‘it isn’t like that in Belfast any more.’ 
Considering I had gone to about eight riots inspired by the loyalist flag protests, 
their response was ridiculous. It was as though they wanted to erase loyalist reality 
in favour of the narrative of peace. There is no reason why all our stories shouldn’t 
appeal; Irish Americans like Biden may mainly identify as Catholic and relate to a 
nostalgic strand of Irishness, but nearly fifty percent of Americans are Protestant.  

What can be done to promote diversity? A big positive is that the Irish literary 
scene has opened up to Northern Irish writers in the last five years. The fact that 
the books editor of the Irish Times, Martin Doyle, is from Banbridge and has an 
affinity with Northern writers from all backgrounds has been the catalyst. Mutual 
worries of Brexit have also united writers from North and South through 
organisations like No Small Talk which was set up by cross-border writers to 
question the divisive rhetoric around Brexit. However, the South has still further 
to go to slough off that culturally reductive view of what constitutes Irish writing. 
I appreciate that Irishness is a marketing tool and it’s one that Northern Protestant 
writers deviate from, but why can’t the parameters be widened? The UK also needs 
to broaden its mindset where Irishness is concerned.  

The good news is that there is a current renaissance in writers from a unionist 
background, including Jan Carson, Wendy Erskine, Moyra Donaldson, Jean 
Bleakney and Stacey Gregg, who have joined the longstanding male voices of Glenn 

Patterson, David Park, Gary Mitchell, Michael Longley and Gerald Dawe. I know 
that Connal Parr and the Thomas Carnduff Society have been promoting Carnduff 
as the face of the centenary, but, if you looked for a contemporary success story to 
front the poster, I would probably choose Marie Jones.  

Lockdown has hit theatre badly, but it’s noticeable how there has been no 
advance trumpeting of plays about the centenary. The Abbey Theatre, by contrast, 
have commissioned fourteen plays exploring Ireland’s War of Independence and 
Civil War from 1919–23. One gets the sense in Northern Ireland that nobody 
wants to put their head above the parapet, as creating theatre will be too 
uncomfortable. But that is exactly what theatre should do – challenge people and 
bridge gaps. In 2016, my Lyric-produced play Here Comes the Night was set on the 
eve of the commemoration of the Easter Rising. As the Rising isn’t part of my 
tradition, it made writing about it even more interesting.  

One reason why loyalist stories don’t hit the big screen is because of inner 
censorship. Loyalists feel they’ve been portrayed negatively on news channels as 
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thugs, bigots and alcoholic wasters and have a huge distrust of the media and writers 
in general. East Belfast loyalists who came to my play, Basra Boy, in 2012 told me 
my portrayal of a young bandsman as a drug-taker was ‘disgraceful’ and I had to 
explain that I wasn’t writing a tourist board advert for loyalism, but a drama with 
real life issues. Currently, I’m collaborating with local bonfire builders. It’s an uneasy 
situation as they are wary of how they will be portrayed and, in turn, I’m wary of 
their reaction to my play, but in spite of, or perhaps because of these tensions, it is 
exciting to do and I have a real passion to transfer their views to the stage. 

It should be pointed out that I don’t want to be purely labelled as a Protestant 
writer, but I believe right now we need the label in order to highlight how our 
stories are being suppressed. Isn’t it ironic that the most famous writer born in East 
Belfast was C.S. Lewis who kept returning to Northern Ireland throughout his life 
and yet is known worldwide for being English? 

On the eve of the centenary, it’s time to put Northern Irish literature on the 
map and to revolutionise what constitutes Irishness. Let’s set aside the clichés of 
nuns, IRA men and windswept Galway villages, and say that Irish literature is about 
vibrant Protestant lives too. Let’s prove to the world that the most universal qualities 
of Irish writing are wit, a dark vision and inventiveness with language. g
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Aoife dropped in to see Caroline and Maeve later that day. 
– I can’t stay ages. James said he’d come over to get me around eight. 

Maeve liked the thought of James O’Neill coming over. 
– Sure he’ll come in for a wee cuppa tea? 

Aoife shrugged.  
– Probably. He said he’d like to see the flat. 

Maeve looked at the living room. They’d not managed to take the bare look 
off the pubic hair carpet or to blu tack anything other than Caroline’s Damon 
Alburn posters to the wall.  

– Well now I hope you warned him it’s no big deal. 
Aoife frowned. 

– It’s your place. You’ve done really well for yourself to find it and pay for 
it. Better than me still living at home with Mummy and Daddy. 

– Swap ye? 
Aoife went pink. Maeve felt annoyed with herself, and looked out the window. 

She caught sight of Andy at the factory door. He glanced at his watch, then jogged 
over to his car. Maeve wondered who he was racing off to meet. She couldn’t 
imagine him speeding home to see his wife or that swarm of weans. She wished she 
could climb into a nice car and get the fuck out of the Town whenever she wanted. 
Her family didn’t have a car. They had to scrape the money together for a taxi or 
make do with the buses that rattled into the Town five times a day. They never did 
what Aoife’s family sometimes did, waking at the crack of dawn and fucking off to 
the beach to get their heads blown clean off them by the wind and waves.  

– Tea cuddies!  
Maeve sighed as Caroline put three mugs on the coffee table. 

Factory girls 
– an extract 
Michelle Gallen 
 

Michelle Gallen is a novelist. She is an ACNI major artist.

Factory Girls is set in a small town on the Irish 
border during the summer of the Ceasefire. The 
novel examines the impact a crooked boss has 
on the vulnerable workers in a shirt factory in 
the twilight of the British textile 
manufacturing industry. 



40 

FORTNIGHT @ 50

– What’s up? 
– Feeling manky. I might get out of these clothes after my tay and have an 

oul shower. Youse don’t mind? 
Aoife just shrugged, but Caroline looked over her mug of tea to let Maeve know 

she was on to her. Maeve sent back a what? look, all innocence, as if she wasn’t 
scrubbing up for the arrival of James O’Neill. They’d known James as long as they’d 
known Aoife. And Maeve’d known since she was fifteen that James had a fancy for 
her. Not the way most men did, fancying a fuck. She knew James fancied her. He 
liked being close to her, but he didn’t try to grope her. He watched her telling 
stories, laughed at her jokes and listened to her opinions. And she liked him back. 
He was smart and kind and funny. He never felt the need to flash the family cash 
or swing his mickey around to act the big lad. She knew James O’Neill would be 
a catch in any Town, never mind their town. She loved his blue eyes, his wide 
shoulders, his fingers on the fiddle. She tried to learn every lesson he taught her 
Here, this is how you pour wine Maeve, like this. But he was the last trap, the sweetest 
trap she had to avoid to get out of the Town. 

 
Maeve switched off the shower and grabbed the towel she’d robbed from home, 
which was not long enough to cover the whole of her, nor big enough to dry her 
without going limp with damp. When the towel was defeated she moisturised her 
face and legs with baby lotion. She liked how it put her in mind of clean arses and 
pudgy thighs. Then she put on her fleecy pyjamas and bathrobe. She didn’t look 

Women workers in the canteen 
at Williams & Williams, Chester 

by Ethel Léontine Gabain 
Courtesy of the Grosvenor Museum, 

Chester under creative commons



ARTS

41 

FORTNIGHT @ 50

glam, but she felt fresh and clean. She’d a notion that James liked that sort of a 
thing better than a cleaster of makeup. She went into the living room, where Aoife 
was painting Caroline’s nails.  

– Bored cuddies? 
Aoife went pink. 

– Better than doing nothing! 
Caroline looked at the corner of the room that was crying out for a telly. 

– Corrie’s on. They’ll all be watching it over at ours. 
Maeve rolled her eyes. 

– Ye can catch the omnibus when you’re over home at the weekend.  
The doorbell chimed. Maeve gleeked out the window. 

– It’s James! 
Aoife screwed the lid tight on the nail polish bottle. 

– I’ll get him. 
Maeve kept noseying out the window. James was holding the boot of his car 

half-closed against the drizzle. 
– Caroline! C’mere quick! 
– Hmmm? 
– C’mere and see what James is at! 

Caroline plodded over to the window as Aoife bounced out onto the street and 
hugged James. Maeve’d never seen Caroline hug even one of her four brothers. As 
a matter of fact, Maeve hadn’t seen any of them speak to Caroline since the summer 
of 1987 when she’d put on her first bra (though they happily beat the shit out of 
any male who dared to so much as think about their only sister). Maeve never 
hugged her own sisters. Not one of them had put a hand on Deirdre when they 
were lined up to pray over her as she lay dying in hospital, blinking back at them, 
dry-eyed.  

James handed Aoife his keys, then pushed the car boot wide open and took a 
hold of a big object under a bin bag. He hoisted it up and held it to his chest. Aoife 
slammed the boot shut, locked the car, and ran to open the bottom door for him. 
Caroline and Maeve ran back to their seats and grabbed their mugs and waited, all 
nerves. Aoife opened the door and let James in. He staggered into the living room 
and put the object on the floor. He looked around the living room as he caught his 
breath. 

– Nice place! 
Maeve shrugged like it was no big deal. 

– Well it’ll do us rightly over the summer. 
James raised his eyebrows and smiled. 

– It’s a lot better than the kip I share in Belfast! You want to see the shape 
of it! 

Maeve smiled back, trying not to point out that the difference between their 
flat and the ‘kip’ he shared in Belfast was that her and Caroline were paying old JP 
rent, while the students James shared with were paying him rent because his 
Mummy and Daddy had bought him the house as a didn’t you do well in your exams 
present. She was relieved when Caroline changed the subject. 
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– What’s in the bag James? A wee housewarming pressie? 
James scratched the back of his head.  

– Aye. Well. If youse if you want it, it is. 
He bent down and pulled the bin bag away, revealing a telly. Caroline squealed. 

– Oh my God a telly! 
Maeve looked over at James. 

– Giving them away free in the cornflakes are they now? 
James took a reddener. 

– Och well we just got a new one for my room, so this one’s not needed. 
James’ cast-off telly was bigger and newer than the only telly Maeve’s family had 

at home.  
– We were just thinking youse could use it here and then when you’re 

leaving you could pass it on to St Vincent de Paul. 
Maeve switched on a big bright smile. 

– That’s deadly! Be amazing to get Enders and Corrie again! Thanks a 
million! 

She’d a habit of doing that, she noticed. Trying to make everyone else feel OK 
about themselves. Which would be grand if it didn’t make her feel far worse about 
herself. 

– Right then. I’ll get her set up. 
James moved the telly into the corner of the room, then Aoife tuned it into 

Delia Smith, who was demonstrating how one could use the tomatoes and 
vegetables that were ripening in one’s garden in a range of summer salads. Maeve 
and Caroline said nothing out of politeness, but as soon as the O’Neills left, they 
switched over to Eurotrash. 

 
Later that evening, Caroline dozed on the sofa while Maeve sat cosied under her 
sleeping bag. The room was lit only by the flicker off the telly. It felt warmer and 
more relaxed – as if it had breathed a sigh of relief. Then the last news bulletin 
came on. Footage of over two thousand Harland and Wolf workers striking outside 
the shipyard gates, protesting at the murder of their colleague, flickered across the 
screen. Maeve suddenly wanted to cry. News stories ambushed her from time to 
time – sending a wave of longing crashing over her, the desire for the end of it all 
– not for the reunification of Ireland – for Maeve knew, the Town knew, every 
nationalist knew that the Free State didn’t want them. They’d fucked off and left 
the North in the shit back at Partition. And Maeve had no desire to bend over and 
accept Britain as her lord and master – centuries of British rule had taught her she 
could trust the Brits as far as she could throw them. But deep in her guts was a 
longing for everyone north of the border to say och fuck them – fuck the whole lot 
of them – and to throw the guns and the Semtex and the timers and the rocket 
launchers in a pile and to pour the incendiary liquid of their memories over the 
whole frigging lot and set fire to it. It broke Maeve’s heart, the notion that they 
might be left to themselves to grow up and grow old. But she’d learned to keep a 
lid on feelings like that. On most feelings. So she dried her eyes and kept them on 
the prize: getting the fuck out of the Town. 
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Poems 

Resistance 

Nandi Jola  

I see you 
The tear on your brow 
Hips full of swing 
Gaps between your teeth.  
You come year after year 
To  this Pilgrimage. 
 
Lining the streets 
Then the chant starts  
The drum beat. 
One, two one two. 
Your feet begin to twitch 
Like child soldiers   
Gasping. 
Days like that will return  
Like a bird song 
Once mother nature awaken 
So will our grasp. 

Son-ette Implosion 

Raquel McKee 

I dislodged the pin 
With the words ‘My son...’ 
Gasping in the fetid realisation 
I freeze. 
Too late. 
I watch the pieces of your heart 
Mushroom upwards 
Behind your eyelids. 
Blinking back the memory, 
You grasp your crutch- 
The document- 
And limp back to the moment. 
She didn’t see us  
As we wept into the zoom.

 
5 o’clock a Mawnin 

Raquel McKee 

5 o’clock a mawnin 
before di dawnin of di las day of di nightmare year ... mi  
wake an nuh hear nuh bawlin 
  
She wake bawlin to di firs mawnin of sleepless nightmare 
reliving di 5 gunshot an di lifeless body... 
GEORGE!!!!... 
  
Dis place is a safe space fi raise a black boy... 
Or so wi thought... 
Now numb wid di new reality  
Black boys get killed here too 
Parenting Black Boy manual sent back for editing 
Revised Edition needed 
  
Her George dead. Mine alive.. 
Di two o wi mourning... 
But hers more real

Raquel McKee is an actress, storyteller, and an 
award-winning performance poet, published in 
several journals and anthologies.

Nandi Jola is an ACNI supported poet and 
playwright
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What difference did it 
make?   
Feargal Cochrane 

 

Feargal Cochrane is Professor Emeritus at the University of 
Kent. His new book, Northern Ireland: The Fragile Peace was 
published by Yale University Press in March. Northern 
Ireland, Yale University Press (yalebooks.co.uk)  

Giada Lagana  

The European Union and the Northern 
Ireland Peace Process 

Palgrave Macmillan (2021)  £79.99; £63.99 e-book 
ISBN 978-3-030-59116-8

For obvious reasons, a lot of 
books about the European Union 
and Northern Ireland have 
focused on Brexit in recent years. 
The decision of the UK to leave 
the European Union has 
dominated the political and 
economic agenda across these 
islands for the last five years so it 
is understandable that Brexit has 
been the central locus of 
attention. However, The 
European Union and the Northern Ireland 
Peace Process takes us back a step, examining 
the role that the EU has played as a third 
party peacebuilder during the political 
conflict in Northern Ireland and its 
subsequent peace process in the 1990s.  

 

Lagana takes us back to a seemingly bygone age before 
Brexit was even a glimmer in an English Eurosceptic’s 
eye, and looks (in detail) at the political and economic 
commitment of EU institutions to peace and 
reconciliation in Northern Ireland. So the focus of this 
book is less about events so much as the processes that 
shaped or responded to such events.  

The picture painted is one of slow but consistent 
engagement with the political conflict in Northern 
Ireland by the European Parliament and the European 
Commission. The analysis presented is rigorous and 
based on an excellent range of secondary and primary 
sources including the private archives of key figures 
such as Jacques Delors and the SDLP’s Huge Logue, 
as well as interviews with key figures involved. It is a 
story about the gradual Europeanisation of the 
Northern Ireland conflict aided and abetted by key 
political figures including John Hume former leader 
of the SDLP and President of the European 
Commission from 1985–95, Jacques Delors.   

Not unlike the US involvement around the same 
time, it is a story of quiet and patient diplomacy that 

began with economic support through 
the International Fund for Ireland 
established in the wake of the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement the previous year. As soft 
power networks expanded, so the 
economic engagement moved into a 
more political space mirroring and 
catalysing the peace process of the early 
1990s.  

Lagana argues that the European role 
within the Northern Ireland conflict has 
been undervalued as being primarily 
economic with periodic political 
interventions. She conceptualises it as 

‘strategic metagovernance’ linked to a more holistic 
peacebuilding role, where the EU built a range of soft 
power relationships over time in a more active and 
integrated strategy that went far beyond that of a  
passive third party. Across eight chapters, the author 
maps how the EU used its role as an external third 
party to add a crucial dimension to bilateral 
agreements between the Governments of Ireland and 
Britain. Europe was increasingly written into political 
agreements and international treaties such as the 

@50
rtnightfo



books

Anglo-Irish Agreement in 1985 and the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement in 1998 in a way that made it much 
more difficult for either side to renege on or renounce 
those initiatives when their implementation became 
difficult domestically.  

The picture that Lagana paints of EU involvement 
in Northern Ireland is not one of periodic haphazard 
economic engagement, but of long term, careful, and 
incremental governance, which used economic and 
political initiatives to target and empower local 
communities. This effectively amounted to a policy of 
conditionality, where some grass roots networks were 
privileged and supported, while others were 
disadvantaged. While there were winners and losers in 
this relationship, Lagana argues that the PEACE 
programmes in particular, demonstrated a structural 
peacebuilding approach to conflict in Northern 
Ireland, which focused on those most exposed and 
marginalised. The argument here is that the EU 
focused on the root causes of the conflict in Northern 
Ireland providing long term reflexive and targeted 
political and economic interventions that could serve 
as a model for future EU peacebuilding efforts in other 
violently divided societies.  

This is a rigorously researched and theoretically 
innovative book that should be read by everyone who 
is interested in the role of the European Union in 
Northern Ireland. It also presents a fascinating 
example of strategic peacebuilding, where subtle 
involvement over time and incremental but consistent 
engagement, is redefined as active rather than passive 
intervention.  

Hopefully some of the lessons outlined here will be 
learned by those charged with addressing the post-
Brexit challenges that now face Northern Ireland and 
the EU’s broader relationships across ‘these islands’. 
Given the 2021 publication date, it is a pity that the 
book does not position the analysis within a more 
contemporary debate on Brexit and its aftermath. The 
conclusion provided an opportunity to connect some 
of the big themes relating to the EU’s peacebuilding 
role in Northern Ireland to the post-Brexit context. 
This seems like a missed opportunity four+ years after 
the UK ripped up the diplomatic status quo and voted 
to leave the EU. Perhaps that could be a sequel to this 
fine volume. g

Pulp anthropology   
Alexis Forss 

 

Alexis Forss is a writer, critic and academic 

Andy Sharp  

The English Heretic Collection: 
Ritual Histories, Magickal Geography 

Repeater Books (2020)  £12.99 
ISBN 978-1-913-46210-9

Esoteric Top Trumps is a fun game for 
students of modern art and literature. The 
greatest English-language poet of the fin de 
siècle frequented clairvoyants and 
astrologers, wrote essays on magic, and was 
as steeped in Theosophy as he was in the 
fairy-tales of his native land. William 
Butler Yeats was not only partial to a bit of 
fancy dress but went the whole hog: as 
Magus of the Order of the Golden Dawn 
he locked horns with the Great Beast 
Aleister Crowley over some apparently 
tedious matter of procedure. Oscar Wilde 
saw Catholicism’s constellations of saints 
for the paganism it is while James Joyce was 
well-versed enough in gnostical heresy to 
write Stephen Dedalus a routine about 
some ‘illstarred heresiarch.’ And that’s just 
the Irish. 
 
Visitors to Ipswich Cemetery in February of 2005 
might have noticed the appearance of a black plaque 
at the base of a tree. It marked where the ashes of 
Michael Reeves had been scattered thirty-six years 
previously. Even those with stomach enough to 
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remember the gruesome Witchfinder General couldn’t 
have divined that its director’s final resting place had 
become the inaugural coordinate of a new, esoteric 
geography. Much like the real Matthew Hopkins, the 
film he inspired is very nasty business. But it’s  also a 
portal to another Suffolk: a haunted landscape indeed. 

To our east lies Orford: its castle furnished the 
dungeons for the movie’s brutal finale. But the echoes 
of Cold War paranoia ring along the North Sea shores. 
Reeves grew up in Woodbridge, not far from the 
birthplace of the first British atomic bomb. 
Laboratory 1 is linked in the folk memory of the 
conspiratorial imagination with the 
mysterious radar station that housed 
the Cobra Mist project. Could those 
experiments with over-the-horizon 
detection systems have had anything 
to do with the UFO sightings at 
nearby Rendlesham Forest in 1980?  

Back to our west is Lavenham, 
where Reeves filmed the auto-da-fé 
that, locals claimed, disturbed the 
slumber of resentful spirits. While 
witches in England were 
condemned to hang, this was no 
mere exercise of dramatic licence. In 
1645, Hopkins accused one Mary 
Lakeland of murdering her husband 
with sorcery. She was burned in a 
barrel of pitch at the Cornhill – 
barely more than a mile from 
Reeves’s final resting place.  

The English Heretic Collection by Andy Sharp, here 
under belated review, is judiciously titled, satirising 
the English Heritage Trust while also defining Sharp’s 
occult lineage: one ‘happily devoid of the clichés, 
systems, and blandness of conventional magical 
practice (wands, robes, and swords).’ This is 
reassuring. The avant-garde is a feast to which many 
are invited, which is why the party is so on edge. 
Guests include Fascists in word and deed like Ezra 
Pound and Louis-Ferdinand Céline as well as self-
styled sociopaths like Guy Debord and Richard 
Huelsenbeck. But even in such company the occult 
cuts a beggarly figure.  

Sharp’s tradition of heresy is agonistic and 

antinomian; its legacy is Dada and Situationism. Never 
Work, scrawled all over Paris during the ’68 
disturbances, was a slogan of the Brotherhood of the 
Free Spirit. Sharp searches out continuities more 
genuine and subversive than any claimed by the 
harmless Neopagan groups of the English-speaking 
world, with their witchcraft and resurrected fertility 
gods. His book is a gathering and reworking of 
materials distributed since 2003. Dissatisfied with the 
heritage cartel’s ‘curated ruins and monetised castles,’ 
Sharp set out to pay homage to the occult magazines 
of his youth while renewing his readers’ sense of 

culture and landscape through a 
‘ludic revolution.’ His model is the 
free play of children set loose 
against the backdrop of history. The 
freedom of their imagination puts 
the stilted pageantry of syllabus-
approved history to shame, and it’s 
in that spirit that Sharp gives 
himself licence to summon together 
a pretty pulpy bunch of characters. 
The honourees of the Black Plaque 
project make for a lysergic line-up. 
Real-life figures like the eighteenth-
century ‘polymath of vice’ George 
Selwyn and Kenneth Grant, acolyte 
of Crowley, appear alongside 
fictional characters like J.G. 
Ballard’s hoodlum scientist Robert 
Vaughan, who features in The 
Atrocity Exhibition and Crash. 

‘Clearly Ballard identified the provinces of 
Heathrow as a congregation point for lunatic 
missionaries. Once more Ballard is a forensic magus 
heralding the birth of dangerous religiosity, spotting 
their stars above derelict suburban mangers. His vision 
is borne out by a particularly apt psychiatric report in 
the journal Medicine, Science and the Law, titled 
“Wandering at Heathrow Airport by the Mentally 
Unwell” (1987, Vol 27, No 1).’ More so than the folk 
horror revival or the New British Landscape 
movement, it is Ballard who animates Sharp’s sense of 
location. One of the most scurrilous chapters is a 
collaboration with the late Mark Fisher in 
commemoration of Ian Ball, who attempted to kidnap 



bi-polar depression, it’s now perceived as largely 
speculative extrapolation from casual diary asides, 
letters and conversations. Speculative extrapolation 
that nevertheless has become a fixed animal totem in 
our psyche and psychological language.’ Sharp elides 
Churchill’s black dog with the Black Shuck of this 
island’s indigenous legends; there was more than a 
touch of the bardic about Churchill: on August 15th 
of 1908, he was inducted into the Ancient Order of 
Druids. 

Of course this ‘ancient’ order, founded in 1781, 
was anything but; the world of the druids is long lost 
to us. Parlour tricks and therapeutic pseudo-histories 
risk blinding us to more fragmentary and dreamily 
tantalising continuities. Take the death of William II 
in 1100. Wounded in a hunting accident, he cried out 
for the Eucharist. His companions are reported to have 
placed flowers and herbs in his mouth. Was this a form 
of natural communion? And what of the long-lived 
cult of the Saxon Bishop Erkenwald, whose shrine at 
St. Paul’s was an object of pilgrimage as late as the 
sixteenth century? When Dostoevsky visited London 
in 1862 he saw past the modernity of the Crystal 
Palace and descried the enduring heathenism of a city 
where ‘Ba’al reigns and does not even demand 
obedience, because he is certain of it.’ Something in 
this land has always remained stubbornly pre-
Christian. 

The English Heretic Collection succeeds at its goal 
of ‘fecundating the imagination.’ It’s something of a 
relief when he sends up his own ‘often tangential 
inferences’ and ‘playful and sometimes absurdly occult 
projections.’ Reading Sharp makes you itchy with the 
recollection of hoaxes, rumours, and shaggy dog 
stories, makes you want to add your own routine to 
the bull session. The book feels like the natural 
culmination of a project that could have been 
interminable, exhaustive, and exhausting. Instead, 
Sharp has brought his diverse materials into a 
satisfying final form.   
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Princess Anne in 1974. The most rural thing about it 
is that it takes place in Uxbridge. 

However, readers’ enjoyment might depend on 
their patience for unglossed Marxo-Freudian jargon 
and repetitive hocus pocus. Even those conversant in 
hauntology and psychogeography might blanche at 
encountering both ‘Qabalistic’ and ‘magickally’ in the 
same sentence. ‘This is a palace of solar worship,’ he 
writes of the abandoned Bawdsey Missile Base. ‘The 
violent obelisks they once housed are the weapons of 
a sovereign fallacy. But they are also intimations of 
Ba’al’s phallus venerated in Carthage, imported to 
Rome during the anarchist reign of emperor 
Heliogabalus. Ba’al was the male consort of Tanit in 
the Carthage. Masonic conspiracy theorists believe the 
word obelisk translates to Ba’al’s shaft.’ There’s a lot 
this sort of stuff, and appetites may vary. Read straight 
through, as a unified whole, the book somewhat 
overstays its welcome. The freak folk starts to wear 
thin as the paranoid riffs pile up without adding up. 
If you do Sharp the dishonour of taking him too 
seriously, his anecdotal heap becomes curiously 
weightless and the whole weave looks very loose 
indeed.  

This book is best enjoyed discontinuously and 
piecemeal, as the crazed and occasional dispatches of 
a renegade folklorist demented by a headful of video 
nasties. Read the book and savour it slowly: there are 
fragments, flights of fancy, and recurring motifs of 
extraordinary suggestiveness. The best passages are a 
sort of pulp anthropology of the Second World War. 
‘We are always just a heritage open day away from a 
sandbag and bunting re-enactment, overseen by the 
military gimp of an air raid warden role-player. Rather 
than the faux pagan festivals of straw bears and hobby 
horses, the new land rites are happening on our D-
Day visits to coastal forts.’ If Winston Churchill 
emerged from the apocalyptic crucible of the war as 
the god of modern Britain, then ‘his psychopomp was 
the black dog,’ writes Sharp. ‘An allusion to the leader’s 
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St Christopher’s Prayer 

Andrew Sturrock 

Mudskipper 
Tumbleweed 
blessed are thee 
 
May the flowers flower 
and shade pale salamanders 
Take leave of friendly fires. 
 
God grant you passage 
through the cold of the soul 
to distant shores, further fields 
Let western wynds blow or no 
for blessed are we.

On University’s Quareness 

Scott McKendry 

Passing scholars stop to perv on the cultivated poppies 
quavering under the sun in the front garden of No5. 

Sheltered by a young magnolia, 

they live perilously from shower to shower. 
Stalwart buggers, resolute, they refuse to live, so flag 

once picked and vased 

for any longer than half a day—disassembling cell by cell 
till each scarlet petal, each purply stamen 

lies upon the vinyl sill 

as a drop of blood on linen, as a drum mallet in snow. 
And no zombifying tonic will ever make them keep. 

Oh look, two prosaists 

have stopped to smile at the poppies. They catch me 
catching them. We nod. If they hoked about my head, 

they’d see me cotton on: 

The Edmond & Patsy sketch from RTÉ’s The Savage Eye 
is a burlesque of the Beeb’s Give My Head Peace: a spoof 

itself of this state sans endonym 

If the poppy’s a pappyshow of warfare mechanised— 
field dressings undid in the muck like a boy’s viscera; 

a mix of testerone & nicotine 

with a dash of morphine’s just the ticket, sir; 
detached limbs sailing slow-mo through the Fleming air; 

a bonny flag unfurled; poems 

home to Blighty, or relayed through Blighty, home; 
that redhead in the park you never did dare offer a cigarette; 

the Brigadier’s cummerbund; 

comes out of nowhere; over with before we know it—then 
where we live is basically a piss-take of the world.

Scott McKendry, a Patrick Kavanagh Poetry Award recipient 
2019, has published in Ireland, UK, and US.

Andrew Sturrock is a Highland poet and 
snowboarder




