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A telling but flawed census 
 
The headlines and much of the instant commentary 
on the census figures have as usual focused on the 
sectarian headcount. There has been great excitement 
in some Nationalist quarters on the news that they are 
at last in a majority: 45.7% from a Catholic background 
and only 43.5% from a Protestant background; and 
from Unionists a corresponding denial that the figures 
mean anything of the sort.  

This is a new statistical version of the old game of 
‘telling’ which side each of us is on. The focus on which 
of the two communities is ‘winning’ stems from the 
insistence by the Equality Commission on getting as 
many of us as possible neatly slotted into sectarian 
boxes. To achieve this they continue to insist on using 
an algorithm to allocate those who have not answered 
the questions about religious background into one or 
other community: this time around 86.000 of us, 
roughly 5%, were ‘modelled’ or ‘imputed’ into one of 
the four prescribed categories.  

In reality the more important figures are those 
revealing the increasing diversity of the population in 
terms of both likely trends into the future and our 
choices of personal identity.  

The figures on trends are significant. Those from a 
‘Protestant background’ tend to be older while those 
from a ‘Catholic background’ tend to be younger and 
have more children. This is reflected in the numbers 
attending ‘state’ and ‘maintained’ schools. This is 
clearly likely to continue to affect the balance between 
the ‘two communities’ into the future. 

The figures on preferred choice of identity tell a 
different story. As enumerated 32% of us said we were 
‘British only’ and 29% ‘Irish only’ while 20% preferred to 
be ‘Northern Irish only’; a further 8% opted for ‘British 
and Northern Irish’ while only 2% opted for ‘Irish and 
Northern Irish, leaving another 8% as ‘Other’. 

All this is clearly important in respect of any future 
border poll. It may point towards a preference, if and 
when a vote is called, for a possible federated rather 
than unitary future It also emphasises the importance 
of establishing what is on offer before any vote is 
embarked on.   
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SOS: Help required – urgently 
Paul Nolan 

 
Paul Nolan is an independent political researcher based in Belfast 

The announcement of Chris Heaton-Harris as the 
new Secretary of State for Northern Ireland was 
quickly followed by the announcement of Steve 
Baker as the new head of the NI Office. It was 
hardly surprising that the SDLP saw Liz Truss’s new 
appointments as handing control of the 
Northern Ireland agenda over to the ERG: 
both men have been prominent in that 
hard right Eurosceptic group. Indeed, 
even the Daily Telegraph when considering 
the significance of the new team 
characterised both men as ‘hard Brexiteers’. That 
may be too mild a term for Mr Heaton-Harris. He 
has prefered the phrase ‘fierce Brexiteer’ as a way of 
describing himself, and few would dispute this. He 
once wrote to all university vice-chancellors asking 
them to gather details on all lecturers ‘teaching 
European Studies, with particular reference to 
Brexit’. Even MPs on the Tory right thought this 
smacked too much of McCarthyism, and the letter 
was withdrawn. His steadfastness though was placed 
beyond doubt, and this may be why he was chosen 
to pilot the NI Protocol Bill through its first stages 
in the House of Commons. 

That said, it may still be a little early to conclude 
a trade war with the EU is now inevitable. Heaton-
Harris’s first statement in the Commons after taking 
up the post was much less bellicose than expected, 
emphasising the desire of the British government for 

a negotiated settlement with Brussels. 
Against that, Truss’s statement on the 

same day was much more 
confrontational. It’s hard to judge 

which is more indicative of the real intent of the 
government. As Truss said of the French, the jury’s 
still out. The difference in tone could be part of a 
good cop, bad cop routine, but is more likely to be 
the result of chaotic communications in the first 

week of a new administration. And while 
it is tempting to see a grand strategy 
behind the two appointments, the fact is 
that the NI job was a parcel that a series 
of senior Conservatives passed quickly on 
to the next person. First, Sajid Javid was 
offered the post and declined it, then Iain 

Duncan-Smith, and then Penny Mordaunt. Conor 
Burns seemed to be the only one who actively 
wanted it, but his very real ardour for the job was 
not thought sufficient reason for him to be 
rewarded. So, for now at least, Heaton-Harris can 
make himself at home in Hillsborough Castle. 

In one door and out the other … 

He is lucky in that he doesn’t have a hard act to 
follow. His predecessor, Shailesh Vara, was 
distinguished in only one way. His tenure, at 62 
days, was the shortest on record. Otherwise, he 
leaves no trace. While that might seem an 
unfortunate legacy, it is considerably more positive 
than most of the 23 Secretaries of State who 
preceded him. I am told that when UTV once put 
together a programme looking back at 
those who held the post, the working 
title while it was in production was 
‘Why do we get all the dickheads?’ 
That may not be the actual word 

Paul Nolan looks at the record of those who have 
served as Secretary of State for Northern Ireland.
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that everyone would choose. Irish News columnist 
Brian Feeney has for years used the term proconsul, 
with its suggestion of a colonial overlord. There 
have been those who seemed like they would 
happily accept that as their job title. 

Take for example Hugo Swire (a 
surname easily confused with squire). A 
member of the English aristocracy, he 
was a Minister of State in Northern 
Ireland from 2010 to 2012, and his time 
in Northern Ireland is documented by 
his wife, Sasha, in her memoir, Diary of 
an MP’s Wife. In breathless Jilly Cooper 
style prose she describes how her 
husband’s position opened up new social 
opportunities for them both. At one 
point, Frances, the wife of George 
Osborne, tells her she must come to stay 
at Dorneywood, a splendid 18th century 
country home in Buckinghamshire. "And you must 
come to Hillsborough, darling!" Sasha replies. What 
fun! The only fly in the ointment is that they must 
share Hillsborough with the then Secretary of State, 
Owen Paterson, a burden made heavier by the fact 
that Paterson and his wife steal the Swires’ curtains 
and replace them with ‘ghastly chintz’.  

Owen Paterson did engage with local NI 
businesses: that is to say, he became a paid 
consultant for Randox and Lynn’s Country Foods 
and pursued their interests in the House of 
Commons. In October 2021, Paterson was found 
by the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards 
to have breached paid advocacy rules. The 
Commissioner’s Report said about Paterson that “no 
previous case of paid advocacy has seen so many 
breaches or such a clear pattern of behaviour in 
failing to separate private and public interests”. 
Boris Johnson’s attempt to rewrite the rules in order 

to exonerate Paterson’s egregious 
behaviour was the first 

stumble in his 
own fall.  

Were they all so terrible?  

No, not all. Julian Smith won political trust on all 
sides, and working with Simon Coveney managed 

to put together the New Decade New 
Approach package that briefly revived the 
Assembly. He was sacked by Boris Johnson 
shortly afterwards. Mo Mowlam’s period 
coincided with the run-up to the Good 
Friday Agreement, and her unorthodox 
manner and her commitment to peace-
building won not only respect, but real 
affection from all sides. There were other, 
less showy politicians like Labour’s Paul 
Murphy who acquitted themselves well, 
but for the most part British politicians 
who served as Secretary of State for NI left 
with their reputations diminished, and that 
includes heavy hitters like Peter Mandelson 
and Peter Hain. It might be an interesting 

parlour game to decide who was the worst, but that 
game would only work if you removed the name of 
Karen Bradley because with her name on the list 
there is no contest. She will never be forgotten for 
the interview she gave to the in-house Commons 
magazine, The House, where she admitted how little 
she knew about NI politics: “I didn’t understand 
things like when elections are fought for example in 
Northern Ireland, people who are nationalists don’t 
vote for unionist parties and vice versa”.  

In an address to the London School of Economics 
in 2012 Martin McGuinness explained the basis of 
the power-sharing arrangement in Northern 
Ireland: “As Ian Paisley said to me during our first 
meeting, ‘Martin we can rule ourselves, we don’t 
need these direct rule ministers coming over here 
telling us what to do.’” That has proved to be over-
optimistic. The failure of the NI Assembly to 
function means that Chris Heaton-Harris will be 
the 24th direct rule minister since 1972 to come 

over here and tell us what to do.

The failure of 
the NI Assembly 

to function 
means that 

Chris Heaton-
Harris will be 

the 24th direct 
rule minister to 
come over and 
tell us what to 

do. 
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It is unclear whether the new Secretary of 
State and his Brexit team will continue with 
the previous Johnson/Truss strategy of 
confrontation with the European Union, the 
Republic and the Biden administration.  
Here are some items that might assist him to 
make better progress.  

The Protocol 
There is a choice on the Protocol between 
embarking on serious negotiation with the terms of 
what was signed up for or in effect reneging on the 
treaty – talk of breaching international law is not 
helpful. The analysis in our last issue shows that 
most of the problems can be dealt with by creating 
a new regime for goods that are guaranteed to 
remain within Northern Ireland with sanctions for 
those trusted firms that allow or collude in any 
leakage across the border. The alternative of a 
continuing standoff with the EU and the Republic 
leading perhaps to a trade war seems absurd for a 
government seeking to avoid a looming recession 
and to develop a trade agreement with the Biden 
administration. And keeping within the Protocol is 
a distinct benefit for many Northern Ireland firms 
trading directly with EU customers. 

Restoring the Assembly and Executive 
If the DUP cannot be assuaged by a negotiated deal 
on the Protocol another approach may be needed 
to restore the Assembly and eventually the 
Executive. One simple way would be to introduce 
temporary legislation to permit the election of a 
Speaker by a simple majority of MLAs and thus 
allow the standing committees to work on essential 
action with Ministers that are willing to continue 
to serve. In each of 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021 and 
2022 new Northern Ireland Acts like the NI 
(Ministers, Elections and Petitions of Concern) Act 
2022 have been passed at Westminster to change 
the rules for the operation of the Assembly and 
Executive. Each of these is incredibly detailed and 

A Fortnight Agenda for the new SOS

runs to many pages which perhaps only the 
parliamentary draughtsmen fully comprehend. 
Another could easily be pushed through with or 
without the co-operation of the DUP whose 
support is no longer needed by the Tories.  

The statutory duty to call an election 
The alleged statutory duty to call an election can 
also be easily amended not least as it seems unlikely 
that this would result in any change to the problem 
of the DUP retaining its position as the largest 
Unionist party. As noted above it is extremely easy 
to change the current statutory date. It is clear that 
no-one – even the DUP – wants an election and 
that it would serve no useful purpose.  

Direct rule and/or joint authority  
If the DUP or other parties make a serious attempt 
to resist or challenge changes of this kind to the 
current rules the Secretary could resort to the 
‘nuclear option’ of returning to direct rule on a 
temporary basis. A threat of restoring direct rule 
along with an increasing role for the Irish 
Government through some limited form of joint 
authority has focused some minds in the past. 
Remember that the proposals for the New Decade 
New Approach were developed and published in 
close coordination with the Irish Government. 

The Census and a Border Poll 
One item that can easily be left alone is a response 
to the latest figures in the Census. The Secretary of 
State already has a wide discretion on when to call 
for a poll. It is widely conceded that it would be 
divisive to arrange one before the lengthy process of 
deciding what kind of Irish unity might be agreed 
and workable. Malachi O’Doherty’s final chapter in 
this issue explains how complicated this will be. But 
most commentators on the Census agree that it does 
not point to a current majority for any kind of 
unification. 
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‘Sinn Féin will need to balance expressions of 
condolence with republican principles that 
repudiate monarchy,’ the newspaper claimed. 
‘Unionists will need to mask any concern that 
Queen Elizabeth II’s death has further eroded the 
frayed bonds of the United Kingdom.’ 

By all accounts the visit was a success. Alex 
Maskey, the Sinn Féin Speaker of the Assembly, 
paid tribute to Queen Elizabeth II’s ‘positive 
leadership’ in building peace and reconciliation 
‘across these islands.’ It was a bold step that has been 
interpreted as a triumph of diplomacy by 
republicans. 

Alex Maskey is no stranger to taking bold steps. 
As Sinn Féin’s Lord Mayor in 2002–03, he moved 
further ahead in embracing unionism and their 
Britishness than many of his contemporaries. I recall 
interviewing him in the Lord Mayor’s parlour while 
I was a young postgraduate student. It was 25 
October 2002, and he was running late thanks to 
dissident republicans from the Continuity IRA 
leaving a viable explosive device in a van bomb 
behind city hall. 

During the interview I asked him if he 
thought the device was intended to 
disrupt his equality agenda at city hall. 
Was he in some ways moving ahead of 
his own community by extending 
the hand of friendship across the 

divide? He looked shocked at the question, though 
with quiet composure outlined his vision for what 
he meant by his slogan “Belfast: A City of Equals”. 
In public and private, he said, he wanted to reach 
out and build bridges with unionists. 

He demonstrated this by, for instance, attending 
the Remembrance Day parade at the City Hall and 
laying a laurel wreath in memory of all those killed 
in the First World War. Although he had 
counterbalanced this move by placing an Irish 
Tricolour alongside a Union Flag in his office, his 
bridge-building was regarded as sincere. The same 
sincerity ran through Alex Maskey’s words of 
condolence to King Charles. 

The King replied with his own heartfelt thanks, 
acknowledging how Queen Elizabeth had played a 
role in ‘bringing together those who history had 
separated and extending a hand to make possible 
the healing of long-held hurts’. 

The late Queen had first visited Northern 
Ireland as a young princess in July 1945 as the 
Second World War wound down in Europe. She 
had accompanied her father, King George VI, 
and her mother Queen Elizabeth, in their first 

visit to the region by air. 
 It was a first in so many other ways 

too. It was the first time King George 
had addressed both Houses of 
Parliament, which had been 
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The Queen and her rebels 
Aaron Edwards 
 
Dr Aaron Edwards is a historian and author. His new book, A People Under Siege: 
Unionists in Northern Ireland, from Partition to Brexit and Beyond, will be 
published by Merrion Press next year.

Ahead of the visit by King Charles III to Northern 
Ireland on Tuesday 13th September, The Guardian 
newspaper reported how it would be a received by 
‘warmth tinged with unease’.

Alex Maskey 
SINN FEIN.IE
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reconvened in the wake of the Stormont election 
held a few weeks earlier. In his speech, the King paid 
tribute to those members of the armed forces who 
had fought in the war and those who had given their 
lives. He also acknowledged how Northern Ireland 
had ‘not escaped the ravages of war.’ The King’s 
speech was presided over by the incoming Speaker 
of the Stormont House of Commons, Captain Sir 
Norman Stronge, who was later murdered by the 
Provisional IRA. 

After the formal opening of parliament, the Royal 
Family hosted a huge garden party for 5,000 war 
workers in Botanic Gardens. It was an ironic 
occasion, given some 2,000–3,000 aircraft workers 
would march on Stormont to protest at mass 
redundancies some hours after the Royal party left 
Northern Ireland. In the shadow of war, loyalists 
remained respectful of their Sovereign even if they 
rebelled against their government. 

In her second visit to Northern Ireland in early 
July 1953, the newly crowned Queen Elizabeth II 
told Stormont MPs: ‘As your Queen I am now even 
more closely concerned with the affairs of Northern 
Ireland, and I assure you that I shall always strive to 
repay your loyalty and devotion with steadfast 
service to you all.’ The Queen’s dedication to servant 
leadership was something that marked out her reign 
and her relationship with the people of Northern 
Ireland. 

As King Charles III told those gathered in 
Hillsborough in the wake of her death, he too 
would follow her lead. ‘Now, with that shining 
example before me, and with God’s help,’ he said, 
‘I take up my new duties resolved to seek the welfare 
of all the inhabitants of Northern Ireland.’  

The symbolism of this carefully worded 
undertaking may have been lost on many of those 
who heard it. Yet it goes to the heart of the concept 
of political unionism across these islands and 
beyond. 

In classical unionism, like that propounded by 
the 18th Century Ulster-born moral philosopher 
Francis Hutcheson, political unions guarantee the 
common safety of all humankind. In his influential 
book A Short Introduction to Moral Philosophy 
(1747), Hutcheson wrote that ‘civil power can 
scarce be constituted justly any other way than by 
the consent of the people: and that rulers have no 
other sacred rights or majesty, than what may arise 
from this.’ It was Hutcheson’s belief that monarchs 
must hold the common interest of all their people 
at heart. 

King Charles III, like Queen Elizabeth II, is 
acutely aware of the political union he presides over 
and how his role is vital to the spread of a broader 
and deeper form of benevolence. There is also 
evidence that Camilla, the Queen Consort, 
understands this obligation too. Her involvement 
in charitable works concerning domestic abuse and 
reading groups in marginalised areas demonstrates 
her own concern for the welfare of the people. 

The positive reception received by the King and 
Queen Consort in the early days of the new King’s 
reign is encouraging. It points to an opportunity to 
renew the contract between the King, those elected 
by the people to represent their interests, and the 
people themselves. 

In this respect it offers an opportunity to recoil 
rather than fray the constitutional bonds of the 
political union between Northern Ireland and Great 
Britain. Unionists would do well to recognise this 
while following the lead of their new King. 

Flowers at Hillsborough 
HILARY WARNOCK

g



@51
rtnightfo

Farming, farts and political fighting 
The DUP and UFU versus the climate? 
Part I 
John Barry & Rebecca Stuttard 
 
John Barry is Professor of Green Political Economy at QUB 
Rebecca Stuttard is a Master's student of International Public Policy at QUB

Northern Ireland finally joined the ranks of 
jurisdictions with Climate Change legislation when the 
Climate Change Act received royal assent on 6th June 
2022. Its overarching target is for NI to reach Net Zero 
(NZ) greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 2050.

This target was the topic of dispute for many 
months in the Stormont Assembly, with DAERA 
Minister Poots, the DUP and the Ulster Farmers 
Union (UFU) seeking to water it down in order to 
ease the pressure on the agricultural sector which 
accounts for the largest share of NI’s emissions 
(27%). By and large, the ‘battle of the two 
Climate Change Bills’ was framed in the 
media and in the Assembly as ‘farmers vs 
the climate’.  Sections of the local media 
supported the UFU/DUP line 
prominently, more noticeably the 
Newsletter’s ‘Farming Life’ weekly Saturday 
supplement, and the weekly BBC Radio 
Ulster ‘Farming Matters’ programme.   

Why two Bills you might ask? 

In July 2020, in the wake of the Assembly 
declaring a Climate ecological emergency 
in February that year, the Assembly, after it was 
restored, passed a motion calling on Minister Poots 
to introduce a Climate Change Act, 
with binding carbon reduction 
targets, within three months. During 
the debate, Poots said it was 

“ridiculous” to call for a comprehensive piece of 
legislation to be developed in just three months. 
Proving him wrong, Green Party MLA Clare Bailey, 
together with the Climate Change Coalition, 
chaired by QUB academic, Dr. Amanda Slevin, 
submitted a Bill in October 2020, with support 

from all Assembly parties bar the DUP and 
TUV, aimed at NI reaching Net Zero 
emissions by 2045.   

Rather than seek to amend this Bill, 
Minister Poots decided to introduce his 
own, which he did in 2021. This set a 
target of 82% reduction by 2050, though 
he did later set a target for reducing CO2 
to NZ by 2050. Crucially, his Bill also 
sought less demanding reductions for 
methane, and to remove emissions from 
agricultural sources from the net zero 
target, all explicitly done in the name of 

‘protecting agrifood’. 
It was the minister’s Bill, heavily amended and 

reflecting some key parts of the Bailey one, which 
eventually made it onto the statute books 

this summer. Poots’ Bill, which was 
backed by the agri-food industry and the 

Methane is a 
much more 

potent … 
climate 

changing gas 
than CO2. It is  
about 20 times 
more powerful



and farting. And why do we have so many cows?  
This has to do with the structure of the NI 
agricultural sector, which is overwhelmingly based 
on grass-fed beef and dairy. According to the 
Department’s latest estimates, there are 3,252 dairy 
farms with a total of 318,372 cows, and 14,179 beef 
farms with a total of 246,956 cows (meaning a lot 
more cows are packed into considerably fewer dairy 
farms than on the beef farms). Across the island of 
Ireland it turns out we are very good at producing 
grass…who knew? 

 
 

The final point is that we are in a planetary crisis, 
with nature loss locally and globally increasing risks 
to ecosystems, natural resources and vital ecosystem 
services (as well as increasing the likelihood of future 
pandemics such as Covid-19).  And the other 
element of the planetary emergency we now face is 
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Climate Change Committee (CCC), included an 
emissions reduction target of 82% by 2050. CCC 
chief executive Chris Stark is on record as saying 
that the reason they approved lesser GHG targets 
for Northern Ireland is because of our ‘very big 
agriculture sector’. And, as we will see, the 
intervention of both the CCC and its Chair, Lord 
Deben, played a significant role in the ‘battle of the 
two Climate Bills’. 

This ‘farmers vs the climate’ framing of the Bill 
was both unfortunate and unnecessary, being, in my 
judgement, politically manufactured, and does not 
bode well in terms of the implementation of the Act 
as GHG reduction targets are set for each sector of 
the economy. The logic here is simple – if farming 
has less GHG emissions targets reaching NZ will 
then require other sectors to take a larger share of 
emissions reductions. We may expect more inter-
sectoral disagreement and debate as the Act is 
implemented.    

There are four pertinent points to bear in mind 
to orientate oneself on this issue. The first is that 
Northern Ireland is unique in a European context 
in having farming and land use as its major GHG 
emitting sectors. In other countries – and the rest 
of the UK – it is energy production that makes up 
the largest sector. The only other country in a 
similar position is the Republic where farming 
makes up over 40% of its emissions profile. Also 
unique is that in NI land use is a net producer of 
carbon, whereas in the other UK administrations, 
it is a carbon sink. 

The second more scientific point, which gets us 
to the heart of the issue, is that the main problem 
with the GHGs produced in agriculture is that the 
main one is methane. While most of us are perhaps 
aware of carbon dioxide (CO2) as the main gas 
causing climate breakdown, the contribution of 
methane is less well known. Methane is a much 
more potent and powerful climate changing gas 
than CO2. It is about 20 times more powerful, but 
does not last in the atmosphere as long. 

And where this gas comes from brings us to the 
third point. Methane comes from ruminant 
animals, in NI’s case overwhelmingly cows, belching 

POLITICS

Number of farms by farm type, 2021, DAERA, 2022
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the climate crisis bringing with it an increase in 
storms, heatwaves and flooding and other extreme 
weather events. While you would be forgiven for 
not knowing or remembering, the NI Assembly in 
February 2020 declared a ‘climate and ecological 
emergency’ … who knew? 

‘Listen to the science’ 

Both those promoting the more ambitious 
Bailey Bill and the weaker Poots one, 
claimed science on their side. The UFU, 
for example, urged supporters of the 
Bailey Bill to ‘listen to the advice of the 
CCC before it’s too late’. UFU President, 
Victor Chestnutt went on to urge MLAs 
‘to come to their senses and realise the 
damage they will be contributing to 
should they back this ill-informed net zero 
target. They need to act in line with the 
advice they’ve been given to deliver for climate 
change instead of plucking figures out of a hat that 
would wipe out the rural economy and destroy rural 
areas’. 

The role of the CCC was a significant 
intervention which not only helped solidify the 
‘farmers vs the climate’ frame but also brought into 
sharp relief the uses and abuses of ‘science’ in the 
battle between the two climate Bills. In a letter to 
Minister Poots from Lord Deben, Chair of the 
CCC said that, in the Committee’s assessment, 
given Northern Ireland’s economic reliance on the 
agrifood sector and on the basis of NI’s 
disproportionate contribution to overall UK food 

production, an 82% cut in emissions 
by 2050 would be a ‘fair 
contribution’  to the UK’s wider net 
zero ambition. The CCC also said 
that there was no technical reason 
why Northern Ireland could not 

get to net zero, but it would mean 
a reduction in agricultural 

output. This was 

interpreted by the UFU as meaning the ‘ruination 
of NI agriculture’, with DUP Sammy Wilson going 
so far as to say the passing of the Bailey Bill by 
climate change ‘zealots’ would lead to ‘humans 
eating maggots’. 

This advice from the CCC was used to attack the 
Bailey Bill as not in line with the science and to 

support the Poots Bill.  However, 
‘assessment’ and concepts such as a ‘fair 
contribution’ are political judgements and 
based on the CCC’s ‘assessment’ that faster 
changes cannot happen within the 
agricultural sector. This I would stress is an 
interpretation of the science, not science-
based evidence or proof that only a less 
ambitious decarbonisation pathway is 
possible for land use and the agri-food 
system. In short, it’s politics informed by 
science, but at root a political judgement. 

And as a political judgement it is a perfectly 
legitimate claim to make. But to claim that this is 
‘science’ as the minister, the DUP, the UFU, and 
members of the AERA committee did, in order to 
criticise those supporting the Bailey Bill as 
‘unscientific’, is both wrong and disingenuous.     
It is interesting to note, given Lord Deben and the 
CCC’s interest in ensuring ‘fair contributions’ to the 
UK NZ target, that it or he did not propose that 
the Yorkshire and the Humber region be given less 
stringent GHG emission reduction targets. Just as 
NI produces a disproportionate amount of UK food 
(and associated GHG emissions), likewise with 
Yorkshire and the Humber in terms of carbon 
energy intensive UK industrial manufacturing. But 
the CCC did not say that this region’s industrial 
sector should have less stringent emissions 
reductions targets as part of its ‘fair contribution’ to 
achieving the overall UK Net Zero by 2050 target. 
And likewise this was a political judgement … not 
a scientific one. And one may ask why?   

A new future of farming? 

Round one of Climate Change policy is now 
completed. Round two promises to be an even more 
fraught affair, not least with our largest emitting 
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sector still determined to reconcile the impossible. 
The continuation of a ‘business as usual’ intensive, 
grass-fed export oriented beef and dairy industrial 
model is both unsustainable and incompatible with 
NZ targets, and dominated by large agri-food 
corporations. While those who support this agri-
food status quo look to as yet unproven 
technological fixes, others, such as this author, can 
see that there are many solutions available.  But they 
do require being honest with our farming 
communities about fundamentally changing and 
transforming the NI agri-food system, and helping 
them in that transition, ensuring a ‘just 
transition’ for agriculture. It is not 
agriculture that is incompatible with 
achieving science-based targets; it is 
agriculture as it is currently structured.   

Transitioning away from an intensive 
dairy and beef sector will be challenging, 
but not impossible, and more engagement 
with our farming communities will be needed in 
round two. Such engagement could focus on the 
many opportunities in the decades ahead for paying 
farmers to invest in ‘nature based solutions’, paying 
them to sequester carbon by planting trees and 

rewetting bogs, shift to agroecological and other 
‘climate friendly’ forms of food production. After 
all, we need to remember that during the pandemic 
farmers were ‘frontline workers’ who provided us 
with food, and even more than that farmers are 
stewards of the land.  But as with other economic 
practices that are incompatible with effectively 
addressing our worsening planetary crisis, such as 
oil and coal extraction, we should rightly thank our 
farmers for all they have done for society in the post-
war period when they were actively encouraged by 
the state to produce as much food as cheaply as 

possible. However, we need to be honest 
with them and while thanking them for 
their enormous service, stress that their 
‘business as usual’ model of grass-fed, 
intensive beef and dairy farming is now 
coming to an end. But this is not the ‘end 
of farming’, just the ‘end of farming as we 
know it’. And this fundamental change is 

what is also going to have to happen in each sector 
of the economy, so it’s not only farming that will 
have to engage in this ‘root and branch’ 
transformation. There are no jobs on a dead planet, 
and no farming either.   

There are no 
jobs on a dead 
planet and no 

farming either.
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Can Ireland be One? 
Malachi O’Doherty 
 
Malachi O'Doherty is a writer and commentator and former editor at Fortnight

Yes. But it’s complicated. The people of the island can 
vote themselves into a single jurisdiction, creating a 
thirty-two-county sovereign Irish nation. And they 
may well do so in the next decade or so.

Ireland’s Future and other nationalists say that they 
want unity by agreement, but a day may come when 
they can achieve it by demographic advantage, 
regardless of what Northern Protestants want. 

And if unification does happen, there is the 
chance it might not be a happy marriage. Some 
experience suggests it will work out okay. A 
Protestant minority found peace and stability in 
time within an uncongenial Irish Catholic state. 
And since that state is no longer Catholic, 
assimilation should surely be easier for the 
Protestants of the northeast. But there is another 
geographic consideration which is not obvious from 
the air but can be understood at ground level: that 
these communities in the North identify with 
territory and govern it at local government level. 
Disaffected Protestants, absorbed grudgingly into a 
united Ireland have the potential to be a truculent 
enclave in a way that the Protestants of the South 
did not. 

We can be too blithe about how the people who 
would vote against unity might reconcile themselves 
to it. Kevin Meagher, for instance, says it’s 
regrettable that Protestants don’t recognise the Irish 
flag as including them and symbolising peace 
between orange and green. But that’s like saying the 
Irish-identifying Catholics of the North should 
recognise that the Union Jack incorporates the cross 
of St Patrick. The reality is that both communities 

have seen the flag of the other used at street level as 
a marker of territory in which they are not welcome. 

For all that southern Protestants felt alienated by 
the revolution and lost many of their big houses, the 
main upsurge of violence against them was brief and 
may not have left the legacy of trauma and grief that 
three decades of Northern Irish violence did. That 
simmering hurt will resist assimilation. 

And how well would Protestant unionist culture 
fit in anyway? At its most vocal and trenchant it 
comes across as conservative, chauvinistic and 
religious. It strikes many modern commentators 
and observers as simply eccentric. They see this 
ethnic group as one to be won over, brought into 
the modern world, talked sense to. I prefer to start 
by acknowledging the fact of their existence and the 
need to seek accommodation with them, 
understanding that if they are dismissed as foolish 
and irrelevant then, inevitably, they will object to 
that and become more difficult to deal with. 

Still, they surely understand that they do not have 
the influence they had in the past, that their 
population is in decline, in real terms and in 
proportion to the rest of the population. And we 
have seen that they are diverse within themselves, 
so that a truly ardent core that would resent all 
around them might be much smaller than the 
supposed ‘million Protestants’ of ready cliché. 

One day the British government, through the 
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Northern Ireland secretary of state, will be obliged 
under the Good Friday Agreement to call a 
referendum on Irish unity when the prospect is 
judged to exist that it would be carried. Since the 
Irish government cannot risk being taken by 
surprise, it must logically prepare for this. It will 
have to seek negotiation with the British on the 
terms of the deal if it is not to be 
lumbered with the North without 
knowing, for instance, who is to pay for 
pensions and at what rate. Without prior 
negotiation it may find itself having to 
conduct its own referendum, at a date 
chosen by the British. This is a 
vulnerability it perhaps should not have 
conceded in the Good Friday Agreement 
negotiations, but it is too late now to get 
the rule changed.  

The Agreement says that in Northern 
Ireland the vote delivers a mandate for 
Irish unity if 50 per cent plus one of votes 
cast are for it. That is a clause the parties 
might have agonised over a little longer if they had 
already had the experience of the Brexit referendum 
and the disruption created by a radical change being 
delivered by a slim majority. 

On the other hand, to say that a greater than 50 
per cent plus one vote would be needed to affect 
change would be to place a higher value on a 
unionist vote than a nationalist one, and the obvious 
injustice of that would hardly have been tolerated, 
least of all by those who were accustomed to 
expressing their umbrage by bombing London 
skyscrapers or shooting at the police. 

While a requirement on the secretary of state to 
call a referendum when there is a prospect of success 
may read like a great opportunity for those who 
want unification, it might actually push it further 
back than they would like. It effectively means a 
referendum can be refused until the British 
government is confident that most voters in the 
North want a united Ireland. There is no prescribed 
yardstick for that judgement, only the common-
sense likelihood that the minister making the call 
will play it safe. No secretary of state will want to 
risk being proven wrong by calling a vote too early.  

It is also possible that a British government could 
call a referendum outside the terms of the Good 
Friday Agreement at a time of its choosing, as Prime 
Minister Edward Heath did in 1972. Then Heath’s 
point was to demonstrate that there was no possible 
majority for unification and to remove the demand 

for a united Ireland as a plausible solution 
to the violence. But when one is called 
under the Good Friday Agreement, on the 
judgment of a British secretary of state 
that a majority is now ready for a united 
Ireland, the secretary of state’s credibility 
will be on the line. Is it really conceivable 
that, having made such a hugely 
disruptive political decision, the secretary 
of state would ardently campaign for a 
result that suggested the call had been the 
wrong one? 

I think at that point the British 
government would want to have 
negotiated a package with the Irish 

government, which the two governments would 
jointly commend to the electorates of both 
jurisdictions. The alternative might be a no-deal 
unification with protocols having to be worked out 
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moral pressure and the imminent risk of no deal 
obliged doubters to vote for it. One can easily 
imagine intense negotiations up to a deadline and a 
shaky compromise being sold as an historic 
breakthrough. 

Another possibility is that Britain and Ireland 
would not reach agreement, but Britain would have 
to call a referendum anyway, as mandated by the 
Good Friday Agreement. That creates the nightmare 
of the Republic acquiring responsibility for six 
orphan counties without any alimony mandated 
from the previous guardian. 

Even if the vote passed on both sides of the 
border, there would be a further complication. 
There would then have to be an all-Ireland 
referendum on changes to the constitution. Already, 
some diplomats are wondering how to cope if the 
border poll referendum passed but the 
constitutional changes were rejected. 

None of this was thought out during the 
negotiations to the Good Friday Agreement. That 
Agreement clearly presumes that a majority of 
people in the Republic already want unity, so doesn’t 
accommodate the prospect that they might not, or 
that they might have conditions in mind which 
Britain might reject. Some have argued that a 
referendum in the South would not even be needed. 
Barra McGrory, a Queen’s Counsel and former 
Director of Public Prosecutions in Northern 
Ireland, was quoted in a BBC report in October 
2021 saying, ‘There’s no constitutional requirement 
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afterwards. The memory of how badly Brexit was 
managed is bound to alert them to what could go 
wrong. The question is whether they could avert 
such a calamitous repetition of past mistakes 

Theoretically the British would be obliged by the 
principles of the Agreement to be neutral, to stand 
over their claim that they had ‘no selfish or strategic 
interest’ in Northern Ireland. In reality they would 
have moved closer to meeting a key peace process 
demand of Sinn Féin, which they had till then 
denied: that they be persuaders for Irish unity. 

The simple incentive to keep this tidy and get it 
done in one vote would be that they might 
condemn themselves to going through the whole 
thing again every seven years until unity was either 
achieved or comprehensively wiped off the table. 
The only obvious way that could happen would be 
through a No vote in the South. 

Negotiations with the Irish government would 
have to start before the moment at which Britain 
would be obliged to call a referendum, yet entering 
into these preliminary negotiations with the Irish, 
short of an inevitable majority in the North for 
unity, would be hugely destabilising. Unionists 
would realise that they were about to be dumped 
and there has always been a section of unionism 
which has threatened war when insecure. 

The Irish would need those negotiations too, 
because they would be in no position to make 
demands of Britain after the issue was decided. So 
we are likely to see energetic political activism 
around the demand for a united Ireland colouring 
all political debate in both parts of Ireland, and a 
high degree of anticipation or apprehension, for 
years before the vote is actually held. 

There will likely have to be at least three years of 
negotiation between Britain and Ireland before the 
border poll is called. Then the question put to the 
voters will not be a simple yes/no to unity. It will be 
a vote on the terms for unity as laid out in a British-
–Irish agreement or protocol. But protocols get 
challenged and some who want a united Ireland 
might vote against that agreement and campaign on 
for a unity on different terms. With Brexit, 
agreement was signed at the last moment, and 
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south of the border, nor is it in the Good Friday 
Agreement. I’m always surprised by some of the 
articles I read in the media that there have to be 
referendums north and south on Irish unity.’ 

However, the constitution of the Irish Republic, 
Bunreacht na hÉireann, says it is the 
‘firm will of the Irish Nation’ to unite all 
the peoples ‘with the consent of the 
majority of the people, democratically 
expressed, in both jurisdictions in the 
island’. So there will have to be some 
determination of the will of the people 
in the South, though perhaps this could 
be done by a vote in the Oireachtas. 

Even a narrow rejection of unity by 
the North would lead to instability. We 
would be facing into a further seven 
years of debate and contention, for the 
Agreement allows for the vote to be held 
again and again at seven-year intervals. 
We might suppose too lightly that those 
seven years would allow for a further 
demographic tilt towards nationalism, simply 
deferring the inevitable. Unionists, fearing the same 
might leave, or they might rally for more ardent 
campaigning. Who knows what exasperation with 
that might lead to or what calculations loyalist 
paramilitaries might make? Would attacking the 
South make voters think again about taking 
responsibility for a troubled region or might it make 
them think that uniting the country was all the 
more urgent to prevent war?  

Neale Richmond foresees that a narrow or 
negative vote in the South, combined with a narrow 
vote against unity in the North, would disillusion 
the floating voters in Northern Ireland. They might 
conclude that they had committed their energies to 
a cause that had failed and might urge that, rather 
than enter a seven-year cycle of referenda, they 
would prefer to leave partition in place. Then, when 
called to vote again after seven years, they would 
seek to finally kill off the idea of a united Ireland for 
the sake of removing the question of unity from the 
centre of all political activity. 

But what if, at the first vote, a majority in the 
Republic rejected unity but the North voted for it? 
This would be traumatic for the nationalist 
community. Having voted for a united Ireland they 
would have no case to make for successive seven-

year votes in the North. They could plead 
with the South to vote again, of course, or 
they could challenge the legitimacy of the 
southern vote, or they could finally 
reconcile themselves to making their future 
with their neighbours in Northern Ireland. 
Many people in Northern Ireland have 
already done that, as polls attest. 

It would be a problem for the Union 
too, for it would be confronted with clear 
evidence that one member wanted out but 
had nowhere to go, like a spouse having 
sued for divorce but unable to leave the 
house, the new lover who promised so 
much having suddenly lost interest. 

Doug Beattie made a claim in our 
interview for the April Fortnight, that the 

ascent of Sinn Féin in the South actually threatens 
the prospects of a united Ireland, as it will scare off 
northern middle-grounders who might otherwise be 
persuadable. The problem for Sinn Féin, and the 
DUP too, is that neither can deliver a majority for 
the outcome it wants in a border poll. Each has to 
campaign for the referendum in a way that 
contradicts how it campaigns in elections. Sinn Féin 
commits to preserving the legacy of the Provisional 
IRA. Having led the Provos away from violence and 
into politics, it cannot now disown them entirely, 
even to gain political advantage. That sets a limit to 
its support. 

Similarly, the DUP, even in amicable 
combination with other unionist parties, cannot 
deliver a majority against Irish unity exclusively 
from their own electoral base. The pro-Union cause 
would need more votes than all the unionist parties 
together can command in elections. Usually about 
60 per cent of the electorate votes in an Assembly 
or Westminster election in the North. The 
referendum on the Good Friday Agreement had a 
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turnout of 81 per cent. So, about a quarter of those 
who voted for the Good Friday Agreement were 
people who didn’t vote for any political party. Their 
motivation was presumably peace and stability. The 
turnout in the Republic was only 56 per cent, 
suggesting a lack of passion for the same issue. 

In the North the question of unity will be decided 
in the most trying of times by those who have least 
passion for it. They will vote pragmatically so they 
will need to know that the country will be stable 
after the vote. They will understand that 
sectarianism will not end with the unification of 
Ireland. In the new Ireland there will still be Orange 
parades in the North, outrageous bonfires and 

occasional riots. The difference will be that it will 
be the job of the Irish government to police them. 
When they realise how hard it will be to reach a 
stable agreement they may think it isn’t worth the 
trouble. 

Note: Since publication, Brendan O’Leary has 
expressed the view in his book, Making Sense of a 
United Ireland, that it would be for the Irish 
government alone to devise a package to be voted 
on and Oran Doyle, in a review of this book in The 
Irish Times, has claimed I am incorrect in suggesting 
that a further referendum on the constitution of a 
united Ireland would be required. Time will tell, or 
maybe it won’t.
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What can Ukraine learn from 
Northern Ireland?  
Tom Hadden 
 
Tom Hadden is the founding and general editor of Fortnight, a co-signatory of the Belfast Guidelines on 
Amnesty and Accountability and a current OSCE consultant on freedom of movement for refugees..

Both are divided societies populated by two major 
communities with different felt nationalities and 
different political aspirations; and both have 
suffered major deaths and destruction at the hands 
of those ready to fight for those aspirations.  

A striking difference, however, is that Northern 
Ireland has found a way to bring an end to its 
conflict by creating structures supported by its 
dominant neighbours that reflect its divisions while 
Ukraine is being destroyed by the expansionist 
ambitions of its Russian neighbour and the 
conflicting and absolutist positions on sovereignty, 
territorial integrity and punishment on all sides. 
And we are all suffering from an escalating sanctions 
war. 

The prevailing view is that no further negotiation 
with the Russians should be envisaged until Russia’s 
war of aggression has been defeated and all of the 
territory occupied since February has been regained 
by Ukraine. But few military strategists think this 
can be achieved quickly or at all. Total defeat for 
Putin and Russia in either of these wars is probably 
unachievable. There must be a better way of ending 
the fighting and economic disruption.   

A little history 
It always helps to start with an understanding of 
history. Both territories have always been dominated 
by neighbouring world powers and empires. We all 
know that Northern Ireland’s problems originated 
from the plantation of Ulster by Scottish and 

English Protestants who displaced and then 
dominated most of the previous Catholic 
population and for most of the last hundred years 
treated them as a potential threat to their political 
power and cultural traditions.  

Fewer of us understand that Ukraine was at times 
a separate kingdom until it was conquered by the 
expanding Russian empire in the nineteenth 
century. Following the Bolshevik Revolution in 
1917 it was briefly independent but was soon 
absorbed by the Soviets and subjected under Stalin 
to a disastrous famine in the 1930s. But it fought 
with the Russians against the Nazis in the 1940s 
and was later given Crimea as a reward. It eventually 
gained formal independence when the Soviet 
regime collapsed in 1989 but continued to be 
dominated by pro-Russian politicians until a more 
pro-European party gained power in 2004 leading 
eventually after a decade of political infighting to 
the Maidan revolution in 2014. 

In all this time Crimea was an essentially Russian 
resort with a largely Russian population and a huge 
naval base in Sevastopol – the remnants of its 
original Tartar population had been deported by 
Stalin. In recent censuses the population was 
recorded as roughly two thirds Russian, one fifth 
Ukrainian and a tenth Tartar. 

Following their take-over the new pro-European 
government in Ukraine was keen to assert their 
Ukrainian identity and language and reluctant to 

Ukraine and Northern Ireland are very 
different countries, one tiny and one huge. 
But they share some significant historical 
and current features.



accept the legitimacy of its Russian-
speaking citizens in the east, despite 
pressure from the Council of Europe to adopt 
European standards for the treatment of ethnic and 
linguistic minorities.  

A similar pattern had been followed by the newly 
independent Georgian government in respect of the 
minorities in Abkhazia and Ossetia. The Russians 
took advantage of the opposition nationalists in 
these territories – and an ill-judged attack on South 
Ossetia by Georgian forces – to launch a military 
intervention in Ossetia in 2008. The success of this 
Russian military action encouraged them to make 
unacknowledged interventions in parts of the 
Donbas in 2014 to support pro-Russian insurgent 
governments and also in Crimea to achieve its 
annexation.  The Western response to this Russian 
expansion was to condemn and refuse to recognise 
the new facts on the ground but not to take any 
stronger action by way of sanctions or otherwise.  

The Minsk Agreements 
The attempt to reach a negotiated settlement to the 
fighting in the Donbas was left to the Trilateral 
Contact Group on Ukraine , consisting of Ukraine,  
Russia, and the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE). The first attempt, 
known as the Minsk Protocol, was drafted in 2014 
with mediation by the leaders of France and 
Germany in the so-called Normandy Format and 
with the participation of the insurgent governments 
in parts of Donetsk and Luhansk. This was followed 
in 2015 by the Minsk II Agreement. Both these 
proposed settlements provided for a cease-fire, an 
exchange of prisoners and an amnesty for those 
involved in the fighting and also the potential grant 
of local autonomy following elections in the 
occupied areas under a special new Ukrainian law. 
But these agreements have not been implemented 
due in part to continuing disputes over the timing 
and control of the proposed elections. All 
subsequent negotiations between Ukraine and 
Russia have broken down over contradictory 
demands by Ukraine for complete territorial 
integrity and by Russia for the grant of 
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independence to the Donbas region 
as a whole as well as the 

abandonment of any move towards the admission 
of Ukraine to NATO.  

The outcome has been the carefully planned but 
consistently denied invasion by Russian forces in a 
failed attempt to take control over the whole of 
Ukraine, soon followed by the progressive 
destruction and occupation of large areas of eastern 
and southern Ukraine and the associated massive 
refugee flows into neighbouring countries and other 
EU member states. The Ukrainian government led 
by President Zelensky has responded by the 
mobilisation of all citizens for the defence of its 
territory and its international allies have been 
supplying arms and finance to support the 
continuation of the Ukrainian war effort until full 
territorial integrity can be achieved. But most 
military analysts regard this as unachievable without 
years of continued fighting, massive loss of life and 
continued destruction. 

It should also be remembered that United 
Nations Secretary-General and his team have for 
once managed to achieve some progress on practical 
action to achieve safe passages for some refugees, 
some benefits for both Ukraine and Russia in 
exporting their grain and fertiliser and some 
protection from nuclear disaster by studiously 
avoiding taking sides and focusing their work on 
small confidence building measures.   

Some lessons from Northern Ireland 
What can experience of the peace process in 
Northern Ireland contribute to a less destructive and 
disruptive outcome.   

One is that when both sides – here the British 
Army and government and the IRA – have realised 
that they cannot win by military action there is an 
opportunity for quiet exploration of the basis for a 
cease-fire and an outline settlement rather than ‘one 
more push’ to victory. In Ukraine no-one really 
believes that either Ukraine or Russia can achieve 
all their objectives.  

Another is that it is important to recognise and 
accept the validity and legitimacy of the separate 
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identities and aspirations of the major communities. 
Here that has meant allowing people to be either 
British or Irish citizens or both with all the 
associated rights and obligations. It is equally 
dangerous to assume that the deep-seated divisions 
in Ukraine can be wished away by the assumption 
that in response to Putin’s invasion all Ukrainians, 
including those in the Donbas and Crimea, are 
united behind the Zelensky government. In 
Ukraine something similar, an option of Russian or 
Ukrainian identity and citizenship, needs to be 
seriously considered, not least so that people on the 
wrong side of any new boundaries can be allowed 
to retain or regain their properties and to travel 
freely across those boundaries.   

A third is that it is necessary to create governance 
structures that accommodate both sides. Here that 
has meant attempting to develop and sustain 
internal power-sharing and cross-border 
institutions. In Ukraine it may involve at least 
regional autonomy for the Donbas, as envisaged in 
the Minsk agreements, or some more permanent 
change of status. It may also involve an acceptance 
that it is for the people of Crimea to decide which 
state they wish to be part of. 

A fourth is that it is likely to be very difficult to 
get agreement on dealing with past crimes. This has 
been particularly difficult in Northern Ireland due 
to demands on all sides for criminal prosecutions 
and the inability of the judicial system to deliver the 
kind of justice that is sought. In Ukraine the current 
focus is on prosecutions for war crimes while 
ignoring the very real difficulty in distinguishing 
between legitimate military operations that are 
permitted under the Geneva Conventions and those 
that meet the criteria for war crimes – a deliberate 
and provable violation of the rules on grave 
breaches. In both cases some form of international 
truth recovery without relying too heavily or 
exclusively on criminal prosecutions may be a better 
way forward. A well-crafted conditional amnesty, as 
in South Africa and Colombia and as already 

envisaged in the Minsk agreements, may help to 
build reconciliation on both sides. 

This might assist in deploying the available 
internal and international resources on rebuilding 
destroyed towns and cities on either side of any new 
boundaries or borders and encouraging the return 
of refugees. That might be a better way forward 
than severe sanctions against lower ranking soldiers 
and commanders while those who organised the 
invasion and the ensuing dreadful destruction are 
beyond the reach of national or international courts.  

The fate of President Putin and his generals as the 
prime movers in the continuing death and 
destruction can perhaps be left to the Russian 
people. And punishment for those most responsible 
can be left to international lawyers to deal with over 
the coming years, though very few think that much 
will be actually be achievable.  

All this may seem inappropriate at a time when 
Ukrainian forces are regaining some territory.  But 
they will face stiffer opposition as they move 
towards the territory occupied by the Donetsk and 
Luhansk Peoples Republics in which there is 
probably a majority in favour of preserving some 
form of linkage with Russia. An attempt to regain 
heavily populated areas in the Donbas by military 
action would risk more urban destruction by 
Ukrainian as well as Russian missiles. And any 
attempt to regain control over Crimea would risk 
even more retaliation from a wounded Putin. 

The objective of the Ukrainian government, its 
Western allies and those like Turkey and the UN 
who are working on agreed confidence building 
measures should be to avoid escalation and move 
carefully and cautiously towards the gradual 
expulsion and withdrawal of Russian forces with as 
little further death and destruction as can be 
managed. Putin's referendums in areas from which 
most of the population has fled or been expelled can 
more easily be ignored if other means of ascertaining 
the wishes of the people in contested areas and 
cross-border structures like those in Ireland are on 
the table. No-one who seeks peace and stability for 
all the peoples in Ukraine should imagine that this 
can be achieved by military means alone. 
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Time for the community 
sector to step forward? 
Brian Lennon 
 
Brian Lennon, s.j., Director of Dialogue for Diversity

Aaron Edwards takes a fairly pessimistic view of Loyalists 
(The Battle for the Soul of Loyalism, Fortnight, April 2022). 
Yet this may not be the whole story. 

So far – I write in late August – the summer seems 
remarkably quiet. Is this because Loyalists feel the 
DUP is standing up for them, that their betrayal by 
Johnson is now in the past, and that Liz Truss seems 
like their new saviour? What happens when these 
assumptions unravel? ‘Loyalist’ has multiple 
meanings, from hard-line crooks, to community-
focused individuals. 

From October 2021 to June 2022, I helped 
facilitate a protracted dialogue with Loyalists, 
Republicans and Southerners. Participants were all 
from working-class areas; none were party political 
representatives; all were deeply committed to 
community activity; and they cared highly about 
the climate catastrophe, mental and physical health 
services, the money in their back pocket, their own 
political identity, and fairness for others. 

As well, they had passionate views about the way 
forward on these islands, so the dialogue was both 
tough and direct. It was helped by input from 
experts in different fields. 

All the Northerners had strong feelings about the 
Protocol, but said they were clueless about its 
contents. Like Brexit, the Protocol is an identity 
symbol without content. Southerners knew little 
about the North: they were surprised to hear that 
the health service sounded nearly as bad as their 
own. Northerners also knew little about the South: 
Southerners thought Northerners’ views were of the 
South as it had been in the 1950s.  

Some wanted a United Ireland, with Northern 
Ireland ceasing to exist, others with the North as a 

separate unit within it. Some wanted to continue 
the status quo. Some wanted the Protocol abolished. 
They see the decision to put a border down the Irish 
sea as a reaction to fear of republican violence. By 
the same token Loyalists could turn violent. Others 
wanted the Protocol to stay in part because of tariff-
free trade with the EU and Britain. 

However, participants also found that as working-
class people they had far more in common than 
what divided them: a brutal rise in energy prices, 
poor health care – which forces some to seek private 
insurance – and terrible mental health services. 
Many in the North were strongly disillusioned by 
Stormont: in one case, out of 40 local politicians, 
over a 20 year period only a few had visited the local 
project. In the South there are a huge number of 
local people who do not vote. Hence they are 
ignored by politicians. 

The group also shared a passion about the climate 
catastrophe. Some had already planted Pocket 
Forests. These are small in size, made up of local 
trees and planted very close together so that they 
grow quickly. Within 5 years they act as carbon 
sinks. They have a huge positive impact on 
biodiversity in the soil.  

Participants visited each other’s locations. They 
were amazed and greatly encouraged by the 
communal support and creative ideas they found in 
each location. While they continue to disagree they 
became friends. Northern Loyalists and Republicans 
found they have more in common with each other 
than with Southerners. While they were divided 
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about the future they were clear that they want a 
political structure in which the identity of all groups 
is respected. The 1998 Agreement was ambiguous: 
it was sold to Unionists as an end point, to 
Republicans as a stepping stone.  

Republicans, for their part, did not want to crush 
British identity. They explored different options, 
including possible links in any future united Ireland 
between British people in N. Ireland/The North 
and the British crown: could Northern 
British people continue to swear 
allegiance to the Queen and her 
successors? This was a variation on the 
joint monarchy proposal of Arthur 
Griffith, the founder of Sinn Fein.  

Southerners found themselves 
somewhat apart from these debates. They 
wanted a United Ireland, but agreed that 
it is rare for the issue to be discussed in 
their own area. There is always a lack of 
detail: how will the South cope with 
Loyalists? Who will pay for health care or UDR 
pensions – or the pensions of everyone else, North 
and South? A Southerner also asked: ‘How can we 
ever have a United Ireland without a United Ulster?’ 
Loyalists also asked questions: ‘You want us to join 
a United Ireland, but you never tell us what this 
involves. Nor do you tell how we can get there’. 
They also asked, what more will Republicans have 
in a United Ireland that they cannot find in N. 
Ireland/The North? 

At the start some Southerners felt genuine fear 
when they first sat in the room with Loyalists, 
whom they neither knew nor understood. Yet in the 
end they found common ground and friendship, 
perhaps best illustrated by a Republican giving 
racing tips to a Brexit-supporting, anti-Protocol 

Loyalist. This was not a likely outcome, and it 
needed time for these relationships to develop.  

The group will continue to wrestle with these 
questions. At the end participants wanted to move 
away from constitutional issues, because these 
discussions go round in circles, and instead focus on 
the issues that united them. But they recognised 
that the constitutional issues cannot be avoided. 

The process raised several questions for me: which 
is the real voice of Loyalism? Of those that took part 
in this dialogue some felt the cost of living was what 
mattered; others that abolishing the Protocol is vital; 
but all were committed to dialogue. Or is it the 
voice of paramilitary leaders in different locations 
still living by the gun and crime? Or is it a mixture? 

And what are the factors that light the fuse of 
violence? Not much has changed on the ground 

about flags, but there are currently no 
riots on the ground as there were eight 
years ago. Why? Why has this summer 
been so comparatively quiet? And as 
Republicans seem poised to move into 
government in the South, will they be 
buried by cost of living issues? 

The dialogue process was important, 
but it was for a small group, albeit they 
were leaders in their local communities. 
Why is there not a much wider 
movement to support those who have 

already tried to set up versions of People’s 
Assemblies? Such processes can push people to 
answer serious questions instead of waffling, and 
they can also build the relationships which are a vital 
part of the peace process.  

The Russian invasion of Ukraine shows us that 
we can never take peace for granted. It is nearly 25 
years since the 1998 multi-party Agreement. We 
desperately need new political structures in place. 
The political parties have not provided them. The 
working class community, independent of the 
politicians, needs to organise itself to challenge the 
sterile political cul de sac in which we find ourselves. 
Can they do this by organising grass roots based 
Peoples Assemblies, North and South? g

In a United 
Ireland … who 

will pay for 
health care or 

UDR pensions – 
or the pensions 

of everyone 
else?

A group taking part in a recent 
dialogue on contentious issues
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Irish PEN 
International Practical Activism 
Lia Mills 

On 16th October 2017, Daphne Caruana Galizia, a 
Maltese writer and anti-corruption activist, finished 
posting a blog, stood up from her desk and went to her 
car. Minutes later she was dead, assassinated by a car 
bomb. 

 
There had been warnings, the stuff of drama. A family pet murdered and 
left on the doorstep. A car set on fire. Threats. Multiple threats, largely 
overlooked by the police. Online harassment. There had also been the kinds 
of lawsuits with which journalists are becoming more and more familiar, 
aimed at silencing Daphne, isolating her, tying up her money. All this 
because she wrote about corruption and finance, questioning the integrity 
of Maltese politicians and businessmen.  

 
The Freedom to Write Campaign (Ireland) was an informal group of writers 
who held occasional readings to promote the work of writers who had been 
imprisoned because of their work. They hadn’t been in existence for very long 
when Daphne was murdered. Up until then, they had been dealing with 
writers in distant, authoritarian regimes. But this was different. Malta is in 
Europe. Irish names were on the list of people exposed by Daphne and her 

colleagues working on the Panama Papers.  
Let’s not forget our own roll call of journalists murdered on this island. Martin 

O’Hagan. Veronica Guerin. Lyra McKee. Let’s also consider the other ways in 
which journalists in our liberal democracy can be/have been/might be silenced. 

 

Lia Mills writes fiction, literary essays and memoir. Lia is a 
mentor with the National Mentoring Programme. She is the 
current Chair of Irish PEN. 
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Evan Boland

Daphne’s murder was a strong contributing factor in the Freedom to Write 
Campaign’s decision to take over the running of Irish PEN when invited to do so 
by an outgoing committee who had become largely inactive. The alternative was 
that Irish PEN would cease to exist, after nearly 100 years. There was obvious 
overlap between the interests of the Freedom to Write Campaign and those of PEN. 
After consultation with PEN International in London, who we met at a vigil on 
the first anniversary of Daphne’s murder, it was agreed that we would form a 
completely new, all-island, structure, with a Board and a formal constitution. Irish 
PEN/PEN na hÉireann, an all-Ireland organisation, was launched in November 
2020 by then President Jennifer Clements, with President Michael D Higgins as 
our patron.  

Our aims are:   
•  to promote literature in and about Ireland, both nationally and    
   internationally;  
•  to defend worldwide the right of writers to responsible freedom of 
   expression as defined in the PEN Charter;  
•  to foster international understanding through the appreciation of 
   literature. 

We take great pride in being an All-Ireland organisation.  

We are completely voluntary, but we’ve been very active since we came together. 
Highlights of our actions to date include: a successful campaign for the right of an 
Irish family in England to have an inscription in Irish on their mother’s gravestone 
(Margaret Keane); collaborative work with action groups in Turkey and Iran; 
successful support of a visa application on behalf of a woman journalist fleeing 
Afghanistan; we convened a roundtable meeting with international Human Rights 
and Freedom of Expression organisations to highlight threats to journalists in 
Northern Ireland; we curated a Poetry Jukebox collection featuring the work of 
imprisoned poets. We held an Awards ceremony to commemorate the poet Eavan 
Boland, where Mary Robinson presented Boland’s family with the Irish PEN award 
for Outstanding Contribution to Irish Literature.   

We have held events including national and international readings, discussion 
panels and sessions where members come together to write letters to writers in 
prison. Cameroonian poet Enoh Meyomesse has said of such messages: “Your letters 
set me free. Your postcards broke my chains.” 

We have developed strong links with PEN Centres in England, Scotland and 
Wales which we all feel are important in the context of Brexit and shifts in relations 
between our countries; and with other Irish writers’ associations such as Aontas na 
Scríbhneoirí Gaeilge, the Irish Writers’ Union and Letters With Wings, who have 
joined us in carrying out actions on behalf of imprisoned writers and in support of 
linguistic rights, and in supporting campaigns against online harassment and 
incitement to hatred.  

An event at the Imagine Belfast! festival featured an interview with Peruvian 
journalist Paola Ugaz and Guardian correspondent Dan Collyns and a conversation 
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between them and Northern Ireland journalists Kathryn Johnson and Patricia 
Devlin about threats to journalists and the use of Strategic Lawsuits Against Public 
Participation (SLAPP’s) in both Northern Ireland and Peru.  

Which brings us back to what happened to Daphne Caruana Galizia. Journalists 
are harassed and threatened, and their work is impeded by vexatious lawsuits across 
the island of Ireland. This has a particular inflexion in Northern Ireland with 
sectarian and paramilitary as well as criminal and financial elements. Martin 
O’Hagan was murdered in 2001and Lyra McKee in 2019.  

And there are more insidious forms of intimidation at work: threats and 
harassment on social media. Local graffiti naming journalists as touts. An image of 
a hangman, like the game, with the word ‘journalist’ spelled out, as if this is child’s 
play. None of this is news, but it’s worth thinking about. How might journalists be 
censoring themselves because of all this, when threats are made with impunity and 
in some cases delivered to people’s doors by the PSNI? What kind of extra message 
is implied in that? And how many potential future journalists see all this and decide 
another career might be a better option? What do the rest of us lose, if our 
journalists are discouraged from pursuing the truth, either out of fear for their safety 
and the safety of their families or because they are pursued by vexatious lawsuits? 
And what if media institutions retreat from certain stories or from challenging 
political parties or powerful individuals because of those same lawsuits? 

We live in a liberal democracy and take certain freedoms for granted but we do 
so at our peril. Think about all we stand to lose as these and other forms of 
unofficial censorship lead us to a creeping paralysis of information, open discussion 
and critical thinking. We think that we are at liberty to think, and to say and write 
what we like, but how free are we, when such threats can be made with impunity? 
What might we, as individuals, become afraid to talk about in public? We need to 
pay attention to and defend against these insidious mechanisms of silence. 

For more information about joining Irish PEN/PEN na hÉireann see our 
website: www.irishpen.com 

Board members are: June Considine, Moyra Donaldson, Catherine Dunne 
(secretary), Kate Ennals, Viviana Fiorentino, Pádraig Hanratty, Sophia Hillan, 
Iggy McGovern (treasurer), Liz McManus, Maria McManus (vice-chair)  
Lia Mills (chair) and John O’Donnell. 

g
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Dan Collyns
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SPaola Ugaz is an award-winning journalist: one of those investigative reporters 

judged by PEN International to be at risk. The work she does, delving into 
corruption and abuse within the powerful Catholic organisation, Sodalicio, has 
made her subject to death threats, intimidation, and ongoing vexatious lawsuits.  

Dan Collyns’ focus is on environmental matters and the rights of indigenous 
communities all over South America. Some of his recent work has highlighted the 
increase in illegal gold mining in Peru, and the difficulties faced by those who try 
to stop this activity and protect the rights of the impoverished workers who are 
discriminated against and exploited by powerful mining interests. 

 
But Irish PEN/PEN na hÉireann is well aware that intimidation of journalists is 
not just an issue in far-away South America. It happens a lot closer to home, too. 
Once our interview was concluded, Northern Ireland journalists Patricia Devlin 
and Kathryn Johnston joined Paola and Dan in a panel discussion facilitated by 
Irish PEN Board member, Maria McManus. 

The discussion was both disturbing and illuminating. All four journalists agreed 
that laws exist in each country that ostensibly protect them in the course of their 
work, but that weak judicial systems mean that these laws are often not 
implemented properly.  

They also agreed that women journalists are even more vulnerable to attack than 
their male colleagues, and expressed concern that young women in particular, are 
increasingly disinclined to follow a career in journalism as a result. 

Patricia Devlin has endured serious threats from paramilitary organisations – 
threats to both her own safety and that of her family. She was critical of the PSNI 
(Police Service of Northern Ireland) because of their failure to properly investigate 
the threats against her.  

Her official complaint against the PSNI was upheld, and she made the point 
that she was forced to take on both the criminals and the authorities in this instance. 

Journalists under fire 
Close to home 
Catherine Dunne 

At the invitation of Imagine Belfast festival (2022), Irish 
PEN/PEN na hÉireann hosted an event entitled Under Fire: 
Journalists in South America. We interviewed two journalists, 
Paola Ugaz and Dan Collyns, both based in Peru. 

Catherine Dunne is the author of eleven published novels, and one work of 
non-fiction, An Unconsidered People (2003), exploring the lives of Irish 
immigrants in 1950s London. Catherine received the Irish PEN Award for 
Outstanding Contribution to Irish Literature in 2018. In January 2021 she was 
decorated as Cavaliere of the Order Stella d’Italia.
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Paola Ugaz

Her description of the smears and abuses and trolling suffered by women journalists 
was horrifying. 

Kathryn Johnston showed a sinister drawing that had just then appeared on a 
wall in South Belfast: a graphic similar to the child’s game of ‘hangman’, with the 
word ‘Journalists’ underneath the hanged figure. It was a macabre illustration of 
the dangers routinely experienced by journalists in Northern Ireland. 

Kathryn reminded us of the shooting dead of journalists Martin O’Hagan in 
2001 and Lyra McKee in 2019. In neither case has the perpetrator been brought 
to justice. Both journalists agreed that the protection by the PSNI of their own CIs 
(confidential informers) was a deeply problematic practice. It is a widely held 
perception that there is a ‘shadowy relationship’ between the police force and 
paramilitary criminal elements.  

All four journalists agreed that social media companies needed to be held to 
greater account. Their reluctance to tackle instances of hate speech and abuse is a 
significant part of the difficulties faced by journalists today. 

Paola felt that the dangers and difficulties faced by journalists needed to be 
highlighted and she encouraged us to ‘spread the word’, to focus on the protection 
of freedom of expression. All agreed that the principle of ‘the right to know and 
the power to tell’ must be protected.

The flicker of knowledge  

The axe opened an eye 
In the trunk, 
Only then 
The tears of the tree 
Flowed down

A Yemeni poet who has published five poetry books. He is a 
member of the Yemeni Writers Union and a member of the Irish 
Writers Centre and Irish PEN.  
He worked as a cultural director and activist in the field of cultural 
policies in Yemen and the Arab region. Recently moved to Belfast.

Poem 

Ammar Al-Najjar

g
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Black history month 

Raquel McKee  
 
Raquel McKee is a first-generation Jamaican migrant living in Ireland’s North. She is a 
writer and performing artist under the rebranded name Colourscope. She has a strong 
social commentary voice which manifests in Dub Poetry  (Jamaican style performance 
poetry), Thought for the Day contributions and play scripts. Raquel has offered diversity 
workshops and storytelling for years. She is a co-host on the podcast UnMute Now . 

But when and where did Black History Month begin? 

Black History Month was born out of Carter G Woodson’s organisation called the 
Association for the Study of Negro Life and History which was started in 1915 in 
Virginia, USA.  In 1924, his college introduced Negro History and Literature Week. 
In 1926 Woodson adapted the Negro History Week in order to celebrate and raise 
awareness of black history, to extend and expand the celebrations that were already 
in practice. In 1976 the Afro American History professor Albert Broussard extended 
the celebration to a month and renamed it Black History Month.  

“You can learn a lot from history, and learning about particular 
achievements of people who have struggled under great adversity can 
be tremendously inspiring to all people, not just African Americans, 
but all groups…” Broussard said. 

The Black community in America uses the history month as a chance to share with 
the world the extensive contributions made by black people and their culture.  It is 
a time to demonstrate pride and respect for its creativity, intellectual and sporting 
prowess, to honour figures who made great change to the life of black people and 
it is a time of celebration of its cultural identity which typically is ignored or 
misrepresented in mainstream education, the arts, media, museums and 
beyond. 

Colour me in 

Colour me then, colour me now 
Colour my what, colour my how 
Colour my who, colour my when 
Colour my future, colour me in 
 

This year’s Black History Month UK theme is 
‘Time for Change’: Action.
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From pyramid sketches and measures, pharaoh’s face and hairdressers 
Architects and make-up artists have risen 
The charcoal of my fingertips in the blueprint of modernity 
In the sands of time, footprints of Nefertiti 
 
Colour me then, colour me now 
Colour my what, colour my how 
Colour my who, colour my when 
Colour my future, colour me in 
 
Ancient Egypt’s library lent the Greek philosophy  
Astronomy’s cradle made of African bone,  
Pythagoras’ pilgrimage for his 23-year tutelage 
Was to universities carved from Egyptian stone…. 
 

In February 1976 – 50 years after Black History Week was first celebrated, the 
USA officially recognised Black History Month, during the tenure of President 
Ford. It is celebrated in February because black people in the USA traditionally 
celebrated the birthdays of Abraham Lincoln (born February 12th) who issued the 
emancipation proclamation and Frederick Douglass (born February 14th) African 
American abolitionist, orator and author (who visited Belfast and other cities in 
Ireland and a trail of his visit is being created). This was in recognition of the 
contributions made by Lincoln and Douglass to the liberation and civil rights of 
black people. 

Canadians, and Germans join USA in celebrating Black History month in 
February annually, but in the UK and Ireland it is different. 

In October 1987 Black History Month was celebrated in the UK for the first 
time. Ghanaian-born Akyaaba Addai-Sebo, who worked in the Greater London 
Council initiated it. It is believed that Addai-Sebo chose October because it is 
traditionally the month when African chiefs and leaders gather to settle their 
differences. 1987 was called African Jubilee Year and happened to be the 25th 
anniversary of the Organisation of African Unity, and the centenary of the birth 
of Marcus Garvey (Jamaican hero, orator and Pan Africanist who sought to unify 
black people.) Addai-Sebo planned a way to recognise the economic, cultural and 
political contributions of African, Caribbean and Asian communities to life in the 
UK.  Former Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone said,  

“In order to enrich the cultural diversity of the (U.K.), it is imperative 
that (we) know more about African influences on medieval and 
renaissance European music so that accepted ideas about European 
music is changed. Despite the significant role that Africa and its 
(people) have played in the world civilization since the beginning of 
time, Africa’s contribution has been omitted or distorted in most 
history books.”  

It was in 2010 in Cork that Ireland started to mark Black History Month. Cork as 
a city was a leader in abolitionist activity, hosting Frederick Douglass and Charles Frederick Douglass, African American 

abolitionist



ARTS

29 
FORTNIGHT @ 51

Lenox Remond (Massachusetts based orator, activist and abolitionist) in the 19th 
century.  

But while Black History Month is growing internationally, it has detractors from 
various perspectives. Black History Month UK – the organisation designating the 
theme in the UK annually and where Black History Month activities are posted 
online – do not support the use of the term ‘black’ to incorporate people from 
Asian backgrounds [many people of Asian backgrounds do not consider or refer to 
themselves as ‘black’]. There are some who think having a Black History Month is 
othering and a form of racism. Some decry the potential for Black History Month 
to be oversimplified into hero worship, rather than to redress the absence of black 
historical figures in history books as anything other than slaves or colonial subjects. 
Others believe Black History Month should not be relegated to one month of the 
year – that Black History should be integrated into mainstream education. Actor 
Morgan Freeman noted, “I don’t want a Black history month. Black history is 
American history.”[  

Various of these perspectives have merit, and there is no simple solution. The 
day needs to come when Black History is mainstream history. Yet, without a specific 
focus, is there a risk of forgetting the struggle for racial justice and leaving room 
for a repeat of the injustices? Is there validity in perhaps, a World History Focus at 
different times of the year, when each community can celebrate its contributions 
to life as we know it, until the time when diversity is truly a way of life? Or is that 
unrealistic or impracticable? 

Black History Month UK theme 2022 ‘Time for Change: Action. Not Words’ 
is an urgent appeal. However it takes a critical mass desiring and working for change 
to make it a reality. It is encouraging to see more and more organisations in 
Northern Ireland planning activities for Black History Month. But what about 
you?  

Will you be part of the critical mass going beyond word to actions that usher in 
racial justice? 

Marcus Garvey, Jamaican who 
sought to unify African peopleColourscope is pleased to be working alongside Claire, Jordan and 

Agrippa Njanina on Colour Me In, a family-friendly concert at Ulster 
Museum at 2pm on October 1st  (Details at www.nmni.com/what’s-on) 
UK Pivot will host a Levelling Up Symposium with employment, 
entrepreneurship, immigration, health, social media and other advice on 
October 15th and 22nd (Details at www.ukpivot.com), Join Her 
Network present a Black History Month Expo at St George’s market and 
an art exhibition in collaboration with ACSONI (Details at 
www.joinher.co.uk). ACSONI (www.acsoni.org) will take part in the 
Congress of Nation States Inaugural conference, a talk with Elastic jobs, 
the inaugural Expo and various other events. Africa House 
(www.africahouseni.org), North West Migrant’s Forum 
(www.nwmf.org.uk) and others across NI are also planning Black History 
Month events. 

g



30 
FORTNIGHT @ 51

Chandrika Narayanan-Mohan

@51
rtnightfo

The trope of the nameless 
immigrants 

Nandi Jola  
 
Nandi Jola is a MA in Poetry student at the Seamus Heaney Centre.  She is Smock 
Alley Theatre Rachel Baptiste 2022 Programme recipient. Her Play, Mama Dont Lie is 
part of Dublin Theatre Festival readings. She was a creative writing facilitator for 
Ulster University Books Beyond Boundaries NI in 2021. Her one woman play ‘The 
Journey’ opened the International Literature Festival Dublin in October, 2020. Her 
debut poetry collection with Doire Press was published in the Spring 2022.

Introduction 

“My name has been misspelt on so many promos in the last 
few months. I can’t share anything because I have to email 
organisers, get them to change it on their site and graphics, 
and THEN I can share it. It’s exhausting, copy paste it, end 

this painful process. It’s demoralizing.”  
Chandrika Narayanan-Mohan

To demonstrate the plural, differential, and double nature of identity 
associated with immigrants, Nick Tembo analyses Ethiopian-American 
Dinaw Mengestu’s ‘All Our Names’, published in 2014. The novel which 

reinvigorates the author’s concerns with a series of displacements experienced by 
immigrants. 

In contrast to ‘We Need New Names’, a novel by NoViolet Bulawayo who offers 
us a glimpse of crossing borders, arriving and being a newcomer, her narrator, a 
Zimbabwean girl who is set to migrate and join her distant family in America, tells 
us about the other side, and imagines the life they will be living in the so-called 
dreamland.  

These narratives present to us two accounts of immigration, stereotypes and 
sojourner conceit that are not entirely exhaustive, and neither novel delves deep 
into the subconscious of what Narayanan-Mohan is trying to express in what she 
calls  the “demoralizing ” of our names. “Our”, of course referring to immigrants. 
This “demoralizing” occurs when our names are misspelled, mispronounced and 
mishandled with a carelessness that insinuates a degree of apathy and ultimately 
results in the erasure of our identities.  

When we have crossed borders, when we try to blend in, when we work thousand 
times harder, we do so just for our names to be out there. To have a legacy that will 
make our families proud and uplift the names that were given to us. 
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One’s identity  

To give a name to a child is to honour their ancestral roots. The name is not only 
symbolic of their history, but the region one comes from, their ethnicity and DNA, 
so to misspell or mispronounce that name is to call on someone else’s ancestry, 
someone who may not even exist. It is a micro-aggression masked by phrases like 
“your names are too hard to say”, as if Irish or Welsh or even Scottish names aren’t 
and yet they are learned, preserved and respected. 

Many immigrants here use an alternative English name in order to fit in, to make 
life easier for colleagues, teachers or neighbours, and yet consider the degree to 
which a white immigrant living in Africa or Asia would be expected to do this with 
any of their new countries’ respective languages.  

This goes back centuries, beginning first with colonization and continuing 
through the decades with the campaigns of Christian missionaries, which resulted 
in the bastardisation of indigenous names and identities. Therefore it is not 
surprising to see this mindset continued. It is a legacy of entitlement, a dormant 
aggression and an inherited superiority.  

Natal home vs new home 

To an immigrant the sense of what home is and its location are ever changing 
because it is not bricks and mortar but an internal map of lives once lived. Of who 
lived on what road, and what the market smelled like, of how long the church 
service was. It is making chutney with no recipe, the taste of ripe peaches, figs and 
mangoes and watching your granny watching you. It is those small memories 
collectively. For home can be found on the school playground or in the market. 
When the Natal Home is replaced by a New Home, we tend to look for kindness, 
warmness and sweet scents just to put the mind at ease.  

We find home in the most random places, in libraries, in books and most of the 
time in people and in our names. When our names are pronounced the correct 
way, somehow that makes us home, when they are spelt correctly that make us 
home, sometimes we arrive at these places by chance and sometimes by being 
assertive. Many times we give up. We walk away, say 
nothing and find ourselves retrieving and coiling back 
to the labeling, the othering and the racial fault lines.  
The irony of it is that it can be so easy, it does not need 
to be difficult to learn someone’s name.  

Immigrant experience  

In the book ‘The Good Immigrant’, Nikesh Shukla 
gathers BAME voices from across Britain in a selection 
of 26 essays exploring otherness, racial inequality and 
the immigrant experience.  

When you read through these essays, one can not 
help but think of Claudia Rankine in ‘Citizen’, where she has taken to writing by 
ear, listening to personal accounts, witnessing and keeping records of newspaper 
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articles and diaries over the years. Unlike Shukla, Rankine immersed herself in these 
experiences, they lived inside of her, broke her and made for a compelling read.  

Shukla’s book of essays gives us a glimpse into who can be regarded as the ‘Good 
Immigrant’ :“Until, by winning Olympic races or baking good cakes, or being 
conscientious doctors, they cross over and become good immigrants”. 

Before then immigrants are ‘benefit scroungers’, ‘job stealers’ and more. Rankine 
delves deeper to the changing of street names, for example to Jim Crow. She gives 
us images, for we all understand how powerful imagery is; images of war torn 
countries, of dying Black children, the washed up dingy, images of destruction, 
images of Europe. Bad people vs good people.  

Being kept in the minority  

It is not difficult then to understand why and how immigrants are kept in the 
minority if you look at attitudes held against them. The status quo must be 
maintained at all times, so consider within the system who makes decisions and 
for whose benefit. 

Diversity is often used as a token to reward the ‘Good Immigrant’. The 
immigrant that upholds the Western standards, the one who happens to excel at 
being an example, even when they are humiliated and reminded that they are still 
immigrants, newcomers, black Irish, black others. Acronyms like Black Asian 
Minority Ethnic exist, for it is important that in the grand scale of things a 
distinction is made.  

We should not just hear what Narayanan-Mohan is saying, but also hear what 
she is not saying. She is telling us that it is painful to be an immigrant. And that 
beyond pain there is joy. There is freedom to be found. And that is a blessing and 
a curse all at once. 

Conclusion  

Dinaw Mengestu: ‘Immigrant is a very political term’ 

We do not have to be demoralized in 2022. We have endured a cruel immigration 
system and racism for us to make it as writers and creators. The least we require is 
respect and that starts with our names. Stop renaming us. We are not objects, 
enslaved, we don’t want to be given Christian names. We are South Africans, 
Indians and more and it is not a mistake that we bear these names.  

Do not dissociate a history rooted in the colonization of our homelands from 
the ownership of our identity. We don’t want to be colonized again. We are free to 
be who we are. It is time to accept change and embrace difference. 

Stop the minimization of the immigrant, forget the host mentality, unlearn 
superiority complex and eliminate the white gaze.  g
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Lingerie, embroidery,  
refugees and me 
Therese Kieran 
 
Therese Kieran is a Belfast based writer and visual artist. Her work has been widely 
anthologised in magazines and anthologies. In 2020 she received an Arts Council NI 
award to write a poetry pamphlet about 1914 Belgian refugees in Monaghan. 

I’d found the perfect material to write my Armistice piece with particular focus 
on Jeanne, but isn’t this a story that deserves more exposure? 

The nightdress 
I’m a former textile designer and was thrilled by the idea of a lingerie factory in 
Monaghan. My concept of lingerie was a far cry from Bel-Broid’s dainty nightgowns, 
chemise, knickers, cami-knickers and camisoles which were hand sewn and hand 
embroidered. The fabrics were generally cotton or tarantulle – a soft lightweight 
lawn. I longed to see and feel a piece of Bel-Broid lingerie. The pieces in The 
Monaghan Museum were not on permanent display but against all odds, I found 
and purchased a simple Bel-Broid nightdress from an online vintage seller. I could 
verify it by its trademark embroidered black butterfly.   

When it arrived I felt compelled to draw it so I could write about it. This 
triggered a creative process that lent itself to the confines of the global pandemic 
and subsequent lockdowns; if ever there was a time to go ‘rogue’, this was it. I was 
writing a poetry pamphlet about the De Neve sisters and Bel-Broid but I was also 
considering how the Belgian exodus was in sharp contrast with the ongoing global 
refugee crisis. My first nightdress drawing was made using chalk pastels and 
prompted a poem, Worn Out that reflected my process -  

to make you, lay you down  
in white and grey on black, 
hanging,  
though you’d never have been 
it occurs to me that clean-pressed  
offers no life at all…  

In 2018, I stumbled upon a story that put lingerie, 
embroidery, refugees and Monaghan in the same sentence. But was there 
room for me? I needed to find someone who’d lived through the First 
World War for the 26 writers’ group Armistice 100 Days project. I was 
delighted to discover three Belgian embroiderers, Jeanne De Neve and 
sisters, Izette and Slyvie. They’d fled their hometown of Mechelen (also 
known as Malines), migrated to Monaghan and helped set up a thriving 
lingerie business, known as Bel-Broid or the Belgembroid Lingerie Co. 
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Other drawings made me think in a completely different way about the garment’s 
simplicity but also its everyday necessity and how women’s needs were being met 
even in wartime. But drawing was not enough, I felt the urge to sew; in essence I 
played. I made small doll-sized versions of my Bel-Broid nightdress from worn out 
pillowcases and then paper ones. Sewing on paper was exciting but risky as the two 
were not always compatible. But there was something deliciously subversive about 

mixing paper and thread for poetry-making.  
I tasked myself with making, sewing, drawing then writing and sometimes 
vice-versa. I made accordion books, books made with luggage labels, an 
imagined sketch book and wrote poems about imagined diaries because none 
of it exists. If there were diaries, letters or postcards their contents had 
already been captured in the Belgian Square Centenary Association’s book, 
Belgian Square 1914–1918 A Century of Nostalgia, published in 2014. 

The book devotes three chapters to the Belgian refugees written by 
historian, Grace Moloney, and cousins Adrienne Czerwin-Abbott and 
Alison Begas, Slyvie De Neve’s granddaughters. I’ve read these chapters 
repeatedly, dwelling over details like the perilous journey the De Neve 

family made from Ostend to Folkestone. How had they managed 
dockside to condense their belongings into a single dogwood chest and cast 

everything else adrift? 

The dogwood chest 

I was excited to meet Adrienne Czerwin-Abbott in her hometown Dublin, and we 
talked animatedly about how positive the experience had been not only for her 
relatives but also for Monaghan. She sent photos of the dogwood chest, now a 
precious family heirloom which inspired a poem called Chest Pains - in it I tried to 
imagine the family’s last moments in Mechelen not knowing when or if they’d ever 
return. I focused particularly on Hubert De Neve, imagining how he might have 
soaked a dip pen in Indian ink, scratched its nib on card coloured calico before 
fastening it securely to the dogwood chest and patting its domed top… like the family 
pet. 

My process of making and writing was physically demanding but felt like an act 
of solidarity with the Belgian embroiderers and the women they’d mobilised into 
employment, travelling around Monaghan in a horse and cart teaching embroidery. 

In another poem, Above and Below the Surface I pictured the sisters quietly 
teaching women in farmyard kitchens while allowing their minds to drift back to 
the colour of their past — the crimson silk lining of a full-length fur, gilt edge gold in Mechelin



ARTS

35 
FORTNIGHT @ 51

the Royal Museum, turret snipped roofs against a blue rinsed sky … I did not have to 
imagine Mechelen because I’d visited the town in summer 2019 and appreciated 
how different it was to Monaghan. Standing in the alleyway of their former home, 
gave me chills but reinforced the value of getting as close as possible to the sources 
of inspiration. The visit inspired a poem called Under Grey in which I juxtaposed 
the De Neve sisters’ lives in Ireland and the lives they mourned in 
Belgium … Oh graphite days/ oh pallid light/ oh dusk … and oh dazzling 
pendulum over endless fun…oh hot pink candy stripes breezing by/ oh tinkle 
of cup and spoon … In spite of their sacrifices, the De Neve sisters’ courage 
and entrepreneurialism got them through this uncertain time and laid 
the foundations for a lasting legacy. 

By 1918 the Bel-Broid factory was established but clearly its potential 
was spotted by owner Rose McNally when the De Neve’s arrived in 
October 1914. Rose’s brother owned a lingerie factory in Strabane and 
she arranged for piece-work to be sent to them. It wasn’t long before 
Jeanne and her sisters ventured into the market as sole traders and in time 
the early shoots of Bel-Broid flourished, but I’m convinced it began with a business 
card. 

The Business Card 

Each time I read it my skin tingles. This small white card displaying the Belgian 
flag promoted Jeanne De Neve & Sisters / Belgian Embroiderers (late of Malines) 
offering a service to make ladies’ underclothing at lowest prices… ensured a degree 
of self-sufficiency and less dependancy on the refugee fund. The & Sisters must 
have seemed revolutionary in 1914.   

Employment was a key feature of the UK’s refugee support package for Belgians 
and whilst emergency supplies were initially provided, refugees were expected to 
seek employment where possible. 

It’s ‘the numbers’ which tend to shock people most about this little-known slice 
of history, and are simply this: 

250,000 Belgians fled to the UK in 1914; 3000 travelled on to Ireland; 6000 
were accommodated in a chalet style purpose-built town called Elizabethville 
in Birtley, northeast England; 4000 arrived daily from Ostend into 
Folkestone before war was declared; on a single day, 14th October 1914, 
16,000 Belgians arrived into Folkestone; approximately 10% of Belgians 
remained after the war which means 25,000 refugees were welcomed, 
supported, integrated, and settled without recourse. Yet the Belgian 
refugee story knows no commemorative celebration.  

Why?  
Why the disparity between refugee and asylum seeker?  
Now as then – let people in. Let them work. Let the bond of humanity 

strive for the betterment of all. Let the threads that connect us make 
tapestries that unite and repair.

Related: https://26project.org.uk/26armistice/centenas/stitches-in-time-by-therese-kieran/

g

Details from Belbroid lace



36 
FORTNIGHT @ 51

Gerard Dillon and me 
Rosie McGurran 
 
Rosie McGurran is a member of the Royal Ulster Academy and an award-winning artist. 
She has extensively exhibited nationally and internationally, and her paintings are held in 
numerous private, corporate and public collections across Ireland. Originally from 
Belfast, she now lives and works between her ‘two homes’, her hometown and the 
village of Roundstone in the West of Ireland, where she has also established a gallery 
and an annual international residency. 
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Twenty-two years ago I arrived in Roundstone village to 
see what it was like in the winter. I had been visiting the 
area since student days and had recently become aware of 
the relationship Roundstone, Connemara and particularly 
the island of Inishlacken held with Belfast artists of the 
past. It was a move based on instinct and longing; I craved 
the landscape, the colours changing every second, the 
clear water, the shapes and shadows. I wanted to immerse 
myself in it all. My instinct told me to go.  
 
I left behind a good studio space, a flourishing career as an artist with some 
recognition and increasing sales of my work. A recent successful exhibition had 
given me the ability to make choices. I chose the west, Roundstone and the pursuit 
of a man, a dead artist, Gerard Dillon. I had become aware of his time in the area 
when reading the memoir Three Men on an Island by his friend James MacIntyre. 
This book has been the catalyst for everything else I have done in my life since 
2000.  

In September 2000 I didn’t even have an email address and quickly found access 
to a computer in the local library which was then located in an old house 
overlooking the sea. After that, I would book a slot to check my correspondence 
once a week; the bliss of those days before phones became our guardians.  

I made two visits last week, one to Inishlacken, the other to Ballynahinch Castle, 
a four-star hotel nearby which houses an extensive art collection heavily representing 
Dillon’s work. The beautiful dining room overlooks the Owenglin river from a 
height. It is almost like an art museum. Here I looked at several important works 
by Dillon.  

One shows a beach scene almost certainly the smaller of the two beaches on the 
island. Dillon portrays himself within the group assembled near the shoreline, he 
looks directly at the viewer. Two curraghs pitch up on the shore; it must have been 
a regatta day as many islanders are gathered. The community would not have had 
much time to idle on a beach, their day was one spent working, days off unheard 
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of. My late neighbour Pádraic was asked once did he not like to look at the view 
after a day’s work on the island, ‘The view’, he replied, ‘sure we’re working in the 
view all day.’  

In this painting Dillon captures a moment in time, a long forgotten 
undocumented, un-photographed snapshot of a leisure day perhaps. Or maybe it 
was a more serious matter like a parting in death or immigration.  We will never 
find out but what we do know is, that his work acts like a visual diary. The place 
where his characters look out on from the canvas would be unrecognisable to them, 
an unimaginable wealth.  

We receive more news and information on our phones in one hour than most of 
the inhabitants of the island would have heard in a week. This unfettered space is 
what I was searching for, even in the pre-digital days of the early 2000s.  

Back on the island I see a fleeting shadow and feel Dillon’s imprint on my mind, 
a mirrored sense of awe at the clouds taking a waltz around the big sky; no wonder 
he painted floating figures, they are shape-shifters. Sometimes I make random 
watercolours of the passing clouds and their amorphous forms, they take on their 
own story, it has become a shared language.  

It is difficult to imagine winter on a day like this. The harbour has been my focus 
all summer, I had earlier recycled an unfinished work sitting at the table of the old 
island schoolhouse, the results hinged together different strains of my work.  

Recently I have turned my interest towards en plein air painting and drawing 
from life. It has enriched the work by means of interrogating the physical. There 
are lobster pots left on the middle of the small quay. I like their shapes and the 

Time flows, tide ebbs, time ebbs, 
time flows 
Exhibited in the RUA 2022 show at 
the Ulster Museum. 

PHOTOGRAPH: Aoife Heriot photography
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On the road again 
Liz Quirke 
 
Liz Quirke is a poet and scholar from Kerry with two collections from Salmon Poetry. Liz lectures 
in Creative Writing in the School of English and Humanities at University College Cork. 

graceful drape of ropes falling to the water. A cluster of buoys float on a high tide, 
sidekicks to the grand phaeton of the pots. I have painted this scene from all angles 

extensively.  
Everywhere you go on the island you see Dillon as 

shadow imprinted on a field of lazy beds now no longer 
sown. Dillon’s work is bought and sold for amounts 
that would be unimaginable to anyone in the 1950s. 
In Ballynahinch Castle it is on view for people to enjoy; 
a harvest from his buyer’s estates making its way to 
auction houses, now entertaining holiday makers and 
interested parties who wish to see them. One painting 
represents a fisherman carrying his anchor, his currach 
grounded in a low tide with the island harbour 
towering above the man’s figure. He looks out over the 
diners to the river; you can catch salmon if you can 
afford the fees.  

Another small painting  beside a door, marks out 
coloured fields collared by stone walls, the island itself 
is a series of patchwork shapes best viewed from the 
height of the water tower. It was here that  a windmill 
once stood to pump water around Inishlacken, a feat 

of technology in its time.  
I was sketching this collection of man-made and natural edifices when two of 

my companions made their way up to the highest point, I drew them in not once 
but three times to the work as they negotiated the tricky ledge then passed by to 
the other side of the water tower towards the remains of an old village, Ballahost. 
Day trippers come and go in the late August heat, I wonder do they feel the 
beguilement or are they here for the clean white sand and some likes on social media 
with the resulting photos? It is a long way from the redbrick city where the 
mountains bookend the streets for Gerard and me.  g

I’ve been listening to my father’s old tunes. Country music. Tales of 
outlaw balladeers with dust on their boots and stones shifting beneath 
their feet, men who see fortune and adventure on the horizon, who 
hold love tight in burning fists, their well-worn guitars imploring 
“Momma, Don’t Let Your Babies Grow Up To Be Cowboys.” 
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W hen I hear those songs, my father is revived, his life extended beyond the abrupt 
interruption of his death. From the driver’s seat, I let the music start, hear the heavy 
tread of horses, the whirring barrel of a six-shooter. I hear echoes across prairies 
where someone is always missing and remembered and ashes billow over dry 
ground. 

It’s been four years since he died and I’m listening to all the old songs, his Willie 
Nelson, his Waylon Jennings. Four years. To think of all he’s missed, events he never 
would have imagined; my own homecoming to the town was unforeseen. I wonder 
what he’d make of the ways we’ve tried to heal ourselves. The way we’ve rallied 
around his wife, my mother. How she is the centre, as she always has been.  

It’s been a strange slice of time, rife with obliterations and I haven’t written as 
much as I should have. I can’t seem to find my line, as though it’s been taken from 
me, buried with him. Oddly, I’ve published, but I haven’t written. I completed a 
PhD, but I don’t feel like I’ve been writing. It’s safe to say I’ve been failing at my 
own vocation. A poet without poetry. Words refuse to come and bend to my will. 
These last few years, the candour required by poetry exacts a heavy emotional toll 
and sometimes the rawness feels like my skin will always be seared with his absence. 
Like any good shirker of duty, I’ve turned a blind eye to my pens, my notebooks, 
the art of avoidance my only sure practice. 

To be honest, I don’t fully remember the passing of these years, the way time has 
moved on, how my collection How We Arrive in Winter managed to make it to 
publication, to readers. Salmon Poetry, the steady ship helmed by publisher Jessie 
Lendennie, saw its movement out into the world. This set of poems about losing 
and its arts, seems to have travelled on without me. The poems have 
decided things for themselves, locking my memories down tight as 
though in their composition, the stories have commanded a greater 
distance.  

He was there for the launch of my debut collection The Road, Slowly. 
He had escaped with my mother, away from watchful eyes, packing into 
his Landrover and making the journey from Kerry to Galway in stages. 
By the time anyone realised they were gone, he and my mother were 
stopped for a cup of tea in Abbeyfeale with a hotel booked for their night 
away. He would die four months after the launch of that book, but for 
that evening, as sick as he was, he didn’t want to be anywhere else.  

In my poems’ absence, I’ve been driving, hours and hours on this road 
and that. These years have seen a few changes in my circumstances and 
as a result I’ve seen the seasons change over and over again, through my 
windscreen, as I drive between one life and another. Most days I relax 
into it, I let the music pull me back and any day can be that August day. 
A date that will not be forgotten, each figure is fissured into stone beneath 
a Celtic cross bearing my father’s name, an eternal carving. So, I allow 
myself to drive, hit the play button and somehow time itself slides away.  

Some days, I can be back outside the hospital again. Hours after my swift setting 
down, and the run through those big oak doors. No sign of Dad, no hint of the 
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undertaker’s car either, so I know I have a while to kill. I wait. My mind’s eye flashes 
back into my child-afternoons, head-warm and lazy against an arm rest, full of 
nothing in particular but the sky through the back driver-side window, as Dad 
meandered my mother and me across headlands and peninsulas, over boundaries 
between here and somewhere else just a few miles away, always some other view 
to capture, always something he needed us to see for ourselves. My skin 
remembers the press of upholstery, how the fabric’s crosshatch would renew itself 
as I ran a hand across it, my mind, my recalcitrant boredom huffing over each 
bend and boreen. 

Some days, it feels like it’s been hours since we were called to gather, my 
siblings and me. I was on my way when the call came. Stuck at roadworks in 
Buttevant when he died. My sister called me to speak last words to him. And I 
did, but he was already gone. This day itself hurries and we’re waiting outside 
The Mercy Hospital for a ghost we recognise. I’ve read enough to know that in 
some story somewhere, a man revives himself from the basement mortuary’s 
chilly slab and tells us that he is only blackguarding. This day, Dad is so newly 
dead. I can’t get used to it.  
We’re all parked. We originals from the main house have said all we can to each 

other, we have nothing left, so we ache separately and silently in our cars, knowing 
that the last big drive with Dad is upon us. Cork to Kerry, non-stop over the county 
bounds, as he’d say, and this day should be a Sunday, by rights, for the symmetry 
of ending on the day made for driving, so at least some part of this rupture can 
soften into memory. 

My mother says we will follow the undertaker’s Ford Galaxy. Youngest to oldest. 
Follow the leader. I will go first.  

I turn the music up and drive, tune the dial to those thumb-strummed notes 
and we’re “On The Road Again”. I understand too late the magic of those 
afternoons in my Dad’s car, my parents’ murmurs lifting with Willie Nelson and 
the Highwaymen, or Willie and Ray Charles’ rhythms of men shot down before 

their time. These singers and their myths. Trigger, Willie’s nylon-stringed 
guitar, his Martin N-20 loaded with the electrical components of its 
predecessor. Patched up and brought back to life. The stuff of legend, a 
Wikipedia page all to itself, as if the guitar itself led a life of peripatetic rocking 
and rolling. Each journey a scar remedied each year into song, some damage 
caulked and sanded, other wounds left open, singing “the life I love is making 
music with my friends, and I can’t wait to get on the road again”. Sitting in 
my own driver’s seat now, waiting for the last drive, I can smell those roast 
beef Sundays again and the muddy heat in my father’s Granada, and I know 
when I close my eyes, I will feel the road, always rumbling. 

This drive won’t last forever, two hours at most, all of us familiar with this 
route and its turnings, but I will drive this road, again and again and again, 

and maybe somewhere along the way, I’ll cross his path. g
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As with all Jukebox curations, the funnel is loaded 
with digital poetry recordings that you can experience 
in public spaces across Ireland, and now 
internationally. You press a button, or use the QR 
code, and the recorded poet reads you the selected 
poem. Essentially, it is a public podcast station. 
Writing of podcasts in 2010, Virginia Madsen and 
John Potts suggest: “the spoken word is stored and 
‘time-shifted’, accessed and played back whenever 
required by the listener. In this way, voices are 
summoned from their storage and reactivated.” They 
might have been describing that now iconic blue 
funnel.  

From the age of the filí through to the present, one 
of the defining characteristics of Irish cultural life has 
been the performance of poetry in a public space. It is 
an artistic practice embedded in the DNA. In recent 
times, think Heaney, Longley, Carson, Meehan, 
Muldoon, Morrissey, Ní Ghríofa, Ciara Ní É: just a 
handful of Irish poets whose reputations are in no 
small part augmented and sealed by how they perform 
their work publicly.  

Recordings of performances have existed since the 
machinery was available, but it wasn’t until recent 
technological advances that the ephemeral 
performance act has been captured, stored and 

The poetry jukebox 
Intimate public acts   

Paul Maddern 
 
Paul Maddern was born in Bermuda but lives in Co Down.  
He has four publications with Templar Poetry.  

distributed quite so readily. Apple’s launch of the MP3 
player in 2001 heralded the age of digital recording 
and mass storage formats. This ever-mutating 
technology has challenged traditional commercial 
recording and distribution networks, with Joe Public 
able to sidestep commercial institutions’ domination 
and control of how we receive sounds and images. The 
ephemeral performance of poetry can now be captured 
on a digital recorder, laptop, or mobile phone and 
uploaded and broadcast with relative ease.  

Today, it is likely that your first encounter with a 
poet will be on the internet, perhaps on YouTube, 
Spotify, a personal website, or an online poetry 
archive. Is something lost by these cloistered, solitary 
searches? Definitely, and the act of people gathering 
to listen to and celebrate poetry remains an important 
part of Irish life, but there are also gains brought about 
by the digital age. Technological advances allow for 
cheaper and a decidedly more democratic access to 
poetry. And that, surely, is what lies at the heart of the 
Poetry Jukebox; bringing poetry, quite literally, to the 
people on the street, free of charge.  

As with internet searches, you will probably be on 
your own when you access recordings in the blue 
funnel, or with a few friends at most, but where the 
Poetry Jukebox differs from that internet search is that 

Maria McManus, Guest Arts Editor for this issue of 
Fortnight, and the driving force behind Quotidian–Word 
on the Street’s Poetry Jukebox, asked me to review 
AMBIGUITIES, a recent incarnation of the Jukebox’s 
blue funnel. 

@51
rtnightfo
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the digital recording is experienced in a public 
space. To misquote Yeats: the Jukebox reading 
is the social act of a solitary listener. It is an 
intimate public act. The choice is yours, push 
the button, or don’t; attend or don’t attend to 
poetry. But if you do push that button, you 
have decided to give voice to a poet, and 
although this might read as grandiloquent, I 
believe these small, seemingly inconsequential 
acts are increasingly important in an age that 
trivializes artistic practices. The significance of 
the Poetry Jukebox’s accomplishment – the 
reimagining of the public performance of 
poetry in the digital age – should not be 
underestimated.  

The late Ciaran Carson’s readings are one of 
the great contributions to recent Irish cultural 
practice. I recorded him on many occasions for 
The Seamus Heaney Centre Digital Archive 
that I created as part of my PhD. In his 
preambles, Carson would routinely reference 
the significance of the fording place in Irish 
literature. In the introduction to his 
translation of The Táin, he writes: “the ford is a 
metaphorical space, a portal, a barrier, a place of 
challenge”. It is a place where people assemble and 
where languages and cultures mingle, and the result is 
enriching. Launched in 2017, deliberate 
attention is paid to creating a Jukebox in 
which diverse voices might meet and 
mingle, and each curation includes a mix 
of ages, Irish, English and other languages, 
Northern and Southern writers, 
male/female/nonbinary contributors, and 
diverse ethnicities and sexual orientations. 
Related to diversity is the healthy mix of 
multi-garlanded writers, the lesser 
garlanded, the emerging, and the just-
starting-outs. This variety of contributors 
is symbolic of Ireland’s rapidly changing socio-political 
demographics and is the embodiment of Carson’s vital 
and vibrant fording place. 

This diversity of contributors is matched by the 
range of topics and curators. Each reincarnation of the 
Jukebox is organised around a theme, with the 

contributors encouraged to interpret the brief 
as they wish. Subjects have included: Ireland 
twenty years on from the Good Friday 
Agreement; a celebration of deaf & disabled 
writers; a commemoration of CS Lewis; 
International Imprisoned Writers Day; 
HUNGERING, staged initially at EPIC, the 
Irish Immigration Museum in Dublin; a 
curation devoted to climate change; a 
celebration of Pride for Belfast’s Outburst 
festival: and FIRED!, a celebration of women 
poets. Guest curators have included Lia Mills, 
Jessica Traynor, Moyra Donaldson, the 
Nigerian poet Tade Ipadeola, Iggy McGovern, 
and yours truly.  

This consideration of balance and diversity 
is present within each curation and Ambiguities 
is no exception. It is the first specially 
commissioned twenty writers to create original 
work for the Jukebox. The brief, in the context 
of a centenary after the partition of Ireland, was 
to imagine what “this troubled place” might 
look like in 2122. As always, the contributors 

were diverse: quite a few queer writers, a balance of 
male and female, Northern and Southern, Irish and 
English speakers, black and white, established and 
emerging. Apart from myself, the contributors were 

Conor Cleary, Anna Loughran, 
Annemarie Ní Churreáin, Cathal 
Póirtéir, Charles Lang, Mel Mahon, 
Cherry Smyth, Kerri Ní Dochartaigh, 
John Kelly, Nandi Jola, Linda McKenna, 
Susannah Dickey, Jess McKinney, Emily 
Cooper, Gerald Dawe, Scott McKendry, 
Alan Gillis, Sacha White, and Siobhan 
Campbell. Quite the fording place.  

If forced to select one poem that 
effectively fulfils the brief and typifies the 
quality of work across all Jukebox 

curations, it would be Anna Loughran’s ‘Experience, 
Cave Hill’, in which, in a ruined world, tours are 
conducted of holographic creations of lost landscapes 
from history. But these minutely observed, idealised 
recreations are a work in progress, and those on the 
tour are encouraged to report any malfunctions in the 

Siobhan Campbell
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matrix because, “one fault could signify a deeper 
problem within the code.” Anna’s narrator notices a 
malfunctioning ladybug “glitching on a brilliant white 
petal” but seems unsure of reporting the fault. Anna, 
you might know, is a trans woman, and I hear the 
poem as something more than a clever re-imagining 
of Ireland in 2122. Is this glitch to be celebrated? The 
poem ends: “I watched silently as the creature flitted 
in and out, its bald red body flashing.” It is a moment 
of delicate beauty, with this othered creature 
transitioning in and out of existence, its changing 
identity questioning the idea of there being such a 
thing as a perfect code for existence. And you, 
standing before the blue funnel, pressing that button 
to hear this poem – engaged like Anna’s narrator with 
a digitalised tour – are reactivating Anna’s voice, 
bringing it afresh into existence. This is a very good 
thing to be doing.  

Ambiguities 

Ambiguities is at the Crescent Arts Centre throughout 
the Belfast International Festival (Oct. 5th – Nov. 
6th), and there will be a celebratory reading on 
October13th at 7.30pm, at the Crescent. Anna’s 
poem, and all of the others, can be experienced on 
Sound Cloud. Thankfully, once a project has had its 
public outing, recordings are transferred to the 
internet. My one complaint is that this transfer process 
is somewhat piecemeal. Currently, there is no easily 
identifiable, single-site archive that houses completed 
Jukebox projects. Quotidian’s website is occupied with 
the organization’s wide-ranging endeavours, and I 
appreciate, all too well, the money and especially the 
time it would take to establish a dedicated Jukebox 
archive. Perhaps funding can be secured, because the 
project is too important not to create a permanent 
record of the contribution the Jukebox is making to 
Irish cultural life. In the meantime, get out there on 
to the streets.  
Push the button.  
Engage in blue-funnel thinking.  

Above the personal 
Mícheál McCann 

Mícheál McCann is from Derry. His second pamphlet of poems, 
Keeper, was published in 2022 by Fourteen publishing. 
  
Bandit Country 

James Conor Patterson  
Pan Macmillan, pb £10.99, pp 96   
PB 978-1-5290-277-6 

Bandit country (2022) is the first collection of poems 
from Newry-born James Conor Patterson, which in 
2019 won an Eric Gregory award. The title indicates 
the historically pejorative term for the border interface 
between South Armagh and Co. Louth, but the poems 
take place between this Northern landscape and the 
poet’s life in London. Accompanying the poems are 
photographs of, assumedly, said border terrain. The 
photograph that opens the collection details 
(greyscale) a rough wooden crossing over a small 
stream, what we can assume is a border crossing 
between the North and the South. The poems that 
follow document porousness, wanting to inhabit one 
place while living in another, to occupy memory when 
the present is rife with difficulty. 

The opening suite of poems portray juvenilia, “put 
drunk intae the back of a parent’s car”, “two young 
rapscyallions launchin their newspaper boat”, to lead 
the poet to voice, as a yew seedling, “my god this is 
where i’m rooted”. Patterson is deferent to his 
influences, and there is much intertext with other 
poets throughout. Douglas Dunn looms large, as does 

g
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Ciaran Carson (in echoes of Carson’s ‘Two Winos’) 
and Anthony Vahni Capildeo, who’s ‘Five Measures of 
Expatriation’ speaks through Patterson’s ‘london 
poem’: “language is my home, alive other than in 
speech”, and Capildeo’s lines give an instructive note 
on how to read this book. 

Of particular note is the imaginative leaps felt in 
some of these poems. The voice emerging 
from ‘the disappeared’ imagines being an 
Argentine rebel (“in january a transport 
plane is shot down / and kills thirteen. i’m 
not sorry.”) who undergoes being 
disappeared: “they wrap me like a present. 
sometime / close to dawn”; the poem 
concludes on a flurry of images that bring 
the reader’s visual imagination closer and 
closer to an Irish landscape. From “a 
rumour in the sand”, “a ghost / without pasture” to 
“foundations on an unfinished house, / or four 
converged headlamps on a quiet country road”. There 
is a statesperson-like ambition to this (and other) 
poems that implicitly speak to the Conflict years on a 
scale above the personal. 

The use of dialect is, of course, the central tenet of 
Bandit Country, and a territory the poet is familiar 
with, as per his introduction to The New Frontier: 
Reflections from the Irish Border: 

There’s a saying in my part of the world that 
there’s more than one way to skin a cat. That’s 
cat, by the way, inflected with a y after the c, 
so that the cat you’re likely to be skinning 
actually answers to cyat. The y in this case is 
illustrative of how even a common aphorism 
can move into the territory of a shibboleth. 

The majority of the collection is written in a hybrid 
dialect which combines a phonetic N’Irish speech 
(what Heaney called hearth language), with language 
most redolent of Scots poetry (“intae”; “nonea”), with 
some exceptions being written in plain English. In 
‘brotherswater’, brother is “brother”, while in ‘debt’ 
brother is “bror”. Some codeswitch perhaps, or an on-
the-move translation. I wondered at points to who the 
translation was directed. Tom Leonard is a clear 
influence on the execution of Patterson’s poems, 
particularly the very intentional voicing of a people 

and vocabulary that is not frequently considered 
worthy poetic material. 

Poems therein are defiantly titled ‘ENGLAND’, 
‘INTERNMENT’ and ‘the disappeared’. Leonard’s 
defiant line is felt in part through this collection; note 
a hungover visit to the Art Gallery of Ontario where 
the poet “popped my craniocervical junction like a jara 

bolognese an laid / down my skull in 
placea [Picasso’s] death’s head, 1943” or, a 
highlight, ‘on meeting an influence at a 
book signing’. With Leonard in mind, the 
glossary at the book’s close poses some 
difficult considerations. 

Colloquial phrasings are explicated here 
(“Haven’t a baldy   – Haven’t a clue”; “Nai 
– Now”; “Themara”  – Tomorrow) 
alongside more expected and appreciated 

glosses like AOH, the Ancient Order of Hibernians, 
or An Phoblacht. Reading these concluding pages of 
the collection leads me to consider Maura Johnston’s 
wonderful From Aftergrass to Yellow Boots: A Glossary 
of Heaney’s Hearth Language (2020), particularly with 
mind if it is the poet’s job to offer a glossary. It was not 
Heaney’s business, we could infer from Johnston. 
Perhaps to indicate a standard written English 
equivalent is to dethrone, certainly in Leonard’s work, 
the sacred quality of the word as it is spoken. 

Heaney once described poetry as that spacious, little, 
fearful part of yourself, and there are moving points of 
bandit country where a tentative, sometimes fearful 
voice, aspires to rise above the tide of history and 
suffering – “sertraline rattles yer bones” – and marks 
the collection at its most successful, one foot markedly 
in memory’s terrain, and the other trying to hold close 
a sense of Irishness in contrast to a London that is no 
longer so simply defined as a colonial oppressor: in 
short, diasporic yearning for home combines with the 
emigré’s reluctant relief at escape. 

Bandit Country offers an interesting prospect of 
conjuring homeliness: to construct a bandit country 
wherever the poet looks by utilising the dialect of a 
hometown. To render poems in the very spoken tones 
of Ulster, a dialect so engrained in the very land, is to 
carry the vocalities of home, of Irishness – “a small 
republic” – like a scapular in a wallet.

James Conor Patterson

g
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Shifting sands 
Rachel Andrews 

Rachel Andrews’ essays and criticism have appeared or are 
forthcoming in various outlets including the London Review of 
Books, n+1, Brick Literary Journal, the Stinging Fly etc. 
  
Impermanence 

Edited by Neil Hegarty  
& Nora Hickey M’Sichili  
No Alibis Press/Centre Culturel Irlandais, pb £10   

“Jesus, the things we’ve seen,” quips Bob Pigeon’s 
travelling companion, Budd, in My Own Private 
Idaho, Gus Van Sant’s film about a gang of street kids 
and hustlers that is loosely based on Shakespeare’s 
Henry IV plays. In the movie, the Prince Hal character, 
Scott, (played by Keanu Reeves), dallies with poverty, 
prostitution, drugs and decay, but when the time 
comes for him to inherit his wealthy father’s riches, he 
is ready to callously disregard his erstwhile 
companions, including his mentor Pigeon (a 
Falstaffian personality played by William Richert). 
Under those circumstances, Budd’s phrase has always 
seemed to me a weary and wise response. The things 
we have seen.  

It’s a phrase that also often feels a weary and wise 
response to the times we are living through, in which 
the direction and minutiae of our lives appear so 
buffeted by forces over which we have little control. 
It’s the kind of response given, I think, by those who 
have been around the block, by someone such as 
Northern Ireland journalist and former Irish Times 
reporter Andy Pollak, whose blog site ‘2Ireland’s 
Together’ has been shining a measured, steady, rueful 
light on political events in Ireland, Northern Ireland, 
and Britain for some years now. Pollak, who is also a 
former director of the Centre for Cross Border Studies 
in Armagh, is a perceptive commentator, but more 
than anything, his is a voice of thoughtful nuance, 
shade, and humanity, so necessary always, and in these 
black and white times more than ever. In a column 
from August 16 of this year, for example, he took Sinn 
Fein leader Mary Lou McDonald to task for a speech 
given in Australia, during which she once again 
predicted the imminent (almost) arrival of a Border 

Poll on Irish reunification, and then dismissed any 
concerns this could reignite violence in Northern 
Ireland by trotting out her stock expression: “the war 
is over”. Quietly, calmly, Pollak reminds her (and us) 
that there are so many in Northern Ireland for whom 
the war is not over, because the war has left behind its 
scars and its wounds, and it has left behind its people, 
its many stricken families and devastated lives. It’s the 
same kind of reminder that has been presented, (more 
loudly, vociferously, justifiably), to the British 
government by Troubles’ victims protesting recent 
proposals that would effectively end prosecutions of 
ex-British soldiers, and paramilitaries, for any 
violence and killing that took place before April 
1998. In response to Boris Johnson’s blithe assertion 
that the new Bill would allow Northern Ireland to 
“draw a line under the Troubles”, Marian Walsh, 
whose son Damien was murdered by loyalist 
paramilitaries in Belfast in 1993, reminded the 
supercilious ex-prime minister, and his indifferent 
band of merry jokers that this is not how life plays out. 
“So many lives lost and so many people badly injured, 
you just can’t push that under the carpet and say it 
didn’t happen,” she said. The things they have seen.  

All of which brings us, neatly or otherwise, to the 
recent book of essays commissioned by the Centre 
Culturel Irlandaise (CCI) in Paris, and published by 
the upstart No Alibis press in Belfast. The collection 
features 12 writers, either born or in residence in 
Northern Ireland, who are charged with responding 
to the theme of impermanence, an idea, which – as 
the editors’ preface explains – grew out of 
conversations against the backdrop of Brexit, Covid, 
and the shocking sight of burning flames shrouding 
Paris’s Notre Dame Cathedral in April 2019. As the 
co-editors, writer Neil Hegarty and CCI-director Nora 
Hickey M’Sichili, note, although our natural human 
tendency is to invest in images of stability, our lives 
and experiences are instead composed always of 
impermanence, and of impermanences. We learn this 
fact through living, and we learn it too from art and 
from writing, none more so than the writing and art 
of those who come from, or live in, the ever-shifting 
sands of Northern Irish society. The things they have 
seen.  
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Thus, Impermanence features an essay 
from Belfast poet and critic Gail 
McConnell, who last year published 
The Sun is Open, which is about her 
father, William O’Connell, who was 
deputy governor of the Maze prison, 
and who, in 1984, was murdered by the 
IRA in front of his wife and his 
daughter, who was then three years old. 
McConnell does not remember her 
father, but her growing, inevitably, was 
shadowed by the trauma of his death. What is so 
special, and so sentient, about her collection, which is 
a collage of both public (such as newspaper cuttings) 
and private (such as diary entries) materials relating to 
her father’s life, is the way she appears to hold the 
expansiveness of grief alongside the possibilities of 
seeking a way to live. She does something similar in 
‘Lighthouse Keeping’, her piece for this book, which 
considers lighthouses as a metaphor for 
impermanence, their light being one that travels 
between land and sea, between keeper and sailor, that 
offers its spotlight to those who need it most, on the 
waves, in the wilderness, in the midnight hours. The 
lighthouse, she writes, is a warning sign. But it is also 
a welcoming sign. And even a warning sign is a 
welcoming sign. “Better to know the danger to 
navigate the risk,” she writes. “We need this light.” 
The novelist Jan Carson also notes the ups and downs 
of navigating risk in her piece about her move away 
from a strict, Evangelical Protestant upbringing, which 
offered her both rigidity and certainty as a child. She 
misses the safety of the certainty, and acknowledges 
the discomfort of living in the space of doubt. What 
she remembers, too, was the opportunity for grace. 
“The idea of church practised well….has the potential 
to find unity in the midst of difference. It offers 
security. And genuine care. I still believe an idea like 
this is worth holding on to.” 

Some of the collection’s writers turn to nature, or to 
stories of renewal and death, as they explore the 
theme. Co-editor Neil Hegarty pens an essay about a 
nature reserve at the shores of Lough Foyle, a man-
made, temporary landscape, which 20 years ago was a 
dump just north of Derry’s suburbs. “It has changed, 

this landscape,” he writes, “and changed 
again.” Derry-native Kerri Ni 
Dochartaigh has, since the turmoil of 
Brexit, moved with her partner and new 
baby to a one-roomed, stone cottage in 
the heart of southern Ireland, and may 
soon be off to Glasgow, or Bristol, or 
Cornwall…. “The sense,” she writes, 
“that HOME is not a place but an 
outlook, a feeling, a way of living.” 
Meanwhile, journalist Susan McKay, also 

from Derry, contributes a beautiful, personal reflection 
on her mother, who is elderly, with dementia, and who 
is “neither living or dead…..drifting between life and 
oblivion.” 

Nor is it unwelcome, given the space in which we 
find ourselves, that some of the essays take a more 
sombre tone. Paul McVeigh’s debut novel The Good 
Son (2015), which told the coming-of-age story of a 
working-class Catholic boy in 1980s’ Ardoyne, was 
often riotously funny (McVeigh was a writer of 
comedy for many years), but his piece here is a more 
pointed reminder of how class, as much as violence, 
shaped lives in Northern Ireland. “Rich people didn’t 
have the Troubles,” he writes. They could fly up and 
away. Poet Maria McManus accounts, with a kind of 
bodily attention to detail, for the daffodil bulbs she 
planted with money left to her by her late father. 
Weeping as she digs them into the “cold, sodden sullen 
earth,” she notes that when they bloomed they were 
“defiant and feisty. Triumphant and rowdy. Joyous.” 
As a child in a violent society, McManus learned to 
freeze and hide; as an adult, she doesn’t like surprises. 
Despite it all, she writes, “the world will keep turning. 
There will still be stars in the sky.” 

It is a natural human tendency to invest in images 
of stability. It is a natural human response to freeze, to 
fight, to defend. It is a natural human response to 
want to proclaim things done, no turning back. But 
the writers in this collection provide no certainties. 
What is here, instead, is the cumulative wisdom of 
many experiences seen and felt, and it is why this 
collection feels right, necessary, with its voices of those 
we need to hear, whose thoughts we need to read. 
Jesus, the things we have seen.  
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Gavin Martin 
David Quantick 

David Quantick is a music journalist and author.  

Gavin Martin was a music 
journalist, and the criticism 
you hear the most about 
music journalists is that 
they’re “failed musicians”: you 
hear this most from successful 
musicians, and it’s always said 
in a tone of voice that says, 
why would anyone want to 

write about music when they could be making it? To 
which I would say: read something by Gavin Martin. 
Read him on the brilliance of Van Morrison – Gavin 
and Van’s relationship was half-love, half-war – or the 
genius of Marvin Gaye (Gavin’s was one of the last 
interviews with Gaye) and you’ll see that writing about 
music can be as good as the music itself. 

Gavin was more than a great communicator, 
though. He began writing about music in Bangor with 
his punk fanzine Alternative Ulster (title stolen by Stiff 
Little Fingers) and then moved to London where he 
became a staff writer on the NME. His NME articles 
were like Gavin – spikey, passionate, well-informed, 
and opinionated. He was funny, and knowledgeable, 
and didn’t suffer fools gladly: he also didn’t suffer rock 
stars gladly and enjoyed a critical and often hilarious 
relationship with the lead singer of U2 (“Bono’s a 
terrible driver,” Gavin told me once, illustrating Bono’s 
driving style with flapping hands). He was much more 
critical of the lead singer of the Smiths and with NME 
writer Dele Fadele was responsible for focussing the 
paper’s attention on Morrissey’s burgeoning 
nationalism. 

But it was his deep love and knowledge of music 
that fuelled Gavin. Unlike many of his NME 
contemporaries (e.g., me), Gavin’s references went way 
past punk, back to soul and r’n’b, and it was this rich 
backstory which made his views the more definitive: 
when Gavin, for example, told Kevin Rowland of 

Dexy’s Midnight Runners that his band’s debut single, 
Dance Stance, was as good as the Sex Pistols’ God Save 
The Queen, he knew what he was talking about.  

Passion is an over-rated word, particularly by 
musicians, but Gavin contained both passion and 
distance: he could also be very funny. An interview 
with Stiff Little Fingers showed that he might not have 
forgiven the band’s singer for stealing his fanzine’s 
name when he wrote, “When he was at primary 
school, Jake Burns played a dog in the school play. His 
singing voice suggests nothing has changed.” 

Gavin was very young – still a teenager – when he 
started writing. He was at the NME during the punk 
years but wasn’t older than many of the writers who 
arrived in the 1980s. I think this was part of his 
unique perspective: he was both old and young at the 
same time, aggressive and abrasive on one hand and 
steeped in musical experience on the other.  

As time went on, Gavin took a different route from 
his peers and, instead of working for the “heritage” 
rock mags, recycling old rock stars like cards in an 
increasingly tatty deck, Gavin went to work with his 
old boss and close friend Tony Stewart at The Mirror, 
where he covered, not reissues of Van Morrison 
records, but new, contemporary pop and rock acts. To 
all these pieces, written for an audience who were 
unlikely to cut his work out and keep it in a special 
file, Gavin brought the forensic excellence of a brilliant 
writer: which of course he was. 

In more recent times, Gavin left London for the 
South Coast, living in Saint Leonard’s on Sea and 
enjoying both writing and swimming. He also began 
making music, recording extraordinary, and excellent, 
poetry raps, some of which were autobiographical and 
some of which were tributes to the musicians he loved.  

When Gavin died, on holiday in Barbados, he left 
his family and his partner Kate but also many 
devastated friends and readers. His memorial event 
featured personal tributes from Noddy Holder to 
Madness. The love his friends and those close to him 
felt for Gavin was very powerful, and the effect he had 
on the people who grew up reading his work can’t be 
calculated. Gavin Martin was one of the best music 
writers of all time and his work will be read for as long 
as people want to read about music. 



Rapture 

 

Jane said Sunday school taught her many things. Jane could tell you the 
snake and apple story or the loaves and fishes, the whale with the jockey in 
its belly. Jane learnt bible verses off by heart and won sweeties every 
weekend for her efforts. She learned about The Rapture. Jane was 
unconcerned about the event itself but worried about the lack of detail she 
was learning. Jane read the book of Revelations and as a result spent 
shopping trips in the big town listening for the seven horns of the seven 
angels of the end of days because somehow it seemed more probable she 

would hear this during work hours when the adults were most distracted, the busier they 
were the less they knew. 

Interesting subjects like who did Cain and Able make babies with if there weren’t any 
other people and did Jesus ever have a girlfriend, were not welcome in this or any other 
conversation Jane found in bible studies. Mary Magdalen was spoken of in hushed tones 
like the leaders were saying a rude word. No explanation of where God came from, no 
Yaldabaoth, no word of Sophia, no other angel but Gabriel at Christmas. Once Jane and 
her friends from church went carol singing. Jane’s neighbour did not put a Christmas tree 
up in her home, nor decorations and Jane asked why. The neighbour was taken aback and 
barked that Christmas trees were a Pagan thing. Pagan did not mean anything to Jane 
except the name of a perfume she had been given as a gift: she made a private note to learn 
and took to wearing Pagan on special occasions. Jane noted the neighbour’s commitment 
to the pagan Christmas business was conditional as one day her husband came home from 
jail after the Good Friday agreement happened and that Christmas she had a Christmas 
tree. Jane learned that people often only mean what they say the moment they say it. 
Sometimes it is a lie, sometimes they don’t understand how the truth is different every 
single day.   

Church taught Jane lots of things. Adults as a whole were actually very predicable if you 
knew how to watch them, she learned that church leaders can throw their wives 
downstairs and youth leaders can take cocaine and adults can ignore these things better 
than they can ignore a gravy stain on a girls Sunday dress. She learned that the devil was 
trying to get into children’s minds and that Jesus was trying to get into children’s hearts. 
Jane often thought about how God knew the day she was going to die but he wasn’t going 
to tell her, instead he was going to keep count of the number of hairs she had on her head 
at any given moment but she had no means of finding this personal information, she 
could however ask him to give homeless people homes. Jane accepted these things like she 
accepted most things, curios rather than facts. They took up this space she set aside for 
these and other matters of ‘faith’ and went about her world as she always did, a little group 
on her own with pink cord trousers and a boy’s haircut asking questions to people who 
were full to bursting with truth after truth.
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Catherine Regan 

Catherine Regan is an emerging writer from Co Armagh.
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You walk back 
 
You walk back to girlhood waxing the events of giving  
birth to new skins, like cicadas leaving translucent bodies  
behind, dying among the plums and the seasonal cherries  
life as a shopping list, listening to voice messages ask what you 
want for dinner, presuming yourself safe like a little ballerina 
closed in a box, arranged on tiptoe, indifferent with glitter,  
standing, posing in the house full of matches, stretched  
like a bullet, turning, trapped on the stage, following  
the killing music, copying as your mother pointed  
the tortoiseshell combs over her ears, finding in the chest 
the skirts two sizes smaller from when you weighed forty-eight  
kilos and remembering when you thought the tree  
in the starry night was a drowning woman in the sky. 
As if you learned all your life how you and cicadas live the ways to die. 

Viviana Fiorentino 

Viviana Fiorentino, originally from Italy, now lives in Belfast. Her poems have 
appeared in various anthologies and she has a novel and two poetry collections 
published in Italy.

Poems 

Íde Simpson 

Íde Simpson is an actor and writer and a third year English Literature 
and Drama Studies student at Trinity College Dublin.

You and I: 
Dancing 
 
think of it like this when you remember it all. 
 
a great blue vessel splitting the seas, 
two feet in a green-deep pond,  
the tile floor of someone’s bathroom that isn’t 
and won’t ever be ours.  
 
later 
you kiss me on the mouth,  
folding my head in your precious palms,  
untangling the curls from your fingers. 
i’ve been waiting for this, you say. 
 

i can’t remember your age, or the colour of your 
shoes, 
but i can still feel the hot summer rain, 
and the twist in my gut when I realised you were 
lost to me. 
 
sometimes 
you grab my hand across my night visions,  
and twirling me round like a corkscrew – 
dance! you shout. 
we will never move like this again.  






