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CHAPTER 1

By all accounts, Prince Albert’s visit to Dublin was a huge success. As befitted a state occasion, he was greeted by a 21-gun salute. He planted an Irish oak, sported a green tie embroidered with shamrocks and drew a large crowd as he strolled along Kildare Street on his way to tea at the Shelbourne Hotel. After visiting a local school, he took leave of the children with the Gaelic words: go raibh mile maith agat, meaning ‘Thank you a thousand times’. ‘Prince Albert’, gushed the Irish Times (founded 1859), ‘brought a touch of class and ceremony to Dublin.’ Some readers might have blinked and reread the headline. For this was April 2011; it was the Irish Republic; and the visitor was the son of the film star Grace Kelly, Prince Albert II of Monaco.1 Observers of Ireland beware: it is full of unexpected echoes of the past.

Until very recently, Ireland was widely esteemed as a fortress of democratic republicanism, and a model of self-made prosperity; it is the republican David, who slung his shot at the British imperial Goliath, and escaped. Ireland is now a sovereign member both of the United Nations and of the European Union. The republican image is strong. Its head of state, the uachtarán or ‘president’ of the Republic, is elected directly for a term of seven years, renewable once; the present incumbent is Michael D. Higgins, a former professor of law born in the Ardoyne district of Belfast.2 The bi-cameral parliament, the Oireachtas, consists of a Senate of 60 members, and the lower house or Dáil, whose 166 members are elected under a system of proportional representation and single transferable votes. The taoiseach or ‘prime minister’ is appointed by the president after nomination by the parliament. The Republic’s capital is Baile Atha Cliath (Dublin), its official languages Irish Gaelic and English. Its coat of arms displays a golden harp on a deep blue field, its flag is a green-white-and-orange tricolour. And its national anthem is the ‘Amhrán na bhFiann’ or ‘Soldier’s Song’, invariably sung in Gaelic:


Sinne Fianna Fáil

Ata fá gheall ag Eirinn,

Buidhean dar sluagh tar ruinn do rainig

Chughainn …3



The official use of Gaelic, which is no longer the language of everyday speech, is an essential part of the state ethos; the Irish don’t understand much of it, but the English can’t get a word.

Visitors to Dublin see evidence of Ireland’s democratic and republican traditions on every hand. The castle, founded by King John and once the seat of English colonial power, is nowadays used for presidential receptions and inaugurations. Leinster House, once the palace of the Fitzgerald dukes of Leinster, is the home of the Dáil. The Bank of Ireland building, which faces Trinity College, once housed the parliament of the pre-1800 kingdom. The city’s main street is named after Daniel O’Connell (1775–1847), ‘the Liberator’, who fought for Catholic Emancipation. It shelters the old General Post Office, where the Irish Republic was first proclaimed in 1916, and, at its northern end, a Garden of Remembrance dedicated to ‘all who gave their lives in the cause of Irish Freedom’. The Mansion House, the home of the lord mayor, where the Republic was proclaimed for the second time in 1919, is situated close to St Stephen’s Green across the river on Dawson Street. The Green saw fierce fighting during the Easter Rising, and entered people’s hearts because both sides stopped firing to let the ducks in the pond be fed.4 It now shelters a monument to Ireland’s most revered female revolutionary, Countess Constance Markiewicz (1868–1927), who fought there as a soldier. The bronze bust sits atop a stone pedestal inscribed: ‘CONSTANCE MARKIEVICZ, MAJOR IRISH CITIZEN ARMY, 1916’.

The Republic’s territory, some 27,450 square miles, is divided into twenty-six counties (since 1999, the Republic does not lay formal claim to the six counties of British-ruled Northern Ireland). Its area is smaller than both England and Scotland, but almost four times larger than Wales. The island forms a rough rectangle, the western coast constituting Europe’s most westerly rampart against the Atlantic Ocean.

The Republic’s population, which stands at 4.442 million (2008) is considerably lower than the highest historical levels. In 1800 Ireland was home to some 8 million inhabitants, not far behind England’s then total of c. 10 million, a ratio of 1  :  1.25. Largely as the result of famine, emigration and the absence of Irish modernization and industrialization, the ratio had fallen by 1900 to 1 : 12.
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Ireland’s political system survived great turbuluence before it gained stability. Two main political parties trace their roots to the 1920s. Fianna Fáil or ‘Soldiers of Destiny’, once the party of Éamon de Valera, the ‘Father of the Republic’, has often dominated, forming the government for sixty of the state’s eighty years and most recently from 1997 to February 2011.5 The rival Fine Gael or ‘Clan of the Gaels’, otherwise the United Ireland Party, which also boasts republican roots, has usually headed the opposition. Its father-figure is De Valera’s rival, Michael Collins.6 Three other parties are represented. The Labour Party has a similar profile to its namesake in Britain; the environmentalist Green Party, founded in 1981, entered government with Fianna Fáil in 2007; and Sinn Féin, the oldest of Irish republican groupings, is looking to rebuild after decades of marginality.

The Irish Republic experienced unprecedented levels of economic growth in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Thanks to investment in education and modern technology, and to membership of the European Union, remarkable advances took place from the 1960s onwards; Ireland’s GDP per capita rose decade by decade until at the beginning of the twenty-first century it overtook that of the United Kingdom. For a time, Irish citizens enjoyed the top ranking in the Worldwide Quality of Life Index.7 Not until the global recession of 2008–9 did the ‘Celtic Tiger’ (so named in 1994) stumble, and with it the political elite’s reputation. Out of Prince Albert’s hearing, the talk in Dublin was of




























	Be Thou my vision, O lord of my heart,
	Bí Thusa ‘mo shúile a Rí mhór na ndúil



	Naught be all else to me, save that Thou art;
	Líon thusa mo bheatha mo chéadfaí’s mo stuaim



	Thou my best thought by day or by night,
	Bí thusa i m’aigne gach oíche’s gach lá



	Waking or sleeping, Thy presence my light.
	Im chodladh no im dhúiseacht, líon mé le do ghrá.



	Be Thou my wisdom, Thou my true word,
	Bí Thusa ‘mo threorú i mbriathar’s imbeart



	I ever with Thee and Thou with me, Lord
	Fan thusa go deo liom is coinnigh mé ceart



	Thou my great Father, I Thy true son,
	Glac cúram mar Athair, is éist le mo ghuí



	Thou in me dwelling, and I with Thee, one.
	Is tabhair domsa áit cónaí istigh i do chroí.
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