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Prologue

Two days before Christmas 1920, the Government of Ireland Bill – or fourth Home Rule Bill – became law. It set forth two devolved governments in Ireland, southern and northern. Southern Ireland remained in the realm of political imagination, but Northern Ireland was firmly established when its parliament met in June 1921. The three previous Irish home rule bills had precipitated what may have been the most serious political and constitutional crisis in modern British history. The first two, introduced by the Liberal leader William Ewart Gladstone in 1886 and 1893, had split one of the two great governing parties; the third bill, introduced by his successor Herbert Henry Asquith in 1912, had brought the kingdom to the brink of civil war. Hundreds of thousands of men in Ireland had enlisted in citizen militias opposing or supporting home rule, and at Westminster the leader of the Conservative and Unionist Party had pronounced Asquith’s Liberal government ‘a revolutionary committee which has seized on despotic power by fraud’. Political negotiations were deadlocked, and the British army in Ireland was in turmoil. The ‘Ulster crisis’ was overwhelmed by events on an even vaster scale in Europe in August 1914, but it was never resolved.

The partition – the drawing of a political border within Ireland – happened because the Irish home rule project, the British government’s acceptance of the Irish nationalist claim that Ireland should not be ruled from London, was resisted by those who refused to accept that claim. The roots of the home rule crisis lie in the original connection between the two main ‘British Isles’ – as the English call them – cemented by Henry II’s expedition to secure the submission of Strongbow (Richard de Clare), the Norman adventurer who had seized control of eastern Ireland in 1171. The connection tightened and relaxed over long periods of time, but two key moments shaped the issue which wracked the country in the nineteenth century. Oliver Cromwell’s campaign in 1649–50 determined the essentially military nature of English control of Ireland, and fixed in Irish minds its essentially Protestant character. The passage of the 1801 Act of Union ended Ireland’s colonial status along with the limited autonomy of the Irish parliament, launching an attempt to turn the ‘British isles’ into a single political community. Defence or destruction of that union would then form the hinge of what became known as the ‘Irish Question’.

Whether or not British statesmen intended the union to end the ‘Protestant Ascendancy’ and integrate Catholics in a single United Kingdom body politic, the daunting scale of any such project was already established. As a historian of County Monaghan (on the Ulster border) put it, by the end of the eighteenth century ‘if a person was a Catholic, it invariably meant that he was of old Gaelic stock, that his ancestors were a defeated race, that he was never to be fully trusted’ – in the minds of the ‘planter stock’, who in turn were seen as foreigners, persecutors, privileged persons, enemies. The political meaning of this cocktail of racial perceptions was unambiguous: the intention of the Catholic was ‘some day … to become master in his house again’.1 This ‘zero-sum’ analysis – in the language of game theory – the belief that a gain for one community must be an equivalent loss to the other, would militate against compromise in all future political negotiations. Political consensus, the animating idea of the English constitution, was hobbled in Ireland. The result was forty years of political crisis.

To speak of such a protracted crisis may seem to abuse an overused word. Can a crisis last so long? In clinical terms, crisis is by definition transient, ‘the point in the progress of a disease which is decisive of recovery or death’, as the dictionary says. Extended to the social or political sphere, its meaning is not so precise. ‘A turning point in the progress of anything … or a state of affairs in which a decisive change for better or worse is imminent.’ Measuring such serious matters is necessarily more subjective, but in the nature of things ‘normal’ political crises reach some resolution in a matter of days rather than weeks. The head-on confrontation over Irish home rule did not follow normal patterns, and could not be resolved by normal political adjustments. At stake was the self-definition of the United Kingdom.

This composite polity had been put together after the violent upheavals of the seventeenth century in what can look like a deliberately pragmatic manner, avoiding issues of definition. The debates on the fundamentals of politics conducted in the church by Putney Bridge in 1647 would remain unique. (Moreover, that uncharacteristic moment of English self-analysis did not happen in parliament, but the army.) But another moment of national destiny arrived in 1885, when Gladstone’s acceptance of home rule – it has often been called a ‘conversion’ – broke up the conventional parameters of parliamentary politics, producing an extended sense of crisis, widely and repeatedly experienced, over four decades, from 1885 to 1925. At its core, beyond the immediate alarms and excursions, lay a systemic crisis, a fear that the breakdown of consensus rendered all the structures and assumptions of the British political world ineffective.

The intensity of the hostility generated by the home rule project can be difficult to grasp today.2 Neither of the first two home rule bills offered more than limited devolution of power to an Irish administration, but the fierce and increasingly well-organized opposition which brought Gladstone’s bills down raised fundamental questions about the home rule project, the survival of the United Kingdom, and the limits of democratic consensus. Was devolution desirable – was it even possible? Did it defy the laws of politics to propose a status part way to independence? What rights did Irish people who refused to accept home rule have to resist it?

The third Home Rule Bill aimed, just as had the first two, to preserve the union by allowing Ireland limited self-government, and hardly went beyond them in the powers it offered to the devolved administration. But it precipitated the greatest intensification of the recurrent crisis, focusing and magnifying all these issues. Unionists were no readier than they had been in 1893 to accept that home rule would maintain the union: it was, they held (and many believed), simply a new name for the ancestral Catholic longing to secure independence and ultimately dispossess the Protestants. Home rule would be ‘Rome rule’ – illiberal and incompetent, if not actively malignant. The argument convulsed parliament and spread beyond it into popular mobilization. Hundreds of thousands signed pledges to resist home rule. Quasi-military militias with six-figure membership lists were formed to put pressure on the government either to abandon it – or push it through. They raised the spectre of civil war, with political questions that the liberal consensus was unable to answer. Could the threat of armed resistance to the law ever be justified?

As the crisis intensified, Unionists concentrated in north-eastern Ireland faced a new issue. If home rule could not be stopped altogether, could they be excluded from the devolved Irish substate? The idea of ‘exclusion’ was rejected in 1912 but never went away afterwards. So was another idea, a kind of federal arrangement, maybe modelled on the Dominion system of Canada and South Africa, which might contain the conflicting democratic rights of nationalists and Unionists. In 1914 Unionists in Ulster prepared to act unilaterally, and the government’s monopoly of force seemed to be disintegrating. How real was the threat of meltdown? This issue has always been a matter of dispute, but in the event the threat was submerged by the indisputably greater threat posed by Germany in August 1914. Only when a fourth home rule plan was set out after the war, amidst an armed Irish republican bid to establish a separate state, did it become certain that the hangover of that debate would be a formal division of Ireland.

The 1920 Government of Ireland Act, dividing Ireland by devolving powers to southern and northern parliaments, forms the focal point of this book. Its passage was long drawn out, though in parliament it was far less stormy than its predecessors. The storms were outside, as British rule across most of Ireland – Ulster excepted – was paralysed by the IRA’s guerrilla campaign to establish an Irish Republic. In Ulster, the pre-war preparations for unilateral action were revived with the (often reluctant) cooperation of the British government. In an atmosphere of civil war, too readily evoking seventeenth-century memories, a ‘state under siege’ was put together. The 1920 Act established its frontier, the line of partition, but it remained open to question for years. Few people apart from Ulster Unionists saw it as either sensible or just. The Anglo-Irish Treaty in December 1921, which morphed ‘Southern Ireland’ into the Irish Free State, with Dominion status, entailed immediate adjustment of the border in line with ‘the wishes of the inhabitants’, but the civil war within the Free State delayed this until 1924. The eventual Boundary Commission did not report until December 1925, so border revision remained a hope or fear in the air for five years after the 1920 Act.

The Irish border has always been contentious, both its course and indeed its very existence. A recent study of Ireland’s long century within the United Kingdom concludes that partition was not inevitable, but it was logical.3 So was partition just a mistake, a failure of statesmanship, or an unavoidable necessity? Or was it, perhaps, as Irish nationalists have always believed, a deliberate device to preserve British power? The question whether it should, or could, be reversed has driven political action and paramilitary violence on both sides, nationalist and Unionist, but as its centenary approached the border seemed to be more settled than ever before. The decision of the United Kingdom in 2016 to leave the European Union unexpectedly brought the status of the frontier back to the centre of the political vortex; at its centennial moment an understanding of the forces which brought it into existence is more than ever necessary.
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1

The Union


‘What can we say for a set of Irishmen, that fell out with each other in a state of ebriety, for private animosity, and when the law has sobered some of them, then to fall a quarreling about their respective creeds?’1

John Byrne, Armagh 1787



THREE BATTLES

By a crossroads near Loughgall in County Armagh, on 21 September 1795, a group of Protestants with firearms on the hilltop beat off an assault by ‘swarms of Defenders’, killing perhaps thirty. It was a one-sided fight, a ‘turkey shoot’; the fact that the assault was pressed in such an unfavourable situation testified to the desperate determination of the Catholic assailants, members of a semi-secret semi-vigilante society. Colonel William Blacker, who wrote an account of the conflict a generation later, lamented, ‘Happy had it been for the Protestant name if the Protestants had contented themselves with the defeat of their enemies at the Diamond and the formation of a protective society. Unhappily it was not so, a spirit of vengeance and retaliation had sunk too deeply in many of their minds to be thus easily satisfied … A determination was expressed of driving from this quarter of the country the entire of its Roman Catholic population.’ (‘Many were “quiet in the land” and had taken no share in such proceedings, but revenge, like love, is blind.’)2 The ‘protective society’ became known as the Orange Order; Blacker had in fact been one of its senior officers.

The ‘battle of the Diamond’, superficially a scruffy local set-to, achieved a kind of immortality for this reason. It signalled and symbolized an unwavering repressive streak which ensured that whereas anti-Catholicism in Britain gradually faded, ceasing to be the defining attribute of Britishness, in Ireland it retained a living function in the construction of collective identity. British anti-Catholicism sometimes burst into public discourse, as it would famously do in 1850 when the Liberal leader Lord John Russell denounced the re-establishment of the Catholic hierarchy in Britain as ‘insolent and insidious’ Papal interference, but it no longer routinely erupted into public violence. Outbursts of sectarian conflict in Ireland became more noticeable as they declined in Britain.

In July 1813, when England was gearing up for the final showdown with Napoleonic France, another fight was going on in Garvagh, County Londonderry. Several hundred Catholic ‘Ribbonmen’ attacked the King’s Arms, where the Orange lodge met; Protestants flocked to the tavern bringing enough yeomanry muskets to disperse the attackers (who had only bludgeons). This ‘battle of Garvagh’ was kept from obscurity by an Orange ballad and took its place in a ritual succession of Orange triumphs.3 The Catholic losers also memorialized these battles in song and story.

In July 1829, at Mackan in Fermanagh, when Orange marchers attacked youths who had jeered at them, Catholics replied by gathering with pitchforks and billhooks and attacking the Orangemen. Three were killed, and four Catholics sentenced to death for the murders. Three of these were transported, and the fourth executed. They became the subjects of folk legend, ballads of ‘the battle of Mackan Hill’, still repeated in the late twentieth century. One of the longest chapters in the anthropologist Henry Glassie’s remarkable study of the border village of Ballymenone charts the recurrence of this tale. Mackan Hill, he judged, ‘coils with the live force of “serfs” in rebellion against “bigotry”’; it ‘becomes the tale of Catholic frustration … just vengeance is meted out on men who do no real harm, who are not the cause but only the medium … men who are available … neighbours’.4 For the anthropologist, this was a strategy of using the past to frame the present.

By the time the Orange Order was taking form, and the ‘Defenders’ were reacting against it, the sense of a frontier was already etched into what has been called the ‘shatterbelt’ – a zone on the fringe of Ulster ‘where both religious groups had significant demographic strength’, and a wider zone where they ‘felt vulnerable to attack or colonization’. The reciprocal dynamic has been likened to Newton’s third law of motion: every Orange action ‘created equal and opposite support for the Defenders’.5

INVADING ULSTER

Less than a year before the Mackan fight, when Daniel O’Connell’s Catholic emancipation campaign was reaching its climax, his lieutenant Jack Lawless, vexed by the dramatic shortfall in Ulster contributions to the ‘Catholic rent’ (the penny subscription to the Catholic Association) – just £204 out of £2,899 – launched an ‘invasion of Ulster’ – the first use of a fateful label. Leaving Carrickmacross on the Monaghan frontier on 17 September 1828, he planned to hold a series of mass meetings, declaring he would have 50,000 followers by the time he reached Ballybay six days later. Ballybay, a Presbyterian town, was an inhospitable place for Catholic agitators, and 8,000 Orangemen reportedly mustered there – ‘in general armed with muskets; but failing these, swords, bayonets, pitch-forks, scythes, &c.’ – to stop Lawless, many of them having made their wills before they set out. Lawless was headed off by a force of police and troops, but even so there was a clash near Rockcorry in which two of his followers died. In Lawless’s next proclaimed objective, Armagh, where once again armed Protestants assembled on 30 September, local Catholics persuaded Lawless to stay away.6

The invasion was a fiasco and has largely been forgotten; but its motivation remains important. The Catholic Association leaders assumed that Protestant resistance to emancipation was weak, manipulated by elites rather than spontaneous eruptions, and could be called out and overawed. This assumption would recur repeatedly over the next century. And while the Ballybay standoff passed without major violence, it might have triggered a truly destructive conflict, a civil war in which the ‘massacre of the Catholics of the North’ might have been followed by a mass invasion of Catholics from the south.7 O’Connell’s campaign in the 1820s cemented an informal process of politicization which had taken shape over the previous generation. At many social levels, Catholics picked up the tools of the day-to-day trade of democracy – ‘organising the signing of petitions, electing delegates, drawing up agendas, conducting debates’ – and many once unpolitical social occasions ‘took on a highly charged political character’. It has been argued that even before O’Connell launched his movement, this wide skein of communal activities represented ‘the emergence of the Irish Catholic nation’.8 The consequences of this could hardly have been more epochal.

UNIONISM?

After Catholics were eventually conceded the vote in 1829, O’Connell began campaigning to repeal the 1801 Act of Union, requiring Irish candidates in the 1832 election to take the ‘repeal pledge’. It was resistance to this Irish nationalist mobilization against the union which would, ultimately, lead to partition. The centre of that resistance was in Ulster, and the resistance movement was labelled unionism. That much is plain enough; but what the union was, not so. Unionism did not exist before the creation of the United Kingdom in 1801, and at that point, beyond the rudimentary motive of national security, there was no Unionist programme or ideal underpinning the union. Those who forced the union through the Irish parliament did not know what it was for, nor how it should be made to work. ‘Incorporation’, the idea of full integration, was advocated by some, but without ever becoming a definite policy. Even for William Pitt (the Younger), the prime minister, who had spoken long before of ‘making England and Ireland one country in effect’, the creation of a United Kingdom identity as such was not a significant objective.9 He did of course see Catholic emancipation as a crucial step which could not be taken without union, but it was merely a preliminary one. And this policy had negative origins; ministers were criticized – in terms that would echo throughout the union’s life – for never thinking of Ireland ‘except when she became troublesome’.

In the absence of any coherent governmental impulse towards ‘incorporation’, Britain’s Irish policy drifted; the two countries remained separate in almost every respect after 1801. The Irish administration would be seen time and again – as it was by the future Lord Melbourne when he served as chief secretary – as ‘anomalous and unsatisfactory’; yet it was left that way. Twenty years into the union, one advocate of integration, who maintained that it had been ‘expected … that Ireland should become the same as a county of England’, fumed that since Ireland was being governed ‘as our slave colonies were’ – by a viceroy and colonial establishment – ‘Jamaica might be called, with as much propriety, a part of the United Kingdom as Ireland’. This was an exaggeration, certainly: Ireland sent a hundred MPs to Westminster. But they did little to establish Ireland’s status of ‘equality of laws’ (one of Pitt’s favoured ideas). Westminster did not ignore Ireland exactly, indeed it passed many special Irish laws, but that very fact displayed the absence of ‘blending’ (another such idea). For London, Ireland remained a foreign land (if not, as the future Duke of Wellington bluntly described it, ‘an enemy country’). The cheerful confession of ignorance of Irish matters would be a standard line for British statesmen over the next hundred years. Against it, Irish MPs battled in vain, even though, as the Anglo-Irish playwright and Whig politician Richard Brinsley Sheridan said, the union made such protestations ‘as ridiculous as to say they knew nothing about Middlesex or Yorkshire’.10

The London and Dublin administrations remained separate through inertia rather than deliberate choice, except perhaps for the theory, sometimes embraced, that only ‘the man on the spot’ could deal with the peculiarity and ungovernability of the Irish. The racial perception of Irish ‘mendacity, corruption and violence’ may have been toned down over the years, but a sense of fundamental difference would still be an underlying presence at Westminster when partition was debated in 1920. (Lord Hugh Cecil, for instance, clinically identified ‘the kind of exaggeration which so often makes Irish speeches quite ineffective to an English audience’.)11 Time and again British policy was reduced to the hope that once the country was ‘reduced to obedience’, as one lord chancellor put it, it might ultimately converge towards English values and behaviour.12 This hardly qualified as a constructive or coherent programme of unionism, and it is hard to deny that the union was a major example of what has been called ‘state-building failure’.13

Small wonder it was unpopular in Ireland – or rather, as Wellington put it, detested. If the positive meaning of the union was ill-defined, its negative effects were definite. As one pioneering student of devolution remarked, ‘After 1801, the will to Irish unity disappeared’.14 Although nationalists would always summon up the history of the democratic movement (embodied in the Volunteers) as proof of Irish unity, the ‘generous enthusiasm which had for one flickering moment illuminated the Irish political scene’ was lost, and lost for good. The psycho-political and social significance of the union changed with the uneven economic development of Ireland in the nineteenth century; Belfast and the north more generally came to see it as the framework of prosperity.

Even Catholic emancipation, the union’s only positive achievement, was so long delayed that its constructive character was lost. The union was premised on Catholic consent, offered in the belief that it would be a prelude to emancipation; the failure to deliver it lost perhaps the last chance of legitimizing the British state by enrolling the Catholic elite.15 Catholics were pushed into a political posture in which the only solution was reduction or removal of ‘British rule’. And the ineffective performance of the state in reconciling Catholics left the field open to a very different project, the ‘Protestant Crusade’ to complete the union by converting Catholics to Protestantism. In the 1820s, O’Connell’s mobilization for emancipation coincided with the so-called ‘Second Reformation’, a proselytizing campaign which not only failed to achieve mass conversion, but seriously exacerbated sectarian animosity.16 Catholic resistance could take violent forms, and the fear of proselytism became etched deep in the attitude of the Church.

In one crucial sphere the union did attempt a constructive Irish policy, one which was ahead of Britain’s own. In 1831 the Irish national system of education was launched to establish primary schools throughout the country. School building grants, teachers’ salaries, and approved textbooks were centrally directed by an unpaid commission. Within two years over 100,000 children were enrolled in 789 schools; by mid-century there were half a million in 4,547 schools, and by the time a British national system was set up in 1870 there were nearly a million in 6,800 schools. All were non-denominational – in theory. In practice, despite the original aim of having schools run jointly by Protestant and Catholic clergy or laymen, by mid-century fewer than 4 per cent were under joint management; three-quarters were run by clergy of a single denomination. By 1870 the system was effectively denominational – ‘almost as denominational as we could desire’, as the Catholic hierarchy noted at the end of the century. The main result of the national system, as one leading historian has put it, ‘was to bring about a dramatic increase in the educational resources of the Irish Catholic Church’.17

This unintended outcome was in large part the product of denominational geography; in overwhelmingly Catholic or Protestant areas, if the government had insisted on mixed schools, it would have ended up with no schools. In areas where the population was mixed, the failure of state policy was more serious. In the north-east, the education issue was a long-running battleground, with the Catholic Church unyielding in its determination to secure control – not least because so much Protestant support for ‘non-sectarianism’ was couched in terms of hostility to Catholicism.18 In consequence, as a leading historian of Irish education puts it, ‘now not only were the schools effectively segregated institutions, but the Protestants and Catholics assumed directly polar ideological positions concerning schooling’.19

PRESBYTERIANS INTO ULSTERMEN

The north-east of Ireland would become politically distinct for one key reason: its concentrated Presbyterian population, a very distinct community – fissiparous yet dynamic – with its centre in the growing city of Belfast.20 Not all Protestants were Presbyterians – indeed until the Church of Ireland was disestablished in 1869, ‘Protestant’ meant ‘Anglican’; Presbyterians were ‘dissenters’. In this lay their special quality. The potency of a sense of victimhood in driving and sustaining resistance – sometimes violent – has come to be widely recognized. It existed long before the recent rise of ‘victim culture’. For Irish Presbyterians the sense arrived early on, shortly after the great triumph over Catholicism of 1690. The 1704 Test Act effectively expelled them from local government, and a series of disabilities gave ‘frequent fortification’ to their ‘sense of persecuted purity’.21

James Craig, who would become prime minister in the first Northern Ireland government in 1921, belonged to the first generation of Presbyterians who would be unambiguously labelled ‘Protestants’. In his biography, Craigavon: Ulsterman – a book ‘so angry even Lady Craigavon and the Stormont Cabinet were upset’22 – the playwright St John Ervine announced that his project was not to write a formal biography but to explain why the once anti-establishment Presbyterians had become conservatives; ‘why was the Henry Joy McCracken of my childhood a Unionist when his renowned kinsman a century earlier was hanged as a rebel in Belfast?’23 Ervine doubted ‘if there are many Presbyterians in Ulster who cannot claim at least one rebel in their family history’, and that reflects a view still widely held. The prominence of radical Protestants in the revolutionary movement was striking at the time and even more so in hindsight. But as an eminent historian of Ulster Presbyterians has cautioned, ‘those who mourn the extinction of the pre-lapsarian Presbyterianism – enlightened in religion and republican in politics – which supposedly prevailed’ before the emergence of the firebrand populist preacher Henry Cooke in the 1820s, ‘would do well to recall its fragile and conditional nature’.24 Presbyterians were at the forefront of the United Irish rebellion in 1798, but in the United Irish mobilization ‘the basic categories of ethnic and denominational identity’, and the seventeenth-century colonial settlement patterns, determined the geography of Ulster republicanism. The ‘Scotch’ (as Presbyterians were widely known) had been involved in sectarian violence for years and their Catholic antagonists never dropped their guard.25 And ‘the speed with which the Presbyterian radicals shifted their ground’ after the failure of the 1798 rebellion ‘tells its own story’.26

An account of ‘the evolution of the Ulsterman’, written at the height of the early twentieth-century Ulster crisis, argued that the identity was already formed by the time of the union. The 1608 Ulster plantation scheme, R. H. Murray said, had ‘planted a new race in the northern province’, which, unlike most such migrant groups, ‘never coalesced with the inhabitants’. They remained ‘as distinct as if an ocean rolled between them’.27 The ‘character of the Ulsterman’ was shaped in the ‘severe school of adversity’. This ‘new being’, the Ulsterman, it has been suggested, took shape during the crisis over the second Home Rule Bill in 1892; and then a literature developed giving him a special ‘character’, ‘heritage’, and ‘destiny’.28 There was ample material to hand already: forty years earlier, in 1852, a series of articles in the newly founded Ulster Journal of Archaeology, examining ‘the origin and characteristics of the population in the counties of Down and Antrim’, found them to be Anglo-Saxons with ‘the inherited virtues of thrift, capacity for hard work, and respect for law and order’.29

The consistency of the characteristics attributed to ‘Ulstermen’, or northerners more generally, over several generations, has certainly been quite striking. Recently Marianne Elliott boiled them down to ‘a peculiar accent, a blunt manner, a philistine outlook on life, an intransigent frame of mind’.30 The graceless accent has even been explained as a deliberate rebuke to the graceful southern ‘brogue’. Others have lengthened the list, or reduced it to, say, ‘grit’ (versus southern ‘grace’). As the human geographer Marcus Heslinga noted, in quoting a raft of such menus ‘for what they are worth’, quite apart from the fact that regional characteristics are inherently ‘rather intangible’, appreciations of them are highly subjective. But both regional and denominational differences have been repeatedly registered. So, for instance, northerners are more provident whereas southerners lean more on Providence; the southerner works to live while the northerner lives to work; and so on. Northern Catholics are northerners – Eoin MacNeill said ‘hardly less grave, sedate, unresponsive, taciturn, laconic, keen on a bargain, tenacious of his own … than the typical Ulster Presbyterian’ – and, however hospitable, have a hard core not found in the south.31 For James Winder Good (an acute critic of unionism) the Ulster ‘temper’ had become so distinct that ‘the Ulsterman of all creeds contrasts more sharply with the natives of the other provinces than the Black Country does with the Home Counties’.32 Jack White would later point to the ‘mixture of contempt and defensiveness’ that marked the Ulster provincial character.33

Applied to Protestant northerners, though, the label ‘Ulstermen’ took on a special character as an identity with distinct political meaning. Crucially in the nineteenth century the previous sharp division within Protestantism, between Episcopalians and dissenters, steadily dissolved. The Presbyterian ethos stayed central; they have been called a ‘covenanted people’ whose special relationship with God gave them a legalistic turn of mind and a precise sense of place.34 The special religiosity of Ulster Presbyterians, the ‘almost ostentatious plainness’ of their church interiors, extending to a fear even of musical ornamentation, marked a simple culture which did not encourage the reading or writing of imaginative literature.35 The moralistic intensity of Dr Henry Cooke, whose activism over three decades did more than most to push Presbyterians into the conservative, unionist camp, fused theology and politics to show the equation of Protestantism with liberty. ‘Without civil liberty a man is nothing – without religious liberty, a Christian is nothing,’ he insisted in 1850. He did not neglect to point up the contrast between free Protestantism and ‘enchained Rome’.36 This would become a ceaseless undertone in the long struggle over home rule.

For Protestants, Ulster came to stand not only for a homeland but for a way of life, a sense of identity which might – and sometimes would – be seen as akin to nationality. Heslinga indeed concluded that the ‘Ulster’ identity, which he labelled ‘Ulsterism’, is ‘essentially a form of nationalism’ – because it had too many political implications to be considered ‘mere regionalism’.37 The political implications are beyond doubt, but implications are not the same as intentions. The term ‘nationalism’ does not resolve the theoretical problem here, not least because nationalism is a notoriously imprecise concept, which has been taken to rest on various and sometimes inconsistent foundations. But it involves conscious intent – what Ernest Renan called ‘the daily plebiscite’. What mattered was a sense of separateness, assiduously maintained. Because in much of Ulster, as a historian acutely attuned to the relationship put it, thanks to the ‘haphazard nature of the conquest and settlement’, Catholics and Protestants were not gathered in ‘solid blocs … but interspersed amongst each other in tiny islands, the necessity to keep one’s distance and preserve one’s identity was paramount from the beginning’.38 The corollary of this was that ‘insecurity became a permanent part of their psychology’.

The economic uniqueness of Ulster in the nineteenth century (with the so-called ‘Ulster custom’ governing landlord–tenant relations, the growth of the linen industry, and the emergence of Belfast as a manufacturing city) confirmed rather than created Protestant identity. Linen – ‘the Protestant’s potato’ – allowed the rural population to grow to ‘fantastic densities’. Forced social change produced unrest, with Protestant violence generally directed at landlords rather than Catholics. Only the bitter sectarian conflict in north Armagh primarily targeted Catholics, but violence against landlord power did so indirectly, because Catholics were assumed to be willing to pay ‘any rent’ for tenantries. Whatever strategic logic they adopted, the loyalist ‘bands’ were ostentatiously Protestant. The Hearts of Steel boasted of being loyal Protestants, ‘not one RC is ever suffered to appear among us’. The objective was to impel landlords to return to the old ways, which meant privileging Protestant tenants.

Belfast’s urban culture was the product of a rural society which migrated there on the back of the city’s astonishing growth, from 13,000 in 1782, to 50,000 in 1830, 122,000 in 1861, reaching 350,000 by 1901. The speed of in-migration from the countryside (common in early industrial cities) sucked in rural patterns of behaviour directly, unchanged. The religious complexion of its citizenry altered significantly: almost entirely Presbyterian in the eighteenth century, it became one-third Catholic in the 1830s. By 1861, Presbyterians made up hardly one-third of its citizens. For a long decade after the Orange Order was suppressed in the 1830s, Protestants could not visibly dominate the city. But the repeal movement concentrated minds. When O’Connell was due to speak in Belfast in 1841 – ‘when you invade Ulster’, as Henry Cooke, Moderator of the Presbyterian Synod, put it – he was challenged to a public debate by Cooke, and refused the challenge. Plans for a great repeal procession were dropped amidst fears of serious violence. A triumphant Cooke – for whom repeal was ‘just a discreet word for Romish ascendancy and Protestant extermination – invoked the ‘genii of Protestantism and Liberty’, together with the ‘genius of Industry’, to explain Belfast’s miraculous growth and prosperity. ‘And all this we owe to the Union.’ ‘Look at Belfast,’ he challenged, ‘and be a Repealer if you can.’39 The visit demonstrated that ‘virtually all sections of Protestant political opinion and clerical leadership’, as well as a very large part of the mass Protestant population, could be ‘mobilized to defend the Union’.40

The special self-image of Belfast as a hub of enterprise and progress would become ever more sharply defined. The north-east was not spared the impact of the great famine which prostrated Ireland over four years from the winter of 1845–6, especially during the most bitter winter of 1846–7. In the spring of 1847, Belfast was struck by a typhus epidemic which spread throughout Ulster. In 1848 there was a second wave of fever. Even so, a ten-year project to cut a new channel to open Belfast harbour to heavy ships was pressed ahead, and the channel was opened with a spectacular maritime ceremony on 10 July 1849. For the Belfast News-Letter it formed one of the ‘brightest pages in the history of the progress of Belfast towards the enviable rank she is hastening to attain among the commercial entrepots of the British Empire’.41 The contrast with the haphazard programme of public works commissioned under the government’s famine relief policy – roads ‘that will never be finished’ as one local official sadly remarked, ‘useless or injurious Works’ in the splenetic view of one ratepayer – could not have been sharper.42

WRATH AND DEFIANCE

The all-male, all-Protestant Orange Order has, for much of the last two centuries, been the most assertive bearer of Protestant identity. It was an odd mix of secrecy and triumphalist public display. Its origins in opposition to Catholic secret societies imprinted a suspicion of subversive conspiracy, suspicion nourished by the Europe-wide wave of secret-society activity in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century – a real phenomenon which was hugely exaggerated in the minds of the authorities.43

The first attempt at a full history of the Order, R. M. Sibbett’s Orangeism in Ireland and throughout the Empire in 1914, described the answer of an Orangeman who – asked how long his Order had existed – said it could be traced back to the garden of Eden, as ‘a thoroughly accurate statement’. This because ‘all the essentials of a perfect nature and an exalted religion were to be found in the primal day of our race’. The journalist James Winder Good, writing just after the Great War, would interestingly invoke the Islamic concept of jihad to characterize Orange anti-Catholicism. He cited the public sermonizer Dr Thomas Drew’s warning that ‘under the downward progress of British legislation, God will be made angry’, and his insistence that Protestant unity and ‘testimony’ were required ‘to deprecate God’s indignation’.44

As Winder Good noted, it was ‘simple enough to describe the surface appearance of Orangeism, but by no means so easy to analyse the qualities which give the faith its hold over the minds of its adherents’ – and ‘make it so formidable a political force’. As he said, few such powerful communal ideas had found quite so few ‘reputable defenders’.45 This shortage of sympathetic analysis has persisted; for every attempt at understanding there have been many brusque invocations of mere bigotry (often invoked as self-explanatory). The Orangemen’s aim was formally respectable: to help maintain ‘law and order’. But their ‘order’ – a fruitful ambiguity in their organizational title – was a particular social order – Protestant ascendancy. This followed the logic of the view (firmly voiced by Henry Cooke) that only Protestants were truly law-abiding. By the time Good was writing, ascendancy was played down, and the call to put ‘the rascally Papishes under my feet’ heard less loudly. He anticipated much subsequent analysis in his acid comment that, ‘As usual in Ulster religious fanaticism was so directed as to subserve economic ends’.46

A more sophisticated approach has suggested that as the modernization process disrupted the old landlord–tenant relation, which had privileged Protestants, land became more marketable, and Protestants needed a way of maintaining their position. The Volunteer movement of the 1780s provided the mechanism, enlisting ‘riotous assemblies’ like Hearts of Oak and Hearts of Steel and turning them into ‘decent tranquil meetings’ where ‘a connection with their superiors begets affection’.47 After the union, Protestant energy was directed away from the ‘ideal of 98’ to Orangeism, which by the 1830s incorporated over half the adult male Protestant population. Its function was not so much to conduct an economic struggle against Catholics as to cushion the impact of social change by sustaining a sense of unity between the lower orders and their betters. Although Orangeism might initially have been a response to a particular crisis – like earlier ‘public bands’ – unlike them it survived, and indeed strengthened over succeeding generations because it fulfilled this social need.

Orangeism’s British dimension has often been overlooked – its leading historian called the British lodges ‘merely a series of miscellaneous clubs … hostile to the catholics’ and viewed with suspicion by all governments.48 But it would contribute to stoking the febrile political atmosphere of the anti-home rule reaction. The numbers directly involved did not approach the level of those in Ulster, though in Liverpool some 20,000 Orangemen marched on 12 July 1859. After the dramatic growth of the Order in mid-century Liverpool, it spread across the industrial heartland as Irish immigration accelerated.49 The Order has generally been given at most a marginal place in late-Victorian British society, but it had real popular appeal, and certainly played a part in raising awareness of ‘Ulster’. This could of course be negative. While the liberal press might reluctantly concede that the Order reflected ‘a grand epoch in our national history’ – ‘when Protestant religion gained its first ascendancy over the Romish Church’ – more often liberals were alienated by its activities. (‘Some people of seventeenth-century ideas are still in the flesh.’)50 Above all, the July Twelfth celebrations could be as divisive in Britain as in Ireland.

Even so, Orangeism’s function as a pan-Protestant movement was not negligible. In Ulster, its role as an umbrella organization for Protestants of all denominations has made it so important that its role may often be exaggerated. A careful scholar has argued that the institution of the Order ‘was not the cause of sectarian strife but a reflection of it’.51 The Order did not always take the lead in direct action, but rather nursed the worldview that powered action. It and Fenianism may both be seen above all as mental attitudes, one of domination, the other of defiance. The assertion of dominance through the garish triumphalism of processions, ‘walking’ with ear-shattering drumbeats, erecting big castellated arches at key points on the communal divide, decorated with ropes of coloured paper and festoons of orange lilies or sweet william, all counterbalanced the secrecy of the lodge organization with its masonic initiation rites and quasi-occult grades of power.

Its appeal as a vehicle of frontier culture was quite real. Winder Good evoked the way the early July Orange preparations brought ‘a gleam of brightness into dull lives’; the arches were ‘thickest in the streets that abut on Nationalist territory’, ‘there the Orange lilies are most lavishly spread, the inscriptions are more provocative … the din of fifes and drums all night long makes sleep impossible, and youthful braves, like knights before their investiture, keep watch and ward beside bonfires in expectation of a raid’. His phrase for this frontier zone, ‘debatable land’, was a telling one.52

The great Orange fiesta was 12 July, the anniversary of William of Orange’s victory over James II at Aughrim, but the most psychologically telling memory, with enduring effect on political behaviour, was the Siege of Derry. The anniversary of the lifting of the siege had been celebrated since its centenary year, 1790. Macaulay’s vivid retelling of the story in his runaway bestseller, the multi-volume History of England (published between 1848 and 1855), projected it from the local sphere into mainstream awareness. It ‘gave Ulster Protestants a central place in the myth of the unfolding British constitution’, as Ian McBride puts it – and is still quoted by Unionists to demonstrate Ulster’s centrality to ‘the struggle for civil and religious liberty, for representative institutions, and ultimately for democracy itself’.53

But the climax of the celebration, the burning of a looming effigy of the city’s governor, ‘the traitor Lundy’, has etched a parallel fear of betrayal into the loyalist outlook. On its first appearance, in 1788, the effigy was ‘represented in a very humorous style’ by ‘some of the lower class of citizens’.54 Subsequently, the humorous element became perhaps less noticeable, the neurotic element in the fear of ‘Lundyism’ more so. The tension between Macaulay’s negative view of the Protestant ascendancy’s ‘hateful laws’ and his respect for Protestant resolution in times of peril has been remarked, and he saw the Derry celebrations likewise, as two-sided: while a people must take pride in the achievements of their ancestors, this ‘pious gratitude’ had ‘too often been mingled with words of wrath and defiance’.55

VIGILANTES, VANGUARDS

The Order evolved in an age of rioting, by no means all of it sectarian. Practically every contested election in Ulster, like many across the rest of the kingdom, was embellished by hired mobs intent on intimidating voters, and violent clashes often followed. Economic protests frequently took riotous form. ‘Faction fights’, the semi-ritual clashes of gangs – ‘parties’ – with no recognizable political or religious affiliation, pre-dated the formation of sectarian groups, some of which indeed started out as factions. (The first Peep O’Day Boys, and some early Defenders, seem to have been recruited from both religious denominations.) Still, Henry Cooke insisted in 1825 that ‘the names of Orangemen and Ribbonmen which have become notorious’ were ‘merely the coming out of the leaven that had infected the lump before’. And by mid-century, working-class Catholics and Protestants acquired an ideological legitimacy for their sectarian prejudices, and conflict ‘became more clearly a political one’.56 Sectarianism shaped nearly all Belfast riots.

Orangeism’s effectiveness and legitimacy were variable. The Order was initially too weak to establish lodges in Belfast and was rather loosely organized by contrast with its image. Catholic emancipation, while it brought the average Catholic little immediate material benefit, ‘did wonders for him psychologically’.57 One significant result was that Orange parades were now challenged at every level. The Mackan fight of July 1829, the year after emancipation, was an early token of this. The government formally suppressed the Order in the late 1820s, and a Party Processions Act in 1832 ushered in twenty years or more of relative quiet. Indeed the Order dissolved itself after a parliamentary inquiry suggested that it threatened to subvert discipline in the army. But the Act was never consistently enforced, and it lapsed in 1845. Orangemen resumed marching, matched once again by Ribbonmen, the successors of the Defenders.

The logic of these patterns of counter-vigilantism, ‘feuds and conflicts with a life of their own’, has been pithily explained: only ‘universally accepted law and order systems’ can break the cycle of fear which for much of history and in most of the world has led to ‘potentially endless spirals of revenge and chaos’. No such system existed in Ulster. In the 1830s one of the union’s most capable administrators, Thomas Drummond, Under Secretary at Dublin Castle, went far to establish a regular legal regime which could supersede the sectarian vendetta system – a framework ‘in which people of influence had to understand that tranquility depended on accommodation with the Catholic clerical and middle-class leadership’.58 Such accommodation remained fragile, and whenever it lapsed, the Orange Order resumed its function as upholder of the deterrence system. Vigilantes could be seen as vanguards, accepted, at least tacitly, by their community.

The endemic threat of vanguard rivalry was magnified by the advent of railways in the mid-1840s. In their first railway ‘excursion’, a big Orange parade assembled in Belfast on 12 July 1846 to take the train to join a meeting in Lisburn; returning later, they paraded along Bridge Street before being attacked with stones and brickbats by a Catholic crowd as they tried to enter Donegall Street. (The Belfast News-Letter lamented that ‘the harmony of the day’ had been marred by ‘the intolerant spirit of Romanism’.) Railway stations henceforth became new sites of conflict, as crowds of supporters and opponents gathered to meet parades when they returned from other towns. (Criticizing the authorities for their inaction, the News-Letter pointed out that the ‘Repealers and Ribbonmen’ had made their intentions clear – ‘they paraded the streets with green boughs, headed by a fife and drum, collected in several places in great numbers and manifested every symptom of intended opposition’.59 July 1848 brought an unusually big procession in Belfast, to refute the ill-advised claim by the recently formed Protestant Repeal Association that most Orangemen had embraced repeal.

The famine hardly mitigated the intensity of the rivalry. Rathfriland in County Down was hit by severe destitution in 1847–8, yet it witnessed one of the most emblematic rural battles of the century on 12 July 1849. An Orange march from Rathfriland to Tollymore Park followed a route where there had been serious clashes the previous year, one carefully chosen to provoke the Ribbonmen. As the military commander sent to police the march with a troop of light dragoons and an infantry company – a formidable force – drily observed, it was such a long detour (via the Catholic village of Magheramayo) that the Orangemen were ‘epicures to choose it’. Some 1,400 Protestants with banners and bands, ‘armed to the teeth’, marched out without incident, but on their return ran into hundreds of Ribbonmen armed with pitchforks, pikes, and muskets, at the Dolly’s Brae pass. While ‘the Ribbon party were constantly “blazing away” with their arms’, Major Wilkinson noted, ‘no breach of the peace occurred’.60 In this ‘regular field day’ an unknown number of Catholics – estimates vary from six to eighty – were killed; a parliamentary inquiry condemned the magistrates for permitting the march amidst a population consisting of ‘two contending bodies, whose prejudices and feelings are inflamed against each other from old recollections and religious differences’.61 Next year, the Party Processions Act was revived.

Before this, though, the government, faced with the threatened Young Ireland insurrection in 1848, briefly enlisted Orangemen in their yeomanry guise to defend the state. This history of partial suppression buttressed Catholic suspicions that the Orange movement was officially inspired, though for most of the nineteenth century it was viewed with distaste not only by officialdom but also by many middle-class Protestants (for whom it manifested the disruptive threat of the ‘dangerous classes’). Class tension within the Order was contained; the radical tendency amongst working-class loyalists – ‘Protestant populism’ or ‘radical bigotry’ as one writer has memorably labelled it – often surfaced, but never undermined the common political posture.62 As the Catholic population surge in Belfast faded, Orangeism revived. After serious riots in the early 1850s, marked by the increasing use of firearms, the ‘Orange party’, in the view of one newspaper, were ‘inspired with confidence in themselves … ably organized, skillfully disciplined’.63 The Irish Lord Chancellor thought Orangeism had remained ‘extensively organised’ in spite of its supposed suppression, having changed its ‘system and rules’ to protect it from legal prosecution. In the mid-1850s it kept up ‘through large districts of the north a spirit of bitter and factious hostility’, provoking ‘violent hostility and aggression’.64

The railways which enabled larger Orange assemblies also made possible the great rally of Ulster popular Protestantism in 1859, the year when ‘the Protestant province went on a gigantic evangelical spree’. The rally in the Belfast Botanical Gardens was the climax of a mass revival movement which saw even the Church of Ireland holding open-air evangelical meetings. Dramatic manifestations of conversion cascaded across the province, with women prominent amongst the ‘smitten’; a big feature of the ‘awakening’ was ‘its almost electric spread among female workers’.65 Women would cry out in anguish as they recognized their sinfulness, even go into extended trances with visions of heaven. This was in essence a spiritual, unpolitical – even as some have thought a quasi-sexual – movement, but it had a definite, negative effect on community relations. It was unmistakably Protestant, and the strenuous efforts of Catholic organizations to prevent conversion sharpened tensions in working-class areas. The two new churches – Presbyterian and Church of Ireland – built in Sandy Row in the wake of the revival both had committed Orangemen as ministers.66 The number of Orange lodges in Belfast surged from forty-two in 1856 to 147 twenty years later.

The fact that a number of Catholics embraced Protestantism during the revival signalled a wider impact on communal relations. The number was probably quite small, but, as one authority suggests, more were probably converted ‘by this experience than by every effort at overt proselytization before or since’.67 It was more than enough to trigger the Catholic Church’s ever-present anxiety; its reaction in turn fuelled Protestant hostility. One Episcopalian paper which initially took a dim view of the revival concluded that since ‘Romish priests’ pronounced it a device of the devil, that was ‘a strong argument in its favour’. What the political scientist Frank Wright called ‘accommodative relationships’ were put under direct pressure in some places, and the Presbyterian ‘heartlands … became more vulnerable to sectarian rivalries’.68

PROCESSIONS AND RIOTS

The basic shape of Belfast fighting was fixed early on – the first significant riot, organized on sectarian lines, was in July 1813 – and never much altered later. The culture of riot in Belfast has been widely studied, of course, and possibly given too much attention. But it is hard to argue that the escalation of rioting in the nineteenth century did not have a major political significance. After 1851 there were dozens of minor riots, and four whose violence and duration exceeded any of those that happened before. This escalation reflected growing collective cohesion: in Belfast as elsewhere the severity of riots increased as the wider community increasingly supported them. Even when the Party Processions Act was in force, there were frequently violent clashes around 12 July – in eighteen of the thirty-five years before 1886. Violence threatened, whether the Orangemen marched to special church services or merely beat their drums and fired shots in the air.

The Act was in force in 1857, the year of one of the fiercest riots. Orangemen in Sandy Row marched without sashes to hear a special sermon by Dr Drew in Christ Church, putting their sashes on when they arrived. While Drew delivered a ferocious address, evoking a global battle between Catholicism and the Protestantism of the British Empire and the United States, a Catholic crowd gathered around the police cordon guarding the church. From then on, as the commission of inquiry suggested, it was just a matter of time before ‘the two parties’ had the opportunity ‘to bring their conflict to a bloody issue’. Both sides prepared stocks of bricks and paving stones, and loopholed walls, so that by 14 July the Sandy Row and Pound districts ‘presented the appearance of actual battle being waged between two hostile forces prepared for a deadly encounter’.69 The ensuing clashes lasted almost a week. The worst effects were due not so much to gunfire, which often seemed mainly symbolic, but the house-wrecking and workplace intimidation which manifested the intensity of sectarian hostility.70 After a brief lull, confrontation began again in August, when Drew launched a series of open-air sermons on the steps of the custom house, and went on through September.

This lengthening became a feature of the most intense disturbances which followed, the first in August 1864, when the political battle lines were more unambiguously drawn. Twelve days of street battles with stones and firearms, with attacks on churches, schools, and a female penitentiary, began with the burning of an effigy of O’Connell, and an attempt to bury the remains in a Catholic cemetery. Funerals of dead rioters provoked further retaliation. When a big group of Catholic ‘navvies’ arrived in town and wrecked a national school in Brown Street the fighting escalated, with most of west Belfast suffering serious damage. The riot commissioners concluded that ‘the elements of contention were never more rife amongst the population than at present’, but found an additional cause for alarm in the ‘perfectly astounding’ participation of evidently respectable people – notably in the select neighbourhood of Donegall Place.71 Equally alarming for the future, there were several clashes between Protestant crowds and the police. The belief that the authorities were shipping in Catholic police reinforcements became widespread and opened a potential rift between loyalism and the state authorities. The twin themes of cross-class Protestant mobilization and alienation from the state were ominous.

The warning of a Belfast constabulary officer in August 1864 that, but for the big deployment of troops and police, ‘scenes of violence would have been witnessed … without a parallel in the annals of any civilized community’, hyperbolic as it was, perhaps began to be realized in 1872, after the repeal of the Party Processions Act. This confession of legislative failure was significant, both in itself and in the way it came about. The law had never sat comfortably with the principle of freedom of expression, and even less so did the 1860 Party Emblems Act which banned displays of ‘any banner, flag or symbol’ (including the Union flag itself), and any ‘playing of music’, if judged a threat to public order. The effective ruler of Ireland, Under Secretary Thomas Larcom, noted in 1864 that ‘in the North’ marching and drumming had not generally been directly interfered with – the police merely took down the names of offenders and prosecuted them later. This had little effect, but Larcom optimistically suggested that Orange parades were ‘in truth sinking into little more than something between Guy Fawkes and a Carnival’. The former prime minister Sir Robert Peel, irked by the erection of the ‘ugly’ O’Connell statue in Dublin, had professed that he could not understand ‘why people have not as much right to burn O’Connell in effigy in one place, as to glorify his memory in another’.72

The Party Processions Act was repealed after four years of parliamentary sniping by William Johnston ‘of Ballykilbeg’, a minor County Down landlord whose persistent defiance of the Act had led to his imprisonment in 1868 and, shortly afterwards, his election to parliament for south Belfast. The organization which backed his candidacy, the Belfast Protestant Working Men’s Association, was a portent for the future – a cross-class ‘pan-Protestant’ movement.73 Its working-class membership notwithstanding, it put Protestant solidarity above class issues. Johnston’s mass procession against the Party Processions Act at Bangor, County Down, on 12 July 1867, assembled over 25,000 demonstrators. By ‘revitalising the cross-class Protestant alliance on which Orangeism was predicated’, it has been suggested, Johnston’s campaign provided the essential foundation for the formation of an Ulster Unionist political movement in the following decade.74 Johnston’s invocation of Ulster was very precise: ‘we in Ulster,’ he announced in 1864, ‘shall never endure tyranny in the name of the law’.75

In proposing repeal in 1872, Chief Secretary Lord Hartington had admitted the ‘injurious effect’ of an act, ‘constantly violated and never enforced’, being maintained ‘with a semblance of partiality’. This injurious effect was rather abstract, perhaps, compared with the immediate effect of the repeal. The 12 July 1872 Orange parade passed off without violence, but the newly founded Home Rule Association then organized its own inaugural demonstration, conspicuously featuring a supposed representation of Ulster in the form of ‘a boy dressed in green mantle trimmed with white and gold and mounted on a white horse with green trappings’.76 This was attacked as it set out from the city centre and again, more violently, at the brickfields – a frontier between the Falls Road and Shankill districts, where a month-long spate of house-wrecking followed. By the end of it some 840 families had been driven out, and their formerly mixed streets ‘had become almost entirely Catholic or Protestant’.77 After 1872, loyalists offered a violent challenge to every Catholic or nationalist procession in Belfast. As the home rule movement grew, a kind of guerrilla street-politics was already prepared to oppose it.

HOME RULE

Nationalities habitually define themselves in opposition to an Other; national identities can remain latent and diffuse until they face what is felt as an existential threat. The nature of Ulster identity would have remained an ethnographic curiosity, but for the development of the Irish nationalist movement in the nineteenth century. ‘As nationalist aspirations became more sharply defined, so also did an Ulster sense of difference.’78 For Irish nationalists, the defining ‘other’ was England, and the precondition of national freedom was, as Wolfe Tone put it, to ‘break the connection’. After Tone’s death in 1798, the changed political form of that connection meant that the Act of Union became the primary target: it would have to be done away with, either by outright repeal or by drastic remodelling. Daniel O’Connell’s repeal campaign brought forth what may be seen as the first partition proposal. Macaulay, a decade before he began his epic History, argued in parliament that O’Connell could not ‘find a reason for having a parliament at Dublin which will not be just as good for having another parliament at Londonderry’.79

When the repeal campaign failed in the 1840s, the alternatives were either to wrest freedom from Britain by force or somehow adjust it to fit within the union. The failure of ‘physical force men’ – first Young Ireland and then the Fenians (Irish Republican Brotherhood, IRB) to liberate Ireland in 1848 and 1867 opened a space for the second approach. Home rule, an attempt to square the circle of union and freedom, began as a unionist alternative to O’Connell’s repeal, which the founder of the Home Rule Association, Isaac Butt, thought was too negative, lacking any progressive dimension. Butt, a Donegal Protestant lawyer who became a nationalist hero for defending the Fenian rebels of 1867, thought repeal would merely pitch Ireland back into the clearly unsatisfactory political system of the eighteenth century. He also saw the union itself as having potential virtues, enlarging Ireland’s role in the world. His home rule was basically a federalist idea (and he chose not to resolve some of the vital issues, like the taxation powers of the Irish parliament, which would dog home rule throughout its career). It sparked neither strong enthusiasm nor violent objection. Butt’s own character was partly responsible: he lacked the ‘exasperation’ which his successor, Charles Stewart Parnell, had in spades.80 Under Parnell, home rule would generate both mass enthusiasm and organized resistance.

As president of the Amnesty Association, pressing for the release of Fenian prisoners, Butt had publicly identified with the IRB; the far more militant and anti-English Parnell may have joined it. So even though home rule would never offer Ireland more than autonomy within the union, it could well seem viscerally connected to separatists who demanded an independent republic. Both Butt and Parnell insisted on the unity of Ireland; both were Protestants. Butt saw home rule as the only political structure which could reconcile nationalism and unionism; Parnell seems to have simply ignored the potential problem of unionist resistance. The trajectory of home rule, though, painfully drawn out over half a century, could only aggravate that problem.

This modest devolutionary scheme would rapidly provoke a hostility – in Britain as well as Ireland – which can now appear disproportionate. It proposed transferring domestic administrative powers to an Irish government, while Ireland would remain part of the United Kingdom, sending MPs to the Westminster parliament, with very limited fiscal independence, and without any role in foreign policy or defence. Whether, if home rule had been enacted speedily, it might have resolved the ‘Irish Question’ – avoiding partition – is a central question in Irish history. Any answer must hinge on whether the resistance movement which instantly emerged in Ulster became more formidable as time passed, to the point at which it presented a real threat of civil war; there were, and still are, those who hold that the manifestations of loyalist militancy were a sham, a bluff which should have been called. This issue lies at the heart of the story that follows.

Home rule would be stymied for reasons which touch the core of the British political system’s governing
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