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        MAKING SENSE OF THE TROUBLES

        David McKittrick has reported on the
            Northern Ireland troubles since the 1970s. After working for the Irish Times
            and BBC he has been Ireland correspondent of the London Independent since 1985.
            Awards include the Orwell Prize, Correspondent of the Year and Belfast Journalist of the
            Year.

        David McVea graduated in politics and
            modern history from Queen’s University, Belfast, and has an MA from Sussex
            University. He was head of the politics department of a Belfast grammar school where he
            taught both history and political studies.

        They were among the authors of the landmark
            million-word book Lost Lives, detailing all those who died in the troubles,
            which received the Christopher Ewart-Biggs Memorial Prize for the promotion of peace and
            understanding in Ireland.

    
        To our wives and families

    
        Introduction

        This book is a fully updated version of our
            original work published in 2000 at a time of much uncertainty in Northern Ireland. The
            years that followed have been both highly eventful and mostly positive, witnessing a
            decline in violence and much political progress, producing a more stable political
            settlement than most had dared to hope for. While that settlement certainly has its
            critics, practically everyone regards it as preferable to what went before. There are
            still occasional crises but most of these tend to be political rather than violent, and
            are generally settled by negotiation. Politics has become the order of the day: and who
            would have guessed that, by 2012, one of the grumbles about the Stormont administration
            was that its proceedings had come to seem dull.

        People did not celebrate in the streets in
            2007 when two of the principal warriors of the troubles, loyalist Ian Paisley and
            republican Martin McGuinness, became joint heads of a new cross-community administration
            amid affirmations that the war was over and that a new era of cooperation was at hand.
            It flew in the face of history, experience and intuition to think of Paisley and
            McGuinness promising to run Northern Ireland together for the benefit of all. Paisley,
            as Northern Ireland’s new First Minister, spoke of ‘a time when hate will no
            longer rule’. McGuinness, the ex-IRA commander, spoke of peace and reconciliation.
            Almost four decades of death, destruction and distrust had left Northern Ireland such a
            tight, closed and wary society that the event brought few spontaneous eruptions of joy
            or celebration.

        And yet there was a near-universal sense –
            not quite a certainty, but much more than a hope – that Northern Ireland’s long
            nightmare was finally coming to an end after more than 3,700 deaths and after
            generations of discord. It felt over. The general desire for peace was
            so strong that it would be easy to be complacent and to assert that Northern Ireland
            would never experience war again. That error has certainly been made in the past: an
            eminent historian had airily written in the 1930s, for example, that while political and
            religious difficulties had left their marks on Ireland ‘they have been dissolved
            in the light of modern reasonableness’. This serves as a warning that it is
            dangerous to declare that peace has broken out in Ireland, especially Northern Ireland.
            The earlier history, and above all the troubles, left so many scars and so many
            divisions that the future is hardly likely to be a tranquil one. Yet the 2007 surge of
            ‘modern reasonableness’, together with the predominant feeling that decades
            of conflict had demonstrated that no one element was going to achieve victory over the
            others, seemed to indicate that a return to full-scale violence was scarcely imaginable.
            There will certainly be conflict ahead, but the betting is that it will for the most
            part be confined to the political arena rather than the streets of Belfast and the
            border lanes of south Armagh. That is probably as much as can be hoped for: Northern
            Ireland is never going to be a utopia, but nor is it fated to continue in violence.

        For very many people the troubles were a
            terrible time in which a generation grew up not knowing peace or stability. They
            represented a lethal but fascinating time in Northern Ireland’s history,
            witnessing as they did not only death, injury and destruction but also huge political
            and social change. While some might argue that it may be too early for a full account of
            these years, there is so much material available, and so many memories are so fresh,
            that we believe a proper attempt can be made to make some sense of the troubles.

        Many secrets doubtless remain to be
            revealed, and there is important information which may not emerge for many years, if
            ever. Some events and interpretations are destined to be disputed for decades, yet much
            of the course of the troubles is already reasonably clear. The main political events are
            there for all to see, as are the main characters. So too, tragically, are the more than
            3,700 deaths of the troubles, deaths whose consequences are all too evident to the
            relatives and friends affected.

        Both of the authors are acutely aware of this
            last, since we were among the five authors of Lost Lives, the book which gives
            an account of every troubles death. In writing this book it was always at the forefront
            of our minds that the troubles should not be regarded simply as a period of political
            upheaval but also as a time when so many lives were lost and so many people injured or
            bereaved. For this reason the reader will find here a greater than usual emphasis on the
            deaths as well as the major political events.

        Hundreds of books and millions of words have
            been written on the troubles: Lost Lives alone, for example, contains almost a
            million of them. The aim of this book is to provide an overview, excising a great many
            details. When the choice was between giving intricate detail or a broad-brush overview,
            we almost always opted for the latter. There were many points where we were tempted to
            pause and indulge in lengthier analysis but for the most part we aimed instead for
            maintaining narrative momentum. To complement this approach, the substantial chronology
            gives greater detail on many events.

        Our research involved consulting many of the
            hundreds of books on various aspects of this period, as well as going through primary
            source material in newspaper libraries and at the Public Record Office of Northern
            Ireland. We also consulted a vast collection of clippings and notes in addition to
            having journalistic access to many of the participants, ranging from those responsible
            for governing in London, Belfast and Dublin to those responsible for carrying out
            killings, covering the spectrum from politicians and officials to republicans and
            loyalists and all points in between. Our original brief was for ‘a clear, concise,
            authoritative history’ and we have adhered as closely as possible to that. This
            book was published first by Blackstaff of Belfast in 2000, in the following year by
            Penguin and in 2002 in the US by Ivan R. Dee of Chicago. Two new chapters bring the
            story up to 2012 while fresh analysis is presented of the major events. In addition to
            this we have also made various modifications, mostly minor, to the original text. For
            this version we have provided an updated chronology and statistical tables.

        In the first edition we concluded:
            ‘There is a widespread sense that a corner has been decisively turned. It can be
            forecast with some confidence that the future will bring much improvement on the last
            three turbulent decades.’ Much of this has been borne out with the virtual, though
            not complete, ending of troubles-related deaths. The political scene has improved beyond
            recognition, making advances which no one predicted and few dared to hope for.

        A new political dispensation has emerged
            while British–Irish relations have entered a golden age. Soldiers have all but
            disappeared from the streets. The IRA has departed and Sinn Féin endorses new policing
            arrangements. Loyalist paramilitary activity has plummeted while unionist leaders have
            developed constructive new relations with the Irish Republic. This settlement has
            received overwhelming endorsement in a number of elections. The world, and almost
            everyone in Northern Ireland, now simply wants the new political axis to provide stable
            government, to secure the peace, and to consign the troubles to the past.
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The static society 1921–63


      
        Protestants and Catholics

        The troubles which broke out in the late
            1960s had roots going back many decades, for Northern Ireland never resembled a place at
            peace with itself. In what are today assumed to be quiet and uneventful periods, even a
            cursory glance at the records of the time reveals a most unsettled society. A stream of
            incidents, large and small, testified to deep and dangerous fault lines in the society.
            Viewed from this perspective, the troubles can be seen as a more violent expression of
            existing animosities and unresolved issues of nationality, religion, power and
            territorial rivalry. They can be viewed in fact simply as a new phase in a continuum of
            division. With hindsight the seeds of the later violence can be seen with some
            clarity.

        In the 1960s, as in later decades, four
            basic elements were present in the Northern Ireland equation. First there were the
            Protestants, who made up roughly two-thirds of the population of a million and a half.
            The vast majority of Protestants were Unionists, favouring the existing link with
            Britain. Although they always had criticisms of London governments, they emphatically
            regarded themselves as British and not Irish. They not only treasured the link with
            Britain but dreaded the alternative, which they envisaged as a united Ireland in which
            Irish nationalists would attack their political, religious and economic interests.

        Almost all Protestants voted Unionist but
            scarcely any Catholics did. Catholics, the second major element of the equation, made up
                the other one-third of the population and in the main viewed
            themselves not as British but as Irish. Most of them regarded Northern Ireland as an
            unsatisfactory and even illegitimate state, believing that an independent united Ireland
            was the natural political unit for the island. The heart of the Northern Ireland problem
            lies in this clash between two competing national aspirations. This basic competition is
            complicated by issues of power, territory and justice.

        The third and fourth elements involved were
            the British and Irish governments. The word ‘involved’ is largely a
            misnomer, since until the late 1960s both attempted, generally successfully, to keep the
            Northern Ireland issue at arm’s length. With the onset of the troubles, however,
            both were drawn ever more deeply into the problem.

        The roots of that problem lay deep in
            history. As the twentieth century began the population of Ireland, which was a part of
            the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, was four and a quarter million, made up
            of three and a quarter million Catholics and just over one million Protestants. Most of
            the Protestants were descendants of settlers who emigrated from England and Scotland to
            various parts of Ireland with the encouragement of English governments, mainly in the
            sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A major aim of the settlements was to plant a loyal
            British garrison community to establish control in the face of periodic Irish uprisings
            which at times threatened English security by linking up with England’s
            traditional Catholic enemies, France and Spain.

        At times some Protestants identified with
            Irish causes against the English, but these were the exceptions. Although there was some
            inter-marriage between the Catholic natives and Protestant settlers, the two
            communities, especially in the north-east, continued down through the years to regard
            themselves as largely separate entities. The Protestant settler community enjoyed
            political and economic ascendancy. The communities were differentiated primarily on the
            basis of conflicting national identities, but the various other important points of
            difference kept communal divisions fresh and potent.

        As the nineteenth century ended there was
            increasing pressure in Ireland for what was known as Home Rule, whose supporters advocated a new Dublin parliament under Westminster’s authority.
            At this stage the demand for complete Irish independence did not have significant
            support, but Home Rule seemed a real possibility. Unionists were opposed to the concept,
            organising themselves to fight against the attempts of Liberal governments to bring it
            into being in the last two decades of the nineteenth century. Unionists feared Home Rule
            as a threat to the Union with Britain, and as a prelude to complete Irish independence
            and the ending of Protestant and British domination of Irish affairs.

        Unionist resistance was strongest in the
            north-eastern counties where the largest concentration of Protestants lived. In the
            nineteenth century, especially around Belfast, a prosperous economy had been developed
            based on industries such as linen, shipbuilding and engineering. This north-eastern
            region was very much part of the British industrial economy, Belfast having closer ties
            and economic similarities with Glasgow and Liverpool than with Dublin.

        Protestants mobilised formidable bodies such
            as the Ulster Unionist Council and the Orange Order, a long-established Protestant
            grouping, to oppose any weakening of the link with Britain and to safeguard Protestant
            interests. (There is much continuity here: the UUC was the forerunner of the Ulster
            Unionist party, which together with the Orange Order remains in existence to this
            day.)

        Between 1912 and 1914 the British government
            again introduced a Home Rule Bill which this time seemed certain to become law. The
            response of Unionists was to pledge their determination to oppose Home Rule by
            ‘all means which may be found necessary’. In the spring of 1914 Unionist
            leaders organised the smuggling in of 25,000 rifles and 3 million rounds of ammunition
            from Germany. These were used to arm an unofficial Protestant militia, the Ulster
            Volunteer Force. With vast rallies and drilling exercises, Unionism openly proclaimed
            its readiness to act outside the law. But just as a major military confrontation seemed
            inevitable, the outbreak of World War One intervened and the issue was put on ice for
            its duration.

        1916 saw the Easter Rising in Dublin, with a
            small number of republicans staging an armed rebellion against British rule. The rising
            itself was quickly put down, but the action of the British government of the day in
            executing many of its leaders rebounded: London was deemed to have overreacted and a
            huge swell of sympathy for the republicans ensued. By the time World War One ended in
            1918, the Irish desire for Home Rule had been swept away and replaced by the demand for
            an independent Irish republic. The newly formed Irish Republican Army, known as the IRA,
            began a violent campaign against Britain which is today referred to in the south as the
            War of Independence. After lengthy negotiations, Westminster in 1920 passed the
            Government of Ireland Act in an attempt to satisfy the conflicting demands of the two
            traditions.

        In essence this act hoped to solve the
            problem by keeping all of Ireland in British hands while providing for a Home Rule
            parliament in the twenty-six southern counties, together with a separate devolved
            parliament for the six north-eastern counties. As well as having its own parliament
            Northern Ireland would continue to send MPs to Westminster. Aware of the rising
            nationalist tide, Ulster Unionists reluctantly accepted this and Northern Ireland came
            into existence. Irish nationalists rejected the plan and their war for independence
            continued until a treaty in 1921 created a twenty-six-county Irish Free State.

        The new state

        Northern Ireland was born in violence. From
            the first months of its existence there were occasional IRA raids from across the new
            border as well as major outbreaks of sectarian violence, especially in Belfast. In the
            two years from June 1920 until June 1922, 428 people were killed, two-thirds of them
            Catholic, fourteen people dying in one weekend. The communal violence in Belfast, which
            was on a scale and ferocity not equalled until August 1969, left a deep and bitter
            imprint on many in both communities.

        The creation of Northern Ireland did not bring
            security for the Protestants despite their comfortable majority, for it was clear that
            London was never as committed to the Union as they were. They lived in a state of
            political nervousness, constantly fearing British policy might move to support a united
            Ireland. They also remained deeply suspicious of the almost half-million Catholics who
            found themselves within the boundaries of the new Northern Ireland.

        Those Catholics considered themselves
            trapped in this new state, denied their Irish identity, cut off from their
            co-religionists in the Free State and politically powerless. To this was quickly added
            another complaint: that the Unionist establishment, which was to run the state on the
            basis of Protestant majority rule for the following half-century, actively discriminated
            against Catholics in the allocation of jobs and housing, over political rights and in
            other areas.

        The boundaries of Northern Ireland which
            came into being in 1921 were essentially worked out between Westminster and the Ulster
            Unionist party. The six north-eastern counties of Ireland made up the new state, with
            Belfast as its capital. Unionists used the word ‘Ulster’ to describe the new
            entity, though nationalists objected to this. Catholics who use the term
            ‘Ulster’ generally mean one of the four ancient provinces into which Ireland
            was quartered, the others being Leinster, Munster and Connaught. This Ulster had nine
            counties, Antrim, Armagh, Down, Derry (only Unionists tended to call it Londonderry),
            Fermanagh, Tyrone, Cavan, Donegal and Monaghan. Although Northern Ireland consisted of
            only the first six of these, Unionists appropriated the word ‘Ulster’ and
            made extensive use of it. The defining feature of the new entity was its demographics:
            it was two-thirds Protestant and one-third Catholic, the guiding concept in deciding its
            borders having been that it should have a decisive Protestant majority.

        In the early days many people, both
            Protestant and Catholic, were unsure whether the new state would survive. Some
            nationalists believed it to be too small to form the basis of a feasible state, and
            assumed it would prove unworkable. Some thought the promised review by a Boundary
            Commission would end its existence by reducing its size even further,
            although when the commission’s report emerged in 1925 no changes to the border
            resulted. Many Protestants wondered whether Northern Ireland could hold out in the face
            of an apparently lukewarm British commitment, as well as hostility from nationalists
            both within its boundaries and from the new and almost entirely Catholic state to the
            south.

        In the event, however, Britain attempted no
            withdrawal, the south attempted no invasion, and the northern Catholic minority proved
            politically impotent. Britain hoped the Irish question, as the issue had been known
            during the nineteenth century, had been settled by the partition of Ireland. The Free
            State was aggrieved by the loss of what it regarded as its rightful territory, but
            concentrated its attention on making a success of its own fledgling state.

        Northern Ireland settled down, within a
            perhaps surprisingly few years, into what looked like stability. There was violence, but
            it was contained; there was a great deal of communal tension, but it too was contained;
            and after some troubled years a sullen form of peace descended. It was however a peace
            achieved at a high cost, for the new state had an imbalance at its heart. Most Unionist
            politicians had not wanted their own devolved parliament in Belfast, preferring to
            remain more closely integrated with Britain. But once the 1920 settlement had handed
            almost all political power into their hands, they realised they could make effective use
            of it to buttress and protect the new Northern Ireland.

        This aim took precedence over all other
            considerations, including any thought of building bridges between Protestants and
            Catholics. Catholic representatives of the time tended to hope not for some new shared
            system, but for its collapse. They often resorted to boycotting the new institutions,
            both political leaders and Catholic bishops making no secret of their hope that Northern
            Ireland would not last.

        The prevailing attitudes were aptly
            described decades later, in 1998, by Ulster Unionist party leader David Trimble, when he
            said in his speech accepting the Nobel peace prize: ‘Ulster Unionists, fearful of
            being isolated on the island, built a solid house, but it was a cold
            house for Catholics. And northern nationalists, although they had a roof over their
            heads, seemed to us as if they meant to burn the house down.’

        The Unionist party spoke for the
            overwhelming majority of Protestant voters, and since Protestants were in a majority it
            automatically became the new government. It was to hold this position for half a
            century, wielding virtually complete and certainly uninterrupted power. The Northern
            Ireland system was closely modelled on the House of Commons at Westminster, but
            crucially it lacked the element of alternation in government: the 1920 settlement had
            ensured that nationalists were forever excluded from power and that Unionists forever
            wielded it in unbroken one-party rule. The steps the Unionist party took in the 1920s to
            strengthen its own power, and to defend the existence of the state, created a system of
            extraordinary longevity which was to preserve and reinforce many of the attitudes of the
            1920s.

        The system survived for so long because of
            Unionism’s monolithic strength, aided by divisions within nationalism and by
            Westminster indifference. It turned out not to be a fair arrangement, but in
            London’s terms it worked, and a potentially vexatious state remained reasonably
            quiet.

        The collective self-image of Unionists today
            is not far removed from that of their ancestors as they arrived in Ireland, or from that
            of the founding fathers of Northern Ireland. They saw themselves as a frontier community
            facing wily and violent enemies, and backed by only half-hearted allies. Unionists were
            for the most part an inward-looking people, conservative, cautious and suspicious of
            change. In this they followed the model of their forebears who, moving from England and
            Scotland and given territory in a hostile land, developed a defensive attitude evident
            in the later Unionist slogans of ‘No Surrender’ and ‘What we have we
            hold’ and ‘Not an inch’. Socially Unionists could be warm-hearted and
            tremendously hospitable: politically they were fated to be eternally on the
            defensive.

        The government system put in place in the
            1920s is one of the keys to explaining the later troubles, since there
            was such extraordinary continuity in its workings over the decades, and since the
            outbreak of the troubles was so directly related to it. The Catholic civil rights
            movement would take to the streets in 1968 with complaints which related directly to the
            arrangements of the 1920s.

        Consolidating control

        From the start the Unionist party’s
            leaders believed that the new state could only survive if the levers of power were
            firmly in reliable Protestant hands. The first instincts of Unionists, having been put
            in charge by Westminster, were to ensure that their power should be both undiluted and
            permanent. Thus one of the new government’s earliest acts was to set about
            changing the voting system and local council boundaries inherited by the new Unionist
            government.

        This was a key measure since the
            seventy-three local authorities were important as sources of power and patronage in
            areas such as housing and education. In the first council elections after partition the
            Unionist party had won control of around two-thirds of them, but some of those in
            nationalist hands were troublesome. A number of western councils had symbolically voted
            to secede from Northern Ireland and join the south, while others refused to acknowledge
            the authority of the new government. Northern Ireland’s first prime minister,
            James Craig, responded quickly by revising the voting system and later altering
            boundaries so that Unionists could deal with such mutinous councils by simply assuming
            control of them.

        In 1922 the voting system known as
            proportional representation (PR) was abolished. Its removal was by no means simply a
            technical adjustment, since it had been built in both as an actual safeguard for
            Catholic and Protestant minorities in the two parts of Ireland and also a symbol of
            respect for their views. The first-past-the-post system introduced in its place,
            together with the highly partisan redrawing of local government boundaries, was of huge
            benefit to the Unionist party. As a result of the changes nationalists
            lost their majorities in thirteen of twenty-four councils they had originally
            controlled. Surveying the electoral consequences decades later, Professor John Whyte
            concluded: ‘Nationalists were manipulated out of control in a number of councils
            where they had a majority of electors. This is one of the clearest areas of
            discrimination in the whole field of controversy.’

        Northern Ireland’s second city,
            Londonderry, moved from nationalist to Unionist control even though it had a clear
            nationalist majority. Another adjustment was made there years later in 1936, when local
            Unionist party leaders feared they might lose control of the city. One of Craig’s
            cabinet ministers wrote to him: ‘Unless something is done now, it is only a matter
            of time until Derry passes into the hands of the Nationalist and Sinn Féin parties for
            all time. On the other hand, if proper steps are taken now, I believe Derry can be saved
            for years to come.’

        The government did indeed take such steps,
            in the form of an ingenious new arrangement designed to ensure that around 7,500
            Unionist voters returned twelve councillors while 10,000 nationalist voters returned
            only eight. Nationalists branded this boundary manipulation as
            ‘gerrymandering’, a term which was to have a prominent place in the
            political lexicon for many decades. In public Unionist party representatives denied its
            existence in Londonderry and elsewhere, but in private some were more candid, one
            Unionist MP describing the new arrangements as a ‘shameless and obvious
            gerrymander’. Another senior Unionist was to write to the Unionist cabinet in
            1968, against the background of the civil rights campaign, saying:

        
            If ever a community had a right to
                demonstrate against a denial of civil rights, Derry is the finest example. A Roman
                Catholic and nationalist city has for three or four decades been administered (and
                none too fairly administered) by a Protestant and Unionist majority secured by a
                manipulation of the ward boundaries for the sole purpose of retaining Unionist
                control. I was consulted by Sir James Craig at the time it was
                done. Craig thought that the fate of our constitution was on a knife edge at the
                time and that, in the circumstances, it was defensible on the basis that the safety
                of the State is the supreme law. It was most clearly understood that the arrangement
                was to be a temporary measure – five years was mentioned.

        

        The original abolition of PR in local
            government was so successful in enhancing the Unionist party’s power that in the
            late 1920s Craig did the same thing for the Belfast parliament. Again PR was dropped and
            again constituency boundaries were redrawn. The first election to the parliament, in
            1921, had produced a comfortable majority for the Unionist party but Craig put much
            effort into increasing its grip by weeding out the handful of independent Unionists who
            were not subject to his party’s direct control. The Unionist government carried
            out an intricate micromanagement of the new system. It carefully calculated that under a
            first-past-the-post system and with the new boundaries, nationalists could expect to
            keep a dozen of the fifty-two seats, a figure it considered as respectable while
            offering no real threat to Unionist control. The new voting system meant that nearly
            every contest pitted a Unionist party candidate against an anti-Unionist. Independent
            Unionist candidates who thought of standing were denounced as renegades who were liable
            to ‘split the vote’, risking a nationalist victory by dividing Protestant
            support.

        In Craig’s terms the ending of PR in
            elections to parliament worked beautifully, his party winning thirty-seven of the
            fifty-two seats in 1929. While the exercise had been aimed at wiping out independent
            Unionists, the 37 to 15 majority it delivered to Craig was so overwhelming that most of
            the Catholic opposition simply gave up. Most nationalists rarely attended and debates
            became much shorter, the votes which followed becoming mere formalities. In 1933, in
            fact, the entire general election became a formality since twenty-seven seats were
            uncontested by non-Unionists. As a result the Unionist party won the election before a
            vote was cast.

        Craig’s was a vision of the politics
            of permanent confrontation. His model was one of trench warfare of the
            kind he had personally experienced as a soldier in World War One, with rival forces in
            perpetual and often static enmity. He succeeded in constructing a political version of
            the western front, though in this instance the outcome of the war was pre-ordained as a
            victory for Unionism. Northern Ireland’s demographic make-up and the governing
            set-up and other factors left Unionists in permanent possession of the citadels of
            power. The trench warfare model was to endure for decades.

        Nationalists regarded all this as deeply
            undemocratic. The only element with the power to intervene was Westminster itself, which
            had laid down in Section 75 of the 1920 Government of Ireland Act that, notwithstanding
            devolution, it retained supreme authority over Northern Ireland matters. The British
            government of the day disapproved of the abolition of PR in local government and asked
            Craig not to proceed, but when he and his cabinet threatened to resign, British
            ministers backed down. This confrontation, which took place in private, set a
            far-reaching precedent in that Westminster conceded that Unionism was effectively in
            charge. That same Section 75 would, in the late 1960s, reappear on the political agenda
            when debates broke out on exactly what influence Westminster could wield over the
            Unionist government.

        But in the 1920s London politicians, who in
            any case tended to have a strong instinct to keep matters Irish at arm’s length,
            accepted these realities. Nationalists and others who journeyed to London to complain
            about practices in Belfast started then to hear a response that would become familiar
            over the decades: such things were the concern of the Belfast parliament itself, which
            was the proper place in which to raise them. Thus a Conservative Home Secretary in
            London, receiving in 1928 a delegation complaining of the abolition of PR, told them it
            was a matter for Craig. The Home Secretary then wrote to Craig: ‘I don’t
            know whether you would care at any time to discuss the matter with me; of course I am
            always at your disposal. But beyond that “I know my place”, and don’t
            propose to interfere.’ This was also the attitude of the Westminster Commons,
            where as early as 1922 a convention was established prohibiting parliamentary questions or debates on matters within the Belfast parliament’s
            jurisdiction. This convention was to prevail for almost half a century.

        The absence of Westminster supervision, the
            establishment of what was in effect a permanent Unionist government and the Unionist
            party’s domination of local government represented the top strata of Unionist
            power in Northern Ireland. That power had, however, many other aspects which, taken
            together, amounted to a remarkable degree of control over most aspects of government and
            society. This control extended to the fields of justice and law and order. Judges and
            magistrates were almost all Protestants, many of them closely associated with the
            Unionist party. Between 1937 and 1968, for example, thirteen sitting Unionist MPs were
            appointed judges, moving effortlessly from making laws to enforcing them.

        The Ulster Special Constabulary, the heavily
            armed auxiliary force later known more often as the B Specials, was exclusively
            Protestant. Although it seemed for a fleeting moment that the new police force, the
            Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), might become religiously integrated, it remained
            throughout its history more than 90 per cent Protestant. The police had no real
            operational independence, responding directly to directions from ministers, with senior
            police officers sometimes attending cabinet meetings. The political, legal and policing
            worlds were thus inextricably linked: one community governed, judged and policed the
            other.

        RUC officers carried revolvers and sometimes
            heavier weaponry, while the armament of the B Specials included handguns, rifles and
            submachine guns. The police had at their disposal the Special Powers Act, a sweeping
            piece of legislation which allowed arrests without warrant, internment without trial,
            unlimited search powers and bans on meetings and publications, as well as providing
            far-reaching catch-all clauses. Most of these provisions were used sparingly but their
            existence, together with the large numbers of police and B Specials, brought Catholic
            complaints that policing had a military character and very often an intimidating effect.
            These security forces, once pointedly described as the armed wing of
            Unionism, not only maintained law and order but also provided jobs for Protestants.

        This was one of many points of Protestant
            advantage in the field of employment. The civil service was predominantly Protestant,
            with perhaps 10 per cent Catholic representation in its lower reaches. A 1943 survey
            established that there were no Catholics in the 55 most senior jobs, with only 37
            Catholics in the 600 middle-ranking posts. The picture was similar in most local
            authorities and other parts of the public sector, with only occasional exceptions. There
            were no Catholics among the cabinet, the senior staff in the Stormont Commons, the top
            ranks of the RUC, the Civil Service Commission and other important public bodies.

        In the private sector many large firms, and
            indeed whole industries, commonly had workforces that were more than 90 per cent
            Protestant, while Catholics tended to predominate in some lower-status occupations such
            as the drinks trade. The jewels in Northern Ireland’s industrial crown, such as
            its shipyards and heavy engineering concerns, employed few Catholics. Moreover there
            were, at times of high tension, periodic purges in which Catholic workers were forcibly
            expelled from some of the big companies. Unsurprisingly, Catholic unemployment was
            generally more than double Protestant unemployment, partly because of these patterns and
            partly because a higher proportion of Catholics lived in areas of high unemployment such
            as the west.

        Part of this picture was the result of
            apparently innocuous practices such as recruitment of staff by word of mouth or on the
            recommendation of a friend or a relative. Usually this meant the hiring of another
            Protestant since most employers, particularly those with large concerns, were
            Protestant. Such habits, though seeming to be the natural run of things in the eyes of
            those who benefited from them, nonetheless played a part in perpetuating employment
            differentials.

        Housing was another area that produced much
            Catholic complaint, especially after World War Two when a major building programme was
            introduced to improve the very poor housing standards. Housing was
            largely in the hands of local councils, and although many councils functioned in a
            non-controversial manner, in others policy was distorted for political ends. What made
            house building and allocation so sensitive was that voting in local government elections
            was limited to ratepayers and their spouses. A new house would thus often carry two
            votes, a matter that could be of great political significance in areas where the
            Unionist and nationalist votes were evenly balanced. The most frequent criticisms were
            of councils in western counties where battles for control were the hardest fought.

        Votes had an extra significance in local
            government, where the electorate was a full one-quarter smaller than that for the
            Belfast parliament. Since only ratepayers and their spouses had the vote, others such as
            subtenants, lodgers and anyone living at home with their parents could not vote. This
            restriction, which most affected the poorer sections of the population, was later to
            provide one of the most potent slogans for the civil rights movement with its demand for
            ‘one man – one vote’. Paradoxically, the acceleration in house building
            after 1945 heightened the potential for controversy by providing local councils with
            many more houses to assign. This was a heavily politicised activity: in some cases
            individual dwellings were allocated at council meetings, though more often allocations
            were decided by small groups of councillors on housing committees. In 1963 the Unionist
            chairman of Enniskillen housing committee made clear their approach: ‘The council
            will decide what wards the houses are to be built in. We are not going to build houses
            in the South Ward and cut a rod to beat ourselves later on. We are going to see that the
            right people are put in these houses, and we are not going to apologise for
            it.’

        The record of the Unionist government,
            particularly in its early decades, contains many instances of senior government
            ministers not only condoning similar practices but approving of them. The tone was set
            by Craig when, in response to criticism of the Orange Order, he told the Belfast
            parliament: ‘I have always said I am an Orangeman first and a politician and
            member of this parliament afterwards. All I boast is that we are a
            Protestant parliament and a Protestant state.’ Down the years this, slightly
            misquoted, entered political folklore as ‘a Protestant parliament for a Protestant
            people’.

        The Orange Order

        The Orange Order, a Protestant organisation
            viewed by Catholics as bigoted and anti-Catholic but regarded by most Protestants as an
            important guardian of their heritage, held a significant place in political life. The
            Unionist community contained in its ranks people who differed widely in terms of class,
            outlook and geography. While Catholics had only one church, Protestants were splintered
            into dozens of denominations, large and small, from high-church Anglicans to
            Presbyterians with a history of independence and dissent. The Orange Order played a key
            role in providing the political cement to hold them all together.

        The Order was founded in 1795 following
            clashes between Protestant and Catholic factions in County Armagh. This mêlée, known now
            as the Battle of the Diamond, is one of the major events in Orange folk history,
            together with two incidents in the seventeenth century when Protestants prevailed over
            Catholics, the Siege of Derry in 1689 and the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. In later
            years the Orange Order established what came to be known as the marching season, holding
            hundreds of parades during the summer months. In the nineteenth century these gave rise
            to recurring riots, particularly in Belfast. One official report said: ‘The
            celebration of that (Orange July) festival is plainly and unmistakably the originating
            cause of these riots.’ It added that the occasion was used ‘to remind one
            party of the triumph of their ancestors over those of the other, and to inculcate the
            feelings of Protestant superiority over their Roman Catholic neighbours’.

        The Orange culture was separatist and
            anti-ecumenical. Although its regulations told its members to abstain from uncharitable
            words or deeds against Catholics, they were also pledged to
            ‘resist the ascendancy of that church’ by all lawful means. They were
            further warned not to attend ‘any act or ceremony of Popish worship’. One
            observer summed it up: ‘The Orange Order ensures that the majority of the majority
            maintain a rigid stance. It articulates their underlying fears in such a way as to
            suggest that there is only one way of guarding against the dangers: obstinate resistance
            rather than mutual accommodation.’ Orange lodges provided the framework for the
            Ulster Volunteer Force, and from the start the new state took on a distinctly Orange
            hue. An Orange lodge was established within the RUC, while Orangemen made up the bulk of
            the B Specials, who in some areas were based in Orange halls.

        Politically too, Orangeism became an
            integral part of the state. Between 1921 and 1969 only three of fifty-four Unionist
            cabinet ministers were not members of the Order. Three others left the Order while in
            office: one was expelled for attending a Catholic service as part of his public duties,
            while another resigned when his daughter married a Catholic. Eighty-seven of the
            ninety-five Unionist backbenchers during the same period were members of the Order. The
            Order was institutionally linked to the Unionist party, occupying a substantial
            proportion of the seats on the Ulster Unionist Council, the party’s ruling body.
            Many Unionist party meetings were held in Orange halls, with ministers using Orange
            platforms to deliver important speeches.

        The power of the Orange Order during those
            years has been described by two senior Methodists: ‘Membership was an
            indispensable condition of political advancement. It protected the employment of
            Protestants by its influence over employers, which is a polite way of saying that it
            contrived systematic discrimination against Catholics. Local authorities were dominated
            by members of the local lodges.’ Orange marches became part of the fabric of
            Unionist government while at the same time nationalist parades were subject to severe
            restriction. The Twelfth of July celebrations, the climax of the Orange marching season,
            effectively became a ritual of state.

        In essence Orange culture set the tone for
            Unionist rule at Stormont. One classic instance of the Orange Order’s influence
            prevailing over other considerations was seen in 1934 when the Order complained that a
            Catholic was working as a gardener in the grounds of Stormont, the large east Belfast
            estate where a new parliament building had been erected. The fact that the man had a
            distinguished war record and a personal reference from the Prince of Wales himself was
            not enough to overcome the Orange objection to his religion.

        On numerous occasions over the decades
            complaints from hardliners within the Unionist party and the Orange Order galvanised the
            Stormont government into reassuring them. In 1933, for example, the Minister of Labour
            (and later prime minister) J. M. Andrews reacted quickly to rumours that the porters at
            Stormont included many Catholics. He told MPs: ‘Another allegation made against
            the government, and which was untrue, was that, of 31 porters at Stormont, 28 were Roman
            Catholic. I have investigated the matter, and I find that there are 30 Protestants, and
            only one Roman Catholic there temporarily.’

        This excess of populism was a familiar
            feature of the Unionist party leadership both before and during the troubles: again and
            again leaders were nervous of the Protestant grassroots and often reluctant to stand up
            to extremists. Their actions mirrored to an extraordinary extent, either through
            conviction or ambition, the views of their grassroots. Some ministers were personally
            frankly anti-Catholic; others did not necessarily hold extreme views, but regarded
            voicing them as a political necessity.

        Ministers and MPs regularly made statements
            directed against Catholics. One minister, Basil Brooke, who was later to become prime
            minister, declared: ‘Many in the audience employ Catholics, but I have not one
            about my place. Catholics are out to destroy Ulster with all their might and power. They
            want to nullify the Protestant vote and take all they can out of Ulster, and then see it
            go to hell.’ When the then prime minister, James Craig, was asked to disown this
            statement he responded not with condemnation but endorsement, declaring
            in Stormont: ‘He spoke entirely on his own when he made the speech, but there is
            not one of my colleagues who does not entirely agree with him, and I would not ask him
            to withdraw one word he said.’ Other ministers transmitted the same unmistakable
            message. The Minister of Agriculture, Sir Edward Archdale, said: ‘I have 109
            officials, and so far as I know there are four Roman Catholics, three of whom were civil
            servants turned over to me, whom I had to take when we began.’ Nationalist critics
            chronicled dozens of similar statements.

        Craig and Brooke and many of their closest
            associates were from the upper strata of society. Craig was the son of a millionaire
            whiskey distiller, while Brooke came from a landowning family which had centuries
            earlier settled in rich Fermanagh farmland. The Unionist party was firmly in the hands
            of men from big business and the landed gentry, many of them well-educated and
            well-travelled. Yet very often they appeared to share the most basic sentiments of their
            grassroots. One cabinet minister would not use the telephone for sensitive conversations
            after he discovered ‘with a great deal of surprise, that a Roman Catholic
            telephonist has been appointed to Stormont’. Craig’s personal feelings were
            described by Dame Enid Lyons, wife of Joseph Lyons, who was prime minister of Australia
            in the 1930s. She recalled in her memoirs:

        
            Lord Craigavon, the fiercely
                anti-Catholic prime minister of Northern Ireland, asked Joe at a banquet:
                ‘Lyons, have you got many Catholics in Australia?’ ‘Oh, about one
                in five,’ Joe had replied. ‘Well watch them, Lyons, watch them,’
                Craigavon had urged. ‘They breed like bloody rabbits.’

        

        Catholics were not actively persecuted by
            the authorities; they were not deported to the south; only a comparatively small number,
            nearly all active republicans, ever experienced internment without trial. The Catholic
            Church was free to go about its business, and to run its own schools and hospital
            facilities, though there was much wrangling about whether the Unionist government was
            adequately contributing to their upkeep. Nationalist newspapers, in
            particular the Belfast-based Irish News, were generally free to criticise the
            government and unceasingly did so. (That newspaper provided a daily reminder of Catholic
            disapproval of the state: for decades it refused to use the title ‘Northern
            Ireland’, referring instead to ‘the Six County State’.)

        But Catholics and nationalists were clearly
            regarded as second-class citizens, as intrinsically dangerous to the state, and as being
            less deserving of houses and jobs than their Protestant neighbours. A very few Catholics
            reached high office in the judiciary, the civil service and other spheres, but it was
            always clear these were to be exceptions to the general rule. The representatives of
            Catholics and nationalists were deliberately and efficiently excluded from political
            power or influence. This was not Nazi Germany or anything like it. But it was
            institutionalised partiality, and there was no means of redress for Catholic grievances,
            no avenue of appeal against either real or imagined discrimination. Freed from any
            effective oversight the Unionist machine was able to function without any checks or
            balances or mechanisms which might have curbed excesses.

        The Catholic minority

        In these circumstances most Catholic
            representatives resorted to the politics of bitter but ineffectual complaint, and
            indulgence in an often monotonous rehearsal of familiar grievances. Many stayed away
            from Stormont for long periods of time, maintaining that attendance was a humiliating
            travesty of parliamentary practice. The Catholic Church firmly hung on to its control of
            the education of its flock: this was a familiar stance of the Church in many countries,
            but in Northern Ireland there seemed an extra determination to keep young Catholics out
            of the clutches of Stormont. Some Unionists were to claim that Catholic children should
            take their places in the state-run schools attended by Protestants, but in truth neither side favoured religious integration in schools. Both were more
            comfortable with their ‘own sort’.

        The Catholic Church was not enthusiastic
            about integration, forbidding Catholics from attending Protestant church services. Many
            of the better-educated Catholics went on to the priesthood but overall the Catholic
            middle class was unusually small. Its members tended to service the Catholic community
            in areas such as the law, medicine, education, construction, shops and pubs. It was not
            until the introduction of UK-wide education reforms in the late 1940s that third-level
            education came within the grasp of working-class students, both Catholic and
            Protestant.

        With Catholic unemployment at high levels
            and many of the better jobs regarded as the preserve of Protestants, the Catholic
            emigration rate was higher than that of Protestants. Many Catholic schools advised
            pupils not to apply to the civil service or local authorities for jobs, regarding such
            applications as pointless. Those few Catholics who did reach senior posts in areas such
            as the civil service tended to be viewed by their co-religionists as rare and faintly
            unpatriotic creatures. One of the most senior Catholic civil servants wrote in his
            memoirs that to other Catholics, people like him ‘were lost souls’.

        While there had always been a large measure
            of segregation between Protestants and Catholics, particularly in Belfast, the Stormont
            system helped ensure that such patterns would continue. The two communities mixed in
            some fields, but in their housing, education, and very often in their employment they
            kept apart. The situation was summed up in 1971 by a Catholic observer who said:
            ‘If there is one thing which I have learned in my 30–40 odd years as a community
            social worker it is this: that, broadly speaking, two communities have lived side by
            side in Northern Ireland without really knowing each other, or without making any real
            honest, sincere and conscious effort to bridge the communications gap.’

        Politics atrophied in both communities. Many
            nationalists simply did not vote or voted only rarely, succumbing to apathy brought on
            by the realisation that the Unionist voting machine was invincible. In
            contrast to the highly effective communication skills which it would develop during the
            troubles, the Catholic community was able to attract little attention or sympathy from
            outsiders. It often came across as negative, backward-looking and incessantly
            complaining.

        When they did vote, a number of options were
            available to Catholics. The main Catholic voice in Stormont was provided by the
            Nationalist party, though the word ‘party’ is probably a misnomer for a body
            so disorganised and lacking in either central control or agreement on policy. The
            party’s representatives frequently went their own individual ways, often resorting
            to boycotting Stormont. Its nominal leader in the 1960s, Londonderry accountant Eddie
            McAteer, was an early exponent of the ear-catching soundbite, but failed to develop a
            coherent philosophy or plan of action. He and his colleagues were often characterised as
            rural, old, staid, conservative and unimaginative. They tended not to be held in high
            esteem, even by their own voters. ‘They were the boys who huffed in the
            corner,’ a Catholic politician of a later age remarked. Another Catholic observer,
            who was a young teacher in the 1950s, recalled:

        
            Unionists could despise the Nationalist
                MPs, as they did – almost as much as the nationalist population who voted for them
                despised them. It was because of the pointlessness of their political programme:
                they had none, except to say that in an ideal world this state wouldn’t exist.
                But they had no programme to bring about this ideal world, no function other than to
                protest. There was nothing the Nationalists could do.

        

        While Nationalists tended to dominate in
            country areas, Belfast was different. Here a number of canny representatives emerged
            from the backstreets to act as local champions. Some founded micro-parties whose titles
            included designations such as ‘Republican’, ‘Socialist’ or
            ‘Labour’. The most successful of these was to be Gerry Fitt, a one-time
            merchant seaman and Belfast councillor who was elected to Westminster
            in 1966 on a Republican Labour party platform. In many Westminster elections, seats were
            contested by Sinn Féin on an abstentionist ticket, its candidates pledging not to take
            their seats if elected. The Sinn Féin of the 1950s bore little resemblance to the
            republican party that would emerge as an electoral force in the 1980s, its earlier
            approach being largely confined to the politics of the defiant gesture.

        The IRA stayed in being throughout Northern
            Ireland’s history, though it remained tiny and ineffectual before its rapid
            expansion in the early 1970s. Its sporadic campaigns were dealt with reasonably easily
            by the authorities: its most determined effort, in the 1950s, was crushed by the use of
            internment without trial on both sides of the border, and ignominiously petered out.

        While internment and other security measures
            were the immediate causes of the IRA’s periodic defeats, a much more telling
            factor lay in the judgement of the Catholic population as a whole that its violence was
            futile. Although most Catholics held the aspiration to one day see a united Ireland,
            this did not extend to enthusiasm for the bomb and the bullet. A major 1960s opinion
            poll found, in fact, that more Protestants than Catholics indicated they were ready to
            condone violence in support of political ends. The judgement of the New York
                Times following the fizzling out of the 1950s campaign seemed to be shared by
            most nationalists: ‘The IRA belongs to history, and it belongs to better men in
            times that are gone. So does the Sinn Féin. Let us put a wreath of red roses on their
            grave and move on.’

        Most Catholics looked to the south as, if
            not quite the promised land, at least an example of a society in which their national
            and civil rights would be recognised. The fact was, however, that while Catholic
            northerners looked fondly to Dublin, Dublin tended to regard them as an unwelcome
            nuisance. The south was absorbed with building its own structures and coping with the
            long-lasting after-effects of a bitter civil war.

        Southern political leaders produced a fair
            amount of rhetoric concerning the north, generally denouncing partition as unnatural and unjust. Unionism was condemned for its discriminatory
            policies, and Britain was urged to solve the Northern Ireland problem. The suggested
            remedy was simplistic in the extreme: London, which had created partition and the
            border, was simply to announce plans to withdraw and thus bring about a united Ireland.
            This was clearly more of a slogan than a policy, in that it took no account of the
            likely Unionist reaction to such a move. The rights of Unionists, or the potential they
            had for resisting such a move, were barely contemplated. Irish nationalism became even
            fuzzier when the future of Unionists was concerned. It was sometimes suggested that many
            Protestants would withdraw with the British, returning to the English and Scottish
            homelands vacated centuries earlier by their ancestors. Alternatively, it was suggested
            that a British withdrawal would cause the scales to fall from Protestant eyes, allowing
            them to realise that they were not really British but Irish, at which point they would
            embrace a new future as part of the Irish nation.

        Rhetoric was plentiful but in reality
            southern ministers had to accept there was little practical to be done. Northern Ireland
            and its Catholic minority were in a sense standing affronts to southern self-esteem,
            representing as they did constant reminders that the south’s nation-building
            efforts were deeply imperfect. Politically, northern nationalist leaders were unwelcome
            ghosts at the feast in Dublin. Eddie McAteer recalled: ‘I made many trips to
            Dublin for talks and consultations with Dublin ministers. I got hospitality but little
            real support. There was less than enthusiasm to get involved.’ He was particularly
            disappointed in Seán Lemass, the Fianna Fáil leader who became Taoiseach (Irish prime
            minister) in 1959. McAteer wrote of meeting him:

        
            I got neither the encouragement nor
                understanding of our position that I expected. Lemass said that it appeared to him
                that the Catholics in the north were just as intractable as the Protestants. It was
                hardly the reaction that I expected from a Taoiseach with his republican background
                to the representative of the oppressed Irish minority in the Six
                Counties. I came away with the conviction that as far as Seán Lemass was concerned,
                the northern Irish were very much on their own.

        

        Far from being acclaimed in Dublin, northern
            nationalist politicians were sidelined. They regularly pressed for invitations to state
            occasions in the south but were not particularly welcomed. They were invited to a
            presidential inauguration in Dublin in 1945 only after writing to complain that they had
            been excluded. In 1956, when McAteer asked for a chance to address the Dáil, as the
            Dublin parliament is known, he was refused. In Lemass’s case the lack of sympathy
            went further and extended to active distaste for northern nationalists. After his
            retirement he said his impression of them was that ‘for them the day partition
            ended would be the day that would get their foot on the throat of the Orangeman across
            the road’.

        Such chilly receptions did not kill off
            northern dreams and the attraction of the south. One elderly Catholic woman recalled in
            the 1990s, ‘I never thought of myself as being part of Northern Ireland. When you
            went across the border, you felt you were in a different atmosphere, relaxed, at
            home.’ This was echoed by a Catholic teacher: ‘Even in the fifties, when the
            southern state was a ramshackle affair, nothing to be admired, the state in Northern
            Ireland still lacked legitimacy. There was no emotional identification with it, and you
            ultimately didn’t recognize its right to tell you what to do. You obeyed the law
            but that sort of commitment was not there in the mildest of nationalists.’ An
            anecdote related by a Catholic woman helps explain why even an only theoretically
            welcoming south seemed preferable to northern realities. She recalled how, as a teenager
            in a small and predominantly Protestant County Armagh town, she was asked by a local
            Protestant doctor why she did not play table tennis with young Protestants in the local
            Orange hall. When she said she did not believe she would be welcome he persuaded her to
            go along, saying, ‘Nonsense, you’re being silly.’ She recounted,
            ‘I had a great evening, enjoyed myself very much, but the next day the doctor came
            to me, all embarrassed, and said: “I’m really sorry about
            this, but they’ve asked me to tell you not to come back. They were going to tell
            you this but I said I’d tell you.” He was shocked and embarrassed. I never
            forgot that.’

        Political stagnation

        In both communities, social exclusion went
            hand in hand with political stagnation. The unchanging realities of politics can be
            illustrated by the electoral history of one constituency. Dehra Parker held the
            Londonderry City and County seat from 1921 until 1929 when she stood down to allow her
            relative Captain James Lenox-Conyngham Chichester-Clark, a member of the local gentry,
            to replace her in the new South Londonderry constituency. After his death in 1933 the
            seat returned, again uncontested, to Dehra Parker. She was returned uncontested in the
            elections of 1938 and 1945. Four years later she defeated a nationalist candidate and
            was subsequently returned uncontested in 1953 and 1958. In 1960 she resigned, handing
            over the seat to Major James Dawson Chichester-Clark, son of the earlier
            Chichester-Clark. He was elected unopposed and held the seat in uncontested elections in
            1962 and 1965. He finally faced a nationalist challenge in 1969, and won. The seat was
            thus contested only twice in twelve elections over forty years. And the votes cast in
            the two contested elections, held twenty years apart, were uncannily alike: Dame Dehra
            won in 1949 by 9,193 votes to 5,909; Major Chichester-Clark won in 1969 by 9,195 votes
            to 5,812. The figures give some sense of the political stasis.

        Unopposed elections were a feature of the
            Stormont system. Since elections were essentially decided on a religious headcount, the
            side which was in the minority in a constituency often simply gave up and stopped
            fielding a candidate there. In the South Antrim constituency, for example, the Unionist
            majority was so secure that for nine consecutive elections no nationalist went forward,
            a Unionist candidate being returned unopposed each time. This meant
            that no polling took place there in Stormont elections between 1929 and 1965.

        The almost stultifying continuity was
            emphasised by the remarkable longevity of Unionist prime ministers. The first, Sir James
            Craig, held the post from 1921 until 1940. Although the second, J. M. Andrews, stayed
            only three years, the third, Sir Basil Brooke, lasted for twenty years. Those who served
            in their cabinets also tended to have a long political life span: by 1939 not only Craig
            but four of his seven ministers had been in the cabinet for eighteen years. Nor was this
            an era for young men: Craig was sixty-nine years old when he left office, Andrews
            seventy-two, Brooke seventy-four.

        Although there were major economic changes
            over the decades, the basic elements of Unionist dominance, Catholic powerlessness and
            Westminster disregard survived relatively untouched even an event as cataclysmic as
            World War Two. The war years did produce one episode capable of shaking Northern Ireland
            to its political foundations, but the fact that it took place in private meant it had
            little effect on public opinion. This occurred in 1940 when the Churchill government
            approached the Dublin Taoiseach, Eamon de Valera, with an offer to explore the option of
            declaring in favour of Irish unity in return for Irish wartime assistance. The Unionist
            government, on learning of this, was appalled and furious, but the initiative came to
            nothing. Wartime censorship kept the episode from the public, but it helped reinforce in
            Stormont ministers the awareness that Britain always meant more to Northern Ireland than
            Northern Ireland meant to Britain.

        However, the fact that Northern Ireland was
            involved in the war effort while the south remained neutral meant that Unionism’s
            stock rose in London while sympathy for the nationalist cause decreased. This was useful
            to the Unionist party when a post-war British Labour government was elected, and when in
            1948 the Dublin government unexpectedly announced that Ireland, though effectively
            independent for many years, was formally declaring a republic and leaving the
            Commonwealth. This major constitutional change meant Labour needed new
            legislation to regularise Northern Ireland’s position. Up to that point the Labour
            government had exhibited what one of its junior ministers, the pro-nationalist Lord
            Longford, described as ‘a rather hazy benevolence’ towards southern Ireland.
            This was very much a traditional Labour approach, for expatriate Irishmen and their
            descendants had played a significant role in the labour movement since its early
            days.

        When it came to brass tacks, however, such
            sentiment went by the board. The government headed by Clement Attlee inserted a clause
            in the new Ireland Bill laying down that Northern Ireland would remain in the UK so long
            as a majority in the Stormont parliament in Belfast wanted it. Given Stormont’s
            inbuilt Unionist majority, nationalists protested that the clause copper-fastened the
            partition of Ireland. But Attlee’s cabinet tended to lean towards the Unionists,
            partly because his deputy Herbert Morrison was sympathetic to the Unionist cause, and
            partly because that cause had been much strengthened by Northern Ireland’s war
            role.

        Against this background the cabinet took a
            hard look at Northern Ireland and made some key political judgements. The first of these
            concerned the reality of Protestant power, with ministers delving back into the 1914
            period and the Ulster Volunteer Force gunrunning. The 1949 cabinet minutes record
            Labour’s conclusion: ‘Unless the people of Northern Ireland felt reasonably
            assured of the support of the people of this country, there might be a revival of the
            Ulster Volunteers and of other bodies intending to meet any threat of force by force;
            and this would bring nearer the danger of an outbreak of violence in Ireland.’

        A second issue was closer to home: that of
            the UK’s wider strategic defence considerations. These were set out by the cabinet
            secretary, Lord Normanbrook, who wrote that the south’s departure from the
            Commonwealth meant that keeping Northern Ireland within the United Kingdom had become
            ‘a matter of first-class strategic importance to this country’. The issue
            was so vital, he argued, that even if Northern Ireland wanted to leave the UK it was
            unlikely that any British government could allow it to do so. The perpetual Protestant majority meant that Normanbrook’s view was never put
            to the test.

        What went by the board in 1949 was the issue
            which two decades later would give rise to the civil rights movement: the question of
            the fairness of the Stormont system. When Lord Longford protested that Catholics were
            being discriminated against he was allowed to address the cabinet which received him, he
            recalled, with ‘chilly indifference’. The young Michael Foot supported the
            Ireland Act but at the same time called for a commission of inquiry into
            Stormont’s ‘monstrously undemocratic methods’. The minutes show,
            however, that the cabinet decided to keep its distance: ‘It was the general view
            of ministers that the UK government would be ill-advised to appear to be interesting
            themselves in this matter.’

        The remarks made by Foot and others in the
            Commons, together with the evidence of cabinet papers, show that the government was
            fully aware of the allegations that Stormont was being run in an unfair manner. It is
            clear that Attlee had few illusions about Stormont’s record, for he turned down a
            request from the Unionist government to have the power to appoint Supreme Court judges
            transferred from London to Belfast. Attlee privately noted ‘my impression that
            they would allow political considerations to influence their appointments’.
            Normanbrook agreed, writing to Attlee that the powers asked for ‘certainly have
            the appearance of being directed to a much more sinister purpose’.

        When in 1955 Conservative ministers turned
            their attentions to Northern Ireland, they took a view similar to that of Labour. One
            minister noted that the Union ‘creates particularly tiresome problems’ for
            the government and was ‘apt to be a nuisance’, in that it generated
            criticism from those of Irish descent abroad. But again defence considerations
            prevailed, the minister concluding: ‘Nevertheless it must be recognised that the
            possession of Northern Ireland is of capital importance in the defence of Great
            Britain.’ The advantages of retaining Northern Ireland, he wrote, ‘are
            overwhelming’.

        Thus the 1940s and 1950s came and went, with
            not even the war changing the basic grammar of Northern Ireland
            political life, and with the Unionist system as strong as ever. After World War One
            Churchill had written thus of the longevity of the Irish question, saying in an
            often-quoted purple passage:

        
            Then came the Great War. Every
                institution, almost, in the world was strained. Great empires have been overturned.
                The whole map of Europe has been changed. The position of countries has been
                violently altered. The modes of thought of men, the whole outlook on affairs, the
                grouping of parties, all have encountered violent and tremendous change in the
                deluge of the world. But as the deluge subsides and the waters fall short we see the
                dreary steeples of Fermanagh and Tyrone emerging once again. The integrity of their
                quarrel is one of the few institutions that have been unaltered in the cataclysm
                which has swept the world.

        

        During World War Two Churchill’s own
            offer on Irish unity could have changed the course of Irish history. It did not,
            however, and in 1945 he could have repeated every word of his earlier assessment. Not
            until the 1960s would the Northern Ireland system first begin to tremble, disintegrate,
            and then descend into violence.
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The O’Neill years 1963–69



       
        The years between 1963 and 1969 are often
            referred to as ‘the O’Neill era’. This is entirely appropriate in that
            the personality and approach of the Stormont prime minister of the time, Captain Terence
            O’Neill, represented a striking departure from tradition. From the start there was
            a sense of generational change as he took over from the ageing Brooke, who had been in
            office for a full two decades. O’Neill’s six-year term represented a turning
            point in Northern Ireland’s history. The O’Neill years might be regarded as
            a tragic missed opportunity in that with hindsight they appear to have been the last
            chance to tackle, by political means and in a time of relative peace, Northern
            Ireland’s structural problems. Opinions will differ on whether more skill and more
            luck could have averted the troubles. Terence O’Neill sought to change the entire
            tone of government, introducing the rhetoric of Protestant–Catholic reconciliation in
            place of the unapologetically Protestant stance of Craig and Brooke. In retrospect it
            was an inadequate attempt to brush away decades of division without tackling the
            underlying problems. These eventually produced a tidal wave of conflicting forces which
            swept O’Neill from office.

        When O’Neill took charge of Northern
            Ireland it seemed, on the surface at least, reasonably tranquil. From the start of his
            premiership he asserted that he would be in the business of making changes and of
            producing ‘bold and imaginative measures’. His proposition was that Northern
            Ireland could be reformed and modernised without endangering either the Union with
            Britain or his own party’s unbroken run in government. The O’Neill
            government set about building new links with the trade union movement
            and attracting new investment from abroad to replace ailing existing industries. While
            such moves were initially generally uncontroversial, much debate was generated by his
            new emphasis on improving community relations. He became the first Unionist prime
            minister to pay regular visits to Catholic schools and to offer handshakes to nuns.

        Northern Ireland was unused to all this, its
            first three prime ministers having been men of the laager who defined nationalists, and
            indeed Catholics in general, as hostile to the state. O’Neill, only the fourth
            prime minister in more than forty years, presented himself not just as open to change
            but as an enthusiastic advocate of reform. It was a time when the winds of change were
            sweeping through many parts of the western world. It was the decade when John F. Kennedy
            became US president, associated with the themes of youth, equality and new American
            frontiers. Closer to home, Harold Wilson and the Labour party came to power in Britain,
            again stressing modernisation. In the Irish Republic too change was the order of the
            day. There was even a reforming Pope, John XXIII, who instituted widespread reforms
            within Catholicism and encouraged ecumenical activity.

        Terence O’Neill was far from being a
            dangerous radical. His background was Anglo-Irish, he was Eton-educated and he had
            served with the Irish Guards in World War Two, during which both his brothers were
            killed. Retaining his wartime rank as many Unionist politicians did, he was known
            throughout his political career as Captain O’Neill, entering Stormont in 1946 and
            spending seven years as finance minister before becoming prime minister. To the Unionist
            party he seemed a reasonably safe pair of hands, though he was sometimes prone to
            flights of fancy such as his 1958 whimsy of draining Lough Neagh and thus increasing
            Northern Ireland’s six counties to seven. To the Unionist establishment which
            chose him as leader, after private consultations, he was above all else one of them,
            being a member of the gentry which dominated the party at its top levels.

        In selecting O’Neill the party had
            passed over a more able and much more ambitious rival in the cabinet in
            the form of businessman Brian Faulkner. Faulkner’s sense that he had lost because
            he was from the merchant class rather than the landed gentry would damage the
            relationship between the two men and undermine O’Neill’s authority. Within
            months there was talk of moves to get rid of O’Neill, with Faulkner publicly
            denying involvement in any plot. But during O’Neill’s time hardly a year
            went by without rumoured or actual attempts to unseat him, with Faulkner invariably
            suspected of complicity.

        Economic pressures

        O’Neill had practical reasons for
            pursuing modernisation, certainly in the economic sphere. Traditional industries such as
            shipbuilding and linen were in
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