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‘A fatal space had opened, like that between a liner and the dock which is suddenly too wide to leap; everything is still present, visible, but it cannot be regained.’

– James Salter, Light Years

‘I distrust anyone who foresees consequences and advocates remedies to avert them.’

– Lord Halifax, British Foreign Secretary (1938–40)
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1. What Just Happened?

On the night of 23 June 2016, the mood in Number 10 was buoyant. Thirty-three million people had just voted in the referendum on whether the United Kingdom should remain in the European Union, or leave. Last-minute polling pointed to a narrow victory for Remain.

The drinks were flowing. In anticipation of some celebratory dancing, someone had curated a playlist around the theme of belonging. There was Rick Astley’s ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’, the Human League’s ‘Don’t You Want Me Baby?’ and ‘Don’t Look Back in Anger’ by Oasis. ‘Should I Stay or Should I Go?’ by the Clash, Will Young’s ‘Leave Right Now’ and East 17’s ‘Stay Another Day’ were added to the mix. After months of gruelling preparation, who would deny hard-working civil servants some musical irony?

This was not, it should be noted, Number 10 Downing Street. This Number 10 was the bar on the ground floor of the UK’s embassy complex in Brussels. Officially called the UK Representation to the European Union, but most commonly referred to as UKRep, it has since 2009 occupied a formidable Art Deco building just off the Schuman roundabout in the so-called European quarter. Diagonally across the roundabout is the hulking cruciform of the European Commission – the seat of the hated EU bureaucracy, according to Brexit lore. Beyond, a parade of restaurants, cafés and bars refreshes a daily swarm of officials, lobbyists, journalists and politicians. In the Funky Monkey, an Irish watering hole, journalists, lobbyists and EU officials had gathered for a party of their own. UKRep staff had also been invited, but most felt uncomfortable about drinking in the presence of journalists while an existential referendum was in the balance.

One senior British member of the European Commission did drop in. ‘People were nervous and chatting away,’ he recalls. ‘The general view from the hacks, which they were getting from their desks in London, was: watch out for Sunderland. If Newcastle and Sunderland are close, then it’s very bad news for the Remain campaign. If they are lost, then it’s all over.’

Outside, there was an eerie mood of expectation and foreboding. There had been a heavy thunderstorm all evening. ‘It was a night of huge rainstorms,’ recalls the British Commission official. ‘There was a weird orange sky. It was all very apocalyptic. It was something like a bad production of Shakespeare.’

UKRep has around 170 staff, including 100 policy experts. They are all British civil servants, seconded to Brussels or hired locally. The Ambassador himself, Sir Ivan Rogers, opened the bar. Number 10 is more sixth-form café than gentlemen’s club. But Rogers and his number two, Shan Morgan, were determined to get the drinks in early. The polls would close at 10 p.m. British time. A hard core would stay all night.

One thousand kilometres to the west, another, more sober operation was under way in Government Buildings on Merrion Street in Dublin. This was not an Irish referendum, but it might as well have been. Officials from virtually every government department had been tasked with drawing up detailed explorations of how a Leave vote might affect Ireland. The first task, whatever the result, was to communicate a clear Irish response.

As voters were going to the polls in the UK, most of the Irish team had tried to get home early. The plan was to get some sleep and reconvene at Government Buildings at 3 a.m. A camaraderie among the core officials had built up over time, and they wanted to share the experience of referendum night. Two rooms had been kitted out just below the landmark dome on the top floor of the government complex. Room 301 is the smaller, discreet, oak-panelled room that had been reserved for conference calls or any impromptu meetings that might be needed between senior officials, decision-makers and principal officers. Room 308, a larger, yellow-hued and more functional room, was the main hub for staff to work and to watch the results. Tables had been removed and sofas were commandeered from throughout the building. Large screens beamed Sky News and the BBC; a Twitter wall was mounted so that officials could assess reaction across social media. An IT unit was on call from 3 a.m. in case of technical glitches. There was tea and coffee in the kitchen next door; unlike at Number 10, there was no alcohol. A quick ring around earlier in the day had established where pizza might be sourced from 3 a.m.

There had been intense preparations in Dublin in the final weeks of the referendum campaign. There was one fundamental imperative: if Britain voted to leave the EU, the Irish state would have to show its citizens and the world that it could withstand the immediate impact and that, no matter what, Ireland would be remaining in the EU. From 7 June, officials had determined where ministers would be, built web pages, prepared press notes, and briefed media advisers and Irish embassies abroad. A stakeholders group, involving bodies like ICTU, IBEC and the European Movement Ireland, and that had been meeting for several months, was contacted in the final week to ensure that messaging would be streamlined. The 12-strong Cabinet Subcommittee on the EU, chaired by the Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, and comprising 11 senior ministers, would have to sign off on the preparations and finalize speeches. On Monday, three days before the vote, the switchboard was warned to expect ‘an increased number of calls’. Callers were to be directed to an online ‘consumer friendly’ fact sheet on what would happen next.

On the eve of the vote, the main referendum team met in Room 308. They included Rory Montgomery, a former Irish Ambassador to the EU and now the Second Secretary General in the Department of Foreign Affairs, and at least 12 other officials from the departments of the Taoiseach and Foreign Affairs. They had war-gamed three scenarios: a clear Leave result at 5 a.m.; a clear Remain result; and an unclear result. Each scenario required five essential elements: a schedule of what would happen on the day; how to manage the media response; what press releases would be issued by government departments and agencies and when; what documents would be circulated; and how the government should engage with ‘stakeholders’ at home and abroad.

The document for the Leave scenario was much thicker than that for Remain. There was an hour-by-hour schedule, beginning with stock-market reactions. There would be a holding statement from the government ready to go at 6 a.m. By 7 a.m. Irish officials in London, Belfast, Brussels and Edinburgh would hold video conferences just as the Frankfurt stock market was opening. At 7.15 a.m. the Taoiseach would phone EU leaders and leaders of the opposition (‘if necessary’). An emergency Cabinet meeting would take place shortly afterwards. A WhatsApp text-message group was set up comprising the communications operatives from each government department and from state agencies, and any other officials who needed to be in the loop.

If you were looking for a time and place when Brexit anxiety first hit Ireland, you might start in the Colmcille Heritage Centre, on Church Hill, in Letterkenny. The date was 23 February 2013. It was the second day of the Colmcille Winter School, the annual gathering of politicians, writers, thinkers and researchers. The theme of the three-day conference was ‘Will the Euro/The Single European Currency Survive?’ The pre-dinner speaker was Dr Edgar Morgenroth, specialist in transport and infrastructure at the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) in Dublin.

Morgenroth had done his PhD at Keele University in the mid 1990s. ‘I came across well-educated people there,’ he recalls. ‘They were clever, but had some strange views about the EU. You couldn’t argue with them. They were not amenable to facts.’

While Morgenroth was working on his speech, another speech was being prepared in London. David Cameron, the British Prime Minister, had first raised the prospect of a referendum on EU membership in 2010, when he declared that voters had been ‘cheated’ out of a vote on the Lisbon Treaty. In the May general election that year, 148 new Tory MPs were elected, many of them eurosceptics. The UK Independence Party (UKIP) had been growing in popularity, and Cameron was desperate to head off the threat. He pulled Conservative MEPs out of the European People’s Party, the centre-right grouping in the European Parliament. He promised a referendum if any new powers were transferred to Brussels. He vetoed the EU Fiscal Compact (the rest of the EU simply converted it to an intergovernmental treaty sitting just outside the EU’s formal structures). He opted out of huge swathes of EU laws governing cooperation in the police and criminal justice spheres. He promised to cut the numbers of EU citizens moving to the UK and to reduce their access to benefits. Each concession only emboldened the eurosceptics.

Finally, Cameron decided to seize the initiative once and for all. On 23 January 2013 he delivered a speech at the Bloomberg offices in London. It was actually quite pro-EU: he announced five principles to guide a deep-rooted reform of the Union to make it, in his view, fit for purpose in the twenty-first century. But it was his promise (or threat) to hold an in–out referendum on EU membership that grabbed the headlines. Cameron presented the vote in the following terms. The eurozone crisis would mean the EU being transformed beyond all recognition. It desperately needed to become more flexible and economically dynamic. There was a clamour for powers to flow back to member states and national parliaments. A treaty change that dealt with all these issues would provide Britain with a once-and-for-all opportunity. ‘It is time for the British people to have their say,’ he told the audience. ‘It is time to settle this European question in British politics. I say to the British people: this will be your decision.’

Edgar Morgenroth watched with interest, and considered the implications for Ireland. Before Cameron’s speech, he had put the chance of a British withdrawal from the EU at 5 per cent. After the speech he increased it to 30 per cent.

The day after Cameron’s speech, Rory Montgomery, Ireland’s Permanent Representative to the EU in Brussels, met his British counterpart, Jon Cunliffe, at a breakfast of ambassadors. Ireland had just assumed the rotating presidency of the European Union, so Montgomery was in the chair. He went through the speech with Cunliffe, and got the impression that British diplomats were not too concerned. A general election was two years away, and Cameron was not expected to win an overall majority; the pro-EU Liberal Democrats would surely kick an in–out referendum into touch in any new coalition.

Morgenroth’s own speech, a month later, was politely received. It outlined with a remarkable degree of prescience the contours of the Irish Brexit debate: agri-food and fisheries would be affected, small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) exporting to the UK would be hit, supply chains in both directions would be vulnerable, customs checks would push up costs. The final slide concluded: the border with Northern Ireland would become a ‘real’ border again. This could have serious implications for the peace process: it would strengthen dissident republicans.

A year and a half later, in the summer of 2014, a team headed by Geraldine Byrne Nason, the Second Secretary General in the Department of the Taoiseach, produced a 10-page catalogue of the issues that might affect Ireland, should Britain leave the EU. It was an attempt to be as comprehensive as possible, but it was all very hypothetical. The British general election was still nine months away. The document was shared with government departments. No alarm bells were ringing.

Two months before the election, Tom Scholar, Cameron’s chief EU adviser, travelled to Dublin for a meeting with Montgomery, by then back in Ireland and running the EU Affairs Division inside the Taoiseach’s Department. For four hours they went through the ins and outs of Cameron’s Europe policy. If Cameron were to win the election, what might the various stages be as Britain moved towards a possible referendum? Montgomery spoke ruefully about Ireland’s recent referendum experiences (the Nice and Lisbon treaties rejected by voters, then approved when the polls were rerun). He went through what had worked and what hadn’t worked during the campaigns.

As the talks concluded, the focus was not on the UK leaving the EU, but on what kind of deal Cameron might get from the rest of the EU on a new relationship, and how he would sell that to the British voter.

In the general election on 7 May 2015, Cameron defied the polls and won a decisive overall majority. While UKIP hadn’t won a seat, it took an impressive 12.6 per cent of the vote. Cameron would have to hang tough on Europe to keep UKIP at bay; meanwhile, he would have to start probing the EU to see what concessions he might win. Declan Kelleher, Montgomery’s successor in Brussels as Ireland’s EU Ambassador, held a number of discussions with Sir Ivan Rogers, who had taken over from Jon Cunliffe. In London, Dan Mulhall, who had arrived as Ireland’s Ambassador to the UK, was discovering that the British–EU conundrum would start to dominate each working day.

At this stage Dublin was still trying to get a sense of what Cameron might be thinking, and what the EU might be prepared to offer. But the spectre of Britain leaving the EU now felt more palpable. The EU’s reputation was being battered, first by the Greeks nearly tumbling out of the euro in July, and then by the horrific refugee crisis that unfolded later in the summer. On 9 November 2015 Enda Kenny delivered a keynote speech to the Confederation of British Industry in London, urging Britain to remain in a reformed EU. Briefing documents supplied by the embassy to the audience spelled out the deep interdependency of the British and Irish economies, and the potential impact of a British withdrawal on the Northern peace process.

Around the time of Kenny’s CBI speech, Cameron wrote to his EU counterparts about the possibility of reducing EU migration to the UK. There was immediate resistance, not just from the German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, but also from Cameron’s own officials, who knew that blocking EU citizens from living and working in the UK breached the EU’s fundamental rules on freedom of movement. ‘Cameron didn’t go as far in his demands on migration as he would have wished,’ recalls a senior Irish diplomat closely involved in the negotiations. ‘It didn’t help him later on.’

As 2015 drew to a close, EU officials were assessing which member states were more sympathetic to London’s position, even drawing up a league table of British-friendly member states in order to assess how the negotiations might go. Denmark was awarded a bronze medal; the Dutch won silver.

But the gold medal went to Ireland.

This was not entirely surprising. Ireland and the UK were extremely close on key issues involving the single market and taxation. Ireland, indeed, had its own particular demand. It was first raised during a meeting between the Foreign Secretary, Philip Hammond, and Ireland’s Minister for Foreign Affairs, Charlie Flanagan, at a meeting in Iveagh House in December 2015. Cameron wanted the UK to have the power to impose social-welfare restrictions on EU citizens working in the UK. Dublin was anxious that those restrictions would not apply to Irish citizens. Cameron gave Kenny strong assurances that they wouldn’t, but Dublin had to handle it delicately. The other 26 member states, whose citizens would be explicitly hit by these restrictions, might not take too kindly to the Irish getting a special deal.

On the night of 19 February 2016, all 28 EU leaders gathered in Brussels for a special summit meeting. They agreed a deal that Cameron could bring back in triumph to London and then sell to the voters. The UK would be granted an ‘emergency brake’ restricting EU migrants from claiming in-work benefits that could run for up to seven years. Child-benefit payments for children living outside the UK would be indexed to the cost of living for all new arrivals to the UK, extending to all workers from 1 January 2020. There were other concessions on Britain’s relationship with the eurozone, and an explicit opt-out on any treaty references to ‘ever-closer union’.

The next day Cameron held an emergency Cabinet meeting, the first on a Saturday since the Falklands War. The Cabinet endorsed the deal. The Brexit referendum would be held on 23 June. Cameron declared he would fight ‘heart and soul’ for Britain to remain in the EU.

Any optimism that Cameron had won a decisive deal quickly evaporated. The agreement was mocked in the tabloid press. The Tory eurosceptic hardliner Jacob Rees-Mogg, MP, called it ‘very thin gruel’. Within hours Michael Gove, one of Cameron’s closest allies, jumped ship. He joined fellow Cabinet ministers Iain Duncan Smith, John Whittingdale, Chris Grayling, Theresa Villiers and Priti Patel on the Leave side.

The referendum campaign was officially up and running.

Almost immediately, Ireland’s Ambassador, Dan Mulhall, suggested to Dublin that the government should get involved. Mulhall enthusiastically led the charge, making dozens of speeches, appearing on numerous broadcast channels, blogging, writing op-eds, and tweeting on a daily basis. Ireland had a simple message: for the sake of Irish–British relations, and for the sake of stability in Northern Ireland, it would be better if Britain remained in the EU.

The embassy focused its firepower on the Irish community. Mulhall sent newsletters to every Irish organization and wrote opinion pieces for the two main Irish papers in Britain, the Irish Post and the Irish World, going as far as he could go, stopping just short of asking people to vote Remain.

But there was a problem. The Irish community in Britain is not homogeneous. Mulhall spoke to several groups of recently arrived immigrants: younger, well qualified, aware of the issues. Almost all of these people would vote Remain. Tens of thousands of other Irish people were associated with Irish clubs and community centres, read the Post and the World, and were focused on the Irish issues that Dublin was desperate to highlight. But, equally, there was a hidden cohort of Irish in the UK, many of them settled there for decades, who were less receptive to the official Irish message.

‘Half the Irish community is over 65,’ says one senior Irish official. ‘That demographic voted very strongly to leave. One would have to assume that people who had lived here for 30, 40, 50 years had been subject to the same influences as their neighbours, who were British.’ Another senior Irish figure said of the Irish campaign, ‘I don’t know if it made a blind bit of difference. You would have had Paddy from Mayo, living in Birmingham for 30 years, next door to Johnny from Birmingham. They were probably likely to think much the same way.’

Worse, there was growing unease at the highest levels in government that complacency was setting in at Downing Street. The referendum was never formally on the agenda of any meetings between Kenny and Cameron, but it was always discussed. The standard line from Cameron had been that fear of the economic damage would secure the Remain vote, just as fear of Labour’s economic policies had supposedly clinched the May 2015 general election.

‘There was always this kind of harking back to the 2015 surprise victory,’ says a senior official in the Department of the Taoiseach. ‘They saw that as an unbeatable strategy. If people are scared enough on the economic consequences of something, they won’t vote for it. If the Tories could frighten people about Labour and Miliband on the economy, then they could do the same thing on Brexit.’

Philip Hammond had travelled to Dublin for a bilateral meeting as Foreign Secretary with his counterpart Charlie Flanagan. The trip included a breakfast at the British Embassy with fourteen invited guests, including members of the opposition. One of them was the Fianna Fáil leader Micheál Martin, who had been in charge of running the second campaign to get the Lisbon Treaty referendum passed in Ireland. That project had been enormous: it involved negotiating protocols at EU level that would reassure Irish voters. Before securing the protocols, exhaustive research had to be done on what had gone wrong. The research, Martin recalls, ‘taught us a lot about how you pitch a message’. The formula was: ‘We’ve heard you, we’ve listened to you, we’ve done the changes because of your message.’

Martin realized that the British had done none of this for the British EU referendum.

‘Philip Hammond outlined the British strategy post the Bloomberg speech,’ he recalls. ‘I remember saying to myself this was very naive. They seemed to have a view that there would just be a row with Brussels [ahead of the February negotiation]. It was important there was the perception of [a] row. “We’ll emerge with the package, we’ll put it to a referendum and we’ll win.” The thing wasn’t thought through. The deal [from the other member states] they got was very poor.’

By the time the campaign was under way, it was rather delicate for Kenny to be giving advice to Cameron. According to one senior official: ‘The Taoiseach on a few occasions did respond, not in a dire-warning kind of way, but as friendly advice. He told Cameron, “Yes, but referendums are different to general elections. People don’t fear the consequences of referenda in the same way they fear the consequences of a general election. We have some experience of this kind of thing. On referenda people are voting on everything. It’s a free kick at a government. If it’s voting about you as Prime Minister they’ll take that very seriously, but they don’t always take referenda very seriously, or think about the consequences.” ’

The message from Kenny to Cameron was, in essence: You’ll really need to work hard on this one.

Meanwhile, as the referendum campaign rollicked along in an increasingly poisonous atmosphere, it was often difficult for the Irish Ambassador to divine the intentions of Irish voters. Some of the questions from the audience at events in Irish clubs made him wonder if they were more inclined towards the Leave arguments.

That worry was shared by Dara Murphy, Ireland’s Minister for European Affairs, and one of six ministers to canvass in the UK for a Remain vote. On 13 June, 10 days before the vote, Murphy travelled to the Haringey Cultural Centre in Tottenham to address an audience of mostly Irish-connected voters. He was joined on stage by David Lammy, the local MP and a rising star in the Labour Party. At this stage, polling suggested that Labour voters in urban centres were not falling into the Remain camp as readily as expected.

‘It was a big crowd and we both spoke,’ recalls Murphy. ‘The audience should have been pretty pro-Remain. But there was a very strong sense that this wasn’t going particularly well. There was a line of questioning that was most disconcerting. It was nothing to do with the EU. It was about social exclusion, access to the workforce for their children. I came away feeling quite pessimistic.’

Staff in the Irish Embassy had been gathering as much intelligence on voter intentions as possible, plugging into a grid of public and private polling, think tanks, political parties and media organizations. Professor John Curtice from Strathclyde University, one of Britain’s leading polling experts, came to the embassy twice for lunch. Staff processed everything they were getting, and in turn reported sophisticated analysis back to Dublin. As referendum day approached, that analysis was getting darker. At a gathering one evening of embassy staff and an Irish government minister, a straw poll was held.

Of the eight people present around the table, seven of them predicted a Leave victory.

The potential for Irish citizens to vote Leave was graphically on display at a GAA match between the Taoiseach’s own Mayo team and London in the suburb of Ruislip on 29 May. With Kenny attending the match in order to urge the Irish in Britain to vote Remain, one man, wearing a Mayo jersey, rained on the entire parade by telling RTÉ News he was voting Leave because ‘our work has been taken up by thousands and thousands of [migrants] crossing over into Britain’.

On 16 June, a week before polling day, the campaign was upended by a brutal and tragic event. At 12.53 p.m., the Labour MP Jo Cox was stabbed and shot to death on the street in Birstall, Yorkshire, where she was about to hold a constituency meeting. Cox, a passionate supporter of the EU and the refugee cause, was murdered by a 52-year-old English nationalist called Thomas Mair. He had links to neo-Nazi websites in the US. He shouted ‘Britain first!’ as he carried out his savage attack on Cox.

In the aftermath, there was a widespread belief that the toxic messaging from the Leave campaign, fixated as it had been on immigration, might be staunched. Polls suggested that public outrage had put a dent in the Leave momentum.

On the evening of 23 June, referendum day, Dara Murphy was travelling to Luxembourg for a meeting of European Affairs ministers, known as the General Affairs Council (GAC). The meeting had been shifted to the day after the vote in the hope, or expectation, that ministers could quietly celebrate a Remain victory. After years of exasperation over Britain’s place in the EU, the issue would be settled.

At 9.45 p.m. UK time, Murphy received a phone call from David Lidington, his British opposite number. Polls were due to close in 15 minutes.

‘At that stage they were quite optimistic,’ Murphy recalls. ‘He wanted to know could we meet for breakfast. He said things were going okay, were going well. That was the general mood, people were getting their own general reports and wisps of what was happening.’

Murphy called the Taoiseach to tell him of the vibe he was picking up. Kenny had spent the previous two days hosting the US Vice-President, Joe Biden, in Mayo, an act of statecraft that included a round of golf at Castlebar Golf Club on the day of the vote. The Taoiseach kept in touch by phone with Mark Kennelly, his Chief of Staff, Martin Fraser, the Secretary General to the government, and Feargal Purcell, the Government Press Secretary. He arrived back in Dublin just after receiving Dara Murphy’s update. At around 11.30 p.m. Kenny’s Press Officer, Jack O’Donnell, offered to text him on any breaking news throughout the night as the count unfolded. The assumption was that the Taoiseach would be getting some sleep.

Murphy continued on to Luxembourg with two officials. They checked in to the Novotel in the Kirchberg district of the Grand Duchy, a windswept plateau studded with towering EU buildings, hotels, office blocks and a vast shopping centre. Numerous EU delegations had gathered in the Novotel bar to watch the results trickling in on Sky News. There were grounds for optimism, not just from Lidington’s phone call. A YouGov poll released as polls closed at 10 p.m. predicted a Remain victory by 52 per cent to 48 per cent. Nigel Farage, the UKIP leader, told Sky News by phone that he thought the Remain side was going to ‘edge it’. Boris Johnson, MP, the former Mayor of London and a prominent Leave campaigner, appeared to have conceded.

But that was before the thunderbolts from the north-east of England. At 1 a.m. Luxembourg time, the Newcastle result flashed up on Sky News. Newcastle had been expected to vote heavily in favour of Remain; but Remain prevailed only by a whisker. The real shock came from Sunderland, which had been expected to go Remain by an eight-point margin. It actually voted Leave by 22 points.

One of the Irish officials had spent weeks analysing how the result might go, with a spreadsheet covering every constituency. When Newcastle and Sunderland broke, he turned to Murphy, realizing that most of his work on the spreadsheet had gone to waste.

‘The UK will be leaving the European Union,’ he said.

At that moment, Dan Mulhall was due to appear on a panel discussion at an all-night gathering in the London School of Economics. At 8 p.m. he had gone to Villandry, a smart restaurant in Great Portland Street, for a dinner organized by Roland Rudd, the Treasurer of Britain Stronger in Europe, the pro-Remain group, and the brother of Amber Rudd, a pro-Remain Tory MP. The dinner was held as a thank-you for those who had bankrolled the campaign. It was a discreet but sumptuous occasion, with 150-odd guests, separate from the main ‘watch event’ for the Remain side, which was at the Royal Festival Hall. The head of BT, the Chief Executive of Eurostar, and senior bankers were all in attendance. So was Jim Messina, President Obama’s chief polling expert and the man whose social-media strategy had helped to win the election for the Conservatives in 2015. Peter Mandelson, the Labour grandee and former EU Trade Commissioner, was also present. TV screens had been mounted so that the guests could watch referendum coverage.

Mulhall bumped into the Chancellor of the Exchequer, George Osborne. Osborne told him that private polling suggested a Remain vote, but that it was very close. Mulhall texted to staff back in Dublin that things were looking okay. But Osborne may have been putting on a brave face. According to a key Remain source who attended the event, Osborne ‘had a face like a sheet’. Mandelson, too, was worried. He had been travelling around the country and the message he was picking up was not positive.

In Dublin, meanwhile, members of the Irish government’s referendum team, who had been at home since late afternoon, were watching the coverage. When Newcastle and Sunderland came in, most realized that it would be a long night without sleep. They began arriving at Government Buildings and Room 308 ahead of the 3 a.m. rendezvous.

One senior official checked his Paddy Power online betting account to discover to his amazement there were still decent odds on a Remain victory. But it felt hollow. ‘The newer members of the team kept watching, still saying, “Hey! That one’s just come in!” ’ recalls one official. ‘The more seasoned ones just looked at each other and went, “This is it: game over.” ’

The pizza that had been ordered grew cold on the tables.

In Luxembourg, Dara Murphy’s Private Secretary called. She had just received a message: ‘The British have cancelled the meeting in the morning.’ The Irish delegation in the Novotel watched the news coming in for another hour. ‘It was obvious this wasn’t going to be even that close in relative terms,’ says Murphy.

Two further messages came in during the night. The meeting between the Irish and British delegations would take place, but a couple of hours later than scheduled. It would not be a celebratory breakfast.

Ivan Rogers was born in Bournemouth and educated at a grammar school, entering the civil service in 1992. Having served as a Private Secretary to the former Chancellor, Kenneth Clarke, he was seconded to the Cabinet of Sir Leon Brittan, the UK’s EU Trade and External Affairs Commissioner, and later became the Principal Private Secretary to Tony Blair. He left Number 10 to work in the City of London for both Barclays and Citigroup, returning to Downing Street in 2012 as Cameron’s Adviser for Europe and Global Issues. In 2013 he was back in Brussels, this time as Permanent Representative, where he struck up a firm friendship with Declan Kelleher, his Irish counterpart, who himself had just arrived from Ireland’s embassy in China. By the time of the Brexit referendum, he had been ‘Sir Ivan’ for less than half a year, the title having been bestowed on him in the 2016 New Year’s Honours.

Rogers was always of a disposition that was realistic, verging on the gloomy. It was a character trait that would later lose him his job. In the months leading up to the referendum, he was significantly more pessimistic than anyone else in Cameron’s circle, and regarded the Remain camp as being overly confident.

One prominent figure shared Rogers’s fears. Ten days before the vote, Gordon Brown travelled to Brussels. He had breakfast with Rogers in his residence before meeting Jean-Claude Juncker, the President of the European Commission. Brown was certain Remain was going to lose, and he said so to Rogers. Things were ‘very bad’ in northern England among working-class voters. The Cameron government was saying nothing positive about staying in Europe. Gordon Brown was convinced that it was going wrong, and potentially by a significant margin. Rogers was startled, but generally agreed with Brown’s analysis.

Brown conveyed the same message to Juncker and his Chief of Staff, Martin Selmayr. Juncker wasn’t surprised. The President of the Commission had suspected for some time that the referendum would be lost.

Now, as Rogers watched the slow death of Britain’s membership of the European Union unfold on his TV screen in Brussels, the Taoiseach was in his residence in Dublin, unable to tear himself away from the coverage. He ended up getting little sleep, exchanging text messages throughout the night with Jack O’Donnell as the constituencies rolled in.

At 4.50 a.m. O’Donnell sent one final text message to the effect that the BBC was predicting a Leave victory and that a Cabinet meeting would now be needed at 7.30 a.m. The Taoiseach replied that the Cabinet Secretariat would make the suitable arrangements.

Most indicators had suggested that Ireland had recovered for the most part from the disaster of the property crash and the effects of the EU–IMF bailout. Economic recovery depended on both Ireland and the UK being in the EU single market. Now, we were like the 20-something driver who, with just one or two penalty points, had upgraded to a sleeker model, only to be suddenly blindsided by a souped-up Bentley, driven by a drunk driver with no insurance. When we crawled from the wreckage to catch the number plate, we discovered it belonged to our next-door neighbour.
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2. In the Land of Eternal Autumn

Gerry O’Reilly spent most of Thursday, 23 June 2016, on the phone to his currency adviser in Dublin. When not on the phone, he was listening to experts on radio and television. ‘They were all saying, “Ah, sure this won’t happen at all.” Everybody thought there would be a Remain vote.’

O’Reilly was calling from his mushroom farm in Westmeath. As is the case for most Irish mushroom growers, the vast bulk of O’Reilly’s exports go to the UK. The contracts are negotiated in sterling and, as the revenue comes in, the bank converts it to euro. The stronger the British pound, the better it is for exporters like O’Reilly; by the same token, a significant weakening in sterling could be catastrophic. On the day of the referendum, sterling was hovering at around 74p to the euro. It was assumed that a Leave vote would weaken sterling, and a Remain vote would strengthen it.

‘Everybody figured, ah, well tomorrow this could be 72p again, or 71p,’ he recalls. As the evening wore on and voting continued in the UK, O’Reilly called the bank again. The exchange rate at which the money is converted can be hedged forward by weeks, months or even a year. They told him not to panic. They would be open all night. Since mushroom growers have small profit margins, currency hedging is a critical part of the business. Hedging forward means locking in a particular exchange rate over the medium or long term to avoid a damaging fluctuation. Since the referendum result would trigger a sharp rise or fall, hedging at the right time and at the right level was crucial.

Then the Sunderland vote came in.

‘I phoned again after midnight, and they said, “Sunderland has voted, and they’ve decided to leave.” There was a certain shock at that stage. But they said, “Look, there’s another 300 [constituencies] to come in.” I remember thinking about it. I just didn’t believe it … why would they leave? I sold a little bit of my money forward on that particular night for two or three weeks, figuring by tomorrow morning we’d be okay.’

The next morning things were not okay.

‘Sterling was up nearly at 86p to the euro. That was almost 20 per cent gone off my total sales figure.’

Gerry O’Reilly was by no means the worst affected. Within several months, five Irish mushroom producers would go to the wall as a result of the drop in sterling, including one in Tipperary, with the loss of 70 jobs.

In Room 308, keyboards rattled with frantic emails. Printers whirred. Faces in Irish embassies across Europe appeared on video-conferencing screens. Phone calls were made to ministers, the chief executives of Irish state agencies, and other key stakeholders.

One of the latter was Danny McCoy, the Chief Executive of IBEC. He had gone to bed the night before ‘uber-confident’ there would be a Remain vote, even after having witnessed the Sunderland result. When he checked his phone at 5 a.m., he was in a state of disbelief. His first thought was that IBEC had prepared two news releases, so he had to make sure the right one was sent to news desks. There was another heart-stopping complication: IBEC had paid for an ad campaign urging British voters to vote Remain. They had erected billboards inside Dublin Airport with the message ‘Don’t Go!’ for the benefit of British visitors. ‘Thank You!’ billboards had been prepared in anticipation of a Remain vote. McCoy frantically called his office to ensure the billboards did not go up. ‘I can’t think of any [other] day where I was ringing people at six in the morning knowing they were up.’

The government communications plan for a Leave vote had to go live immediately. At 6.25 a.m. an email was sent to government press officers, copying Kenny’s Secretary General, Martin Fraser, with a holding news release. This would be the state’s first official response. The Irish government, it said, ‘notes the outcome of the UK EU referendum this morning. The result clearly has very significant implications for Ireland …’ Three minutes later, the holding statement was circulated to the Department of Foreign Affairs, to Ireland’s network of embassies and to Cabinet ministers.

Although the communications plan, which would include the key statement by Kenny, had been finessed in the days leading up to the vote, officials had to allow statements elsewhere to go first, with the Irish response being tweaked where necessary. The Irish Permanent Representative in Brussels alerted Dublin to a joint statement from the presidents of the Commission, Parliament, Council and the Dutch Prime Minister (the Netherlands held the rotating presidency). ‘We knew the choreography of what was about to take place,’ recalls one staffer. ‘We also knew we needed to be flexible. The Irish couldn’t be storming out with their response.’

That also meant waiting for the official response from Downing Street. Some senior officials in Room 308 had wondered if David Cameron would tough it out. There had been an assumption that the Tory leadership question would not be resolved until the autumn, a belief supported by statements from Boris Johnson and Michael Gove, the most prominent Brexiteers.

At around 8.15 a.m. Cameron emerged with his wife, Samantha, from Number 10. Room 308 suddenly went quiet. The emergency Cabinet meeting was just over, and Charlie Flanagan, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, was slumped on one of the sofas, looking up at the screen. Feargal Purcell, the Government Press Secretary, stood nearby. ‘We watched Cameron make the speech,’ recalls one official. The moment Cameron uttered the words ‘above all this will require strong, determined and committed leadership’, there was a collective expulsion of breath around the room. ‘Anyone who has ever drafted a speech and heard that line went, “Ohh …” We knew exactly where that was going.’

David Cameron was resigning after six years as Prime Minister. His gambit to stop his backbenchers ‘banging on about Europe’ had backfired spectacularly.

Cameron’s key civil servant on Europe, Sir Ivan Rogers, had left his Brussels apartment at 6 a.m. to drive to the UK Permanent Representation. He’d had 30 minutes’ sleep. When he arrived at UKRep, some endurance drinkers were still there. There had been tears, anger and disbelief. It was not just disappointment at an outcome they had worked hard to avoid. These were civil servants who had spent their professional lives working on EU policy. They were largely supportive of the EU project, or at least they did not accept the tabloid depiction of ‘Brussels’. Many had settled in Brussels, raised families there. Now, some feared for their livelihoods.

Rogers met his top team, and phoned Number 10 and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. Cameron had never told Rogers he would quit if he lost the vote, but Rogers had assumed he would. Article 50 of the EU Treaty, which governs the mechanism by which a member state may leave the Union, would have to be triggered, and he felt that Cameron no longer had the legitimacy to do this.

Rogers called all the staff together. According to those present, he did his best to rally the troops. UKRep remained absolutely central to what was now going to happen: there would be a negotiation based on Article 50, and officials should ‘stick with it’. Britain would have to enter the most serious, complex negotiations the country had ever undertaken, and the shell-shocked officials in front of him – the people with the expertise – would be absolutely depended upon if Britain were to conclude a successful deal.

The speech was a hard sell. According to one embassy official, the sense of anger and shock was just so overwhelming. A senior diplomat told staff they had to accept they were part of that educated ‘elite’ that angry voters, who were struggling to make ends meet, had rejected. To many, the label didn’t seem real or fair.

Rogers’s Deputy, Shan Morgan, was due to appear at a committee meeting of fellow EU ambassadors that morning. One diplomat recalls: ‘It took place in a completely weird atmosphere because, of course, everyone was mesmerized by the British outcome.’ Morgan arrived late. ‘There were lots of group hugs, words of sympathy. People were completely stunned. She was stunned.’

Within a week, the Foreign Office was to send two professional in-house counsellors to Brussels to carry out group-therapy sessions at UKRep. The idea was that staff would vent, pour out their feelings of rage, frustration, helplessness. One staff member suspected that the caring approach was really intended to prevent officials venting to the media instead.

The two counsellors who came over from London had travelled over only two months before. On that occasion, they were counselling UKRep staff in the immediate aftermath of the Brussels terror attacks.

Back in Dublin, the Taoiseach’s statement was adjusted to include a tribute to his departing British counterpart. When Kenny faced the media in the government press room, he was standing alone between an Irish flag and an EU flag.

‘For a Leave vote the audience was global,’ says one official. ‘So the image was: “We’re staying in, folks.” ’ In the final draft of the statement, Kenny said he was ‘very sorry’ the Leave vote had prevailed, but he appealed for calm. He said the negotiations for Britain to leave the EU were unlikely to begin for a couple of months. ‘We must take this breathing space … and use it wisely,’ he said.

Beyond the press room there was anything but a sense of calm. The FTSE 100 was in freefall and would plunge more than 8 per cent in its biggest opening slump since the financial crisis, wiping £120 billion off the value of the 100 biggest UK companies. The pound fell to lows not seen since 1985, falling 11 per cent against the dollar and 6.3 per cent against the euro. Mark Carney, the Governor of the Bank of England, called for calm and warned of ‘volatility’. Irish banks exposed to the UK represented around 21 per cent of total Irish banking assets. Shares in the Irish stock market were 9 per cent lower.

At 10.42 a.m. the Taoiseach’s Department issued a series of tweets from the Irish Central Bank, attempting to reassure the markets. The Central Bank was ‘closely monitoring’ the impact on the banking sector. Pointing out that the ECB was ready for ‘all contingencies’, the Central Bank said it was ‘satisfied that measures are in place to address any issues which may arise’. On cue, government departments issued their Leave statements. IDA Ireland and Enterprise Ireland sent letters to every client. Bord Bia announced workshops for food exporters for the following week.

Within Ireland’s diplomatic service, the hard, brutal fact of the Leave victory was hard to take in. One Brussels-based diplomat recalls: ‘People were quite stunned. The more everybody thought about it, the more the appalling vista opened up. People hadn’t really thought about it in depth at that point. Anyone who dealt in that area, you could see huge complications opening up. People were saying, this is going to take a generation to sort out, it’s so complex.’

The contours of that complexity had been steadily mapped out by civil servants in the months leading up to the referendum. Once Brexit became a theoretical danger, changes were made. Inside the Department of the Taoiseach, the Economic, International Affairs and Northern Ireland Division, in existence since 2011, was broken up. The British–Irish and Northern Ireland parts were taken over by Dermot Curran, a senior official from the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, to focus on the all-island and Ireland–Britain aspects of Brexit. Assistant Secretary John Callinan took charge of the Economic and International Division, with a greater focus on the EU side. Officials from all government departments, including key parts of the Department of Foreign Affairs, amalgamated into a fully blown interdepartmental group.

The emerging Contingency Plan was about preparing for all the scenarios that might arise (‘the good, the bad and the ugly’, as one official put it), trying to anticipate what they might look like, but not really expecting them to actually happen. ‘At that stage [late 2015] we were going a bit deeper into potential consequences. But it wasn’t about remedies and solutions.’

On 10 and 11 November 2015, 15 Irish bishops from North and South visited the European institutions in Brussels, meeting the First Vice-President of the European Commission, Frans Timmermans, Ireland’s Commissioner, Phil Hogan, a number of Irish MEPs, and staff from the Irish Permanent Representation and the Northern Ireland Executive Office. One meeting was with Jonathan Faull, the most senior British official in the Commission and the head of the Commission’s Brexit Task Force.

‘I was wheeled in to talk to them about Brexit,’ Faull recalls. ‘What was supposed to be a half-hour discussion turned into an hour and a half. It was fascinating, particularly with the bishops from the border areas. They said basically there was now a young generation in Ireland thinking that the border isn’t significant any more, that you go from one place to another very freely. They described how some parishes even straddle the border. As I began to set out what Brexit might mean, you could see they were visibly shocked by the implications.’

Officials began with the obvious aspects of impact, and tried to structure the work flow. Each department was given a risk register. Officials were tasked with supplying information along the immediate, medium and longer terms so that the potential risks could be assessed in a streamlined fashion. There was no shortage of overlap and cross-referencing with other departments, but no one could assume that someone else was doing the spadework.

One senior official from the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation recalls the sheer scale of what they had to figure out: ‘We had everything from labour migration, work permits, expert control duties, military goods, trade, the World Trade Organization, foreign direct investment, the IDA, exports, Enterprise Ireland, InterTradeIreland, chemicals, health and safety, mergers and acquisitions, competition policy, innovation, [the EU research programme] Horizon 2020, the COSME programme [for SMEs]. Even just name checking what we were covering took about 20 or 30 pages. There wasn’t an officer or an agency that wasn’t impacted.’

The methods used were based on OECD best practice, essentially the same tools that went into creating the state’s annual National Risk Register (NRR). But there was a striking difference: no one knew how deep the impact of the Brexit meteor would be. What was certain was that, like any meteor strike, there would be very few upsides. ‘You were anticipating areas of impact,’ recalls a senior official. ‘From the get-go they weren’t areas of impact that were positive. They were potentially threatening.’

Diplomats like to refer to ‘the landing zone’: the place where negotiations will finally end up, to the satisfaction – more or less – of all the parties involved. Because Cameron’s government hadn’t articulated what they would do if that vote was Leave, Irish officials were operating in a vacuum. ‘We had no landing zone,’ recalls one exasperated official. ‘We didn’t even know where the Brits would think of ending up.’

The work continued up until the final week of campaigning, with departmental inputs being stitched together in the final few days. At the last minute the Department of Foreign Affairs had to assess if it was ready for a spike in passport queries and citizenship applications.

While the exhaustive research was going on, the political message was sharpening. On Friday, 13 May, Enda Kenny had spoken at a Bloomberg event in the Gibson Hotel in Dublin. He said our ambition should not be to preserve what we have, but to build upon it, to break down barriers, not to erect them. ‘We have become close,’ he declared of Ireland’s bond with the UK. ‘We should stay close. And we should stay together in Europe.’

As dawn broke on 24 June, Britain hadn’t listened.

The government’s Contingency Plan, which ran to 130 pages, was kept confidential, as it would essentially form the basis of the Irish government’s negotiating strategy when Article 50 was triggered. But a condensed version of the Plan had been prepared for release to the media while the Taoiseach delivered his statement. The top priority was that the state would ensure financial stability via the Irish Central Bank and the ECB. Everything would be done to preserve the peace process, the Good Friday Agreement and the Common Travel Area. Ireland would be remaining in the EU. Ireland Inc. would be protected, companies that exported would be strengthened, new investment opportunities would be targeted, new markets for Irish goods would be sought out, tariffs and customs controls would be avoided if at all possible, energy supplies would be safeguarded, European PEACE and Interreg funds would be continued for the time being, as would cross-border health services.

On closer inspection, the condensed Contingency Plan was rich in the vaguely aspirational. The words ‘analysis’, ‘revise’, ‘ensure’, ‘monitor’, ‘assess’, ‘identify’, ‘prioritize’ cropped up an awful lot. In the Irish Independent, Kevin Doyle noted that the document was ‘not exactly the type of reassurance that would let you “Keep calm and carry on”. People might have hoped for something a bit more tangible as the stock markets and sterling crashed.’

In Luxembourg, European affairs ministers gathered for their scheduled meeting in a sombre mood. The British minister David Lidington, a prominent Remainer, was called upon to speak first. ‘He was very brave but exceptionally disappointed,’ recalls Ireland’s minister, Dara Murphy. ‘He thanked everyone for their support. He expressed his own disappointment. But even at that stage he said, “The people have spoken.” ’

Some of the ministers wanted Britain to trigger Article 50 immediately, but the message from Kenny to Murphy that morning by phone had been that the British needed time. Murphy, who was third to speak, conveyed this to the other member states. ‘That was the tensest meeting I’ve ever attended,’ he recalls.

The six foreign ministers of the founding member states raced to Berlin to call on Britain to trigger Article 50 immediately. That met a frosty response from Chancellor Angela Merkel, who said there was no hurry.

The imperative for Ireland, as the day unfolded, was to remind the outside world that it would be remaining in the European Union. The other message that officials in Room 308 were trying to get out was that Britain wasn’t leaving the EU that day.

Local radio stations buzzed with callers asking questions that no one could really answer. What would this mean for Ireland’s trade? What about Northern Ireland? Would the border come back? Customs posts? The North had voted to remain in the EU – could it? The 30,000 people who cross the border every day to work – would they have to show passports? Sterling was plunging; exporters would feel the effects within days, because their goods were more expensive in the most important market. A frantic tech worker wondered if he could be stopped crossing a notional new border because he was carrying ‘intellectual property’.

It quickly became clear that the delicate constitutional settlement that had underpinned relations between the island of Ireland and the United Kingdom was shifting underfoot. Martin McGuinness, the Deputy First Minister of Northern Ireland, called almost immediately for a referendum on a United Ireland. The First Minister, DUP leader Arlene Foster, described the call as opportunistic, saying there was ‘no way’ a majority would vote in favour in any case.

Economic prospects also looked wobbly. Irish share prices fell more heavily than UK ones. The Irish Times quoted sources saying that the Minister for Finance, Michael Noonan, had warned Cabinet colleagues of the severity of the consequences for the public finances if there was a post-Brexit slump.

The Taoiseach travelled to Brussels for a summit of EU leaders. It was a strange gathering. The agenda, which had been fixed for some time, was supposed to be about the migration crisis, but Britain’s imminent departure was all the international media was focused on.

Ordinarily, much of the work at these European Council meetings is pre-cooked by diplomats, officials and ministers from the member states, and much of the tweaking and haggling over the final text is done by the so-called sherpas – the officials representing each EU leader, who meet several days ahead of the event. On this occasion, the sherpa meeting took place on Sunday, 26 June. The British sherpa was excluded. Enda Kenny’s sherpa was John Callinan, Head of the Economic and International Policy Division in the Department of the Taoiseach. He was joined by Declan Kelleher, Ireland’s Permanent Representative in Brussels (both men unable to watch the European Championships match between France and the Republic of Ireland that was taking place in Lyon at the same time). The sherpas agreed a short text that would focus on the UK’s rights and obligations as it prepared to leave the EU.

On Tuesday, 28 June, one week after the referendum, all 28 leaders gathered in Brussels. After the meeting on migration, David Cameron held his last summit news conference. He told reporters that the tone of the meeting had been one of ‘sadness and regret’. He himself regretted the outcome of the referendum, but did not regret holding it. ‘It was the right thing to do,’ he told reporters. He also said that immigration had been a key factor in the Leave victory, and this was something the EU should reflect on. There was a you-win-some-you-lose-some tone to his statement; one observer described Cameron as having the demeanour of someone who had lost a rugby match.

The next day, the other 27 leaders met for an informal summit. For the first time since 1973, a British Prime Minister had been excluded from the room. Ireland’s position on how the EU should proceed was a subject of interest. Dublin was known to be close to London on many European issues; Enda Kenny had been the Prime Minister’s most passionate advocate when Cameron was trying to get a decent deal back in February. Among other leaders, though, there was an impulse to make the UK’s exit deal sufficiently punitive so as to discourage other member states from following them out of the club. The text the sherpas had agreed on the Sunday was only slightly tweaked during the meeting of the 27, with one exception. Chancellor Merkel made it clear in the room that there should be a specific line regarding the four freedoms – free movement of goods, services, capital and people – included in the final communiqué. If Britain wanted access to the single market, they would have to accept all four freedoms – including free movement of EU workers, a clear red line for Brexiteers. ‘Nobody stood up and said, “No, we don’t support the four freedoms,” ’ says one senior Irish official.

According to one source, later appointed as one of the EU’s senior negotiators, there was no wobbling on the Irish side at the summit. ‘The freedom of movement line was agreed by Kenny, and repeated in his press conference afterwards. This was very significant. It wasn’t [Slovak Prime Minister Robert] Fico or [former Polish President Jarosław] Kaczyński saying it. It was Kenny. Kenny gave it more weight.’

The Brexit result triggered a spate of bloodletting within the Conservative Party. Boris Johnson had been expected to stand for the leadership, but pulled out at the last minute when he learned that his ally, Michael Gove, was about to launch his own bid. Stephen Crabb, the Work and Pensions Secretary, dropped out of the race due to lack of support and within days was embroiled in a ‘sexting’ scandal. With the leader of the Labour Party, Jeremy Corbyn, clinging to office after a dismal referendum campaign and the financial markets in free fall, the country appeared in amateurish disarray. The Economist’s front cover showed a pair of Union Jack underpants halfway up a flagpole, under the headline ‘Anarchy in the UK’.

The antics at Westminster were viewed with increasing alarm in the rest of Europe, and in Dublin. None of the arguments about what kind of Brexit the UK had voted for had yet taken shape. ‘It was quite striking that the British had not prepared in any way for the eventuality of Brexit,’ recalls one Irish minister. ‘We knew this, and we knew the reason why. We knew they weren’t preparing because, of course, they didn’t want to be seen to be preparing for an outcome they were campaigning not to have.’

UKRep issued a statement that Britain would continue to play its role as a full member state and would take a ‘constructive’ approach to negotiations on any new EU laws and regulations. But if Britain was the swing vote on a policy that would kick in after they left, then they would abstain.

The problem was that under the EU’s weighted voting system, an abstention was equivalent to a No vote. The first big issue to come up after Brexit was a proposal to further reduce mobile-phone roaming charges for citizens travelling to other member states. There was a group of countries that wanted the wholesale caps that determine the charges to be as low as possible. Britain was part of that bloc (as was Ireland), and the British Ambassador’s vote became the determining one. ‘If the Brits had stayed where they were, we would all have ended up with lower caps,’ recalls the diplomat. ‘Ultimately, the British abstention meant higher roaming charges for everyone.’

The Taoiseach was facing his own problems in the first fortnight after the Brexit vote. In media interviews on Sunday, 3 July, Dara Murphy and the Minister for Health, Simon Harris, both raised the idea of an all-island forum on Brexit involving all political parties, interest groups, citizens and stakeholders who had something to offer, or to learn. The problem was that the idea had not been first floated with First Minister Arlene Foster, whose party had campaigned vigorously for a Leave vote. The next day in Dublin, at a hastily scheduled meeting of the North South Ministerial Council, Kenny was given a humiliating public slapdown by Foster. After the meeting, Foster said: ‘I believe that there are more than enough mechanisms by which we can discuss these issues on a North–South basis. Frankly, I don’t believe there are any mechanisms needed because we can lift the phone to each other on a daily basis if that were so needed.’ The implication was that the phone hadn’t been lifted.

Recalling the events, Murphy accepts that the issue was badly handled, but feels that the idea was sound. ‘We had a responsibility under the Good Friday Agreement. It became obvious that we’d have to get as much input from all of our own bodies and
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