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            Dedication

         

         
            This book is dedicated to Agapi who has continued, as always, to be helpful, kind and loving – thank you, Agapi. 5
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            Introduction

         

         My parents gave me my first stamp album as a birthday present back in 1975. At the same time, one of my grandfathers kick-started my collection with a set of stamps from 1922. They featured a profile of King George V but had been overprinted in heavy black ink with the words ‘Saorstát Éireann 1922’. In the years since, I have added extensively to this start-up collection of stamps.

         What makes stamps particularly captivating is their dual nature as functional objects and artistic achievements. Originally conceived as mundane instruments of postal delivery, stamps have long transcended their utilitarian roots. Governments and postal authorities have realised their potential as cultural artefacts, often commissioning artists to design visually stunning images that capture the essence of a nation’s identity. In the process, stamps have been transformed into miniature works of art, rich with symbolism, history and cultural significance. A single stamp, bearing the likeness of a national hero, a rare bird or an iconic landmark, can transport its viewer across time and space. Through their intricate designs and storied pasts, stamps invite their viewers to marvel at the richness of human experience, one tiny masterpiece at a time.

         For me (as for many) the fascination with stamps is often fuelled by the thrill of the hunt. Like a detective piecing together clues, the eager collector searches for rare issues, misprints or unique postmarks. Each new addition to their existing store of stamps is a triumph, a small victory in the pursuit of an ever more complete collection. But in the end, the fundamental wonder of stamps surely lies in their ability to transform the ordinary into the extraordinary. A simple piece of paper, often overlooked in daily life, operates as a vessel for art, history and imagination, as well as a vehicle of commerce.

         This book explores Ireland’s history and culture through one hundred postage stamps that have been issued since Ireland achieved independence in 1922. These stamps commemorate Irish people, achievements and life, conveying important messages about our identity and heritage. They have been presented in the order in which they were issued so the reader can get a better sense of our country’s changing self-perception in the last one hundred years. The earlier stamps emanate from a conservative, somewhat introverted state that was predominantly Catholic in outlook. In time, they evolve in form to celebrate the vibrant, liberal, multicultural Ireland of today.

         This book has been written in my personal capacity and not in my capacity as a judge.

         
             

         

         Hon. Mr Justice Max Barrett
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            Map of Ireland  

            2p, 1922

            
               I am Ireland:

               Great my glory

               I that bore Cuchulain the valiant*

            

         

         The first stamp issued for everyday use by the newly independent Irish Free State was anything but ordinary. Designed by James Ingram, it was a declaration of identity, ambition and pride. At its heart is a bold map of Ireland, a clear break from the British stamps overprinted with Irish text that had served as a practical but contentious stopgap during the transition to independence.

         The map is surrounded by intricate Celtic interlacing, a visual homage to Ireland’s rich artistic heritage. Above it sits the word ‘Éire,’ elegantly inscribed in the Gaelic alphabet. (Though ‘Éire’ would not officially become the state’s name until 1937, its use here speaks volumes about the Free State’s sense of identity and purpose.) Christian motifs also permeate the design, reflecting the religious ethos of the newly independent nation. The arched frame mirrors the architecture of medieval Irish chapels, while the Celtic spirals on the pillars evoke the Christian concept of eternity. At the top, a cluster of shamrocks recalls the tale of St Patrick using the shamrock to explain the Christian doctrine of the Holy Trinity – three persons in one God and one God in three persons.

         The map shown on the stamp is geographically correct but politically inaccurate: It omits the border splitting the island of Ireland into the Irish Free State and Northern Ireland and thus avoids any suggestion of division. This feels far too intentional to be an oversight. It hints at the continuing republican vision among the Free State’s founders of a single, united, self-governing island of Ireland.

         Far from being a mere instrument that facilitates the sending of letters, this early Free State stamp can be seen as an artistic, cultural and political statement that encapsulates the political aspirations of a fledgling state that was still finding and asserting its place on the international stage.

         11

         
            [image: Five postage stamps bearing the head of King George V in profle, with 'Rialtar Gealadach na hÉireann, 1922', printed over the artwork in a cló Gaelach typeface.]British George V stamps overprinted by the Provisional Government of Ireland (Rialtas Sealadach na hÉireann) in 1922.

            

         

         
            * From the poem ‘I Am Ireland’ / ‘Mise Éire’ (1912) by Patrick Pearse
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               [image: A postage stamp printed in blue ink bearing an engraved portrait of Daniel O'Connell in a decorative oval fame. Scrollwork banners above the frame read, 'Éire, Fuascailt na gCatioliceach, 1829, 1929'. Below the frame is the text, 'Trí pingine' and the numeral '3' in the left and right-hand corners.]

            

            Catholic Emancipation

            3p, 1929

            
               ‘[T]he enemies of Ireland … separated the Protestant from the Catholic, and the Presbyterian from both … They falsely declared that we hated each other … They succeeded in producing all the madness of … religious distinctions; and whilst we were lost in the stupor of insanity, they plundered us of our country …’*

            

         

         Ireland’s first commemorative stamp celebrates the centenary of the Roman Catholic Relief Act (or Catholic Emancipation Act) of 1829. This was a measure that granted full civil rights to Catholics in the British Empire, removing legal restrictions that had long marginalised Ireland’s Catholic majority.

         The stamp, designed by Leo Whelan, features the image of Daniel O’Connell (1775–1847), the charismatic leader of the Catholic Emancipation movement. His image is ringed by the words Fuascailt na gCaitliceach, the Irish for ‘Catholic Emancipation’. Born into the unstable world of Ireland’s Catholic gentry, O’Connell was educated in Ireland, Flanders and London, eventually qualifying as a barrister. He quickly rose to prominence in Irish political life, leading mass rallies (‘monster meetings’) that attracted vast crowds. Though he rejected the use of violence for political ends, O’Connell’s popularity influenced the British prime minister, Sir Robert Peel, to support Catholic Emancipation so as to avoid social unrest throughout Ireland.

         Following the passing of the Roman Catholic Relief Act, O’Connell took his seat in Parliament as its first Catholic MP. He became a vocal advocate for the abolition of slavery and soon launched his next major campaign, seeking – unsuccessfully – the repeal of the Acts of Union which had joined Ireland into the United Kingdom in 1801.

         O’Connell lived to witness the devastation of the Great Famine (see page 84). In 1847, now a weakened old man, he pleaded in Parliament for the granting of famine relief to Ireland. Later that year, he died while travelling in Italy. His heart was buried in Rome and his body returned to Dublin, where he was laid to rest in Glasnevin Cemetery. Today, he is remembered by a towering statue on Dublin’s O’Connell Street, a fitting tribute to a man who dominated Irish politics in his lifetime.

         13

         
            [image: Daniel O'Connell stands in front of the court with his hand raised, holding a rolled paper.]A sketch showing Daniel O’Connell defending the rights of his countrymen in the courts of Dublin, 4 February 1844

            

         

         
            * Taken from Daniel O’Connell’s speech at the Royal Exchange, Dublin, on 18 September 1810
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               [image: A postage stamp printed in dark brown, bearing a drawing of a hydro-electric dam. The text on the stamp reads: 'Éire. Forbarit Chomhacht na Sionainne, 1930. 2d.']

            

            Shannon Hydro-Electric Scheme

            2p, 1930

         

         The River Shannon, which stretches a distance of 360 kilometres, flows through the heart of Ireland, meandering through three major lakes: Lough Allen, Lough Ree and Lough Derg. For most of its length, the river drops gently at about 6 centimetres per kilometre. However, in its final 24 kilometres, roughly from Killaloe to Limerick, the pace quickens, with a fall of 114 centimetres per kilometre. This faster, deeper section of the river has become the site of one of our country’s most significant industrial projects: the Shannon Hydro-Electric Scheme.

         The idea for harnessing the Shannon’s power was first suggested in a pre-independence Board of Trade report. Initially, due to budgetary constraints, the Free State government hesitated to adopt the plan. However, by 1925, they had passed the Shannon Electricity Act and partnered with Siemens, the German engineering firm, to bring the project to life. Thomas McLaughlin, a former University College Galway lecturer and Siemens employee, was instrumental in pushing matters forward, convincing W.T. Cosgrave, independent Ireland’s first head of government (see page 98), of the project’s feasibility.

         
            ‘What we want, and what we hope to get, is the big industrial development that should follow the flow of power from the Shannon works.

            It is no use harnessing the river if it stops simply at that.’

         

         From W.T. Cosgrave, ‘Success of the Shannon Scheme’, The Irish Times, 15 September 1928 15

         Despite early concerns that the scheme might produce more electricity than the nation could use, demand quickly caught up with supply. The scheme’s environmental impact was also the subject of debate, with concerns raised over the possible extinction of the rare Irish fleabane near Lough Derg. The plant survived, and a small population still thrives by the lough today. However, there are continuing concerns about the scheme’s impact on the Shannon’s salmon, trout, lamprey and eel populations.

         Construction was a major endeavour, involving the lowering of Lough Derg, the building of a power station at Ardnacrusha, and the creation of a high-tension electricity transmission network. Thousands of workers were involved, and for a time, the construction site even became a temporary tourist attraction.

         In July 1929, W.T. Cosgrave officially opened the Shannon Hydro-Electric Scheme, and the following year it was celebrated in a special commemorative stamp, bearing the Irish words for ‘Development of Shannon Power’ and highlighting the achievement involved in bringing the scheme into operation.

         
            [image: A vintage black-and-white photograph showing workmen assembling large sections of pipe.]Men working on the construction of the Shannon Hydro-Electric Scheme.
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               [image: Postage stamp showing a man holding a scythe with the words '1731-1931 Cumann Rioga Baila Atha Cliath'.]

            

            The Royal Dublin Society

            2p, 1931

         

         Founded on 25 June 1731, at Trinity College Dublin, The Dublin Society – it gained its royal sobriquet about a century later – aimed to improve farming in Ireland and foster domestic industries that could provide employment for Irish workers. Its founders were members of the Anglo-Irish ruling class who saw themselves as patriots dedicated to Ireland’s advancement. By October 1731, the Society had moved to the House of Lords. Within a generation, it had settled at Leinster House.

         From the outset, the Society was actively involved in ventures such as experimenting with corn-cleansing, promoting flax-growing, assisting the Irish cider industry and establishing drawing schools. It founded a library, which became the nucleus of the National Library of Ireland, and its efforts laid the groundwork for the National Museum, Natural History Museum and National Botanic Gardens. During the Great Famine (see page 84), the Society worked tirelessly to find a solution to potato blight. Its success in promoting copper sulphate spraying helped turn potato blight into a more manageable agricultural concern.

         In 1853, the Society hosted a Great Industrial Exhibition on the lawns of Leinster House, with Queen Victoria and Prince Albert among its attendees. The Society’s first horse show was held in 1868 in the relatively small front courtyard of Leinster House. It subsequently became an annual event and remains a highlight of Dublin’s sporting calendar today.

         The Dublin Science and Art Museum Act of 1877 saw the government take over many of the Society’s museum sites. As a consequence, in the 1880s, the Society moved its activities to its present headquarters at Ballsbridge. Now known generally as the RDS, it continues to champion progress in agriculture, art, industry and science, just as its founders intended.

         The stamp itself, designed by George Atkinson, shows a farmer carrying a scythe over his shoulder. Beneath him is the Irish phrase for ‘Royal Dublin Society’. It captures the Society’s aim of improving agricultural methods and, because the farmer is moving, conveys a feeling of progress. There is also a sense of how a still primarily agricultural nation perceived its farming class, with the rugged farmer’s sleeves rolled up as he sets out for another hard day’s work. 17

         
            Happy the Patriots, who with generous Zeal 

Devote their Labours to the Public Weal

         

         From ‘A Poem Inscribed to the Dublin Society’ (1737) by James Arbuckle

         
            [image: A photograph showing a line of competitors on horseback waiting to enter an arena, with a crowd of spectators in 1930s clothing.]Competitors in a pony class, 1939.
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               [image: A postage stamp showing a man playing hurling with the words '1884-1934 luith cleas gaedheal']

            

            The  Gaelic Athletic Association

            2p, 1934

            
               Then we bounced the ball and started, and for twenty minutes quite

We observed a proper courtesy and a heavenly sense of right,

But Fitzpatrick tipped McDougal in a handy patch of mud,

And the hero rose up, chewing dirt, and famishing for blood.*

            

         

         In 1934, a stamp was issued to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the Gaelic Athletic Association (Cumann Lúthchleas Gael). Designed by Richard J. King, it featured a hurler, a deliberate choice: hurling is a distinctly Irish game with a history that dates back to ancient times. It predates Gaelic football by centuries, with camogie a relative newcomer whose rules were only formalised in 1904.

         The GAA was founded after an article by Michael Cusack was published in The United Irishman in October 1884. Cusack, a teacher, lamented the decline of traditional Irish sports. Inspired by his article, a small group gathered on 1 November 1884 at Hayes Hotel in Thurles, County Tipperary, with a view to establishing a new Gaelic athletics association. Maurice Davin, an accomplished athlete, was elected president, and Michael Cusack became one of its secretaries. The group successfully sought support from three prominent Irish leaders – Archbishop Thomas Croke, Michael Davitt and Charles Stewart Parnell (see page 28) – all of whom agreed to serve as patrons.

         The GAA quickly became intertwined with Irish nationalism. Archbishop Croke’s letter of acceptance as patron, laced as it was with pro-Irish sentiment, set the tone for the new organisation. Notably, GAA clubs began to name themselves after patriots like Robert Emmet and Patrick Sarsfield, signalling their alignment with the national cause.

         The association’s popular strength was first tested in 1885, when it went head-to-head with a sporting event convened in Tralee by the County Kerry Athletic and Cricket Club. The GAA drew thousands of attendees; the cricket club attracted only a few hundred. This was a clear opening victory for the association in its battle against ‘English’ sports that had threatened to eclipse native sports in terms of popularity. 19

         The GAA has faced dark moments in its history. None more so than on 21 November 1920, when, during the War of Independence, British forces fired on spectators at a match in Croke Park, killing fourteen people in what became known as Bloody Sunday.

         Today, the association encompasses over 2,200 clubs and continues to promote not only sports but Irish music, dance and culture. Its crowning events, the All-Ireland football and hurling finals, held annually at Croke Park, draw nearly 100,000 fans – proof if proof was needed as to the enduring power of this amateur, volunteer-driven organisation.

         
            [image: A black-and-white photographic portrait of Michael Cusack. He is dressed in an open, double-breasted jacket with a decorative cumberbund underneath, plus-fours, woolen stockings and low-topped leather boots. He holds a knobkerrie stick with one hand and leans on a bench with the other. There is a painted background showing a rustic gate and houses.]Michael Cusack, co-founder of the Gaelic Athletic Association.

            

         

         
            * From ‘A Friendly Game of Football’ by Edward Dyson, Rhymes from the Mines and Other Lines (1896)
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               [image: Postage stamp showing an etching of a saint with his arms raised, in front of a burning fire.]

            

            St Patrick

            5s, 1937

         

         St Patrick, though not born in Ireland, has become one of our most celebrated figures. In today’s Ireland, where society is enriched by immigrants and refugees, it feels fitting that our patron saint was once a new arrival too.

         Patrick’s story is largely known through his own writings, his Confessio and an epistle (letter) dating back nearly sixteen centuries. Born in the late 4th century CE, possibly near Glastonbury, Patrick came from a Celtic background despite his family’s ties to the Roman Empire. His native language was likely British Celtic, an ancestor of modern Welsh.

         At sixteen years of age, Patrick was captured by Irish pirates and sold into slavery in Ireland, where he spent six years herding animals. Isolated and desperate, he turned to prayer, reputedly reciting hundreds of prayers daily. In one of his darkest moments, he believed he heard a divine voice telling him to escape from Ireland. Thus began an adventure which eventually led him to board a ship back to Britain.

         At home again, Patrick was soon haunted by visions calling him back to Ireland to spread Christianity. He travelled to France, became a priest and eventually a bishop. By 432 CE, he returned to Ireland, where he spent the rest of his life spreading the Christian faith. Though it is unclear how successful he was, later accounts have solidified his status as the man who Christianised Ireland.

         
            ‘I read the … epistle containing “the Voice of the Irish” … and thus they shouted out … “We request you, holy boy, that you come and walk farther among us.”’

         

         Taken from The Confession of Saint Patrick 21

         
            [image: A photograph of the outside of a domed building illuminated in green.]Sacré-Cœur Basilica in Paris, lit for St Patrick’s Day.

            

         

         This stamp from 1937, designed by Richard J. King, depicts the legendary story of St Patrick’s Paschal fire. It bears the name of the State and the Irish for ‘five shillings’. According to tradition, the Irish king Lóegaire and his druids celebrated a pagan festival around the time of Easter, with strict laws governing when fires could be lit. Undeterred, Patrick lit a fire in honour of the Christian god before the sacred pagan flame was ignited. Lóegaire rushed to punish Patrick but found himself thwarted by divine intervention – storms, earthquakes and other miraculous events. Ultimately, the divinely besieged king and his people converted to Christianity, albeit under duress.

         Today, St Patrick’s Day is celebrated worldwide by Irish communities and their descendants. Landmarks like the Eiffel Tower and the statue of Christ the Redeemer at Rio de Janeiro have been illuminated in green for the occasion, uniting the world in a celebration of Irish culture.
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               [image: Postage stamp showing a figure with a harp and a book, with the words 'Bunreacht na hEireann'.]

            

            Constitution of Ireland

            2p, 1937

            
               O Ireland, ancient Ireland! 

               Ancient, yet for ever young,

               Thou our mother, home and sire-land 

               Thou at length hast found a tongue.*

            

         

         The above claret-coloured stamp commemorates a defining moment in Irish history: the adoption of the Constitution of 1937, referred to in Irish as Bunreacht na hÉireann. This constitution involved a stronger assertion of Irish nationalism than the Irish Free State Constitution of 1922. The stamp depicts Hibernia, the symbolic figure of Ireland, draped in a gown, her hand resting on both a harp and the Constitution. It also includes the opening words of the Constitution, ‘In the Name of the Most Holy Trinity’, which highlight the intensely Catholic ambience of the fledgling state.

         The Constitution of 1937 remains the basic law here today. It was largely the work of Éamon de Valera (see page 88), a towering figure in modern Irish history. De Valera, who had opposed the treaty with the United Kingdom that established the Irish Free State, had spent years dismantling elements of the old constitutional order. As president of the Executive Council (prime minister) from 1932, he removed the oath of allegiance to the Crown, reduced the powers of the Governor-General, and ended court appeals to the British Privy Council. However, by the mid-1930s, it became clear that a new Constitution was needed if matters were to be taken further. The drafting process began in 1935, and after parliamentary discussions, the Constitution was put to a public vote on 1 July 1937. It was approved by 56% of voters – a solid but not overwhelming majority – and came into effect on 29 December 1937, with celebrations that included religious ceremonies and military parades.

         The new Constitution renamed the country as Éire, formalised the status of the tricolour as the national flag, and established Irish as the first official language of the state. It also created the office 23of President of Ireland, replacing the British monarch as head of state. Controversially, the Constitution (in since-deleted text) recognised the Catholic Church’s ‘special position’ in Irish society. It also limited Irish laws to the south but only pending reunification with the north.

         
            [image: Seven men in suits seated behind a round desk, with another four men standing behind. ]Éamon de Valera (seated centre) with his Cabinet in 1932.

            

         

         While the Constitution was rooted in nationalist and Catholic sentiment, over time it has proven to be remarkably adaptable. This was highlighted in two landmark referenda: in 2015, when Ireland became the first country in the world to legalise same-sex marriage by popular vote; and in 2018, when voters approved legislation allowing abortion. Both referenda demonstrated the enduring strength of our constitutional democracy and the Constitution’s ability to reflect the changing mores of the Irish electorate.

         
            * From ‘Irish National Hymn’ (1848) by James Clarence Mangan
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               [image: Stamp showing a man in uniform holding a rifle with the words 'In aimn Dé agus in aimn na nglún d'imigh romhainn, Forógra 1916']

            

            Easter Rising

            2½p, 1941

            
               Who can talk of give and take, 

               What should be and what not,

               While those dead men are loitering there 

               To stir the boiling pot?*

            

         

         On Easter Monday, 24 April 1916, Dublin erupted into rebellion. The Irish tricolour was raised above the GPO on O’Connell Street as a symbol of republican defiance. Inside, nationalist revolutionaries turned the building into the heart of their fight for freedom.

         Shortly after noon, Patrick Pearse (see page 76) stepped outside to deliver the Proclamation of the Irish Republic. His voice rang out over the gathering crowd:

         
            ‘Irishmen and Irishwomen, in the name of God and of the dead generations …

            Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom.’

         

         The Proclamation rejected British rule and asserted the rights of a new, sovereign Irish republic. It was signed by seven leaders who knew the cost of their actions but pressed forward regardless. The names of the seven are etched forever in history: Éamonn Ceannt (co-founder of the Irish Volunteers), Thomas Clarke (an ‘old Fenian’ who had spent time in prison for his role in a London bombing campaign), James Connolly (a prominent trade unionist and founder of the Irish Citizen Army), Seán MacDiarmada (a member of the Gaelic League and the Irish Republican Brotherhood), Thomas MacDonagh (poet and playwright), Patrick Pearse (author, educator and symbolic leader of the Rising) and Joseph Plunkett (poet).

         Across the city, the rebels seized key positions such as Jacob’s biscuit factory, the South Dublin Union and the Four Courts. The GPO became their nerve centre. For six days, they held their ground, but the British response was swift and overwhelming. Heavy shelling reduced large parts of Dublin to rubble, and by 29 April, surrounded and outgunned, the rebels surrendered. 25

         The aftermath was brutal. Sixteen leaders were executed, their deaths calculated to stamp out the rebellion. Among them was James Connolly, so gravely injured he had to be tied to a chair before facing the firing squad. Public outrage erupted over the spate of executions, transforming the leaders from defeated rebels into national martyrs, their sacrifice igniting a new wave of support for Irish independence.

         Designed by Victor Brown to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the Rising, the stamp opposite depicts an Irish Volunteer standing resolutely before the GPO. To his left is the Irish version of the opening to the Proclamation (‘In the name of God and in the name of the generations that went before us’), followed by the Irish for ‘Proclamation 1916’. As an image it seems strangely subdued compared with the stamps that marked the half-century of the Rising in 1966. Those later stamps (there were eight of them) showed each of the seven signatories on a separate stamp, testament to the iconic status they had already acquired. An eighth, more abstract stamp showed the GPO, a rising sun, seven match-stick figures (the signatories, perhaps) and a crop of crosses to commemorate the Rising’s dead.

         
            [image: A photo of a city street, with two soldiers with rifles on the left and a man in an overcoat and hat on the right. A pair of feet can be seen beside the hatted man.]The surrender of Patrick Pearse on Saturday, 29 April 1916. The photo shows General William Lowe and his son John on the left. William later became a Hollywood actor under the screen name John Loder. Partially visible to the right of Pearse is nurse Elizabeth O’Farrell, who was reputedly edited out of the photograph by the time it was published in The Daily Sketch three weeks later.

            

         

         
            * ‘Sixteen Dead Men’ by William Butler Yeats, from Michael Robartes and the Dancer (1920)
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               [image: Postage stamp showing Douglas Hyde with his name in Irish along with the words 'an céad uachtarán' and 'Connragh na Gaedhilge 1893'.]

            

            The Gaelic League

            ½p, 1943

            
               ‘Unless we retain a bilingual population … Irish may be said to be dead, and … with modern Irish … dead, adieu to all hope of translating, publishing or understanding that unique glory of our race – our vast Irish literature.’*

            

         

         The Gaelic League, a cultural organisation dedicated to preserving Ireland’s heritage, particularly the Irish language, played a vital role in shaping Irish identity from the late 19th century onward. Douglas Hyde, the League’s co-founder and longtime president, was so central to its legacy that he appears on the stamp, designed by Seán O’Sullivan, that was issued to commemorate its 50th anniversary. The banner around his image bears the Irish words for ‘The Gaelic League’ and ‘Douglas Hyde’.

         Hyde’s journey to national prominence in an independent Ireland was remarkable. Born in 1860, he was descended from Arthur Hyde, who was granted lands in County Cork during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. Hyde grew up in Frenchpark, County Roscommon, where his father served as a Church of Ireland rector. As a child, he picked up a knowledge of Irish from local labourers, sparking a lifelong passion for the language as well as an abiding sense of Irish nationalism.

         Hyde studied at Trinity College Dublin, where, despite familial pressure to pursue a religious career, he earned a doctorate in law. By his mid-twenties, Hyde was writing articles on the need to preserve Irish. In 1893, he co-founded Conradh na Gaeilge – the Gaelic League. Under Hyde’s leadership, the League grew, attracting
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