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Foreword
The IIEA is delighted to publish Ambassador Bobby McDonagh’s “Irish friends and friends of Ireland...”  
London Speeches 2009-2013, a collection of his speeches as Irish Ambassador to the UK. The evolving 
relationship between the UK and the EU, and its implications for Ireland, has been a central theme of the 
IIEA’s programme since the Institute was established in 1991. This book is therefore the latest contribution 
to this important subject.

It is a particular pleasure for me, as IIEA Director General, to write this foreword. I have known Bobby for 
four decades, since he arrived in Brussels as a young stagiere in the European Commission in the mid 1970s.  
I have followed his diplomatic career with interest and admiration. He has made a major contribution to 
policy making in Ireland and on the wider European stage throughout his career.

As Irish Ambassador in London from 2009-13, Bobby had a unique vantage point to observe, and to 
participate in, history in the making. He and his embassy staff played a central role in planning the historic 
visit of Queen Elizabeth to Ireland in May 2011. That visit, and the reciprocal State Visit of President 
Higgins to the UK in 2014, have put Irish-British relationships on to a new and more positive footing.

This collection of speeches illuminate the broader political and cultural climate against which these visits were 
planned. They reflect the equality of relationship and the parity of esteem between the two governments, 
forged over 40 years of common membership of the European Union. They reflect the radically changed 
relationships between our respective peoples: forty years ago, it was not ‘cool to be Irish’ in Britain, now it is.

The speeches show how good Bobby is at making speeches – the product of good training in Gonzaga, Balliol 
College and the Oxford Union! They show how he deploys words as ‘precision tools’, a phrase appropriately 
used in introducing Nobel Laureate Seamus Heaney, that great master of using words in their most precise 
order, purpose and significance. And they show his deep belief in the importance of the European Union 
as the great peace project of our age, and how the Union has contributed to Ireland’s development and 
independence.

Many of Bobby’s speeches start by welcoming his guests to the Embassy on behalf of his wife Mary and 
himself. Mary has been a remarkable support to Bobby over his successful career and it is the team of Mary 
and Bobby who have represented our country so effectively for nearly four decades.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge the support of Niall Burgess, Secretary General of the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade, for the idea that these speeches should be published. I believe it is an important 
development that the Department is supportive of the publication of material by distinguished public 
servants, whether serving or retired, when such publication can add to the historical record and respects the 
necessary bounds of public discretion.

Tom Arnold 
Director General, IIEA
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Introduction
My posting as Irish Ambassador to London from April 2009 to August 2013 coincided with a unique period 
in the transformation of relations between Britain and Ireland. Amongst the many developments which I 
had the honour of witnessing during my posting, the historic State Visit of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth to 
Ireland in 2011, the first State Visit by a British monarch to Ireland, stands out as both a practical expression 
and perfect symbol of the friendship which now characterises relationships across our islands.

During my years as Ambassador in London, it fell to me to make many hundreds of speeches. Although 
many of these were very specific to particular Irish community, business or cultural events, several gave me 
the opportunity to reflect on various aspects of the rapidly evolving relationship between Britain and Ireland. 
My approach to hosting events was: if in doubt make a speech. My view is that a speech, especially one 
designed specifically for the occasion, not only makes guests feel more welcome but can also help to shape  
an event. 

I am also of the school which believes in preparing speeches carefully. While I understand the attractions of 
making largely off-the-cuff remarks and indeed admire the skills of those who can do it well, I find it hard 
to think of anything worthwhile ever said that had not been thought through and prepared in advance. My 
practice was to prepare my speeches with the specific audience and nature of an event in mind. Depending 
on the occasion, I delivered my remarks either without notes or from a script.

Given the historic developments which coincided with my posting in London, I thought it might be useful 
to draw together some of my prepared scripts to serve as a record of some of the key developments, or at 
least of how I perceived them at the time. I have therefore made a very small selection from amongst those 
of my scripts which addressed the wider British-Irish relationship, as well as a few speeches more focussed 
on the European Union which provides such an important part of the context for the bilateral relationship. 
The speeches are set out in the chronological order in which they were delivered. (However, I have included 
at the end a speech which I delivered quite early during my posting, an address to the Irish Literary Society 
in London. While the speech is a general one about the nature of identity, seen from a personal perspective, 
its latter part deals with identity in the British-Irish context).  

I have made no additions or embellishments to the scripts which I used at the time. However, I have 
deleted a small number of elements which, out of context, will have lost their sense, or to avoid unnecessary 
repetition from one speech to the next. I have also corrected minor linguistic and typing errors.

At the beginning of each speech I have included a very short explanation of the context in which it was 
delivered. Each speech was, of course, drafted to be listened to in a specific context rather than to be read as 
part of a collection.  

One of the joys for an Irishman of making speeches in the UK is the linguistic and cultural closeness between 
our islands, a unique closeness in mutual awareness and increasingly mutual affection, in literary references, 
in sporting allegiances and above all in humour.       

Bobby McDonagh   
December 2014
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Visit of Prince Charles and the Duchess of 
Cornwall to the Embassy
9 November 2010

Context: Six months before the Queen’s State Visit to Ireland, I invited Prince Charles and the Duchess of Cornwall 
to come to a reception at the Embassy to meet members of the Irish community in Britain. It was the first such visit 
by senior members of the British Royal family to the Irish Embassy. The two hundred and twenty guests were drawn 
from every walk of life. The guests of honour spoke to each guest individually. Prince Charles in his speech spoke 
very warmly of the Irish community and the enormous contribution it has made and continues to make to Britain. 

Your Royal Highnesses, Minister, Distinguished Guests, a cháirde go léir,

Mary and I are delighted to welcome all of you to the Irish Embassy this evening. 

It is a unique privilege to have the opportunity of introducing the Prince of Wales and the Duchess of 
Cornwall to members of the Irish community in Britain.

It is a particular pleasure, Your Royal Highnesses, that you are our guests at a time when relations between 
Britain and Ireland have never been better. The only mode that our relationship now knows is one 
of friendship.  

I think it is wonderful that we can now say with confidence that there is no triumphalism in the relationship 
between our countries. It is, I believe, particularly important that there is no triumphalism at a time when 
Ireland continues to win all the races at Cheltenham and Epsom and all the matches at Twickenham.

 — Britain and Ireland have an exceptionally close business relationship.  

 —  We are close and cooperative partners in the EU.

 — We have a peace process in Northern Ireland - based on a deep partnership 
between our two Governments - which despite the challenges which remain, 
is the envy of the world. It gives me special pleasure to pay particular tribute 
this evening to our many guests from Northern Ireland who have made such 
a courageous and central contribution to the progress which has been made 
including two former First Ministers (Lord Bannside and Lord Trimble) 
and many others including representatives of the SDLP and independent  
MP Sylvia Hermon.

Above all our two islands share close personal ties. 
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And that is why I am delighted, Your Royal Highnesses, that you have had the opportunity this evening to 
meet with Irish people who have contributed to, and been welcomed into, every aspect of British society.

You are, of course, this evening only meeting a small representative sample of the millions of people of 
Irish birth and Irish origin in Britain. Nevertheless, you have been able to meet people who have brought 
education and healing, service and song, entertainment and laughter, creativity and commitment to this 
society of which they are proud to form an important part. 

And likewise, of course, our British friends make a great contribution to nearly every walk of life in Ireland. 
They are warmly welcomed as businessmen, musicians, actors, academics, sportsmen, spouses and especially 
as tourists.

Indeed I know that the Minister for Culture, Tourism and Sport, Mary Hanafin, who is with us this evening, 
would wish me to emphasise that we hope that every person here this evening will visit Ireland before too long.

And - if I may be so bold Prince Charles - that you will also encourage your family members to come to 
Ireland and tell them how welcome they will be.

Your Royal Highnesses, Mary and I would now like to make a small presentation to you: a piece of Tipperary 
Crystal designed by Louise Kennedy who I’m delighted is also with us this evening.
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Olympic Games dinner, Irish Embassy
14 November 2011

Context: I organised a dinner at the Embassy some nine months before the London Olympics, bringing together 
about one hundred British and Irish guests representing different dimensions of the Olympic Games including 
Games organisers, Irish business representatives, the media, the police and, of course, the sporting world more 
generally. The guest of honour was Lord Sebastian Coe, Chairman of LOCOG (the London Organising Committee 

of the Olympic and Paralympic Games).

Distinguished guests, Irish friends and friends of Ireland,

Mary and I are delighted to welcome all of you to the Embassy this evening; and particularly to welcome 
our guests of honour: Lord Coe, Chairman of LOCOG, and Pat Hickey, President of the Olympic Council 
of Ireland.

Sebastian Coe has shown the world how much can be achieved in less than 3 minutes and 30 seconds.  
So I will be relatively brief, although I regret to inform you that Seb’s record will not be under threat.

On the other hand, Pat Hickey does have a black belt in judo so if I go on too long, he will no doubt apply 
a stranglehold on your behalf.

We are delighted to be able to host this dinner to celebrate Ireland and the Olympics and to do so at such an 
exciting time in the run up to the London Games. 

It is a particular pleasure to welcome you at a time when relations between Britain and Ireland have never 
been closer and we also celebrate that this evening. The Olympic Games represent an opportunity to cement 
further that friendship between our islands.

Tonight we wanted to give the ten tables the most appropriate names we could think of for the occasion.  
So we have named each table after the place and date of a famous Irish sporting victory.

This table, with the greatest 1500 metres Olympian of all time as our guest of honour, could only be named 
Melbourne 1956 after our own Ronnie Delaney’s famous 1500 metres victory in 1956.

We are particularly honoured to have at three other tables this evening, the sporting heroes of the occasions 
referred to in the table names. World Champion Barry McGuigan is with us at Loftus Road June 1985. 
Football legend Pat Jennings’s table recalls Northern Ireland’s great World Cup finals win over Spain in 
Valencia June 1982.  

I think it’s important, indeed essential, in the modern British-Irish relationship, to avoid any hint of 
triumphalism or bragging. And to be fair only two of the tables this evening refer to Irish sporting victories 
over England. However, I could not resist Bangalore March 2011 and we’re delighted to have cricket star 
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Kevin O’Brien with us this evening. Being a diplomat I will not mention the fastest ever century in a Cricket 
World Cup or indeed 113 runs off 63 balls.

And at the table commemorating one of Ireland’s great rugby victories, we are honoured to have Irish 
international Bob Casey.

The symbol of the Olympic Games is, as we all know, the five Olympic Rings which represent harmony. 
In a sense those five rings of harmony could be said to represent also the modern British-Irish relationship.

The first ring could be said to be the relationship at Head of State level. The Queen’s State Visit to Ireland in 
May, the first visit by a British monarch to an independent Ireland, was a spectacular success: 

 — a triumph for the Queen personally; 

 — a celebration for people of these islands; and

 — a confirmation that the two countries, which perhaps more than any others 
have been known throughout the world and throughout history for their 
rivalry, have become the very closest of friends.

The second ring is the political relationship. Again the only mode that the political relationship knows today 
is one of friendship, as reflected particularly in the Northern Ireland peace process for which the essential 
framework was created by successive Governments in London and Dublin working together as partners as 
we continue to do today. 

The third Olympic ring which binds us is the crucial business dimension. The business relationship between 
Britain and Ireland is one of mutual interest and of immense importance. Suffice it to say that there are more 
than 40,000 Irish people on the boards of British companies. And that Britain exports more to Ireland than 
it does to China, India, Russia and Brazil combined.

The London Olympics have offered a hugely important opportunity to further develop business partnerships 
to the advantage of British and Irish companies. Irish business has already been a winner in terms of the 
London Games. Irish construction-related businesses won over €200m of contracts during the construction 
phase and I’m delighted that several of the companies involved are present this evening. Major business 
opportunities will continue right through the Games via the ongoing fitting out of the various sites, the 
supply chain to the events, the corporate hospitality and business networking events, not to mention the 
tourism promotion opportunities which flow from the largest sporting occasion on the planet. I am pleased 
to say that our various business development agencies and some of their clients are here with us tonight. 

As well as LOCOG, we also have with us representatives of a number of London agencies that will be 
promoting the Games as a source of business.  

The fourth crucial ring in the British-Irish relationship is the people who bind us. The many generations of 
Irish people - who have been welcomed as friends by their British neighbours - and who have contributed, 
and continue to contribute, to every facet of British society. I’m delighted many of those are here this 
evening. And, needless to say, we also think of the increasing number of British people living in Ireland 
contributing to our economy and our society.
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It’s not just a question of numbers. There is virtually no bastion of British society which is not open at least 
to Irish people or people of recent Irish descent. We have with us here this evening several of the Irish people 
who have conquered those British bastions and who have done so much for mutual understanding between 
our peoples. There are people here from every walk of life who have made an enormous contribution in 
Britain and to the friendship between our peoples including Sir Terry Wogan, Eamon Holmes, Willie Walsh 
and so many others.

The fifth and final Olympic ring is the ring of culture and sport. 

The cultural influence in each direction is immense. The modern Olympics has included a cultural element 
since Baron de Coubertin set up the Olympic art competitions; and in those early years medals were awarded 
for cultural pursuits. Here in London, there’s a fantastic programme being put in place under the stewardship 
of Ruth Mackenzie, who joins us here this evening; and there will be cultural Olympiad events right across 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Derry/Londonderry, UK City of Culture, will be playing a big part in 
that, as will Enniskillen, which will be staging a Samuel Beckett Festival as part of the Olympiad. Ireland 
will play its part in the festivities in London, both in the flagship events and in the local community sector 
where Irish centres are already planning to get involved.

Sport is an important part of culture and of life. Sport helps to bring people together, as it has done from 
earliest times. The Olympic Games, from ancient Greek times, have been a symbol that people have more in 
common than they have to divide them, that healthy competition to excel is good for the human spirit, and 
that there is always a better way than war, 

Sport has helped to bring Ireland and Britain together in our shared admiration for our sporting heroes. 
Even the BBC Sports Personality of the Year is again Irish, and who knows it could be Darren Clarke or  
Rory McIlroy next time. 

Sport has also helped to bring people together on the island of Ireland including, for example through our 
shared pride in the Irish rugby team, but above all through the Olympics. 

The rich and diverse collection of guests we have this evening symbolises in itself the complexity of organising 
the Games and the enormous impact that the Olympics will have next summer. 

In addition to the representatives of London 2012 and the Olympic Council of Ireland, I would also like to 
welcome all our distinguished guests. With us are representatives of City Hall, the Metropolitan Police Service, 
the media, sports stars past and present, cultural representatives, business representatives, representatives from 
the Irish State Agencies, the tourism industry, the food industry and the Irish community more generally. 

There is a story about a linguistics professor in the UK who was explaining to his students that there are 
many languages in which a double negative is positive but that there is no language in which a double 
positive is negative. A Dublin student at the back of the class said “Yeah. Right.” Tonight we have a double 
positive which remains positive namely what each of countries has brought to the other in the field of sport.
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We will be hearing later from Sebastian Coe, a unique charioteer of fire, and Pat Hickey who has for so long 
carried the Olympic flame for Ireland with such distinction. You are all very welcome. Mary and I hope you 
enjoy the evening.
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Reception for Journalists’ Charity, Irish Embassy
17 November 2011

Context: On several occasions I hosted at the Embassy the annual reception of the Journalists’ Charity which does 
important work on behalf of journalists who have fallen on harder times. There was always a guest of honour: 
Prime Minister Cameron, Nick Clegg, Alan Johnson. In 2011, the guest of honour was the Attorney General, 
Dominic Grieve, a particularly strong supporter of the deepening of British-Irish relations. 

Distinguished guests,

Mary and I are delighted to welcome you to the Embassy and to host this reception for the Journalists’ 
Charity. I’m delighted particularly to welcome our guest of honour, Dominic Grieve, a true friend of Ireland, 
and a member of a Government which is a true friend of Ireland. 

This important annual event is in effect a celebration of the fact that the phrase “Journalists’ Charity” is not 
always an oxymoron. On the contrary it is hard to think of a more worthy cause than the Journalists’ Charity. 

In this the year of the first royal visit to an independent Ireland, it is timely and appropriate to say a word 
about Queens. I want to mention four Queens - the normal number in a pack of cards - and what they may 
perhaps symbolise. 

Her Majesty the Queen herself is, I would suggest, the Queen of Diamonds. A precious stone, as it were, of 
immense value. Her visit to Ireland was a spectacular success:

 — a triumph for the Queen personally; 

 — a celebration for the people of these islands; and 

 — a confirmation that the two countries, which perhaps more than any other 
two countries have been known throughout the world and throughout history 
for their rivalry, have become the very closest of friends.

The Queen’s visit made our two islands more comfortable with our shared past, more alert to the opportunities 
of our shared present and more hopeful for our shared future.

The second Queen about which I want to say a word is the Queen of Spades. Spades are associated with hard 
work. Nothing is achieved without hard work.

In that context I would like to pay tribute to so many people who have contributed sweat and tears, and 
sometimes blood including tragically Constable Ronan Kerr, to the peace process in Northern Ireland.  
That process, with all its imperfections, is the envy of the rest of the world. 
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I think of the hard work of the politicians and people of Northern Ireland, so many of whom have worked 
with imagination and dedication to make a brighter future achievable. 

I think of the hard work of successive Governments in London and Dublin, which have worked together, 
as joint guarantors of the peace process, with skill and patience, to create the framework in which progress 
has been possible. That hard work and cooperation between the Governments, of course, continues today.

And talking of hard work in another area, I should mention that it is the spadework and heavy-lifting over 
the past year, by the Government and the Irish people, which has set the Irish economy firmly back on track 
towards what I’m certain will be full health. The signs are all positive: growth is back, competitiveness is 
being restored and exports are booming.

The third Queen in my hand tonight is the Queen of Clubs. I am not, of course, thinking of the club as 
a weapon. 

I am thinking rather of a club as a place where people come together to have fun. No country is, I believe, 
more associated with an ability to enjoy life than Ireland. Why are Irish pubs to be found everywhere from 
the Andes to Africa, from Barcelona to Bhutan? My personal belief is that it is because people associate 
Ireland with fun and music and entertainment. 

And, of course, we enjoy things all the more when we are with our British friends. And in that context I hope 
that you all have a relaxed and enjoyable evening.

And that brings me to the last of my four Queens, the Queen of Hearts, which symbolises caring; a Queen 
which symbolises the view that in society the race must not always be to the swift, nor the battle always to 
the strong, and that the weak must not always simply go to the wall. 

And that sort of caring is where wonderful organisations like the Journalists’ Charity come in. And why the 
Embassy is delighted to be a long standing supporter of your outstanding work in an admirable cause.

I am delighted to call now on the Attorney General, Dominic Grieve, to address you.



London Speeches 2009-2013     |   13

Poetry evening to commemorate Josephine Hart,  
Irish Embassy
24 April 2012

Context: Josephine Hart made an immense contribution to the appreciation of poetry in Britain, notably through 
the prestigious poetry evenings which she organised over many years. In doing so, she also made an important 
contribution to British-Irish relations in the cultural sphere and beyond. Having attended some of those poetry 
evenings, I tried to contact her through her office in spring 2011 to suggest that she might organise one of her 
readings at the Embassy. I did not know, as she was keeping it to only the few people closest to her, that tragically she 
was dying. The following year I was very pleased that her husband Maurice Saatchi agreed that I might organise 
a poetry evening at the Embassy in her honour. The distinguished attendance at the event was a tribute to the 
admiration and affection in which Josephine was held.

Maurice and friends of Josephine, Secretary of State, distinguished guests,

Mary and I are delighted to welcome you to the Embassy and to thank you for joining us this evening for 
this celebration of Josephine Hart.

The Irish Embassy has, over the decades, hosted many important cultural events. But I doubt if the Embassy 
has ever had the honour of welcoming to a single event so many people, writers and actors, who have so 
enriched the English language with their pen and their voice, or who have so deepened our understanding 
of the world. 

I am also particularly pleased to welcome many people who - in the theatre, the media, academia and the 
publishing world - have helped to create an environment for poetry and literature to flourish. 

I’m sure I speak for all of us in extending a special welcome to Seamus Heaney and Marie who have travelled 
to London to be with us. I would also like to welcome the head of Culture Ireland, Eugene Downes, who is 
known to many of you.

In the presence of writers and actors of such distinction - both on the podium and in the audience - the best 
thing for me would probably be to take the simple advice in one of Seamus Heaney’s poems: Whatever you 
say, say nothing.

Writing recently in the Telegraph, Maurice Saatchi recalled the hierarchical system taught to Josephine by 
the nuns at her St. Louis school near Mullingar: novels good, theatre better, poetry best. My speech this 
evening in simple prose does not even register in that hierarchy. Nevertheless, there are a few brief but 
important things I would like to say at the outset of the evening.
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We are here, it seems to me, to celebrate four things.

First and foremost, of course, we are here to celebrate Josephine Hart. Last year, not knowing of her illness, 
I tried to contact Josephine a number of times to offer to host one of her poetry evenings at the Embassy. 
Then - like all of you this evening - I learned with deep shock of her death. Later last year I wrote to Maurice 
to suggest a poetry evening in honour of Josephine and I am very grateful to Maurice for his support and 
encouragement for this event. 

There are many people here this evening, of course, who knew Josephine much longer and better than I 
did. I knew her enough, however, to recognise in her an exceptionally formidable, creative and courageous 
person, enough to have a small flavour of her unique personal qualities about which many have written in 
recent months, including her capacity for friendship, her kindness and her passion for bringing poetry to a 
wider audience. The launch of the Josephine Hart poetry app is an imaginative, practical and living tribute 
to that passion. 

In many ways Josephine is with us this evening. She is with us through the community of friends gathered 
here to remember her and to celebrate her. She is with us in the very Yeats programme which we are about 
to enjoy which was drawn up by Josephine herself. 

And she is with us in the capacity of poetry, as reflected perhaps best in Shakespeare’s Sonnets, to transcend 
the inevitability of time and to ensure that, despite time’s cruel hand, love can and does endures: 

“But thy eternal summer shall not fade
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st
Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st…” 

The second thing we celebrate this evening is the exceptional warmth of relations today between Britain and 
Ireland to which Josephine herself, a great Irishwoman, contributed so much through her friendships, her 
intellect and her courage.

In 2012 relations between Britain and Ireland are closer than ever before. Last year’s immensely successful 
State Visit by Her Majesty the Queen to Ireland confirmed that the closeness of our geography is today at 
last more important than the divisions of our history; that two countries which - perhaps more than any 
other two countries over the centuries - have been known for their rivalry are now known around the world 
for the closeness of their friendship.  

That friendship between our countries and Governments created the context for the Northern Ireland peace 
process which, despite its imperfections, is now the envy of the world. I’m delighted that Secretary of State 
Owen Paterson and Minister Hugo Swire are with us this evening as well as Vernon Coaker, the Labour Party 
spokesman on Northern Ireland.  

The third thing we celebrate this evening is Irish culture. Suffice it to say that we may be a small country, but we 
are a literary superpower; and some of the most powerful weapons in our cultural arsenal are with us this evening. 
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And finally this evening we celebrate poetry itself. And, as we come to the poetry, that naturally is where  
I shut up - except to agree with Shakespeare, as we celebrate Josephine this evening, that:

“So long as men can breathe or eyes can see
So long lives this and this gives life to thee”   

I’m delighted to call on Professor Roy Foster to introduce the programme. 
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90th anniversary of the disbandment of six Irish 
regiments, Windsor Castle
8 June 2012

Context: I was delighted to attend this moving and important occasion at Windsor, in the room where the colours 
of the disbanded Irish regiments are displayed. Prince Andrew was the guest of honour. President Higgins later had 
the opportunity to view the colours during his return State Visit to the United Kingdom in April 2014.

Your Royal Highness, Generals, Irish friends and friends of Ireland,

Mary and I are delighted and honoured to have been invited to this ceremony to mark the 90th anniversary 
of the disbandment of six Irish regiments. Names such as the Royal Dublin Fusiliers and the Connaught 
Rangers echo across Irish history and literature, in remembrance and respect.  

One of the first ceremonies we attended after our arrival in London was here at Windsor to mark the 
handing over of new colours to the Irish Guards, a regiment which my uncle joined on the day that France 
fell. We are delighted to be at Windsor again, just a few days after the celebration of Her Majesty’s Jubilee.

It was our pleasure to accompany the Queen and Duke of Edinburgh on their spectacularly successful State 
Visit to Ireland last year.

There were two ceremonies of particular symbolism during that visit. In the first, the Queen and the President 
joined together in laying wreaths in honour of those who died in the cause of Irish freedom; and, in the 
second, together they laid wreaths for those who died in British uniform during the Great War, many of 
them wearing the uniforms of the regiments we are commemorating here today. 

The laying of those wreaths represented a wonderful and overdue demonstration of respect between our 
islands and for all Irish traditions, of respect for all - whoever they served - who were proud of their Irishness, 
who spoke with an Irish lilt, whose heart-strings were touched by The Minstrel Boy, whose thoughts turned 
to Ireland in the terror of war. We can now share together in what Wilfred Owen calls “the eternal reciprocity 
of tears”.

In the long centuries of relations between our islands, they have never been warmer than they are in 2012. 
I am delighted to join with you today in honouring the six disbanded Irish regiments.

The life of the poet Francis Ledwidge from County Meath captured the complexity of British-Irish history. 
Although a friend and admirer of Thomas McDonagh, one of the 1916 leaders, he joined the Royal 
Inniskilling Fusiliers and was killed in the Third Battle of Ypres. A monument to Ledwidge stands near the 
British military cemetery where he is buried in Belgium. And on the monument are inscribed the opening 
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words of the poem Ledwidge wrote about Thomas McDonagh, words which capture equally the tragedy of 
each young man who lost his life in the Great War serving in the Irish regiments: 

“He shall not hear the bittern cry

In the wild sky, where he is lain

Nor voices of the sweeter birds,

Above the wailing of the rain.”
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Centre for European Reform reception, Irish Embassy
26 June 2012

Context: The Centre for European Reform is one of the London-based think tanks which analyses and reports on 
EU developments. I hosted its annual reception on a couple of occasions. In June 2012, the Foreign Secretary, 
William Hague, was the guest of honour. 

Foreign Secretary, distinguished guests. And forgive me if I add, after spending so much of my career in 
Brussels: usual suspects, horse traders, wheelers and dealers, familiar faces and friends.

I would like to welcome you all to the Embassy. It is a great pleasure to host this reception for the Centre 
for European Reform. In particular I’m delighted to welcome our guest of honour, the Foreign Secretary 
William Hague.

I attended an Olympic lunch with Sir Roger Bannister recently. He is a living reminder of how much it is 
possible to achieve in less than four minutes; so I will be brief.

One of Alice in Wonderland’s sayings was: “Why sometimes, I’ve believed as many as six impossible things 
before breakfast”.

Now it’s long past breakfast time, and Alice in Wonderland is not exactly synonymous with rigorous 
objectivity, but part of what gives democratic politics its value is that the seemingly impossible can, just 
sometimes, become possible.

Like Alice, I would like briefly to mention six impossible things.

First impossible thing: the notion that Her Majesty the Queen would visit Ireland, would be welcomed with 
universal warmth, would lay a wreath in honour of those who died in the cause of Irish freedom, would 
join with President McAleese in laying wreaths in honour of the thousands of Irishmen who died in British 
uniform, would utter words in the Irish language. Totally impossible, of course. And yet you were there 
yourself, Foreign Secretary, and saw it with your own eyes.

Speaking of doing things before breakfast, Foreign Secretary, we were particularly impressed during the 
Queen’s visit by your early morning visit to the Guinness Hop-Store with the Prime Minister and your wide 
interpretation of what constitutes appropriate breakfast-time consumption.  

Second impossible thing: it is now cool to be Irish in Britain and British in Ireland. As we would have said 
in Dublin just a few short years ago: “ya must be jokin’”.  

Third impossible thing: that Ireland - which was best known over the centuries for the export of its people - 
would now have the third largest trade surplus in the EU - in absolute terms. It would, as they say, be “Alice 
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in Wonderland” to suggest that Ireland does not face serious economic challenges but it would be equally 
unrealistic to deny that Ireland’s underlying economic strengths remain. 

Just this month, the IMD World Competitiveness Annual Survey ranked Ireland 1st for availability of skilled 
labour, 1st for adaptability of the work force, 1st for investment incentives and 1st for attitudes to globalisation. 

In view of the excellent state of British-Irish relations I won’t mention recent developments that suggest we 
also remain 1st for winning the Heineken Cup and 1st for winning the Derby.

The fourth impossible thing is where the Centre for European Reform comes in. And this one is so impossible, 
so preposterous, that even Alice would not have us believe it: A European continent - which, in1952, the 
Coal and Steel Community Treaty described with restrained understatement as “long divided by bloody 
conflicts” - today characterised by peace, stability and prosperity.

A European Union, with all its significant weaknesses, imperfections and major challenges, bringing together 
27, soon 28, deeply committed democracies which have left destruction, divisions and dictatorships in the 
past. A European Union which, while still needing to reform and to be respectful of different perspectives, 
has found a better way of doing business than any other group of free nations in history. 

In A Man for All Seasons, Thomas More says that:

“God made animals to serve him in their innocence

Plants to serve him in their simplicity

But man he made to serve him wittily in the tangle of his mind” 

It is only in the tangle of our mind that we can understand the complexities of the European Union and help 
to shape its future. I would like to pay warm tribute to the Centre for European Reform, to Charles Grant 
and to all his colleagues, for the important role you play in helping us towards that understanding.

The fifth impossible thing I want to mention is an ambition for the future: namely that the European Union 
will be able play a leading international role in the 21st Century in the pursuit of its interests and its values. 

According to some popular wisdom that will be impossible, as a fading Europe faces growing competition from 
emerging powers and economies. After all, the 21st century is set to be a century in which interdependence 
will be the model, soft power increasingly the method, compromise the key, and democracy the lodestar.  
And unfortunately the EU has no experience of interdependence, soft power, compromise or democracy.  
So no doubt this is another impossible ambition and the EU will be sidelined.

But whatever role the EU does play, one thing is clear: for the EU to be effective into the future, Britain’s 
role, influence and contribution to its leadership remain vital. Ireland is pleased to be able to call Britain a 
true partner in Europe as well as a partner for peace and a partner for business. 

My sixth impossible ambition is the one I am most confident about: that Spurs will soon become the top 
team in London. I wouldn’t be a Spurs fan if I didn’t believe a better world is possible. As the Spurs motto 
goes: Audere est facere. Good luck to the Centre for European Reform in its ongoing work.
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An Irishman who went to the Foreign Secretary’s College, Magdalen - Oscar Wilde - remarked that people 
are either charming or tedious. By anyone’s standards our guest of honour this evening falls into Wilde’s 
positive category. I know we all look forward to his address. First, I would invite Charles Grant of the CER 
to address us. 
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Address to Institute of International and European 
Affairs, Dublin
2 July 2012

Context: I was invited by the Institute to make an address on the subject of British-Irish relations. The Institute 
was carrying out its own study of this important question. 

Ireland and Britain: A New Agenda

“The relationship between our countries has never been stronger or more settled, as complex or as important, as it 
is today”.

That opening line of the Joint Statement agreed by the Taoiseach and Prime Minister Cameron at their 
meeting in Downing Street on 12 March describes well, I think, the British-Irish relationship of today. 

Over many centuries, until as recently as a few years ago, it would have been hard to imagine those four 
adjectives, apart perhaps from the word “complex”, being chosen to describe the British-Irish relationship. 
That the Taoiseach and Prime Minister would describe the relationship as “Never stronger or more settled…
or as important” illustrates how far we have come. 

At the outset let me say that I have always been delighted, over many years now, to participate in and 
contribute to events at the Institute of International and European Affairs. There is a Rowan Atkinson sketch 
in which the character he is playing says “they call me one-eyed Jim, because there’s only one “i” in Jim”.  
I remember this Institute when it was still the one-eyed IEA, before the word “International” was added 
to the word “European”. But in every sense, other than spelling, the IIEA has never had any problem with 
its eyes or its vision: on the contrary it has been consistently clear-sighted and far-sighted in its work and 
remains so today. 

I have been invited to speak to you about the British-Irish relationship in a changing European Union. 
Although I am very pleased to do so, I am conscious that there are others here today at least as qualified as me 
to speak on this theme, especially your distinguished Director General, Dáithí O’Ceallaigh, my predecessor 
but one at the Embassy in London.

My Bulgarian colleague in London, in a recent speech referring to the good neighbourly relations between 
Britain and Bulgaria, pointed out that the warmth of those relations reflect a key element in good neighbourly 
relations, namely that Bulgaria and Britain are not neighbours. The modern relationship between Britain 
and Ireland comprehensively disproves that theory. 



24   |    “Irish Friends and Friends of Ireland... “

My aim in these remarks will be three-fold: first to look at some of the elements which have contributed to 
the immense progress in British-Irish relations in recent years; second to look at some of the key elements in 
the Joint Statement which I mentioned; and finally to offer you some brief reflections on the future.  

As regards the elements which have contributed to the progress of recent years, I would identify six factors 
amongst many. 

First, Britain and Ireland’s simultaneous accession to the European Union, and our shared membership for 
nearly 40 years now, has been important and positive not just for our two countries individually but for the 
relationship between us: important politically, psychologically, economically and personally.  

Politically, our shared membership of the EU has quite literally brought our politicians together month after 
month over four decades. It has given us deep common interests like never before and a structured context 
for pursuing those interests as well as for resolving differences where they arise.

Psychologically, the EU has placed us on a more equal footing as nations than at any time in our history. 
Access for Ireland to significant influence in a world beyond our nearest neighbour has been good for our 
relationship with our nearest neighbour. That British Ministers should attend EU meetings chaired by Irish 
Presidencies, and vice-versa, has been a matter of everyday reality. The fact that we have coped with EU 
membership at least as well as Britain in terms of negotiating skills, alliance-building and personal impact 
has also been important psychologically.

Economically, the massively positive impact which EU membership has had on our economy has at the same 
time made us a more important negotiating and trading partner for Britain.

The ready willingness of Britain to contribute towards the EU/IMF package for Ireland, and the fact that 
this was readily supported without controversy across the British political spectrum, was testament to the 
closeness of the economic and indeed political relationship.

And, on a personal level, Irish and British negotiators have come to realise over the years that although, as 
with every Member State, we agree on some issues and disagree on others, we share fundamentally a way 
of approaching issues and a way of doing business and, all things being equal, have an understanding and 
sympathy for each other’s positions.

A second factor which contributed significantly to the development of British-Irish relations in recent years 
has, of course, been the Northern Ireland peace process which, despite its imperfections, has won the deserved 
admiration of the world. At one level, the success of the peace process removed an irritant in the British-Irish 
relationship. But at a deeper level, it brought home to both Governments their necessarily shared interest in 
peace and prosperity across these islands; and that only the two Governments working together, as successive 
Governments in Dublin and London have done, could create the necessary context for peace in a divided 
society which differed essentially in its conflicting British or Irish identities and aspirations. 

And working together brought home to the two Governments, as well as to their publics, how extraordinarily 
well in fact they could work together.
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A third factor which has contributed enormously to the warmth of the British-Irish relationship today is the 
natural warmth between British and Irish people, a fact particularly evident to me as Irish Ambassador in 
London as no doubt it is evident to Ambassador Dominick Chilcott newly-arrived here in Dublin. 

It is hard to imagine two countries which are closer culturally than Britain and Ireland. After I took up my 
posting in London three years ago, I naturally had to undertake extensive language training. But once I had 
learned how to make a British understatement while at the same time keeping my tongue in my cheek and 
maintaining a stiff upper lip, I have been able to converse reasonably comfortably with the local inhabitants.

The fact is that we Irish and British speak the same language metaphorically as well as linguistically.  
We laugh at the same jokes and follow the same football teams. There is a buzz when we get together. We are 
similar enough to understand each other and different enough to make each other interesting. No country 
is closer to Britain culturally than Ireland and no Embassy in London is more warmly embraced than the 
Irish Embassy. 

The natural state of relations between British and Irish people is one of friendship and the only mode our 
relationship knows today is one of friendship. For a very long time, however, for many, history cast a small 
or larger shadow over personal relations - even in recent decades, notwithstanding our shared interest in 
defeating terrorism and in building peace in Northern Ireland.   

The change which has taken place in recent years can be illustrated by a simple story. An Irish friend of 
mine in London told me not long after I arrived that his young daughter had been approached by a British 
classmate who had said to her “I wish I were Irish. It’s cool to be Irish”. To say the least, that has not always 
been the case; but it is the reality today. I was also struck by the warmth of Prince Charles’s comments 
about the Irish community in Britain when he came to the Embassy some months before the Queen’s visit. 
“Whenever I have been with Irish people”, he said, “I come away with my spirits lifted”.  

The vast and diverse Irish community in Britain has played a major role in the development of British-Irish 
relations. The part they played over decades in, even quite literally, building Britain is widely recognised 
and acknowledged, including at the very highest levels in Britain. It used to be said in Britain that the Irish 
built the roads, nursed the sick and taught the children. Today one could, with the small exaggeration we 
permit ourselves, say that the Irish in Britain design the clothes, direct the plays, ride the winners, present 
the television programmes and run the financial services industry. 

It is also appropriate to acknowledge two other things: first, as the Irish community in Britain often emphasises 
to me, the way in which they have been welcomed into British society by their British neighbours and friends; 
and second the contribution which an increasing number of British people are making to Irish society.

It is significant for relations between our countries that Irish people are accepted in a unique way and 
without question into every part of British society including into its very bastions. I could give you many 
examples of Irish people, including people of Irish descent, who are prominent in every single walk of life 
in Britain from politics to business, from media to entertainment. But let me take just one example: sport.  
The English rugby team’s new star and out-half is Owen Farrell. The English cricket team’s number 5 batsman 
has been Eoin Morgan. Their best football player is Wayne Rooney. The 2010 BBC Sports Personality of 
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the Year was AP McCoy and he was almost succeeded by Darren Clarke. They claim Rory McIlroy as their 
best golfer. 

To cite another recent example, amongst so many, of how integrated the Irish are in Britain, it wasn’t 
even considered worth remarking on that all four members of the Manchester University team which won 
University Challenge this year had distinctively Irish names.    

That Irish people are more accepted as a matter of course in Britain than any other nationality both illustrates 
the positive attitude towards Ireland and further contributes to it.

The fourth important factor I want to mention in the development of relations between our countries is 
the evolving business/trade relationship. A few simple figures will confirm the depth and breadth of that 
relationship - a billion euro of trade every week, more than 1000 flights a week, and 45,000 Irish people on 
the boards of British companies - more than double the number from any other country and 40% more than 
from all the BRIC countries combined.

The depth of the British-Irish business and trade relationship would merit a separate presentation.  
However, let me mention briefly two recent developments. One important development has been the clear 
recognition at the highest level in Britain that the importance of the British-Irish business relationship is 
mutual. Since our independence, the British market has been and remains self-evidently crucial for Ireland - 
by far our most important market for indigenous Irish exports, for example, and our largest tourism market. 

What is relatively recent, however, has been the high-profile recognition in Britain that the Irish market is 
likewise crucial for Britain, by far its largest export market for food, for example, as well as for fashion to 
cite some examples. It was David Cameron who first highlighted, shortly after taking office, what has now 
become the mantra, but no less extraordinary or less true for that, that Britain exports more to Ireland than 
it does to China, India, Russia and Brazil combined. 

When I took up my post at the Embassy in London in 2009, some colleagues expressed concern to me that 
a side-effect of the extraordinary progress in Northern Ireland might be that Ireland would slip down the 
British agenda, that the British Government might see increasingly little to talk to us about. The reverse 
has in fact been the case. The progress in Northern Ireland, in relation to which the British and Irish 
Governments of course remain crucial partners, has in fact enabled Britain and Ireland to move towards the 
close relationship which the logic of our geography and interests implies.  

This is manifested in the warmth of today’s relationship including at the highest political level, in the 
unprecedented frequency of Ministerial visits in both directions, in the adoption of the recent Joint 
Statement, in the establishment last year of the first British Irish Chamber of Commerce of which I am 
pleased to be co-patron. When William Hague spoke at the launch of the Chamber he joked, with some 
pertinence, that he had assumed when he received the invitation to the event that he was being invited to 
the 50th or 75th anniversary of the establishment of the Chamber.

The other aspect of the business relationship I want to touch on briefly is that increasingly it goes well beyond 
bilateral trade. It is increasingly about British and Irish companies working together to obtain business, 
working together, all around the world. I host many events at the Embassy with Enterprise Ireland bringing  
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together Irish and British companies in different sectors. The discussions between the companies are as often 
about winning contracts in Beijing as they are about exporting goods to Birmingham.

The fifth aspect of the recent development in British-Irish relations which I would mention is culture.  
The cultural influence in both directions is immense. In Ireland we watch British TV and increasingly read 
British newspapers. For better or worse, probably worse, British domestic news is consumed in Ireland as if 
it were real international news.  

On the other hand, in the weekly Time Out magazine in London, there is scarcely a single page which 
does not advertise performances involving Irish writers, directors, musicians, actors or comedians. And the 
Irish way of influencing the British media is not by exporting RTÉ but simply by Irish people taking over 
the British media. There is no British media outlet which does not employ Irish presenters, producers or 
journalists in key positions. I noted one very recent example. BAFTA, a very British organisation, recently 
appointed Dara O’Briain to replace Graham Norton as presenter of the annual BAFTA awards. They really 
should give the British a shot at it.

The sixth and final factor in recent developments, which I must mention briefly, is the Queen’s immensely 
successful visit to Ireland, which had an immense impact in both countries. The visit also proved to the wider 
world that the two countries, which perhaps more than any other two countries have been known over the 
centuries for their rivalry, have become the very closest of friends; and that the closeness of our geography 
has at last become more important than the divisions of our history. In symbolic terms, the Irish Flag and 
the Union Jack for the first time sit quite comfortably together.

I would now like to turn to the Taoiseach and Prime Minister Cameron’s Joint Statement at Downing Street 
on 12 March. The Statement could be said to symbolise in a sense the fruit of the evolving relationship 
between Britain and Ireland which I have been describing. Of course, the relationship is about much more 
than such statements; but the Joint Statement captures well, I believe, the state of the modern relationship 
as well as its potential for the future.

Significantly, the Joint Statement is the first such Statement between the two Governments which was not 
focussed exclusively, or even primarily, on Northern Ireland. That in itself is both a noteworthy and welcome 
development.

After some introductory paragraphs, the first and longest section of the Statement deals with business and 
trade relations and focuses on the scope for Britain and Ireland to work together to accelerate recovery, 
growth and job creation. It recognises the wide range of shared interests and opportunities and identifies 
areas for further practical cooperation including research, energy, construction, agri-food, professional and 
financial services and the creative sectors.

Importantly, the Joint Statement confirms agreement that a joint evaluation of the depth of economic 
relations between the UK and Ireland will be prepared. Those relations, of course, run much deeper than 
mere trade statistics, and the proposed joint evaluation - the first of its kind - should provide an accurate up-
to-date analysis of the complexity of the economic relationship and identify further opportunities for closer 
co-operation to our mutual benefit.
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The Statement goes on to identify our shared membership of the European Union as an important dimension 
of the relationship, as well as particular EU issues - including the internal market, reducing the burden of 
regulation and financial services - on which we have a significantly shared approach. Naturally, the Statement 
does not suggest that Ireland and Britain are permanent allies in the EU or members of a single camp. That 
would misrepresent both the different paths which Ireland and Britain have chosen to follow in Europe as 
well as the reality of EU negotiations in which alliances and disagreements fluctuate depending on the issue 
at hand. However, Britain is as important an EU partner for us as any; and working on that aspect of our 
relationship, including through our respective Embassies, will be important for the future including for our 
Presidency next year.

Another section of the Joint Statement deals with addressing global challenges. The extent to which Ireland 
and Britain today share an approach to international issues is striking. For much of the last century, Britain 
and Ireland had significantly different perspectives on the world. The 12 March Statement emphasises our 
mutual commitment to effective multilateralism and the UN, to tackling climate change and to our strong 
support for international aid as well as for reform of the international development system. On many such 
issues Ireland and Britain are increasingly allies and work closely and comfortably together.  

Of course, the Joint Statement also covers the essential ongoing cooperation of the two Governments 
in relation to Northern Ireland. As the Statement puts it, the two Governments “continue to work in 
the closest cooperation on Northern Ireland issues. We reaffirm our support for the full implementation 
of the Agreements and for the ongoing work and development of the devolved and other institutions.”  
That continued cooperation between the two Governments, as co-guarantors of the peace process, remains 
crucial and undiminished. As the Statement simply puts it: that cooperation “must and will continue”.  
What has changed is that that cooperation, as confirmed in the Statement, is now set, as it should be, in the 
context of the wider relationship.

Another hallmark of the section of the Statement dealing with Northern Ireland is that it looks beyond the 
achievements of the past, beyond the aim of ensuring that society in Northern Ireland is never again blighted 
by violent conflict. Our aim, the Taoiseach and Prime Minister say explicitly in the Statement, “is more than 
that”. “It is a society”, and here I quote again, “that is not only peaceful, but stable, prosperous and based on 
a genuinely shared future for all”. There is no question of resting on laurels. There is no suggestion of parking 
the peace process. The focus is very much on the two Governments continuing to work together, in support 
of the Northern Ireland Executive, to build a better future. 

The Statement appropriately refers to the decade of centenaries which has commenced this year and the 
potential of the commemorations to contribute to enhanced mutual respect and understanding. The Queen’s 
visit to Ireland last year and the wreaths she laid with President McAleese during her visit, in honour both 
of those who died for Irish freedom and those who died in British uniform, is evidence that the decade of 
centenaries can and will be used constructively. It demonstrated that we are capable on these islands, if I may 
borrow from Wilfred Owen, of remembering respectfully together

“…Whatever mourns when many leave these shores

Whatever shares the eternal reciprocity of tears”.     
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But, as the Statement goes on, we also want to ensure “that this is a decade not only of remembering but also 
of looking forward; a decade of renewed and strengthened cooperation between our two countries”.

The Statement includes several important practical elements designed to contribute to its stated aim of 
reinforcing the British-Irish relationship over the next decade. It provides for regular meetings at Permanent 
Secretary/Secretary General level, more frequent exchanges and secondments of officials, and Annual 
Summits at Taoiseach/Prime Minister level, which of course will not preclude more frequent meetings.

It is perhaps worth noting finally the ease and enthusiasm with which the Joint Statement was negotiated; 
the important symbolism of the fact that it was agreed by the first Taoiseach for many years to visit London 
during St Patrick’s week; and its acknowledgment of what it calls the “uniquely close political relationship” 
between Britain and Ireland.

I mentioned at the outset that I would offer you in conclusion some brief reflections on the future of the 
British-Irish relationship about which I am both excited and optimistic. I will offer you six thoughts on the 
future to balance the six elements looking back on the development of the relationship over recent years 
which I mentioned earlier.  

First, I would suggest that it is essential not to take the relationship between Britain and Ireland, however 
close it now is, for granted. That is not to suggest for a moment that there is any risk of falling back into the 
tensions and recriminations of the past. Rather it is to point out that if we are to reap, in Ireland as in Britain, 
the full potential benefits of the relationship it is something we need to work at. 

We need to avoid any lazy assumption that we are such close neighbours that cooperation across the garden 
fence is inevitable, that we are such close friends that telepathy can replace conversation. Two-way business 
is on such a large scale, our two cultures are so intertwined, our peoples are so integrated in each others’ 
societies, our commitment to peace in Northern Ireland so absolute, our way of doing business so similar 
that we must avoid any risk of assuming an inevitability about the relationship and its different dimensions. 
We must, to put it another way, avoid the myopia of closeness.

The current research being undertaken by the IIEA on Britain in Europe is a perfect example of not taking 
for granted the British-Irish relationship and I commend you for work in this area. 

The study of Irish history and culture in British Universities, including Professor Roy Foster’s leadership 
at Oxford and the flagship Institute for Irish Studies at Liverpool University, has been another important 
contributory factor to enhanced understanding between our two countries and indeed of our respective 
pasts. Such deeper understanding is the result of creativity and commitment and should not be assumed as 
a given. 

Minister Rabbitte has made it clear that the recent decision of RTÉ to close its London office is a matter for 
RTÉ alone and I would have no further comment on the decision. However, our understanding for each 
other as peoples and as countries is one of the many things we need to work at. Like the Minister, I welcome 
the fact that RTÉ has made clear that alternative arrangements will be put in place to ensure appropriate 
coverage of Britain.   
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Of course, a great deal of what happens in the British-Irish relationship will happen anyway. It is not 
Government diktat which makes the Dublin-London airline route one of the busiest in Europe. It’s not 
Government policy which makes most top jockeys in Britain Irish or the British Premiership the principal 
topic of conversation in Irish pubs. 

As Ambassador in London, I am acutely conscious that it is neither desirable nor remotely possible to seek 
to channel the entire bilateral relationship through our respective Embassies. That would be absurd. In most 
capitals in which Ireland has an Embassy, it will have some involvement in any local Irish cultural event or 
business relationship. The depth of the breadth of the relationship with Britain makes that impossible. 

A diplomat from a similar-sized European country in London once explained to me that he has more than 
half a dozen staff dealing with cultural relations. At our Embassy, with a vastly deeper cultural relationship 
with Britain, we have half a member of staff dealing with culture. The essential difference, of course, is that 
the other country in question relies almost entirely on its Embassy to stimulate cultural exchanges.

But while it would be foolish to think that officialdom can define the British-Irish relationship in its totality, 
it would equally be folly for the two Governments not to use their influence to help to nurture and shape 
the relationship. That is why, for example, the large number of Ministerial visits between our countries is so 
much to be welcomed.

And that brings me to my second reflection on the future. What the two Governments can and should 
continue to identify and bring to the relationship is added value. That’s what we work hard at and that’s 
what the Joint Statement is about. We should remember that a very small percentage increase in trade or 
tourism with Britain, our most important market, has a greater impact than a much larger increase in some 
of the more challenging new markets would have. That is why Britain is and will remain such a priority for 
the Government, for our State Agencies and, of course, for Irish business.

The new British Irish Chamber which I mentioned is another practical example of bringing sensible added 
value to the business relationship.

Similarly, while much of the two-way cultural exchange between Britain and Ireland will happen of its own 
accord, a small amount of official support can have a significant and disproportionate impact on promoting 
Irish culture in Britain, including this year in the context of the Cultural Olympiad.   

My third reflection concerns the Irish community in Britain which continues to have an enormous positive 
impact on British-Irish relations as well as on Britain itself and is a vital resource for Ireland. The Irish 
community is vast and diverse, to the extent that some would argue that it may be more accurate to speak of 
“Irish communities” in the plural. With perhaps more than six million people in Britain claiming a degree of 
Irishness, it can seem rare to meet anyone without some Irish family connection. Interestingly, it was Prime 
Minister Cameron personally who added a reference to family ties to the Joint Statement. 

The Irish Government continues to attach great importance to the Irish in Britain. As regards the more 
longstanding Irish community in Britain, the Government maintains significant support, through the 
Emigrant Support Programme administered by the Embassy, for Irish Centres and organisations which 
support the vulnerable and elderly Irish in the major cities. It also supports the Federation of Irish Societies, 
the Irish cultural community and a thriving GAA. 
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Similarly, the Embassy devotes particular priority to working with Irish business networks in Britain.  
Networks are the most effective way of accessing the good-will and potential influence of the tens of thousands 
of Irish members of the business community. In addition to working with the British-based members of the 
Global Irish Network, the Embassy has devoted significant efforts to encouraging the establishment and 
development of Irish business-related networks, of which there are now more than twenty in Britain, many 
with more than a thousand members: accountants, engineers, lawyers, people working in financial services 
and so on.  

We have also prioritised networking the networks, as we call it, introducing the networks to each other and 
encouraging mutual support and a cross-fertilisation of ideas.

The fourth thought I would like to offer about future British-Irish relations concerns an issue of particular 
relevance to the IIEA, namely the European Union, a subject which would merit several seminars in its own 
right. There is ever more reason for Ireland now to work closely with the UK in Europe from our different 
perspectives. The genuine warmth of the wider political and economic relationship provides an ideal context 
for such cooperation. Moreover, the increasing risk of a degree of British isolation in Europe following the 
European Council in December and in view of British public opinion, makes it all the more important for 
Ireland to argue for maximum British EU involvement, and for Britain to work to cement its relations with 
a partner like Ireland which in several areas shares its interests and which, as I said at the outset, shares a way 
of doing business. As euro-scepticism seems to spread even further in Britain, and the advocates for Europe 
appear less visible and audible, perhaps Ireland, as a well-regarded friend, can in a small way contribute some 
degree of reassurance to Britain about EU membership.  

I would emphasise again the obvious point that Ireland and Britain do not constitute a camp in Brussels, 
Anglo-Saxon or otherwise. We disagree, sometimes strongly, on many specific policy issues such as agriculture. 
We tend indeed to have quite different attitudes to the very nature and direction of the European Union. But 
Ireland has for many years now seen France and Germany principally through the prism of EU membership. 
Increasingly perhaps Britain and Ireland should see each other as partners in the European Union as much 
as partners in the peace process and in business.

It would be remiss of me not to mention Scotland, even if only briefly. My fifth and penultimate reflection 
would therefore be that, if it takes two to tango, our dancing partner across the Irish Sea is trying out some 
new moves. Britain is neither homogenous nor monolithic. 

In looking at relations with Britain we naturally look first and foremost to the other sovereign Government 
in London as well as to Northern Ireland. But we also look to our bilateral relations with Scotland and Wales 
and to our membership of the British-Irish Council, the BIC, which brings together twice a year all the 
administrations on these islands. 

Sometimes in the past the value of the BIC has been in its quiet practical work behind closed doors. 
However, at the press conference following the BIC meeting in Dublin earlier this year, I was struck by the 
high press interest and attendance. There was obviously interest in what Alex Salmond would say about 
Scottish independence and in how Nick Clegg would respond. But the First Minister of Wales, Carwyn 
Jones, also spoke interestingly about the possible implications of the Scottish referendum for Wales, and 
indeed for governance in England; and Peter Robinson and Martin McGuiness highlighted the Northern 
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Ireland dimension from their different perspectives. British-Irish relations are increasingly part of a complex 
patchwork of relations across these islands.

A member of the House of Lords once said during a speech: I don’t mind people looking at their watches 
while I’m speaking but I do object strongly to people shaking their watches to make sure they’re working. 
Before I see too many of you shaking your watches, I want to come my final point.

The strength of the modern British-Irish relationship is necessarily based on equality; not equality in size but 
in sovereignty, not equality in power but in dignity. The reality and recognition of that equality is reflected 
in our roles as co-guarantors of the peace process, in our shared membership of the European Union, in 
the mutual respect and perfect balance of the Queen’s visit to Ireland and increasingly in the confident 
relationship between our peoples. It lies at the very heart of the modern British-Irish relationship.
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Irish Embassy reception at the Labour Party 
Conference
September 2012

Context: Every year during my four years in London, I attended the Annual Party Conferences of the three major 
political parties. The Embassy hosted receptions at the Conservative and Labour Party conferences at which I 
always made speeches. The speech I made at the Labour Party Conference in 2012 is one example. 

Irish friends and friends of Ireland,

This is my 4th Labour Party Conference. Frankly with all the speeches I make, I’m running out of speech 
material. If you don’t mind, therefore, instead of a speech I will read an extract from Irish telephone directory: 

Brennan, Byrne, Clarke, Creagh, Cunningham, Curran, Docherty, Donohue, Doran, Dowd, Doyle, 
Farrelly, Fitzpatrick, Flynn, Gilmore, Goggins, Healey, Hoey, McCabe, McCann, McCarthy, McDonagh, 
McDonnell, McFadden, McGovern, Maguire, Murphy, O’Donnell, Ruane, Sheridan, Riordan.

Random names from Irish telephone directory. But also the names of current Labour MPs. The list does not 
include the many more Labour MPs whose Irish inheritance is through their mother. Or the huge number 
of Labour MPs and Lords and officials who, even if they do not have Irish roots, have always been supportive 
of all things Irish.

From this I draw three conclusions: 

 — that the Labour Party is in good hands;

 — that its relationship with Ireland is in good stead; and 

 — that there is no more important dimension to the modern British-Irish 
relationship than the relationship between people.

The relationship between our countries has never been stronger as evidenced last year by the spectacularly 
successful visit of Her Majesty the Queen. Today’s relationship has several dimensions:

 — the continued shared work on Northern Ireland which has been taken forward 
by successive Governments in London and Dublin;

 — the mutually beneficial business relationship;

 — our shared membership of the EU in which we work closely as partners. 
Ireland has particular interest in the direction taken by Britain on Europe and 
I welcome the constructive approach of Labour Party.
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 — above all the relationships between people. At the London Olympics I was 
struck by the enthusiastic support which the entire crowd gave both to Katie  
Taylor and to Nicola Adams of Team GB at the London Olympics. I never 
thought I would hear Irish sports fans giving the olé olé treatment to a 
British athlete.

I am delighted to acknowledge this evening the role the Labour Party has played in the deepening of the 
British-Irish relationship.

In conclusion, I would like if I may to resume my reading of the Irish telephone directory: Burke, Clancy, 
Campbell. Daly, Dempsey, Ennis, Gibbons, Kenny, Maher, McKeever. Are these more Labour MPs?  
Perhaps prospective parliamentary candidates? They could be; but no. They are people with Irish names who 
won medals for Team GB. I trust that when Labour gets back to power you will arrange for the medals to 
be returned to Ireland.
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Press Party, Irish Embassy
4 December 2012

Context: In December every year the Embassy hosts what is called the Press Party. Many hundreds of representatives 
of the British media attend along with British politicians, officials and other guests. I think it is fair to say that 
invitations to the Irish Embassy Press Party rank pretty high on the political/media calendar in London.

Mary and I are delighted to welcome you to the Annual Press Party. I would like to assure you at the outset 
that the Embassy remains committed to hosting the Press Party next year and beyond and will not be 
accepting the recent controversial proposal that it be run by an independent regulator (Comment: this was a 
reference to the proposal for an independent press regulator which was in the news at the time).

Earlier this year I had the honour of having lunch with Sir Roger Bannister: he is living reminder of how 
much can be achieved in less than four minutes, so I will be brief. I do, however, want to say a few words. 

Today there are many reasons for optimism even allowing for the fact that I am a Spurs fan and therefore 
must necessarily believe that a better world is possible. I would like to mention briefly three of the reasons 
for optimism.

The first reason for optimism is the warm state of British-Irish relations. John Major who became quite 
friendly with Boris Yeltsin once asked him how things were in Russia in a word. Yeltsin replied “good”. 
Considering this perhaps not a sufficiently nuanced response, Major asked him things were in Russia in two 
words. Yeltsin is said to have replied “not good”. Today we can celebrate together that one word is sufficient 
to describe the British-Irish relationship. 

This is my fourth Embassy Press Party since I arrived in London. Each year I have been able to say that I am 
welcoming guests at a time when British-Irish relations have never been better. Each year it has been true 
and it is true again this year. 

France and the UK sometimes speak of the entente cordiale. Portugal calls itself Britain’s oldest ally.  
UK and US aspire to a Special Relationship. I have heard my Australian colleague refer to the British-
Australian relationship as the greatest friendship on earth: and that is certainly a state-able case.

But today Britain’s relationship with Ireland is, I believe, for each of us the closest of all relationships. 

 — we speak the same language, metaphorically as well as linguistically;

 — we laugh at the same jokes, clap at the same curtain-calls, dispute the same 
refereeing decisions;

 — Ireland and the UK are the co-creators and co-guarantors of the greatest peace 
process in modern history;
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 — we are also friendly partners in, and have helped greatly to shape, the 
other great peace process of modern history - although sadly it is often not 
recognised as such in this country - namely the winner of this year’s Nobel 
Peace Prize, the European Union;

 — we have an extraordinarily close and mutually beneficial business relationship; 

 — and, importantly, we enrich every aspect of each other’s cultures. 

Lord Chris Patten, in one of his books, quotes the last British Governor of Yemen as saying that, if Britain 
disappeared from the face of the earth, it would at least have contributed two things to world culture - 
Association Football and the expression F-off.

The Beautiful Game is indeed a wonderful British contribution to world culture even if it has to be admitted, 
on the negative side, that as part of that contribution, Britain also has to take responsibility for having given 
us Arsenal Football Club.

And as to the expression referred to- it is another typical case of Britain claiming credit for something that 
Ireland is really responsible for. 

The second reason for optimism in Ireland is that, although there are challenges ahead, we are coming surely 
if painfully through our economic difficulties with growth in economy, record investment and record exports.

Thirdly and finally, and I have been advised in speeches to use the word ‘finally’ as often as possible as it gives 
the audience hope, it is right to recall at this annual Irish Press Party, in the days immediately following the 
publication of the Leveson Report, that Britain and Ireland can draw significant optimism from still having 
some of the very best media in the world. I’m delighted so many of our friends in the media are here with 
us this evening.

Whatever the eventual response to the Report, I think that - for this evening - we should note and celebrate 
that a strong, independent and questioning media remains a cornerstone of our democratic societies. 

The media are perhaps a bit like spouse (if Mary will allow me): 

 — you don’t always agree with what they say; 

 — they have been known occasionally to read our text messages;

 — they can be irritating especially when they are right; 

 — and they can set what seem impossibly high standards for others. 

But you wouldn’t have them any other way.
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In conclusion, I would like to wish you all, and your families, a very Happy Christmas. 

There is a real sense now that Christmas is around the corner. We put up the Embassy Christmas tree 
yesterday. And remember: there are now only 18 shopping days and three Chelsea managers until Christmas. 

Please enjoy the evening.
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Seamus Heaney poetry reading, Irish Embassy
25 January 2013

Context: Seamus Heaney had travelled to London in 2012 to be one of the participants at the poetry evening in 
memory of Josephine Hart (see earlier in this collection of speeches).He returned to the Embassy, at his own kind 
suggestion, to read some of his own poetry in January 2013. It was a truly memorable evening for everyone present. 
These were my introductory remarks.

Secretary of State, Attorney General, distinguished guests,

Mary and I are delighted to welcome you to the Embassy this evening. After nearly four years as Ambassador 
in London, I can say - without hesitation - that no invitation has elicited a more enthusiastic response than 
the invitation to tonight’s poetry reading.

It is an enormous honour and pleasure to welcome Seamus Heaney and his wife Marie to the Embassy. I am 
especially delighted to welcome them in the first month of the Irish EU Presidency and at the outset of the 
year in which Derry-Londonderry has been designated as the EU City of Culture.

We live today in a world in which, I think it’s fair to say, there is no shortage of words. In fact we have 
probably never had so many words. Over and above the traditional newspapers, books and broadcasts, we 
are now inundated with emails, websites, texts, tweets and blogs.

We suffer daily from an overload of words. Notwithstanding Seamus Heaney’s advice - “whatever you say, 
say nothing” - Ireland is not entirely innocent in this regard: with our gift of the gab and our blarney stone 
and our passionate belief that even the shortest silences are to be avoided.

Today man’s technological ability to communicate has, for the most part, become more important than what 
we want to say. Our ability to send texts to our friends and tweets to our followers has outstripped our ability 
to express our meaning or even to have a meaning to express.

Increasingly the concept of “words”, as the vehicle for the most profound truths, is a thing of the past. If the 
Evangelist John were writing today, he might conceivably start his gospel with the words “In the beginning 
was the tweet - hashtag love-thy-neighbour”.

If I may I would like, given the exciting purpose of our gathering here this evening, to reflect very briefly on 
some of the important ways we deploy words. 

First, words are important as precision tools including in the lives of all the guests assembled here this 
evening. Whatever we do - as politicians, businesspeople, journalists or civil servants - we are only as effective 
as our ability to express ourselves accurately and persuasively.
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Second, words can be important in breaking down even the oldest and most seemingly impenetrable of 
barriers. That British-Irish relations are warmer today than at any time in history is due in no small measure 
to the fact we speak the same language, linguistically but also metaphorically. One thinks of the words of 
mutual respect, the words of honest recognition, the words of heartfelt empathy - in both directions - which 
have characterised the British-Irish relationship in recent years. And one thinks of the few simple words 
which the Queen uttered in the Irish language during her spectacularly successful State Visit to Ireland, 
words which had such a profound impact.

And third, a few weeks after Ireland has taken over the rotating Presidency of the European Union, it is 
worth reminding ourselves that words are also the stuff of compromise, the necessary material for shaping the 
fair and respectful compromises which characterise the European Union and all friendly relations between 
nations. There is nothing wrong with fudge when the alternative is firepower. There is nothing wrong with 
twisted words on a continent which has known so many centuries of twisted bodies. In many cases, what is 
criticised as fudge is not the clumsy use of language but a very precise and creative use of language. 

And, reflecting on the deployment of words in these diverse ways, one can see the wisdom of Seamus Heaney 
when he wrote “if you have words, there’s always a chance that you’ll find the way”.

But there is a fourth and higher use of language; a use of language which we are here to admire and enjoy 
this evening: namely the use of language in creative writing and especially in poetry. In poetry, words achieve 
a deeper meaning. They sing. They spark off each other. Words combine in a way they have never combined 
before and never will be again.

I would like, if I may, to mention someone who made an immense contribution to the love of poetry 
in this country, as well as to British-Irish relations: Josephine Hart, who so sadly is no longer with us.  
But Josephine’s spirit and her love of poetry are very much with us this evening as they always will be.  
I’m very pleased that Maurice has been able to join us.

I mentioned that Ireland and Britain share a common language. Up to a point that’s true. Certainly the 
language training which I undertook on taking up my posting here has been fairly successful and I can now 
communicate fairly freely with the local inhabitants. 

However, there are still a few examples of communication problems between our islands. Perhaps you have 
heard the story about the linguistics professor at a university in England. He was explaining to his students 
that there are many languages in which a double negative is positive but that there is no language in which 
a double positive is negative. At this point the Dublin student at the back of the class said: “Yeah. Right”.

Tonight, however, we have an example of a double positive which remains positive: the presence of so many 
British and Irish friends and the presence of one of the greatest of modern writers of whom we in Ireland 
are so very proud.  

Nobody can make words sing - or to use his own words “set the darkness echoing” - more beautifully than 
Seamus Heaney. It is an immense honour to have him with us this evening. 

I’m delighted now to invite Seamus to read to us.
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Grattan Lecture Series, Irish Embassy
2 May 2013

Context: The Embassy was pleased to host this event, which was part of a series of lectures organised in association 
with Trinity College Dublin. The principal lecture was delivered by Pat Cox, former President of the European 
Parliament. This was my introduction to the evening.

Provost, Irish friends and friends of Ireland, you are all very welcome to the Embassy.  

I am delighted to host this event for three reasons. First and foremost, the Embassy is delighted to be 
associated with Trinity College and in particular with its Grattan Lecture Series. This evening’s event is the 
first in the Series to take place outside of Ireland. There could be no more fitting place than in the capital 
of Ireland’s closest neighbour; and no more fitting time than when Ireland holds the EU Presidency for the 
7th time. 

Second, I am delighted to welcome to the Embassy such a distinguished panel: Pat Cox former President of 
the European Parliament; Professor Antoin Murphy - Associate Professor of Economics at Trinity College; 
and a longstanding and close friend of the Embassy, Charles Grant, head of the Centre for European Reform. 
If I may, I would like to thank also our good friend Hamish McRae for making the initial contact with the 
Embassy suggesting tonight’s event.

And the third reason I’m delighted to host this evening’s event is that the theme of tonight’s discussions, 
British and Irish relations in a Changing Eurpean Union, is important, topical and - having spent 22 years 
dealing with EU negotiations - close to my heart.

It goes without saying that the views of the panellists this evening will be their own rather than those of the 
Embassy. But it is a pleasure and an honour for us to be able provide the setting for what I’m sure will be a 
stimulating, vibrant, topical and open debate: the type of debate which Europe needs and which, contrary 
to popular misconception, is increasingly taking place around the EU.  

Given my lengthy relationship with tonight’s theme, you will forgive me if at the outset I take my favourite 
hobby-horse for a quick canter around the track. Let me offer five brief reflections.

First, the British-Irish relationship is closer today than ever before. The closeness of our geography has 
become more important than the divisions of our history. And nothing has made a greater contribution in 
that regard than our shared membership of the EU over 40 years. It has been important and positive not just 
for our two countries individually but for the relationship between us.  

Politically, our shared membership of the EU has quite literally brought our politicians and officials together 
day after day over four decades. It has given us deep common interests like never before and a structured 
context for pursuing those interests.
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Psychologically, the EU has placed us on a more equal footing as nations than at any time in our history. 
Access for Ireland to significant influence in a world beyond our nearest neighbour has been good for our 
relationship with our nearest neighbour.  

Economically, the massively positive impact which EU membership has had on our economy has at the same 
time made us a more important negotiating and trading partner for Britain.

And, on a personal level, Irish and British negotiators have come to realise over the years that although - as 
with every Member State - we agree on some issues and disagree on others - we share culturally a way of 
approaching issues and a way of doing business.

Second, public debate about EU in our two countries is quite different. Debate about the EU in Ireland 
has, over many years now, been deeper and more widespread, not least because of our frequent referenda.  
If you don’t believe me, ask your next Dublin taxi driver to give you an analysis of bond spreads. I hope I’m 
not generalising too much from my extensive personal vox pop of London taxi drivers if I suggest that they 
may be more likely to offer passengers widespread misconceptions such as that Britain has little influence 
in Europe; that the Eurozone is a basket case; that establishing a priori immovable red lines is an effective 
method of negotiation; and that the UK has captured the majority public mood across Europe.

The subject matter of EU debate in Ireland, as in most Member States, is also somewhat different from here. 
In London, EU debates often seem to me like permanent marriage guidance counselling sessions about 
Britain’s relationship with Europe whereas in Dublin and other capitals people have perhaps moved on to 
discuss where to live and where to send the children to school. Public debate here sometimes focuses more 
on national angst than on national interests. Sometimes it seems to focus less on winning the game in hand 
than on how to invent a different game which the other players don’t want to play.

Third, as regards specific EU issues there are perhaps more issues on which Britain and Ireland agree than 
on which we disagree. But we have never been in a British camp in the EU or indeed in any camp. We are 
certainly not in a British camp today. Apart from disagreeing with the UK, as we do with every Member 
State, on certain important issues, we are also - for the moment - set on quite different courses in Europe. 
The closeness of Ireland’s bilateral relationship is exceptional and irreversible. But the only area where we 
have drifted somewhat apart, and risk drifting even further apart, is as regards the nature of our membership 
of the EU. This is, needless to say, not inevitable and the leaders of the three main British parties continue to 
make clear that they remain deeply committed to Britain’s ongoing and influential membership of the EU.

Fourth, Ireland has in a sense made its fundamental choice in Europe. We are, I think, comfortable in our 
choice of committed engaged membership of the EU and the Euro. We are naturally concerned about the 
course that Britain will choose, but, perhaps surprisingly, soul-searching here about Europe has not caused 
similar intellectual or emotional angst in Ireland. If our accession to the European Union 40 years ago 
boosted our national self-confidence as a nation, our current equanimity and assuredness about our ability 
to defend and promote our interests in an evolving EU, indeed about our ability to run another successful 
Presidency, is surely a noteworthy confirmation of our evolved self-confidence as a nation.

Fifth and finally, while many of my British friends - including this evening - might disagree with some of 
my analysis, they would, I would like to believe, be quite comfortable listening to my views. Although we 
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should not exaggerate our influence, the fact that Irish views on Europe tend not to be resented in Britain is 
an important reality. And the argument we are capable of making in the EU debate here is not just reflected 
in the words which flow from our mouths; it’s reflected also in who and what we are. In our small way, our 
very existence as an independent country, as an EU Member State, may answer questions which are relevant 
to Britain’s relationship with Europe: the question of whether an island nation is condemned to feeling 
cut off from the European continent; the question of whether a pragmatic pro-business country can make 
a success of EU membership; the question of whether the pooling of sovereignty can enhance rather than 
undermine independence.

In conclusion, let me confess to being a Spurs fan and therefore condemned to being an optimist. You will 
therefore have to take my optimism with a pinch of salt.

Times are difficult, including in the Eurozone. The wolf may indeed be lurking at the door. But Aesop in his 
Fables illustrates for us what happens to those who cry wolf once too often. Remember: Greece was going to 
leave the Eurozone. Ireland could not recover from its debts. Portugal was in a worse state than Ireland. But, 
as Galileo might have put it: eppur si muove. 

Everywhere where a serious debate has taken place about Europe in recent years, the sensible pragmatic side, 
not the federalist utopia tendency, could be said to have won: for example the most recent Irish referendum 
held in the most challenging of circumstances; and in several national general elections in which, despite 
predictions to the contrary, parties with constructive mainstream views on Europe have come out ahead.  
Yes, eurosceptic parties have gained some support; but it is rarely pointed out that - even at a time of 
exceptional economic difficulty and turbulence - the majority of people have supported mainstream sensible 
approaches to Europe. I have little doubt, albeit speaking as a Spurs fan, that the same will happen in this 
country over the coming years.

Debate, such as the interesting debate we can look forward to this evening, is never to be taken for granted. 
And the debate may not always be won. But let’s not buy into the idea that it is being lost.
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Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations, Irish 
Embassy
15 April 2013

Context: Patricia O’Brien, Under-Secretary-General for Legal Affairs at the United Nations, made an address on 
international law issues at the Embassy. There was a very high-level attendance from the British legal community. 
Patricia had formerly been head of the Legal Division of the Department of Foreign Affairs in Dublin. These were 
my words of introduction.

Attorney General, distinguished guests,

I’m delighted to welcome all of you to the Embassy. I would like especially to welcome our guest of honour, 
tonight’s speaker, Patricia O’Brien, Under-Secretary-General for Legal Affairs at the United Nations.

The presence at the Embassy this evening of the most senior lawyer in the United Nations system is a timely 
reminder of the importance of two things, multilateralism and the rule of law in international affairs, to both 
of which the Irish and British Governments are deeply committed. 

Ireland is currently manifesting its commitment to multilateralism, for example, in our management of the 
EU Presidency, our 7th Presidency. This follows our Chairmanship last year of the OSCE and our recent 
election for the first time to the UN Human Rights Council. In that last context, Patricia will be moving to 
become Ireland’s Ambassador to the UN in Geneva in the summer. I can think of no one better to represent 
Ireland in Geneva at a time when Ireland is a member of the Human Rights Council.

Amongst the United Kingdom’s many current multilateral engagements is its current Presidency of the G8; 
in Ireland we are, of course, delighted that Prime Minister Cameron has chosen to host the G8 Summit in 
Northern Ireland.

I mentioned a moment ago that it is timely to underline the importance of multilateralism and the rule of 
law in international affairs: timely because, as you know, increasingly there have been voices in this country 
which, despite the British Government’s obvious commitment to multilateralism, call into question the UK’s 
involvement in both the EU and the European Court of Human Rights. This is ironic given the immense 
influence of successive UK Governments in shaping the EU of today as well as the UK’s central role in the 
establishment and development of the European Court of Human Rights.

As I often point out in my speeches, British-Irish relations have quite literally never been closer. Not a day 
goes by without several reminders of how remarkably those relations have evolved. Let me give you just one 
recent example. I attended the Brian O’Driscoll testimonial dinner in London last month. The Duke of 
Cambridge attended in a personal capacity. As reported in the Irish Times, at the outset of the evening the 
compère, Patrick Kielty, introducing the proceedings, said: “a room full of Paddies, a free bar, a future King 
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of England. It’s going to be messy”. It was a lightly amusing introduction. But just think about it - it also 
reflected an astonishing reality, a development in relations that would have been literally unimaginable just 
a few years ago. 

What I would like to recall specifically this evening, given Patricia’s presence, is that the improvement in 
British-Irish relations is one of the many important developments which can be attributed in part at least to 
the impact of the rule of law across frontiers. 

The Northern Ireland peace process, despite its imperfections, is the envy of the world. It is undoubtedly 
one of the two great peace processes of modern history. It has been brought about first and foremost by the 
political courage, imagination and intelligence of the people of Northern Ireland and their political leaders. 
Successive Governments in Dublin and London, working together as partners, with the support of our friends 
in Europe and the United States, have crucially created the context in which that progress has been possible. 

But it is worth underlining that the Good Friday Agreement and subsequent agreements have been and 
remain essential in providing the international legal framework in which both communities in Northern 
Ireland can be reassured about their identities and aspirations and in which the two Governments can take 
forward their shared work as co-guarantors of the peace process. 

That brings me to the second great peace process of modern history. Before mentioning it, I sometimes 
issue a health warning to my British guests. It is different from your normal diet and may therefore cause 
nausea and headaches. I am talking about the peace process which brought Ireland and Britain so much 
closer together long before the Northern Ireland peace process itself and which created the context in which 
the Northern Ireland peace process was possible; the peace process which has healed wounds across a whole 
continent: namely the European Union. There you are - as Basil Fawlty might say: I mentioned it once but 
I think I got away with it.

Britain and Ireland’s simultaneous accession to the European Union, and our shared membership for nearly 
40 years now, have been important and positive not just for our two countries individually but for the 
relationship between us: It has given us deep common interests like never before and an international legal 
framework for pursuing those interests as well as for resolving differences where they arise.

Of course, the third important framework of international law which brings Britain and Ireland together is 
the United Nations where we work together in support of our shared values. But I will say no more about 
the UN, not only because of my limited knowledge of it but because our speaker this evening is perfectly 
placed, literally perfectly placed, to talk to us on that subject.

I first knew Patricia when she worked for the Irish Attorney General’s office; she was the representative of 
that Office at Ireland’s Permanent Representation in Brussels and subsequently Deputy Head of the Office 
in Dublin. Later, in a piece of transfer business every bit as smart as David Beckham’s move from Manchester 
United to Real Madrid, the Department of Foreign Affairs signed Patricia as its Legal Advisor. From there, 
again in the footsteps of David Beckham, she moved to the States, to the UN to her present post of Under-
Secretary-General for Legal Affairs. And like Beckham she has chosen to return to Europe in 2013.
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I have personally always found Patricia’s advice immensely valuable especially when I was negotiating various 
European Union treaties, including the Constitutional Treaty during our EU Presidency in 2004. 

Patricia is a lawyer who seeks solutions rather than discovers problems; who recognises that multilateralism 
is a framework for the promotion of national interest rather than for weakening it; and whose work, in my 
experience, reflects the truth that international law is more an art form than a science. 

It is now a great honour to invite Patricia to tell you something of her art.
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Europe Day concert, St John’s, Smith Square
9 May 2013

Context: As this annual event took place during Ireland’s Presidency of the European Union, I was one of those 
asked to make some remarks before the concert.

I’m delighted to join the European Commission and European Parliament in welcoming you to this concert 
to mark Europe Day as well as Ireland’s 7th Presidency of the EU Council of Ministers.

Ireland is a small country but we can make a reasonable claim to being a literary and musical super-power;  
it is appropriate that culture should be an important part of our Presidency. The programme tonight 
celebrates Irish and European music and song, in particular young musical talent; I’m delighted there are so 
many Irish performers this evening.

I attended a service recently in Westminster Abbey, on Anzac Day, at which one of the readings was the well 
known one from Ecclesiastes: for everything there is a season.

For everything there is a season, including a time to keep silence and a time to speak. A moment like this, 
with a wonderful concert about to start, is definitely a time to keep silent. However, I hope that you will 
indulge me if I do say a few very brief words and that you will permit me - as I enter my last few months in 
London - to say a few things about Europe that are not often said here. 

In the European Union also there is a time for every matter under heaven: a time for confrontation and 
a time for compromise; a time for principle and a time for pragmatism; a time for Multiannual Financial 
Frameworks and a time for listening to European music. I know that I speak for the Irish Presidency 
in expressing our appreciation to our fellow Member States as well as to the European Commission,  
the European Parliament and the Council Secretariat for their generous support in taking forward the 
European Union in all its complexities over recent months.

But Europe Day is, I would suggest, a particular time. It offers a moment every year to stand back briefly 
from the bargaining and huxtering, from the jargon, from the inevitable imperfections. It is a time to recall 
a few simple truths which can get lost in the negotiations and in the commentary: 

 — the truth that the European Union is the most exciting experiment in relations 
between free democratic nations in history;

 — that it has consolidated peace and democracy across a continent;

 — that a 28th country is about to join our great enterprise and others are 
enthusiastic to join;
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 — the fact that the EU must reconcile strongly competing interests and 
perceptions, and yet retains its culture of respect and accommodation;

 — that it is a consistent advocate and actor for decent values in the world;

 — that significant minorities may be hostile to the European Union, as is their 
democratic right, but that in every Member State where serious debate 
has been engaged the majority choose to support steady, sensible and 
constructive progress;

 — the fact that the EU’s complexities can be portrayed as hilarious and can easily 
be mocked; and yet they are not quite as funny as the centuries of war which 
preceded them.   

And specifically at this evening’s concert, it is a time to recall that we are enriched by each other’s cultures; 
and that our shared membership of the European Union is not only compatible with our national identities 
and aspirations but strengthens them.

We are told in Ecclesiastes also that there is a time to plant and a time pluck up what is planted; a time to 
embrace and a time to refrain from embracing, a time to tear and a time to sew, a time for war and a time for 
peace. On Europe Day we remember, for a few moments, the choices that Europe has made.
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Yeats evening, Irish Embassy
20 May 2013

Context: This event was organised in association with the British Academy, the Royal Society of Literature and 
the European Commission. The content was designed principally by Professor Roy Foster. The following were my 
introductory remarks. 

Yeats once spoke of “this melancholy London”. “I sometimes imagine”, he said, “that the souls of the lost 
are compelled to walk through its streets perpetually; one feels them passing like a whiff of air”. Mary and 
I are delighted that so many of you have managed to cut short your perpetual walking to step into the 
Embassy for what promises to be a very interesting discussion. I also hope that you will stay for the reception 
afterwards which, in good Irish tradition, will - I can assure you - be far from melancholy. 

It is an honour to be able to host this event in the Embassy and it has been a particular pleasure to work on 
it with the British Academy, the Royal Society of Literature and the European Commission.   

Shortly after the last general election here, the wife of a newly appointed Conservative Cabinet Minister was 
asked by a journalist whether she had ever imagined, even in her wildest dreams, that her husband would one 
day be a Cabinet Minister. She replied that her husband did not appear in her wildest dreams.

I think it’s fair to say that none of us could have imagined in our wildest dreams - even a few decades ago - 
that Britain and Ireland, two countries which perhaps more than any other two countries have been known 
over the centuries for the rivalry, would today - quite literally - be the very closest of friends.

Many things have brought us to the point today when the closeness of our geography is at last more important 
than the divisions of our history: 

 — the joint work of successive Governments in London and Dublin on the 
Northern Ireland peace process, one of the two greatest peace processes in 
modern history; 

 — our close and cooperative involvement for 40 years now in the other great 
peace process of modern history, the European Union; 

 — the contribution which the Irish community has made in Britain over many 
decades and the welcome they have received here; 

 — and, of course, the Queen’s immensely successful State Visit to Ireland.    

But we should not forget the less-heralded yet profoundly important contribution made by others over many 
decades to a better understanding of these islands and better relations between them. I am thinking of two 
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sets of people in particular, two sets of people whom we particularly celebrate this evening: our writers and 
our historians.

Our writers on both sides of the Irish Sea, none more so than Yeats, and those who help us to interpret 
literature, as well as our respective historians, have played a crucial role in helping us to understand ourselves 
and to understand each other. I’m delighted we have such a distinguished panel of speakers representing such 
different disciplines here this evening.

One effect of the improved relationship between Britain and Ireland is that we can now recognise and 
acknowledge a reality which has long existed - the depth and complexity of our relations. I’m sure that that 
complexity will emerge clearly from any examination of Yeats and from tonight’s presentations. 

I experienced a recent example of that complexity of relations when I laid a wreath at the Cenotaph last 
month for Anzac Day. At one level, it is a relatively new phenomenon that the Irish Ambassador would lay a 
wreath at the Cenotaph in honour of those who died at Gallipoli in Australian and New Zealand uniforms. 
But at a deeper level, the relationships between Irishness and Britishness are inextricably intertwined.  
On last month’s Anzac Day:

 — the Representative of the Gallipoli Association was called Fagan;

 — the representative of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission was 
called Kelly; 

 — the representative of the Victoria League was called Dineen;

 — the Australian Navy representative was called O’Brien; and

 — as far as the Australian Air Force was concerned I don’t know about Yeats’ 
Romantic Ireland but Wing-Commander O’Leary, at least, was alive and well. 

And, of course, the band played It’s a long Way to Tipperary.

There are many distinguished guests this evening. I’m sure I will be forgiven for welcoming in particular the 
new Master of my own Oxford College, Balliol, Drummond Bone, and his wife, to the Embassy. 

There is a well-known student rhyme about one of Drummond’s 19th century predecessors:  
“I am the Master of Balliol College; what I don’t know isn’t knowledge.” 

I think it’s fairly safe to say that what our distinguished panel of speakers this evening does not know about 
Yeats can scarcely qualify as knowledge. I’m delighted now to call on Professor Roy Foster.
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Speech at farewell reception, Irish Embassy
11 July 2013

Context: This was the speech I delivered at my farewell reception at the Embassy. The guests were drawn from 
amongst the many British, Irish and diplomatic friends we had made during our period London.

During my four years as Ireland’s Ambassador in London, I have had the privilege of witnessing much 
history and of enjoying much friendship and fun.

British-Irish relations have never been closer. As I come to the end of my posting in London, I wonder what 
five particular people, who knew these islands in more troubled times, might think if they could see the 
progress that has been made.

First, I wonder what Sarah McCartney might think. Sarah’s name is chosen at random from a ship’s manifest 
of 1848. She was one of the million and a half Irish people who arrived, starving and destitute, through 
Clarence Docks in Liverpool, during the Irish famine. From there she travelled on to New York and to 
whatever the future might hold for her.

Sarah, I’m sure, would be astonished by a prosperity across both our countries, despite recent difficulties, 
which she could scarcely have imagined. She would be amazed and, I hope, proud that a country which lost 
so much of its population during three years of famine would have the privilege today of prioritising the 
issue of hunger in its development policy. And Sarah McCartney might just be tickled to know that someone 
who shared her surname went on to become one of Liverpool’s most famous sons, one of the millions of Irish 
who have contributed to every aspect of British life and culture.   

Second, I wonder what Sir Roger Casement, who was knighted by the Crown and who died for Irish 
freedom, whose club was on the same street as this Embassy, would make of today’s bilateral relationship. 
He would be pleased, I think, to see an independent self-confident Ireland; and to see our two countries, 
known over the centuries as resolute foes, known today only for our resolute friendship. I believe he would 
be astonished if we told him of the Queen’s spectacularly successful visit to Ireland: and that she had laid a 
wreath there in honour of those who died for Irish freedom. 

And I would like to think that Casement, whose so-called “black diaries” (which guaranteed him the gallows) 
were found just down the road from the Embassy in his flat in Ebury Street, would be surprised but gratified 
that discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation, on these islands at least, as well as discrimination 
on so many other grounds, is now very largely a thing of the past.  

And the third person whose thoughts I would like to imagine is my Uncle Phil. Uncle Phil joined the Irish 
Guards on the day that France fell in 1940, leaving his home in Dublin to enlist in Belfast without telling 
my grandparents. Phil, who was at the liberation of Brussels and at Nijmegen, would be immensely pleased 
at the sea-change in British-Irish relations. And he would have been amazed and deeply moved that the 
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President of Ireland - in an act of perfect equilibrium - joined Her Majesty during her visit to Dublin in 
laying a wreath for the tens of thousands of Irishmen who died in British uniform. He would be glad to 
know that Ireland and the United Kingdom can now share so comfortably together in what Wilfred Owen 
called “the eternal reciprocity of tears”. He would certainly have taken pride, as I did, in the fact that I was 
- during my posting in London - invited to be the guest of honour at an annual dinner of the Irish Guards.

The fourth person I would like to imagine with us in spirit is Senator Gordon Wilson, whose daughter died 
in the Enniskillen Remembrance Day bombing in 1987 and whose words - “I bear no ill will. I bear no 
grudge” – are no longer just “blowing in the wind”. As a man so imbued with hope, Gordon Wilson, if he 
were with us today, might not be completely surprised at the progress in Northern Ireland. But no doubt 
he would be very pleased to observe that the peace process, with its inevitable imperfections, is now the 
envy of the world: a peace process, the context for which was created by successive governments of different 
complexions in London and Dublin working together as partners and indeed friends. Of course, there is still 
much work to do, and the two Governments, working together, will continue to give that work priority in 
the years ahead.

Fifth and finally, I would like to imagine the thoughts about British-Irish relations today which might occur to 
someone who had been a soldier in the trenches at the Somme. Let’s call him Tommy Atkins. Looking forward 
to next year’s centenary of the outbreak of the First World War, Tommy would certainly be pleased that the 
contribution of what he probably called the Micks and Paddys who served with him, who bore the same packs 
and the same wounds, has been acknowledged. He would be pleased also that, with the equal respect shown by 
Her Majesty to those who died in an Irish cause, it is no longer such a very long way to Tipperary.  

But, although it is a point not often reflected in public debate in this country, I believe that Tommy Atkins 
would be astonished by one thing above all. He would be amazed that a European continent, which has 
known so much death and destruction, is now democratic, prosperous and at peace; that Ireland and the 
United Kingdom are partners together in a European Union which earlier this month welcomed its 28th 
Member State - a European Union which has replaced the senseless pooling of blood with the judicious 
pooling of sovereignty; a European Union whose complex decision-making procedures can easily be laughed 
at but which yet are not quite as funny as the centuries of war which preceded them; a European Union 
in which the Member States may still indulge in trench warfare in pursuit of their interests but in which, 
forevermore in Europe, trench-warfare can only ever be a metaphor.    

So are British-Irish relations in good shape? All in all I think Sarah, Sir Roger, Uncle Phil, Gordon and 
Tommy would probably give them the thumbs up.
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Annual Dinner of Irish Literary Society, National Liberal 
Club, London 
May 2010

Context: I was invited to give the address at the annual dinner of the Irish Literary Society in London. I decided 
to speak that evening about identity in general. However, I have included this speech in this collection because 
its latter part deals with British and Irish identities and because it situates those remarks in the context of wider 
reflections about the nature of identity. 

Fragments of identity

Chairman, Irish friends and friends of Ireland,

I’m delighted and honoured to have been invited to address the annual dinner of the distinguished Irish 
Literary Society. 

When I was invited to speak on any topic of my choosing, I immediately thought of talking about the 
only subject I could offer if I ever had to appear on Mastermind: Tottenham Hotspurs Football Club. 
Unfortunately my address would to be too short if I spoke about the Glory Years or too long if I spoke about 
the Years in the Wilderness.  

The Society then suggested, by way of example, that I might talk about my career. After some reflection I 
thought that what I might best do is to offer you some thoughts on the nature of identity in the modern 
world, based on my experience and my career. My theme this evening is “Fragments of Identity” - fragments 
because what I will offer is more a series of disjointed reflections than a coherent thesis, although I will start 
and conclude with some brief broad reflections on question of identity. 

Identity these days is more complex than it used to be. Terry Leahy, the CEO of Tesco’s, lives - he says - by a 
personal motto: one religion, one football team, one wife, one company. I told him that I agreed thoroughly 
with his philosophy, especially his listing of his football team ahead of his wife. His only obvious lack of 
judgement is in his choice of football team - Everton I’m afraid. 

What is striking about Terry’s motto is simply that it is striking. A motto which would have been taken for 
granted not that many years ago is now seen as a noteworthy departure from the norm. What we identify 
with, what largely constitutes our own identity, is not as simple and straightforward as it used to appear.

One factor in this modern complexity is, I believe, the mobility and ease of modern travel. By and large, 
in the past, people used to live in one place. They were born, educated, employed and lived their lives 
in one defined locality. If they did move, or even emigrate, it was generally a “once in a lifetime” change 
to a new permanent home where in turn deep roots were put down and a new locally-defined identity 
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gradually evolved. Nowadays it is commonplace, almost the new norm, to move regularly between locations, 
countries and even continents. As the playwright Mart Crowley once put it: “Fed up with Paris try London.  
Fed up with London try New York. But if you really wanna know the only place I was ever happy was on 
the goddam plane”.

Likewise people move between jobs and even careers far more than used to be the case. The idea of identifying 
with a single company for life, as in the case of Terry Leahy, is now very much the exception.

Similarly the apparent certitudes of religion are largely a thing of the past. People don’t do as much religion-
hopping as they do job-shopping; but the idea of going through life with one unquestioning and unquestioned 
faith is increasingly a rarity, as least in the West. I am not expressing a view on this, merely observing the 
reality. Personally I am a great believer in the importance of St. Thomas, in the importance of doubt in 
religion - even if I’m conscious that claiming to be a great believer in St. Thomas may be a contradiction in 
terms. Intelligent questioning of the teachings of one’s faith does not, in my view, undermine that faith but 
rather contributes to its strength. A questioning approach to faith is not a reason for pessimism but rather a 
reason for hope.

For the purposes of my talk this evening, the only point I am making about religion concerns its role in relation 
to modern identity. Yes many of us still have religious faith and identify with a particular denomination or 
religion. Personally I am a Catholic. But for many of us today our faith, of whatever variety, is no longer a 
simple assumed part of our identity. Far from answering all our questions, religion today poses questions to 
which we are obliged to seek often elusive answers. Unless perhaps if we are Muslims, we no longer shout 
our faith from the roof-tops.

Moreover, beyond the decline in permanence and certitude about where we live, about the jobs we do and 
about the faith we have, other questions about modern identity are posed, for example, by the necessary 
pooling of sovereignty in a globalised world and by the decline of life-long or long-term political allegiance  
especially amongst the young. The last few days in British politics have been a further reminder that we live 
in an evolving world.

I mentioned football at the outset of my remarks. I believe that the modern passion for sport, very often for 
football, is an important comment on the quest for simple straightforward identity in a world in which other 
aspects of identity are more complex and often in flux. It is sometimes said that football is the new religion.  
That is more than a flippant analogy. Where else in our western societies than on the football terraces - or 
should I now say plush seats - of North London and Merseyside can one still find a simple, proud, assertive, 
passionate faith? If you are brought, in a spirit not far short of awe, to see the changing rooms at Wembley 
Stadium, as Mary and I were on the occasion of a recent charity dinner there, you will know - as Mary 
pointed out to me - that it is truly the modern Holy of Holies. If you see the different Premiership shirts 
worn by kids at any mass in Dublin these days you cannot but conclude that the new ecumenism is about 
Manchester United, Liverpool and Chelsea. Personally my own ecumenism stops just short of Arsenal.

It strikes me incidentally that there is an irony about the profound contrast between the simple loyalties 
of football fans and the nature of the business of modern football. The simple faith of the fans is in sharp 
contrast to the mercenary assumptions of many of those involved in the game. The simple faith in the stands 
often doesn’t even stretch as far as the pitch.
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Against the background of those broad reflections, I thought I would set before you tonight what I have 
called some “fragments of identity” which occurred to me as I was reflecting, in preparing for my talk this 
evening, on my own experiences. 

My parents were both Irish diplomats. I was born in Washington DC in 1954. The first decade of my 
life involved one year in the US, more than four years in Dublin, two years in Sweden and three years in 
Denmark. During those early years, I was not particularly conscious of identity; and yet much of one’s 
character and identity is actually formed at a young age, even at a very young age.

Looking back, I now know there are some aspects of my identity which have been with me ever since that 
first decade. Although I am not American, my birth in the US is a proud part of my identity of which I am 
reminded of it every time I fill in a form.

When I was ten I was bilingual in Danish, having been educated for three years though Danish. Although I 
have long forgotten most of my Danish, I have been able over the years to unsettle Danish colleagues when 
they have assumed that their private conversations were impenetrable to others or by giving a blast of a 
horse-racing commentary in Danish - a relic of my misspent childhood.

My older brother and I produced a small monthly school newspaper, Vort Blad, for our class mates in 
Copenhagen. When my Dad was posted away from Copenhagen in 1965, a Danish newspaper referred 
to the fact that his sons, in a school newspaper, had once used the expression “we the coming Danish 
generation”. Even if any sense of being Danish is no longer part of my identity, my Scandanavian experience 
is also still part of what I am.

However, the principal identity traits which I picked up in those early years were, I reckon, more directly 
personal from my immediate family environment. My sense of being Irish was strong from the outset. 
Although I spent more than half of my first decade abroad, and travel home in those days was less frequent, 
the fact that my father was an Irish diplomat meant that links with home were always close. For example, 
we got the daily Irish newspapers even if they arrived a few days late and even if my main interest was in the 
sports pages. 

Ironically, one sometimes has more a sense of one’s nationality living abroad than living at home and this 
has been true of my experience. Abroad, other people are more likely to comment on one’s Irishness and one 
is more likely to be called to explain or even defend what it is to be Irish. Culturally, we Irish, as you know, 
are more likely to end up singing Irish songs at the end of an evening abroad - be warned - than would be 
the case at home.

In my early years I also developed, as people do, a strong sense of family. Being abroad and changing home 
quite frequently can actually deepen family relationships. In a diplomatic family the sense of the world one 
belongs to is more exclusively focused on the immediate family than would, I believe, be the case for most 
people who draw their support from an extended family and from their more permanent neighbourhood 
and environs.  
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I have to add, although it would have to be the subject of a separate thesis, that the position a child comes in 
a family is another important and lasting aspect of one’s identity. I was the second of four children.

When I was eleven, my family returned from Denmark to Dublin where I spent the next eight years 
including all of my secondary education. I was educated by the Jesuits at Gonzaga College. My identity was 
further formed during that period principally by my experience at that school. There is a view of Jesuits that, 
in a sense, they try to form the individuals they teach. “Give me the boy and I’ll give you the man” is the 
phrase often used. Looking back now - and preparing for tonight’s talk has given me an incentive to do so -  
I think that that stereotype of Jesuits, at least in my experience, is entirely misplaced. The other saying, that 
education is “a drawing out rather than a putting in”, rings much more true of my own experience at school. 
The dominant objective of my teachers, I believe, was not to tell me what to think but to encourage me to 
think for myself. There was a strong encouragement to express one’s views, both through the school debating 
society and more importantly still through the classroom ethos. 

The focus of the school was very much on education rather than on exams. Indeed at Gonzaga we, uniquely 
in Ireland at the time, did our final exams a year early, leaving us a free pre-university year untrammelled by 
the constraints of a set syllabus or the burden of exams. There was also a strong emphasis on Latin and Greek.

As far as the Irish Literary Society is concerned, I should say that to the extent that I have learned to 
appreciate literature it was largely from my teachers at Gonzaga. And if I have any capacity today to analyse 
my identity, and to present some fragments of it to you this evening, that capacity was developed principally 
at Gonzaga. The school and the friends I made there are undoubtedly part of what I am today.

Directly after school in Dublin I went to Oxford, to Balliol College, to read Greats, Literae Humaniores.  
The study of Greek and Latin literature and the history of the period is another factor that has helped to 
shape the identity I have today. It is not that I take Homer down from the shelf every day or even every year. 
Indeed, Mary unkindly says - ironically if accurately - that I wear my learning lightly. But the study of classics 
gives one a perspective and an understanding of language that never fully goes away.

The words of Robert W. Service still touch a chord with me: 

“Who would think as I speak in a tribal tongue

Like a rogue unhung mid the ranch house filth and reek

I could roll to bed with a Latin phrase and rise with a verse of Greek.”

Oxford was a deeply civilised environment. As an Irishman in Britain, at a much darker time in relations 
between our islands, I was greeted with unqualified warmth by the overwhelming majority of my British 
contemporaries. Even if on the extreme right and extreme left there were some important, even dangerous, 
misunderstandings of Irish history, the warm acceptance of me as an Irish student was such that, like my 
brother before me, I could be elected President of the Oxford Union without compromising in the slightest 
on my identity or my beliefs. Indeed, I found myself - as a relative outlier at Oxford - asserting my beliefs 
more frequently and more vociferously than I had ever done when living in Ireland.

Ironically perhaps, in one way as an Irishman at Oxford I was more universally accepted than many of my 
British friends. While any categories which existed were not precisely defined or set in stone, it was not
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difficult to pick up around me a sense of conflicting British identities based principally around the type 
of school attended, sometimes reinforced by other factors such as politics, region and choice of subject.  
There was not, as I saw it, a huge intermingling of British students from different educational backgrounds 
- with the important and obvious exception of those who had been to grammar schools.  

As an Irish student I was, unlike many of my British contemporaries, almost impossible to pigeon-hole 
with any accuracy. Indeed, those who had been to public school seemed often to think I must belong to 
the landed gentry in Ireland. Whereas a minority of those on the hard left, in those days a significant force 
in Balliol, saw the IRA as in some sense a liberation struggle which they assumed I must as, an Irishman, 
support. Last month Simon Hoggart captured well my own experience in The Spectator: “one reason we 
have so many Irish presenters on British television is that, being foreign, they are not earmarked, tattooed 
with class”.

As regards identity, on reflection I think Irish people are less hierarchical and less conscious of background 
than almost any other nationality; and this has stood us in good stead, especially as we have tried to integrate 
in other parts of the world. 

In the nature of Oxford, one identifies with one’s college at a gut level even more than one does with the 
University as a whole. President Kennedy once said that the proudest boast a man could make was “civis 
Romanus sum”. To this he added “ich bin ein Berliner”. To those of us who had the privilege of attending the 
college on Broad Street, to be able to say “I was at Balliol”, and allowing for our natural arrogance, is not far 
off that. Being at the College was indeed a privilege and it remains probably the period of my life which still 
most touches my heartstrings: the physical beauty of the place, the timelessness, the values which require 
validation from neither treasuries nor tabloids.

After Oxford, I did a brief stage or traineeship at the European Commission in Brussels. From that experience 
I was confirmed in my view about two aspects of Irish identity: (i) that we love politics with a small “p” - 
to judge by the number of Irish people putting themselves up for election to the trainees’ committee; and  
(ii) that we know more songs than all the other EU nationalities combined - a consideration from which the 
Irish Literary Society can probably take some heart.

I then joined the Department of Foreign Affairs in Dublin for which I have worked, off and on, home and 
away, ever since. I suppose that public service is now part of my identity. Society depends, of course, on both 
the public and private sectors. They both make their contributions and bring their satisfaction and their 
rewards. For me, as for so many others, in Ireland and elsewhere, it is a privilege to serve my country as a 
public servant, and - as a diplomat - to represent it in a very particular way. Insofar as I have a public identity 
I am, quite literally, a representative of my country. 

Mary and I married in 1979. Like my parents before me, we were both diplomats and faced the same 
challenges. It is fair to say that my childhood experience that the diplomatic life can lead to a close-knit 
immediate family has been strongly confirmed by Mary and my experience. 

Another important part of my evolving identity, with the arrival of four daughters, has been living in an 
all-female household. This has significantly affected my identity to the extent that I now watch chick-flicks.  
I have recently reached the conclusion that I may be a woman trapped in a man’s body.   
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My first diplomatic posting was to Luxembourg, a country which suited us at that stage of our lives, which 
we greatly enjoyed and where two of our children were born. A few things have struck me about identity in 
Luxembourg. Luxembourgers have a very natural tendency to be protective of their identity. With a large 
immigrant population and surrounded by much larger countries, Luxemburgers have to work hard to retain 
and nurture their own culture. This manifests itself in a welcome for, but a certain reserve towards, foreigners. 
Interestingly, when the precursor of the EU, the European Coal and Steel Community, was established, 
Luxembourg was offered the possibility of being the location for the HQ of the entire organisation but 
turned this down, on the advice of the local Catholic church, on the grounds - as I understand it - that it 
would pose a threat to local identity and culture. 

Another aspect of Luxembourg identity is the coming together of different cultures. Early education is 
through Luxembourgish; primary education through German; and secondary education through French. 
Interestingly, most of the surnames, inherited of course, have a broadly Germanic sound; whereas most 
of the Christian names, chosen, are French. Although Luxembourg and Germany are close and friendly 
partners in the EU, the 20th century also saw particular tensions around the fact that in the Second World 
War Luxembourg was not only occupied but was in effect effectively annexed as part of Germany. When we 
lived in Luxembourg in the 1980s there were still members of parliament representing the enrolés de force, 
Luxembourgers conscripted against their will into the German army. During the war a census was conducted 
in Luxembourg in which one was not permitted to state one’s nationality or language as Luxembourgish. 
The overwhelming majority of the population simply ignored this and courageously asserted their identity.   

After the Irish Embassy in Luxembourg I moved to into the European Parliament, still in Luxembourg, for 
more than two years. Most of my career since then has been spent dealing with Europe - in Luxembourg and 
later several stints in both Dublin and Brussels.

Questions of identity lie at the very heart of the European Union. Is it possible to be Irish and European, or 
British and European, at the same time? Technically the answer is self-evidently “yes” - it is a simple matter 
of fact that we can comfortably combine being European with our nationality. The real question is how we 
understand that dual identity and whether we are comfortable with it. 

In Ireland we are probably somewhat more comfortable with that dual identity, given our size as well as our 
history, than would be the case in this country. For Ireland, EU membership has been good economically, 
politically but also psychologically. As a small island dominated by the size and geography of our nearest 
neighbour, membership of the EU has opened up an attractive wider world for us. It has greatly facilitated 
us, to borrow Robert Emmet’s phrase, in taking “our place among the nations of the earth”. For Britain, with 
its history as a large power, Europe is sometimes seen as a constraint rather than an opportunity. 

But for both Ireland and Britain the question of our European identity is in reality essentially the same - even 
if it is an issue which is more often misunderstood in this country. Europe, it seems to me, is sometimes 
perceived here as an external threat, something “out there”, rather than as something to which Britain 
belongs and in which Britain has been for many years, in my considered view, probably the most influential 
Member State. European legislation tends to be seen here as arbitrarily imposed by “others” rather than, 
as is the reality, negotiated by the Member States themselves. Brussels tends to be seen as the playground 
for foreign bureaucrats, rather than for what it is, namely the domain of democratic governments and 
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parliamentarians, working in conjunction with a sensible and independent European Commission, who 
negotiate compromises in a spirit of sensitivity to the concerns of all, with the Britain often the most 
influential negotiator.

These misconceptions are relevant to the question of identity. There seems to be a view that somehow 
membership of the EU requires one to give up one’s Britishness, one’s Irishness, one’s nationality. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. It is inconceivable that the French would give up being French or the 
Spaniards being Spanish; and no one wants them to. 

Don Pedro in Much Ado about Nothing (Act 3 Scene 2) is, up to a point, prophetic in relation to the Europe 
of today when he says: 

“…as to be

A Dutchman today, a Frenchman tomorrow, or in the

Shape of two countries at once, as, a German from

The waist downward, all slops, and a Spaniard from

The hip upward, no doublet”

But in terms of identity no one is called to be such a European harlequin or chameleon. No one need share, 
in a European context, Samuel Johnson’s fear that “a man may be so much of everything that he is nothing 
of anything”. The EU’s strength is not that it produces rootless “Europeans” who have lost a sense of national 
identity in a bureaucratic melting pot. Rather Europe’s strength is precisely that it respects and is enriched 
by our Irishness, our Britishness, indeed by all our nationalities.

As an Irish negotiator in the EU over several decades, I never - not even once - felt the slightest threat to 
my Irishness. I never took a “European” position as opposed to an Irish one. I never argued that we should 
pursue European interests rather than Irish interests; nor did any of my colleagues even from the most 
federally-minded Member States. The challenge in Europe is not to change ones national identity, or even 
to defend it for there is no threat. Rather the challenge is to recognise that there is an increasing European 
dimension to our national identity and to our national interests. It is not a question of pursuing a European 
interest rather than a national interest. It is a question of correctly recognising that our national interest and 
national identity has an important European dimension.

In the increasingly interdependent world in which we live, the limited and legally defined pooling of 
sovereignty in Europe is not a threat to national interests but rather a means of securing them. 

I would add one word about identity as it relates to the experience of living in Brussels. Competing identities, 
Francophone and Flemish, are at the heart of Belgian society. One has the impression sometimes that for 
many, if not most, Belgians their attachment to their linguistic group is even deeper than their attachment to 
the Belgian State. Yet it was not at all uncommon for us to see Belgian flags being flown from private houses 
and apartments in an assertion by Belgians of their love for their country. 

I managed briefly to escape from the EU when I was appointed Ambassador to Malaysia in 2000. And I 
learned something about identity on my very first day there. As I sat in my new office looking out over the 
beauty, colour and diversity of Kuala Lumpur, I could metaphorically but still palpably feel my eyes opening 
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and my mind broadening. I realised quite suddenly, that I had until then had a blinkered Eurocentric view 
of the world. There can be a tendency, one which until that moment I had shared, to see the world only 
through western eyes. To live in Malaysia, with its wonderful people and way of life, is to see things afresh.

Identity is also at the heart of Malaysian society which is a rich amalgam of ethnic groups: Malay, Chinese, 
Indian and others. While the groups can be quite distinct in how they define themselves and in how they live 
(and in the case of Malays religion plays a large part in that), and while natural tensions remain, Malaysia is 
in many respects a model of ethnic diversity, respect and tolerance.

After Asia and another eight years toiling in the EU salt mines, Mary and I had the great honour and pleasure 
of being posted to London last year. We have settled in quickly. Our language training has gone well: we have 
learned how to make a British understatement while keeping a stiff upper lip and our tongue in our cheek. 

The truth is that I have changed my mind about my job. I thought when I arrived here that being Irish 
Ambassador in London was one of the best jobs in the Irish diplomatic service. I have now come to the 
conclusion that it is one of the best jobs in the world. 

It is sometimes said that one of the great things about London is that, wherever you come from, you are a 
Londoner from the moment you arrive.

Questions of identity are to the fore in the relations between these islands. Indeed, it is our year in London 
that has stimulated me to start reflecting on the question of identity. 

Relations between our islands have never been warmer or closer. The only mode our relationship now 
knows is one of friendship. And yet there are still complex and sensitive questions of identity. If you ask any 
Irish American whether they are proud to be Irish and American they will reply “yes” without a moment’s 
hesitation. It is much harder and more rare to be proud simultaneously of being British and Irish. It is not 
a question of the closeness of our relationship or the affection our peoples have for each other. Indeed one 
could construct an argument that we are culturally closer than any other two peoples in the world. We speak 
the same language in all its idiom and subtlety. We laugh at the same jokes, appreciate the same poetry, 
follow the same sport.

The uniquely intertwined nature of our relationship is everywhere to see: the harp symbol throughout the 
Houses of Parliament, the best English footballer being called Rooney, the most famous modern British 
composers being Lennon and McCartney, the most iconic presenter of the British Broadcasting Corporation 
being Terry Wogan.  

Nothing has brought home to me the complexity of the modern British-Irish relationship more than the 
wonderful ceremony for the handing over of new colours by the Queen to the Irish Guards shortly after our 
arrival here. The Queen wore green and all the songs played by the band were Irish. Mary and I could have 
joined in all of them.

The times they are a-changing. As Irish Ambassador, for example, I now lay a wreath at the Cenotaph for 
Anzac Day; and I was the first Irish Ambassador to be the guest of honour at the annual Irish Guards dinner. 
The British Ambassador likewise now attends events of importance to our own traditions in Dublin. 
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Yet a large part of the definition of what it is to be Irish, or at least nationalist Irish, is precisely that we are not 
British. This may reflect the geographical closeness of our islands. Because of that proximity perhaps, and in 
order to assert our identity, Irish people have had to assert our non-Britishness, more than say the Canadians 
or Australians. Irish people do not for the most part use the expression British Isles – not to make a political 
point but quite simply because there is no sense in which we see ourselves as British.

The Honorary President of the Irish Literary Society, Seamus Heaney, put it perhaps better than anyone 
when he wrote:

“My passport’s green

No glass of ours was ever raised to toast the Queen”

Any discussion of Ireland rejoining the Commonwealth has to be understood against the background 
this reality. 

A few months ago I attended one event at which individuals waved Union Jacks and Tricolours at the same 
time - but that was a very exceptional event. 

I would emphasise again that the sense of not being British has nothing to do with the closeness of relations 
between our islands, and does not affect the strong mutual affection and mutual admiration which now 
exists. But it has a great deal to do with identity. There are many Irish people in this country who love 
Britain, who are deeply grateful for the welcome they have received here. They or their children may have 
become or may eventually become British. Likewise there are many British people, indeed millions, who 
are proud of their Irish ancestry or Irishness. Yet the number of people who would describe themselves as 
simultaneously proud to be Irish and British is still very limited. 

If you think that’s complicated, let’s slip across for a moment to Northern Ireland. The fundamental root of 
the problem there has not been religion or politics but rather identity, two competing identities living in the 
same place: one identity feeling British and responding emotionally to the Union Jack; the other identity 
feeling Irish and responding emotionally to the symbols of the Irish State. At a deep level the peace process 
is about equal respect for each of those identities: in terms of their politics, their allegiance and their culture. 
It is the absolute parity of esteem between those identities on which the peace process is based. 

I hope that I have not trespassed too much on your patience. In terms of identity I’ve set out rather a lot of 
fragments. I hope you can piece some of them together.

I would just suggest by way of brief conclusion:

 — that identity is of the deepest importance to who we are;

 — that identity is complex and increasingly so;

 — that it is important to recognise that complexity; 

 — that different aspects of our identity are not necessarily in conflict and that 
reconciling those aspects can enrich us;
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 — that respect for identity lies at the heart of any tolerant society or peace process;

 — that, as far as the importance of this Society is concerned, literature plays an 
invaluable role in helping us to explore our identity and to understand the 
identity of others.

Woody Allen once said “My one regret in life is that I’m not someone else”. It’s not a regret I share.

 













70   |      “Irish Friends and Friends of Ireland... “


