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PREFACE

While the border in Ireland has its roots in the centuries-
earlier plantation of Ulster, its modern emergence can be more 
easily traced to 1912, when hundreds of thousands of Northern 
unionists, opposed to Home Rule for Ireland, signed the Ulster 
Covenant. This committed them to resisting Home Rule, by 
physical force if necessary.

Over the decade that followed, three major events combined 
to culminate in Ireland’s partition. The first was the Great War 
of 1914–18, which drew thousands of Irish recruits to fight in 
British uniform. From the South came those Irish Volunteers 
convinced by John Redmond that after the war Britain would 
fulfil its promise of Home Rule. From the North came the  Ulster 
Volunteer Force (UVF), formed to oppose Britain’s planned 
Home Rule and now intent on proving its loyalty to the mother 
country. Despite sacrifice of life on a massive scale, both Irish 
groups were doomed to have their trust in Britain betrayed.

The second historic event with bearing on the border was the 
Easter Rising in 1916. Militarily this was a failure, but when the 
leaders of the Rising were executed, Irish public support swung 
behind the insurgents and the War of Independence erupted.

The third, and conclusive, event was the Anglo-Irish Treaty 
of December 1921. The Treaty led to civil war between for-
mer republican comrades: some accepted that it  allowed for the 
copper-fastening of a Northern state and some saw this as the 
ultimate betrayal.



LAYING IT ON THE LINE

4

Northern unionists had grudgingly accepted this new 
six-county state, even though it left hundreds of their fellow 
 unionists stranded in the new Free State to the south. In the 
new Northern Ireland, hundreds of thousands of nationalists 
felt similarly abandoned.

When King George V opened the parliament of Northern 
Ireland in June 1921, he spoke optimistically of a better tomor-
row for all Irish people:

I speak from a full heart when I pray that my coming to Ireland 
 to-day may prove to be the first step towards an end of strife amongst 
her people, whatever their race or creed. In that hope, I appeal to all 
Irishmen to pause, to stretch out the hand of forbearance and con-
ciliation, to forgive and to forget, and to join in making for the land 
which they love a new era of peace, contentment, and goodwill.1

The monarch’s commitment to forgiving and forgetting was 
not widely shared.

Northern republicans felt trapped, left behind by their 
Southern countrymen, unwilling subjects in a six-county state 
with which they felt no identification.

For their part, unionists felt under siege. To the south lay 
the Irish Free State, whose constitution explicitly laid claim to 
Northern Ireland. Within Northern Ireland’s tortuous boun-
dary, one-third of the population resented the very existence of 
the state and its institutions.

And so unionists set about securing their new home. 
Discrimination against the Catholic population in jobs and 
housing became systemic, and electoral gerrymandering (the 
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manipulation of electoral boundaries) was used to minimise 
nationalist representation. Derry city, for example, had a two-
thirds Protestant/unionist corporation elected by a two-thirds 
Catholic/nationalist population. Northern Ireland’s first prime 
minister, James Craig, stated the obvious: Northern Ireland 
was now ‘a Protestant parliament and Protestant state’.2

Over the following decades the IRA mounted sporadic 
attacks on border posts with little success or support, and it 
abandoned its efforts in 1962. Constitutional nationalists, 
committed to non-violence and politics, were equally ineffec-
tual, their political representatives impotent in the face of the 
unionist majority.

In the late 1960s the civil rights movement emerged. Its 
leadership was composed of young men who had benefited 
from Northern Ireland’s education system and now had suf-
ficient confidence to confront, not the border, but state injus-
tice. Modelling itself on the black civil rights movement in the 
US during the early 1960s, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 
 Association (NICRA) held mass rallies against discrimina-
tion in jobs and housing, demanding for Catholics the rights 
 accorded to other British citizens.

Northern Ireland’s unionist government found peaceful 
protest hard to cope with, and the Royal Ulster Constabulary 
(RUC) responded to demonstrations with baton charges and 
tear gas. Eventually the British army was called in to support 
the RUC. At first welcomed, the British soldiers soon became 
targets in armed conflict. The IRA grew in strength, and what 
became known as the Troubles lasted for some thirty blood-
soaked years. The IRA called a ceasefire in the early 1990s, and 
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in 1998 the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) established the 
power-sharing Assembly at Stormont.

But like the Northern state itself, the Stormont Assembly 
suffered for two decades from internal and external  tensions. 
Suspended four times, it collapsed in 2017 amid charges of 
 corruption and fiscal mismanagement by the Democratic 
 Unionist Party (DUP). Stormont was put in cold storage, 
where it sits at the time of writing.

A year earlier, in 2016, in an effort to resolve divisions within 
his Conservative cabinet, Prime Minister David Cameron 
had called a UK referendum on Britain’s membership of the 
European Union (EU). To widespread surprise, the Leave 
side won by a 4% majority. Cameron resigned, leaving Theresa 
May, at the launch of her bid to succeed him, to declare on 
30 June 2016 that ‘Brexit means Brexit’, which was of limited 
help. Astonishingly it appears that, before the EU referendum, 
no one had considered the implications of a Leave majority for 
the border in Ireland.

Since the GFA in 1998, the border between North and 
South had become ‘invisible’. Socially and economically, the line 
between the two jurisdictions had faded as movement and busi-
ness had developed and integrated on both sides. The GFA had 
seen the Republic of Ireland abandon its constitutional claim on 
Northern Ireland; in return, the militarised border of the Trou-
bles had been removed, and cross-border commerce and inter-
action, with both states within the EU, had flourished. With the 
approach of Brexit, fears of a new ‘hard border’ returned.

There was also the uncomfortable fact that, although 
the DUP, Northern Ireland’s biggest political party, had 
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 campaigned to leave the EU, 56% of Northern Ireland’s popu-
lation had voted to remain. Clearly, if the UK (including 
Northern Ireland) were to leave the EU, this would damage 
the GFA, which had assumed continued membership for both 
jurisdictions. It began to look as though the Irish border that 
lightly marked the division between North and South would 
now become the line between the EU and the UK.

The DUP declared itself in favour of maintaining the in-
visible border but was adamant that the border between the 
Republic of Ireland and the UK mustn’t be transferred to 
the Irish Sea, arguing that this would make trading relations 
between Northern Ireland and the EU different from those 
between the rest of the UK and the EU – even when the 
distinction would be in Northern Ireland’s favour.

After two years of negotiation, Theresa May’s Conserva-
tive government agreed a withdrawal bill with the EU, which 
included what would become known as the Irish backstop. 
This guaranteed that the existing arrangement of an invisible 
border, with trade and traffic flowing freely between North 
and South, would continue until some better arrangement was 
agreed on. In practice, this meant that Northern Ireland would 
have access to the UK market and the EU single market – the 
best of both worlds. But the bill was opposed by the majority 
of MPs, including the ten DUP MPs, and it proved impossible 
for Theresa May to gain the backing of Parliament for her deal.

At the time of writing, the DUP face two major difficulties. 
The first is that, as a number of interviewees note, the party is 
out of step with its electorate. The DUP’s Leave policy and its 
refusal to support Theresa May’s withdrawal bill put it at odds 
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with farming and business in Northern Ireland, both sectors 
that are keenly aware of the economic destruction that Brexit 
and a hard border in Ireland would bring.

The second difficulty for the DUP is an existential one. The 
DUP favours UK withdrawal from the EU, but the price of that 
withdrawal, in the view of some commentators, will be the dis-
integration of the UK. By insisting there is no trade impediment 
between Northern Ireland and Britain, the DUP may create 
conditions in which a hard Brexit is unavoidable. This will mean 
economic hardship for all of the UK, particularly Northern 
Ireland and Scotland – both of which voted to remain in the 
EU. Brexit may well lead to a second Scottish referendum for 
independence, and a hard border in Ireland may well lead to 
demands in Ireland for a border poll on Irish reunification (as 
provided for in the GFA). The price of Brexit may be UK dis-
integration, Irish unity and an end to the 100-year-old border.

* * *
In conducting these interviews during the first half of 2019, 
I have been aware that the rapid pace of events may render 
some of the views expressed out of date. With that in mind, 
the interviews have been arranged in chronological order, 
reminding the reader that all thinking is shaped by what is 
happening at that particular time.

I have tried to gather as wide a range of views as possible. 
American influence has long played a part in Irish history, 
most recently through the contributions of President Bill 
Clinton and Senator George Mitchell to the GFA. With that 
in mind I have included several interviews with prominent 
Irish-Americans.
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Similarly, the views and values of unionism were an essen-
tial component of the GFA in 1998. This collection of inter-
views includes the voices of the RUC, the British army and 
loyalist paramilitarism.

As political parties are central to the present momentous 
events, I am pleased that former and current politicians from 
Sinn Féin, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael are also included. I had 
hoped that the DUP and the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) 
would be part of the conversation, but despite repeated written 
requests to the leaders of both, neither party responded. The 
significance or non-significance of this I leave to the reader to 
decide.

To all those who did give of their time to share their think-
ing in this collection, my sincere thanks.

A special word of gratitude to Patrick O’Donoghue, Wendy 
Logue and Deirdre Roberts of Mercier Press, who defied the 
laws of time to produce this book, and to Alice Coleman for 
her vivid cover design.
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MARTINA ANDERSON

8 FEBRUARY 2019

Martina anderson was born in the Bogside area of Derry in 

the 1960s and grew up amid the civil rights campaign and the 

unfolding political situation that led to conflict. She was active 

in republicanism from the late 1970s and spent over thirteen 

years in prison, mostly in english jails, for republican activities. 

She was released in 1998 under the terms of the Good friday 

agreement and went on to serve as a Sinn féin MLa and a 

Stormont minister. She is currently an MeP.

I recall one time my father got a new car – new to us, that is – 
and my mummy took my younger sister Sharon and me out of 
school early, and we got into the car and went across the border 
to Buncrana. It was like a big adventure – I was around six or 
seven. At the border we were just curious – why were they stop-
ping the car? There was talk of smuggling butter and bread – it 
was something we always did. And for us as children, there was 
a certain nervousness, because Mammy and Daddy were doing 
something bold and they might get caught with their sugar or 
butter or whatever! And later, as I was growing up, there was the 
story of this girl who had her wedding dress confiscated at the 
border. So not everybody got waved through even then.

This maybe sounds contradictory to everything I now know 
and believe, but we had a sense that when we crossed, we were 
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in Ireland. We had no relationship with the state in the North, 
so it did feel when we crossed the border as if we were going 
into another country. There was a sense of belonging. Compar-
ing Portrush in the North to Lisfannon or Buncrana, there was 
something bright and Irish about Lisfannon and Buncrana.

Then I remember people talking about the military instal-
lations going up at the border. I came from a particular family, 
a particular area, a particular community, which meant that, 
before my arrest at sixteen, I had been pulled out of the car 
at the border hundreds of times. The car was stopped and 
searched, you were taken into a hut, you’d see people you knew 
at the side of the road. After militarisation of the border, I 
don’t remember ever crossing without there being that sense of 
aggression. So from crossing to something bright and beautiful, 
it was now more that you felt a sense of relief when you had 
crossed the border. On the Donegal side, there were no British 
soldiers on the streets, there were no Saracens, there were no 
helicopters.

Our day-to-day living in the North and the South was 
markedly different. When they divided our country and crea-
ted partition, they didn’t just divide the country’s landscape. It 
was deliberate that they had two health systems, two education 
systems, two agriculture systems, two of everything, in all cases 
markedly distinct.

I think the people in the twenty-six counties, for all its 
faults, had a connection with the establishment of that state 
and with those who were in government, despite the damage 
done by the Civil War and all of that. Growing up here in the 
North, our community never felt any kind of connection with 
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the various branches of the state. For people in Donegal, like 
them or loathe them, the police came from the community. 
They were John and Jane who lived round the corner. Some-
body would have known the guard, someone knew the civil 
servant, somebody knew the judges and solicitors and all that. 
We didn’t.

The border is invisible because Europe made it clear that 
funding through Interreg [a series of programmes to stimulate 
cooperation between regions of the EU] was not for back-to-
back projects, it was for projects that had to be truly integra-
tional, across the border. Today we have somewhere in the 
region of 170 areas of all-Ireland cooperation.

In the withdrawal agreement there was this ‘backstop’. It 
was there to prevent physical infrastructure on the border in 
Ireland ever emerging again. We had to ensure that Europe 
understood the three strands of the GFA. The fact was, neither 
the European Council nor the MEPs understood the GFA 
and all of its parts. But we finally got them to understand that if 
you’re going to have an all-Ireland economy, you cannot have a 
regulatory system that is different in the North and the South.

I think the EU would have tolerated the hardening of the 
border in Ireland if they hadn’t understood the conflict, the 
peace process, the political process. It has taken a lot of hard 
work to get the EU to understand the damage that would be 
done if the GFA were torn apart – which is what Britain is 
doing.

No one talked about Ireland before the referendum. Every-
one was talking about Scotland. But now they are realising that 
Ireland is the only successful peace process that Europe has. 
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Europe needs that to be able to help war-torn places. They 
cannot protect the GFA in all of its parts and operate the all-
Ireland economy while saying, ‘We will put in an EU border.’

[In March 2017 Martina Anderson made an angry speech in the 
European Parliament telling colleagues, ‘Ireland is told “Get over 
it – it’s going to be a frictionless border” – whatever the hell that 
means. Let me put the record straight to everyone here: no border, 
hard or soft, will be accepted by the people of Ireland. What British 
armoured cars and tanks and guns couldn’t do in Ireland, twenty-
seven member states will not be able to do. So, Theresa – your notion 
of a border, hard or soft – stick it where the sun doesn’t shine, because 
you’re not putting it in Ireland.’ 1]

I was quite disturbed going back to Brussels, having heard 
people tell me that Brexit is already here, in our purses, in our 
wallets, the bottom’s falling out of the pound. So to tell you 
the truth, it was just exasperation with all of it that led me to 
let rip. I hadn’t actually expected it to go viral, but for forty-
eight hours, I couldn’t cope with the demand across Europe. 
We got international attention in a way we hadn’t before. Italy, 
France, Greece, TV, radio – I couldn’t cope with the demand. 
But nobody said anything about my having been bold in the 
chamber. They were all starting to get an understanding of 
partition, of the border, why we needed to be in the customs 
union and the single market to preserve the GFA.

I think the backstop debate has accelerated a conversation 
we’ve been having for years. I’ve wanted to see this country 
reunited since I was able to understand the damage partition 
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was doing. In Europe I was on the Brexit Steering Group and 
I urged protection of the GFA in all of its parts. And in the 
Council meeting on 29 April 2017, the Council sent its first 
signal: in the event of reunification, the North will still con-
tinue to be a member of the EU.

There are a growing number of people who like what they 
see in metropolitan Dublin, for all of its faults. If they had a 
choice of which union they wanted to be a part of, the union 
with the EU with all its deficiencies or the union with a UK 
which is breaking up, it would be an easy choice. Some are 
coming to realise what we have known all our lives: that the 
British establishment doesn’t care about them. There are peo-
ple in the Pro testant/unionist community who are progressive, 
who don’t want their children or their grandchildren to be liv-
ing in a backward place. They want guarantees, and rightly so, 
that their identity and their culture will be protected. It’s very 
important to plan and prepare. I don’t want the North just 
bolted onto the South.

There’s a role for Europe to be able to say, ‘What will that 
mean, compared to if you’re not in?’ And I think we need a 
white paper from the Irish government. This is not a Sinn 
Féin-driven process. Progressive nationalists are turning their 
backs on Westminster and even Stormont – although I think 
we need a place where we can go during transition.

I think the economic argument for unification was won a 
long time ago. Farmers have for some time been operating on 
an all-Ireland basis. There is £1.2 billion of trade every week 
across this island. There are 200,000 jobs dependent on it. 
Every day, 32,000 people cross the border.
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The backstop is not enough. The backstop is not going to 
uphold our rights. The Irish government, at the stroke of a pen, 
could provide people here in the North who are Irish citizens 
with the opportunity to vote in European elections [the EU 
has re-allocated the exiting UK’s European Parliament seats, 
giving two of these to the Republic of Ireland]. There are 
twenty-two member states out of twenty-eight who afford 
their nationals the opportunity to vote. The Irish government 
can give us those two extra MEP seats. Do I think they will? 
Absolutely not. When the Taoiseach said, ‘No Irish govern-
ment will ever again leave you behind’, we welcomed the warm 
words and it was great that an Irish Taoiseach [prime minis-
ter] realised that we had been left behind.2 But I was with the 
Department of Foreign Affairs in Dublin last week, and I told 
them, ‘You have an opportunity to send a signal to the people 
of the North that you will stand over what you said.’

The first right to go and the only right to go during the 
transition period is your democratic right to vote in a European 
election. That’s forty years after our campaign for ‘One “man”, 
one vote.’

But it’s not just having MEPs. The rights that are going 
to be stripped away as a consequence of Brexit affect us all. 
An example: part-time workers got their right to holiday pay 
only because speech and language therapists took Britain to 
the European Commission and the Commission acted. So 
part-time workers in the Protestant/unionist community are 
having their rights upheld only because of Europe. The British 
government wouldn’t have facilitated that. So representation is 
one aspect of it, and we find it precious because we had to fight 
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for that right. But people who are British are entitled to the 
same rights as all of us.

Mary Lou McDonald, the president of Sinn Féin, was in-
vited into a conversation in Derry, and the loyalist bands were 
part of that. Jeffrey Donaldson of the DUP was on the podium 
with a few others. Jeffrey said, ‘You know, nobody is talking 
about Irish unity. When I talk to people, they’re talking about 
the Assembly up and running.’ And this guy stood up and said, 
‘Jeffrey, we in the loyalist bands are talking about it. And Mary 
Lou – I want to know, how are you going to protect our rights?’ 
I didn’t think I would have heard that – a challenge to Jeffrey 
Donaldson about the need for rights to be protected.

The plates have shifted, and people want to know if their 
rights will be protected. People want to be able to make an 
informed decision.

It’s not going to work unless all sides are happy. I’m not 
saying every person, but we all have to try to arrive at an 
accommodation. I don’t think it’ll be just the economics – it’ll 
be social, it’ll be political. Sometimes you don’t know what you 
have until it’s gone.
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from the moment Britain chose to leave the european 

Union, the border between the republic of Ireland and 

Northern Ireland became a central issue for all involved. 
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Peadar Tóibín, John Bruton and richie Neal reflect on the economic 

earthquake Brexit could produce, with after-shocks extending as 

far as the US. Joe Brolly and Professor Diarmaid ferriter consider 

what Brexit might mean for the possibility of Irish reunification, 

while others, including an ex-rUc officer, a former British soldier 

and an ex-loyalist paramilitary, look at the troubling possibility of a 

return to the violence of the Troubles.

With a wide range of perspectives and opinions, Laying it on the Line 

is an important oral history collection on the realities of Brexit for 

Ireland North and South.


