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 Introduction
County Arma!h, "#$%. In just over a month six men, one 
only "&-years-old, were killed in controversial 
circumstances by a RUC Headquarters Mobile Support 
Unit (HMSU). On "" November, Sean Burns, Eu!ene 
Toman and Gervaise McKerr, all members of the 
Provisional IRA (PIRA) were killed after alle!edly drivin! 
throu!h an RUC roadblock in Lur!an, injurin! one o'cer. 
The o'cers of the HMSU fired some "(# shots, killin! 

By Nick Clif!on

Thirty years ago this year, three IRA men were murdered by the RUC.  
John S!"lker w"s "ppoin!ed !o inves!ig"!e bu! he w"s se! up, his 
repor! defused "nd !he !ru!h "bou! !he murders he w"s inves!ig"!ing 
confounded so !h"!  RUC impuni!y could prev"il

In his !ri"l summing up, Lord Jus!ice 
Gibson con!roversi"lly s!"!ed !h"! !he 
officers were “wholly bl"meless” "nd 
celebr"!ed !h"! Tom"n, Burns "nd 
McKerr h"d been brough! !o !he “fin"l 
cour! of jus!ice”

Gerv"ise McKerr, Eugene Tom"n "nd Se#n Burns

all three men.  Two weeks later, %) November, Michael 
Ti!he was killed, and Martin McCauley seriously injured 
in a Hayshed, a!ain in Lur!an. The HMSU opened fire 
because the two men alle!edly pointed Mauser rifles at 
them. Lastly, on "% December, Roddy Doyle and Seamus 
Grew, both members of the INLA, were killed after 
alle!edly tryin! to flee a police checkpoint in Arma!h 
City. Constable John Robinson claimed that he heard a 
loud noise emanate from the reversin! car, so he opened 
fire and killed both men. Doyle and Grew, like Burns, 
Toman and McKerr, were all unarmed. 

 Shoot-to-Kill?
But all was not as it seemed. In McCauley’s subsequent 
trial for possession of the firearms in the Hayshed, the 
three o'cers involved admitted that lar!e parts of their 
witness statements were untrue: they had claimed they 
had come across an armed !unman outside the Hayshed 
whilst on a routine patrol, when they had actually been 
keepin! the location under close observation. The 
presidin! jud!e, Lord Justice Kelly, decided the o'cers’ 
statements should not be considered as they were 
“tainted with lies”. 

McCauley painted a di*erent picture of the incident. 
They had climbed throu!h the open window of the 
Hayshed and seen the Mausers. Without warnin! they 
were sprayed with bullets, killin! Michael Ti!he. When 
the firin! stopped, the RUC o'cers ordered the men to 
surrender but when McCauley attempted to, they 
delivered another burst of !unfire, seriously injurin! 
him. Lord Justice Kelly also disbelieved McCauley’s 
testimony, handin! him a two-year suspended prison 
sentence.

This was not an isolated incident thou!h. Constable 
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attack on a RUC patrol at Kinne!o Embankment. 
Tra!ically, Ser!eant Sean Quinn, Constable Alan 
McCoy and Constable Paul Hamilton were killed 
instantly in the explosion.

 Casus Belli?
Stalker revealed that the same informant had told 
Special Branch that four men were behind the 

attack; Eu!ene Toman, Gervaise McKerr, Sean 
Burns and Martin McCauley. Were their deaths 
part of an RUC vendetta? He was aware the 
Hayshed had remained under investi!ation 
followin! the Kinne!o murders and stron!ly 
suspected that the informant had become an 
a!ent provocateur as all three incidents involved 
an ambush by HMSU o'cers. Damnin!ly, Stalker 
also found that a report from the informer 
claimin! Michael Ti!he was a member of the 
Provisional IRA had been faked, as it had been 
for!ed after the entirely innocent teena!er had 
been killed. But he found that the RUC Chief 
Constable would not allow to him listen to the 
tape or even read the files relatin! to the informer. 

So, after months of failed ne!otiations with 
Jack Hermon, Stalker produced a "(,(((-word 
interim report. It stated that new and extensive 
“independent forensic evidence” supported 
claims that all five men “shot dead in their cars 
were unlawfully killed by members of the RUC”. 
He suspected that Michael Ti!he was also 
unlawfully killed but could not confirm this until 
he had heard the tape. Hermon delayed handin! 
the report to the Direct of Public Prosecutions, Sir 
Barry Shaw, but when he did Shaw unequivocally 
decided that Stalker would have access to 
anythin! he wanted. 

 Conspiracy of Lies
This sent o* an unforeseen chain of events. In 
late-may, "#$+, Stalker was called into GMP’s HQ 
and suspended from duty. He was now bein! 
investi!ated for impropriety. He was not told what 
he was alle!ed to have done, but he was informed 

John Robinson stood trial for the murder of 
Seamus Grew. He too admitted that his witness 
statement had been fabricated by o'cers of RUC 
Special Branch. Three more HMSU o'cers stood 
trial for the murder of Eu!ene Toman and were 
subsequently cleared. In his summin! up, Lord 
Justice Gibson controversially stated that the 
o'cers were “wholly blameless” and celebrated 
that Toman, Burns and McKerr had been brou!ht 
to the “final court of justice”. 

 Stalker by N"me "nd by N"!ure
Thou!h Gibson appeared to condone the killin! 
of three unarmed men, it was Robinson’s false 
witness statement that had political 
repercussions. The RUC’s Chief Constable, Sir 
Jack Hermon invited the Deputy Chief Constable 
of Greater Manchester Police (GMP), John Stalker, 
to investi!ate the three Shoot-to-Kill incidents. 
Stalker was the ),-year-old risin! star of Britain’s 
policin! community with over %( years’ 
experience as a detective. He had a !reat deal of 
experience in the GMP’s dru!s and serious 
crimes squads as well as investi!atin! other 
constabularies. But from the moment Hermon 
passed a flattened ci!arette-packet hi!hli!htin! 
Stalker’s mother’s Irish Catholic ancestors, he 
realised this would be an alto!ether di*erent 
proposition. In Hermon’s words, Stalker “was in 
the Jun!le now”.

Still, Stalker conducted a thorou!h 
investi!ation, one that su*ered from constant 
interference, obstruction and obfuscation, but 
his team’s findin!s were alarmin! to say the least. 
They found that the o'cial narrative of the killin! 
of Sean Burns, Eu!ene Toman and Gervaise 

McKerr, was entirely false. There had been no 
roadblock and the o'cers involved had been 
removed from the scene immediately after the 
killin!s to be debriefed by Special Branch o'cers. 
The ori!inal forensic investi!ation left much to be 
desired as it had initially studied the wron! crime 
scene, then Stalker’s forensic investi!ators found 
fra!ments of the bullet which had killed the driver 
of the vehicle in the headrest some %" months 
after the killin!s had occurred.

Similarly, the ori!inal investi!ation into the 
Killin!s of Seamus Grew and Roddy Carroll was 
“slipshod and woefully incomplete”.  Grew and 
Carroll had been under observation by Special 
Branch for a “lon! period” before the killin!s. The 
RUC’s E)A had followed the pair across the Irish 
border to meet INLA chief, Dominic McGlinchey. 
However, they had left McGlinchey in Ireland and 
returned to North of the border, their E)A tail 
close behind, certainly aware that McGlinchey 
was not in the vehicle. 

What happened next was both farcical and 
brutal: an undercover British Army unit collided 
with the vehicle stop the HMSU were erectin!, 
and the two INLA men passed by unnoticed. But 
their tail collected Robinson amid the chaos, and 
they sped after, then fla!!ed down, Grew and 
Carroll’s car. Robinson then proceeded to open 
fire on them, calmly chan!ed his weapon’s 
ma!azine and finished o* Grew as he fell out of 
the passen!er side of the vehicle. Stalker found 
evidence that, to add !ravitas to the cover story, 
one of the HMSU o'cers had rolled in the dirt to 
bolster the claim the victims’ car had hit an o'cer 
at the non-existent roadblock. Stalker’s team 
found that the cover story had been formulated 
in the days before the incident and it had been 
fed to the media almost immediately after Grew 
and Carroll had been shot dead. Seemin!ly the 
ambush, and the cover story, were premeditated.

It was the killin! of Michael Ti!he in the 
Hayshed that disturbed Stalker the most. It would 
also lead to his downfall. Like Lord Justice Kelly, 
Stalker disbelieved the HMSU o'cers’ narrative, 
but had a way to find out the exact chain of 
events: MI, had planted a listenin! device inside 
the Hayshed that recorded the entire incident. 
The bu! had been installed when an informer 
tipped o* Special Branch that explosives had 
been concealed there. Unfortunately, it failed to 
si!nal to the authorities that the explosives had 
been removed. They were used in a landmine 

Stalker w"s fully exoner"!ed of "ny 
wrongdoing. When S"mpson’s repor! 
in!o John S!"lker w"s rele"sed, m"ny 
in!erviewees, including Cecil Fr"nks MP, 
cl"imed !h"! quo!es "!!ribu!ed !o !hem were 
en!irely un!rue. The fl"wed repor! offered no 
evidence "g"ins! S!"lker "side from he"rs"y
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that he would not be returnin! to Northern Ireland 
to finish his investi!ation. The man investi!atin! 
Stalker, Chief Constable Colin Sampson of West 
Yorkshire Police, would also take over the Shoot-
to-Kill inquiry. 

The alle!ations a!ainst Stalker would centre 
on his friendship with a Manchester businessman, 
Kevin Taylor. The GMP insisted that Taylor was a 
member of a Manchester crime syndicate called 
the Quality Street Gan! and had arrested him in 
relation to an alle!ed mort!a!e fraud. It was 
alle!ed that he laundered the !an!’s dru! money, 
or even ran dru!s usin! his yacht harboured in 
Florida. Taylor denied all these accusations and 
was cleared by the American Dru! Enforcement 
Administration, who could find no supportin! 
evidence. It appeared that the investi!ation was 
a smokescreen, when GMP o'cers raided his 
home, they only took a framed photo!raph of 
Taylor and Stalker to!ether. 

Eventually, Stalker was fully exonerated of any 
wron!doin!. When Sampson’s report into John 
Stalker was released, many interviewees, 
includin! Cecil Franks MP, claimed that quotes 
attributed to them were entirely untrue. The 
flawed report o*ered no evidence a!ainst Stalker 
aside from hearsay and the Greater Manchester 
Police Authority, and the GMP itself, distanced 
themselves from the debacle. But the dama!e 
had been done, the attempt to smear him had 
been successful, just as Seamus Mallon had 
predicted in parliament months earlier. Althou!h 
he had received massive support from the public, 
Stalker found himself increasin!ly isolated at 
GMP and just three months after his reinstatement 
he resi!ned. 

However, the controversy did not stop there. It 
soon became clear, in fact undeniable, that 
Stalker had been the victim of a conspiracy 
reachin!, in his own words “to [British] Cabinet 
level.” Recently, I uncovered archival material 
from the Northern Ireland O'ce (NIO) which 
supports Stalker’s assertion. In a series of notes, 
two NIO Permanent Undersecretaries discuss 
the investi!ation thou!h it was bizarrely 
concealed under the title of the “Stocker Inquiry”. 
In one exchan!e, they state that Jack Hermon 
had spoken over lunch with Dou!las Hurd, then 
Northern Ireland Secretary, “about the 
di'culties that he was havin! with ‘Mr Stocker’”. 
Hurd was entirely supportive of Hermon and 
instructed one of the Permanent Undersecretaries 
to find out from Barry Shaw exactly what Stalker’s 
intentions were, despite the apparent 
confidentiality supposed to surround the 
investi!ation. Clearly, Stalker would never have 
received the tape and hi!h, Cabinet-level 
interference had been a constant factor in the 
Shoot-to-Kill inquiry.

He noted that there was no on!oin! 
investi!ation into Kevin Taylor’s alle!ed fraud 
before he had handed over his interim report to 
Hermon, and the investi!ation did not start in 
earnest until after Stalker was !ranted access to 

all evidence relatin! to the Hayshed by Sir Barry 
Shaw. Despite insistence there was no outside 
influence on the whole a*air, the informant who 
made the alle!ations about Stalker and Taylor, 
David Burton (AKA Bertelstein), had extensive 
links as an informer to the RUC. Interest was only 
!iven to his claims when Stalker’s battle for the 
tape be!an. Burton had previously told 
detectives that members of the Quality Street 
Gan! were !unrunnin! on behalf of the IRA, a 
claim that had absolutely no foundation. It does 
be! the question why his alle!ations about John 
Stalker and Kevin Taylor were !iven any credence, 
especially as Stalker had been positively vetted 
by MI, twice in the previous five years. Unless, 
of course, they are seen as a fla! of convenience. 

Once Sampson finished Stalker’s investi!ation 
into the RUC Shoot-to-Kill alle!ations it became 
clear that removin! Stalker had the desired 
e*ect. Thou!h Sampson recommended char!es 
of pervertin! the course of justice a!ainst some 
RUC and MI, o'cers, Attorney General Patrick 
Mayhew refused to prosecute on !rounds it 
would be a!ainst the public interest. Ei!hteen 
middle and junior rank RUC officers were 
disciplined, but no senior o'cers were held 
responsible. Thou!h Stalker and members of his 
investi!ation team did not believe there had 
been a RUC shoot-to-kill policy per se, there was 
certainly an appetite “to shoot suspects dead 
without warnin!.” There was also, clearly, a 
willin!ness to conceal this behaviour. A culture 
of impunity instead of a shoot-to-kill policy. 

‘The S!"lker Aff"ir, "long wi!h !he PONI’s  
recen! s!"!u!ory repor! on Bloody Sund"y, 
!he murder of P"!rick Finuc"ne, "nd 
coun!less o!her sc"nd"ls, "re ex"mples of 
" cul!ure of impuni!y !h"! perv"ded Bri!"in’s 
securi!y forces during !he Troubles

Conclusion
Essentially, the whole truth of what happened 
to Gervaise McKerr, Sean Burns, Eu!ene 
Toman, Seamus Grew, Roddy Carroll and 
Michael Ti!he may never be known. Inquests 
have started and promptly halted, often when 
Public Interest Immunity certificates have 
been issued. The Stalker/Sampson report has 
not been released and remains jealously 
!uarded by the Northern Ireland O'ce. What 
we can say is that whatever Stalker found, it 
was enou!h for Britain’s security state to ruin 
his career, strikin! a similar chord to Colin 
Wallace’s treatment. 

Also, Stalker’s Shoot-to-kill investi!ation 
represents  just a miniscule portion of the 
many shoot-to-kill incidents throu!hout the 
conflict, be that RUC, Army or UDR. Tellin!ly, 
it was, and is, very rare for security force 
personnel to be convicted for them.. 
Unfortunately, this culture of impunity is the 
hallmark of the Troubles. The recent Police 
Ombudsman of Northern Ireland’s Operation 
Greenwich report shows that the Stalker A*air 
was far from an isolated incident; that 
collusion, perjury and criminality were part 
and parcel of the British security apparatus. It 
was a culture of impunity, a truth that the 
British State seeks to conceal even now.

Nick Clifton is  a PhD researcher at Kingston 
University, London
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externally. This was deemed to be incompatible 
with the EU directive. It was also found the 
requirement to “cooperate, as required” with 
an investi!ation into wron!doin! should be 
removed, as there could be valid reasons for 
not cooperatin! with such an investi!ation. 
This recommendation was taken on board.

• That the new bill/Act should be retrospective 
in nature to ensure protected disclosures made 
before the enactment of the amended 
le!islation receive the full benefit of the 
le!islation 

• That the definition of penalisation be 
broadened to include “vexatious proceedin!s 
brou!ht a!ainst a discloser” and  “attempts to 
hinder further reportin!”. This was taken on 
board.

• That there should be a le!al requirement to 
accept anonymous reports of breaches and 
determine follow-up on the same basis as 
other disclosures. This was taken on board.

• That consideration be !iven to the removal of 
caps on awards for those seekin! financial 
redress. This was not taken on board.

• That free le!al and psycholo!ical counsellin! 
services be provided to those makin! 
protected disclosures. This was not taken on 
board. 
The report is quite detailed so I would 

encoura!e those with an interest to take a look 
for themselves. It can be found on the Finance 
Committee’s homepa!e. 

It should also be noted that the December 
deadline for the !overnment to transpose the EU 
directive, throu!h its own bill, has now passed 
and this State could find itself fined for this, as we 
were previously with our failure to enact the Anti-
Money launderin! directive on time.

The fastest way for the !overnment to do this, 
and avoid and a potential fine, is to enact Deputy 
Farrell’s own Protected Disclosure (amendment) 
bill which has proceeded to second sta!e. This 
bill already !ives expression to many of the 
recommendations of the report, as it was crafted 
in consultation with le!al practitioners, 
academics and whistleblowers themselves.  

This !overnment, just like those that went 
before it, is happy pay lip service to the bravery 
of whistleblowers. And yet it is in reality quite 
content to allow the or!anisations, in which 
wron!doin! was revealed, to attempt to 
extin!uish them.

At the start of this year the Taoiseach claimed 
that “disinformation” is now “a very real threat to 
the sustainability of free democracies”.  When I 
heard that, I wondered what the numerous 
whistleblowers who appeared before the 
Committee to tell their stories would have made 
of those words.  I’m sure they felt like their 
attempts to reveal the truth were often 
misconstrued as “disinformation”. 

Cillian Doyle is Advisor to Sinn Féin’s Spokesperson 
on Public Expenditure and Reform, Máiréad Farrell

!ivin! any new protections to those 
whistleblowers whose cases remain unresolved. 
The Minister says this matter is currently with the 
Attorney General for consideration, but 
whistleblowers themselves already see this as a 
red fla! and an indication that the Minister is not 
serious in this re!ard.

“Key problems include that while the existin! 
Act protects people from dismissal, the 
protections from penalisation are much too weak.

The Minister has broadened his definition of 
‘penalisation’ in line with what the Committee 
recommended, and this is welcome.

However, he has pushed ahead with his 
requirement to add restrictive conditionality for 
public service workers complainin! outside their 
or!anisation, only if there is a so called 
“emer!ency situation”, which is of questionable 
compliance with the EU Directive. 

With re!ard to private sector or!anisation the 
Minister no proposes to include or!anisation with 
,( employees or more within! the re!ime. So if 
you work in an or!anisation with )# workers…well 
tou!h luck!

These problems simply !o unaddressed in the 
bill. 

Of the +( recommendations the followin! were 
key, and are identified as havin! been taken on 
board or not:
• The first recommendation, and ar!uably the 

one where there is the !reatest doubt, is 
whether the new le!islation will be 
retrospective in nature and any additional 
protections be !iven to whistleblowers who 
have unresolved cases. This has yet to be taken 
on board.

• That consideration be !iven to the new 
“restrictive conditionality” for makin! a 
protected disclosure to the relevant Minister  - 
as it may be incompatible with the EU Directive. 
This recommendation was not taken on board 

•  The Committee, in consultation with the O'ce 
of Parliamentary Le!al Advisor (OPLA), found 
that the chan!es in the Ministers forthcomin! 
bill found that the requirement for a reportin! 
person to believe that the perceived 
wron!doin! “was substantially true”, rather 
than simply “true” as under the current act 
raised the current threshold for reportin! 

In January the Oireachtas Joint Committee on 
Finance, Public Expenditure and Reform and the 
Taoiseach published the influential “Report on 
the Pre-Le!islative Scrutiny of the General 
Scheme of the Protected Disclosures 
(Amendment) Act %(%"” on the !overnment’s 
whistleblowin! bill.

The report dealt with some of the current 
system’s shortcomin!s, while assessin! the bill, 
which is bein! introduced to transpose an EU 
directive. The Directive and therefore the 
transposed bill provides protections not just to  
traditional employees but to a broad ran!e of 
reportin! persons, includin! shareholders and 
volunteers. 

The report identified si!nificant shortcomin!s 
in both the current le!islation and Minister 
McGrath’s new bill. It made extensive reformist 
recommendations and hi!hli!hted potentially 
“re!ressive” aspects of the Government’s new bill.

In total the report sets out a total of +( 
conclusions and recommendations which arose 
from detailed scrutiny of the le!islation from 
experts, academic and professionals. As well as 
the detailed and harrowin! evidence provided by 
former whistle-blowers themselves, whose 
names would likely be familiar to Villa!e readers.

The Committee, to its credit, undertook the 
scrutiny of this bill with the seriousness that it 
warranted, with Deputy Mairéad Farrell, Senator 
Alice Mary Hi!!ins and the Chairman John 
McGuinness havin! distin!uished themselves in 
particular. The Minister has now published his bill 
and whilst some of the recommendations were 
taken on board, others were not. The Minister is 
now on record in the Dail is statin! that he is 
willin! to work at committee sta!e to see if 
additional improvements can be made. It be!s 
the question why these recommendations were 
not automatically included?

Will he resist his o'cials and the peculiarly 
Irish culture of protectin! institutional reputations 
at all cost? It’s still too early to tell, but the si!ns 
that we’ve had from his time as Minister haven’t 
been encoura!in!. “Pretend and extend” is his 
default tactic. One major omission, which was 
recommendation No." of the Report was that the 
new bill would be retrospective in nature, thus 

NEWS

Blowing in the wind
The government have made some changes to 
their Whistleblowers bill, but doubts remain over 
whether those legacy cases will still get justice

By Cillian Doyle 
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Fine G"el commemor"ting Griffith "nd Collins  
"t Gl"snevin cemetery, 2016

Fi"nn" F#il commemor"ting De V"ler", Ennis 2021 Sinn Féin commemor"ting Wolfe Tone, Bodenstown 2019

All the nationalist parties misappropriate history, immaturely

Immationalism
POLITICS

Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael deny 
any historical analogy between 
their own party histories and 
the process which Sinn Féin/
IRA are currently going through 
to make the transition from 
political violence to fully 
peaceful democracy; and Sinn 
Féin confuses the inspiration 
nationalists have drawn on 
from preceding generations of 
revolutionaries with institutional 
continuity

THE REPEATED vandalism of a necrolo!y wall in Glasnevin Cemetery 
shows that Ireland has not avoided  the paroxysms of iconoclasm 
that have tormented British and American cultural activists since 
%(%(. 

There is an important di*erence in as much as the wall in Glas-
nevin Cemetery was not a public monument. In a civilised society it should 
be reasonable to expect that a monument to the dead in a cemetery, of all 
places, mi!ht be exempt from such attempts to erase history.

The listin! of all those who died durin! the Irish War of Independence is 
provin! contentious "(( years after the event. Ireland seems ea!er to move 
on from the event as quickly as possible.   

We adopted a new urban nomenclature to pur!e selected Irish place-
names of their British associations: with Sackville Street bein! renamed 
O’Connell Street; Gloucester Street chan!in! to Sean MacDermott Street; 
and Kin! Street becomin! MacCurtain Street. We also enacted a perfunc-
tory  pro!ramme of cultural defenestration for the most e!re!ious 
representations of royal authority. However, very quickly, semiotic purity 
yielded to convenience and, rather than remove every o*ensive symbol of 
the crown, it was simpler just to paint them !reen – think of the royal mono-
!rams on many survivin! Victorian or Edwardian cast-iron post boxes.

Unfortunately, such relaxed historical sensibilities were not, indeed could 
not be, reproduced in Northern Ireland. There, one literally cannot turn a 
corner without bein! confronted by contentious murals, fla!s or symbols 
that are as much intentionally o*ensive as commemorative.

Sadly, Glasnevin is only one of an  increasin! number of si!ns that the 
animus prevalent in such matters there is be!innin! to infect the use of his-
tory in the Republic. As a result, in Ireland, the populist history is bein! 
misused increasin!ly for petty political !ains with disastrous consequences 
for our national identity and social cohesion.  When Professor Jane Ohlmeyer 
exercised her professional expertise and experience as a historian to explore 
the nature of the Irish experience of British imperialism, one hysterical key-
board warrior felt her work amounted to an o*ence under incitement to 
hatred le!islation and should be investi!ated by the Garda as such. Simi-
larly, the two measured and considered interventions that President Hi!!ins 

By J Vivian Cooke
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made about Irish history this year were met with equally ludicrous overreac-
tion and manufactured outra!e. 

Clearly, there are lar!e parts of the public which have no appetite to 
broaden their understandin! of Irish history if that entails the sli!htest devia-
tion from a pre-existin! narrative from which they draw comfort. However, 
mature societies confront exactly those di'cult parts of their history to allow 
themselves self-awareness. Time and a!ain, we have seen recently that Ire-
land continues to lack the necessary intellectual bravery to do this. Of course, 
in this we are not alone: one need only look at how French historians continue 
to stru!!le to account for their wartime collaboration or the Al!erian War of 
Independence or indeed Britain’s perception of its role in World War II. 

The ne!lect of history as an academic discipline within our education 
system has allowed a populist form of history to take root. It is a variety of 
history that strays from the academic ri!our demanded of professional his-
torians and, even more worryin!ly, it leads to a misunderstandin! of actual 
history itself.  It is useful in this context to consider the di*erent uses that 
can be made of the term ‘History’ as:  actual history as thin!s that happened 
in the past;  academic history as the systematic study of thin!s that hap-
pened in the past and;  populist history as collective memory of historical 
events and how those memories are reproduced throu!h various cultural 
representations. 

Unfortunately, some populist history has become untethered from aca-
demic and actual history. Populist history tends to be mesmerised by 
narrative arcs that can be sketched only by treatin! actual history as artifi-
cially discrete incidents, at the cost of i!norin! important aspects of 
establishin! context and arrivin! at balanced jud!ements.  Each of the dif-
ferent mediums of cultural representations throu!h which populist history 
finds expression imposes specific sets of constraints on the capacity for 
nuance and the de!ree of accuracy it can achieve. Actual history has a dif-
ferent relationship with a Hollywood historical blockbuster from that it has 
with a BBC documentary. Ron Chernow’s treatment of the life of Alexander 
Hamilton has a relationship with the actual history that is very di*erent from 
that in the representation o*ered by Lin-Manuel Miranda. 

Populist history has a le!itimate function in creatin! common historical 
memories that act as shared points of culture that bind nations to!ether. At 
its best, populist history can spark people’s interests in actual history or be 
an introduction to academic history, so that people can broaden and deepen 
their en!a!ement. Sadly, too often, en!a!ement arisin! from populist his-
tory only results in the re!ur!itation of the half-di!ested !ristle and bone of 
actual history. 

While deliverin! the "#+" Geor!e MacCaulay Trevelyan Lectures, E H Carr 
colourfully noted the selectivity of history: “(facts) are like fish swimmin! 
about in a vast and sometimes inaccessible ocean; and what the historian 
catches will depend, partly on chance, but mainly on what part of the ocean 
he chooses to fish in and what tackle he chooses to use – these two factors 
bein!, of course, determined by the kind of fish he wants to catch. By and 
lar!e, the historian will !et the kind of facts he wants”.

The essential skill of the historian is to sift throu!h all the thin!s that 
occurred in the past, most of which are trite, quotidian and insi!nificant; to 
identify those thin!s in the past that are si!nificant and to provide a compel-
lin! explanation for the trajectory of events as they unfolded. In the same 

History c"n hold us b"ck

When Professor Jane Ohlmeyer exercised her professional 
expertise and experience as a historian to explore the nature 
of the Irish experience of British imperialism, one hysterical 
keyboard warrior felt her work amounted to an offence under 
incitement to hatred legislation

year as Carr’s lecture, John H Arnold noted that: “(T)he past itself is not a 
narrative. In its entirety, it is as chaotic, uncoordinated, and complex as life. 
History is about makin! sense of that mess, findin! or creatin! patterns and 
meanin!s and stories from the maelstrom”.

Unfortunately, each of our political parties plucks individual totems from 
history. 

Fianna Fáil have De Valera thou!h not everyone wants him, and Sean 
Lemass; Fine Gael have Michael Collins; Sinn Féin have Bobby Sands and 
Labour have James Connolly. 

More than drawin! inspiration from these fi!ures they are made into phy-
lacteries  to be publicly venerated by the faithful on each party’s political 
feast day. The e*ect is to reduce these fi!ures from fully rounded individu-
als operatin! in complex historical circumstances to mere mascots. 
Commemoration ceremonies are a performative writin! of history. This is 
why decisions to attend, or not to attend, specific events are as much state-
ments of current party a'liation as !enuine historical remembrance. Rival 
party-orchestrated events in Bodenstown are acts of appropriation of his-
tory which dra!oon historical facts and individuals into the lore of one party 
and assert exclusive ownership of them.  

The centenary of the "#%% An!lo-Irish Treaty was conspicuous by Fine Gael’s 
attempts to claim a share of the ownership of the event from those who have, 
for so lon!, claimed squatter’s ri!hts to that part of our history. Leo Varadkar’s 
speech at a Fine Gael event on & January proves his determination to compete 
with Sinn Féin in the realm of Irish history as much as in elections.

Party-political versions of make history a tool to divide society into anta!-
onistic political tribes. Selective readin!s of history !ive rise to competition 
between equally flawed and incommensurable histories that allows parties 
that exa!!erate normal political di*erences to the level of betrayal, even 
treason, and allows politicians to question the authenticity of the Irishness 
of those with whom they disa!ree. Populist history thereby further distin-
!uishes itself from actual and academic history by becomin! an a!ent of 
a*ective polarisation rather than the !rounds for assertin! inclusive com-
munity !rowin! from our conjoint past. 

Accordin! to A E Houseman, for a historian, “accuracy is a duty not a 
virtue”. But, too often party political competition dictates that historical 
complexities are elided and uncomfortable truths are i!nored: the current 
Irish state owes its very existence to political violence includin! murder and 
assassination; that, while the Easter Risin! was in pro!ress, was deeply 
unpopular and unrepresentative of the views of the nation which, at that 
specific time, was neither Republican nor socialist.  Nonetheless subsequent 
events !ave the Risin! a le!itimacy that was no less valid for bein! con-
structed post hoc.

Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael deny any historical analo!y between their own 
party histories and the process which Sinn Féin/IRA are currently !oin! 
throu!h to make the transition from political violence to fully peaceful 
democracy. Similarly, and for its own political reasons, Sinn Féin prefers to 
confuse the inspiration nationalists have drawn on from precedin! !enera-
tions of revolutionaries with institutional continuity.

The past is the only frame of reference by which we can interpret both the 
present and the future. History, accordin! to EH Carr, should be understood 
as “a continuous process of interaction between the historian and his facts, 
an unendin! dialo!ue between the present and the past” in which “we view 
the past, and achieve our understandin! of the past, only throu!h the eyes 
of the present”.

Sadly we in Ireland lack the maturity to have a truly honest national con-
versation about our past. 
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Fine G!el commemor!ting Griffith !nd Collins  
!t Gl!snevin cemetery, 2016

Fi!nn! F"il commemor!ting De V!ler!, Ennis 2021 Sinn Féin commemor!ting Wolfe Tone, Bodenstown 2019

All the nationalist parties misappropriate history, immaturely

Immationalism
POLITICS

Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael deny 
any historical analogy between 
their own party histories and 
the process which Sinn Féin/
IRA are currently going through 
to make the transition from 
political violence to fully 
peaceful democracy; and Sinn 
Féin confuses the inspiration 
nationalists have drawn on 
from preceding generations of 
revolutionaries with institutional 
continuity

THE REPEATED vandalism of a necrolo!y wall in Glasnevin Cemetery 
shows that Ireland has not avoided  the paroxysms of iconoclasm 
that have tormented British and American cultural activists since 
"#"#. 

There is an important di$erence in as much as the wall in Glas-
nevin Cemetery was not a public monument. In a civilised society it should 
be reasonable to expect that a monument to the dead in a cemetery, of all 
places, mi!ht be exempt from such attempts to erase history.

The listin! of all those who died durin! the Irish War of Independence is 
provin! contentious %## years after the event. Ireland seems ea!er to move 
on from the event as quickly as possible.   

We adopted a new urban nomenclature to pur!e selected Irish place-
names of their British associations: with Sackville Street bein! renamed 
O’Connell Street; Gloucester Street chan!in! to Sean MacDermott Street; 
and Kin! Street becomin! MacCurtain Street. We also enacted a perfunc-
tory  pro!ramme of cultural defenestration for the most e!re!ious 
representations of royal authority. However, very quickly, semiotic purity 
yielded to convenience and, rather than remove every o$ensive symbol of 
the crown, it was simpler just to paint them !reen – think of the royal mono-
!rams on many survivin! Victorian or Edwardian cast-iron post boxes.

Unfortunately, such relaxed historical sensibilities were not, indeed could 
not be, reproduced in Northern Ireland. There, one literally cannot turn a 
corner without bein! confronted by contentious murals, fla!s or symbols 
that are as much intentionally o$ensive as commemorative.

Sadly, Glasnevin is only one of an  increasin! number of si!ns that the 
animus prevalent in such matters there is be!innin! to infect the use of his-
tory in the Republic. As a result, in Ireland, the populist history is bein! 
misused increasin!ly for petty political !ains with disastrous consequences 
for our national identity and social cohesion.  When Professor Jane Ohlmeyer 
exercised her professional expertise and experience as a historian to explore 
the nature of the Irish experience of British imperialism, one hysterical key-
board warrior felt her work amounted to an o$ence under incitement to 
hatred le!islation and should be investi!ated by the Garda as such. Simi-
larly, the two measured and considered interventions that President Hi!!ins 
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made about Irish history this year were met with equally ludicrous overreac-
tion and manufactured outra!e. 

Clearly, there are lar!e parts of the public which have no appetite to 
broaden their understandin! of Irish history if that entails the sli!htest devia-
tion from a pre-existin! narrative from which they draw comfort. However, 
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with a BBC documentary. Ron Chernow’s treatment of the life of Alexander 
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he chooses to fish in and what tackle he chooses to use – these two factors 
bein!, of course, determined by the kind of fish he wants to catch. By and 
lar!e, the historian will !et the kind of facts he wants”.

The essential skill of the historian is to sift throu!h all the thin!s that 
occurred in the past, most of which are trite, quotidian and insi!nificant; to 
identify those thin!s in the past that are si!nificant and to provide a compel-
lin! explanation for the trajectory of events as they unfolded. In the same 
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