[Published after editing out of three paragraphs in square brackets on 30 December 2008 in Irish Times]

56 Mount Prospect Park

Belfast

BT9 7BG  

Tel (028) 90664111/079 2125 1874

jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com

28 December 2008
Dear Madam,

Stephen Collins wrote on 20 December 2008, in an otherwise generous obituary of Conor Cruise O’Brien, “Of course, he also made political mistakes. His determination to defeat the objectives of Sinn Féin/IRA led him to ignore the faults on the unionist side, and his venture into Northern politics in the 1990s as a member of Robert McCartney's fringe unionist party devalued his real achievements.” 

Most other commentators have made much the same point, or simply avoided mention of that UK Unionist Party (UKUP) episode, one I observed at close hand.

I would argue that it was not a mistake or fault, rather the logical conclusion of a position Dr O’Brien had long espoused as a 26-county patriot. He was never an instinctive Unionist and, more’s the pity no integrationist, which was the initial position of the UKUP. None the less he was determined to go wherever necessary, risking his reputation, to ensure that the south was not destroyed by its tendency, at least, to sympathise with the IRA, and, at worst, to let them infect the body politic. 

One only has to see how willing Fianna Fail (and for that matter London) was to ignore the IRA’s criminal activities in the run-up to the St Andrew’s deal; a position it took Michael McDowell, single-handedly, to rescue the two governments from. 
O’Brien was ready to go to the utmost extreme to protect the southern state from the corrosive and destruction force of the Provisionals and their deceptive ‘Republican’ ideology. If that required him to join a Unionist party then so be it. And he never apologised for it. 

[It is right at times to say no and to make it as onerous as possible for one’s opponents, in this case Republicanism, to join non-violent politics; the word ‘house training’ springs to mind. It is also right, as I ultimately felt, to work a democratically endorsed agreement, one which ended the southern claim to the six counties.

The UKUP was, as its name suggests, a secular, British-style party and Conor fitted in well. During the early part of the Talks at Castle Buildings when the DUP and UKUP members waited late into the night for the governments’ move on its chairing. I recall listening to Drs. Conor Cruise O’Brien and Ian Paisley, like two elderly pussy cats, discussing the benefits of different herbal remedies. This ended in the production of what seemed to be a phial of snake oil. Their acolytes, particularly from the DUP, looked on in awe, and to a degree, terror. 

And then there was silence, as Conor from his diplomatic experience advised that there would be a sudden push by the governments. In a couple of hours we were summoned back to be met with an imposed chairman in the form of Senator George Mitchell, just as he had predicted.]

Previously in April 1972, I observed Dr O’Brien’s foresight (if not his sympathy for two nationism) as he went bail for a group of nine northerners from the Workers Association for the Democratic Settlement of the National Conflict in Ireland. They had chained themselves to the radiators in Iveagh House under the banner “Recognise Northern Ireland.” A deed unfortunately not done for 25 years, and at a cost.

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon.

O'Brien and the UK Unionists
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Madam, – Jeffrey Dudgeon’s memory errs on the side of exaggeration when he maintains (December 30th) that in April 1972 he observed the late Dr Conor Cruise O’Brien’s “foresight as he went bail for a group of nine Northerners from the Workers’ Association for the Democratic Settlement of the National Conflict in Ireland”. He did not. Like myself, he went bail for just one of them.

The protesters had chained themselves to the radiators of the Department of Foreign Affairs, demanding the deletion of Articles 2 and 3 from the Republic’s Constitution. The nine protesters in fact comprised four from a Northern Protestant background, three from a Northern Catholic background (including one former Republican internee) and two from a Southern Catholic background.

As a fellow member of the same Workers’ Association, I was deputed to ask Dr O’Brien if he would consent to be a bailsman for one of the defendants, and to his credit he readily agreed.

Regrettably, once a Government Minister, Dr O’Brien was not so amenable to further lobbying on my part. When his government defended itself against the late Kevin Boland’s challenge to the constitutionality of the Sunningdale Agreement by reasserting its commitment to Articles 2 and 3, I proposed to Dr O’Brien that a logical consequence of that stance was that he in conscience should no longer be a party to his government’s insistence on ploughing ahead with the Council of Ireland in the face of mounting majority opposition in Northern Ireland to such a council with a Republic refusing to amend the territorial claim in its Constitution. But as we in the Workers’ Association plastered Dublin with posters saying “Save Powersharing, Drop Articles 2 and 3”, Dr O’Brien insisted on implementing Sunningdale to the full, maintaining that otherwise there would be civil war (The Irish Times, April 2nd, 1974).

The net result of Dr O’Brien’s bullheaded stance – in gross violation of the principle of consent – was that powersharing itself was brought down in May 1974.

I do not know of any of the nine Workers’ Association defendants of 1972 who would have followed Jeffrey Dudgeon’s logic in championing Dr O’Brien’s later membership of the UK Unionist Party. The person for whom Dr O’Brien himself went bail, Belfast man Eamon O’Kane, believed in a united Ireland by consent. General secretary of Britain’s second largest teaching union at the time of his death from cancer in May 2004, Eamon O’Kane chose to have Seán Ó Riada’s music for Mise Éire played at his funeral. – Yours, etc,

MANUS O’RIORDAN,

Finglas Road,

Dublin 11.
Real Unionists‏

From: 
Jeff Dudgeon (jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com)

Sent: 
15 January 2009 10:59:26

To: 
Manus O'Riordan (moriordan@siptu.ie)
Manus

Correction on bail noted, and I would, and did, agree that O'Brien failed at Sunningdale to do the needful.

On whether any of the External Affairs Nine would have followed me into McCartney's UKUP, I have to point out some of them (and Athol Street) were enthusiastic 'Real Unionists' in McCartney's failed election bid in 1987 under that title. Were you?

The UKUP was not so much of a step further even if Bob's personality and negative politics ultimately destroyed that as well.

Best wishes

Jeff.

