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Dear Letters Editor,

Reading the concluding extract from 'The History of the Isles' by Norman Davies (The Times 20 December 1999) concerning Ireland, confirmed all my worst fears about his book. Falling for a traditional nationalist, and politically glib argument, he describes Northern Ireland as "an artificial creature from the start". Indeed he is guilty of precisely that which he accuses others of; pretending that the national and patriotic entities in the British Isles are natural, even divine units, as opposed to being man-made constructions. All political boundaries are artificial. Ireland as a state or nation is no exception despite being an island. Is Timor to be one state? (The West Timorese are actually significantly Dutch Reformed and Protestant though this is not generally known!).

Inevitably the converse, facile view is also proposed by Mr Davies, when he says Northern Ireland's "destiny can only lie in a united Ireland". In other words Ireland is an island and must therefore become a single state - although Scotland and England, he believes need not stay one. Worse, he probably accepts that the unionists are not even of the Irish nation but must be assimilated regardless, because of Dublin's fine new economy, and the "preaching of religious tolerance" by Patrick Pearse and Wolfe Tone. 

Pearse was an enthusiastic Irish Catholic, as typical in his religious certainties as his Republican successors who created an English, Roman Catholic state in the twenty-six southern Irish counties after independence. I know of no message of tolerance he preached. If not actively anti-Protestant, he certainly took no cognisance of the existence or desires of a million unionists in the north, beyond keeping the Easter 1916 events out of Ulster to avoid immediate sectarian outbreaks. 

Wolfe Tone was the worst nightmare a people can have. And Irish Protestants have produced too many such individuals, to their cost. John Mitchel, Roger Casement, Bulmer Hobson, Alice Stopford Green, F.J. Bigger, Countess Markievicz and Ernest Blythe have all contributed to the poisoning of relations between Irish Catholics and Unionists. These nationalist icons are historically the equivalent of Trotskyists. Most of all they provide a secular cover for twentieth century Irish Republicanism which is essentially an ordinary chauvinist revolutionary force, owing vastly more to the woodkerne of Tudor days than the United Irishmen. Gullible people outside Ireland have endlessly been conned by the fake pluralist skin over such ethnic warriors. While sadly in every generation the rebellious sons and daughters of Irish Protestants have provided further cover for armed struggle. 

The Celtic tiger meanwhile was in fact triggered and sustained by, roughly, the UK's net payments to the EU. The transfer presently enjoyed by Ulster, an unlikely "heavy fine" as he calls it, was one unavailable to the rest of Ireland from 1922-72. This lack led to the south's economy going into a spiral of decline until it returned to free trade with Britain in 1962 and then ten years later joined the EU. Unfortunately the UK as always granted the Republic what they thought was a fool's (or Irish) pardon by not even mentioning the improper territorial claim at the time of entry, and paid the price with another twenty-five years of republican war.

For the English who cannot grasp national differences there is a very simple way to understand the conflict in Northern Ireland. It is a frontier region disputed between two states and peoples. The Ulster Protestants display all the standard attributes of frontiersmen, not least a proper sense of imminent betrayal. More than most, we know that the boundaries of states have to move about for all sorts of reasons. 

Unfortunately there is never a simple, certain way round our standard and very ordinary problem. Assimilation, integration, unity, independence, a condominium or the status quo are all reasonable options depending on the balance of power around and within the region. But if you encourage the neighbouring state's irredentist ambitions by appearing indifferent to the location of the boundary between you, endless armed conflict is the inevitable consequence. The English because they are so well meaning and have had little experience of land frontiers just can't stop doing that. Their biggest problem is that the Irish appear, still, just to be a regional variant of the English, which they are, although Catholic. Consequently the Ulster Protestants get blamed for not instantly and blithely throwing in their lot with these people who seem so very English - more so than the Unionists, as we often have pointed out to us.

The one option that is never appropriate or available to the people of the frontier - ordinary humans living in krajina lands - is voluntary liquidation. Ethnic groups, as the Ulster frontiers people have become, because of the key (50%) Scots Presbyterian element that knows the virtue of intransigence, do not walk away from their territory. No matter how many tidy English historians of a European bent, yearning for a final solution to the old Irish quarrel wish otherwise, the Ulster 'problem' will not be solved for a long time, hopefully never.

Yours sincerely    

Jeffrey Dudgeon
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