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INTRODUCTION








In 1986 John Kelly TD claimed that the Irish politician is






a hissing and a byword to many people. Wrongly so, no doubt. Perhaps the public do not understand the motives which drive people into it, the bug which gets into them or the psychological deficiencies which force them to try and make up in this arena what they lack in others. They may not have enough sympathy. All they see are a lot of fat cats or people who ride along enjoying a high profile and getting a lot of coverage and publicity on what they think is a lot of unearned money.








Almost thirty years later little has changed, but is such an analysis too reductive? For politics is also an art that, to some degree at least, shapes the destiny of the nation.


Despite—or perhaps because of—our national capacity for talk, one of the unchanging features of Irish politics is the public’s distrust of the art of political rhetoric. This opinion is epitomised by the outwardly wise old saw that a new TD, having talked themselves into the Dáil, should keep quiet lest they talk themselves out of it.


However, as John Bruton once noted in an eloquent critique of Sinn Féin, words are the only weapons politicians possess: they are for them the tools that shape the future of the society they represent. And the Dáil is still the great arena in which the battle to reinvent, protect and sometimes even define the nature of the republic we inhabit takes place.


Though eloquence in politics is associated with sophistry, voters still retain a core belief in the status of the Dáil as the national theatre of the people. It may be a dusty old palladium now, but in the public imagination it is still where the future of the state is settled. This status means that the present lacuna, in which there is no collection of the most dramatic debates that have occurred within the Dáil, is all the more curious.


My objective in this book has been to write the story of the evolution of a state as seen through the great clashes that occurred in the political theatre of the people.


In looking at the great cast of kings, pretenders, princes, regicides, turbulent priests and some clowns, we begin, just to vary the atmosphere, in 1948, with the transfer of power from Éamon de Valera to J. A. Costello and the birth of the Republic. This date is chosen because in many respects it marks the natural end of the old Civil War era and the beginning of the process that would shape the development of the modern Republic. It is also relevant for darker reasons, as the final debates in this book tragically chronicle what is essentially the death of that first Republic.


The subsequent debates reveal that for much of the 1950s the new Republic’s legs were, in a hostile world, at best unsteady. There were great characters and dramatic moments, but the dominant mood of the age was one of public stagnation, as, aided by the strength of some ghouls from the past, the old dispensation clung on grimly to power. Several of the debates from what should seem to us an entirely different time in fact resemble a prologue to our present fire-song.


The mood picks up dramatically in the 1960s through seminal events such as the arrival of Seán Lemass, the introduction of free education by Donogh O’Malley and the reform of the censorship laws. The wars in the 70s and 80s about divorce, abortion and the Arms Trial, in contrast, are indicative of the arrival of a darker era of uncertainty, one accentuated by the sulphurous elevation of Charles Haughey to office and by the subsequent great corruption wars.


This book will focus on the more dramatic and colourful figures of our parliamentary history—our various Taoisigh, John Kelly, Ray Burke, Dessie O’Malley, the two Brian Lenihans (father and son), Michael Noonan—as well as on some semi-forgotten blossoms such as Oliver J. Flanagan.


I have tried to avoid the temptation to editorialise, and to let, within their context, the politicians of the various ages speak in their own voices.


In selecting the debates I was mostly guided by the historical importance of the events—for instance the election of a Taoiseach or the state of knowledge in the 1950s of the abuse of children—rather than by soaring flights of rhetoric. This means that in some debates, such as that regarding our accession to the European Union, there is little hand-to-hand political combat. In that instance, for example, it was the significance of the occasion—together with its eerily prescient critique by Justin Keating (one of the lost public intellectuals of the era) of the dangers of EU membership—that merited its inclusion.


As well as focusing on how incoming Governments saw the country—on their plans and hopes and how accurate those were—this book also covers a number of critical budgets from the Haughey era to the present.


Mention of Haughey brings us to one of the text’s central themes. Over four decades, no politician, outside perhaps of de Valera, possessed such sway over the imagination, and the nightmares, of the country.


Another feature I have noted is that drama and conflict in Irish politics often appear in clusters. The strongest evidence for this is the stark contrast between the Augustan age of Bertie, in which nothing occurred (on the surface, at least) for a decade, and the cataclysmic Cowen era, in which one could be dealing with five national crises a week.


In this regard, readers will also have to excuse me for the high concentration of debates from the last four years; but we must realise that this has been the most traumatic era for politics and the state since the Civil War.


Study of these debates may even become all the more necessary, for when it comes to our recent series of political catastrophes, the flux of events means that we quickly lose touch with the public record of who said what during the banking guarantee or the debates on the EU-IMF bail-out.


Though this book deals with debates that often range over days and weeks, a single speech is sometimes so compelling that it dominates the entire affair. Examples of this are Garret FitzGerald’s ‘flawed pedigree’ oration about the accession of Haughey to the Taoiseach’s office, and Dick Spring’s coruscating ‘evil spirit’ critique of the same politician more than a decade later.


I hope to show that, in spite of itself and the voters, the Dáil, often driven by outside events, has provided us with no shortage of dramatic moments, and sometimes of merely farcical rows.


Happily, not all the events described herein are dark and bitter. There are also those days of joy, generally during the accession of Taoisigh or in the wake of the Belfast Agreement, on which Leinster House, all too briefly, hangs out its brightest colours. Some may even recall that the mood was more than jovial during a couple of Charlie McCreevy’s budgets. But, like many other things, all that has gone quite out of fashion now.
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‘DOOMED BE DAMNED’: DEV LOSES POWER AND THE SKY DOESN’T FALL IN










 






18 February 1948








The late 1940s were a time of conflicting national impulses. In public life—understandably so, given our economic performance—the language of pastoral decline was endemic. But radical strands of thought, which would fully blossom only in the sixties, were also emerging. In looking at the ‘desolate’ forties and fifties, the modern eye also sometimes fails to see that the new Free State had come through significant traumas and secured major achievements.


The bloodied entrails of the War of Independence and the Civil War meant that even securing a relatively apolitical police force and a democratic transition of power from the victorious to the defeated side of the Civil War was, in the context of the time, a worthy success. Under Éamon de Valera, Ireland had also gone through a radical era in which the final apron strings of empire were severed just in time to avoid embroilment in the Second World War.


Thanks to the senseless economic war with Britain a new economic regime based on tariffs and self-sufficiency had been developed, and the primacy of the state had been established over the nascent but pleasantly incompetent—well, by fascist standards—Blueshirts as well as over the somewhat less pleasant remnants of the IRA, which had been proscribed in 1936.


Throughout all these changes a Taoiseach formed by the age of political giants such as Charles Stewart Parnell and W. E. Gladstone retained an aristocratic hold on the loyalties of his people. There was, however, an Achilles heel in the political make-up of the man known as ‘the Chief’, for the closest de Valera had come to an economic policy was his belief that sovereignty on its own could play a key role in socio-economic development. Amidst the bloodshed and terror of the 1940s a policy of elegant pessimism, in which Ireland aspired to be little more than a quaint backwater, had its attractions. And few in Fine Gael would have disagreed fundamentally with de Valera’s Arcadian dreams of a land of ‘frugal comfort’.


But the mood of the citizens began to shift when the ending of the war appeared to signal an actual deterioration in economic conditions. That old fox de Valera had sensed trouble in 1947 when Clann na Poblachta had won two by-elections. The farcical Locke’s Distillery furore saw the ascetic de Valera shrouded with accusations about the sale of the rights to mature whiskey in return for a gold watch. In fact Dev was up to different types of mischief with the Irish Press, and his political health had been far more damaged by a teachers’ strike and an emergency budget in 1947, which had imposed new taxes on beer, cigarettes and even cinema tickets.


In spite of all these factors, after the results of the snap election came in it looked for a time that de Valera would return to office. Fine Gael, with 19 per cent, won its lowest share of the vote in the history of the state. The eternally unhealthy Labour Party was split into two parties, while the nascent radicalism among the electorate was epitomised by the election of two former chiefs of staff of the IRA—one of those of very recent vintage. Clann na Poblachta was described by one observer as consisting of ‘incorrigible Celts, disgruntled IRA and political adventurers’, and Clann na Talmhan, which was led by the barely literate Joe Blowick, with 7 seats, was, as Breandán Ó hEithir noted, unique among Irish political parties in having ‘no policies apart from the remedying of farmers’ grievances—a task beyond human or divine competence.’


The political mathematics were finely balanced. Fine Gael, the Labour Party, the National Labour Party, Clann na Poblachta and Clann na Talmhan had 67 seats, and Fianna Fáil had 68, so the balance of power was held by a curious collection of independents such as James Dillon, whose political style was characterised by colourful pledges to smother Britain in eggs and throw all the rocks in Connemara into the sea.


It had been widely predicted that de Valera would return to power, but the yearning for change meant that suddenly, much to his own horror, J. A. Costello was asked to lead an alternative Government. There can be no doubt that Costello was a reluctant Taoiseach, but, as he prevaricated, one friend tartly noted that ‘you have been in politics for thirty years and you cannot refuse the top job. If you play with fire you must expect to get burnt some time.’ While he was reluctant, Costello could be fiery. Speaking on de Valera’s famous bill to ban the wearing of political uniforms in public, he told Fianna Fáil that ‘the Blackshirts were victorious in Italy . . . the Hitler shirts were victorious in Germany, as, assuredly in spite of this bill . . . the Blueshirts will be victorious in the Irish Free State.’


Ultimately, on the day de Valera finally lost power, it would be the ebullient independent Dillon who summed up the mood of the new Government when he roared ‘Doomed be damned’ in the direction of those nervous TDS who thought Ireland would never see prosperity again.


The different nature of the politics of the era was epitomised by the speech of the leader of Fine Gael, General Richard Mulcahy. He had proposed Costello for the Taoiseach’s post after it became clear that the antipathy that existed between Mulcahy and Seán MacBride (of Clann na Poblachta), who had fought on opposite sides in the Civil War, meant that no Government could be formed under his own leadership. Significantly, Mulcahy began by referring to the death of the agricultural reformer James Hughes and to the






message he had preached so often here—the harmony that lay between the animal and the plant and the soil and the climate; the harmony that made it possible for the farmer to take from the soil of this country what gives us our sustenance and the things that go to build up our cities and our towns.








Mulcahy admitted that this was






a house that has from time to time gone through very difficult days . . . [But] just as there is a harmony between the animal, the plant, the soil and the climate . . . there is a harmony between men’s minds that has to be studied reverently and worked for as assiduously as any harmony that God established in the soil of the country we live in.








It was this motive force that had driven the decision for the eclectic coalition to be formed






in harmony and in reverent thought for their responsibilities and their duties to their country, as against the ideas that have been preached contrary to that harmony during this recent election campaign.








Mulcahy’s speech, with its references to unhealed wounds from the Civil War, its quasi-mystical Catholicism and its emphasis on agriculture, shows how deeply Ireland’s elite had been infused with the romantic nationalism of the late nineteenth century. More significantly still, it was indicative of how little their world view had changed.


Mulcahy somewhat ornately noted of Costello that ‘his selection has not been a question of bargaining but a manifestation of that [Christian] spirit that is deep in our tradition and deep in our faith.’ Looking at a deeply uncertain world that was spinning towards the Cold War, Mulcahy felt that there was ‘a move in this country to realise what it is the Irishman and the Irishwoman hold as a faith and that a sincere and successful effort is going to be made to see that that faith is translated into good works for the glory of God and for the benefit of our country.’ In Mulcahy’s view Costello was ‘the man to hold together and to bind that spirit and to lead it to achievement,’ if only because of ‘the sacrifice he is making in turning his back on his professional life and professional work—a sacrifice of mind in addition to many other sacrifices—in order to preside over that great experiment.’ The image of Costello the reluctant Taoiseach would become one of the defining themes of the politics of the 1950s.


William Norton, leader of the Labour Party, wasn’t impressed by Fianna Fáil’s continuing attempts to raise hares over the new coalition Caliban. It was true that






this country has not so far had inter-party government. We have had for the past twenty-six years one-party government, but considering the nation’s economic position, and reflecting on the economic, social and agricultural maladies which afflict it, one can see no special virtue in one-party government.








Seán MacBride meanwhile defended what was a startling new development, observing that ‘the people, by 750,000 votes to 500,000 votes, clearly indicated that they wished to terminate the virtual political monopoly which has existed for some sixteen years.’ Though MacBride, like so many of his generation, appeared often to be more interested in events in the one section of the country he didn’t govern, he acknowledged that there were real domestic problems too, such as emigration, rural depopulation, tuberculosis and the fall in agriculture. Most importantly of all, there was a sense that the nation was on the ebb.


After the vote that elected Costello as Taoiseach the colourful independent Oliver J. Flanagan was first out of the traps, with a pious ejaculation of ‘Thanks be to God that I have lived to see this day.’


After a nervous Ceann Comhairle snapped, ‘Order—Deputy Flanagan should not start off on the wrong foot so early in this Dáil,’ Costello expressed his appreciation for his nomination in language you wouldn’t hear from any latter-day politician, as he claimed: ‘The position was not sought by me nor wished for by me in any way.’ Instead he had bowed to the perceived need for a leader who was ‘detached from the controversial bitterness of the past.’ It had only been in response ‘to the urgent desires of all those parties that I laid aside my own personal interests in order that this should come about.’ He warned of feeling that ‘there are very onerous tasks in front of the new Government which must now be formed’ and that he would ‘have to shoulder serious responsibilities for which I am in no way fitted’, and others were equally lacking in confidence.


Three TDS appealed for a ‘national government’ (one of all parties), with one deputy noting of de Valera that ‘it is a pity he cannot see his way, after all these years, to sacrifice his will by having his party included in any Government that may be today born.’


James Dillon, as noted earlier, was rather more sanguine, observing that, while others might be in despair,






Fianna Fáil is going out, and thanks be to God. I welcome that development, because by the action which Dáil Éireann will take today, in the name of the Irish people, it will reassert before the world that this country depends on no individual for its existence as a sovereign and independent nation.








Dillon, an unashamed apologist for parliamentary democracy, in a country that was still lukewarm about the concept, celebrated the decision to reject






the facile freedom dependent upon the rule of one man for the complex and difficult liberty of a parliamentary democracy operated by those who love this country more than they love their party.








The love of party above country would be a continuing theme in Irish politics, but Dillon, who had a somewhat broader world view than most of his contemporaries, was equally concerned about the gathering shadows of communism and fascism. He defiantly observed that






what we do here today will demonstrate not only to our own people but to all who hate this country that, at a time when one small nation after another in the Europe in which we live has lost its freedom and surrendered its destiny into the hands of one man, this small nation confidently and courageously takes its liberties out of the hands of one man and places them in the safe keeping of a group of democrats who believe that parliament under a democratic government is capable of carrying this country through any perils that may confront it in the future.








Seán Lemass was most assuredly not in the mood for good wishes. In an angry speech he dismissed the pious claims about no bargains and said, ‘It is, I think, not a secret that many discussions have taken place’. In his view anxiety about the new Government’s intentions could be relieved only by a ‘clear statement’. The future Fianna Fáil leader issued a sharp offer of help to ‘the Taoiseach, or Deputy Mulcahy, whoever is the most authoritative spokesman of the proposed new Government,’ and expressed the hope that we would not see a reprise of ‘the Fine Gael industrial policy in the past’ that left the country ‘with a legacy of ruined mills and derelict factories.’


Hearing this, some of the new Government became a tad restive, but they were swiftly silenced by Lemass’s observation that ‘the deputies opposite are perhaps forgetful of the fact that they have now acquired the dignity of membership of a government. They are still inclined to behave like a lot of paid hecklers at a public meeting.’ In a sign of the times, Lemass proudly claimed of Fianna Fáil’s legacy that the six-ounce butter ration was ‘the largest in Europe’, and that, ‘so far as tea is concerned, there is at the present time enough tea in the country to abolish rationing.’ This was followed by the promise, often made but rarely lived up to, that Fianna Fáil, as an opposition, would offer constructive criticism and that it would be made with the intention of improving Government proposals ‘if they are capable of improvement.’


Though Fianna Fáil had more deputies than all the other parties put together, Lemass piously promised that ‘we who took a primary part in enacting the Constitution under which we work’ would not ‘complain in the least’ if it was used to the detriment of Fianna Fáil. However, in a hint at their long-term strategy of taking out the new coalition by means of its weakest link, Lemass assumed that ‘every independent deputy and every member of the smaller parties that have joined Fine Gael in this coalition did what he thinks is right. We will assume that, at any rate, until the contrary is shown.’ However, if the opposite was the case, and deputies ‘have any explanations or excuses to give, they do not have to give them to us here . . . We do not want to hear them.’ Those who had put de Valera out wouldn’t be forgiven lightly.


In words that would be echoed twenty-five years later, and in similarly traumatic circumstances for Fianna Fáil, Lemass concluded by saying that he






heard one deputy saying that the Fianna Fáil Government was handing over a country that is bankrupt. That is not true. You are a getting a country sound in every way—sound nationally, economically and financially . . . We are leaving you this country in good shape . . . Intrinsically the country is all right. That is the way you are getting it. Make sure that you hand it back that way.








The wily Costello declined to respond to the more ‘provocative’ elements of what had gone before. Instead he welcomed, with fingers crossed, the ‘offer of constructive criticism’ and noted that ‘in the few words I uttered this afternoon, after I had been nominated as Taoiseach, I asked for the patriotic co-operation of deputies on the opposite benches.’ After repeating his theme of not being ‘in this Government for political purposes’ or to ‘get any advantage out of political office’, Costello sharply dismissed Fianna Fáil’s obsession with the nature of the new administration. Lemass could call this ‘a coalition, an inter-party Government or anything else—he can call it what he likes’—but they had at least ‘shown this country that there can be some Government instead of Fianna Fáil, and that at least is an achievement.’


It was of course a modest enough one, but modest achievement would most certainly be the template for the politics of the 1950s.












Chapter 2 [image: ]









 






	

[image: ]




	

KEEPING THE PAST FOR PRIDE AS MR COSTELLO DECLARES THE REPUBLIC










 






24 November 1948








The new Government started at quite a lick, for within six months they had done what de Valera had failed to do in sixteen years and cut the last of the ties with the old oppressor. The declaration of the Irish Republic was accompanied by great aspirations that Ireland had finally reached the point where we could ‘keep the past for pride’. Though it was increasingly difficult for many to understand why we fought a civil war over issues of sovereignty that de Valera himself had called ‘that small difference’ and ‘that little sentimental thing’, we were, alas, still a long way from that point. Instead, the tortuous definition of what being a republic actually meant would consume Irish politics in ways as diverse as section 31 of the Broadcasting Authority Act and Dessie O’Malley’s decision to ‘stand by the Republic’.


Costello’s declaration of the Republic, however, despite the essentially technical nature of the somewhat scattergun process, was a significant moment. It was perhaps all the more important because the honour didn’t fall to Fianna Fáil. Though that party wasn’t at all impressed by the sight of what Joe Lee called the stealing of its ‘Sunday suit of constitutional clothes’, the act facilitated a process whereby Fine Gael, which had opposed de Valera’s series of constitutional reforms with increasing vehemence in the 1930s, could feel some element of ownership of the institutions of a state that had changed so radically since it had lost power in 1932.


In a three-hour speech, whose length was lamented by quite a few deputies, the Taoiseach began by expressing the ‘feelings of pride which animate me in being privileged to sponsor this bill.’ This, however, was tempered by humility and ‘the certain realisation and knowledge that there are, on every side of this house, people far more worthy.’ Fianna Fáil certainly felt that way when Costello said he hoped that this would usher in ‘a new and brighter epoch for the people of the country.’ This bill would ‘end for ever, in a simple, clear and unequivocal way, this country’s long and tragic association with the institution of the British Crown’ and ‘make it manifest beyond equivocation or subtlety that the national and international status of this country is that of an independent republic.’ More important still, it would be ‘putting an end to the bitterness and personalities which have poisoned the stream of our national lifeblood during the past twenty-five years.’


Costello stressed that declaring the Republic was not driven by ‘nationalistic egoism or isolationism. We are a small nation and we require friends.’ This was ‘not merely the logical outcome but the inevitable result of a peaceful political evolution that has gone on here in this country over the past twenty-five years.’ Indeed, the Taoiseach, perhaps quaintly to modern eyes, noted the strength of our links with England in the form of ‘our missionary priests, nuns and brothers’ who have ‘gone to England and have brought the faith there and are giving no inadequate contribution to the spiritual uplift which is so necessary in the atheistic atmosphere of the world today.’


Costello’s central thesis was that the new bill would actually enhance relations with Britain. In breaking ‘the last tenuous link with the Crown’, far from ‘having any feelings of hostility . . . we want to clear away from our past, the past of the country, all obstacles which are a hindrance to the greater and freer development of good relations between our two countries.’ As Costello frankly noted, the iconography of the Crown ‘entering into the humble homes of Irishmen to arrest them as a prelude to their gibbeting or shooting’ hadn’t exactly enhanced the profile of the institution, and it was clear, even then, that this was a country that had many miles to go before we could welcome the dear old Queen.


Costello claimed that this legislation would also end the ridiculous situation in which Ireland both was and was not a republic. The uncertainty about this was epitomised by a question-and-answer session between de Valera and James Dillon, which Costello quoted at some length. In it Dillon had asked de Valera, ‘Are we a republic or are we not? For nobody seems to know.’ After de Valera replied, ‘We are, if that is all the deputy wants to know,’ Dillon sardonically observed, ‘This is a republic. That is the greatest news I heard in a long time. Now we know where we are.’


Of course, by the time de Valera finished explaining that ‘the position, as I conceive it to be, is this: we are an independent republic, associated as a matter of our external policy with the states of the British Commonwealth,’ and that when it came to the Commonwealth, ‘that is a question for which the material necessary for a conclusive answer is not fully available,’ everything was a lot more obscure. It was almost as difficult to oppose Dev as it would later be to oppose Bertie.


Costello, however, noted that it was an impossible situation in which, ‘nine years after the passing of the External Relations Act of 1936, the material necessary for a conclusive answer as to whether we were or were not a member of the Commonwealth of Nations was not available.’


The new Taoiseach claimed that his decision was also informed by his desire to ‘take the gun out of Irish politics’ and to get ‘some symbol around which our people can rally’, but he didn’t get a unanimous welcome. Instead the famous independent Dublin TD Alfie Byrne claimed that ‘after twenty-six years of an Irish Government’ we should not ‘take any pride today in proclaiming a republic for only a portion of our country.’ Typical of the thinking of the time was his claim that ‘in these days of democracy in England, with the Labour Party in power, with the type of people wanting to put them into power,’ it was possible, almost immediately, for ‘our thirty-two counties’ to be united. The problem in the North was confined to ‘a dozen, two dozen or five dozen big men’ at the top ‘anxious to hold their places because they are dug in.’


De Valera, in a typically equivocal way, noted that, ‘listening to the first part of the Taoiseach’s speech, I could not help thinking how it would have cheered my heart, and cheered the hearts of many of us in these benches, and cheered the hearts of thousands of our people, had that attitude been taken over the past twenty to twenty-five years.’ Still, he did ‘rejoice that I have seen the day when that attitude could be taken.’ His only regret—and with de Valera there was always a quibble—was that ‘we are not in a position of declaring on behalf of this assembly a state which could be described fully as a republic for the whole of Ireland’.


It had of course, said Dev, always been Fianna Fáil’s intention to end the connection, but it had hesitated lest such an act destroy ‘a bridge by which the separated counties might come to union with the rest of Ireland.’ After a long history of how, ‘having been defeated in our efforts to maintain that Republic by force, we started to try to secure the re-establishment of the Republic by other means’, de Valera warned ‘the other party’ (Fine Gael) that it is sometimes ‘much easier to take up a position than to hold it,’ and that ‘when we pass the bill . . . there is no going back on the Republic.’


Though de Valera made it quite clear to Fine Gael that ‘you are not establishing a republic; you are simply declaring that the description of the state shall be a republic,’ Seán Dunne of the Labour Party observed that ‘the expression “the Republic of Ireland” has a far greater historical significance for our people than any language we could utilise here can express.’


It meant something entirely different to the Protestant Fine Gael TD Maurice E. Dockrell. But now that a republic had been declared Dockrell hoped that peace would come too. ‘Heaven knows that in the lifetime of every person in this Dáil there has been a terrible lot of trouble and bloodshed; men have died, men have been wounded.’


The subterranean tensions were epitomised by an astonishing speech from Lemass, who sharply noted that Costello was engaged in a false interpretation of history if he thought that there had been some class of natural evolution whereby the prophecy by Michael Collins that the Treaty would be a stepping-stone had come to pass. Lemass emotionally stated that






it was nothing of the kind. On behalf of those who fought with me, those friends of mine who died and who were broken or exiled in opposition to the Treaty, I am going to deny that assertion with all the vehemence I can. It is not true. I am not going to support the bill in silence if by doing so I am to be taken as accepting now the very contention I fought against all my life.








The Republic, in short, was still the property of Fianna Fáil, and no coalition would take it away from them.


Lemass noted of the Treaty that it had actually ‘died in 1937’, rather than with this bill, and he spoke of the personal losses he had experienced, such as how Sergeant O’Brien, ‘my friend and comrade in 1916 and 1922, was shot down from behind a hedge.’ With a TD hissing, ‘You brought a hangman over from England to hang members of the IRA,’ and with Lemass snapping at the Labour Party leader, William Norton, ‘Who fears to speak of ’98?’ the ghosts of the Civil War were hovering over the chamber again. Lemass’s conclusion was chilly. ‘I think the most important feature of these discussions is not so much the bill which is before this house . . . as the fact that a bill with that name and purpose has been introduced here by a coalition Government led by the Fine Gael party.’ He gracelessly added that he did ‘not want them to make any public act of regret or repentance’ for their slowness in reaching this point.


The debate continued to be fiery as the Clann na Poblachta TD Peadar Cowan, who had once attempted to raise an army to cross the border, noted that






Deputy Lemass talked yesterday about his comrades who died. I had comrades who died. I thought a good deal about those comrades, and I regret that I lived to see a period in our history in which we butchered each other, our comrades and our brothers in the way in which we did butcher them.








Cowan wondered why Lemass had tried to create ‘that spirit of bitterness’ the previous day, and in truth it is a question that is hard to answer.


In a speech that showed that ‘Honest Jack’ Lynch had plenty of the true republican blood, the future Fianna Fáil Taoiseach claimed of 1921 that ‘the repulsive terms of that Treaty’ meant that we were ‘nationally static for the ten years that followed the signing of that Treaty.’ Lynch, whose mind was never far away from the sports field, recalled of the port in Cóbh and its Union Jack: ‘I was as a young boy playing around the shores of Cork Harbour, and I saw the badge of subjection, the Union Jack, flying on part of our own territory to which we were denied admittance.’ When de Valera had secured the ports, and the flag was gone, Lynch noted that, ‘young as I was, I appreciated the significance of that particular attainment.’


After a further series of snappy exchanges, the Ceann Comhairle intervened to note that ‘all sides are entitled to give their views on the historical events of the last twenty years, but in my opinion this house is the worst place to pass judgement on these events.’


This attempt to calm the mood was immediately scuppered by the excitable independent Oliver J. Flanagan, who said of de Valera’s views on the prior status of the Republic that, while ‘I would be very sorry to be abusive . . . I can say without fear of contradiction that if Deputy de Valera swallowed a nail it would immediately turn into a corkscrew.’ Intriguingly, Flanagan also noted that he had






heard the Civil War being dragged into this debate. I admit I know nothing whatever about the Civil War. I want to know nothing about it, and the majority of the young men in this country want to know nothing about it.








Even if it was an agonisingly slow process, Ireland was changing.


The history of those turbulent earlier years was still whispering when James Connolly’s son, Roddy, admitted that this bill ‘may not give us everything that we wish or desire. It may not give actuality to that for which Pearse and my father fought and died, but it is another step on that long road towards Irish freedom.’


Meanwhile, Seán MacEntee, Fianna Fáil’s decades-long gurrier in chief, had no problem claiming that ‘this bill is our triumph; this bill is Fianna Fáil’s vindication.’ Speaking of Ireland’s love affair with the shadow of a gunman, he claimed that the establishment of the Republic meant that anyone who still advocated the use of the gun in politics would be ‘an enemy of democracy’ and






unfit to enjoy the rights of a citizen in a democratic state. We must stand firmly on the judgement that such a man is an enemy of the people, and we must make it clear to him that by resorting to the gun in public affairs he has put himself outside the pale of human sympathy and human compassion.








This wasn’t just some amiable philosophical dissertation: the treatise quickly segued into an attack on what Frank Aiken had called Fine Gael’s ‘queer bedfellows’—people such as MacBride, Con Lehane, Jim Larkin Junior, who urged his followers ‘to organise in order to establish a workers’ republic based on the confiscation of private property’, and Peadar Cowan, who had ‘declared that he seeks the destruction of capitalism and the establishment of a socialist republic.’ Sweetness and light were still conspicuous by their absence.


The thoughtful Labour leader William Norton meanwhile expressed the hope that ‘the eradication of domestic political strife will . . . or should enable us to concentrate on . . . national regeneration without dissipating our energies on barren strife over the political status of the nation.’


Strife, however, continued to be the theme of the day as another spat was signalled when cries of ‘armchair general’ flew across the house. The victim on this occasion, Paddy ‘the Bishop’ Burke of Fianna Fáil (so named because of the number of funerals he attended), indignantly squawked, ‘I was not an armchair soldier: I was a member of the Irish Republican Army,’ only to be silenced by the cruel jibe of ‘Not when there was any fighting to be done.’


The Fine Gael leader Richard Mulcahy was rather more measured as he observed that






the Irish people had guns put into their hands in 1913 by the circumstances of that time. It was not because they turned to guns by any national philosophy of theirs or by any particular instinct. They turned to them as a man does who grasps the hands that grip his throat.








And bitter personal experience informed his warning that






everything that has happened since in our own country and outside has demonstrated to us the miserable futility and incompetence of guns to do anything except to destroy men, their character and their faith.








Ultimately the mood of the Government was summed up by the Minister for External Affairs, Seán MacBride, who had engaged in an extraordinary series of political peregrinations to end up where he now was. MacBride claimed that this bill ‘does not declare the Republic of Ireland. The Republic of Ireland was established in our generation in 1916.’ It was, however, the moment when we could finally ‘inter the history of the last quarter of a century.’


It would take somewhat longer, when it came to that particular virus, for the obsequies to be completed.
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PROTECTING MOTHERS AND CHILDREN? NOT IN OUR REPUBLIC, THANK YOU










 






12 April 1951








The title of the debate, ‘Personal statement by a deputy’, suggests an innocuous affair—perhaps an apology for the use of bad language. But the year is 1951, and the personal statement is Noël Browne’s resignation over what was the most dramatic political dispute Ireland would see until the Arms Trial. Afterwards, though things would go on pretty much as before for some time, Ireland was never quite the same again.


The Mother and Child Scheme was in its own astonishing way a very modern political crisis—one featuring leaks, surveillance and a war fought within the media, as distinct from on the floor of the Dáil. The magisterial judgement of the Irish Times was that its ‘most serious revelation . . . is that the Roman Catholic Church would seem to be the effective government of the country.’ However, it was far more nuanced than that. The desire, then as now, of the Irish Medical Association to ensure that hospital consultants retained their private practices and kept the taxman out of their offices played as much of a role in the defeat of the scheme as did the bishops.


In truth, even before the furore the Republic of Costello was a curious sort of affair. The poet Austin Clarke, in ‘Burial of an Irish President’ (the title referring to the refusal of the Catholic Taoiseach and his Government to attend the Protestant funeral ceremony for Douglas Hyde), captured the fearful confessional ethos of the time.






Costello, his Cabinet


In Government cars, hiding


Around the corner, ready


Tall hat in hand, dreading


Our Father in English . . .








Hyde was but a small problem compared with the great unravelling of the Mother and Child Scheme. Whether it was the consequence of bad governance, a power play gone wrong within Clann na Poblachta or the innocence of a radical minister, the one thing it did was to unveil a style of government in which, as the historian Tom Garvin described it, the ‘clergy typically used private and secretive channels to get their way.’ And though the status of the Church was to abate, Liz O’Donnell’s cheeky reference some five decades later to repeated phone calls from All Hallows to Bertie would show just how enduring that invisible power actually was.


In the end, Browne was outflanked on all fronts, but he did secure one pyrrhic victory by means of his evolution into that most useless of things, an Irish icon. Though nothing could have rivalled his pre-emptive disclosures in the Irish Times of the secret infighting that had created this crisis, this new status meant that his Dáil speech had its own drama. In it Browne noted that, since becoming Minister for Health,






I have striven, within the limits of my ability, to improve the health services of the country . . . It is perhaps only human that I should wish to have the honour of continuing the work. However, that is not to be.








He immediately seized the high moral ground—well, that belonging to the left at least—with the ringing declaration that






to me the provision of a health scheme for the mothers and children of our nation seems to be the foundation stone of any progressive health service . . . It seemed equally important to me that any such scheme, to be effective, and indeed just, should be made available free to all our people.








In an allegation that would be vigorously disputed, Browne claimed that he had been ‘led to believe that my insistence on the exclusion of a means test had the full support of my colleagues in the Government.’ In any event, the bishops had struck, and Browne’s liberal iconography was somewhat compromised by his claim that he, as a Catholic, ‘accepts unequivocally and unreservedly the views of the Hierarchy on this matter.’ Instead, it being 1951, blame was carefully shifted into safer territory as Browne noted that he had ‘not been able to accept the manner in which this matter has been dealt with by my former colleagues’ in the Government.


The turbulent minister had already been in conflict with the Irish Medical Association. It was more than adequately represented among the Fine Gael grandees of the Government such as T. F. O’Higgins, who once claimed, from the luxurious environs of the Bar Library, that even establishing a Department of Health was ‘expensive, extravagant and unwarranted’.


Ultimately the great public controversy centred on the tangled relationship between Browne, Archbishop John Charles McQuaid and the Taoiseach. In giving a narrative of the events leading up to his resignation, Browne depicted a scene resembling domestic bliss—one in which, all differences having been resolved in the wake of their first meeting, the archbishop and the minister had existed in a state of total harmony. However, in the drama Browne chose to create, this had been poisoned by a scheming Costello, who was little better than the catspaw of the Irish Medical Association.


Browne’s subsequent claims were devastating for Costello’s reputation. He claimed that he had been ambushed by a shifty Taoiseach who, for motives unknown, and to Browne’s ‘distress and amazement’, had never sent on ‘the reply to Their Lordships’ letter’ expressing the bishops’ concerns about his scheme ‘that I had prepared and sent to the Taoiseach in the previous November.’ There was no better man than Browne to spot a plot, whether one existed or not. So it was that, in explaining his departure, Browne expressed his surprise that Costello had been in constant contact with the bishops without telling him of their unhappiness. He was also puzzled as to why Costello had, ‘in the light of this knowledge . . . allowed me to refer in public speeches to the scheme as decided and unchanged public policy.’


In Browne’s view there were two possible explanations for the Taoiseach’s conduct. It was






either that he would not oppose the scheme if agreement were reached with the Medical Association on the means test; or that, in the light of his knowledge of the objections still being made by the Hierarchy and withheld from me, he intended that the scheme without a means test must never in fact be implemented.








The inference from Browne’s position was clear: the Taoiseach, and the rest of the damned ministers, such as James Dillon and William Norton, had used poor Mother Church as a catspaw to secure the objectives of the consultants. In words that remain fresh today Browne concluded:






I have not lightly decided to take the course I have taken. I know the consequences which may follow my action. The honesty of my motives will be attacked by able men; my aims will be called into question; ridicule and doubt will be cast upon the wisdom of my insistence in striving to realise the declared objectives of the party to which I belonged.








But he at least could






lay down my seal of office content that you—members of this house—and the people who are our masters here, shall judge whether I have striven to honour the trust placed on me.








In his response the Taoiseach was, even by his lugubrious standards, not happy about how he had suffered the usual fate of the individual who endeavours to ‘act the role of peacemaker and of friend anxious to help’ and who finds ‘their efforts repudiated and their actions misconstrued.’


In a forensic dismantling of the claims of his turbulent priest, Costello claimed that, ‘throughout the long and agonising months that have just passed, I and three or four of my colleagues gave of our very best, in a sincere desire to help . . . get him out of the difficulties in which he by his own obstinacy had found himself.’ Indeed, he noted, ‘the last words I addressed to the Minister for Health as he left his cabinet colleagues last Friday’ made it clear that ‘we still were willing to help him and did not want to turn the corkscrew on him.’ Costello sounded more than a little like a peeved spouse when he noted that ‘my attitude during all those frightful months received the thanks embodied in the document read here today by Deputy Dr Browne.’


Costello emphatically denied Browne’s central contention that he hadn’t been informed of the bishops’ unease. The unhappy Taoiseach noted that






some time after we assumed office—I have not got the habit of making notes or memoranda; I have much too much to do, so I am not in a position to say on what date—I first became aware of the fact that the Hierarchy of this country had made representations to my predecessor privately. I emphasise the word ‘privately’ because I intend to refer to that aspect of the matter later.








Costello noted that he had ‘given a copy of that correspondence to Deputy Dr Browne some time subsequently’, and he attacked the ‘underlying and vicious suggestion in all this controversy that I and my colleagues in the Government roped in—if I may use that vulgar expression—the Hierarchy in order to get us out of the difficulty of being ensnared in a scheme we did not like.’


Amidst all this chaos the one consolation for Costello was the courteous and ‘kindly’ behaviour of His Grace the Archbishop of Dublin. Costello said his close engagement with this affair had begun when he attended ‘the Archbishop’s House on 12th October of last year’ and was told that he ‘had just had, the day before, an incredible interview with the then Minister for Health’. Costello added:






May I say . . . in the context of a wider issue on this matter, that all this matter was intended to be private and to be adjusted behind closed doors . . . It would have been dealt with in that way had there been any reasonable person, other than the former Minister for Health, engaged in the negotiations at that time.








Browne, ‘erroneously as it now appears’, might have believed that he had satisfied His Grace and Their Lordships in all respects on the Mother and Child Scheme. But Costello claimed that McQuaid






told me that, at that interview, the Minister for Health brushed aside all suggestions about the invalidity of the means test and the free-for-all scheme, and would consider nothing but the question of education, on which he said, ‘You have a point there,’ and that he would consider it. The minister himself terminated the interview and walked out.








Costello recalled that he had asked the archbishop, who wasn’t used to such treatment, if he would ‘permit me to try to adjust the matter with my colleague’ and had ‘offered myself for the sacrifice, which I am called on to make today.’ The Taoiseach had afterwards told Browne that the archbishop had assured him that, ‘in order that there should be no suggestion that they were dealing harshly with Dr Browne, going beyond their functions or interfering in the political affairs of the country in any way . . . this matter could be dealt with quietly and privately.’ Such indeed, Costello noted, was the gentle kindness of McQuaid that he had brought Browne ‘into his own private room, before he met the other two members of the Hierarchy, in order to assure him of his kindliness and interest in him, and to assure him that what the bishops were doing was in his own interest.’


This wasn’t the only example of paternalism. Costello claimed that ‘no picture that I can present to the house, in words or otherwise, could tell what I and my colleagues the Tánaiste, Mr Dillon and Dr [T. F.] O’Higgins have gone through to settle this . . . disedifying dispute between the Minister for Health and the medical profession.’ In truth, Costello himself wasn’t averse to a bit of reinvention: he claimed that the medical profession had been ‘maligned and slandered and libelled in every disreputable way’ by claims that it had ‘been standing between the people and this scheme.’


The truth, according to Costello, was that ‘every time there was any suggestion of an attempt to meet the then Minister for Health, to forget the past and the controversies, the people who said they were willing to come in and consult were the medical profession, and they were turned down every time with contumely by the then minister.’ Eventually push had come to shove, and Costello had been forced to tell his errant minister he would not ‘belong to any Government for one moment that was in favour of the socialisation of medicine.’


The breakdown between the minister and the Government began from that moment to accelerate. An exasperated Costello noted that the Department of Health had then published a brochure entitled Mother and Child: What the New Service Means to Every Family. The astonished Costello said it was ‘never sent to us as a cabinet. That was the way in which we got that document—the alleged scheme, a booklet which the then Minister for Health “is about to introduce”.’ The appalled Taoiseach noted that then, ‘somewhere about that time—I think it was the 8th of March—an advertisement of a lurid character appeared in the newspapers’ about the scheme.


In its wake, Costello had then received the dreaded letter from Archbishop’s House expressing McQuaid’s surprise that he had read ‘in the daily Press of the sudden determination of the Minister for Health to implement the mother and child health service, in the manner in which he conceives the service.’ Costello noted that the archbishop was happy to ‘take this occasion of expressing again to you, on behalf of the Hierarchy and on my own behalf, my grateful appreciation of the immediate understanding and co-operation I have on every occasion received from you, as Taoiseach, in all that concerns the provision of a sane and legitimate mother and child health service.’


Browne, in contrast, when asked, had said, ‘I am not going to do anything about that letter. There is nothing in it. It does not require an answer. The whole thing is all nonsense. There is nothing in the archbishop’s allegation.’


Relations, Costello admitted, had deteriorated further when Browne had gone to him asking for a ‘cabinet meeting . . . to get . . . £30,000. I said it was an extraordinary proceeding and asked, “What do you want it for?”’ Costello recalled that Browne had told him:






If I get the £30,000 I will have the doctors killed on Sunday. I will finish the controversy on Sunday. It will be finished for all time, if I get the £30,000. The private medical practitioners are meeting on Sunday, and I believe that if I get the £30,000 the controversy will be at an end. The doctors will be killed and beaten.








Browne was talking to the wrong man, for at this point Costello stated:






I took my stand—the stand that I am now accused of having taken all the time, and of having taken surreptitiously. I said that I thought all this trouble with the doctors was coming to a disreputable head. I said . . . whatever about fighting the doctors, I am not going to fight the bishops; and whatever about fighting the bishops, I am not going to fight the doctors and the bishops. It may come to a point where either you or I will leave the cabinet on this, unless we can settle the matter with the bishops.








Then, a clearly exasperated Costello noted that ‘on Holy Thursday’—a day on which the ‘Archbishop of Dublin had been up at 4:30 a.m.’—McQuaid had, ‘while consecrating the Holy Oils . . . received a message from the Minister for Health that he wanted to see him immediately.’ The pious Costello added that, ‘in view of the underlying suggestions running through the minister’s indictments and letters about His Grace the Archbishop, I want again to put this in as further evidence of the extraordinary kindness and consideration of His Grace towards Dr Browne’ that he ‘saw him that day, which is the busiest day in the year for a bishop.’


Subsequently Costello noted that ‘Dr Browne rang me and told me he had been with His Grace the Archbishop of Dublin’ and had said he ‘agreed with His Grace that the matters arising out of the Mother and Child Scheme should be adjudicated upon by the Hierarchy.’


In a moment echoing de Valera’s prophecy about the reputation of Michael Collins, Costello observed of Browne’s response to that judgement that: ‘no matter what I do I shall never catch up with him to the end of my public life.’


Costello could condemn ‘the infinite capacity of Dr Browne for self-deception’ or condemn him for breaking his pledge to accept the views of the Church; but the resigning minister had ‘put across by propaganda, on the unfortunate people of the country, the idea that they will get something for nothing, and that every woman who is going to have a child can go to the finest specialist in Dublin and get first-class treatment free of charge,’ and Costello was the villain who had thwarted this.
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