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11     The Border

“Resting momentarily on a wall of the bridge, I ponder on the confluence of channels as the River Cor flowing be-
low marks the border. A short distance to the north where Armagh meets Monaghan, it will merge with another river 
and then, further along, between Tynan and Caledon, with yet another. Both those rivers are called the Blackwater, 
one rising on Sliabh Baegh on the southern side of the Clougher Valley and flowing through Monaghan’s Tydavnet, 
Monaghan and Donagh parishes, the other rising on Murley Mountain and flowing through the Clougher Valley and 
marking the boundary between Tyrone and Monaghan. Two rivers with the same name is surely a prime example of 
the duplication brought about from partition of the island.”

        Darach MacDonald, 2018
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It was in May 1921 that Ireland became effectively two. One accommodating the 
Catholics, the other the Protestants. The south was finally free to go back speak-
ing irish, playing the bodhran, do their native thing and the north got itself 
busy clearing the road to be as British as Finchley. Neither would have to talk to 
each other ever again and peace would finally be established on this war-ridden 
island. A clear cut – if only it wasn’t for the Catholics in the province of Ulster – 
too small a minority to ask for anything such as civil rights, yet big enough to be 
feared to do just that. So to assure the unionist people of the North and himself, 
first Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, Sir James Craig, later Lord Craigavon, 
established a ‘Protestant parliament for a Protestant People’. 

Both states were busy tinkering away on their constitutional fantasies, both 
treated their religious minorities with contempt and they both mostly ignored 
each other. Through hostile laws empowering the Catholic Church, the 10 per 
cent Protestant minority in the south declined to a mere 5 per cent over the 
years and the north’s one third Catholic minority was dealt with solid unionist 
supremacist politics which denied them as good as everything except breathing. 
Partition was a divisive action and produced divided understanding.  

To consolidate unionist control, the north made do with only six counties of 
Ulster, out of the nine. Cavan, Monaghan and Donegal with their many Catholic 
inhabitants were pushed back to the south. No boundary commission was go-
ing to change anything and the initial temporary border based on 13th Century 
county boundaries making its way with remarkable disregard through fields, 
farms, homes and villages, still runs its arbitrary course today. 
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The heavy army presence at the border during the Troubles, their watchtowers,  
helicopters and very sophisticated surveillance technology could not stop the 
IRA from crossing the border at any given time (just as it didn’t stop any security 
personnel by that matter). It’s as porous as a Swiss cheese and simply unpolice-
able. And yet with Brexit and the uncertainty over the outcome of the protocol 
negotiations the threat of a hard border on the island of Ireland creeps back 
into the political arena and the hearts and minds of the people on this island. 

The Chief Constable Simon Byrne scratches his head over the potential of 
having to police the border and waits for answers from London. The SCOTTISH 
POLICING FEDERATION has expressed concerns for the safety of officers sent to 
Northern Ireland. They have been reassured that they would be well looked 
after. Some sales of disused border police stations have been halted by the PSNI 
in case they need to turn them into fortified customs posts. The crime reporter 
Allison Morris, was pointing out that –
“Anyone who thinks these buildings won’t become targets, just as they were during the lifetime of their 
original use, is living in Brexit la la land. Placing police back into a security role in border areas as 
protectors of customs posts is a propaganda dream for those who would like to see a return to conflict 
in Northern Ireland. A hard border is a lottery win for the dissidents who have been using Brexit as a 
recruiting sergeant.”  

And in the words of life-long political activist Eamonn McCann – 
“If you have border installations, people will shoot at them — that’s a certainty. The people who shoot 
at them will not represent a majority, but how many people does it take to organise and carry out an 
ambush? Maybe four or five people. And once these installations are shot at, they will have to then be 
defended by soldiers, etc. It has been reported that they are going to bring in 4,000 police officers from 
England, Scotland, and Wales to patrol the border. Like fuck they are. How much are they going to pay 
them to leave their homes and go out there and stand on the border?   

Unlike organised crime driven by money, paramilitary groups need a story to 
justify their cause and they will use Brexit as their narrative. The threat of vio-
lence, should new infrastructure be erected at the border, has been heavily dis-
cussed since Brexit negotiations have started and in 2019, the UK changed their 
legislation from COUNTER-TERRORISM AND SECURITY ACT into COUNTER-TERROR-
ISM AND BORDER SECURITY ACT, allowing the security forces to search anybody 
without reasonable suspicion within one mile of the border. The communities 
around the border, that are primarily Catholic and nationalist, will be treated 
differently. Not a great recipe for peace on the island of Ireland, as history tells. 
Now it hasn’t been used yet, but it’s there, oven-ready, so to say. 

To prevent a hard border on the island of Ireland, EU regulatory checks on 
certain goods from Britain are now being made at Northern Irish ports such as 
Larne, creating a border between Britain and Northern Ireland. It doesn’t take 
a genius to see anger rising in loyalist/unionist communities who believe that 
in this case, they are treated differently from the rest of the United Kingdom 
which makes them somehow less British than the British on the actual island 
of Britain. The protocol is cutting them off their mother land and pushes them 
towards a United Ireland. They won’t admit it, but the very thing that should 
have steadied the position of Northern Ireland within the Union – Brexit – is 
now turning against them, making a border poll and a possible reunification 
with the south more probable than any IRA campaign throughout the 100-year-
existence of Northern Ireland ever has. The law of unintended consequences. 
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According to Fintan O’Toole, there are 208 official border crossings (and an 
infinite number of unofficial ones) on the 310 miles border from Carlingford 
Lough to Lough Foyle in Derry – compared to around 137 on the entire Eastern 
flank of the European Union, from the Baltic all the way down to Turkey. Most 
of the time the border is invisible, in a river, a field, squiggling through forests 
and small country roads. It just goes all over the place and only the changing 
of speed from miles to kilometres, the yellow road marks and the remarkable 
frequent appearance of the ‘town’ Amach give away that you’ve crossed into the 
other jurisdiction. (One can hardly blame Jacob Rees-Mogg for not visiting the 
border during Brexit negotiations, because 
“doing so wouldn’t offer any insight beyond what one can get by studying it. Going and wandering 
across a few roads isn’t going to tell me anything about that further.”)

But the border is not only a series of mostly invisible crossings. It’s a witness of 
disrupted identity and lasting trauma. It divided functional communities and 
alienated people with identical beliefs, attitudes and traditions. Whereas peo-
ple were going to the closest town unhindered, now they had to get off the bus 
at customs, walk over the border and board another bus, that town was now in a 
foreign country. Many a thriving small town has gone to sleep losing their natu-
ral footfall to different currencies and custom rules – and the Troubles which 
turned the Irish border into a militarised frontier of checkpoints and the border 
towns into fortified army camps. 
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Unionist tension and anger and nationalist concern and growing impatience are 
palpable these days. The uncertainty over the direction of travel for Northern 
Ireland puts the region on stand-by. If the negotiations on the protocol end up 
fruitless, what will happen to the north? Will there be some kind of land border 
anyway, upsetting the border communities and the nationalists? Or will it stay 
in the Irish Sea, keep upsetting the unionists? Will the economy get worse? Will 
Stormont close its doors for good? Will the six counties of Ulster glide back to 
conflict and violence? Iain Turner who’s got quite some inside knowledge of the 
UVF, the paramilitary group most likely to resume to violent measures should 
Northern Ireland’s constitutional integrity be further challenged by the proto-
col, is not that worried. While not disputing that there could be some violence 
and disruption, the analogy ‘going back to the dark days’, in his view is exag-
gerated. The people got far too used to peace, they won’t return to a sustained, 
structured violence like in the 1970s to 1990s.
“Of course it’s extremely upsetting when your car is burned out, but people need to maintain some 
calm perspective, a burning car is not the same as a 500lb bomb going off in the city centre. We have 
to see that we don’t get carried away in covering that sort of thing, we’re far away from where we were 
during the Troubles. Buses being burned was a daily thing and it was by far the least disturbing of all 
the violence that was going on then. It has to be put in context to where Northern Ireland has come 
from and where it is now.”

Some unionist politicians seem to love adding fuel to fear and anxiety around 
the protocol. The people are told that their British identity is being eroded 
and next thing will be a United Ireland. The fearmongering, the portentous 
speeches, paramilitary shows of strength, political undermining of contracts 
and agreements – it’s working up people’s emotions. Under the protocol, North-
ern Ireland remains inside the EU’s single market for goods, offering business 
unique access to both the European and Britain market. Northern Ireland could 
become a hugely attractive investment location. Some businesses already se-
cured a spot in the region, creating jobs and opportunities. With certainty on 
the protocol, industrial renaissance for the north could be on the radar. It’s for 
sure possible to find solutions on trade. But it’s what is in the hearts and minds 
of people, that is the problem. 
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One has to listen hard to hear a leading voice that would reassure the loyalist 
working class, the community most vulnerable to be exploited by paramilitar-
ies or politics. Whilst the leader of the DEMOCRATIC UNIONIST PARTY, Jeffrey 
Donaldson, exercises in sable-rattling by declaring to walk away from devolved 
government if the UK/EU don’t do what he wants – scrap the protocol – leaving 
Northern Ireland once again without an assembly, the LOYALIST COMMUNITIES 
COUNCIL, an all-male organisation representing paramilitary groups that should 
have left the stage a couple of decades ago, threatens Boris Johnson to end the 
ceasefire and admits to violence on BBC RADIO ULSTER –
“The protocol gives effect to the Irish nationalist position at the expense of the unionist position. This 
undermines the basis on which the Combined Loyalist Military Command agreed their 1994 ceasefire. 
If the EU is not prepared to honour the entirety of the Agreement then it will be responsible for the 
permanent destruction of the Agreement.” – “If it comes to the bit where we have to fight to maintain 
our freedoms within the United Kingdom then so be it.”

Riots at interfaces, burning cars, bus stops and buses in recent weeks and 
months have been linked to loyalist anger at the protocol. During the hijacking 
of a bus, the driver was informed that this was the start of a campaign against 
the NORTHERN IRELAND PROTOCOL. The bus driver managed to get out before the 
bus was petrol bombed and set on fire. It’s been the fourth bus so far this year. A 
loyalist source from the responsible PROTESTANT ACTION FORCE said, that if the 
protocol doesn’t go, a few burning buses will only be the tip of the iceberg.

      © Sabine Troendle, 2021Leftovers of car, Tigers Bay, Belfast

      © Sabine Troendle, 2021Tigers Bay, Belfast

Border crossing, Carlingford, Co Louth       © Sabine Troendle, 2021


