Speech by Colm Toibin when presenting the Ewart-Biggs Prize To Richard English for his Irish Freedom: a history of  nationalism in Ireland, along with a Special Award to Michael Longley, on 22 February 2007 at Iveagh House (Irish Department of Foreign Affairs)

One of the strange and distinguishing features of the efforts to find a solution to the conflict in Northern Ireland, especially in the 1980s and early 1990s, was the primacy of words. Not many people were looking for extra land, or seeking territory. Most people instead seemed desperate to find a set of words, terms for identity which defined them and with which they could feel comfortable, legal terms by which they could live, constitutional clauses which might govern their presence in the world which they sought to have added or erased. In those years the warring factions, and those who worked for peace, all of them at some point or other, needed clarification - it was one of the buzz words of that time – and this clarification was often most effective when it was at its most ambiguous and when words were loosened as much as they could be from a legal or precise mooring and allowed slip towards an offshore island of ambiguity and vagueness.

     Thus in the very years when poetry in both of these islands often became more precise and exact in its use of words, less playful and more responsible, closer to science, those who drafted documents and sought agreement, diplomats and civil servants, attempted to find terms at times almost full of ingenuity in their all-embracingness, terms with which no one could disagree. In those years, for the sake of peace, we sought words which meant everything and nothing at the same time. There must be people in this building and in its equivalent building in Whitehall, who began their careers as drafters of the most precise speeches and agreements and memos, lords and ladies of latinate directness, who ended as quasi-poets, choosing words for their beauty, their slippery shape, the ambiguous noise they would make on the six o’clock news. 

    This was how peace was made, in a time when it became, in Philip Larkin’s phrase ‘still more difficult to find/ Words at once true and kind,/ Or not untrue and not unkind.’ Larkin was speaking, of course, about the not unsmall matter of talking in bed. Which may not be at all a useful metaphor for the different factions which needed to reach agreement on this island. But the hunger for a new language with all the clear old words for hatred and disagreement and spite removed, and new ones put in their place caused diplomats and civil servants and politicians to rack their brains for words much as writers do. 

     We must tolerate that, put up with it, for the moment, hoping that we can encourage them all as soon as it is feasable to put lovely phrases beyond use, and offer perhaps parity of esteem instead to the dictionary and its clean definitions and go back to their day job. We, in turn, will write a new version of the Marsailles, God Save the Queen, and Amhrain na bhFiain. We will merge them in beautiful lyrics and even re- name the anthem Ireland’s Call, making it ‘All Who Call’ so no one will be offended and using the d’Honte system to count the score so that the result can be all-inclusive.

     We will deliberately allow Hill 16 on the day after tomorrow to be mistaken for a delicious and piquant new Australian Chardonnay.  

     Thus it seems to me absolutely fitting to honour writers - those who rack their brains for the right words, the best phrase, the terms which will most loosen openness and possibility, those who delight in fresh thought and who interpret the world through the medium of language and the rhythms of words – as a way of commemorating a murdered diplomat Chistoper Ewart Biggs and Judith Cook, private secretary to the head of the Northern Ireland Office, and Brian Cubben and Brian O’Driscoll who were seriously injured, and a way of remembering one of the saddest events which took place here over the past half century, an event not only a breach in the age-old idea that ambassadors and those who travel with them deserve protection and hospitality, but which – and this I think mattered to many people in this country - involved the murder of the husband of Jane Ewart Biggs and the father of her children. The images of her grief and her dignity in those days before she left our country will stay with anyone who saw them.

      Words liberate us then, that is what words have done. If we want to know what has been changing, and how, on our island over the past half century we would do best perhaps to look at the plays and the poems and the work of the historians, rather than contemporary newspapers or state papers or debates in parliament. When, for example, the idea of homosexuality as something normal and not new was unheard of in Ireland, Brian Lynch, whose long poem ‘Pity for the Wicked’ has been shortlisted for this prize, wrote his wonderful play ‘Crooked in the Car Seat’ and this production for those who saw it made clear that some change was at least possible in Ireland. So too, those who saw the play by Sebastian Barry, whose novel ‘A Long, Long Way’ has been shortlisted for this prize, the play called ‘Prayers of Sherkin’ which offered images of the burden of history being lifted from people, those who saw that play had reason to come out into the night realising that they had received the first news that something new was possible in our country.

    As these poets and playwrights and novelists – Brian Lynch and Sebastian Barry are unusual in working in all three forms – as they worked on their words, so too a new generation of historians managed to unlock the present by making the past seem more complex and open to interpretation. I remember, for example, the sheer pleasure I felt at reading Joe Lee’s revisiting of Grattan’s Parliament, making the notion of the famous story of Ireland -  the seven hundred years of almost unbroken struggle of one sort or another – seem almost comic and something which would not survive any close examination. Since in these years it became clear that we would have to become sophisticated and imaginative in how we conducted our politics, who could blame the historians for wanting to sup at the same table?

      Thus, for example, Kevin Myers, whose memoir ‘Watching the Door’ is shortlisted for this prize, as an eloquent and passionate journalist, could remind us, even when we did not want to listen, about the terrible toll the forgetting of the Irish dead of the First World War was having on our political and spiritual lives on this island. And the three historians whose work is also shortlisted have also shed list on events of the 20th century which have often seemed simple but were made up of complex and fascinating forces  - Charles Townsend, for example, in his new history of the 1916 Rebellion, has made brilliant use of the wealth of documents and personal statements from the Bureau of Military History which the Irish government, in an act of bravery and imagination, opened to historians. Richard English has applied a wealth of scholarship, serious on the ground research and deep thinking to the old subject of Irish nationalism in his ‘Irish Freedom’ and Brian Rowan has examined a subject which is likely, we hope, to be of great use to diplomats of the near future as they search for the basis and perhaps some new language on which further compromise and progress can be based. His book is called ‘Paisley and the Provos’.

     Before I name the winner from this distinguished shortlist, I want to name the recipient of a special award. He is a true lord of language. He too, however, lives in glorious ambiguity. As much as he remained in Belfast for the worst years of the conflict, he made a particular corner of County Mayo his own. He is a lyric poet, a nature poet, a love poet, but also a poet who has  written several anthology pieces about political forgiveness and the poetics of conflict resolution. He has described our weather, north and south, east and west, with great and abiding eloquence. He is Michael Longley.

      I would like to ask him to come forward now and also I wish to name the winner of the Ewart Biggs Prize from a varied and distinguished shortlist and to ask him to come forward. He is Richard English for his book ‘Irish Freedom’.      

