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AM: It’s almost exactly ten years since the Queen and Prince Philip 

paid a historic State Visit to Ireland. An important moment in the 

healing process between the two countries which could have gone 

badly wrong, but didn’t. Mary McAleese was President of Ireland 

at the time and I spoke to her just before we came on air about 

the role of the Duke during that visit. 

MM: He, of course, accompanied her on the four days of that visit, 

one of the longest State Visits we’ve  ever had in Ireland, but also 

undoubtedly the most historic visit since no British monarch had 

set foot on the Republic of Ireland in a hundred years. And there 

was all that baggage of history to be dealt with. So I don’t she – 

certainly neither of them exhibited any nervousness, but you could 

understand that the security was very high, concerns were high, 

so he was there as, she has described in the past as her rock, but 

he was also there as, you know, as a character in this own right. A 

man who had come on a mission, as she had come. Both of them 

had come on this mission in their own right to try and heal history 

and to ensure that for the future these two neighbouring islands 

would be characterised by good neighbourliness. And so it wasn’t 

just – he wasn’t just there as her company, if you like, her 

inevitable company, he was also there making a statement. I 

mean one of the remarkable things that didn’t happen on that visit 

was of course that he subsequently met Deputy First Minister in 

Northern Ireland, Martin McGuiness, former member of the IRA, 

and he would probably have met him in Dublin on that visit if Sinn 

Fein has agreed. We had invited Martin McGuiness to all the 

events but Sinn Fein had decided, for their own reasons, not to 

support the visit and not to be there. And so he was willing even 
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then to meet people who had been so closely associated with the 

murder of a man who meant  so much to him, Lord Mountbatten. 

 

AM: Well of course Mountbatten was his mentor and in many ways 

his ersatz father  I suppose. Very, very close to him and despite 

that murder I wonder did the Duke  himself – was he really 

interested in reconciliation and holding out the hand of friendship 

to the IRA or to Sinn Fein, people who had been the enemies of 

the British state for so long? 

 

MM: I was lucky to have an insight into the desire of both Her 

Majesty the Queen and Prince Philip for precisely that 

reconciliation.  I was surprised to the extent to which first of all 

they were both very knowledgeable about Irish history. Very well 

read in Irish history. And so very, very up to date on 

contemporary Irish politics. But the other thing that struck me that 

day was the fact that I was talking to two people of faith and it 

was a faith that demanded of them that they seek reconciliation 

and forgiveness. This really surprised me and I don’t know why it 

should have but it did. And they both gave me to understand that 

they really wanted to visit Ireland, they wanted it to be part of a 

process of reconciliation. They saw themselves as people who had  

duty to do whatever t hey could by way of bringing about that 

reconciliation between neighbours. And so when they came in 

2011 it was at the end of a long process. We had the Good Friday 

Agreement and there was a long, long political journey to get to 

the point where we could offer that visit to Her Majesty the Queen 

and of course when they both came there were greeted very 

warmly. Why? Because people recognised  in them, in every 

gesture, in everything they did and in the speech that the Queen 

gave, they recognised people who weren’t just there as state 

visitors but in some ways were on a kind of pilgrimage of 

reconciliation. 
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AM: A personal pilgrimage. But you had an example when you 

were talking to him about the slight problem the Duke of 

Edinburgh Award Scheme had in Ireland. 

MM: Yes. In the Republic of Ireland we have a scheme called 

Gaisce, the President’s Award, which is part of the International 

Award Scheme along with the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award, I 

confess one of his great legacies is that investment in young 

people, but  one of the things that worried me about the two 

schemes, particularly in relation to Northern Ireland was that while 

they were members of the International Award there wasn’t what 

you would call an energetic partnership between them that would 

encourage the maximum number of young people to get involved. 

There would be young people in Northern Ireland who wouldn’t 

get involved for example in the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award 

precisely because it  was called after the Duke of Edinburgh. 

 

AM: How did he react to that? 

MM: And we felt we could give example and work together and he 

was so enthusiastic about that. And it ended up, we worked 

together on that. He invited me to present the Duke of Edinburgh 

Awards in Belfast. I in turn invited him to president the President’s 

Award, the Gaisce Awards in Dublin to give that example. To show 

what is possible when people of good will focus on the future and 

not on the baggage of the past. 

 

AM: Mary McAleese, it’s impossible to end this conversation 

without asking you about what’s going on in Northern Ireland right 

now, because there’s been a lot of trouble on the streets, a lot of 

rioting and that does not stop for any sense of mourning. Can I 

ask you why you think it’s happening? It’s a complicated issue I’m 

sure, but why you think this is going on now? 

MM: Well, I think there’s nothing – Andrew, it’s very familiar 

territory and regrettably it arises because they’re in a vacuum and 

there is undoubtedly a vacuum of political leadership; there is the 

downstream consequence of Brexit wh ich you know when we go 
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back to Brexit we realise how little consideration was given in the 

planning of Brexit in  the referendum of the impact it would have 

on Northern Ireland. There’s all of that. But you’re also dealing 

with  young people, regrettably, who are still being taught to hate 

and who are bringing that hate by expressing out on the streets. 

They are 13 and 14 years of age, what experience do they have of 

life? And when I think of the Duke of Edinburgh and how he could 

see how important it was to galvanize the curiosity and the 

wonder and the energy of youth and to give it a focus as is done 

through the Duke of Edinburgh Awards, these are young people I 

guarantee none of them will ever have done the Duke of 

Edinburgh Award unfortunately.  

 

AM: You talk about political leadership on all sides. I wonder what 

you would like to see coming from the UK at the moment to help 

quail the violence, but also whether you think that the Bobby 

Storey funeral was handled very well. 

MM: Well that funeral of course has now been the subject of a 

police inquiry, consideration by the DPP and is currently under 

review. I mean at the end of the day Northern Ireland is 

fundamentally – it is a UK problem, it is part and parcel of the UK 

as you know. Under the terms of the Good Friday Agreement it 

was agreed that Northern Ireland would remain part of the United 

Kingdom unless and until the people of Northern Ireland decided 

otherwise. The situation that has been created has come out of, 

regrettably, a resentment of  the downstream consequences of 

Brixit and I think that’s something that really  I think that – we 

really need to take onboard the fact that many people do not 

understand the logistics for example of the Protocol. How in face 

the Protocol attached to the Agreement between the United 

Kingdom and the EU is of huge benefit and will for the future be a 

huge benefit to Northern Ireland, whereas Brexit itself, left to its 

own devices was not going to be. But they’re going to have the 

best of both worlds. 
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AM: Mary McAleese, it’s been fascinating talking to you. Thanks so 

much for joining us this morning. ENDS  


