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e Note: 

Interview b(~tween Taoiseach ar~<l Bri tish Ambassador , 

28 July , 1981 

The Taoiseach summoned the British Ambassador on 28 July and 

received him at 4.30 p.m. for the purpose of discussing 

Mrs. Thatcher's l ett:er to leading U.S. Politicians, published 

that morning. The Taoiseach based his remarks on the 

attached speaking note . (Annex I) The Minister Designate was present 

The Taoi_§each said he was anxious to talk to the Ambassador as 

he took a serious view of the letter sent by Pr ime Minister Tha t:cher 

to a number of senior U.S. ?oliticians. Certain references 

to· newspaper reports were misleading and he regretted that the 

letter had been delivered in America and published without 

consul.tation. The Bri ti sh authorities had known 48 hour s before 

delivery of this letter that the press statement quoted in it 

did not represent the TaoiseacHs position. The report on which 

Mrs. Thatcher was relying in her letter had been published on 

'Wednesday 22 July and as the Ambassador knew we had told him tha t 

press reports previous to those of Friday 24 July should be 

ignored. 

Two days before the letter to the Americans was delivered, the 

Ambassador had been told that Friday's papers correctly 

reflected our views, namely that the Irish Government still 

felt that the British Government should be readier to respond 

to the I.C.J.P. position. We also felt that the British 

should make a new presentation, possibly to the wider type of 

meeting which emerged from discussions ,,,i th Councillor Canning, 

based as closely as possible upon the I.C.J.P . - Alison document 

of 6 July. 

The Taoiseach said he found it difficult to see how the British 

Prime Minister could represent a version of our position to 

U. S. Politicians and to "/Or Id opinion which was based on an 

inaccurate press report. HG added that in the context of our 

efforts to form opinion in the USA this could only be unhelpful. 

The Thatcher letter was undermining the credibili ty of the 
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Government in the USA to the advantage of the IRA and its 
tt supporters. If Mrs. Thatcher's version of our position were 

believed in America by many people, and we must assume that it 
might be, that 'lIould undermine our efforts to counter the IRA 
and this would have as an after effect the weakening also of the 
British position in American public opinion. 

The Taoiseach said that we had had little response over the past 
4 weeks to our repeated efforts to get reasonable minimal 
movement on the Hunger-Strike. The continuance of the strike 
was having seriously adverse effects for \.1";. Emotions 
were being raised by current ev~nts. It was against this background 
that \le were faced with the difficulty presented by Mrs. Thatcher's 
mis representation. We wereindeed put in an impossible position. 
We were tempted to respond vigorously but would be reluctant to 
do that and intended instead to issue a brief public statement 
to the effect that we noted the inaccurate representation of 
our views in the British letter and that we had discussed this and 
asked the British authorities for clarification. We would also 
say that we had conveyed our true position to the American 
recipients of the British letter. We should be glad to know the 
circumstances in which the British Prime Minister represented 
our views in the way she did. 

The press report cited in the British letter dated from 
Wednesday last (22 July) was spurious. This 
had led us to brief the press and as a result a correct report 
of our position emerged substantially on Friday 24 July . 
This had been explained to the Ambassador by Professor Dooge 
on Friday 24 July. 

The Minister Designate intervened to reiterate the points made 
to the Ambassador in this regard on 24 July . Commenting on 
newspapers published on that date, the Taoiseach said that one 
paper was not totally accurate in its report but others Here correct. 
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The Taoiseach said he was astonished that the British Prime 
r inister should give an account of our position as t~ the 

accuracy of which the Ambassador was formally on notlce that 
its basis should be disregarded. Three aspects have to be 
emphasised, firstly, that it was not for one Prime Minister to 
present publicly the views of another, secondly, that this 
should not be done on the basis of press reports and thirdly, 
that this should not be done given the fact that those 
reports had been specifically repudiated by our Government. 
A uni 1 a tel. 0.1 statement issued \'lithout consultation \Vas very 
unusual, <Jnd all the more S0 since it was based on press reports 
which t .wo days before had been the subject of an official 
indication to the Ambassador that they were not reliable. 
The Taoiseach commented that our relationship with Britain was, 
as we knew, unique and he had to say that there was certainly 
something unique about Mrs . Thatcher's approach in this 
case although not in the sense in which the word had been used 
up to then. 

The Taoiseach said once more that he would be issuing a short 
statement to the effect that he was seeking clarification fro~ 
the Ambassador to whom he then gave a copy of the press release 
(Ann ex 11) . 

The Ambassador said he was unsighted on this problem. He had 
only seen the Thatcher letter that morning and had not known 
that it was coming. It was a new element in the picture as far 
as he was concerned. Referring to the second paragraph of our 
draft statement, the Ambassador said that it would clearly cause 
press interest in his reponse. He could not see what kind 
of answer would be returned. He felt some anxiety lest the 
affair would gain a momentum of its own over the next couple 
of days. He expressed surprise over the contents of Mrs. Tha tcher 's 
letter. He suspected that it had been drafted well before we had 
brought to notice our views about the previous week's press coverage. 
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Tl1e Taoi ~each poin ted out tha t even if that were so there had 

e been ample time to intercept the letter. The Ambassador 

said that if he had known about the letter he could have taken 

certain action. His telegram had been very fully considered 

on Friday afternoon but he did not think that the press reporting 

point could have been picked up. At that stage the 

Prime Minister's letter had probably been drafted already. 

The Taoiseach rejoined that the point was that the letter should 

have been delivered two days later. A reasonably efficient 

machinery of Government should have ensured that this could 

not happen. Over and above all that there still remained the 

impropriety of representing the Taoiseach's position on the basis 

of unvarified press reports. The Ambassador said that there had 

been lots of quote marks and inverted commas in the Irish Times. 

The Minister Designate pointed out that the Irish Times itself had 

attempted to retrieve the errors made in the report on the following 

day. The Taoiseach said that the journalist responsible had tried 

to stop publica td.on. The journalist who wrote the Ir ish Times 

piece of 22 July had not been present at the briefing. The 

Taoiseach really could not imagine how our position could have been 

described on the basis of unvarified press reports. We might 

have to conclude that we would have to operate in this policy area 

on our own and by ourselves in future . Nine years' work by our 

Government in the USA might be undone by this misrepresentation. 

Our friends in America , who were also the friends of Bri tain, 

were unnerved by what had happened. The Taoiseach had done 

what he could, in explaining matters to the politicians concerned, 

to undo thedamage and had referred in his messages to the 

Minister Designate's discussions with the Ambassador on 24 July. 

The Taoiseach did not '''ish to say any more until he had heard 

back from the Ambassador. In all ~airness however, he had to say 

that our friends in the USA would wish to know very promptly what 

our public position is. OUr Ambassador in Washington '-lOuld try 

to reassure them but our friends in America might have to say 

something similar to our brief public statement so as to be able 

to hold their position against the eneries of both our countries 

against whom they had been battling for years. The Taoiseach 

asked if the Ambassador had any idea wha t reply ,,,ould be offered. 

As for us we had the choice of saying everything now or of 
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_ holding over until a reply vIas received and meamv~ile trying 

to calm down the problem only after much thought and discussion 

had it been decided tha t we could get away wi th so li ttle by way of 

public response. The Taoiseach hoped that the Br itish 

Government could give us some help and would do nothing to 

exacerba te the issue. HO\.,rever we had been working very hard 

[or four weeks and after all that we felt that we had made 

no progress whatever. The continuation of the Hunger-Strike was 

doing terrible damage to our stability and was a boost to the I.R.A., 

He f e 1 t tha t s ta bi 1 i ty vIa sat r i s k . It wa sdi f f i c 1.1 1 t . 

to face the IRA when the British Government brought about a 

situation where ,-" appearcd rather · t~y b' i,n- ~onflict with them 

than with the IRA. The Taoiseach had deferred a statement 

in theDail on 23 July because he believed a solution of the 

hun~er strike to be still possible, but if further deaths were now 

to occur we would have to come out publicly and say where we stand. 

The Ambassa.rlor inquired \lhether we would still be recommending 

an approach by his authorities' based on the ICJP position . The 

Taoiseach and Minister Designate confirmed that that was so . 

The 'l'aoiseach said we would try to reorientate public opinion 

against the IRA but we would not be successful in this until 

we got things straight with the British Government . Two men 

were now very serious and it \Vasn 1 t possible to be hopeful 

of a settlement in time to prevent their deaths . A gen~ral 

clarification of our position was needed and the tone of that 

clarification would not be helped if the British authorities 

behaved towards us as they had done . 

The Ambassador said it might be better for relations between our 

two countries to cnd public interest now rather t han to have the 

quarrel ongoing with continuing press interest for several days . 

Perhaps the Irish Government could express itself once and for 

all now using if necessary very strong language. The Taoiseach 

remarked that the following day the Royal Wedding would take 

place and said that it wasn ' t a time for argument and dispute 

bet\'leen the two Governments. The Ambassador said it would be 

a pity if the press were to knO\v that that consideration was in 

our minds . He would prefer very strong language now and la ter 

pri·vate explanation. The Taoiseach repeated that this was 
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not the best day for strong language. l~e hoped to calm do."m 

- reaction to the Thatcher letter and to head off some of its 

effects. The Minister Designate said that the arguments in favour 

of using strong language immediately were weak because of the 

coincidence of the Royal Wedding. 

The Ambassador asked what the reaction of the four horsemen had 

been? The 'J'aoiseach said he had suggested a minimalist form 

of words for their use. He did not like them to say openly 

that the British Prime Minister had written an incorrect 

statement after due notice that it was not correct had been given. 

It would be undesirable if the four horsemen were to use that 

information in Pmerica. The Ambassador confirmed that he had 

reported fully what he had been told last Friday. He had 

indicated that press reports during the ""reek should be 

disregarded in favour of reports in the Irish papers on 24 July . 

However, he had not focussed on this aspect in his report but had 

ra ther focussed on the Financial Times story of 23 July. 

The Taoiseach asked what were we to say about a position where 

a Prime Minister puts words in the mouth of another Prime Minister 

based on newspaper reports when those reports had been repudiated? 

How were the four horsemen going to explain this situation? 

We would have to say to them that our position is quite different 

from what had been stated in Mrs . Thatcher's letter, and that 

we were demanding a full statement now in Dublin about the 

unilateral and indefensible character of the misrepresentation of 

the Taoiseach's views, based on repudiated press reports. It 

could not help Anglo-American relations . It could not help us to 

win our common fight in the USA; on the contrary we may lose 

much support there . A full statement might cloud the atmosphere . 

The Foreign Minister Designate mentioned that one of Senator 

Kennedy's aides had asked us to supply material for a public statement . 
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e The Taoiseach said he thought we should have to repeat our position 

to the British authorities publicly in due course, or we would 

lose ground to the I.R.A. at home. This would be a particularly 

unfavourable development as in other respects there had been 

some good developments in recent days, e.g. the G.A.A. position 

on the Hung el.- Strike. However to make a sta tement shmving 

British misrepresentation would set back Anglo-American relations. 

Nonetheless silence on our part would cause us to lose out 

here and in particular would give an opportunity to the relatives 

of the Hunger-Strikers to criticise the Government and would 

seriously undermine the position vie had established in the 

U.S.A. in the last nine years. The Minister Designate 

said it was very embarrassing for us to have to emphasise to 

the relatives that we were not washing our hands of the 

matter when they were to read the next day in the papers that the 

British Prime Minister held the same view as they did of where our 

Government stood. 

The Ambassador said he saw the difficulty and regretted the 

situation very much. Speaking off the record he made a 

suggestion which the Taoiseach and Minister Designate said they 

would consider. The Taoiseach said the problem was basically 

one of consultation in the first place. The Ambassador agreed. 

He clarified his earlier remarks by saying that of course he 

could not welcome the use of strong language by our authorities 

in commenting on what had happened, but he made this suggestion 

because he was against allowing the affair to drag on. 

The Minister Designate said he did not think the matter need 

be dragged out excessibly. The Ambassador should consider the 

effect on our friends when they receive a letter which puts our 

Government in a false position. The problem caused by the letter 

was arguably even more serious in the U.S.A. than here. The 

Ambassador commented that our friends in the U.S.A. may have read 

the misleading account of the Governments position in the Irish 

Times anyway. The Minister DeSignate and the Taoiseach both 

emphasised that repetition of this 0rroneous account in 

Mrs. Thatcher's letter could not be defended as we had '-larned of its 

incorrectness in time. The Ambassador repeated his point about 

~ ----~-----

" 
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the focus of his message of last Friday being on points other 

than this one about the general unreliability of press reports 

before 24 July , and indicated that he had nothing to say to 

the Taoiscach' s point about failure to consult ·lith us on our 

policy position. He left indicating 'd. ~ he would report and 

pursue the matters raised . 
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A NrX ( I) 

I 
I 

Ire g r e t t hat n 1 e t t er : fro m the [3 r i tj s h r r i rn e rH n i s t e r 

to U ~S . po liticinns deli vered on Sunda y night and 

Mo nday morn ing and published without noticD to ~ r 
I I 

con sultati on with our Government contained ~ unila~e ral 

version o f my positio n i n re l ation t o the hunger strike , 
I I I 

wh ich is misle ading a nd whic h was kn own to t he British 
! 

Go vernment o~er 48 ho urs bef ore
l 
deli ve ry not to r e prese nt 

I 
my position or that o f my Government . 

I I 
: I 
I I , 

First, with re spec t to . th e ques tio n of press report s 
. I 

wh i ch ha ve giv e n va ryin g ver s i on s o f the I r i sh 

Gov e rn me nt's Po s it i9 n : ! th e Mini 8t~r des i gn ate fo r 
I 

Fore i gn Affairs infor med th e Briti s h Ambassad or on 
I 
I 

Friday, 24 July, that he should ignore pr ess report s 
I 

which ha d appea re d earli er in th e \~e ek and whi ch did 

not reflect our po s ili~n. The pr ess report s on which 

the B r i t ish P rim e tH n i s t e r I s let t er r e lie s had be e n 
I 

publish e d on the previou s Wednesd a y and her Governm ent 

was therefore on notic~ two days be fore deliv e ry of the 
I 

letter in Wnshington that such reports did not reflec t 

the I rish Government· s i position. The true position 

was that the Irish Government's efforts to find a 
I 

solution were continuing with urgency in view of the 
I 

clos e ness to death of ~ieran Doherty and Kevin Lynch 
I 

and that the Iri s h Government still felt that the 
I 

British Governm e nt should show itself more re a dy to 

respond to the proposals of the Commission on Justice 

and Peace. 
• I 

/ .. : . 
" 



Ambassador, the Mini s ter designate also pro ss ed 

the desirability of taking the opportunity pr oJ ided 

for progress by the proposal of Councillor C a n ~ ing 
I I 

of Dungannon v/hich, the Ambassador ">'as told, \'Je 
I 

understood to have emerged in the firsL~nsf8nce 
I 

from discussion~ with a British official, Mr. Blackwell. 

Finally during these discussions the Minister designate 

made it clear that it was the view of ~he I~ish 
I 

Guvernment that the British authorities should make 
I 

a new presentation of its position reg~rding present 
I 

conditions as to the end of the hunger strike and 
, 

that, as we had repeatedly stressed in the past, 

this presentation should approximate, as closely as 
• 

possible, to that worked out on 6th July by the Irish 
, 

Commission for Justice and Peace and Minister of 

State Allison. 

I 
Against this background it is difficult to see how 

I 
the British rrime iHilister could seck to 'present a 

- I 
v e r s ion 0 f !TI Y P.o sit ion to' U. 5. -. P 01 i tic i ,a n sun i I ate r a 11 y 

1 I 
snd without prior notification or consultation. It 1s 

even less easy to understand how such statements ubout 

my position could be presented to world opinion I 
'1 

generally through pUblication of that letter. I 

/ ... 
I I . 
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1'1 

t !'i 
I 1'1 

feel that I" 1 
such a 

I 
The Irish Government cannot .. 

presentation of my position can be helpful to 
, I 

I ' i 11 

the relations between our two countries which 
I :1 , , 

it has been the \'Iish of our Go 'ernlTIent to improve. 
I I' • 1 I 

and indeed to transform - or indeed helpful to the 
1 I 

, I 'I task of infdrming Irish 7American opinion in , the 
I "i 

United States. This wish has unfortunately 
I 
I , 

appeared to find little response in reactions by 
, : 

I " the British Government during the past four weeks, 
1 i I' 

w h i chi n 0 u r vie 1'1, rep eat e d 1 Y 'e x pr e s sed; h a ve had 
~ , I, 

little regard for the seriously adverse ,effects in 
; I 

both parts of Ireland of the BrItish Government's 
i ,I 

stance or for our efforts to maintain public opinion 
'I 

here in the face of emotions raised by current events. 

, ' 'I 
" I' ! ,I 

, 
11, 
; 

I 

, . 

, 
! 

j 

I 
·1 

I 
I 

, 
" 
i 

, I,' 

i 

I 
I 
I 

I 

I 
! . 

I 
., 

, , 



ANN E X (1 1 ) 

The Taoisenel) is concerned that u letter from the 

Brilish Prime f.1inister lo 'four prominent U.S. 

p 0 1 i tic i a n s 1'# h i c h h <l S bee n reI cas e d tot h e p res s 

contains an incorrect statement of his position 

on the hunger strike. 

Before commenting further on the matter, the 

Taoiseach has asked the British Ambassador to 

clari fy the ci~cumstnnces in \~hich his posi tion 

came to be so represented. 

The Taoiseach has communicated his true position 

to the recipients of the letter. 

\1 
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