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1.  What is your Irish background?
My father's family came to Australia in the 1850s from Limerick.  My mother's parents came to Australia in the early 1900s from Co. Antrim.  

2.  What have you inherited form your Irish background?

A sense of history, a love of poetry, literature and the English language.  From my father's side, a keen interest in people and a warmth towards them.  From my mother's side, an adherence to principle and courage, even when the whole world seems against you.  From all my Irish ancestors a strong sense of justice, an intense dislike of injustice or discrimination and a devotion to human rights (which I regard as basically spiritual).  

3.  In your opinion what legacy have the Irish left Australian       society?
They have left (and continue to leave) a strong feeling of equalitarianism and democracy in Australia's national life.  They embrace social justice as an ever evolving idea.  That is the good side.  On the other hand, I think the tendency of Australians to cut down 'tall poppies', sometimes cruelly and unjustly, is also something inherited from Irish traditions; but developed into an art form in Australia.  (Ask Dr Brian Kennedy).  This is the bad side.  'Taking the Mickey' out of people obviously derived from Ireland.  But in Australia we have expanded it a thousandfold.  The English, Welsh and Scots are more deferential and (sometimes) more kind.  Perhaps the Irish tend to be more honest and sharp.  

4.  Is there anything that irritates you about Irishness?

The basic problem of Ireland, as you know, is intense clan loyalty.  The Irish can be too exclusive.  If you are not with us you are an outsider.  Indeed, you are well on the way to being agin' us and thus a mortal enemy.  Some Irish people are good haters.  Hate is such a destructive and un-Christian  emotion. Some Irish people also tend to feel too sorry for themselves and to live in the past, nurturing long lost (real or supposed) slights.  Half-imagined and unremembered nostalgia plays a big part in the lives of some Irish Australians.  I get the impression that this is now much less true of the Irish in Ireland.  They appear today to be much more realistic, progressive and enlightened on social issues than some of their cousins in Australia and North America.  

5.  Which Irish person, dead or alive, would you most like to have a drink with?
'Having a drink' is a very provocative question to a person mainly of the Northern Ireland tradition.  For that tradition, there has been altogether too much drinking in Ireland!  If I had the chance, I would like to spend time in conversation with Mary Robinson (from whom I yesterday received a letter about human rights) or with the present President of Ireland who seems a very interesting and intelligent person.  As to the past, I would like a day with Oscar Wilde, W. B. Yeats or Sir Roger Casement.

6.  Have you ever visited Ireland?

Yes.  Four times.  On my first visit in 1988 I had lunch with the Justices of the Supreme Court of Ireland in Dublin and dinner with the Lord Justices of the High Court of Northern Ireland in Belfast.  Can one be more judicially neutral than that?

7.  If so, where did you visit and why?

Dublin,  Belfast,  Ballycastle,  Ballymena and Cullybacky.  I had to attend meetings and conferences in Dublin and to give a lecture at the Queen's University of Belfast.  Later I received an Honorary Doctorate of Literature from the University of Ulster.  I met my mother's family in Cullybacky and we have been in touch and have exchanged visits since.  My meeting with them was itself a product of Irish magic.  I have told the story in my address to the Aisling Society of Sydney (15 March 2002).

8.  What was your favourite place there?

Between Cullybacky and Ballymena.  I walked it.  Miles of green countryside of great calm.  Thinking of my grandfather leaving Ireland for Australia (which he always regarded as 'fairly barbaric'.)

9.  What would you like to see in Ireland?

I would like to see more of Ireland and to open up my mind and heart to the Southern counties.  If one is brought up (as I basically was) in the traditions of Protestant Ulster, the southern counties are terra incognita (as Australia used itself once to be).  Before I die I would like to repair that gap in my knowledge and feelings.  I am sure that I will.  Whatever the future political history of Ireland may be, the key to understanding the people is to understand that they are all basically the same.  That comes as a surprise to some outsiders.  But never to the Irish or their descendants of both traditions. 
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