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The Irish Convention, 1917-1918:  
A Centenary Symposium
In the wake of the Easter Rising, Lloyd George summoned a 
convention of representative Irishmen to try to solve the ‘Irish 
question’. To mark the centenary of the Irish Convention, the 
Trinity Centre for Contemporary Irish History will host a two-day 
Symposium to examine what the Convention hoped to achieve, 
and the reasons why it failed. The Symposium will also address 
the Convention’s legacy, particularly in terms of how all-party talks 
have shaped the recent history of this island.

Our symposium will open in Regent House where the  
Convention met, and contributors will include:

Bertie Ahern, John Bruton, Ian d’Alton, David Dickson,  
Anne Dolan, Patrick Geoghegan, Michael Laffan,  
Martin Mansergh, Conor Morrissey, Eunan O’Halpin,  
Patrick Maume, Margaret O’Callaghan, Fionnuala Walsh,  
Bernadette Whelan, Padraig Yeates.

Imagery Description: (L to R: Cover and List of members from the Report 
of the Proceedings of the Irish Convention, 1918)



Notes on Contributors

Bertie Ahern 
served as Taoiseach from 1997 to 2008. During 
his Presidency of the European Council in 2004 
he presided over the enlargement of the EU 
to 27 member states. With Tony Blair and the 
leaders of the Northern Irish parties, he negoti-
ated the Good Friday Agreement

John Bruton 
served as Taoiseach from 1994 to 1997,  
and from 2006 to 2010 was Representative  
of the European Union to the United States  
of America

Dr Ian d’Alton 
a retired public servant, is a Visiting Research 
Fellow in the Trinity Centre for Contemporary 
Irish History

Dr David Dickson MRIA FTCD 
is Professor of Modern Irish  
History at Trinity College Dublin

Dr Anne Dolan FTCD
is Associate Professor of Modern Irish History 
and Deputy Director of the Trinity Centre for 
Contemporary Irish History

Dr Patrick Geoghegan FTCD
is Professor in Modern History at  
Trinity College Dublin

Dr Michael Laffan MRIA
is Professor (Emeritus) of Modern Irish History 
at University College Dublin

Dr Martin Mansergh
is a former Minister of State and a former  
Fianna Fáil adviser on Northern Ireland

Dr Conor Morrissey 
is Lecturer in Modern Irish History at the  
University of Oxford

Dr Eunan O’Halpin MRIA FTCD
is Bank of Ireland Professor of Contemporary 
Irish History and Director of the Trinity Centre 
for Contemporary Irish History

Dr Patrick Maume
is a researcher for the Royal Irish Academy’s 
Dictionary of Irish Biography

Dr Margaret O’Callaghan 
is Senior Lecturer in the School of History, 
Anthropology, Philosophy and Politics at the 
Queen’s University Belfast

Dr Patrick Prendergast MRIA FTCD 
is Provost of Trinity College,  
and was formerly Professor of Mechanical 
Engineering

Dr Fionnuala Walsh 
is an Irish Research Council Postdoctoral 
Fellow in the Trinity Centre for Contemporary 
Irish History

Dr Bernadette Whelan MRIA 
is Associate Professor of History  
at the University of Limerick

Padraig Yeates 
is an historian and journalist



Timetable  The Irish Convention, 1917-1918: A Centenary Symposium

25 July 2017 Regent House

18:15 – 18:30 Opening: Provost Patrick Prendergast & 
 Minister for Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, Heather Humphreys TD

18:30 – 19:30  Round Table: The Irish Convention in context
 (Mr Bertie Ahern, Mr John Bruton, Dr Martin Mansergh,  
 Dr Margaret O’Callaghan, Professor Eunan O’Halpin) 

19:30 – 20:00 Reception

26 July 2017 Neill Hoey Lecture Theatre, Trinity Long Room Hub

9:00 – 9:30 Registration

9:30 – 11:00 Eunan O’Halpin, TCD – Lloyd George and Ireland, 1916-1918

 Conor Morrissey, Oxford – Protestant home rulers and the intellectual origins   
 of the Convention
 
 Bernadette Whelan, Limerick  – The Irish Convention and Wilsonian America

11:00 – 11:30 Tea/Coffee

11:30 – 12:30 Patrick Maume, RIA  – William Martin Murphy, fiscal responsibility, 
 and Dominion Home Rule

 David Dickson, TCD  – Lloyd George’s Irish fixer: W.G.S. Adams

12:30 – 14:00 Lunch

14:00 – 15:30 Ian d’Alton, TCD – Beneath the pulpit, above the parapet: the    
  bishops and the Convention

 Padraig Yeates, ICTU – The voice of Labour?
 
 Fionnuala Walsh, TCD – Who could care less? Irish life in 1917

15:30 – 16:00 Tea/Coffee

16:00 – 17:30 Michael Laffan, UCD – The empty chair? Sinn Féin and the Irish Convention
 
 Anne Dolan, TCD – ‘Really his clothes… would have been a disgrace to a rag  
 man’: mixing with the Conventioneers

 Patrick Geoghegan, TCD – ‘A last chance to protect what we hold dearest’:   
 Trinity College Dublin and the Irish Convention



Professor R.B. McDowell, who died on Au-
gust 28 aged 97, was an Irish historian of 
Trinity College, Dublin, whose eccentrici-
ties, conversation and wit were celebrated 
on both sides of the St George’s Channel. 
(The Telegraph, 31 Aug 2011).

As a lecturer, he combined an extraordinary 
knowledge of a wide range of subjects with an 
anecdotal style of lecturing that employed a 
genial, high-pitched address touched with an 
element of wonder. As an historian firmly root-
ed in the tradition of unrepentant bourgeois 
Unionism, McDowell experienced some eclipse 
in professional standing as his Anglocentric 
view of the history of Ireland became decreas-
ingly fashionable. Nevertheless, his first book, 
Irish Public Opinion, 1750-1800, was recognised 
as an incisive treatment of a novel subject when 
it was published in 1944; and even today it sets 
a standard which few subsequent scholars  
have reached. 

His later work was uneven. It included an over-
long History of Ireland in the Age of Revolution 
(1979) but also an admired history of Trinity 
College. There was also a stream of books on 
such subjects as the Anglican Church and the 
Conservative Party, as well as the Kildare Street 
Club, whose successful merger with the Uni-
versity Club he helped to bring about in Dublin 
during the 1970s. Crisis and Decline (1998) dealt 
with the southern Irish Unionists abandoned by 
the Westminster government as the Republic 
came into being; and a biography of Henry 
Grattan (2001) was certainly not the work of a 
fading scholar, even though produced in his  
late eighties.

McDowell’s colleagues considered him too ec-
centric to be appointed to the chair of history 
to which he aspired; but no one doubted that 
he was professorial material. In 1980, shortly 
before his retirement, the College revived a 
defunct chair of oratory in his honour.
Robert Brendan McDowell was born in Bel-
fast on September 14 1913, the son of a tea 
merchant and the daughter of a Londonderry 
wine merchant — beverages for which he 
developed a passion. He narrowly survived 
an attack of influenza during the epidemic of 
1918-9 and retained a memory of the Troubles 
in the early 1920s when his father was briefly 
held by the IRA. Robert attended the Royal 
Belfast Academical Institution and won a 
scholarship to Trinity in 1932. Although not at 
first universally popular, being seen as a wild 

Professor R.B. McDowell



and argumentative Ulsterman, he soon won 
a reputation as a fine debater, and his warm, 
vigorous personality made him many friends. 
He taught at Radley during the Second World 
War, then was appointed a lecturer and Fellow 
at Trinity, where his beaming countenance, ab-
sent-mindedness, terror of draughts and habit 
of wearing layers of unkempt clothes topped 
by a battered hat became the stuff of legend. 

When someone once observed that he was 
smartly turned out, McDowell replied: “Yes, I’m 
going to see my tailor; I don’t want to hurt his 
feelings.” There were the stories of how he was 
detected conversing with a statue in the Col-
lege grounds and narrowly escaped death in 
the College library after remaining for hours on 
top of an unsteady ladder absorbed in a book. 
But although a natural butt for practical jokes, 
these often backfired, as he was sharper-wit-
ted than their perpetrators supposed.
As junior dean from 1956 to 1969, responsible 
for undergraduate discipline, McDowell was 
reluctant to inflict a punishment if matters 
could be sorted out amicably over a glass of 
sherry. One of his duties was to sanction the 
holding of parties in College, and it was said 
that one could always get permission — and 
indeed carry on beyond the agreed hour — if 
one invited the junior dean and provided him 
with pleasant company and plenty to drink. 

As a staunch Unionist, who believed that the 
history of Ireland was the history of the British 
presence, McDowell looked down on the Irish 
Republic with ironic detachment. He was 
saddened during the late 1960s and 1970s 
as Trinity gradually lost its special quality as 
a surviving enclave of Protestant Unionist 
sentiment and evolved into a multi-denom-
inational Irish university. McDowell, who 
never lost the Belfast from his accent, was, 
above all, a great talker in the Irish tradition: 
he had something pertinent and entertain-
ing to say on every subject, and his questing 
mind turned this way and that. Once into his 
stride he was unstoppable, and it was said 
that he had talked himself out of several 
Oxbridge fellowships, though in later years he 
was popular at the high tables of the ancient 
universities. He was much in demand, too, as 
a country house guest; on one occasion he 
is said to have woken up to find his hostess 
covering him with the Union flag and to have 
fallen asleep again, uncertain whether he were 
alive or dead. A book of stories, When You are 
a Legend: Encounters with Dr R.B. McDowell, 
was compiled for his 90th birthday, when he 
happily demonstrated in the celebrations that 
he was “still in his anecdotage”.

Col. Walsh and Junior Dean Dr R.B. McDowell (1960s) Dr R.B. McDowell Bench Unveiling (2014)


