On Friday, 28th February, the Upper Sixth History class travelled with Mr Lappin and Miss Cleland to the Somme Heritage Centre in Newtonards to attend a History revision conference for our A2/2 module on the ‘Partition of Ireland’. The conference took the format of having three sessions covering various major topics of the course and was hosted by Dr Rees, the author of our text book ‘Ireland 1905-1925’. 

The first session took a focus on the 3rd Home Rule Crisis of 1909-1914. Dr Rees posed the question, “Why did Irish Unionists oppose Home Rule?” which as A2 students is essential to fully appreciate all of their reasons so we can understand the positions they took on various issues later in the course. For Southern Unionists, it was very much political and social reasoning behind their opposition. Lord Barrymore, a leading Southern Unionist, commented that Home Rule would lead to “a disastrous conflict of interests and classes”. Whereas with the Ulster Unionists, it was religious reasons that dominated their opposition which can still be seen in today’s society. 

Dr Rees then analysed the effect the 3rd Home Rule Bill had on the British political parties, who even then, found the ‘Ulster Issue’ to be a thorn in their side. The two main parties in 1912 were the Liberals led by Herbert Asquith and the Conservatives led by Andrew Bonar-Law. The Liberals were in government and it was with them where the responsibility lay to get the 3rd Home Rule Bill through parliament. The Conservatives, as always seems to be the case in politics, opposed the government’s policy and Rees commented that Bonar-Law sensed that the Liberals were weak on Ulster and hoped this would prove their downfall. This session was followed by a quick break which allowed us students to have a walk around the Somme museum which was a welcome distraction from the intense revision!
The final session concentrated on the main Irish nationalist political parties at the time, the IPP and Sinn Fein. Dr Rees noted that there were three main reasons for the rise of Sinn Fein, the failure of the IPP, the impact of World War 1 and British government mistakes. This was a particularly useful session as it was based around a Source paper, the same format our exam in May will take. Dr Rees guided us through how to analyse the source and how to approach the questions that we are likely to face. 

The day on a whole was very enjoyable and gave us a valuable chance to interact with a highly regarded historian and further understand the topics that we are going over in class with Mr Lappin. 
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