Our National Flag

A National flag is the symbol of the individuality of a particular people who have the consciousness of being different and distinct from all other peoples in race, history, culture, ideals, traits, traditions, geographical position, or in any one or more of these distinguishing characteristics. It gives sentimental expression to the patriotism of all who owe allegiance to a particular land. It symbolises the unity of purpose of such a people and inspires and enthuses their national endeavour both in peace and war.

‘A National Flag,’ says Thomas Francis Meagher, ‘is the most sacred thing a nation can possess. It is the illuminated diploma of its authority, the imperishable epitomization of its history.’  And Meagher’s compatriot Thomas Davis is no less emphatic in maintaining the inherent dignity of a National Flag.

‘No saint or king,’ he asserts, ‘has tomb so proud

As he whose flag becomes his shroud.’

And in truth the patriot’s shroud has often been his country’s flag and the battlefield furnishes many an example of the soldier who ‘wrapped his colours round his breast’ and died ‘clutching his standard.’  For a National Flag is more than a mere outward or abstract symbol. It inspires a devotion and is cherished with an affection that is enshrined deep in the heart, and its honour is as jealously guarded as if it were a sentient, living thing.

No personal affront can wound so deeply as an indignity offered to one’s National Flag. When an outrage was inflicted on our country’s Tricolour in the heart of the metropolis some months since, was there an Irishman throughout the world who did not feel his heart swelling with indignation at the deadly insult. Nor was it any great palliation of the outrage to have it attributed to an insolent few, steeped in arrogance and bigotry, the impotent heritage of a vanished tyranny, men whose warped minds are incapable of appreciating the debt of gratitude they owe for the hospitality on which they have so little claim and for a toleration which is oftentimes so ill-deserved.

From the earliest ages the Irish had their National Flag. In pagan times it was known as the Sunburst, a rising sun emitting radiant beams. Davis describing the homeward journey of the Irish soldiers with the body of King Dathi (who was killed at the foot of the Alps in the fourth century) writes,

‘On the rich deck he lies

O’er him the Sunburst flies.’
Another of our poets thus alludes to those far-off days,

‘Our Sunburst on the Roman foe

Flashed vengeance once in foreign field.’

And Tom Moore says of the ancient Finnians, 

‘Their Sunburst o’er them floated wide.’

Moore and Davis were historians as well as poets but poetic fancy probably contends with historic truth in these lines we have quoted from them.

As nations advance along the path of progress their outlook in many matters undergoes inevitable change. They outgrow old traditions, work on new social doctrines, acquire new conceptions of national life, and have new views on forms and systems of government. Principles and ideals long maintained become dethroned and antiquated, and, in sentimental sympathy with this changed sense of national values, there often emerges a new or altered form of National Flag. Thus the Swastika, and the Red Flag with its hammer and sickle, respectively replaced former national ensigns of Germany and Russia. So, too, in process of time our ancient Sunburst had to yield to the later Green Flag.

To return to Moore, we find him urging Erin to remember the days of old

‘When her kings with standard of Green unfurled

Led the Red-Branch Knights to danger.’
As the Red-Branch Knights belonged to the first century of our era these lines of Moore, if taken literally, give a very respectable antiquity to our modern Green Flag.

Writing on the same theme, the Green Flag, M. J. Barry, a ’48 poet, bids us 

‘Think on old Brian, war’s mighty lion,

‘Neath that banner ‘twas he smote the Dane;

The Norman and Saxon oft turned their backs on

Those who bore it on each crimsoned plain.’
And another writer, commenting on the joyous exultation that filled the hearts of Irishmen during the reign of King James II in Dublin in 1689, says, 

‘We too had our day – it was brief – it is ended,

When a king dwelt amongst us, no strange king but ours,

When the shout of a people delivered ascended 

And shook the Green Banner that hung on yon towers.’
There is a general implication in these quotations that at the periods to which they refer the Green Flag was the Irish National Banner.

Sir John Bernard Burke, Ulster King-of-Arms, an authority on flags and banners and blazonry, states that previous to the Anglo-Norman invasion there was no colour or standard for Ireland at large; that Brian Boru’s banner at Clontarf was red; that the favourite colours of those days were crimson, saffron, and blue; and that the blue became the predominant colour in later years.

Whatever national consciousness may have existed among the Irish at the time of the Norman invasion in the twelfth century was largely lost in the wars of the succeeding centuries. Kings and princes fought to defend or to enlarge their own immediate territories with little if any concern for the fate of the country as a whole at the hands of the invaders. During those chaotic times the banners borne by the Irish in battle, so far as they used any, were those of families and tribes, as for instance the ‘Red Hand’ of the O'Neills of Ulster. Combinations and leagues of chiefs and clans often emerged but these were seldom animated by anything like national ideals or embraced more then disjointed portions of the country.

It was not till the close of the eighteenth century that green became the recognised colour of a sovereign Ireland. Readers will be familiar with the incident of Lord Edward’s refusal to doff his green necktie at the insolent bidding of a party of yeomen on the Curragh. The fiery appeal to the United Irishmen to rescue and to raise again our own immortal Green…., ‘the colour of our Fatherland,’ was long a popular song; and who has not heard of how, in Napper Tandy’s time, they were ‘hanging men and women for the wearing of the Green.’

In the Irish national movements of the nineteenth century the Green Flag with a central Golden Harp and embellishments such as shamrocks and mottoes was the recognised national banner. It led processions, waved over platforms, streamed from buildings and housetops, and floated from the most prominent positions.

John Mitchel, one of the ’48 leaders, writing of the disappointment and despondency that oppressed Thomas Davis in his latter years because of the ill-success of the Irish cause, says: ‘The Green Flag of Irish Nationhood that had streamed so proudly through the day-dreams of his youth was fading into distance like the glories of Hy-Brasil.’

The Fenians of the sixties, both at home and abroad, marched and fought beneath the Green Flag. About the middle of April,1867, a band of Irish-Americans sailed from New York with a cargo of arms and ammunition for their Fenian compatriots in Ireland. To guard against curious or prying eyes they camouflaged their cargo, as well as their cruiser, which they named the ‘Jackmel.’  When leaving the harbour and even when well out to sea they still exercised caution so as not to excite suspicion. On Easter Sunday morning, the ninth day of their voyage, they changed the name of their ship to ‘Erin’s Hope,’ hoisted the Green Flag with a central Sunburst, and saluted it with a salvo of guns. It would seem as if they wished to proclaim through this banner, the continuity of the Irish nation over all the centuries, Christian and Pagan, from the days of the Finnian prototypes down to their own.

The Green-White-and-Orange Tricolour, our present National Flag, was adopted during the War of Independence initiated by Pearse and his compatriots in Easter Week of 1916. But it was not the exclusive Irish Flag of that war, at least in its earliest stages.

‘Wrap the Green Flag round me, boys;

To die were far more sweet, 

With Erin’s noble emblem, boys,

To be my winding sheet’

are words attributed to a dying Volunteer of that period.

It is then perhaps a matter for some regret that the old ‘Green Flag’ with which so many of the brightest chapters of Irish history have been associated and which meant so much to our forefathers in their many fights for liberty should be completely pushed from the stage when the first fruits of that liberty are being enjoyed.

The idea of Green-White-and-Orange as the colours of our National Flag is not quite modern. When William Smith O'Brien, Meagher and Hollywood presented addresses to the French Republican Government in ’48 (see later article), they brought back with them from Paris what Mitchel in his ‘Last Conquest’ called ‘a magnificent flag, the Irish Tricolour of Green-White-and-Orange.’  In presenting this banner to the citizens of Dublin Meagher referred to it as the symbol of a new life, of a lasting truce between Orange and Green, as signified by the white centre. Every true son and daughter of Ireland will long for the day that will see Meagher’s hope realised, when the Green-White-and-Orange flag will wave over the united people of an undivided Ireland, and when at length her

‘Various tints unite

And form in Heaven’s sight

One arch of peace.’
