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THE POPE1S VISIT TO IBELAND 


The Foreign and Commonwealth O f f i c e have informed us 
that our Minister (Mr Crossley) at the Vatican has reported 
(Holy See Telegram No 23) that strong pressures seemed to 
be building up f o r the Pope to v i s i t the North and that i n 
the l i g h t of the pressures Cardinal O'Fiaich had been 
i n v i t e d to Home on Monday 27 August to discuss them. The 
Vatican Foreign Minister had indicated that they might 
thereafter contact the B r i t i s h Government with a s p e c i f i c 
proposal about a v i s i t to Northern Ireland. 

A f t e r consultation with the FCO and with the approval 

of my Secretary of State, Mr Crossley has been instructed 

f i r s t to repeat to the Vatican the l i n e (already approved 

by the Prime Minister) to the e f f e c t that HM Government 

wishes the Pope to understand that i  f he wishes to make a 

v i s i t to the UK he would be warmly welcomed and that the 

Government would do a l l i n i t s power to make such a v i s i t a 

success; but that i f the Pope did envisage p-rossi r.g the 

border HM Government would welcome the opportunity of 

considering a request to do so informally, so that they could 

consider and advise the Pope about a l l aspects of such a 

v i s i t i n terms of i t s e f f e c t upon the two communities i n 

Northern Ireland and t h e i r security. He w i l l go on to say 

that i t would not oe possioie to indicate i n advance what 

HM Government's reaction might be to a s p e c i f i c proposal 

f o r a v i s i t by the Pope to Northern Ireland. This would 

require consideration at the highest l e v e l i n the l i g h t of 

the s p e c i f i c terms of a Vatican request. He w i l l indicate 

that our problems would not be confined simply to ensuring 

protection f o r the Pope. I t would also be necessary to 

consider the protection of i n d i v i d u a l c i t i z e n s . Depending 
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on what exactly was proposed, a v i s i t could e a s i l y spark 

off inter-communal violence i n Northern Ireland i n which 

innocent i n d i v i d u a l s could suffer tragically"! There * 

would be plenty of time between now and the v i s i t f o r plans 

to be l a i d to disrupt i t  . The consequence could be damage 

to the very aims which the Pope had i n mind i n thinking 

about making the v i s i t . He w i l l urge that the Vatican 

should, therefore, consult HM Government f u l l y , and at the 

e a r l i e s t opportunity, and i n any case before any public 

statement (however u n o f f i c i a l ) i s made. 


Ve have been concerned about possible leaks on a l l 

t h i s over the holiday week-end. In any case, the v i s i t 

of Cardinal O'Fiaich to Rome may of i t s e l f produce press 

enquiries about the p o s s i b i l i t y of a v i s i t by the Pope to 

Northern Ireland, i r r e s p e c t i v e of the conclusion which the 

Vatican i t s e l f reaches. Press O f f i c e s i n London and Belfast 

have, therefore, been instructed to respond by^repeating 

the substance of the statement made e a r l i e r by^Prime 

Minister to Mr P i t t , but i n the terms i n which Mr Crossley 

has already spoken to the Vatican (see above). They would 

go on to say that no approach has yet been made and that 

i f and when i t i s made Ministers w i l l c a r e f u l l y consider 

i t i n a l l i t s aspects. They are instructed not to be drawn 

beyond t h i s . . 


We cannot take t h i s further at present, but you w i l l 

wish to know that we have reported to my Secretary of State 

some preliminary views about our response should an approach 

from the Vatican be received. We would then know more 

c l e a r l y what i s envisaged. At one extreme, i f a l l that the 

Vatican had i n mind was a symbolic gesture, e.g. a quick i n ­
and-out helicopter v i s i t to pray at the grave of Cardinal 

Conway for peace and r e c o n c i l i a t i o n (an idea that has recently 

been floated i n more than one quarter), then there might be, 

comparatively, few problems. The present and p r o v i s i o n a l 

view of the s e c u r i t y forces i s that such a v i s i t might provoke 

a disturbance somewhere (not necessarily i n Armagh) but that 

i t would present no insurmountable se c u r i t y problejas, although 

they would obviously want to consider tne s p e c i f i c proposal 

very c a r e f u l l y . I f on the other hand the Pope was contemplating 

an open v i s i t , allowing himself to be seen by (and to bless) 

thousands of people - perhaps from the steps of Armagh 

Cathedral - that would present s e c u r i t y problems so severe 

that i t might be necessary f o r us to t e l l the Vatican that a 

v i s i t i n these terms could not be contemplated at a l l  . 

The r i s k s i f a spectacular v i s i t of t h i s type were contemplated 

would c e r t a i n l y go much wider than the Pope's own safety. 
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Intercommunal violence would be a much stronger p o s s i b i l i t y 

and one t r a g i c incident could have an incalculable e f f e c t 

on hopes for both peace and p o l i t i c a l progress. The fact 

that an "open" v i s i t could have such serious implications 

i n both se c u r i t y and p o l i t i c a l terms underlines the need 

for the e a r l i e s t possible i n d i c a t i o n of the Vatican's 

intentions and t h i s i s what the Minister i n Rome w i l l be 

t r y i n g urgently to obtain. 


I am copying t h i s l e t t e r to Paul Lever, FCO and 

Roger Facer, MOD. 


J.G. PILLING 


3 



