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History of The London Irish Centre
"The Centre is an invaluable space for the local Irish community, a place of belonging, of recognition, where you can find a friend or get a helping hand, celebrate or get some advice; it is a credit to its founders and to the generations who have sustained and developed it." President Mary McAleese

Overview:
The London Irish Centre was originally constituted for ‘…the purpose of maintaining an Irish Centre in London for the support and benefit of Irish people either resident or newly arrived in London’ (Trustees Annual Report 2008). 

Two of the centre’s key objectives are:

· The promotion of culture, language, music, and dancing.

· The provision of social and recreational amenities.

Like most community centres in London, we are tuned in to the constantly changing ethnic make-up of our local area. We now celebrate our own Irish culture and heritage alongside sights and sounds from all over the world. 
Over the years we have made our centre available to all, and have we have facilitated community art, celebrations and creative projects from many ethnic backgrounds. We see this multicultural approach as central to the development of The London Irish Centre’s Arts programme.

Early Years – the Irish community in London:
Since 1955 the London Irish Centre has been providing welfare advice, accommodation, training and learning facilities, routes into employment, a ‘home from home’, and a range of cultural experiences for successive generations of Irish people.
After World War Two, Londoners woke up to a devastated city. The waves of Irish emigration to England in the 1940s and 1950s brought people desperate for work. Many came from rural Ireland. The Irish government expressed its concern about the loss of large numbers of men and women and even considered banning emigration

By 1947, Fr Ambrose Woods, a parish priest who had been involved in youth welfare work in London, had experienced at first hand the bewildered arrival of Irishmen and women into his parish in bomb-damaged Southwark, and knew only too well of the dangers that awaited them in a strange city. 

In 1948, a number of individual priests and lay people had been working together towards a Plan - "a concrete scheme" - to alleviate the problems of Irish emigrants in London.  
Fr. Ambrose Woods met with Cardinal Bernard Griffin, the Archbishop of Westminster, which resulted in the establishment of The Irish Priests' Committee. The Committee’s wish list for the proposed Irish bureau included a welfare/advice service, temporary hostel accommodation, a large hall, a canteen and lounge. 

Cardinal Griffin approved – ‘With the Hierarchy's approval I agree to the setting up of an Irish Bureau here in north London.’
Early Development:
1950 A delegation from London meets the Irish Taoiseach to request funds, which despite an initially positive reception, was unsuccessful.
1954 Undeterred, four priests and four lay people came together to work towards sourcing and converting an appropriate building.

1955 No. 52 Camden Square is purchased, followed closely by No. 51. Proximity to Euston Station (the arrival point for most of the migrant Irish) was a significant factor.

The Camden Sq. buildings are opened formally as ‘The Blessed Oliver Plunkett House’, with accommodation for ten men and the potential for expansion.

The aim of the new Centre was to "promote the social, recreational and spiritual welfare of Irish people in London", with three objectives:

· to form a social service bureau to give advice on various problems and to keep a register of decent lodgings for men and women

· to provide a hall for social and recreational functions

· and to provide temporary hostel accommodation

1964 John F. Kennedy Hall is built next door to the Centre – opened in 1965 in the presence of the US Ambassador. The new ‘Douglas Hyde Lounge’ also opens above the Kennedy.

1965 Nos. 44-50 Camden Square become available, providing more potential for growth.
1966 As the Centre develops its social welfare work and cultural activities, the Oblate Congregation take over its directorship.

1971 Plans are approved for development of 44-50 Camden Square.
1969 Irish Centre Hostels Ltd. (a separate entity from The London Irish Centre – to avail of housing grants) is set up and purchases the land in 1974. The land was acquired on a 120 year lease, and was sold on to a Housing Association, more experienced in housing management.
1980 Following years of community fundraising and construction work, The McNamara Hall opens, named after the Centre’ first Director Fr. Tom McNamara.
1988 The Elders' Day Centre is opened by Bertie Ahern, T.D., and offers a programme of social, cultural, educational, and healthy living activities relevant to the needs of its elderly users.

1993 Visit by President Mary Robinson to express Ireland’s gratitude for the work of its emigrants.

1999 Visit by President Mary McAleese - "the strength of the Centre is its diversity and the philosophy of "Ní neart go cur le chéile" - our strength is in working together.
Recent years:
The premises have benefited from a significant investment in new disabled access and other facilities, including the extension and development of our multi-purpose Day Centre.

Our activity rooms have been fitted with multimedia AV equipment, air conditioning and data projectors.

We have revamped out website www.irishcentre.org.

Our programme of events continues to diversify.

In 2008 the Irish government funded the appointment of a full-time Cultural Officer. Gary Dunne took on the role in June 2008 and has been very productive in bringing new arts events to the centre, including Kids’ Drama classes, Film Clubs and traditional Irish music sessions. The proposed P.A. system would widen the scope for future programming.
