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INTRODUCTION: THE EMERGENCE OF THE MICKS

The story of the Irish Guards is a rich tapestry woven with threads of courage, loyalty, and a distinct
cultural identity that sets them apart within the British Army. To understand the Irish Guards
history of the Irish Guards, one must first appreciate the political and military climate of the early
20th century. Formed at the behest of Queen Victoria in 1900, the regiment was created to honor
the  bravery  displayed  by  Irish  regiments  during  the  Second  Boer  War.  This  was  a  period  of
significant  change,  both  for  the  British  Empire  and  for  Ireland  itself.  The  new  regiment  was  not
merely a military unit; it was a symbol of recognition and a gesture of goodwill towards a nation that
had contributed immensely to the crown's military campaigns. Known affectionately as "The Micks,"
the Irish Guards quickly established a reputation for fierce fighting spirit, unwavering discipline, and
a unique, almost poetic, approach to soldiering. From the muddy trenches of the Western Front to
the deserts of North Africa and the mountains of Afghanistan, their story is one of consistent valour
and adaptation. This article explores the Irish Guards history of the Irish Guards, tracing their
journey  from  their  founding  through  the  major  conflicts  of  the  20th  and  21st  centuries,  and
examining  the  traditions  that  make  them  one  of  the  most  celebrated  regiments  in  the  world.

ORIGINS AND FORMATION: THE BIRTH OF A REGIMENT

The Boer War Catalyst
The immediate catalyst for the formation of the Irish Guards was the exceptional performance of
Irish infantry regiments, such as the Royal Irish Fusiliers and the Connaught Rangers, during the
Second Boer War (1899-1902). Queen Victoria, deeply impressed by their gallantry, decided that a
household regiment should be raised to permanently represent Ireland.  The decision was also
politically astute, aimed at bolstering support for the Union at a time when the campaign for Irish
home rule was gaining momentum. On 1 April 1900, the Royal Warrant was signed, and the 5th
Regiment of Foot Guards was officially formed.

Early Days and First Commanding Officer
The task of raising the new regiment fell to Lieutenant-Colonel (later Major-General) Lord William
Seymour. The initial recruitment was based in England, drawing men from existing Irish regiments
and from the  general  population.  The  early  days  were  marked by  intensive  training  and the

establishment of the regimental ethos. The shamrock, a symbol of Ireland, was adopted as the
regimental  badge,  and  St.  Patrick’s  Day  became  the  most  important  day  of  the  year.  The  first
battalion was quickly brought up to strength, and by the end of 1900, they were ready for their first
public duties. The Irish Guards history of the Irish Guards began with a small, dedicated group
of men who would set the standard for all who followed.

THE GREAT WAR: FORGING A LEGEND IN THE TRENCHES

Mons and the Early Retreat
The outbreak of World War I in 1914 saw the Irish Guards immediately deployed to France. They
fought in the Battle of Mons in August 1914, where they experienced the brutal reality of modern
warfare. The retreat from Mons was a harrowing test of endurance, and the regiment earned its first
battle honours. Their discipline and steadiness under fire were noted by senior commanders. The 1st
Battalion, along with the newly formed 2nd Battalion (created in 1915), would spend the next four
years in the hellish landscape of the Western Front.

Key Battles: Loos, the Somme, and
Passchendaele
The Irish Guards participated in almost every major engagement of the war. At the Battle of Loos in
1915, they suffered terrible casualties but captured their objectives. The Somme offensive in 1916
was a particularly bloody chapter. The 1st Battalion was practically annihilated on the first day of the
battle,  losing over  500 officers  and men.  Yet,  they reformed and fought  on.  At  the  Third  Battle  of
Ypres (Passchendaele) in 1917, they endured the mud, the rain, and the relentless shelling with grim
determination.  The  regiment’s  resilience  in  these  horrific  conditions  solidified  their  reputation  for
stubborn defence and savage attack. It is within the context of these battles that the Irish Guards
history of the Irish Guards  is  most  powerfully  told,  through acts  of  individual  bravery and
collective sacrifice.

The Guard's Mascot and Morale
Even in the depths of war, the regiment maintained its traditions. An Irish Wolfhound, the regimental
mascot, was always present in the front lines, a living symbol of Irish spirit. The presence of the
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mascot and the observance of St. Patrick's Day, even in the trenches, were crucial for maintaining
morale. By the end of the war, the Irish Guards had earned a staggering number of battle honours
and had been awarded two Victoria Crosses, a testament to their extraordinary courage.

BETWEEN THE WARS: PEACEKEEPING AND IMPERIAL POLICING

The interwar period was a time of reduction and recalibration for the British Army. The Irish Guards
were reduced to a single battalion in 1922, as the 2nd Battalion was disbanded. However, the
regiment remained active, undertaking garrison duties in England, Egypt, and Palestine. The political
situation in Ireland, with the partition of the island and the creation of the Irish Free State, created a
complex dynamic for the regiment. Recruitment from Southern Ireland dropped, but the regiment
found new recruits from Northern Ireland and the Irish diaspora in England. The 1920s and 1930s
were a period of professional soldiering, refining drill  and tactics,  and preparing for the next great
conflict.  This  era,  while  quieter,  was essential  in  preserving the core identity  of  the regiment.  The
Irish Guards history of the Irish Guards during this time is one of quiet professionalism and
adaptation.

WORLD WAR II: A GLOBAL CONFLICT

France and the Evacuation at Dunkirk
As part of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in 1940, the Irish Guards were deployed to Belgium
and France. The German blitzkrieg overwhelmed the Allied forces, and the Guards found themselves
fighting a desperate rearguard action to allow the evacuation at Dunkirk. The regiment was heavily
engaged,  holding  back  the  German  advance  at  the  Schipdonk  Canal.  The  1st  Battalion  was
eventually evacuated, but with heavy losses in both men and equipment.

North Africa and the Desert War
After reforming in England, the 1st Battalion was sent to North Africa in 1942. Here, they fought in
the desert campaigns, most notably at the Battle of El Alamein. The war in the desert was a brutal,
mobile conflict, and the Guards adapted well. They fought as part of the Guards Armoured Division,
transitioning from infantry to armoured infantry. The 2nd Battalion was also reformed in 1942 and
saw action in North Africa.

Italy and the Liberation of Europe
The war then moved to Italy. The Irish Guards fought at the Battle of Monte Cassino and the
subsequent advance through Italy. In 1944, they were withdrawn and prepared for the Normandy
landings. The regiment landed in Normandy in late June 1944, and fought through the bocage
country, the breakout at Operation Goodwood, and the liberation of Brussels. The Irish Guards
history of the Irish Guards in World War II is marked by their role in the Battle of the Bulge,

where they held the vital town of Bastogne against a fierce German counter-offensive. They ended
the war in Germany, having fought from the deserts of North Africa to the heart of the Third Reich.

POST-WAR ERA: THE COLD WAR AND COUNTER-INSURGENCY

Germany and the BAOR
After the war, the regiment served with the British Army of the Rhine (BAOR) in Germany, a key
commitment of the Cold War. They trained for the possibility of a Soviet invasion and served as a
mechanized infantry battalion. This was a period of high readiness and professional excellence.

Counter-Insurgency: Malayan Emergency
and Cyprus
The 1950s and 1960s saw the Irish Guards deployed on counter-insurgency operations. They served
in the Malayan Emergency (1950-1952), fighting against communist insurgents in the dense jungle.
The experience was invaluable and demonstrated the regiment's ability to adapt from conventional
warfare to unconventional tactics. They also served in Cyprus during the EOKA insurgency, where
they conducted security operations in a complex political environment.

Northern Ireland: The Troubles
Perhaps the most challenging period for the Irish Guards, given their identity, was their service in
Northern Ireland during "The Troubles." The regiment deployed on multiple tours from the 1970s to
the 1990s. They faced a unique and painful situation: being a British Army regiment with strong Irish
connections  operating  in  a  divided  society.  Their  professionalism  and  restraint  during  these
operations were exemplary. They conducted foot patrols, vehicle checkpoints, and worked alongside
the Royal Ulster Constabulary. The experience was deeply formative for the regiment and added a
complex layer to the Irish Guards history of the Irish Guards.

MODERN CONFLICTS: IRAQ AND AFGHANISTAN

Iraq: Operation Telic
The 21st century brought new challenges. In 2003, the Irish Guards deployed to Iraq as part of
Operation Telic. They served in the difficult and dangerous region of Basra, conducting patrols and
stability operations. The heat, the constant threat of improvised explosive devices (IEDs), and the
complex political situation made this a demanding tour.
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Afghanistan: Operation Herrick
The  most  significant  operational  commitment  of  the  modern  era  was  the  deployment  to  Helmand
Province, Afghanistan. The Irish Guards served multiple tours in Afghanistan, facing a determined
Taliban insurgency. They operated in the "green zone" along the Helmand River, conducting patrols,
holding  ground,  and  engaging  in  frequent  firefights.  The  fighting  was  intense,  and  the  regiment
suffered  casualties.  The  1st  Battalion's  tour  in  2010-2011,  and  again  in  2012-2013,  saw  them
involved in heavy combat around the town of Nahr-e Saraj. Their courage and resilience in this harsh
environment proved that the spirit of the Irish Guards history of the Irish Guards remained as
strong as ever.

TRADITIONS AND CULTURE: THE SOUL OF THE REGIMENT

St. Patrick's Day and the Shamrock
No account  of  the  Irish  Guards  is  complete  without  understanding their  unique traditions.  St.
Patrick’s Day is the regimental day. Every year, a member of the Royal Family (often the Princess of
Wales,  who  is  the  regiment's  Colonel-in-Chief)  presents  fresh  shamrock  to  the  officers  and
guardsmen. This ceremony, held at Wellington Barracks in London, is a deeply moving event that
connects the regiment to its Irish roots. The shamrock is worn on the headdress, and the day is
marked by parades, music, and celebration.

The Irish Wolfhound Mascot
The regimental mascot is an Irish Wolfhound, traditionally named after a Celtic warrior or king. The
current mascot is named Domhnall. The mascot is a powerful symbol of the regiment's heritage and
is  treated  with  the  utmost  respect.  It  participates  in  ceremonial  parades  and  is  a  beloved  figure
among the guardsmen.

Music and the Pipers
The sound of the Irish bagpipes is inseparable from the regiment. The Corps of Piper of the Irish
Guards provide a  unique musical  identity.  The pipes  play traditional  Irish  airs  and regimental
marches,  including "The Wearing of  the Green."  The pipers are a vital  part  of  the regiment's
ceremonial duties, from Trooping the Colour to funerals.

Uniform and Insignia
The full dress uniform of the Irish Guards is iconic: a scarlet tunic, bearskin cap, and blue trousers.
The cap star bears the shamrock and the motto of the Order of St. Patrick: Quis Separabit ("Who
Shall Separate Us?"). The buttons are arranged in groups of four, a unique distinction. The regiment
also wears a green hackle (a feather plume) on the bearskin, which distinguishes


