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Irish priest Patrick Ryan saw no contradic!on between his faith and violence.
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The IRA priest and his Swiss
connection
Bombs in Brighton, !mers from Switzerland and secret bank accounts in Geneva. The Irish
Republican Army (IRA) was highly ac!ve in the United Kingdom and Europe during the
1980s. Patrick Ryan, one of the terror group’s leading members, was also a priest.
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I n the early hours of 12 October 1984, a ten-kilogramme !me bomb exploded at the 

Grand Hotel in Brighton in the south of England, killing five people. There were 

many Conserva!ve party members staying in the hotel at the !me for their party 

conference. The IRA claimed responsibility for the bomb the following morning. 

Their main target had been Bri!sh Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher because she had 

refused to grant the Irish hunger strikers special status as poli!cal prisoners in 1981. 

Thatcher survived the a"ack. Nonetheless, as the IRA said in its statement the following 

morning: “Today we were unlucky, but remember we have only to be lucky once, you will 

have to be lucky always.” In other words, besides claiming responsibility for the bombing, 

the terror group also indicated that it could strike again and that it was impossible to 

guarantee Thatcher’s complete safety.
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TV report on the Brighton a"ack.
YouTube / Bri!sh Pathé

The Brighton bombing caused global consterna!on. The Federal Council sent a telegram to 

Thatcher that very day to express its “disgust and dismay” at the a"ack. The Federal 

Council didn’t realise at the !me that funds and components of the bomb used in the 

a"ack came from Switzerland. That was due to the involvement of a leading IRA member: 

Catholic priest Patrick Ryan.

Iron Lady: Margaret Thatcher narrowly escaped the a"empt on her
life but insisted on con!nuing as normal the following morning,
which earned her considerable respect in the United Kingdom.
Ar!cle from Der Bund newspaper of 13 October 1984.
e-newspaperarchives

Patrick Ryan was born in 1930 into a farming family in County Tipperary, Republic of 

Ireland. He entered the seminary at the age of 18 and was sent to do missionary work in 

Tanzania shortly a#er being ordained. On his return to Ireland, Ryan was made responsible 

for receiving dona!ons for the Pallo$ne Order. His aim had ini!ally been to return to east 

Africa. But that changed when the conflict known as the Troubles broke out in the late 

1960s. A civil rights movement by the disadvantaged Catholic minority in Northern Ireland 

ran into sustained and violent opposi!on from the Bri!sh Unionist majority. Irish 

na!onalists and Republicans responded with a"acks of their own.
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TV report on unrest in Londonderry, 1969.
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Ryan read the newspaper daily following the outbreak of the Troubles and his a"en!on 

shi#ed from Africa to Northern Ireland. He started surrep!!ously diver!ng funds from 

missionary projects in Africa to the IRA. Shortly therea#er, Ryan was given a new 

assignment on the strength of his experience in Africa: he was to travel to Libya to meet 

Muammar Gaddafi who had republican sympathies. Gaddafi saw the Irish struggle against 

the Bri!sh empire as similar to the many an!colonial campaigns in Africa. On that basis, he 

was prepared to deliver weapons to the IRA and contribute to financing the organisa!on. 

The funds were to be transferred to Swiss bank accounts managed by Ryan, hence his 

frequent visits to Geneva.

Geneva – city of watches

On a cold winter morning in 1975, Patrick Ryan strolled through the streets of Geneva 

enjoying a spot of window shopping. The priest halted outside a shop selling watches. It 

wasn’t the luxury !mepieces that caught his eye but a !ny device known as a Swiss 

MemoTimer. This portable device as big as a keyring worked like an egg !mer. Once 

ac!vated, it would signal when a certain amount of !me had elapsed; it was most o#en 

used as a reminder of when a parking meter had run out. However, its poten!al 

applica!ons were boundless. As the adver!sing slogan announced: “Everyone you know 

can use this Swiss MemoTimer”. Ryan was not interested in parking meters. He saw the 

user-friendly gadgets as being ideal for IRA bombs.

Advert for the Swiss MemoTimer in US magazine Look, 1968.
provided

So, Ryan returned to the Emerald Isle from his visit to Switzerland with more than just 

money; he brought dozens of !mers, which could be added to bombs as !me fuses. He 

showed his discovery to the IRA and convinced the leadership that the user-friendly 

MemoTimers were well suited for working under stressful condi!ons and would help keep 

the bombers safe. The IRA’s engineering department adapted the MemoTimers to make 

them run for up to several days. All the bombers had to do was set the Swiss MemoTimer in 

the bomb and then retreat to safety. The IRA was so enthused by Ryan’s novel idea that he 

imported another 950 !mers to Ireland from Switzerland over the following six months.

This unusual ac!vity brought Ryan to the a"en!on of the Office of the A"orney General in 

Switzerland and he was arrested on 26 July 1976. Under ques!oning, Ryan threatened that 

his deten!on could lead to acts of violence against third par!es. The Swiss Embassy in 

London was informed of the threat and introduced security measures for embassy staff on 

31 July 1976 in coopera!on with Scotland Yard.

Patrick Ryan was arrested in Switzerland in July 1976, although he was released from prison a mere ten days later.
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Ryan was released shortly a#erwards but the Office of the A"orney General banned the 

IRA priest from entering Switzerland. Ryan appealed against the decision, arguing that he 

had to visit Switzerland to finance humanitarian ac!vi!es in Africa. The Federal Council 

rejected his appeal.

However, the damage had already been done by then. Hundreds of fragments of the Swiss 

MemoTimer were found following the Warrenpoint ambush of 1979, which caused the 

death of 18 Bri!sh soldiers. The Brighton hotel bombing in 1984 was also ac!vated by a 

Swiss !ming device. And that is how Switzerland, albeit indirectly, played a part in the 

Northern Irish conflict. The emphasis in this instance is on the word “indirect”, i.e. 

uninten!onal. The delivery of war materiel and use of Swiss bank accounts flew under the 

radar and not even the Federal Act on War Materiel could have been applied to prevent 

the export of the small !mers, which were en!rely harmless as a standalone product.

Patrick Ryan died on 15 June 2025 in Dublin a#er a short illness. The IRA priest spent his 

twilight years in a nursing home. He never expressed regret for his ac!ons.
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Swiss on the Final Voyage of the
Empress of Ireland

On May 29, 1914, the RMS Empress of Ireland met a tragic

fate in the freezing waters of Canada's St. Lawrence River. A

heavy fog obscured visibility, leading to a catastrophic colli-

sion with the Norwegian collier Storstad. The disaster

claimed 1,012 lives. Among those aboard were four Swiss

ci!zens en route to Liverpool from Quebec City.

Emperor Haile Selassie, God of the
Rastafarians

Emperor Haile Selassie (1892-1975), who was crowned ‘King

of Kings’ in Addis Ababa in 1930, was believed in Ethiopia to

have been chosen by God. The Rastafarians in Jamaica even

‘recognised’ him as their Messiah and God. A look at the dual

‘careers’ of a 20th-century figure who was as remarkable as

he was controversial.

The fire at Lucerne railway sta!on

On 5 February 1971 a devasta!ng fire broke out at Lucerne

railway sta!on, destroying large sec!ons of the Art Nouveau

building. It was the biggest railway sta!on fire since the

forma!on of SBB.
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