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Foreword



I first met John Hume in 1972. At the beginning of that year, British troops had shot and killed thirteen unarmed civilians in John’s hometown of Derry—a day that became known as Bloody Sunday—and the conflict in Northern Ireland was boiling over. I had long known of John’s leadership of the civil rights movement there and I called him that fall and asked if he could meet me. Shortly afterwards we had dinner together and I heard of his hopes and dreams for his people and for Ireland.


Ever since that evening I have had enormous respect for John, his courage and his leadership. He has had a profound influence on my thinking and on the attitudes of Congress and the American Government towards the conflict; he has often been called the 101st Senator from Northern Ireland. Foremost in the Social Democratic and Labour Party for more than a quarter century, he has been and continues to be an eloquent and powerful voice for peace: advocating non-violence absolutely and a just settlement that respects the rights and aspirations of both communities. As John has so ably preached throughout his career, bombs and bullets are not the answer to the problems of Northern Ireland. The answer lies in the people of that special island themselves.


It is a most historic and hopeful time for Ireland. Many people deserve credit for the recent breakthroughs in the peace process in Northern Ireland. But few, if any, deserve greater credit for advancing the cause of peace than John Hume. President Kennedy would have called him a “Profile in Courage,” and so do I.


Edward M. Kennedy


Boston


January 1996
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DERRY





Introduction



Since the first landing of Henry II’s Norman host in the twelfth century, the strife between the Irish and the English races has been practically incessant. From century to century the spectacle of revolt, repression and reprisal has been repeated again and again. Elizabeth I, Cromwell and William III were among those who tried their hand at subduing Ireland, striving to make it a land of passive subjects. Various “plantations” of Protestants from Scotland and England were attempted in order to subdue the native population but, as in the old Irish saying, these aliens became “more Irish than the Irish themselves” (Hiberniores Hibernicis ipsis). These efforts ultimately proved to be unsuccessful as each wave of settlers was absorbed, except in Ulster. Only in that northern province of Ireland did this process approach fruition, but the success was piecemeal at best. As each fresh attempt to colonise the island was met with resistance, the list of martyrs and heroes grew increasingly longer, creating a historical basis for seemingly endless cycles of violent revenge.


Towards the end of the seventeenth century, British policies were finally approaching British expectations. By a system of repressive laws, the people of Ireland had been systematically deprived of their land, their franchise, their language, and—almost—their religion. A short-lived rebellion aimed at establishing an Irish Republic led by Wolfe Tone, a Protestant, and based on the applications of the principles of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, was brutally crushed in 1798. Two years later the autonomous Irish Parliament voted itself out of existence, and its merger with the English Parliament under the Act of Union opened a new epoch in the saga. There would be more men willing to “fight the old fight” against the English conquerors, such as the bold and perhaps foolish Robert Emmet, but by and large, the battles for over a century moved to the sphere of politics.


The first of these non-violent leaders was Daniel O’Connell, “The Great Liberator.” By sheer force of will, he galvanised the Irish people into a formidable group, forcing the British to admit Catholics to Parliament. O’Connell held sway in Ireland for over two decades until the Great Famine, which struck during those years, dislocated the base of his support. Simultaneously, the wave of revolutionary fervour that swept across the continent in 1848 touched this remote outpost of Europe, spawning the literary-inspired Young Ireland movement. Poems and ballads were the initial weapons of this movement for self-government, but eventually peaceful methods were denounced and they opted for the sword. Even though it had a nucleus of brilliant men at its head, all of their carefully-laid plans miscarried and Ireland was prostrate once more.


In the broken circle of Irish nationalism, each defeat prompted new emotions, new preparations. Just as Emmet emulated Tone and the Young Irelanders followed Emmet, so the Irish Republican Brotherhood joined the chronology. Founded in America by survivors of the 1848 revolt, the IRB spread to Ireland where its members were colloquially known as Fenians after a legendary band of Irish warriors. Previous Irish Nationalist leaders had come from the aristocracy or the upper professional classes, but Fenianism was a truly popular movement. A secret oath-bound society pledged to establish an Irish Republic, the IRB attempted an armed insurrection in 1867 with drastic results. Stifled by military defeat and the condemnation of the Catholic Church, the Brotherhood went further underground. Its time would come again.


The collapse of the Fenian effort opened the way for another, more or less peaceful method of obtaining redress. Concurrently, two powerful forces appeared to fill the gap. One was a campaign against excessive rents on homesteads organised by Michael Davitt, justifiably known as the “Land War.” The other force was Charles Stewart Parnell, a Protestant landlord of exceptional talent who commanded the Irish Party at Westminster. Davitt and Parnell worked in concert and their campaign had a massive effect on the British Empire. While Davitt attacked the landlords, Parnell “obstructed” all legislation in London. The result forced an alliance between William E. Gladstone and his Liberal Party with the Irish and brought about the Gladstone Land Act of 1881—a revolutionary change in Irish land tenure. In 1886, a Home Rule Bill was introduced but failed to pass, as it did in several subsequent attempts. Then, in a dramatic and tragic fall from grace after a scandal, Parnell was hurled from power and died the following year, leaving the Irish Party hopelessly fragmented and dashing all hopes of Home Rule for Ireland.


Frustrated so near to success, a small group of Irishmen led by Dr. Douglas Hyde turned their face from politics and founded the Gaelic League in 1893. Dedicated to the revival of the ancient language, sports, literature and culture, the Gaelic League attracted membership from the likes of George Russell (AE), Yeats, Synge and Lady Gregory, among other prominent figures. Ironically, though they were far from being a band of revolutionaries, the organisation influenced a chain of political events which had terrible and far-reaching consequences.


First, the Irish Party was reunited under John Redmond in 1900 and once again became a force to be reckoned with. Then an enterprising journalist, Arthur Griffith, published a paper which developed his own unique brand of nationalism. His policy of gradual usurpation of British authority through economic self-sufficiency became known in 1905 as Sinn Féin, literally “Ourselves Alone.” The third element in this new brew of dissension was the small, but thoroughly re-organised Irish Republican Brotherhood. Ireland was again poised for revolution, but requiring a unifying force.


In the year of Parnell’s fall from power, a remarkable man was born in a small village in West Cork. As so many rural Catholic Irishmen of his time, Michael Collins grew up in a world of hardship. Forced to leave his home in search of work, Collins travelled to England and secured a position as a clerk in a London insurance office. From this vantage point he watched John Redmond’s alliance with the Liberals under Asquith make another attempt to gain Home Rule. The Ulster Loyalist descendant of the Protestant “plantations,” led by Sir Edward Carson and supported by the Tories, steadfastly refused to enter into an independent Catholic Ireland. Arms were smuggled to the Protestants in Ulster on the one hand, and to a Nationalist group of “Irish Volunteers” in Dublin commanded by Redmond on the other, bringing Ireland to the brink of civil war. The outbreak of the World War I united the opponents against a common enemy and brought Ireland back from the precipice, temporarily.


While war raged throughout Europe, Collins returned to Ireland and joined a new, but rapidly growing group of Irish Volunteers under new leadership and with a more dedicated purpose: to bring about an Irish republic by whatever means necessary. Under the command of Pearse, Connolly, de Valera and others who would become known throughout the world, the Irish rebels took control of several key points in Dublin during Easter 1916 and declared Ireland an independent Republic from the steps of the General Post Office. Quickly overpowered by superior British army strength, the Easter Rising was over in a few days, but the effect of the martyrdom of the leaders, put to death in the wake of the event, sent ripples through Ireland that were to become a tidal wave of dissension that eventually swamped the British.


Collins, who was in the General Post Office during the Rising, and de Valera, who commanded a group of men nearby, escaped the fate of Pearse and Connolly, surviving to become the two largest figures now cast upon the stage. The brilliant guerilla war masterminded by Collins that frustrated the might of the British army and riveted the attention of the world, came to a conclusion in the controversial and maligned treaty of 1921. Collins, who negotiated the Treaty with the British, was forced by circumstances to accept terms that gave independence to twenty-six counties of Ireland but left six counties of Ulster firmly within the British Empire. Denounced by de Valera and his followers, a civil war broke out between the two sides over acceptance of the Treaty, and Michael Collins’s mercurial rise and brilliant career were cut short by his tragic death during a minor skirmish. His early death in battle gave birth to a new legend, another magnificent, sorrowful page in Irish history—another ballad, another ghost—and that legacy lives on today in the unresolved conflict in Northern Ireland.


After the death of Collins, the civil war was concluded and de Valera entered the Dáil, the Irish Parliament, with his own party and soon created an Ireland in the image and likeness of his own view of a Catholic Gaelic nation. In 1937, de Valera legally defined the new nation in the Irish Constitution, whose Articles Two and Three lay claim to the six counties of Northern Ireland and remain controversial to this day. After coming through terrible economic times and World War II, euphemistically called the “Emergency” in neutral Ireland, a Republic was formally declared in 1949 and Ireland stumbled into the sixties and the dawn of the European Union.


Meanwhile, the festering situation in Northern Ireland refused to go away, due to systematic discrimination and official injustice aimed at the minority Catholic Nationalist population by the Protestant Unionists who continued to hold absolute political and economic power through a system of apartheid, gerrymandering and vote-rigging. In the face of growing unrest in the sixties, the belated attempts to reach out to the Catholics, led by Captain Terence O’Neill, were a case of too little, too late. Everyone became a victim of a past they did not create, and as the decade rolled to a close, Nationalist civil rights marches became widespread. Clashes broke out between marchers and Unionists, and the British army took to the streets to keep order. The spectre of the IRA again rose into view and violence on both sides intensified so rapidly that even a talented Unionist leader such as Brian Faulkner found events overtaking all his best initiatives. His early death was a loss that could be ill-afforded and took a major player off the stage. His Unionist successors had far less resolve and once again it was a bloody stalemate.


Here was the seemingly irreconcilable situation. Ireland was partitioned by the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 and the border entered the lexicon of Irish political terminology as the “be all and end all,” with all the divisiveness and bitterness that such an act entails. It ran like a brackish stream through every election on both sides of that benighted line and at all levels of national discourse. The result was an ossified and stilted situation within the artificially created statelet of Northern Ireland. It would take a new and courageous departure and huge effort to erase it from the maps, as well as the hearts and minds of the Irish people, Catholic and Protestant, Unionist and Nationalist. It would take a unique person with perfect timing and superhuman resolve—a man such as John Hume.


John Hume stands in a select company of great leaders of Ireland and has joined the pantheon of those who have written their name large in the bloody and tragic pages of Anglo-Irish history. Like few in Irish history—Daniel O’Connell, Michael Collins, and perhaps de Valera—John Hume has exhibited great moral leadership. He has often been referred to as a one-man think tank and prophet. We all know that the political life expectancy of a prophet is short anywhere, and in Ireland, it can be absolutely evanescent. One of Joyce’s characters in Dubliners epitomises this when he says of Parnell: “We all respect him, now that he’s dead and gone—even the Conservatives.”


But John Hume knows his land too well and his contribution to the nation’s well-being will certainly endure. He possesses a single-minded purpose and a unique vision. Almost full-blown from Hume’s head has sprung the language of peace displayed in documents from the Anglo-Irish Agreement to the Joint Declaration. It is, importantly, an Irish etymology that he has focused upon. Meeting with Sinn Féin leader Gerry Adams was a bold act of creativity and courage that brought an end to the stalemate of twenty-five years. Without such philosophy and invention, the ceasefire could never have happened.


Hume has risked all, even his life, to make Ireland not just a land of saints and scholars, but also of scientists and teachers. Like O’Connell, he is an exemplar of strength; like Michael Collins, he is a builder. In his vision of a new Ireland, the shadow of a gunman will be replaced by the silhouette of a computer and the men and women of peace will be the inheritors of the earth.


In the history of Ireland, the differing traditions and the dreams that they foster have always been very powerful and evocative instruments of change, often contributing to the great nobility, courage and carnage of events. Omnipresent, always beckoning, these have been passed down like the precepts of a divine religion from one generation to the next. It was these powerful, binding concepts of conflicting cultures that compelled Pearse, de Valera, Carson, Paisley and so many others for centuries.


John Hume, breaking the ranks of history, has a vision of Ireland quite different from those other traditional leaders of the past. As Hume stood next to the American President on a bright, sunny day in Guildhall Square in the old colonial city of Derry where Bible and sword used to hold sway, all the ghosts of the others who came before were present. Some of those ancestors had come for plunder; others for the simple and profound goal of a better life and a new beginning. Derry is the port that welcomed so many, but Hume knows it more as a place of goodbyes.


To know John Hume and Ireland you must understand this simple fact: Derry tells the story of the great, wandering race of emigrants that sailed off in coffin ships, often to die on the way to a new life. Others who survived across the sea would eke out an existence in an alien land, never to see hearth and family again. Last year, as I listened to the haunting strains of Danny Boy sung to the Derry air at a St. Patrick’s Day lunch in California, Hume leaned over to me and commented that this was the real, sorrowful story of the Irish people. Emigration is the curse of Ireland; the Atlantic Ocean a bitter bowl of tears, as was once pointed out by JFK quoting Joyce. It must be changed, Hume said, it must be changed.


And so it may well be. While Derry welcomes a President, in Belfast and beyond the walls still stand, impossible to avoid. Children play in their shadows; entire lives spent in the stark, grey presence. Yet, you see throughout Ireland unmistakable signs of regeneration—small businesses and busy shopping complexes, community centres and new industrial parks. There is a desperate longing for the truce to become a real peace. As people warm to the opportunities provided by a violence-free society, it is at long last time to give peace a chance. John Hume has always remembered the adage that “a scholar’s ink lasts longer than a martyr’s blood.” He wants to make it come true for his people. There are surely enough ghosts and martyrs for this small island.


John Hume’s lifelong friend and native of Derry, Seamus Heaney, describes in his poem of the same name “The Republic of Conscience” where:


At their inauguration, public leaders


must swear to uphold an unwritten law and weep


to atone for their presumption to hold office


and


. . . no ambassador would ever be relieved.


John Hume will never have to atone for holding public office, for almost uniquely, he has lived a life of service to his people. In the world’s eye, he is an ambassador of conscience, a remarkable man on a unique island—an ambassador that will never be relieved.


Tom McEnery


January 1996





Vision is the art of
seeing the invisible.


Jonathan Swift






Part One




Beginnings 
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Bogside Roots


And one read black where the other read white, his hope


The other man’s damnation: Up the Rebels, to Hell with the Pope,


And God save—as you prefer—the King or Ireland.


Louis MacNeice


When I was growing up in Derry, my father, who was unemployed, used to say to me, “Stick to the books, son, it’s the only way forward.” He was right. What has transformed Derry over the last thirty or forty years is the introduction of public education for all. In particular it has transformed the Catholic community, the people who have suffered most from discrimination and unemployment.


I was born in Derry in 1937, the eldest of seven children. My roots lie deep in the Catholic area of Derry known as the Bogside. My maternal grandfather was a docker and my mother, Annie Doherty, was born and lived in an area now known as Free Derry Corner, a famous row of houses in the heart of the Bogside. Two of my aunts are still alive and continue to live there.


My father’s grandfather, Willie Hume, was a stonemason who came from Scotland to build station houses for the new railway in Donegal, where he married my great-grandmother and settled during the second half of the nineteenth century.


My parents married when my father was forty-six and my mother was thirty-two. In the early years of World War II my father, who had fine handwriting, was employed in the Food Office to write the names and addresses on the ration books. Later he changed jobs and worked in the Derry shipyards repairing ships. When the war ended, the shipyard closed and he, like many others, lost his job and remained unemployed for the rest of his life.


My father was a very special man. His formal education ended at primary school—I remember him telling me that he left school when he was twelve—yet he was a great reader, especially of westerns and detective stories, and he had exquisite copperplate handwriting. One of my earliest memories as a young boy is of sitting with him at the wooden table where our family ate our meals, I at one side doing my homework and he at the other writing letters to government departments for local people with little education who had housing, unemployment or other problems. From my earliest years, I was very conscious of the human effects of the serious social and economic problems of our city.


My mother was very intelligent but totally uneducated, as she had not had the chance to go to school. She could only write her own name. She, like many of the women of Derry, was a dominant influence in the family. Many women in the neighbourhood worked in the factories in the daytime and then worked at home at night. To make ends meet, my mother was an outworker for the shirtmaking industry. She worked as a patent turner, which meant that she prepared the shirt collars. She would wait until all my younger brothers and sisters had gone to bed before she started, and I would sit up late with her. I was her secretary; I counted the collars, tied them up and wrote down the number for her.


Grandmother Doherty was a great friend of mine—she always encouraged me with my schooling, and we were very fond of each other. Her house was nearer to my school than my own, so I went to her for lunch every schoolday. She was an excellent cook and while she prepared the meal I would run errands for her, such as buying her snuff, for which she had a great fondness.


Nobody then had cars so I walked to and from school with my friends, returning home after school to play in the street, games of our own creating. I feel very fortunate to have grown up in an area with such a strong sense of community and neighbourliness and concern for other people.


As far back as I can remember I was always aware of discrimination against the Catholic community. Yet, despite this, the streets near us where we lived in the Glen district, on the edge of town, were Protestant streets and we often played together. We played each others’ games, and I even ended up being a senior cricket player. The common sense community in which I grew up was never anti-Protestant, but we were against the injustices being perpetrated by the politicians. However, at certain times of the year—during what was known as the “marching season”—the tensions would always surface.


Politics of any description were never discussed in our family—they were not part of our world. Because the politicians were of the generation that succeeded the creation of the “border” in Ireland, politics in Derry in those days was mainly about partition. It was felt, quite simply, that the border would not last, that eventually it would have to go. Nationalist politics was always emotional; elections were about flag-waving, and the real problems of unemployment, housing and poverty—the problems of politics except those of consequence of discrimination—were rarely an issue.


My father would have been oriented towards socialism, but there was really no effective Labour Party in his day. One of my earliest memories—and one that I have frequently quoted—is of going to an election meeting at the top of our street when I was about ten years old. It was a Nationalist meeting and they were all waving flags and stirring up emotions for a united Ireland and the end of partition. When my father saw that I was affected, he put his hand gently on my shoulder and said, “Son, don’t get involved in that stuff,” and I said, “Why not, Da?” He answered simply, “Because you can’t eat a flag.”


That was my first lesson in politics and it has stayed with me to this day. Politics is about the right to existence—the right to life—bread on your table and a roof over your head. It doesn’t matter what flag you wrap around you when you stand in the dole queue or are forced to emigrate to another country to earn a living. A flag should symbolise the unity of the whole community. It should never be used as a party political or sectional emblem.


Despite growing up in an area of great poverty, I was one of the lucky ones who benefited from the introduction of free public education. At the age of ten, I passed what was called the Eleven-Plus examination. This enabled me to receive a government scholarship which paid my fees to attend St. Columb’s College in Derry. Up until my generation, only the sons of business and professional people could afford to go to St. Columb’s and consequently the school was very small. However, when the children of poor working-class families started to gain access to the school, it expanded very rapidly and huts had to be built to house extra classrooms.


On leaving school, I studied for three years to be a priest, but eventually decided to give it up. For my degree I studied French and History at Maynooth College in County Kildare. While at university, I spent my summers in France. I first visited St. Malo in Brittany in 1960 and then the following year I attended classes at the Institut Catholique in Paris where I learned to speak French fluently. Until this time I had never been out of Ireland, not even to visit England.


My European experience allowed me to study Irish history in an objective way and influenced my subsequent thinking very heavily. Once I was able to see the tradition of attitudes which prevailed in Ireland I could grasp the real nature of the problem, which eventually became my central political thesis.


After university and my studies in France, I came back to Derry an educated man and lived in our family’s rented council house, which had two bedrooms and an outside toilet. My parents were still very poor, so, naturally, when I secured my first job as a teacher I would turn over my wages to my mother, and she would then give me back something from them for myself.


Our street was still poverty-stricken, with very high unemployment, and, as one of the lucky ones, I was anxious to be able to give something back to the community and do something about the problems of those who were less fortunate.


One of the first things I did after my return to Derry was to involve myself in the foundation of the Credit Union movement. We modelled this on information supplied to us by the enormously successful US Credit Unions. The Bogside in Derry had the first Credit Union in Northern Ireland, of which I was the treasurer, responsible for collecting the money on Friday nights and Saturday afternoons. My wife, Pat, is also from Derry and we were married in 1960, and every Sunday she would read out the Credit Union slips to me and I would fill in the ledgers.


We founded the Derry Credit Union on 30 October 1960 with four people and seven pounds. Today it has fourteen thousand members and twenty-one million pounds.


The people involved with me in founding the Credit Union—all voluntary work at that time—were young teachers like myself, clergy and members of the local community such as Paddy Doherty, Paddy Joe Doherty, Michael Canavan, Seamus Bonner, Dr. Jim Cosgrove, John Bradley and Father Anthony Mulvey. It was these same people who were later to encourage me to go into politics.


We were a very small group at the start, but we called public meetings and gradually persuaded people of the benefits of joining. Eventually, I would travel all over Northern Ireland and further, giving lectures on how Credit Unions worked and encouraging other communities to set them up. By the time I was twenty-seven years old, I was president of the Credit Union movement throughout the whole of Ireland—the Credit Union League of Ireland—and international vice-president of the movement throughout the world. At my first international Credit Union meeting, in Dallas, Texas, in 1962, I met Senator, soon to be Vice President, Hubert Humphrey when he addressed the meeting. If I did nothing else in my life other than my involvement founding the Credit Unions, I would be a happy man.


Only a third of the population of Derry in the early 1960s was Protestant, but they were able to govern the city through a process of gerrymandering. This was achieved by dividing the city into three wards, and, since they controlled public housing, they were able to put all the Catholics into one ward and then give that ward just eight seats while the other two wards had six seats each. In this way, even though there were more Catholics in the city, the Protestants always won the elections by twelve seats to eight.


Nationalist politics at that time was understandably based in the negative—complaints about discrimination, about the shortage of housing, lack of jobs and the partition of Ireland. My response was to question the validity of always complaining and to encourage action—after all, weren’t our heads and our hands as good as theirs any day, so why didn’t we use them? The founding of the Credit Union provided, I felt, a shining example of what could be achieved by working together for ourselves. Self-help was the way forward.


The next step along the self-help road was our decision to attempt to build our own houses instead of asking the politicians to do it for us. So, in 1965, I helped to set up the Derry Housing Association, the founder of which was Father Anthony Mulvey. I became chairman, and we started the slow process of housing our own people. This was facilitated by having our office open during the week and inviting people to come in to discuss their problems.


The outcome was that, upon analysis of the situation, we found that there were three different kinds of housing problem. First, there were those people who could afford to buy their own house, but who did not know how to go about it. When buying a house, it was necessary to borrow from a building society, but first you had to have a deposit. So we organised methods by which these people could save in the bank for when they would need a deposit in order to buy their own house.


The second group of people were those who would have been able to afford to buy their own house but for the fact that their rent was so high, due to landlord exploitation of our housing problem, that they could not manage to save a deposit. In this instance, we took over some terraced buildings, turned them into apartments and let them out to people at double an economically reasonable rent. After two years, we gave them back half the rent as a deposit to buy a new house of their own.


The third group consisted of those who would never be able to afford to buy a house, and our solution here was to build good houses for them to rent at a fair rate. In the first year, in the mid-sixties, we housed one hundred families while in the same year the public housing authority, Derry Corporation (the city council), housed none. However, when we subsequently applied to build seven hundred more houses, the same corporation refused us permission. It was patently clear that our application was turned down because we were building the houses in the wrong area, thus upsetting the gerrymandered voting pattern. At this point, we decided that we had no choice but to voice our protest in terms of civil rights.


At that time, the two people who had an enormous influence on my thinking were John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King. The people of Ireland took great pride in President Kennedy, and, having listened carefully to what he had to say, I found his words to be of supreme relevance to our own problems in Northern Ireland. Martin Luther King was of particular importance to me because of his campaign against discrimination. I still have two posters on the wall of my house, one of John F. Kennedy and his quotation, “One man can make a difference, but every man should try.” The other is of Martin Luther King’s “I had a dream” speech, which was given to me by his wife, in later years, in Atlanta.


I remember my shock when I heard, on the radio and the television, of the assassination of Martin Luther King. I was at home in my house in Derry, which in those days was a small bungalow above where I live now. Stunned, I wondered why, why would anybody do such a thing? I often use one of his quotes—“the old law of an eye for an eye leaves everybody blind”—because it is so relevant to the history of violence in Northern Ireland, not just during the Troubles of recent times, but throughout the centuries. Another quote from him which I have also used on numerous occasions is: “If you use the methods of your oppressor, you will end up worse than your oppressor.”


I read a huge amount of the writings of Martin Luther King in those days. I am certain that it was no accident that the civil rights movement began here in the sixties, directly inspired, I believe, by the American movement. Six months after the death of Martin Luther King, we in Northern Ireland became involved in our own civil rights struggle against discrimination.
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Desperate Injustice


History is a nightmare I am trying to awaken from.


James Joyce


The civil rights movement called into question the fundamental validity of the state in Northern Ireland. It also threatened the Unionists, since the border had been drawn specifically to ensure that there were two Protestants to every one Catholic. The Northern Ireland government, therefore, existed on the basis of desperate injustice and to ask for justice was to question the whole philosophy of the state. Once the movement for equality gained momentum, it led to the inevitable collapse of the governmental system in Northern Ireland.


This was a major victory for the civil rights movement and it led to the establishment of direct rule from London. Throughout the previous fifty or sixty years, Northern Ireland was ruled by one party, without any interference from the London government. Despite the fact that British taxes were paying to maintain the situation and the claim that Northern Ireland was an integral part of the United Kingdom, members of the British parliament were not allowed to ask questions in the House of Commons about Northern Ireland. In fact, in the sixties, a group of Labour MPs—Paul Rose, Stan Orme and Kevin McNamara—campaigned for the democratisation of Ulster, and tried to raise the question in parliament. Astonishingly, they weren’t allowed to!


Once the civil rights marches appeared on television worldwide, massive international pressure was brought to bear on the British government. They, in turn, put pressure on the Northern Ireland government to do something about the situation. The Derry Citizens’ Action Committee organised civil rights demonstrations on the streets of the city. Within weeks of our starting a major civil rights movement the local city corporation (the city council) was brought down by the government and replaced with an independent commission.


The civil rights movement’s strategy of non-violence was greatly influenced by Martin Luther King’s philosophy. Don’t retaliate, let the world see who the real aggressor is—that was our fundamental message to our fellow marchers when we were attacked by baton-wielding police.


When the British army entered the Bogside in strength after internment was introduced, the residents flocked out onto the streets. It was obvious that there was going to be violence and I foresaw the possibility of many deaths. So I asked the people to sit down. This was always my response to potential trouble on the streets, a simple strategy which generally calmed the atmosphere. Then I addressed the crowd and said, “Your objective is for the army to leave our street. Now, if I negotiate with them and get these troops to withdraw, will you go home?” They agreed.


I approached the commander and said, “If your troops pull out, these local people will go home and there will be no trouble.” The commander agreed, but, as they were pulling out from one side, another regiment entered from the other side, and the people thought that I had been tricked. So, again, I told them to sit down, and I spoke to the commander of the second unit and said, “I have arranged with the other commander to have order in our streets. If you guys disappear, the people will go home, but if you stay, there’s going to be serious trouble.” He said, “I’m in charge here, not you.” “Look,” I replied, “Don’t be talking nonsense, we’re talking about order in our streets.” He just repeated, “I’m in charge, and you’re not.”


Having recognised me, it was obvious that he was challenging my authority. If I had given in, I would have lost my authority with the people, so I sat down with them, in front of the soldiers, who then hosed us down with purple dye and brought up a tank. I got up and walked towards them with my hands up, and they repeatedly knocked me down with the jet from the hose. Finally, some soldiers grabbed me and put me up against a wall, where they photographed me, and then they arrested me, charging me with obstructing Her Majesty’s forces.


It was soon obvious to them that they had made a terrible mistake, so I was only fined twenty pounds, which I refused to pay. I took the case right up to the House of Lords, expertly advised by my friend and great Belfast lawyer, Charlie Hill. This was a historic constitutional case, known as “Regina versus Hume and Others.” My argument in court was that I was arrested under the Northern Ireland Special Powers Act by the British army, but that the British army could only legally operate under acts of their own parliament, and not of the Northern Ireland parliament, which was subsidiary. When I won the case, it made the British army’s presence in Northern Ireland illegal. The British government then had to sit up all night retrospectively passing a bill to legalise the presence of their own army in Northern Ireland!
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