Speech by Jeffrey Dudgeon at the launch of Terrible Queer Creature: Homosexuality in Irish History by Brian Lacey, at the Mansion House, Dublin

I am privileged to be invited here today to assist in the launch of Terrible Queer Creatures. One of those creatures (or critters), is of course the author who has had, and is still having, a memorable career in the field of archaeology. 

He was a key creator of the Tower Museum in Londonderry. That city and Northern Ireland owe him a lot.

Archaeologists (in my experience) are somewhat like church music enthusiasts and genealogists, disproportionately gay. I wonder why and if there is a book in that? Surely it can’t be genetic. But there is a love of the past in the community.

I have known Brian for a number of decades, visiting his large house in London Street and recently his somewhat smaller Ebenezer Street billet, in this city. He has always been generous, evenhanded and good-natured, not unlike the book itself.

I am much more of a hero in Dublin than in Belfast so it always a special pleasure to come down here and be acclaimed.

Terrible Queer Creatures, which I have read and indeed fact-checked a little in a late draft, answers a need which has been apparent for a long time. It may not be as critical now, but it is still useful to set the record straight and to show that gay men and lesbians in this country do have a history behind them. 

Homosexual people have certainly made a great contribution to so many aspects of life here. And from the earlier Gaelic times, it would appear too, in a section of the book where Brian’s expertise and knowledge shines.  

The test for a good book has to be is it readable. So how does Terrible Queer Creatures rate in answer to the test?

It is, I have to say a great read and an easy read. What Brian relates is a fascinating narrative with interesting stories and a large cast of classic Irish characters. It is also an essential reference book.

The book is serious on one level, but also amusing and entertaining. It will intrigue the popular audience but also can serve as a basis for further investigation, and more formal, academic study.

It has one great precursor and that is The Other Love by Harford Montgomery Hyde, Unionist MP for North Belfast in the 1950s, and someone whose parliamentary career was destroyed because he led the campaign for homosexual law reform at Westminster. No gay Unionist MPs who succeeded him, and there have been a fair few, risked even a vote in that direction. Indeed they often voted to send themselves to jail.

A great debt is owed to Hyde, about whom I wrote last year to celebrate the centenary of his birth. He is perhaps someone who deserves more of a dramatic or novelistic treatment than a biography. 

The Other Love remains a valuable and readable book even if its style would now be thought over-formal. Other similar, recent books have disappointed, being too particular or obscure. 

Apart from my other favourite gay historian, Jeffrey Weeks, there really is little else modern to read. So Brian fills a void where Ireland is concerned, and a gap where Ireland and Britain have so often coincided in matters gay. 

The author is lucky to be dealing with a subject that never seems to be out of the news — whether it is the re-opening of the controversy over the Prince of Orange by Peter Tatchell in Belfast last month, or the likely exhumation on his imminent beatification of Cardinal Newman from the grave he shares with his beloved Ambrose. 

I must also here mention the death, a few weeks ago, at the ripe old age of 91, of Leo Abse, who heroically put law reform through the Commons in 1967. A non-gay peacock, and inevitably difficult, but someone who achieved the hardest task and should always be saluted.

The good news on both sides of the border is the increased legal protection gays now receive; the equalising in the criminal law in Northern Ireland in 2003; the advent of civil partnerships - soon to travel south; and, in a strange way, the tortured cries of the First Minister’s wife. 

In 1982, I debated on TV with Peter Robinson MP when he wanted to maintain the real threat of imprisonment for all gay men in Northern Ireland. Now he is reduced to having his MP wife blethering about wanting to send us to her favourite psychiatrist. 

The First Minister, it must be stated, has no power to reverse any of these reforms, only to prevent any further improvements. So the prospect of future law reforms is slim but most are now in place.

Talking of good news, this very evening, on BBC Television NI, the Ulster Titans will be seen (in A Queer Try) at the climax of their scoring, in the final of the Bingham Cup, held earlier this year in Dublin. The programmes have been a heart-warming trilogy. 

Their message is not that gays are manly enough for rugby, but that we are comprised of all sorts and types.

We have no need to be coy or embarrassed about those who have gone before us. Although, like ourselves, they weren’t all saints (although some of them were in the technical sense — and at least one might be in the future). We are no petty people.  

But why have there been so many prominent, unfortunately often disgraced, Irish gays and lesbians; and so many of them Unionists too? I instance here the less-than-lovely MP for East Belfast, Edward de Cobain, jailed before Wilde by virtue of the 1885 Labouchère or Gross Indecency amendment. So is it part of our insular condition? The answer has still to be provided, but much evidence is now laid out.

Does it matter if someone is gay? Cliff Richard seems to think it doesn’t, when a week or two ago, he came out — or did he? 

I think it does because each of us who is gay or lesbian has a back story, both of coming to terms with something frightening, and the many subsequent adventures we experience. The stories of the ordinary gay are worth telling. That is our job. The story of the great, the good and the bad, are what Brian has provided here.

And as regards Roger Casement, it is surely true that if he had not been gay he would not have been an Irish revolutionary. He would have married and had children and not had the time or inclination to break the British Empire. So the Irish Free State (which was probably going to happen somehow) would have turned out differently, probably less revolutionary, and the Easter Rising would also have differed in certain key aspects – timing, personnel etc. So we have made history, speeding it up or slowing it down.

Terrible Queer Creatures is comprehensive, covering the island’s historical chronology, its geographical parts, communities, and its languages. 

It also points to those international contexts in which Irish homosexuality was influential, particularly in Britain.

I example here the stories Brian tells of Lord Castlereagh – Robert Stewart from Newtownards who put through the Act of Union in 1801 and his peculiar suicide; the bent Bishop of Clogher, Jocelyn Roden; Oscar Wilde and of course Roger Casement, one of this state’s nation founding fathers. 

Just as the women’s movement sparked an interest in the hidden history of women, so it is the case that the hidden history of homosexuality has its role to play in the onward struggle for freedom from ignorance and prejudice.

In conclusion, I must emphasis the importance of ‘keeping the record’ in relation to our own papers. 

NIGRA’s are now in PRONI while the Queer Archive and David Norris’s are in the NLI. At the Queer archive handover Colm Tóibín made a memorable speech published in the July 2008 issue of Gay Community News.

It may be that researchers, long in the future, will get a somewhat distorted view of contemporary Ireland, given that gays have been so efficient and prolific in the record keeping department.

So be it. Our time has come and Brian has provided an invaluable template for us to work off and enjoy.

Thursday 25 September 2008
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