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Good afternoon and thank you for inviting me to speak at this Masterclass.

[The photographs in the backdrop are not necessarily tied to my talk but provide a somewhat random flavour of my life, campaigns and interests. There is a large gap in the middle which involves my Strasbourg case, and that is because the photos associated with it are in the NIGRA files donated to PRONI. 

By the way, PRONI’s catalogue has gone live on the internet this week, with over one million entries should you be doing any historical or family research.]
I recognise, that to you, history starts from a time before you were 15, say around 1995. In my case, that means 1960. It is hard for older people to grasp this, but I do.
Here we will be talking history even if it has modern outcomes. But it is my today and my yesterdays. 

And relevant to you since they often say “Journalism is the first draft of history.”

To set the scene and tell the tale, you need a little biographical information – the best journalistic piece has to have strong human interest – preferably a story.

I was born in Belfast to a prosperous family where we lived frugally - without carpets or central heating, as one did in those days. Quite early I became something of a socialist, and later a student radical. I learnt early the art of political campaigning, and for good or ill never lost it. I was also gay from my mid-teens, although did not meet others in the city until I was 20.
To digress relevantly, journalists who have come through youthful politics certainly make better-grounded candidates and seem to get significant media jobs. They have an understanding of the system and have already made contacts, unlike their peers. Only AmDram provides a better entrée to the BBC. Or being gay?
Returning to the subject in hand, it may surprise you to learn, that, before you were born, it was a crime in Northern Ireland to be gay that is to do anything sexual with another male. A gay man was subject, as I was, to anything up to life imprisonment for committing a certain act. Indeed, in the century before I was born, you could be hanged for it.
I took a case to the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg – that is the 45-member Council of Europe Court, not – a common mistake – the EU’s Court of Justice at the Hague. The Strasbourg judgement was given in 1981 after six years – of which more later – and won, and homosexuality had to be decriminalised in Northern Ireland. 
This happened a year later in 1982. I was in the public gallery in the House of Commons to hear Matthew Parris the journalist, then a Tory MP, come out – he complains regularly that nobody noticed – and to hear Enoch Powell, then a Unionist MP, find a pathetic technical excuse to oppose the legislation, despite a homosexual love affair when young emerging posthumously.
Indeed gays are now protected in anti-discrimination legislation, to the point where you can get sacked for refusing to perform civil partnerships or possibly imprisoned if you quote biblical anti-sodomy texts. This may happen to the First Minister’s wife if she is charged under the Public Order Order. 
This is a free speech issue which will I predict become more noticeable in the next years. A debate should be occurring in the gay community on it but is stifled to a degree by youthful triumphalism. Evangelical Christians are fair game as we once were. Ironically we are now governed by them inn the form of the DUP!
All this is a long story that would require a series of lectures to explain. Suffice to say, journalists helped to bring about these changes, and rarely hindered them, although the unreconstructed tabloids did trade in prejudice and – unsurprisingly some still do. This is especially true when gays are charged with outdoor or public sex crime and come to court. 
I instance the sad case of the Rev David Templeton who was murdered by the UVF because of local gossip following a Sunday newspaper story about him importing a gay (adult) video. 
I would like you as future journalists to bear in mind that if you destroy anyone’s reputation, for good or bad reason, suicide is a strong likelihood.
It is true to say that female journalists were the best friends of the early gay movement in Belfast. I instance Mary Holland of the Observer, Fionnuala O’Connor of the Irish Times, Sandra Chapman of the Belfast Telegraph and Anne McHardy of the Guardian. While the BBC’s 1976 Spotlight programme was a memorable first, both for those of us who appeared on it and for the public who had never seen a homosexual before. 
Gay and lesbian journalists did not distinguish themselves noticeably. Unsurprisingly, the local press was less progressive – the Belfast Telegraph, although it took ads for Cara-Friend, the gay befriending and information service, from 1974, used inverted commas around the word ‘gay’ for many years. The Irish News simply refused the ads.
So what was happening in Belfast in the 1970s? 
When the war here was at its height – in July 1972, the worst year for casualties over 100 people were killed – a group of angry gays, mostly at Queens, saw a need for radical change and started several organisations – Cara-Friend a befriending group and NIGRA which was working on law reform. (The law had been reformed in 1967 in England). 
And we began the first gay social events – discos, clubs and one pub, at Queens and in the north side of the city centre. At night, in the gated area, gays and lesbians and cross-dressers would be the only humans visible, aside from civilian searchers and army duck patrols.

We thought we would be let alone. But we had not bargained on the RUC being bullied into behaving like an English constabulary, and deciding in 1976, after a mother’s complaint and sensing conspiracy, to round up the local queers, or certainly all 25 committee members of the two groups, and anyone whose address they then came across.
I was arrested at home and all my papers and letters taken and annotated. A fortnight later, overnighting with my Canadian boyfriend, the Gay Squad came back, taking him away. 
Some of us were defiant, others were frightened. Scars were left on a number.

This gave the Strasbourg case, which we had already decided on with the assistance of Kevin Boyle, a law lecturer at Queens, a boost. We had exhausted our domestic remedies early, as the UK has no constitutional court (no HRA at that time) and both Stormont and Westminster had declined to reform the law here. 

Meanwhile after a year and much protest, the Attorney General in London told the DPP in Belfast to drop those prosecutions he had intended, including my own, all which related to adult consenting action, unprosecutable in England. The government started a meandering process of law reform which was shelved in 1978, and ditched by Margaret Thatcher’s new Secretary of State a year later.
Meantime there had been in 1977, the Save Ulster from Sodomy campaign led by our last, First Minister, ably assisted by our current First Minister. It gathered 70,000 signatures on a petition against law reform. 
This gives the impression of a thoroughly illiberal society here but I have always felt it masked a moderate and more easygoing majority. Although my house came under sustained attack after the final change, I was never badmouthed on the street, despite appearing on TV arguing with both Paisley and Peter Robinson at the moment of law reform. 
Indeed at the BBC in October 1982, as I came in to the make-up room, Peter flounced out. Then the girl confided in me that she had done his make-up particularly badly.
But every Ulster MP including the disproportionate number of gays voted against or abstained on the ultimate change.
At Strasbourg, in a prolonged and often petty defence, the UK made much of the pronounced religiosity of Northern Ireland, even seeking out a private statement of opposition to reform from the Cardinal. We argued that life imprisonment for something legal in Liverpool was absurd, disproportionate and way beyond any margin of appreciation that states were permitted in these matters.
Mine was only the 60th case to be found in violation of the Convention by the Commission (the now defunct under-body of the Court) and only the 28th to be referred to the Court in the first 30 years of the European Convention’s life. 
The court hearing was in April 1981 before a full panel of 19 judges and judgement was given in October 1981. 
The Convention of course was written in the wake of the Second World War and the liquidation of most European Jews, and the less-noted fact that gay men and lesbians were imprisoned without trial in German concentration (not extermination) camps, such as Mauthausen, many thousands being literally and swiftly worked to death.
Ironically one of the main drafters of the European Convention, Sir David Maxwell Fyfe, as Lord Kilmuir (a former Conservative Lord Chancellor), was one of the most bigoted opponents of law reform in 1967. 

I imagine he was turning in his grave in 1981.
The case was taken on Article 8 (in conjunction with Article 14) which provides that: "Everyone has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home and his correspondence.

There shall be no interference by a public authority with the exercise of this right except such as is in accordance with the law and is necessary in a democratic society …for the protection of health or morals..."
Article 14 says, "The enjoyment of the rights and freedoms set forth in this Convention shall be secured without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin…property, birth or other status."

The judgement carries several minority opinions on either side of the mid-Europe consensus – secular and progressive but not radical – which are interesting and indicative of future judgments, although in one case somewhat inaccurate and dangerous. The Irish dissenting opinion reads well as a defence of existing or traditional values. The overall effect is clear and easy to grasp. 
The majority view has stayed the course and become an international standard; one followed in due course by judgments against Ireland in the Norris case and Cyprus. It was even quoted in the American Supreme Court in the recent Texas sodomy case.
ECHR Judgment
“The restriction imposed on Mr. Dudgeon under Northern Ireland law, by reason of its breadth and absolute character, is, quite apart from the severity of the possible penalties provided for, disproportionate to the aims sought to be achieved. For these reasons, the court
Holds by 15 votes to 4 that there is a breach of Article 8;

Holds by 14 votes to 5 that it is not necessary also to examine the case under Article 14 taken in conjunction with Article 8; Once it has been held that the restriction on the applicant’s right to respect for his private sexual life give rise to a breach of Article 8 by reason of its breadth and absolute character, there is no useful legal purpose to be served in determining whether he has in addition suffered discrimination as compared with other persons who are subject to lesser limitations on the same right.”
This was the first successful gay case - previous German applications in the 1950s failed, being rejected due to the Court’s reliance on Nazi and Imperial sociological evidence. I hoped to undo that evidence and those precedents. But my attempt to go for equality through a finding of discrimination under Article 14 failed. A later Strasbourg protocol 12, beefing up that discrimination aspect by making it stand alone, has not been ratified by the UK. 
Even without it however, some will shortly be testing our abortion laws, north and south, using a discrimination argument on access and facilities.
Costs of £3,315 were ultimately paid for my legal fees but I was denied the other £1,290 of them because of a mistaken view by the Court on ‘contingency’. No damages were awarded, the verdict being seen as sufficient reward.
At a lecture last year on the ECHR, I heard the Lord Chief Justice, Sir Brian Kerr, describe his time defending cases at the Strasbourg Court for the NIO, in particular recalling that of ‘Jeffrey Dudgeon’. He said he had been endlessly criticised, particularly at dinner parties, for taking that brief, adding that what he said then was "bilge" and that there had been "nothing sensible" in his pleadings. 
He also related that he had fixed his gaze when speaking, on the Irish judge (Brian Walsh), as he thought, only to discover later they were out of alphabetical order and it was the Greek judge, one of the four or five who was willing to hear the Article 14 points!

I was pleased to see the Human Rights Act passed in 1998 writing the Convention into UK domestic law. I had long argued that Westminster had lost the power and ability to take difficult or unpopular decisions in matters of human rights and we needed some domestic arrangement to test such cases internally, first.

In gay, indeed in LGBT terms, we may now have reached the limits of law reform, needing instead to consolidate. 
It is perhaps a measure of time passing, that the word ‘gay’, one we used to defend and take pride in, is now becoming a term of abuse meaning something second rate or naff, while ‘queer’ a word I dislike is being recolonised. 
Nothing stays the same for long, least of all language.
Finally, Ireland remains intriguing in that the best known 19th and 20th century gays were both from here - Oscar Wilde and Roger Casement, of whom I have written. Hence the photographs. They had much in common, and in a number of ways I share Casement’s background and outlook if not his Irish politics which is why he fascinated me and I wrote a book on him and his diaries.
Also unbeknownst to most in Belfast, the most prominent MP arguing for gay law reform in the 1950s was a Unionist MP, Montgomery Hyde whose birth centenary was 2007. (See my Belfast Telegraph article that August) He paid for his courage in 1959 by being deselected, narrowly, for his North Belfast seat  but went on to become the author of many books including The Other Love, the best book on homosexuality in Britain and Ireland. One of those working against him in the constituency, as he told me, was Rev Ian Paisley.

In conclusion, being governed by retired military men and an evangelical Protestant cult is not my idea of heaven. But luckily, due to the existence of a plethora of legislation and international agreements, not least the ECHR, Northern Ireland can’t go backwards. Strasbourg still makes dramatic new law - despite the HRA - such as that, most recently, on police retention of DNA samples from the unconvicted, Of course the Stormont system is also one which prevents us going forward either.

Gay is news. Indeed matters gay are never out of the news so I hope you have listened and learned something, or at least been entertained.
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