REV IAN PAISLEY IN ULSTER GAY GOSPEL SINGER SHOCK 
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Northern Ireland’s council and Westminster elections turned hot and heavy in May when not one, but two, candidates of the main Unionist parties inadvertently outed themselves. 

Councillor David Archer of the Ulster Unionist Party was the first to find himself, not in the limelight, but in the night vision of security cameras at the Lisburn city council HQ. After the existence of a tape of him with another man in the members room was revealed by the council’s security firm, he announced he was pulling out of the election and going to England to concentrate on business.

Paul Berry 28, a gospel singer and rising star in the Democratic Unionist Party was already a member of the devolved Assembly and a councillor. He was standing in the Newry and Armagh constituency (and for re-election to his council) when days before the poll the Sunday World ran a shock story under the headline Paisley’s Prat – DUP MLA denies sex act in Belfast hotel room with ‘sports’ masseur. ‘Gary’ a gay man, and supposed masseur, had contrived the assignation and its taping in order to expose someone whose party oppressed gay people.

The DUP is of course led by the Rev Ian Paisley who organised the Save Ulster from Sodomy campaign in the 1970s when gay law reform was first proposed. Ulster was duly saved when the government backed down, but only for five years as its hand was forced by the European Court of Human Rights at Strasbourg and sodomy was finally legalised.

Accepting that they had met – the newspaper had 25 minutes of the proceedings taped, and published photos of him leaving the luxury hotel – Berry denied any sexual activity took place although he had texted ‘Gary’ over one hundred times with several explicit messages about hard-ons and baby oil, and queries such as ‘wat is ur body like?’ He suggested instead he was the ‘victim of a rig-up and a gay sex slur’ and went to ground until he appeared at the count. The DUP stonewalled to get past the imminent election, answering the same question from reporters a dozen times by saying the matter was in the hands of legal advisers. Since then a single solicitor’s letter has apparently been received by the newspaper but not from the DUP’s usual legal firm. 

‘Gary’ explained to the writer of this article that he first came across Paul Berry by chance in the O2 chat room which both gays and straights use. He did not use his real name as his family would “go mad’, particularly at the political aspect. On the line, Gary was ‘Gay Lad’ to Paul’s ‘Co Armagh Fellow’ when a face shot of the young politician hove into view. The image, apparently taken in a kitchen, was instantly recognised. Although the texter claimed it was not of him but of a friend, he even said he was willing for Gay Lad to go to his house for a massage. Gary thought it weird from start to finish especially as Berry was risking all. He did try to reduce that risk by checking out if Gary was ‘a Prod’, but why he thought an amateur masseur would hire a room in a top Belfast hotel indicates he was not power braining. 

Gary, who has no massage experience, related the hotel events: “Paul was not at all nervous during the encounter. I was more nervous of him hearing the tape machine which was in a drawer beside the bed. I massaged his back and then started on his hairy leg which he said was sore after falling over a fence. By this time he was hard as anything and I began to pull at the top of his cock. His grey boxers came off. He was looking for me to take my shorts off but I declined. He started to kiss me and then pushed my head down. I sucked him off. He came without warning. You can hear me on the tape running to the bathroom to wash my mouth out. I felt guilty because of my boyfriend though he knew I was doing this. I refused any offer of money made by the Sunday World, even my taxi fare. I did it to expose his hypocrisy. I’d like him to admit the truth.”

Berry is not the brightest of young men. He was promoted by the DUP as much for his looks and singing ability as his political brain. First elected at the age of 21, he comes from a small town in Protestant South Armagh, is prominent in the Orange Order, and was noticeably vocal at Drumcree. His album The Best of Ulster features not only standard Orange songs such as The Sash My Father Wore but Scott Joplin’s The Entertainer. Regarded as pleasant, if not humble, he married last year. Although a member of Paisley’s Free Presbyterian Church he is not known to have made anti-gay statements. 

His greatest sin probably relates to the deception of his wife. Another, and one pinpointed by Gary, is that his party has incited hatred against gays, leading inexorably to violence, while Berry arrogantly felt he could do gay sex though lesser members of the party could not, and are thus obliged to live in a state of religious confusion and self-hatred. It would be hard to find a more stunning piece of hypocrisy than this, especially from a party that now dominates Unionism. 

The DUP’s views have not changed in the interim. This was exemplified in January when The Daily Mirror ran a story under the headline Trimble’s Aide Marries Gay Lover. It quoted Ian Paisley junior condemning the Canadian marriage of Dr Steven King to his French boyfriend by stating “the vast majority of people would view homosexual relationships as obnoxious and deeply offensive.” Paisley added that it showed the character of the people advising the former First Minister, saying, “It is a really astounding fact that David Trimble should have had a man such as him who was brazen about being gay giving him advice.” 
Steven King, also a columnist with the Belfast Telegraph, until a month after the revelation, was increasingly open about his gayness and marched in last year’s pride parade in Belfast.

Unionist MPs have notoriously been opposed to gay rights although a small number have expressed support for some recent legal relaxations. An exception was Montgomery Hyde, MP for North Belfast who paid for his outspoken views and his efforts to decriminalise homosexuality after the 1957 Wolfenden report with deselection. He even initiated a debate calling for the government to implement the report. Of course it did nothing for a further decade while Montgomery Hyde lost his seat. His later career was as a writer of books on Oscar Wilde and Roger Casement, and The Other Love; an Historical and Contemporary Account of Homosexuality in Britain, an unequalled history of gay trials and scandals.

Gay Ulster approached polling day with bated breath. And then something rather curious happened. Both candidates were re-elected despite David Archer having abandoned the campaign, while Paul Berry suffered only a 1% decline in his Westminster vote. He regained his council seat with a similar small drop. Ulster seemed able to cope with outed and disgraced gay candidates, or perhaps it suffers collective amnesia. Or nobody reads the papers.

Email traffic criss-crossed the province as gay activists debated the merits of each case in the local internet group. Some believed that this was an opportunity for the DUP to break from its religious certainties, indeed it might be the ideal moment now that the party was predominant in Unionism and had voters and members from a wider range of people than ever before. 

Others thought that Paul Berry was beyond the pale because of his behaviour at Drumcree and for the further crime of saying on tape that this was his first massage since a holiday in Barbados (actually his honeymoon) when he had been massaged “by a wee darkie girl”. His apparent racism meant he would be getting no forgiveness.

A few were opposed to outing even members of a party that anathematised gays. The memory of the death from a heart attack of the apparently anti-gay North Down MP, James Kilfedder on the Gatwick express in 1995 when he read of Peter Tatchell’s threat to out MPs, including one from Northern Ireland, meant there was no sympathy from some for enforced outing, even if by a gay man on a mission to undo hypocrisy. 
Co-incidentally Kilfedder and his desires were the subject of an article in The Spectator in June 2005 entitled ‘Harmless Old Buggers’ (oddly, titled on the cover ‘Harmless old Queens’).

In the event, David Archer withdrew his ‘resignation’ and is preparing to take up his council seat. At the time of writing, Paul Berry remains incommunicado and silent about his future. He has faced no wrath, just a large amount of humorous comment (see the PortadownNews.com issue for 9 May with its ‘Hard to Swallow’ story). The longer he waits, the more likely it is that he is going to try and retrieve some sort of a political career, perhaps after a chastening suspension by Big Ian and a promise of repentance. Ulster is not the genetic source for Country and Western music for nothing. Oddly nationalist Northern Ireland has seen no gay scandals since Casement in 1916. That however ran and ran.
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[For Gay Times August 2005 issue entitled by them ‘A Right Ulster Carry On’, slightly edited and updated since to add details of Paul Berry’s suspension from the DUP (he would not produce his mobile phone records) and his continued denials. 

Berry has also been reported in the Sunday Tribune (10 July 2005) that “he had never been guilty of gay bashing: ‘I am not gay but I’ve never attacked those who are. Everyone is entitled to their own personal views. I am in politics to serve the people.’”

Lisburn City Council has added to the confection by banning gays seeking civil partnerships from its ‘Cherry Room’ where the registrar conducts weddings. David Archer was not present for the vote.

The full council meets to consider the proposed ban on Tuesday 26 July 2005 at 7pm.

