Mary Holland obituary for GCN (She died 7 June 2004)

In 1976, when it was certainly not fashionable to do so, Mary wrote articles, particularly one in the New Statesman, which drew London’s attention to the series of raids by the police on over twenty of the leading personnel of the fledgling gay organisations in Belfast. These had followed a complaint from a mother who had opened her son’s love letters. The RUC, subject to withering criticism of its paramilitary role, had decided instead to behave like a normal English constabulary and round up the local queers. But times had changed in that department too. 

She and a number of other courageous journalists (also female) forced a climb down by the Attorney-General in London who ordered the DPP in Belfast to abandon all charges. These raids formed the critical element to Jeff Dudgeon’s Strasbourg case which in 1982 ultimately changed the law here, decriminalising homosexuality in at least one part of Ireland. [This particular case was one relied on by David Trimble, when a law lecturer, to illustrate the developing forms of legal change – so he told me last Friday.]

Much later, when President Mary Robinson at her official residence in Phoenix Park hosted a reception for the gay and lesbian community north and south – literally from Larne to Limerick, Mary was spotted in a stately corridor with a pen in one hand and a beam on her face. 

Symbolic demarginalisation comes cheap but it is as effective as a dozen state commissions. Good journalists may not get it right always but they do change the world. 

Jeff Dudgeon

Kate Hoey writes: Mary Holland was one of my closest friends for more than 30 years. We met when she was living in Islington during the early days of the troubles, and I was one of a disparate group of people campaigning against internment in Northern Ireland. After moving to Dublin, she continued to come to London for a day or two every other week; she had a room in my house, first in Hackney, then in Dulwich, and, until recently, when she became too ill to travel, at Tower Bridge.

At every general election, she followed my campaign, using her observations to write perceptively about the views of those on the doorstep. She stayed up all night with me when, after three re-counts, I failed to win Dulwich in 1987, and shared the excitement of my Vauxhall by-election victory in 1989.

A critical Labour supporter, she became more and more disillusioned with New Labour and, when Tony Blair sacked me as sports minister in 2001, she telephoned and insisted I go off to the south of France for a few days with her to recover.

Although she was seen as coming from the nationalist stable, she had a deep understanding of the fears of the sometimes beleaguered Unionist communities. She made the film Shankill because she felt that the voice of the working-class Protestant was not being heard.

She was a truly kind person with not an ounce of vanity.

