Ulster Alien reviews

Amazon UK

N Ireland never seemed grimmer, but this is a bright tale, 27 Dec 2003

Reviewer:
Mr. D. J. Kelly "dozey" - See all my reviews

(REAL NAME)   

Vastly superior to run of the mill 'coming out' novels, this really captures the difficulties of norn iron for gay people in the recent past and it makes you realise that it was (IS!) a strange wee place with very strange people. This books strolls nicely with a nice sense of narrator and situation. A very honest read, if only the bigots of Save Ulster from Sodomy would read it.

6 of 6 people found the following review helpful:

A captivating 'coming out' tale, 20 Mar 2001

Reviewer: A reader

Being a gay man who grew up in Northern Ireland in the 1970s and early 1980s, I was intrigued to learn about this novel, which claimed to tell the story of one man's 'coming out' experience in a Northern Irish context. I normally avoid 'coming out' novels, largely because they tend to be so predictable, but this one promised to be more interesting, given its familiar context. Although it delivered on this promise, this was more to do with the wonderful, engaging way in which it was written and the skilful creation of a character that I was made to care about rather than mere contexual familiarity. Sure there are some aspects that could be improved (such as the sometimes variable pace and the time taken to build up momentum) but Stephen Birkett manages to create a very real, three-dimensional, central character in Matthew. 

As he charts Matthew's sometimes painful 'coming out' process, I found myself alternately cheering Matthew on as he determinedly claimed his right to be who he was and cringing as he hamfistedly struggled to find his place in a world that wasn't at all sure it wanted to accord him a place. Then, of course, there were the points of painful recognition when the narrative took me back to my own 'coming out' journey. This suggests that the story Birkett tells isn't just one man's tale but incorporates elements of every Northern Irish gay man's tale from that era. It took me ages to finish this book, due to the simple fact that I slowed down as I reached the end because I didn't want to take my leave of Matthew. As this is quite a rare thing for me, I'm inclined to suggest that Gay Men's Press ought to see if Stephen Birkett would be willing and able to continue the story and bring Matthew's tale up to date. Perhaps all he needs to do is give Matthew a transsexual landlady and he could become a Northern Irish Armistead Maupin...Portrush as the new San Francisco, anyone?

2 of 2 people found the following review helpful:

You go big birkey, 30 Aug 2000

Reviewer: A reader

Superb piece of writing. Tells accurately the struggle of young gay men coming to terms with their sexuality in an already divided society. However some parts may be seen as being over the top and completely stereotypical. Well done to Steven Birkett...

2 of 2 people found the following review helpful:

An memorable read, 15 Mar 2000

Reviewer: A reader

This book is surprising in that I was expecting a trashy gay novel. That’s not what I got at all. It was instead a moving account of one boys struggles growing up. They were very real experiences and portrayed excellently in this book. The one flaw I would see is that it tries too hard to Hollywoodise the book! Read it and see if you agree...

1 of 1 people found the following review helpful:

Absolutely brilliant., 28 Jan 2000

Reviewer:
smcel44046@aol.com (Ireland) - See all my reviews

Brilliant story. Sad and funny, it captivated what it is like growing up gay in N. Ireland. I would highly recommend buying this book.

USA AMAZON

A distinctive blend of romantic and political intrigue., March 17, 2001

Reviewer:
MARC E VARGO (New Orleans, Louisiana USA)

Of all the books I've read in recent years that address the coming-out process, the finest is Ulster Alien. Beyond the issue of sexual self-discovery, which the novel explores admirably, the book also offers a glimpse into Ireland's turbulent, convoluted political situation. In a very real sense, then, it provides an unadorned lesson in modern Irish history, and for this reason was especially valuable to a non-Irish reader like myself having only limited knowledge of that nation's political state of affairs. The novel's characters are also true to life, as well as likeable, and the pace, brisk. In all, Ulster Alien is a warm, absorbing, and edifying book, and I would recommend it to anyone interested in the coming-out process or in Northern Ireland politics during the latter half of the twentieth century.

25 of 25 people found the following review helpful:

The past is a nearby country, August 8, 2000

Reviewer:
Kieren J. Valente (Evora, Portugal) - See all my reviews

I'm not ashamed to say that as a bisexual young man still half-closeted, I always tend to feel guilty after reading coming out stories. Well, here's the exception, and the reason is that it is above all a love story set against the background of a society in turmoil. So much of Matt and Danny's experiences seem familiar, that at times I found myself thinking this could be anywhere. But then somebody's house is torch, some bomb kills innocent people, some marching season sets in with all the medieval pageantry I'm only used to in historical novels. You can't help caring for the characters, and how life's tides keep pulling them apart. It's the sort of gripping storyline that begs for more - but even standing by itself I'd say it was masterfully accomplished.

11 of 11 people found the following review helpful:

A wonderful surprise!, May 13, 2000

Reviewer:
D. Wooten (Virginia) - See all my reviews

(REAL NAME)   

As a coming out story, this is one of the best I've read. What it captures so well is that period when you know you like guys but 'gay' and 'homosexual' hasn't attached itself to your view of yourself. The gradual evolution of Matt's self-awareness is beautifully presented as he interacts with his world. The author draws you into Matt's struggles; you identify and feel with him...and it's psychologically authentic, especially in the closing chapter. Highly recommended!

