GAY RIGHTS: ULSTER WRITERS
I am delighted to be invited today to observe the presentation to Strabane Library by the council chairman on behalf of  the gays and lesbians of Strabane of this significant collection of books, relevant to the gay community, and to speak a little on both the importance of such literature and of gay history in Northern Ireland.
It is through reading (and increasingly the more modern media like the internet) that most gay people will discover their history. 

Almost by definition, one’s gay identity cannot be found in the family or wider community. It has to be searched out, a fact many of us can attest to. 

Books and literature were, and hopefully still are, the provider for much of that identity. That and our own GLB community, ably assisted by those who offer venues and other sanctuaries. 
Literature should provide the deepest foundation for emerging GLB individuals, where personal experience is by its nature fraught, novel and often dangerously governed by emotion.

I might now list a number of key Ulster writers who are or were gay to indicate the unexpected and largely unremarked spread of talent here, in previous and modern times:
Brian Lacey, Tower Museum curator and archaeologist and author of Terrible Queer Creatures A history of homosexuality in Ireland, 
Nell McCafferty whose autobiography Nell was published in 2004 and first told of her first sexual experiences with another woman in Israel, 
Stephen Birkett of this town, author of Ulster Alien, in which I, by name, and numerous others by other names feature. It tells the story of a gay teacher in an Ulster town west of the Bann…I gather a number of further volumes have been written and await publication. Ulster Alien sold its full print run of 3,000 copies which is quite remarkable.
myself, Jeffrey Dudgeon, campaigner, biographer and writer of Roger Casement – The Black Diaries 
and Jarlath Gregory, the young novelist from Crossmaglen. Snapshots was his debut novel, when a final year student at Trinity College. Events of that novel occur in and around his hometown of Crossmaglen. Later he published GAAY said to be a funny, bittersweet story of thwarted lust. Driven by viciously witty dialogue it is a tragicomic drama set against “the backdrop of modern Dublin in all its grime and glitter”.

And fifty or more years ago, Montgomery Hyde, a onetime Unionist MP for North Belfast with over 50 books to his name. Several were on Oscar Wilde, others on Lord Castlereagh and the Londonderry family, one on Roger Casement’s trial, and of course The Other Love - A Historical and Contemporary Survey of Homosexuality in Britain which remains the most detailed book on the subject. It also majored on Ireland and its particular scandals.  
Yet Hyde was not gay, despite sacrificing his political career in 1959 to the cause of homosexual emancipation. Strange as it may seem, he was the most prominent parliamentarian in the 1950s calling for decriminalisation. And he nearly survived his North Belfast selectorate’s review of his Unionist candidature. Unfortunately he failed to attend his ratification meeting unwisely apologising from the West Indies where he was on urgent parliamentary business. 
His second wife wrote back, “SO THAT’S THAT. I’m sorry darling perhaps it’s for the best. No more politics. No more Belfast politics. Oh bliss.” Unsurprisingly they divorced.
I can add Forrest Reid the novelist of youth from Belfast, a great friend of E.M. Forster, 
Roger Casement a political writer and revolutionary from Ballycastle or was it really Ballymena, or more accurately London where as a discontented teenager he dreamed of Ireland
and - by his residence at Portora School in Enniskillen for a number of years - Oscar Wilde. 
It is remarkable and noteworthy that the best known and most prominent homosexuals of the 19th and early 20th century were Irish. I refer to Wilde and Casement. 

Not a bad representation for a province that has some 3% of the UK’s population and a third of Ireland’s. Not all these writers were GLBs. But all were or are engrossed and fascinated with the subject.
I must also not forget more distant yet significant gay-related figures like King William of Orange, and Lord Castlereagh – Robert Stewart from Newtownards – who effected the Act of Union in 1801 and his bizarre suicide. Also his contemporary, Percy Jocelyn, Lord Roden’s son, the disgraced bishop of Clogher whose fate may have pushed Castlereagh over the edge.

Of course, the Prince of Orange may not have been gay at all. Indeed the accusation may be homophobic. Political enemies, then as now, exult in ascribing homosexuality to opponents. It is worth quoting the King’s exchange with William Bentinck (Earl of Portland), a previous favourite who said in 1697 that “the kindness which your Majesty has for a young man [William van Keppel, then 27 and just created Earl of Albemarle], and the way in which you seem to authorise his liberties...make the world say things I am ashamed to hear”. This, Bentinck said, was “tarnishing a reputation which has never before been subject to such accusations”. The King sensibly replied, “It seems to me very extraordinary that it should be impossible to have esteem and regard for a young man without it being criminal”.

But why have there been so many prominent (unfortunately often disgraced) Irish gays and lesbians? Brian Lacey examples the less-than-lovely MP for East Belfast, Edward de Cobain, jailed by virtue of the 1885 Labouchère amendment, even before Wilde. At the same time a goodly number of the 1916 rebels were same-sex lovers notably women like Madeleine ffrench-Mullan and Kathleen Lynn whose biographer Marie Mulholland hails from Belfast.

It is surely true that Roger Casement, had he not been gay would not have been an Irish revolutionary. He would have married and had children and not had the time or inclination to break out of the British Empire. If so, the Irish Free State would have turned out differently, probably less revolutionary but less Catholic while the Rising would have differed in certain key aspects. So gays have made Irish history, speeding it up or slowing it down, while writers have shaped it more discreetly.
Oscar Wilde gathers controversy to this day. In January 2009, a proposal to install a plaque marking his stay in Worthing where he wrote The Importance of Being Earnest was vehemently opposed by several locals, one a historian. This was on the grounds that Oscar had abused a 14-year-old newspaper vendor, Alfonso Conway, during his visit. 
The spectre of abuse raises its head but this is not the place to dwell on the darker side of human behaviour.
In conclusion, I would say this. By coming out gays and lesbians perform the most valuable task of informing and educating the wider community. 

There is a downside which means coming out has to be done carefully, when advising parents who will suffer a form of bereavement, particularly if it is a sudden or unexpected disclosure.

For each gay person there are difficulties in being oneself that expose us and make us vulnerable, but coming out has to be done each generation, if that is the right term.

However without the back-up of the written word - historical, fictional, personal, much of the task would have to be endlessly re-invented which is why these books are so important.

Finally I must thank Strabane Council for its kind gift enabling the purchase of this presentation.

END
6 June 2009

Jeff Dudgeon
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