Gay Rights: Ulster Writers
I am delighted to be invited today to Strabane to observe the presentation to Strabane Library by the council chairman 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 more modern media) 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. 

Books were, and hopefully, still are the provider for much of that identity. That and our own GLB community, ably assisted by those who provide venues and sanctuaries. Literature should provide the deepest foundation where personal experience is by its nature fraught and dangerously governed by emotion.
I might now list a number of key Ulster writers who are or were gay to indicate the 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, Stephen Birkett of this town, author of Ulster Alien, Jarlath Gregory the young novelist from Crossmaglen and myself, Jeffrey Dudgeon campaigner and biographer of Roger Casement. 
And fifty or more years ago, Montgomery Hyde, a former Unionist MP 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 parliamentary in the 1950s calling for decriminalisation. And he nearly survived his North Belfast selectorate’s review of his Unionist candidature.

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 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. Not all were GLBs. But all were or are engrossed and fascinated with the subject.
Wilde gathers controversy to this day. In January 2009, a proposal to instal 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.
I must also not forget more distant significant 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 and that is advising parents who will suffer a form of bereavement particularly if it is a sudden or unexpected disclosure.

For each gay 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.

Jeffrey Dudgeon, Strabane.

[Lord Castlereagh, Robert Stewart, the 2nd Marquess of Londonderry of Congress of Vienna fame was Foreign Secretary from 1812 until he committed suicide in 1822, due to a sudden severe depression. In a paranoid state, he had earlier told King George IV he was being accused of homosexual activities, as he put it, the “crime of the Bishop of Clogher.” He, Percy Jocelyn, a son of the 1st Earl of Roden, had recently been charged after being caught in a compromising position with a guardsman at a public house and deposed as Bishop in October, after fleeing to Scotland.]
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Background to Strabane & Lifford LGBT Group

Strabane and Lifford LGBT Group has been in existence since Jan 2006. The stimulus to start the group came as a result of a conversation between me and Elaine Semple from the Good Relations Department of Strabane District Council. They had the Disability Action exhibition on diversity on at the time and she invited me to bring pupils to see it. I commented that I would love to but what were the council doing for the gay community and she responded, “Nothing but we would love to!”

That evening, by a bizarre chance, I was in the local pub and I realised that everyone in the room appeared to be gay (it has never happened like that before or since) so I shut the door and told them what Elaine had said. From that beginning the group started.

I needed to find a place to meet and I didn’t know where to start so I called at the local Women’s Centre. They put me in touch with Jeff Barr who runs the Koram Centre (counselling service) who is also on the Management Committee of the Women’s Centre. Jeff was an enormous help and it was really the conversation that I had with Jeff that day that has set the whole the philosophy of the group from then on. His firm contention was that engagement with the wider community is essential and through him we have had fantastic support from community groups in Strabane; in fact Jeff Barr from the Koram Centre, Patricia Heggarty from the Women’s Centre, Mairead Griffen from CAB and Brid Foley from Lifford & Clonleigh Community Association had several meetings with me to help in setting the group up. We held the early meetings in the Women’s Centre and at Lifford & Clonleigh Community centre.

Other than meetings our main activities in that first year were to take part in a workshop on developing the Neighbourhood Renewal Action Plan (more of that later) due to Paul Gallagher of the Springhill Community Association inviting me along and a focus group on our perception of crime for the District Policing partnership.

You remember the incident with a couple of our young people in Belfast. If it hadn’t been for our group, they would never have contacted me, and you wouldn’t have been able to help them out as you did.

In 2007 WELB Youth Service workers approached me about bringing LGBT youth into the youth council.  I explained that the LGBT youth we had would not have the self confidence to go into a straight group as openly gay so they organised a very successful personal development course for some of our young people and some from Omagh.

In 2008 The Central Bar opened as the first gay bar in a provincial town in Ireland. The chair of the council opened the bar. This caused some controversy as some people argued that it was wrong for the council to be seen to favour a commercial venture. The chair argued that this overridden by the need to send out an important message of support to the LGBT community.  Interestingly, despite all the doommongers the bar has done well and there hasn’t been the trouble there that people predicted. Incidentally, the owner, James has invited everyone to go there afterwards for (a free drink, I think, and possibly a bit of music, details to be finalised).

For a while the LGBT group met there although for extraneous reasons we moved our meetings to The Farmers Home later. We had some useful meetings with outside bodies such as a researcher from Ulster University, the PSNI and the Northern Ireland Policing Board LGBT Reference Group.

In 2008 work was started on a project to raise the profile of LGBT in history. We have found Brian Lacey’s book ‘Terrible Queer Creatures, A History of Homosexuality in Ireland’ an invaluable source. Brian has seen some of the display and has approved of it. The group hopes that it will be exhibited some day

A member of our group was asked to sit on Strabane District Council’s Good Relations Committee and although LGBT issues are not specifically required to be included they were written into SDC strategy for Good Relations and a small Budget was allocated to support the LGBT community. Some of the 2009 - 2010 budget is paying for this reception.

The group decided to use the 2008 - 09 money on a good practice and personal development weekend in Belfast and this collection of books on a LGBT theme for the library.

The PD weekend was jointly funded by the Council and Rainbow. We visited Queerspace and the members saw a ‘gay centre’ for the first time and wanted one for Strabane!

We chose to buy books because we feel that good information and literature on LGBT themes is difficult to access. We felt that most people are ignorant of any LGBT culture other than porn and clubbing and wanted to set the record straight, so to speak.

The outcomes of the visit to Queerspace were twofold.

Firstly, their exhibition, ‘Underexposed’ on the everyday lives of LGBT in NI was displayed in the library for ten days last month and it’s displayed here today for one day only.

Secondly, the group started looking seriously at developing an LGBT project in the town. This is where Jeff Barr’s advice has come to fruition. If the plan is successful such a project would be dedicated to improving knowledge and understanding of the LGBT community on the ground in Strabane. The hope is that by education of the wider community, LGBT will feel more secure in their own communities and more willing to take the risk of being true to their sexuality. One aspect of the project would be to create a safe space for LGBT so that if people do feel they need information or support, they could go there.

After a talk by Jeffrey Dudgeon on the importance of gay literature being available, Council Chairman, Jarlath McNulty presented a significant collection of books relevant to the gay community to Strabane Library on Saturday 6th June. The books were selected by Strabane and Lifford Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgendered Group as books with either local relevance or wider importance to the gay community. 
When the Council’s Good Relations Department asked the Strabane Gay Group what they could do to support the local LGBT community two things immediately came to mind; a personal development course (which took place in Belfast in February) and this book collection. 
Homosexuality is neither rare nor recent and yet it is hardly ever mentioned at school or in the popular media, unless in connection to some scandal or other. It is perfectly possible for a gay person to grow up only ever hearing negative things about their own sexuality. They will probably never know that many significant historical figures were gay and could have no idea that there is a wealth of quality literature about the gay experience. The presentation of this collection of books is an attempt to make this information more readily available to people in the Strabane district. 
When Strabane & Lifford LGBT Group drew up the list they looked for books with a local relevance. Brian Lacey was the founder member of Derry’s Gay Helpline and his recent History of Homosexuality in Ireland, ‘Terrible Queer Creatures’ was a must for the collection. The Strabane gay group is currently producing a colourful display based on this fascinating book and hopes to exhibit it in the future. 

Derry Lesbian, Nell McCafferty’s biography was an obvious choice as was Stephen Birkett’s novel, ‘Ulster Alien’. ‘Pink Therapy’ and ‘Lesbian and Gay Psychology’ give a fascinating insight into the way gay people think, the latter being written by Strabane-born psychologist, Adrian Coyle. Probably the most important Northern Irish book in the collection is Jeffrey Dudgeon’s seminal work on the life of Roger Casement. 
Group secretary (and author), Stephen Birkett commented, “We were honoured to have Jeff speaking at the presentation. After working for several years as the constituency office manager of UK Unionist MP, Bob McCartney, Jeff dedicated himself to researching the ‘Black Diaries’ of Roger Casement. The diaries had long been dismissed as forgeries because they showed the Irish hero as homosexual. Jeff’s research revealed that they were authentic and his book is one of the most important works on an Irish gay person as well as detailing Casement’s family and origins in Co. Antrim and his Irish political life. 

This alone would qualify Jeff Dudgeon to speak on the importance of literature on gay topics but he is a bit of a gay hero in his own right. In the early 1970s he was a founder member of Northern Ireland’s first gay rights organisation. Homosexual activity had been decriminalized in England in 1967 but it was still illegal here. 

In 1975, along with three other prominent gay rights campaigners, Jeff was investigated by the R.U.C. with a view to for prosecution for ‘having a boyfriend’. The prosecution was abandoned when London intervened but he then took the British government to the European Court of Human Rights for invasion of his private life and won the case in 1981. As a result a year later the law on homosexuality in Northern Ireland was brought in line with the rest of the UK. This paved the way for decriminalisation in the Irish Republic through Senator David Norris’s case a decade later in 1993.” Stephen said, “Not only has Jeff written about an important historical figure, he is one himself!”
The handing over was performed by Strabane Council Chairman, Jarlath McNulty and attended by guests from the local gay community and representatives of various groups which have been supportive of the gay community. The collection of gay-relevant books will be available in the Strabane, Castlederg, Newtownstewart and mobile libraries.
Snapshots is the debut novel from Jarlath Gregory, a final year student at Dublin's Trinity College. Events of the novel transcend around the authors hometown of Crossmaglen, County Antrim. It takes several sub-plots (or snapshots if you will) and pieces them together in non linear sequence thru the narratives of three very different characters.

 The book tackles some familiar subjects, growing up, coming out, 

troubles up north but each of these topics come across as fresh and interesting thanks to a fresh style of writing that doesn’t prey to stereotypes.

The story begins with central character Oisin (altho' Jarlath doesnt like to think of this as being a traditional story as there is no once apon a time or happily ever after - it is a number of events happily threaded together to make an interesting tale). Oisin is the main focus of the book, the other narrators being his brother Sean and 'will he/won't he' love interest Jude.

One of the first things I revealed to Jarlath was the crush I have on Jude, he comes across as the hunky boy next door type.

Jarlath likes to think of Jude as an Ethan Hawke clone. He would be the ideal choice to portray Jude in a movie adaptation (preferably from his dead poets society days) Jarlath would offer the roll of Oisin to Ewan McGregor, perhaps from his Trainspotting days.

The novel has been in construction for several years, the ideas and different scenarios of snapshots took 2 years to piece together. The book was whipped up by Dublin publishers 'Lillyput press' who loved it, only minor changes were required - a rarity for a first novel. Multi-talented Jarlath also painted the front cover. A second book "dispassion" is currently in construction as part of a three book deal with lilliput and the 3rd book is already mapped out.

Dispassion will explore a similar theme to Snapshots, however neither book will resserect Oisin or Jude, the characters stories have been told and now its time to move on. Expect to hear a lot more from Jarlath Gregory in the future...
Description:

'The G.A.A is the Gaelic Athletic Association. G.A.Y. is a club night at the London Astoria. Both are full of sweaty men.'

'You've got to fight to be fabulous.'

Anto Broderick is young, cute and wants to be a pop star. But he's cursed with parents who are 'sporty ... G.A.A. sporty'. Then sport suddenly becomes more than a little interesting when he strikes up an unlikely friendship with his sister's boyfriend, Khalid Kashani, a football-loving English Muslim. But can a gay guy really be Just Good Friends with his flirty straight mate?

G.A.A.Y is a funny, bittersweet story of thwarted lust. Driven by viciously witty dialogue, Jarlath Gregory's characters enact a tragicomic drama against the backdrop of modern Dublin in all its grime and glitter.

PRAISE FOR JARLATH GREGORY'S SNAPSHOTS

'Vibrant and believeable ... an excellent writer.' - Ronan Jennings, Irish Examiner

'A novel told in story fragments as razor sharp as any metal splinters from a paramilitary bomb ... Probably the best gay Irish literary achievement. Ever.' - Denis Milholland, Gay Community News

