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The Formation of the Ulster Unionist Council 
By Gordon Lucy 

In The Times of 2 February 1995 Peter Riddell, that paper’s astute political correspondent, offered an analysis of the Unionist reaction to Matthew d’Ancona’s disclosure (in The Times of the previous day) of the contents of the framework drawn up by the London and Dublin governments and d’Ancona’s assertion that the document brought ‘the prospect of a united Ireland closer than it has been at any time since partition in 1920.’ Riddell’s article was entitled ‘Ulstermen marked by mythology of betrayal’ and therein he observed that in the Unionist community 

The mythology of betrayal is deeply ingrained. There remains a deep suspicion of the motives of any British Government. 

That ‘deep suspicion’, pace some observers and commentators, is not the consequence of Unionists being gripped by paranoia, but the product of historical experience. Indeed, the Ulster Unionist Council, the very heart of the Ulster Unionist Party’s structure, was established a century ago in response to a perceived act of betrayal by a Conservative and Unionist Government. 

Irish Reform Association
 
In August 1904 Lord Dunraven, a Southern Unionist and landlord, and William O’Brien, a Nationalist MP, journalist and former agrarian radical, had formed an organisation called the Irish Reform Association. The association enlisted the support and sympathy of Sir Antony MacDonnell, the Under Secretary at Dublin Castle and the most senior civil servant in Ireland. 
Within a month, Lord Dunraven and MacDonnell had collaborated in the production of a scheme of devolution which they believed to be a middle way between the Nationalists’ desire for Home Rule and the determination of Unionists to preserve the Legislative Union unimpaired. Not inappropriately, their scheme was ultimately to be dubbed by the Illustrated London News as ‘Unionist Home Rule’. 
MacDonnell had been a bizarre choice for a Unionist government to appoint to such an influential post since his brother was a Nationalist MP and his own politics were Liberal. Yet it was George Wyndham, the Chief Secretary for Ireland, who made the appointment and had vehemently in​sisted MacDonnell be appointed in the face of some opposition. 
MacDonnell only condescended to take up the post on condition that he was permitted a greater degree of latitude than would be normally accorded to a civil servant in the formulation of policy. Wyndham acquiesced in this unprecedented request and failed to scrutinise closely the Under Secretary’s activities. 
While Wyndham was not wholly in ignorance of MacDonnell’s close co-operation with Dunraven (Dunraven being Wyndham’s cousin), it is not absolutely clear what precisely he did know. Nevertheless, Wyndham was responsible for MacDonnell’s appointment and accountable to Parliament for what was going on in his Department.
 The Irish Reform Association’s proposals for the future governance of Ireland were published on 26 September. Briefly summarised, it was suggested that the entire control of purely Irish finance ought to be entrusted to a Financial Council, partly elective and partly nominated, with the Lord Lieutenant as President and the Chief Secretary as Vice-President. Revenue would continue to be raised by Parliament as before but expenditure would be the responsibility of the new body. Furthermore, the Reform Association proposed the creation of a legislative assembly to transact ‘Private Bill Legislation’ and any other business which it might be deemed expedient to commit to the charge of the assembly. The second body would consist of Irish representative peers and Irish members of the House of Commons. Finally, Lord Dunraven and his colleagues recommended the appointment of a Royal Commission to inquire into the whole subject.
 Scheme Denounced

 Seizing upon the final recommendation of the Reform Association’s programme in its editorial of 26 September, the Northern Whig, given its liberal Unionist credentials the paper most likely to be sympathetic, roundly denounced the proposed scheme:

 It would be quite as sensible to appoint a Royal Commission to ascertain how it has been that men who have been, and still call themselves Unionists should lend their names and influence to schemes which are entirely subversive of the Union, and are founded upon a theory of relations between Ireland and Great Britain which no Unionist can ever accept. 
The Northern Whig stated that Dunraven’s proposals could be described as a scheme of Home Rule ‘without unfairness to anybody’. The proposals were described as ‘illogical’, ‘absurd’, and ‘impossible’ and the Whig predicted that the fate of the proposals ‘assuredly’ is ‘to be laughed out of court for to conceive of the British Parliament giv​ing effect to them is beyond the wildest imagination’.
 The Reform Association programme did not commend itself to the leader writer of the Belfast News Letter. After speculating on the likely manner in which Nationalists would exploit the scheme’s proposed powers, especially with respect to education, the paper’s leader writer concluded:
 The Dunraven plan would confer enormous power on the Nationalists — a power which would be extremely dangerous to Unionist and Protestant interests; and it would at the same time fail to satisfy the Nationalists. They may accept it as an installment, but their aim, as Mr. Redmond has told his Irish-American audiences, is national independence. To propose anything short of independence with the object of conciliating the Nationalists is futile.

 In Dublin, the Executive of the Irish Unionist Alliance described Dunraven’s scheme as representing ‘the gravest danger to the Unionist cause’ and noted that

 the Irish Reform Association is self-constituted and in no sense representative, and the character of its programme is one which is altogether contrary to the principles which have always animated the great body of Irish Unionists. 
The Irish Unionist Alliance left no scope for ambiguity in its statement of what the appropriate Unionist response was: 

At this critical period, when the Home Rule agitation has been once more actively revived, the Executive Committee trusts that Unionists throughout the Kingdom will maintain their policy unimpaired, and not be induced to adopt a weak or vacillating attitude on the question of the Union, which affects more closely than any other the welfare and stability of the empire.
 
Recognising that the Reform Association’s pro​posals were raising a storm of Unionist protests, George Wyndham wasted no time in comprehensively repudiating the scheme. In a letter to The Times published on 27 September Wyndham wrote:
 
... I have to say without reserve or qualification that the Unionist Government is opposed to the multiplication of legislative bodies within the United Kingdom, whether in pursuance of the policy generally known as ‘Home Rule for Ireland’, or in pursuance of the policy known as ‘Home Rule all round’.
 
While Wyndham accurately gauged the depth of Unionist hostility to the Dunraven proposals (as perusal of editorials in Unionist newspapers. speeches, resolutions and letters to the press confirms), he was mistaken if he thought his letter to The Times was sufficient to end the matter. Many Unionists correctly discerned in the scheme of devolution the hand of Sir Antony MacDonnell. The editorial of the same issue of The Times which carried Wyndham’s condemnation of the scheme attributed its origins to ‘an influential clique in Dublin Castle of which Sir Antony MacDonnell is regarded by numbers of Irish Unionists as the head.’
 
Clarion Call
 
With the benefit of hindsight, it may be said that the most significant and certainly most enduring response to the Dunraven proposals came in the form of letters to the editors of the Northern Whig and the Belfast News Letter, which were also published on 27 September, from William Moore and Charles Curtis Craig, the Unionist MPs for North and South Antrim respectively. Both Moore and Craig were comparatively new MPs, having entered Parliament at by-elections in 1899 and 1903 respectively.
 
What they lacked in terms of years of experience compared to some of their more senior colleagues, they more than compensated for with their energy and vigour. They were also politically more sophisticated and astute then many of their more elderly brethren. At any rate, their letters to the News Letter and the Northern Whig made it abundantly clear that they were among that number which regarded the proposals as emanating from Dublin Castle:
 
Unfortunately there would appear to be good grounds for assuming the closest connection between the new scheme and the Irish administration we think that the present would be an opportune moment to revive on a war footing for active work the various Ulster defence associations. Lord Dunraven and his associates can be ignored, but the administration which, though masquerading as Unionist plots behind them, cannot.
 
Primarily, the letter ought to be regarded as a clarion call for a revived and rejuvenated Unionist organisation to confront the new threat to the Union. Moore and Craig also more tentatively suggested that it might be ‘desirable’ to have a series of meetings across the province, possibly culminating in a convention comparable to that of 1892. They indicated that they would ‘be only too glad’ to play their part in organising such demonstrations and were confident that their parliamentary colleagues would also offer their assistance. However, Moore and Craig were emphatic that
 
the sooner public attention is aroused the better it will be for the defence of  Ulster’s interest and the further strengthening of the hands of her representatives in the struggle which is before us.
 
Two days later, the Whig and the News Letter published a second letter from Moore and Craig. Commenting on Wyndham’s letter to The Times, they conceded that his ‘tardy repudiation’ disposed of the immediate scheme but strongly advocated that
 
it is vital to Irish Unionist and Protestant interests to have an expression of Ulster opinion on the regime at Dublin Castle which rendered the production of Lord Dunraven’s proposal under its aegis possible.
 
Preliminary Meeting
 
The News Letter had welcomed the original Moore-Craig letter as ‘a most opportune pronouncement’, while the Whig took the view ‘their words deserve the earnest heed of every Unionist in Ireland’. Both papers continued to be encouraging and supportive of Moore and Craig’s initiative.
 
A conference of Ulster Unionist MPs was convened for 22 October, a date suggesting that early twentieth-century Unionism moved at a remarkably leisurely pace, in the Central Hotel in Belfast — presumably to facilitate ‘the expression of Ulster opinion’. In the absence of  Colonel E. J. Saunderson, chairman of the Unionist Parliamentary Party, who was recovering from an operation at the home of his daughter and son-in-law at Strangford, the proceedings were chaired by Colonel J. M. McCalmont, the MP for East Antrim.
 
The meeting was held in camera but a resolution was passed condemning Lord Dunraven’s scheme ‘as a step, however disguised, towards Home Rule’. Of greater long term significance, a point fully appreciated in the Whig’s editorial of 25 October, it was agreed that the honorary secretary of the party, J. B. Lonsdale, the Mid-Armagh MP, be directed to summon at an early date a preliminary meeting in Belfast of Ulster Union​ists to discuss the advisability of founding a central Ulster Unionist Association. Evidently Moore and Craig had succeeded in impressing their views on the need for reviving Unionist organisation upon their parliamentary colleagues.
 
Invitations Sent
 
Although the work of organising this meeting was delegated to Lonsdale, it seems that Moore and Craig undertook much of the work with the assistance of Dr T. H. Gibson, a Belfast barrister, because Lonsdale was ill. Invitations to a meeting in Belfast were sent to the various constitutional associations, the county grand lodges and prominent Unionists. The letter from T. H. Gibson, described as ‘Secretary pro tem, Ulster Union of Constitutional Associations’ to the Orange Institution invited each County Grand Master and four colleagues to attend. Parallel with the organisation of the meeting; Moore and Craig prepared a draft scheme to place before delegates.
 
The momentous meeting took place in the YMCA Minor Hall in Belfast on 2 December. Because of Colonel Saunderson’s continued poor health, Colonel McCalmont took the chair. William Moore presented the scheme, which he had drawn up in conjunction with Craig.
 
The following extremely comprehensive resolution, proposed by Rt. Hon. Sir Daniel Dixon, Bart, a leading Belfast Conservative who within the space of a few months would become MP for North Belfast, and seconded by Rt. Hon. Thomas Sinclair, Ulster’s pre-eminent Liberal Unionist, was put to the meeting and formally adopted:
 
That an Ulster Council be formed, and that its objects shall be to form an Ulster Union for bringing into line all Local Unionist Associations in the Province of Ulster, with a view to consistent and continuous political action; to act as a further continuing link between Ulster Unionists and their Parliamentary representatives; to settle in consultation with them the Parliamentary Policy, and to be the medium of expressing Ulster Unionist opinion, as current events may from time to time require, and generally to advance and defend the interests of Ulster Unionism in the Unionist [i.e. Conservative] Party.
 
New Organisation
 
In broad outline the new organisation was to consist of not more than 200 members of which 100 were to be nominated by local Unionist associations and 50 by the Orange Order. The remaining membership was to be provided by MPs, peers and ex-officio members. During the course of the meeting, the Marquess of Hamilton MP (Londonderry City) secured modest representation for the Apprentice Boys of Derry.
 
A standing committee, comprising ten members nominated by the Chairman of the Parliamentary Unionist Party and twenty members elected by the Council, was to have responsibility for ‘the Executive Management of the affairs’ of the organisation.
 
In practice the day-to-day running of the organisation was in the hands of the most influential members of the Standing Committee and the organisation’s permanent staff.
 
The inaugural meeting of the new body, at which the name Ulster Unionist Council was publicly assumed, took place on 3 March 1905 in the Ulster Minor Hall. The Northern Whig observed that ‘possibly not since the great Convention of 17 June 1892, has there been a more important or representative meeting held in Belfast’. Again Colonel J. M. McCalmont chaired the proceedings. Although it had been announced that Colonel Saunderson would take the chair, he decided to travel to Bordeaux in order to continue his recuperation. Prior to his departure he sent a polite message from Rostrevor to Moore, ‘wishing the proceedings every success’. The Duke of Abercorn, who had presided at the Ulster Convention of 1892 and was Ulster’s leading landowner, was elected President of the UUC. Colonel Saunderson, as Chairman of the Parliamentary Party, automatically became Vice-President of the Council.  T. H. Gibson, who had assisted in the organisation of the meetings, was elected secretary.
 
Abercorn retained the presidency until his death in 1913 but Gibson retired in 1906 because of ill health and was succeeded by R. D. Bates, a Belfast solicitor who was to become the éminence grise of Ulster Unionism. Often mocked and derided for his meticulous attention to detail, it was his great source of strength. In 1921, Dawson Bates was to become Northern Ireland’s first Minister of Home Affairs.
 
As chairman of the Parliamentary Party, the right of nominating the first ten members of the Standing Committee was conferred on Colonel Saunderson. Saunderson’s nominees were: the Duke of Abercorn, the Marquess of Londonderry (who was to succeed Abercorn as President of the UUC), the Earl of Erne [who was, inter alia, the Grand Master of the Grand Orange Lodge of Ireland],the Earl of Ranfurly, Colonel J. M. McCalmont MP (East Antrim), the Hon. R. T. O’Neill MP (Mid Antrim), G. W. Wolff MP (East Belfast), J. B. Lonsdale MP (Mid Armagh) and William Moore (North Antrim). Saunderson also nominated himself. Significantly, all Saunderson’s nominees were either MPs or Peers.
 
The remaining twenty members of the Standing Committee elected by the Council included the leading Liberal Unionists Thomas Sinclair and Thomas Andrews; prominent Orangemen Colonel R. H. Wallace, W. H. H. Lyons and Sir James Strong; captains of industry and commerce like W. J. Allen, R. H. Reade and Sir William Ewart; and prominent landed figures such as Colonel Sharman-Crawford and E. M. Archdale.
 
E.M. Archdale, a prominent Fermanagh landowner who had been MP for North Fermanagh between 1898 and 1903 and would represent the constituency again at Westminster (1916-22), was elected Chairman of the Standing Committee. Archdale would later serve as Northern Ireland’s first Minister of Agriculture. The membership of the Standing Committee and the UUC consisted of the men who were to provide Ulster Unionism with leadership in the years ahead. Sir Edward Carson was a conspicuous exception. Being MP for Dublin University, he only became a member of the UUC when he became chairman of the Parliamentary Party in February 1910. As the result of a motion by William Moore, James Craig, the parliamentary candidate for East Down and future organizer of Ulster Unionist opposition to Home Rule, was co-opted on to the UUC. Denis Henry, the Roman Catholic KC and parliamentary candidate for North Tyrone was also co-opted. Henry was subsequently Unionist MP for South Londonderry and first Lord Chief Justice of Northern Ireland.
 
Inaugural Speeches
 
Speeches at the inaugural meeting were dominated by denunciations of Wyndham, MacDonnell and the iniquities of the Dublin Castle administration. It could scarcely be otherwise as those matters were uppermost in the minds of Unionists following the parliamentary debates of the previous month. On 5 March, two days later, Wyndham resigned as Chief Secretary, although MacDonnell was to survive as Under Secretary until July 1908.
 
Balfour appointed Walter Long, to be described by Lloyd George as ‘an amiable Wiltshire Orangeman’, as Wyndham’s successor, an appointment consciously intended to ‘give the Orangemen great satisfaction’. The Northern Whig reported Colonel J. M. McCalmont as telling the UUC inaugural meeting that:
 
They [Ulster Unionists] maintained that they had a right to be governed according to Unionist principles and not according to the behests of the United Irish League [the Home Rule Party organization].
 
In his own words, Long set out to provide ‘steady, quiet but firm administration’ as opposed to the ‘quack medicine’ of late. As far as devolution was concerned Long was hostile and referred to it as ‘home rule by sap and mine’. Long offered government according to ‘Unionist principles’ and ac​cordingly there was a rapid rapprochement with Ulster Unionism.
 
Overhauled and Revitalised
 
Objectively, the establishment of the UUC is of much greater import than the resolution of the Devolution Crisis.
 
The most obvious significance of the UUC was that Unionist organisation, which had been allowed to lapse after 1895, was overhauled and revitalised. The Second Home Rule Crisis prompted the formation of the Ulster Convention League in 1892, the Unionist Clubs in January 1893 and the Ulster Defence Union in February and March 1893.
 
With the overwhelming rejection of Gladstone’s Bill ‘to Amend the Provision for the Future Government of Ireland’ (to give the Second Home Rule Bill its formal title) by the House of Lords on 8 September 1893; Gladstone’s replacement as prime minister by his colleague, Lord Rosebery, who had little or no enthusiasm for Home Rule at all, in March 1894; and finally the return of a Unionist Government with a majority of 152 – the largest parliamentary majority enjoyed by any administration since 1832 –  in July 1895, the threat of Home Rule had receded more or less completely in the eyes of many Unionists.
 
Unionist organisations became increasingly moribund. With the possible exception of the Ulster Defence Union, none of the three organisations called into existence by the threat of the Second Rome Rule Crisis survived beyond 1895, although the Unionist Clubs were revived in 1911 at the request of the UUC in anticipation of the Third Home Rule Crisis. The Devolution Crisis produced the necessary stimulus to revive Unionist organisation from its slumber.
 
In the years before the Devolution Crisis various tensions, principally but by no means exclusively, generated by the T. W. Russell-inspired tenant right campaign, had disrupted the Unionist movement. (Russell was the maverick Unionist MP for South Tyrone who in February 1904 became a Home Ruler.) Prior to 1905 there was no forum to ease and resolve those tensions. This was an invaluable role which the UUC was to fulfil. In January 1907 the Northern Whig saw the UUC as an embryonic Loyalist parliament:
 
To act as a small Ulster parliament was from the first our ideal of the work of the Unionist Council …. we have too few opportunities of taking counsel together and our country members complain with justice that they have no regular method of pressing their opinions on the central authorities. The UUC affords a means of remedying that evil.
 
One of the motions before the inaugural meeting of the UUC called upon Unionists to close ranks and to subordinate ‘all minor differences to the all-important question of the mainte​nance of the Union’. This was some​thing that the UUC was spectacularly successful in achieving. Popular support for the Union was harnessed and effectively mobilised, especially during the Third Home Rule Crisis.
 
In his memoirs, Past Times and Pastimes (1922), Dunraven referred to making the acquaintance of Sir Edward Carson at Londonderry House, the London mansion of the Marquess and Marchioness of Londonderry, and expressed the opinion that it was there ‘I think be imbibed and assimilated the seductive poison of extreme Northern Unionism’. It is ironic that ‘extreme Northern Unionism’, to employ Dunraven’s somewhat jaundiced description, prior to the Devolution Crisis lacked a permanent, central, directing and co-ordinating organisation and that it was the shenanigans of Dunraven, MacDonnell and Wyndham which prompted, motivated and impelled Ulster Unionists to make good that deficiency.
 
Thus, fortuitously Ulster Unionism was provided with the machinery which was to direct formidable opposition and resistance to Home Rule in the years of grave crisis before the Great War. In its response to the Third Home Rule Crisis, the UUC came into its own.
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Antrim
North Antrim Constitutional Association
Mid-Antrim Constitutional Association
South Antrim Constitutional Association
East Antrim Constitutional Association
 
Armagh
North Armagh Constitutional Association
Mid-Armagh Constitutional Association
 
Belfast
Belfast Conservative Association
North Belfast Parliamentary Committee
South Belfast Parliamentary Committee
East Belfast Parliamentary Committee
West Belfast Unionist Association
The Ulster Liberal Unionist Association
 
Down
North Down Unionist Association
South Down Unionist Association
East Down Unionist Association
West Down Unionist Association
 
Fermanagh
North Fermanagh Loyalist Registration Association
South Fermanagh Loyalist Registration Association
 
Londonderry
City of Derry Unionist Association
North Derry Unionist Association
South Derry Unionist Association
 
Tyrone
North Tyrone Unionist Association
South Tyrone Unionist Association
East Tyrone Unionist Association
 
 
 
The Formation of the Ulster Unionist Council
 
By Gordon Lucy
 
 
In The Times of 2 February 1995 Peter Riddell, that paper’s astute political correspondent, offered an analysis of the Unionist reaction to Matthew d’Ancona’s disclosure (in The Times of the previous day) of the contents of the framework drawn up by the London and Dublin governments and d’Ancona’s assertion that the document brought ‘the prospect of a united Ireland closer than it has been at any time since partition in 1920.’ Riddell’s article was entitled ‘Ulstermen marked by mythology of betrayal’ and therein he observed that in the Unionist community
 
The mythology of betrayal is deeply ingrained. There remains a deep suspicion of the motives of any British Government.
 
That ‘deep suspicion’, pace some observers and commentators, is not the consequence of Unionists being gripped by paranoia, but the product of historical experience. Indeed, the Ulster Unionist Council, the very heart of the Ulster Unionist Party’s structure, was established a century ago in response to a perceived act of betrayal by a Conservative and Unionist Government.
 
Irish Reform Association
 
In August 1904 Lord Dunraven, a Southern Unionist and landlord, and William O’Brien, a Nationalist MP, journalist and former agrarian radical, had formed an organisation called the Irish Reform Association. The association enlisted the support and sympathy of Sir Antony MacDonnell, the Under Secretary at Dublin Castle and the most senior civil servant in Ireland.
 
Within a month, Lord Dunraven and MacDonnell had collaborated in the production of a scheme of devolution which they believed to be a middle way between the Nationalists’ desire for Home Rule and the determination of Unionists to preserve the Legislative Union unimpaired. Not inappropriately, their scheme was ultimately to be dubbed by the Illustrated London News as ‘Unionist Home Rule’.
 
MacDonnell had been a bizarre choice for a Unionist government to appoint to such an influential post since his brother was a Nationalist MP and his own politics were Liberal. Yet it was George Wyndham, the Chief Secretary for Ireland, who made the appointment and had vehemently in​sisted MacDonnell be appointed in the face of some opposition.
 
MacDonnell only condescended to take up the post on condition that he was permitted a greater degree of latitude than would be normally accorded to a civil servant in the formulation of policy. Wyndham acquiesced in this unprecedented request and failed to scrutinise closely the Under Secretary’s activities.
 
While Wyndham was not wholly in ignorance of MacDonnell’s close co-operation with Dunraven (Dunraven being Wyndham’s cousin), it is not absolutely clear what precisely he did know. Nevertheless, Wyndham was responsible for MacDonnell’s appointment and accountable to Parliament for what was going on in his Department.
 
The Irish Reform Association’s proposals for the future governance of Ireland were published on 26 September. Briefly summarised, it was suggested that the entire control of purely Irish finance ought to be entrusted to a Financial Council, partly elective and partly nominated, with the Lord Lieutenant as President and the Chief Secretary as Vice-President. Revenue would continue to be raised by Parliament as before but expenditure would be the responsibility of the new body. Furthermore, the Reform Association proposed the creation of a legislative assembly to transact ‘Private Bill Legislation’ and any other business which it might be deemed expedient to commit to the charge of the assembly. The second body would consist of Irish representative peers and Irish members of the House of Commons. Finally, Lord Dunraven and his colleagues recommended the appointment of a Royal Commission to inquire into the whole subject.
 
Scheme Denounced
 
Seizing upon the final recommendation of the Reform Association’s programme in its editorial of 26 September, the Northern Whig, given its liberal Unionist credentials the paper most likely to be sympathetic, roundly denounced the proposed scheme:
 
It would be quite as sensible to appoint a Royal Commission to ascertain how it has been that men who have been, and still call themselves Unionists should lend their names and influence to schemes which are entirely subversive of the Union, and are founded upon a theory of relations between Ireland and Great Britain which no Unionist can ever accept.
 
The Northern Whig stated that Dunraven’s proposals could be described as a scheme of Home Rule ‘without unfairness to anybody’. The proposals were described as ‘illogical’, ‘absurd’, and ‘impossible’ and the Whig predicted that the fate of the proposals ‘assuredly’ is ‘to be laughed out of court for to conceive of the British Parliament giv​ing effect to them is beyond the wildest imagination’.
 
The Reform Association programme did not commend itself to the leader writer of the Belfast News Letter. After speculating on the likely manner in which Nationalists would exploit the scheme’s proposed powers, especially with respect to education, the paper’s leader writer concluded:
 
The Dunraven plan would confer enormous power on the Nationalists — a power which would be extremely dangerous to Unionist and Protestant interests; and it would at the same time fail to satisfy the Nationalists. They may accept it as an installment, but their aim, as Mr. Redmond has told his Irish-American audiences, is national independence. To propose anything short of independence with the object of conciliating the Nationalists is futile.
 
In Dublin, the Executive of the Irish Unionist Alliance described Dunraven’s scheme as representing ‘the gravest danger to the Unionist cause’ and noted that
 
the Irish Reform Association is self-constituted and in no sense representative, and the character of its programme is one which is altogether contrary to the principles which have always animated the great body of Irish Unionists.
 
The Irish Unionist Alliance left no scope for ambiguity in its statement of what the appropriate Unionist response was:
 
At this critical period, when the Home Rule agitation has been once more actively revived, the Executive Committee trusts that Unionists throughout the Kingdom will maintain their policy unimpaired, and not be induced to adopt a weak or vacillating attitude on the question of the Union, which affects more closely than any other the welfare and stability of the empire.
 
Recognising that the Reform Association’s pro​posals were raising a storm of Unionist protests, George Wyndham wasted no time in comprehensively repudiating the scheme. In a letter to The Times published on 27 September Wyndham wrote:
 
... I have to say without reserve or qualification that the Unionist Government is opposed to the multiplication of legislative bodies within the United Kingdom, whether in pursuance of the policy generally known as ‘Home Rule for Ireland’, or in pursuance of the policy known as ‘Home Rule all round’.
 
While Wyndham accurately gauged the depth of Unionist hostility to the Dunraven proposals (as perusal of editorials in Unionist newspapers. speeches, resolutions and letters to the press confirms), he was mistaken if he thought his letter to The Times was sufficient to end the matter. Many Unionists correctly discerned in the scheme of devolution the hand of Sir Antony MacDonnell. The editorial of the same issue of The Times which carried Wyndham’s condemnation of the scheme attributed its origins to ‘an influential clique in Dublin Castle of which Sir Antony MacDonnell is regarded by numbers of Irish Unionists as the head.’
 
Clarion Call
 
With the benefit of hindsight, it may be said that the most significant and certainly most enduring response to the Dunraven proposals came in the form of letters to the editors of the Northern Whig and the Belfast News Letter, which were also published on 27 September, from William Moore and Charles Curtis Craig, the Unionist MPs for North and South Antrim respectively. Both Moore and Craig were comparatively new MPs, having entered Parliament at by-elections in 1899 and 1903 respectively.
 
What they lacked in terms of years of experience compared to some of their more senior colleagues, they more than compensated for with their energy and vigour. They were also politically more sophisticated and astute then many of their more elderly brethren. At any rate, their letters to the News Letter and the Northern Whig made it abundantly clear that they were among that number which regarded the proposals as emanating from Dublin Castle:
 
Unfortunately there would appear to be good grounds for assuming the closest connection between the new scheme and the Irish administration we think that the present would be an opportune moment to revive on a war footing for active work the various Ulster defence associations. Lord Dunraven and his associates can be ignored, but the administration which, though masquerading as Unionist plots behind them, cannot.
 
Primarily, the letter ought to be regarded as a clarion call for a revived and rejuvenated Unionist organisation to confront the new threat to the Union. Moore and Craig also more tentatively suggested that it might be ‘desirable’ to have a series of meetings across the province, possibly culminating in a convention comparable to that of 1892. They indicated that they would ‘be only too glad’ to play their part in organising such demonstrations and were confident that their parliamentary colleagues would also offer their assistance. However, Moore and Craig were emphatic that
 
the sooner public attention is aroused the better it will be for the defence of  Ulster’s interest and the further strengthening of the hands of her representatives in the struggle which is before us.
 
Two days later, the Whig and the News Letter published a second letter from Moore and Craig. Commenting on Wyndham’s letter to The Times, they conceded that his ‘tardy repudiation’ disposed of the immediate scheme but strongly advocated that
 
it is vital to Irish Unionist and Protestant interests to have an expression of Ulster opinion on the regime at Dublin Castle which rendered the production of Lord Dunraven’s proposal under its aegis possible.
 
Preliminary Meeting
 
The News Letter had welcomed the original Moore-Craig letter as ‘a most opportune pronouncement’, while the Whig took the view ‘their words deserve the earnest heed of every Unionist in Ireland’. Both papers continued to be encouraging and supportive of Moore and Craig’s initiative.
 
A conference of Ulster Unionist MPs was convened for 22 October, a date suggesting that early twentieth-century Unionism moved at a remarkably leisurely pace, in the Central Hotel in Belfast — presumably to facilitate ‘the expression of Ulster opinion’. In the absence of  Colonel E. J. Saunderson, chairman of the Unionist Parliamentary Party, who was recovering from an operation at the home of his daughter and son-in-law at Strangford, the proceedings were chaired by Colonel J. M. McCalmont, the MP for East Antrim.
 
The meeting was held in camera but a resolution was passed condemning Lord Dunraven’s scheme ‘as a step, however disguised, towards Home Rule’. Of greater long term significance, a point fully appreciated in the Whig’s editorial of 25 October, it was agreed that the honorary secretary of the party, J. B. Lonsdale, the Mid-Armagh MP, be directed to summon at an early date a preliminary meeting in Belfast of Ulster Union​ists to discuss the advisability of founding a central Ulster Unionist Association. Evidently Moore and Craig had succeeded in impressing their views on the need for reviving Unionist organisation upon their parliamentary colleagues.
 
Invitations Sent
 
Although the work of organising this meeting was delegated to Lonsdale, it seems that Moore and Craig undertook much of the work with the assistance of Dr T. H. Gibson, a Belfast barrister, because Lonsdale was ill. Invitations to a meeting in Belfast were sent to the various constitutional associations, the county grand lodges and prominent Unionists. The letter from T. H. Gibson, described as ‘Secretary pro tem, Ulster Union of Constitutional Associations’ to the Orange Institution invited each County Grand Master and four colleagues to attend. Parallel with the organisation of the meeting; Moore and Craig prepared a draft scheme to place before delegates.
The momentous meeting took place in the YMCA Minor Hall in Belfast on 2 December. Because of Colonel Saunderson’s continued poor health, Colonel McCalmont took the chair. William Moore presented the scheme, which he had drawn up in conjunction with Craig.
The following extremely comprehensive resolution, proposed by Rt. Hon. Sir Daniel Dixon, Bart, a leading Belfast Conservative who within the space of a few months would become MP for North Belfast, and seconded by Rt. Hon. Thomas Sinclair, Ulster’s pre-eminent Liberal Unionist, was put to the meeting and formally adopted:

 
That an Ulster Council be formed, and that its objects shall be to form an Ulster Union for bringing into line all Local Unionist Associations in the Province of Ulster, with a view to consistent and continuous political action; to act as a further continuing link between Ulster Unionists and their Parliamentary representatives; to settle in consultation with them the Parliamentary Policy, and to be the medium of expressing Ulster Unionist opinion, as current events may from time to time require, and generally to advance and defend the interests of Ulster Unionism in the Unionist [i.e. Conservative] Party. 

New Organisation 
In broad outline the new organisation was to consist of not more than 200 members of which 100 were to be nominated by local Unionist associations and 50 by the Orange Order. The remaining membership was to be provided by MPs, peers and ex-officio members. During the course of the meeting, the Marquess of Hamilton MP (Londonderry City) secured modest representation for the Apprentice Boys of Derry. 
A standing committee, comprising ten members nominated by the Chairman of the Parliamentary Unionist Party and twenty members elected by the Council, was to have responsibility for ‘the Executive Management of the affairs’ of the organisation. 
In practice the day-to-day running of the organisation was in the hands of the most influential members of the Standing Committee and the organisation’s permanent staff.
 
The inaugural meeting of the new body, at which the name Ulster Unionist Council was publicly assumed, took place on 3 March 1905 in the Ulster Minor Hall. The Northern Whig observed that ‘possibly not since the great Convention of 17 June 1892, has there been a more important or representative meeting held in Belfast’. Again Colonel J. M. McCalmont chaired the proceedings. Although it had been announced that Colonel Saunderson would take the chair, he decided to travel to Bordeaux in order to continue his recuperation. Prior to his departure he sent a polite message from Rostrevor to Moore, ‘wishing the proceedings every success’. The Duke of Abercorn, who had presided at the Ulster Convention of 1892 and was Ulster’s leading landowner, was elected President of the UUC. Colonel Saunderson, as Chairman of the Parliamentary Party, automatically became Vice-President of the Council.  T. H. Gibson, who had assisted in the organisation of the meetings, was elected secretary. 
Abercorn retained the presidency until his death in 1913 but Gibson retired in 1906 because of ill health and was succeeded by R. D. Bates, a Belfast solicitor who was to become the éminence grise of Ulster Unionism. Often mocked and derided for his meticulous attention to detail, it was his great source of strength. In 1921, Dawson Bates was to become Northern Ireland’s first Minister of Home Affairs. 
As chairman of the Parliamentary Party, the right of nominating the first ten members of the Standing Committee was conferred on Colonel Saunderson. Saunderson’s nominees were: the Duke of Abercorn, the Marquess of Londonderry (who was to succeed Abercorn as President of the UUC), the Earl of Erne [who was, inter alia, the Grand Master of the Grand Orange Lodge of Ireland],the Earl of Ranfurly, Colonel J. M. McCalmont MP (East Antrim), the Hon. R. T. O’Neill MP (Mid Antrim), G. W. Wolff MP (East Belfast), J. B. Lonsdale MP (Mid Armagh) and William Moore (North Antrim). Saunderson also nominated himself. Significantly, all Saunderson’s nominees were either MPs or Peers.
 
The remaining twenty members of the Standing Committee elected by the Council included the leading Liberal Unionists Thomas Sinclair and Thomas Andrews; prominent Orangemen Colonel R. H. Wallace, W. H. H. Lyons and Sir James Strong; captains of industry and commerce like W. J. Allen, R. H. Reade and Sir William Ewart; and prominent landed figures such as Colonel Sharman-Crawford and E. M. Archdale.
 
E.M. Archdale, a prominent Fermanagh landowner who had been MP for North Fermanagh between 1898 and 1903 and would represent the constituency again at Westminster (1916-22), was elected Chairman of the Standing Committee. Archdale would later serve as Northern Ireland’s first Minister of Agriculture. The membership of the Standing Committee and the UUC consisted of the men who were to provide Ulster Unionism with leadership in the years ahead. Sir Edward Carson was a conspicuous exception. Being MP for Dublin University, he only became a member of the UUC when he became chairman of the Parliamentary Party in February 1910. As the result of a motion by William Moore, James Craig, the parliamentary candidate for East Down and future organizer of Ulster Unionist opposition to Home Rule, was co-opted on to the UUC. Denis Henry, the Roman Catholic KC and parliamentary candidate for North Tyrone was also co-opted. Henry was subsequently Unionist MP for South Londonderry and first Lord Chief Justice of Northern Ireland.
 
Inaugural Speeches
 
Speeches at the inaugural meeting were dominated by denunciations of Wyndham, MacDonnell and the iniquities of the Dublin Castle administration. It could scarcely be otherwise as those matters were uppermost in the minds of Unionists following the parliamentary debates of the previous month. On 5 March, two days later, Wyndham resigned as Chief Secretary, although MacDonnell was to survive as Under Secretary until July 1908.
 
Balfour appointed Walter Long, to be described by Lloyd George as ‘an amiable Wiltshire Orangeman’, as Wyndham’s successor, an appointment consciously intended to ‘give the Orangemen great satisfaction’. The Northern Whig reported Colonel J. M. McCalmont as telling the UUC inaugural meeting that:
 
They [Ulster Unionists] maintained that they had a right to be governed according to Unionist principles and not according to the behests of the United Irish League [the Home Rule Party organization].
 
In his own words, Long set out to provide ‘steady, quiet but firm administration’ as opposed to the ‘quack medicine’ of late. As far as devolution was concerned Long was hostile and referred to it as ‘home rule by sap and mine’. Long offered government according to ‘Unionist principles’ and ac​cordingly there was a rapid rapprochement with Ulster Unionism.
 
Overhauled and Revitalised
 
Objectively, the establishment of the UUC is of much greater import than the resolution of the Devolution Crisis.
 
The most obvious significance of the UUC was that Unionist organisation, which had been allowed to lapse after 1895, was overhauled and revitalised. The Second Home Rule Crisis prompted the formation of the Ulster Convention League in 1892, the Unionist Clubs in January 1893 and the Ulster Defence Union in February and March 1893.
 
With the overwhelming rejection of Gladstone’s Bill ‘to Amend the Provision for the Future Government of Ireland’ (to give the Second Home Rule Bill its formal title) by the House of Lords on 8 September 1893; Gladstone’s replacement as prime minister by his colleague, Lord Rosebery, who had little or no enthusiasm for Home Rule at all, in March 1894; and finally the return of a Unionist Government with a majority of 152 – the largest parliamentary majority enjoyed by any administration since 1832 –  in July 1895, the threat of Home Rule had receded more or less completely in the eyes of many Unionists.
 
Unionist organisations became increasingly moribund. With the possible exception of the Ulster Defence Union, none of the three organisations called into existence by the threat of the Second Rome Rule Crisis survived beyond 1895, although the Unionist Clubs were revived in 1911 at the request of the UUC in anticipation of the Third Home Rule Crisis. The Devolution Crisis produced the necessary stimulus to revive Unionist organisation from its slumber.
 
In the years before the Devolution Crisis various tensions, principally but by no means exclusively, generated by the T. W. Russell-inspired tenant right campaign, had disrupted the Unionist movement. (Russell was the maverick Unionist MP for South Tyrone who in February 1904 became a Home Ruler.) Prior to 1905 there was no forum to ease and resolve those tensions. This was an invaluable role which the UUC was to fulfil. In January 1907 the Northern Whig saw the UUC as an embryonic Loyalist parliament:
 
To act as a small Ulster parliament was from the first our ideal of the work of the Unionist Council …. we have too few opportunities of taking counsel together and our country members complain with justice that they have no regular method of pressing their opinions on the central authorities. The UUC affords a means of remedying that evil.
 
One of the motions before the inaugural meeting of the UUC called upon Unionists to close ranks and to subordinate ‘all minor differences to the all-important question of the mainte​nance of the Union’. This was some​thing that the UUC was spectacularly successful in achieving. Popular support for the Union was harnessed and effectively mobilised, especially during the Third Home Rule Crisis.
 In his memoirs, Past Times and Pastimes (1922), Dunraven referred to making the acquaintance of Sir Edward Carson at Londonderry House, the London mansion of the Marquess and Marchioness of Londonderry, and expressed the opinion that it was there ‘I think be imbibed and assimilated the seductive poison of extreme Northern Unionism’. It is ironic that ‘extreme Northern Unionism’, to employ Dunraven’s somewhat jaundiced description, prior to the Devolution Crisis lacked a permanent, central, directing and co-ordinating organisation and that it was the shenanigans of Dunraven, MacDonnell and Wyndham which prompted, motivated and impelled Ulster Unionists to make good that deficiency.
 Thus, fortuitously Ulster Unionism was provided with the machinery which was to direct formidable opposition and resistance to Home Rule in the years of grave crisis before the Great War. In its response to the Third Home Rule Crisis, the UUC came into its own.  

	Chairman of the Parliamentary Party


	 


	The Standing Committee


	10 Members nominated by the Chairman of the Parliamentary Party


	20 Members elected by the UUC


	 


	The Ulster Unionist Council


	100 Members representing local Unionist Associations


	50 Members representing the Orange Institution
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North Antrim Constitutional Association
Mid-Antrim Constitutional Association
South Antrim Constitutional Association
East Antrim Constitutional Association
 
Armagh
North Armagh Constitutional Association
Mid-Armagh Constitutional Association
 
Belfast
Belfast Conservative Association
North Belfast Parliamentary Committee
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West Belfast Unionist Association
The Ulster Liberal Unionist Association
 
Down
North Down Unionist Association
South Down Unionist Association
East Down Unionist Association
West Down Unionist Association
 
Fermanagh
North Fermanagh Loyalist Registration Association
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Londonderry
City of Derry Unionist Association
North Derry Unionist Association
South Derry Unionist Association
 
Tyrone
North Tyrone Unionist Association
South Tyrone Unionist Association
East Tyrone Unionist Association
 
 
