
at the MAC I ‘heart’ NI
by Dawn Purvis

I love Northern Ireland. 

I WAS BORN in 1966 not too far from the MAC, in fact just the south side 
of the City Hall.  The conflict started before I turned three years old. 
Working class areas experienced the brunt of the violence. During some 
of the worst violence my granny and granda had to leave their home in 
North Belfast and moved to the south of city.  I remember my youngest 
aunt, who would have been around 8 years old at the time, telling me 
how she and her big sister who was 10, walked the whole way across 
town back to their old house looking for their toys.  When they knocked 
the door, a woman answered and they asked if they could have their toys.  
The woman told them there was no toys there.  They cried.  Being told 
the  story many years later, I cried.  What did we do to each other?

My mum and dad split up when I was about two and my mum, sister, 
brother and me moved in with my granny, granda and aunts for a wee 
while.  We played in the street.  Hopscotch, swinging with a rope around 
the lamppost and sitting on a cushion pinched from the sofa so the rope 
didn't cut into your backside and thighs.  Chasing games like ‘You can’t 
cross the red sea without the colour…’, ‘What’s the time Mr Wolf?’, ‘1, 2, 
3, red lights!’, ball games like ‘uppie Mrs Brown’, clapping games like ‘Did 
you ever, ever, ever in your long-legged life’ or ‘Ce- ce my playmate come 
on and play with me’, games with elastics donated by the postman (as it 
was usually a man in those days).  We would loop all the elastics together 
then two people would stand facing each other with the elastic loop 
stretched round their ankles making a rectangle shape.  The object of the 
game was that a third person would jump in the middle make shapes 
with the elastics with their feet by tangling them up and then getting out 
of the tangled mess.  Needless to say I was hopeless at this one.  Same 
with the skipping.  I could do alright on my own but when it game to 
group skipping I always missed my cue. I loved playing in the street.

MY FIRST MEMORY of the troubles was when I was about 4 years old, 
we had moved into our own house across the Pass and a friend in our 
street got hit on the ankle by pipe bomb that was thrown by some 
people who lived in a di�erent community neighbouring ours called 'the 
Markets’.  I was not allowed to go there. My friend was 6 years old and his 
ankle was broken.  He had a plaster cast and a crutch for a long time.  I 
remember asking my mum why the people had done that to him and she 
said they don't like us.  When I asked why? she said because we are a 
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di�erent religion from them.  We were Mormons and I knew that was 
di�erent from my friends but mum said it wasn't because we were 
Mormons it was because we were Protestants and they were Catholics.  I 
didn't understand.  I grew up believing I was di�erent from these other 
people and that's why they didn't like us.  I suppose this was reinforced 
by the attacks on my community.  

LOTS OF LITTLE PUBS in NI used to be land-locked, you could go into any 
working class area and find a pub at the top of a street and one at the 
bottom.  We had a pub at the top of our street called The Princess.  One 
afternoon in 1972 my friend Lucy1 and me were playing in the street 
when a bomb exploded in the pub.  There was grey dust all over the 
place.  We went to see what happened and were chased back down the 
street as men and women started to clear the rubble to get to those 
trapped inside.  Of course we had no idea of this at the time but part of 
the building had collapsed, two men had been killed and a dozen injured 
and trapped under the rubble.  As we made our way down the street I 
spotted my wee brother - at 5 he was always up to something.  It wasn't 
teatime and he was heading into our house using the key strung behind 
the door.  Mum would kill him if she found out cos we were 'minded ' in 
the street until teatime. Me and Lucy followed him in and caught him 
heading out the back entry.  I shouted and he shooshed me.  He was 
heading to the back yard of The Princess.  We sneaked up the entry with 
him.  And there in the rubble strewn back yard of the pub were 
bomb-damaged bottles of lemonade and sure nobody would want them 
now.  He recruited me and Lucy to help carry the crates.  We were just 
pulling a blue crate out when a loud voice shouted " get away ta hells 
gates a’ that we ye!" We tugged the crate with all our strength and it 
came away.  We lifted it and ran like the blazes way down to the bottom 
of the entry and in to the next street.  We had saved our lemonade.  
Imagine our disappointment when we cleared the dust and rubble to 
find a case of Schweppes Bitter Lemon with tops that didn't screw o�! 
We left my wee brother with the crate.  When my mum came home later 
that evening we got a few welts with the belt and put to bed and told in 
no uncertain terms that we were grounded for the rest of the week.  A 
neighbour told her of our adventures and how the other part of the wall 
had collapsed minutes after we had escaped with our crate.  We had 
been lucky to escape alive.  The landlord in the pub at the bottom of the 
street had also stopped mum on her way home from work to tell her my 
wee brother had tried to swap him a case of bitter lemon 'he had found 
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in the street' for a case of lemonade.  The landlord took the case and said 
he would find out who owned it to which my brother replied that since 
he had found it if there was any reward then he should have it.

ONE NIGHT I woke while being lifted out of bed by a soldier who carried 
me downstairs and stood me against the wall of our house.  My sister and 
brother were standing beside me, backs against the wall.  Mum was 
horridly opening all the windows she could, although some of them had 
been painted shut.  There was a car bomb in the next street and no time 
to evacuate the houses.  Mum came out and stood beside us.  The bomb 
exploded and bits of car landed in the street in front of us.  We just stood 
in silence until someone shouted an instruction.  Then mum chased us 
back into bed and closed the windows - we had to get up for school the 
next day.  

VICTORIA AND MARION2 - When I was 8 both of my friends lost their 
mummies but for very di�erent reasons.  Victoria’s mum had been shot 
and killed as she walked into a pub two streets away from mine.  The men 
who shot her were trying to kill her husband.  Victoria was brought up by 
her granny after that. 

My other friend Marion had not been at school for a couple of days.  I 
had called to her house but there was no answer at the door.  The rest of 
the family had not been out either. I decided I would call at teatime, 
everybody was in at teatime because that was when you were not 
supposed to call for anyone.  I knocked her door and she opened it just a 
wee crack.  I asked her if she was ok and if she was coming out. She start 
to cry and said she wasn't allowed out yet. She had to wait on her granny 
coming and she had to stay in and mind the rest of the kids and the 
house.  I asked where her mummy was.  Her mummy had gone to prison 
and would be gone for a while.  Her daddy shouted and she closed the 
door.  I asked my mum later and she told me that Marion’s mummy had 
been with a crowd of other women who had taken a woman to a UDA 
club in the next street and beat her to death.  They had sent her four year 
old daughter to the shop to buy sweets while they killed her mummy.  I 
was confused. I knew Marion’s mummy and I didn't think she could do 
anything like that.  I told my mum this and she told me that Marion’s 
mummy was there. Whether or not she took part doesn't matter. She 
went to prison because she was there.  Many years later I found out that 
the club was not in the next street.  I think my mum told me it was so I 
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would stay in my own street.

MARION left the country as soon as she was able to.  I never ever saw her 
again.  Victoria still lives in Belfast. I haven’t saw her in years.  No one was 
ever arrested and convicted of her mums death.  I wonder if that bothers 
her.  I know it would bother me.  There are hundreds of people here that 
have no idea who killed their loved ones or why.  I have pondered the 
question ‘why?’ for a long time.  I really cannot come up with an answer.  
When I think about other conflicts around the world and how survivors 
struggle to find the answers to their questions, I wonder does anyone 
ever really get to the bottom of the ‘why?’. 

PAISLEY AND HUME - I remember watching TV and seeing Mr Paisley 
talking about the violence and how this would be a great place if they - 
all the bad people -  went away and then it showed John Hume saying 
that violence achieves nothing only hurt and pain and appealing to ‘the 
men of violence to stop’.  I thought to myself these people don't know 
my street.  If they did then they would know who the men of violence 
were.  Paisley could tell them to their faces to go away, not that he would 
mind you.  John Hume could talk to them directly and tell them to stop. I 
knew who they were.  They lived next door and all around me.  They were 
part of my community.  If they went away then some of my friends would 
lose their daddies. I thought Paisley would never sort this out because he 
needed to talk to the men with the balaclavas and the guns.  John Hume 
was right that the violence was achieving nothing and he and others 
needed to talk to these people to get it to stop.  Until this happened we 
were going nowhere.  As a child I had resigned myself to a lifetime of 
conflict.  I may not know why people across the road hated me but they 
just did.  I had accepted murder and mayhem as the norm.   No one was 
to blame for this.  And it appeared to me that no one was taking 
responsibility to bring it to an end.  An endless cycle.  Acceptance.  
Apathy.  I told myself - make the most of what you have around you kid 
as it doesn't get much better than this.

MY COMMUNITY was like any other working class community.  There 
were very stereotypical roles for men and women.  The local gasworks 
supplied jobs for the men and the local textile factory o�ered the same to 
women.  I loved primary school but school was not important, after all 
you were going to leave school at sixteen, go into the stitching factory, 
marry a local boy, have a family and the rest is history.  Certainly my sister 
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was heading in that direction except the stitching factory closed as did 
the gasworks  Local employment opportunities for women diversified 
into domestic or catering roles in the local hospital or the many new 
blocks of o�ces opening up.  There wasn't much employment for men 
and education wasn't regarded as having any benefit.  We had our fair 
share of churches in such a small area (1,000 houses).  Presbyterian, 
Reformed Presbyterian, Church of Ireland, Elim Pentecostal, Christian 
Workers Union and the Brethren.  So there was no shortage of Sunday 
Schools and various groups to join.  We were in everything going.  From 
the Brownies, the Girls Brigade, the Every Girls Rally (EGR) and the 
Campaigners as well as everything happening within the Mormon 
Church, you could say there was no shortage of God in our community.  I 
reckon I was ‘saved’ at least 20 times between the ages of 8 and 15 and 
baptised once at the various churches.  My mum drew the line at me 
getting confirmed in the Church of Ireland at 14.  At 15, I had approached 
the Elders in the Mormon Church to ask about the absence of women in 
the priesthood and all of the structures right up to the man at the top.  I 
didn't get any satisfactory answers and felt like I’d been hoodwinked - 
palmed o� with false information - because I was young and I was a girl.  
A few weeks later I decided to give up organised religion.  I came to my 
own conclusion that God aka goodness was found inside people and not 
inside churches.

LIFE WAS particularly tough for women, still is in many respects, 
domestic and sexual violence, little access to contraception and no access 
to safe abortion services.   In 1989, I married the boy next door (well he 
lived in number 2 and I lived in number 23 at the time).  We had two 
children in quick succession. He had a ‘good job on the tools’ 
(construction) and I held a number of part-time jobs that fitted around 
the family.  

In March 1992 our home was destroyed in an IRA bomb attack that was 
supposedly meant for the police station at the back of our house.  
Because most of my family lived in the same street - my in-laws next door, 
my mum in No12, my brother in No18, my sister in No23 and my aunt in 
No11 - we had nowhere to go.  My youngest son was 8 weeks old and his 
brother just 17 months and I was just diagnosed with post-natal 
depression.  We spent a couple of nights in a b&b which was horrendous 
before we were rehoused by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive in 
temporary accommodation until our house was repaired.  It would be a 
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full year before we could move back home.  A BBC reporter came to 
interview us about how we felt after the bomb. Many neighbours were 
expressing their anger at the people responsible. That emotional reaction 
that makes good TV.  When the reporter asked me what I felt about the 
people who had done this I replied that I felt nothing.  I was numb.  I had 
no anger and no malice.  I accepted this as part of life.  Violence as part of 
life.  Disruption, bombs, death and fear, as part of life.

Inside I felt that the person who had planted the bomb was as much a 
product of our society as I was and I could not express that openly in my 
community.  Something had changed in me.  It was like I could see more 
clearly.  I saw my community, my country as an awful place, a place I loved 
but it didn't love me back.  It was scarred by violence and division. The 
peace walls being the visible scars of the hurt we inflict on each other. I 
didn't want my sons to grow up in a place that didn't love them, that left 
them vulnerable to violence, to paramilitarism, criminality, division and 
sectarianism. I wanted them to grow up in a place that cherished them, 
that o�ered them the potential to live full and productive lives 
surrounded by diversity that is celebrated for the value and wealth it 
brings to society.  I didn't know what to do or how to do it but I knew I 
wanted to do something.  

I GOT INVOLVED in my community, volunteering to run a mother and 
toddlers club and an after-schools club. The more I got involved in the 
community the more I began to recognise the social and economic 
exclusion experienced by many.  Educational disadvantage is highest 
amongst working class Protestant boys where four out of every five leave 
12 years of compulsory education with little or no qualifications and 
some barely able to read or write.  The impact of this is devastating for 
the young person, their family and the community.  I had almost accepted 
my lot. I say almost but not quite.  I think inside there was always a voice 
asking "is this it? Is this my life done and dusted?" And deep down I 
hoped the answer was no, there is much more to come.  

DAVID ERVINE - Between 1992 and 1994 when all of the paramilitary 
groups called their ceasefires, I saw a man on TV called David Ervine.  He 
represented what the media called a loyalist fringe party, the Progressive 
Unionist Party (PUP).  This party was associated with the Ulster Volunteer 
Force (UVF).  A paramilitary group responsible for some of the most 
gruesome sectarian killings of the troubles.  You may have heard of the 
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Shankill Butchers, they were a gang who roamed the streets of north and 
west Belfast picking up Catholics and brutally torturing and then 
murdering them.  That gang were members of the UVF.

David Ervine came from a similar background to me.  He talked about the 
choices he made as a young man and how he ended up in prison.  He said 
violence was not the way forward, that we lived in an abnormal society. 
He talked about NI being a bloody awful place and that we all needed to 
take responsibility to bring about peace and make this place better. He 
said it could be done.  His words struck a chord with me.  I had grown up 
thinking we were normal, all of us, that violence was normal, it was part 
of our daily lives and we just got on with it. Knowing to open all the 
windows in the house when there is a car bomb in the next street; lying 
flat on the floor when there is a shoot-out below your bedroom window; 
having an evacuation plan should a bomb be planted nearby.  These 
things were not normal.  What we lived through and were continuing to 
live with was an abnormal normality.  I believed what David Ervine said.  
We could get peace if everyone took responsibility. 

BOBBY - After the ceasefires were called in 1994, a friend of mine Bobby 
who I had known most of my life asked me to join the Progressive 
Unionist Party the PUP. I told him to clear o� or my mummy would kill 
me! The PUP were linked to the UVF and I couldn't be part of that.  My 
family had a long history of serving in the forces, the army, the police and 
the Royal Navy and any association with paramilitaries was just an 
anathema to us.  My friend persisted. He said the ultimate objective of 
the party was to bring paramilitarism to an end and work to transform 
loyalist working class areas. 

MANIFESTO - He gave  me a party manifesto to read. He said "I don't 
know if the UVF have a policy on housing, education or women's rights 
but you'll find the PUP policies in there."  I liked what I read.  The first 
thing that struck me was the line "we believe in every woman's right to 
choose whether or not to continue with a pregnancy and therefore call 
for the extension of the 1967 Abortion Act to NI". I had never before 
thought that politics was of any interest. In fact it was something that 
switched me o�.  Now I was switched on, fully engaged and wanted 
more.  The party principles were grounded in social and economic justice. 
I told my friend I would join the party on three conditions; 1. I didn't want 
to be nominated into any o�ce; 2. I didn't want my name to appear on 
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any piece of paper; and 3. I wanted to stay in the background, clean the 
o�ce and make the tea.  Two weeks later I went along to the inaugural 
meeting of the South Belfast Branch of the PUP. I left as Branch Secretary. 

SECRET - I kept my membership a secret from my family.  Particularly my 
mum as I thought she would be horrified.  When I eventually did tell her 
she was shocked and she was afraid.  She wondered what I had got 
myself involved with and how was she going to get me out of it?  She 
also noticed the changes in me.  She saw my determination to make 
things better for my family and for my community and she saw how 
serious I was about this when I stood for election in May 1996.  I was 
taking responsibility and playing my part to help bring about peace in NI.  
Although I was unsuccessful in the election, my vote helped ensure the 
PUP had two delegates elected to the multi-party negotiations beginning 
in June 1996.  Little did I know at that stage that I would be involved in 
those negotiations representing my community and being one of a few 
number of women to be present throughout.  

RETURN TO EDUCATION - I had left school at 16 with very little 
qualifications and more interested in earning than learning.  Joining the 
PUP talks team in 1996 was a life-changing experience for me.  Gusty 
Spence and David Ervine encouraged me to return to education saying it 
would benefit the party if I was to get new skills  and knowledge.  I was 
hooked.  Along with some other women from the party we went to the 
Belfast Institute for Further and Higher Education (BIFHE), now the 
Belfast Met to do a foundation course in Women’s Studies.  It was a really 
interesting course and our tutor Lynda Walker, a long-standing women’s 
rights activist, taught us so much.  It was an awakening for me.  Finally, I 
could begin to understand why women were treated so badly and 
regarded as lesser human beings.  Patriarchy and its structures built to 
exclude us and keep us in our place.  Capitalism and the exploitation of 
the working class.  Sectarianism, racism, any and all forms of 
discrimination created by people and their structures or systems that 
deem themselves superior.  Superior.  Gusty summed it up well when we 
discussed how working class Catholics and Protestants su�ered similar 
neglect and poverty under the pre 1972 Unionist Government and yet 
Protestants voted for the same people over and over again.  He said, 
“we’d neither in us nor on us, but we were in power.”  This notion that 
somehow Protestants were better o� because we had a Unionist 
Government in power.  When clearly those in power could not care less 
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about the lives of working class people other than touring their 
neighbourhoods every four years to secure a vote.  

Five years after joining the Women’s Studies course, I was graduating 
from Queen’s University Belfast with a First Class Honours degree in 
Sociology and Social Policy.  The first in my family ever to reach the Third 
Level in education.  My return to education had opened up opportunities 
for me that would not otherwise have been there.  I was determined that 
my two sons would have the best chance at a decent education and given 
the outcomes for Protestant working class boys, I would do all that I could 
to encourage and support them.

PUP/UVF - I was clear about the relationship between the PUP and the 
UVF. Clear separation although linked historically, many of the senior 
leaders in the PUP were former UVF prisoners who wanted to find a 
better way forward for NI.  The PUP political project was two-fold - to 
transform paramilitarism by bringing it to an end and to transform 
loyalist working class communities so that they begin to prosper socially 
and economically.  Developing the policies for the latter was exciting and 
interesting.  I held various o�ces within the party, eventually becoming 
party chair in 2003. One of our principles was participative democracy 
and I worked with groups in the voluntary and community sector to 
develop policies with achievable outcomes that would make a di�erence 
to people's lives.

TESTED TO THE LIMIT - The former, transforming paramilitarism was not 
so easy.  Ongoing violence and feuding claimed many more lives.  My 
involvement with the PUP was tested to the limit.  I came close to walking 
away in 2000. During a particularly bloody feud within loyalism that 
resulted in a number of murders including that of a party colleague, my 
youngest son became very ill.  He was eight years old. He lost half of his 
body weight in six weeks.  I pushed my GP to get us help but she wanted 
to run tests ‘to rule this out and that out’.  Eventually we saw a child 
psychologist who explained that he was su�ering extreme anxiety. He 
thought his mummy was going to be killed by a leading character in the 
feud and his not eating was a way of trying to keep me at home to keep 
me safe.  I was wrecked with guilt. My actions were causing my sons 
illness.  Alongside David, I was involved in secret negotiations to try to 
end the feud. We were at a critical point. I had a choice to make. It was 
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within my gift to stop all this and make him better.  I decided to take a 
back seat and spoke to my sons psychologist about the way ahead.  I was 
floored by what she said.  She said that my staying at home to look after 
my son may in fact have the opposite e�ect on him.  What I should do 
instead is ban all forms of news and current a�airs at home and 
pre-arrange times to call and reassure him of my well-being.  Staying with 
him 24/7 could trigger feelings of guilt in him and that would not help 
him get better.  We worked closely together and thankfully my son got 
well.  I continued in the negotiations with David and the outcome 
ensured no further feuding.

THE UVF SUMMIT - The UVF continued to be involved in violence and 
criminality.  David Ervine, as leader of the party was constantly called on 
to answer questions put to him by the media about the actions of the 
UVF.  He tried to explain what was happening within loyalism, changes of 
leadership in local areas, some internal issue, tensions between the hawks 
(those opposed to peace) and the doves (those supportive of the peace 
process).  His determination to bring paramilitarism to an end culminated 
in a UVF summit in late 2006 where they discussed the "endgame". How 
they would eventually wind down their structures and decommission 
their weapons.  While these discussions took place, the political parties 
were at St Andrew’s in Scotland negotiating a way to get the two main 
parties here, the Democratic Unionist Party and Sinn Fein into 
government together and have devolution restored to the Northern 
Ireland Assembly.

In the intervening years I had decided to concentrate on party 
organisation and structures and so stepped back from electoral politics.  I 
was pursuing an academic career after having returned to eduction and I 
was appointed as an Independent member of the new Policing Board 
providing oversight to the police service.

Things were looking positive.  

DAVID’S DEATH - In January 2007, my friend and political mentor David 
Ervine died suddenly aged 52.  I was devastated. His family were 
distraught and his colleagues were floored.  I didn't know what to do or 
where to turn to.  Literally hundreds of people were relying on this man 
to do something for them.  Within hours of his death I was inundated 
with calls from those same people asking what now?  Some were victims 
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and survivors who had asked David for help in getting answers to their 
questions.  Others had housing issues and others more complex.  Most 
calls were from people just at a loss as to where to turn to next.  Some 
were particularly nasty and interested only in point-scoring.  Two days 
later I received a letter from the Electoral O�ce saying David had 
nominated me to replace him in the event of his death or retirement in 
o�ce and asking if was I willing to take his place as MLA for East Belfast. I 
felt sick and I turned to the party constitution and called a meeting of the 
party executive. I had no idea that David had done this.  I was honoured 
and frightened at the same time. The Executive came together, we cried 
and we agreed a way forward based on practicalities.  I would be the 
Interim Leader until the party decided a new leader.  I would take David's 
place in the Assembly and continue until the constituency selected a new 
candidate for the election in 8 weeks time.

David's funeral took place and was attended by dear friends and 
dignitaries from across the political spectrum and world.   Gerry Adams 
the Sinn Fein President alongside the leaders of Unionism also attended.  
I stood and watched as the crowd opened up like the Red Sea to let Gerry 
and Alex Maskey through to the church.  Many figures in the crowd 
saying “a’right Gerry?”, and he replying “a’right lads”.  A surreal moment 
and one that for me demonstrated the possibilities for this country 
should people choose to work together.

CHOICES - Party colleagues and David's family urged me to take on the 
leadership and continue the work that David and others had invested so 
much of their lives for.  This was not just a choice that I had to make.  This 
was about my life and my family's life.  This would be public and on call 
24/7.  I sat down with my mum and my two sons.  I explained what was 
happening and how it would impact our lives.  I asked them what they 
thought about it and if they had any concerns.  My mum and my 
youngest son said I should go for it.  They would all work together to 
support me.  My eldest son said, "mum for years you have followed your 
head and looked after us, we are at an age now where we can support 
you to follow your heart”.  My choice was made.  

Although I had a number of meetings to conduct before I made my final 
decision.  The leadership of the UVF assured me that they were heading 
down a peaceful path, and would continue with their conflict 
transformation initiative and support the peace process.  I met with the 
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Ervine family and was humbled by their support.  I met with my party 
colleagues who gave their backing unanimously.  I held meeting after 
meeting, did media interview after media interview, answered call after 
call from people dependent on David.  I realised very quickly, the amount 
of pressure, from every direction, he must have been under was huge. 

ELECTED - With my team we won the election and I was returned as MLA 
in my own right.  I quickly established myself as an outspoken politician 
who raised unpopular issues and provided potential solutions, working 
closely with the community and highlighting the plight of those in 
greatest need.  One of those issues was abortion or should I say the lack 
of access to abortion for women in NI.  I was one of only two openly 
pro-choice MLAs in the Assembly. We made numerous attempts to have 
the 1967 Abortion Act extended to NI but they were blocked both by the 
Assembly and by the then PM Gordon Brown but it was and remains an 
issue that will not go away until we get access to the services we need.

HOLDING UP THE MIRROR - In May 2007 the UVF issued their endgame 
statement, standing down all paramilitary units and committing to 
peaceful means and the rule of law.  The next stage for them, in my mind 
was the decommissioning of weapons.  I started to raise the issue in 
meetings and was told this was an internal matter for the UVF and didn't 
concern the PUP.  I reflected on this and decided I would continue to raise 
it as it was a matter for the PUP and everyone in this society.  It was my 
responsibility as party leader to hold a mirror up to the UVF, they needed 
a clear view of themselves and not the fantasy model that was reinforced 
by them moving in the same small circles and getting pats on the back for 
doing ‘a great job’.  They didn't like it. They didn't like a woman coming 
in and telling them what they needed to hear.  Especially a woman who 
had never been a member of the UVF and had never been to prison.  
What did I know about such things?  

I took my responsibilities seriously and surrounded myself with critical 
thinkers and allies that could stave o� the flack and the backlash coming 
from the UVF and some members of the Party.  The party members were 
easily dealt with - we have a party constitution and a manifesto and they 
provided the basis for my actions. There was some rumblings of descent 
about my public profile on abortion.  My leadership was challenged and I 
came through unscathed with the challenger opting to consider their 
future in the party.  Relations with the UVF were strained to say the least.  
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The more I talked about the need to decommission the more they tried to 
isolate me.  I continually raised issues concerning ongoing UVF violence 
and criminality including their involvement in prostitution and drug 
dealing. I couldn't do right for doing wrong - getting it in the neck from 
the media about the lack of decommissioning and UVF activity while 
simultaneously getting it in the neck from the UVF for holding up the 
mirror.  Meanwhile running a very busy constituency o�ce for some of 
the most vulnerable in society.  As the bricks came flying at me I often 
thought about David and his periods of reflection when things were 
particularly tense.  He would pu� on his pipe and recite the poem ‘If’ by 
Rudyard Kipling, ‘If you can keep your head when all about you, are 
losing theirs and blaming it on you’.

DECOMMISSIONING - In early 2009 I was briefed that the UVF were 
involved in a process of decommissioning and were working towards a 
date for completion. The had not informed the PUP and did not consult 
on the appointment of ‘witnesses’ to the process.  I found out via the 
media what the process was and who the witnesses were.  I think the UVF 
expected star jumps and screams of delight. Instead I asked about the 
next step - demobilisation.  I was told - one step at a time.  The UVF 
announced the completion of decommissioning in June.  I was at the 
press conference and took the opportunity to press home again the next 
step.  This time using the words of David Ervine unpublished when he 
died in 2007 but influential none the less when he said "when the war is 
over and the weapons led down, the natural progression for the peoples’ 
army is to leave the stage or risk the people turning on the army". The 
people had turned a long time before with many describing them as a 
cancer eating away at the community.  Trouble is that they (the UVF) 
don’t hear it or see it.  They think that by remaining in existence they are 
saving the community from all the bad things that come about through 
normalisation, rising crime, anti-social behaviour and other harmful 
behaviours.  I think most people would opt for normalisation and relying 
on the PSNI and Statutory Agencies for community safety.

So why did I stay?  Because I believed the PUP were doing the right thing 
in helping them to go away and I believed that the leadership were 
committed to that goal.  In less than a year I would be proved wrong.

TIME TO GO - In May 2010 I was attending a friends wedding in Donegal.  
I had switched my phone to silent not that there was much telephone 
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coverage where I was but I had forgotten to put it back to normal.  When 
I woke the next morning and looked at my phone there was 22 missed 
calls and numerous text messages.  My heart sunk. It could only be bad 
news.  I asked at reception where the best place for service was and they 
directed me outside to a corner of the hotel. Before I got to the corner 
the phone started to ring and a journalist I knew quite well asked my for 
my response to the murder the day before. I asked him to tell me what 
happened.  He explained that a man had been blasted in the chest and 
face by two men carrying sawn-o� shotguns. It happened on the Shankill 
road at lunchtime and in full view of mums and children. It was being 
blamed on the UVF.  I thanked him and he left me to gather my thoughts. 
I told him to call me back in a few minutes.

I wanted to go back to bed and pull the duvet over my head.  Instead I 
had to face the media.  Not those responsible for this horrific act, but me.  
Over the next 72 hours I was talking to anyone and everyone.  I spoke to 
police and every radio station and TV channel I could.  This was wrong, no 
excuse.  If it was the UVF, and all indications were that it was, then they 
had not only killed a man in broad daylight they had also killed the PUP 
political project. 
  
RESIGNATION - I could not continue to do politics with one hand tied 
behind my back.  The UVF were not serious about going away and I could 
no longer work with them.  I called David Ervine’s widow and told her of 
my decision to resign not just as leader but from the party as well.  She 
came to the o�ce and we cried together.  I then drew up a list of people 
to tell and I called them one by one.  I then penned my letter of 
resignation and asked the Party Chair to call an emergency Executive 
meeting.  I had a great Executive team.  They were very upset and all but 
one wanted to resign.  I asked them to remain in place until the next 
party conference as I didn't want the party to collapse.  In hindsight, I 
should never have placed that burden on them.  I did ask them if I could 
remain in the Assembly as an independent for the remainder of my term, 
just 10 months. They gave me their blessing.  I stood as an independent in 
the May 2011 election and lost the seat.  

AFTER THAT - I thought that was it.  I would take a holiday and have a 
think about what I wanted to do next.  I didn't get a holiday.  At a chance 
meeting in London that June, I met who would be my next employer 
although I did not know it at the time. A few months later and I was 
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working for Marie Stopes International to open the first sexual and 
reproductive health centre in Belfast o�ering early medical abortions.

I couldn't believe it!  Here was an issue close to my heart that I had 
campaigned on for many years and this organisation was asking me if I 
would like to be involved!  I nearly bit their hand o�!  

Witnessing what I did through the work of Marie Stopes International in 
Belfast and around the world reinforced for me the need for mature 
progressive politics in Northern Ireland.  Where legislators and decision 
makers base policy and law on the best available evidence and research 
instead of opinions and beliefs.  

I resigned from MSI in April 2015 having gained support from five 
political parties for the work that we did and increasing the number of 
women using the services year on year.  There is no doubt in my mind 
that the presence of Marie Stopes in NI moved the debate from the back 
streets into the public where women’s stories could be heard and the law 
could be changed.  It is heading in the right direction regardless of those 
who oppose women’s healthcare.

NOW - I work in social housing.  I see first hand how having a secure and 
decent home and great services benefits those in greatest need.  I 
volunteer on a number of boards concerned with peace-building and 
social justice.  I serve as a commissioner with the Equality Commission 
who exist to educate employers and society on the harmful e�ects of 
discrimination and promote equality and good relations as the way 
forward for us here in Northern Ireland.

While NI has come a long way since the first ceasefires were called in the 
1990s, there is still a distance to travel if as a society we are to feel the 
benefits of peace and good relations.  At the minute, politically we are 
still ‘the nigglers’ standing beside one another giving each other the 
elbow in the ribs, or sometimes one niggler doing it surreptitiously to the 
other, safe in the knowledge that the opposing elbow in the ribs will be 
seen by the public and regarded as bad faith.  I feel a disconnect between 
the politicians and the people.  

Delivering peace and progress for our society was always going to be a 
tall order but 23 years on since the Good Friday Agreement I would have 
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thought we would be much further on.  I thought, perhaps a bit too 
optimistically, we would have an education system that values every child 
and supports them to achieve their dream; a health and social care 
system that treats and cares for people when they need it; an economic 
system based on the redistribution of wealth with a system of welfare 
that supports the most vulnerable, and; a culture of equality, dignity and 
respect that permeates the whole of society and is reflected in our 
humanity to each another. 

NEXT - That is what NI could look like in 2121.  If there is one thing that 
life has taught me it’s that you cannot build peace without ensuring 
social and economic justice.  Those most involved in violence and those 
most impacted by violence come from our most disadvantaged 
communities.  It benefits all of society if we end this disadvantage.  Many 
people are working hard to achieve this. Until then, while I love Northern 
Ireland, I don’t particularly like it.
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