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John hume 1937-20208

He gave hope 
of a future 

free of bombs 
and bullets

In times when terror was the norm, there  
is  no doubt that he put his life on the line

feel their blood freeze again as a 
shot rang out somewhere close. 

A hope that, unlike our parents, 
we wouldn’t have to fear for the 
lives of our children as they 
closed the front door, heading for 
a night out to watch a football 
match in the local pub.

A hope that we could go 
about our lives experi-
encing the normal  
everyday traumas of 

joy, heartbreak, love and loss but 
not at the hands of others fight-
ing a battle that seemed both 
worthless and pointless when 
weighed up against the number 
of bodies that were buried.

We wouldn’t have to fear ques-
tions about the letter ‘H’ or 
whether or not we were supposed 
to know the words of the Hail 
Mary when looking down the 
barrel of someone else’s gun in a 
college car park. 

And John Hume was one of the 
people who made this happen. 

He well deserved his Nobel 
Peace Prize and more for saving 
thousands of lives with his 
dogged determination to bring 
peace and a better future to 
Northern Ireland. 

Following the demise of both 
Ian Paisley and Martin McGuin-
ness in recent years, credit was 
given to both men for their work 
towards a peaceful future – and 
rightly so.

But John Hume spent his life 
working tirelessly to hold a mid-
dle ground, where violence was 
unacceptable whatever the rea-
son, during the times when both 
Paisley and McGuinness were 
themselves fanning flames of a 
different kind.

He brought the good people of 
Northern Ireland with him. 

He was the true architect of the 
peaceful future Northern Ireland 
now enjoys and he did it without 
ever encouraging one person to 
lift even a fist against another in 
the name of religion.

He fought for our rights, he 
fought for our future and, along-
side David Trimble, delivered 
what, as a child, we all believed 
was impossible.

by Maeve 
Quigley

AS A chi ld who 
grew up in the 
midst of the Trou-
bles, there are 
always two peo-

ple who spring to mind 
when I think about those 
who were at the forefront 
of speaking sense, speak-
ing the truth in my home 
town of Derry.

One of those was Dr Edward 
Daly, the bishop who waved his 
handkerchief in front of the 
wounded body of Jackie Duddy 
in a desperate attempt to get the 
17-year-old to safety during 
Bloody Sunday.

The other is John Hume, a man 
who spent his life fighting for the 
people of his constituency, fight-
ing to secure civil rights for those 
being discriminated against on 
the basis of their religion, fight-
ing to stop blood being shed on 
our streets, and fighting to keep 
the sons and daughters of people 
he knew from throwing their lives 
away all for the sake of a flag – 
any flag.

Looking back today, it almost 
seems surreal, like that period of 
my life was merely a figment of 
my imagination.

Was it really me, four years old, 
beside my elder brother and sis-
ter lying flat on the pavement, 
being held down by my terrified 
grandfather as snipers fired  
bullets across our heads at the 
British army and, not knowing 
the seriousness of the situation, I 
stood up because it  was  
raining and I wanted a hat?

Did that shot ring out in the 
night and kill a man who lived at 
the top of our street just because 
he was a Protestant, and thus an 
affluent businessman who in 
somebody’s eyes deserved to die 
for that reason?

WAS it really in 
Derry, a beautiful 
c ity loved by 
t o u r i s t s  w h o 

appreciate its music, art and 
soul, that a huge bomb killed five 
soldiers and Patsy Gillespie, hus-
band of Kathleen who worked in 
our local shop, and who was tied 
to a car carrying the device and 
forced to drive it to his death 
which he undoubtedly knew was 
at hand?

But it was. It was my friend who 
was shot dead by the UVF, who 
also murdered his father as they 
watched TV at home.

It was at my school gate where 
a man was shot dead one evening 
and we passed by with our books 
and our lunchboxes the following 
morning, ready to play hopscotch 
or get in some practice for the 
annual pantomime.

It was from that same class-
room that we watched the buses 
burning during the Hunger 
Strikes as local lads rioted with 
the police.

It was from my front door that 
my father was taken by the army 
for questioning as his terrified 
wife and children watched,  
wondering what was going to 
happen next.

It was at the school where he 

norm, there is no doubt that he 
put his life on the line as threats 
must have come to him from all 
sides of the conflict.

Hume was a man of peace but 
that didn’t mean that he never 
got angry. 

I can remember news reports of 
his fury, those images of Hume, 
dripping wet from the water can-
non that had been directed at 
him, spread-eagled against a wall 
while a teenage soldier searched 
him in an undignified manner.

But this was a man who had 
dignity, this was a man who 
pushed forward at no small cost 
to his own personal safety and 
that of his family.

This was a man who brought 
America to the table in an effort 
to try and end the bloodshed 

that claimed the lives of over 
3,000 people.

As Bono took John Hume by 
one hand and David Trimble by 
the other on the stage of the 
Waterfront Hall ahead of the 
Good Friday Agreement, I was 
there in the audience with a few 
of my friends.

I was, of course, from Derry, 
others were from West Belfast 
and there was one from the top 
of the Shankill Road.

We had long fought against any 
prejudices we encountered, unit-
ing through a shared love of 
music, regardless of our back-
grounds. But that night we felt it 
in the room. 

It was hope. Hope for a better 
future, hope that no child sitting 
in front of the television would 

taught that another teacher was 
beaten and seriously injured by a 
British soldier while trying to 
prevent them from entering the 
school grounds so he could pro-
tect the children under his care.

It was my cousin who had to 
leave her home at 17 and move 
away from her family, friends and 
everyone she held dear because 
she fell in love with the wrong 
person and a threat was made 
against her life.

This was life and it was in this 
twisted normality that I grew up. 
There was a reason that Derry 
was an SDLP stronghold and 
that reason was John Hume. 

He fought tirelessly for the peo-
ple of his city, he fought tirelessly 
for the people of his country. 

In times when terror was the 

Courageous: Hume confronts 
the RUC in Derry in 1969 
during a Civil Rights protest
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OPINION

Hume gave 
us peace  

and a ‘wee 
factory girl’ 

achieved  
her dream

I
t felt strange but I 
couldn’t help but 
weep. Lighting a 
 candle on tuesday 
night in Dublin, I’ve 

never felt further away 
from home, even though 
I’ve lived here for longer 
than I care to remember.

And so many of my friends felt 
the same – we wanted to do 
something but there was little 
we could do, other than offer 
some light in memory of my 
city’s bravest son.

the ripples were felt all over 
the North as those who grew up 
in my generation for once 
remembered all the other  
things we had buried as the 
 seconds of peace turned into 
hours, days, years.

On these pages this week I 
mentioned a few things that 
happened to me and in my family 
when the troubles were raging – 
but not everything.

What took me by surprise was 
the shock that those details cre-
ated among my friends who grew 
up elsewhere.

We were a lucky family who 
grew up in a middle-class area 
but the troubles touched every 
single child who grew up in  
my generation. 

And we had mechanisms for 
coping, we still do. Nobody asks 
so we don’t tell. 

We gloss over the details, we 
don’t talk about all the things 
that happened because once you 
started, you would never stop. 
And, to be honest, nobody really 
wants to hear.

So when that piece was pub-
lished, I felt guilty for picking 
out incidents, guilty for remind-
ing people of who they lost and 
what happened, guilty for open-
ing my mouth because I might 
trigger someone else’s grief.

Tightrope
But I now realise that grief 

belongs to me, too, and those 
things had to be said because  
no one can overestimate what 
John Hume did for people like 
me and those coming after me.

No one can imagine how far he 
went, how he put himself and his 
family on the line on a daily 
basis, walking a tightrope every 
single day in an attempt to bring 
about a better life for his 
 children, for his community, for 
Derry and the wider population 
in Northern Ireland.

In an interview with Jack 
 Holland in 2011, Pat Hume told 
how their house in Westend Park 
at the top of the Bogside was 
often targeted by the youth wing 
of the Provisional IRA, recalling 
how in 1987 bullets had been 
fired at the windows before pet-
rol bombs were lobbed at the 
house. the reinforced glass kept 
the fire out of the house but the 
front door was ablaze so Pat, 
who was at home with one of the 
couple’s daughters, had to 
escape out the back. But like the 
rest of us, the Hume children 
just got on with things, too. 
Nobody asked, they didn’t tell. 

Our families were very similar. 
My father grew up not too far 
away from where Hume did, the 
youngest child of nine in a  
four-room terrace house with a 
dock worker dad, my mother  
the daughter of a Strabane  
bus conductor.

Being clever was the thing that 
mobilised them from the working 

classes to the middle-class 
upbringing I was afforded, due 
to various scholarships, with 
both ending up in teacher train-
ing college before meeting and 
falling in love when they taught 
at the same primary school.

When I was clearing out our 
family home, there were some 
surprising discoveries. Not the 
civil-rights movement badge or 
the rubber bullet that is typi-
cally stored somewhere in pretty 
much every Derry home, but the 
letters. the ones written by my 
mild-mannered, soft-spoken 
mother to the then-Northern 

Ireland prime minister terence 
O’Neill, the fury still burning off 
the pages as Derry – the bigger 
city – was bypassed as the site of 
the new university in favour of 
the predominately Protestant 
Coleraine. Hume was actively 
involved in pushing for Derry to 
be elevated to a university city.

My aunt wrote letters, too – one 
in particular to a BBC show 
called tonight after watching 
Alan Whicker talk about apart-
heid in South Africa. there was, 
she told them, apartheid in 
Derry too as Catholic families 
were constantly overlooked for 

social housing in favour of Prot-
estants. She was afraid to sign 
the letter as she said she would 
never get a house then, and her 
husband would never find work 
should her name be discovered 
by the unionist majority who 
effectively ran the city.

the tV cameras came and 
recorded a piece which Alan 
Whicker announced had been 
confiscated at the airport as 
they left.

‘All we wanted was a house and 
to work,’ she tells me. ‘We 
shouldn’t have had to battle for 
that but we did.’

She said she had realised that 
no matter what she did or how 
hard she worked, her life was 
never going to get better and 
she found that incredibly 
frustrating.

But Hume was one of those 
who changed that, instrumental 
in the setting up of the credit 
union in Derry, the thing that 
gave her – ‘just a wee factory girl’ 
– the optimism to move forward, 
the positivity to believe she, too, 
could run a business of her own. 

It was this same credit union 
that allowed the Undertones to 
record teenage Kicks, £400 
 borrowed to record an anthem 
that is as much a tune about 
Derry as Danny Boy and the 
town I Loved So Well.

And those were the light 
moments that went with the 
shade, the daily death tolls, the 
bombed-out businesses, the 
parents who had to bring up 
children in a place where it was 
never guaranteed that you were 
all going to come home from a 
simple shopping trip to buy 
school shoes.

He was the one person we 
could all rely on to speak the 
truth, to renounce any violent 
action no matter where it came 
from, unlike many other politi-
cians who spoke out of both 
sides of their mouths, preaching 
one message then washing  
their hands of the blood of the 
disadvantaged and disenfran-
chised who had believed their 
hate speech.

Humour
And by constant engagement 

with both sides of the conflict, 
John Hume brought us to a 
place that my 17-year-old self 
never thought I would see.

As Fr Paul Farren remarked, 
there are so many of us who 
wouldn’t be alive today if John 
Hume’s determination hadn’t 
paved that path to peace.

And when he won the Nobel 
Peace Prize, his share of the 
money went to St Vincent de 
Paul, the Salvation Army, the 
Omagh Fund and the Victim 
Memorial trust. 

So it was only fitting that, as he 
went to his final resting place, 
Hume was surrounded by  
those he loved and some of  
Derry’s most talented sons and 
daughters, brought out of St 
Eugene’s Church as his school 
pal Phil Coulter sang the town 
I Loved So Well.

We had previously heard of the 
statesman but as the Hume  
family mourned their husband, 
father and grandfather we heard 
of the chocolate lover, the man 
who was happiest by the Donegal 
sea, the father and grandfather 
who loved nothing more than 
giving a blast of a song because, 
like all Derry people, he had a 
fine singing voice.

We also have a sharp and 
 sarcastic sense of humour which 
a friend reminded me of in a  
post yesterday. 

After meeting John in a  
doctor’s surgery, the medic said: 
‘Alright, John?’

‘Would I be in a doctor’s  
surgery if I was alright?’ came 
the reply. 

Another friend remarked that 
John Hume was the heart of 
Derry and that is true.

But it also must be said that 
this giant of man, who changed 
so many thousands of lives, was 
also a husband and a father with 
Derry at his heart.

Hope-giver:  John Hume brought great opportunities to Derry

maeve quigley
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OPINION

Leo did not help 
Ruth, now it’s too 
late... will Martin 
fail families of the 

other women? 

T
he man in the 
navy suit apolo-
gised for what  
had happened, on 
 behalf of his people 

and the people who went 
before him, who hadn’t 
previously bothered to  
say sorry and were now 
planning their six-week 
holidays.

‘Those of us who are here, and 
have the responsibility of elected 
office, have a solemn duty to 
learn the lessons from these 
errors, to reform the system and 
to make sure they never happen 
again,’ he told the room, which 
was mostly full of other men in 
suits, save for a handful of 
women – and one man who 
rightly insisted these words were 
too little, too late.

And in the minute’s silence 
that followed, the nation hoped 
that these politicians could feel 
the anger from those outside the 
Dáil, could feel the appropriate 
levels of shame any right-think-
ing human being would feel 
heaped upon their shoulders 
had they behaved so appallingly 
towards someone who was dying, 
while using the excuse that they 
were only following the correct 
procedure and, sure, weren’t 
they only doing their jobs?

Micheál Martin’s apology came 
just days after Paul Morrissey 
announced the death of his 
brave wife Ruth, a woman full of 
energy and sparkle, a woman 
who had just celebrated her 39th 
birthday a few weeks ago, a 
woman whose nine-year-old 
daughter begged her not to die.

Via his solicitor, Paul Morrissey 
said: ‘Despite the magnitude of 
the harm caused to her by avoid-
able errors, despite the broken 
promise of a Taoiseach who said 
no other woman would have to 
go to trial, despite using Ruth as 
a test case through the final 
years and months of her life, 
 neither the hSe nor the State 
has ever apologised to her, and 
now it is too late.’

Leo Varadkar offered his 
 condolences yesterday – and 
quite rightly so – to the family 
and friends of Dr Waqar Ali Shah, 
who died of Covid-19 while 
 working in the Mater hospital. 

he previously apologised to all 
the women affected by the 
 CervicalCheck scandal.

Afterthought
But scrolling through his 

extensive Twitter timeline, 
there’s no mention of Ruth 
 Morrissey, a mother who was 
effectively sentenced to death 
by inadequate testing and 
allowed to be dragged through 
the courts while he was the man 
in charge, after he promised this 
would not happen to another 
following Vicky Phelan’s ordeal.

Yesterday, as through her tears 
nine-year-old Libby was saying 
her final goodbyes to her mother, 
Paul Reid, the head of the hSe, 
said he had written to Paul Mor-
rissey to apologise on its behalf.

Clearly, neither the Govern-
ment nor the hSe understand 
what the words ‘too late’  
actually mean.

Opening a letter will be cold 
comfort to Paul Morrissey while 
trying to support his grieving 
daughter who lost her mother all 
too soon.

And granted, Paul Reid was 
not in charge of the hSe  
when news of the scandal broke, 

but it has been a full year since 
he took the reins.

A year where Ruth Morrissey 
was around to hear the words, 
‘We are sorry this has happened’ 
for herself.

It might not have saved her 
life, but certainly it would have 
made her feel better, and less of 
a second-class citizen, that she 
was believed, that she was 
 vindicated, that it was unques-
tionably wrong for this to have 
happened to her.

Instead, she died without 
 hearing this for herself. Instead, 
she died more than likely feeling 
that the State let her down by 
taking an appeal to the Supreme 
Court to effectively quibble over 
the terms and conditions of her 

forthcoming death. Instead, she 
died thinking, quite correctly it 
seemed, that neither the 
 Government nor the hSe cared 
enough about her life and the 
lives of those she had to leave 
behind to say sorry.

The fact that Paul Morrissey 
had to point this out is nothing 
short of outrageous. For apolo-
gies to come at this stage only 
proves, yet again, that women in 
this country are an afterthought, 
still second-class citizens who 
are left to suffer at the hands of 
the politique, which cares more 
about money than it does lives.

It’s been left to Labour leader 
Alan Kelly to insist that legisla-
tion to let the dependants of 
women affected by the Cervical-

Check scandal claim for losses, 
instead of going to court. he is 
also seeking to make changes to 
the Civil Liability Act, which will 
make it easier for terminally ill 
women and their families to 
access support. he says Ruth 
Morrissey wanted this to happen 
and hopes all the other parties 
will support the move.

And still there are hundreds of 
women affected by this screen-
ing scandal whom the hSe and 
the State have failed, but the 
CervicalCheck tribunal is not up 
and running as yet.

It was due to begin in March, 
but was, the Government says, 
postponed due to Covid-19.

however, the legislation to 
begin this tribunal was passed in 

July last year by the Oireachtas.
That’s a full year of waiting for 

women who desperately want 
their voices to be heard, and who 
need to know that, should they 
pass away, their families will be 
provided for.

Surely those in charge must 
realise at this stage that time is 
of the essence for these women? 
Time has been taken away from 
them by these blunders in US 
laboratories used to save a few 
euro for the hSe budgets.

And empty words mean 
 nothing to women who have 
watched promises being broken 
again and again, who have seen 
Ruth Morrissey dragged through 
the courts despite assurances 
that this would not happen 
 following Vicky Phelan’s own 
hard-fought victory.

Contempt
There’s no doubt that these 

women have little faith or trust 
in a State that has already 
treated them and others like 
them with contempt.

They are still living with uncer-
tainty, as a lack of action has 
now led to the tribunal having 
no chair, following the decision – 
by the Government – to appoint 
the initial chairwoman, Judge 
Mary Irvine, to the position of 
President of the high Court.

So it’s up to Micheál Martin to 
get the Government moving 
quickly. It’s high time this 
 tribunal was sorted out so that, 
at the very least, these women 
will have the chance to tell their 
stories and live what’s left of 
their lives secure in the knowl-
edge that what happened to 
them will be addressed properly, 
and their loved ones will be 
looked after without suffering 
the ignominy of arguing over the 
life of their mother, daughter, 
wife or sister in a courtroom.

every single day that passes 
without this happening is an 
affront to our society and a black 
stain on the Government, 
regardless of who happens to be 
in power. Because soon it will be 
too late for others, just like it 
was for Ruth Morrissey.

Precious time is something 
these women just don’t have 
enough of.

Forced to go 
to court: Ruth 

Morrissey 
with her 

husband Paul 

Maeve Quigley
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OPINION

January is 
cruel enough 
without the 

wellness 
industry 

cashing in 

somethingthat lasts justaday
or two,ourdefaultsetting isa
visit to the GP or another
medicalprofessional.

If I came to you because I
thoughtmylegwasbroken,you
wouldn’t tell me that taking
sometimeandspaceformyself
tomeditatewouldfixit.

If I found a really dodgy-

looking lump that might be
cancer,youwouldn’thandmea
pink journalwithgold lettering
and tellme thatwritingdown
my thoughts and goals and
takingsometimeoutformewas
thewaytotreatit.

Likewise, if I had a stomach

bugoracoughthatwasn’tgoing
away,you’ddirectmetomyGP.

So why is it now de rigueur
to seek our mental health
advice from an untrained
individual who has decided to
addanotherself-publishedbook
orwellnesspodcasttothenever-
endingself-helppile?

T
.S. Eliot believed
it to be April, but
there’s an argu-
ment that in fact
January is the

cruellestmonth.Thedark
days, cold weather and
seemingly endless nights,
coupled with financial
post-Christmas penury,
andtheexpectationsofa
new year and a new you,
bear heavily on the soul.
Which is why it’s also a
peaktimeforthewellness
industry,andofcoursethe
social media moguls, to
makeafastbuckoutofall
ourinsecurities.

But there is a more sinister
elementtothecurrentchatter
around mental health. It was
once seen as a taboo subject,
somethingwedidn’t reallytalk
about, but in recent years the
dialoguehasopenedup,whichis
wonderful to see. However,
thankstotheconstantneedfor
socialmediavalidation,what is
an important subject and an
important push for societal
change is in danger of fast
becomingmindlesschatterona
sepia-filteredInstagrampost.

Thisis,ofcourse,magnifiedby
thecurrentclimateweare in -
being in the midst of a global
pandemic is not good for
anyone’smentalhealth.

Narrative
But the current trend is to

infantilisewhatisaseriousand
importantissuebyfloodingthe
marketwithpodcasts,wellness
journalsand‘heartfelt’postsby
influencers who are busy
counting the euros dropping
intotheirbankaccountswhen
thecamerasareturnedoff.

Rightnowit’sthetimeofyear
when social media is flooded
withlotsof‘youcantalktome’
and ‘share this so that others
knowyouwilllisten’posts.

Itisallverywelltotellpeople
that you are open to having a
conversation,youarethere for
them if they need someone to
talktoandthatpeopleshould
notsufferalone.Butwearenot
equippingpeoplewiththenext
partofthatconversationwhich
is that, if they are feeling low,
anxious, upset or worse, then
theyneedtoseekprofessional
help,togototheirGPandask
foradvice,tolookontheinternet
andfindadecentcounsellor,to
get the appropriate help they
needfromaprofessionalwhois
trained in this kind of illness.
Not for someteensor twenty-
somethings–orindeedadults–
to try to help someone with a
problemtheyarenotequipped
todealwith,letalonefix.

Discussing a problem with a
friend can help bring it out
intheopen,butunlesstheroot
causeofyour issue isproperly
addressed,thenitisn’tgoingto
goaway.

Thenarrativeneedstorefocus
onthefactthatmentalhealthis
thesameasphysicalhealthand
needs to be discussed and
treatedinthesameway.

No illness is the same and
there isnotablanket ‘onesize
fits all’ cure, but unless it’s

Just a few weeks ago, gym
owners and personal trainers
weremakingalotofdisingenu-
ous noise about keeping their
gyms open in the middle of a
pandemic, claiming they were
essentialtomentalhealth,show-
ingexactlyjusthowdenigrated
thetermhasbecome.

Sure,doingexercisewillhelpif
youarefeelingslightlystressed,
butyoudon’tneedtodothisin
the gym or indoors for that
matter.Awalkorarunoutside
will do the same for those
endorphins.Andhow ispump-
ingironinaplacewhereyouare
atahigherriskofinfectionfrom
avirusthatcankillyougoingto
helpyouifyouhaveanorexiaor
apersonalitydisorder?

Puttingpressureonpeopleto
mindeachothercreatesanother
issuebecause,tryasyoumight,
unlessyouareatrainedcounsel-
lor,psychotherapistorpsychia-
trist,youaren’tgoingtobeable
to make someone else better.
And should the unthinkable
happen, there is an immense
burdenofguiltthatyouwillbe
lefttocarryaround.

Iknowthisfirst-hand.In2004,
at the age of 38, my brother
died from bipolar disorder.
That’s not what it says on his
deathcertificate,but it’swhat
killed him. He had access to
services, counselling, medica-
tion,a loving familywhowilled
himtogetwell,whosupported
himateveryturn,whodidevery-
thingtheycouldtohelphim,but
whohadtowatchashe faded
awayinfrontoftheireyes,inthe
grip of a serious illness from
whichhecouldn’trecover.

Impact
Which isprobablyoneof the

reasonswhy I findthecurrent
denigration of mental health
extremely frustrating, as I
am sure so many trained
professionalsdotoo.

Yes,peopleshouldkeeptalking
aboutmentalhealth–thereare
thingsthatneedtobediscussed,
suchasaccess toservices; the
inequality of help available to
those who can pay for it and
thosewhocan’t; theaddiction
issues that blight our society;
and the lack of provision
from the Government for
overstretched services, which
willbepushedeven furtheras
thefullimpactofthepandemic
takeshold.

And littlehaschanged inthe
workplaceenvironment,where
suffering from depression or
anxietyisstillforthemostpart
regardedasasignofweakness,a
chinkinyourarmour.

There’ssomuchtotalkabout.
But let’scentrethatdiscussion
in the right place and not
aroundsomefictional ideaofa
‘BlueMonday’that’sworsethan
others, which was actually
createdtosellholidays.

The lastyearhasbeentough,
there’snodoubtaboutthat,and
someofusaremanagingbetter
than others. So by all means,
talk toa friendabouthowyou
are feeling if thingsaregetting
on topofyou.But if youneed
help,foryourownsakeseekitin
therightplace.Ifyouareprovid-
ingalisteningear,listenbutalso
advise your friend to seek the
righthelp too.Andremember,
no one is responsible for your
mentalhealthexceptyou.

Winter of discontent:  
Gym workouts have been 

wrongly pushed as a 
solution to mental illness

Maeve Quigley
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