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The signing of the Covenant was impressed upon me from an early age because my father not 

only signed it but took part in the great demonstration to Balmoral showgrounds on Easter 

Tuesday 1912.   

As a child of an elderly parent – my father was 57 years old when I was born and already in 

his mid-twenties in 1912 -- I often heard him talk about his experience and he remained 

clearly quite proud and driven by that experience as I grew up and until his death at the age of 

87.  

He lived in Cookstown in County Tyrone during the Home Rule crisis and it was clearly a 

considerable commitment and adventure for him to travel in those days to Belfast for the big 

demonstration.  From listening to him and looking back now, I would say there were three 

main reasons why he was influenced to parade at Balmoral and sign the Covenant.  

One was religion. Another motivating factor was the defence of what he had in terms of job 

security and future prospects as a 25 year old Protestant in 1912.  A third reason was his pride 

in being part of the powerful British Empire.  

If my father, William John Curran were alive today and faced with the same challenge as he 

was in 1912, I think he would have a very different attitude because life on this island today 

has left or is leaving behind his raison d’être of a century ago for signing the Covenant. 

Let us take religion first.  In today’s increasingly secular world where so few people attend 

church regularly, the importance of religion in the signing of the Covenant may be hard to 

understand but from listening to his recollections of 1912, I would say that it lay at the very 

core of his Protestant generation’s thinking. He signed the Covenant because in his eyes 

Home Rule meant Rome rule.  

He was fairly devoutly Church of Ireland and belonged to that generation for whom church-

going and worship in general was an essential ever-present aspect of life 

All the main churches had an extraordinary hold on those who packed the pews every 

Sunday. Life centred on church organisations and activities.  

In my father’s mind, politics and the Catholic church, Irish nationalism and gaelic culture, 

were as one totally intertwined with one another, so closely you could not see the join.  

Protestants like my father saw themselves as the industrial power-house of Ireland. The 

textile mills, engineering works and shipyards were in their hey-day. Home Rule posed a 

major threat to this thriving lifestyle. People did not have the academic opportunities of 2012 

but jobs for young people like my father were far more plentiful than they are now even if 

lowly paid. 



Protestants like him had first call on jobs in the mills and shipyards. The Orange Order 

crossed the class divide. Unlike today, its membership included the rich Protestant industrial 

barons and its province-wide network could ensure that no one was left out in the cold of 

unemployment. 

My father and his friends believed all this could not be possible without the backcloth of the 

British Empire which stoked the furnaces of industrial Ulster, providing raw materials from 

abroad and a global market for local goods.  Without the Empire, the future would be far 

from secure. If the Home Rulers detached Ireland from the British Empire my father and his 

ilk concluded that the benefits and prospects they enjoyed would soon disappear and the 

future would be far from as secure for them as it was in 1912. 

So there we are inside the mind of a young Ulster Protestant man as he boards the train from 

Cookstown station on Easter Tuesday morning 1912 and sets off on his 100 mile round trip to 

Belfast to salute Edward Carson and support the Covenant. 

Fast forward to today and what do we find. Religions, while still a factor in many lives has 

nothing like the influence it had in 1912. Even the Catholic church has lost much of its 

political power-base on this island. 

The mills, engineering works and shipyards have gone. Labour-intensive industry is a thing 

of the past century.  We might well conclude that between 1912 and 2012, the once great 

work-force of Ulster managed to price itself out of existence. 

The economy of Northern Ireland today is a shadow of what it was in 1912. A century ago, it 

was expansively labour intensive and full of prospects for my father’s generation, particularly 

those like him who were Protestants, In today’s world, I would say as a 25 year old 

Protestant,  William John Curran, from a poor background in a rural Ulster town, might be 

struggling to find employment at all. He might even be a member of that lost tribe of the 

Protestant working class epitomised in north and east Belfast, who call themselves loyalists 

but for whom being British and unionist, is no longer a guarantee of employment.  

With regard to the Home Rule it is hard to understand why so many people on an island with 

so little natural resources, with areas of deep deprivation, with low living standards and poor 

economic potential ended up biting the hand which fed them?  

Perhaps we should question whether the experiences of the past century north and south in 

Ireland suggest Home Rule was the right course. With the benefit of hindsight we can now 

see that Home Rule did not settle the Irish problem. It led eventually to a generation of 

terrible conflict in Northern Ireland but it also did little for the living standards of the 

nationalist population north or south for much of the past 100 years and it virtually wiped out 

the Irish unionist population in the south as well as disenfranchising nationalists in the north. 

We can now see that the Irish Republic is far from independent.  What price Home Rule 

when it is so dependent on bail-outs from Europe and even from Britain as to make its 

founding fathers turn in their graves. About the only economic light shining through the 



darkness of a century of Irish Home Rule has been the decade of the Celtic Tiger and now we 

know that even that was built on perilously shifting sands. 

There is also the irony that a century on from the Home Rule crisis, the Republic has begun 

to dismantle and reverse its age-old negative attitude towards Britain and the prospect of 

another irony for unionists in Northern Ireland who are starting to accept that there is no 

option but to adopt a whole range of All-Ireland cooperation in areas such as the public 

services in order to reduce the huge burden of dependency on the London Exchequer. 

Perhaps we might conclude that had the Home Rulers in 1912 thought less with their hearts 

and more with their heads, as it appears a majority of people in Scotland are now doing in the 

face of  the Scottish nationalist party’s demands for independence, this island would not have 

gone through so much pain in the past century.  

For example, witness the first 50 years until the end of the 1960s when the fledging republic 

was left behind economically under the spell of Eamon de Valera’s romantic thatched-roofed, 

jaunting car of an Ireland. Witness the next 30 years until the turn of this current century 

when this island was home to one of some of the most ruthless terrorist organisations in the 

world and so many people lost their lives and livelihoods. 

About the only economic light shining through this darkness of a century of Irish Home Rule 

has been the decade of the Celtic Tiger and now we know sadly that even it was built on 

perilously shifting sands. 

So where does that leave us in 2012. I think it prompts all of us, unionists, nationalists and 

republicans to think more rationally than our fathers and forefathers did a century ago. To 

recognise that on a small island such as ours, there is no Holy Grail. There is really no such 

thing as independence. Independence is an illusion, a delusion as we are witnessing across 

Europe and the world today. Inter-dependence is what counts and unfortunately for too long  

Irish nationalists chose to reject proper and respectful inter-dependence with their nearest 

neighbour, namely Britain and chose instead in a fit of historical pique coloured by centuries 

of Anglo-Irish enmity to seek other pastures in Brussels and elsewhere. 

We see Scotland today a country of similar population to this island’s but far greater natural 

resources, embarking on its own great Home Rule debate but as of now we do not see the 

Scots behaving as impulsively as the Irish did a century ago and cutting off their noses to 

spite their faces. Edinburgh in 2012 is much more circumspect than Dublin in 1912. 

So what of our future?  

The next decades may well see the Republic reversing its historic negative attitude to Britain 

and restoring stronger links and also unionists in Northern Ireland having no option but to 

accept a whole range of All-Ireland measures – the so-called All Ireland economy -- in areas 

such as the public services, health, education etc, to reduce the burden of dependency on the 

London Exchequer. 

 



The economic plight of Northern Ireland and its increasing rather than decreasing level of 

dependency on the British Exchequer consign the aspiration of Irish unity to the back burner 

for the foreseeable future. The Republic too is now more dependent on Europe but also on 

Britain as evidence by the bail-out which George Osborne offered to Dublin and the oversight 

of its finances by the German Chancellor. Nationalists and republicans have no option but to 

revise their strategy for Irish unity. Unionists for all their sense of Britishness born of signing 

the Covenant have to recognise if not embrace the culture of gaelic Ireland as they have never 

done before. 

A hundred years on, Irish Home Rule and the Ulster Covenant may be revered by their 

respective nationalist and unionist societies but if truth were recognised, Home Rule and the 

Covenant have left a legacy which is now in the process of being dismantled. 

In 2012 that surely prompts all of us, unionists, nationalists and republicans to face reality, to 

recognise that on a small island such as ours, there was no Holy Grail to be found in either 

Home Rule or in signing the Ulster Covenant.   

The old order is no more. There is no Protestant Ulster for a Protestant people any more than 

there is a truly independent Catholic Ireland. Independence has proved to be an illusion. 

Inter-dependence is what counts in today’s world. Like it or not, we have no option but to 

draw closer together and certainly not to split apart as happened a century ago.  

 


