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ONE SMALL STEP
Billy Tate is Principal of Belvoir Primary School in South Belfast. 
He writes:

The memory remains with me, sometimes bringing dark depression and at others a sense of hope. Holding another man’s wedding-ring four days before Christmas and thinking about a wife and family unaware of the accident. 
Minutes earlier my lips had touched his as I attempted to breathe air into his lifeless body. He was from a different religion and a diametrically opposed political tradition but he was my friend and none of that mattered. His hopes and dreams ended on a cold river bank surrounded by some of his close friends. 

His brother recounted that the previous day they had been cutting wood in the shed and his footprints still remained in the sawdust. He could not bear the thought of sweeping up the dust. 

I can still see hands reaching up to us secure in the knowledge that we would save him from drowning. Those hands bore the marks of rope burns, as he lay at rest. Rope burns that reminded me of nail marks on the body of a man who died for me. My life changed forever that day when I realised that in death flags and borders matter little when eternity beckons. 

  
Children in school are so brutally honest and challenging in relation to our deep seated prejudices, which often are laid bare within the classroom interactions. Each time I think I have conquered my tribal fears they bring my ivory-tower crashing down to earth like a deck of cards. They force me to push the boundaries because I want a better future for my children in school. 

I want to see a healing of the communities in Belfast and for my children to experience life to the full. I teach mutual understanding to promote tolerance and trust in the local and wider community. That requires us to engage in developing learners in practical activities that value and celebrate cultural difference and diversity. Too often the cross-community activities are safe ones for principals, where we follow the lines of least resistance. 

When a class of senior pupils asked me to introduce hurling into school I was flabbergasted because, momentarily, my old prejudices returned. On reflection, the real issue was that I knew this request would create difficulties for me as a principal. The road-less-travelled is always lonely and full of pot-holes. This should not deter us, as leaders and followers, because it takes us to a place where we will find true reconciliation. Children are already on this road looking back at my generation who are contemplating the potential journey ahead. 

I invited Trevor Ringland to come into school and speak to our staff about the importance of individuals and groups making small steps that collectively add up to a movement committed to reconciliation. Their response was humbling as they joined with me on the road-less-travelled. 

When the parental consent-slips came back into school I was so proud to see the collective generosity of spirit. All the children were allowed to participate in the hurling tournament. Rugby has been able to accommodate both the Gael and the Planter with their unique traditions. That is what we hope to achieve by reaching out the hand of friendship to everyone. We want to share our culture with others and to learn about new ones both here and abroad. 
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The One Small Step Campaign is being run in association with the Community Relations Council. If you have a story to tell contact  rmullan@nicrc.org.uk or tel 028 9022 7500.

