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One Small Step
 Maureen Hetherington is a community relations worker in Londonderry.
I was brought up in a working class area in the Waterside area of Londonderry.  My dad worked in the ‘dole’ offices and over and above his job he would give advice on benefits to anyone at all who needed it, day or night. I didn’t have much experience of ‘them and us’ growing up, dad helped anyone who needed help – I was more aware of class issues rather than religious differences.
I never thought much about the troubles, even though they began when I was a teenager. I remember being caught up in many bomb scares and rioting in the town as I tried to get back and forth from the local Technical College on the Strand Road. Despite this, I continued my studies. I suppose the conflict never really hit home until I got married. My husband, who was working in the Housing Executive, left to join the police force and as a serving RUC Constable, he was shot and badly injured. At that time I was heavily pregnant with our first child and even though his recovery was slow and painful, we were blessed to have a son which kept us busy and pre-occupied.  I had two more sons which completed our family and all three children deeply enriched our lives. However, we lived in constant fear of attack and we both feared for the lives of our children because of the way in which the police were targeted either through car bombs or indiscriminate shootings at their homes.
When my sons were well settled in school I went back to work on an ‘Ace’ Scheme. I was fortunate enough during that time to undertake community relations training within the placement which allowed me to examine my own attitude and beliefs. During this time, my colleague and friend, who was a member of the nationalist community, asked me about my experience as a serving officer’s wife. I trusted him enough to share my story which was both moving for me and hugely empowering and it was the first time in ten years in which I was able to unpack some of the deep hurt and unresolved issues that sat with me as a result of the shooting incident. To have my story listened to and my own personal experience validated opened me up to other possibilities and I became genuinely interested in wanting to hear other lived experiences of the conflict.  
As a result of opening up and sharing my story, I had the privilege of working alongside Damian Gorman in the founding of An Crann/The Tree, an organisation set up to help people to tell and listen to the stories of the Troubles. Following from that I worked with others to set up an organisation called ‘Towards Understanding and Healing’ using storytelling as a tool for healing and the re-humanising of those we see as our enemy. Ten years on, we have had hundreds through the storytelling process, many of whom have felt the benefit of sharing their story. And I have learnt, through the listening to and sharing of stories, that sometimes it is not the extraordinary people who make big things happen, rather it is the ordinary person, when motivated, who can do extraordinary things, step by step.
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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.

