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One Small Step

Michael Doherty grew up in Derry where he now lives and works to support better community relations.

On the last Saturday in October in 1976 the IRA put a bomb in our family's barber shop, at 55 Spencer Road, Derry, because we had off duty RUC officers and British Army officers as customers. According to the IRA, we were supporting the British war machine and according to them, cutting the hair of security personal made us legitimate targets. Fortunately no one was seriously injured. The building was wrecked but my father, two customers, one a policeman and I had a miraculous escape.

We eventually built the business back up again and still went on to cut policemen and soldiers hair. On the Sunday after the bombing I was thinking about our conflict and about how we could stop our community from killing each other. We were Catholics working in a Protestant area and I was very aware that there were two stories circulating about what was happening in sustaining the killing and bombing in Northern Ireland, but neither side was listening to the other. I decided on that Sunday 31 October 1976, the day after the bombing, that I was going to do something about stopping our community from killing each other.

I had only a primary education as I had been taken out of school at 13 to work in the barbershop.  The next three years was a struggle, deciding what to do, until I eventually made my mind up to go back to education. I was going nowhere without it. In 1979, three years after the bomb, I enrolled in the Foundation Course in Magee University, as a mature student. I was 33 with a wife and three children at the time. This decision changed my life entirely. I went on to do a Degree in Social Administration and eventually a Masters Degree in Public Administration and Legal Studies. 

This step has taken me on a journey that has let me keep my commitment to stop our community from killing each other. My first post was with The Northern Ireland Association of Youth Clubs as the Northwest Community Relations Officer. This post was upgraded to Community Relations Training Officer. Currently I am the Director of the Peace and Reconciliation Group at the forefront of peace building in our divided community. 

In my capacity as a community relations activist I have endeavoured to find creative ways for our divided community to engage with each other. I have written training manuals and delivered courses in community relations skills.  I have also had the privilege of working behind the scenes in helping resolve some of our contentious parades issues, as well as at some of the major interfaces in Northern Ireland.  While this work has been done quietly and is confidential, it has resulted in significantly reducing the tension in some areas during the parading season as well as reducing the number of sectarian incidents at some of our interface areas.  This work has kept me at the “coal face” of dealing with sectarianism, that has had an impact on all of us. My latest publication “Peace & Reconciliation Worksheets for Facilitators” is my most recent contribution to help other facilitators deliver workshops on the concept of reconciliation.

The step I took has made a difference to my life and I hope has influenced others to find creative ways of helping our divided community to get into dialogue with each other. Through this work I have helped contribute to transforming our conflict to be less violent but there is still much more work to do.

_____________________________________________________________________

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.

