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One Small Step

Stephen Martin is a Chief Superintendent in the PSNI. He takes up position as District Commander in Londonderry on 1st June 2009. He has been a member of Healing Through Remembering’s  Acknowledgement and Truth Recovery Committee since 2004. He writes:
I joined the Police Service in 1986 to serve the community and make a difference. It was a challenging time for the police and for the whole of society.  Sixty-six people died as a result of the ‘Troubles’ that year including twelve police officers. In my first year of service I attended the funerals of three officers from my station and unfortunately I would attend more police funerals over the years. 

Back then, it would have been hard to imagine being part of a group whose remit was to look at ways of dealing with the past and which was made up of people from a range of political backgrounds, including some who were former prisoners. However, my involvement with the ‘Healing Through Remembering’ project has offered some of the most fulfilling work I have ever been part of.  

In 2004 as part of an educational project on dealing with the past and truth recovery, I interviewed a range of individuals and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) including Healing Through Remembering (HTR).  I looked at how the past had the potential to destroy all the effort and real change policing was delivering if a structured approach to dealing with it was not developed. A short time later HTR contacted me and asked would I be interested in joining their group. 

I had to think long and hard. I was sceptical about how much difference the project could make. I knew it would be challenging.  I also knew that I would find it uncomfortable listening to the views of some of those involved in the project. The easy thing to do would have been to walk away.  Instead, I became involved.  What I never expected was to have got so much from it, both personally and professionally. 

Those involved have listened to my stories and experiences. At times they have challenged my views. I have listened and learnt from others and challenged them.   I have been able to speak freely about my view that any truth process shouldn’t be one-sided, only examining the actions of the state. Paramilitaries should not be able to walk about without their past also being examined. Similarly, I feel strongly that while some actions of the police in the past may well deserve scrutiny, these were the actions of a tiny minority.

What all those working with Healing Through Remembering have in common is a strongly held view that we need a shared future, that we need to learn from the mistakes of the past, and that we need to be able to listen and understand others views even if we don’t share their beliefs. Working with HTR has given me a cathartic sense of healing and an ability to better understand and empathise with people of differing views. 

The philosopher George Santayana said that ‘those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it’. The recent dreadful murders of Sappers Mark Quinsey, Patrick Azimkar and Constable Stephen Carroll have been stark reminders that there are still those with murderous intent who want to wreck what has been achieved.  It is important that we all, but in particular our young people, understand fully and honestly what happened in the past.  We should remember the hurt and devastation caused by those years of trauma and violence, and make a collective stand by supporting policing to ensure that our painful history cannot be repeated.  
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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.

