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Introduction

This article examines social change and collective action in Derry in the years prior to the outbreak of conflict in the city in 1968. It focuses on the issue of housing. It describes how, contrary to the conventional wisdom about the origins of conflict, access to resources at the most basic level were central to creating the conditions for the emergence of a mass civil rights movement and therefore central to the explanation of the outbreak of conflict in Northern Ireland. Greatly-expanded public resources, above all in the area of public housing, were made available after 1945. These resources were deployed in Derry for directly political ends but they also provided the basis for new forms of collective action from which the civil rights movement would emerge in late 1968.

Housing Politics
In the first two decades after the partition of Ireland in 1920 very little public housing was built in Northern Ireland. In Derry very little public or private housing was built between 1920 and 1948 and by the 1940s overcrowding had become a severe problem.


In the wake of the Second World War the new Labour government in Great Britain began to lay the foundations of the British welfare state. One consequence of this was that the Unionist Government in Northern Ireland was enabled to initiate a major public housing program.
 Local Authorities were to build half of the 100,000 new houses needed and private builders, with the help of Government subsidies, were to build a quarter. To build the other 25,000 houses the Stormont Government established the Northern Ireland Housing Trust (hereafter NIHT or ‘the Trust’), a voluntary body funded directly by the Northern Government. 
 The Unionist right wing ensured that the NIHT would have limited powers, that it would act as an auxiliary body to the local authorities with ‘no powers to coerce them’ and could only build at the invitation of local authorities.
 This was intended to ensure that NIHT building would not destabilise the delicate territorial arrangements which allowed Unionists to maintain control of several local government authorities where Protestants and therefore Unionist voters, were in a distinct minority.


These arrangements were nowhere more delicate than in Derry where by the late 1960s Catholics formed two thirds of the population. In 1967 the local elections were contested in Derry for the first time in decades. The Unionist party took 32.1% of the vote but took 60% of the Corporation seats, retaining control of the Corporation and illustrating precisely why these elections were so rarely contested.
 


Prior to the post-war building program the great bulk of accommodation in Derry was privately owned and the urban working-class were overwhelmingly the isolated tenants of slum landlords.
 Most of Derry's housing stock had been built in the 19th Century and most of the dwellings in the inner-city were by the late 1940s completely unfit for human habitation. Thus the housing planners were faced with two distinct problems in Derry; that of severe overcrowding of the existing accommodation, and that of ageing and unfit housing. In 1946 the first priority was to alleviate overcrowding in the city. Overcrowding was so severe that when the American Army vacated its camp at Springtown after the War, three hundred families from the Bogside immediately moved in as squatters. The Corporation took over the running of the camp and administered it until 1967.


As new building began in Derry there developed what was to a great extent a novel phenomenon; systematic and extensive discrimination in the allocation of public housing. Previously there had been little public housing to discriminate over.
 It was precisely the division of house building and allocation responsibilities between the local authority and the NIHT which permitted the smooth operation of this discrimination.


The Housing Trust made use of the Corporation housing list but allocated houses to people on the list according to a points system based partly on need.
 Londonderry Corporation on the other hand had only the most rudimentary of points systems. Kingsley, who has recovered the evidence for the existence of this points system, has not described the basis on which points were awarded. He does however confirm that they were not awarded for ‘housing need’, length of time on the housing list or number of children, (these were to be given ‘consideration’ but not points).
 It is likely that points were awarded only to ex-servicemen or those bombed out in the war; the latter was a minimal figure in Derry. Little wonder then that this points system threw up a long list of people with the same number of points, a list which was filtered by the Mayor in consultation with the city housing manager, a Corporation employee.
 It allowed wide scope for religious discrimination


Effectively the Unionist Mayor of the city was free to allocate houses in accordance with his personal judgement. Those the Mayor chose were virtually all Protestants, (with the exception of those housed in NIHT-built houses owned by the Corporation in Creggan) while those the NIHT chose were virtually all Catholics. 
 This suggests either that the allocation procedures of the NIHT in Derry, in direct contrast with their effect elsewhere, 
 favoured Catholics to the virtual exclusion of Protestants or that the Unionist Mayor of Derry was allocating houses on a sectarian basis and leaving the NIHT with a housing waiting list which was almost exclusively Catholic. This writer would lean heavily towards the latter explanation.


The Corporation reserved control of building, and thus of allocation, to themselves in the North and Waterside Wards where slim Protestant majorities needed to be maintained if Unionist control of the city was to continue. Apart from building associated with redevelopment the NIHT was allowed to build, and therefore control allocation, only in the South Ward which already had a Catholic majority and where an increase in Catholic numbers would not effect the political balance (see map).

At the same time as the Corporation was starting to build its own estates in the North and Waterside Wards it invited the NIHT to build a new 537 house estate on Corporation-owned land at Creggan, high on a hill above the Bogside in the South Ward. The NIHT would sell half of these houses to the Corporation on completion.
 As the years went on the estate was expanded haphazardly and Creggan estate was eventually to have 1,800 houses and by the late 1960s a population of at least 15,000 people,
 almost one third of the entire population of Derry. It was overwhelmingly Catholic in population.


This huge estate was served by only one pub and a few small shops at Central Drive.
 Parts of the estate were situated over half a mile away from these shops. The Corporation's need to restrict public housing for Catholics to the South Ward and thus for the NIHT to build densely on an exposed site and continue building until the estate had become enormous, ensured that religious affiliation remained relevant at the point where politics intersected everyday living. As a result Creggan was to become a Catholic ghetto just as the Bogside had always been and community action in the new Creggan estate would be action by a Catholic community with no allegiance to the Unionist-run Corporation.


In political terms however Creggan was potentially very different to the Bogside. In Creggan the entire population shared only two landlords; the NIHT and the Corporation. The opportunities for collective action were thus immensely greater than they had been in the Bogside where people had been the tenants of private landlords. In 1967 the first tenants’ association in Derry was set up in Creggan.


If tenant organisation began in the new Creggan estate, it would ultimately take a far more radical form in the narrow streets of the Bogside. In September 1963, having made inroads into the housing shortage in Derry, the Northern Ireland Housing Trust began its first slum-clearance scheme in the city.
 The NIHT took over ownership of all property in the Rossville street ‘redevelopment’ area and over the following decade the core of the ‘Bogside’ was completely demolished and rebuilt. From the beginning the process of redevelopment itself, combined with the peculiar political dispensation in Derry, combined to produce local activism.


With redevelopment, tenants in the Bogside who had long dealt with myriad landlords now had one landlord in common, the NIHT, and the opportunity to exercise collective influence on their own housing situation. By autumn 1968 several tenants’ associations had been set up in the redevelopment area. The change from private renting to public housing changed completely the context of political action in the city and would be central to the increasing political mobilisation of Derry's Catholic community in the late 1960s.


The redevelopment scheme also began to disrupt the spatial arrangements which allowed the Unionist party to maintain control of Derry. By 1967 it was clear that, contrary to initial expectations, several hundred families from the Bogside would have to be rehoused outside the South Ward where virtually no building sites remained.
 This would disrupt the existing electoral arrangements. Unionists responded to this unforeseen ‘overflow’ by trying to slow down the building of new estates by the NIHT in Unionist-controlled areas just outside the city boundary to rehouse those displaced from the Bogside. For example, Unionists publicly declared that there was a problem with sewage arrangements in these areas which delayed building, a claim which NIHT officials knew to be untrue.
 By the late 1960s the Corporation had stopped building houses, the NIHT had run out of land to build on in the South Ward and the only houses being built in Derry were those being built by the NIHT in which families from the redevelopment area were to be rehoused.

 
At the same time Derry's population was increasing rapidly and despite the intensive house building which had taken place since the Second World War a survey by the Derry Housing Association in 1967 reported that 1,400 families in the city were still waiting to be housed. 336 of these families lived in tenement buildings. For 160 of these families living accommodation consisted of a single room in which sleeping, cooking, eating and washing for the entire family all took place.
 In September 1968 Eric Drayson, the Executive sanitary officer for the city reported that over 1,000 houses in the city were occupied by more than one family and that, in some cases, six or seven families lived in houses originally intended for one family.

In these circumstances fundamental concerns about housing had direct political implications. It was perceived that the Corporation was refusing to build houses, was refusing to seek a boundary extension to get land in the rural area to build on and was hindering NIHT building for redevelopment all primarily in order to preserve the spatial arrangements which ensured political control of the city by a Unionist minority. In short, it was perceived that the single greatest obstacle to resolving the continuing housing crisis in the city was the Unionist Corporation itself.

The First Stirrings of Public Protest
Beginning in the early 1960s a variety of anti-Unionist political forces in Derry began to take direct political action outside the framework of formal politics and outside the framework of the traditional and conservative-minded local opposition: the Nationalist party. A loose group of mainly middle-class Catholics, forging alliances with Liberal and Labour party activists from the Protestant community, began to co-operate on various issues. Several members of this loose group came to prominence in 1965 as a result of the controversy over the siting of a second University in the North.

In early February 1965, as rumours spread that a government commission would recommend the Protestant market town of Coleraine, rather than Derry, as the site of a new university, a University for Derry Campaign was established. It had three Catholic and three Protestant members. It was headed by John Hume, a local schoolteacher. The Derry Committee set out to sway the vote on the location of the university by MPs in the Stormont parliament. On 18 February 1965 the Committee led a Motorcade from Derry to the Stormont Parliament near Belfast.


It was estimated by the Irish Times that over two thousand vehicles and over ten thousand people took part in the Motorcade while in Derry shops and pubs closed down for the afternoon, and large department stores operated with a skeleton staff. People in the streets of the city stopped to observe a two-minute silence at 3 pm.

It was an unprecedented display of public discontent. Despite this, Stormont was to ratify the choice of Coleraine in March. In Derry reaction was ferocious and it caused severe divisions in the local Unionist party. Allegations emerged that ‘faceless men’ within the Unionist party in Derry had urged the Unionist Government not to locate the university in Derry as it would make it too difficult to maintain the spatial arrangements which ensured Unionist control of the city. The allegations were widely believed, even by many Derry Unionists.


This seemed to provide evidence that the Unionist Corporation and party in Derry were now actively sabotaging the future development of the city for the sole purpose of maintaining Unionist political control of the city. Perhaps more importantly, the university campaign had brought to the fore a group of activists in the Catholic community who had effectively bypassed the Nationalist party. In 1968 this loose group would be central to the organisation and success of what became a mass civil rights campaign. 


In early 1965, directly after the university campaign, John Hume became Chairman of the newly-founded Derry Housing Association (hereafter DHA) which was associated with a Catholic church charity run by Fr. Anthony Mulvey. In 1967 the DHA completed the construction of Farren Park, (named after the local Catholic Bishop), a 27 house estate in the North Ward.
 It was a trial run. They next submitted a proposal to the Corporation to build 500 houses at a nearby site in the North Ward. The building of this estate could on its own have ended Unionist control of the city. The Unionist Corporation rejected the proposal on the grounds that the new area plan for Derry, not as yet made public, had zoned the area as industrial.
 Hume argued that the immediate housing needs of people in the city overrode that consideration.
 The Unionists were supported by four of the eight Nationalist party members of the Corporation, who were following the party’s ‘responsible behaviour’ tack of recent years.


But the ‘moderates’ were by no means the only group in the city politically active outside formal party politics. Even before the university campaign young left-wing Republicans in Derry had begun to use the tactics of public protest in conscious imitation of the black civil rights movement in the US.


In 1959 women residents of Springtown camp, the old US army base, had protested at two Corporation meetings and had disrupted council business with the demand that residents of the camp be given priority in Corporation housing.
 The issue dragged on and in 1964 the Derry Republicans held protests in support of rehousing those people still living in Springtown camp. They drew direct parallels with the US civil rights movement, reflected in placards such as the one which read ‘Springtown - Derry's Little Rock’,
 a reference to the town of Little Rock, Arkansas in the southern US where a key conflict over black civil rights had taken place in the early 1950s.


In January 1965 the Derry Unemployment Action Committee (hereafter DUAC) was formed. Among the five founder members were Eamon Melaugh and Finbar O'Doherty, (also named in local papers as Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh) both young left-wing Republicans.
 Throughout the first half of 1965 the DUAC staged protests, including the interruption of a corporation meeting, which were a precursor of the more successful agitation of a few years later. They also co-operated with Labour leftists such as Eamonn McCann to stage DUAC protests in London.
 Political realities were such, however, that ‘you could have fought for somebody and got them a house and it was seen as a victory, ... it was very difficult to provide a job for somebody’.
 Ultimately it was around the issue of housing, where it was possible to make immediate and visible gains, rather than employment that the Republicans and their left-wing allies would make an impact.


In Easter 1967 the Stormont Government banned the Republican Movement in the North. As a result the Derry Republicans began to appear in public under a series of different titles. In July 1967 the Young Republican Association (hereafter YRA), the local Republicans under a new name, began an action which was to bring the Republicans their greatest publicity to date. A Mrs McDonnell, a widowed woman with two children living in Harvey Street just outside the Bogside redevelopment area, had been served an eviction notice due to the sale of the house in which she lived. On Friday 7 July members of the YRA barricaded the house, mounted a picket outside and said that they would mount a vigil, day and night, in wait for the bailiffs. The bailiffs did not appear on the Saturday when they were due and the following week the YRA contacted the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (hereafter NICRA) in Belfast about the case.
 In the last week in July, a NICRA representative from Belfast visited the house in Harvey Street, met the Town Clerk in Derry, and had a meeting with the YRA.
 While the YRA were away at this meeting the Bailiffs arrived at the house. As a crowd of several hundred gathered in the narrow street the bailiffs, guarded by 28 RUC men, evicted the family. The crowd boohed and jeered as the eviction proceeded.


After the bailiffs and the RUC men had left, the crowd remained gathered in the street. A riot did not, however, break out. Instead, as the Derry Journal described it, ‘Mr. (Finbar) O'Doherty jumped onto a window ledge and addressed the crowd. ‘Derry had today witnessed an eviction which could not have taken place across the channel where the law is different’ he said ‘...I appeal to you to march with us to Victoria Police Station to lodge a protest against such treatment in this day and age’. Mr. O'Doherty and another member of the Young Republican Movement [YRA] then left to go to the police headquarters, while the crowd slowly dissolved’.
 The people in the crowd were obviously not prepared to follow the lead of the radical Republicans and no doubt saw little point in such protest. It is perhaps the best indication that by August 1967 apathy was still the dominant political feeling in the Bogside.

Tenants’ Associations
From the outset the building of public housing prompted action by tenants. In the beginning certain individuals acted as go-betweens, conveying tenant grievances to the NIHT. These early activists found themselves inundated with requests for help as word of their activities spread.
 Although attempts were made as early as 1950 to initiate organised tenant action in Creggan concerning high rents
 it was not until 1967 that a tenants’ association was formally established on the estate.


In the early years there were many problems on the growing estate which prompted activism by tenants. Even when houses were completed and occupied, the streets outside them were often left unpaved and without street lighting. There were virtually no play areas in Creggan although by the mid-1960s it was estimated that up to four thousand children between the ages of 3 and 12 lived on the estate.
 Many of these children played on the streets. Between 1961 and 1966 there were 155 road accidents in the estate, 95 of them involving injury. Three children were killed in road accidents in Creggan during this period. For Mary Nelis, a founder member of the first tenants’ association in Derry, all of the grievances came together at the funeral of a young girl who had been killed in a car accident on the estate. On the day of the girl’s funeral pouring rain turned the unpaved streets into sludge and the funeral procession had to trudge through the mud.


Foyle Hill tenants’ association, the first tenants’ association in Derry seems to have grown directly out of a series of meetings on road safety in Creggan in early 1967.
 ‘Road safety’ was an issue which implied demands for play areas, and for improved lighting and roads. A few months after these meetings Foyle Hill tenants’ association was set up in Creggan. It forged links with the Nationalist party from the beginning and at one of its earliest meetings all eight Nationalist Councillors attended. Nationalist Councillor Eugene O'Hare told the meeting that all of the issues - playgrounds, traffic and housing - were political and in the end were linked to the demand for a boundary extension and, implicitly, to the ending of Unionist control of the city.


In late August 1967 it was reported that tenants in Creggan (presumably the tenants’ association) had criticised the unfinished playground on the estate, describing it as ‘dirty, dangerous, and unsanitary’, calling for its construction to be completed or for it to be removed.
 Pressure was  placed on the Corporation and a delegation of women from Creggan met the Unionist Mayor to ask for more play spaces on the estate.
 By mid-September 1967 the NIHT had agreed to examine the issue of the playground and also to implement some of the suggestions on road safety made by Creggan tenants.
 In October it was announced that the Corporation would provide a surface for the playground.
 Catholic tenants were organising themselves and making demands on the public authorities in Derry and it seemed as though it was working; the demands were actually being met .


In the Bogside activism began much as it had done in Creggan, with some individuals acting as go-betweens for the grievances of others. Dermie McClenaghan, who had canvassed for independent Labour candidates in the Bogside in previous years, and whose own family would spend 16 or 17 years waiting to be rehoused, found people coming up to him asking him to write letters to the NIHT for them.
 In the Bogside there were particular concerns associated with the physical process of redevelopment itself. For the ten years of the scheme most people in the area were surrounded by building sites and bricked-up houses infested with rats and lived in ageing crumbling houses overcrowded with relatives. As the houses were to be demolished there was little incentive for either tenants or the NIHT to keep them in good repair and conditions in the houses deteriorated.


In July 1967 Dermie McClenaghan complained to the Derry Journal about the fact that an open space covered in rubble had been left unfenced after the demolition of a number of houses. Several residents of the street said they were refusing to pay rent until the area was fenced off. A Nationalist party Councillor, James R. Doherty, then spoke to the NIHT about the complaint, demonstrating that, in their own way, the Nationalists were also beginning to become directly involved in housing issues.

Discontent with housing conditions in the Bogside had been unfocused and unorganised prior to the 1960s. The redevelopment scheme focused that discontent, made grievances immediate and visible and, since the NIHT was responsible for the area, provided an agency to which complaints could be made by residents acting collectively. In the summer of 1968 a number of tenants’ associations were established in the redevelopment area. Individuals associated with the Derry Housing Action Committee, a working alliance of Labour party and Republican radicals, were prominent in them.


Towards the end of 1967 a tenants’ association was established at Shantallow, an estate in the rural district just to the north of the city where some of those from the redevelopment area had been rehoused. This tenants’ association was established with the help of the Foyle Hill association with which it maintained close contact.
 In late March 1968 the Shantallow tenants’ association announced that in its first six months in existence it had achieved all of its immediate objectives. These were: the introduction of a schools bus service, improved street lighting and drainage and the establishment of a branch post office. A public phone was soon to be installed. Shantallow tenants’ association had held 26 meetings with various authorities in those six months.


This demonstrates how important the Derry tenants’ associations had become in the space of a single year. It also showed that if demands were made on the authorities they would often be met. The most important achievement of the tenants’ associations in 1967 and 1968 was to show a lot of people in Catholic areas of Derry that they did have the power to effect change. Tenants’ associations would not be set up in Protestant areas of Derry until after the outbreak of violent conflict and the collapse of Unionist control.


When the civil rights movement began, many of those whose first public involvement had been in the tenants’ associations and in housing issues became active at all levels of the campaign. Many of those who would lead the civil rights campaign in Derry had been involved in housing issues for years beforehand and in many cases had cut their political teeth on this issue.

The Derry Housing Action Committee
In the course of 1968 civil disobedience and public protest, on a small but growing scale, became a major element in Derry's political life. Central to this development was the issue of housing which created the political space which a number of groups now competed to fill. Perhaps the most politically significant feature of 1968 in Derry was that by that year, the redevelopment scheme in the Bogside, half-way to completion, was at its most disruptive stage. At the heart of these new public protests was a coalition of left-wing activists from the Republican movement, the local Labour party and other left-wing groups in the city which developed in early 1968 through joint action in the redevelopment area. This co-operation was expressed in the establishment in late 1967 of the Derry Housing Action Committee (hereafter DHAC).
 A key component of the DHAC was the Republican radicals who had been carrying out protest actions since 1964. 


After the eviction episode in July 1967 Republican activists (now going under the name of the People’s Action League - hereafter PAL) had stepped up their activities, concentrating on housing issues in the redevelopment area. In the month of September 1967 they carried out surveys of residents in the redevelopment area, met with NIHT officials, held several public meetings and picketed outside the Guildhall, distributing leaflets calling for a boundary extension to allow housing to be built and carrying placards condemning 'Rachmanism'.
 In the last week of September the PAL held a meeting in a public hall and announced the formation of a tenants’ association for the Bishop Street-Anne Street area, which was scheduled to be Derry's second redevelopment area.
 However it seems that it never became operational.


The activities of Republican radicals on housing issues, developing as it did into involvement in tenants’ associations and a strong alliance with Labour and other radicals in the DHAC from early 1968, began to make them a significant force in Derry. The alliance with Labour radicals however drew intense criticism from the Nationalist party and the Derry Journal which had traditionally been tolerant of the Republican tradition.
 In August 1968 the Derry Journal warned in an editorial of Communist influence in the Republican Movement.
 Meanwhile, the Nationalist party involved itself in housing issues in its own distinctive way with some Nationalist Councillors securing houses for individuals or even directly offering them private rented accommodation in a classically clientelist approach to the housing crisis.


The first public appearance of the DHAC was when they staged a protest in the public gallery of Londonderry Corporation at the Corporation's monthly meeting at the end of March 1968. About a dozen DHAC members were removed by RUC men under the local District Inspector after its Chairman, Matt O'Leary, tried to read out a statement calling for a boundary extension and an urgent house-building programme. As the protest proceeded a Nationalist Councillor said it was a pity the protesters were ‘under the control’ of Communist party members.
 There followed a very public split in the DHAC which it seems conservative-minded forces in the Catholic community might have helped to encourage.
 After such an inauspicious beginning it is somewhat surprising that the DHAC survived at all. It is a reflection of the favourable atmosphere for almost any sort of protest which existed in Derry by early 1968. The Derry Journal, never a paper with much sympathy for ‘lefties and wierdies’ and Communist ‘dupes’,
 treated the protest sympathetically, according it page one prominence.


Ten days after their protest at the Corporation about a dozen DHAC members picketed the Guildhall with placards bearing such slogans as ‘To hell with apathy - Unite - Fight’. It was a Saturday and the Guildhall was closed, illustrating that DHAC protests could still look irrelevant and marginal.
 Towards the middle of April 1968 the DHAC held a public meeting at which they announced that they would be demonstrating at the next Corporation meeting at the end of the month. They called on all Trade Unions to ask their members to attend.
 To muster support for this protest the DHAC held a meeting outside the unemployment office in the city at which Finbar O’Doherty called for a huge protest in the Guildhall.


In the event the protest at the end of April 1968 was far from huge and it was fairly restrained. Just three dozen DHAC supporters sat quietly in the Corporation's public gallery as DHAC member Bridget Bond, who was also active in the Creggan tenants’ association,
 was received formally by the Corporation at the head of a DHAC deputation. Handing in a dossier of 67 cases, the DHAC called for boundary extension, an emergency housing programme, the appointment of a rents-assessment officer and the allocation of houses according to need. There was no protest but Bridget Bond declared that ‘This is our last attempt through normal channels to have our just demands met’.


What was extraordinary was that the Unionist Corporation had agreed to receive this deputation from a radical group which only a month before had disrupted their proceedings. The DHAC’s power lay in the sectarian political structure in Derry. The DHAC operated in a largely Catholic city controlled by Unionists. In any confrontation between the Unionist Corporation and the DHAC, suspect though it was due to its allegedly Communist Chairman, Matt O’Leary,
 the bulk of the Catholic community would inevitably favour the latter and would not support repression of the DHAC.


At the end of May 1968 the DHAC made their third appearance in the Corporation chambers in the Guildhall. Once again the RUC had to be called but this time the Nationalist party had its own supporters in the gallery and Nationalist Councillors took a more militant stand than they had done in decades. Nationalist party supporters interrupted the proceedings for the election of a new Mayor and called on Nationalist Councillors to ‘get him (the Unionist Mayor) out of the chair and take it yourselves’.


The DHAC subsequently issued a statement disassociating themselves from the Nationalist actions, referring to the proceedings as ‘a pseudo-sectarian “puck fair”’. The DHAC had effectively been upstaged by the Nationalists who were obviously responding to the DHAC challenge to their leadership of the Catholic community. The Nationalists, echoing a Derry Trades Council proposal of the previous year, now suggested that the Corporation be replaced by a commission to run the city.
 The DHAC had more or less forced the Nationalists to finally abandon their policy of a few years standing of 'reconciliation' with the Unionist majority on the Corporation.


In the Summer of 1968 a number of tenants’ associations were established in the redevelopment area and figures associated with the DHAC were to the fore in these developments. In early June 1968 the Rossville Street-Lecky Road tenants’ association met and discussed the problems of vacated houses not being boarded up and of rat infestation.
 The chairman was Dermie McClenaghan, a key member of the DHAC who was shortly to be elected vice-chairman of the Derry branch of the Northern Ireland Labour Party (hereafter ‘Derry Labour party’). The same tenants’ association a week later complained of the lack of playing facilities in the area and the breakdown of lifts in the Rossville flats.


Meanwhile, two dozen sub-tenants in another part of the redevelopment area had threatened a sit-in strike about their non-entitlement to resettlement grants. Statements of support were issued by a Nationalist Councillor and by the Derry Labour Party.
 Then on 1 July 1968 the NIHT, which had by this time built around 1,800 houses in Derry,
 announced that rents were to be increased by between 20% and 25%, taking effect on 30 September 1968.


The campaign against these dramatic rent increases provided the local radicals, who were by then in the midst of their street campaign, with a broad but immediately relevant issue in which to get involved. While issues like rat infestation and playspace were common to all areas they were also seen as area-specific. The rent increases on the other hand affected all NIHT tenants and promoted co-operation between the tenants’ associations. At the same time the rent increase campaign brought the radicals into direct conflict with the cautious conservatism of the Nationalist Party.


At a meeting of the Rossville Flats tenants’ association, yet another new tenants’ association in the redevelopment area, the Chairman, Roy Harkin, responded to the rent increases by announcing that ‘..we will not pay one halfpenny more in rent than we are paying now’. Five officers of the association were elected at the meeting, indicating that the rent increases provided the main incentive for the organisation of this particular tenants’ association.


In mid-July 1968 a public meeting was held to discuss the rent increases and the NIHT’s rent rebate scheme. The meeting was attended by over 200 members of Derry tenants’ associations. Nationalist party leader Eddie McAteer and Nationalist Councillor James Doherty attended, as did Eamonn McCann and Eamon Melaugh, key figures in the DHAC. At the meeting Nationalists and Republican and Labour radicals clashed. McAteer warned against the dangers of non-payment of rent while Doherty said that if there were to be rent increases they should be phased in. A representative of Foyle Hill tenants’ association said they should ask for the increases to be postponed. Melaugh on the other hand spoke of ‘The working class subsidising big business’, while McCann said that tenants were subsidising London bankers. Another speaker urged that they ‘get the housing trust out of the town’.


A few days after this meeting a tenants’ association was established in Meenan Park, in the redevelopment area. The new tenants’ association said that it would refuse to pay the rent increase and that it stood by the Rossville Flats tenants. Roy Harkin, Chairman of the Rossville Flats tenants’ association, was present. Eamonn McCann was elected Chairman. Dermie McClenaghan was a committee member.


In late July the NIHT announced that their rent rebate scheme, which had applied to certain poorer tenants, would be extended to virtually all tenants.
 It was a notable success for the tenants’ associations protests against rent increases.


The campaign against the rent increases had brought conflict between the two tendencies in the tenants’ associations into the open. However there seems to have been some kind of reconciliation shortly afterwards and in early August 1968 a Derry Central Council of Tenants’ Associations was formed. There were 2 members from each of four tenants’ associations: Foyle Hill, (associated with the Nationalist Party), Rossville Street/Lecky Road and Meenan Park (associated with Labour and Republican radicals) and Shantallow (linked with Foyle Hill).

Civil Disobedience: The DHAC after June 1968
At the end of June 1968, just before the announcement of the NIHT rent increases, the DHAC  staged its first public defiance of the law. In protest against the conditions in which a family of four were living in a caravan in the Brandywell area, DHAC activists hauled the caravan on to the Lecky Road, blocking the main road through the Bogside. They distributed leaflets and the RUC arrived on the scene but took no action. After an all-night vigil the DHAC moved the caravan back.
 In the Derry Journal, 'Onlooker', a conservative columnist who had only a month previously harshly condemned student protest at Trinity College Dublin, wrote that ‘I am no believer in extreme methods of protest but knowing the conditions under which so many families are still condemned to live in this city, I find it difficult to censure those who feel themselves goaded into inordinate action’.


A week later, the last weekend of June 1968, DHAC once again dragged the caravan on to the road but this time the RUC did not let the matter go. Within days of the action eleven of those present were summoned to court.
 Among the eleven were at least three Labour Party members, two Republicans, Eamon Melaugh (who had left the Republican movement some time before this)
 and the owner of the caravan, John Wilson. The trial received a great deal of publicity.
 All eleven were bound-over for two years and released on £50 bail, a large amount in those days.
 The sentences were attacked as ‘savage’ by the Derry Labour Party and as ‘too severe’ by the Derry Trades Council.
 The Journal signalled its support for the protesters when it headlined its report of the trial, ‘Corpo flayed in caravan protest case’.


The sentences had the aim of preventing further protest by ensuring that the leading radicals in the city could face jail sentences if the action was repeated, but the court case did not succeed in stopping the street action and in the very same issue of the Journal the report of this case shared the front page with a report on a DHAC sit-down during the opening of the new lower deck of Craigavon Bridge in July 1968.


At the trial in late July 1968 of those involved in the bridge protest five more young activists were bound-over for two years with bail set at £50.
 Two of the five, Neil O’Donnell and Roddy Carlin, both of them Republicans, elected to serve a month in jail instead. The attendant publicity swelled DHAC’s public standing in the Catholic community and increased their popularity. 


At the end of July 1968 the radicals held a meeting to commemorate James Connolly and a crowd estimated at 600 turned up, a respectably large turnout for a political meeting in Derry.
 At the meeting, at which the RUC maintained a discreet presence, Finbar O’Doherty and Eamonn McCann were among the speakers and McCann called on people to ‘take their politics out on to the streets’.
 Originally a march had been planned which would have taken the crowd into the walled city, out through Guildhall Square and along William Street to a meeting in Creggan.
 The RUC refused permission for the route, proposing that the marchers proceed through the Bogside to Guildhall Square.


This would have kept the march out of the walled city and forced it into the Bogside ghetto to which Republican and anti-Unionist marches had always been confined. The last time a ban on an anti-Unionist march had been defied was in 1952 when the Nationalist party had led an attempt to parade inside the city walls on St. Patrick’s day. In 1952 the RUC dispersed the banned march with a baton charge. On this occasion the ban was not defied because the organisers disagreed over whether or not the Irish flag should be carried at the head of the march.


Throughout July and August 1968 the DHAC increased its level of activity, holding public meetings and mounting ever more pickets.
 In late August the DHAC condemned RUC behaviour in preventing a NICRA-sponsored march from Coalisland to Dungannon (both in Co. Tyrone) from completing its route.
 The DHAC had hired a bus to attend the march in Tyrone and on the way back from the march it was decided that they should invite NICRA to sponsor a march in Derry.
 At a public meeting in the Diamond attended in mid August by about 300 people Eamon Melaugh had said that ‘..if houses are not built, violence in Derry was not only a possibility but an inevitability’.
 That violence, which Melaugh was far from alone in predicting, eventually broke out on 5 October 1968 at a march organised by members of the DHAC, inspired by the Coalisland-Dungannon march and sponsored by NICRA.


It was members of the DHAC, despite the involvement of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association, who were to remain in control of virtually every aspect of the march organisation. For the group centred around DHAC the march was to be the latest in a long line of activities designed to attract media interest and stir the public imagination. The DHAC sought above all, a confrontation.
 The route was drawn up with the deliberate intention of provoking a police ban and thus producing a confrontation between the marchers and the Unionist Government.
 As one of the organisers put it; ‘I chose the route very carefully. I chose it with the clear intention of desecrating sanctified Unionist territory’.
 The DHAC succeeded in obtaining NICRA sponsorship and in provoking a ban. The stage was set for confrontation.


On October 5, 1968 the local radicals, supported by several hundred people, among them leading Nationalists, moderates, and tenants’ association activists from Belfast and Derry, attempted to assert the right of anti-Unionist marchers to parade inside the city walls.
 The RUC, acting for the Unionist government, responded as it had to the last breach of an RUC ban, in 1952, by launching a baton-charge. In 1968 however, the baton-charge would be answered by three days of rioting and then by a mass civil rights campaign which mobilised thousands of people in public protest on the streets of Derry. It was to a great extent the development of organisation and activism within the Catholic community in Derry in the 1960s, prompted by elemental changes in living conditions, which ensured that that community would respond confidently and effectively to RUC violence in 1968. In 1968 the pattern of political dialogue in the North, which had previously been one of successful state repression of Catholic dissent, was changed. Repression was no longer an effective strategy.

Conclusion
In many accounts the conflict in the north of Ireland is defined as a reversion to tribalism, a rejection of the 'modern' industrial world and a refusal by both communities to live tolerantly alongside their fellow Christians of different denomination. Such accounts often suggest that as soon as the civil rights marches began Derry and the rest of the North abruptly went ‘ back to the old days for the hell of it: Catholic versus Protestant, three hundred years of history on their backs’, as one British journalist put it.
 This interpretation, favoured by many British newspapers in the late 1960s, and promulgated by Captain Terence O'Neill, the ‘liberal’ Unionist Prime Minister of the time thus portrays the ‘Troubles’ as the 'fault' of 'extremists on both sides'. It portrays the Unionist Prime Minister as a neutral moderniser walking a ‘tightrope’ between two communities.
 This is closely related to the thesis that the conflict was caused by the revival of Republican activity and of Irish ‘nationalism’
 It frames the debate in a way which implicitly allocates chief responsibility to those ‘extremists’ who would disturb the ‘modernising’ state in the first place and thereby defines Unionist ‘extremism’ as essentially reactive, if not defensive.


To characterise the state as a neutral force caught between Catholic and Protestant ‘extremists’ obscures certain facts. In this regard we need only note here that, while Republican radicals played a large role in forcing the pace of events in Derry, it was ‘modern’ moderate forces which played the principal role in organising and controlling the successful mass civil rights campaign in Derry. It was these ‘modern’ moderates, supported by virtually the entire Catholic community in Derry and throughout the North, that the ‘modernising’ O’Neill then attempted and failed to repress in the early months of the campaign.
 With regard to the ‘reversion to the past’ thesis it is worth reiterating that public housing discrimination, to name but one instance, was a thoroughly modern phenomenon, and that it is not necessary to look to the distant past to find sources of inter-group tension.


There are also a number of accounts of the conflict which are informed by the underlying thesis that there was a ‘revolution of rising expectations’ in Northern Ireland in the 1960s; that it was precisely the (empty) ‘liberal’ rhetoric of Terence O’Neill which encouraged Catholics to make demands and expect results.
 I would suggest that there was a gradual rise in expectations in Catholic areas but that it grew out of the experience of making small-scale demands on newly-available public resources such as housing and of getting small but visible results rather than out of a belief in ‘liberal’ Unionist rhetoric. In any case the ‘rising expectations’ theory classically posits a central role for rising prosperity and to talk of ‘rising expectations’ obscures the extent to which Derry was still in the midst of a housing crisis in 1968 which seemed likely to get worse, while extraordinarily high levels of unemployment persisted in the city. Without the opportunities for protest created by the development of public housing, and in particular by the redevelopment scheme, those problems might have been borne quietly. Tenants’ associations and various political activists in the city, each in their own way, had by 1968 demonstrated that those grievances need not be borne quietly.
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