
T his summer,Trevor Ring-
land cycled from Buda-
pest to Belgrade, through
Croatia and the cityof Vu-
kovar, one of the main ca-
sualties of the dissolution

of Yugoslavia,where hundreds of civilians
were killed during the Balkans conflict in
the early 1990s.
‘‘They’re rebuilding,butyou can still see

where mortar shells had landed in the
streets,’’ Ringland says. ‘‘You just had a
sense that something was missing.’’
For Ringland, the former international

rugby player from Larne who is currently
co-chairman of the Northern Ireland
Conservatives, the sense wasn’t altogether
unfamiliar.
A New York Times report from 1991

contrasts ‘‘highly motivated, heavily out-
gunned’’ Croatian militia forces with Ser-
bian militia and Yugoslav army units that
were ‘‘content to shell the town slowly into
ruin’’.Today, despite a peaceful reintegra-

tion to Croatia in 1998, deep fissures re-
mainbetweenVukovar’s twoprincipal eth-
nic communities.
Ringlandgrew up inBelfast in the 1970s

and 1980s. He is, by his own admission,
prepossessed with conflict. Since retiring
from rugby (and on a couple of occasions,
while still playing), he has pursued a vari-
ety of means of seeking its resolution.
‘‘The extremes in Northern Ireland

blighted the lives of my generation. Not to

the point of destruction, but they blighted
your life,’’ he says.
There’s a rare intensity to Ringland’s

words.His father was a police officer dur-
ing theTroubles. ‘‘For him,the threat came
fromboth sides,’’ Ringland says.
Stopping off in Serbia midway through

his cycle tour, Ringland spoke with a Serb
living inCroatiawhohad a house inVuko-
var. ‘‘He told us he could visit it, but he
could never live in it, and couldn’t sell it,’’

he says quietly. ‘‘There are 350,000 people
in Serbiawho left Croatia.There are abso-
lutely enormous consequences to conflict.
Yougoaround theworld andyou see that.’’

* * * * *

R ingland says he has it on good
authority that when he scored
a try against England atTwick-
enham in 1986,both sides of the

Maze prison cheered.
When the IRAceasefire broke downten

years later, he made the decision to try and
bring about more lasting amity in the
North. Friends had begun urging him to
use his ‘‘position’’ to advance causes that
he believed in. ‘‘I had argued for years
about a more constructive and positive vi-
sion for unionism. Eventually somebody
said: ‘If you’re going to argue this,Trevor,
you need to join the party.’
Ringland joined the Ulster Unionist

Party, but resigned in 2010. He had been
critical of newly-elected UUP leaderTom
Elliott for saying he had no intention of at-
tending GAA matches, and eventually is-
sued an ultimatum on the matter. ‘I’ll quit
UUP over GAA snub, says rugby hero’
was a headline carried in the pages of a
Dublin tabloid at the time.
‘‘In someways I wanted to stay out of it,

but I joined,’’ he says of the UUP. ‘‘If you
have influence, you have to use it.You can
only influence the environment you oper-
ate in.While Imight have aviewonSyria, I
can’t control it.Northern Ireland might be
frustrating, but it’s where I live.’’
It’s hard to think of Ringland demur-

ring from politics now, as he proudly de-
s c r i b e s h i s n ew p a r ty, t h e N I
Conservatives, as ‘‘part of the UK family
of centre-right parties’’ and explains mat-
ter-of-factly that defining parties based
on their position on the political spectrum
is necessary for ‘‘proper’’government.
‘‘It’s time for us to move away from eth-

no-nationalist-type politics.Time to move
on tomore normal politics,’’ he says.
Ringland figures that if a nationalist,

‘‘republican-type’’ party were also tomove
to a centre-right position, cross-commu-
nity political partnership could, in time,
be achieved.
‘‘Equally, loyalists need to move away

frombeing just loyalists tobeingmore cen-
tre-left.They need to carve out a new iden-
tity for themselves. Why don’t they?
Because they remain too linked to the
past.We should have the centre-right say-
ing ‘we can deliver what’s best for all the
people’, as against the centre or centre-left
saying the same.That construction is bet-
ter than the current debate, which is over
which flag is flown higher.
‘‘If you’re arguing for Northern Ireland

to constitutionally remain part of the Uni-
tedKingdom,then it makes sense to argue
it in a constructive way,’’ he says. ‘‘You
couldn’t actually have gone about arguing
for a united Ireland in a worse way than
nationalism and republicanism have gone
about it over the last century.’’
Politics is the thing that’s letting people

down in Northern Ireland, according to
Ringland. ‘‘It’s not working at this mo-
ment in time. It’s progressed a lot from
where it was, but our politicians need to
change.There’s absolutely no reason why
they couldn’t argue their politics in a dif-
ferent way, that would actually be about
building relationships. People say ‘ah,
that’s naive’. It’s not.’’

* * * * *

I expected Ringland to be a large,
loud and loquacious individual, but
his careful speech and attention to
detail disarm me totally. He is like

no other sportsperson ^ practising or re-
tired ^ I’ve ever met. Come to think of it,
he’s like no other solicitor I’ve met either.
Sitting in front of a large bookcase of vo-
lumes of All England Law Reports wear-

ing a short-sleeved shirt (Belfast is
enjoying one of its last summer days), he
speaks quietly, a sibilant, considered deliv-
ery made digestible by easy pauses.

St Anne’s Cathedral is visible from the
window of the office of Macaulay &
Ritchie Solicitors, the law firm Ringland
has been with for 24 years.The Macaulay
& Ritchie website points out in a biogra-
phical note that he is ‘‘well known for his
public profile on issues of reconciliation,
cross-community activity and charity
work’’.

On top of his day job and his political
job, Ringland is co-chairman of the One
Small Step Campaign and on the board
of the British-Irish Association, as well as
the global fundraising network the Ireland
Funds and a non-profit organisation,
Peace Players International, which brings
children from communities in conflict to-
gether to play sports. It occurs to me that
his ‘‘contribution’’, as he describes it, is
fairly onerous.

‘‘I know. Sometimes you do too much,’’
he says. Has he ever thought about whit-
tling down? (A glance at his CVshows he’s
already whittled down; Ringland was for-
merly a non-executive director at Indepen-
dent News & Media and a member of the
Northern Ireland Policing Board). ‘‘I do. I
need to,’’ he says, as though admitting
something grave. ‘‘I may be involved in
too many things. My wife is very under-
standing and supportive, but would like to
see a bit more of me sometimes.Or maybe
she wouldn’t,’’ he smiles.

Ringland made 31 competitive appear-
ances for Ireland and four for the Lions
during his rugby career. But even on the
matter of rugby, the conversation quickly
finds its way back to politics.

‘‘When I played rugby for Ireland, the
tricolour flew in Lansdowne Road and it
wantedme tobe there, it wanted to include
me.The Soldier’s Song was played and I
stood out of respect for it,’’ says the former
winger. ‘‘I think it’s time ordinary people
reclaimedour symbols fromthe extremists
who seek touse them in exclusive anddivi-
sive ways.’’

On the whole, Ringland is pleased with
the drive for inclusivityby sportingorgani-
sations in the north: by Ulster GAA’s
efforts to forge relationships across com-
munities,by the Irish Football Association
in tackling sectarianism (‘‘It changed the
environment of Windsor Park’’), and by
Ulster rugby’s continued operation on a
nine-county basis.

At another level, he finds it ‘‘extremely
disappointing’’ that some Northern Irish
players opt to play for the Republic of Ire-
land. ‘‘That’s their personal decision,’’ he
says.Asked to elaborate,he says he’s disap-
pointed with the Football Association of
Ireland for letting it happen. ‘‘I think the
FAI should have stopped themselves. I
can understand the temptations of it, but
if they listened to people and thought
aboutother consequences . . .’’ he trails off.

‘‘Myself and others, during the worst of
theTroubles,we played for Ireland and we
were very happy to play for Ireland.What
we need is acceptance that Northern Ire-
land exists. That’s what we voted for in

1998, and the key to the future is full recog-
nition of that.
‘‘In Northern Ireland, the challenge is

that it’s not any less British than Finchley,
but it’s not as English as Finchley. It’s as
Irish as Cork, but it’s maybe not as Irish
as Cork.When I played rugby for Ireland,
it was a Britishness that could alsobe Irish
and it was an Irishness that could be Brit-
ish.We need to relax.
‘‘The English test cricket team is actu-

ally a British and Irish team,’’ he says.
I didn’t know that, I say.
‘‘They don’t know either,’’ he says,

laughing.

* * * * *

A number of news reports last
month carrieddetails ofan ex-
change between Ringland
and Basil McCrea, the leader

of the newcomer party NI21, over the
planned development of a peace and re-
conciliation centre atLongKesh.McCrea,
who vocally supported the development,
was accused by Ringland of coming close
toappearing as an ‘‘apologist for the IRA’’.
In August, First Minister Peter Robin-

son removed the DUP’s support for the
centre, citing a failure to reach consensus
on how it should operate. Its critics believe
the development has the potential to be-
come a shrine to terrorism. Its supporters,
including McCrea and Sinn Fe¤ in, see an
opportunity for education, jobs and invest-
ment that should be seized right away.
Ringland believes a peace and reconci-

liation centre should bebuilt,but not at the
Maze site and not under the guidance of
Sinn Fe¤ in and the DUP, even if they agree
on it in theory. ‘‘There is a clear difference
between the paramilitaries and the secur-
ity forces,whowent out to save people and
save life, prevented this whole island from
deteriorating into civil war,’’ he says.
‘‘Paramilitaries went out to take life. I

find it interesting that they think that
whatever they’re going to create there, that
it can just be their story of the Troubles.
Whatever will be created there will be the
story of theTroubles ^ if somebody was in
prison,what they were in for, simply.They
weren’t in for political purposes. They
might have had a political view, but they
were in for what they were trying to do:
commit murder, plant abomb, support or-
ganisations trying to do that.’’
InRingland’s view,the people of North-

ern Ireland need to take ownership of the
centre in some way.
‘‘The stories and the consequences of

conflict are among us.The families of the
hunger strikers were debating whether or
not they should be fed and taken off the
strike, or die for the cause. It’s that bitter-
ness, that feeling that we have a cause to
die for, to murder for ^ on all sides ^ that
we have to try andmake sure doesn’t carry
through.We’re not challenging it to the ex-
tent that we should.’’
He gives the example of a children’s

park named after convicted IRA man
Raymond McCreesh and mentions UVF
flags hung on street furniture, lampposts
and gable ends in neighbourhoods. ‘‘What
are we teaching our children?’’ he asks, his
voice hardening for the first time, tinged
with anger. ‘‘Are we teaching them that
the UVFwas a good idea? That what they
didwas good?
‘‘We can understand why people did

what they did, we can put it in context.
But that doesn’t mean it was right, or it
was justified. If I say to you: let’s create a
nice, stable Northern Ireland for every-
body inside the United Kingdom by kill-
ing Catholics, that puts it into a context.
Or, let’s unite the people of Ireland by kill-
ing Prods. It’s that basic. And you couldn’t
actually get it more wrong.’’
Without meaning to, I take a very deep

breath and exhale.
‘‘Sorry,’’ Ringland says. ‘‘But that goes

right to the heart of the problem here.’’

Trevor Ringland
was capped 31 times
for Ireland at rugby,
and stood under
the tricolour at
Lansdowne Road.
Now he’s the
co-chairman of
the Northern Ireland
Conservatives, and
determined to move
the North to more
‘normal’ politics
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Role: co-chairman of the Northern
Ireland Conservative Party
Age: 53
Family: married to Colleen, three
children
Hobbies: cycling and ‘‘sports in
general’’
Favourite authors: Antony Beevor,
Max Hastings
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