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The Ulster Covenant: 1912
In order for us to understand in our generation the full significance of Ulster’s
Solemn League and Covenant, we need to first understand the times and the forces
behind the Home Rule conspiracy.
The embers of the 1859 Revival were
still smoldering in Ulster when the
first Home Rule Bill was defeated. It
was in June 1886 when the then
Liberal Prime Minister William
Gladstone framed the first Bill and at
that particular time it was the 86 Irish
Nationalist MP’s that were keeping
him in power. This Bill was defeated
in the House of Commons both in
1886 and again in 1893.
By the turn of the new century in
1900, it became clear in Ulster that
the influence of those 86 Irish
Nationalist MP’s had grown so strong
in Westminster that it would only be
a matter of time before the Home
Rule Bill was pushed through the
Commons.
This fear, that Ulster Protestants would have their rights subdued and be
subservient to a Roman Catholic controlled Government was only confirmed when
the House of Lords, a bulwark for the Union, was deprived of its veto. No longer
could Ulster’s Unionists depend on the Upper House to save their British
citizenship. There was now a realization that something more than Unionist MP’s
speaking against Home Rule in Parliament was needed now that the Lords had lost
this important veto.
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In a speech made before the upheaval in the Lords, the then leader of the
Conservatives Lord Salisbury, told an audience of thousands of Unionists that
“While Parliament had every right to govern the Ulster people, they did not have
the right to make them slaves to Rome, which is what Home Rule would do. They
must stop Dublin rule at all costs; their very Protestant freedom depended on it”.
This speech along with many others like it set the tone among Ulster Protestants
and was manifested in a national determination to resist Home Rule, or die
trying.
At the time, Lord Salisbury made it clear that Home Rule would not only be
subversive of their religious liberty, but that it would be disastrous of their
economic wellbeing. The situation was so serious that their very livelihoods were
at stake.
Prior to the outbreak of WW1, Ulster was famous
for her shipbuilding, her linen mills and rope
works. It was the industrial hub of Europe and it
was the spiritual heart of the Empire. Given the
opportunity, Home Rule would end Ulster’s
entire prowess and bring it in its entirety to
naught.
On the 23rd September 1911, at a demonstration of Ulster Unionists that was
organized by the East Down M.P. Captain James Craig, the crowd of some twenty
thousand were informed by the speaker, Dublin born Edward Carson MP, “that
Home Rule may not be defeated by purely political means.”
This was the turning point when the Ulster man knew that it would only be with
God’s help and them joining together and giving all they had, that they could
defeat the conspiracy of Irish nationalists that lay behind the Home Rule Bill.
The slogans “For God and Ulster” and “In God our trust” were not only
embraced, but they became their battle cry.
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At the same rally, Carson stated the Unionist position in a crystal clear fashion
when he said: “Our demand is a very simple one. We ask
for no privileges, but we are determined that no one shall
have privileges over us. We ask for no special rights, but
we claim the same rights from the same Government as
every other part of the United Kingdom. We ask for
nothing more; we will take nothing less. It is our
inalienable right as citizens of the British Empire and
Heaven help the men who try to take it from us”.
Carson’s speech could have left the Unionists in no doubt
as to what was coming next, as he gave them the
following advice: “We must be prepared……the morning
that Home Rule passes we ourselves must become
responsible for the government of the Protestant
Province of Ulster”.
While there had been some talk before this speech
regarding a Covenant among the people, the idea really came to the fore after this
rally on 23rd September 1911.

James Craig

Another word for Covenant is ‘promise’ and what the
people were doing was that they were promising their
fellow Ulstermen that they would stand shoulder to
shoulder with them to prevent Dublin rule coming to
Ulster.
The Irish Unionists who were led by Dublin born K.C.
Sir Edward Carson were also greatly blessed by the
passion and determination of their East Down M.P.
James Craig, who later became Lord Craigavon. If not
before it, but certainly from this rally in September
1911, these two men came to the forefront and led the
Ulster resistance against Home Rule.

Ulster’s Solemn League and Covenant

www.oldepaths.com

Page 4

The Ulster Covenant: 1912
The actual text of the Covenant was the work of Thomas Sinclair, a wealthy
businessman and strong Protestant with some in his day even calling him “Ulster’s
Thomas Jefferson”. The following four points of the final text are the reason why it
became so widely acceptable to the Ulster Protestant:1.) Home Rule would be disastrous to the material wellbeing of Ulster.
2.) Home Rule would be subversive to their civil and religious liberty under a
Roman Catholic controlled Government.
3.) Home Rule would be destructive of their British Citizenship and their
cherished position within the United Kingdom.
4.) Home Rule would be perilous to the unity of the British Empire.
These four points that were prioritized in the final text of the Covenant,
encapsulated both the feeling of the Ulsterman and their arguments for their
resistance against Dublin rule coming to Ulster. The masterly construction and the
powerful, yet, concise and reasonable wording of Ulster’s Solemn League and
Covenant was so comprehensive in its scope that in conveyed the sense of a
calm, forthright determination that – ULSTER WAS NOT HAVING HOME
RULE. It was a document, that given its content and tone that could be signed by
any Ulster Protestant with a clear conscience.
What lay at the heart of Ulster’s Solemn League and Covenant was that
those who signed it understood that it was binding them to resist Dublin rule, with
force of arms if necessary.
The Covenant campaign, with its emphasis on the unity of all Loyalists in Ulster,
did reach them all. From church leaders to civil society, everyone was focused. In
Ulster in 1912, Protestant unity was the order of the day.
The Psalmist in Psalm 133 verse 1 says “Behold, how good and how pleasant it is
for brethren to dwell together in unity”.
In history, if ever an example of unity was needed, then you would be hard pressed
to find a better one than that of Ulster in 1912. The moving spectacle of Ulstermen
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uniting together with one mind and with one purpose before their God and in step
with His Word. This bond inspired not only the penning of poems and hymns, but
stimulated the hearts of Bible believing people from many nations around the
globe. In 1912 the eyes of the world were on Ulster and her God fearing Protestant
inhabitants.
It was decided that the Covenant was to
be signed on 28th September 1912 and
ever since, this date has been known and
celebrated as ‘Ulster Day’. James Craig
was the man who organized what is now
known as the ‘Carson Trail’ which was a
series of eleven meetings held over a ten
day period. Beginning in Enniskillen, they
covered all major towns and finished in
the Ulster Hall in Belfast on 27th
September 1912, the night before Ulster Day. At all these rallies, the audience
was called upon to maintain order and discipline. It was this order and discipline
that became a major
characteristic of the
Ulster
people
throughout the whole
of the Home Rule
crisis. When Carson
arrived in Enniskillen
on 18th September for
the first rally, he was
met by volunteers on
Carson’s mounted escort in Enniskillen
horseback and this
mounted
Yeomanry
provided him with an escort to the rally location at Protora Hill where a crowd of
forty thousand had assembled. It also helped set the tone for the following rallies.
So much of an interest had been stirred up in the Unionist community that special
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trains had to be scheduled in order to meet demand. At Coleraine, Carson was met
by the Orange Lodges from the south Londonderry District, who marched with him
from the train station to the rally in the town centre. This format was then repeated

from town to town throughout the ‘Carson Trail’ campaign. In 1912 the Orange
Order played a vital role in rallying Ulster Protestants. There was another key
speaker at these eleven rallies along with Carson and Craig leading up to Ulster
Day; it was Frederick Edwin Smith. He was one of the most influential English
Conservative supporters of the Unionist position against
Home Rule who was a skilled orator and he was noted
for his staunch opposition to Irish nationalism. Indeed
he was viewed by some within his party at the time as a
future Prime Minister. F.E Smith played a very
prominent role in the fight against Home Rule and he
rightly deserves to be remembered in our history as a
true friend of Ulster.
When time had arrived for the final rally on 27 th September 1912 in Belfast’s
Ulster Hall, such was the sentiment among Ulster Protestants that the hall could
not accommodate the many thousands who wanted to attend. The Northern Whig
reported the event as follows:- “At four o’clock, three hours before the meeting
began, there was already a sprinkling of enthusiasts in evidence, an hour later the
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building was more than half filled and before six o’clock, it was a case of standing
room only, and very little of that. The crowd outside grew to as far as the eye could
see. Carson addressed the masses who had
gathered from a window in the upper level. He
read messages of support from prominent Tories”.
All these messages emphasizing that, ‘in defence
of the United Kingdom and indeed the Empire,
Ulster did not stand alone”.
A highlight of the rally on the eve of Ulster Day in
the Ulster Hall was the unfurling of the Boyne Standard. Carson told the assembled
crowd:- “May this flag float over a people that can boast of civil and religious
liberty”. The Belfast Newsletter referred to the banner as a symbol of the
‘preciousness of Ulster’s heritage’.
The campaign against the Third Home Rule Bill which led to the signing of the
Covenant was filled with leadership qualities. Seldom has any generation in history
ever seen such principled leadership as that displayed in Ulster in 1912. This
leadership was even evident in the organization that went into the control of the
marshalling by two and a half thousand volunteers on Ulster Day as they were
appointed to ensure that the crowds, who had gathered to sign the Covenant and
play their part in the making of the history of Ulster, could do so.
Ministers from every Protestant denomination signed the covenant, pledging to
‘Maintain the true worship of God’. Charles Frederick D'Arcy, later Archbishop
of Armagh, stated his Church’s reason for supporting the Covenant: "We hold that
no power, not even the British Parliament, has the right to deprive us of our
heritage of British citizenship".
Ulster Day itself began early as crowds started to gather hours before the signing
was due to start. To ensure that everyone knew the exact text of what they would
be signing, billboards clearly displaying the full text were erected all around
Belfast City Hall and indeed at all signing stations throughout the nine counties of
Ulster. The morning officially began in Belfast with a religious service in the
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Ulster Hall. ULSTER DAY, Saturday the 28th of September, 1912, was kept as a
day of religious observance by Northern Loyalists. So far as the Protestant
denominations were concerned, Ulster was a province at prayer on that
memorable Saturday morning. In Belfast, not only the services which had more or
less of an official character (those held in the Cathedral, in the Ulster Hall, in the
Assembly Hall) but those held in nearly all the places of worship in the city, were
crowded with reverent worshippers. It was the same throughout the country in
towns and rural districts; there was hardly a village or hamlet where the parish
church and the Presbyterian and Methodist meeting-houses were not attended by
congregations of huge numbers and intense fervour. It was not the religious
excitement such as accompanies revivalist meetings; it was simply that a
population, naturally religious-minded, turned instinctively to divine worship as
the fitting expression of common emotion at a moment of critical gravity in their
history. Among the prayers that morning was what they called ‘The Prayer for
Ulster Day’;- “Grant, O Lord we beseech Thee, to all our leaders in church and
state and especially to those who are now guiding us through this time of danger
and perplexity, the spirit of wisdom and understanding. That they might have a
right judgment in all things and that setting aside all worldly ambition they may
seek the glory and the welfare of the people. Grant them strength and faithfulness,
with steadfastness of heart, that shunning all rashness, they may be enabled to
maintain the right and set forward truth and justice. Direct all their endeavours and
crown them with such success that the unity of our Commonwealth may be
preserved and that discord may cease among us”.
In 1912, Saturday was a normal working day; however, on Ulster Day 28th
September 1912, the city fell still. The great industrial hub of Europe was silent.
The looms in the mills were idle and the shipyard and foundries were deserted. The
attention of every Ulster Protestant was on the signing of the Covenant. “One
noteworthy feature”, commented upon by one of the English newspaper
correspondents in a dispatch telegraphed during the day, “is the silence of the great
shipyards. In these vast industrial establishments on both sides of the river, 25,000
men were at work yesterday performing their task at the highest possible pressure,
for the order-books of both firms are full of orders. Now there is not the sound of a
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hammer; all is as silent as the grave. The splendid craftsmen who build the largest
ships in the world have donned their Sunday clothes, and, with Unionist buttons on
the lapels of their coats, or Orange sashes on their shoulders, are about to engage
on what to them is an even more important task.” He also noticed that although the
streets were crowded there was no excitement, for “the average Ulsterman
performs his religious and political duties with calm sobriety. He has no time today for mirth or merriment, for every minute is devoted to proving that he is still
the same man — devoted to the Empire, to the King, and Constitution”.

Edward Carson, F.E. Smith and Lord Beresford
being escorted to Belfast City Hall on Ulster Day

Carson was the first of the Unionist leaders to sign the Covenant. The Northern
Whig reported the events at Belfast City Hall in the following fashion:- “By 12:15
there was gathered round the flag-covered drumhead (the round table covered with
the union flag) a body of men who represented a very large part of the capital, the
talent, the genius and the energy of the City of Belfast. If the Covenant is treason,
nearly all who makes for progress in this City will have to be impeached”. Other
prominent Unionists and church leaders were next in line to sign the Covenant.
The Ulster Day Committee had at a meeting that was convened at Craigavon on
the 19th of September adopted this Covenant that Ulstermen were about to sign.
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The Committee, standing in a group outside the door leading from the arcade at
Craigavon to the tennis-lawn, listened while Sir Edward Carson read the Covenant
aloud from a stone step. Those present showed by their demeanour that they
realised the historic character of the transaction in which they were taking part, and
the weight of responsibility they were about to assume. But no voice expressed
dissent or hesitation. The Covenant was adopted unanimously and without
amendment. This Committee organized for the blank Covenant sheets to be
dispatched to all the outlying areas of Ulster. Each sheet, apart from the full
Covenant text, left space for ten men to sign and give their addresses. Careful
attention was given to provide evidence of identity. By the end of Ulster Day,
218,206 men had signed the Covenant and 228,991 women had signed the parallel
declaration for Ulsterwomen. A total of 447,197 Ulster Unionists pledged to fight
Home Rule. As for the Protestant cause in Ulster, the 28th September 1912 was
Ulster’s finest hour.

A section of the crowd thronging Belfast City Hall to sign the Covenant in a determination to resist Home Rule

The London Daily Express best summed up the mood and solidarity of the Ulster
people on Ulster Day. Here is how they worded it:- “Even the most obtuse and the
least sincere can no longer pretend to misunderstand the mood of Ulster. The
deeply impressive scenes and ceremonies of the Covenant Day throughout the
province were the culmination of a campaign of preparation, conceived and
executed in the obvious spirit of religious and patriotic fervour, you may call that
fanaticism if you will. To call it bluff, or to deny the desperate earnestness which
inspires it is quite impossible. Ulster will not have Home Rule and all the world
now know it”.
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There was a Liberal statesman, formerly the favourite lieutenant of Gladstone and
also the closest political ally of Asquith, who was under no illusion as to the
character of the Ulstermen with whom Asquith was provoking a conflict. Speaking
in Edinburgh on the 1st of November 1911, Lord Rosebery told his Scottish
audience that "he loved Highlanders and he loved Lowlanders, but when he came
to the branch of their race which had been grafted on to the Ulster stem he took off
his hat with reverence and awe. They were without exception the toughest, the
most dominant, the most irresistible race that existed in the universe”.
The kinship of this tough people with the Lowlanders of Scotland, in character as
in blood, was never more signally demonstrated than when they decided, in one of
the most intense crises of their history, to emulate the example of their Scottish
forefathers in binding themselves together by a solemn League and Covenant to
resist what they deemed to be a tyrannical encroachment on their liberties and
rights if Home Rule succeeded.
The old Kipling poem in so many ways explains the feelings and fears of Ulster
people when they signed Ulster’s Solemn League and Covenant on 28th September
1912. As this article closes, ponder on the words of Kipling’s poem:-
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‘Ulster 1912’
The dark eleventh hour
Draws on and sees us sold
To every evil power
We fought against of old.
Rebellion, rapine hate
Oppression, wrong and greed
Are loosed to rule our fate,
By England's act and deed.

We asked no more than leave
To reap where we had sown,
Through good and ill to cleave
To our own flag and throne.
Now England's shot and steel
Beneath that flag must show
How loyal hearts should kneel
To England's oldest foe.

The Faith in which we stand,
The laws we made and guard,
Our honour, lives, and land
Are given for reward
To Murder done by night,
To Treason taught by day,
To folly, sloth, and spite,
And we are thrust away.

We know the war prepared
On every peaceful home,
We know the hells declared
For such as serve not Rome -The terror, threats, and dread
In market, hearth, and field -We know, when all is said,
We perish if we yield.

The blood our fathers spilt,
Our love, our toils, our pains,
Are counted us for guilt,
And only bind our chains.
Before an Empire's eyes
The traitor claims his price.
What need of further lies?
We are the sacrifice.

Believe, we dare not boast,
Believe, we do not fear -We stand to pay the cost
In all that men hold dear.
What answer from the North?
One Law, one Land, one Throne.
If England drive us forth
We shall not fall alone!
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