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Humanist Ceremonies
Humanist ceremonies are becoming more popular. Each ceremony is a 
unique and special event for the people involved. The rule is ... there are 
no rules! Here is a selection of ceremonies and locations conducted by 
one of our accredited celebrants.

Top left: A Private Family Wedding.
Top centre: An alpaca delivers the wedding 
rings. 
Top Right: A Beach Wedding.

Left: Balloons released at a naming ceremony.

Bottom Left:  A twin naming ceremony.
Bottom Centre: A Sci-Fi themed wedding.
Bottom Right: A Lakeside Wedding.
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Not so famous Irish Relatives: 
Patrick Brontë (1777-1861)

Jennifer Sturgeon

Patrick Brontë was born on St Patrick’s day 17th March 
1777 in the parish of Drumballyroney, 10 miles from 
Banbridge. He was the first of 10 children born to Alice 
(née McClory) and farm labourer Hugh Brunty. The 
couple courted in secret because Alice was a Roman 
Catholic and Hugh was a Protestant and they eloped and 
married in Magherally Church near Banbridge. Patrick 
was a bright boy and he became a teacher in 1798 in 
Glascar school. He was renowned for his enlightened 
teaching methods which were well ahead of their time. 
Encouraged by his local Church of Ireland bishop he 
also became a preacher in Drumballyroney church and 
successfully gained a scholarship to study theology and 
classics at St. John’s College, Cambridge in 1802. 

It was there that he decided to change his surname from 
Brunty to Brontë. It is a matter of some conjecture as to 
why he did this. He may have wanted to hide his humble 
origins and distance himself from Irish nationalism 
and any connection to his brother William Brunty who 
was “on the run” after his involvement in the failed 
1798 United Irishmen rebellion. Prunty or Brunty are 
anglicised versions of the Irish clan Ó Pronntaigh who 
were a family of hereditary scribes and literary men in 
Fermanagh. Whether he realised it or not, Patrick came 
from a noble literary tradition which nonetheless he 
shook off by becoming Brontë.

Another theory concerning his name change was his 
admiration for Admiral Horatio Nelson who was also 
known as the Duke of Brontë. As a classical scholar he 
would also have been aware of the mythological god  
Brontë whose name meant “thunder”. 

Patrick graduated from Cambridge in 1806 with a BA, 
was appointed curate of Wethersfield near Baintree in 
Essex and ordained deacon in the Church of England. 
Several other appointments followed in quick succession 
and Patrick also started to exhibit his creative, poetical 
nature. In 1809 he became assistant curate at Wellington 
in Shropshire, had a poem “Winter evening thoughts” 
published in 1810 in a local newspaper, Cottage Poems 
published in 1811 with a new appointment as assistant 
curate in Hartstead in the West Riding of Yorkshire 
and 1812 saw him appointed as school examiner at the 
Wesleyan Academy Woodhouse Grove school near 
Guiseley.

He married Maria Branwell on 29th December 1812 at 

Guiseley church and a family soon followed – Maria 
(1814-1825), Elizabeth (1815-1825), Charlotte (1816-1855), 
Branwell (1817-1848), Emily (1818-1848), Anne (1820-1849). 
In 1815 he became curate of Thornton in Bradford and 
finally he was appointed as Perpetual Curate of Haworth 
where he remained until his death at the age of 84 in 
1861.

Maria was diagnosed with cancer in January 1821 and her 
sister, Elizabeth moved from Penzance to help care for 
the children. Whenever Maria died on 15th September 
of the same year it was decided to send Maria, Elizabeth, 
Charlotte and Emily to the recently opened Clergy 
Daughter’s School at Cowan Bridge. It was home to 
an austere, strict regime and the young sisters soon 
had to be removed due to ill health and unhappiness. 
Maria and Elizabeth died soon after returning home to 
Haworth. 
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In 1846, Charlotte accompanied her father to Manchester 
where he underwent (what was then) innovative eye 
surgery to remove cataracts. As he was convalescing, 
Charlotte had time to start writing her novel, Jane Eyre.

Patrick recovered from the successful eye surgery, but 
sadly by 1849 he had outlived all of his children. He 
continued his ministry at Haworth where he continued 
to share the rectory with his curate and son-in-law 
Arthur Bell Nicholls who had been married to Charlotte. 
Patrick co-operated with Elizabeth Gaskell on her 
biography of Charlotte and was responsible for the 
publication of Charlotte’s first novel, The Professor. He 
was an ardent campaigner for educational reform and 
improvements in public health. In 1849 he instigated 
a campaign to improve the water supply of Haworth 

and by 1856 a new reservoir and public water scheme 
had been implemented. This was to be his legacy to 
the people of his adopted town, while of course, 3 of 
his daughters left behind some of the most outstanding 
literature ever to be written in the English language. One 
has to wonder if he had ever told Charlotte, Emily and 
Anne about their ancient Irish literary forefathers whose 
work would have been in gaelic.

Patrick Brontë preached his last sermon on 30th October 
1859 and died at the age of 84 on 7th June 1861. He had 
outlived all of his children. Today there is a corner of Co. 
Down not far from Banbridge which is known as Brontë 
Homeland even though no-one of that name actually 
lived there.

Jim O’Rourke

Following on from the summer Disability Awareness 
issue, may I add information on a common, but largely 
invisible and misunderstood disability, namely hearing 
loss. 

Hearing loss is invariably an insidious incremental 
progression usually experienced, but not recognised 
by the sufferer until made aware of it by comments 
from friends and family. Action on Hearing Loss charity 
research indicates that approximately 1 in 6,   11 million 
in UK, and 300,000 in N. Ireland, have some degree of 
hearing loss, and that it affects people for about eight 
years before they recognise it sufficiently to do anything 
about it such as seeking assessment for hearing aids.

While there are different types and degrees of hearing 
loss, the most common form is age related when the 
hair like receptor cells within the ear structure die off. 
These cannot be replaced. Their loss can be accelerated 
by excessive noise from a work environment, or 
continuous loud music. Thousands of these receptor 
cells are ‘tuned to’ and respond to noises of specific 
frequencies, and transmit corresponding signals to the 
brain. It is the brain which hears by interpreting the 
noise frequencies. The ear and its visible parts simply 
act as aural transmitters through the movement of 
those hair like receptor cells.

Hearing loss therefore is seldom an overall depreciation, 
but more often a loss of ability to hear certain sound 
frequencies. Verbal speech contains a wide range of  
frequencies, so a hearing impaired individual may fail 
to hear certain speech sounds related to their own 

specific hearing loss. This loss is greatly intensified in a 
background of competing sounds, like conversational 
cross talk, or loud music in a crowded venue. It can 
be compared to attempting to hear a piano’s musical 
conversation tune, but only hearing three quarters   of 
the white notes, and few of the black ones. What is 
audible is partially masked over by  sounds from the 
competing background orchestra.

A hearing impaired person can find it  extremely tiring 
and frustrating trying to follow dialogue in a noisy 
environment where the brain is taxed with trying to 
‘plug the gaps’ of hidden sounds to understand what 
has been said, but doesn’t make sense. This nature of 
hearing loss often leads to faulty assumptions such as, 
“He can hear when he wants to...” and the like. So those 
affected by hearing loss invariably avoid crowded noisy 
environments as it is just too tiring and uncomfortable 
trying to follow conversations. It seems our urbanised 
environment is becoming ever more noisy, with every 
‘space’ filled with yet more piped ‘music’, and increasingly 
strident attention grabbing advertising.

Solutions?  Hearing aids is certainly one, but perhaps that 
needs a separate article. Meanwhile bear in mind that it’s 
helpful to a hearing impaired person if when speaking, 
you face them directly,  preferably with the light source 
on you, to speak slightly more slowly  and clearly,  as, 
unconsciously, many hearing impaired persons pick up 
visual lip reading clues to speech. Shouting is definitely 
not helpful!

Understanding Hearing Loss
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marshall training on behalf of Humani and I knew what 
to expect on the parade route. This year, the protestors 
were so small in number, I honestly did not even notice 
them! The only thing that could have been improved 
was the spacing. I had been briefed to make sure the 
Humani contingent kept up with other groups in the 
parade, however, I found this not to be possible on a 
shopmobility scooter, whose maximum speed was 4 
miles per hour!

The rest of the day passed in a colourful haze, chatting 
to Queerspace and Humani members and deciding to 
avoid the main Pride party for my safety (being trapped 
by thousands of people whilst on a mobility scooter is 
not fun). It was very exciting that this year the PSNI had 
decided to join the parade and there was a transgender 
police officer in the main parade. All too soon, the 
deadline for returning the shopmobility scooter 
came along and I left feeling happy and thankful that 
shopmobility scooter rental is free.

Foyle Pride Festival
I travelled to Foyle Pride Festival on a borrowed mobility 
scooter by train. I was really lucky to chat to some lovely 
GLYNI (Gay and Lesbian Youth NI) members on the way 
down. I was glad I was on the scooter, as the walk to 
the finish of the Pride parade was quite some distance 
from the train station. Another tip I had learnt from 
Queerspace members was, you can rent a shopmobility 
scooter for the day from Foyleside Shopping Centre, 
near the parade, however I was lucky enough to be able 
to borrow a mobility scooter off a Humani member for 
the day.

The Foyle Pride Festival is noticeably smaller than the 
Belfast Pride Festival. I had situated myself at the end 
of the Parade route, to get some good shots of fellow 
Humani members in the parade. The after party was 
definitely less crowded than the one in Belfast and I 
felt somewhat less likely to be trampled whilst on my 
mobility scooter. There was a dedicated wheelchair 
accessible area at the front of the crowd, which I had 
not noticed at the Belfast event.  Unfortunately, the time 
came to return home by train all too quickly, however, 
as the Maiden City is very hilly, I was very glad that I had 
been able to borrow a mobility scooter for the day.

The Humanist Association of Northern Ireland is 
very lucky in that it has several gay and transgender 
members. I could think of no better way of spending my 
summer, than with other Humani members, attending 
the Belfast Pride and Foyle Pride Festivals.

Belfast Pride 
This is the biggest Pride festival in Northern Ireland, this 
year there was an estimated 5 000 people in attendance. I 
started the morning off early, as I wanted to see the Irish 
Prime Minister Leo Varadkar, who was attending the Big 
Pride Breakfast at the Northern Whig. Unfortunately, 
I quickly discovered I was not on the guest list and all 
my friends in Queerspace who were trying to attend, 
were not on the guest list either. However, this did not 
stop several members of Queerspace standing outside 
the Northern Whig, whilst Leo Varadkar addressed the 
assembled press. 

I then headed off to get my pre-booked mobility scooter, 
from shopmobility in Belfast. This was a trick that I had 
learnt from several of my friends in Queerspace, as I did 
not feel up to walking for at least 6 hours that day. I then 
met several members of Queerspace and waited for 
several Humani members to arrive by mobility scooter, 
electric wheelchair or foot, at the Pride assembly point. 

This year, the Pride parade went very smoothly, this 
may have been due to the fact that I had attended 

Michael Steven

Summer of Pride
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Jennifer Sturgeon

Book Review
 “What is Humanism” – How do you live without god and other big questions?
By Michael Rosen & Annemarie Young, published by Wayland Books

of the well known people who are included in the book. 
In the section on ceremonies, it explains how these 
are designed by specially trained celebrants to suit 
the individual wishes of the people involved in them. 
Funerals are planned to celebrate a life, baby namings 
are planned to celebrate a new member of the family 
and the parents create their own promises to the child. 
Likewise, weddings involve couples creating uniquely 
meaningful vows and there is no restriction on what 
these may be or who else is involved in the ceremony. 

So whether you are an adult, trying to find out about 
Humanism for the first time or a school pupil doing 
some research in an RE lesson, I can highly recommend 
this book.

This book is aimed at readers 
of upper Primary or lower 
Secondary school ages. 
However, it also provides 
an easy to understand 
explanation of Humanism 
for any adult who is new to 
the concept. There are brief 2 
page chapters which can stand 
alone or be read in sequence 
and they cover humanist 
history, values, laws, famous 
humanists and ceremonies to 
mark important life events.

Daniel Radcliffe, Stephen Fry and Tim Minchin are just 3 

Jennifer Sturgeon

Film Review
Victoria and Abdul
Starring: Judi Dench, Ali Fazal, Tim Pigott-Smith 
Directed by Stephen Frears

Victoria was espousing the concept of life-long learning. 
He was enabling her to use her brain again.

As we watch the film we cannot be certain how much 
of the narrative is based on supposition but it makes 
us ponder about the nature of a friendship which 
transcends differences in age, class and ethnicity. 
Victoria - admirably played by Dame Judy Dench -shows 
herself to be warm, compassionate, forgiving and 
above all loyal to her friend even when she is told some 
unsavoury facts about him.

Bertie, her long-suffering son and heir is played with a 
nuance of humour by Eddie Izzard. In all and without 
giving too much of the storyline away, I found myself 
carried along with the flow of events, sometimes 
laughing and sometimes crying and never bored. As 
the final credits rolled I looked around me in the QFT 
and saw that some viewers were reluctant to leave their 
seats.

Some things remain a mystery – especially affairs of the 
heart. 

Whenever two people have a very special connection, 
it is unique and dare I say even sacred. Whether we are 
talking about a friendship or love affair, an unquantifiable 
bond between 2 people is special to them and often 
baffling to others.

Thus, I would describe the special friendship (as portrayed 
in the film) between Victoria and Abdul as touchingly 
unique; understandable on one level and yet totally 
baffling to her family and courtiers. Understandable 
because the ageing Victoria was lonely and perhaps 
bored with the mundane matter of signing endless state 
documents. So when an interesting and exotic character 
from another culture comes to court, she is intrigued by 
him and wants to learn about his culture and language. 
The U3A did not exist in those days! In all seriousness, I 
would suggest that by learning new things from Abdul, 
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Humanist Publications

New Humanist

Journal of the Rationalist Association, 
Trinity House, Sculpins Lane, Wethersfield, 
Braintree, Essex, CM7 4AY

The Freethinker 
In-depth articles, reviews and commentary 
from a rationalist viewpoint Online only at: 
freethinker.co.uk

BHA News

Newsletter of the British Humanist 
Association. Available from 39 Moreland 
Street, London ECIV 8BB

Humanist Times

Journal of the Humanist Association of 
Ireland, 384 Royal Terrace West, Dun 
Laoghaire, Co. Dublin 

Irish Freethinkers and Humanists

Bi-monthly Journal available from Brian 
McClinton, 25 Riverside Drive, Lisburn, 
BT27 4HE

Free Inquiry 
lnternational secular Humanist magazine 
published by the Council for Secular 
Humanism. Available from PO Box 
664, Amherst, New York 14226-0664. 
Online at: www.secularhumanism.org/fi/

The Pink Humanist 
An LGBT magazine for Atheists, Humanists, 
Sceptics and Freethinkers. Online at:  
thepinkhumanist.com 

The Humanist Magazine

1821 Jefferson Place NW, Washington, 
DC 20036. Published by the 
American Humanist Association.  
Subscribe online at: thehumanist.com

Humanist Perspectives 
Quarterly journal available from: PO Box 
3769, Station C, Ottawa ON, KIY 4J8 Canada

The Open Society 
Journal of New Zealand Rationalists and 
Humanists, 64 Symonds St., Auckland lOOl, 
New Zealand 

Humanist Meetings in Ireland

Humanist Association of Northern Ireland 
Second Thursday of the month, 7:30pm. 
Contact: Jennifer on 07818 036404 or email 
info@humanistni.org

Humanist Association of Ireland

First Sunday of each month, 4pm, Ashling 
Hotel Dublin. Online at: humanism.ie

Belfast Humanist Group

First and Third Mondays of the month, 8pm, 
31 Malone Road, Belfast. Contact Catherine 
Burnett on 02890642956

North Coast Humanists 
Lodge Hotel, Coleraine. Second Tuesday, 
6: 30pm. Contact: Jennifer at 07818 036404 
or email jennifer.sturgeon@btinternet.com  
Online: facebook.com/NorthCoastHumanists

Useful Contacts

Brook Clinic

29a North St, Belfast BT1. Contact 
02890328866.

Also 7 Lodge Road, Coleraine, BT52 1LU

Belfast Butterfly Club

TV/TS? Belfast Butterfly Club Helpline 
07704799352. Wed 8pm to 10pm; or write 
to: PO Box 210, BT1 1BG 

Cara-Friend 
Gay information/ befriending men’s line 
9032 2023 (Mon - Wed); Lesbian line 
90238668 (Thurs 7.30pm-10pm).


