The Belfast Flags of Hope 
By Raymond Watson
‘A marathon community art project and exhibition to raise the vibration for a brighter future.’
‘This is just wonderful’.  
Baroness May Blood

‘I look forward to the day when projects like this are happening all over Belfast’.  Tommy Holland, community worker, West Belfast
In April 2010 the Belfast Flags of Hope, a World Record breaking project, was conceived and commenced.  The goal was to create at least 10,000 individual and beautiful art works to form a mass colourful portrayal of hopeful aspirations for a brighter future.  Exhibited together on a line like small bunting flags, the plan was to display the artwork along the West Belfast ‘peaceline’.  The site of the imposing concrete wall that is the ‘peaceline’, symbolised the divisions that the project hopes to help to heal.  The project required thousands of people to voluntarily contribute their creative energy.  Without this mass input from all ages, genders and communities the project could not happen.  

The goal was to create the biggest community art exhibition ever seen in Belfast - A project that would have a strong resonance for the future of our divided communities.  For me this large and ambitious goal of getting thousands of people to use their creative talents to make 10,000 unique artworks signalled the start of a pioneering journey into uncharted waters - community based workshops galore, uncountable phone calls and emails; organising and gathering a committee and supporters, charity status, loads of negotiation, coordination, funding applications and the collating information.  I needed to acquire (beg, buy and borrow) more than 100 yards of fabric, cut thousands of flags, visit schools, conduct discussions and workshops with teachers and pupils, deliver blank flags, engage in promotion, create a web site, and more.  A small mound of colouring equipment was gathered.  A variety of techniques to apply art to fabric were explored - paint, magic markers, print forms, embroidery, collage and some really unusual exceptional approaches.  One ‘art flag’ was produced with plastic grass and daisies!  All the art flags, some the fantastic colourful squiggles of very young children were to be combined with the ‘accomplished’ paintings of art students – every flag was equally meaningful and potent.  
The origin of the Belfast Flags of Hope  

Thomas Devlin was murdered at the gates of Saint Patricks School, north Belfast, in summer 2005 by two young men who lived in a nearby loyalist estate.  It would have been so easy for Jim Devlin and Penny Holloway, Thomas’s parents, to respond by spitting revenge and anger against those who killed their son.  Instead they struggled to turn the tragedy into a dynamic force that might help to ensure that events like this would never happen again.  They established the Thomas Devlin Fund, to assist young people in their quest to access education.  The Fund is designed to run for the duration of what should have been Thomas’s natural life. 

In early 2009 I was approached by Jim and Penny.  They requested a positive art project.  I was honoured to take up the challenge.  
Following many discussions I proposed that we could implement an ‘art flag’ making project.  The goal was to use art on what has often been the divisive format of the flag and to re-use this format in a new, positive and inclusive way. 

Inspiration - ‘Prayer flags’ of the Himalayas

After visiting a part of the Himalayas in north India, I had witnessed thousands of Prayer Flags being flown between buildings, from mountaintops and across steep valleys.  It looked like the Tibetan version of July 12th, but this distant tradition was about raising the vibration for a better world.  The Tibetan tradition is a vibrant flag flying activity that seeks to spread harmony and good will.  Prayer Flags portray religious images and written ‘prayers’ (hopes and wishes) of the people.  It is believed that when flown the Prayer Flags flutter and fray and that the messages and hopes are carried on the breath of the wind with a potency to harmonise the surrounding environment and people.  I stood between steep rocky hills and looked at the flags fluttering across the valleys with the thought, ‘This is what flag flying should be about!’  This was the embryo of the Belfast Flags project.

Maiden Voyage

The Belfast Flags of Hope had its first passage with groups from two schools, St. Patrick’s Bearnageeha, located in nationalist north Belfast and Asfield Boys School, located in unionist east Belfast.  Workshops steered the pupils from two art classes towards creatively designing up their own unique and beautiful flags that portrayed their positive hopes and wishes for the future.  We explored international cultural images and colours combined with written statements that spoke of a brighter future.  This project produced 45 unique art works on paper.  These were subsequently printed onto fabric to produce 1,000 art flags.  The project fitted neatly with elements of the school syllabus that required the exploration of other cultures.  The hope was that it could be promoted across many schools the following academic year. 


On the 25th of June 2009 the 1000 art flags were flown in the grounds of Ashfield and Saint Patrick’s schools in East and North Belfast.  The project was officially launched in a ceremony lead by Jnr Government Minister Gerry Kelly and by the Belfast Lord Mayor Niaomi Long.  The schoolboy artists attended and as they scanned the colourful canopy of ‘art flags’ fluttering overhead many proudly pointed out their flag and shouted, ‘There’s mine’.  

  One passer bye commented, ‘For once I’m happy to see more flags in Belfast!’ 
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Book promoting the Belfast Flags in 2009 
The project was collated and published as a book, the Belfast Flags of Hope.  It provides details of the school project and colourful illustrations of the flags.  The book was designed as a reference and toolkit to be circulated as widely as possible to engage many schools the following year.  Soon the trial of Thomas Devlin’s killers started and because it was a jury trial I was asked to create no publicity and to put the art project on hold.  
An academic year past and so did the sense of momentum.  To reinvigorate the Belfast Flags I re-imagined the project in a way that might grab the imagination of the general public.  A new and highly ambitious goal evolved - to implement a massive community art project to produce 10,000 individually made Belfast Flags of Hope.  When exhibited as a single line the flight of artworks would set a new World Record for the longest line of bunting ever.  

Flags in the Northern Ireland have been an extremely contentious issue – as they can be a fairly contentious issue in many parts of the world.  Flag flying has a real and useful National or State function but flags are often misused.  This is an opportunity to use the flag format in new, inclusive and hopeful way.  

Belfast Flags - A New ‘World Record’

The World Record attempt started in late spring 2010.  It was an uncertain and laborious process.  Progress was sometimes slow and setbacks disheartening but with work, promotion and time the project started to gather momentum.  One of the big problems (as always) was that there were no financial resources.  The first funder to bravely step in and provide support was Unltd NI.  As an organisation they supported the goals and did not swamp myself and the small committee with unnecessary form filling or accounting. 

The groups and people that I wanted to involve as a priority were those who resided in the vicinity of ‘peaceline’ areas.  The first workshops were implemented with community groups in a bid to involve as many local people as possible.  The young especially were targeted but older groups and individuals were just as enthusiastic.  I set up stalls at Belfast’s Culture Night and the Ulster Fleadh and other community festivals.  Thankfully many community leaders recognised the progressive nature of the project and actively sought out ways to be involved.  Most community centres had groups of approximately 10 young people and I would leave with maybe 20 flags per workshop!  Numbers mounted slowly.  While conducting the first round of workshops I simultaneously applied to the Arts Council NI and Belfast City Council for financial support.  Both these funding bodies failed to support the project.

News of the project spread beyond Northern Ireland.  Individuals and groups from other countries recognised the positive nature of the project and volunteered their time.  I invited artists that I had met on my international art forays and many were honoured to be involved.  CACIS, a contemporary arts centre brought three schools together in Catalonia, Spain, and made several hundred flags.  Anita Young an artist from England volunteered her services as a coordinator and set up several flag groups in England and internationally.  Bill Kelly from the International Humanist Art Archive, Australia, brought together aboriginals and white people and made Belfast Flags.  People in New York made flags.  Many times I would arrive home to find brown envelopes stuffed with 20 or 30 flags posted from a diverse range of groups outside of Ireland.  

Exhibition - half way there!

At Christmas 2010 my father was diagnosed with a large and aggressive brain tumour and I stopped everything to help care for him.  He died on March 6th 2010.  By April 2010 I was once again back at the Belfast Flags.  I counted the flags and realized that the half way point had been reached with 5,000 flags.  The committee of Conway Mill generously agreed that I could make use of an entire floor of the building as a gallery to exhibit and promote the project.  Play Resource supplied ribbon.  I recruited my daughters Toraigh and Dara as assistants and we pinned more than 1,200 art flags onto rows of ribbon and strung them the length and breadth of an entire floor of Conway Mill.  The exhibition was an impressive colourful canopy of positive vibes and hope.  
This was a valuable opportunity for the public, groups, schools and the media to see the project in action.  Groups and individuals who visited were invited to the workshop table.  Charter Belfast, brought young people known as the Ambassadors for Peace.  These 16 young people who live on either side of the peaceline work together to promote cross community initiatives.  Many visitors spent hours walking round the art flags soaking up the messages.  One woman confided that so many positive messages had really cheered her up.  She could not wait to make her own flag.  

The exhibition was an opportunity to see the project in flesh and blood; it caused a flurry of flag making and many new groups asked for workshops.  Crucially I contacted and enlisted support from many schools in Belfast.  From May to July there was an enthusiastic push to create the remainder of the flags.  The installation date was set for August 6th, and was featured as an event in Feile An Phobal.  By end of July there were over 9,500 art flags and I set about workshops to create the final 500.  By the start of August the final tally came in at more than 10,200.   

Baroness May Blood and community leader Tommy Holland volunteered as official verifiers for the World Record attempt.  They were invited to the Mill to see the bundles of flags and to document that they were all there.  The flags had to be triangular, 30cmx30cmx20cm in size.  They had to be stitched at least 2inches apart and importantly, the line had to be a single line with no joins.  Importantly to qualify as a line of bunting, they had to be flown.     

Three full days were spent in Tee Jays Attire winding the line of 10,000 art flags onto the industrial cable spool as they tumbled from the sowing machine.  Like the entire project it was a slow and laborious task.  Illeen Hay stitched and Imma, who wound onto the spool, regularly stopped work to admire so many of the flags. 

In the weeks leading up to the installation I was engaged in many meetings to ensure that those in the vicinity of the ‘peacewall’ were happy with the installation.  The Police Service of Northern Ireland requested a meeting to ascertain exact times for installation and to assess possibilities for ‘disruption’.  They were also very curious about the content of the flags.  I travelled to Tenent St Station armed with 500 sample flags to illustrate what the project was about.  Of course while there I asked them if they would like to make an art flag?  
The officer heading proceedings assured, ‘We are here to ensure this happens safely and to assist if we can’.  After a long discussion where all scenarios were outlined and planned for, the police give the project the ‘green light’ and agreed to direct traffic at required moments.  I also initiated a series of meetings with concerned community leaders.  Funny, by this stage, I mistakenly believed that everybody was aware of the project.  Unforeseen issues arose such as a flag flying protocols agreed by republicans and loyalists from the Shankill and the Falls Road areas.  Some community leaders where concerned that the project might contravene this but after meetings and discussions the project received universal support.

The Installation:  Flying the flag!

On Saturday August 6th, at 7am., 17 months after the first triangular canvasses were created I turned on Radio Ulster as I drove to Belfast.  I was contemplating the length of time that the installation might take.  I imagined that it would be installed by 2pm and we could get ready for the official launch at 4pm.  Then the Radio Ulster News announced that Belfast Flags were attempting to break the World Record!  It made me drive a bit faster.  At 8am, myself, Patsy and Imma stood with high visibility vests, cable ties and the cable spool; we looked at our first lamp post on the corner of Cupar Way.  The ladders clattered against a lamp post and I climbed 23ft and the start of the line of ‘art flags’ was strapped to the lamppost with plastic cable ties.  As the day progressed and we spanned lamppost after lamppost with flags, other volunteers arrived to help 

At 4pm., people started to gather for the launch.  We were just half way through the installation!  Baroness May Blood and Tommy Holland arrived as witnesses.  Jim and Penny arrived.  Anita Young had travelled over from England.  My family arrived.  A UTV News crew arrived.  The public started to give a hand, and Liz Weir climbed a fence and untangled flags.  Denmark Street Community Centre brought a fold out table and refreshments were set up.  
I stopped to publicly announce our progress to date.  ‘They’re not all up yet but today we will set a new World Record.’  Emphasis was put on the memory of Thomas Devlin and the mass expression of good hopes portrayed by so many people.  

Both Baroness Blood and Tommy Holland told of their enthusiastic support for the goals of the project.  There was a unanimous expression from all present that emphasised the hopes that next year Belfast Flags might appear all over the city.  After some short discussions I returned to the job of installation.

By 7.30pm we finally reached the end of the line.  The spool was empty.  It took more than 11 ½ hours to install the colourful flight of art works along both sides of the peaceline.  More than 10,000 art flags fluttered beautifully in the breeze. (**shankil photographers 3 deep images)  Each had been individually painted and designed with colourful positive images that spoke of the core theme of happiness and dreams for a brighter future.  It was the climax of a marathon project that had started in 2009 and it was a project of which all involved are very proud.  The sight conveyed the a real sense of the definition provided by a Tibetan who described the Prayer Flags blowing in the wind as, ‘..blessings spoken on the breath of nature’.
This was the most ambitious community art project that I had ever embarked on.  It was the largest community art exhibition that Belfast had ever witnessed.  The entire project was implemented on a ‘shoestring’ budget and required a lot of voluntary activity from all involved.  Without the active participation of all those who supported the vision of the project it would not have succeeded.  I and the small committee of the Belfast Flags remain indebted to all those individuals and organizations that supported the Belfast Flags project in every way, importantly all those thousands of individuals who provided their creative talents to make the ‘art flags’.  

The Belfast Flags of Hope is a project that has not ended.  The active involvement of so many people in what was a shout to the world about who we really are was an important stage in an ongoing project. 

International distribution
Following the 2009 schools project, the flags were offered free for local and international distribution and exhibition.  Once again the Belfast Flags are being offered up for local or international distribution and exhibition.  If there is a community festival or community or individuals anywhere who want a portion of the Belfast Flags to display they should email the request to raymie.watson@gmail.com
They must be exhibited across streets, ravines, community centres and houses.  A photo of the flags flying with details of the people involved and a short message should be sent/emailed to the Belfast Flags so that we can record everywhere the flags have been.  The alternative is to implement your own local Belfast Flag making and flying event, with help from us you can make and fly your own original flags.
