The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 45 John Hewitt - 1907-1987

John Hewitt – that ‘rooted man’ as he described himself - was born in Belfast in 1907. His family was Methodist by background - but because his father disliked the minister he refused to have his son christened! 

‘And from that day’ wrote Hewitt ‘I’ve stood outside the creeds’.

Hewitt was educated at Royal Belfast Academical Institution, Methodist College, Queen’s University and Stranmillis College, where he took a course in teacher training.
An alternative education was provided by members of his family. 
This involved painting and left-wing politics as well as literature.

Hewitt’s uncle Sam, for example, was a Sunday School teacher who had ‘been expelled /for heresy, since Darwin’s was his book’.

From his uncle, Hewitt learned:

… that sceptic and enquiring look

at the old riddle of the universe.

Above all, though, he credits his father, whom he described as ‘to sect or party singularly blind’, with the fact that he is:

Unsworn, unbound forever, I should go

A freeman, freely, to the infinite.

Hewitt began to write when he was a teenager, and his earliest publications were in left-wing newspapers.

Aged 23, he was appointed as art assistant in the Belfast Museum and Art Gallery, where he stayed for over 25 years. People who know nothing about Hewitt are still affected by him because of his influence on the paintings that the museum bought during his time there.

In 1934 – in his late twenties - he married Roberta Black, who shared his political views and activities.

‘The Bloody Brae’, a long dramatic poem, was completed two years later; this was his first extended treatment of the relationship between Planter and Gael in the north of Ireland, and it established one of his lifelong themes.

During the 1930s Hewitt travelled widely, visiting major European art galleries and attending socialist conferences and summer schools. As a result of this travel, he would always judge local work by European standards.

The Second World War confined Hewitt to Northern Ireland. This was when he really began to discover his own locality. Travelling around to give art history lectures to troops stationed here, or visiting the Glens of Antrim for the first time, helped him to formulate what he called regionalism.

This was based on the idea that the nation was simply too complicated and that as ‘social beings [we] must … find some smaller unit to which to give … loyalty’. 
Hewitt hoped that such a local loyalty would help to overcome sectarianism.

Although Hewitt was a prolific writer and had published in magazines, it was not until 1948, when he was 41, that he published his first full collection: ‘No Rebel Word’. He was by this time central to the intellectual and cultural life of the north.

A few years later he was promoted to the post of deputy director at the museum. When the director retired he had every reason to believe that he would take over - but, as he recounts in an autobiographical essay, his left wing views and friendship with Catholics counted against him. 
The sectarianism behind this decision was particularly cruel given Hewitt’s lifelong attempts to reconcile the different aspects of northern society.

He spoke of Ulster people as having ‘elements of both Scots and English with a strong charge of the basic Irish’. 
He remembered a childhood friend, the first catholic that he ever met:

…. His magazines were full 

of faces, places, named, unknown to me.

Benburb, Wolfe Tone, Cuchullain, Fontenoy.

I still am grateful, Willie Morrissey.

Despite his disappointment, Hewitt stayed at the Museum for another four years before moving to Coventry to become the Director of the Herbert Gallery and Museum in 1957.

His ‘Collected Poems 1932-1967’ appeared in 1968 and marked the beginning of his most productive period. 
On his retirement Hewitt returned to Belfast in 1972 - with the Troubles at their height. He became part of the poetic resurgence that was also happening. Of his Planter ancestors he had said:

We laboured hard and stubborn, draining, planting,

till half the country took its shape from us.

In the 1970s and 80s Hewitt ‘laboured hard’ on the cultural life of the north. 
His account of the tradition of radical dissent, ‘Rhyming Weavers’, appeared in 1974. 
He wrote books on art in Ulster. 
He was writer-in-residence at Queen’s for a time and he published both new and old poetry as he had never done before. 
He died, aged 80, in 1987.

Recognition of Hewitt’s talents and wide interests has taken many forms. He was made a freeman of Belfast in 1983. There is a pub named after him - despite his own temperate drinking - and the Summer School named in his honour is now in its 21st year.

But Hewitt is probably best honoured by remembering one of his own lines:

You must give freedom if you would be free…

