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Garden of Good and Evil


In the summer of 1997, after eight happy years in Washington, my employers at The Times decided to punish me for some great sin, the exact nature of which I have yet to ascertain. They moved me from the sublime to the ridiculous, from the gleaming, cosmopolitan capital of the free world to dank, dreary, claustrophobic Belfast.

It was a place I knew only from grim headlines and lurid television images, and what little enthusiasm I could muster for this new assignment was rapidly extinguished. The very afternoon that I arrived the Reverend Ian Paisley, Ulster’s perennial Doctor No, demonstrated the time-honoured Northern Ireland tradition of the walk-out, on this occasion from the Stormont peace talks.

The next day I watched the funeral of an 18-year-old Catholic girl shot dead by loyalist gunmen as she lay in her Protestant boyfriend’s bed. That was quickly followed by the even more barbaric murder of a 16-year-old Catholic boy who was abducted while hitch-hiking, mutilated beyond recognition, and dumped in a water-filled hole used for the disposal of animal carcasses.

It seldom stopped raining. Armed soldiers sped around bleak and cheerless housing estates in slate-grey armoured Land Rovers. The police stations, courts and other public buildings were grotesque fortresses. I had Unionist leaders shouting down the phone at me for daring to interview Sinn Fein’s Gerry Adams, letters from irate readers who claimed to detect a pro- or anti-Unionist bias in my reporting, sharp reprimands from all and sundry for such terrible sins as calling Britain the ‘mainland’, Londonderry ‘Derry’, or the people ‘Northern Irish’. The BBC provides its reporters with a whole page of guidelines to help them negotiate this terminological minefield.

It is true that the IRA declared a ceasefire within days of my arrival, but there was little excitement because nobody had much confidence that it would last.

In no time at all I found myself sympathising deeply with Reginald Maudling, the former British Cabinet minister still much reviled in Northern Ireland for remarking as he boarded a helicopter after his first trip to the province: ‘What a bloody awful country. Give me a large Scotch.’

In a very real sense Northern Ireland – or ‘Norn Iron’ as the locals call it – is a bloody awful country. Like Pakistan and Bangladesh, it is an artificial entity born – in 1921 – from strife and conflict. More than a third of its inhabitants resent its very existence. During three decades of what were euphemistically called the ‘Troubles’, one person in 50 was injured and roughly 3,600, or one in 400, killed. More than half the victims were innocent civilians, and many thousands more were kneecapped, beaten or exiled – practices that continue even now. The place is still awash with legal and illegal weapons, not to mention an estimated 20,000 former terrorist prisoners, and there is scarcely a town or village that has not been blighted by violence.

Sectarianism remains pervasive. There are Protestant sports, banks, musical instruments and newspapers – and Catholic ones. Fewer than 14,000 of the province’s schoolchildren go to formally integrated schools. Nobody would publicly admit it, but in many areas Protestants still will not sell property to Catholics, and vice versa. When strangers meet they probe to ascertain the religion of the other from their name, address or where they were educated – and adjust accordingly.

Only in Northern Ireland could a union between a man and a woman of the same colour, nationality and Christian faith be called a ‘mixed marriage’.

Like dogs cocking their legs, the two tribes stake out their territory with flags, painted kerbstones and vivid murals on gable ends that glorify their gunmen. Memorials, gravestones and books of condolence are defaced. Great steel ‘peace lines’ slice housing estates in half to keep feuding Catholic and Protestant ‘communities’ apart.

Northern Ireland is tiny, and one of the very few places in the world substantially less populated now than it was two centuries ago. It has 1.6 million inhabitants, about the same as Hampshire or Nebraska, and there is just one telephone book for the entire province. It covers a mere 5,267 square miles, roughly the same as Yorkshire or Connecticut. It has nonetheless provided the world with more grim and grisly news over the past 30 years than anywhere else I can think of. But the funny thing was that my wife, Katy, fell in love with it from the moment she and the family sailed up that great sea inlet called Belfast Lough early one fine August morning on the overnight ferry from Liverpool.

We found a large and attractive house in a tranquil village on the south shore of the lough. The children took a little local train four stops up the line to one of the province’s excellent grammar schools each day. They did paper rounds in the evenings, and at weekends roamed along the beaches. They were safer, and far freer, than they ever were in Washington.

Neighbours came with gifts of flowers and chocolate cake, invited Katy to coffee, enrolled her in their ‘tums and bums’ fitness classes, and whisked her off to girls’ nights out. Every Wednesday a fish van arrived outside our front door bearing fresh salmon, kippers and smoked haddock. The breads and cheeses were fabulous.

While I was reporting on the tortuous peace negotiations, and on the paramilitary thugs who were creating the headlines, she was meeting the ordinary people of Northern Ireland and finding them warm, generous, intelligent and fun. Most were doing their level best to lead normal, happy, God-fearing lives and were embarrassed by the province’s dire international image. While I was frequently reinforcing that image with articles which focused on the negative, Katy was discovering a charming and delightful side of the place that outsiders never hear about.

To start with, Northern Ireland’s six counties – Fermanagh, Armagh, Tyrone, Londonderry, Antrim and Down, or FATLAD for short – are astonishingly beautiful. It is a shame about the architecture, which consists largely of plain modern bungalows, but from the Mountains of Mourne to the moors of the Sperrins, from Antrim’s spectacular coast and glens to Fermanagh’s lakes and rivers, the countryside is empty, remote and lovely.

It is littered with mottes, raths, bawns, crannogs, dolmens, standing stones and other ancient or prehistoric sites. There is no prairie agriculture here because the land is far too boggy – just thousands of small farms with an average size of less than 90 acres. Certainly it rains a lot: ‘Gumboots, umbrellas, raincoats etc. are essential unless you want to stay inside reading a book all day,’ one guidebook advises. But the compensation is a spectacular lushness capped by Gulf Stream-nurtured palm trees, and wonderful skies embellished by frequent rainbows.

The Troubles caused terrible suffering and destruction. They deterred most visitors except for human rights activists, anthropologists and Irish-American congressmen. They severed the province from the outside world. They greatly retarded social progress – women are still kept firmly in their place, abortion is all but banned, and bars and restaurants are still full of smokers. Dr Paisley fulminated about ‘sodomites at Stormont’ when Elton John came to give a concert. Protestant fundamentalists even picketed a 1999 production of Jesus Christ Superstar at Belfast’s Opera House on the grounds that it was blasphemous.

But the Troubles also slowed the modernisation and homogenisation that have rendered so much of Britain and America bland. Since the late 1960s the province has been caught in a time-warp from which it is only now emerging. The pace of life remains slow and an old-world charm survives.

People tend to live in the towns and villages where they, their parents and their grandparents were all raised. There is a strong community spirit, albeit one born of shared adversity. The ordinary crime rate – as opposed to terrorist crimes – is one of the lowest in the industrialised world, and drugs have only recently begun to be a problem. I was often held up by tractors, but there were no traffic jams to speak of. People still drive at an infuriating 45 mph along roads where it’s impossible to pass.

McDonald’s reached Moscow before it reached Northern Ireland. The giant supermarket chains which spurned the province during the Troubles only began to move in a few years back, meaning the high streets are still full of butchers, bakers, fishmongers, haberdashers, drapers and other attractive little shops that close early on Wednesdays. The province’s banks still print their own notes. The calendar is punctuated by events like horse fairs, ploughing championships and cattle markets. People have old-fashioned names like Violet and Irene, Alfred and Albert.

The people may have done terrible things to each other, but they could not be kinder to outsiders – and that includes staunch republicans whose hatred of the British in the abstract rarely extends to Britons individually. I lost count of the people who plied me with home-made scones and cake when I went to interview them.

They indulge in such traditional pastimes as road-bowling in country lanes on Sundays – not to mention poaching, smuggling and poteen-making. They boast an accent for every county, and retain a distinctive dialect. Here ‘culchies’ (country folk) ‘gurn’ (complain) about their ‘weans’ (children), so they do. ‘Bout yer?’, they’ll say by way of greeting. ‘Catch yerself on,’ they’ll tell you if you say something daft. ‘Safe home,’ they’ll tell you when you leave, and you will inevitably be addressed as ‘yous’, so you will.

As a journalist I was uniquely privileged. There was virtually no one else in the province who could move freely across the sectarian divide, who could walk with equal safety up the Shankill or the Falls, who could interview political leaders and paramilitary godfathers, republican or loyalist. Not the police. Not the Army. Not civil servants. And certainly not the ordinary man in the street.

In the course of my work I met some of the most chilling people I have come across in 18 years of journalism: paramilitary leaders, terrorists, bigots consumed by mindless hatred. But I also met some of the most inspiring: former bombers and gunmen striving to make amends for past misdeeds, victims of terrorism who have managed to forgive, women who have stoically endured the most crushing losses, clergymen and community workers battling the evil in their midst.

The bombs and murders that made the news spawned countless victims’ support and anti-terror groups that never did. There is an alphabet soup of paramilitary organisations – the IRA, UDA, UVF, UFF, LVF, INLA, CIRA, RIRA. But there is also an alphabet soup of organisations set up to redress the balance. Nowhere else I have lived has had such an active or well-informed citizenry – the province supports 46 newspapers – or for that matter such a productive and inventive one.

This tiny corner of a very small island has produced an extraordinary number of high achievers. It boasts five Nobel prizewinners – though four won the peace prize and that is obviously easier if you come from a place where there’s conflict. It has spawned a president of Israel, two prime ministers of New Zealand, a prime minister of Tasmania and, believe it or not, a Hindu god.

It produced the man who wrote out America’s Declaration of Independence, the man who printed it, and several of its signatories. A dozen American presidents – a quarter of the total – were of Ulster stock. It was another Ulsterman, Major General Robert Ross, who burned down the White House in 1814, but not before he had eaten dinner in President Madison’s abandoned dining room.

Ulstermen produced America’s first daily newspaper, opened its first bank in Baltimore, and supervised the building of New York’s first subway. The writers C.S. Lewis and Brian Moore, the poets Seamus Heaney and Louis MacNeice and the actors Kenneth Branagh and Liam Neeson were all reared here, as were the musicians Van Morrison, James Galway and Barry Douglas.

Thanks to the Troubles, Northern Ireland boasts some of the world’s leading knee surgeons, pathologists, forensic scientists and manufacturers of bullet-proof vests. The world’s first vertical take-off jet and electric railway were built in the province. Harry Ferguson developed the modern tractor and John Dunlop the pneumatic tyre. Sir James Martin produced the ejector seat. Thomas Romney Robinson invented the cup anemometer for measuring wind speed, and Sir James Murray superphosphate fertilisers and Milk of Magnesia.

Northern Ireland rarely fails to commemorate its murders and atrocities, but most of these people remain lamentably uncelebrated.

The province’s real golden age spanned the end of the nineteenth-century and the beginning of the twentieth when Belfast – having mushroomed from 20,000 people in 1800 to 200,000 by 1880 – was one of the great industrial hubs of the British Empire. It was the Cape Canaveral of shipbuilding with Harland and Wolff, the world’s leading shipyard, producing one magnificent liner after another. The most famous was, of course, the Titanic, the biggest and most luxurious ship ever launched. For good measure Belfast also boasted the world’s largest ropeworks, linen mill, tobacco factory, gasometer and tea machinery works.

Few traces are left of those glory days, but Belfast City Hall in the middle of Donegall Square is a notable exception. Locals call it ‘the wedding cake’. Sir John Betjeman, the late Poet Laureate, described it as ‘gorgeous’. It was conceived as a monument to the city’s greatness by William Pirrie, a Lord Mayor and head of Harland and Wolff, and his fellow Victorian industrialists. Constructed between 1898 and 1906 for what was, in those days, the massive sum of £360,000, it is quite preposterously magnificent. The building was the last blast of empire, a final flourish of the gilded age, and makes most American state capitols seem quite ordinary.

The City Hall is pretty impressive from the outside. It is a huge, colonnaded edifice built in classical style of Portland stone, ringed by lawns and statues, and crowned with a great, green, 173-foot-high copper dome. In the forecourt is a particularly fine statue of Queen Victoria holding what appears to be a grenade, but just might be an orb.

Here, on 28 September 1912, nearly half-a-million Ulstermen gathered to sign – some in their own blood – a ‘Solemn League and Covenant’ to use ‘all means which may be found necessary to defeat the present conspiracy to set up a Home Rule Parliament in Ireland’. They were determined to remain part of the United Kingdom.

From here, on 8 May 1915, the 36th Ulster Division marched off to France where, the following year, 5,500 of its men were killed or wounded in the first two days of the Battle of the Somme. Their heroics made it politically impossible for the government to shunt Ulster into a self-governing Ireland after the First World War.

It was from here, too, that President Clinton addressed a vast sea of ordinary Protestants and Catholics on a cold November night in 1995. They had turned out in their tens of thousands not just to greet an American president, or to watch him switch on the Christmas-tree lights, but to express their hunger for peace after so much pointless bloodshed. Alas, they had to wait another three years before the warring factions produced the Good Friday accord and the hope of a new beginning.

The interior of the City Hall is yet more opulent – a veritable palace of marble floors, sweeping staircases and magnificent chambers panelled in oak and mahogany. There is a great rotunda with a whispering gallery. There are stained-glass windows and potted palms, Corinthian columns and chandeliers, portraits and statues, exquisite plasterwork and vaulted ceilings. It looks for all the world like the inside of the Titanic, which is hardly surprising as it was built by the same craftsmen. Indeed the Lord Mayor’s robing room is said to be an exact replica of a first-class cabin, right down to the portholes, mahogany panelling and splendid loo.

In 1997 the Ulster Titanic Society held a dinner in the Great Hall. ‘Some of us had a fair bit to drink,’ recalled Douglas Carson, the erudite gentleman who organised the event. ‘I don’t think any would have been at all surprised if this stone Titanic had begun to rear up and sink into the lawns.’

Another man had good reason to remember that night. Ian Adamson was Belfast’s Lord Mayor at the time, and a 53-year-old bachelor. On impulse he asked Mr Carson’s 24-year-old daughter Kerry to dance because, he told me with a chuckle, ‘she was the most beautiful person I had ever seen’. He proposed to her on the lawn of Buckingham Palace just before the Queen presented him with an OBE; they married on 15 April 1998, the anniversary of the Titanic’s tragic end. They took the QE2 across the Atlantic for their honeymoon, telephoning the Belfast Telegraph from the exact spot where the Titanic sank, and stayed at the Waldorf Astoria in New York whose owner perished with the ship.

But I digress. The real point about the City Hall is that it is right in the heart of Belfast, and the roads from Belfast lead to all corners of the province. In short, it is the perfect starting point for a series of journeys to the far corners of this land of tainted beauty, this battleground of good and evil, this shunned but compelling little plot of earth over which the prospect of lasting peace now hangs like one of Northern Ireland’s many rainbows – simultaneously real and illusory.
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Rats and Sinking Ships


Some imaginative tourist board official once christened Belfast the Hibernian Rio. It lacks the sun, the festive atmosphere, the beaches, the bronzed youth and quite a few other things besides, but you can see the point he was making. The city does have a spectacular setting, as fine as that of any British city. It sits at the head of Belfast Lough, straddling the Lagan River valley and ringed by high hills.

It is where the Lagan meets the lough that I am standing now, on a bitterly cold Saturday morning in November, with Mr Carson, Dr Adamson and their respective wives. To be more precise, we are standing in a patch of industrial wasteland in the docklands no more than a mile east of the City Hall. In the distance there are cranes, old warehouses, once-fine red-brick Victorian buildings that have long since been abandoned and the outline of Belfast’s brand new £100 million Odyssey Centre – one of Europe’s biggest millennial projects. But right here is just a large expanse of crumbling black tarmac that ends abruptly at the edge of the deep black, salty water. The odd gull wheels overhead, but there is no other sign of life.

We have come on a little pilgrimage, for this is an historic spot. Beneath our feet there was once a great berth surrounded by a vast gantry where thousands of Harland and Wolff employees spent two years building the Titanic. It was here, on 31 May 1911, that half the city gathered to watch the world’s biggest ship slide into the water with the help of hydraulic rams and 23 tons of tallow, soap and oil smeared across the slipway. The launch took 62 seconds, the vessel reached a speed of 12½ knots by the time she hit the water, and she was festooned with chains and anchors to stop her crashing into another shipyard across the narrow channel. Her owners, the White Star Line, proclaimed her almost unsinkable, a symbol of ‘the pre-eminence of the Anglo-Saxon race’ and an ‘eloquent testimony to the progress of mankind’.

There were actually two berths here. The Titanic was built in Slip Three, and her sister ships the Olympic and the Britannic in Slip Two. The Britannic was to have been named the Gigantic, but the White Star Line thought again after the Titanic sank. At the water’s edge there is a large concrete protrusion that may possibly have divided the two slips. At the other end of the tarmac you can just make out the rusting rails that carried the constituent parts of these three great leviathans to the gantries. But there is nothing else, not even a plaque or a marker – just an Ozymandian scene of decay and dereliction.

Had Belfast been an American city, it would have cashed in mightily on the Titanic. There would be a Titanic museum, a Titanic theme park, and souvenir shops selling Titanic mugs, Titanic models and Titanic T-shirts bearing slogans like ‘Do You Ever Get That Sinking Feeling?’ This is a ship whose ‘last supper’ menu fetched £19,500 at an auction in 1999, and whose lifeboat nameplates sold for nearly £25,000. A Harland and Wolff gatekeeper told me that tourists turned up almost daily asking where the ship was built.

But there is none of that. There is no Titanic Street, no Titanic pub, no Titanic Towers. There is not a single entry under ‘Titanic’ in the Yellow Pages. Harland and Wolff sent me a history of the company that devoted just one terse sentence to the most famous ship ever built. After extolling the Olympic it noted: ‘A sister ship, the Titanic, which was built in 1912, sank on her maiden voyage after striking an iceberg in mid-Atlantic.’

The only physical reminder in the entire city is the Titanic Memorial – a rather gloomy statue depicting Thanatos, the Greek Goddess of Death, clutching a black laurel wreath above two mermaids bearing the body of a dead seaman. This once stood in front of the City Hall, in the middle of Donegall Place, but was long ago moved to relative obscurity around the eastern end because it was obstructing the traffic.

This neglect is more than mere oversight. The Titanic’s sinking was a terrible blow to the city. It was not just that 15,000 Belfast men helped build the ship, or that Thomas Andrews, the Titanic’s designer, and many Belfast crewmen lost their lives. There was also a tremendous sense of damaged pride. The shipyard’s head, Lord Pirrie, was a leading nationalist but its work-force was overwhelmingly Protestant, and at a time when Belfast was fiercely resisting Home Rule for Ireland the Titanic was supposed to be a potent symbol of Protestant prowess. ‘There was political angst and personal grief and damaged professional pride,’ said Mr Carson. ‘The shipyard for a generation after that didn’t want to be reminded it built the ship that sank.’

One popular myth was that the Titanic left Belfast covered in anti-Catholic graffiti, and that the number painted on her hull was ‘3909 ON’ which, reflected in the ocean, read ‘NO POPE’. Another probably apocryphal story says that Belfast’s Catholics celebrated the news of her sinking by lighting bonfires. What is certainly true is that the Titanic’s loss coincided with the start of this once-great city’s long and frequently violent decline – a decline from which it only began to emerge in the late 1990s.

As we stood there, the huge, sleek, state-of-the-art twin-hulled superferry that runs between Belfast and Stranraer in Scotland glided soundlessly up the lough. The men who built the Titanic less than 90 years ago could never have imagined such a vessel. As for Harland and Wolff, the company is now struggling to survive. At its peak it employed 35,000 men in Belfast and had other yards in Southampton, Liverpool, Glasgow and London. Today it employs just 1,700, building deep-sea oil and gas drilling vessels beneath the two giant yellow cranes – ‘Sampson’ and ‘Goliath’ – that are larger than London’s Tower Bridge and dominate the Belfast skyline.

It was time for me to move on, eastwards along the lough’s southern shore on the dual carriageway towards Bangor. This whisked me past the rows of tiny terraced red-brick houses built for the shipyard workers of east Belfast. Few of the present inhabitants work for Harland and Wolff, but their attitudes remain the same. On almost every gable end are huge, colourful murals depicting armed and hooded loyalist paramilitaries above slogans like ‘For God and Ulster’ or, with apologies to President Kennedy, ‘Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.’

The road took me past Shorts, the world’s oldest aircraft manufacturers and Northern Ireland’s largest private sector employer. The company built the Wright brothers’ first six planes, and in 1957 developed the first vertical take-off jet, the SC1.

A few more minutes and I was turning right into Holywood, a town that flourished during the Troubles when the middle classes feared to venture into Belfast. It is full of gift shops, galleries and no fewer than 27 different bistros, wine bars and other eating places. It was where my children went to school, and boasts the only maypole on the island of Ireland. Beyond these two startling claims to fame it is also the home of Noreen Hill, with whom I was soon drinking coffee in her flat at the top of a large Victorian house in a street called My Lady’s Mile.

Mrs Hill – one of those truly inspirational women I kept encountering in Northern Ireland – has endured the most terrible hardship without a word of complaint or self-pity. She has lovingly nursed her comatose husband, Ronnie, ever since 1987 when the IRA’s Remembrance Day bomb in Enniskillen nearly killed him.

Mr Hill was headmaster of Enniskillen High School at the time. He had just finished teaching a bible class, and when the bomb exploded he was completely buried in masonry except for one gloved hand. He suffered a fractured skull, severe lung damage, and numerous broken bones. He could not talk, but he could write, and on the Monday he was able to ask if a friend, Gordon Wilson, had survived. Mrs Hill has kept the note. ‘It was more or less the last communication we had,’ she said with a catch in her voice. ‘He always thought of others.’ At 2 p.m. the next day he slipped into a coma from which he never emerged.

Mr Hill spent five weeks in intensive care in Londonderry, and another four years in hospital in Enniskillen. At that point, after 30 years of being a housewife, Mrs Hill used her government compensation money to buy a residential home for the elderly in Holywood so that she could provide round-the-clock care for him herself.

She lives in her flat at the top of the house, and her husband occupies a back room on the ground floor. He is fed by tube; is taken out of bed for four hours every day; he sleeps and ‘wakes’, which is to say that his eyes flicker open and his head lolls. Mrs Hill goes in every time she passes, reads to him nightly, and plays him music and audio books. When their grandchildren visit, she puts little presents in his hand for them. For many years she was convinced he was listening because he would yawn and swallow, and says that when she told him of her mother’s death a tear ran down his cheek. But he has grown less and less responsive. For a long time she hoped for a miracle, but has now been told that he has heart failure and only a short time left to live.

When we had finished our coffee Mrs Hill took me in to see him. Mr Hill was in bed, his eyes closed, curled up on his side and breathing heavily. His hair was grey, his muscles atrophied. He was 67, though his life had effectively ended at 56. On the wall were pictures of his family and younger self, and a painting of Lough Erne presented to him by his colleagues on his ‘retirement’ in 1988, one year after the bomb. She patted him, caressed his leg. ‘Here’s Martin Fletcher. He’s come from The Times, your favourite paper,’ she said cheerily. ‘Come on, now. I know you’re not asleep.’ There was not a flicker of response.

‘I don’t have a life outside this home,’ Mrs Hill admitted, but she feels no self-pity. ‘It was my decision to bring Ronnie home. No one forced me into it,’ she said. Nor does she feel bitterness towards the bombers: ‘Bitterness is a very, very heavy burden to carry. Vengeance is for the Lord. I can leave that to Him.’ But she does express sorrow. ‘It is sad,’ she said. ‘Sometimes I go down to Ronnie and think of what he and I could be doing now. I miss him an awful lot. He’s here but he can’t talk to me. He can’t tell me what he’s thinking. He can’t answer my questions.’

Where does she get her strength, I asked. ‘From God,’ she replied.*

Holywood marks the beginning of the so-called ‘Gold Coast’ – a string of villages like Cultra, Craigavad, Helen’s Bay and Crawfordsburn that border Belfast Lough and give spectacular lie to the notion that Northern Ireland is populated entirely by the poor. This is Surrey-by-the-Sea, but with even more BMWs.

Here Belfast’s lawyers, businessmen and senior public servants still live in the style to which the English middle-classes once aspired. They buy handsome homes ringed by lush lawns and stupendously thick hedges for the price of a tiny flat in central London. They have no private school fees because the local grammar schools are excellent. They have oodles of disposable income as my son, Barney, was quick to discover. For many weeks (until his teacher caught him) he used to stop at a confectionery shop on his way to school each morning, buy several 25-pence packets of noxious sweets called ‘Dweebs’ and sell them for double the price to all the boys who were driven to school by their parents.

The denizens of the ‘Gold Coast’ are not afraid to enjoy themselves. We have friends there who spend every summer at their second homes on America’s eastern shore, and who think nothing of jetting off to New York to shop or watch a Broadway show. For rest and relaxation they join the Royal Belfast Golf Club, or the Royal North of Ireland Yacht Club in Cultra (pronounced ‘Cult-raw’). They have personal trainers, and boost their tans on the sunbeds of the Elysium health club at the five-star Culloden Hotel.

Any number of prime IRA targets live in heavily protected houses tucked away down these back lanes, but even at the height of the Troubles they were seldom attacked. This is often attributed to the fact that there is only one road back to Belfast and the police could easily have intercepted the bombers. Violence was for the most part something these Gold Coasters watched on television. ‘It’s as though you’re a million miles away,’ remarked the estate agent who found us our home. ‘It goes on and on and on, but no one bats an eyelid here … All we’re concerned about is whether there’s enough ice in the gin.’

The richest of all the Gold Coasters is the Marchioness of Dufferin and Ava, who lives on the 3,000-acre walled Clandeboye estate just west of Bangor when not in London. Known as Lindy to her friends, she is an artist, conservationist, benefactor and scion of the Guinnesses – Ireland’s ‘royal family’ or, as they are sometimes known, ‘the beerage’.

Clandeboye was essentially the creation of the 1st Marquis, Frederick Temple Hamilton Blackwood, one of those astoundingly accomplished Victorians who served between 1872 and 1896 as Governor General of Canada, Viceroy of India, and British ambassador in St Petersburg, Cairo, Rome and Paris. There is a statue of him outside Belfast City Hall.

The house is stuffed with artefacts he culled from around the world. Lady Dufferin once described Clandeboye as ‘an accumulation of objects from all over the empire which evoke the grandeur, romanticism and sense of timeless confidence and comfort that surround that period of history’. According to a book by Harold Nicolson, the 1st Marquis’ nephew, those objects include ‘the mummified hand of some Egyptian, which from a bandage of stained cerecloth extended a withered digit, complete with a fingernail’. The house allegedly even contains the bed of the King and Queen of Burma, a country the 1st Marquis annexed while Viceroy.

There is a story that during his time in India the 1st Marquis brought a curse upon his family by committing some dreadful sin – looting sacred treasures, perhaps. I have no idea if this is true, but the family has certainly had a pretty rough time of it over the last century.

The 1st Marquis’ eldest son was killed in the Boer War, and his next two sons in the First World War – all childless. The fourth and youngest son, Frederick, died in an air crash in 1930. His widow, Brenda, ended up half mad, apparently believing herself to be Queen of the Fairies.

Frederick’s son Basil duly became the 4th Marquis. He was a good friend of John Betjeman, who stayed several times at Clandeboye and wrote of his host:



Lord Ava had enormous eyes

And head of a colossal size

He rarely laughed and only spoke

To utter some stupendous joke

Which if it were not understood

Was anyhow considered good.





In 1945 Basil was killed in action in – coincidentally – Burma. His widow Maureen, another Guinness girl, was a great society figure, a staple of the London gossip columns who played practical jokes, hosted annual dinners for the Queen Mother and feuded with her daughters until shortly before her death at the age of 91 in 1998. Their son Sheridan, the 5th Marquis, married Lindy in 1964, but they had no children and he died of Aids in 1988 – the last of a distinctly tragic line.

Naturally, I intended to check the tale of the curse with the Marchioness. I wrote her a very polite letter explaining about this book and asking if I could visit Clandeboye. I even sent her a copy of a previous book I’d written about America, with some of the more flattering reviews. Weeks passed. I heard nothing. Finally I telephoned. ‘Lady Dufferin does not want Clandeboye included at this time,’ one of her assistants told me sniffily. ‘With your permission, Her Ladyship will be adding your book to her library.’

I must confess to feeling a little peeved. I registered a powerful protest a few weeks later by refusing to buy the family Christmas tree from the estate, and opted for a mild trespass instead.

Perhaps the most remarkable and touching thing about the 1st Marquis was his absolute worship of his mother, Helen, who was only 18 when he was born, and widowed shortly after. He named Helen’s Bay, the village where we lived, after her. He built a broad tree-lined avenue, more than two miles long and spanned by ornate gothic bridges, to link Clandeboye to the Helen’s Bay beach and railway station (where he had his own private waiting room). Six years before her death from breast cancer in 1867 – the greatest tragedy of his life – he also built a tower in her honour on top of the highest hill on his estate and persuaded such eminent poets as Browning and Tennyson to celebrate this edifice in verse.

By subsequent generations, recalled Harold Nicolson, this tower was ‘mentioned only with hushed reverence’. It was ‘surrounded with associations which were intangible, awe-inspiring and remote. It checked our gaiety and our excesses with the raised finger of sobriety.’

When first built, the tower was visible for miles around. Today only the topmost turret protrudes from the pine trees that have grown up all around it. If I could not visit Clandeboye, I would at least visit the tower, I decided. That afternoon I set off along a little-known footpath that passes through the back of the estate, then cut up through silent woods of oak and beech planted by the 1st Marquis until finally I reached this Holy of Holies.

It was worth the hike. The tower stands in a little clearing, a great stone folly rearing skywards and topped with romantic battlements and the aforesaid turret. The door was locked, of course, but I already knew from Mr Nicolson’s book what was inside. The first floor contains a kitchen, the second a bathroom with a small four-poster bed hung with embroidered curtains, and the third a sitting-room with what must once have been the most stupendous views of loughs and hills and sea. On the walls of the sitting room are hung golden tablets embossed with the Browning and Tennyson poems. Browning’s began:



Who hears of Helen’s Tower may dream perchance

How that great beauty of the Scaean Gate …





Tennyson’s read:



Helen’s Tower here I stand

Dominant over sea and land.

Son’s love built me, and I hold

Mother’s love in lettered gold.

Would my granite girth were strong

As either love, to last as long.

I would wear my crown entire

To and thro’ the Doomsday fire,

And be found of angel eyes

In earth’s recurring paradise.





With Tennyson’s poem in particular the 1st Marquis was overjoyed. ‘It is very rare in this world that we poor human creatures can make each other supremely happy, but that is what you have made me,’ he told the then Poet Laureate in a letter. ‘Hundreds of years hence, perhaps, men and women, sons and daughters of my house, will read in what you have written a story that must otherwise have been forgotten.’

A century and a half later I was, in my own humble way, proving him right.

It is nice to write a travel book that allows you to sleep in your own bed at night. Helen’s Tower was only a couple of miles distant, but even the furthermost point of the province was less than two hours away. After a leisurely breakfast the next morning I took the ring road around the Victorian seaside resort of Bangor and was soon driving into Groomsport, a pleasant village with a little harbour located just where Belfast Lough widens into the sea.

There is nothing particularly special about Groomsport except that each July it holds a festival to celebrate one of those quirky little adventures which, had it ended happily, might have changed the map of the United States and made this village Ulster’s Plymouth, a mecca for every patriotic Yank.

In 1636 a bunch of 140 Presbyterians, feeling religiously oppressed by the Anglican establishment, decided to emulate the exploits of the Pilgrim Fathers 16 years before. They set sail for the New World in a tiny vessel called the Eagle Wing, hoping to establish a colony of their own in ‘the uncultivated wilds of America’. Unfortunately they reached the middle of the Atlantic where ‘the swellings of the sea did rise higher than any mountains we had ever seen on earth, so that in the mid-day they hid the sun from our sight’. The storms ‘did break our rudder, with much of our galleon-head, fore-crosstrees and tore our foresail’. In fact they were so severe that ‘it was made evident to us that it was not His will that we should go to New England’.

The crew lowered a shipwright over the edge to mend the rudder, turned back, and reached home eight weeks after setting sail with 139 passengers – two having died and one woman having given birth to a child christened, imaginatively, Seaborn. ‘That which grieved us most,’ wrote one of the leaders of this sorry little expedition, ‘was that we were like to be a mocking to the wicked.’

From Groomsport the road turns south down the top of the Ards peninsula which divides Strangford Lough from the Irish Sea. A string of grand homes look out across the sea to the low, flat, almost treeless Copeland Islands a mile or so offshore. A century ago the largest of these had a population of 34, but they were finally abandoned soon after the Second World War. It was a sunny day, and I had not much else to do, so I decided to try and get out to them.

The next little town down the coast is Donaghadee, whose name alone once inspired a Thomas Hardy poem:



I’ve never gone to Donaghadee

That vague far townlet by the sea;

In Donaghadee I shall never be:

Then why do I sing of Donaghadee?





For two or three centuries this townlet by the sea was actually the gateway to Ireland, the bustling terminal of the only ferry service from Scotland to the north. But it died a sudden death in the mid-nineteenth century when the new Royal Mail steam packets abruptly switched to Larne and the passengers followed suit.

Today Donaghadee is as pretty as its name – a long crescent of old, painted buildings strung out around a harbour with a lighthouse at one end and what appears to be a tiny castle crowning an old Norman mound behind. It is in fact an explosives store built in about 1820 when a new harbour was being constructed. But the town is sleepy beyond measure, and finding a boat to take me to the islands was not hard because there was only one left in the harbour.

It belonged to Quinton Nelson, a friendly soul with the build of a refrigerator. When he was a boy, he told me, Donaghadee was packed with holidaymakers each summer. To keep them amused there used to be 17 boats running excursions to the Copelands and elsewhere, but his was now the only one left and he doubted even he would carry on much longer. ‘It’s cheaper to go to Spain for a month than here for a week, and you’re sure of the sun,’ he said. Donaghadee was now full of old people’s homes and flats for the elderly and ‘I don’t think it will ever recover, certainly not to what it was.’

We set off across the becalmed blue-grey water in an old wooden boat which had been in Quinton’s family since 1947. The crossing took all of 15 minutes, and our exploration of the islands little more, but it was an eerie experience.

The largest island – some 350 acres – used to support nine farms. The furrows of the fields and their tumbledown walls are still visible. Half-a-century later it boasts just three or four primitive holiday cottages, all shut up for the winter, and is used only for grazing a few sheep and the odd shoot. At this time of year it is inhabited only by ghosts.

Quinton showed me an overgrown graveyard with most of its stones now broken but two dating back to the 1740s. The only remotely new one was in memory of Ronnie Ramm, a gamekeeper, ‘whose happiest days were spent here on Copeland Island’.

He showed me the foundations of the old schoolhouse and the rusted remains of an old treadmill. On the grassy path that served as the island’s ‘main road’ stood, in splendid isolation, an old red Edwardian post-box without its door. ‘The postman used to row out, and the sign on the door read “Next Collection: Weather Permitting”,’ said Quinton.

From the far side of the island we looked across to its two tiny neighbours – Mew and Lighthouse Islands. The latter was once crowned by a coal-fired lighthouse, the remnants of which still stand. The former has a more modern lighthouse that ceased to be manned in 1997.

I suddenly realised what made these islands so special. They had been inhabited well into the twentieth century, but were utterly untouched by modernity. No car had ever driven on them; they had never been illuminated by electricity, or tilled except by hand, or tarmacked over, or dug up to lay sewage or water pipes. They had never seen a cash register, or witnessed a credit card transaction.

Their virginity, for want of a better term, is evidently not considered a great attraction. In the old days families would happily spend whole days on the islands, enjoying their remoteness and simplicity, Quinton told me as we set off back. ‘Nowadays visitors complain after two hours that there’s nothing to do. They like to have shops and cafés and toilets – all the things the island doesn’t have.’

By the time we docked it was lunchtime. I thanked Quinton, who refused any payment, and headed for Grace Neill’s Inn in the main street which would be much more to the liking of the modern holidaymaker. Built in 1611, it claims to be Ireland’s oldest pub and consists of two snug little rooms with ceilings made of old ships’ timbers plus a whopping new extension at the back which I studiously ignored.

Peter the Great of Russia stayed here, or so the pub claims. So, allegedly, did the composer Franz Liszt – with piano in tow – the poet John Keats and umpteen other luminaries travelling to or from Scotland. On the wall is an ancient black-and-white photograph of Grace Neill herself, a pipe-smoking lady who was given the pub by her father and died in 1916 at the age of 98. Raymond McElroy, the manager, told me that the whiskey, gin and vodka were not the only spirits in the building; Grace Neill still walks around at night, he insisted.

I wouldn’t vouch for any of these claims, but I would vouch for the food. I had roast parsnip and carrick-leaf soup with thick wheaten bread and butter, followed by home-made pork and leek sausages with mashed potato and red onion marmalade. For this surprisingly good lunch I had unexpected reason to be grateful to Lady Dufferin: the chef had spent four years as her personal cook at Clandeboye.

From Donaghadee I could have carried right on down to the bottom of the Ards peninsula, past its bays and beaches and rocky strands that vanish at high tides, past its pretty and not-so-pretty coastal villages, past the countless caravan sites – almost exclusively Protestant – to which so many of Belfast’s mothers and children traditionally decamp each summer while their husbands stay in town and work.

At the bottom I could have taken a ten-minute ferry ride across the narrow and turbulent mouth of Strangford Lough and carried on to Castle Ward, a sort of Jekyll-and-Hyde house on the lough’s southern shore whose two façades, one classical and one gothic, reflect the contrasting architectural tastes of its original owners, Lord and Lady Bangor. Had it been June I would undoubtedly have done so, for that is when Castle Ward becomes Northern Ireland’s Glyndebourne – except that tickets are a fraction of the price, and you reach the place through fragrant country lanes not endless London suburbs.

I did none of that; I cut across the lush green farmland of the peninsula on tiny lanes fringed with gorse and blackberry bushes. It took all of ten minutes, and as I came down over the other side I had a tremendous sense of descending into a sea of intense and brilliant light. It was actually the glare of the sun reflecting off the vast blue surface of Strangford Lough with its myriad islands and gentle hills beyond.

The lough is Northern Ireland’s version of America’s Chesapeake Bay – a sailor’s paradise, a great bird sanctuary, a watery cornucopia that produces celebrated oysters, mussels and scallops. It is 150 square kilometres of glorious, serene salt water studded with almost as many islands and ringed by a necklace of small villages. It is the largest sea inlet in the British Isles, and more than 350 million cubic metres of water flow through its narrow mouth with each tide. That is how it got its name. The Vikings called it the ‘Strangfjorthr’ or ‘strong fjord’.

The lane brought me down to the shore just by the walled, wooded estate of Mount Stewart House, the eighteenth-century home of the Londonderry family and one of the jewels of Northern Ireland. Lord Castlereagh, Britain’s influential Foreign Secretary during the Napoleonic wars, was born and raised here. After he and Metternich redrew Europe’s boundaries at the Congress of Vienna, he somehow managed to bring home the 22 Empire chairs on which the participants had sat. One of George Stubbs’ greatest paintings, The Hambletonian, hangs in the house and in the 1920s Edith, the 7th Marchioness of Londonderry, created one of Britain’s finest gardens here, complete with statues of dodos, dinosaurs, griffins, satyrs and numerous other creatures to entertain her children.

The stories that do not appear in the guide books, and are not related in the guided tours of the house, are of the visits to Mount Stewart just before the Second World War of Von Ribbentrop, Hitler’s foreign minister.

He came by sea-plane, and on one occasion presented Lord Londonderry, who favoured the appeasement of Hitler’s Germany, with a biscuit model of a Nazi stormtrooper. On another visit Lady Londonderry took Ribbentrop out on the lough in her boat, the Uladh, for a sailing race. She misjudged a tack and her craft was in imminent peril of being rammed by a rival, Lackagh, at the very point where Ribbentrop was sitting. Harry Burnett, a member of Lackagh’s crew, recorded that as the two craft neared ‘the strain became too much for this representative of the Nazi master race … He threw his arms round his head and bent over double to await the collision and whatever fate may have in store for him.’

In the event Lackagh did not ram Uladh amidships. Thanks to some adroit last-second helmsmanship, she merely clipped Uladh’s boom. In light of subsequent events, a direct hit would have been of much more benefit to the human race.

Things have moved on since then. Mount Stewart now belongs to the National Trust. The Londonderrys have all departed save for Edith’s now-elderly daughter. Their boathouse, icehouse and the gasworks which fuelled the house are all crumbling away on the lough’s shore, and the open-air swimming pool has been filled in, but there are still a few old-timers like Will McAvoy who remember their glory days and Ribbentrop’s visits.

Will is a lovely, gentle man in his late seventies, and his family was the last to live on an island in Strangford Lough. He put on his Wellington boots and took me out there. It is called Mid Island, a wooded hillock of about 16 acres that is linked to the shore by a ribbon of causeway at the end of a rutted farm track. The island’s only habitation is a long, low, whitewashed cottage surrounded by trees and grass and Veronica bushes and looking too bucolically blissful for words.

Will’s grandfather moved into the cottage in the mid-1800s when, according to the 1851 census, the lough had 170 people living on 17 islands. It consists merely of a kitchen and two bedrooms, with a straw barn and a cow byre stuck on to the end, but his three children were all born and raised there, as were Will and his two brothers.

His grandfather acted as a ‘shoreherd’ for the Montgomery family who owned another big estate in the nearby village of Greyabbey. That meant he kept an eye on how much sand, gravel and seaweed people were taking from the shore. He also grazed a few sheep and cattle, but he and Will’s father were really professional ‘wildfowlers’ who hunted duck, geese and – as Will put it – ‘whatever you could put in a hessian sack’.

That is how Will was brought up also. He, his brothers and his father would glide across the water of the lough, often on moonlit nights, in a flat-bottomed boat with a huge muzzle-loaded ‘puntgun’ mounted like a small cannon on the front. When they found the wildfowl they would let fly with three-quarters of a pound of shot. Will once killed 27 birds with one blast, while his father’s record was 36.

They would snare rabbits and hares; they would wade through the shallows on calm summer evenings and spear flounders, plaice and skate, or catch mullet in medieval tidal fish-traps constructed by the Cistercian monks of Greyabbey. They kept pigs and ducks. Will’s mother baked sodabread and wheaten bread, churned her own butter and made jam from all the blackberries. Every Friday the butcher would arrive at the far end of the causeway, blow a whistle, and Will would be sent over to buy a pound of sausages, a pound of stewing meat and a block of dripping.

The family’s seemingly idyllic way of life ended in the 1950s when the government imposed restrictions on the hunting and shooting of wildfowl. Will, who had left school at 14, ended up policing the lough for the National Trust until he retired in 1988 – a classic poacher-turned-gamekeeper. His older brother lived on in the cottage and died there, like his father and grandparents before him, in 1988. It still lacked electricity. Right to the end Will’s brother used oil-lamps and drew his water from a well in the garden using a cow-tailed pump. His only concession to modernity was a black-and-white television powered by a car battery.

To Will, who now lives on a housing estate in the town of Newtownards, Mid Island is still home. ‘In my heart I’ve never left it,’ he said as we stood on the island’s highest point and surveyed the lough. From his pocket, apropos of nothing in particular, he pulled two Stone Age flint scrapers that were made by some of the first inhabitants of Mid Island and picked up centuries later by its last.

There is something else about Will that makes him remarkable: he is one of just a few thousand people left in the north of Ireland who can still speak Ulster Scots. Debate rages about whether Ulster Scots, also known as Ullans, is a language or a dialect, but it is utterly incomprehensible to an Englishman like me.

It is a derivative of Scots that came over with the first Scottish settlers in the early 1600s, and survives only in the more rural areas of the Ards peninsula, County Antrim and Donegal where they settled most densely. It is a wonderful tongue – earthy, humorous and full of colourful terms of abuse – and its unofficial dictionary, The Hamely Tongue, is a riveting read.

For example, there is no English word for a man who spends too much time sitting by the fire, but Will might call him an ‘ashypelt’. Ulster Scots speakers have nothing as boring as a marriage registrar; they have a ‘buckle-the-beggars’. They don’t eat big meals; they eat ‘rozners’.

People are ‘carnaptious’ not short-tempered, ‘engersome’ not irritating, and ‘feggogged’ not weary. They speak ‘blaffum’ (nonsense) and act like ‘gebberloons’ (idiots) when they’re ‘tapaleerie’ (light-headed). Sometimes they go ‘heelsmegairy’ (head over heels). I like the insults best. A miser is a ‘scrunt’, a fool a ‘glumph’, and a slow, fat person a ‘glunterpudden’. These words are linked by lots of ‘cannas’ and ‘cudnas’ and ‘wudnas’, and most sentences seem to end with ‘hae’.

When Will was a boy there was no paved road or train down the Ards peninsula, and its inhabitants rarely if ever visited Belfast. It was remote and isolated and Ulster Scots was virtually the native tongue. It was considered uneducated and ‘was hammered out of me at school,’ said Will, ‘but it soon came back’.

More recently, of course, it has acquired the same sort of protected status as the wildfowl of Strangford Lough. It has been recognised by the European Bureau for Lesser Used Languages, whatever that might be. Academics have produced an Ulster Scots grammar book as well as the dictionary. But in the last few years particularly it has enjoyed a revival that can only be described as spectacular. ‘It’s one of the most dynamic minority language movements in Europe at the moment,’ said Philip Robinson, an historian at the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum who is one of the leading authorities on Ulster Scots.
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