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‘Bear in mind these dead:


I can find no plainer words.


I dare not risk using


that loaded word, Remember,


for your memory is a cruel web


threaded from thorn to thorn across


a hedge of dead bramble …’


John Hewitt,


‘Neither an Elegy nor a Manifesto’
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Introduction







‘I now think, said Austerlitz, that time will not pass away, has not passed away, that I can turn and go behind it and there I shall find everything as it once was …’


W.G. Sebald, Austerlitz 





This book is about the legacy of the events known as the Northern Irish Troubles, or the conflict in the North of Ireland, for those most profoundly affected by them, the families and friends of those who were killed, as well as some who narrowly survived. It was written during a time of great change, with old enemies sitting down together in government, the killings at an end. The relief of peace, at last.


Almost 4,000 people were killed between 1966 and 2005 in a conflict that was essentially about the sovereignty of a very small place. A British place, according to most of its Protestant unionist majority, who call it Northern Ireland, Ulster or ‘the Province’. An Irish place to most of its Catholic, nationalist or republican minority, who call it the North or the Six Counties.


Former British prime minister Tony Blair went from attending the swearing in of the new executive in Belfast in May 2007 to a visit to British troops in Basra. Martin Amis, who accompanied him to both places, points out that the entire death toll for the Troubles was ‘the equivalent of one bad month in Iraq’.1While this is true, it is worth recalling Sir Walter Scott’s 1825 comment: ‘They have such narrow ground to do their battle in.’ Less than 2 million people live in Northern Ireland. If conflict on a comparable scale had occurred in the United Kingdom, almost 150,000 would have died.


During the conflict, however, we became adjusted to that sort of thinking. Full of foreboding, we’d switch on the radio in the morning to hear the news from Northern Ireland and then think, ‘Not a bad night, only one dead.’ But what if that person was your father? Your neighbour? Your milkman? We were relieved that 1973 wasn’t as bad as 1972: only 263 dead compared with 497. That hardly anybody died in 1999 – only seven. It was a sign that we had been damaged in our souls.


I wrote this book because I believe the dead should not be forgotten and that they should be remembered, above all, in the words of those who loved them. I also believe that those who contemplate the use of violence for political ends should think first of the devastating pain that is visited on people who are bereaved as a result.




* * *





In his great meditation on history and memory, Austerlitz, the writer W. G. Sebald considers the possibility that ‘the border between life and death is less impermeable that we commonly think’. 2


This is a story that Gerard McGurk told me.


Gerard was fifteen when loyalist paramilitaries put a bomb in his father’s small pub in Belfast in 1971. His mother, Philomena, and his only sister, fourteen-year-old Maria, were killed, along with thirteen other people, one of them Gerard’s uncle and another his schoolfriend. Gerard was injured, as were many others, including his brothers. The pub and the family home above it were reduced to a heap of rubble.


Thirty-five years later, in 2006, Gerard brought his thirteen-year-old daughter, Emma, to visit his father. Patsy McGurk was by then living in a Belfast nursing home. When he saw Emma coming, the old man’s face lit up. ‘Och, Maria,’ he said. ‘Where have you been all these years?’




    





There are strange silences among those who lived in Northern Ireland during the Troubles. I grew up as a Protestant in Derry and left to go to Trinity College in Dublin in 1975. I met and became friends with Gerard McGurk. We were part of a circle that spent a lot of time in pubs, holding forth about Keats, angst, the price of a pint and the North. It was just four years since Gerard had lost his mother, his sister, his uncle, his friend and his neighbours in a horrific sectarian massacre. But we never spoke about it.


The friend who introduced me to Gerard had known him for years. Recently, he told me about trips they’d make around Belfast in the early 1970s to pubs in the most dangerous areas.


Gerard had a car. One night they drove down the loyalist Shankill Road, madness for a group of young Catholics. They crashed into a taxi, were pursued, got back to the nationalist Falls Road and were stopped by the British army. The windscreen of the car was broken and the boys had obviously been drinking. The soldiers laughed at them and let them go.


I lost touch with Gerard after we left Trinity and only met him again after I contacted him to ask if he’d talk to me for this book. He spent a long time deciding. He finally agreed, though he said it would be very hard for him. We met in Dublin in 2007. ‘It was a very long time ago, a different age,’ he said. ‘People didn’t talk about emotional things.’


He had a sense of ‘terrible inevitability’ about what happened. He hadn’t talked much about it, even privately, he said, and he and his family had said very little in public. ‘We kept a dignified silence. My own twin girls are fourteen now, the same age as Maria was. It is only in recent years I’ve realised the missed potential. I feel sad that Maria missed the opportunity to enjoy life.’ His daughters had got very interested in ‘Auntie Maria’ and had a photograph of her on their bedroom wall. They would soon be older than her. Gerard’s father died in 2008.


I have talked with other Northerners who are amazed at the way we lived blithely through events which, looking back, make the blood run cold. Partly, it must have been fear. Where possible, you kept your head down. The place was full of people listening in, gathering information, setting people up. You could put yourself in danger, or someone else. This coexisted with a sense of fatalism combined with the irrational belief that you personally and all those belonging to you were, as one man put it to me, ‘bullet-proof’.


For my generation the end of childhood coincided with the start of the Troubles. Like many of my peers, I couldn’t wait to get away. But it isn’t so easy to leave a war behind, and I returned in 1981. The IRA hunger strike had just ended, and the sign for Belfast on the platform in Central Station had been smashed, so that it now read, ‘Fast Central.’ I felt compelled to get involved politically, and I helped to set up, and then worked in, a Rape Crisis Centre. The political violence masked a shocking level of violence against women.


I lived for a time with a man whose name and garrulous ways obviously revealed him to be a Catholic from the Republic. We lived on the edge of a hard-line loyalist area, the flat having been chosen for its view across the park to the mountains. An old man in the local pub warned us about ‘bad boys’, a euphemism for paramilitaries. One morning, ‘Taigs out’ had been painted across the road outside the house. We didn’t move.


I think there was also a collective sense that if things were too horrific to contemplate they had better be ignored. No wonder Northerners, when they ventured outside of Northern Ireland in those times, often appeared manic to others. I visited Mostar in Bosnia not long after the second war ended there in 1994 and felt the same demented energy as I’d known in Belfast in the 1980s.


The African writer Alexandra Fuller compares people who grow up in war with clay pots fired in an oven that is over-hot. ‘Confusingly shaped like the rest of humanity, we nevertheless contain fatal cracks that we spend the rest of our lives itching to fill.’3


People were always looking for transformations and miracles. The pubs were full. There were queues for days along the Falls Road outside the house of a woman who claimed she’d seen the face of Christ in the stone of her fireplace.


By the time I left Belfast in the mid-1980s, I had got scared and depressed by the violence. I’d glance up an alleyway and see a body dumped against the wall, then realise it was a black bag full of rubbish. In the days before I left, I walked for miles through the city. I passed an empty house that had been daubed with ‘Get out or burn out.’ I moved south to Sligo, which was only an hour’s drive from the border but which kept a wary silence about the killings.


I moved back north to Enniskillen not long after the IRA’s bombing at the cenotaph there in 1987. The bomb site was screened by plywood and the phone box which had been on the wall of the old reading rooms where the bomb exploded had been restored. I walked past it nearly every day. The phone seemed a potent and sad symbol in a place where so many voices had been brutally silenced.


My job was to work with rural community groups on the border. One woman who became a friend took me to see the lovely stone house she was going to move into when her son got married and took over the family farm. It had been empty since her late husband’s cousin, a member of the Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR), was murdered there, along with his wife, by the IRA. After I left Fermanagh, I learnt that another woman I was friendly with there had lost her husband years before I knew her. He was an IRA man, and after he was murdered, by loyalists, his body was put into the fridge in his butcher’s shop. These two women later became good friends.


Republicans, mainly the IRA, killed more than half of those who died in the Troubles. Loyalists killed about a third. The rest were mostly killed by the security forces. Well over half of the dead were civilians, and almost twice as many Catholics were killed as Protestants. North and West Belfast were the most dangerous places, along with the ‘murder triangle’ in Armagh and Down.


But no one was really safe, and the sweat of terror could visit anyone. Most people tried to live normal lives, and to keep their families safe. Some were ‘involved’, as paramilitaries, policemen, prison officers. Their silences were the deepest. Others were exposed to the realities of Troubles deaths by their work, among them firefighters, doctors, priests and journalists.




    





From the early 1990s on, I covered the North as a reporter. I met many bereaved people, often in the immediate aftermath of a murder. We journalists would record the harrowing stories told by heartbroken wives, parents and children in the first throes of their grief, and then we’d leave. It was extraordinary work, privileged and damaging. Soon after my younger daughter was born in 1994, I interviewed the husband of a woman who had been shot dead while heavily pregnant, in front of her five small children. Her husband had been in the IRA, and loyalists in the area had begun killing women in such families.


I returned to my mother’s house, held my lovely baby in my arms and felt a sudden shaft of bleakness, as if I had no right to that happiness. The wife of one of my relatives was visiting the house that evening. I told her about talking to the widower, his children around him, shocked and quiet. No family deserved to have to go through such horror, I said. ‘Och, I dunno,’ she said, dismissively. ‘He was a Provo, wasn’t he? He probably did as bad himself.’


A colleague who works in television told me about covering the aftermath of the 1998 Omagh bomb, in which twenty-eight people were killed. Part of what he had to do was edit footage to cut out material that was deemed too graphic to be shown on the news. He spent his time in Omagh doing his work, expertly and diligently, because he had a strong sense of the need to do right by the people of the town. All the time he was longing to be with his wife and children. ‘Your defences were down. You realised, surrounded by all that death and destruction, that being with the people you love is what really matters,’ he told me. As soon as he could, he raced off home, driving far too fast, but when he got there he found that all he could think about was work and getting back to his colleagues in Omagh.


Sometimes we knew a person who was killed, and some journalists lost close friends or family. But mostly the murders touched us briefly, in passing. Those close to the murdered person had been plunged into horror. We were workers with a job to do, a job we’d chosen. Often, by the time our reports of a murder were published or broadcast, the ghastly story of the Troubles would have moved on and there would be another door to knock. The story of how the families and friends of the murdered person managed to survive and continue their lives was only just beginning and was rarely told.


I remember asking a woman if she found the anniversary of her husband’s murder hard. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But a rainy afternoon in April can be just as bad.’


Some people made astonishing recoveries. Love played a powerful role. I met a man and his wife who decided against being interviewed for this book but who told me how she had succeeded in getting him to walk again after he suffered horrific injuries in a gun attack.


Initially, he said he would never be able to leave the wheelchair. She couldn’t even persuade him to try. Then she got a foal. At first, she looked after it, aware of him watching from the house, but later she told him she could no longer manage it alone and it would have to go. Her husband began to wheel himself out to the stable. She’d watch him from the house, talking to the horse, starting to work with it. He was still in the chair but reaching up all the time, until one day he put his arm across the horse’s neck and pulled himself up. It didn’t take long after that, the horse patient by his side, the man’s faltering steps getting stronger all the time.




    





In the worst days of the Troubles, some murders got only the most cursory of mentions in the news. When I arrived to interview one woman in West Belfast about the murder of her son, she told me she’d met an old man on the street earlier that day and had told him I was coming. He told her that no one had ever come to talk to him about his son, who had also been murdered. Some families were never visited by the police or contacted by anyone in authority to tell them if there had been developments in the murder inquiry.


I met some people who were so hurt and angry about the distortions and lies in the way their story was presented in books or newspapers that they had decided never to speak out about it again.


During the Troubles, some people were bereaved more than once, and some many times. One woman lost her husband in a sectarian assassination, married again, and saw her second husband murdered in the same way. Another heard her husband had been shot dead, went into labour and gave birth to still-born twins. One man lost his wife, his daughter and his grandchildren in a bomb. Another went out to phone relations to tell them a child in the family had been killed by loyalists and was shot dead by the IRA on his way to the phone box.


Often when people would ask what I was writing, and I told them, they would relate stories about their own experiences. A woman spoke about sitting her finals at Queen’s University in the 1970s, with everyone aware of the empty seat of the friend who had been abducted and murdered while he hitched back to Belfast from his family home after the weekend. A man told me he’d been impressed by a display of Celtic football club memorabilia in a pub in County Armagh but had wondered why it ended abruptly at a certain point. The barman told him a brother of the owner had collected it, and he’d been shot dead. A friend of a friend in London told me the father of her child had killed himself. She thought it was because he had witnessed a murder and couldn’t get over it.


I have heard people speak about thirty-year-old grief with the raw pain of one bereaved yesterday, and I have heard people say, sometimes bitterly, sometimes with resignation, that nobody wants to hear about it. A former British soldier who had a brutal comment made to him after he was overheard talking about how he was almost killed in Northern Ireland said he never talked about it now. ‘None of my neighbours know why I’m in this wheelchair,’ he said. ‘They’ve got far more important things to think about – like the colour scheme in their kitchen.’




    





The writer Primo Levi has described the pain of the ‘unlis-tened-to story’. While in Auschwitz, he repeatedly dreamt that he was back among his family and friends and telling them about his horrific experiences in the concentration camp. He was intensely happy in the dream but gradually began to realise that those around him were not paying attention, that they were indifferent. ‘A desolating grief is now born in me,’ he writes.4 He learns that his friend and others had the same dream.


Sometimes people chose silence out of discretion. One man who killed another in self-defence said he felt it would be hurtful to the dead man’s family if he talked about himself as a survivor. Others felt they had no right to speak, for they weren’t the real victims: those were the people who died. Others still didn’t feel quite safe. This was particularly the case with former members of the security forces, some of whom had retained habits of vigilance that had been a survival tool for decades.




    





A lot of the parents and relations of people killed in the early years have since died. They are lost witnesses. Others are elderly. They lived through the Troubles with their own grief, seeing others forced to embark on the same sorrowful paths year after year. They were terribly neglected.


The dead are lost, but not gone. The North is full of people searching for them. An old woman feels a lift in her heart when she sees a red-headed boy on the street. She runs to greet her youngest son, but when the stranger turns she remembers once again that thirty years ago her boy was massacred with his brothers at her home, and she feels the stab of pain.


Another woman wonders how anyone can laugh on the street in the village where her daughter was blown up. A sense of loyalty to someone killed in a war can make the peace which comes when the war is over extremely painful. Some people live with a sense that they have betrayed the person who was murdered.




    





In some places, like North and West Belfast and South Armagh and East Tyrone, the killing was intense and nearly everyone lost family, friends, colleagues or neighbours. However, many people who lived in Northern Ireland through the Troubles suffered very little beyond the inconvenience of bomb scares and roadblocks and bad news on the radio. Many in the Republic were oblivious, and many in Britain seem to have seen what was happening in Ireland, if they thought about it at all, as some sort of tribal feud into which their soldiers had inexplicably been flung.


A few years ago, a Dublin editor responded to my suggestion that I write a report on a commemorative event in Derry with an impatient, ‘These bloody Northerners. The Troubles are finished. Will they never just get over it?’ I went to the meeting anyway, and was moved to hear an elderly man quoting from a poem by Maya Angelou: ‘History, despite its wrenching pain, cannot be unlived, but, if faced with courage, need not be lived again.’ He was, I learnt afterwards, a doctor who had tended some of those who were lying dying or injured on the street after the British army went on the rampage on Bloody Sunday in 1972, killing fourteen civilians.


John Hewitt called it ‘our ghost-haunted land’. The past refuses to go away, however we try to banish it. Every journey through the North brings you past places where atrocities were committed. Sometimes you see a withered wreath in a ditch, sometimes a monument, sometimes nothing at all marking the spot where blood was spilt, for Ireland or for Ulster or for pure hatred dressed up as politics.




    





Primo Levi wrote about the impact brutality had on relationships between people in the concentration camp. It was not black and white, he said. There was a ‘grey zone’ which we needed to try to understand, ‘if we want to know the human species, if we want to know how to defend our souls …’5


We have much to learn from those who bore the brunt of the small war in the North of Ireland: how they suffered, how they survived and what they need now. Some would love to learn how to forget; others feel they cannot rest until they know the full truth about why the person they loved was murdered, who did it and who ordered them to do it. Some crave justice. Some have forgiven the killers; others want revenge. The generosity of spirit in the former amazes and impresses us, but the bitter and raging have as much right to be heard.


Neighbours set up and killed neighbours; families were divided by conflicting loyalties. In many hundreds of cases, no one was ever convicted. Slaughter was met with slaughter. Children were used as killers, children were killed, parents were killed holding their child’s hand. People were murdered at weddings and funerals. One man shouldered the coffin of a dead comrade in the morning, visited his wife and their newborn baby in hospital at lunchtime, and was shot dead that evening. Another was kidnapped and brought to a house where he knew he was to be killed, escaped through a window and ran to another house, only to be brought back by the people who lived there. He was murdered.


Murdered bodies were used as booby traps to kill others. Killers celebrated. Their supporters jeered at those mourning their victims. A killer who knew he was not going to be convicted saw the parents of the boy he killed at the swimming pool and swam in circles round them like a shark. There was a shocking level of hatred.


The Troubles ended fitfully. The people were worn out with war, and the British and the IRA knew that neither could defeat the other. Long-term negotiations behind the scenes led to ceasefires by the IRA and the main loyalist paramilitary armies, the UVF and the UDA, in 1994, followed by the political settlement known as the Good Friday, or Belfast, Agreement in 1998. The first assembly set up under its terms collapsed in acrimony in 2002.


Politically motivated murders continued at a low level for several years. The IRA gave up its arms in 2005, but loyalists refused to do so. It was 2007 by the time a legislative assembly with the support of all the main local political parties, as well as the British and Irish governments, was established in Belfast.


The magnificent Lost Lives includes the stories of all those who died in the Troubles. It is a huge book, but of necessity the stories are told only briefly. In this book I have chosen to tell a far smaller number of stories more fully and to concentrate on the experiences and thoughts of people who survived the deaths of their loved ones and of some who were almost killed themselves. The first section of the book is chronological. The second explores themes identified by the bereaved and by others deeply affected by the killings.


Listening to the brave, hurt voices I often thought of the bleak, humane wisdom implied in Samuel Beckett’s lines: ‘I can’t go on. I must go on. I’ll go on.’ People put themselves through considerable anguish to tell me their terrible memories and thoughts. One man said he and his family had decided to talk to me because a book would be a sort of memorial to his murdered brother. I hope that I have done justice to his and all the other stories.
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PART I


The Killing Years

























1


Dragon’s Teeth





In 1966, a Belfast Telegraph editorial warned that Ulster was ‘in danger of being thrown back into a dark past by sectarian forces which have too long been winked at by many who should know better’. It said that Protestants should have ‘nothing to do with those who have been sowing dragon’s teeth’ and that they could now see ‘how terrible the harvest can be’.1


This followed the murder of an elderly Protestant woman by loyalist extremists who had set out to kill Catholics. ‘This house is owned by a Taig – Popehead – Remember 1690’ had been daubed on the wall of the pub beside her home. The gang had already murdered two young Catholic men.


‘Remember 1690.’ It is a tribal injunction to all Protestants in Northern Ireland. This was the year of the Battle of the Boyne, when King William of Orange defeated King James. A key event in unionist history, it was seen simply, and simplistically, as a victory of Protestantism over Catholicism. Two years before it, thirteen Protestant apprentice boys had shut the city gates against King James in the siege of Derry. Unionism is a defensive politics, and until 2007, when he sat down in government with Sinn Féin, the leader of the DUP, the Reverend Ian Paisley, would routinely end speeches with the cry, ‘No surrender!’


After he agreed to share power with his old enemies in the North and to cease regarding the Irish Republic as a hostile state, the diplomatic gesture chosen to demonstrate how things had changed was a visit by Paisley to the site of the Battle of the Boyne in the Republic as the guest of the Irish Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern.




    





Both loyalists and republicans claim a proud historical lineage for their struggles and have invoked dead heroes in their support. Led by a former military policeman, the gang which started the Troubles’ killings was modelled on the Ulster Volunteer Force. This was formed in 1912 by the Ulster unionist leader, Lord Carson, to fight against Home Rule for Ireland. Again, this was framed as a religious battle to save Protestantism. ‘Home Rule is Rome Rule’ was the warning, and Ulster would resist it. The First World War saw Carson’s men joining up instead, and thousands of them died at the Somme. Afterwards, unionists believed Britain owed them.


If ‘Remember 1690’ was the battle cry of the loyalists, ‘Remember 1916’ was its equivalent for republicans. The Easter Rising of 1916 was meant to expel the British and establish an Irish republic. One of its leaders, Padraig Pearse, invoked an earlier phase of the rebellion against British rule in Ireland when he declared, ‘The fools, the fools, they have left us our Fenian dead. Ireland unfree shall never be at peace.’ The Easter Rising was swiftly put down by the British. However, when they executed its leaders, the British created martyrs whose ghosts would be summoned up by the IRA during the conflict that began fifty years later.


Ireland was partitioned in 1920. The six northern counties, where a majority of the country’s Protestants lived, remained British. A civil war followed in the remaining twenty-six counties, after which they became the Irish Free State, and in 1949, the Republic of Ireland. Its constitution laid claim to the Northern counties, and in the 1950s, the IRA launched a brief and unsuccessful ‘border campaign’ to ‘free’ the North.


The unionist majority in Northern Ireland ruthlessly ensured that nationalists would have no power. The first prime minister, James Craig, boasted that he ruled a ‘Protestant parliament and a Protestant state’. Another minister, later to serve for forty years as prime minister, warned against employing Catholics, claiming that they were out to destroy the state: ‘I have not one about the place.’ Government ministers were drawn from the anti-Catholic Orange Order, and most judges were former unionist politicians. The heavily armed police had the backing of the auxiliary B Specials, described by poet Seamus Heaney as ‘neighbours with guns’. There were two policemen per Catholic family and they had extensive ‘special powers’ which they did not hesitate to use.


Catholics were largely excluded from the North’s big industries and from all but the lowest ranks of the civil service. They were denied houses and many lived in overcrowded slums. A system of gerrymandering ensured that unionists always got elected, even in areas where there was a Catholic majority. Many seats were not even contested. Britain washed its hands. There was a convention at Westminster that Northern Ireland would not be discussed.


Minority resentment simmered. In 1963, the newly elected prime minister, Terence O’Neill, began a programme of tentative reforms. The Reverend Ian Paisley immediately declared that a sell-out was afoot. O’Neill was a traitor, ready to sell the Protestant people ‘down the river’. Paisley also launched a newspaper which published intensely anti-Catholic propaganda, including, once, a letter referring to Catholics as ‘two-legged rats’.


The poet John Hewitt wrote about the influence of ‘that noisy preacher’ in his fine poem ‘The Coasters’, and about the danger of those who refused to say outright that they supported him but who would nonetheless confide in the club, ‘You know, there’s something in what he says.’ Many of the early members of the UVF had in the 1960s attended rallies at which Paisley made his dire predictions. After republicans commemorated the 50th anniversary of the 1916 Easter Rising, there were warnings that this presaged an invasion from the Republic. The scene was set for the killings of 1966.




* * *





By 1969, to quote Hewitt again, ‘the fever was high and raging’ and ‘the cloud of infection’ was hanging over Northern Ireland.2 Unionist reforms introduced by O’Neill were too little, too late, and were resisted by too many Protestants. Nationalists took to the streets to protest. Unionists called them the IRA by any other name, and the RUC lit into them with batons. Some responded with stones and petrol bombs.


Soon, fierce rioting was a feature of life in parts of Belfast and Derry. The police made no secret of their allegiance, and many of the loyalists who brutally ambushed a student march for civil rights in 1969 were B Specials. The first child to be killed was nine-year-old Patrick Rooney, who was in his home in the Divis Flats on the Falls Road in Belfast when it was hit by heavy machine-gun bullets fired by the RUC, a killing which a government commission found to be ‘wholly unjustifiable’. There is a reference to the child’s death in Michael Longley’s poem ‘Wounds’. The poet describes the death of his own soldier father – ‘at last, a belated casualty’ of the Battle of the Somme – and his burial more than half a century later. Beside him, he buries some of the early casualties of the Troubles and emblems of their lost lives, including ‘the Sacred Heart of Jesus/Paralysed as heavy guns put out/The night-light in a nursery for ever.3


The RUC was overwhelmed. The British sent in the army ‘in aid of the civil power’. The IRA had been largely dormant since its failed border campaign. Its Dublin-based leadership was attempting to transform it into a Marxist revolutionary organisation. When loyalist mobs burnt down Catholic streets in Belfast, graffiti appeared: ‘IRA = I Ran Away.’ In the summer of 1969, 1,500 Catholic families and 300 Protestant families fled their homes to seek the safety of ghetto areas.


Angry Northern IRA members protested that the organisation had descended into ignominy and had to start defending beleaguered Catholics and retaliating for attacks on them. There was a split. The ‘Provisional’ IRA was founded and swiftly began to arm its volunteers for gun and bomb attacks. On 27 June 1970, after loyalists attacked nationalist areas in North and East Belfast, the IRA returned fire, killing five men. Although the ‘Official’ IRA did get involved in the violence in the North, it was overshadowed by the more militant ‘Provos’, who quickly demonstrated that they would be brutal and merciless.


Loyalists had a crude strategy at this time of carrying out acts of violence that were then blamed on republicans, a tactic that led to the defeat of Terence O’Neill, who was not seen by unionists to be doing enough to defeat the IRA. Resigning in 1969, he said he had been ‘blown out of office’ by loyalists.




    





By the end of 1970, the death toll seemed high, at around fifty. The following year, it surged upwards, with 180 people killed in bombings, riots, gun battles and assassinations. In February 1971, O’Neill’s replacement, Sir James Chichester Clark, had declared war on the IRA but was quite unable to stem the violence. He was replaced soon afterwards by Brian Faulkner, whose response to the steadily intensifying conflict was, on 9 August, to introduce internment without trial. That morning, soldiers swooped on hundreds of Catholic homes across Northern Ireland, lifting three hundred men. Faulkner had a list which was meant to be of IRA suspects, but many of those arrested had no such connections.


There was chaos in Belfast, with families fleeing their homes, gunmen on the streets, young people throwing up barricades against enemy incursions and intense riots in Catholic areas. Reports of the torture of internees were soon fuelling the fire.




* * *





Ordinary life went on, even in the most troubled parts of Belfast, and Alice Harper, for one, was happy. The eldest of Bella and Danny Teggart’s thirteen children, Alice lived with her husband and young baby in the new estate of Turf Lodge, not far from her parents. She had just found out that she was pregnant with her second child. When her father came over that day, 9 August 1971, she told him the good news. He had come to ask her if his brother, her uncle, could come and stay with her for a while. ‘His house was right beside the army barracks and there were bullets going right through it,’ Alice said. She told her father it was fine for her uncle to come and stay.


Danny went home, told his wife Bella the news that they were to have another grandchild and asked her to put the kettle on. He said he was just going down to tell his brother to go to Alice’s house. That was the last time Bella Teggart saw her husband. She was worried when he didn’t come back that night, but there was shooting and rioting going on in the streets and she was afraid to go out looking for him. Like most working-class families at the time, the family had no phone. In the morning, she went to get Alice.


They started off asking people if they’d seen him. They heard about stone throwing around the base and that there had been shooting. The IRA was shooting, the British were shooting and so were the loyalists. People had been killed. A priest had been shot dead by the army while he held up a white Babygro to show he was unarmed. But there was no word about Danny Teggart.


They phoned all the hospitals, including ones across the border. Then Alice went to the sentries at the nearby army base. ‘They said, “We haven’t effing time for arresting, only killing,”’ she remembered. ‘I walked away. I was crying. We were out of our minds distracted. A man came over to me and he said, “Alice, never mention my name, but I can tell you he was shot.”’


The man told Alice that her father had been talking with a group of people on the street when the shooting started. He was shot in the thigh, and the man had tried to make a tourniquet for him from his shirt. A Saracen had then backed out across the road, and soldiers had lifted Danny Teggart and other injured civilians and taken them into the barracks.


Alice returned to the barracks. ‘They said, “There’s an effin unidentified body lying in the morgue. Why don’t you try there?” There was a car parked outside and it was a journalist. He said he’d take me. As soon as I walked in, I knew it was my father. He was riddled with bullets,’ she said. ‘We believe it was a massacre in that barracks.’


Among the others killed along with Danny Teggart that night was a mother of eight children. Two of her teenage daughters had gone out to see what was happening in the streets, and she had gone out to look for them and bring them home. She found the girls, but then a crowd of loyalists surged down the road. The soldiers fired CS gas, and in the confusion that followed they became separated again. Danny Teggart, this woman and others were standing near the barracks when the army opened fire.


Eight of Alice’s brothers and sisters were among the hundreds of Belfast Catholics who were brought on a long journey south through the night to makeshift refugee camps in the Republic, where they stayed for several months. The children of the woman who was shot alongside Danny Teggart were also sent south. Two days later, they saw a news bulletin from Belfast which mentioned the funeral of their mother. That was how they learnt for certain that she had died.


One headline from the Belfast Telegraph of 10 August 1971 conveys the horror: ‘Fifteen bodies are found.’ The following day, it was: ‘Death toll in 2 days of bloodshed rises to 17 – another night of gunfights in Belfast.’ The article recorded that while the killing continued, ‘the pitiful exodus of terrified families from riot areas continues’.4 Another article reported that British soldiers had smashed every ground-floor window in a street on the Falls Road.


There was so much trouble going on it took Alice Harper four days to get her father’s body home. She said that when she went to the barracks to get his clothes back, the soldiers were singing a pop song to mock her: ‘Where’s your papa gone, chirpy chirpy cheep cheep …’ They directed her to a big chest full of bloody clothes. Alice said that at the inquest, a year later, they made a ‘complete fool’ of her mother, claiming that bullets were found in the pocket of a donkey jacket which he had been wearing. ‘He never even had a jacket like that,’ she said.


The British army had initially been welcomed in nationalist areas of Northern Ireland. Although it had been sent in to support the beleaguered unionist government, it was preferable to the RUC. The British Labour government appeared to recognise at last that nationalists had legitimate grievances and that unionists were incapable of addressing them. Cups of tea were famously served to soldiers, but not for long, as the army soon gave every appearance of being on the unionist side, watching as loyalists attacked Catholic homes. It was also responsible for a lot of killings at this time – forty-five in 1971 and seventy-nine in 1972 – and many of its victims were Catholic civilians.


Alice Harper’s parents’ marriage was a mixed one. Her mother was a Protestant who ‘turned’ after she met Danny. ‘As a matter of fact, my father went to his grave with a scar on his forehead from when they told my mother’s father they were going to get married. He was none too pleased a daughter of his was to marry a Catholic. He had a shovel in his hand and he let it fly,’ said Alice. ‘But they became the best of friends. We used to go to the Twelfth of July.


‘My parents’ first home was a one-bedroom flat. Nine of us and the two of them shared that room. Later on, my father squatted a house. My mother dedicated herself to looking after us. Politics was never talked about in our house. My father was a good and a loving man, and he was terribly missed.’


Her Protestant relations came to her father’s funeral, but as the Troubles went on, the family would meet on the neutral ground of the city centre rather than visiting each other’s areas. Belfast was fast becoming a segregated city.




* * * 





The alienation of Northern nationalists was intensifying. Unionism had rejected reform and met protest with force. The British army had proved brutal in its defence. The British government’s reaction to the McGurk’s Bar massacre in 1971 suggested that it was employing the sort of counter-insurgency tactics recommended by Brigadier Frank Kitson, who was then serving in Northern Ireland. Kitson had written extensively about ways to suppress rebel forces which went far beyond the use of military might. One tactic he had successfully employed in Kenya against the Mau Mau was the use of ‘pseudo gangs’ to carry out atrocities which would then be blamed on the anti-state rebels, causing public opinion to turn against them. In Northern Ireland, that meant using loyalist paramilitaries to carry out acts which would be blamed on the IRA.


It was about 9 o’clock on a Saturday night in December when an eight-year-old boy who was out delivering the Belfast Telegraph on North Queen Street saw a car pull up just down from the pub. There were four men in it and there was a Union Jack sticker on the back window. The child stopped and watched what followed. A big man in a long coat got out of the car. He had a mask on his face and he was carrying a large parcel wrapped in plastic. He carried it into the hallway of the pub, lit it with matches, then ran back into the car and the car drove off. The child was afraid. He didn’t know if the man had seen him or not. He saw another man walking along the street towards the pub and shouted at him: ‘Mister, don’t go into that bar, there’s a bomb there.’ Then he ran, and was lifted off his feet by the force of the explosion.


Gerard McGurk, his friend, Jimmy, and Gerard’s ten-year-old brother, John, were playing table football in the living room above the bar. Gerard’s mother and sister had gone to Mass at the local Catholic church. His brother, Patrick, was having a bath and his father, Patsy, was serving in the bar downstairs. It was a small, family pub with a regular clientele of local people, most of them middle-aged men or pensioners.


‘There was an intense, thunderous sound,’ Gerard told me. ‘Then it was like one of those pull-away shots in a Hitchcock film where you are being pulled above the table. Then all I remember is being buried in rubble and a mouthful of dust and shouting out, “Help.”’ He woke up in hospital, where someone was asking him his name and his religion. ‘I always remember that,’ he said. ‘Here I am having survived a horrible attack motivated by religion and the hospital staff are concerned to establish my religion.’


He had a broken arm and toe and lacerations. The next morning, there was a radio on in the ward and the news came on. ‘It said that among the fifteen dead in the McGurk’s Bar explosion were the wife and daughter of the owner. That was how I learnt that my mother and Maria were dead. It turned out they had just got back from church and they were in the hall when the bomb exploded. My mother’s brother was also killed, and my friend Jimmy, who had been about a foot away from me.’


The building had collapsed into a heap of rubble through which ambulancemen, police, soldiers and local people clawed with their bare hands in an effort to find survivors. At fifteen, the death toll was the highest in any single incident in the Troubles at that time, and would be for many years to come.


One man who had been in the bar remembered that everything was normal until he caught a strong smell, like a stink bomb. He glanced at the door, saw a surge of light from the hall and the bar collapsed around him. It emerged that a man who said he was from the ‘Empire Loyalists’ had phoned a local newsroom to claim responsibility for the bomb.


Despite this, the authorities immediately briefed journalists that this was an ‘IRA own goal’, that the forensic evidence suggested that the bomb had been under construction on the premises and had exploded prematurely. ‘The bomb was on Saturday night. By Monday morning one of the unionist newspapers was reporting that a strange man and woman had been seen in the bar and that it was assumed they were there to collect the bomb,’ said Gerard.


Within hours of the bomb exploding, Gerard’s father, Patsy, did a television interview in which he called for there to be no retaliation. He said he had been praying for those who carried out the attack; it didn’t matter who they were. ‘What’s done can’t be undone,’ he said. ‘I’ve been trying to keep the bitterness out of it.’5


Ten days after the attack, a confidential Ministry of Defence memo to the prime minister and others said that the army felt it was important to put into the public domain the evidence that the bomb was being made on the premises. This was disinformation. There was no such evidence. ‘The Minister for Home Affairs, John Taylor, said in Stormont it appeared that the bomb had been well inside the building. It was put about that this was an IRA bomb factory,’ said Gerard. ‘There wasn’t a shred of evidence for this, and in fact these people chose to ignore the eyewitness evidence which was available and the warning from the loyalists. But it was shocking the alacrity with which the Protestant establishment media took up the story put about by the army and the unionists.’


It seems likely that the loyalist bombers were intent on attacking another bar further up the street known, according to Gerard, as a place where republican sympathisers would drink. But there were men standing around the doorway of that pub, so it was obviously decided that McGurk’s would do. ‘Everybody knew our bar wasn’t an IRA bar,’ said Gerard. ‘We were very much a religious working-class family with no political affiliations. When it came to elections, we voted for the Catholic candidate.


‘I knew every single one of the people who were killed. None of them was in the IRA. No paramilitary organisation put death notices in the paper. There were no paramilitary funerals. They called us bomb makers. Who were they accusing? A friend of my dad’s? An old lady in a headscarf? My sister? It was a malicious lie and they knew it. It was very personally hurtful. They didn’t want it to be seen that the murderous violence was emanating from more than one side of the community. This had Kitson’s tactics written all over it.


‘We lived right across the street from one of the biggest police stations in Northern Ireland,’ Gerard remembered. ‘In those days cars were rare enough in working-class areas. You played football on the street. There had been an IRA escape from Crumlin Road prison round the corner the day before and there was a heavy security presence in the area as a result. The army was scouring the streets. Yet these loyalists felt sufficiently confident that they could drive in with a bomb, plant it and drive out again. They had to have a laissez-passer from the security forces.’ Perhaps this was the meaning of the Union Jack the paper boy saw in the car. ‘It meant you had no confidence that any justice was going to be sought,’ said Gerard. ‘It was obvious they weren’t going to look for the perpetrators.’


Patsy McGurk and his surviving children were left homeless and with their means of income destroyed. They moved to a house close to one of Gerard’s aunts. ‘She became a sort of surrogate mother to us. She cried every day,’ Gerard remembered. His family’s attitude, he said, was one of ‘quiet stoicism’. ‘I knew something terrible had happened, but I don’t think I realised the magnitude of it. You’re fifteen. You have a short emotional appreciation of time and the value of family relationships.’ He went back to school a couple of weeks after he got out of hospital. ‘There were sincere but cursory expressions of regret, but the matter wasn’t discussed. The whole idea of meeting strong feelings head-on was alien to most people,’ he said.




    





The IRA ignored Patsy McGurk’s appeal for there to be no retaliation and responded in sectarian kind with a revenge bomb attack aimed at Protestants. A week after the McGurk’s bomb, when the Shankill Road was crowded with people out shopping for Christmas, it detonated a bomb at a busy furniture store. There was no warning, and four people were killed, two men and two infant children. A photographer took what would become one of the most famous Troubles photographs: a fireman carrying the body of one of the tiny children, wrapped in a blanket. He holds it gently, the way you would hold a living baby, but its head is covered.


The adoptive father of one of the children said on television that although he and his wife had always felt sorrow for others, until it happened to them and they lost their one beloved child, ‘you don’t really realise how much it is going to hurt’. This could happen to anyone in Northern Ireland, he said. There were people who were too willing to dwell on the past. It was time for the politicians to sit down and resolve the conflict.
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The Worst Year







‘Is there a life before death?’


(early 1970s graffiti in nationalist West Belfast)





‘Nineteen seventy-two was the worst year,’ said Anne Larkey. ‘All you did was go out in the morning to work and hope you’d get home that night. There was that many being killed you used to buy the paper and think, “Dear God, let it not be anyone I know the day.”’ It was, by far, the worst year, with a death toll of 497, more than half of them civilians. What is more, the swell of anger caused by some of the atrocities committed that year swept recruits into the ranks of both republican and loyalist paramilitaries.


On 30 January 1972, British paratroopers, blooded in West Belfast, had launched an attack on a civil-rights march against internment in Derry, the North’s second city. Thirteen unarmed civilians were shot dead on the streets and others were injured, including one man who died later. The events of the day were shocking enough, but the British army then claimed that all of the dead had been gunmen and bombers. Nationalist Ireland was outraged. The British embassy in Dublin was burnt down.


The Irish Minister for Foreign Affairs said that from that point on, ‘my aim is to get Britain out of Ireland’. The leader of the SDLP, John Hume, said that the feeling in Derry in the aftermath of the massacre was ‘a united Ireland or nothing’. Young men and women queued up to join the IRA. Provisional IRA spokeswoman Maire Drumm said in Derry that if people who were calling for an IRA ceasefire were later murdered, they would deserve their deaths.


The Official IRA’s ‘revenge’ for Bloody Sunday was to bomb an army base at Aldershot in England. The supposedly socialist wing of republicanism succeeded in killing five cleaning women, a gardener and an army chaplain. Brian Lynch, then working as a journalist, wrote a poem about this atrocity. It describes an exultant sub-editor who roars, ‘The paratroops have got/Their answer now!’ It goes on, ‘The newsroom rang with howls of joy./They’d murdered us. We’d murdered them./And I joined in, a roaring boy/Who cheered the Butcher’s requiem.’1


The British prime minister, Edward Heath, wrote in his memoirs that as the violence escalated, he feared that ‘we might, for the first time, be on the threshold of complete anarchy’.2 In March, the British suspended Stormont and brought Northern Ireland under direct rule from Westminster. This was regarded as a victory by the IRA, which saw it as a prelude to British withdrawal.


Meanwhile, the unionist Minister for Home Affairs, William Craig, had formed the Vanguard movement and was holding a series of ‘monster rallies’ around Northern Ireland, at which he menacingly advocated building up ‘dossiers’ on those who were a threat to the state. When the politicians fail us, he said, ‘it may be our job to liquidate the enemy’. Loyalists were rallying to the cause: the UDA had about 25,000 members by this time, and rallies attended by ranks of masked men in dark glasses and parka jackets became common, as did roadblocks on street corners. Loyalists were getting ready for civil war, using random sectarian assassinations to spread terror among nationalists.




    





Anne Larkey’s family was from the Ardoyne area of North Belfast, a tight enclave of straight, narrow terraced streets which were built to house millworkers in the nineteenth century. Her sister, Sally, had married a Protestant, who had died when their son, David, was small. Sally McClenaghan had then met another Protestant man and was living with him in Stockport Street in the River Streets area, where his family lived. This was one of those small working-class loyalist areas in North Belfast which has long since been demolished in slum clearances.


Anne Larkey still lived in Ardoyne, with her husband and ten children. It was only a few minutes’ walk from the River Streets, but it was not a walk that Catholics would take. ‘It was a no-go area for Catholics. There was a right few taken in there and killed, and given terrible deaths they were,’ she said. She feared for her sister. ‘I used to say to her, “Are you mad? You can’t live there. It isn’t safe. You should leave, now.”’


Sally had three children. Her eldest son, David, was a big, strong fourteen-year-old, but he was intellectually disabled and had a mental age of about five. ‘Sally used to say, “Sure with David the way he is, who would touch us?”’ said Anne. ‘I said, “Do you read the papers? Do you live in the same world as me?”’ Anne knew a Catholic man who’d lived on Southport Street until loyalists captured him one day and tried to hang him from a lamp post. He fled the area immediately.


But Sally wasn’t for moving. She was a millworker, and her late husband’s aunt, Dot Day, who lived near Southport Street, looked after David when he wasn’t at school. ‘Dot Day was a good woman,’ said Anne. ‘David was a handful. She used to say to me, “If I die, you look after David.”’ Anne and her nephew were very close. He was anything but streetwise. He used to belt out ‘The Sash My Father Wore’, and then he’d follow it with ‘The Soldier’s Song’. That the first was a loyalist anthem and the second the anthem of the Irish Republic, and that to sing either indicated the taking of a strong political position, meant nothing to him.


Sectarian violence had flared in North Belfast during many earlier periods of unrest. Between 1920 and 1922, a gang from the Royal Irish Constabulary (the pre-partition police force) had murdered Catholics in the River Streets. Often the spark was lit during the season of Orange Order parades. Louis MacNeice’s ‘Autumn Journal’ refers to childhood memories from the 1930s, of expecting to hear shooting in the evening: ‘And the voodoo of the Orange bands/Drawing an iron net through darkest Ulster,/Flailing the limbo lands …’3


The Eleventh Night was bonfire night for loyalists in towns and villages across Northern Ireland. It was the night before the ‘glorious twelfth’, when the Orange Order celebrated the victory of William of Orange over King James in 1690. It was a night of frenzied partying around huge fires on which effigies of the Pope or flags with ‘Kill all Taigs’ painted on them might be burnt. Extreme drunkenness characterised such gatherings, and in Catholic places like Ardoyne children were got in early and doors were locked.


That night in 1972, Sally McClenaghan’s younger children stayed with Dot Day, while she and her partner took David around the bonfires in the streets near their home. He loved the big blazing fires and the coloured bunting and the wild atmosphere, and didn’t feel its vicious edge. They were all asleep in bed when, in the early hours of the twelfth, someone fired three shots into the house. Sally’s partner went downstairs. He told her it was just drunks messing around, and the couple went back to sleep. ‘Never, to my dying day, will I understand why she did that,’ said Anne Larkey. ‘That will haunt me. Shots fired into the house and you go back to sleep?’


I’d been brought to meet Anne by her old neighbour, Doreen Toolan. In her seventies and with fifteen children reared, Anne was tired and not in the best of health. She hadn’t known we were coming, and when Doreen explained that I wanted to ask her about the events of that night, she immediately became distraught. ‘I don’t talk about it,’ she said. ‘I just don’t talk about it.’ I said if she didn’t want to talk, that was all right. She called her husband, Tom, and asked him what he thought. They decided it was right for them to tell the terrible story. ‘For David,’ Anne said.


Two hours after the shots had been fired, a gang of men kicked in the door of Sally McClenaghan’s house. Her partner went downstairs, and Sally watched in a mirror as he spoke with the men. Several of them were masked, but one, with a gun in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other, was not. ‘That meant no one was getting out of there alive,’ said Anne.


Sally watched as her partner went to a sideboard and got out his Orange sash, the proof that he was Protestant; Catholics aren’t allowed to join the Order. After that, one of the men punched him on the chin. ‘And then he [Sally’s partner] left,’ said Anne, angrily. ‘He left.’ During the court case which followed the horrific events of this night, the barrister for the prosecution told the jury, ‘You may well think that he had come close to death here.’4


However, Anne Larkey felt that by leaving the house at this point, the man had abandoned her sister in her hour of need. ‘After that, they had a wonderful time,’ she said, bitterly. ‘One of them said to Sally, “You are a Taig.” She said, “I am not. My husband Lindsay McClenaghan was a Protestant, and me and David are Protestants, too.”’ But they insisted Sally was a ‘Taig’ and that she had guns in the house.


Then one of them turned to David. ‘Go and get your mummy’s rosary beads,’ he said. Sally tried to get David to stay where he was, but he went and got her handbag. They found the beads there, the proof that she was a Catholic.


In the hour that followed, they broke David’s leg, grabbed him by the throat and burnt his fingers. They raped Sally. ‘She told me they were out-and-out animals,’ said Anne. ‘One of them bit her on the breast, and she took breast cancer after it. I am sure that David squealed and yelled. There must have been neighbours heard the commotion, but nobody came.’


Then they made David lie down beside his mother on her bed. She begged them not to hurt him any more. During the trial, she told the court that she had pleaded with them to leave him alone ‘because he was retarded and he looked so afraid’. The gunmen ignored her. They shot her son in the throat, twice. She screamed and threw herself over her child to protect him, and they shot her. They left her for dead and ran out of the house. They did not have to go far. Two of them were neighbours of Dot Day.


David was dead. The British army arrived at the house, and Sally told Anne that the big soldier who carried the boy’s body down the stairs was crying. ‘He said to her, “What sort of people are they?”’ While Sally was in hospital recovering from gunshot wounds to her arm and leg, her brothers and Anne’s husband, Tom, set about finding her a new place to live. ‘Houses were like hen’s teeth in those days, but they moved heaven and earth and they got one,’ said Anne.


After getting the new place for Sally, her brothers and brother-in-law went down to Tennent Street police barracks to ask if they could have the key of the house in Stockport Street so they could move her stuff, but the police said they couldn’t let them have it. The house was a crime scene. Anne’s husband, Tom, told this part of the story. As the men walked down the road from the barracks, they passed a parked van. ‘Next thing these boys jumped out with masks on and guns,’ he said. The gunmen pursued them and succeeded in hitting one of Sally’s brothers with a pickaxe. He kept running.


The terrified men ran back to the barracks and asked to be brought home to Ardoyne. The RUC refused, but a military policeman who was there sent out a radio message that the van of loyalists was operating in the area, again, and gave them a lift to the edge of their area. ‘Much as you mightn’t like the army, that was a decent man,’ said Anne.


Anne began to prepare her house for David’s wake. She said she was in such a state that she was ‘like a zombie’. She was also heavily pregnant with her eleventh baby. Her old friend Doreen Toolan lived across the road, and she came over to help. The women covered all the furniture with white sheets, drew the blinds and stopped the clocks.




* * *





Meanwhile, Doreen’s husband, Terence, was tending the thirty rose trees he had grown in his small front garden. He was putting new soil round them, which he’d got from the gardens of the burnt-out Protestant houses round the corner. The biggest exodus of civilians in Europe since the Second World War was happening in Belfast at this time, and Protestants living in the streets near the Toolans were among those on the move – some of them burning their houses as they left to stop Catholics getting them.


Doreen and Terry Toolan were childhood sweethearts. They’d met in Belfast but went to live in England for a while after they were married in 1959. She came from Hull. Her father was Protestant and in the British army, as was Terry’s Catholic brother. The couple came back to Ardoyne in the early 1960s. She was a hairdresser; he was an electrician.


Terry was one of those who worked on the big crane, Goliath, in the shipyards. In the 1930s, there had been purges of Catholics from the shipyards, and by the 1970s they were in a small minority. Doreen said her husband got on well with his workmates. ‘His closest friend was a reserve policeman, Artie, and once a month me and Terry and Artie and Winnie would go to a dinner dance together. Winnie was a hairdresser, too. I love to dance.’


Doreen came home from helping prepare Anne Larkey’s house for the wake to make her family’s dinner. She got the children to bed and was sitting patching Terry’s work trousers when she and her husband heard shooting. ‘Terry was a vigilante – he was meant to look after people in the area when there was trouble. He said he’d go and investigate,’ she said.


According to Brendan ‘Bik’ McFarlane, a former IRA man and a friend of the Toolans, the Ardoyne area was ‘under massive attack’ that week, with constant gun battles going on involving loyalists, British soldiers and the IRA.5 There were four separate gun battles raging that particular night.


Doreen asked her husband to check on her aunt and uncle, who lived near by and whose son had been shot dead by the army the previous year. Terry asked Doreen to wait up for him. The sky was lit up with flares and tracer bullets. ‘Then word came that Terry was shot. The house filled up with people and I was screaming. A woman came down the street shouting, “Two dead!” The other one was an IRA man.’ McFarlane remembered the moment when Doreen was told. ‘I heard this unmerciful scream from the house … a heartrending scream of anguish and sadness.’ In her own account of that night in Ardoyne, the Untold Truth, Doreen said the British army raided her house before her husband’s remains were brought home. ‘I went berserk,’ she said. She was restrained by relations.


‘They literally wrecked the house. They pulled electric fires out of the walls in the bedrooms and tore off the built-in wardrobe doors. They lifted nearly every floorboard in the house … it wasn’t bad enough they murdered him and just left me there like an old floorcloth, like I was nothing or nobody and with six children to rear.’6


The soldiers said they were looking for ‘evidence and weapons’, Doreen remembered. The next day, word came from Dublin that Terry was to be given an IRA funeral. This has remained a bone of contention for Doreen. ‘My husband was not in the IRA,’ she insisted to me. McFarlane described him as being ‘involved in the struggle’. He said he ‘played a significant role in defending this district against loyalists, Brits and the cops’.


Before the start of the Troubles, the IRA largely consisted of a small core of people who came from traditional IRA families that had been involved in the Easter Rising of 1916, the war of independence in 1921, the civil war which followed, and after partition, in the border campaign of the 1950s. The goal of the IRA was to put Britain out of Ireland. Those who joined the IRA after 1969 and who saw its immediate and primary role as being to defend Catholics from attack were known as ‘sixty-niners’. Brendan Hughes, who went on to become a leading IRA figure, was typical of the sixty-niners. He described his rationale to journalist Ed Moloney. ‘At that time it was simply, “Here we are being attacked by Loyalists, by B Specials, by the RUC, by the British army,” and there was a need to hit back.’7


The journalist Malachi O’Doherty, who grew up in West Belfast, dismissed this view as ‘nonsense’. ‘You don’t feel defended – that is, made safer – when neighbours with guns are shooting at army patrols and retreating into your garden,’ he wrote in his autobiographical account of 1972. ‘Inevitably, with so much daytime shooting in residential areas, bullets would fly astray into the wrong bodies.’8




* * * 





While Doreen was struggling with the death of her husband, her friend Anne Larkey and her mother-in-law went down to see the Protestant side of her nephew David’s family to talk about arrangements for his funeral. It turned into a terrible row. ‘When we got there, they turned on us. Dot Day began to scream at us that it was the IRA that killed David and not loyalists,’ said Anne. ‘She said David was to be buried from her house. I said he would be buried from mine. I said, “Can you guarantee that we’ll be safe here?” She said, “No.” I said, “Well, I can guarantee you’ll be safe in Ardoyne.”


‘This was bad territory for us, as Catholics. There were men walking on the other side of the street with what looked like pickaxe handles, and they stopped and stared over. My mother-in-law said to me, “Can you run?” I said, “I don’t think so.”’ Anne was due to give birth any day. ‘She said, “I think you better,” and we ran.’ Anne was moved, however, by the fact that Dot Day had prepared her house in exactly the same way as she had: the sheets on the furniture, the blinds drawn, the clocks stopped. She decided that the best plan was for David to be buried from the neutral ground of a funeral home, so that both sides of his family could see him, and that was what she arranged.




    





Doreen Toolan’s life went off into a blur of grief and drugs after Terry’s death. ‘I can’t remember the funeral,’ she said. She told me she vaguely remembered being led up for Communion by her husband’s mother. ‘We had to get permission for Artie and Winnie to come into the area for the funeral,’ she said. Permission from the IRA.


She used to go to Terry’s grave three times a week and leave a spray of fresh flowers there. Her brother-in-law stopped it, she said. Fresh flowers were a luxury that could not be afforded. ‘I lived in hell, drugs morning, noon and night. I swallowed antidepressants like Smarties. I had injections to get to sleep. I never knew the rearing of my six children. I never brought one of them to school. My mother reared them, and she reared them well. I had to sell my house and move in with her. I was just dead. I lost all my hair. My teeth rotted and fell out. I was down to four and a half stone. I never went out. I must have looked like something out of Mars. I took a nervous breakdown and wrecked the house. I cried sore to get into Purdysburn.’


Purdysburn is Belfast’s main mental hospital, and Doreen spent several extended periods there. ‘If it wasn’t for the nurses in there I would have killed myself,’ she said. In Ardoyne, the Untold Truth she recounted being shown a video made of her in Purdysburn by hospital staff. ‘I watched this woman in her pants and her bra in a padded cell on a mattress with foam flying out of her mouth. I couldn’t believe it was me. It was like that scene in The Exorcist.’9




* * *





On 21 July 1972, a week after Terry Toolan was murdered, the IRA placed more than twenty car bombs in the centre of Belfast. They then phoned hopelessly inadequate warnings to Belfast newsrooms. All the bombs exploded within a period of just over an hour. Journalist Kevin Myers was in an office block overlooking the city centre. He said that to witness it was ‘like seeing the hand of a terrible god, whose wrath was unquenchable and his means inexhaustible’.10 The emergency services were overwhelmed. Utter carnage resulted.


Nine people were killed and more than a hundred injured. Terrified parents herded their children through the streets, not knowing if they were getting away from danger or moving into it. Police and emergency services personnel afterwards described horrific scenes: a head stuck to a wall; seagulls diving onto a ribcage on a roof; a body with no arms or legs. The dead included bus drivers, women and children. I remember watching the news on television with my family in Derry. The young newsreader broke down and bowed his head briefly before resuming the terrible catalogue of horror. The day would become known as Bloody Friday. Many young men from loyalist areas would join the paramilitaries in its wake.


The IRA claimed the British had deliberately failed to act on bomb warnings. Years later, while making a documentary about one of its leaders at this time, Joe Cahill, I saw footage of him defending the car bombings and blaming the British. They had started all this, it was up to them to end it, he said. He looked like a man wallowing in blood. The clip was edited out of the documentary, much to my regret. Gerry Adams would later be accused of having led the IRA in Belfast at this time. It was clear that post-Bloody Sunday, the resurgent IRA had gone on the offensive.


Car bombs were supposedly aimed at causing economic damage by wrecking towns and villages and thereby pushing Britain into deciding that it could not afford to hold on to Northern Ireland. Inevitably, however, they killed civilians. The IRA parked their bombs in busy streets and often gave no warnings. The Abercorn Cafe bomb killed two and caused horrible injuries to many others. Two weeks later, another bomb killed seven. Two days before Bloody Friday, a bomb killed a five-month-old baby.




    





The day after Bloody Friday, ten days after the rape of her sister and the murder of her nephew, Anne Larkey gave birth to her daughter, Anne Marie. Two hours after the birth, she walked out of the hospital, leaving the baby behind, and went home. ‘I didn’t know what I was doing,’ she said. ‘How are you supposed to survive these things?’ Her husband, Tom, went back to collect baby Anne Marie. ‘The doctor was a black man and he was shocked at what I had done,’ said Anne. ‘He said to Tom, “I thought I was in a civilised country. What sort of people walk away from their newborn baby?”’ She laughed at the memory of his indignation.


Anne fell out with her sister Sally McClenaghan after the murder of young David and the rape of Sally. ‘Me and her had words,’ she said. She was furious with Sally’s partner, and with Sally for continuing to see him. ‘I said to her, “Why is he here and David is in the graveyard?” I said he wasn’t man enough to stay that night. I said to him, “You call yourself a man – why did you leave that night?” He said, “They hit me.” I said, “They didn’t hit you half hard enough.”’


Anne didn’t go to the trial of the men who had killed her nephew and raped her sister. She and Sally were still estranged, and anyway, she could not face it. ‘I couldn’t,’ she said. ‘I wanted revenge – I wanted them in jail – but I couldn’t face that.’ Anne said Sally had reproached her about this afterwards. She told her that while she limped across the hall of the courthouse on the crutch she had had to use since the attack, relatives of the accused men jeered at her and called her a liar. ‘They gave her terrible abuse until a big policeman came over and told them to be quiet,’ said Anne. ‘Sally said to me, “I had nobody.”’


The barrister leading the prosecution told the jury that although the people of Belfast had become hardened, this case would create a new dimension in their minds. ‘The restraints of civilisation on evil human passions are in this case totally nonexistent. It is said that violence begets violence, and you may well think that in this case we have reached the lowest level of human depravity.’ The man who shot David and raped Sally got a twenty-year sentence. The judge said that even the most extreme person must regard these crimes with ‘utter revulsion’.11


One of the loyalists jailed got beaten up by other loyalists in prison. Anne said it wasn’t for killing a Catholic boy, as that was no disgrace. It was for the rape. ‘They thought he’d let the side down,’ she said, angrily. Sally didn’t recover from the events of that night in July 1972. ‘She went off the rails. She’d change like water. She was adrift,’ said Anne. ‘She was between worlds.’







* * *





No one ever admitted responsibility for the Claudy bombs of July 1972, but nobody doubts that it was the IRA. A small village in the foothills of the Sperrin mountains, and a few miles from Derry, Claudy was religiously mixed. It had scarcely been touched by the Troubles, though it was close to Burntollet Bridge, where loyalists including B Specials had attacked a civil-rights march. There had been sporadic rioting in Claudy itself. ‘Once, after a civil-rights march, they rioted and they threw bottles at our shop,’ said Merle Eakin. ‘Civil rights meaning IRA,’ she added, bitterly.


Merle and her husband, Billy, were Protestants. Many others in that community shared the belief, promoted by unionist politicians, that the civil-rights movement was just a front for armed insurrection. They had been warned since the Northern state was set up that Catholics were not to be trusted. If Catholics complained about injustice, it was just an excuse to try to destroy Northern Ireland. When they were killed by loyalists or by the security forces, and their relatives protested their innocence, many Protestants harboured the suspicion that there was no smoke without fire.


Merle and Billy had lost their only daughter, eight-year-old Kathryn, in the bombing of the village. ‘Kathryn was standing on the street outside our shop,’ said Billy. ‘The boy parked the car and got out of it and walked away.’ In the north of Ireland, ‘boy’ is often used to mean a man, usually a stranger, about whom there is an implied wariness or hostility. ‘If he’d only shouted at her, used bad language to her, she’d have run inside.’ Instead, the man just left, the bomb exploded, and Kathryn lay dead on the footpath. Thirty-five years later, imagining the callousness that allowed the bomber to see the child and walk away, Billy drew back his arm as if to punch the man in the face. Then his own face shook and he wept.


Billy and Merle ran a small shop and hardware store on the main street. Billy was from the town and had taken the business over from his father. Merle had come to Derry from the Republic to work in the bank, and the couple had met at a dance. They had two children: Mark, who was twelve in 1972, and Kathryn.


‘Kathryn was a child you’d have said was here before,’ said Merle. She meant that the child seemed wise beyond her years. ‘She had the teachers tortured – she had a book read in no time and she was very studious.’ She was looking forward to learning to play golf when she was nine and old enough to join the junior club. She was ambitious. ‘She was going to be a brain surgeon,’ said Billy, smiling.


The family had just returned early that morning from the caravan they kept beside the beach at Castlerock, a small seaside village on the north Derry coast, less than an hour’s drive from their home. As they drove into Claudy, they noticed four cars parked at the top of the village. ‘We thought maybe someone had died and these were visitors to their family,’ said Merle. ‘We knew we’d hear about it later on.’


Billy got ready to open the shop, which was at the front of the family home. ‘Kathryn wanted to bake,’ said her mother. ‘She used to bake with Granny Duffy, our next-door neighbour, a Catholic lady, and she loved it. I was getting the mixer out, and her Granda Eakin came and said he’d pay her to clean the front window of the shop.’ Kathryn was a helpful child: her family has a photograph of her on the wall. She is putting potatoes into bags at the front of the shop, her small face concentrating, blonde hair tucked behind her ears.


Billy had walked past Kathryn and around the side of the house and had just knelt down to fix a pipe. ‘There was an unmerciful explosion, and when the slates stopped falling around me, I ran round to the front of the house. There was Kathryn lying on the pavement. There was a wee bit of blood on the side of her head.’ Billy cried, pointing to the spot on his own head. ‘I tried to carry her down to the surgery but I got wobbly. A fellow called Devine took her from me and carried her.’


There were three bombs, each meant, the Eakins said, for a Protestant business in the town: one for the garage at the top of the street; one for their shop and the post office across the road from it; and one for the Beaufort Arms Hotel. ‘They wanted to take the heart out of the village,’ said Billy. ‘They couldn’t get parked at the garage, so they left the first one outside McIlhenny’s fuel pumps.’ He paused. ‘I saw Mrs McIlhenny’s body.’ He covered his face briefly at the memory. ‘It was just incinerated.’ Thirty people were seriously injured, some of them losing limbs. The street was filled with flames. People were screaming in agony.


Inside the house, Merle’s shoe had been blown off. She does not remember much about what followed, except that she realised neither of her children was in the house. She ran down the street through scenes of devastation. She learnt that Kathryn had been taken to the Altnagelvin Hospital in Derry in a car. Merle’s father-in-law told her he had been with her ‘at the end’, Merle said. ‘I said, “The end of what?” He said, “It’s over.”’ At that point, Merle became hysterical.


A friend of the family who was a photographer had just driven through Claudy on his way to film Operation Motorman, a huge deployment of British troops charged with removing the barricades around ‘Free Derry’. Local people and IRA volunteers had erected barricades around the Bogside and other nationalist parts of the city, and these were known as ‘nogo’ areas for the authorities. Unionists had been pushing for them to be taken down and for ‘order’ to be restored. The photographer heard the bombs and turned back to Claudy. When the Eakins told him they couldn’t find their son, Mark, he took their family dog and searched until he found the child, who was safe.


The bombers had headed up the road to Dungiven, where they went into a chemist’s shop and tried to phone a bomb warning. ‘It was already too late,’ said Merle. ‘The bombs had gone off by then, and anyway, the phones weren’t working because the IRA had blown up the exchange a fortnight before.’


James Simmons wrote a fine ballad about this attack, in which nine people were killed and the village was wrecked. The poem has the wrenching line: ‘And Christ, little Kathryn Eakin is dead.’12


Martin McGuinness, who had declared himself the deputy leader of the IRA in Derry not long before Bloody Sunday, issued a statement saying none of his volunteers had been involved. ‘I think the IRA was ashamed because Catholics were killed,’ said Merle. Of the nine who died, five were Protestants and four were Catholics. The Catholic Church shortly afterwards transferred Father Jim Chesney to a parish across the border in Donegal. From the start, it was rumoured that he was involved.




    





Their daughter dead and their home and business ruined, Billy and Merle went to stay with friends in England for a few weeks. ‘The first day home in Claudy, I heard someone laughing in the street,’ said Merle. ‘I thought, “How can you laugh here?”’ She could not walk, and has never walked since, on the pavement outside the shop and her home. ‘I couldn’t walk where my child was murdered. Hallowed ground,’ she said.


Billy tried to rebuild the business, but after ploughing his few life savings into the effort he took his bank manager’s advice and gave up. ‘He called me in and said it was no good and I was going to kill myself trying to make it work,’ he said. ‘I sold it then, and we got a bad price. Ah now, it is a sad day.’ Their son could not bear to live in Claudy, and the family moved to Castlerock. Merle and Billy said there was no getting over the loss of Kathryn. ‘No matter where you went you thought you should see her,’ said Merle. ‘It was hard to watch the other kids playing. It is just something you had to learn to live with. Your heart is just torn out of you.’




     





The year ended as badly as it had begun. In December, the IRA abducted a thirty-seven-year-old mother of ten children from her home in the Divis Flats complex on the Falls Road in West Belfast. Jean McConville was born into a Protestant family on the other side of the city but had become a Catholic when she got married. Her husband had died a year before the abduction. Divis was a tough, poor area, and life was difficult for Jean. She had attempted suicide more than once.


She had also run into trouble with the IRA, for reasons that are the subject of dispute. Some of her children believe that her crime was to comfort an injured British soldier. Ed Moloney, the author of an acclaimed history of the IRA, maintains that she was a low-level informer against the organisation, a claim her family angrily reject. Four women came for her. Her small twins clung to her legs, but she was dragged away, never to be seen alive again. It would be many, many years before her family recovered her body. Jean McConville had been ‘disappeared’.




* * *





Anne Larkey couldn’t settle after the murder of her young nephew. ‘I decided that Ardoyne was like a prison,’ she said. Doreen Toolan agreed. ‘It was like there was a curse on it,’ she said. Half of the killings in the Troubles were in Belfast, and most of those, nearly 1,300, were carried out in the swathe of Belfast that lies to the north, including Ardoyne, and the west, including the Falls and Shankill Roads. As Padraic Fiacc described it in ‘More Terrorists’, ‘The prayer book is putting on fat/With in memoriam cards.’13 Catholic civilians were the most likely victims.


‘The way they looked at us was, we were all terrorists. We were less than human. It didn’t matter which of us you killed,’ said Anne. She and Doreen reminisced about the seemingly endless stream of deaths, and it was obvious how this close-knit working-class community had been ravaged.


Less than two weeks after Terry Toolan’s death, loyalists shot dead a family friend and left him in the boot of his car, which had been set alight. Doreen witnessed the shooting of an elderly neighbour by the British army in 1973. Another neighbour, Patsy Crossan, was a popular bus driver who had been named in a threat on a pirate radio station broadcasting from the loyalist Shankill Road. He stopped the bus when two men flagged it down on the loyalist Woodvale, at the top of the Shankill. They were UFF gunmen and they shot him. He was one of three to die that day.


After his death, his widow relied a lot on his brother, Frankie, who used to help her with the children. Both brothers had been involved in community work, including organising cross-community holidays for children. Loyalists picked him up one night as he walked home from a local hall, beat him up and cut his throat before leaving his body in a doorway.


The women talked about an electrician they’d known. Loyalist gunmen from the UDA entered a workmen’s hut at Ligoniel in North Belfast, stole the wages of the men there and then told the Protestant men to kneel down. They proceeded to rake the Catholic workers with gunfire, killing three of them.


Doreen introduced me to a neighbour whose grandmother and ten-year-old nephew were burnt to death in their house after gas cylinders were attached to their front door. The house went up like a furnace, the woman said. An uncle of this woman had already been shot dead by soldiers in Ardoyne. (Though Doreen and her neighbour didn’t mention it, a few days before the arson attack the IRA had killed a ten-year-old girl, along with her UDR father. The Ardoyne killings were assumed to have been revenge.)


Doreen spoke about a woman who had taken her child out of school to bring him to the dentist and was walking along holding the little boy’s hand when a bomb exploded, killing him. And of another whose baby was caught in crossfire and killed while her daughter was pushing the pram. ‘An awful lot has died,’ she said.
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