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Draw rein, draw breath.


Cast a cold eye


On life, on death.


Horseman pass by.


     W. B. Yeats


 


 


I had seen birth and death,


But had thought they were different


     Journey of the Magi, T. S. Eliot
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Prologue


In 1989 a publisher commissioned me to write a book about the Troubles, as Northern Ireland’s miseries were glossed. Belfast and Derry had already been exhaustively written about. The subject of my book was to be Fermanagh, because I particularly wanted to write about its border with the Republic of Ireland, where it was said that Protestants, especially those who were members of the security forces, were being ethnically cleansed by armed republicans. I also wanted to write about the bombing by the IRA of the cenotaph in Fermanagh’s principal town, Enniskillen, on Remembrance Sunday 1987. The bombing had killed eleven people and injured sixty-three, many elderly.  An own goal for the republican movement, which was usually so canny when it came to public relations, ‘the Poppy Day bombing’, as the tabloids dubbed it, had been universally criticised.The book I wrote, The Glass Curtain: Inside an Ulster Community, was published in 1991.


I’ve always kept a journal, usually writing it up at the beginning of each day. I do it for two reasons: one, to make a record I can refer to later (so the journals do do, partly, what a diary does), and two, because writing whatever comes to mind limbers me up and gets me into the writing zone. Over the years, I’ve published perhaps a dozen or so pieces extracted from my journals, but I never planned to do much more than that – or at least that was what I thought until I stumbled across Christa Wolf’s One Day a Year: 1960–2000 and One Day a Year: 2001–2011. Wolf’s books, consisting of her diary for 27 September each year, got me thinking. Why couldn’t I take one day from each year of my journals, starting with the year I’d arrived in Northern Ireland? That way I would make a book – though mine would be smaller and more parochial than Wolf’s, and the days would not be the same day each year; they would need to be different – which would tell the story of the place where I’d found myself accidentally living as it morphed from the Troubles to the Good Friday Agreement to Brexit, decades later. Out of these slivers, a picture of Northern Ireland would arise, as experiencedby a Panglossian who was so certain that the tide was flowing in the right (progressive) direction, he failed to see that it was actually flowing in the wrong direction.


Of course, this was never a story I’d planned to witness, let alone write about.


When I got the commission for what became The Glass Curtain, I was living in London, where I’d mostly lived since 1958 when my parents relocated there from Dublin. I knew I didn’t want to make a series of research trips to Ireland and then write the book in London. I wanted to be embedded in the place for the whole process, the researching and the writing, and so we moved, temporarily we thought, my wife and I and our two young children, to County Fermanagh in 1989, imagining we’d stay a few months, or at most a year. However, everything took longer than expected and we had to extend our stay. The book took two years, and by the time it was done we had a home and our children were settled, and so we decided we’d stay until our children had finished school and various good things that were happening had run their course.  And this was our understanding until the Christmas before the millennium – by this stage we had five children and we’d been in Northern Ireland eleven years – when my wife spotted that our local church was selling husband-and-wife double burial plots for buttons. We should snaffle one, she said. We should just accept we were never returning to London and we were going to die where we were. She was right. 


Alan Bennett, describing how he prepares his diaries for publication, writes: ‘I’ve not had any scruples about improving and editing, though I’ve never altered the tone or the sentiments of what I’ve written at the time.’1 I’ve followed his injunction (or so I’d like to believe). I have, however, where I thought I needed more, occasionally added new material; this content is always italicised, while the journal entries are not.


The children of writers have a special burden. I have chosen not to name mine but to identify them by their place in the family. In some places, in order to anonymise, I have changed people’s names or other details.





1‘Diaries 1980–1990’, Writing Home, Alan Bennett, London, 1994, p. 97.



The Fall of Communism, the End of History (Not) (Friday, 10 November 1989)

I drove to Belfast with the radio on, BBC Radio 4. The morning news was almost entirely about the Iron Curtain and its often predicted, yet still somehow, now it’s happening, unbelievable collapse.

Yesterday, Thursday, the East Berlin party chief, Günter Schabowski, held a press conference and said that, starting at midnight, East Germans would be free to leave the country at any point along the border, including the crossing points through the wall in Berlin. This morning, as I learnt from listening to Today with Peter Hobday and Sue MacGregor while driving through the murk (some rain, some wind, an Irish autumn day, predictable and hackneyed, the kind that required only intermittent use of the wipers), East German bulldozers had opened and were opening new crossing points to allow East Berliners to go west.  A comment on the events unfolding in Germany was sought, of course, from our beloved prime minister, Mrs Thatcher, and in her perplexing, caressing and, according to many, seductive voice (entirely the creation of a speech coach: her real register, like her nature, is spiky and shrill), the PM spoke of what was happening in Germany as ‘a great day for freedom’.  A great day for freedom! Well, yeah, technically it’s true – East Germans are free to go west – but linguistically the comment was pure dreck, utterly banal. Why can’t politicians go for newly minted language? But no, they won’t.

Sometime after nine (Desert Island Discs on the radio; Sue Lawley’s guest was Ian Botham: stodgy, charmless, crass – a philistine mediocrity) I got to West Belfast (damp streets, grey sky, to my left the mountains in the distance, dark and brooding) and things were flowing nicely.  And then they were not flowing nicely any more, and I had to stop. In front of me, a mechanical diplodocus straddled the road, and from its long neck there dangled a heavy metal sheath (actually bombproof cladding) that was going to be first lifted, then flown, and finally dropped onto the internal brick structure of a section of the ‘peace line’ that ran beside the road, one of dozens of similar barriers that have been constructed since the start of the Troubles to keep antagonistic communities apart in Northern Ireland.

I turned off the engine and looked at the dashboard clock. I was on my way to meet a psychiatrist to discuss the psychological effects of the Troubles. I’d always assumed the violence must raise the levels of anxiety and depression. But I was wrong. Psychological well-being in Northern Ireland (measured in terms of suicides, para suicides, prescriptions for sleeping tablets and so on) was about the same as anywhere else in the United Kingdom, and the psychiatrist who was going to enlighten me further about this counter-intuitive fact was, at that moment, as I sat waiting for the peace line to be reinforced, sitting in his room in the hospital, having agreed, despite his incredibly busy schedule, to talk to me. Only now it looked as if I was going to be late, in which case I’d probably miss my slot and miss having what I was sure was going to be a fascinating conversation that would hugely enhance the book I had come to Northern Ireland to write; and if I wanted another shot, I’d have to arrange a new time, which would mean a second 180-mile journey from Enniskillen to West Belfast and back again. What a drag. Why couldn’t it have been a different day, a different hour, when this bit of the peace line was slated for augmentation? I was a writer writing a book with a delivery date, for Christ’ssake, and I shouldn’t be held up like this in the street as I made my way to my very important appointment.

In another part of the brain, a separate compartment from the place where I fret about my timetable – this is a place of perennial anxiety: I hate to be late – a completely different set of thoughts was in play. In Germany over the last few months, crowds regularly gathered on both sides of the Berlin Wall to shout ‘Democracy, now or never!’ and ‘Free passage for free citizens!’ but in Belfast and elsewherein Northern Ireland, as far as I was aware, the peace lines had been wanted and welcomed, and no crowds had ever gathered and asked for them to be torn down.  And as I’d heard earlier on the radio, at that very moment, while I was watching one kind of wall being improved and strengthened in Belfast, the wall in Berlin was being bulldozed. Here was an opportunity for a compare-and-contrast riff – Germany and Europe: forwards; Northern Ireland and the United Kingdom: backwards – and therefore, I thought, I should observe, record to memory what was happening, and later I could use this material in the book I was writing. I could see this made sense, and so I tried. I looked around. What did I see? 

A man sauntered past. He carried a couple of SPAR plastic bags. Through the thin plastic I thought I could make out bread, milk, sausages and tins of something, perhaps rice pudding.  A dog, a heavy old Labrador, waddled by. I noticed a coupleof old ladies with wheeled shopping baskets, both in coats and hats and scarves and gloves (they were so well insulated they were almost like walking duvets).

Finally, I noticed the downstairs window of a terraced house across the road from the peace line, the lace curtain opening a crack and an old female face peering out at the unfolding scene, in just the same way, I imagined, as she might have looked at a neighbour who was drunk and staggering, oracouple who should definitely not be courting walking arm in arm.Behind and ahead, a sense of traffic piling up; the tinny sound of music on the radios of some of the waiting cars mingled with the heavier mechanical sounds of the crane, its diesel engine churning, its taut cabling running over wheels and pinging, the lifting system harrumphing like breath and the sheath clattering, swinging and banging as it was dropped carefully and very slowly over the brick support and lowered towards the ground. It was like being in the theatre and seeing a flat being flown in during a scene change.  And then the change was done. The chains were detached. With further harrumphing, the diplodocus crawled away. I turned on my engine. Botham came back. The traffic started to move. I was on my way.

I was late for my appointment but the psychiatrist, when I explained, was blithe and understanding. It was Belfast, West Belfast, and one was always being held up, he said – by checkpoints, or bombs, or because they were working on the peace line. That’s how it went. He didn’t mindmy being latein the slightestand he had time to spare. I sat in his small office and we talked, and when we were done he gathered some academic papers by psychiatrists for me to take away and read.

I left and retraced my route. I passed the peace line I’d seen earlier with its new cladding. No sign of the diplodocus. I drove home, and when I walked into the kitchen in our flat I found my oldest daughter back from school (she was at the table in her school uniform: her uniform is blue and worn with a sash; she has started at the Integrated School in Enniskillen) along with my wife and two sons. I was asked what sort of day I had had. Interesting, I said. I’d had to stop, I said, and watch a crane drop a huge piece of metal casing onto a section of a peace line in West Belfast, while hundreds of miles to the east a border was being demolished, a moment of synchronicity out of which I might be able to wring some interesting copy. 

What was Checkpoint Charlie, asked my oldest daughter. She’d overheard the words on the news and didn’t know what they meant.  As onions for the tomato sauce were chopped and gently fried, and as the water for the pasta was heated on the stove, I did my best to explain. In Berlin in the 1960s, I said, a wall had been built down the middle of the city and Checkpoint Charlie was one of the crossing points in that wall where people could go from one side to the other, from east to west and vice versa; at the same time, it was also a symbol of the Cold War. My knowledge, I realised as I burbled on, was vacuous and shallow, being mostly derived from photographs I’d seen in newspapers and on television of the Berlin Wall and the fearsome German Democratic Republic guards who guarded it, articles I’d read about hairy escapes via tunnels under the wall and spy films about the Cold War, particularly the film of John le Carré’s novel The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, which I’d loved (with Richard Burton as Alec Leamas: weary, cynical, noble, incredible). My ignorance was staggering, but mercifully went unnoticed.

*

A few days after my Belfast trip and my meeting with the diplodocus, I met a local journalist in Enniskillen who told me how he’d recently gone to watch a small road between Fermanagh and Cavan being blocked with dragon’s teeth to stop the IRA using it, although everyone else would also be stopped from using it. There were Garda Síochána and Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) policemen present; they all knew one another and they all chatted happily as the army engineers got the blocks in place. The policemen’s conversations were about how in Germany the wall had fallen, but in Ireland it was the same old, same old. Some of us in Ireland, the police postulated, might want a new future, but most of us preferred to say ‘To hell with the future, let’s get on with the past …’ and so we just went on doing what we had always done; we went on erecting barriers to maintain our separation. 

As we said goodbye, my journalist friend gave me a postcard a guard had given him at the road-blocking he’d attended. The postcard showed a border road blocked with concrete dragon’s teeth, across which was printed ‘Welcome to Fermanagh’.  As the policeman handed the card to my friend he’d said that roads shouldn’t be closed.

‘And you know what I thought when he said that?’ said my journalist friend. ‘If the police are the only ones making sense, it’s a sure sign that your politics really are totally fucked.’
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How to Buy a House in an Afternoon (Sunday, 28 October 1990)

The notion The Glass Curtain could be written in a year was wrong; the book is taking longer, of course. Everything always does. On top of that, things are happening. I might be making some films for the BBC. In light of everything, my wife suggested we should give up the flat where we’re living (the old nursery at the top of Rossfad, a big house overlooking Lough Erne) and buy a modest house and then, when we leave and return to London, we can sell it.

Decision made, my wife went house-hunting. This involved walking the length of the high street in Enniskillen from one bridge to the other and looking in the windows of the half-dozen or so estate agents, seeing what inexpensive properties were for sale and getting their particulars. She found three, and all that then remained to be done was to whittle three down to one, and yesterday, Sunday, we did exactly that. 

It was a classic Fermanagh day: damp, wet, with a grey sky which had been lowered to just a few yards above our heads. Richard Pierce, the architect, who has agreed to help us, appeared in his car, and we put the children in our car, and together we drove in convoy, the plan being that we would look at all three and pick one.

First up was a cottage on a lane out at Monea – a knobbly house built for small, indomitable, hard-working rural labourers, with buckled rooms and tiny windows. The garden, rather than being at the back, side or front of the cottage, was on the other side of the public road that runs in front of the cottage. Our children, said Richard, would be going backwards and forwards, from house to garden and garden to house, across the road all the time and that ruled the house out. We agreed. 

The second building was in Letterbreen – a lovely old house built for a minister and his family, airy rooms with pine floors and fireplaces and great casement windows, which looked into the lovely garden where bitter-smelling Irish yews grew. There was a return at the back, but between it and the front part there was a gap that ran from the roof all the way to the foundations. The two parts of the house had drifted so far apart, said Richard, he doubted they could be reunited. It was more likely than not that the whole house would have to come down and an entirely new one be built. This we could not afford. We left. 

Third and last was Derryhillagh County Primary School, nestled in the hills above Enniskillen. The grounds: about an acre; sycamore trees; a grassy, overgrown playground; a bicycle shed with a buckled green corrugated roof; a dry toilet with wooden toilet seats and a void below to hold the waste, with furnace doors at the back that opened to get the night soil out. The school building, outside: white pebble-dashed walls, a Dutch bow-backed roof, Jacobean chimneys and huge metal-framed windows; separate entrances for boys and girls. The school building, inside: two huge high-ceilinged classrooms with blackboards, dado rails and Irish pine floors; behind and beside the classrooms, a corridor, with a polished concrete floor and swing doors that still swung 180 degrees on their ingeniously designed hinges, and cloakrooms with the original coat hooks. It was a building properly designed, with every detail intended to advance its function and then constructed to last. That was palpable in the structure. 

It was also a mess. The last class had left in 1973, since when it had functioned as a furniture store, a photographic studio, a darkroom (old bottles of fixer in the sink giving off an acrid reek and rolls of photographic paper that, now damp, had lost their lustre), a sheep house and a workshop. Old bits of agricultural machinery (bailers, grass-cutters, shearing units) as well as engine parts were everywhere, plus tools, a workbench and drums of Castrol. Sheep and bat droppings were ground into the pine floor. The glass in most of the windows was gone, with birds flying in and out. 

To us it appeared derelict, unsalvageable. Richard demurred. What we could see were merely cosmetic problems and easy to rectify, he said. What mattered was whether the building was sound. Richard thought, with the windows all being broken, the building had stayed aired; and a building which had stayed aired was much more likely to have remained dry and therefore sound. Richard then went to each corner of each classroom where he tested the quality of the pine floor (and his thesis) by jumping up and down. The floors performed beautifully. They held up. This proved it. More than likely, no damp, no rot.  And given the state of the floors, he continued, it followed that the whole building, in his opinion, was probably sound. It was a lovely structure, he added, well built to high standards, and with very little work (and he explained what was involved) it could easily and cheaply be made habitable. Obviously, a survey was required (the mortgage lender would demand one, and if the building didn’t pass muster we wouldn’t be able to buy anyway) but in his opinion this was the house to buy. My wife said she’d ring the estate agent first thing Monday morning. Someone in the office, she said, had already indicated there were no other interested parties. If we offered the asking price, £18,000, the old schoolhouse was ours, she understood. So, we have. 


The Journey Home  (Monday,  7  January  1991)

We’d been in London for Christmas and New Year. We no longer live there – we live in Ireland now, or Northern Ireland to be precise – and when the holiday finished we left London and drove north, heading for home. The M1 was damp and dismal and wretched. The tarmac and the chevrons and the signage all seemed saturated with sullen post-festivity let-down, and they all appeared to signal that there was nothing ahead but the grind of work through January.

Somewhere in the middle of middle England we stopped at a service station. The cafeteria was monstrous in size, and terrible Christmas music was burbling out of the Tannoy system. Its huge glass windows, which overlooked the motorway, were covered with condensation; thus, we were deprived of the magnificent view. Yes, whoever designed this service station believed that traffic thundering past was what everydinerwould want to gaze out on as they refreshed themselves. It must have made sense to someone once, but it made no sense to me now.

We had sandwiches and terrible coffee and regretted what we had spent on what was so poor. Then we went for fuel. The petrol forecourt was full of biggruffmen in woollen hats refuelling white vans and shouting to one another about the terrible state of the British motorway system. They all seemed unhappy, resentful and chippy, but then why wouldn’t they be? Every day they’re out driving on a road network that’s not fit for purpose, and any contact with it is a downer. Their mood was contagious. Spirits suitably lowered, we resumed our journey.

South of Liverpool we turned left and drove across the top of Wales (these roads wereparticularly empty, and there was an even stronger sense of post-Christmas anomie than on the motorway in England); then it was across the Menai Strait on the marvellous suspension bridge, the turbid waters below us a gunmetal grey in the failing wintry late-afternoon light (it was about three o’clock), and onto Anglesey Island. Now, driving on, driving west, we found ourselves in a different world, a world of farm walls, farm fields, farm cottages, farm animals – all in all, a strong sense of the rural. Eventually we reached our destination, Holyhead, with its unsettling dual feel:prosperous and affluent on the one hand, decaying and failing on the other. The flourishing bit had buildings where the windows had gold writing on the insides and the doors had proper brass knockers and ornate letterboxes. Inside these buildings worked members of the professional classes – accountants, solicitors, chartered surveyors. There were also a couple of good-looking banks. The other bit, the depressed, decrepit bit, was full of boarded-up buildings, dismal shops and rubbish-filled gutters. On balance, there was more in Holyhead that was declining thanwas thriving. 

We droveonto the harbour (hawsers, bollards, seagulls, empty sheds, rustingplant, desolate quays) and found our ferry (huge, hulking, with an enormous superstructure – so enormous I couldn’t understand why it hadn’t toppled over). It had an Irish name and would take us to Dún Laoghaire.

Once on board and out of the car and onto the passenger decks, there was a smell of old seawater, old Guinness, old stewed tea and, in odd corners and in all the toilets, the reek of new vomit, sour, throat-catching. We found seats (plastic, sticky and smelling of sweat) and settled down. The ferry pulled out, clanking and groaning malevolently in its bowels, the cacophony reminding me of ghost rides at funfairs, with their inexplicable, malevolent, dread-inducing mechanical noises. Outside the windows, Holyhead’s quayside slipped past, stone-built and obdurate, and then the Irish Sea slid into view, grey and equally obdurate. We all had fish and chips (old batter, flaky, dry fish, surprisingly good chips) and then promenaded around the decks. It was dark now, no lights either behind or ahead, just utter, unrelenting darkness everywhere; there was a piercing wind, which blew from the east and the north, and it was obvious it was going to freeze.

We made landfall at Dún Laoghaire. The street lights were glowing weakly; evening was well on. The streets were dry and empty and chilled by the same icy wind we’d felt out at sea. Few people about, and those who were, were well swaddled. We drove north through the prosperous southside quarters – houses lit up like aquariums in which swam householders, soft furnishings, Christmas trees. The city centre – brightly lit windows, slightly garish displays, sullen huddles of Dubliners at the bus stops.  A sense of commercial retreat and declining expectations, seediness and evaporating gentility. This was not the capital of a place of prosperity. The northside next, with its endless red-brick houses, dark, sepulchral, tragic. Then we crossed the magic line separating city and non-city, not knowing we had crossed it until after we were over it, and found ourselves with silent fields stretching away to our left and right; and we were cruising through the dark in our small metal box, our headlamps burrowing ahead, lighting up wraiths of freezing air and dustings of frost on the tarmac below. The temperature was dropping. I kept the blower on, full blast. Its heat made everyone drowsy. Talk stopped. Gradually I sensed the family’sbreathing synchronising as they dropped off. By Kells I was the only one awake.

The way into Cavan town was down a hill, steep and curving.  Absolutely no one around. The cold and the hour had driven everyone home. I went slowly as I descended, my right foot covering the brake, and I noticed, displacing the calm that had existed until now, an internal thickening. This was an old feeling, a familiar feeling; it always came on the home journey at this point – the hill in Cavan town its marker – because, the hill once reached, the knowledge followed that the border between south and north was looming. It was a sort of loose pre-emptive anxiety that had no basis in past personal experience but was nonetheless a thing. The border was a contested space: things happened there; none had happened to us, to me, but the body, if not the mind, knew things could go wrong there and was preparing for that possibility by putting me on my mettle.

After Cavan we forked right at Butlers Bridge, onto the Clones Road – a straight run between higher hedgerows, where the dark seemed even darker. Doubtless that was an illusion. We passed the entrance to an old estate with its gates closed and small houses with no lights on. The road was empty. I had seen nothing for miles now. No traffic. No pedestrians. But you never knew who or what you might meet.  And there was frost. I dropped my speed and crawled along, peering where my headlights probed, eyes straining. 

And then … actually, come to think of it – where were we? The border was so convoluted here that one passed between jurisdictions without knowing, every fifty yards it seemed.  At that moment I didn’t actually know if I was in the south or the north.  And then I did know because, ahead of me, appeared the Leggykelly Inn – a modern construction, shoddily built, ugly, unwelcoming, set at the back of a nasty pitted apron of hardcore. It was in the south, wasn’t it, the Leggykelly Inn …? And as my mind floundered and tried to remember and failed, that was when I saw on the road, right where the hardcore stopped … Oh God … a red light and a sign propped up. I couldn’t read the words on the triangle but I could guess: ‘Stop Checkpoint’. I slowed. Stopped. In the gloom, along the verge, on the hardcore, figures milling.  According to the rumour mill, the IRA had been known to set their own checkpoints along this road, sometimes in front of this pub. Could this … might this be …?

As I lowered the window I tried to decipher who was approaching. It was a uniform for sure. But not an army uniform. This was not a soldier.  Ah. This was a policeman. ‘Do you have any identification?’ The accent was Cork to my ears. Oh, right. Not RUC. It was a guard. Well, that was all right. I’d never been asked to get out and open my boot by a guard. Or quizzed about my address. Guards were different, easier. There was less friction with them.  Actually, no friction. They even exuded pity that one lived in benighted Ulster.

The face loomed closer.  A broad face. Creased.  A big nose. Early fifties. Male. Probably a sergeant. I fished out my wallet and then my licence from my wallet and passed it through the window.  A torch came on. The sergeant – if he was a sergeant – played the beam on the licence and then my face. Genial questions followed. Where had I been, where was I going, et cetera.

‘I’vebeen in England withmy family,’ I said. ‘We took the ferry from Holyhead earlier, and now we’re driving home. We live near Enniskillen.’ I gave my home address, which was unnecessary as it was on the licence. But that’s what you do when it’s the middle of the night and a uniform is asking questions, even if it’s a genial uniform.

The beam of the torch lifted and lightly skimmed the faces in the back. ‘It’s a long drive,’ he said.

The torch went off.

‘Not long till we’re home,’ I said.

He handed back the licence. I put it in my wallet and the wallet back in my pocket. Many of my friends favoured the back slit in the sun visor as the licence holder – with checkpoints so frequent, it meant the licence would always be there in the car when needed – but I preferred to keep mine close. I was frightened of licence theft. 

‘Is the checkpoint beyond Wattle Bridge open?’ I asked. This was the British army checkpoint a couple of miles beyond the border, which we had to get through to get home; it was set back so it couldn’t be fired on from the south. From time to time it had been closed, hence my question – and if anyone would know it was this policeman, for surely the guards and the soldiers must know about each other’s activities. The British army soldiers in their checkpoint must know about this Garda Síochána checkpoint outside the Leggykelly.

‘Oh, yes,’ he replied authoritatively.

‘Goodnight,’ I said.

‘Goodnight.’

I wound up the window.  As I eased away I saw the shining eyes of armed men. The road beyond dark, convoluted. Underneath the car, the tarmac of the N54 rumbled. 

At some point I passed from the south to the north. I’d heard it said the tarmac in the north made a different sound and had a different feel than that in the south (tarmac cognoscenti could ‘hear’ this, just as soft-drink aficionados could distinguish between Coca-Cola and Pepsi at a blind tasting – or so it was alleged), but I felt nothing, heard nothing. I just moved, everything sounding uniform, until there it was, the bulky outline of the checkpoint at Wattle Bridge, an iron and steel fortress bristling with aerials and garlanded with wire. I slowed and crawled closer … Something not right … It was too still, too silent, too dark. Closer again … Normally the barrier would be down and the high steel gates behind would be pinned back and one could see in, see the checkpoint’s innards, see the airlock, see the block houses with the gun slits, see the barracks where the soldiers lived, see the road running through the middle that one had to drive along in order to get through to the other side (with checkpoints, one really does pass through them not by them); but tonight, the barrier was down and the high steel gates behind were not pinned back. Tonight, instead, the gates behind the barrier were closed over. Oh no, the checkpoint was shut.

I stopped at the stop line and looked at the high steel wall the gates made. It was the middle of the night, I thought, or actually very early in the morning. There wasn’t a lot of traffic around, or any traffic, actually. Presumably, I thought, that’s why the checkpoint was closed. But it was manned. There were soldiers inside. There had to be.  And, what’s more, I could see a sign illuminated by a spotlight on a pole. If I wanted assistance, said the sign, I was to speak into the intercom. Fair enough. I’d disembark.  Approach the intercom. Press the bell. Intercoms always had bells, didn’t they? A soldier would answer. I’d explain I needed to get through, needed to get home. He’d understand. Of course he would. That’s how this would play out. I couldn’t see how it could go any other way. 

I got out and quietly closed the car door. I inclined my head, listened. Could I hear anything inside the fortress? Nothing. I moved carefully over the frost-dusted road to the gate and the intercom, a box with a grubby ridged cover over the speaker and buttons. Do I dare? Into my mind came a sliver of information I didn’t know I’d stored away.  A little over a year earlier, just before Christmas 1989 the IRA had attacked the British army checkpoint near Rosslea – a few miles east from where I was standing – with machine guns, grenades, anti-tank rockets and a flamethrower, killing two and wounding two. The knowledge that this had happened very recently, and at this time of year, was the sort of knowledge that would make anyone inside a checkpoint nervous, and when someone turned up in the middle of the night, as I had, they’d be doubly nervous, wouldn’t they?

Another sliver that came floating in was of very recent provenance – it was an article in a newspaper I’d read on the ferry only a few hours earlier. On 30 December 1990, just a few days earlier, Fergal Caraher – a member of the Provisional IRA and Sinn Féin – was killed by two Royal Marines very close to the Cullyhanna checkpoint in South Armagh.  According to the report I’d read (a thoroughly infuriating piece full of obscurities and lacunae), Caraher was in a car with his brother, Michael, when the soldiers from the checkpoint, believing a marine was being carried away by the Caraher brothers on the bonnet of their car (an allegation witnesses vehemently disputed), opened fire and killed Fergal. Those were all the details I had, but they were enough. Checkpoints, the article confirmed, were where accidents happened, and who wanted to be involved in an accident? Not I. 

Of course, I wasn’t Caraher, and I didn’t have his profile, but I couldn’t help wondering – what would the soldiers think when the bell woke them, and then they heard me asking for the gates to be opened? Probably nothing. On the whole, whatever you did in Northern Ireland, you were mostly fine. Mostly. Now and again things went awry – how could they not when young men with guns were involved? – and for most of the time, after things had gone wrong, you either forgot or ignored them. However, every now and again there came a moment when something buried – i.e., not forgotten but repressed – suddenly came whooshing up to the mind’s surface, after which corrective action inevitably followed. You were about to do A but then you thought, no, bad idea, I’ll do B – with, in this case, A being me pressing the buzzer and B being me getting back into the car and driving to a checkpoint that was actually open, if I could find one. That’s the genius of violence: it produces real behavioural change. Stories of violence crawl into the psyche, and then, once they’re in there, they do their fiendish work.  As happened now.

I got back in the car, turned, drove down to the N54 and headed for Clones, the next checkpoint going east. Darkness and nothing, just the rumble of the engine and the turning of the fan in the heater and high dark hedgerows to the left and right unfurling like bolts of cloth.  After a bit I saw a red light and the dark shapes of armed men milling. Oh, for Christ’s sake.  Again? I stopped, put down the window, heard an Ulster voice.  A soldier approached in fatigues, his face streaked with blacking, his eyes shining very white in the middle. What had happened with the guards was repeated: the licence came out, the torch went on, et cetera, et cetera. The only difference was the tone. This guy was belligerent and had none of the charm of the Corkonian who had preceded him.

After the licence had been examined and the facts confirmed (London, ferry, Dún Laoghaire), I explained that the Wattle Bridge checkpoint was closed and asked if we’d get through at the Clones checkpoint.

‘You’ll get through at Clones,’ he assured me.

‘Are you sure?’ I pressed. (In my mind, I was wondering if we’d have to wait till after dawn before anything opened.)

‘Into Clones and turn left,’ he said.

Well, that was all fine and dandy, except for the fact that when we got into Clones (rundown, threatening, a bit sinister), there wasn’t one sign for the Kilturk checkpoint. Not one. Some joker had removed them all.  A strike against the Brits and their war machine, which probably seemed funny when it was done but wasn’t nearly so funny at 3 a.m. in the morning. Eventually I saw a woman, the first civilian I’d spotted for a good while, who in turn saw me and – not liking what she saw – turned up an alley. If I lost her, we would never find our way home. I wound down the window of the car and bellowed after her, ‘Kilturk?’ and then watched as she stopped, spun about, returned. We weren’t trouble, just lost. I could see it on her face; she understood what we were and what we were was no threat.

‘Kilturk,’ she said, ‘straight on.’

She was right. It was just down the road. The gates too were pulled over.  And this checkpoint too was closed. Oh, Christ. No, this had to stop. I would get out. I would use the intercom. The soldiers would open the fucking gates. They would let us through.

I got out and walked over to the gates.  Ah. I hadn’t thought of this. No intercom, nor any information about what those needing assistance should do. The only sign was this one:

We apologise for the delay

Please do not blame us

Blame the Terrorists

with this, which was slightly smaller, alongside it:

Please take your litter home with you

Oh, for fuck’s sake. Where was I supposed to go now? Obviously, the next checkpoint, but wasn’t that the one at Rosslea, the one the IRA had very recently attacked? With a flamethrower? What were the chances that one would be closed too? High.  And what was the next checkpoint going east? Was it at Aughnacloy? That was another one to avoid.  All sorts of dire things had happened there. Perhaps I should head in the other direction, towards Derry? As my thoughts churned and I tried to work out where to go and what to do, I heard – what? The creak of a boot? I went still while my heart raced. People were moving on the other side of the gate. I heard metal grinding (it sounded like a deadbolt being pulled open), and then one of the steel gates opened a fraction and a gun barrel came out and introduced itself to me.
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