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‘Julieann Campbell works with her interviews like a woman knitting an Aran jumper – the complexity of the pattern in the end is simply beautiful. This is a vital book by someone who knows the significance of Bloody Sunday in her heart, her mind and her soul.’


Susan McKay, journalist and author


‘Bloody Sunday was a pivotal moment in Irish history. Julieann Campbell places it perfectly in its time and place. The dominant notes are of anger and grief, and admiration for the indomitable spirit of the families and other campaigners who strove against daunting odds to vindicate the memory of the murdered.’


Eamonn McCann, journalist, author and Irish civil rights leader


‘A momentous chronicle, timely and vital, which highlights that the burden of change rests, as always, upon the shoulders of those who suffered and yet, have nurtured the desire that lessons be learned.’


Michael Mansfield QC, who represented a number of families during the Bloody Sunday Inquiry


‘The technique used – multiple voices speaking directly to us – is very simple but it has a profound effect. It puts us into the middle of the chaos of Bloody Sunday and keeps us there throughout the grief and anger that follow. A wonderful, wonderful book.’


Jimmy McGovern, BAFTA-winning screenwriter


‘So many people – judges, politicians, generals, journalists – have had their say on Bloody Sunday. This book allows the voices of the people of Derry to be heard. Their accounts are exciting, tragic, infuriating, but, above all, authentic. The fear, anger and grief leap off the pages.’


Anne Cadwallader, journalist and author


‘Heartbreaking, poignant, powerful.’


Joe Duffy, broadcaster and author


‘This was a day like no other in my lifetime... a day that affected the lives of countless thousands on this Island.’


Christy Moore, Irish folk songwriter and musician
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For the people of Derry, who have never given up in their pursuit of truth, justice and civil rights.


For my uncle, Jackie Duddy, and all those lost or affected by the events of 1972 and across the wider conflict.


For my daddy, Pat ‘Soup’ Campbell, who never did tell me his own story of Bloody Sunday.




Author’s note


This book weaves a narrative of personal reflection and testimony from more than a hundred and ten speakers affected by the events of Ireland’s Bloody Sunday in January 1972. Twenty of these interviews have never been published before.


For clarity, and to help readers keep track of each voice, a List of Speakers is included in Appendix 1 at the end of the book. Appendix 2 contains the names of all those killed and wounded on the day.
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Foreword


We were there. We saw what happened, but nobody wanted to know – or ever asked.


My mother warned me to look after our John – he was only 17 and too young to go on marches. I said he’d be fine with his friends. He took shelter at the rubble barricade. They shot him in the face.


I’d been arrested by the British army and taken away while trying to get someone else to hospital. The boy we were helping died. The next day, back at Strand Road police barracks, a big detective came into the room asking if I was ‘Young’. I said I was. Staring at me, he asked how many brothers I had. ‘Two’, I replied. ‘You’ve only one now,’ he said. That’s how I found out John was dead.


When I saw the crowds outside our house, I knew he was telling the truth.


Leo Young, brother of John Young
September, 2021




Introduction


Ireland’s Bloody Sunday in 1972 was a pivotal moment in its recent Troubles, extinguishing as it did the peaceful civil rights movement and paving the way for decades of violent, deadly conflict.


The civil rights march in question took place on 30 January 1972, in Derry, Northern Ireland’s second largest city, built around the River Foyle. The march ended in bloodshed when troops from Britain’s 1st Battalion Parachute Regiment opened fire on unarmed marchers, leaving 13 dead and a further 18 wounded. The Bloody Sunday Inquiry later confirmed that all those targeted had not been armed and posed no threat when shot. One man died later, in June 1972, becoming the fourteenth victim. Seven of those shot dead were teenage boys; two were excited about their first civil rights march.


Many buried these experiences and the trauma of Bloody Sunday. Others felt compelled to tell their story in the hope of catharsis or education. As a relative myself, I felt the need to keep asking and keep recording these accounts, knowing just how precious they were. I also gathered other interesting personal material I found relating to Bloody Sunday and the quest for justice, aware that accounts by various bereaved relatives or those wounded, and eyewitnesses, activists and politicians, was a tale worth telling. For decades, these voices were silenced or marginalized in favour of the British version of events. Now it is time to see the whole story of those affected by events in 1972 – a narrative laid out before us in the voices of those past and present. A rare glimpse into history and the profound effect of tragedy on one small, Irish community that imprinted on the wider world.


As children we were made aware of Bloody Sunday in a general, visceral sense. We were told stories about my uncle, Jackie Duddy – a teenage boxing champion – who went on a civil rights march and was shot by British soldiers. We were forbidden from ever attending marches or big crowded events ‘just in case’ of trouble, and any talk of religion or politics was actively discouraged at home.


We knew Jackie’s face from family photographs, book covers and from the Bogside mural. Worse still, we knew him from the oft-used BBC news footage, aired every time the subject of Bloody Sunday made the evening news. I remember how we squirmed as children and teenagers, unsure of what to say, seeing Mum subjected to her brother’s dying moments again and again. Nowadays, we have the foresight to tell her to turn away. Jackie’s other sister, my auntie, Kay, who lives next door, became the family campaigner in the 1990s, alongside their brother, Gerry, who was on the march that day like Jackie and another brother, Patrick. Through Kay, Gerry and my mother Susie’s influence, I write this book today. I like to think Uncle Jackie has a hand in it, too.


*


An occupied settlement since the sixth century, Derry is known by several names. Derived from Doire in Irish, meaning oak-grove, the town was renamed ‘Derrie’ in 1604 by a charter of James I, and then renamed Londonderry by a second charter in 1613 to coincide with the arrival of representatives of the London Guilds to invest in and oversee the new city, including the construction of its city walls.


Today, the city is generally referred to as Derry by its nationalist/Catholic population, and as Londonderry by some of its unionist/Protestant population. Since the peace process, many also comfortably use the more inclusive Derry/Londonderry.


The road to Bloody Sunday began in the 1960s with a growing awareness of the discrimination and inequality faced by Northern Ireland’s Catholic population. Seeds of discontent grew across all six counties, and a generation of newly educated young people left university determined to improve the situation they and others faced. When families bought their first televisions, many recall seeing civil rights protests sweep across the USA, demanding an end to discrimination and racial segregation. They glimpsed possibility. Across the north, pockets of citizens began to mobilize, intent on reform and an end to bigotry. People wanted equal voting rights, access to jobs, opportunity and adequate housing. Civil rights. With the introduction of imprisonment without trial in summer 1971, campaigners added one more demand: an end to the practice of internment, which exclusively targeted nationalist Catholic menfolk regardless of any genuine links to underground republican activity.


When British troops were deployed to Northern Ireland in 1969 under Operation Banner, it was initially as a temporary measure to alleviate the overwhelmed – and notedly sectarian – police force of the time, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC). However, the army’s presence served to escalate tensions as, within a few months, they were seen to align with the often heavy-handed unionist government and RUC. The British army also brought with it tough approaches and techniques learned in other colonial contexts, such as Kenya, Cyprus and Aden, and applied these extreme counter-insurgency techniques to Northern Ireland and its civilian population.


By the time the Troubles ended, over three thousand six hundred people would lose their lives, with republican and loyalist paramilitaries responsible for the majority of the killings; the British army were themselves responsible for over three hundred deaths, and the RUC for around fifty.1 A terrible human cost to a political problem. Operation Banner became the longest single deployment in British military history, with troops remaining on the streets until the 1990s and the military’s official operation in Northern Ireland ending in 2007. This book focuses on one key event in this recent timeline.


There have been four Bloody Sundays in twentieth-century Irish history – in 1913, 1920, 1921 and 1972. Of these, the 1920 massacre of spectators at a Gaelic football match at Croke Park by a mixed force of British military, Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) and Auxiliary police was the most deadly – killing as many as on Derry’s Bloody Sunday six decades later, and injuring an estimated sixty to a hundred more.


Derry’s Bloody Sunday in 1972 became a watershed event in Irish and British history. In concluding the 2010 Report of the Bloody Sunday Inquiry (BSI), Lord Saville described its devastating impact:




What happened on Bloody Sunday strengthened the Provisional IRA, increased nationalist resentment and hostility towards the Army and exacerbated the violent conflict of the years that followed. Bloody Sunday was a tragedy for the bereaved and the wounded, and a catastrophe for the people of Northern Ireland.2





Bloody Sunday stood apart from other British army shootings as, unlike the Ballymurphy massacre six months earlier, it occurred in broad daylight with countless eyewitnesses and in the full glare of the press. A great sorrow enveloped Ireland. Within hours the British military informed embassies across the world that they had won an ‘IRA gun battle’, branding the dead as gunmen and bombers, terrorists. By morning, it made the front page of the New York Times. This falsehood of guilt became the official narrative of what happened on Bloody Sunday – compounded by a hasty ‘whitewash’ report by Lord Chief Justice Widgery in 1972. It remained so for decades until a family-led campaign and international pressure instigated one of the most complex inquiries in history.


Almost four decades after their deaths, victims were fully exonerated when Lord Saville published the Report of the Bloody Sunday Inquiry. He found, crucially, that the British army fired first, and at unarmed civilians; and that the majority of victims were either shot in the back as they ran away, or gunned down while helping someone else in need. The report made headline news all over the world.


This book spans the wider civil rights struggle that led to the anti-internment march in Derry on Bloody Sunday. This includes the Battle of the Bogside and deployment of British troops in 1969, and the introduction of imprisonment without trial in 1971, which encompasses the hugely relevant Parachute Regiment killings in Ballymurphy, West Belfast, six months before the paras were sent into Bloody Sunday. It culminates in the search for truth, the £200 million inquiry, and reflections on the epoch-making achievements of a group of strangers thrust together by circumstance. All told from the perspective of the people themselves.


When approached to write this book, I felt it important to consider its relevance among the rich canon of Bloody Sunday literature produced since 1972. Researching this further, it became clear that this book would be the first complete oral history of Bloody Sunday. It was therefore unique, and I feel a real responsibility to present this story in its fullest, most genuine form and do justice to all those who allowed me to share their experiences.


The Irish massacre and its cover-up by the British establishment has fascinated authors and academics for decades. Invariably, they have delved into specific aspects of the Bloody Sunday case, like Eamonn McCann’s superbly insightful books documenting specifics of the day, the inquiries and the cover-up, or Greg McLaughlin and Stephen Baker’s book exploring the British media’s relationship with Bloody Sunday. My own work with the families in 2012, Setting the Truth Free: The Inside Story of the Bloody Sunday Justice Campaign (Liberties Press, Dublin), was the first to focus on their remarkable 1990s campaign. This later won a literary prize in Ireland.


By far the most impactful book written on the case is Don Mullan’s 1997 bestseller, Eyewitness Bloody Sunday (Wolfhound Press, Dublin). Mullan offered fresh analysis and theories based on newly discovered eyewitness statements – unseen since 1972. The book became an international bestseller and was instrumental in changing public perception of the events of Bloody Sunday, adding weight to calls for a new inquiry and the full exoneration of victims. On Bloody Sunday – published half a century after Bloody Sunday – moves on from previous work in that it conveys in vivid personal detail the tragedy, conspiracy and dogged perseverance that changed the course of British and Irish history.


Among the 110 first-hand accounts presented in the book are 20 never-before-seen interviews by those impacted 50 years ago. These include relatives, witnesses, civil rights activists, and the last ever interview given by Bishop Edward Daly, a hero of Bloody Sunday, which I conducted just months before his death during my work with the Bloody Sunday Trust. This new testimony is presented alongside extracts of primary material gathered over the past decade or more, including source material for my 2012 campaign book, archive and self-generated press penned on behalf of the families over the years.


Naturally, many of those present on Bloody Sunday have since died – making their testimony even more precious. It’s both a privilege and a necessity to include some of these deceased voices from my own work, BSI witness statements and archive press material. On occasion and where necessary, quotes that merit inclusion are sourced from existing publications or archive footage. Bringing together these rich, disparate sources after 50 years ensures the broadest, most genuine narrative and a greater emotional impact.


Alongside the voices of those most affected are extracts from police and army statements, highly relevant memos, intelligence reports and minutes of official meetings between the police in Northern Ireland and British military. Extracts from a memo between British prime minister Edward Heath and Lord Chief Justice Widgery in 1972 are also included. For the most part, these originate from campaign research, or from the Bloody Sunday Inquiry and its subsequent Report, now publicly available via National Archives, UK. With legal issues ongoing at the time of writing, I have opted not to include testimony of individual British soldiers or their identifying ciphers. I’m confident of this story’s shocking impact without identifying who fired where and when. These deeply personal accounts instead recall thoughts, feelings and sensory memories that build a fuller picture. A more detailed, factual analysis of Bloody Sunday is available in the ten-volume Report of the Bloody Sunday Inquiry, published in 2010 and available online.


In telling this story and illustrating the Derry of 50 years ago, I have opted to include incidents, events and deaths that occurred within the immediate vicinity of Bloody Sunday from 1968 to 1972, or incidents directly related to events in the Bogside. For this, I use with gratitude some research material from the Museum of Free Derry and Bloody Sunday Trust, with which I was involved for over a decade. This factual information includes civilian, combatant, RUC and British military deaths that occurred in the Free Derry area within the time period of the book’s core.


As a former reporter and oral historian bound to listen and document, I aim to be as impartial as possible. For this reason, I avoid over-editorializing within the narrative, allowing the people themselves to tell the story as it unfolds. Having worked closely with many involved this past decade or more, I am acutely aware of the sensitivities involved in producing this book and remain mindful of these issues from a moral and legal perspective.


Where possible and to contextualize, I include voices from across the spectrum of the Troubles, including both nationalist and unionist testimony as well as top chiefs within the British military and Royal Ulster Constabulary who gave evidence. While every effort is made to provide balance, it is difficult not to be influenced by cumulative evidence that shows the great injustice dealt to the native Irish during the twentieth century, particularly in relation to Bloody Sunday and other atrocities.


In terms of prosecutions for conflict-related events, it is estimated that over thirty thousand paramilitaries served time for their actions during the conflict, an estimated two-thirds of whom were republican prisoners, and a third, loyalist paramilitaries.3 In terms of more recent prosecutions, Northern Ireland’s Public Prosecution Service (PPS) say that of the 26 prosecution cases brought since 2011 on legacy issues, 21 involved republican and loyalist paramilitaries, with several cases ongoing.4


To date, just six former British military personnel have been charged with offences relating to the conflict in Northern Ireland, none of whom served a full sentence, and all of whom were welcomed back into the British army.


No publication could fully tell the story of Bloody Sunday and its effect on a nation, but this book, collated with experience, purpose and passion, is the first fully to immerse readers in events as they transpired and through the eyes of those present. Collectively, these accounts show the true human cost of conflict and a case that is still very much present, debated and unresolved.


Fifty years on, the Bloody Sunday case is of growing historical importance. The efforts of the people of Derry set a benchmark for justice campaigns everywhere. With civilian massacres like Bloody Sunday still occurring around the world today, the city’s story is a necessary reminder that states, and their military, are duty-bound to protect and serve all citizens equally and without prejudice.
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Map of the Bogside area.








CHAPTER 1


Rising for Civil Rights
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Springtown Camp pictured in January 1964.





Centuries of poverty, hardship and discrimination had taken their toll on Irish Catholics. The Government of Ireland Act in 1920, and the subsequent Partition of Ireland in 1921, devastated its nationalist Catholic population. As its civil rights museum now tells visitors, ‘Nationalist Derry felt abandoned, a very reluctant part of the north.’1


The Parliament of Northern Ireland – known simply as ‘Stormont’ – was established after partition and based in the vast Stormont Estate, East Belfast, from where it governed until 1972 (when Stormont collapsed after Bloody Sunday, bringing in direct rule).


In creating his ‘Protestant Parliament and a Protestant State’ (1934),2 Northern Ireland’s unionist prime minister Sir James Craig isolated many who identified as Irish Catholic, particularly across its north-west.


Four more decades of neglect since partition had exacerbated matters. Few reading this book today can imagine the cramped squalor in which many of the Irish nationalist/Catholic population were trapped with little means of changing their situation. The city of Derry was – and remains – a majority nationalist/Catholic city and yet this populace was contained within areas like the overcrowded Bogside, an area once marshland outside the Walls, and later, in a newer housing estate called Creggan, built on a rolling hill adjacent to the Bogside. Thousands of families were crammed into these areas – conveniently contained within one electoral ward in the city, thus maintaining its dominant unionist authority. This is known as gerrymandering. Basically, at that time in Northern Ireland, only those who paid local taxes or rates for properties were given a vote in local elections. As the Catholic community were more often in poverty, had fewer jobs and so had fewer rate-payers, most were denied voting rights. Hence NICRA’s (Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association) first civil rights demand: one man, one vote.


Dr Raymond McClean, GP and, later, a Mayor of Derry: The houses were old, damp, dark and dilapidated to the degree that nothing short of demolition and rehousing would really solve the problem. The people themselves were enveloped in the insidious depression and hopelessness of the area and could not see any way forward short of getting a house from the Londonderry Corporation, which they all knew was impossible. The Corporation sat with a dignified silence in the Guildhall.3


*


In 1946, this desperation led a large group of Catholic families to take over a disused military base on the city’s outskirts that had been built and used by US forces in the build-up to D-Day. Cutting through tall wire fences, local families began taking possession of the camp’s 302 corrugated-iron Nissen huts as squatters – despite there being no water, heating, toilets or electricity on the site. Faced with the prospect of mass evictions, the unionist-dominated Londonderry Corporation of the time conceded, granting the squatters temporary residency and charging rent for the huts.4 Though it was far from ideal and uninhabitable on a long-term basis, many families welcomed the army base as a temporary housing solution. Awaiting adequate houses of their own, they made the best of their situation.


Kay Duddy, sister of 17-year-old Jackie Duddy: My daddy was among the first to squat in Springtown Camp to get somewhere for us to live. We had been living in my grandparents’ house, so badly needed our own house. He used to tell us how he carried the base of a spring bed all the way down there – so he had something with him to take possession of one of the huts – and so we got Hut 216 to live in. There was a stove up through the middle of the Nissen huts, but little else. We used to say, ‘Yes, there is running water, but mostly down the walls!’ But I have to say, every hut in the camp was immaculate, the mothers had them so spotless and well-kept, you could eat your dinner off the floor. They made homes of these huts, and I have very fond memories of living there.5


Maura Young, sister of 17-year-old John Young: My parents had nowhere to live, so they had to move into the Nissen huts that the army had left. My mother said it was Christmas Eve night when her and my father walked out there from Rosemount to Springtown Camp and left a chair in a hut. That was their claim on that hut. There was six of us. Eilish and Patrick and Helen were the three eldest and they lived in Rosemount, and then the three youngest, me and Leo and John, lived in Springtown Camp. Me and John were born in the camp. My mammy had John when she was forty-four years old.6


The following year, construction began on the Creggan housing estate, built on a hilly expanse adjacent to the Bogside. It was land quite unsuitable for social housing – but ideal in that it strategically increased the size of the South Ward, thus maintaining the Londonderry Corporation’s overall control of the city.


Eamon Melaugh, Derry civil rights activist and photographer: Creggan was the first estate built, but Creggan was not planned as an estate. They bought a field and put two hundred houses in it, then they bought another field. I lived there for over thirty years. The only chance the community had to come together was outside mass on a Sunday; there were no social facilities at all. I remember one eight-months pregnant lady badly needed a house. I told her to go and see her doctor the next day and tell him that she wanted him to arrange for the baby to be delivered in the foyer of the Derry Guildhall, and I’d have the press of the world there, and she would get a house. Within two weeks she was in a house. They could bend the rules when they needed to. To get a house from the Corporation you had to go on your knees and talk to the mayor, who was never a Catholic. That was the situation. It was time for people to say enough was enough.7


Kay Duddy: When we were finally allocated a house in the new Creggan Heights around 1955, it was like a moving into a mansion. Then we had three bedrooms for our family of seventeen – and we felt so lucky. We were delighted that the water ran from taps instead of running down our walls.


When Springtown Camp’s temporary tin huts deteriorated beyond repair, a group of remaining residents were among the first to confront those in power. In November 1959, 19 mothers marched all the way from the camp to the Guildhall to demand urgent housing. Among early demonstrators was a great-aunt of the author, Susie Crumlish from Hut 103, and theirs was one of the first civil rights demonstrations held in Derry. At first refused an audience with city councillors, the mothers were eventually allowed to address the Chamber.


From the Derry Journal, ‘Springtown Camp mothers in the Guildhall Chambers’, November 1959:




We have lost some of our children due to the terrible conditions we have to live in. We appeal to the mothers of Derry to support us in our fight, and we ask this Corporation to remove this disgrace from our city.8





In January 1964, with the camp still in use, hundreds of its residents marched from the camp to the Guildhall in another show of collective strength to demand housing. This bigger demonstration was productive, to an extent, as more – but not all – camp families were housed elsewhere afterwards.


Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh, a co-founder of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA): I remember it had to be a silent march. I can remember people running out of the shops, pubs, bookies, etc., clapping at the march passing once they realized what it was all about. There were placards referring to Little Rock, for those who know of American politics, and the segregation of America.In other words, we compared ourselves with the people in South Africa under apartheid and the black community in America, so there was an international feeling about that. You also had the Vietnam War at the time.9


Springtown Camp closed for good in 1967, with many of its families now relocated to the Bogside or Creggan area of the city and expanding the already heavily overcrowded South Ward.


Bishop Edward Daly, a parish priest of the Bogside from 1962 to 1973: The town I arrived in was quiet, peaceful, and my time spent there was the best of my life. The women, I always remember, were particularly striking to me because they nearly all worked in the shirt factories. They were the breadwinners in many houses. They made all the decisions and were very strong.10


Eamon Melaugh: Poverty was endemic in Derry. Unemployment was rampant. In Creggan estate it would have been over fifty per cent of the male population in the early 1960s. All credit to the women of this town: they kept the town off its knees in the shirt factories; men were out walking dogs. I came home from living in England ruthlessly determined to change things and began canvassing for support.


Bishop Edward Daly: The conditions in which some people lived in these streets were awful. Houses were terribly overcrowded, with rooms full of beds. People cooked, ate, slept, made love, brought up children all in the one room. How they did it, I don’t know, but often generations lived in the same house. There were no indoor toilets, and some houses didn’t have running water. Very often the parents lived in the house, and when their daughter got married, they couldn’t get their own house anywhere and so the newly married couple would be given the front room to live in. Then they would start having children, and so on. There was no privacy whatsoever, none. But they were very happy. They were hugely welcoming. They didn’t stand on ceremony either. When they welcomed you in, you were one of them. There was no putting me on a pedestal, which I loved.


Mary Nelis, a community activist, former Mayor of Derry and former MLA: I was born in 35 Wellington Street. It was a great street, we lived in a two-up two-down house in that old part of the Bogside now demolished. There were poor housing conditions and unsanitary houses, but great community spirit among the people.11


John Hume, later a co-recipient of the 1998 Nobel Peace Prize, recalled the ‘very widespread and serious discrimination’ in his hometown. As for others of his generation, this realization of the status quo spurred him to action in the 1960s.


John Hume, Derry politician: When Northern Ireland was first set up, the border was drawn in a particular manner to ensure there would be two Protestants to every Catholic in Northern Ireland, assuming that all Protestants were unionists, and all Catholics were nationalists. It wasn’t a natural area, and from the beginning the unionist mindset was to hold all power in their own hands as the only means of protecting themselves. Of course, that led to very widespread discrimination in houses, in jobs and in voting rights. The worst example of that discrimination was the city of Derry where, although they [unionists] were only thirty per cent of the population, they governed from 1920 right through to the 1970s.12


Bishop Edward Daly: Politically, they wanted all the nationalists in one particular area so they wouldn’t upset the voting pattern for the council. It was all a power game really, to maintain the power of a minority over a majority, and it worked out a dream. But the cost of it to people on the receiving end was terrible.


Eamon Melaugh: If you were a sub-tenant in a house, you didn’t have a vote at local government elections, but there were businessmen with sixteen or seventeen votes, dependent on the rateable value of their property. This was outrageous and scandalous. I think it was the only place in Europe where this happened. This was done out of malice and contempt towards the Catholic population, I can’t say anything less condemning than that because that’s exactly the case. The area of Bogside, for its size, was the most densely populated area in the whole of Europe.


Eileen Fox, sister of 17-year-old Jackie Duddy: We were a big family: there were fifteen of us in a three-bedroom house with our mammy and daddy. All the girls were in one room, all the boys in another, and for a while, the baby was kept in a drawer, which was made into a carrycot. Dinnertime was like a military operation: we needed five loaves and twelve pints of milk every day, and dinner was always made in these huge pots. We took turns at the table at dinnertime.13


Billy McVeigh, local resident and teenage rioter: I was born in the Wells in the Bogside, and I slept in a drawer. We were in a three-bedroom house but there was three families, so each family had a bedroom and we had one toilet outside and one kitchen between all three families. That’s just the way it was. When we got a house in Creggan a few years later it was like being in the countryside, playing football and having a green area; it was unbelievable to us. My mother always seemed to be pregnant. I remember going to school in the morning and my mother would be washing nappies by hand, and when I came back later on, she was still there, still washing nappies. But we were happy. I left school at fourteen and my father had me working at the docks by fifteen.14


Eamon Melaugh: I wanted to do something dramatic to put an end to what was happening to the Catholic population in particular, but also within large elements of the working-class Protestants, too. I went around canvassing people to join the Housing Action Committee and take part in a protest. I wrote out an advertisement that said: ‘Wanted – men of concrete action to do something about housing and unemployment (and maybe adult suffrage)’ – this ad appeared in the Belfast Telegraph.


In 1965, the University for Derry Action Committee campaign lobbied to bring the north’s second university to its second largest city by expanding historic Magee College. The new university was instead mooted for predominantly unionist Coleraine, causing outrage across the north-west of Ireland. In protest, a motorcade to Belfast took place, but efforts were in vain. It was a huge blow to those in Derry and further afield who sought to improve the city’s opportunities, and particularly to its generation of forward-thinking young idealists who remained steadfast in their pursuit of change.


Dermie McClenaghan, local resident and civil rights activist: The University for Derry campaign in 1965 left a very deep footprint in the consciousness of people in Derry, about the discrimination and the cheek of unionism. When you think about it, is there any wonder that there was trouble in Derry? That was the Bogside in the 1960s – total, complete and deliberate neglect. As I was getting older, I was getting more annoyed.15


Around 1966, the Rossville Flats were built in the Bogside as an attempt to alleviate the critical housing situation. Rather than build out towards the surrounding countryside, city planners opted to again increase the urban squeeze.


Bishop Edward Daly: During redevelopment, the flats went up and they were huge. They weren’t built out of any concern for the people, really. They were built for the sole purpose of building up and keeping people in that particular electoral ward. Certainly, they were better conditions than people had been living in, but if there was no privacy in the old housing, there definitely wasn’t any in the flats! The walls were thin, and people could hear exactly what was going on in the next flat. So, while the living conditions were better, I don’t think Derry people really took to living eight floors up.


On 29 January 1967, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA) was formed at a public meeting in Belfast, bringing disparate protestors together in one cohesive group.


Spurred on by the impact of the American civil rights movement, NICRA’s demands included changes in voting; fairer housing and jobs allocation; an end to discrimination; government reforms; and the disbandment of the blatantly sectarian auxiliary police force, the B Specials. By 1971, another demand became necessary: calls for an end to internment without trial.


Chief among the opposition to the civil rights struggle of the late 1960s was the Revd Ian Paisley from the north’s Democratic Unionist Party (DUP). Notoriously outspoken and a huge figure in Northern Ireland politics throughout the conflict, Paisley and his followers, often dubbed ‘Paisleyites’, frequently held counter-protests at civil rights rallies, with many violent confrontations.


Paisley was renowned for his anti-Catholicism. ‘Through Popery the Devil has shut up the way to our inheritance. Priestcraft, superstition and papalism with all their attendance voices of murder, theft, immorality, lust and incest blocked the way to the land of gospel liberty.’16 As a younger preacher, he had also accused Britain’s Queen Mother of ‘fornication and adultery with the Anti-Christ’17 after she met Pope John XXIII. In 1966, Paisley founded his own newspaper, the Protestant Telegraph.


After widespread attacks on Catholic homes in 1968, Paisley told a loyalist rally, ‘Catholic homes caught fire because they were loaded with petrol bombs; Catholic churches were attacked and burned because they were arsenals and priests handed out sub-machine-guns to parishioners.’18 His anti-Catholic stance attempted to legitimize the discriminatory practices of state and government, as indicated in this except from an interview with author Padraig O’Malley.


Revd Ian Paisley, unionist politician who later led the Democratic Unionist Party from 1971 to 2008: Behind all the rhetoric and window dressing, we know exactly what our enemies want to do. They want to put us out of our own country. And we’re not prepared to accept that. As far as Catholicism is concerned in Northern Ireland, Catholics don’t want a share in the government of Northern Ireland. They want Northern Ireland to be destroyed and to have a united Ireland. Even if they were to join a government, it’s only until such a time as they can destroy the government and the state. The ordinary Ulsterman is not going to surrender to the IRA … We have not only the right but the duty to kill them before they kill me, my family and others.19


Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh: In January 1967, I was the only Derry-born person who was also a founding member of the civil rights movement [NICRA], and at twenty-two or so, I was the youngest person there. From a small lobby group, NICRA became a mass movement. There was only forty of us who first met in Belfast in 1967. Like the old saying, from small acorns a mighty oak will grow. For years, I and others spoke at street-corner meetings with small crowds of just twenty or thirty people until it became the mass movement it did. We’d had an earlier march in from Coalisland to Dungannon, which passed off peacefully, but we weren’t allowed into the square in Dungannon to speak. The police and the Paisleyites blocked us. They sectarianized things, but civil rights was for everybody – that was our whole policy. We had a lot of strong-minded Protestants involved in the movement, like Ivan Cooper and Claude Wilton the solicitor, and Austin Campbell, who was somehow a distant relative of the royal family.


Eamon Melaugh: I went to the first civil rights march in Ireland, which was Coalisland to Dungannon. Bridget Bond and I organized a bus from Derry. What amazed me at that march, and I very nearly got arrested, was the militancy of the women. I was flabbergasted; I got on the bus and made an announcement that the next civil rights march will be in Derry. We decided to have the march on 5 October.





CHAPTER 2


Police Attack at Duke Street, 1968
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Rare photo of marchers hemmed in by police during the 5 October 1968 civil rights march in Derry.





A civil rights march was announced, this time to be held in Derry on 5 October 1968 in defiance of the unionist government’s ban on marching. As around four hundred marchers congregated at Duke Street, police moved in to surround the crowd, batons drawn. Marchers young and old were then beaten by police as they tried to stand their ground.


A single television cameraman, the late Gay O’Brien from Irish national broadcaster RTÉ, managed to capture police actions on film. His news footage, broadcast around the world, at last showed people outside the north the brutal reality of unionist rule. Today, many regard Duke Street as the starting point of the Troubles.


Ivan Cooper, one of few civil rights leaders from a unionist background, and later an MP: One thing I remember about the 5 October march itself was that my neighbour was a head constable and I remember he said to me during the march, ‘What are you doing with this pack of Fenians, Ivan?’1


Eamon Melaugh: On the day of the parade, I emptied my pockets. I had a new suit on. I was the only one from Derry to speak at the Diamond that day, and I spoke that day on a chair at the top of Duke Street, calling on the assembled protestors not to fight with the RUC for the length of a Derry street – ours was a struggle for the emancipation of the working class.


I put a new suit on me and bought six white hankies; God’s honest truth, I put one in each of six pockets, to act as bandages. And that’s what happened, all six were used by people who were beaten and brutalized by the savage paramilitary wing of the unionist party, the RUC. There was nothing accidental about 5 October, it was all planned and provided for.


Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh: They issued banning orders to Eamonn McCann, Eamon Melaugh, myself and John Gallagher, a great Irish speaker and a great Irish teacher. All four of us were on the list of the banning order. RUC [Police] District Inspector Ross McGimpsey also said to me personally, ‘Well, I look forward to meeting you on 5th October,’ and I knew that he wasn’t planning to shake my hand or clap me on the back.


My sister Deirdre was on the march, as was my mother and father, and of course being one of the organizers, I was too. Deirdre was up the front of the march and people started to make speeches. Ivan Cooper, God rest him, appealed to the police and the people for a peaceful march. Attempts to break through police lines proved impossible. Marchers began to chant ‘Sieg Heil’ and for a half an hour the situation remained static. The crowd became more tightly packed between the lines of black uniforms.2


Deirdre O’Doherty, a civil rights activist and former radiographer at Altnagelvin Hospital: Someone yelled, ‘Run, Deirdre, run!’ It was my twin brother, Fionnbarra. We ran down Duke Street with an RUC man chasing us. People who knew us pushed us into a café, and luckily at the back there was an empty table. We sat down immediately, grabbing two big menu cards. Within seconds the same RUC man burst into the café and started looking around. The rest of the people in the café had no idea what was going on outside. I made a point of looking straight at the policeman’s face. He was quite young, early twenties, holding his bloodstained truncheon as if about to use it again. To this day, I’ve never seen a face that showed so much viciousness and hatred. To our relief, he didn’t recognize us and left the café.3


Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh: It was really brutal. I know we were considered second-class citizens, but this was totally indiscriminate. No mercy for women, man or child.


Deirdre O’Doherty: There were so many people injured. Then I heard the siren of the first ambulance arriving, and I told Fionnbarra that I would be more useful helping at the hospital than staying there on Duke Street. I ran alongside the ambulance and shouted to the co-driver that I was a radiographer and would be needed at the hospital. He opened the door, grabbed me and pulled me in beside him, remarking, ‘Get in, love – it looks like it’s going to be a long bloody night for you!’


From the Derry Journal on 8 October 1968:




The police water cannon were then brought into action, and it drove through the crowd with both jets spraying at full pressure. It was followed into the crowd by a large number of steel-helmeted police with batons swinging. Hundreds of afternoon shoppers, many of them women and some accompanied by young children, were caught in the deluge.4





Deirdre O’Doherty: The waiting room was practically filled with injured people with bleeding head wounds. There were only two to three doctors on and a few nurses. Relatives started to arrive. Another ambulance arrived. By now there were people lying on the floor, with friends and relatives taking off coats and jumpers and rolling them up to make cushions for their heads. I’d never seen anything like this. It was like a war zone. It was well after 1am that I was able to leave. I was curious how many patients we had, so decided to count only the number of skull x-rays. We had each x-rayed about forty-four skulls. I arrived home totally exhausted and went straight to bed.


Eamonn McCann, a journalist and civil rights activist: ‘Things are never going to be the same again.’ I remember it vividly. They were saying the same sentence, the actual same clichéd sentence. People realized that something new had happened.5


Gerard ‘Jed’ McClelland, a schoolboy in 1968: I was fifteen when it started after 5 October 1968. I was around the corner, on top of a roof with my da, who was a handyman builder. We were on this roof in Spencer Road looking at Duke Street down below. We could hear all the roaring and shouting but we knew nothing about any civil rights march that day, and only found out what it was all about when they aired the footage on the news that night.6


Jon McCourt, a student in 1968: I was a young student when the first civil rights march took place in Derry, and when I got home that evening my mother’s first question was, ‘What were you doing there?’ and secondly, ‘What happened?’ We spent the next couple of years on marches and protests and all the rest, and as far as I was aware, my mother just stayed home and let us get on with it.7


Deirdre O’Doherty: I was awakened the next morning before 8am with a loud banging on the front door. It was the RUC, to arrest my twin brother. My mother dressed immediately but refused to let them take him straight away. ‘He is not leaving this house without a full breakfast!’ she told them. Also arrested at their respective dwellings were the two Eamonns.


Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh: The next morning, Eamonn McCann and Eamon Melaugh, who I always referred to as the two Eamonns, and myself, were arrested and taken to the RUC barracks. We were charged with organizing an illegal march and so forth, but it was they, in fact, who made it illegal. We had applied to hold a march and filled in all the necessary forms. A couple of days after, RUC District Inspector Ross McGimpsey was standing at the door to the barracks and I went over to him and said, ‘You did us a great favour; the whole world saw you in action.’


Bishop Edward Daly: When Monday came, it was obvious that the events and the pictures of the events in Duke Street had generated concern in Dublin and Westminster, as well as Stormont. William Craig [N. I. Minister for Home Affairs] denounced the civil rights march, suggesting that it was an IRA ploy. He praised the actions of the RUC and denied that they had been brutal.


British prime minister, Harold Wilson, summoned the Stormont prime minister, Terence O’Neill, to London to discuss the situation. Derry people in the nationalist areas of the city were quietly satisfied that their problems were, at last, being noticed and acknowledged by people in high places. Their problems were now on the front pages, like those of the American black community or the people in Czechoslovakia.8


Eamonn McCann: In their wildest dreams, nobody imagined the years of violence that would follow. The poison that erupted in Northern Ireland subsequently was not caused by October ’68. We were paying for history.


*


The attack at Duke Street misfired for the authorities. Instead of scuppering activism, the numbers calling for civil rights continued to grow, as did international interest in the Northern Ireland situation. Another, much bigger march was planned for 16 November, this time attracting many thousands of citizens from all backgrounds onto the streets.


On the day, hundreds of members of the RUC mobilized opposite marchers. Alongside the RUC were members of their auxiliary police force known as the B Specials, who by now had a fearsome reputation for sectarian violence within Irish Catholic communities. Loyalist protestors who watched from afar jeered as the march set off across the bridge. According to Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh, a symbolic breach of police lines was organized.


Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh: If the police attacked, the instructions to the stewards were that they were to tell the rest of the people to sit down on the bridge, and that would have caused a major disruption. I remember James Doherty, Johnny White, Michael Canavan and Dermie McClenaghan, they’re the ones I remember going over the barricade. The crowd then pushed forward, and we were on the other side.9


Jed McClelland: I joined that march and we marched across the bridge. The B-men [members of the B Specials] were all standing at the Carlisle Road end of the bridge with two-foot batons, and they wouldn’t let us up the road. We just charged the B-men and one swung at my head and missed that but hit me. But when you’re young you don’t feel any pain, so we did get up Carlisle Road. That was the first engagement in civil rights for me.


Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh: There’s no doubt about it, it was a very important march. It was significant in terms of the numbers that turned out, and the fact that the reforms came soon afterwards. In those days we didn’t even believe we could get rid of the Londonderry Corporation, but looking back I think the establishment of the Housing Executive was the most important achievement of all.


Dermie McClenaghan: The most significant thing was the numbers. I think it was the biggest march that had ever happened in Derry, and it showed the strength of the civil rights movement. The numbers gave it an authenticity, and I do think it empowered people. It influenced all sorts of movements – the women’s movement, the gay rights movement – because it gave people a sense of what they could achieve if they got together.


*


Known today simply as ‘Burntollet’, the next assault on civil rights came as a student-led People’s Democracy march left Belfast on New Year’s Day 1969 for a four-day march to Derry. Demonstrators were attacked by civilian loyalist mobs throughout their journey, with the worst attack occurring at rural Burntollet just a few miles from Derry on 4 January 1969. More than seventy marchers needed hospital treatment. Despite extreme provocation, marchers adhered to their non-violent principles of the civil rights movement and didn’t retaliate when attacked.


Many of the attackers at Burntollet were recognized as members of the notoriously hostile and sectarian auxiliary police force of the time, the B Specials, by white armbands they wore. Many marchers reported afterwards that police stood by and let the attack happen, including 116 idle constables in riot gear.


Michael Farrell, a leader of People’s Democracy march in 1969: There was a police jeep in front of us, and a group of five or six RUC men who stopped the jeep and took out shields and helmets and put them on, and that’s when I realized something more serious was happening. I saw clubs, but other people saw clubs with nails through them, and iron bars.10


Vinny McCormack, eyewitness and co-author of Burntollet: The police moved back from the side of the road leaving the march open to attack. It was almost like a military operation, and that’s what startled us. The rocks came first of all, and then the attackers actually mingled with the marchers and the marchers were being beaten almost on a hand-to-hand basis.11


Michael Farrell: I was hit by a big chunk of stone and knocked unconscious. I was taken to hospital, and I remember one of the nurses saying to me, ‘You people deserve this, bringing trouble into our town.’


As they finally arrived in Derry, the marchers were ambushed again by civilian loyalist mobs before reaching the city centre. Local schoolboy Paul O’Connor was just 13 years old when he met with friends to walk over the bridge to meet the marchers as they arrived. He remembers still wearing his school uniform.


Paul O’Connor, a 13-year-old schoolboy in 1969: A lot of people were bleeding, a lot of people were injured, and they’d clearly just gone through something pretty awful. We’d walked out past a large group of loyalists who were building up a large mountain of stones at Irish Street, and there were flags and lots of RUC. My vivid memory is of us all bolting down that road, everybody shouting, ‘Run, run!’12


Despite all they had endured and another confrontation with loyalists within the city walls, the People’s Democracy marchers eventually reached their destination at the city’s Guildhall Square, where crowds of thousands waited to welcome them.


Paul O’Connor: It was a big moral victory. The people of Derry were waiting to welcome them in, and it was very emotional. They were pulled onto a platform – among them, Bernadette Devlin.


Michael Farrell: This was the moment the British should have said, bring in one man one vote. The march had shown the extraordinary situation here, where you could have a demonstration by completely unarmed, completely non-violent protestors who were just physically attacked very badly, and the police – giving them the best of the benefit of the doubt – stood by and let it happen. Clearly, in a situation like that, there had to be drastic change, and that was the time it should have happened.


Rioting erupted in areas across Derry as word spread of the loyalist attacks on 4 January 1969. That evening the RUC ran amok in the Bogside, beating and berating those who stood in their way and destroying property. Despite marchers remaining peaceful when ambushed by loyalist civilians and off-duty B Specials, they were still publicly blamed for the disorder.


Captain Terence O’Neill, Northern Ireland prime minister, speaking on Sunday 5 January 1969: Some of the marchers and those who supported them in Londonderry itself have shown themselves to be mere hooligans, ready to attack the police and others … At times one in six of the entire force of the Royal Ulster Constabulary [RUC] was engaged in protecting the march to Londonderry … Clearly Ulster has now had enough. We are all sick of marchers and counter-marchers. Unless these warring minorities rapidly return to their senses, we will have to consider greater use of the Special Constabulary [B Specials] for normal police duties. I think we must also have an urgent look at the Public Order Act itself to see whether we ought to ask parliament for further power to control those elements that are seeking to hold the entire community to ransom. Enough is enough.13


Vinny McCormack: Prime Minister O’Neill made no distinction between peaceful citizens marching in pursuit of fair treatment (‘hooligans’) and a mob that attacked them with stones, cudgels and petrol bombs. His statement came only hours after hundreds of police had rampaged through the Bogside/Lecky Road area of Derry. Was this what Captain O’Neill considered ‘normal police duties’?


The most surprising aspect of the prime minister’s astonishing remarks was that the only policies he proposed in response to demands for fair treatment were to seek more repressive powers, and to make greater use of the B Specials, an exclusively Protestant force that had discredited itself only hours before O’Neill’s statement, as many of the organizers of and participants in the attacks on the march came from its ranks.14


Paul O’Connor: I certainly think that Burntollet was one of the absolute symbolic turning points. Not because the march had been attacked, because in some ways that was to be expected, but because the forces of law and order colluded entirely in that attack from beginning to end, and there were no consequences, no accountability.


*


As demonstrations and counter-demonstrations swept the north in 1969, prominent unionist leader Revd Ian Paisley and his ‘Paisleyites’ stepped up efforts to quell nationalist dissent. At one public rally, Paisley famously said of his Catholic counterparts, ‘They breed like rabbits and multiply like vermin.’15


Widespread anti-Catholic discrimination and bigotry was ingrained in the fabric of Northern Ireland. This bias also affected those leaving school, hopeful of job prospects but disadvantaged by their Roman Catholic education.


Eileen Fox: We were still getting over my mammy dying, and my daddy was left with fifteen of us, so we all had to help. My first experience of discrimination was that very first job interview. It was with a local bridal and haberdashery shop, and I was fifteen at the time. The man in the shop was lovely and he gave me the job, and everything seemed to be brilliant. Then, on the way out, he said, ‘Sorry, miss, I forgot to ask what school you were at before this?’ I told him I went to St Mary’s in Creggan, and that was it – suddenly he said the job was taken.


It took me hours to realize what had happened. I tortured myself about it all the way home, wondering what I had said or done wrong to ruin it. When I told our boys and my daddy, my daddy didn’t spell it out as such, but he did say, ‘Do you know what’s wrong, love? It’s because you’re from Creggan – that’s all.’ He was always very careful not to label things in any way, he would never say Catholic or Protestant, just that we were from Creggan. Still, nobody was as surprised as I was. I just couldn’t believe it. That was the first time I had ever seen or experienced discrimination, the first time it directly affected me. We soon learned we had to fight for what we wanted.


Hugh McMonagle, Shantallow Civil Rights Association: Part of the start of my marriage was spent in the Bogside when the riots were going on and the RUC and the B Specials were trespassing into the Bog and people feared they were going to attack. Up until August, when the Troubles really started, our time was spent there defending the people of Derry. As a nationalist you believed that the unionists, and the police at that time, were, in our opinion, a one-sided military force and they were backed up by the B Specials. Then at times, like in Sackville Street, they had the loyalists behind them, too. You’d say to yourself, ‘They’re not attacking our people. We have a right to defend ourselves. We’re human beings and we’re entitled to our human rights.’16


Geraldine McBride, a teenage Derry schoolgirl in 1969: We lived in Creggan Heights, and I loved it. Neighbours helped other neighbours out when they needed it and there was a lot of sharing, but people did it in a way that always kept other people’s dignity. People took such a pride in their houses and had lovely gardens; they would have always grown vegetables in their back gardens back then too, like potatoes, and it was a lovely place to live. My dad was a union man and politics wasn’t really talked about in our house. I was quite unaware of politics of any kind. He always told us to treat people as we would want to be treated ourselves, and those who don’t – they have the problem.17


Diane Greer, an 11-year-old Londonderry schoolgirl in 1969: I remember hearing about the civil rights marches when I was younger. I would have been told that ‘Catholics are on the march. Catholics are looking for … Catholics want …’ I wasn’t hearing the other side of that. I didn’t even know at that stage what they didn’t have, or even what they wanted. I remember hearing about Burntollet. People that I knew were there and were maybe there as oppressors. They told the story, and it sounded like a grand battle. It was told like a folk story. I have a very different view of all that today.18


Maura Young: My sister Helen was very active when civil rights began because she was living in a two-bedroom house with an outside toilet beside Rosemount Factory. Living there were her and her husband, four girls, and an aunt and an uncle – in two bedrooms. At that time, they were giving three- and four-bedroom houses to newly married policemen, members of the RUC, while she and so many others were living in those conditions. So, she had cause to go out marching. I was never politically minded. Neither was John; as long as we got our pay on a Friday night, we were happy.


In stark contrast to the peaceful ethos of the civil rights movement, paramilitary violence also increased on both sides of the community. Since the partition of Ireland in 1921, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) has existed in phases, their campaign aimed at Irish freedom and an end to unionist/British rule. The unrest of the late 1960s saw a resurgence in their activity. Alongside the IRA and other republican paramilitary groups existed extreme loyalist paramilitary groups, including the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and the Ulster Defence Association (UDA), who were determined to preserve the union of Northern Ireland and the United Kingdom and did so through a campaign of sectarian violence.


For a short time, the civil rights movement co-existed alongside a republican armed campaign in Northern Ireland – both movements intent on bringing about change for its Irish citizens but by entirely opposite means.


Jed McClelland: Civil rights were important because of what we had put up with until then. My mother told us that when we lived out on the Trench Road in a tin hut for two years and how the B-men marched at night to keep the IRA at bay, but when she saw them coming down the road, she would grab me and hide us both in a ditch to let them pass, because we were all terrified of them – and for good reason too.


Raymond Rogan, local resident and early chairman of Bogside Residents’ Association: It wasn’t actually until the civil rights people in Queens University began agitating that I began then, too, because of the position I was in myself as a so-called community leader. I began taking an interest in the wider community and the society that led to the kind of problems we had. It was then I took an interest and I followed closely the activities of people like Eamonn McCann, Bernadette Devlin and others.19


Ivan Cooper: All we did at that time was marching – we marched everywhere. We marched on the bridge, across the bridge. I was a leader of the civil rights movement in Derry, and I was a Prod [Protestant].


Raymond Rogan: Every time there was a demonstration, there would be a counter-demonstration from Paisley or someone. Naturally enough, they say Ian Paisley was an enemy of everybody, but, in actual fact, it was the other side of the coin. It was actually Paisley’s response to the actions of the students and activists that fired up the people in the Bogside. The kind of things he was saying and doing and getting away with it. That’s when the opposition began to grow to the kind of society we had. His anger backfired.


Billy McVeigh: Because I was from the Bog, I knew people like Ivan Cooper and John Hume from an early age, through my parents. You got to know them, and they got to know you. There would often be meetings held in Dermie McClenaghan’s house in Wellington Street and some days, when I was walking past, they’d ask me to keep an eye out outside. There was always the fear of B-men being about and catching people. Everyone knew each another in one way or another. We kept our ears to the ground, and our eyes out for each other.


Geraldine McBride: I knew when I was a teenager that you only had to say where you were from to lose a job. I had Catholic and Protestant friends, and it shouldn’t matter what religion you were, but once you named the school you were at, people knew.


We heard about other things going on in the world, like the students in Paris holding civil rights marches and the same in America, and you could see that ordinary people could change their destiny, and it was a great feeling. It was a great time to be alive. It wasn’t just for the rich – it was for everyone to help make governments change their policies and for all people to be treated fairly. I loved the style, I loved the dancing and the music; we had The Beatles, we had freedom and choice that even our parents before us didn’t have.





CHAPTER 3


‘You Are Now Entering Free Derry’
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Original Free Derry Corner, early 1969.





As people gathered that night in the Bogside, prepared for more police attacks, local man Liam Hillen took a paintbrush and wrote on the gable end of number 33 Lecky Road. None knew that this graffiti, painted in haste in the early hours of 5 January 1969, would last decades and become a local and international landmark.


The slogan ‘You Are Now Entering Free Derry’ was suggested by journalist and activist Eamonn McCann, inspired by a similar one at the sit-in protests at the University of California, Berkeley. Chris Armstrong was one of few present when Derry’s most famous graffiti first appeared. He even held the paint tin as Hillen, hoisted up by another local, Danny Begley, got busy with some leftover paint.


Chris Armstrong, 18 years old in 1969: It was very cold, and we were sat around a fire opposite the wall – all very bored. Liam wanted to do something, and he suggested writing something on the wall, so people came up with ideas. I remember Eamonn McCann saying it shouldn’t be anything sectarian, and he told us about the writing at Berkeley, California, that said: ‘You Are Now Entering Free Berkeley’. Liam was never big, so big Begs [Danny Begley] was a lot bigger than us at six foot three inches and held Liam up on his shoulders to reach the wall. I had to hold the tin of paint up high enough so he could reach into it, and it was done.1


Liam Hillen, the original painter of Free Derry Corner’s slogan in 1969: Big Danny Begley was about six-foot tall, so he leaned up against the wall with his hands interlocked and gave me a lift up. Chris Armstrong held the paint and I dipped into it. We ended up painting it with green paint on a dirty white background.2


Danny Begley: I used to joke that Liam owed me a new coat. He destroyed me with paint, I was covered – and it was my brother’s coat!


Chris Armstrong: I’m very proud that I was there. That wall is recognized everywhere, and we helped start all of that. It was just a wall, but Free Derry Corner has become a symbol of Derry and its people.


Danny Begley: It was just one of those things, part of our growing up. There was so much more going on than us writing on a wall.


Relations between the north’s unionist and nationalist communities steadily deteriorated in 1969, made worse by the disconnect between its nationalist population, security forces and the unionist government of the day. This led to an unending cycle of protests, counter-protests and increasing police crackdowns. When another proposed civil rights march from Burntollet to Derry on 19 April was banned, around two hundred loyalists still gathered there, just in case. A few miles away in Derry, a number of protests ended in clashes between civil rights activists and loyalists, and later with the police, too. By Saturday evening, over a hundred and sixty people were in hospital, and police fired the city’s first shots of the conflict when an officer opened fire with live rounds. The violence was captured in the local newspaper.


From the Derry Journal, dated 22 April 1969:




The violence which erupted on Saturday afternoon following a clash between civil rights sympathisers and Paisleyites who had earlier gathered at Burntollet Bridge, the announced assembly point for the banned civil rights march, swept through the city centre, with a strong force of riot police fighting running battles with civil rights supporters.


The trail of violence ran through the Diamond, Waterloo Place and Strand Road as police, supported by an armoured water cannon, drove the crowd back into the Bogside area of the city. There, a massive and bitter confrontation went on into the early hours of Sunday morning, with casualties mounting steadily.3





On the evening of Saturday 19 April, father-of-nine Sammy Devenny had been talking to friends at his front door when RUC officers burst into his home, savagely beating not only Sammy but also some of his children and two neighbours, Freddie Budd and Paddy Harkin, who were present as police arrived en masse. Horror at the incident led to riots all over the city for days and weeks afterwards.


Bishop Edward Daly: Sammy Devenny was a family man who worked for a funeral undertaker, well known to myself and all the priests of the city because we met at many funerals. He was not involved in any kind of political activity. His primary interests were his work and his wife and his young children.4


Colette O’Connor, daughter of Sammy Devenny and 10 years old in 1969: I remember all this commotion and my daddy shouting, ‘Watch the wains!’ and all of a sudden, everything was pushed into the living room. I was thrown onto a chair between my two brothers, who were eleven and six at the time. I was stuck in the middle. I couldn’t see what was happening, but I could hear all sorts of roaring and a lot of bad language, them calling us everything. Freddie, one of the neighbours who’d been talking to Daddy, lay across us on the armchair and was on top of us, screaming, ‘Watch the wains, watch the wains!’ When you are young, and you see a man that afraid, of course you’re going to be terrified, too. I felt the weight of him heavy on me, and the next thing I felt was the blood coming down on me, literally pouring. They had busted his head open, and when he stood up, he was drenched in blood and so was I.5


Christine Robson, daughter of Sammy Devenny and nine years old in 1969: My father was very strong. He fought the first policeman off, then two came at him, then more kept coming, and our Harry said there were eight policemen on him in the end, all battering him. We had a fireplace, and I remember the hearth was filled with my daddy’s blood. Everyone was horrified about it. I remember people trying to mop that up, and they couldn’t. It was a river of blood. There was blood on the walls, too, and I think that’s why all the people were trying to clean it up, because we were so young. My daddy was lying on the living-room floor with blood everywhere. They had beaten his false teeth down his throat, and he choked on them. The police had hit him so hard that the bottom of his glasses were actually embedded into his cheekbones. He needed a line of stitches below each eye.


Bishop Edward Daly: I visited the house shortly after Sammy had been removed to hospital and there was blood visible everywhere. There were shots fired by the police at one stage and the rioting continued well into the Saturday night. None of us had previously witnessed anything like the intensity and the ferocity of that rioting and police action. At times, members of the police seemed to be completely out of control. Their behaviour was despicable. While I and other priests were on the streets endeavouring to calm the rioters, I have to admit that I was as angry as the rioters at what had happened. There were times when one was severely tempted to join the rioters rather than attempt to quell them.


On 17 July 1969, Sammy Devenny died of a heart attack brought on by trauma and injury, one of the first victims of the Troubles. His funeral was among the biggest Derry had ever seen, attended by journalists from all over the world.


Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh: It was a massive funeral and people just couldn’t believe that this was happening. We were all learning the hard way. We never thought of what could happen, but Sammy Devenny was a major issue. The police were out on the streets, everywhere.6


Bishop Edward Daly: He had never fully recovered from his multiple injuries. He was only forty-two years old. His funeral took place in the City Cemetery on Sunday 20 July. The Derry Journal estimated the attendance at over twenty thousand. His wife, Phyllis, made a moving appeal for calm. That same weekend, the world was enthralled as Neil Armstrong became the first man to walk on the moon. This event was hardly noticed in Derry. We were too preoccupied with events on this planet.


Geraldine McBride: I was scared stiff of the B Specials, to be honest with you. I was so terrified of them. You just knew if they got you, it wasn’t going to be good. They were intimidating because there was so many of them. Maybe it’s just me being dramatic, but they all seemed to have one aim: to beat down the Catholics. Then the police attacked Sammy Devenny, who I knew, and his daughter Ann Devenny. I couldn’t believe that it would happen in Derry. Things got more serious then. For him to get beaten up like that and to then die months after, it was so sad. He was never the same. He was such a family-orientated man. It made you more terrified of the police and the B Specials.7


Raymond Rogan: Because this situation had gone on for so many years people weren’t really inclined to attend meetings. It wasn’t until there were serious incidents of student marches being attacked by Orangemen and B Specials, and then Sammy Devenny – then people began to take a real exception to what was happening in and against their community. Then they began attending rallies and meetings. I was still of a view that together in that situation we left ourselves exposed. I was a pacifist, if you like, and very aware that any public gathering would be attacked at any time by the RUC.


In summer 1969, over two years into NICRA’s campaign for civil rights, the organization published a renewed list of demands8 – none of which had been achieved yet.




ONE MAN ONE VOTE


We demand the British franchise. That means votes at 18 for all in both Stormont and local government elections.


FAIR BOUNDARIES


We demand an end to gerrymandering by the Unionist Government. We want an Impartial Commission set up by Westminster to draw the electoral boundaries of the proposed new local authorities.


HOUSES ON NEED


We demand a compulsory points scheme for the allocation of houses. A credible scheme has been published, but many local authorities refuse to operate it. There should also be provision for appeal in the scheme to control abuses by local authorities.


ANTI-DISCRIMINATION LAWS


We demand that the law control religious discrimination which is rife in all areas of life in Northern Ireland. Such a law should also outlaw the incitement of religious hatred, and include control of public authorities, local and central alike.


CIVIL LIBERTIES


We demand an end to the repressive laws of the Stormont Government. That means the repeal of the Special Powers Act, the withdrawal of the Public Order Bill, the repeal or amendment of the Public Order Act, 1951.







CHAPTER 4



The Battle of the Bogside




[image: illustration]


Police and loyalist protestors chase nationalist protestors during the Battle of the Bogside in August 1969.





Every year on the Saturday closest to 12 August, the unionist Apprentice Boys of Derry hold their main parade commemorating the end of the 1689 Siege of Derry. The Apprentice Boys are a Protestant fraternal order with their headquarters in Derry, and international lodges. They form part of the Loyal Orange Institution, or Orange Order, which was founded in 1795 to maintain Protestant ascendancy in the north.


Members of the Orange Order are commonly known as ‘Orangemen’ by the wider population, and their parades often provoked negative reaction when march routes included nationalist areas and led to claims of intimidation and provocation by such communities. On 12 August 1969, simmering tensions erupted as thousands of Apprentice Boys prepared to march through Derry.


As the march passed the Bogside, locals reacted with the usual shouting and stone throwing. The police, backed by loyalists, tried to force the protestors back. The intense rioting that followed spanned three days and became known as the Battle of the Bogside. Protests and conflict spread to other nationalist areas of the north, too, with Belfast worst affected.


On the third day, 14 August, exhausted RUC officers retreated from the Bogside to defiant cheers. Within the hour, word spread that the British army was to be deployed to Northern Ireland.


Bishop Edward Daly: The sound of drums and flutes provided background music during the early morning. It could be clearly heard all over the Bogside and around St Eugene’s. Women rushed to get their shopping done early. After the ten o’clock mass, people, who had already been in the city centre, remarked that the place was ‘hiving’ with police. In the Bogside, where I attended and visited a few sick and elderly people that morning, things were calm but tense. There were not many people around, and the usual ubiquitous children were notably absent, many families having prudently moved out.1


Fionnbarra Ó Dochartaigh: Orangemen wanted to march down past the bottom of William Street as if they just needed to show their control, and the ordinary people took great exception to that. We had gone to meet the two top people in the RUC at their headquarters in Lisburn. We put it in very clear language: we didn’t want this Orange march to happen, and if it did happen, there would be an eruption in Derry, especially considering what the RUC had done to many households here, including the Devennys. But the word came back that the Orange march was going ahead – it was a sectarian exercise to more or less assert their right to walk anywhere in the city.


Hugh McMonagle: Things really kicked off on 12 August that year, when the Apprentice Boys went through Waterloo Place, and yes, a few things were thrown at them, but then the RUC started to chase the young fellas up William Street – baton-charging them. I only speak for me personally, but when I got as far as Rossville Street, I thought to myself, ‘What the hell am I running for?’ I started to shout, ‘Stand your ground,’ and lifted stones and started to belt them boys. Everyone began to catch on and do the same, and we started to beat them back down William Street.


The sight of young men agitating in smart dress jackets, or their Sunday-best, was commonplace. Sent to cover the Bogside for London’s Daily Sketch, British press photographer Clive Limpkin described those he saw through his lens as ‘the best-dressed rioters I’d ever seen’.2


Clive Limpkin, British press photographer: I rounded the corner of Waterloo Place, where a line of local policemen, the Royal Ulster Constabulary [RUC], faced a hail of rocks from the rioters thirty yards up William Street, who screamed the hatred you had read about but hadn’t quite believed. Yet it was the hatred of the police that hit you hardest, their bile of religious taunting echoing that of the Bogsiders – and all this coming from a peacekeeping force within the United Kingdom.3


Raymond Rogan: When the Battle of the Bogside arrived, even I – the gentle pacifist – was outside throwing stones with the rest of them. One rumour that got me incensed was that the cathedral was about to be attacked by B Specials – a lot of people gathered in Francis Street waiting for these people, but nobody appeared.


That was the start of it; any incursions by the RUC or B Specials, I was there to defend the Bog. It was exciting, obviously, because everybody was there and there were no dissenters. There was a feeling of ‘they’ll beat us if we don’t beat them’. We were all one, and people like Hume and Cooper were very prominent in talking and representing the best interests of the community to the outside world. That was important.


Mary Nelis: Don’t forget, in those days we had no phones. The Tenant’s Association would have been in touch with what was going on, but I was home with the children and my new-born, packed and ready in case we had to get up and go. That’s how scary it was. None of us went to bed.


Jimmy Toye, who had just turned 16 in August 1969: The whole community was on the streets and everybody had a role to play in defending the area.4
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