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A Bed for the Night


I walked out of Derry towards the border on a beautiful, cloudless afternoon, past the broken-down public houses, past the abandoned shirt factory and the new housing estates and the sailing boats on the Foyle. It was Saturday. I was wearing a rucksack. When I crossed the border I would turn right and take the road to Lifford.


In half an hour I would be in the Republic of Ireland where the price of petrol would be much higher, where the price of drink would be a constant source of discussion and where just about everything else – new cars, hi-fi, televisions, videos – cost more than in the North.


The river widened. There was a smell of cut grass. Men were playing golf on the other side of the river; down below the road there were boys fishing.


The soldier at the border stepped out from his hut as I came towards him.


‘Walking, sir,’ he said to me.


‘I am,’ I said.


‘Where are you going, sir?’ he asked me.


‘To Lifford,’ I said.


‘You turn there, sir,’ he said, pointing to the road.


‘How far is it?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know sir, ten miles, twenty miles.’


I walked on towards the customs posts. The first one, which belonged to Her Majesty, was closed up. No one would dream of smuggling from the South into the North. The Irish customs official sat in the second hut, waving each car by. They were all locals, he said, he knew them; there was no point in stopping them, it only annoyed them. They were probably just driving over to get cheap petrol.


Failte go Dun na nGall the sign said, ‘Welcome to Donegal’. It was getting warmer, I could see the Foyle again in the distance. What I found odd was the opulence of the houses, the size of the fields, the sense of good, rich land. I had taken this road on the Republic’s side of the Foyle because I thought it would be quieter. I also thought the land would be poor. I was expecting dry stone walls and wet pasture land with small cottages.


As I moved beyond the village of Carrigans, where three men talked in a pub about the price of drink (one having gone through £32 on New Year’s Day), down to St Johnston, I began to notice the outhouses behind the farmhouses, how beautiful the stonework was, how well painted the woodwork was. I passed by farm after farm, noticing the well-trimmed hedges, the big houses, the huge fields used for silage or tillage, the large herds of cows in other fields; above all the outhouses.


I had a drink in the next village, St Johnston, and, since every small group in the pub made sure that no one else could hear what they were talking about, I finished up quickly and took a walk around the town. On the right-hand side stood the Orange Hall, painted in bright colours. The Orange Hall explained the well-kept farmhouses and big farms. This, though in the South, was Protestant territory.


‘Is the hall used much?’ I asked a passer-by.


‘It’s used a bit for bowling,’ he said.


The sound of a band could be heard in the distance and as I moved down the street I caught sight of an accordion and pipe band, with several cars in front, and I could hear a version of When the Saints Go Marching In being played. The band was led by a boy carrying the Irish flag; people had come out from the pubs and the houses and stood watching as the parade passed by. It was a school band and mixed tunes such as Amazing Grace with well-known Republican anthems like Roddy McCorley:




O Ireland, Mother Ireland, you love them still the best


The fearless brave who fighting fell upon your hapless breast.





I decided to visit Toland’s pub and have a pint, it was getting near six o’clock and I was tired of walking. If Lifford was ten miles away, then I could be there by ten o’clock. I would be tired, dog tired, but I could rest a few days, and if there was a festival on, as the women behind the bar in Toland’s confirmed that there was, I could join in the festivities.


The women behind the bar began to interrogate me: Where was I from? Where did I live? How had I made my way to St Johnston? The clientele ranged around the horseshoe-shaped bar listened carefully and when I said I had walked they drew in their breath. From Derry? Walked? And was I not tired? I was, I said.


The two young men on my right at the bar disappeared to get a guitar and were away for some time. In their absence a smallish man with red hair in the corner, who had been watching me very attentively, was prevailed upon to sing. He took a huge gulp of his drink, cleared his throat and began an extremely heartfelt and high-pitched version of Nobody’s Child with his eyes closed.


There was a thorn in his side, however, in the guise of an old man, who was drunk, and couldn’t stop himself interrupting with comments which I was not able to make out. The woman behind the bar told him to stop and we listened as best we could to the song. As soon as the red-headed man had finished the old man started up. This time I had no difficulty understanding him. His song was about an Orangeman who went to Cavan where he met the devil. It was directed at the previous singer, who, from his protest at the song, I took to be an Orangeman, or at least a Protestant. The women behind the bar tried to stop the old man, but he had to finish the song, in which the Orangeman ended up in a black hole.


Outside, the summer afternoon was fading fast over the Foyle. It was time to go. There would be plenty of traffic, they said, I’d have no trouble getting a lift.


I went out and stood on the road. I had made certain arrangements with myself about walking. I had made rules. All progress along the border must be on foot, I had agreed. If I wanted to go and see something that was off my route I could do so by taxi or I could hitch a lift, but every move towards my ultimate destination, Newry, must be on foot, except if there was danger, and then I would do anything – hire a helicopter if necessary – to get out fast.


This meant that I could march into Lifford tonight, or I could stay somewhere along the way. The woman behind the bar, however, didn’t believe that there was a boarding house between St Johnston and Lifford. I passed a church and graveyard facing the Foyle and went to look at the gravestones and the Protestant names: Roulston, McCracken, Barr, Moody, Hanna, Buchanan. ‘This congregation founded in 1726’, a notice said. The church was like a New England church. It had been built in 1849 and re-built in 1984, having been struck by lightning.


The road began to deteriorate. Twilight. The pink sun was going down against the hills. Dotted along the road were new bungalows with Spanish arches and multi-coloured brickwork as well as picture windows and tiled roofs. But the area, despite the odd patch of bogland, was still full of huge old houses, flat, fertile fields, large holdings. On gate after gate the signs read: ‘Beware of Alsatian Dog’. Even some of the smaller cottages had the sign up.


Cars began to speed along the road towards Lifford, and for half an hour cars came from the opposite direction as well; they had been at the dog racing in Lifford. I had to be careful walking on the narrow road. The evening was settling in, and there was a white mist on the hills above the Foyle. Black beetles were crawling out from low ditches. I tried not to walk on them. Coloured lights flickered from the mast on the opposite hill.


It was half past twelve when I arrived in Lifford and the pubs were still open, opening hours had been extended due to the festival. The hotel, however, was closed up. It had closed a few months previously and there was talk that it would never open again: business was bad. There were a few bed and breakfast houses in the town and I was directed to these but they were all full. There was only one other place, someone said, but they thought it was full too. But I should go and try, they said.


I went and tried. I was tired and I would have slept in a hole in the wall. My feet were like two concrete blocks full of frayed muscles. I rang the bell of the house but there was no reply. I stood there for a while until a Garda car with several women in the back arrived and stopped outside the house; one of the women got out and said she was the proprietor. I explained my plight to her and she explained to me that the Gardaí, the police of the Republic, were giving herself and her friends a lift to a dance a few miles away. The Gardaí were looking out at me. I could stay the night, if I wanted, she wouldn’t see me stuck, but I would have to sleep on a sofa. I said that was fine. She was in her late thirties, and seemed very friendly and genuinely concerned that I should have somewhere to stay.


Why didn’t I come to the dance with herself and her friend? I told her about my feet. She said I should drop my bag and come to the dance as her child was asleep in the house and her aunt and her aunt’s son were coming to babysit until she came back from the dance. I said that was all right with me, I would just go to bed. But that was the problem, she then told me, there was only one room where they could sit and that was where the sofa was.


The Gardaí had become impatient, and began to blow the horn of the car. I told her I would be happy if I had somewhere to sit down and at that very moment the aunt and the aunt’s son arrived. The woman said she’d see me later and went to rejoin her friends in the Garda car. I was now at the mercy of her aunt and her aunt’s son. I looked at them. I wanted to sleep in the room they wanted to sit in. The son turned on the television, the aunt went to make tea. When she came back I suggested to her as politely as I could that she and her son could go home and I would babysit.


‘And have the child wake up and see you?’ she peered at me.


‘Well, if you told me what to do,’ I said feebly.


‘You’ll just have to wait now until the dance is over,’ she said firmly. ‘The child would get an awful fright,’ she said, looking over at me again. She poured the tea and her son switched the television from channel to channel. It was past one in the morning and there was only tennis on the box. ‘We’ll not bother with that,’ he said and turned it off. We were now left to our own devices. We discussed the festival, the closing of the hotel, my birthplace, my business, until the aunt asked: ‘Do you do the amusements?’ I didn’t know what she meant. ‘The amusements,’ she repeated, and her son examined me carefully to see what I would say. ‘You know, the amusements, one-armed bandits, slot machines,’ the woman said. ‘No,’ I answered, ‘I don’t really know anything about them.’


They both expressed disappointment. They worked in an amusement centre. I had noticed several as I searched Lifford for a place to stay. It was very popular, they both agreed. It would be open the following day and I could go if I wanted to.


The clock on the wall ticked slowly. It was now only a quarter to two and the dance wouldn’t be over until two and it would surely be half an hour after that before the owner of the house would get home. I asked about Strabane, just over the bridge in the North, but they said they didn’t go there much. Fifteen minutes was then filled with an account by the aunt of a robbery at the amusement centre. We agreed that times were bad, but it was still only five past two.


They talked between themselves for a while, the two of them, while I sat on the sofa immersed in self-pity. I was going to rest for several days, I decided, and in future I was going to walk in small doses. Over the next hour we made several efforts to talk to each other, some of which succeeded to a limited degree. The proprietor finally returned and relieved the aunt and her son at a quarter to four. She found me blankets and opened out the sofa to make a bed.


I fell into a deep sleep, to be woken in the morning by a question: What would I like for my breakfast? I sat up and looked around. It was nine, she said, some of the other lodgers were having breakfast. Did I want mine now? I said I would wait for a while.


It was afternoon when I woke again and the sun was hot. It was time to wash myself, pay the bill and move on.


There was still a festival on in Lifford. A group of boys had brought a huge transistor radio to a piece of grass near the customs post at the bridge. They sat with their shirts off drinking cans of beer, trying to attract the attention of a group of girls who were sitting on the windowledge of a nearby shop and indulging in horseplay. In the main square a man sat on the stage and played traditional Irish tunes on an accordion; people stood and listened.


Around the corner there was a field where there were to be races and games, but most of the children were attracted by a huge empty factory building, with the doors wide open, damp and dark inside with offices near the factory floor. Children were screaming their heads off to hear their voices echo.


The pubs in the town were full, with fellows standing outside, pints in their hands. One pub had sunshades, tables and chairs in a garden with a man playing well-known tunes on an organ: Yesterday, The Way We Were. Further up a crowd sat in a rundown bar and listened to a live band play pop songs. I had a few drinks and decided that there wasn’t much future in this festival, and left to walk across the border into Strabane.


The army were stopping some of the cars at the checkpoint but they paid no attention to me as I wandered by. There was nothing happening in Strabane. A few kids hung around an amusement arcade; the pubs would remain shut all day as this was the North. The Fir Trees Hotel was at the other end of town.


The woman at reception said they could accommodate me for one night only. The hotel bar was open; it was doing good business.


For the entertainment of guests, the hotel had provided a free copy of a magazine called the Ulster Tatler, full of fashion photography, with a column on social life in Belfast by a woman who called herself ‘The Malone Ranger’ and went to parties on the Malone Road. There wasn’t a word about the Anglo-Irish Agreement, signed the previous November by the British and Irish governments, which had increased tension in the North and sparked off a campaign by Protestants with the slogan ‘Ulster Says No’. The North according to the Ulster Tatler was full of wild parties, nice big houses, good-looking women wearing expensive clothes, and great restaurants. Over the next few months, I was to discover that things were, in fact, rather different from the world depicted in the Ulster Tatler.
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The Hiring Fair


‘I saw you before,’ I said to the priest.


‘When was that?’


‘I was at the funeral,’ I said. He nodded. I didn’t have to explain what funeral, even though it had taken place over a year ago.


‘I heard what you said in your sermon,’ I said. ‘You said it was execution.’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


*


I was in Strabane. It was the following afternoon. I had called at the priest’s house. When he came into the small waiting room, it was like suddenly seeing some familiar face in a new context. It took me a while to remember the context. I realized that over a year ago on a grey day I had watched his face as he stood outside the Catholic church waiting for the third coffin to get through the police blockade.


Three local youths, Michael and David Devine and Charles Breslin, had been shot by the SAS in the early morning as they crossed a field. They were armed, and it was clear that they were either moving armaments or coming from an ambush which had failed. They were shot without warning from high ground. Local people said that they heard them calling out for help, that the SAS had trapped them, trained machine guns on them and opened fire. One hundred and seventy bullets were fired; half of the total hit their targets. No fire was returned.


The youngest of them was sixteen, the oldest twenty-two, two of them were brothers and one had been a snooker champion. The parents of the Devine brothers did not know that their sons were in the IRA. People seemed shocked by what had happened, shocked that these boys whom they all knew had been killed. The local priests issued a statement saying that they believed that the youths could have been intercepted and arrested, saying that they considered the killings to be murder.


The parents of the Devine brothers did not want a military-style IRA funeral for their sons, so there was no difficulty in bringing the two coffins to the church. Charles Breslin, however, was to be given a paramilitary funeral; his coffin was to be draped in the tricolour, his cap and gloves on top, and carried through the streets. The RUC, the police in Northern Ireland, refused to allow this: there was an impasse. The people in the church waited for the third coffin to come.


I remember the greyness of Strabane that day, the low clouds, the light drizzle. I remember that the church bell rang at intervals. I remember the crowd in the housing estate standing around the coffin. I remember the tension, the feeling that the crowd might surge forward against the police.


There were well-known faces among the crowd: Gerry Adams, President of Sinn Fein; Martin McGuinness of Sinn Fein, from Derry; Danny Morrison, Head of Publicity for Sinn Fein. An RUC officer stood apart from the crowd, his face implacable and decisive. His baton was almost three feet long, and made of some thick dark wood. He looked as though he was ready to wait for a long time.


Those who gathered on the street seemed like a group of the dispossessed, their faces were pinched, forlorn, weary. There was a sense of crushing hopelessness about the scene.


After a long time they reached a compromise: the flag could be used but not the cap and gloves. The crowd moved slowly towards the church with the single bell tolling again and again. All along the way they said the Rosary.


The Devine brothers’ funeral took place in private in the graveyard on a hill above the town. When it was over army snipers wearing camouflage moved into position in the fields around the graveyard. The paramilitary funeral would have an oration by Gerry Adams, President of Sinn Fein. There was a clear view of the town below, the curling river and the land beyond. The RUC were already waiting for Charles Breslin’s funeral to start. They had placed themselves close to the walls that surrounded the cemetery. As soon as the coffin came inside the gates the bearers stopped and the paramilitary cap and gloves were once again put on the coffin.


The coffin was followed by a small pipe band which played Republican tunes. The ceremony was brief as the coffin was lowered, interrupted only by the efforts of the RUC to stop some local youths from sitting on the wall.


The clergy made a hasty exit as Gerry Adams started to speak. He began clearly and factually as though he were reading a news report. ‘Last Saturday morning three IRA volunteers were carrying Armalites, bombs and ammunition to a depot when a number of strangers, people who are not from here, do not belong here and have no rights here, murdered them in cold blood, giving them no chance to surrender.’


*


‘They’re called the Martyrs now,’ I said to the priest more than a year later.


‘I know,’ he said.


I had done a tour of the pubs of Strabane that morning. I had talked to people. Did I know what happened on Saturday? they asked. Did I not know? The Martyrs’ Memorial Band tried to go from Strabane to Lifford for a festival and they were stopped by the RUC because they were carrying a tricolour, the Irish flag. The RUC came in with fifty jeeps to stop them.


The band had been set up to commemorate the two Devines and Breslin. They had been trying to go to the same festival as the band I met in St Johnston. Most of them were in their early teens, I was told.


The setting up of a band wasn’t the only result of the shooting of the three. Someone had informed, the IRA believed, someone had given information to the security forces, and so they shot a boy called Damien McCrory in Strabane, blaming him for informing.


All the pubs were Catholic pubs; most of the people were Catholic in Strabane. There had been one Protestant pub, which served the security forces, but that had been bombed. The town also had the highest unemployment rate in Western Europe: over fifty per cent of the male adults were officially unemployed. In the 1970s the IRA had blown the town to bits; most shops had suffered. I sat in one pub where there were old photographs on the wall of what Strabane looked like before the IRA campaign: sedate, almost pretty, Victorian.


Some of the gaps had been filled in, but there was nothing Victorian about the place now. There was an overwhelming sense of despair. In the months after the shooting of the Devines and Charles Breslin, the priest assured me, there had been an enormous upsurge in young people joining the IRA. I would have thought that the shooting might have discouraged them, but he said it was the opposite – the anger at what happened drove them in.


Everybody talked about what the RUC and the army were doing. At the end of the summer the Catholic Bishop of Derry would issue a detailed statement about what was going on in Strabane. He would detail accounts of local youths being ordered by the security forces to take their shoes and socks off in the street day after day for no apparent reason. He would detail accounts of petty harassment. Everywhere I went people talked about it.


I was sent to see James Bradley, the former Town Clerk of Strabane, who knew the history of the place, and I found him in a big bright bungalow across the bridge in Strabane. He arranged for me to stay with a family in a nearby estate in a smaller bungalow. I went back to Bradley’s several times for tea, to get away from the blight of the town, to try and find out what was going on in Strabane.


On one occasion when I visited him his wife started talking about a relation of hers, the writer and political activist, Peadar O’Donnell and the themes he had dealt with, such as poverty and emigration. Just in passing, she mentioned that her own father had been hired at the Hiring Fair in Strabane. They started to talk about the Hiring Fair, the two of them, as we sat in the kitchen of their house. Her father, Mrs Bradley said, had left home at midnight when he was in his early teens and walked until the morning when he had caught a train to Strabane where he was hired by a Protestant farmer. He had to wait in the town that day until the farmer had conducted his business and then walk behind the farmer’s horse as far as Castlederg. He worked there for six months and then he got his wages and was hired again by another farmer.


How quickly we had moved in one generation, from poverty and quasi-feudalism, to this kitchen, the dining area on a different level from the cooking area, a dishwasher, electric washing machine, electric cooker, fridge. But I was still unsure about the Hiring Fair. In the South of Ireland, I had never heard anyone talk of a Hiring Fair, where labourers were hired for six months. I asked them about it again.


James Bradley said he remembered the Hiring Fair in Strabane. I looked at his face, I thought he might be sixty, maybe sixty-five, but no more. How could he remember the Hiring Fair? He insisted. He said that he used to watch them on his way to school, the big farmers, the Protestant farmers from the Lagan valley, the farms on both sides of the Foyle River, where I had walked, and the farmers from around Strabane. He used to watch them feel the boys for muscles, feel their arms to see if they were strong enough. He said they used to think it was funny on their way to school.


They used to gather at the Town Hall, which is now blown up. When did it stop, then, the Hiring Fair? He thought for a while and asked his wife and they puzzled over it. 1938, he said, 1938. It ended just before the war, the war changed everything, there was more work and more money. I told him I had never heard about it before. Everyone in Strabane would remember it, he said, everyone over a certain age.


I went back to my lodging house with something new in my head, beyond the misery of Strabane and the legacy of the Devine brothers and Breslin, beyond the unemployment figures and the complaints about the police, beyond the fact that the IRA had threatened to kill anyone – including council workers – who removed the rubbish from the RUC barracks. Here, down the road here, twice a year, children as young as twelve had come in from the countryside and were rented for six months by people they didn’t know, brought to a place they didn’t know, and made to work. Those hired were Catholics, and those who hired them were, for the most part, Protestants.


*


I was having breakfast one morning, marvelling at the odour of dog in the kitchen and pondering on how one small dog – noisy, smelly, irritating and fidgety – could cause such trouble in such an otherwise sane and pleasant household. The man of the house kept playing with the dog, exciting the animal, making it jump up and bark, as I was trying to eat my bacon, sausage, egg and toast and drink my tea.


‘Do you like dogs?’ the woman of the house asked me when her husband and the dog had gone out.


‘No, not much,’ I said.


We talked for a while, both of us slightly grumpy in the morning, going through things, what I had seen in Strabane, what I thought of it. We had more tea. Her son, she said, was in Long Kesh, serving a long sentence. I hadn’t known this; I was surprised. When she heard he had been caught, she said, it was the last thing she expected; she knew he had been involved years before, but she didn’t think he was in the IRA any more. Anyway, he was in now, that was where he was. She sighed. We sat there quietly in the kitchen, not saying anything.


Beyond the Bradleys’ house was the Leisure Centre, keeping its distance from the bombed-out centre of the town, which had a good swimming pool and sports facilities. The parish of Mellmount had a huge new centre as well, with bars and a big assembly hall, as well as a new school, a new church, and a new priest’s house. The playing fields behind the new centre were said to have a drainage system for keeping them dry and useable in winter.


The man behind all this building was Father Mulvey, the parish priest of the Mellmount area of Strabane. He was standing at the door of his house, with a small, suspicious grin on his face, as I came towards him. He invited me in. His housekeeper brought us tea and we talked. What did I think of the divorce referendum which was being hotly debated in the South? I was in favour of it, I told him. We argued about it for a while, whether the power of the church in the South was a good thing: I thought it wasn’t, he thought it was. We talked about what difference divorce would actually make in the South.


He had been a curate in Derry for years; he was there for the early Civil Rights marches; he was there for Bloody Sunday. He talked with a bitter amusement about some of the main characters involved. He remembered a moment on Bloody Sunday, after the shooting dead of the thirteen Catholics, when he had seen an officer moving among the soldiers who had been involved, talking hurriedly to each one; he had always believed that a motive was being invented in that moment.


Over the years he had been outspoken against the IRA, and he told me with some relish and a certain amount of drama how he had ejected Martin McGuinness of Sinn Fein from the church grounds when he was canvassing for votes.


However, he had also signed the statement calling the shooting of the Devines and Charles Breslin ‘murder’. He wasn’t sure about it now, and wondered about the statement’s benefit.


Was it possible, I asked him, that the Hiring Fair had continued in Strabane until 1938? Yes, he was pretty sure about it, he nodded. He thought it might have even gone on later. I told him I had never heard of it before. A large number of the women who were hired were raped, he said. He wasn’t sure about the exact figure, but it was high.


The housekeeper knocked on the door and told him that James O’Kane was here to see him. James O’Kane was the Independent nationalist Chairman of the District Council in Strabane. He was shown into the room. Here was the Protestant nightmare before my eyes, home rule as Rome rule: the Chairman of the District Council sitting in the house of the parish priest having cosy discussions about what would and would not be allowed. But most of the talk consisted of anecdotes and old stories. More tea was brought. In passing, Father Mulvey asked him if there would be a problem about a bit of land down near the river which the council owned and which the church wanted to use for sports. The Chairman of the District Council told the priest that there would be no problem at all.


*


On my map there was a reference to the Beltany Stone Circle in the Republic, a few miles beyond Lifford. The following day James Bradley drove me there. He said it was hard to find; there were no signposts, but he knew where it was. The sky was grey, but the clouds were high and moving fast with the wind. We drove beyond Raphoe and along a set of narrow roads, inadvertently passing by the turn for the stone circle once and having to double back.


Eventually, we found it and drove up a dirt track to the hill where the stones were. You could see for miles on all sides beyond the small hills to other small hills, some of them still wooded. All of them had been wooded when the stones were placed here first, around 2000 BC. The stones were big and rugged, no attempt had been made to decorate them, embellish them, or sculpt them in any way. They were jagged stones placed in a large circle at the top of this hill. This wasn’t art – this was magic.


I started to think about that moment, that second when the final stone was put in place and the circle formed, what difference it would have made to the people who placed it there: something new, powerful, complete. That there was no artifice involved, that they had merely carried them there and made them into a circle gave the stones a greater spirit. I moved around touching them, looking at the land down below. Beltany must have come from Bealtaine, the Irish word for the month of May; I said that to James Bradley. ‘No, no,’ he answered. ‘It’s even older than that, not Bealtaine, but its root, Baal Tine, the fire of Baal.’ Baal was a Celtic god. Tine is the Irish for fire.


We walked down the hill, leaving the stones to their magic, away from the reminder that there was once a time in this place when there were no Catholics or Protestants; the dim past standing there on the crown of the hill, for once a history which could do us no harm, could not teach us, inspire us, remind us, beckon us, embitter us: history locked up in stone.


*


In the days following I asked everyone I met about the Hiring Fair. I wanted to find someone who was hired, who could tell me what it was like, someone who still lived here. Most of those who were hired, I learned, had emigrated to America or to England, as soon as they were old enough. Those who stayed didn’t want it known – it was a sort of stigma. There were men who spoke Irish, from an Irish-speaking area, living in Derry and Tyrone; they didn’t want anyone to know they spoke Irish, as it would signify that they had come in from Donegal to be hired. I would have trouble finding someone to talk of it.


I was given the name of a town to go to – Drumquin. And the name of a woman – Rose McCullough – by someone who told me he knew her. She might talk, as she had once spoken about it on the radio. I took a taxi to Drumquin and went in search of her, finding her in a housing estate on the edge of the town.


She was in her seventies, a big woman, friendly, open, cheerful. She had talked about being hired on the radio, she said. Could I not find a tape of that? No, I said, I wanted her to tell me herself. She started.


She was thirteen, she said, when she was hired for the first time. It was May. She left the house with her sister and her mother at two in the morning, and walked to Fintown, stopping at another sister’s house for tea on the way. They walked in their bare feet with their boots over their shoulders; at Fintown station they put on their boots and caught the train to Strabane at eight in the morning. There were thirty of them altogether. It was six pence from Fintown to Strabane, she remembered, but if you stooped down and pretended you were younger you could travel for four pence.


The train got into Strabane at ten or eleven o’clock in the morning. The farmers were waiting at Strabane station, looking for the best and the strongest, but most of those who wanted to be hired went to the area around the Town Hall, where there was an archway for shelter. ‘Are you for hiring, wee cutty?’ the farmers would say, and the mother would say yes, because she ‘was wild to get us hired’, Rose McCullough remembered. The farmer would go through the long list of things he wanted the girl to do: Could she milk, wash, cook, churn? And the mother would answer yes whether she could or not: the money was needed at home.


They were all Protestants, the farmers. The agreement included permission for the girls to go to mass every other Sunday. They were to be paid £5 or £6 at the end of six months.


When Rose was hired, the farmer took her into a coffee shop in Strabane and gave her a mug of cocoa and a big penny bap and took her bundle of clothes, which he kept. He arranged to meet her later at the post office.


‘Now wee cutty, you’ll have to come with me,’ he said to her. She cried, but her mother didn’t show any emotion.


She pointed out through the window of the house. ‘A place away over there,’ she said. That was where he took her. She couldn’t read or write. He had left his horse in a stable in Strabane. She remembered him jumping on the horse’s back and saying ‘you follow me now’, and she ran after his horse the three or four miles from Strabane. When they arrived at the house, she was given a cup of tea and a bit of bread. She was given a pile of potatoes. ‘You wash those spuds and leave them there until the morning,’ he said to her. There was himself, the man who had hired her, and his brother, as well as their old mother in the house. They put her sleeping in a sort of pen at the top of the stairs.


In the morning they woke her at six. It was time for the milking. She had never milked a cow in her life. When she got a bucketful from each cow she thought she was doing well, but when they discovered this they made her go back and get more milk from the cows. They would not give her food on a plate, she said, but they would put a bag on the table and place the food on that. She remembered crying the first day because the milk was sour.


She counted the days, and when November came her time was up. It was like going to heaven, the journey back to Strabane. She thought she was getting home for the winter. But her mother told herself and her sister that there was no money, they would have to go back and be hired again.


She remembered that it was snowing in Strabane that day, and they stood in the street, herself and her sister Annie, and they cried. The second six months was worse. The food was worse. She was caught stealing food and the farmer pulled her around the kitchen by the ear until she threatened him with the bread-knife and he stopped. His son came and made peace. The son wasn’t too bad. She was a useless cook; they asked her to make bread one day, but she forgot to put the baking soda in, and the bread had to be fed to the hens.


Every six months she was hired again until she reached the age of nineteen, when she got married. Her husband was hired as well, near Omagh. He came for her on a bicycle and they were married at nine o’clock mass. After the ceremony they went into a nearby house where the woman put bacon and eggs and bread on the table. They walked up to Omagh station and caught the train to Strabane. They spent the day there and then came back to Omagh and, she said, ‘he took me on the bar of his bike to my place and he gave me a kiss and a hug and went to his place’.


‘There were none of them good,’ she said. ‘I would go down in one place I was hired to a plantation, and cry, I looked up on to the hill and thought if I could see over the hill I’d see home. I think of the punishment I got – we had to do it or die of hunger.’


Her farmers all paid at the end of the six months, with the exception of one who docked her money for breaking the door of the oven. But there were others who wouldn’t pay, one man in particular, who called the police when one of his hired boys took two calves in lieu of payment. He would be watched at the Hiring Fair, but he would always get someone, she said. There was another man who was reputed to have murdered several boys, but no one ever tried to do anything about it.


Did any of them ever molest her? I asked. No, she said, none of the farmers ever touched her but she knew one girl who had twins for a farmer, and had to go home to have the babies. The farmer would have nothing to do with her. ‘That was no life, you know,’ she said, ‘you saw no one’s face except old farmers. They were tough times. I know plenty of people around here who wouldn’t tell you. They all got the same abuse as I got.’


Most of her brothers and sisters emigrated as most of her parents’ family had done before them, as did her own three sons and one daughter. Got out, to England or America. One of her uncles became a millionaire in America.


Her troubles did not stop when she and her husband finally settled down together. He died at the age of thirty-eight, leaving her with five children. She had to go back and work as a farm labourer again. ‘They couldn’t get enough work out of you,’ she said. ‘They’d have no pity on you. I don’t know what kind of country it was. It was a cruel country.’


She went back recently to the house in Donegal where she was born, where her family still lives. The changes were astonishing: carpets everywhere, rooms built on, a new fireplace, a shower. She marvelled at what the house was like.


‘I wish I could spell. I wish I could write a bit myself. You’d nearly call me a liar for telling you what happened. You were just a slave. You never got a day off. You had no money. People wouldn’t tell you because they’d be ashamed. I wouldn’t be ashamed. I came through it all.’


Her great-granddaughter came in with a friend and they both sat listening to the end of the story. One of Rose’s daughters, who is dead now, stayed at home, so she had a family in Drumquin. The two little girls listened carefully to the bit about her not being able to spell. They thought it was funny that an adult couldn’t spell. Rose thought it was funny as well, pointing out that she could spell small words, but not big ones like ‘wheelbarrow’. The two girls giggled.


When I left Rose I wandered down into the village of Drumquin: I needed a drink. I rang for a taxi and sat at the bar. I told the people in the bar that I had been to see Rose McCullough, and they all started talking in the bar about the Hiring Fair, about who was hired and who wasn’t hired. The man beside me said his mother had been hired, but he didn’t think his father had been. They pointed to a man at the top of the bar and said he definitely had been hired; they all laughed as they shouted his name down the bar. He looked up in astonishment at all the attention being paid to him.


The taxi driver had more recent events on his mind as we drove back to Strabane. Two of his friends had been taken in by the army at the checkpoint on the bridge to Lifford and told to strip. When they stripped they were told to put their clothes back on and they did. They were then told they could go. They couldn’t understand why they had been told to strip. Every bloke under thirty was being made to take his shoes and socks off by the army and the police; most of the time the army didn’t bother examining the shoes and socks, he said. Just as in Derry, he said, there were no discos in Strabane. If you wanted to have a good time, you went into the Republic. It was good for the taxi trade.


*


The Martyrs’ Memorial Band came from a part of Strabane known as ‘Head of the Town’ which was a housing estate less than twenty years old. The sense of depression there was all-pervasive. Some of the houses were bricked up, others had been razed to the ground. This was the main breeding-ground for the IRA in Strabane. A huge mural was painted on one gable end: ‘The fools, the fools they have left us our Fenian dead’. The Irish flag flew high on a mast and its colours, green, white and orange were also painted on footpaths and gable walls.


*


The afternoon was hot when I took the road to Clady, which was, like Strabane, right on the border. There were soft clouds in the sky and other brooding clouds lurking behind them.


My destination was Castlederg.


An army helicopter flew low over the fields and then went over the town before it turned and flew back out again. I passed the town dump and the river. I passed along the wall of what seemed like a run-down estate before I came into Clady, where, even though I had only walked a few miles, I decided I was due a drink. There was an Irish flag waving in the housing estate I passed.


The barman confirmed for me that there was no inn between Clady and Castlederg and he thought Castlederg was ten miles away if I went over the hills. I showed him my map, a map which would cause me immense grief, being an ordinary Michelin road map of Ireland. He looked at it for a while, shrugged his shoulders and went back to taking in bets for racing from local youths.


There was an army checkpoint down the hill and beyond it the remains of a public house which still had its name written up clearly: The Smugglers’ Inn. Just before the bridge which led into the South was a small filling station, a tiny off-licence and a small shop, handy for those who wanted to avail themselves of the cheaper prices in the North without having also to avail themselves of the army checkpoint. Nip in, get the cheap petrol and nip back out again.


The man who ran the three little businesses between the checkpoint and the border was Billy Flanagan, until recently an SDLP councillor on Strabane District Council, but he had lost his seat to Sinn Fein. He had lost his pub, The Smugglers’ Inn, as well, to the IRA.


Bombing was nothing new around here. The bridge at Clady, the same one which still spanned the river Finn, was first blown up in 1688 during the Williamite Wars. Twice this year so far there had been bombs, one in January and one in May. Both had been proxy bombs – the IRA forcing someone at gunpoint to get into a car; then while his family was held hostage, drive with the bomb inside to a certain place, in this case the army checkpoint in Clady, which happened to be opposite The Smugglers’ Inn.


The most recent bomb had come at ten past eleven at night. They ran out of the pub and the checkpoint and stood waiting for the bomb to explode. It went off after midnight. Billy Flanagan had added catering facilities for two hundred to the pub, which was blasted to bits. He had closed up after the bomb in January; now, it seemed, he would be closed for good. He was in his early forties, and seemed like someone from whom the gloom never lifted – his shoulders were hunched, the worry fixed in wrinkles on his forehead.


Clady, Flanagan said, was a hundred per cent Catholic. It was free and easy before 1980, when the army began building the checkpoint, believing that the border crossing was being used to smuggle arms. He had stopped serving the army or the RUC in the bar. When the second bomb came the army were in the middle of intensive repair work on the checkpoint. No builder would work for them. The IRA had recently issued a statement which read: ‘Our original warning still stands. Anyone who works for the RUC, in whatever capacity, will, once positively identified, be executed.’ Over the next few weeks they would execute a few well-known builders.


We wandered through the bombed-out pub. Flanagan’s young son came with us. We looked at how all the cans of beer had shrivelled up in the bomb blast. The boy lifted something up and looked at it, studied it for a while, before showing it to his father. ‘Daddy,’ he said, ‘what was that?’ His father told him to put it down.


He gave me directions to get to Castlederg over the mountains, warning me that I would go into the South, into the North, into the South again and back into the North. ‘How will I know whether I’m in the North or the South?’ I said to him. ‘You won’t know,’ he replied, managing a gruff sort of smile.


Within a few months his whole livelihood would be taken away, not just his pub; the petrol station, the shop and off-licence would be purloined by the army, who wanted to extend the checkpoint almost as far as the bridge. They would make him move. People in Strabane would see a thirty-two-vehicle convoy wade through the town in the middle of the night full of supplies for the new army checkpoint at Clady. The compensation would never make up for what was lost.


*


Half a mile up the hill beyond Clady was a different world, made up of different colours, different sorts of houses and fields. The area between Strabane and Clady had been made up of big fields, good land. This, however, was mostly bogland. Fields full of heather, furze, rushes. Soggy, wet fields. The road became narrow as it made its way straight over the hill. The warm day was beginning to fade, but there were a good three or four hours of light left. I saw a rabbit running across a field.


As I wandered higher up this hill, the land became worse; a few sheep grazed morosely among the rushes, a few scrawny trees broke the monotony. I asked a man whom I met to tell me the way to Castlederg. He said I’d be better to go back to Clady, it would be easier to get a lift from there. I said I was walking. He said he still wasn’t sure if the road was passable. It used to be, he said, but he wasn’t sure if a crater had not been put in the road at the border. He told me where to turn. No one went down there now, he said.


The turn was blocked off with wire, but there was clearly a path across the hills, so I climbed over the wire and made my way along. There was a lone farmer in a tractor in a field. He stopped what he was doing and I could see him watching me. I walked along a dip in the track and up a slight incline towards him. He drove the tractor on to the track and stopped.


‘Am I in the North or the South?’ I asked him.


‘Where are you going?’


‘I’m walking to Castlederg. Am I in the North or the South?’


‘You’re in the North,’ he said. ‘That’s the North there, that dip in the road. That’s the South over there where you came.’


I didn’t know I had been in the South at all, not since Lifford. I checked my map, but there was no sign of this road on the map.


‘You’re all right then?’ the man on the tractor asked.


‘I am,’ I said.


Beyond a whole field full of purple heather was a dump, full of broken chairs, plastic bags, tins, bottles and bits of cars. Over the hill were a few farms with long lanes running down to the farm houses. I could hear the sound of gunshot in the distance; somebody was trying to shoot crows, or to scare them away. The road was tarred now, and I enquired from a man who was standing by the door of a cottage whether I was in the North or the South and he said I was now in the South. I told him the route I had taken and asked if it was possible that I had come from the North into the South into the North again and into the South once more without a single signpost or checkpoint, without a significant change in the look of the landscape or the quality of the road.


He laughed. It was possible, yes, sure it was as possible as if I walked two miles ahead I’d be back in the North again, but this time I would meet a checkpoint. It must be a haven for smugglers, I said to him. You could get a grant for an animal in the North and then take it South and sell it, couldn’t you? He laughed again, but said nothing.


There was hardly any traffic on the road. The day was still warm and the hard asphalt was starting to hurt my feet. I passed a Garda checkpoint and a Garda looked out at me. I was in the North again, at a fork in the road with no idea which road led to Castlederg. I was just standing there waiting for inspiration when I saw a British soldier peering out of the ditch just a few feet away from me. He was camouflaged, his face blackened; his green and brown uniform blended in with the colours of the fields and the ditch. I saw that he had a few companions wandering around the field with guns pointed straight ahead of them, as though they were looking for something.


Where was I going? asked the soldier. I told him I was making my way into Castlederg. Did he know the way? I asked him. He asked if I was from the South and I said I was. Both roads led to Castlederg, he said. Which was the shorter? He wasn’t sure. I decided to go straight on. I saluted him and he nodded cheerfully. One of his companions was sitting in the ditch, plonked down, without any regard for nettles or thistles, with a radio beside him and a large aerial. I greeted him and he said hello.


In the next field there was a thatched cottage which was completely ruined, the thatch had caved in. I could see the other road into Castlederg over to the right. It was milking time now, and fat cows were being led out of the fields towards the milking parlours.


As I passed a small bungalow which was just beside the road, a woman stood at the window with her back to me. There were no curtains on the window and I could see her clearly. As she turned she suddenly caught sight of me from the side of her eye and then with her full vision, she screamed at the top of her voice. I had given her a fright. It was hard to know what to do. It was a lonely road; she probably didn’t expect a stranger to pass by like that.


I decided that there was no point in stopping to explain that I didn’t mean any harm. Even the idea seemed ridiculous. So I just walked on and when I looked behind, she was there at another window with a few other women, all of them younger than she, all looking at me. I walked on as fast as I could.


On the way into Castlederg I passed an expensive bungalow with three huge dormer windows which had been built beside a run-down old shack with a galvanized roof. The shack had been abandoned. It was as though the money had come quickly and all together; they had simply built the new house, and when it was ready they had abandoned the old one. The two buildings looked as though they had been set up as a case history for students of social change, so brazenly did they stand there beside each other.


There were more new bungalows on the way down the hill into the town. I went past the church and the RUC station and stopped at the first pub I saw and ordered a pint of beer. There was a stony silence as I came in. The men playing pool continued with their game, and no one spoke.


I was unsure of my ground here. Castlederg I knew, was divided. There were Catholic pubs and Protestant pubs. I wasn’t sure which type I was in. I sat there anyway and finished my drink. I had been told there was a hotel here and I asked the barman, who directed me across the road.


As I stood on the street I was approached by an RUC patrol. A very young policeman got out of the front of the car and another out of the back. As the young man asked me for identification, the other one crossed the street and pointed a rifle at me, directly at me, while I rummaged through my rucksack. I was going to ask him if he could ask the other one to put the rifle down, but I didn’t want to be taken to the RUC station, or to get involved with the RUC in any way. He told me that he was going to search my bag, and he informed me under what section of some Act of Parliament he was going to do so. I told him that was okay. People came to the window of the pub and were staring out. The policeman across the street still had his rifle trained on me, which I found disturbing. The other fellow began to look through my books, which included Eugene McCabe’s Heritage; he looked at it for a while: the title story was about a UDR man in Fermanagh meeting his death; I wondered if he knew about it – it had been made into a television play.


‘Where are you staying?’ he asked.


‘In there,’ I said, pointing at the building I had been directed to. He helped me put my things back into the rucksack and walked back to the car. His friend with the rifle walked across the road and opened the back door of the car and sat in before it drove away.
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