
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Atria Books eBook.



Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Atria Books and Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


I would like to sincerely thank all of the writers who submitted their writing for publication in this book. Difficult decisions had to be made and not everyone’s work could be included, but I appreciated the efforts of each and every one of you and learned much from the stories and poems you sent me.

Heartfelt thanks to all of the writers who met with me in Northern Ireland! I learned so much from you and I enjoyed it thoroughly. Thanks also to the families who invited me into your homes and to the teachers and principals who hosted my visits at the various schools. I will never forget your kindness and hospitality.

And thanks to all the photographers whose work appears in this book, including Cassandra Lindquist, who did the author portrait.

I would like to thank the following people for providing me with background information about the Troubles: Jane Bell, Belfast; Reverend Bernard J. Canning, Scotland; Paddy Bogside Doherty, Derry; Louise Foresman, Seattle; Dominic Gates, Seattle; Nancy Gracey, Belfast; Charles McAleaf, Seattle; Derek McCauley, Derry; Paul Neeson, Kirkland, Washington; Will Pegg, Belfast; Dr. Michael Roe, Seattle; and Jim Watson, Belfast.

The following people have my heartfelt appreciation for helping me to connect with writers in Northern Ireland: Anne Carr, Belfast; Pat Campbell, Belfast; Dr. Michael J. Carr, Derry; Margaret Dolan, Belfast; Francis Donnelly, Crossmaglen, Northern Ireland; Ann Gaughan, Blue Bell, Pennsylvania; Mary Jo Jackson, Northfield, Minnesota; Dan O’Kennedy, Livonia, Michigan; Joanne Mulcahy, Derry and Portland, Oregon; Miss C. O’Reilly, Belfast; Ms. Pettigrew, Belfast; Miss S. Simpson, Lisburn, Northern Ireland; Anne Tannahill, Belfast.

Special thanks to Kevin Byers, Portaferry, Northern Ireland, and Dr. Michael Roe, Seattle, for their review of the introduction to this anthology and many helpful comments.

I could not even have begun to put this book together without the help of newspaper editors throughout Northern Ireland. Many thanks for printing my letter and subsequent articles about the book. Thanks also to all the folks at Fortnight who forwarded mail and answered questions from interested writers and to the Irish-American magazines who’ve let their readers know about this book as well.

As with all of my books, this book owes much to the hard work of librarians, particularly the international network of interlibrary loan librarians. Thank you all! I would also like to thank the Quick Information librarians at the Seattle Public Library, who were always happy to track down some obscure fact for me, and the Ballard Branch librarians, who never shrank from the long lists of book requests I handed them.

Very special thanks to Yvonne Murphy, Librarian for the Northern Ireland Political Collection of the Linen Hall Library in Belfast. Your guidance through the maze of books and pamphlets in a library that long ago overflowed its premises was oh so welcome. (If anyone is looking for a worthy cause in Northern Ireland to which to donate—please consider contributing to the continued existence of this very special and impressive collection.)

I would like to thank John O’Neill, of Belfast, for serving as a consultant for this book during its early stages. Just knowing you were only a phone call or fax away really helped.

Many thanks to professor and poet Frank Ormsby, Belfast, and novelist Kathleen Ferguson, Castle Rock, County Derry, for serving as adjudicators for a literary award connected with this anthology.

I am very grateful for the intelligence, the care, and the diligence of my editor, Paul McCarthy, at Pocket Books/Simon & Schuster. He believed in this project from the beginning and has provided expert guidance all along the way. Thanks for letting me try my wings in a country I love, Paul.

Special thanks go to my agent, Sarah Jane Freymann. Just knowing you’re working in Manhattan and loving it lets me hide out in Seattle and write—or fly off to Northern Ireland! Thanks for all of your insights about this book and those to come, Sarah Jane.

One of my oldest friends, silent partner, and sometimes personal assistant, Cheri Brown, kept me together through my visit to Northern Ireland. Although you’re somewhat invisible here, you know how much I appreciate you.

And finally, heartfelt thanks to Kate, who fed and cared for all my furry, four-legged creatures in Seattle while I was in Northern Ireland, kept a hilarious diary of their beastly antics so I’d know what I’d missed, and kept the light in the window burning till my return.



INTRODUCTION


In 1969 animosities between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland escalated into what is called “the Troubles,” now nearly three decades of violence during which thirty-four thousand shootings and fourteen thousand bombings resulted in the wounding of over forty thousand people and the loss of more than thirty-one hundred lives.

Eyewitness to this widespread violence, the generation that is known in Northern Ireland as “children of the Troubles” has never known a permanent peace. In this collection of their own true stories, memoirs, essays, diaries, letters, and poems, sixty of them tell what it has been like to grow up in a painfully divided country and what it means to them that, after decades of murder and destruction, there is now a possibility of a lasting peace.

In September and October 1994, Catholic and Protestant paramilitary organizations in Northern Ireland announced cease-fires in an effort to work out a peace agreement. Sadly, the Catholic paramilitary cease-fire ended in February 1996 with an Irish Republican Army (Nationalist Catholic paramilitary organization) bomb blast in London in which two people were killed. The Protestant paramilitary cease-fire, although still officially said to be holding, has been brought into serious question by what appears to be the sectarian murder of a Catholic taxi driver during the summer of 1996. Although sectarian violence was still an everyday reality in Northern Ireland during the cease-fires, seventeen months without a sectarian murder or bombing was no small accomplishment and many people in Northern Ireland thought it signaled the end of the Troubles.

In addition to the sheer joy of being able to walk down a street knowing that any blasts one heard were more likely to be firecrackers than bombs, the seventeen-month respite opened some people’s hearts and decreased the fear of reprisal enough to allow Catholics and Protestants to begin to speak their truths in each other’s hearing. This book of their own writings about growing up in the Troubles is a testament to what can be accomplished in the absence of bullets and bombs.

Many of us who have not grown up in Northern Ireland have difficulty understanding what would bring members of two Christian communities to fight to the death with one another. How could religious differences possibly be that important? In fact, the Catholic/Protestant conflict is more of an ethnic conflict between two culturally distinct groups over land and civil rights than a war about religious doctrine.

One clear indicator that the violence stems from an ethnic conflict rather than a religious one is that it predates the Protestant Reformation by several centuries. In fact, ethnic violence has been the rule rather than the exception for over eight hundred years in Northern Ireland. Still, some of the major roots of the current Troubles can be found in the seventeenth century when the British government sent thousands of Scottish Protestants (many of them Presbyterians) to confiscate land owned almost entirely by Catholics. By 1703 the Scottish settlers, backed up by British military force, had taken 95 percent of the land in the six counties that make up Northern Ireland today.

Not only did the Scottish Protestant settlers take the land from the Irish Catholics, who had barely managed to scrape a living from it as it was, but when many of the Protestants were successful in the new country because of the wealth they had brought and the support of the British government, they were not inclined to share the bounty with the Irish Catholics, whom they regarded as a somewhat primitive and barbaric people.

Massacres and rebellions defined the next two centuries in Ireland. All in all, the Protestants killed more Catholics than Catholics killed Protestants, and the northeast corner of the country became a Protestant stronghold while most of the Catholics who had lived there migrated to the south and west of Ireland. This mass displacement of the majority of the people who had inhabited Northern Ireland was in many respects more consequential than the loss of lives that occurred on both sides. Events connected with this displacement are firmly etched in the ethnic memory of both communities, and annual commemorations of these events reinforce and maintain the centuries-old sectarianism that characterizes Northern Ireland today.

Great Britain was seen by the Catholics as the real enemy behind the persecution they had received at the hands of the Scottish Protestants. Even many descendants of the Scottish planters were none too fond of England’s control of them and their land. Protestants were, in fact, some of the major leaders of the home rule movement that culminated in the Easter Rising, an armed rebellion of Irish patriots against British troops on Easter Monday of 1916 in Dublin.

Great Britain’s execution of these Irish patriots sharply increased Catholic demands for home rule and eventually led to a war for independence. At the conclusion of that war in 1921, Britain relinquished its hold on the southern twenty-six counties of Ireland that had a strong Catholic majority while firmly retaining control of the Protestant-dominated, northeast six counties that are known as Northern Ireland today.

If the populations of what had become two separate countries in 1922—what is now known as the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland—had been exclusively of one religion or the other, perhaps the peoples of Ireland could have peacefully coexisted on the same island. But a sizable Catholic minority remained in Northern Ireland when Ireland was divided, and the division of the country did nothing to decrease the sectarian strife there.

Gerrymandering and oppressive voting regulations in Northern Ireland gave the Protestants nearly complete control of local and national government, including the police force of the country, the Royal Ulster Constabulary. Public housing was unfairly allocated, and Protestants were encouraged to hire only Protestants so that many more Catholics than Protestants were forced into poverty in the years following the division of Ireland.

With the relative prosperity that followed World War II came changes in social policies in Northern Ireland. Free education—albeit nearly completely segregated education—was extended to Catholics as well as Protestants, and Catholics began to hope for a better future for their children. Still, there remained widespread inequities in employment, housing, and the administration of civil rights. Many Catholics in Northern Ireland believed that the only way to redress these ills would be to join the Republic of Ireland—with its 95 percent Catholic majority—and become one nation again, free of British rule. Obviously, this prospect had little appeal for Protestants, who would become the minority in a united Ireland.1

During the nineteen fifties and sixties Catholic resentment mounted, and violence erupted at times over what is generally acknowledged, even by many Protestants, to have been two centuries of unfair treatment by the Protestant majority. Catholics and Protestants continued to live together in the six counties called Northern Ireland but they were far from a unified country.

On August 24, 1968, the history of Northern Ireland changed forever when, inspired in part by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and also by Vietnam War protests and the 1968 Paris student revolt, four thousand nonsectarian civil rights activists, who were perceived by Protestant Unionists as Catholic Nationalists, took to the streets in what they intended to be a peaceful protest against discrimination and injustice. They marched again on October 5 in the city of Londonderry (Derry) and were attacked by the Protestant-dominated Royal Ulster Constabulary.

A march, similarly intended to be nonsectarian, was held in January of 1969. Caught on film and broadcast round the world, police and civilian attacks on peaceful civil rights marchers set the stage for the decades of murder and mutilation carried out by paramilitary organizations on both sides of the sectarian divide as well as by the police and the British military.

In 1969 bombings on both sides began in earnest, and Bernadette Devlin (a very outspoken twenty-one-year-old Catholic political activist) won a seat in Parliament, a wake-up call to the level of unrest in the Catholic community. On the fourteenth of August of that year British troops arrived on the streets of Northern Ireland, and by September they had erected the Berlin Wall of Belfast, the first of many so-called Peace Lines, that confirmed the absolute division between the two communities and the fact that they could not live together in peace.

Of course, calling all this the beginning of the Troubles is hindsight. No one could have guessed in 1968 or 1969 the level or the duration of the violence that was to come.

Most of the writers whose work appears in this book have known since they were toddlers that because they were born into either a Protestant or a Catholic family in Northern Ireland, they were destined to take sides and suffer the consequences. Yet many barely knew the “enemy.” Northern Ireland is so divided that many young people do not even meet a member of the other religious community until they are in their teens.

From the moment children are born in Northern Ireland they begin to live in a majority Protestant or a majority Catholic neighborhood. They go to either a Catholic or a Protestant school, and their friends are likely to be exclusively one or the other. They are taught to shop only in their “own” shops in some towns and, eventually, to socialize only in their “own” pubs. And, of course, when they die they will go to a segregated graveyard.

Amazingly, I think, to those who haven’t been raised there, in Belfast even the taxis divide along religious lines, with one fleet heading to Catholic and another to Protestant neighborhoods. In some parts of the country even the sidewalks are painted to designate political/religious loyalties.

In addition to these very obvious distinctions that children need to learn in order to survive in Northern Ireland, they also absorb differences in language and perspective that set them apart from one another for the rest of their lives. If you are Catholic, for example, you call Northern Ireland’s second largest city “Derry”; if you are Protestant, it is “Londonderry” to you. If you are Catholic, you call the nearly three decades of the Troubles a “war”; if you are Protestant, you are careful to point out that there has been a terrorist uprising, not a war, in Northern Ireland.

In fact, even the name you call your country will be in question. If you are raised in a Catholic family wanting the reunification of Ireland, you will refer to “the North of Ireland” as your homeland or call it “The Six Counties,” rather than making it sound as if it were a separate country called Northern Ireland. And if you were raised in a Protestant environment, you will be more likely to call your country Northern Ireland or Ulster.

Not only are most children in Northern Ireland set on divergent sectarian courses from birth, but from the age of seven some Protestant and Catholic children are coerced into running secret errands for terrorists and assembling and hiding their weapons.

Although the majority of people in Northern Ireland abhor the violence and take no part in it themselves, virtually every family in Northern Ireland has had members beaten, tortured, or murdered, and the country’s children have been witness to it all. For this is not a private war, conducted behind closed doors, nor a war where the men go away to fight the enemy. This is an everyday, in-your-face war, where the enemy lives on the next block and speaks (almost) the same language.

In this collection of work by and about children of the Troubles in Northern Ireland, we hear what it is like to grow up in a divided country, a heart-stoppingly beautiful little country of 1.6 million people, smaller than the smallest of the United States, that has only rarely known peace.

Prior to the paramilitary cease-fires, it was almost inconceivable that anyone would put his or her experiences of the Troubles into print. Reprisals could be swift and deadly, however small or unintended the provocation. The motto in Northern Ireland, taught by parents on both sides of the sectarian divide, has long been “Whatever you say, say nothing.” Sadly, this has meant that a whole generation has been silenced about their fears, their anger, their losses—and that, with few exceptions, there is little in the literature of Northern Ireland to reflect the complex realities of living in a country torn apart by ethnic strife.

Now the women and men, girls and boys, in this book not only are courageous enough to tell their own stories of what has happened to them and their families during the Troubles, they also convey how much it means to them that there is, for the first time in their lifetimes, a hope of permanent peace in their country. Despite tremendous violence that occurred throughout the country in July of 1996, as this book goes to press, peace talks are continuing and at least some people hold out some hope for a peaceful resolution to the centuries-old conflict.

Over half of the writers were under twenty-one when they wrote the prose and poetry in this anthology. Half male, half female, they come from throughout the six counties of Northern Ireland and they speak from a wide range of political viewpoints. The creativity displayed here comes in a variety of forms, and some of the writers have chosen to use the tools of fiction in telling their stories, but all have assured me that their work is autobiographical and that the events they described really happened to them.

It is a testament to these writers’ courage and a measure of the hopes for peace in Northern Ireland, I believe, that not a single person in this anthology asked to be anonymous although a few of the writers did, on occasion, change names and places to protect other people.

When I tell people about this book, many want to know how I came to write it . . . and, in particular, how I found all of the prose and poetry it contains. Therein lies a saga—a love story that began when I first crossed the border into Northern Ireland in September of 1983. I had chosen the Republic of Ireland for a solitary vacation because I needed the country landscapes, narrow winding roads, and sheep—lots of sheep—to heal from an overload of plain old American stress. I knew I would be safe there, free of the usual worries many women who travel alone carry with them.

After ten days of pastoral bliss, however, I found myself driving my rental minicar across the border to Northern Ireland, something I had promised friends I would not do and about which the U.S. State Department had issued stern warnings. Sometimes a little pastoral bliss goes a long way with me, and I was curious about what lay just over an invisible line that, in fact, seemed only to divide one hillside of sheep from another—all identical.

I had been in Northern Ireland only a few days when thirty-eight Irish Republican Army prisoners made their escape from the maximum-security prison near Belfast called The Maze, stabbing a guard to death as they went. This was the largest prison escape in British history, and what was already countrywide tight security was tightened even further.

But outside of Belfast, where my bags and purse were checked every time I went in or out of a store, I could see little difference . . . until one evening when I pulled off the road to consult a map, trying to find an infernally elusive bed-and-breakfast, and I looked up to find my minicar surrounded by rifle-pointing uniformed men. With utmost politeness, one of them asked for my identification and explained that he and his mates would need to examine my car and all its contents, which the six of them proceeded to do with great thoroughness. And with the same degree of courtesy, they folded and replaced every single item, packing my bags far more neatly than I usually did.

Nothing so extraordinary about such a search—it could happen in any number of countries, I supposed—but what struck me about it was the contrast between the bucolic, verdant landscape turned gold in the sunset, and sheep, fluff now gone pink, and these most serious men, polished and efficient, as if they had done this hundreds of times before and it were the most natural thing on earth.

Later I was to feel the contrast between what Northern Ireland seemed to be and what lay just below the surface even more sharply when I came to know and to enjoy the company of some of her people. How could people who were willing to share food and drink and talk and laughter so readily with an American stranger be so at each other’s throats that they supposedly had to be guarded and searched like this to keep them from killing each other?

’Twas a mystery and one that wouldn’t leave me alone. If people in one of the friendliest countries I’d ever encountered could not be trusted to pull over by the side of the road, then who or what in the world could be trusted? Once again, a question that has been a strong theme in other books I have written returned to haunt me. As naive and simple as it sounds, I have always desperately needed to understand why humans are violent toward one another. What, in other words, is the cause of man’s inhumanity to man, and, specifically, why were the people of Northern Ireland bombing and shooting each other? Of course only a few of them did; nevertheless, I had come to understand that the sectarian divide between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland was deep and wide and went back for centuries.

Fourteen years later I was to have the opportunity to ask that question and many others when I returned to collect these stories about growing up in Northern Ireland as a companion to another book of young people’s autobiographical writings I had collected and edited, Children in the Holocaust and World War II: Their Secret Diaries.

As is the case with all the books in what has now become the Children of Conflict series, my role is to provide a place for people to find their own voice and to express their individuality. I couldn’t write about growing up in Northern Ireland because I didn’t, but I could listen to others who did and I could provide a showcase for their stories, a forum for their disparate opinions . . . a place where Catholics and Protestants can hear each other if they choose—not just the views of politicians but the firsthand stories of their counterparts on “the other side” who have grown up in the same sectarian violence as they have but see it very differently.

To provide such a forum I needed to find writers and, in particular, writers who were willing to take the risk inherent in sharing the details of their lives and their opinions in a country where crossing the street from one neighborhood into another can get you killed. First I read dozens of books, hoping to educate myself about the incredible complexities of Irish politics. Then I wrote letters to the editors of about seventy-five newspapers in Northern Ireland telling them what I needed. I wrote to primary and secondary schools, colleges and universities, organizations and government offices and churches . . . and to all the writers for whom I could find an address.

Manuscripts from Northern Ireland began filling my mailbox as one newspaper after another printed my letter to the editor and word of mouth spread that an American wanted to publish writing about growing up in the Troubles. Over six hundred people eventually answered my letters with marvelous examples of their own creativity. What they sent was clear evidence that, in addition to having an important story to tell, they were writers with a brilliant way of telling it.

Never satisfied, I wanted even more. I wanted to meet with these gifted writers and have them tell me their stories in person. I wanted to get together with them at their favorite pub or at their school or in their living room; I wanted to have tea or Sunday dinner with their families and meet their children and their grandparents and have them tell me everything! And I wanted their photographs for publication as well.

Amazingly, after years of being accused in print of being extremely tight-lipped, even “neurotic” by one American author who tried and failed to interview them, the people of the North shared their hearts and their homes and their families with me when I returned to Northern Ireland in September 1995. And they never flinched when I brought out my tape recorder or my camera. Either they’d developed nerves of steel during nearly three decades of the Troubles or—and this is what I believe—they were more than ready to let us in the outside world know about their lives and their country after years and years of requisite silence and of feeling misunderstood by a world that persisted in the mistaken belief that the conflict there was a dispute over religious doctrine. (As we’ve seen, the Troubles are as little about doctrinal disputes as political conflict between Democrats and Republicans is in the United States.)

So, that’s the saga of how this book came to be. Now I want to talk a little about why it is so important that we listen to these writers and learn from their experience. Northern Ireland is certainly not the only violently divided country in the world, and the lessons these writers have to teach us are applicable in Bosnia, Israel/Palestine, South Africa, and Rwanda, to name a few, as well as in every city in the United States where racial and ethnic strife causes us to live in fear of one another.

As you read about the tragedy in Northern Ireland, I hope you will be thinking of your own country, your own state, your own neighborhood, and how distinctions we have found it necessary to make between our fellow human beings and ourselves are contributing to the destruction of our human family. For this is not really a book just about Northern Ireland, it is a book about us—all of us—who would try to live peaceably together on this planet, no matter how great our differences.

Since I have been a psychotherapist as well as a writer, I suspect that some readers might be curious about what I think the psychological impact of nearly three decades of violence has been on children of the Troubles. Those whose writing is included in this book describe a wide range of emotional responses to the division of the culture and sectarian violence, but fear and anger were the ones about which they most often wrote. Certainly, those who lost loved ones have written about those losses, but grief is not a predominant theme in this book. Perhaps it is a more private emotion about which it is more difficult to write and perhaps not everyone can afford the vulnerability of grieving when the dangers of the Troubles are still all around them.

During the cease-fires (September 1994 to February 1996) some mental-health professionals in Northern Ireland reported that patients were experiencing sudden bouts of depression and anxiety that could be described as posttraumatic stress disorders. Not until the murders and bombings were halted did these patients feel safe enough to fully experience their losses. A few writers told me that this was the case for them and, in particular, they found that they could not write about the Troubles until after the cease-fires began.

Some of the writers told me that even with the cease-fires they still suffered the same kinds of fears of terrorists that they had grown up with. Some continue to have violent nightmares. The emotional realities of a lifetime are not easily forgotten. Even though I was only a visitor in Northern Ireland—and that during the cease-fires—I know that firecrackers going off sent a jolt of adrenaline through my body because part of me was always expecting a bomb blast. As I sat and conducted interviews in the coffee shop of the Europa Hotel in Belfast, as much as I would have liked to, I could not completely put out of my mind the thought that this hotel had been bombed twenty-eight times during the first twenty-five years of the Troubles.

I imagine that it could take a generation of peace to quell the fears of the generation that has known only war. And perhaps just as long for anger and sectarian attitudes and beliefs to subside. Happily, however, I can say that, after meeting and talking at length with a fair number of people in Northern Ireland, I think they are as emotionally and mentally healthy as any folks on the planet. And this is not my observation alone. Nearly every sociological/psychological study of “Troubles children” has shown that they are no more violent, depressed, nor mentally ill than people of any other nationality although there may be a higher incidence of juvenile delinquency in Northern Ireland than in most Western European countries.

In keeping with what I have long suspected about children who grow up challenged by war, poverty, parental loss—even “dysfunctional” families, as we Americans rather mechanically call them—I found no empirical support for the idea that they will necessarily have lifelong psychological problems. Although there are people who have suffered serious consequences of many kinds of trauma in Northern Ireland, I believe that sometimes such serious challenges precipitate greater flexibility and maturity than a placid life of plenty. Sometimes truly compassionate and wise adults are born of painful, even torturous, childhoods.

I know that the adults I met in Northern Ireland evince the kind of honesty, judgment, social skills, motivation, maturity, compassion, and humor that most people can only hope their children will have when they grow up. Of course, it should be remembered that the writers in this book are well-educated and articulate and may not be entirely representative of the people of Northern Ireland as a whole. Still, it is because of the deep admiration I have for them, far more than because of any faith I might have in the machinations of the politicians, that I have high hopes for a just and lasting peace in Northern Ireland.

Some people have wondered what conclusions I would draw from all that I was hearing from people on both sides of the sectarian divide in Northern Ireland. Would I, as they suspect most Americans do, come to support the Nationalist Catholic cause and see the British as colonialist interlopers intent on preserving their empire and the Protestant status quo no matter what the cost in terms of human lives? Or would I attribute most of the bloodshed to the Irish Republican Army and see it as a band of Catholic terrorists in need of life sentences, if not execution?

While I believe that in learning about any political situation one inevitably comes to a few rudimentary conclusions, I have tried in my research and in my writing to maintain the position of “the learner.” That is, while I cannot pretend to maintain a position of complete neutrality, I can attempt to defer final judgment as long as possible while I take in the subtleties and complexities of the situation. I know that I will be suspected by some people on one side or the other—if not both—of playing favorites and misrepresenting positions. To those people I can only say that I have tried to be fair, to listen without preconceptions, and to divest myself of prejudice whenever I became aware of it. I have also tried to carefully balance this book by including close to an equal amount of writing by Catholics and Protestants.

I do have some regrets about the positions not represented in this book. Although I invited all comers, anyone with a story to tell about growing up in Northern Ireland, I received almost nothing from the children of British soldiers on duty in Northern Ireland and I received nothing at all from the Travellers’ community, a disenfranchised and mostly illiterate people that Americans might call gypsies and who, unfortunately, are often disrespected in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland as well. For both of these omissions I am sorry. I hope that someone else will take up the challenge to tell these Northern Ireland stories in another book.

I also regret that only one of the many, many people still in prison on Troubles-related charges responded to my call for stories. There may, of course, be a very good reason for this since there is no statute of limitations on the activities of illegal organizations in Northern Ireland; people can be jailed for years for simply admitting that they were once a member of a paramilitary group—even if it was twenty years ago.

I want to explain a few decisions I came to as I collected and arranged the material in this book. First, and most obviously, none of the prose or poetry in this book is in Gaelic, which some Nationalist Catholics consider to be the language of Ireland. For the obvious reason that few people outside of Ireland read Gaelic, I have chosen to limit this book to English writings.

I also want to point out that, perhaps not so obviously, I did not select writing for its level of blood and gore. Although the violence in this book is all too frequent and sometimes of a grotesque nature, I chose the writings in this book for their depth, their power, their beauty, their intellectual clarity, and their humor—regardless of the degree of violence they contained.

Perhaps also not so obvious to readers outside of Northern Ireland is the fact that words—many, many words—are politically charged and, therefore, a writer must constantly be on guard for hidden meanings. With what seem like tripwires spread from margin to margin, it is almost impossible not to set off someone’s suspicions by the use of certain words. I have attempted to acknowledge the political overtones when I know them and to work out certain compromises, but that is not so simple in a country in which not even the name of the country can be agreed upon. In my introduction to the writers’ work I have, for example, referred to the country’s second-largest city as “Londonderry” or “Derry” depending on what the writers themselves call it. And I have chosen to use Northern Ireland as the name of the country because it is the one most frequently used throughout the world to designate what others call “The North,” “The Six Counties,” or “Ulster.”

Some simple conventions probably need no explanation but, to be clear, I have inserted bracketed definitions of words and terms likely to be unfamiliar to readers outside of Northern Ireland. Of necessity, these explanations are brief and may not express all of the complexities of the situation. For example, while I have explained that Nationalists are nearly all Catholics and that Unionists are for the most part Protestants, it should be remembered that not all Catholics are Nationalists wanting a united Ireland with home rule and that not all Protestants are Unionists wanting continued British rule. For simplicity’s sake, I have specified certain organizations as “Protestant” or “Catholic,” but this does not mean that they are approved by or representative of the majority of the memberships of any church.

I have edited all work for consistency in spelling, grammar, and punctuation and occasionally decreased the length of prose pieces. I have retained the writers’ own British/Irish spelling and syntax. Explanations contained in parentheses are the writers’. For authors under twenty-one years of age, I have specified the age at which their work was written at the beginning of their story or poem.

The photographs were taken as close to the age about which the writers were writing as possible. Unfortunately, some of the writers had no childhood photos and have long since left childhood behind, but their work stands just fine on its own.

This book is arranged in three parts that quite naturally emerged from the stories and essays. That is, the writing was not selected to fit any preconceived categories. Within the sections, the prose pieces were selected to complement one another and often are in the order of the ages about which the writers are writing. Poetry is more intuitively placed and sometimes serves as a counterpoint to the prose.

Part I, “Belfast: Bullets and Bombs,” focuses on young people’s responses to street violence in Belfast.

Part II, “Throughout the Divided Country,” provides insight into the nature of sectarianism in Northern Ireland and, in particular, how it has impacted children and teenagers living throughout the country, even in the rural areas.

“Pig in the middle” is a childhood game familiar to most people in Ireland/Great Britain, and I’ve chosen it as the main title of Part III of this book to sum up the position of those who find themselves politically less than sectarian enough to satisfy the demands of the majority in their own community. I have tremendous respect for people who are willing to try to bridge the sectarian divide despite peer pressure, family pressure, church pressure, etc., and am happy to conclude the book with their writing in Part III, “Pigs in the Middle: Bridges to the Future.” This does not mean, however, that those whose work appears in the other two sections of this anthology are not equally desirous of a peaceful solution for Northern Ireland.

Whatever the outcome of peace talks that are taking place as this book goes to press, it still must go down in history that the paramilitaries and ordinary people on both sides of the sectarian divide maintained a cease-fire for a year and a half, an unprecedented cessation of paramilitary armed conflict in Northern Ireland.

Perhaps it took some of the paramilitaries coming to a point in their lives when the welfare of their children and grandchildren was the most important thing to them. Gerry Adams, head of Sinn Fein, the political arm of the Irish Republican Army, has said as much, as have others on both sides of the sectarian divide in discussing why they agreed to cease-fires after twenty-five years of fighting.

Ultimately, I believe that a lasting peace can be achieved only by an agreement that provides for equal opportunity and justice for all in Northern Ireland. It is a matter of debate as to whether equal justice and equal access to employment, housing, and the political process really exist there today.

This book is dedicated to all who are seeking a just and lasting peace in Northern Ireland.

LAUREL HOLLIDAY

September 1996



1. Demographic experts estimate that if current population trends continue, Protestants could become a minority in Northern Ireland by the year 2015 and perhaps even sooner in certain areas of the country.



PART I


BELFAST:


Bullets and Bombs



For the nearly three decades of the Troubles Belfast has been known round the world as the capital of sectarian violence in Northern Ireland. Only intrepid and perhaps adventure-seeking tourists included this blood-spattered city on their itineraries, and few outsiders other than media war correspondents experienced Belfast firsthand until the seventeen-month cease-fires that began in September 1994. Not only were foreign visitors afraid to venture into the city, many natives wouldn’t come into the city even though they lived just a few miles away.

As some of the writers in Part I of this book tell us, it was as if Belfast were reborn when the paramilitary cease-fires were announced in 1994. Suddenly the town was filled with more international tourists than it could accommodate and one actually had to make reservations for dinner at some of the finer restaurants. The core of the city became a construction zone as glamorous boutiques and shopping arcades were almost instantly erected, a sign of tremendous economic growth and a memorial to the end of the violence.

As of this writing in September 1996, the fate of Belfast once again hangs in the balance after the IRA cease-fire tragically ended on February 9, 1996, with a powerful and murderous IRA bombing in London. It remains to be seen if another cease-fire can be instituted and all parties can be tolerant enough of each other to work out a permanent peace accord.

Meanwhile, the only thing the people of the city, who have endured so much unrest and bloodshed in their lifetimes, can count on is further uncertainty. Once again, some people of Northern Ireland are afraid to go into Belfast, and those who do must be careful of when and where they go, ever mindful that a bomb in Belfast is far from a remote possibility.



ADRIAN FOX


CRAIGAVON, COUNTY ARMAGH
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Adrian Fox was born in Kent, England, in 1961. Both Irish, his parents had gone to England to find work but later returned to Northern Ireland to set up a home for their growing family and to start a business of their own. “Little did they know,” Adrian says, “that in just two years they would become part of the nightmare [the Troubles] and that my father’s small car repair centre in Belfast would be taken over and used as a British Army post and our home would be taken from us by force and burned.”

Having spent his first six years happy and content in England, Adrian simply was not prepared for the violence he saw in Belfast. “It seemed like hell,” he says. His school life was so affected by the chaos of the Troubles that he left school at age fifteen to become a butcher’s boy.

“A friend of the family saved my life in a gun battle,” he recalls, “and was killed just minutes after getting me home safely.” Adrian himself sometimes was involved in the violence until one day everything changed for him: “As a young teenager, thinking this war a part of me and I a part of it, one day I was rioting with the British Army and I split a black soldier’s head open and my friends congratulated me on such a fine shot but I ran home through the streets sick to my soul. And on the way a woman stood screaming in an alley, ‘The bastards have shot my son!’ Her son’s busted body lay there with his intestines hanging out like snails on the concrete. Then as I cried myself to sleep I knew this war was not a part of me. I can still see those faces of the dead and injured.”

Now living in County Armagh, happily married with three children he loves very much, Adrian’s commitment is to his family, his writing, and peace. He has had quite a few poems published in anthologies. One of his poems, “Breath of Peace,” was recently issued as a song on a CD by a Belfast band. The following story is Chapter Two of a book he is writing called Freedom Winds.

One for the Road

I didn’t feel the beat of my heart until I was six years old. If I felt it before then it was only a faint murmur so I take it for granted that my first six years were spent cocooned in peaceful innocence.

Mum said I was a laid-back child full of wisdom. As long as my high chair tray was piled high with food I was content. Dad, who always differed, said I was a lazy child who needed too much attention. I suppose I was somewhere between the two assumptions.

My heart beat like it had never beaten before. It felt like my body was vibrating with fear. Reluctantly I stumbled up the mobile staircase, mother’s strength tugging at my arm as I stopped, taking in the sight of the massive steel bird, holding the handrail like the branch of a tree when falling.

On reaching the platform, she turned to me to reassure me that everything would be alright. Seeing the fright written on my grimaced face and the buildup of tears, she took me into her arms. I clung to her like a leech—so close our heartbeats entwined.

This was my first time on an aeroplane. Flying to Belfast, of all places, with my head stuck in my second sick bag as if I had been given some premonition of what the future had in store. The year was nineteen sixty-seven.

What a rush of relief I felt when the aircraft taxied to a halt at Aldergrove Airport and we were in a taxi rolling through the lush green countryside. My heartbeat returned to normal as the beautiful rolling hills opened to me from the backseat, as we climbed hills filled with cattle, sheep, and little cottages and farm buildings. I had only glimpsed scenes like these in books or stories from my mother’s childhood as my early years were spent in built-up towns and cities in England.

I was lost in a daydream of what my new home would be like, picturing fields to run and play in, rivers to fish with friends. My dream was shattered as the taxi fell from the last hill to civilization, past houses, shops, schools, churches, and hundreds of people on the streets.

The taxi turned off the main road where the sun was shining brightly. The side streets were dark and dismal as if an instant depression had erupted in the heavens. Grey clouds formed above, blending bleakly with the rows of closed-in redbrick terraced houses, like a garden filled with overgrown weeds.

I knelt on the backseat observing with disappointed eyes my new world, far from the beautiful scenery of my imagination. The nearest resemblance to trees were the old gaslights. Now converted to electricity, they lined the dreary streets. Scruffy, hard-looking kids swung around them enclosed in a strong rope.

I watched the older boys who played football on the road without any fear of the traffic. They leered at me through the glass.

“There’s the school you’ll be going to,” said my father. It stood empty and evil behind the high rusted spiked double gates, surrounded by a brick wall. Along the top of the wall ran three layers of rusted barbed wire. My heartbeat grew wilder at the thought of attending such a school.

The taxi turned left into a narrower street and pulled up alongside the kerb. The daylight withdrew even further. It was more like dusk than late morning. This is hell, I thought, standing there on the pavement, waiting for someone to open the blood-red door of the bleak two up/two down [two rooms on the first floor/two rooms on the second] terraced house.

An old worn woman with mousy dead hair and an apron over her drab dress opened the door. We stood staring at the stern old woman, awaiting a smile or some expression of welcome. Dad approached her and they embraced, bringing a slight smile to her tired face.

Sarah was old and had lived alone since my father left her and the only home he knew as a young teenager. She had little time and energy. Working at the local mill where she had lost two fingers and all her pride, she spent the rest of her time in the chapel. She was a stern woman who never wed. Not many got to know her or wanted to as she dictated her religious beliefs too often.

I lay deep within the blankets of my temporary bed, a mattress on the cold linoleum floor. I shook with fear of the night coming into the room. My mother’s voice from the room below brought a little comfort until my mind went wandering.

The story Sarah told me earlier was reoccurring in my mind, my imagination running wild. As she spoke with a hard northern brogue, she shot forward, just inches from my face, like a witch from the darkness. “The banshees cry at night,” she said. “Don’t let them see you. If they do, they’ll throw their invisible combs and, if they hit you, you will die.”

My insides were cold. Wanting to urinate, I took the chamber pot that rested on the only piece of furniture in the room.

With my left hand I tore at the tiny blemishes on my skin. I lay there looking at the only light in the room. A tiny crucifix enclosed within a glass tube shone a subtle red glow onto the picture it projected, adding to the sinister face of a man with a fixed glare, blood trickling from the thorned wounds of his forehead.

I turned away from the light and buried my head in the bedclothes, thinking this is an evil place with evil fleas and people talking of banshees and death, trying so hard to remember friends and good times from my short past. Eventually I fell into a sleep.

I rose from the floor and stumbled across the room in my brother’s hand-me-down pyjamas. The turn-ups of four years fell in the night and hung around my feet like slippers.

I opened the curtains revealing the darkened street. I looked up to see a bright sunny day. The morning could not penetrate the street’s shadows, the identical rows of houses on each side of the cobbled road were so close. I watched an elderly lady bending over her fire hearth with a little brush and shovel in her aching hands as if her back were locked and she was in terrible pain.

My older brother Terry told me there was no such thing as banshees. “It’s only the cats crying,” he said.

That night, before I retired, I went to the back room. I looked from the window. With my brother’s reassurance, I tried hard not to be afraid.

The moon and stars reflected on my emotion-filled eyes, watching my new world nightmare. The moon threw shadows in the yard. The grey steel bathtub hung from a nail on the wall like a sinister doorway to hell. The toilet door creaked with the night’s breeze and the memory from earlier in the day came fleeting back.

I held myself from falling into the hole in the wooden bench, surrounded by whitewashed walls, covered in massive webs and spiders crawling like the plague of sadness in my mind. And that door I closed upon myself I thought would swing open and something evil would be waiting. My fear running wild, the old rusted lift latch jammed. I kicked and thumped on the door, hurting my hand. The door swung open and no one was there.

I ran to my mother who was washing dishes in the sink and held her with all my might. “I don’t like this place,” I stammered and shook in her clutches. From the window the sights were eerier than they were in the daylight. Behind the yard wall was an alleyway I couldn’t see into and I was glad because the dark figures of mind scurrying along the alley would only bring more frightened confusion.

A dark redbrick wall ran the length of the back alley. Like an extension to the yard wall, three rows of rusted barbed wire ran along the top of it. Three acres or so of rugged concrete lay beyond the wall. The unlit building loomed bleak in the centre of the playground. I dreaded my first days at that school with those rough-looking boys who played football in the street.

The cats hissed and whinged and fought somewhere in the darkness. Oblivious to the sounds, I was lost in the sights of hell. My sister entered the room and startled me. Noticing the buildup of sadness in my eyes, she sat on the bed reassuring me that everything would be alright. We went downstairs and had supper together. I felt good sitting with my family just like we used to before this strange upheaval.

Over the weeks, the hell within my mind dwindled as I learned to cope with a cold, rough northern way. Sarah took a shine to me, calling me the apple of her eye, hugging me and showering me with toothless kisses.

I reminded her of my father when he was a boy. “You’re the spit from your father’s mouth,” she kept telling me.

We called her Aunt Sarah, although she wasn’t. My father was left as a young baby for Sarah to rear, abandoned by a mysterious woman who ran off to some unknown freedom. The mystery was never solved as both Sarah and my father were deep, secretive people who held the skeletons of their past secured within the vaults of their minds.

My father took a job as a panelbeater/sprayer [auto body repair person] and purchased a house for us. Before we moved from Sarah’s I caught sight of a scene that would be etched in my memory forever.

I watched from the front bedroom window. My mother had tucked me into my temporary bed but I couldn’t sleep. I saw a small stocky man running onto the street from a darkened alley. Dressed in a black bomber jacket and jeans, he wore a grimaced, painful expression on his white complexion, as if he were running for his life.
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