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PROLOGUE


  The Holy Family

  In the blistering summer of 2018 the vivid murals still look ominous. The brick wall facing the Holy Family Boxing Club in New Lodge, Belfast, is painted white, with green and orange trim completing the colours of the Irish flag. In its left-hand corner an IRA gunman in a balaclava looks down at the rifle that has slipped from his hands. A hooded IRA soldier stands to attention in the opposite corner. His head is bowed as he holds his gun.

  In the centre of the wall two clenched fists hail the words ‘Comrades in Resistance’. On either side of this slogan a stark sentence is split in two and inked into the wall:

  
    I don’t care if I fall

    As long as someone else picks up my gun and keeps on shooting.

  

  Next to it another mural depicts three gunmen, dressed in black, pointing their rifles at a blue sky. The Irish words Tiocfaidh Ár Lá (Our Day Will Come) and Saoirse (Freedom) are painted in gleaming white. Surrounded by tower blocks and rows of council housing, the murals are reminders of the violence and pain that remain in this corner of north Belfast.

  Ten minutes earlier, ambling through the Cathedral Quarter, drifting past bars and cafés filled with bearded hipsters and beautiful girls showing off their tattoos and piercings, I had been in a different world – in a city full of warmth and hope for the future. It is hard to believe the Holy Family and the IRA murals are just a short walk away.

  I had strolled alongside Davy Larmour, a Protestant fighter who had been trained by the venerable Gerry Storey at the Holy Family in the 1970s. Davy, a short but strapping man in his mid-sixties who had once been the British bantamweight champion, still cut an imposing figure. But his eyes twinkled beneath his bald head and above his boxer’s nose as we left our usual café at the MAC, the Metropolitan Arts Centre, on Exchange Street.

  I liked being at the MAC and at other places in this vibrant new Belfast. At the MAC you might see a Gilbert & George exhibition or work created by Irish, Croatian, Turkish or Palestinian artists. There could be stand-up comedy, video installations or a new play.

  My head still hummed with the stories Davy told me. He had lived a different life to the Belfast millennials we passed. Many young people in the Cathedral Quarter would have looked at home in Berlin or Copenhagen. But Davy was rooted in Belfast. He was shaped by the past – but he had found a way to transcend the Troubles.

  Davy came from near the Shankill Road, a defining marker of Protestant Belfast, but he had also been a champion amateur boxer, and then a professional fighter, with many friends in Republican Belfast. He remembered the IRA car bomb that had blown up his father’s truck in 1972 on Ann Street, less than a mile from where we sat. Davy’s dad had survived, but life had never been the same again. Yet there was neither bitterness nor resentment in Davy.

  He was happy to hear I was on my way to see Gerry Storey at the Holy Family.

  During my earliest visits to the city, not knowing the geography of Belfast despite being aware of the New Lodge’s reputation, I would take a taxi from my hotel in the Cathedral Quarter to the Holy Family. It was never more than a £5 fare but we had to go the long way round. I learnt later from Gerry, who had run the gym for over 50 years, that I could walk to the Holy Family just as quickly by strolling up North Queen Street, crossing over at the McGurk’s Bomb memorial and taking the walkway round the back.

  The first time I took the short cut, Gerry led me down the grimy stairwell. We crossed the road under the concrete flyover and stood outside the painted exterior of McGurk’s Bar. On a desolate night in 1971, Gerry had lost friends at McGurk’s and his family had felt grief and rage. A week later there was a retaliatory bomb, aimed at Protestants on the Shankill Road. Four innocent people were killed; Davy Larmour just missed the explosion.

  Gerry gave me these lessons in Irish history with a light touch. He also explained how his peaceful work overcame deadly bigotry. In the 1970s and ’80s he had criss-crossed Belfast, moving from Republican to Loyalist no-go areas with relaxed good cheer as he trained both Catholic and Protestant boxers. Gerry and his fighters were different to anyone else during the Troubles. They were allowed to travel freely and were welcomed everywhere in a battered city. He put on boxing shows deep within gunmen territory – whether the paramilitaries were from the IRA (Irish Republican Army) or their enemies in the UDA (Ulster Defence Association) or UVF (Ulster Volunteer Force).

  We moved on, walking through New Lodge, and Gerry glowed with the memory of all he had done and the men he had made, from world and British champions like Barry McGuigan and Hugh Russell to lesser-known characters he celebrated with equal fervour. The more we walked, and talked, the closer I felt to this extraordinary story. I saw the ghosts of a brutal past – and I understood the peril and hatred Gerry Storey had withstood.

  I told Gerry again about my own history. I had grown up in South Africa under apartheid. When I was in my early twenties in the 1980s, we heard intricate reports about Northern Ireland on our daily news bulletins. It was almost as if the government and the state broadcaster, the SABC, wanted us to realise that other countries were afflicted by division and strife.

  We heard much about Bobby Sands, the IRA hunger striker in the Maze prison near Belfast, but nothing about Nelson Mandela serving a term of life imprisonment on Robben Island. We heard much about riots and bombs in Belfast and Derry, but only controlled snippets of the dissent in the black townships of Soweto and Alexandra. We heard much about bloody conflict between Catholics and Protestants, but just censored versions of the war in the townships and along South Africa’s borders with Mozambique and Angola.

  Decades later, in the 21st century, lessons learnt from South Africa’s post-apartheid Truth and Reconciliation Commission helped the peace process in Northern Ireland. Republicans, Loyalists and policemen from the Royal Ulster Constabulary had travelled together to Cape Town in 2012. They had once wanted to kill each other, but in South Africa they found a way to talk as they met with delegates from the TRC to discuss how they might break free from a violent history. Northern Ireland has always mirrored my old country.

  I had been thinking about Storey for years – ever since I’d heard how he had taught boxing in the Maze prison in the immediate aftermath of the hunger strikes. In 1981, Sands and nine other Republicans had starved themselves to death in a battle against Margaret Thatcher’s government. That crisis had gripped and appalled me 6,000 miles away in Johannesburg. I had since learnt that Storey had gone into the Maze, where the hunger strikers had died a few months earlier, and given boxing lessons to prisoners from both the Republican and Loyalist cages.

  I did not know then I would spend years researching this book. In Derry, I spent many days with Charlie Nash, the first significant boxer of the Troubles, a man who fought for European and world titles despite the tragedy his family endured on Bloody Sunday. I became friendly with Larmour and Russell, a Protestant and a Catholic who shared two bloody battles during the early 1980s. Russell was an Olympic medallist for Ireland and a British bantamweight champion. He was also one of the great photographers of the Troubles, who documented the carnage with his camera by day while sparring in the gym at night.

  I became close to McGuigan, the greatest Irish boxer of the Troubles, a world champion who bridged the sectarian divide. Storey, who had trained him during some of his most significant bouts as an Olympian and Commonwealth Games champion, carved out this road before him – but McGuigan had the character and talent to showcase such unity on a world stage.

  Sitting outside the Holy Family, and facing the sinister murals in the sunshine, the truth hit me again. Only boxing could have brought these peaceful men together.

  *

  The Troubles took hold of me when I met McGuigan for the first time on a beautiful afternoon in rural Kent in the spring of 2011. Even though we were far from Belfast and the peak of his boxing career, the former world champion made me feel as if we were back in the shuddering 1970s and ’80s. All his bravery and glory in the ring rose up again alongside the years of bombings and kneecappings, of futility and death.

  We were born in the same year, McGuigan and I, and bound together by our love of boxing. His knowledge was obviously deeper than mine, but he could tell I understood the power of the savage old fight game. We both believed in boxing and, despite the corruption and sadness that framed it, saw everything it had achieved during the Troubles.

  ‘The sadness was unbearable for so many,’ McGuigan said, ‘but boxing gave people some light. It took their minds off the darkness. You know that line in “Danny Boy” my father used to sing: “I’ll be there in sunshine or in shadow”? Well, the shadows ran deep. And my fights felt a little like sunshine. Both sides would say: “Leave the fighting to McGuigan.” You see, it was also entertainment – people loved to forget the Troubles for a while.’

  McGuigan offered a vivid depiction of the night he won the WBA featherweight title against Eusebio Pedroza on 8 June 1985 in front of the largest television audience in British boxing history. Twenty million viewers watched McGuigan fight a great champion.

  He leapt from his chair to showcase the combination with which he dropped Pedroza in the seventh round. The little old featherweight danced around me, throwing big punches with rasping grunts as he imagined the formidable Panamanian in front of him again.

  ‘Can you believe it?’ McGuigan exclaimed. ‘Lucian Freud, the greatest painter in Britain, was there. Incredible. Irvine Welsh is another. Have you read what he wrote in Glue?’

  Welsh, the author of Trainspotting, was lost in the crowd that wild night. He has since written about the emotional response of his father, a Scottish hard man. ‘Irvine Welsh went with his dad to the fight and, just before the first bell, he turned around to look at his father,’ McGuigan said. ‘In the ring my dad was singing “Danny Boy” and Irvine was amazed to see his own father crying. He’d never seen his dad cry before.’

  That night captured McGuigan at his most powerful. As a fighter from the Republic of Ireland, who boxed for Ulster and won the British title, McGuigan was loved in both the North and the South. ‘Why did I get such special support?’ McGuigan asked out loud. ‘The answer is simple: there was so much sadness and people were fed up.’

  Daniel Day-Lewis, who played the part of a boxer in a film about the Troubles, wrote: ‘Barry was compassionate in victory, courageous almost to his own destruction in defeat. The dove on his shorts was a symbol of the man, an exquisite paradox; the warrior and the peacemaker.’

  McGuigan also suffered as his fists inadvertently ended the life of his opponent, a Nigerian called Young Ali, in 1982. ‘He’s never far from my mind,’ McGuigan said of Ali, who fell into a coma and eventually died after their bout at the Grosvenor House Hotel in London.

  There were tears in McGuigan’s eyes and his face crumpled. For a few moments he could not speak for crying. ‘It’s impossible not to feel guilty,’ he eventually said. ‘I think of Young Ali every day of my life. I wonder about his wife, and the child she was pregnant with when he died. For a long time, I felt so sad I couldn’t think about boxing. But my own wife was pregnant and I had to go on. Boxing was so important to me – and to all of us in Belfast.’

  Two years later, in 2013, McGuigan drove me across Belfast for a couple of hours as we moved through notorious areas from the Troubles so that he could illustrate boxing’s remarkable achievement in spreading peace. A familiar old slogan – End British Internment – was daubed across a wall near the Holy Family in New Lodge. The IRA murals and high-rise flats loomed darkly over the gym. But, inside, lightness lifted our mood.

  It was moving that boxing brought two warring communities together. ‘That was the paradox,’ McGuigan said. ‘Peace be with you – and you were punching someone in the mouth. Boxing was an olive branch. Boxing allowed you to do things nobody else could do. It was a horrible, terrifying time. You look back and think: “Christ Almighty, did our neighbours and friends really do such barbaric things?” But they did. It happened.’

  McGuigan brightened. ‘For many of us boxing was a sanctuary. It was a release, and an education. We travelled the world and became better human beings. Gerry Storey started it all. You have to meet Gerry . . . he has more soul than anyone I’ve ever known in boxing.’

  That afternoon Gerry was out, working with young boxers in a different part of Belfast. I resolved to return and meet him.

  Leaving the Holy Family, we heard something that sounded like gunfire. McGuigan swore, apologised and then laughed when I reminded him that I came from Johannesburg. It was like being home again – for both of us. We moved from New Lodge to the Falls Road, zipping past the black flags and Irish tricolours, to the Shankill Road’s Union Jacks and murals dedicated to the Queen.

  ‘I had a Falls Road and a Shankill Road Supporters’ Club,’ McGuigan said. ‘Gerry started all that. Ask Gerry about the time he took a team of us Catholic kids to box against East Germany on the Shankill Road. It was a special time – despite so much murder and misery.’

  *

  This book makes no attempt to explore the roots of the conflict or to recount how the Troubles finally ended. That task has been completed many times before. In Sunshine or in Shadow focuses instead on the positive impact of boxing in Northern Ireland from 1972 to 1985. It starts with the massacre of Bloody Sunday in Derry on 30 January 1972 and ends with McGuigan winning the world title in June 1985.

  These were the very worst years of the Troubles. Yet I was drawn to them because, in this period, boxing saved lives and steered countless young men away from joining paramilitary groups. I also chose this narrative arc because it coincided with the greatest years in the ring for McGuigan and Nash, Larmour and Russell. They were bound together by the debt they all owed to Gerry Storey, who trained each of them at key stages of their careers.

  Boxing gave its fighters and trainers a form of diplomatic immunity to travel anywhere they chose. That was a rare privilege – not offered even to priests, poets or politicians. The liberty given to boxers still seems remarkable. I have open-minded Protestant friends in Belfast today who, because they are ordinary people rather than boxers, would still not dare step into New Lodge or another Republican area like Turf Lodge.

  Boxing won the hard-bitten support of men in the street, whether they were supporters of paramilitary groups or just working-class people who yearned for a change from brutality and recession. Of course sport is meant to offer a heady distraction from real life but, in Northern Ireland, the boundaries between the personal and the political are always blurred.

  Amateur fighters from Northern Ireland compete for the Republic of Ireland in the Olympics and world championships. Other sports, including rugby, hockey and cricket, also field All-Ireland teams drawn from the North and the South. Yet only rugby can rival boxing as a sport where people from Northern Ireland compete for Ireland at the very highest level. The impact of rugby during the Troubles was less powerful. Rugby in the North was played primarily in Protestant schools, and usually in more affluent areas, so it did not match boxing’s cross-community appeal.

  Similarly, Gaelic football and hurling, so popular in Nationalist circles, were of scant interest to Protestants. The divide was so obvious that two men carrying, respectively, a hurling stick and a hockey stick would be classified immediately as a Catholic and a Protestant.

  Football’s hold on people, meanwhile, diminished in the 1970s. From February 1972 until May 1975 security concerns meant Northern Ireland could not play football (or soccer) internationals at home. They played Home Internationals (against England, Scotland and Wales) at Goodison Park in Liverpool, or away, while their European Championship and World Cup qualifiers were held at English grounds as diverse as Hull, Coventry, Sheffield Wednesday and Fulham.

  In later years there was fleeting harmony. The 1982 World Cup finals saw Northern Ireland perform far better than expected, even beating Spain 1–0, with a team that was an encouraging mix of Catholics and Protestants. Yet in the late 1980s and ’90s, violent prejudice regained a foothold. Following Northern Ireland seemed to become a statement of Loyalist intent, as Catholic players were insulted at times by some of their own supporters. Most Catholic fans underlined their allegiance to a Republic of Ireland team that thrived under the management of Jack Charlton. It would need a different century and a post-Troubles landscape for Northern Ireland to play football in a more vibrant and hopeful atmosphere at Windsor Park.

  Boxing filled the vacuum in the Troubles – and Larmour and Russell proved that boxing had a unique ability to stage ferocious contests between Protestants and Catholics, in front of fevered and integrated crowds, without any violence outside the ring. Football was different: the tribal rivalry between opposition clubs often caused sectarian strife.

  This book does not try to claim that boxing changed the political landscape because, obviously, it did not end or even defuse the Troubles. Yet, when people looked in amazement at how boxers ignored sectarian divisions, they saw acceptance and respect. It helped them believe peace and harmony would finally arrive.

  In attempting to understand how Storey could do his seemingly miraculous work while criss-crossing one forbidden area after another in Belfast, I asked him often why he was given such leeway. He stressed that boxing’s working-class roots echoed the background of most paramilitary leaders and that his fighters were respected for their courage and honesty.

  McGuigan went further. ‘Boxing was accepted and given freedom of movement, unlike any other activity, because it had street credibility,’ he told me. ‘Boxing has a hardness and a coldness about it. Unlike any other sport, you risk your life in the ring. And to get to the top in boxing you have to endure immense pain. Boxers often come from very harsh backgrounds and the way they deal with adversity and hurt wins them massive respect with the paramilitaries. Boxing is a violent sport and it connected with these very violent people.

  ‘It was respected by some of the most dangerous men during the Troubles. And it’s a lovely irony that a man as gentle as Gerry Storey used these special circumstances to spread peace and hope through boxing. He was the only person for a long time in Northern Ireland who could go anywhere and be accepted by everyone. In later years boxing helped me do the same. But Gerry paved the way.’

  Storey is the lesser-known hero, but his experiences shape this book. McGuigan provides the culmination for he was embraced as an icon of Northern Irish sport.

  Two extraordinary sportsmen from Belfast preceded him. But George Best, the amazing footballer who helped Manchester United win the European Cup in 1968, and Alex Higgins, the brilliant snooker player who won the world championship in 1972 and 1982, both succumbed to alcoholism.

  Best remains one of the most gifted footballers to have played the game but even he was affected by sectarian problems. His father was a Protestant Orangeman and, as a Belfast schoolboy in the 1950s, Best was chased often by Catholic kids who wanted to beat him up because he was a ‘Prod’. In the autumn of 1971, while celebrated as ‘El Beatle’ across Europe because of his dashing good looks and stunning skill, Best was warned he would be shot if he played for Manchester United against Newcastle United. He ignored the threat and was a weaving target the entire game, also scoring a goal. The Newcastle manager Joe Harvey made a bad joke: ‘I wish they had shot the little bugger.’ Despite his Protestant background, Best was loved by most Catholics in Belfast. He played only 37 times for Northern Ireland, and rarely in Belfast, and his political influence was limited – even if he called for a united Ireland team.

  Higgins changed snooker for ever, making it seem dangerously glamorous when he burst into a staid sport. ‘Nobody’s as fast as me, or as attractive to watch,’ Higgins boasted. ‘I’m the Cassius Clay of snooker. Snooker needs me, somebody young, to pull in the crowds. That’s what it’s about, baby!’ Burning with chaos and violence, he was never interested in peace or harmony. He was also a Protestant, like Best. In 1990, Higgins threatened to have Dennis Taylor shot. Taylor, a former world champion, was a Catholic from County Tyrone.

  McGuigan and Storey, and all the boxing men in this book, were very different to Best and Higgins. They brought hope in a time of despair.

  *

  In the summer of 2018, in his gym, I show Gerry Storey my notebook, listing all our interviews. We work out that this is my 35th visit to the Holy Family. I have also interviewed Larmour, Russell, Nash and McGuigan many times. Their stories run through me like overlapping rivers, flowing with pathos and pain, humanity and hope.

  Gerry and I sit on the apron of a blue ring on a sleepy midweek afternoon. We are surrounded by black-and-white photographs of his former fighters. His latest crop of shiny-faced boys and girls, ranging in age from eight to 18, will soon tumble through the doors downstairs and race up to the gym for evening training. Thirty of them will turn the Holy Family into a stinking hothouse. Gerry will preside over everything, taking kids on the pads and watching his fellow trainers, like the passionate Seamus McCann, light up the gym with generosity and patience.

  But first, Gerry taps me gently on the arm. ‘Are you sure you’ve got all you need, Don?’

  He laughs when I remind him of the hundreds of meetings and interviews, of all the stories I’ve heard and all the fighters and former prisoners I’ve met through him.

  ‘It’s quite a story,’ he says eventually, sounding wistful that the telling is almost over for him. ‘We lived in desperate times. But we never stopped laughing or believing we would get away from the Troubles. We had it easy compared to most people. We had boxing . . . and boxing brought us together. The shadows were long, but boxing gave us sunshine.’

  


  
CHAPTER 1


  Bloody Sunday

  Derry, Monday 10 January 1972

  Charlie Nash had just stepped away from the guillotine when news of the first death cut him deeply. In less than three weeks, on Bloody Sunday, his life would change for ever but this new wound left him bereft. He could hardly believe boxing had taken the life of his best friend, Martin Harkin, or Mousey as everyone called him. But he knew it must be true. His trainer Tommy Donnelly, and John Daly who also worked at the St Mary’s Boxing Club in Derry, looked heartbroken. They would not have walked into Charlie’s workplace, the Commercial Paper Company on Guildhall Street, without a serious need to talk to him.

  The steel paper cutter stood silent and empty as Charlie stared at them. Two days after he and Mousey had fought on the same amateur bill at the Ulster championships in Ballymena, Charlie felt cold and still. But his mind reeled. Mousey Harkin was dead.

  Charlie had won his fight that Saturday night and he had showered and made it back to ringside in time to see Mousey face Michael Doherty from County Donegal. Mousey should have been a lightweight, like Charlie, but he lacked discipline and ate too much. So he fought Doherty at welterweight.

  Charlie had perched anxiously on his seat and, unlike his usual quietness, he’d kept shouting ‘Come on, Mousey, c’mon!’ throughout the first two rounds of a see-sawing battle. Mousey, aged 20, was a year younger than Charlie. He wasn’t as skilful, and no one expected him to win Irish titles, but he was gritty. Charlie knew Mousey was in trouble because, between rounds, he kept spitting blood into the bucket in his corner. Tommy sponged his swollen face and Charlie saw how badly he was bleeding. Mousey suffered horribly from ulcers and being hit in the face made them worse.

  ‘Come on, Mousey, c’mon!’ Charlie cried as they began the third round. But the swelling around his jaw was obvious and Mousey winced whenever he was tagged. Midway through the third the referee led him to a neutral corner. A doctor looked into Mousey’s ulcerous mouth. He touched the boxer’s jaw tenderly before shaking his head. The fight was over.

  Doherty raised his arm, and Mousey’s head slumped as he was led back to his stool.

  Charlie and Damien McDermott, a bristling little featherweight from St Mary’s, tried to comfort Mousey in the dressing room. But their club-mate looked disconsolate. His mouth was too sore to talk. Tommy tied a scarf around Mousey’s head to support his jaw.

  ‘The doctor thinks you’ve broken it,’ Tommy told Mousey. ‘We need to get you to hospital.’

  Charlie and Damien said goodbye to Mousey, not knowing they would never see him again.

  Standing next to the printer’s guillotine that Monday afternoon, Tommy explained how everything had gone wrong. Once his broken jaw had been confirmed, Mousey had been moved to the Ulster Hospital in Belfast, where complications set in and he slipped into unconsciousness. Mousey Harkin had died earlier that morning from a suspected blood clot that had formed on the brain after a blow to his head. Boxing had killed him.

  Charlie’s mind flooded with memories of playing football with Mousey and going to dances where they looked longingly at the girls. Mousey used to make everyone laugh and bring old pictures of fighters and showbands into the gym so that Joe Louis, Sugar Ray Robinson and glamorous girl singers gazed at them from the peeling walls of St Mary’s.

  At the end of that week, Charlie Nash and Damien McDermott were among the pallbearers who carried the coffin of Martin Harkin through the streets of Derry.

  The River Foyle had long divided Derry into two communities, with the Catholic majority on one side and the Protestant minority across the water. Even its name was a source of contention. The British and most Loyalists in Northern Ireland called it Londonderry as a way of tying the city closer to the Union Jack and the United Kingdom. Some moderate Unionists and almost everyone else called it Derry – but the city had already changed.

  In August 1969 one of the Troubles’ earliest riots had happened 70 miles away from Belfast, in Derry. The Battle of the Bogside lasted for two days, and over a thousand people were injured. Catholics from the Bogside fought members of the Royal Ulster Constabulary and local Loyalist groups as long-standing grievances spilled over into violence.

  Charlie had spent the first five years of his life on the Bogside, before his family settled elsewhere in Derry, in Creggan. During the riot, Bogside turned into a war zone as young Catholic men and women threw stones, rocks and petrol bombs against the truncheons, rubber bullets and CS gas of the RUC. Charlie was shocked to see the falling bodies and burning barricades – and the eerie sight of children wearing gas masks as they held bottles that they turned into flaring petrol bombs in an area called Free Derry.

  It became difficult to breathe and see as the tear gas choked the streets. The initial surge of adrenaline and excitement soured – but the rioting spread to Belfast and escalated when Catholic houses were burnt down by Loyalist paramilitary groups.

  In 1970 and ’71 new civil rights marches in Derry demanded an end to the prejudice suffered by Catholics. Nearly 70 per cent of the city’s population was Catholic, but Derry had been ruled by the Ulster Unionist Party, which was staunchly Protestant, since 1925. The Republicans argued that electoral boundaries and wards were rigged to keep the Unionists in power. They also presented clear evidence that jobs and houses were awarded to the Protestant minority over the Catholic majority.

  At the same time, Derry was deprived of investment and became increasingly isolated. Rail routes into the city were limited or closed and the main motorways did not reach Derry – despite it being the second-largest city in Northern Ireland. A new university was built in nearby Coleraine, a mainly Protestant community, rather than in Derry. It felt as if opportunities and basic civil rights were being denied to Catholics in Derry – and so the marches intensified.

  Charlie was neither combative nor political but he had felt his family’s struggle for years. It had been even harder when they were younger because, to support 13 children, his parents had to work wherever they could find employment. For his father, Alexander, this meant that, as soon as work in the docks dried up and the potato season was over, he had to become a painter and decorator in England. He would be away for months and Charlie missed his dad badly – but the money he wired home helped keep the family alive. It became easier when his brothers and sisters, and Charlie himself, began to work.

  Internment blackened the mood further. From 9 August 1971 until 5 December 1975, the British army would detain 1,981 people in Northern Ireland without trial. Of those interned, 1,874 were Catholics who lived in Nationalist areas while just 107 were Protestants from Unionist neighbourhoods.

  In late 1971, the doors to the Nash family home were burst open in the middle of one night and soldiers marched up the stairs with their guns. Charlie’s dad pushed one of the soldiers back down the stairs. He was lucky to get away with nothing more than shouted warnings. No one was taken that night from the Nash household.

  Charlie preferred to think about boxing rather than the fierce injustices. He had fallen for the ring in 1959, when he was only eight and his dad had picked him out of his bunk bed to watch the boxing late at night. Floyd Patterson fought Ingemar Johansson in New York City and only Charlie was allowed to watch the boxing with his dad. Charlie was gripped by the grainy images screened from a smoky ring on the other side of the world.

  A boxing ritual began. Whenever his dad had been out for a drink, he would weave back into the crammed house and call for Charlie. He would put his mitts up and encourage little Charlie to shadow-box as if he was the hulking Johansson and his boy was the smooth-moving Patterson. ‘C’mon, Charlie,’ his dad would say, ‘use your jab. Have a wee pop, son.’

  His father was great friends with Billy ‘Spider’ Kelly, the Derry featherweight who won the British and Commonwealth titles in the mid-1950s. Charlie would eventually surpass the great Spider and become European champion and fight for the world title in 1980. But, first, he joined the St Mary’s Club on the Lower Creggan estate.

  When Charlie entered the club in 1961, aged 11, it was an old farmyard barn with the only warmth coming from a few small gas heaters meant to take the edge off the perishing cold. At least it warmed up when, on a good night, 30 boys would skip and use the worn leather punch bags that dangled from iron hooks before they took turns to spar in the ring.

  Charlie soon established himself as the best fighter in the club and he won Ulster Junior titles and, eventually, the Ulster Seniors in 1969. A year later, in March 1970, Charlie won the Irish lightweight title in Dublin. He had become the first boxer from Derry to win a National amateur title.

  Boxing made Charlie Nash the most famous man in Derry. Less than two years later, boxing had cost Mousey Harkin his life.

  As he helped lower the coffin of his best friend into the grave, Charlie’s tears fell onto the freshly dug earth. He was not sure he would ever want to fight again.

  *

  Derry was, traditionally, a football city. Yet even the sporting landscape shifted with the advent of the Troubles. In mid-August 1969 an Ulster Cup tie between Derry City and Crusaders, a Belfast team with a staunch Protestant fanbase, had been cancelled. The Irish League, based in the North, concluded that Derry’s home ground of Brandywell, located in a fiercely Nationalist area of the city where the riots had occurred, was far too dangerous.

  A few weeks later, on 28 August 1969, Derry City’s star striker, Lynn Porter, announced his retirement. He had received a death threat and the 23-year-old told the Belfast Telegraph that, ‘on at least two occasions, attempts have been made to assault me’. Porter would be the first, and far from the last, sportsman to be threatened during the Troubles.

  Even after Derry City were allowed to stage home matches again, the club was so embedded in the community that political and social causes took precedence over football. They cancelled their home game against Crusaders on 19 August 1971 so that Brandywell could be used for a rally calling for civil disobedience against the Protestant-dominated Stormont parliament. Seven thousand people attended the rally led by John Hume. It made a striking change because football crowds at Brandywell had shrunk from a 5,000 average to a miserable 200 hardy souls who still supported Derry City at most home games in 1971.

  Football was about to fade away for the next painful decade, as Brandywell became a no-go area to all other clubs in the Irish League. Riots had broken out after a teenager was run down and killed by an army vehicle and gunmen had fired at soldiers from inside the football ground. It was hard to believe that the very next day, 11 September 1971, Derry City played at home against Ballymena United – from the constituency of Ian Paisley, the vitriolic Protestant preacher and Loyalist leader. The Ballymena team bus was burnt by rioters.

  Derry City were ordered by the league to play all their future home matches in Coleraine. Supporters stayed away and the club were soon forced to disband for 12 years before they re-emerged to play in the Republic of Ireland league.

  Boxing avoided becoming a flashpoint for violence among its followers. Unlike football, where tribal divisions ran deep among its supporters, boxing fans generally respected the courage of any fighter who stepped into the ring. The sight of two fighters trading blows in a fair contest seemed uplifting compared to the skirmishes between Republican rioters and British soldiers. Boxing was about to move closer to the troubled heart of life in Derry.

  *

  Willie Nash was just 19 and, among 13 brothers and sisters, closest in age and character to Charlie. He was also a boxer at St Mary’s, where they called him Stiff. It was an affectionate name but also an accurate indication of his lack of movement and guile in the ring. Charlie was a skilful boxer, a southpaw with slick moves, but Willie was the banger. He was a much harder puncher than Charlie, and a bigger fighter too – a natural and strong welterweight.

  Charlie believed his brother was good enough to fight for Ulster Senior titles. But Willie had found a job at the docks with their dad and, after work, he preferred going out for a drink rather than sweating and aching some more at the St Mary’s gym.

  Willie didn’t talk much but he smiled easily and danced crazily. Every Saturday night there was a dance at St Mary’s and Willie made sure Charlie joined him. Even though his big brother faced a long training run in the morning, Willie insisted he come to the dance. They always ended up having a good night as Charlie sat and watched, or spoke to the people crowding around him to talk boxing, while Willie bopped away on the dance floor.

  After Mousey died they had closed the boxing club for a few weeks. None of the St Mary’s boys were in the mood to throw punches. Charlie could not escape so easily. Two weeks after Mousey’s final fight, he represented Ireland in Cardiff. Charlie suffered a cut over his left eye but he outpointed a stocky Welshman without feeling his usual calm in the ring.

  Willie helped Charlie forget about boxing on his return. They went to buy new suits for their brother James’s wedding to Margaret Friel on Saturday 29 January. James, or ‘Banty’ as they called him, depended on them – especially on Charlie as his best man. Charlie worried that his eye would make him look like a thug but Willie reassured him. Banty wanted him as his best man and no cut eye could get in the way of a great time.

  *

  In the week of the wedding, Charlie became more cheerful. He started thinking positively about boxing again. After they reopened St Mary’s, Tommy Donnelly asked Damien McDermott whether he felt ready for the Irish Junior championships in Dublin that weekend.

  ‘I don’t mind fighting,’ Damien said. ‘But I’ve put on a lot of weight.’

  Tommy got out the scales and, stripped to his trunks, Damien weighed eight stone three. Rather than piling on the pounds he had lost half a stone. Charlie knew it was another consequence of Mousey’s death.

  ‘I could box at bantamweight,’ Damien said.

  As they discussed Damien’s prospects at the lighter weight, Charlie felt an urge to support his friend in Dublin.

  ‘What about Banty’s wedding?’ Damien asked.

  Charlie promised to ask Banty if he could leave the reception straight after he had done his best-man duties. They all knew his speech would be short and sincere. He would not be rambling or telling bawdy jokes.

  Banty, of course, knew how much Charlie loved boxing. ‘Make your speech,’ Banty said, cuffing his brother lightly on the arm. ‘And then enjoy the boxing. Leave the dancing to Willie . . .’

  *

  Charlie was far more nervous standing up to make his wedding speech than he had ever felt when ducking through the ropes to fight. He stroked his thick black moustache anxiously as the room fell silent, apart from a couple of raucous cries from his older brothers to take off his dark glasses. Charlie knew it would be rude to talk about Banty and his new bride while wearing shades and so he slipped them into his suit pocket. His black eye was visible then.

  Willie winked at him encouragingly. Charlie managed a smile and tugged at his moustache one last time for luck. It was strange how confident he felt as a boxer when the punches flew with easy grace and he instinctively cut off the corners of a ring. It was a contradiction that Charlie was so eloquent in a dangerous language whereas, in real life, he was neither a smooth nor a garrulous talker. But he had been interviewed often about boxing on television and by newspapermen. It was easier to talk in front of just 60 family members and friends about Banty and Margaret.

  He felt his family willing him on – Willie most of all – and he only choked up when mentioning their mother, Bridie, in hospital. She was the only family member missing from the celebrations and Charlie spoke of how seriously ill she had been since suffering a heart attack. But he regained his composure and felt proud to have done a decent job. He felt happy too as he watched his family and friends drinking and dancing once he had sat down in relief. Willie was back on the dance floor and, watching him, Charlie wished his brother could transfer some of those fluid movements to the ring. Stiff Nash would be some fighter then.

  Banty shook Charlie’s hand, thanked him for everything and reminded him to catch the three o’clock bus to Dublin. ‘Away you go, Charlie,’ Banty said. ‘We’ll be fine here.’

  *

  Damien McDermott and Charlie Nash shared much in common. As well as living close to each other in Creggan, and boxing for St Mary’s, they both came from large families. They each had eight sisters and four brothers. Charlie had long since won more boxing titles than he had siblings, and now Damien followed his lead.

  In Dublin, on Saturday 29 January 1972, he won his first All-Ireland National title. Supported by Charlie, who made it to ringside in time from Banty’s wedding, Damien McDermott became Ireland’s Junior bantamweight champion. He also won the best boxer of the night and, even though none of them drank, the St Mary’s contingent were giddy with euphoria.

  Amid his grief over Mousey Harkin’s death, that sweet night made Charlie happy again. That contentment continued into the next day as, on the Sunday afternoon, he and Damien sat in the back of Tommy’s car. The trainer was driving and Kevin McCall, the chairman of St Mary’s Youth, was in the passenger seat. They chatted happily about Damien’s big win and Charlie boxing in the Munich Olympics that summer. Ireland would be coached by Gerry Storey of the Holy Family. They all admired and liked Gerry – whom they agreed, after seeing him again in Dublin, was one of the nicest men they had ever met.

  Sitting in the back of that car, they had no idea their home city was about to be engulfed by death.

  Derry, Sunday 30 January 1972

  A perfect blue sky lit up a cold day. The grey cloud that usually cloaked Derry in winter had retreated and there was excitement as the crowds gathered. The latest march against internment was expected to draw thousands of protesters who would walk from Creggan, where the Nash family lived, to the Guildhall Square in the centre of Derry. Bernadette Devlin, the 24-year-old MP and Republican, would address the crowd.

  Willie liked the marches. He enjoyed being in a cheerful throng and his brother Eddie and father, Alexander, would march with him. The Nash family was politically moderate – and the two eldest siblings, Paddy and Eddie, even had links with the army. Paddy had joined the British army and he was based in England as a bandmaster. Eddie had been a part-time member of the army in Enniskillen – and had only left in 1969 when the Troubles began to simmer. He now wanted to walk with Willie and his dad to protest, quietly and calmly, against internment on that beautiful Sunday.

  Willie wore his wedding suit again, without a tie, as he liked looking dapper. At Bishop’s Field on the Creggan estate, the crowd had swelled to around 15,000 by early afternoon. The mood was buoyant, despite the clatter of a lone army helicopter in the sky, as the march began. They came from all walks of life, driven by a determination to make their voices heard because many men from Derry had been detained, without trial, in internment camps.

  The organisers moved through the crowd, urging restraint because they had just learnt the security forces would prevent them entering the city centre. They would be re-routed to Free Derry Corner. People moved down Creggan Street and the mood became defiant and sombre. A truck led the way, a Civil Rights Association banner draped across its top, while community leaders directed the marchers with megaphones. Pale sunshine streamed across Derry.

  Members of the 1st Battalion Parachute Regiment were primed outside the Presbyterian Church of Great James Street. They were a third of a mile from the barricades on William Street. This was the army’s crack unit, battle-hardened paras who had done tours of Aden on the Arabian Peninsula. They had arrived from Belfast that morning and were stained by their involvement in the Ballymurphy Massacre a few weeks earlier. Their 2nd Battalion had taken charge of internment procedures and ten people had died. Since then the 1st Battalion had been tested by the sustained rioting that had spread across Belfast.

  Colonel Derek Wilford, their commanding officer, reminded them that rioters breaching the barriers on William Street were to be arrested. They were to clamp down on any dissent – just as they had done the previous weekend when using CS gas and rubber bullets on the beach to break up a smaller group of civil rights marchers at Magilligan Strand in Limavady, 25 miles away. Those protesters had stopped outside a new internment camp at Magilligan and the paras were brutal. After a few stones had been thrown at the camp, and some marchers tried to push past the barbed wire, the 1st Battalion fired rubber bullets at close range and also made repeated baton charges. Some of the paras had to be restrained by their senior officers.

  John Hume, the SDLP leader who eventually won the Nobel Peace Prize, told Lord Saville and the second Bloody Sunday inquiry in 2002 he had avoided going into Derry that fateful afternoon because he had seen the methods of the paratroopers while he led the meeting at Magilligan Strand.

  ‘If they were firing rubber bullets and gas on a beach,’ Hume said, ‘I thought, “Good Lord, what would they do on the streets of a town, and what trouble would they cause?” ’

  Thousands more joined the throng that had left Creggan. A snaking river opened up into a far wider sea of people estimated to be as large as 20,000. They marched until the leading group was brought to a halt on the corner of William and Rossville Streets just over a mile from where they had started. Barrier 14 blocked the entrance to William Street. The protesters were directed down Rossville Street towards Free Derry Corner.

  Most people followed the diversion but some younger men peeled away from the crowd. Rather than turning away from the barrier, they moved towards it, their voices growing louder and their faces becoming flushed with excitement. A few bent down to pick up stones and bricks. The first missiles were hurled against a darkening sky at five minutes to four and were deflected by the Perspex shields of the crouching soldiers.

  Despite the hiss of tear gas, more joined the push towards the barricades while the vast waves surged on behind them towards the new route past the Rossville Flats. As yet more missiles sailed through the choking air, two soldiers in the 1st Battalion tensed. Their rifles were cocked and trained on two figures.

  The soldiers insisted that 15-year-old Damien Donaghy held a black object that resembled a nail bomb as he and John Johnston, aged 55, kept walking towards Barrier 14. Johnston, who was not even on the march, was on his way to visit a friend in Glenfada Park. Soldiers A and B, as they were tagged in the inquest, both fired. Donaghy was hit in the thigh and fell instantly. Johnston was also brought down. Both were alive – but Johnston never recovered and died a few months later. The Saville Inquiry, published 38 years later, in 2010, confirmed that neither Donaghy nor Johnston had been carrying a weapon.

  A returning gunshot came from the direction of either the Rossville Flats or Columbcille Court. None of the soldiers were hurt by that single bullet, which instead hit a drainpipe running down the side of the Presbyterian Church. It was then that Wilford sent the 1 Para Support Company into the Bogside, using Saracens – or Sixers, as the large armoured vehicles were also called – while his 1st Battalion moved through the streets on foot. Running soldiers and the Sixers rumbled down Rossville Street, causing the marchers ahead of them to scatter.

  The Sixers and the paras bore down ominously on everyone, young and old, angry protesters and peaceful marchers. The faceless sea parted into waves of frightened people. A young man and a woman were knocked to the ground by a Saracen.

  Further rioting broke out and soldiers climbed out of the Sixers deep into the Bogside. They hunted down anyone within catching distance. Rubber bullets and batons rained down on innocent people. Others ran away in terror.

  Father Edward Daly, a priest from Derry, was among those fleeing the paras. His black coat flew behind him as he headed towards the Rossville Flats in search of cover. His jagged breath fell from him as he tried to escape the car park area where more and more paras peeled out of their Sixers. The car park seemed unending as he ran. His attention was only diverted by the nervous laughter of a teenage boy, amused to see a priest running at full tilt.

  John Duddy, or Jackie as everyone called him, was a friend of Charlie and Willie Nash, and of Damien McDermott, too. Jackie was a boxer at the Long Tower gym and he came from a Derry family steeped in boxing. Decades later his nephew John Duddy would become a respected pro fighter in New York. In January 1972, Jackie Duddy was only 17. Despite being a very good amateur boxer, Jackie had a cherubic face. Father Daly would say later that he looked like he was 12 rather than 17. He was laughing and running, looking across at Father Daly, when a bullet caught him in the chest as he entered the courtyard of Rossville Flats.

  Jackie went down, as if knocked cold in the ring.

  There was a brief hush in the courtyard as the gunfire stopped. Father Daly crouched over Jackie. ‘Am I going to die?’ Jackie asked softly. The priest could see how badly the boy was bleeding but he shook his head. ‘No,’ he said.

  Father Daly knelt over the prone body of Jackie, squeezing his hand. Another man crouched down to join them and the priest began to pray. It felt important to administer the last rites to an innocent boy.

  The courtyard vigil was broken by the eerie whine of more bullets flying over their heads and ricocheting against the opposite wall. Jackie’s eyes were now closed. ‘Look, son,’ Father Daly said desperately, ‘we’ve got to get you out.’

  Another two men and a woman came ducking down to help. As they scooped up Jackie’s body, Father Daly pulled out a white handkerchief. He wanted it to look like a flag of peace so they would be spared further shooting. A photographer captured an image which would be seen around the world. It represented the innocence and carnage of Bloody Sunday. In this single frame a dead boy was carried by frightened people led by a priest waving a small white hankie as he crouched and weaved against the threat of being shot in cold blood.

  They reached Waterloo Street and finally stopped. Coats were laid carefully on the ground so that they could provide a resting place for Jackie Duddy. A local woman, Mrs McCloskey, covered the body with an eiderdown while they waited for an ambulance. There had been more casualties and deaths by then.

  Margaret Deery, 38, was shot and injured in the car park – as were Michael Bradley, 22, and Michael Bridge, 25. After he had watched Jackie Duddy being gunned down, Bridge, who had apparently thrown stones at the soldiers manning Barrier 14, picked up half a brick. He held it in his right hand as, approaching the barrier, he screamed: ‘Go ahead and shoot me too.’ He was shot – in the leg.

  Paddy Doherty, a 31-year-old construction worker and a married father of six children, was next. He was shot in the behind as he crawled along the ground, trying to avoid being hit as he aimed to reach safety behind the Rossville Flats. The bullet travelled up into his back and came out through his chest. Doherty, bleeding heavily, knew he was dying. Terrorised people, huddling together out of the line of fire, heard him cry out.

  ‘I don’t want to die alone,’ he shouted. ‘Somebody help me. God help me.’

  It was a lonely, terrible sound and, as Geraldine Richmond told the inquest, ‘I wanted to help him but I couldn’t move. I was too scared.’

  Meanwhile Hugh Gilmour, 17 like Jackie Duddy, was shot while running away from soldiers and towards a barricade on Rossville Street. ‘I’m hit, I’m hit,’ the teenager shouted before he was lifted to the barricade by other ordinary people. They would not be able to save him.

  Doherty was near death, and still whimpering. One man could not bear the terrible sound. Barney McGuigan, a 41-year-old husband and former foreman, stood up. ‘I’m coming,’ he said softly to the dying man. Other people watched in awe as, in the manner of Father Daly, McGuigan held a white handkerchief. He soon raised both hands in surrender, the handkerchief rippling above him. To make himself even more visible, and to show the soldiers he posed no threat as he went to help a dying man, he shouted: ‘Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot.’ He took a step forward, and then another.

  A 19-year-old member of the ambulance corps watched in horror. At the inquest she remembered how, ‘Seconds later Mr McGuigan was shot in the head and landed in my lap at the alleyway at Rossville Street Flats. I could do nothing but weep. He was definitely dead.’

  Paddy Doherty was also dead. Soldier F, who killed him, would tell the inquest that he thought Doherty was carrying a pistol. But no weapon was found either on or near his body.

  James Wray, 22, Michael Kelly, 17, William McKinney, 27, Gerard McKinney, 35, Kevin McElhinney, 17, and Gerald Donaghey, 17, were all killed by paratroopers in the next ten minutes. Among the 14 people who eventually died on Bloody Sunday, only the youngest, Donaghey, was a member of the IRA. The other 13 boys and men were innocent civilians.

  A tribute paid to William McKinney, a printer, in the Derry Journal the following week was as typical as it was poignant: ‘Willie was not a stone-thrower, a bomber or a gunman. He had gone to the civil rights march in the role of amateur photographer. He was a printer by trade, and an outstanding craftsman. The layout of some of the reports and advertisements in this very issue, which records his untimely death, bear testimony to his professional ability. He was a quiet, pleasant, hard-working young man, helpful to all who were privileged to be associated with him. He was engaged to be married. He had the expectancy of a long and happy life.’

  It was proved later that, against a single gunshot, which hit a drainpipe, 21 British paratroopers and soldiers fired 108 rounds of bullets. The British army, and politicians in Westminster, would claim that most of the dead were Republican gunmen and bombers, and that their soldiers had come under fire from nail bombs. All these allegations were shown to be lies decades later at the exhaustive Saville Inquiry.

  Three other men died in Derry on Bloody Sunday. They were shot within less than a minute of each other at the rubble barricade on Rossville Street. It was here that 17-year-old Hugh Gilmour lay dying when John Young, also 17, and William Nash, 19, rose up to try to help.

  Willie and Eddie Nash and their father had been forced to seek refuge from the gunfire of the 1st Battalion. They seemed safe but Willie and John Young, another St Mary’s boy, went to try to help Gilmour and others who lay injured.

  John was killed by a single shot to the head. Willie was struck in the chest on Rossville Street.

  Eddie, his father Alexander and 20-year-old Michael McDaid all rushed towards Willie. Michael was shot in the face, dying instantly, while Alexander was hit in the arm. He slumped down next to Willie. Alexander was only injured, but the pain was excruciating.

  Gunfire and the sound of people crying out echoed around them in the walled city. There were more calls for help but it was too late. Willie Nash was already dead.

  *

  The happy mood quietened as Charlie and Damien crossed the border into Northern Ireland in the back of Tommy Donnelly’s car. Traffic thickened as army patrols stopped them every 30 minutes. Each time they came closer to home the questions and searches intensified. At least they had their boxing kit in the boot, and Damien’s trophies on the back seat, to prove their reasons for being in Dublin.

  Tensions were heightened whenever there were civil rights marches, but this felt different. It seemed ominous and persistent. Tommy switched on the car radio. The news shocked them. If they were unsurprised to hear that there had been rioting, they were chilled when the newsreader reported ‘a number of fatalities’ in Derry. They listened in silence as that unspecified number grew. Three dead became four, and then five and on until there were reports that ‘at least ten people’ had been killed.

  As they entered Derry they faced another patrol. Army rifles pointed in their direction as soldiers questioned them before finally waving the car through. In the late-afternoon gloom, they slowed at a set of traffic lights. Tommy was in the inside lane and he rolled down his window when he recognised the man waving to him in the adjoining car. Hughie Bell, the butcher, looked agitated.

  ‘Hello, Hughie,’ Tommy said. ‘What’s been happening?’

  Hughie looked straight at Tommy, seemingly unaware of Charlie’s presence. ‘There’s been a shooting,’ Hughie shouted. ‘I think they shot Stiff Nash and wee John Young.’

  Damien saw Charlie wince as if he had been struck hard across the face.

  ‘Are you sure?’ Tommy shouted.

  The butcher nodded, his normally ruddy face looking drawn and grim. They could not talk any longer because the lights had turned green and there was a Saracen across the road, with soldiers watching them.

  ‘Charlie,’ Tommy said softly, ‘do you want me to get you home first?’

  Charlie shook his head. They had to pass Kevin and Damien’s streets in Lower Creggan before reaching the Nash family home in Upper Creggan. Kevin and Damien both got out and said goodbye to Charlie. He replied in a daze.

  As Tommy turned the corner they saw a small crowd outside Charlie’s home. Around 20 people, mostly neighbours, had gathered in the street. Charlie felt cold on the inside and his mouth was dry. But he shook his head when Tommy offered to come in with him. He needed to find out for himself.

  ‘We think Willie and your father have been shot,’ someone told Charlie. But no one could answer the ‘Where?’ and the ‘Why?’ questions that tumbled through Charlie. There was only confusion.

  A neighbour took him aside. ‘Charlie, do you want to go to the hospital?’

  Charlie nodded. ‘I need to see what’s happening,’ he said. ‘And I want to see Mum, too.’

  The hospital entrance swarmed with the RUC and soldiers. ‘What are you here for?’ a soldier asked.

  ‘People are saying my brother and my father were shot today,’ Charlie said.

  ‘What are their names?’

  ‘Alexander Nash is my father. My brother is Willie Nash.’

  Another squaddie ran his finger down a list. ‘Nash, Alexander?’ he eventually said.

  ‘Yes,’ Charlie said.

  ‘Go into the hospital reception,’ the soldier said. ‘They’ll tell you his ward number.’

  ‘And William Nash?’

  The soldier looked down at his paper again and shook his head. He turned the sheet and studied a shorter list. He looked up at Charlie, his expression unchanging. ‘Come with me.’

  Charlie hesitated. ‘Where are we going?’

  ‘You can check at the morgue,’ the soldier said, his voice as blank as his face.

  Charlie and the soldier walked down into the basement. Terrible thoughts crowded Charlie’s mind, but he hoped a mistake had been made. Just 26 hours earlier he and Willie had been at Banty’s wedding.

  Their footsteps echoed down a corridor. A policeman stood at the entrance to the morgue. The soldier nodded at him and the policeman, reluctantly, moved a few inches so that Charlie could walk past him and into the morgue.

  He was shown into a room where lines of bodies were stretched out on the floor. The corpses were covered by sheets.

  ‘Who are you looking for?’ an orderly asked him.

  ‘My brother . . . William Nash,’ Charlie said.

  The first sheet was lifted, and then the second, third, fourth and fifth sheets. Charlie looked down into faces of the dead boys and men. He knew the first five people.

  William McKinney, the printer, whose brother Mickey had played in the same football team as Charlie at St Mary’s.

  Hugh Gilmour, a boy Charlie knew so well. Charlie had played football with Hugh and his brothers. He was friends with all the Gilmour family.

  Jackie Duddy, the gentle and amusing boy Charlie had watched box so often. They had been friends and Charlie thought Jackie was a fine, strong boxer.

  Michael McDaid was barely recognisable after being shot, but Charlie had known him too.

  John Young, another friend, had lived around the corner. Charlie had played football with him.

  At each drawing back of a new sheet, the mortuary officer looked at Charlie. The boxer shook his head each time. It was not Willie.

  When the sixth sheet was taken away, Charlie made a muffled cry.

  Willie lay beneath the sheet. Charlie looked down at the bloody mess of Willie’s chest. There was so much blood beneath his shirt and suit.

  Charlie knelt down. He gently touched Willie on the arm and then his fingers brushed his brother’s face. He rose to his feet, his face wet with tears.

  ‘That’s him?’ he was asked.

  ‘Yes,’ Charlie said. The soldier standing near the door with his gun smiled at him – a cruel, mocking grin.

  Charlie walked to the door. The soldier stepped forward and blocked Charlie’s path. He kept smiling. Charlie, with a cry, pushed the soldier and made him stagger back.

  Two policemen grabbed Charlie, but the boxer had no intention of hitting the soldier. He just wanted to escape, and to find his parents in the hospital.

  Slowly, he was led away, leaving the bodies of his brother and their friends in the silence of the morgue. Charlie knew that life would never be the same again. The world had darkened for ever.

  


  
CHAPTER 2


  Two Bombs

  Creggan, Derry, Wednesday 2 February 1972

  The weather was desperate that day. Rain fell across Derry all afternoon and the cold seeped into the bones of the thousands watching the slow march of the cortège. Black umbrellas shrouded the funeral of 11 victims of Bloody Sunday while matching black flags fluttered from the upstairs windows of ordinary family homes. The sound of crying could be heard above the wind that bit into the damp, ashen faces of the mourners.

  Damien McDermott, who knew nearly all of the victims and had been friends with his fellow boxers William Nash and Jackie Duddy, felt just as desperate on the inside. He should have been celebrating his first Irish title, won four days earlier, but he was reeling like the rest of Derry. Unsettling images lingered in his head.

  He had spoken to the sister of John Young, a fellow St Mary’s Club boy, dead at the age of 17. She told Damien how, just as Charlie Nash had identified the body of Willie, she had gone to the morgue on Sunday evening to find John.

  At first, she just saw sheet-covered bodies. One was unlike the others. Two feet protruded from under the sheet. They wore socks. But the shoes were gone. Some of the bodies had been dragged through the streets and perhaps the shoes had fallen off. Two hours after the massacre, John’s sister could imagine a lonely pair of shoes still lying in the street, on their side, never to be worn again. But she was certain it could not be her brother’s shoes.

  ‘That’s not him,’ she said softly. ‘That’s not our John.’

  ‘How do you know?’ she was asked.

  ‘His socks,’ John’s sister said. She pointed to the right sock. ‘That one has a hole in it. So it can’t be John.’

  John was a dapper wee boy. He liked to dress well and he even knew a tailor who, as a favour, mended any clothes that were beyond his mother’s needlework.

  ‘He wouldn’t wear socks with a hole in them,’ his sister said defiantly.

  Yet, as the orderly persisted and moved to pull back the sheet from the face of the body, she suddenly knew she had been wrong. John must have been unusually careless when he pulled those socks on that morning. He would have seen the hole, but he was in such a rush to join his friends on the march. His sock could be darned another day.

  John’s sister put a hand to her mouth as she watched the sheet being lifted. She could not look away.

  On the morning of the funeral, she looked at Damien and her eyes swam with tears. ‘It was John,’ she said. The sight of his big toe poking out of the hole in his sock was unbearably sad.

  Damien shivered. He was already freezing, having no spare money to buy a heavy overcoat, but a deeper cold ran through him when he saw his friend. Charlie looked haunted as he helped carry Willie’s coffin. His 11 brothers and sisters all took turns to act as pallbearers as they walked with the rain-spattered pine coffin on their shoulders, their arms wrapped around each other. Charlie cut a ghostly figure in the swirling drizzle as they left St Mary’s Cathedral in Creggan and headed down to the graveyard.

  The crowd lining both sides of the street was quiet. Even hundreds of young men, who had scaled the rooftops to secure a better view of the funeral march, stayed respectfully silent.

  There had been no respect, for the dead or the truth, among British politicians in Westminster. Two days earlier Reginald Maudling, the Home Secretary, had made a statement to the House of Commons in response to Bloody Sunday. ‘The army returned the fire directed at them with aimed shots and inflicted a number of casualties on those attacking them with firearms and bombs,’ Maudling said. ‘Of the 13 men killed, four were on the security force’s wanted list . . . one man had four nail bombs in his pocket . . . throughout the fighting that ensued, the army fired only at identified targets, at attacking gunmen and bombers. The troops came under indiscriminate firing.’

  Maudling announced that an inquiry would be led by Lord Chief Justice John Widgery. Yet any chance of a detailed and balanced investigation had been ruined by the secret memo, uncovered years later, in which Prime Minister Edward Heath reminded Widgery to remember that ‘we are in Northern Ireland fighting not only a military war but a propaganda war’.

  The truth was less important to the British government than covering up the murderous work of the 1st Battalion. Widgery was instructed to work speedily so that the catastrophe would be consigned to history and rebellion in Northern Ireland could be quashed.

  Bernadette Devlin, who had travelled overnight from Derry, having been on the march, was furious when she was denied the chance to address Maudling’s deceit as an independent Member of Parliament on the Monday. The speaker of the House, Selwyn Lloyd, refused to acknowledge her persistent requests to be allowed the floor, despite parliamentary convention making it mandatory that any MP who had witnessed an incident under discussion had the right to make a statement. Devlin crossed the floor and slapped Maudling across the face.

  Charlie Nash, as a boxer, had no inclination to lift his hand to anyone outside the ring. He had initially wanted to strike the mocking soldier who had blocked him and grinned maliciously in the morgue. But Charlie was a gentle man and, rather than harbouring venom towards the British army, he turned his attention to his parents in hospital. His mother was still seriously ill and his father would need months to recover from his gunshot wound. Charlie knew, however, that they would never get over the loss of their son.

  Killing someone else in retribution made no sense – even though the IRA had already paid him a visit. It was done with due solemnity, and the sympathy felt for the Nash family was obvious, but towards the end of their meeting they asked Charlie if he would like to join them. They could do with his fighting spirit, and status in Derry, to intensify their resistance. It was time that they struck back hard while refusing to bow down to the Brits or internment and injustice.

  Charlie listened silently and so they asked him directly. Would he join the IRA?

  ‘No,’ Charlie said firmly.

  They tried again, urging him that fighting back was the only way they would ever get the soldiers off their streets. It was the only way they would ever force through the dream of a united Ireland. It was the only way they would stop more atrocities like Bloody Sunday.

  Charlie shook his head. He was a fighter in the ring and nowhere else. How could he condone more bloodshed and carnage? There had to be a different way to bring people together.

  He stood up. There was nothing more to say. They could tell he was not for turning and so they left quickly.

  Of course the IRA were at the joint funerals. Charlie did not see them but he knew, just as he knew that thousands of young men across Derry, Belfast and all over the North had taken a different approach to him. The paratroopers’ killing spree in Derry, and the British government’s blatant lying, had provided the IRA with their most powerful weapon of recruitment. The ranks would soon be swollen with new Republican soldiers. War would erupt with devastating consequences for everyone. The British army, and their Loyalist supporters in Northern Ireland, would soon feel the pain of Derry on that funeral day.

  Charlie Nash felt numb as he stood at the graveside. The graves had been dug one by one and, at the sound of each new name, another coffin would disappear into the wet earth as prayers were said aloud to the huddled masses. The name of William Nash rang out in the cemetery. Charlie kept his head down, avoiding the tear-streaked faces. Alongside his brothers, with his sisters gathered around them, he helped lift the body of Willie one last time. The coffin hovered above the hole and then, in an almost stately gesture, the Nash boys lowered their brother into the ground.

  It was hardest when they watched the grave being filled. The chink of spades and the soft sound of soil being scooped up and sifted on metal would be followed by a thud of fresh earth hitting the pine coffin. It kept raining as they covered Willie, the grave swallowing him up.

  *

  The previously obscure name of Derry rang around the world. In Britain, politicians, broadcasters and newspapers insisted on still calling a now-famous town Londonderry, but a more powerful truth was that Bloody Sunday had exposed the darker strains of prejudice and brutality in Northern Ireland. Bernadette Devlin compared Derry to Sharpeville – the South African township where, in 1960, police had opened fire on crowds protesting against one of the central tenets of apartheid and killed 69 people. South Africa was never the same again as the fires of resistance smouldered. Bloody Sunday in Derry would have a similar impact in Northern Ireland.

  Simon Winchester, The Guardian’s Northern Ireland correspondent, echoed Devlin. ‘The tragic and inevitable doomsday situation which has been universally forecast for Northern Ireland arrived in Londonderry yesterday afternoon when soldiers firing into a large crowd of civil rights demonstrators, shot and killed 13 civilians,’ Winchester wrote on 31 January after he had witnessed the mayhem. ‘After the shooting, which lasted for about 25 minutes in and around the Rossville Flats of Bogside, the streets had all the appearance of the aftermath of Sharpeville. Where, only moments before, thousands of men and women had been milling around, drifting slowly towards a protest meeting to be held at Free Derry Corner, there was only a handful of bleeding bodies, some lying still, others moving with pain, on the white concrete square. The army’s official explanation for the killing was that their troops had fired in response to a number of snipers who had opened up on them from below the flats. But those of us at the meeting heard only one shot before the soldiers opened up with their high-velocity rifles.’
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