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Prologue



This book follows the events of a single day in the Troubles of Northern Ireland – Bloody Sunday, 30 January 1972. In the Bogside of Londonderry, British paratroopers shot twenty-seven unarmed Catholics, five of them in the back. Thirteen died.

The killing ground is now hard to imagine. The flats on Rossville Street where five young men were gunned down around a rubble barricade have been demolished. William Street, where the first shots wounded a man and a boy near the Nook bar, has been rebuilt with neat maisonettes where the burnt-out buildings once stood. The scruffy Victorian terrace at Free Derry Corner, where the rule of British law ended and IRA vigilantes took over and where the twenty-four-year-old Bernadette Devlin urged the civil rights marchers to stand their ground against the advancing paratroopers, is now a wide avenue with a grassy intersection; a fancy ramp leads up to the ancient city walls. It is as if some town planner had only one purpose in mind – to destroy the landmarks and wipe out the memories.

Yet no clearance of the killing ground, no new houses, new roads or fresh paint can blur the ghastly images: the picture of Barney McGuigan’s body by the phone box outside the flats, lying in a big pool of his blood and brains, his head blown open by the high-velocity bullet of a British soldier.

McGuigan was not an IRA gunman, or even a young stone-throwing rioter. He was aged forty-one, the father of six, and he was killed because he went to the aid of Paddy Doherty, a thirty-year-old plumber’s mate who had been shot from behind while crawling on the pavement to avoid the gunfire. For several minutes Doherty lay bleeding to death and crying out for help; ‘I don’t want to die by myself,’ he was saying. McGuigan had taken cover by the flats and wanted to go to Doherty, but was restrained by others sheltering with him. ‘I can’t stand this any longer,’ McGuigan said. ‘If I take a white handkerchief and go out they’ll not shoot me.’ He came out with his hands up, waving the hanky. He had taken only two steps before the paratrooper fired.

If the soldiers who killed McGuigan and Doherty fired aimed shots, as all the soldiers insisted they did, then they must have known what they had done.

But a British government inquiry by the Lord Chief Justice, Lord Widgery, never positively identified the killer of either man. Perhaps it was the anonymous paratrooper known to the Widgery inquiry only as Soldier F, who had been firing in the direction of the phone box. Or perhaps it was Soldier H, who had been pulling so recklessly on the trigger of his 7.62mm assault rifle that he couldn’t account for nineteen of the twenty-two rounds he fired that afternoon. Lord Widgery wrote of the shot that killed McGuigan: ‘I cannot form any worthwhile conclusion on this point.’

Bloody Sunday marked a crucial turning point in the Troubles that flared anew in 1968. The fury among Catholics produced a queue of volunteers to swell the depleted ranks of the IRA. A terrorist war was launched, bringing assassinations; bombs to Belfast, Birmingham, Westminster and Whitehall; arms shipments were smuggled from Libya and millions of dollars were raised to buy arms from the Irish community in America. More than 3000 people died in the conflict over the next quarter-century.

In the grim array of atrocities committed in the name of Irish Republicanism and Ulster loyalism, the death toll on Bloody Sunday is not the highest for a single incident, but the killings stand apart. They were not random casualties from a terrorist bomb in a pub, the assassination of a member of parliament, or a sniper’s shot at a policeman on patrol. The thirteen unarmed men, seven of them teenagers, were killed as part of a deliberate plan, conceived at the highest level of military command and sanctioned by the British government, to put innocent civilians at risk by authorizing the use of lethal force during an illegal civil rights march.

Only two other incidents in Britain present an historical comparison with Bloody Sunday – one dating from an earlier phase in the harsh chronicles of Anglo-Irish relations: the shooting of twelve spectators at Croke Park football ground in Dublin by British troops in November 1920. On English soil the only parallel is the so-called ‘Peterloo Massacre’, when demonstrators seeking parliamentary reform were charged down by cavalry in Manchester, in August 1819. In the annals of atrocities committed by the state against its own people, Bloody Sunday takes its place alongside India’s Amritsar, South Africa’s Sharpeville, Mexico’s Tlatelolco and America’s Kent State. ‘Something in all of us died that day,’ said Ms Devlin.

The British government was at war with the IRA and the Widgery inquiry was a propaganda exercise that ignored civilian evidence; failed to examine the circumstances of the fourteen who were wounded; was unwilling to allow examination of key army documents and never looked at crucial photographs, or examined shots fired by soldiers other than paratroopers. Widgery’s lamentable conclusions were even contradicted by the evidence he did accept.

A generation later, Tony Blair’s Labour government took the unprecedented step of reopening the inquiry, this time under Lord Saville, to establish the ‘truth’ of what happened on that day. Widgery was urged by the Prime Minister of the day, Ted Heath, to bear in mind the need to win the public relations battle over Bloody Sunday and he obliged. Lord Saville is working under no such constraints; he has time and funds – thirteen million has already been spent – to conduct an exhaustive inquiry.

It is a daunting task, not least because memories have dimmed and several of the key players are now dead, but also because it requires the rank-and-file soldiers and senior officers who apparently lied on oath to Widgery to re-examine their stories. For these reasons, some would argue, the enterprise is bound to fail: the ‘truth’ that Lord Saville seeks is simply unattainable.

It did not help Lord Saville’s quest when the British courts ruled that the paratroopers will remain anonymous. They will be known, as they were in Widgery, as Soldier A, Soldier B and so on. In a sense, though, this is unimportant. If Soldier A admits to firing the shot that killed McGuigan, the inquiry’s aim is satisfied, even if he remains unidentified. But will this soldier also admit that he was mistaken in suggesting McGuigan had a gun or a bomb? And will he confess that he shot a man waving a flag of truce?

Will the marksman who shot Paddy Doherty from behind admit, now, that he fired at an unarmed man crawling away from the shooting?

And what about the wounding of Peggy Deery, mother of fourteen children, the only woman hit on that day? Will the paratrooper who blew off the back of her left leg now admit he shot her by mistake? He could not, surely, have fired at her on purpose because she had nothing in her hands and was wearing a skirt, a black, shiny, wet-look fur-trimmed coat and boots to match. None of the soldiers’ testimony mentions seeing such a target, yet Mrs Deery was only about twenty-five yards away from them.

Then there is the mystery of the four nail bombs found on the dead body of seventeen-year-old Gerald Donaghy. Each roughly the size of half a brick, the crude devices made of gelignite wrapped round a bag of nails were ‘discovered’ by the RUC in Donaghy’s blue jeans. Yet two doctors and several civilians had examined him previously and found nothing in his pockets. The search for the ‘truth’ of this strange incident would appear to involve the police recanting previous sworn testimony. Is this likely?

The forensic evidence is being re-examined by the new inquiry using more sophisticated techniques than existed in 1972. At least four of the dead were shot from the rear and one – perhaps two – were shot twice. Will reopening the forensic files show that seventeen-year-old Hugh Gilmore’s death was caused by one bullet or two? If so, will the soldier who fired those two shots come forward? Can new forensic evidence, or eyewitness accounts, prove that John Young, Michael McDaid and Willie Nash were killed by paratroopers firing from Rossville Street, or by soldiers of another regiment in snipers’ nests on the city walls? Their wounds suggest that either is possible.

What will be heard from army officers who drew up the master plan to arrest rioters and seek a confrontation with the IRA? The evidence demonstrates that the operation was ill conceived in preparation and went disastrously out of control. Are they now likely to admit this?

Finally, will volunteers of the IRA, or other freelance gunmen, now give evidence of what they did on that day? Will it demonstrate that they fired only in self-defence, as they have always claimed, and did not provoke the paratroopers into the extreme reaction that caused the killings?

As the inquiry gets under way, the millions of pages of revised testimony, government and military documents now made available or declassified under regular archival reviews, do not offer conclusive answers to these questions, or even, forgive the pun, produce a smoking gun.

Before it is all over – at least a year from now – tens of millions of pounds will have been spent interviewing witnesses and sifting through files, collecting photographs and making a virtual reality model of the killing ground, but most of the money will have gone on lawyers’ fees. Politicians will complain about lawyers becoming unreasonably, and unfairly, rich and certainly rewards for the outside solicitors have been relatively easily gained. Most of the legal work has been interviewing civilian eyewitnesses or soldiers first interviewed twenty-eight years ago.

The value of these interviews is questionable, as we have found. The memory plays tricks; events can be erased, or embellished. The civilian eyewitnesses now remember things – sometimes quite startling things – they had not put into their original statements, and they cannot recall other events they initially described. A reasonable person might reluctantly conclude, on the basis of the evidence so far, that the relatives of the dead and wounded may never establish beyond a reasonable doubt the legal truth of what happened.

The public will wonder whether the money has been wisely spent. They will ask whether a judicial review of the inadequacies of Widgery would have been a more prudent course, achieving the same ends. For most of the relatives, the goal now is justice not revenge. An anonymous soldier cannot be convicted of a crime, and no evidence of criminal activity offered by a witness can be used in a subsequent prosecution.

Lord Saville has been at pains to say that he will not be passing judgement on Lord Widgery – he starts with a clean sheet of paper. But that assertion is frankly unrealistic. The Saville inquiry, if it succeeds, will by its very nature constitute a condemnation of Widgery.

Even so, reopening the investigation is a political and judicial landmark – the first time an official inquiry set up under the 1921 Tribunals Act has been revisited. In the context of the civil rights struggle of Catholics in Northern Ireland, the new inquiry represents a remarkable turnabout; their voices will now be heard.



Whatever the result, the new inquiry is bound to focus public attention on the intimate and tragic human story. It requires a minutely detailed reconstruction of twenty-four hours in the life of a city in revolt; a community which incorporated in one small place named the Bogside all the underlying social and political reasons for the three decades of armed conflict.

The British army’s operation in Derry on that Sunday foreshadowed the ultimate failure of its military response. It also brutally portrayed the folly of using the shock troops of the Parachute Regiment in a civilian role and exposed the terrifying destructive power of the high-velocity bullets in their assault rifles—bullets which two weeks before Bloody Sunday the army high command had recommended should not be used in crowd control because of the risk of collateral damage.

One of the primary sources of evidence of what happened on Bloody Sunday lay untouched for twenty-seven years in the archives of one of Britain’s oldest newspapers, the Sunday Times. Under its then editor, Harold Evans, the Insight team, of which we were members, carried out a lengthy investigation of the events of that day. Five days after Widgery’s report, the paper published a 12,000-word Insight report which challenged Widgery by concluding that, although the IRA did fire, the paratroopers’ response was ‘out of all proportion to what they were facing’, and ‘reckless in the extreme’.

On 12 April 1998 the Sunday Times, under new management, handed over to the Saville Inquiry Insight’s entire collection of notebooks, memos, statements of civilians, confidential interviews with government officials, the British army and the IRA, plus more than 500 photographs

Lord Saville asked us to assist the inquiry in authenticating the archive, which we have done as far as we were able. Seeing this material after such a long time was strange indeed: names, dates and places long forgotten but crucial to a complete history of Bloody Sunday. The material also presented us with a problem: the interviews in which Lord Saville expressed most interest were those with members of the IRA, or concerned with matters related to the IRA. All these interviews were conducted in confidence; they were given on the understanding that we would not divulge the names of the interviewees and we asked Lord Saville to respect that journalistic undertaking. He declined to do so, but we stand by our pledges unless and until they are rescinded by the interviewee.

We have agreed to appear as witnesses to the Saville inquiry, but only on this condition. What follows is the first full narrative of Bloody Sunday, updated with additional material produced by the Saville inquiry, declassified secret official documents and new interviews in Derry.

Peter Pringle and Philip Jacobson,
London, 30 January 2000


I

The Alarm



The atmosphere was so relaxed and cheerful that

I decided to leave my medical bag in the car

Dr Raymond McClean, Derry GP,
on the day of the march

 

FATHER O’NEILL RAISED the alarm during midday mass at St Eugene’s Cathedral. From his room in the parochial house, he could see soldiers moving into positions in Lower Road, just outside, and parishioners had called to say that convoys of troops were crossing the River Foyle over the Craigavon Bridge. He ran across to the cathedral, went straight up to the altar, where Father Daly was bringing mass to a close, and whispered his urgent message into Daly’s ear. British soldiers were putting up barbed-wire barriers on William Street and Little James Street. Armoured cars packed with paratroopers in their red berets were lined up in Clarence Avenue. The cathedral was surrounded. Snipers with telescopic sights fixed to their rifles were moving into sandbagged positions on the walls of the old city, and a water cannon had been spotted filling up from a fire hydrant in Strand Road. An army helicopter was circling overhead. It seemed like the Bogside was being invaded.

Father Daly tried to keep calm. Everyone had heard that massive reinforcements would be arriving from Belfast for the Sunday afternoon march and there were rumours that the paratroopers were coming to ‘crack heads’. At the end of the mass, Daly told the congregation about the soldiers outside and urged people not to panic; just to walk home as though it were an ordinary Sunday. If they were going on the march, as he hoped they would be, he pleaded with them to make it a peaceful protest. He would be there to help, as usual, if things went wrong.

Across the Bogside, at the Long Tower Catholic church, Father Bradley offered a special prayer during mass for the safety of the marchers. He had seen army snipers taking over upstairs rooms at the Derry City Social Club on Bishop Street, and moving into a derelict house on Nailor’s Row, just below the city walls. The snipers overlooked the flats in Rossville Street, the new maisonettes in Glenfada Park and Abbey Place, the Bogside Inn and Stanley’s Walk, where the Derry Provisional IRA had its headquarters. These army sharpshooters had a clear line of sight to ‘aggro corner’, the scarred intersection of Rossville and William Street where there was always trouble from the youths who threw stones. The show of force was massive and menacing; there had been nothing like it since the British soldiers arrived in Londonderry two and a half years earlier.

On nearby Barrack Street, troops were building a barrier of wooden knife rests and barbed wire, and one young boy had been arrested for kicking a soldier. In other streets around the Bogside troops had arrived in armoured personnel carriers known as Pigs, and groups of youths were already pelting them with stones.

After mass, Father Bradley went to a house where the family was huddled around a radio listening to the army’s messages – a strictly illegal act considered by the authorities to be eavesdropping on official secrets, but everyone tuned in on marching days. The upper-class English accents of army officers, so different and foreign-sounding, reported the confrontations as though they were sporting events, which in a way they were: ‘About fifteen chicos stoning OPs [observation posts] 2, 3 and 4. Baton rounds have been fired and a few hits scored.’

In undecipherable army codes, the same voice announced the arrival of each military unit:



Hello, Zero, this is 54 Alpha, positions 18, 19, 20, 21, 22 and 23 are now complete. 24 will be completed in about five minutes, over.

I UDR sitrep. A coy, B coy, C coy. SI moving in now. S2 in position. Y3 moving in now. Y4 in position.



How many positions the army was occupying and where they were you couldn’t tell. It seemed like a lot of troops for such a small place. And the list of the regiments sounded like an honour roll of some distant battle on foreign soil – Coldstream Guards, Royal Regiment of Fusiliers, Royal Green Jackets, Royal Anglians, 22nd Light Air Defence Regiment, Royal Artillery and, in reserve in case of trouble, the élite soldiers of the 1st Battalion, The Parachute Regiment (the Paras).

The Paras’ convoy of trucks and armoured cars, which had left Belfast before dawn, was due to reach its base location at Drumahoe, three miles outside Derry, at 10 a.m. One of the paratroopers, who was a radio operator in the machine-gun platoon, recalled what happened the night before the Paras came to Derry. In their barracks at Holywood, a pretty little town on Belfast Lough, the lieutenant in charge of the platoon told them they were to carry out internal security duty in Derry the next day. According to the radio operator, the lieutenant painted a lurid picture of the mayhem the IRA had caused there: ‘Several hundred soldiers had been hospitalized and not one arrest had been made.’

He looked around at his colleagues in the barrack room and saw delight on their faces.



After all the abuse and nights without sleep, frustrations and tension, this is what they had been waiting for.

We were all in high spirits and when our Lieutenant said, ‘Let’s teach these buggers a lesson – we want some kills tomorrow …’ this was tantamount to an order (i.e. an exoneration of all responsibility).

We set off in a convoy across Northern Ireland. It was a beautiful sunny day, patches of snow were still to be seen. When we arrived at Derry we parked our vehicles in the back of the town and debussed. We knew that the Creggan ‘was an IRA fortress, conning towers, machine-guns and barbed wire as well as land mines guarding its approaches. The people of Creggan had not paid rent and hijacked all their food for several years.’ A technical hitch was discovered on the way. The Paras lost their radio link with army headquarters in Derry; the set was faulty.



After the Paras had come, the road blocks went up along the seventy-mile route from Belfast. At 9.35 a.m. the Royal Green Jackets reported: ‘Op SPONDON in op.’

Operation Spondon was a standing plan to seal off the area along the border with the Irish Republic.

Father Bradley’s parishioners told him they refused to be intimidated by the presence of so many soldiers; if the British army came out in force that afternoon, then so would they.



Supporters of the march, as well as troops, were coming in from all over Northern Ireland, according to the army’s radio. At 10.45 a.m. British army headquarters in Lisburn reported: ‘Three buses left 1000 hrs, full of women and children. Taking South route down the Falls Road [Belfast’s Catholic ghetto].’

Leaders of the civil rights movement were also on their way, including Derry’s young firebrand socialist, Eamonn McCann, and Bernadette Devlin who, at twenty-one, had become the youngest woman ever elected to the British Parliament, as MP for Mid-Ulster. She could draw a crowd in Derry. When she was sent to jail for six months for taking part in the Battle of the Bogside, even moderates and conservative Catholics protested; by that legal reckoning they were all criminals.

Other civil rights leaders were flying into Belfast from London. Lord (Fenner) Brockway, the former socialist MP, lifelong anti-imperialist and human rights campaigner, arrived in the same plane as Tony Smythe, general secretary of the National Council for Civil Liberties. To avoid army checkpoints Brockway drove a circuitous route, mostly through the Republic. Even so, his car was stopped and searched three times before they reached Derry. Smythe took the more direct route through Maghera and Dungiven, staying on Ulster roads, and was stopped so many times at road blocks that he missed the march altogether.

At 10.31 a.m. the army radio reported: ‘One, maybe two, buses bound from Belfast to Portadown and Cookstown to Derry. Expected to pick up B. [Bernadette] Devlin and Austin [Currie, the Nationalist MP for Tyrone] at Cookstown.’

In fact, Devlin was driving to Derry with McCann, as the army would shortly find out. Each time the couple drove through military checkpoints, the army radio reported their progress: ‘12.45 p.m.: Bernadette has passed through road block in Cookstown.’

Devlin and McCann had heard there would be a good turnout for the march and were also sure there would be violence, and possibly even some shooting; as they approached Derry they were even guessing at how many might be shot.

In Derry, most people expected trouble at ‘aggro corner’, the Bogside gateway to Derry’s commercial district. Shoppers approached this important intersection from the south along Rossville Street, from the west down William Street and from the north through Little James Street. Four years of riots at the corner itself had taken their toll; no shops or bars remained intact; they had been gutted and firebombed, their fronts now crudely boarded up with corrugated iron, their walls covered with graffiti. The pavements had been torn up to make chunks of concrete to hurl at the troops.

The ‘hooligans’, ‘yobbos’ or ‘chicos’, as the army variously called them, would gather each day at this intersection among the burnt-out or derelict buildings, where there was a plentiful supply of missiles – stones, bricks, slabs of pavement, iron bars, bottles, tin cans and lead pipes – to hurl at the troops. If the youths were IRA volunteers they had access to home-made bombs, nails wrapped in gelignite, which were lethal weapons in the army rule book and soldiers were permitted to shoot to kill if they saw anyone throwing them.

But most afternoons the youths chucked stones, and the soldiers fired rubber bullets and canisters of CS gas. In a city which, prior to 1968, was famous for its low crime rate, rioting became a daily ritual, creating local heroes out of those who took on the army. The spectacle made good television and the youths would sometimes take a break to see themselves on TV in a local bar. Then they would come back and start again.

When a stone found its mark they cheered and when a rubber bullet hit home the soldiers cheered. Sometimes, if the stoning was too rough, the troops rushed the youths and, if they could catch them – which generally they could not – in the warren of narrow streets and alleys, they arrested them for riotous behaviour. The rioting would usually end without bloodshed – stones would miss their targets or bounce off the soldiers’ plastic shields; the rubber bullets, which were capable of inflicting fatal wounds or putting out an eye and smashing teeth, mostly caused nasty bruises, or bounced harmlessly down the street. The riot would end when the youths tired and went home for tea, or when it rained, whichever came first. Only twice in two and a half years had unarmed youths been shot by real bullets.



Word of the arrival in Derry of the paratroopers spread quickly and was especially unnerving for those who had seen them in action the weekend before at Magilligan, an old army camp on a sandy headland near Lough Foyle, where internees were being held. The marchers went there in a fleet of hired buses singing ‘We Shall Overcome’, not knowing the Paras had been sent to meet them. They scrambled across the dunes and along the strand to the barbed-wire fence around the camp, where the army told them they could go no further because it was Ministry of Defence property.

The presence of the Paras was not immediately apparent to the crowd and the atmosphere was at first good-humoured. The Green Jackets’ commander offered tea and buns if marchers agreed to follow a route up to a barrier at the camp’s entrance (where an enormous airport-style foam dispenser was stationed in case of trouble).

But when a group of protesters headed towards the barbed wire, the Paras were waiting for them. The Guardian newspaper’s correspondent, Simon Winchester, provided a graphic description of what happened next.

‘A dozen paratroopers opened fire with their gas guns. Volley after volley of rubber bullets flashed and flittered across the sand: a score of demonstrators hit by the bullets crumpled up into the sand … for half an hour there was bitter hand-to-hand fighting.’ The crowd snatched up sticks and rocks from the beach, the troops responded with more rubber bullets at point-blank range.

Under the eyes of the television cameras and press photographers, a few of the Paras appeared to lose control completely. One was pictured swinging his rifle like a club, others had to be held back physically by fellow soldiers from attacking demonstrators. Some marchers claimed that a Para officer struck one of his own men, while a press photographer heard a Green Jackets soldier exclaim: ‘Christ, we’re here to stop the protesters, not kill them.’

When dusk fell, the marchers gave up and went back to the buses, several of them nursing bad cuts and bruises. This was the first time Derry people had clashed with the Paras and it seemed to them to be a deliberate ‘get tough’ strategy on the army’s part. Everyone saw the confrontation that evening on TV and many wondered apprehensively if the same hyper-aggressive element would be deployed in Derry the following weekend.

The word at the British Legion Club during the week was that the Loyalists had organized a counter march, also to end at the Guildhall, and if people wanted to avoid trouble they should stay away. By Saturday the warnings had hardened: the Paras were coming and there were going to be killings. Army officers who were friendly with some of the nurses at Altnagelvin Hospital, the big medical centre in the Protestant Waterside, had warned Catholics not to go on the march because there would be blood spilled.



Paddy Doherty had been caught up in the mêlée at Magilligan. He lived with his wife, Eileen, and their six children in Hamilton Street on the southern edge of the Bogside, and when he heard that the Paras had arrived in Derry on Sunday morning he told Eileen she shouldn’t go on the march; there was bound to be trouble. ‘The paratroopers are a bad bunch of bastards,’ he warned her.

The Dohertys were veterans of civil rights marches and at the centre of the 1969 riots. When that battle was over, Paddy had come home, filthy dirty and tired out, but he and the other volunteers had held the line: the vicious police attack had been beaten back and the army had been called in to restore peace. It was a triumphal ending for the Bogsiders, however brief, because the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) had lost its authority. ‘It’s the best holiday I’ve ever had,’ Paddy told Eileen. In those days, he used to talk a lot about the IRA and Eileen had the feeling he had been asked to join up, but he never did. He respected the volunteers’ right to take up arms, he said, but would never do so himself.

Unlike so many Bogside men, Paddy Doherty had something to lose. After leaving school at fourteen he had held odd jobs in construction, one of them in England on a big tunnelling scheme in Penrith. He returned home with a pay packet and the hope that he would be able to find work in his home town. In contrast to England’s booming economy with strong trade unions, jobs in Derry were few and the unions weak; even if work was available, the wages were generally low. Some employers recruited women and youths under eighteen in order to pay them less. One electronics firm continued its under-eighteen policy until late 1996 when it sacked 1500 employees at one hour’s notice and then closed down.

New industries were not coming to Derry. Between 1945 and 1966 only two in a total of 224 new industries set up in Ulster went to Derry, Ulster’s second-largest city. Even Ulster’s second university, for which Derry had an obvious claim, was given to Coleraine, a smaller, more prosperous and overwhelmingly Protestant city thirty miles to the east of Derry. In this atmosphere of despair, some men chose unemployment and state benefits in preference to low-wage jobs.

Paddy Doherty was hard-working, and lucky. For the last six years he had been employed at the American-owned DuPont synthetic rubber factory, starting as a labourer and rising to be a plumber’s mate. He was popular and conscientious and he had a nickname, ‘Skelper’; it didn’t mean anything – except to distinguish him from all the other Dohertys. Now aged thirty-one, he had been married for eleven years; Eileen had been the girl next door when they were growing up. Doherty was the figure of authority in the family; he only had to call the children once and they came. Eileen respected him and almost always took his advice, but on this day she insisted on going on the march. She felt as strongly as he did about internment; that this inhuman law of locking up people without trial had to be thrown out. Paddy had agreed to be a steward on the march, so he had to go. If the stewards could not control the young stone throwers, then trouble was inevitable.

After lunch, Paddy and Eileen left their house and strolled up the hill to the Creggan, a post-World War Two council house estate. Rows of white stuccoed, two-storey houses, indistinguishable from one another, spread out from the new St Mary’s Catholic church, a row of shops, a modern school and dilapidated playing fields. It was bleak and uninviting. Apart from Central Drive, the names of the streets, which were wider and longer than any to be found in the warren of Victorian terraces of the Bogside, were all named something drive or something gardens, a concept which was in the name only. Evidently, the will, or the money, to pretty up the estate with trees and shrubs was not there; not even for the cemetery. The best the residents could do was to put up wicker fences, or a hedge, round their front doors. On days when the army’s armoured cars dared to penetrate the barricades, young boys pelted them with stones, just like they did in the Bogside. But the army had not been in the Creggan for some months.

Paddy and Eileen took an unusual route, cutting through the cemetery to the open ground known as the Bishop’s Field, a patch of grass where the marchers were now assembling. Doherty took out his white handkerchief and tied it round his arm to show he was a steward, said ‘Cheerio’ to Eileen and went off to join the other stewards. Eileen said, ‘Cheerio, see you later’ and watched him go, cheerful and excited about the day. Remembering what he had said about the paratroopers, she joined her sisters at the back of the march. It was the last time she saw Paddy alive.



As people gathered at the Bishop’s Field, there were as many women as men, which was a new development for Derry. Sunday was traditionally a day when Catholic mothers, exhausted by the burden of tending to their large families, stole two hours after lunch for a stroll and a natter, often in the Creggan cemetery.

A visit there, on the hill overlooking Derry and the River Foyle, was a genuine pleasure for these women. The view is splendid and the cemetery is a huge open space filled with memories of the large, interrelated families of the Catholic ghetto; it provided a fund of stories for good ‘craic’. Dreams of a better life, in this world or the next, were spun on such afternoons. If the children had to come because there was no one at home to look after them, hide and seek among the gravestones kept them happy.

Four years of the uprising had presented these women with a new Sunday afternoon pursuit: marching with the men. On occasion, they even marched by themselves. In May 1971 Roisin Keenan, daughter of Derry’s IRA veteran Sean Keenan, started the Women’s Action Committee whose first public protest against British army brutality saw 300 women march through the Bogside to an army post in the centre of the city.

Some husbands still would not let their wives go on demonstrations, but no such restriction had ever applied to Peggy Deery, a thirty-eight-year-old widow with fourteen children, one of the ghetto’s better-known victims of life’s injustices. She had turned out for the first protest against housing conditions in 1968 and had been on every march since then.

Peggy Deery was born in 1933 in Limewood Street in the heart of the Bogside, the last of five children. Her parents had been born in the Bogside and when they first married they lived in Miller’s Close, which was separated from Bridge Street by a pub called Buckets of Blood. Her father and her two older brothers had fought in World War Two, which helped boost the family income. Her mother sold home-made toffee apples and, out of season, squares of toffee in wax paper. Peggy and her sister Nellie worked in Derry’s shirt factories. Nellie had five children, and seventeen miscarriages and still-births, and Peggy had sixteen children, including three sets of twins (two children died at birth). After they married, Peggy went to Portsmouth with her husband Patsy, who painted ships for the navy while Peggy worked in a bleach factory. But they missed the extended family life of Derry; there were no grannies and aunts and uncles, no family support when you needed it in a land where the Irish labouring class was mocked and vilified.

Peggy and Patsy returned to live in tenement rooms in Magazine Street, just inside the city walls. As the family grew, so did the strains on the marriage and then Patsy was diagnosed with cancer of the spine. He died in October 1971 after a long illness that caused him and the family to suffer greatly. By then Peggy had at long last been given a council house, an aluminium-sided bungalow – with its own bathroom and a patch of grass in Swilly Gardens on the top of Creggan Hill.

Desperately poor and permanently in debt, Peggy Deery was among the leaders of the rent strike against internment. Her oldest boy, Paddy aged sixteen, had recently joined the youth wing of the IRA. On a fine day like this Sunday there was no way Peggy Deery would miss the march.

After making her family Sunday lunch, Peggy put her eldest daughter, Margie aged fourteen, in charge of the children and dressed up as though she was going on an outing. She put on a black, mock-leather, wet-look coat, which had fun-fur trimming around the hem, and shiny black boots to match. Then she walked the few hundred yards to the Bishop’s Field and joined her nieces, Rita and Sandra. Owen Deery, Peggy’s eleven-year-old son, accompanied his mother, even though she had told him not to come; she was embarrassed that he had a large hole in one of his shoes and told him to go home. She even gave him some money to leave the march and buy something in the shop. But to Owen it was like a day out and he tagged along. It was to be Peggy’s last public protest.



Among those who thought of staying at home to watch football on television was Barney McGuigan. A forty-one-year-old unemployed painter who lived with his wife and six children in Iniscairn Crescent on the edge of the cemetery in the Creggan, McGuigan was a big, caring man who used to do maintenance work for Monarch Electric, but had lost his job when the company closed because of the Troubles. Now, he had turned his varied skills to helping the community and he had a reputation for being able to fix anything from a broken window to a motor car – his own automobile was a distinctive, lurid shade of blue, painted by himself. He was an amateur stone mason and, if you couldn’t afford the prices being charged by the professionals for a gravestone, McGuigan would carve you one for free in his back garden.

There was no community centre and nothing for kids to do in the area of the Creggan where the McGuigans lived. His oldest boy, Charlie, who was nearly seventeen, had just passed five O Levels and was expecting the results of another. A younger son was at St Columb’s College, the Catholic grammar school. The youngest, in primary school, had just won a handwriting contest. The McGuigans were doing well.

The flats opposite Barney’s house were in a bad state, with street lights smashed, and he had started the Bligh’s Lane Tenants’ Association. Bligh’s Lane led down into the Bogside and was the one street in the entire Free Derry area that had a police station – manned by two RUC officers with 200 British soldiers there to guard them.

After ten-o’clock mass with the family at St Mary’s in the Creggan, McGuigan attended two funerals of friends, conducted by Father Daly from the cathedral, and then settled in front of the telly. Shortly after the football began, however, his sister arrived and said she was going to join the march, so he decided to go with her. McGuigan told his wife that he would be back before she cooked the tea. When he left home, she gave him a rag soaked in vinegar as protection against CS gas. She always did that when he was going into the Bogside and there was a likelihood of trouble. Before leaving Barney told his son, Charlie, that in no circumstances was he to go on the march, there was too much chance of it turning violent. A friend of Charlie’s suggested they could still go down to the town to see what was happening without being on the march and so they set off anyway.


II

City Under Siege




The Bogside is now a community in revolt

Father Anthony Mulvey, Report of Tribunal of
Inquiry into Violence and Civil Disturbance in
Northern Ireland, 1969



Bogside was once a street, now it is a condition

Seamus Deane

 

SUNDAY, 30 JANUARY 1972, broke over the north coast of Ireland crisp and clear with a fresh southerly breeze, a day when the soft greens of the Inishowen mountains come magically alive in the winter sun, hinting of spring. On such days, if you stand on the sand dunes at the mouth of Lough Foyle you can see Scotland, so they say. To the south, inland down the lough, lies the ancient city of Londonderry, one of the most beautiful natural harbours in all of Ireland. Over the centuries Gaelic chieftains, medieval earls, English kings, Catholics and Protestants have fought viciously for control of the settlement and it’s easy to see why. It is a ‘holy city’, of sorts.

Perched on a hill rising 120 feet above the River Foyle, it commands views west to Donegal, and east and south to the heart of Ulster. The hill was once protected from the mainland by a bog so waterlogged that English invaders in 1600 described the settlement as an island. It was covered with oaks and known as ‘the Derry’, from the old Irish daire, modern Irish, doire, meaning ‘oakwood’, or ‘oakgrove’. Protestant planters from the city of London developed the fertile Foyle valley and the name was changed in their honour by royal seal to ‘London’derry – a prefix Irish Catholics never accepted and most people who live there, Catholic or Protestant, call it plain Derry.

In the seventeenth century the English planters built massive walls around the settlement – a six-foot-thick outer layer of local schist, quarried from the hill, with a twelve-foot earthen rampart. These fortifications became a symbol of Protestant domination. In 1689, when England’s Catholic King James II was battling William of Orange for the British throne, James laid siege to the city, but a Protestant citizens’ army kept the king’s men at bay and the walls were never breached.

As the city grew, streets of tiny terraced houses sprang up outside the walls – Nailor’s Row and Tanner’s Row and Fish Lane. The Irish Catholics built two churches, the Long Tower on the legendary site of the monastery of St Columcille, Derry’s religious founder, and later the much grander St Eugene’s Cathedral whose sheer size and grand spire marked the advent of established Catholicism. But the Catholics were left in no doubt as to who was in charge. The names of the colonists were nailed to the streets: English kings and queens – William, Mary, James, Victoria – or English generals – Marlborough – or great British victories – Waterloo, or the Protestant governor of the city during the siege, the Rev. George Walker. The British garrison was housed in Ebrington Barracks, a nineteenth-century fortified site across the River Foyle.

The bog between the hill and the mainland became the Catholic ghetto, known as the Bogside.

The 1921 partition of Ireland placed the city of Derry four miles inside the new statelet of Northern Ireland, whose population was sixty-seven per cent Protestant, or Unionist, and thirty-three per cent Catholic and Nationalist. In Derry, before partition, anti-Unionists had traditionally returned a majority to the local council, but the constituency boundaries were redrawn in a dazzling gerrymander that put the Unionists in control, and kept them there. Despite a growing Catholic majority (it is now fifty: fifty) the Protestants always won local elections by twelve seats to eight.

In the Bogside a severe housing shortage and searing unemployment went uncorrected – somewhere between twenty and thirty per cent being out of work. The forlorn images of physical and  moral decay were everywhere; unemployed men hanging around on street corners, spending money they didn’t have in betting shops and pubs, taking to their beds for weeks on end; mothers who had no money to put a decent meal on the table, or the will to clean their houses; youths taking to hooliganism and vandalism. In the local poet Seamus Deane’s words: ‘Bogside was once a street. Now it is a condition.’

In 1968, the Catholic working class rose up against this human misery, taking inspiration from the poor blacks of the US ghettos and the segregated townships of apartheid. The young socialist theoreticians saw themselves as ‘Ulster’s white negroes’.

At first the protests were about jobs and housing: ‘One Man – One Job’ and ‘One Family – One Home’. Demonstrations, pickets, sit-ins, teach-ins, rent strikes – all the bugle and bluster of a Sixties citizens’ revolt pumped new life into worn-out bodies. They marched, sang songs, held meetings, formed organizations which split and splintered, printed leaflets and painted anti-British slogans on the walls of their slums. It seemed to those who lived in this ghetto that overthrow of the institutions of power was now a real possibility: this was not a revolt of neo-Marxists posing as ‘red brigades’, or élitist radicals on the Left Bank, or disciples of Danny The Red, this was a genuine citizens’ uprising. The masses were on the move, as they were in the American South.

The government soon clamped down; marches were banned; march organizers were arrested, refused to pay fines and were imprisoned, just like their fathers, uncles, grandfathers and great-uncles before them. But the defiance of British rule by this new wave of protesters was no longer the stuff of folklore, of ballads and yarns, sung and narrated in front parlours and pubs – although there was always some of that, of course.



In the exuberant congregation gathering at the Bishop’s Field on this Sunday, one famous Bogsider was conspicuously absent. He was John Hume, civil rights leader, self-styled voice of moderation, non-violent follower of Martin Luther King, ‘spoiled priest’, teacher, one-time smoked salmon entrepreneur and Stormont MP for the new centrist political group, the Social and Democratic Labour Party. The SDLP civil rights platform included the reunification of Ireland but through the consent of













































































Praise


‘If there was ever the slightest doubt of the savage and murderous intent of these troops, it is irrevocably dispelled by the last hundred pages of this absorbing book.’ Paul Foot

‘First rate. This book will remain the standard account of that miserable day.’ Geoffrey Wheatcroft, Critic’s Choice, Daily Mail

‘It is clear from the gripping reconstruction of Bloody Sunday by Peter Pringle and Philip Jacobson that the British top brass in Northern Ireland had intended that their response to the illegal anti-internment march would be a clear and intimidating signal of the power and resolution of the security forces.’ New Statesman

‘Powerful and moving.’ Derry Journal
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Those are Real Bullets, aren't they?
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