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    Preface

    
      
        ‘On some other plane

        Nothing is wrong

        I can see you walking in

        Smiling like you’d never been gone.’

        AS Fanning, ‘Never Been Gone’

      

    

    
      We are surrounded by the ghosts of loved ones. Eugene Reavey is haunted by them.

      On 4 January 1976 around teatime, gunmen walked through the always open front door of the Reavey family home. On any other Sunday, they would all have been there, bar Kathleen who lived in London, the eight boys, three girls and Eugene’s parents. But on that evening, they had gone to visit their Aunt Rose-Ellen in Camlough, except for John Martin, Brian and Anthony, who had stayed at home to watch Celebrity Squares.

      The first gunman opened up with a Sterling submachine gun, killing John Martin in a hail of bullets. He was twenty-four years old. Brian tried to run but was shot through the heart and died on the bedroom floor. He was twenty-two. Anthony, who was only seventeen, dived under the bed and despite being riddled with bullets, he survived, and crawled 200 metres to Pat and Angela O’Hanlon’s house. When the O’Hanlon’s opened their door, the blood-soaked boy told them, ‘they’re all dead’. Within a month, Anthony was dead too. The murders were carried out by the Glenanne gang, a secretive alliance of loyalist paramilitaries, British soldiers and police officers from the Royal Ulster Constabulary who murdered Catholics with impunity – no point calling the police when the police are doing the killing.

      I have seen and felt Eugene Reavey’s pain too often. The Bloody Sunday families. Ballymurphy. Springhill. My good friend John Finucane whose father Pat was murdered in front of him. In our part of the world, the list is endless. As a barrister, I have watched the grieving parents of murdered sons and daughters sit at the back of court through long trials and inquests. I have seen the Stardust nightclub families suffering as though their loved ones died yesterday, not half a century ago.

      Like Eugene Reavey, they are tied to the stake. They suffer because they must. Because deep down, there is something in human beings that demands justice, something that demands respect and honesty. Something that screams, ‘I deserve to be seen and heard. I will not be treated with contempt. I will not be lied to.’

      I hope that this book helps to bring Eugene the justice and peace he deserves. That some day, on that other plane where nothing is wrong, he will see his brothers walking in. Smiling like they’ve never been gone.

    

    JOE BROLLY

  


Introduction
ON SUNDAY 4 JANUARY 1976, British paramilitary group, the UVF, shot dead two members of the Reavey family in Whitecross, Armagh. Ten minutes later, twenty miles away, three members of the O’Dowd family in Ballydougan near Lurgan were also shot dead. A third member of the Reavey family who sustained injuries in the first shooting, died three weeks later from a so-called, ‘brain haemorrhage’.
As events emerged, it became apparent that these killings were outstanding for a variety of reasons. In the case of the Reavey brothers, UVF gunmen were able to move in and out of Whitecross village in South Armagh, carry out their fatal shootings and disappear in minutes without fear of arrest, prosecution or conviction. The subsequent management of the investigation by the RUC police force was also suspicious, unorthodox, shoddy and incomplete, raising concerns that a more sinister agenda was at play.
A number of high profile, but highly suspicious, atrocities had occurred in the mid-Ulster region in the previous two years raising additional questions. As events and developments evolved in subsequent years, the resistant behaviour of the British political system and the revelation that a local protected paramilitary gang was allowed to run amok, cast ever further suspicion on the nature and motives behind the six Reavey and O’Dowd murders.
For Eugene Reavey, the slaughter of his three brothers for being nothing other than Catholics/nationalists and the constant rebuttals of co-operation from the British state, has led him on a lifetime journey of relentless search-after-search in pursuit of justice and above all else, the truth. Like so many other families in Northern Ireland, he has engaged in a personal odyssey of discovery to establish who exactly murdered his three brothers, but in the process found himself threatened, harassed, humiliated and blamed in the British parliament for a separate massacre that he had no hand, act or part of. His determined quest for answers has dominated his entire adult life since 1976 only to be met with a British agenda that fails to own up to its own malevolent conduct in Northern Ireland which cost innocent lives on both sides of the religious and political divide.
The Reavey quest for answers has been driven by a conflict where discriminated Catholics/nationalists said ‘enough was enough’. By the early 1970s, the ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland were at their peak. What had started out in the late 1960s as peaceful demands for civil and equal rights by oppressed nationalists/Catholics against a culture of blatant discrimination by pro-British unionists, supported by a London government, had deteriorated to a state of almost civil war.
Almost all British security services agencies engaged in appalling activities that amounted to state-backed murder and atrocities. The list is as lengthy as it is shocking. They included the British army and its numerous regiments, the unionist-dominated RUC police force, the Ulster Defence Regiment, MI5, MI6, the Secret Air Service (SAS), Special Branch, the Forces Research Unit (FRU) the Mobile Reaction Force (MRF) and finally, certain individuals who later continued their careers with the Police Service of Northern Ireland to name some.
In predominantly nationalist South Armagh, families got on with life in the early 1970s. However, as killings and sectarian assassinations mounted across, what will be referred to in this story as, Northern Ireland, a number of families in the South Armagh area found themselves targeted by a ruthless loyalist gang for simply being Catholic and Irish nationalists. The same loyalist gang had the assistance of certain elements within the British security apparatus which meant the UK government was effectively complicit in murder.
This is the story of extraordinary events in South Armagh as recalled by Eugene Reavey, a committed GAA football fan and dedicated family man who believes in a united Ireland by peaceful means. In his own words, he tells the story of his ongoing battle with a stubborn British establishment which has put every conceivable legal obstacle in the way of the Reavey family in an effort to cover up who attacked his family home and robbed them of their three brothers in the prime of their young lives in horrific circumstances.
His story of endless personal threats and brutal intimidation by British security units is not an isolated one by any means in the long bloody history of Northern Ireland. It reveals how a rural farming community was deliberately besieged and abused by British security forces whose outrageous activities helped to prolong the Troubles.
Despite a concerted malicious campaign by a local British loyalist to wrongly label him a member of the IRA, with devastating consequences for being nothing more than a GAA enthusiast, Eugene Reavey is emphatic that he was never a member of any republican group.
This story highlights the extraordinary pressure put on his innocent family because of blatant lies told in the House of Commons. It should be stressed that Eugene Reavey and his family are not anti-British but his story is highly critical of British policy and conduct in Northern Ireland.
This shocking personal account on the horrendous events of that time in South Armagh also reveal how an exclusive select group of local ruthless unionist paramilitaries were all but given free rein to operate undercover with the support and encouragement of elements within the UK Ministry of Defence. Most of the same local paramilitaries were allowed to avoid prosecution and convictions in the courts as competing units within the UK security structure engaged in cunning cover-ups to protect their sectarian hitmen.
This book also reveals, for the first time, an extraordinary British army policy to execute innocent nationalists in a ruthless plan to provoke the IRA into a full-scale war with loyalists and the security forces during a time of ceasefire.
The Killing of the Reavey Brothers: British murder and cover-up in Northern Ireland is a stark reminder that while the Troubles are over since the late 1990s, many families, on both sides of the political and religious divide, are still seeking truth and justice. Their determined quests are made more difficult by an unhelpful and stubborn British state which is determined to bury all records of its sinister military past in Ireland.
This is Eugene’s story.

KEN MURRAY


A Wild Child
As we knelt down to say our prayers last night and prayed for my sons who died and the son who was injured, we prayed also for the men who had shot them because they will have more to suffer as the years go on. I hope there will be no retaliation either on my Protestant neighbours or indeed Protestants anywhere. My feeling is that if my sons’ deaths help to stop the killings then they will have not died in vain.
JIMMY REAVEY, 5 JANUARY 1976


MENTION THE WORDS ‘SOUTH Armagh’ to anybody outside the area and the most familiar response is, ‘Bandit Country’. Everybody in the area has heard this before and, in most cases, it has been amplified by the media in Belfast, Dublin and London who are completely ignorant of the culture, history and nuances of everyday life in border communities. The outside view has been exaggerated to give the impression that this is a hostile place for anybody who doesn’t support Irish unity.
In reality, South Armagh is an extraordinary place. It is an area with a vibrant cultural identity, rich in traditional music, Irish dance and Gaelic games. It is a place of outstanding natural beauty with a proud and welcoming people and has played an important part in the history of Ireland.
For me, South Armagh and in particular, the village of Whitecross, is home for the Reavey family. It’s where I was born, educated, married and raised my seven children. It’s also where our three innocent brothers on one horrible Sunday night of terror back in 1976 were shot. But what were the controversial circumstances by which John Martin (24), Brian (22) and Anthony (17) were gunned down in a one-minute bloody blitz at our family home and what have their horrible deaths done to lead me on a continuing crusade to seek the truth all these decades later?
My mission is not a lone one as so many families in Northern Ireland and some in the Republic continue to seek answers from the British as to why their innocent loved ones were killed by UK loyalists and agents of the crown to ensure that the six counties remain under London rule.
In order to know where I come from, one needs to know where my family fit into the everyday life of Whitecross in rural South Armagh, a small village surrounded by rolling green hills of farmland, eight miles from the Co. Monaghan border, six miles from Newry, five from Markethill, three from Bessbrook, four from Newtownhamilton and forty miles from Belfast.
The Reaveys have a long association with Whitecross, Armagh. My grandfather Patsy, a council worker, was born outside Newtownhamilton in 1882 on the Monaghan-Armagh border while my grandmother Catherine Conlon, was born in Ballinarea, Co. Armagh in 1888, four miles away.
The penniless nationalist Ireland they lived in was under harsh British rule where the ruling unionist class controlled wealth-creation and lived in the luxury of the day.
The shocking legacy of the British penal laws on the nationalists in Ireland was still being felt as access to full education and owning assets or accumulating anything that might be classed as ‘wealth’, was unthinkable.
When my grandparents got married in 1910, they moved to Whitecross and lived in a labourer’s cottage, a move that firmly planted the Reavey roots in the area. Patsy Reavey, my uncle, was the first born in 1912 followed by Laura, John, Philomena who died aged four in 1927, Frank who died aged nineteen in 1935 and my Father James, known locally as Jimmy, came along in 1923.
My Father Jimmy, just like my uncle Patsy, left school at fourteen and went to work at Patton’s Flax Mill in nearby Carrickananney. They could only get bouts of work in three and four-month blocks. Pattons, it should be stressed, were good honest unionist employers and long after the Mill had ceased to function in the early 1960s following a fire, my Father remained close friends with them. My uncle John, just like my Father, was also a ‘scutcher’ with Pattons, a job that separated the impurities from flax to prepare it for spinning into cotton cloth.
If one was to draw a line south of nearby Markethill, it revealed that the British government never invested in industry around where we lived. Pattons aside, one made a hard-earned living of very modest means from farming and that was the way my Father and his siblings endured things throughout their working lives.
On and off, my Father worked for Pattons for about thirty years and along the way he met Sadie Loughran from Tullyah townland, two miles up from where we lived and they married in Carrickananney chapel in October 1942. They rented a wee house nearby where their first three children, Kathleen (1943), Seamus (1945) and Frank (1946) were born. By 1947, Mum and Dad moved to the Forrester’s Hall in Greyhilla on the Priest Bush Road in Whitecross where they set up home in very unusual circumstances.
The wee hall, at one time a dancing venue for céilí bands and practice centre for St Theresa’s pipe band, became vacant and somebody made it known locally that it could double up as accommodation for an expanding family. My Father enquired and before long, he, Sadie and clan ended up living in the hall with the Reaveys occupying the upper end of the building which doubled up as a meeting room for the committee of Drumherriff Gaelic football club. Unorthodox it was, but for the newly married couple with three noisy children, it was home.
I came along in April 1948. The night I was born was remembered locally for good and bad news. As I came into the world, a GAA football match was taking place in O’Hanlon’s ten-acre field across the road from the Forrester’s Hall. During the match, word came through that young Frank Cunningham was found drowned near his home in Ballymoyer. Frank was an uncle of the great Pat Jennings who went on to play in goal for Tottenham Hotspur, Arsenal and Northern Ireland. It was a week of mixed emotions for Mum and Dad as I had been born and they both knew Frank well.
My brother, John Martin, was born in the hall in 1951 and shortly afterwards, we moved to Drumherriff townland to a semi-detached two-storey council house. Oliver was born in 1953. Towards the end of 1954, my grandfather and my uncle John bought a farm in Drumhoney, Whitecross and when the cottage where my Father was born became vacant, we moved from Drumherriff to Greyhilla, Whitecross, to the house where it all began for my Father.
Eileen was born there in 1955, followed by Brian in 1957, Anthony in 1958, Paul in 1963, Una in 1965 and Colleen in 1968. The Reavey family was then complete. As a child I was something of a rambler, running here and there as curious energetic little boys do. When I was five years old, I used to run away from Drumherriff to my grandmother’s house on the Tullyah Road. My grandmother had a habit of opening the curtains early in the morning before the Mill lorry for the linen factory in Bessbrook would pass to pick up workers. When she opened her blinds in the morning, sometimes as early as 7.15 a.m., she would see me sitting on the big stone at the end of her wall. My grandmother had no way of contacting my Mother to let her know where I was. If she saw someone she knew coming along the road on a bicycle, she’d say ‘will you run down to Sadie Reavey and tell her this little skitter is here’.
Shortly after returning to live in Greyhilla in 1953, Dad built a shed adjacent to the house. My uncle, Peter John Loughran, who lived locally, put in trojan work in helping him get the job done. It was constructed of second-hand timber and tin. At the rear of the cottage, we had half an acre of land where my Father planted potatoes and vegetables every spring.
WHEN I WAS FIVE years old, I was sent to St Malachy’s primary school in nearby Ballymoyer which is about three miles up the road from our house. There were no buses at the time which meant a lengthy walk to and from there every day. I can remember the first day I went to school. It was a very wet morning. I had a wee cap and a coat on me. My older brothers Seamus and Frank took a hand each as they walked me out the gate. From what I recall, I was an energetic child at school and was regularly up to mischief meaning that every so often, I was called before the Head Mistress Mrs Kennon to explain my actions.
As I came to the end of my time in primary school, one day Mrs Kennon handed me an envelope addressed to my Mother. ‘Oh no,’ I thought, ‘I’m in trouble again!’
My Mother opened the envelope as my legs shook from nervousness. As her eyes worked their way down through the page, I could slowly see the expression on her face change from one of worry to delight. She informed me that Mrs Kennon had recommended me for a place at the Abbey Christian Brothers primary school in Newry with a view to sitting the 11-plus exam. At the time, it was rare for somebody in Ballymoyer school to get the opportunity to sit the 11-plus and in 1958, my recommendation was a big deal – I entered Abbey Primary School in April of that year.
When I sat my 11-plus exam, I failed it. I returned the following year and did the Review Exam and having been successful this time, I received a scholarship to attend the Abbey Grammar School in Newry. Going from a country primary school to one in a town was a big adjustment for me to make but I couldn’t wait to get started in secondary school, in particular, I couldn’t wait to get on the school GAA teams.
The GAA continued to be a major part of my life throughout my teenage years. I was playing for the local St Killian’s Under-16 and Under-18 teams in Whitecross and played regularly for their senior team. This was mainly because many of our players had emigrated in the early 1960s rather than me being a gifted footballer. Gaelic football was very tough in South Armagh at the time. The old heavy brown ball didn’t favour young light players.
IT WAS AROUND THIS time in 1966, Gusty Spence of the UVF shot dead eighteen-year-old Catholic barman Peter Ward in the Shankill area in Belfast. Ward had been drinking with friends in the Malvern Arms off the Shankill Road when Catholics could do such a thing in that part of the city. While it got a mention on the radio news, we all presumed it was over some local dispute that got out of hand. Little did we know that this one killing and events elsewhere were to be the start of an endless murder cycle that was to destroy thousands of families, including our own.
Around that time, as I made my way through Abbey Grammar school, I became acquainted on the school bus with Noel Kilpatrick from outside Glenanne village which is two miles north of where we lived at Whitecross. Noel went to the Newry Model School for Protestant boys. We nodded for the first few weeks and as time passed, we got to know each other well. We found that we had a lot in common. In those days, Catholics and Protestants mixed freely in rural areas, unlike some other parts of Northern Ireland. He also had a great interest in rugby and played every Saturday for Newry High and later was a first-team player with Portadown Rugby Club. I would regularly regale him with our exploits on the GAA fields of South Armagh. Most of the topics covered on a Monday were outshone by tales of rows held on the Gaelic football fields the day before.
By the mid-1960s, I was doing well. I had passed my ‘O’ or Ordinary-Levels and was back at Abbey Grammar in Newry studying for my ‘A’ or Advanced-Level exams. I was studying English, Irish and Geography for my ‘A’-Levels with no idea in my head what career path I wished to pursue.
One day shortly after returning to school following the summer break, I was talking to my Geography teacher, Jimmy Haffey, who asked if I had any career ambitions. I told him ‘no’ and he replied that someone like me who had experience of working on a farm, would be better off going to Loughry College in Cookstown, Co. Tyrone and studying agriculture. Jimmy contacted the principal at Loughry College and they agreed to accept me. It was all done quickly and one month later in October 1966, I was a new entrant, courtesy of a generous scholarship, learning everything from when to pull a calf, the scourge of mastitis, when not to plough a field and trying to sort out that great poultry conundrum of all time namely, which came first, the chicken or the egg? I was a lucky man!
Living in Cookstown meant that I had to be up early every morning and cycle to the dairy complex in Loughry to commence milking at 6 a.m.
We all learned over the year to be proficient at milking dairy cows and the science that went with it such as feeding, nutrition, identifying ailments, how to treat them, good general dairy practice and so on. We learned how to make butter and cheese as well as learning about the ingredients that went into their creation. It was in the poultry section that I excelled. I took to it like a duck to water. There’s a pun in there somewhere! I had some idea of how the poultry industry operated, having helped out at Magee’s family farm at Kingsmills, not far from our family home in Whitecross.
By mid-September 1967, I completed my studies in Loughry and had moved on to Glasgow University, specialising in agriculture and Poultry Husbandry. Instead of spending my free time in bars and hanging out with my new-found friends in Glasgow, the potential disappointed feelings of my Mother and Father and how they would react if I returned home empty-handed, made me determined to succeed. I studied morning, noon and night and filled my head with as much knowledge as I could. By the end of year one which was the following Easter, I nervously sat my exams. If I didn’t pass, it was goodbye Glasgow and back to the green fields and rolling hills of South Armagh and in all likelihood, a life of slog on a building site carrying blocks and bricks which wasn’t the route I wanted to take.
But I managed to pass all my first-year subjects including physics and chemistry. For me, it was a personal miracle. Even to this day, I still can’t believe I managed to get myself over the line. I knew that whatever came after that in relative terms, would be easy. Meanwhile as I basked in my own studious abilities, I kept fit by running round the back streets of Glasgow every morning. Fitness was hugely important to me at the time as I wanted to ensure that when I returned home during the summer, I would be up to standard for matches with Whitecross GFC.
When I completed my studies in Glasgow, I moved down to Harper Adams college in Shropshire to sit for my National Diploma in Poultry Husbandry. When the exams were over and eventually the results were posted on the board on a Thursday evening, I feared I had failed because of a self-perceived poor performance in other exams, in particular the area of genetics. My fears were unnecessary because when I checked the board, I saw the words ‘Reavey E.K. – PASS.’ Brilliant. I ran to the nearest phone box and rang Mrs O’Hanlon who lived next to my Mother in Whitecross. I told her the good news and asked her to pass on the word. This was a huge personal result not only for me but to all those around me who helped along the way, my Mum and Dad for all their prayers and my brother Frank who supported me financially when I was stone broke.
It was July 1969. I had a national and internationally-recognised diploma, a company car, a new career with Newtown Hatcheries in Newtownhamilton, South Armagh, owned by the McKee family, a good income and a full working life to look forward to.
As I looked forward to a comfortable life that my parents could only dream of, political events were about to get out of control and would change my life forever.


Sectarian Tensions start to Boil
WORKING FOR THE MCKEE family was a delight. They had close on twenty full-time employees and were the smallest commercial hatchery in Northern Ireland when they started out in 1967. The company imported grandparent stock in the form of fertilised hatching eggs from Babcock Incorporated based at Ithaca in upstate New York. These eggs were then placed in incubators where chicks were born twenty-one days later.
My job as a technical poultry advisor was to support the sales reps out on the road who sold day-old chicks and point – of lay pullets – a name given to chickens more than eighteen weeks old. This meant driving up and down every rural bumpy twisty road, side lane, back street and townland right across the six counties in Northern Ireland and most counties in the Republic.
Driving around the highways and by-ways in Northern Ireland proved to be an extraordinary education in itself and made me quickly realise that while I lived in the quiet and close-knit hamlet of Whitecross in South Armagh, others elsewhere were revealing their dislike of Catholics.
AS SECTARIAN POLITICS WERE starting to heat up in Co.Tyrone, in the Quaker village of Caledon not far from Dungannon, civil rights organisers were telling Catholic families with young children on the housing list to squat in newly-built council homes in Kinnard Park.
The local authority evicted the squatters, including the grandparents of former Sinn Féin MP Michelle Gildernew and gave one of the houses to a nineteen-year-old single Protestant girl called Emily Beattie who happened to be the secretary of a local unionist politician. To add to the local anti-Catholic conspiracy of the time, the policeman who assisted in the evictions just happened to be Emily Beattie’s brother.
‘VIP Emily’ was allowed to jump the queue of 269 people, many of whom were older, married with children and desperately in need of new homes Many on the list already lived in dilapidated houses, several of which were unfit for human habitation. A young Stormont MP and member of the Nationalist Party at the time, Austin Currie, pushed and pushed to ensure the isolated Catholic families at the time got housing but his success was not without a determined fight. One could say with some degree of understatement that Catholic families who were crying out for council houses were furious at this blatant form of bias and sectarianism, but as events unfolded, what happened in Caledon was the tip of the proverbial iceberg that was coming around the corner.
Such was the anger over the Caledon affair, the Civil Rights Association held a march in Derry over discrimination against Catholics in education, housing, employment and voting. It should be remembered that Catholics were the majority population in the city but partisan unionists in 1924 had structured the voting arrangements in such a way that they held the majority of seats on the City Council.
In 1967, over 60 per cent of the adult population in Derry City was Catholic/nationalist yet 60 per cent of the seats in the council were occupied by unionists. The voting system [called gerrymandering] created a result at each election whereby twelve British unionists won seats with only eight going to Irish nationalists!
The allocation of housing was no different.1 Unlike elsewhere in the UK, where houses were allocated on a ‘points system’ whereby those who were longest on the waiting list and most in need, were given priority, in Northern Ireland, unionist-controlled local authorities gave out houses along religious/political lines.
If you were Protestant and working with no children, you were top of the queue. However, if you were an unemployed Catholic with nine children, then that was just tough even though it was blatant discrimination along sectarian lines. The system was also designed to maximise unionist votes. When it came to voting, one needed to own a property to vote.Those who owned business premises of a rateable value of over ten pounds could vote for every ten pounds that their respective property was designated, up to a maximum of six votes. What this all meant was that as the vast majority of businesses were owned by Protestants, they could secure extra votes above the traditional head count on polling day! If one was Catholic and poor, you just didn’t exist as far as local democracy was concerned. By the mid to late 1960s, some 10, 000 married couples living with others were without a vote, and three-quarters of that figure were Catholics.
Looking back, it’s hard to believe that since Ireland was divided in 1921, unionist politicians had over forty years to create an all-inclusive society in Northern Ireland but instead treated Catholics as an inferior class This stone-age policy turned out to be a breeding ground for sectarian trouble.
Former SDLP MP Seamus Mallon recalled the story many times of one Catholic family in the 1960s who lived in a dilapidated house in Markethill, six miles up the road from where we live. Having no luck in securing a house for many years, the family approached Seamus who in turn raised their plight with a unionist councillor to see if anything could be done for their cause. When Seamus pitched the case for the desperate family, the response he got from the bigoted councillor was, ‘No Catholic pig and his litter will ever get a house in Markethill while I am here’. This horrific response was not an isolated one and summed up the horrible attitude that some hardline Protestants had towards Catholics.
With protests over racial discrimination happening in the US and similar events cropping up all over the six counties over the appalling treatment of Catholics by Protestant politicians, it was decided to hold a major march across Northern Ireland to voice opposition and perhaps put some pressure on the political class in Stormont to bring about positive change. ‘One man, one vote’ was the main rallying call.
In January of 1969, a People’s Democracy march was planned from Belfast to Derry. After a number of days on the road, the marchers reached Burntollet Bridge in Co. Derry, where they were ambushed and stoned by supporters of Ian Paisley, aided by the RUC and B-Specials. While we didn’t realise it at the time, the flame that lit the fuse had now released the genie of warfare from the bottle, resulting in a sectarian conflict that lasted for over twenty-five years. The violence at Burntollet was so bad that when it was screened on TV news that night, rioting broke out in Derry City.
News coverage showed us that rioting day after day was out of control in Belfast and Derry. As the months rolled on, the arrival of 400 British soldiers, from the Yorkshire Regiment, on 14 August 1969 to quell the Battle of the Bogside in the Maiden City, was a development many thought would be short-term.
Among those marching from Belfast to Derry in support of Catholics was the surprising figure of Protestant political activist Ivan Cooper. Very much ahead of his time, he believed that the real issue in Northern Ireland was not just fair treatment for those on the green side but those on the orange one as well. He didn’t believe that one class of people should have dominance over others but that all communities regardless of their colour, faith and status should be treated the same. This was a simple, workable and understandable philosophy in other democratic countries but unfortunately this was not the way of life in Northern Ireland.
On 9 January, I went to Newry where a similar march was taking place. 5, 000 took part, including political figures John Hume, Frank McManus, Paddy O’Hanlon, Austin Currie, Paddy Devlin, Gerry Fitt, Ivan Cooper and solicitor Rory McShane who, with fifty others, were charged by the RUC for taking part in an ‘illegal civil rights march’. The turnout was significant and while there were scuffles with the RUC, the event, overall, passed off relatively peacefully. But the involvement of so many local people radicalised some of them for the first time. I wasn’t fired up like others as I was primarily there out of curiosity, but I became more alert to a political system that was blatantly biased against nationalists/Catholics.
Looking back, nationalist people in Northern Ireland were hugely disappointed with the ruling Fianna Fáil Party in the south of Ireland. For all their rhetoric on being opposed to the 1921 Anglo-Irish Treaty which divided Ireland and left Catholics in Northern Ireland to fend for themselves, the so-called ‘Republican Party’ seemed to turn a blind eye to what was happening in the six counties of Northern Ireland. Had Fianna Fáil been more persuasive with London, the blatant unionist discrimination against Catholics in the 1940s and 1950s, the carnage that followed might never have happened at all.
When Irish-American John F. Kennedy became US President in 1960, a golden opportunity was missed for Dublin to persuade Washington to apply pressure on the British to sort out civil rights in Northern Ireland once and for all.
Nationalists/Catholics in Northern Ireland had nobody to speak up for them at international or diplomatic level and the lack of commitment shown by Fianna Fáil leaders Éamon de Valera, Seán Lemass and Jack Lynch cost us all very dearly in the end. When things got out of control following the Bogside riots in August 1969, Jack Lynch went on RTÉ TV and said, ‘We can no longer stand by’. Unfortunately, that’s exactly what he did.2
MEANWHILE, FOR US IN South Armagh, the political divisions that were causing so much strife in Belfast and Derry were happening ‘up there’ which was a world away from the sleepy peaceful green hills around Whitecross. This will sort itself out in a matter of weeks, we thought. This wouldn’t darken our doorsteps, or so we thought! After all, the GAA season at local level was warming up and dedicated families like the Moleys, the Toners, the Malones and the Reaveys to name some of many, were busy getting on with life.
By the summer of 1969, John Martin was seventeen and was in his second year as an apprentice bricklayer working mainly in the Newry area. He always had great stories every night when he came home. Brian (15) was at St Paul’s comprehensive school in nearby Bessbrook. Like Oliver (16), he was on the way to an apprenticeship in carpentry and joinery. He was also making quite a name for himself on the sports field and was, at this stage, on the winning team that won the Armagh schools’ championship in Gaelic football for the first time.
Anthony was ten years of age by 1969 and had started to show an interest in writing poetry at primary school in St Brigid’s, Drumilly, about two miles away from our family home at Greyhilla, Whitecross. My older sister Kathleen (26) was now a trained nurse at the Whittington Hospital in north London while Seamus (24) and Frank (22) were busy working as plastering contractors in the South Armagh/South Down area. Eileen was fourteen and at the Sacred Heart school in Newry, Paul (9) and Una (6) were still in Drumilly while Colleen was just one-year-old. Our Dad Jimmy (47) was working as a labourer with Frank and Seamus at this stage. Our Mother (46) was up to her eyes looking after all of us like a proud swan guarding its young while continuing to bake her award-winning soda farls.
Normal life was trundling along and the horrible violence that had gripped Belfast and Derry in August 1969 hadn’t, thank God, reached South Armagh. This was someone else’s problem and unfortunately people on both sides were losing their lives. Surely the politicians would see sense and sort it all out, yes? Well as it happened, no!
Catholics came under sustained attack from Protestant mobs for simply asking to be treated fairly. The violence that was dominating the news and the resistance to change, shown by firebrand Protestants such as Ian Paisley, forced the resignation in 1969 of Terence O’Neill, the prime minister of Northern Ireland, after six years in office. Terence O’Neill’s modest offers of a better deal for Catholics were met with severe hostility by hard-line pro-British unionists, who, if only they showed some vision and a sense of Christian thinking, could have prevented so many deaths in the subsequent years.
By the end of 1969, sixteen people were dead. That figure had jumped to twenty-six by the end of 1970, with casualties on both sides. The rioting seemed to be getting worse by the week, but it was still happening ‘up there’ in Belfast, forty-odd miles away and in Derry City, almost 100 miles from South Armagh.
In August 1970, RUC Constables Sam Donaldson and Roy Millar were killed at Crossmaglen when IRA activists booby-trapped their Ford Cortina car, a tragedy that was condemned locally. According to the brilliant book Lost Lives, ten wreaths were sent by local Catholic families who were horrified by the killings.3 Most people in the area hoped their deaths would not draw the locality into the chaos that was engulfing Derry and Belfast. Despite these killings, by the summer of 1971, there was practically no IRA activity in South Armagh. The British army was nowhere to be seen. The RUC and the UDR, while visible, were not seen to be as intimidating and sinister as they later became.
The modest way of life we enjoyed though in rural peaceful South Armagh was about to change dramatically when the British badly messed up and completely misread the mood of angry nationalists. Riflemen in the British army continued to treat Belfast and Derry Catholics as though they were casual target practice. Its trigger-happy attitude was to result in one single incident that would have horrifying consequences for almost every family in South Armagh. The episode, unfortunately, escalated, and spread the geographical impact of the evolving war with horrific ramifications for Ireland, Britain and its people in the decades that followed.
Twenty-eight-year-old Dundalk-born Harry Thornton was a married father and a labourer from Tullydonnell, Silverbridge, South Armagh which was not too far from where we lived. He worked in Carryduff, outside Belfast, and due to the nature of his work, opted to stay in the city during the week, returning home at weekends. On the morning of 7 August 1971, he was driving his van down the Falls Road in west Belfast and stopped in the traffic queue outside the RUC police station adjacent to Springfield Road. The exhaust on his van backfired twice in quick succession and when those at the RUC building heard the two loud bangs, a British soldier rushed out and shot Harry dead.
According to Lost Lives, which records every single death of The Troubles, ‘Harry Thornton’s companion, Arthur Murphy was arrested and taken into the barracks’.4 An angry crowd gathered outside, demanding the man’s release and jeered at police and troops. ‘When the man was finally released some hours later, his face was swollen and bandaged. By early afternoon, local republicans in the district were handing out leaflets headed ‘murder, murder, murder’.
The first army statement on the incident said ‘two shots were fired from a passing car and sentries returned two rounds’. Later, army chief of staff, Brigadier Marston Tickell told a press conference ‘in the army’s view, the soldiers concerned in the incident had good grounds for believing their Post had been fired on from a van and acted correctly in accordance with their instructions.’
Harry had no involvement in politics or paramilitary activity and left behind a broken-hearted widow and six young children without any financial income whatsoever. It was bad enough that Harry Thornton was brutally shot dead but the dismissive comments and condescending tone on the TV news that evening of Brigadier Tickell in his posh English accent saying the army was justified in responding to the ‘two shots’ sparked fury and rage locally. Later that night, Crossmaglen RUC station came under attack by angry locals who fired stones and attempted to burn it down. Four buses were attacked and one was hijacked and driven into the gates of the RUC station.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that on that very day and subsequent weeks, the IRA in South Armagh was formally reestablished with scores of locals lining up to join its ranks. In the days following Harry Thornton’s death, loyalists and IRA gunmen went into overdrive against each other as ‘revenge for revenge’ became the new normal.
One would have thought the arrival of the British army to ‘protect’Catholics from violent loyalist mobs would have calmed the situation. As events from August 1969 onwards showed, the presence of her majesty’s military and more significantly, its appalling aggressive tactics angered so many in the Catholic community, it turned out to be an unlikely recruiting agency for the then poorly organised IRA. The great irony of the time was that by the mid-1960s, the old IRA had all but disappeared off the political pitch.
The televised scenes of the Royal Ulster Constabulary beating defenceless women and young children and how they badly handled the Battle of the Bogside in Derry in August 1969, forcing the British government to send in the army, saw IRA numbers swell. When the British army imposed the Falls Road curfew in July 1970 killing four Catholics and the subsequent imposition of internment without trial one year later, when over 342 nationalist arrests were made on 9 August, IRA recruits increased again.
The British army then went and killed eleven innocent Catholics in Ballymurphy, west Belfast, between 9–11 August 1971, two days after the killing of Harry Thornton. This saw even more angry people sign up to join the IRA. The British army had killed twelve innocent people in the space of four days. They adopted the same brutal tactics of Belfast-based military Brigadier Frank Kitson which he developed to quash the KLFA/Mau-Mau revolt in Kenya in the 1950s and killed tens of thousands of natives who wanted nothing more than to end Britain’s colonial rule.
In Yemen during the period of 1963–1967, the port of Aden was crucial for the flow of British trade to and from India.5. When the locals wanted their port back for themselves, there were stories of locals being subjected to electric shocks, anal rape and sleep deprivation, itself a common British torture technique. A damning investigation by Amnesty International was rejected by the British PM of the time Harold Wilson. As usual, the British ‘never’ did anything immoral. Even the most brutal of terrorists would have been shocked at some of the things the British got up to in their ‘civilising’ foreign wars. A dangerous precedent but well-established formula had been normal and as we were to learn, the British would break every rule in the military handbook in a desperate attempt to achieve victory.
Northern Ireland though was not east Africa or the middle east, even though Frank Kitson and his British military pals behaved as if it was. They seemed to overlook the fact that Northern Ireland was politically part of the United Kingdom. The Irish were not like the Mau Mau in that they were white, had access to European media, had the support of a large diaspora, especially in America where most of the famine emigrants fled and had handed down the stories of British oppression in Ireland.
What’s more, the British failed to understand that the cruel Penal Laws, Oliver Cromwell, the Famine, 1916, the infamous Black and Tans period – the list goes on and on – were prominent infamous milestones of our troubled history but hardly registered in theirs. Oppressed Irish nationalists hadn’t forgotten the horrible legacy of British colonisation. The British viewed us as being a complete underclass of un-educated folk. The Irish were seen as being expendable and the British were prepared to do whatever it took, legal or otherwise, to crush local opposition to their unionist control.
Kitson had similar form in other places where the hostile behaviour of the British military towards local rebels saw mass killings. The British have a long track-record in this type of ruthless conduct and as my family later found out, it didn’t stop when they stepped off the navy ships in Belfast docks on to Irish soil for their next call of duty!
In Kitson’s first book, he had the brazen hard neck to write that ‘the British behaved honourably in Kenya’. In fact they behaved so ‘honourably’, that when they were eventually found out by the wider world, the government in London was forced to pay out £19.9 million in compensation to 5, 228 Kenyan survivors in 2013!5
Kitson, who later misled the Bloody Sunday Inquiry, was not the only Brit with murder on his agenda. His number two at the time, Col Derek Wilford who headed up 1 Para, the infamous British army regiment which massacred eleven innocents in Ballymurphy Belfast in 1971 and fourteen in the Bogside Derry in 1972, was equally as ruthless and economical with the truth.
WE DIDN’T KNOW IT then but Harry Thornton’s killing was a significant development. Where once a peaceful and mainly farming community existed in South Armagh with nothing on its mind but making a decent living, now its people were under attack and would see themselves going into defensive mode to have and hold what was theirs.
Two weeks after the Thornton killing, the IRA ambushed a British army armoured vehicle on the Armagh/Louth border at Courtbane near Hackballscross and shot dead Cpl Ian Armstrong. British Prime Minister Edward Heath was furious as was the Taoiseach Jack Lynch in Dublin who accused the ‘occupying’ British army of repeatedly crossing in to the Republic. Tension was mounting, although it would be some time before any more killings happened in South Armagh.
Thirty-four people had been killed in Northern Ireland by August 1971. Nineteen of those were civilians, four were RUC and eleven were British soldiers. From August to December that figure jumped to 139 dead, ninety-five were civilians.
Locally, Newry Town was, bit by bit, being burned to the ground. On Wednesday 26 January 1972, four major business outlets in the town were burned down when IRA activists in the area firebombed ‘Toners’ Electrical Supplies’ on Hill Street, Sands Mill on Canal Quay, the Inland Revenue building on Merchant’s Quay and the Rowland and Harris car sales outlet on Railway Avenue. Next day, the UVF struck back in Newry and Etams’ drapery store as well as the Pearl Assurance office were bombed.
Newry was crumbling before our very eyes and the destruction was adding to the already growing unemployment figures in the South Down/South Armagh area. Businesses were struggling as daily spend declined and numerous retail outlets closed.
The IRA also stepped up their campaign against the British army, the RUC and the Ulster Defence Regiment making the lives of decent local unionists miserable. The harassment of local nationalist youths by the British army was now more frequent and visible. Every corner you went around, somebody had just been dragged from a car and was verbally abused and threatened.
If one thought things couldn’t get any worse, well they did and guess what? The British made an already bad situation worse when they messed up again although knowing the tactics of Frank Kitson, it was all part of their military strategic plan.
A public march protesting for Civil Rights was planned in Derry for 30 January 1972. The march passed off peacefully until people began to gather close to army barriers adjacent to Rossville Street flats in the city. When stone-throwing commenced and the army attempted to stage arrests, a full-scale riot developed.
The 1st Battalion of the Parachute Regiment began to fire shots, having claimed it came under attack. It seems there are many different versions of what happened but one thing is clear, thirteen innocent nationalists were shot dead on the day many in the back and a fourteenth died later. The anger amongst the nationalist community over what happened in Derry was everywhere. It spread to the south resulting in the British embassy on Merrion Square Dublin being burned down on 2 February. Relations between Dublin and London were at their worst since the War of Independence.
If the events in Derry weren’t enough to infuriate nationalists in Northern Ireland, tensions increased further when British establishment figure Lord Chief Justice Widgery, who could hardly be described as being independent, was appointed by her majesty’s government in Whitehall London to hold an ‘Inquiry’ into the killings. Then there was further outrage when Widgery’s flawed Inquiry ruled in April 1972 that the Parachute Regiment had been fired upon first and that there was no reason to suppose it would have opened fire otherwise.
Widgery’s findings were at variance to the Derry City coroner, Hubert O’Neill, whose inquest in to the killings in 1973 said, ‘It strikes me that the army ran amok that day and they shot without thinking of what they were doing. They were shooting innocent people. These people may have been taking part in a parade that was banned-but I don’t think that justifies the firing of live rounds indiscriminately. I say it without reservation – it was sheer unadulterated murder’.6
After Widgery’s fabrication of the truth, nationalist distrust and loathing of the crooked UK state reached a new high while the western world looked on in horror at the way the British army was blatantly killing unarmed innocent Irish people. The events in Derry were probably the biggest game changer of all in the history of the Troubles.
My thinking at the time was that the British were deliberately provoking nationalists to engage in an all-out civil war. Why would that be the case? Well if one looks back on the time, the British army was brought in to be peace-keepers but that was not something they were trained to do. They were military men, amongst the best trained and equipped in the world and being stuck in the middle between warring Irish nationalists and British unionists must have been very frustrating. I’m in no doubt that the managers in the army, having already crushed empire opposition in Africa and elsewhere, wanted to engage in direct warfare to satisfy and impress their political masters in London.
With acts of terrorism already out of control and the findings of the Widgery Tribunal amounting to blatant lies, the rage in the nationalist community was understandable. With paramilitary activity now beyond a peaceful solution and unionists refusing to hand over the management of security to Whitehall, London lost patience. As far as unionists were concerned, they knew what was best to keep law and order in the six counties of Ulster. As far as London was concerned, they had made a mess of things since 1921. Ted Heath’s Conservative government indicated it was time to put manners on unionists and the collapse of the Stormont government saw the introduction of direct rule from London.
Unionists saw it as a sell-out while Irish nationalists were delighted. It formally ended local unionist control over oppressed nationalists for the first time since partition. Hopes were high that London would end the unionist culture of treating nationalists as second-class citizens but as events unfolded, all of us on the green side would be left waiting.


Crouzon’s Syndrome comes to our door
WHILE NORTHERN IRELAND WAS falling further and further in to the political abyss, life went on and the biggest thing on my agenda was my wedding. I had met an attractive young Róisín Quinn from nearby Belleeks village at a céilí in Whitecross parochial hall. I had spotted her earlier in my life at mass when I used to be an altar boy at Carrickananney chapel. The céilí sessions took place once a month and for many of us at that time, it was the highlight of our life.
Nobody had a car and if you had a bicycle, you were deemed a ‘good catch’ as you owned something. The céilí nights were all harmless craic. There was no alcohol in the dance halls and a bottle of 7-Up was as far as it went when it came to drink. It cost sixpence each to get in and it was a rural Irish scene. Men lined up on one side and women on the other. Fr Pat Smith acted like a security man and walked around the floor throughout the night with a blackthorn stick in his right hand. If he observed a young man dancing too close to a female friend, he would give them a tap on the shoulder to ensure they kept their distance and didn’t develop any impure thoughts. It was a time of pure innocence. I had my eye on Róisín for a long time but the circumstances never presented themselves whereby we could have a chat.
One particular Saturday night in 1965, I said to myself, ‘Tonight’s the night. It’s now or never’ and having plucked up the courage, I walked across the floor and asked her out for a dance. She must have thought I was a ‘fine thing’ as to my surprise, she willingly said ‘yes’. We hit it off straight away and have been inseparable ever since.
After seven years of love and romance, Róisín and I got married on 5 April 1972 in St Laurence O’Toole Catholic church in nearby Belleeks, two miles up the road from Whitecross. I was twenty-four, Róisín was twenty-two. Frank, my brother, was my best man while John Martin was groomsman. Róisín’s sister, Mary, was her bridesmaid as was her other sister, Briege. The weather was wet and windy but despite this, we all headed across the border to the Fairways Hotel in Dundalk where we had a great day.
Our honeymoon was spent in Killarney. I was somewhat nervous heading to the Kingdom of Kerry as I had some news for Róisín that I knew she would not want to hear. There was a GAA game I needed to attend. I’m sure if the game was in Killarney or Tralee, she wouldn’t have blinked an eye but it wasn’t. The game was in the very location we had left to make our way to Killarney – South Armagh.
Brave as it may read, I drove home on my own five days after our wedding on the following Friday to play football for Whitecross against Keady in the ‘exciting’ confines of Division 3 of the Armagh Junior League. I’m sure if I rang ahead and said, ‘Lads, I’m on my honeymoon and I can’t make it this Friday’, the sky would not have fallen in but it highlights, if perhaps somewhat selfishly, my dedication to my club.
I should add that Róisín had been warned many times by my Father before we tied the knot, that if she ever married me, she would instantly become a GAA widow. We were married less than a week and she now knew exactly what my Father meant. I’m glad to report that the power of love overcame a personal crisis. Any other woman would probably have given me my marching orders.
Back in South Armagh, our new home for the first year of our married life was spent in Campbell’s House in nearby Drumhoney. We rented for the first twelve months while we explored building a house of our own. I’d been searching high and low in the locality for a suitable site on which to build. I approached a family friend, Arthur Markey, who lived at Drumherriff. His quarter acre site of land cost me £600. It was a huge sum of money. I now had to go and get planning permission and before I knew it, we turned the sod to build our new house in March 1974.
ON 9 JULY 1973, forty-one-year-old single Protestant man Isaac Scott from Benagh, Co. Down visited Tully’s Bar in Belleeks, two miles away from Whitecross. He had been a regular visitor to the pub in recent weeks. On the night in question, he sat in the pub with a female companion and as they got into their car to head home, he was shot through the windscreen and killed on the spot. It emerged some time afterwards that he was a former member of the Ulster Defence Regiment, a local part-time wing of the British army.
Whether anybody in Belleeks or beyond in the republican movement knew that he was no longer in the UDR is unknown. There was revulsion locally but this was yet another killing on the conveyor belt of slaughter that we had become used to.
On Wednesday 22 August 1973, the madness came firmly knocking on our door. Our first cousin, twenty-year-old single man Seán McDonnell from Belleeks, a heavy plant driver, went to bingo in Newry with his eighteen-year-old girlfriend Agnes O’Hare from Mayobridge. The couple got engaged the previous Christmas and were inseparable. On the night in question, they had come home from the bingo and turned down the Ryan Road where Agnes lived.
Having stopped at Agnes’ driveway, they chatted about their wedding plans. Unknown to them, two people had climbed a tree adjacent to the house and waited for the car to arrive. As it did, the two shone a light from a torch as the signal for the hit. As Seán and Agnes chatted, two vehicles, which had been driving around in the locality earlier, pulled up from behind and Seán was dragged from the car. Just as he was abducted, one of the gunmen said to Agnes, ‘This is for Isaac Scott’.
Seán was driven further along the Ryan Road in Mayobridge for about a mile close to where Isaac Scott lived. The car pulled in to a gateway and Seán was dragged from the back seat and put standing at a gate post at Heslop’s farm before being shot eleven times by a Sterling nine-millimetre sub-machine gun, a standard British army weapon. A Ford Escort car, which had been stolen in Banbridge on the night of the killing, was found burned out at Heslop’s Lane.
Seán’s brother Gerard told me many years later that his teeth were removed before he was shot dead, leading one to wonder what was to be gained by that horrible act of brutal torture. They were obviously seeking information about the local IRA but Seán was the wrong man to be asking. He and his family were never involved in criminality or paramilitary activity and found the evolving conflict scary.
Dr Michael McVerry from Newry told Seán’s inquest at the inappropriate location of Banbridge Orange Hall that ‘the death appeared to be of five to seven hours duration’. A horrific killing for a young man in the prime of his life. For a grieving family from nationalist South Armagh to attend an inquest into the death of their loved one in an Orange Hall in the 1970s added to the sense of intimidation, insensitivity and insult.
Seán McDonnell was the most innocent young man one could ever meet. He was a quiet but hard worker and helped his father Charlie on the family farm. He lived for the GAA, his work and his girlfriend. He was a diligent young man making his way in life with not a care or political thought on his mind. His killing caused disbelief in South Armagh. His mother Laura, my auntie, just could not believe that her son could be targeted. The level of fear in the community was extraordinary with everyone in the locality wondering at the time if this was perhaps, a case of mistaken identity or, if it was a taste of more to come?
The sense of anger in our wider family was hard to grasp. The word ‘revenge’ was not in our dictionary and laying Seán to rest became our immediate priority. In fact looking back on it now and the sense of drama that hit us with Seán’s killing, it took about three months for his death to fully sink in.
The results of the ballistic analysis on Seán’s murder suggested that the weapon used to kill him was linked to four other recent loyalist paramilitary shootings. Many years passed for us to learn that a murky force combining of loyalist paramilitaries and sinister elements of the British state were hard at work in mid-Ulster. They not only targeted Seán but eventually the Reaveys and a host of other innocent individuals and families.
One of the men sent out to investigate Seán’s killing was RUC officer John Lindsay. Constable Billy McBride, who died some years back, accompanied him. McBride was later described in an Irish Government Report by Judge Henry Barron as being a gunsmith. He, with others, supplied weapons to the UVF in Portadown. We didn’t know it then but McBride lived in Benagh close to where Isaac Scott was from. Some years later, local ballad singer Tommy Sands, originally from Mayobridge, wrote a poignant song called ‘There were Roses’. It connected the killings of Isaac Scott and Seán McDonnell and focused on the futility of sectarian murder.
ELSEWHERE, RÓISÍN AND I were buoyed up by the impending arrival of baby number one and on 17 September 1973, Catriona arrived into the world at Daisy Hill Hospital in Newry. She was ten days overdue and born by caesarean section. After she was delivered, I went into the ward to see Róisín but she was still asleep from the anaesthetic. Looking so pale and worn out, I hadn’t the heart to wake her up and I went home. The next morning when I went in to the Ward, Róisín was having tea and toast.
‘I haven’t seen the baby yet,’ she said. ‘Who is she like?’
No doctors or nurses had told Róisín anything at this stage. I said I would go to the nursery and carry Catriona in to the ward. When I placed Catriona in Róisín’s arms, I could see the expression on her face change instantly. We both knew instinctively that something was not right about her appearance. Her head was oval-shaped, abnormal somewhat and despite our concerns, the nurses assured us that after a few days, it would return to a normal appearance. Catriona also appeared to have protruding eyes. We sensed something was not as it should be.
They told us the abnormality was due to Róisín’s lengthy labour. I didn’t know if they were trying to pacify us until they established the real diagnosis of her condition. Catriona was baptised in Daisy Hill Hospital Newry by Fr Peter Hughes our local parish priest in Whitecross with Mary Quinn, Róisín’s sister and my brother Frank as her godparents. She was then taken to the Royal Victoria Hospital in Belfast several days after for further assessment.
Then we got the news we didn’t want to hear. Consultants at the RVH told us that Catriona had been diagnosed with Crouzon’s Syndrome. Crouzon’s is a malformation of the bone structure in the face and is a one in two hundred million occurrence. She was also diagnosed with Craniostenosis which sees separate bones in the skull fuse together creating an unusual head shape.
The first of many surgeries went ahead when Catriona was six weeks old. Surgery involved opening her head from ear to ear and splitting all the bones. Apart from a breathing and hearing problem, Catriona is in good health otherwise and as the years rolled by, her positive personality has lit up our life and those around her. Catriona had numerous operations in all to correct the Craniostenosis and spent much of the first three years of her life in the Royal Victoria Hospital, Belfast.
One day Róisín was fortunate to pick up a copy of Reader’s Digest magazine. It contained an article about a girl from France whose face was so disfigured, her parents hid her in a chicken coop so as to be hidden from the neighbours. Róisín turned the pages slowly and as she did, her attention was caught by a line that read, ‘Surgeon with the magic touch’. The article was about a Dr Paul Tessier, a French plastic and reconstructive surgeon who operated on people with facial deformities. He had also perfected a technique to operate on people with Crouzon’s Syndrome. The article said he believed that ‘the earlier a sufferer was operated on, the better.’
She didn’t have
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