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For Patsy Drumm






PROLOGUE

ANDERSONSTOWN,
 NORTHERN IRELAND,
 1973

AT SEVENTEEN AND eighteen, they were hardly old enough to be soldiers. But here they were, two girls moving quietly through the dark, a single rifle between them.

The streets of Andersonstown took on a new, more dangerous texture under the cover of night. These were the blocks on which the girls had come of age, and where they learned the hard reality of their circumstances. Like so many other young residents of Andersonstown, the teenagers and their families had been pushed into this neighborhood—one of West Belfast’s fortified, Irish Catholic ghettos—as the sectarian lines bisecting the heart of the city dissolved into violence.

Nothing in Andersonstown was as it seemed, and understanding that was key to survival. The community was its own cipher of hidden loyalties and hiding places, and freedom depended on knowing the code. Which homes were safe and which weren’t? Which families were sympathetic and which were indifferent? Which alleyway had a soldier hidden around the corner and which could get you home uninterrupted? Already, the girls had collected these sorts of street smarts, the capacity to read a block not only for what it showed, but for what lay beneath.

Their teenage years should have come with lower stakes, especially on a night like this. It was a September evening, the edge of an Irish autumn, the sort of bittersweet chapter that was meant to mark the last days of adolescence, when the biggest risks should have been fast cars and skipped classes. Perhaps life would have been like that, if this had been a normal place. If adolescence could exist here.

But nothing was normal about growing up in West Belfast—especially not in 1973 Andersonstown. Summer had landed in the city like a bomb, the entire place stumbling through the season in a sort of bewildered, heady daze, hardly able to pull itself from one pile of rubble before the next appeared. The streets were volatile, explosively violent like a shock after built-up static. Released from five decades of restraint, West Belfast bucked and hurled in unrest.

The buildup to this moment was slow but inexorable. For the entirety of time that the girls had been alive, their home of Northern Ireland had never found more than the most fragile of peaces, and even those were regularly shattered. When they were born, in the late 1950s, the Irish Republican Army—the guerrilla force of nationalist Ireland, founded in 1913 to free the island from the British Empire—was in the midst of a doomed, armed campaign, waging attacks along the border that partitioned British-ruled Northern Ireland from the independent Irish Republic. While the girls were growing up, in the 1960s, a new movement of protest and civil unrest—inspired in part by the civil rights protests in America—was sending hordes of young people to march in the streets. Then, in 1969, on the cusp of their adulthood, they watched as the region careened into war.

They were born into a land of tangled identities and loyalties, raised in a place that had never been entirely itself and wasn’t quite sure what that looked like anyway. Nowhere was the conflict more distilled than in Belfast and Derry, Northern Ireland’s wily border city to the west.

The realities, by 1973, were stark: Northern Ireland’s Irish Catholic residents had been marginalized, ostracized, and strategically oppressed by the mostly Protestant, Unionist powers that controlled the region for the British Crown. The struggle had been going on and off for centuries, ever since Great Britain had invaded its neighbor in 1169, culminating in the Irish War of Independence and a 1921 treaty that freed most of the island but left Northern Ireland as a British territory. By 1973, the plight of Northern Ireland’s Catholics was laid bare: there were few jobs, poor housing, and threadbare resources. British-backed police and soldiers seemed to relish the imbalance, muscling into Catholic homes, harassing schoolchildren, and shooting their way through West Belfast’s Catholic ghettos. It didn’t matter whether you were in the IRA or not; being Catholic was enough to get you detained. And so, even those who had shied away from armed resistance in the beginning started to realize what the girls understood: perhaps, in the tortured fight to reunite Ireland, there was no other choice.

Such were the forces that had driven the two girls into the streets of Andersonstown that night. The younger of the two came from a Republican family, and was well familiar with the nighttime mechanics of secret revolutions. But the older girl, with her long dark hair and wide, sad eyes, had only just pledged herself to the IRA. Though she hadn’t grown up in a Republican family, her decision to join became inevitable—her adolescence was defined by the brutality of British troops and the Loyalist mobs that prowled Catholic ghettos, attacking and maiming her neighbors. It had pushed her family to move west from their home on the Lower Falls to Lenadoon, a claustrophobic housing estate in Greater Andersonstown. Many of Belfast’s Catholics had fled there in the violent haze of the early 1970s, when British troops flooded the streets, raided homes, and generally terrorized Belfast’s Catholics, tossing hundreds in jail without charge. Things had only grown more fraught since, as Lenadoon and Andersonstown had become the front line of a boiling sectarian conflict. The working-class Catholic ghettos were surrounded by British military barracks, Loyalist neighborhoods, and the looming shadow of Divis and Black Mountain, the sparse hills to the city’s west, from which the British Army looked down upon its targets. Pushed to defend itself from all sides, West Belfast quickly became an incubator for a new generation of fighters like the girls.

Most shocking was that they were holding their own. By 1973, there was a big reason.Not only did the IRA have a flood of new recruits, the group had also received an influx of high-powered guns.

Amid all the other changes that summer, that one was paramount. What had changed on the streets of West Belfast were the guns. For decades, the scrappy, outgunned IRA had fought against looming odds, desperately confronting the might of the British Army with rusty triggers and expired bullets. But what had begun as a trickle in 1971 became, two years later, a miraculous flood: nearly overnight, the Catholic ghettos of West Belfast were full of deadly American ArmaLites and tens of thousands of rounds of ammunition.

The ArmaLite guns were sleek and versatile, light and easy to carry, so distinctive in shape that their ominous profile would one day be inextricably associated with the IRA and the Troubles, as the conflict would become known. Each semiautomatic rifle also carried with it a small nudge of solidarity, a reminder that the island’s war had expanded far beyond its shores: the ArmaLites were American guns, secreted into Northern Ireland by a core group of IRA supporters overseas who believed deeply in the guerrilla army’s mission—and were determined to help them succeed.

Thanks in large part to these guns, by 1973 Andersonstown’s IRA volunteers were well armed, and the cloistered front had played host to the IRA’s tit-for-tat shooting war with the British soldiers and the Royal Ulster Constabulary. Though ostensibly in the territory as peacekeepers, the British Army had proven just as ruthless as the police; its soldiers had invaded the labyrinthine streets of Andersonstown like conquerors, transforming residential neighborhoods into Army fortresses and police barracks.

There were seventeen military installations in Andersonstown alone, observation posts and bases like the Woodbourne House, a former homestead of a British lord that had been repurposed as Army barracks. The outposts were stark symbols of the oppression that Belfast’s Irish had for centuries associated with the British flag. To volunteers like the two girls, each of these installations was a colonialist, militarized wart—and a target.

Hence the girls’ mission: under the cover of that September night, they were dispatched to harass the British soldiers stationed at the Woodbourne House. The girls had started the night as part of a large group of IRA volunteers—mostly men—but by the early evening, they decided that only one among them would be armed. The older girl would carry the gun, an initiation ritual for her first night on duty. The ArmaLite rifle had only recently arrived from America, and it was part of a tightly rationed arsenal maintained by the brigade in Andersonstown.

As they neared the neighborhood’s southernmost boundary, at the corner of Suffolk and Stewartstown Roads, the fortress loomed in front of them, its cage-like exterior a shadow against the sky. The night was quiet. The dark road—its streetlights long since shot out by British soldiers—was lit only by buzzing spotlights.

The older girl maneuvered the ArmaLite to her shoulder. This was her moment. She breathed steadily, raised the gun, and aimed.






PART I

A NEW RISING






CHAPTER 1

“ONE WITH US ADDRESS”

THE LETTER ARRIVED in a blue envelope, slipped through the mail slot of a nondescript row house on St. Vincent Street in a quiet residential neighborhood of Northeast Philadelphia. Inside, a man eagerly tore the package open.

He had been in the city for years, but Vince Conlon—nearly forty, slim, and dark-eyed with a long face—still had the clipped brogue of Ireland’s border counties. Since first settling in Philly a decade earlier, there had been a steady march of mail from back home, but in recent months the notes were growing more urgent. This particular dispatch, which arrived from Dublin, was typewritten and unsigned, but the writer needed no introduction. As for the message itself—well, Conlon had been waiting to read these words for a very long time.

It was all life seemed to be about those days, and he wasn’t good at it: waiting. Impatient even in the best of times, Conlon—a brash, devoted IRA man from Armagh, a deeply divided county along the border in Northern Ireland—had suffered through the last decade, and the last few years especially, as the IRA withered on the vine, its leadership steadily becoming less aggressive and less ambitious than the plucky force he had joined as a young man.

The truth was that for Conlon, there was little about life that hadn’t been about the Irish Republican Army. This house, this chapter, his family’s arrival in Philadelphia: all were tied in some way to the IRA and its cause.

Conlon and his wife, Marina, had landed in the city in 1960 with their newborn son, finding in the leafy, quiet streets a haven from the dismal economic straits of Ireland and London—and a much-needed break for Vince, who had spent years dodging arrest warrants and breaking out of jail cells along the Northern Irish border. In Philadelphia, he assimilated quickly, settling down in the Five Points neighborhood, a predominantly Irish, working-class area, where he became a well-liked neighbor, an attentive father, and a successful carpenter.
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Vince and Marina Conlon on their wedding day, in Kilburn, London, 1959



Through it all, though, Vince Conlon harbored a secret.

Far from leaving the IRA behind, Conlon had spent his years in America on a very important mission; and now, in the autumn of 1969, nearly a decade after it started, the operation might finally be bearing fruit. The letter in Conlon’s hands almost certainly brought important news from comrades back home—fellow IRA veterans who felt the same way he did, with the same goal: to expel the British from Northern Ireland, whatever the cost.

By the time the letter arrived in Philadelphia, in the late 1960s, the Irish Republican Army was a shell of its former self. He might not have been able to see them at the time, but the signs of its decline had been visible even in the 1950s, when Conlon first joined the organization. By that point many of its veterans, having opposed the 1921 treaty that partitioned the island in two, had long since fled overseas after finding themselves on the losing side of the bloody Irish Civil War.

Those anti-treaty IRA volunteers were carrying on a long tradition of armed resistance against the forces that stood in the way of the full reunification of Ireland’s thirty-two counties. Ever since 1169 CE, when Britain had brutally invaded its island neighbor and taken over all of the territory comprising modern-day Ireland and Northern Ireland, Irish nationalists had been mounting periodic attempts to overthrow British occupation. Their attempts culminated in the formation of the IRA, which went on to wage Ireland’s War of Independence in 1919. That conflict had ended with a controversial détente, when a large contingent of Irish forces reluctantly agreed to a devil’s bargain that partitioned the island into two segments. The southern twenty-six counties would function as an independent state, which in time would become the modern-day Republic of Ireland, while its northern six would remain a territory of Great Britain.

That agreement split the IRA, leading to a brief but bloody internecine conflict in the newly formed free state of Ireland following its 1921 independence from Britain. On one side were militant Irish Republicans who remained known as the IRA, and on the other, pro-government supporters of the Anglo-Irish Treaty, which ended the war and partitioned the island in December 1921. That civil war ended in the decisive defeat of the anti-treaty IRA. It left the army as a stateless rebel group, opposed to the very foundation of the newly created Republic of Ireland and proscribed both there and in the six British-controlled counties in the North.

That region, known as Northern Ireland, would be governed by its own parliament, which was autonomous but beholden to the British Crown. This body in Northern Ireland, known as Stormont for the complex in which it was based, was controlled by Unionist politicians who saw themselves and the region as fundamentally linked to Great Britain, and whose interests aligned as such. Comfortably in control, Unionist officials had created a system that excluded nationalists from Northern Ireland’s government, ensuring Irish Catholic residents were powerless, doomed to be an overruled, discriminated-against, and gerrymandered minority.

Northern Ireland, as the region would be known, encompassed the majority of Ireland’s Ulster Province, of which six counties made up the entirety of the new territory. (Three Ulster counties—Cavan, Donegal, and Monaghan—were excluded from Northern Ireland when the borderlines were first drawn in 1921, in an effort in part to ensure Protestant majorities in the Unionist-controlled North.) The island settled into an uneasy peace.
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The anti-treaty IRA had been driven from the island in the brief, ugly civil war—but in the shadows and beyond the shores, the IRA never quite went away. The years that followed their defeat were desperate, marked by failures and ignominies large and small; in the late 1930s, the IRA even attempted to forge ties with Nazi Germany, under the pretext that any enemy of the British was a friend of the IRA. It was a doomed escapade that caused the organization untold reputational damage and didn’t succeed in advancing the cause of Irish reunification. And yet the struggle for total independence for Ireland—all of Ireland—not only endured in the years after partition, but also became more dynamic, contentious, and fluid.

At its core, the fight was waged by mostly Irish, mostly Catholic nationalists, who believed that Ireland—north and south—should function as an autonomous thirty-two-county state, free from British occupation. Opposing them were the mostly Protestant, mostly British Unionists, who believed Great Britain should maintain control over the island’s six northern counties. The nationalist and Unionist designations each had hard-line subsets, mostly among their working class—Republicans and Loyalists, respectively. Diametrically opposed, both these factions were willing to use violence to reach their respective ends, and for as long as they had existed on the same island, such clashes had erupted. But as the 1970s neared, few could have imagined just how much worse things could get.

For many in Ireland’s south, the 1920s-era partition of the island was an imperfect compromise. But for hardcore Irish nationalists and most Irish Catholics in the North, it was a deeply flawed agreement that effectively abandoned those residents to the mercy of Unionist, Protestant rulers. By 1969, the arrangement had worked out about as poorly as most Irish nationalists had predicted.

In Northern Ireland, partition resulted in a deeply segregated, unequal society, where gerrymandered districts ensured that Catholic residents would remain in the minority, subject to widespread discrimination in almost every aspect of daily life, from housing to employment to education. Catholic schools were less resourced. Catholic housing was sparse and poorly maintained. A Catholic surname got you passed over for jobs, if you even got the chance to apply. Nowhere, perhaps, were these forces felt as potently as in Belfast and Derry, Northern Ireland’s two largest, most deeply divided cities. There, tensions over these skewed realities simmered for years, threatening to boil over at any moment.

In the center of it all should have been the IRA, which remained the outlawed, militant arm of nationalist, Catholic Ireland. Its singular mission was the eradication of British occupation and the reunification of the island’s thirty-two counties. As part of that goal, the IRA became widely known as the defender of Northern Ireland’s Catholic ghettos, particularly as they faced increasingly dire straits under Unionist rule. But two things had become clear by 1969, when the letter from Dublin reached Vince Conlon’s hands in Philadelphia: the situation in Northern Ireland’s cities was spiraling, and the IRA wasn’t ready.

Attempts to reinvigorate the guerrilla army through the 1940s and 1950s had been tepid, at best; in 1949, the American CIA, long wary of potential communist influences among European radicals, was comfortable enough to note in one internal briefing paper that the IRA’s membership rolls were modest, and easily tracked by police and military intelligence in the Irish Republic. Indeed, what little of the IRA existed in the 1950s had stayed together mostly because of men like Vince Conlon, young ideologues from British-dominated Northern Ireland who cared little for their waning odds. Radicalized by the daily discrimination they faced under the British system, most enlisted in the years following World War II—either undeterred by, or ignorant of, the Faustian pact that the IRA leadership had so recently attempted to strike with the fascists who had just lost the war.

Conlon seemed predestined for a life of revolution. Born and raised in the western part of County Armagh, one of the six Ulster counties that were drawn into Northern Ireland, Conlon grew up in one of the IRA’s most fervent strongholds. He was surrounded by Republican lore and stories of the 1920s, an era that occupied outsized, romantic real estate in the Irish Republican consciousness. Armagh had a reputation for producing some of the most ruthless militant units of the IRA, eventually earning parts of the region an ominous nickname: “bandit country.”

Somehow, Conlon managed to reach adulthood without any particular pull toward joining—in fact, he left the island at eighteen to take a job as a highway construction worker in England. It was a brief, short-lived move that would change his life. Like many young Irishmen who sought work in England, he returned home a different man, battered by anti-Irish discrimination and harassment, with a newfound clarity on the disparities between Northern Ireland and its British overlords. He joined the IRA.

The army’s pledge was not meant to be taken lightly, and Conlon carried it with the seriousness of a prayer. He made fast work of establishing himself as a reliable, ambitious soldier, but the island’s dire economic straits were hard to surmount. Hoping to find work, Conlon first traveled to Philadelphia in 1954, landing with his older brother, John, who worked as a carpenter in the city’s suburbs. But it was a brief inaugural trip—Vince Conlon couldn’t stay away from Ireland long. Within a year, he told John his “conscience” required him to return, “to fight and help free Ireland.” He set off for Cork Harbor and marched directly back to Armagh, where he quickly rejoined the local IRA brigade.

Vince Conlon arrived back at a busy time: the IRA was gearing up for Operation Harvest, a new campaign that was to take place along the Northern Irish border in the late 1950s. The campaign—planned by Conlon’s friend, a man named Sean Cronin—targeted military installations and communication networks in the North. It would be the IRA’s first earnest offensive in decades, and as it unfolded, Conlon proved himself as a fighter and leader, organizing trainings and smuggling guns into and out of the North. In the free Irish Republic, deep in the rugged Wicklow Mountains, he helped run a secret training camp for 150 newly minted IRA men, with live ammunition and explosives. In December 1956, the offensive began with an attack in Derry, where IRA volunteers blew up a transmitter for the British Broadcasting Corporation, followed by an attempted attack on a set of barracks in Armagh.

Not long after, Conlon gained renown as an IRA fighter, thanks to his role in one particular mission. On New Year’s Day 1957, Conlon drove a stolen delivery truck filled with hidden IRA volunteers to the barracks of the Royal Ulster Constabulary—the British-backed police force in Northern Ireland—in Brookeborough, a small town in County Fermanagh, another Ulster county which was part of Northern Ireland. The group had planned to plant bombs around the barracks and attack the officers there, but things went awry nearly as soon as they arrived. The bombs failed to go off, and Conlon and his unit came under fire. In a chaotic escape, Conlon sped the truck through a hail of bullets and back toward the safety of the Republic, but two of the men—Fergal O’Hanlon and the unit’s commander, Seán South—were caught in the crossfire and mortally wounded. The remaining volunteers eventually ditched the truck, fleeing across the border on foot through the tangled forests of the Slieve Beagh Mountains, finally reaching a safe house deep in the thick pine groves of County Monaghan, in the Irish Republic. It was an arduous journey that would bond the Brookeborough survivors for life. There were eleven of them along with Conlon, including a tall, intensely focused Cork man known among IRA colleagues as “the Long Fella”—Dáithí, or Dave, O’Connell.

The raid would fast be catapulted into IRA legend for the daring escape of Conlon and his comrades: “Sean South of Garryowen,” named for the dead officer, is still a celebrated Irish rebel song, a mainstay in pubs across Ireland and America. The death of the two young men brought a wave of sympathy for the IRA—their funerals were said to be some of the most widely attended for decades—and the men who were with them became folk heroes. But Conlon didn’t waste time basking in such wartime glories. Soon he was back in the field.

Conlon had narrowly avoided capture in Brookeborough, but he wasn’t so lucky a few months later, when he was picked up along the Northern Irish border with Thompson machine guns and several other IRA men—“one with US address” the local paper reported ominously, referring to Conlon’s ties to Philadelphia. Conlon was dragged into court in Letterkenny, in County Donegal, where he and his fellow volunteers talked over the judge, forewent the polite gestures of taking off their hats, and otherwise completely ignored the proceedings. Unsurprisingly, they were convicted. On the way out of court, one defiantly shouted a traditional cry in support of Irish Republicanism: “Up the IRA!”

Imprisoned for a term in the Curragh, a prison camp operated by Irish authorities outside Dublin, Conlon began trying to escape nearly as soon as he got there. The first attempt was through a small bathroom window: he succeeded and spent two days on the run before being recaptured and sentenced to solitary confinement. The second attempt saw him flee the prison as part of a mass breakout that he helped to organize. This time, Conlon stayed free.

Conlon remained in Ireland for more than a year after his second escape from prison, evading warrants and authorities by bouncing around safe houses. But although technically a free man, he still chafed at the claustrophobia of a life in hiding. One sympathetic homeowner called Conlon “a caged lion” for the way he paced angrily around his room, unable to venture outside lest the authorities get a hint of his whereabouts. He lived in the shadows until the IRA’s border campaign petered out and Irish authorities stopped looking for him.

Philadelphia, though, and its Irish network—these were never far from his mind. Conlon was taken with the city, and harbored a deep connection to its Irish diaspora. Even while on trial in Donegal, Conlon gave transatlantic interviews to local Philly radio stations about Irish history and the IRA’s cause. His fellow expats may have settled into more robust enclaves along the East Coast, but Conlon was a Philadelphia man, loyal to it over all other cities. His general ignorance of New York—a celebrated city among the Irish diaspora—had earned him the prison nickname “the Bronx,” which he was given, in ironic Irish humor, because he knew little about the place. Strangely enough, the nickname fit Conlon well, given the borough’s no-nonsense stereotype; Conlon, too, had similarly direct tendencies and little patience for empty talk.

In 1960, three years after the raid that made him a legend, and with the IRA’s border campaign on its last, wobbly legs, the hero of Brookeborough slipped away again. This time, he headed back to Philadelphia. Life had taken some turns in the years since his escape from the prison camp in Curragh, not all of them bad; for one, he and Marina, a nurse in Armagh whom Conlon met as a young volunteer, had married, and they had a child on the way. But after years on the run, Conlon was uninterested in hiding away in America. Returning to Philadelphia would, ironically, put him back in the fight—perhaps in his most critical role yet.







CHAPTER 2

THE THIRTY-THIRD COUNTY

AN OCEAN AWAY from Ireland, Vince Conlon was effectively a noncombatant. He was no frontline soldier; not anymore. But although he had left the island behind, there were other ways to serve the IRA besides planting a bomb or firing a gun.

There were many others like him, too. By the time Conlon and Marina relocated to Philadelphia, IRA volunteers had been fleeing to America for decades. They had landed there for plenty of reasons: many had left Ireland after the civil war that followed the island’s War for Independence, their staunch, anti-treaty stance leaving them vulnerable to persecution at home. Others had been driven to America earlier, having fled during various points of the centuries-long independence struggle—including Ireland’s devastating famine in the 1800s—or later, after the lukewarm efforts of the 1950s and the IRA’s failed border campaign. Whatever the reason, by the mid-twentieth century the steady flight of IRA veterans to America had effectively created a shadowy, satellite brigade of Irish Republicans within the country’s sprawling Irish diaspora. Like the IRA, it had been loosely organized and mostly dormant for years. But as tension percolated in 1969, something became clear about the IRA’s American auxiliary: it was full of people like Vince Conlon, devoted to the cause and tired of sitting on the sidelines.

For over a century, since 1867, America’s Irish rebels had been organized under the name Clan-na-Gael, or United Brotherhood. In Irish, the phrase translates literally to Family (or Brotherhood) of Ireland, but American members sometimes called themselves the Children of Ireland, a nod to the group’s generational and geographic expansion.

Secretive and hard-line, Clan-na-Gael operated with an omertà that evoked the Italian Mafia, another foreign-born organization that had taken root in the United States simultaneously. But the Clan was no criminal syndicate. It was motivated purely by Irish nationalism: across the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Clan-na-Gael, or just the Clan, as it would also be known, was a critical channel for rebellions in Ireland to access a growing network of supporters in the States. The Clan’s roster was peppered with well-known Irish revolutionaries like John Devoy and Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, and its efforts ranged from chillingly efficient to shockingly ambitious: in the late 1800s, it both ran an effective bombing campaign in London and funded a secret, failed effort to build three submarines in California with the intention of attacking the British navy.

Clan-na-Gael’s roots were in New York. But by 1916, as the IRA was forming, the Clan had expanded to establish a firm presence in Philadelphia, too. The bustling mid-Atlantic city, with its easy access to the ocean and its large community of Irish expats, was a harbor of sorts for Irish revolutionaries—radicals who often needed to get off the island of Ireland, and fast. By the late 1960s, New York had become synonymous with the Irish working class, and Boston’s Irish had been elevated to the highest echelons of political power, but something about Philadelphia appealed to the militant Irish Republican consciousness long before Conlon even took his oath to the IRA, at twenty years old. By the time he settled there, Philly wasn’t just an Irish city; it was a Northern Irish city, with a disproportionate number of émigrés from the six partitioned counties from which Conlon hailed. It was an important distinction, and one that set Philadelphia apart from other Irish strongholds along America’s East Coast.

As far back as the 1800s, a critical immigration route had sent floods of Irish to Philadelphia from Armagh and other northern counties like Derry and Tyrone; three ships a month left Derry for the city. One agent for the McCorkell steamship company, which ran regular routes between the North of Ireland and Philadelphia, booked more than five thousand tickets between the two regions alone. The émigrés continued to arrive in droves into the 1920s; among them were anti-treaty IRA men. In short, by the mid-1950s, when Conlon first sought refuge in Philadelphia, it had already established itself as a quiet hideaway for rebels who needed to lie low, protected by sympathetic comrades. Smuggled across borders on ships, planes, and caravans, these fugitives could find a bed and a job in Philly, where the Irish managed many of the city’s powerful labor unions. Sympathetic leadership helped the men get union cards and fake names. Then they could find work and wait out the heat, quietly. Many of those fugitives would also join the underground brotherhood of Clan-na-Gael, which—in a city full of Irish social clubs—was reserved almost exclusively for veterans of the IRA and expat Republicans. As with the IRA back home, the Clan’s mission boiled down to one goal: to reunite Ireland’s thirty-two counties.

It was just one part of the wide-reaching community that had flourished in America. The Clan was for Irish-born IRA veterans, but Irish America was full of second- and third-generation descendants who nurtured their own affinities for Ireland’s long war. Most never forgot the reason they were in the States in the first place. Theirs was a particular sort of remembering, the kind that sands down nuances to glossy superficialities. But for volunteers like Vince Conlon, that didn’t really matter. Irish-American affinity for the cause had the potential to be a vast resource for the IRA, a deep well that they need only tap. Vince Conlon had long believed he knew how.

When Conlon returned to Philadelphia, in 1960, Clan-na-Gael—like the IRA—was a whisper of its former self, rife with discontent and division, and without clear purpose. Conlon, short on patience, immediately set to work fixing it. He had joined the Clan years before as a young IRA fighter, on that first, brief trip to Philadelphia back in 1954. But he returned to it in 1960 as one of the movement’s respected veterans, a position that afforded him great credibility to change its course. It was a mission he initially undertook of his own volition, but with the blessing and guidance of IRA leadership in Dublin, which was full of men with whom Conlon had served in the 1950s.

Grabbing hold of the limping Clan, Conlon rallied members along the coast, shaking down for money anyone who would sit still. He quickly rose through the ranks and eventually landed the role of national secretary. He also led the Clan into the open, discarding its code of secrecy: in 1963, in a small motel conference room with a handful of fellow members, Conlon rallied a quorum and passed a new, nationwide mission statement. Clan-na-Gael would no longer operate in the shadows; its fight was a noble one, and to hide it suggested a timidness to which Conlon didn’t subscribe. Moving forward, the Clan would be “an organization that gives its support to the IRA and have no other purpose.” This was a bold—and dangerous—association, one that perked the ears of federal agents.

Under Conlon, Clan-na-Gael membership in the Philadelphia area exploded, more than doubling in the early 1960s. He was joined at the top of the organization by two other Philadelphia-based Republicans: Brigid Makowski, an organizer from Derry, and Néilidh “Neil” Byrne, a flamboyant, eccentric bachelor from the west coast of Donegal who had served in the US Army during the Korean War. The three were everywhere that the Clan had business. Byrne planned commemorative ceremonies at the graves of local Clan-na-Gael members, and coordinated parades on Saint Patrick’s Day. Conlon arranged pickets and demonstrations outside British consulates, and all over the East Coast. In 1963, the same year he announced the Clan’s new, public mantra, Conlon was banned permanently from the United Nations, after he stood up in the observer’s balcony and loudly heckled the Irish contingent on its policies in the North.
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Vincent Conlon carrying an American flag while protesting in downtown Philadelphia, 1969
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Clan-na-Gael members at the Saint Patrick’s Day parade in Philadelphia, 1970. Neil Byrne is second from left, holding an American flag; Brigid Makowski is fourth from left, holding a Clan-na-Gael banner.



It was in that context that Conlon began restructuring the IRA’s American outpost, and he found fertile ground. In the years since the 1920s, a feverish, insular community of Republican sympathizers had spread out across the Philadelphia area, creating a network of bars, social clubs, and union halls; so strong was this contingent that the city’s outskirts were sometimes jokingly referred to as the thirty-third county, a nod toward the nationalist battle cry of a thirty-two-county united Ireland. The group was composed mostly of two distinct generations: The younger were Conlon’s compatriots, who had grown up under partition. The older were the anti-treaty veterans who had fled the island after their defeat in the civil war. For both groups, nothing short of a thirty-two-county, autonomous Republic of Ireland would do.

Many of those expats had settled in the city’s Northeast, the same area where, in 1960, Marina and Vincent landed with their young son, Sean. The various neighborhoods were connected by Roosevelt Boulevard, a wide avenue that took you either west, farther into Pennsylvania, or east, toward New Jersey and the interchange with New York City. Hardscrabble and working class, Northeast Philadelphia was flooded with the Irish immigrants of the 1950s who left the inner city for the space and relative comfort of the suburbs. Five Points, Mayfair, and neighboring Olney were some of the city’s most heavily Irish neighborhoods, and naturally they became strongholds of the Irish-controlled labor unions.
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In the decade or so after they arrived, Vince and Marina built a comfortable life for themselves in Philadelphia. Vince started his own landscaping business and attended classes at night school, and the couple built a network of close friends. They hosted regular dinners and traditional Irish bands, their living room full of dancing and storytelling, with fellow expatriates from home. But even as their little family grew—in 1969, Marina was pregnant with their fifth child—and even though they occasionally returned to Ireland to visit family, the Clan remained a key priority in their day-to-day. Their children attended protests and group trips, their sons toddling along as Vince led visiting IRA delegations around Pennsylvania’s countryside.

For less public endeavors, Conlon gathered the Clan in Jenkintown, a suburban neighborhood on Philadelphia’s northeast outskirts. There, a County Mayo descendant and Clan member named Matt Regan owned the MacSwiney Club, a modest pub whose secret attic doubled as Clan-na-Gael’s meeting space—a discreet place where Conlon and his fellow members could discuss the organization’s affairs.

A Clan safe house of sorts, the MacSwiney Club was part of a larger infrastructure that had grown around Philadelphia’s Irish. Not far from Jenkintown and the MacSwiney Club was the nearby Irish Center, where a large auditorium hosted speeches and events on a regular basis. Closer to the city from there was a tavern run by Hughie Breen, a gruff, no-nonsense veteran of the 1920s war. Near to that was the gathering hall for the local roofers’ union, whose head, John McCullough, was an ally of Breen’s and keen to employ Irish fugitives.

None of this escaped the eyes of American law enforcement, who, alarmed by Conlon’s proximity to militant Irish Republicans, began keeping close tabs on him nearly as soon as he had set foot back in the States in 1960. FBI agents quickly amassed a sizable dossier not just on this new, fast-rising leader of Clan-na-Gael, but also on the organization itself, and they kept a watchful eye on demonstrations through a network of informants within the broader Irish-American community.

Conlon had courted much of this attention himself; after all, he made little secret of Clan-na-Gael’s loyalties. He might well have agreed with the enterprising FBI officer who observed, in a secret investigative report, that “the IRA, in fact, does not exist in the US, but works through the Clan-na-Gael.” The dispatch was written around the same time that Conlon rose to the top of Clan-na-Gael’s leadership structure.

Before 1969, Clan-na-Gael had never quite realized its full potential in post-partition Ireland; there simply hadn’t been much opportunity for it to show how it could contribute to the cause of Irish independence. But now, after years of fostering this community of supporters, it seemed the moment had finally arrived for the IRA—or at least for some enterprising members—to activate it.







CHAPTER 3

THE SPLIT

BY 1969, AS THE LETTER in the blue envelope arrived in Philadelphia, it had been a decade since Vince Conlon had left Ireland; over a decade since he’d been confined to a prison camp or a safe house.

By all appearances, Conlon had settled into life as an average Irish-American dad: a handsome, successful carpenter raising five children on a leafy street in the city. But this unassuming cover masked one of the IRA’s most enterprising, quietly ambitious operatives in America, a battle-hardened veteran who had taken control of a secret society of Irish rebels and reorganized it in service of the IRA’s cause. And now, to his immense frustration, the people who were in charge of the army back home were squandering this opportunity—and, it seemed, every other one that fate had handed them.

Although Conlon remained a devoted IRA man, the army’s impotence had grown maddening. He had once maintained close friendships with elder IRA leaders, but by 1969 he could no longer ignore the fact that those at the top of the organization seemed content to let the IRA and its American satellite brigade simply limp along, ineffectual and increasingly irrelevant.

One of those old hands, Cathal Goulding, was the official who had first directed Conlon’s work with Clan-na-Gael in America, and across the 1960s the two had remained close. Goulding visited Philadelphia regularly; Conlon had even sided with him when the IRA went through a fraught reorganization in the early 1950s. Back then, Goulding was the leader of the movement’s more militant faction. But in the run-up to 1969, the friends found themselves on different ends of a stark divide. Under Goulding, the IRA had grown less militant and less ambitious, more interested in Marxist politics than armed resistance. In letters from Philadelphia, Conlon fumed at Goulding for his lackadaisical approach to the IRA. And, separately, he began corresponding with a similarly disillusioned set of army insiders—ones who seemed intent on taking the IRA back to its militant roots.

It was these friends who were sending the steady stream of letters to Conlon in Philadelphia. And what they were describing would be the end of all of them—and perhaps the end of the IRA’s mission—if it were discovered.

Only a small, trusted handful of them knew it, but some of Vince’s fellow volunteers back in Ireland were staging a coup within the IRA. They felt they had no choice: they needed to shake up the antiquated army and prepare it for a potential war. And they were not alone in their darkening view of the IRA’s old guard—including Conlon’s increasingly estranged friend, Goulding. For months, this rebellious group kept Conlon apprised as discontent festered and grew within the organization’s ranks.

There was much to be frustrated about. By 1969, tensions in Belfast and Derry had escalated significantly. Irish Catholic residents of Northern Ireland had grown sick of living in worse housing than their Protestant neighbors, with worse jobs and worse schools, under constant threat of harassment. But attempts to mobilize against such inequities were met with brutal force by Northern Ireland’s Unionist-controlled police force, the Royal Ulster Constabulary. With no civil outlet for Irish Catholics’ discontent, a violent confrontation was brewing. Meanwhile, under Goulding, the IRA—which historically had served as the protector of Catholic enclaves in the North—seemed completely unprepared for this new moment.

Among that small group of volunteers, though, momentum was building to break away and form a new, more militant IRA, one that would do what the old guard wouldn’t. This was dangerous business, and not just because the end goal would involve a violent campaign to fight British occupation. If the mutiny didn’t succeed, its failure could be fatal for all who had chosen the wrong side—after all, the IRA had never taken kindly to such internal dissent, and divisions had generally led to bloody infighting. But as conditions for Irish Catholics worsened, the malcontents were beginning to feel that they had no choice.

Conlon watched from afar, poised like a coiled spring. Whenever a split came—and they came often, in the world of Irish rebellion—he always sided with the more enterprising and ambitious. And so, as the IRA approached this new crossroads, Conlon knew unequivocally which path he would take.

According to the letter in the blue envelope, the time for restraint was nearing an end. As IRA members watched the harsh realities rally more and more Irish Catholics against Northern Ireland’s Unionist government, many within the organization were coming to feel that they had to seize the moment. Support for this fledgling contingent was spreading within the IRA, and among Northern Ireland’s Catholics more broadly.

Now, according to the letter Conlon had received, the plotters were almost ready to act, and formally break ties with Cathal Goulding. But things were not yet cleanly arranged, the anonymous writer urged, and Conlon needed to proceed with caution. He should lie low until the group of them in Ireland could work out their own structure and divisions of power. What’s more, the letter writer explained, there were also competing factions in America, some of whom would likely still support Goulding’s more conservative IRA and weren’t to be trusted. Conlon would be a valuable asset in the States, but only if he kept his head down for a while longer.

By the time Conlon got to the letter’s final page, its tone had pivoted from hopeful to darkly paranoid, and unequivocal in its warning:

“Keep us informed on the basic developments in America. And whatever else you do do not reveal to anyone over there or here however much you trust them that you are in touch with us,” the anonymous writer said. “Or we will be sunk.”

If such paranoia and peril were felt in Philadelphia, that was doubly so in Belfast, Northern Ireland’s largest city and the spiritual home of this mutinous movement within the IRA. Belfast was geographically fated, perhaps, to feel under siege. Wedged between hills to the west and a large, tidal inlet to the northeast, the city—tucked away in County Antrim, in the corner of Ireland’s northern Ulster Province—had been contested territory nearly since its founding in 1888, when the British occupied all of Ireland. Its name alone carries that dark history of colonialism: “Belfast” is an anglicized version of the Irish Béal Feirste, or Mouth of the Sandbar. It was a tough city, working class and sharp, with a booming textile and shipbuilding industry that had briefly made it the island’s largest metropolis, bigger during the late nineteenth century industrial revolution than even Dublin, in the south. In a trend that defined Belfast, though, such fortunes weren’t shared equitably between its Catholic residents and its Protestants. As the 1960s drew to a close, the city housed around 416,000 people in neighborhoods that were stringently divided, mostly according to religion: the majority of Protestant, Unionist neighborhoods sat in Belfast’s north and east, while its mostly disenfranchised Catholic, nationalist neighborhoods were in the west.

In a city of fault lines, the neighborhood of Clonard sat at the heart of Belfast’s two largest ghettos, both named after their respective main streets: Shankill Road, a Loyalist, largely Protestant working-class stronghold; and the Falls Road, which was nationalist and largely working-class Catholic. The two streets would become household shorthand for their respective ideologies, the arteries around which Belfast unofficially oriented itself. They both extended west from Belfast’s city center, with the Falls arching south and Shankill progressing straight before cutting north and ending, serving as the boundary line into Loyalist Belfast. But near Belfast’s downtown, the streets converged, nearly intersecting at the small, central ghetto known as Clonard; here, the Shankill and Falls factions were dangerously close.

For as long as anyone could remember, each neighborhood’s respective Catholic and Protestant residents had lived in uncomfortable proximity. But as the city’s Catholic minority grew more and more desperate under Unionist rule, the day-to-day tensions were manifesting into something more.

It began quietly in 1968, when a group of university students in Derry organized and began protesting British occupation and Unionist rule, inspired partly by the American civil rights movement. The protests and marches led to more violent clashes between protesters and the Royal Ulster Constabulary. Soon, Northern Ireland’s Catholic neighborhoods were suffering near-constant incursions by both Loyalist mobs as well as the RUC and its brutalist auxiliary police brigade, known as the B Specials. In nationalist neighborhoods, the successes of the Loyalist mobs bolstered suspicion that these extrajudicial offensives were being planned in conjunction with the RUC—and that the Unionist authorities and Loyalist mobs were effectively one and the same. The regular, violent interventions by the police against nationalist protestors, meanwhile, were also politically loaded, because the RUC—although ostensibly impartial—was in fact overwhelmingly Protestant and inherently Unionist. Nationalists thus saw the RUC as anti-Catholic, while Protestants considered it an important pillar of Unionist politics. In such a charged environment, it didn’t take much for these standoffs to spread into a broader conflagration.

The explosion occurred on the morning of August 12, 1969, in a ghetto known as the Bogside, a disenfranchised Catholic area in Derry’s west. It was the weekend of the Apprentice Boys’ march, an annual Unionist celebration in which Protestant revelers would parade past Catholic ghettos, hurling insults and worse. With little help from the RUC, Derry’s Catholics were usually left to face the day’s indignities on their own. But in 1969, as the group of Protestant marchers approached the Catholic ghetto that August morning, the residents of the Bogside—hardened by months of unrest—were prepared to defend themselves.

As the marchers closed in, a battle erupted. Petrol bombs were hurled through the sky and tear gas was launched into crowds. Soon, entire pockets of Derry went up in flames. Barricades were erected around the city’s Catholic neighborhoods, blocking the areas from their RUC and Loyalist neighbors.

The siege lasted forty-eight hours. No one died in Derry, but it was a dangerous, dark release, both for the city and the North as a whole. The chaos in the Bogside was not an isolated, one-off incident—and the tension in Northern Ireland was not likely to abate; instead, the events in Derry signaled that Irish Republicans and nationalists had reached a tipping point. “There is hope in the future,” said one nameless resident of the Bogside. “It lies in the hands of the people of Derry.”

The Battle of the Bogside, as it came to be known, forced a decision from British and Northern Irish officials that would have ramifications for decades. Since the partition of Northern Ireland in the 1920s, Northern Ireland’s Unionist-majority parliament—known as Stormont—had often been left alone by London politicians, who generally preferred to keep the Irish problem at arm’s length. Indeed, while Northern Ireland’s Loyalists and Unionists were ardently devoted to the Crown, that same emotional attachment was hardly true of rulers in Westminster, where Northern Ireland was something between a political inconvenience and a liability. This ambivalence on behalf of Great Britain only further radicalized Northern Ireland’s Loyalists, who grew to fear not only being overtaken by Irish nationalists, but also being abandoned by an apathetic Westminster.

These simmering political realities were drawn into the open by the Battle of the Bogside. Facing a complete breakdown of order in Derry, Unionist leaders in Stormont reluctantly asked London to send in British troops. With few other choices, a wary Westminster acquiesced, and ordered a deployment of the British Army into Northern Ireland to take over from the bruised RUC police force, which was modestly sized and incapable of reestablishing control. Ironically, it was Catholic residents who welcomed the British soldiers most warmly, seeing them as a definitive mediator between them and Unionism. They hoped the soldiers arrived to do what the RUC and Stormont couldn’t: keep the peace. (This perspective was not shared among militant Republicans, who viewed the British and Unionists as the same enemy.)

But the true effects of this military escalation were soon clear. While Stormont still ostensibly maintained direct control over Northern Ireland, the arrival of royal troops signaled a usurpation by the Crown, injecting the politics of the British mainland directly into the territory’s day-to-day. Even though the soldiers were being deployed to a semiautonomous region of the British Empire, they were not under the control of Stormont; their orders came from London, and London only. Thus, the deployment marked a fundamental shift in the delicate balance of power between these governments, one a regional power and the other a global one.

Meanwhile, in a desperate attempt to draw the RUC’s attention away from Derry that weekend, nationalist civil rights organizers urged followers in places like Belfast to take to their own streets. They did—but so did violent Loyalist mobs who had been triggered by Derry’s unrest. They rampaged through the nationalist ghettos of Belfast, prompting a scramble among residents to defend themselves. Both sides converged near the Divis Flats, a housing complex that sat where the Falls Road and Shankill contingencies grew closest, at the city center. It was the natural place toward which a sectarian tide would pull, and on the night of August 14, 1969, as mobs surged through the streets and toward Clonard, it was where the first shots of the Troubles rang out.

The initial volley came from the Catholic side and was answered by a frenzy of machine-gun fire from the RUC. The exchanges escalated from there. By the end of the night, Clonard was smoldering. One Protestant and four Catholic residents of Belfast were dead, including a young Catholic schoolboy who had been killed when an RUC bullet pierced his bedroom wall in Divis Flats. By the following evening, British troops had arrived on the streets of Belfast and Derry.

In times past, this was exactly the sort of attack against which the IRA would have defended the Catholic residents of West Belfast. But on those August nights, no armed IRA men arrived to confront the Loyalist mobs; instead, the rioters burned nationalist streets from end to end, largely unchallenged. In the ruins of Clonard, there was an unavoidable, unsettling verdict: Northern Ireland’s Catholics needed defending, and the army tasked with it had failed at the job.

This was why, after August 1969, the IRA found itself at a crossroads. Its older, antiquated leadership—eventually known as the Official IRA—had proven unable or unwilling to defend besieged Catholic ghettos. Faced with that cold reality, a younger, gutsier contingent of nationalist fighters began moving to the fore. This new faction of the IRA came to be known as the Provisionals, or the Provos, and their symbol was a phoenix rising from the ashes of West Belfast.

By the late 1960s, the IRA had been through decades of dizzying rifts and splits. Feuds, grudges, and reinventions had become as closely held a tradition for the IRA as the notion of thirty-two united counties.

But in 1969, the group was on the cusp of the most consequential schism in its modern history. Discontent had festered in the IRA’s ranks for years, and the Dublin-based leadership—accused of being antiquated and conflict-avoidant—had long been criticized as out of touch with the struggles of Irish residents in places like West Belfast, many of whom wanted more aggressive challenges to Unionist rule. Never before, though, had there been such a compelling opportunity for mutiny.

Under Cathal Goulding, the IRA had shifted away from armed conflict, orienting themselves toward political solutions and, by some accounts, off-loading their modest armory of weapons to other guerrilla groups. Even in the wrenching aftermath of August 1969, the IRA’s core leadership was reluctant to shift to a war footing, cautiously guarding its limited arms and banking on political intervention from both Dublin and London. That hesitancy, though, would incense and motivate younger, more militant volunteers who were growing increasingly desperate as tensions mounted.

The days following August 1969 would make clear the trouble toward which Northern Ireland was headed. Loyalists were organizing their own paramilitary groups in Shankill and other Unionist strongholds: the Ulster Volunteer Force, and later the Ulster Defence Association. The perception within nationalist neighborhoods—one that has since been bolstered by the findings of contemporary reconciliation panels—was that these groups were supported by Unionist politicians, the RUC, and the B Specials, many of whom moonlighted as members of these extrajudicial groups or tacitly encouraged them to attack Catholics. This underscored nationalists’ rejection of the RUC’s authority. As they barricaded themselves away from Unionist structures, it fell to the IRA not only to defend the neighborhoods, but also to maintain some kind of social and civil order in nationalist areas that had rebuked local authorities.

The Officials approached the moment cautiously, preferring soft power to militancy. But the more militant IRA faction, emboldened by the burning of Clonard Street, began operating autonomously in the weeks following the August riots. This breakaway group rallied their own streams of support and began recruiting younger, more eager volunteers. The rift between the Officials and the Provos thus widened quickly, and support for the mutinous volunteers spread westward and southward, particularly among disenchanted Irish nationalists who had long questioned the capabilities of the conservative Official IRA leadership.

Support for the Provisional IRA faction would pull a group of older IRA men back into the fray. Among them was a group of veterans from the army’s failed border campaign in the 1950s—including Vince Conlon—who had never gotten their moment in a full-scale war. It would be the death knell for the IRA in its then-present form. Internal discord within the movement, long whispered but rarely voiced, spilled into public view after August 1969. Rifts and splits tore entire families apart, and the infighting ranged from petty to fatal.

In a last-ditch effort to knit the Irish Republican movement back together, the IRA’s Dublin leadership—much of it aligned with the Officials—held a convention in December 1969. Attendees included both the old and new guards of the IRA, in the hopes that they could hash out their differences and reunite the movement.

The convention failed miserably. The Belfast brigade was shouted down by Cathal Goulding’s Official IRA. Faced with the unavoidable truth that the institutional IRA cared little for the Provisional’s misgivings, the dissidents walked out with their supporters. Among them was a West Belfast native named Gerry Adams—an enigmatic young volunteer who would later emerge as one of the de facto leaders of the rebels. History would label this moment the formal baptism of the Provisional IRA, the group that would soon become the preeminent paramilitary force of nationalist Ireland. Sinn Fein, the main Republican political party, which was closely linked to the IRA, underwent a similar split not long after.

Together, the new Provisional IRA and Provisional Sinn Fein solidified a new Republican front, ensuring a fresh start for the IRA. In the Provisional movement was the new Republican vision. For many young people in Belfast, it was the only one worth supporting, if any were to succeed at all.

The Provisionals may have had the momentum and willpower to start a new armed campaign—but they lacked the means. During the IRA’s slow decay, no one had properly kept track of members, money, or guns; indeed, rumors persisted that the organization had discarded most of its weaponry. During the bloody riots of August 1969, desperate cries echoed across Clonard: “Have we any guns?” No one was even sure who among the IRA’s volunteers had fired the initial shot that had killed the first Protestant resident to die on the August night that Clonard Street burned. In the weeks surrounding the split, it was difficult to tell who was in charge of the IRA at all.

It remained unclear, moreover, what would happen between the Officials and the new, aggressive Provisionals. Even if the Provisionals could organize themselves into a legitimate fighting force, logistical hurdles stood in their way. For the Provisionals to survive on the streets of Belfast, they would need two things: money and—most desperately—guns.

Surmounting this latter obstacle fell to a well-known veteran of the 1950s, one of the older IRA fighters who had turned against Cathal Goulding. The man’s name was Dáithí, or Dave, O’Connell—the storied “Long Fella” from the Brookeborough raid. A quiet schoolteacher who hailed from County Cork, O’Connell moved north to Donegal after the border campaign, where he took over the county’s IRA brigade and fell in with the militant faction that would eventually become the Provos. By the time it split off into its own army, O’Connell had become
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“In the 1970s, a small circle of Philadelphia residents fueled brutal street warfare 3,000 miles from the Liberty Bell. Unflinching and meticulously reported, The Next One Is for You is a gripping tale of the Troubles, told for the first time from this side of the Atlantic.”
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—Dan Slater, author of The Incorruptibles: A True Story of Kingpins, Crime Busters, and the Birth of the American Underworld
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