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Nobody heard him, the dead man,

But still he lay moaning:

I was much further out than you thought

And not waving but drowning.




Poor chap, he always loved larking

And now he’s dead

It must have been too cold for him his heart gave way,

They said.




Oh, no no no, it was too cold always

(Still the dead one lay moaning)

I was much too far out all my life

And not waving but drowning.

Stevie Smith (1902–71)

© Estate of James MacGibbon
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PREFACE

What you are about to read may be considered by some to be very good material for a novel, and indeed in some respects it probably is. However, these are, in fact, my memoirs, written primarily to record my life for the benefit of my family. I felt it was vitally important that when my grandchildren, Andrew and Nicole, grew up, they would know what it was like to live through Northern Ireland’s darkest days and that they would glean some insight into my own poverty-stricken life as a child growing up in a very troubled family during the 1960s.

This book is also a record of my career as an officer in the Royal Ulster Constabulary and is an attempt to come to terms with the horrors that I experienced on the frontline of the war against terrorism that raged for over 30 years in this divided Province. According to Interpol, we were fighting the worst terrorist onslaught that ordinary policemen have ever had to face anywhere in the civilised world.

I served in the RUC for 21 years and my career was cut short not by my own choosing but as the result of events stretching back over those years. The pent-up emotions and underlying stress had subconsciously eaten away at me until my body told me in no uncertain terms that it could take no more. I was diagnosed in 1990 and again in 2000 by the RUC Occupational Health Unit as suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), which ultimately led to my medical retirement from the force in 2001. I was one of literally hundreds of officers who have had their careers cut short by this illness, which is described by the World Health Organisation in the following terms:


Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder [PTSD] arises as a delayed and/or protracted response to a stressful event of an exceptionally threatening or catastrophic nature. The event is likely to cause pervasive distress in almost anyone (e.g. natural or man-made disaster, combat, serious accident, witnessing the violent death of others, or being the victim of torture, terrorism, rape or other crime). Typical symptoms include episodes of repeated reliving of the trauma in intrusive memories (flashbacks) or dreams. There is usually a state of hyper-vigilance, an enhanced startle reaction and insomnia. Anxiety and depression are commonly associated with the above symptoms, and a suicidal tendency is not infrequent. In a small proportion of patients, the condition may show a chronic course over many years and a transition to an enduring personality change. People who have suffered abuse as children or who have had other previous traumatic experiences are more likely to develop the disorder.



Bearing in mind my very troubled upbringing, I now believe that I should never have been found suitable for service in the police at all. I feel I carried over the trauma of my childhood into my police career and it undoubtedly weakened my resistance. I subconsciously manufactured an imaginary ‘chest of memories’ deep inside my head to which I would consign the more unsavoury aspects of my police service. Once they were hidden away, I felt confident enough to carry on, but I soon realised that my chest was already full of the horrors of my childhood and there wasn’t much room left for what was to come during my police career!

To exacerbate the situation further, I was never made aware of any trauma counselling available after witnessing these horrific incidents; I just washed off the blood and guts and opened a few bottles. I feel this situation led to the high level of suicides amongst officers in the RUC – more than in any other force in the world.

I am not making the case here that I have had more than my share of bad experiences. God knows, there are men out there who have suffered more than I. Three hundred and three RUC men and women have lost their lives, many have lost limbs and thousands have received other very serious injuries which are not always apparent. Every officer has a story to tell and it is a tragedy that so many members of the Royal Ulster Constabulary died before they could put their own lives into words.

Most of what I am about to impart has never been divulged to anyone. I make no apology for not glamourising this book with fancy quotes and exaggerated claims of my involvement in certain incidents; poetic licence will not influence my version of these events. I have not set out to try to impress anyone but to attempt to convey to you in layman’s terms what it was like to be on the receiving end of the terrorist onslaught in Northern Ireland. You do not need to lose your life or limbs to be a victim of terrorism.


CHAPTER 1

OUR MOTHER WAS DRIVEN TO DISTRACTION


In the little world in which children have their existence whosoever brings them up, there is nothing so finely perceived and so finely felt, as injustice. It may be only small injustice that the child can be exposed to; but the child is small, and its world is small, and its rocking-horse stands as many hands high, according to scale, as a big-boned Irish hunter. Within myself, I had sustained, from my babyhood, a perpetual conflict with injustice.

Charles Dickens, Great Expectations



I was born on 24 June 1956, the third child of a family living in a small, run-down, semi-detached cottage two miles outside the town of Newtownards in the county of Down in Northern Ireland. With no car at our disposal and a very poor local transport system, my mother had to rely on our neighbour, Mrs McBurney, to telephone for an ambulance when she went into labour. This kind lady, who lived in a big detached house in the corner of a field across the main road, was by now accustomed to the annual arrival of another member of the Gregory clan.

With a tug and a good smack, I was dragged kicking and screaming from my warm sanctuary and out into this cold cruel world. If I had known what horrors lay ahead for me in later life, the screaming might never have stopped.

My earliest recollection is of that old farm dwelling in a little townland called Ballyrickard, which is roughly halfway between Comber and Newtownards in the midst of the fertile County Down countryside. It is an area that could easily be described as the back garden of Ulster, as most of the top-quality vegetables found in the markets of Belfast are grown in its rich dark earth. Our claim to fame in Ballyrickard was the fact that there were the remains of a Norman hill fort behind our tiny house, way down at the bottom of the neglected garden. It was a mound of earth about 40 feet high, upon which, a thousand years ago, stood a wooden fortress, protection for the English landowners against marauding Irish raiders of that time. We called it a ‘fairy glen’. The local farmer once cut down one of the old trees that grew upon its summit and his best cow died that same night. That seemed like too much of a coincidence for us and so we assumed he was being punished. There was a rickety old gate at the bottom of the garden leading into this magical place but I never ever went near it, just in case.

The cottage itself was very old. It was badly constructed in a basic oblong form, with a dividing wall between two separate dwellings, one being slightly smaller than the other. I don’t remember anyone living in the other half of the building, though there may have been at some point. Inside, there was a very thin, wooden dividing wall painted in the most depressing shade of chocolate brown. This partition created two rooms and a little kitchen area. The ceiling was made from hardboard tacked onto the rafters in the most haphazard fashion, while the floor was made of old slate flagstones, which were always damp and very cold to walk on. The only sanitation was a cesspit at the bottom of the garden. The poor conditions of the house meant that my siblings and I suffered a constant succession of colds, chills and bad chests.

I do have happy memories of playing outside in the fields that surrounded that small cottage and of sitting on the cracked concrete platform nearby upon which the neighbouring farmer would place his full churns of fresh milk ready for collection, but on the whole my childhood was a time of great hardship. I was born into a poverty-stricken and troubled family, and eventually had two brothers and three sisters. The eldest was my sister Sadie, then my brother John, myself, my sister Cherie, my brother Tom and lastly our baby sister Irene. To this day I still question the sanity of my parents for bringing so many children into the world when there was no money to feed them. We always seemed much worse off than other families around us at that time. Our cousins had new clothes, shoes and plenty of food, while we always had to make do with very little. But worse than the financial hardships we suffered was the emotional deprivation. No matter how hard I try, I cannot remember any occasion in my early years when I received any love or affection. If there were any instances, they have obviously been overshadowed by the other miserable memories.

My father worked as a bus driver for the Ulster Transport Authority during the summer season and spent a lot of his time away from home. The crack and bang of his trusty motorbike was the only signal I ever had of his departure in the early hours of the morning as he made his way to collect his bus at the depot. I have very few memories of my father from this earliest period of my life, as he was always gone at first light and didn’t return from work until well after our bedtime. On a few precious occasions, I was allowed to sit in the driver’s cab with him for a short trip in the shiny green bus. It seemed that he was king of the road. Approaching cars always gave way as we slowly chugged and clanked our way down the narrow pot-holed roads of rural Ulster. Through the smoky haze of cigarettes I would clean the misted windows with my jumper sleeve while perching on my knees on the plush seats, bursting with excitement and afraid of missing something outside. These episodes were very few and far between, however, and even at that young age I had the feeling that he would rather be anywhere other than with his wife and children. On the rare occasions I do remember him being at home, he and my mother would always be arguing about his prolonged absences and the lack of money coming into the house.

Mother did the best she could just to keep our heads above water, but she was fighting a losing battle and we ran about in old, tattered clothes. One dark Christmas Eve when I was about three and a half years old, she fell into a fit of deep depression when it became common knowledge among the wider family circle that there was nothing under the tree for her children. My father was nowhere to be found, so his brother Bobby cycled all the way from Newtownards with very small and inexpensive gifts he had bought in a corner shop. Mother was crying her eyes out as he peered in through our bedroom door. He was shocked to see all us children huddled up in one bed covered by old blankets and coats, our dirty little faces lit up by reflected light from the open doorway. I have only a vague memory of this but it is still clear in my uncle’s mind today.

A few months later, just as I was reaching school age, we moved from the cottage into a reasonably new council house in Donard Avenue in the town of Newtownards. There was a massive re-housing plan being put into action by local councils at that time across the Province. Far too many families like us were living in substandard housing, suffering all the medical conditions associated with such an environment. I was thrilled by our new house as it was warm and dry with doors and windows that actually worked. We had a front and rear garden but, as my father did precious little with them, they soon became overgrown.

It was to this house that I can clearly remember my baby sister Irene arriving after she was born in Newtownards Hospital in 1961. I was only five years old at the time and, full of curiosity, I tried to reach up to see into her pram. Unfortunately, when I gripped the handle, I tipped her out and onto the floor. No real harm was done but my mother was furious and I was badly beaten for this silly mistake. I can vividly remember cowering under the table in a frantic bid to escape the onslaught from my mother, hardly able to see for the tears welling up in my eyes. I eventually managed to run outside and I hid in the overgrown garden for most of the day, too afraid to go back into the house. In the end, the cold forced me indoors, whereupon I went straight to hide in my bed. For years after that I was terrified to go anywhere near my baby sister in case I received another beating. It always seemed that Mother had plenty of time and affection for her daughters, while we boys were nothing but a nuisance.

It was also in this house that I was introduced to my elder sister Sadie. To say I was confused would be an understatement; I was totally baffled. I had never seen Sadie before in my life, as she had spent all her seven years living with her aunt and namesake in the tiny village of Carrowdore, six miles away. It was a fairly common practice in large families for relatives to help out by looking after one or more of the children. Sadie had been returned to us as my aunt was now pregnant with her own child and could no longer look after her. I don’t even remember hearing her name mentioned before she appeared. John was even more confused than I was and refused to accept that she was one of the family, stating that his only sisters were Cherie and Irene. It took some time for us all to get used to having Sadie around.

The chasm between my mother and father was growing ever wider. They were now fighting and arguing on an almost daily basis, and my brothers and sisters and I would invariably be caught in the middle. I would hide but at the same time watch as they verbally and physically assaulted each other, with my mother usually coming off worse. My father was a control freak and imposed his will on everyone in the household. He seemed to believe that it was his duty in life to keep his wife in subjugation and he was unable to control his jealousy. Mother was beautiful and he knew it, so he denied her money for good clothes, make-up and indeed anything else that would make her look and feel more attractive.

When I was about six years old, in a cry for help my mother bought several packets of Phensic painkiller tablets and sent us out to the corner shop for even more. When she had collected enough, she took a couple, emptied the rest down the drain, left the empty packets in the kitchen and feigned an overdose. She was taken to hospital to have her stomach pumped and when news of this reached the wider family circle it meant that my parents’ marital problems were out in the open and my aunts and uncles were now aware of the deepening conflict between them. While our other relatives were concerned about my mother’s state of mind, apparently my father put her actions down to attention seeking, but he must have felt some kind of pressure upon him as he agreed to Mother taking a job as a machinist in Walker’s Linen Mill in Newtownards.

A period of relative calm followed as she was now bringing her own money into the home and we were able to buy more of the things that we needed. But this tranquillity could never last and just when I began to hope that things were on the up, the fighting started again. It was a vicious circle: my mother was now buying the things she needed to make herself look good and my father hated it. She was going out with her colleagues after work and it drove him crazy trying to keep a constant watch on who she was with. Their relationship was a continual psychological battle that often descended into physical abuse.

At this point in my life, the only stability I had was during my time away from home at the Model Primary School on the Scrabo Road. I settled in quickly and soon became teacher’s pet. It was as if my teacher could sense that I was starved of affection at home, as she often let me sit upon her knee. Such kindness was a revelation to me. Religion also played a very important role in my life then, as our weekly attendance at Sunday school meant another chance to escape from home. In reality, I think it was also a chance for our parents to get rid of us on a Sunday afternoon but I didn’t mind; I enjoyed it. Our house was always festooned with the many pictures presented to each of us in turn for consistently good attendance, our colourful little certificates pasted on their reverse.

After about three years in this rather elegant part of town, we were on the move again to another council house in Newtownards, this time in Queen’s Square. The relationship between my parents continued to deteriorate. My father didn’t seem to realise, or perhaps he just didn’t care, that his constant arguments with our mother had us children living in total fear. He couldn’t bear to hear any noise from us even when we were just playing normally. More times than I care to remember we would be playing in our beds instead of sleeping – as all children do – when suddenly the bedroom door would be flung open, slamming hard against the wall, and a slipper would be thrown at us from the open doorway. We would then be left to cry ourselves to sleep, while making damn sure we didn’t make any more noise. My father was from a very large family and, from what I have learned, he was also bullied by his father, so maybe for him, it was his payback time in relation to his own children. Our neighbours disliked him as he was forever shouting and banging on shared walls, complaining that they were also making too much noise. Kids outside were shouted at on a daily basis, which in turn only fuelled the aggravation of their parents. ‘There is something wrong with that man,’ was the general consensus on our street.

Things gradually went from bad to worse and Mother was the first to crack under the strain. When I was about eight years old, she spent a few weeks in the Newtownards Hospital Psychological and Neurological Unit suffering from severe depression. My father was unable to cope with six children on his own and the situation got so bad that, instead of facing up to his responsibilities, he voluntarily put us into welfare care. It seemed to me that he had just had enough of us and took the easy way out; what else was I to think when we were so cruelly abandoned?

Strange cars with police escorts arrived in Queen’s Square to take us away. The appearance of more than one reasonably new car entering this working-class cul-de-sac always caused a sensation and on this occasion the neighbours came out in force. As well-dressed welfare officers escorted us into the back seats of their gleaming vehicles, for a moment I almost imagined that I was the envy of the friends I was leaving behind. But in reality, concerned neighbours stood at their open doorways with arms folded, shaking their heads and ‘tut-tutting’ as they chatted amongst themselves, no doubt glad to see that some attention was at last being paid to our plight.

We were all taken to Childhaven Children’s Home just outside the little coastal town of Donaghadee, seven miles away. I can vividly remember arriving there very late in the evening. Once inside, it was the heat that struck me first: I was used to being constantly cold and I couldn’t believe just how warm and inviting this building was. I gazed in wonder at the high ornate ceilings and spiral staircase; I had never been in such a posh house before and I was initially excited that I was to stay there for a while. After a bath administered by the staff and having our hair thoroughly checked for lice, we all sat up on our beds at midnight eating large bowls of Corn Flakes covered with fresh ice-cold milk and sugar. I was really hungry and had never tasted anything so good. This was the first time in my life I had experienced the luxury of my own bed and it felt strange and lonely without the other little bodies beside me. I was also afraid of wrinkling the immaculately clean sheets and the heavy blankets that ensured my warmth throughout that first night.

The next morning, it felt just like Christmas Day. I was awoken by the sound of my brothers’ and sisters’ laughter and saw that a member of staff was laying out new clean clothes on our beds. We each got a new toothbrush and a tin of tooth powder. Somewhat puzzled, I looked up at the lady. She must have realised I didn’t know what to do with them as she took us all into the bathroom to instruct us how to clean our teeth, something we had never done before.

I knew kids who had been traumatised by their incarceration in children’s homes but at first it was different for us. I initially looked upon this stay in Childhaven as a holiday and was mostly just excited by it all; we had never been away from home before. During quieter moments, though, I couldn’t help but worry about what was going to become of us all. A few days later, when the first excitement had begun to wear off, I spent hours maliciously picking off small pieces of old brown paint from the banisters of the massive oak staircase as I wondered what I had done wrong to end up in a home. Things got worse when I had to go through the humiliation of attending a different school in Donaghadee and sit amongst the well-heeled pupils as they quizzed me about why I had been sent to live at the poor kids’ home up the road.

We stayed in Childhaven for some weeks but were then sent back to a situation much worse than it had been before we left. Mother had just arrived home from the hospital and would spend all day making up little plastic bags for knitting wool as part of her therapy. She looked tired and drawn, and any interaction with us children irritated her. The fights between her and my father soon picked up where they had left off and we were caught in the middle yet again. After my time in the sanctuary of Childhaven, I had very nearly forgotten the hurt of seeing my parents tearing themselves apart. But it soon came flooding back and I recall huddling on the stairs with Sadie, trying to work out with which parent our loyalties lay, both of us crying our eyes out as we watched them throwing each other around the room.

At this stage, I developed my own special way of dealing with all the hurt around me: I would sing and hum my way through my favourite tunes as I tried to blank out the sights and sounds of my parents destroying each other. As they grew louder, so did I, to the extent that I think I only added to their rage. Then again, however, my behaviour managed to get them to stop fighting for a while as they concentrated on trying to keep me quiet.

A short time later, my father also took his turn in Newtownards Hospital suffering from the effects of his turbulent marriage to my mother. It became obvious to all that Mother just couldn’t cope with the six of us on her own, so the welfare department again took us into care and sent us this time to Marmaine, another children’s home, this time in the sleepy little town of Holywood in County Down. The sight of the welfare cars arriving in Queen’s Square didn’t cause quite so much of a stir on this occasion.

Marmaine was a palatial house set in its own grounds on Church Road and had the most fantastic tiered gardens I had ever seen. The front lawn was vast and for the first time in my life I rolled and played on clean cut grass. Magnificent spruce trees and rhododendrons formed a small fragrant wood at the bottom and I revelled in my new-found ability to climb really high into their branches to observe my latest domain. Beside the house, we had our very own railway carriage, a gift from the Belfast and County Down Railway. Its wheels had been removed and it sat on a low brick wall. The seats had also been removed and replaced with tables and chairs. It felt so good sitting in there as it rained heavily outside. We would pretend we were on our way across the world as I handed out old tickets from a big wooden box.

In stark contrast, however, my time inside the main house was a living hell due to the wicked cruelty inflicted upon me by one particular member of the staff. I can remember once sliding down the banister and into the front hall, as any young boy was likely to do. I was caught red-handed and beaten so badly that I was bruised for days. My injuries were put down to a fall from the banister that did not take place. I was knocked breathless as this ‘carer’ repeatedly thumped my back with her fist while dragging me up the stairs to bed. I cried myself to sleep with the covers pulled over my head, desperate to know what awful crime I had committed to be sent away to this prison. I was always told it was only bad boys and girls who were sent to homes. I had done nothing wrong so why was I here?

The six of us were generally well looked after in this home, as there was plenty of good food and activities, but there was also a total lack of affection or understanding for already traumatised children. I believe that the psychological effect of the upheavals we had been through led me to develop a severe stammer at this time. I knew what I wanted to say but I was suffering from a total lack of self-confidence. I was sure that anything I had to say would be scoffed at, so I stammered rather than spoke. I just could not get the words out and had to endure the cruel taunts of the other kids in the home and at Holywood Primary School. One of the young teachers tried as hard as she could to save my speech from deteriorating further by instructing me in skills aimed at controlling my emotions. To a certain degree, it seemed to be working: I still stammered but with control and timing I could now communicate at my own pace.

From the wide family circle of aunts and uncles, only a few ever helped us out. In those days, it would have been the norm amongst close families for relatives to step in and look after the children until the situation settled down. My aunt Sadie in Carrowdore did indeed take three of us on numerous occasions while our parents tried to settle their differences. But our relations all had children of their own and it would have been totally unfair to burden them further. They knew we were being shipped from welfare home to welfare home, so Uncle Bill offered to take Cherie under his wing. Our father refused this kind gesture by stating, ‘If you’re taking any of them, then take them all, they’re not being split up.’ To this day, it is still a thorny issue within our ageing family circle. The issue is never raised by any of us children but some of our relatives obviously still feel guilty that they were unable to do more to help us.

After a long period in Marmaine, we were sent home again to a situation that had not improved. This intolerable state of affairs lasted until I was about ten years old, when things got so bad that our parents eventually separated and our mother left home, taking all six of us with her. After finding ourselves living in a little house in John Street in Newtownards for a week or so, we were told we were heading to the city of Belfast.

While we prepared for yet another move, I was playing in the vacant room upstairs when I stood on a piece of wood with a big rusty nail protruding from it. The nail went straight through my right foot adjacent to my big toe. I screamed out more in horror than pain as I looked down to see the bloody nail poking out through the top of my plastic sandal. By the time Mother made her way upstairs, I had stood on the piece of wood with my other foot and pulled my injured foot off the nail; blood was now all over the floor. There was no way that this was going to delay our move, however, and just as I thought I was heading to the hospital to have it looked at, I was bundled into the welfare minibus as we set off for Belfast. I had my foot bandaged up with a scarf and believed it would get better soon because my mother had told me so!


CHAPTER 2

WHAT HAVE WE DONE TO DESERVE THIS?

I was excited about the minibus trip, as I didn’t get to travel much in those days, except for the odd run to the little village of Carrowdore to see Aunt Sadie. I had so many clothes on, though, I could hardly sit down, and in a way my discomfort detracted from the thrill of the journey. Mother had told us to put on as many layers of clothing as we could to save carrying them and I was wearing three pairs of trousers and underpants, about four shirts and as many jumpers. I was not alone, as even the girls were dressed in all they could wear. Tom reminded me of the Michelin man as we sat and sweated buckets the whole way from Newtownards, hardly able to turn around to see out of the windows.

We eventually arrived in Belfast in the dying light of evening. The strange lights and tall buildings of the city centre initially enthralled us as we repeatedly asked, ‘How far to go now?’ My excitement about the city began to wear off, however, as we drew closer to the area in which we would be living. Inner-city Belfast was different from anything I had experienced before. I was used to the countryside of Newtownards, where we had constant supplies of fresh air, colour and green grass, and I now found myself in a grey urban sprawl. The smell became overpowering as the cars, buses and trucks added to the pungent atmosphere of coal fires and industrial smoke, creating a choking blanket that hung menacingly over the city. The contrast was unbearable and the only thing that kept me from crying was my naive belief that it wouldn’t be too long before our parents got back together again and we would be heading back home to Newtownards.

We were dropped off at an old condemned house at 100 Dover Street, just off Divis Street at the lower end of the Falls Road. The Victorian house was mid-terrace, red brick and typical of the larger houses built to replace the slums that had previously occupied this site. When we got inside, I stood there speechless in the only clothes I had to my name, trying to balance in the doorway on my uninjured foot. We set down our few boxes in the grubby hall and surveyed our surroundings, which were much worse than I could have imagined: it was filthy.

Mother, of course, looked upon this move as some kind of exciting adventure and tried to convince us to see the positive benefits of Dover Street. Obviously she was either blind or she was seeing this awful place through Valium-tinted glasses. If the truth were told, she had not brought us to Belfast because she couldn’t bear to be separated from her children or because she hoped that she could give us a better life there; instead, the six of us represented an easy income in the form of child benefits.

We had three floors and attic rooms at our disposal, and in the room upstairs we children were to share, the only piece of furniture was a stinking, piss-stained double bed. There were no blankets or curtains, just our own pile of coats and the clothes we stood up in.

Sadie screamed out in horror at the top of the stairs as she came face to face with an enormous growth of fungus protruding menacingly from one of the walls of the landing. It looked like a giant pig’s ear and, with some trepidation, I set about scraping it off with an old piece of wood I had found lying on the floor. It hit the floor with a damp ‘plop’, causing a cloud of dust and spores to drift up as the girls recoiled and ran back down to the bottom of the stairs.

Mother had the pick of the bedrooms and hers was resplendent with carpet, bed, blankets and even the luxury of curtains. Downstairs, the rooms were damp and smelly with missing and rotten floorboards. The kitchen was a mess. It had an old Belfast sink complete with rotten draining boards. The stench was unbearable as they fell away in our hands. Only the cold water tap worked; a rusty discharge was all we could ever get out of the hot tap. The only room of any use was the rear scullery, which was attached to the kitchen. It was the only place in which we could get the fire to work and we would huddle in there on an old broken settee as we burnt anything we could lay our hands on. The coal bunker in the yard had already been scraped clean by the previous tenant but there was plenty of old wood lying around, so John and I set about breaking it up the best we could with an old axe we had found and by jumping off the step onto the larger pieces as the girls gathered up the sticks. This was the first time I became aware of a fire’s ability to generate a welcoming glow in even the most dingy of hovels.

On our first night there, we were sent to that stinking damp bed on the first floor without a bite to eat. We laid down some coats to give us a dry surface to sleep upon, then covered ourselves with the rest and anything else we could lay our hands on. There was a strong smell of warm urine emanating from an old rusting paint pot in the corner, as no one dared venture out into the backyard in the dark. Bad as things might have been at home, they were never this bad.

‘What have we done to deserve this?’ I asked God as I said a little prayer. Panic bombarded my mind and I could not lift my head from under the coats for fear of what I might see, such was the noise of scurrying mice and the icy wind whistling through the broken glass as it rattled the old sash window. In my whispered little prayer, I begged for swift deliverance from this horrible place. I also said the Lord’s Prayer, and it had never seemed so poignant as I clung on to my sisters and we cried ourselves to sleep.

The next day we were woken by the cold. No matter which way we lay, we were freezing as the rain lashed in through the broken glass. We had slept in all the clothes we had to our name and had nothing warmer to put on. As we stood shivering and starving in the scullery, John realised things were really bad, so he suggested we head out around the doorsteps to collect a few bottles of milk to heat. I looked at John and without much deliberation we set off into the icy cold morning.

John was always a bit more worldly wise than me and pointed out that it wouldn’t be such a good idea to pinch from the neighbours’ houses, so we headed into Boundary Street. The area was totally deserted at this early hour, so we lifted one bottle each and headed back to the house. No sooner had we made off than we heard a car horn. We looked around to see a car chasing after us at speed. My bandaged foot, stuffed into my untied shoe, was now killing me and running was near impossible.

‘Oi! Come back here, ye thievin’ wee bastards,’ I heard the driver shout out at the top of his voice, so loud it scared the daylights out of me.

‘Christ! What do we do now?’ I called to John.

John was at this stage some distance ahead and already hiding behind a car in a side street. He shouted, ‘Split up!’, so I hobbled over some waste ground and made my escape home. John arrived a few minutes later, totally out of breath and laughing his head off. Half expecting to get my head in my hands for stealing, I was somewhat disturbed to find I was being pardoned by Mum. This was unnerving after years of having it drummed in to me that stealing was totally wrong. Now it seemed I was allowed to carry it out with impunity.

As my foot was throbbing unbearably, I sat down and removed the bandage only to see a seeping mess of pus. Apparently there was a hospital just a short distance up the road, so Mum gave me a shilling and told me to go to the casualty department. ‘On my own?’ I asked her.

‘Go on, you big baby, you’re supposed to be a big boy now,’ she said.

I stood at the bus stop on Divis Street for what felt like ages before the red trolley bus arrived. The sight of that big machine really scared me. Trolley buses were much larger than the ordinary buses I had previously known and they had two big arms reaching up from the roof to touch cables that seemed to be part of a massive spider’s web covering the city.

‘Come on, son,’ the conductor said as he saw my bandaged foot. ‘I take it you want off at the Royal?’

‘No, mister. I have to go to the hospital,’ I replied.

‘That’s the Royal you want, son, the Royal Victoria Hospital. I’ll give you a shout when we reach it,’ he said as I tried to hand him my shilling. ‘That’s OK, son, you keep that for sweets, looks like you need them,’ he added with a big Belfast smile on his face.

A few minutes later, the conductor pulled the cord and the distinct ‘ding, ding’ signalled the driver to stop. When we reached the front entrance of the hospital, I hobbled my way to the rear door of the bus and the conductor lifted me up and set me down on the pavement. I was touched by his kindness and even though no words were exchanged I knew from his broad smile that he wished me well.

It was somewhat exciting to be the focus of all this attention as another Samaritan now came my way. No sooner had I arrived at the front door than a young porter rushed over with a wheelchair to take me to the casualty department. I screeched out in agony and horror as the nurse cleaned my wound and put a fresh bandage on it; then, with a jab on the bum, I was sent on my way. I felt much better and stopped to buy Kola Kubes in a corner shop with my shilling as I limped back to Dover Street.

The rest of that day was spent exploring our house, such as it was. Mother had by now spent all her money on a bottle of QC wine and some cigarettes, and there was nothing left for food until she could claim more benefit. Then she spied the gas meter sitting on a shelf in the corner of the scullery. With a nod and a wink, John and I set about breaking off the lock with the axe we had found in the yard. I had never seen so many shillings in my life as I emptied the contents of the cash box onto the floor. With a pocketful, I was told to run down to the shop at the end of the street to buy bread and a few other things. We were going to make toast on the fire that John was lighting. I’m sure the shopkeeper knew fine well I had robbed the gas meter, seeing as I had no money except shillings. People in the city invariably kept them for the gas and rarely spent them in the corner shop but I would imagine that every meter in the street had been robbed at some stage. To our great surprise and excitement, later that day a coalman arrived in the yard and tipped two bags into the small roofless coal shed. As kids, we were totally oblivious as to who had bought it or indeed how we came to receive it but our faces lit up as we realised we would be warm that night. Seems the gas money was being put to good use after all!

The backyard of the house was an absolute mess. It was filled with all kinds of junk and rotting foodstuff, and it stank to the high heavens. It was great entertainment for me to watch the rats scurrying about all over the mound outside the scullery window. ‘Rats like cats,’ I would shout out to frighten the girls, but a few days later, some men from the Belfast Corporation arrived and set about clearing the disgusting rubbish. At least now we could get to the only toilet this property had – a foul, supposedly white toilet in an old outhouse beside the coal shed. The bowl was the most revolting shade of brown one could imagine. Copious amounts of bleach only appeared to make it worse and the stench was overwhelming, ensuring you only ever stayed in there as long as it took. There was no toilet roll for us; instead, we cleaned ourselves up with strips of the Belfast Telegraph hanging on a string. Mother was the only one to have soft toilet roll and she kept it hidden in her room.

What a culture shock living in the city was to us country kids. We hadn’t really got a clue what was expected of us or, indeed, even just what to say to the kids playing on the street outside. We must have appeared so strange to them. For a start we were, by their standards, very quiet. Belfast kids have a loud and angry way of speaking to each other, and our accents seemed to make them think we were a bit snobbish. The cap certainly didn’t fit. How could we be snobs when they saw the abject poverty in which we were living? By and large, though, they viewed us as outsiders and left us to our own devices.

Kids from provincial towns invariably have their own little idiosyncrasies and we were no different. At home in Newtownards, we would try to dress as smartly as possible for Sunday school and we felt we had to follow on with this tradition when we first attended Sunday school at the Shankill Road Mission. We arrived, each with a little flower in our buttonholes, only to be laughed at by the other children there, as this practice was not in vogue in Belfast.

Mother didn’t escape scrutiny either. She was warned a number of times by concerned neighbours for leaving the front door key in the lock – normal practice at that time back home. In any case, we never had anything to steal. Any self-respecting burglar would probably have taken pity on our dire situation and left us stuff instead.

I was in my final years of primary school by this stage and so attended Brown’s Square Primary School at the lower end of the Shankill Road. This was a great little school, though the Victorian building was now seriously dilapidated. The floors were full of holes that had been repaired with patches of board tacked down with shiny copper nails, and the many broken windows allowed all the noise and smog of the city to enter. Our well-worn flip-top desks were scarred with the names of hundreds of former pupils who had sat upon these perches.

Each morning, I looked forward to being issued with my big shiny brass disc that entitled me to my free lunch in the school canteen across the street. To some kids, it would have been a degrading experience to be called out in front of the class to collect it, walking a line of cat-calls of ‘gypsy, gyppo’. As far as I was concerned, however, it was survival: this was our ticket to the only hot meal we would get that day. I would cry my heart out if school were closed for more than a few days. I seemed to suffer more than the rest of my brothers and sisters from hunger, and sometimes the pains would be so excruciating that John or Sadie would have to find something to quell them.

From Brown’s Square, I progressed to Ballygomartin Secondary School in
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