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About the Book
 
In this remarkable book, Belfast-born Derek Lundy uses lives of three of his ancestors as a prism through which to examine what memory and the selective plundering of history has made of the truth in Northern Ireland.


In Ulster the name ‘Lundy’ is synonymous with ‘traitor’. Robert Lundy was the Protestant governor of Londonderry in 1688, just before it came under siege by the Catholic Irish army of James II. Robert Lundy ordered the city’s capitulation, but hardline Protestants prevented it and drove him away in disgrace. William Steel Dickson’s legacy is a little different. A Presbyterian minister born in the mid-eighteenth century, he preached in favour of using whatever means necessary to resist the tyranny of the English. Finally there is ‘Billy’ Lundy, born in 1890, the embodiment of what the Ulster Protestants had become – a tribe united in their hostility to Catholics and to the concept of a united Ireland.


The lives of these three men encapsulate many themes in the Ulster past. In telling their stories, Derek Lundy lays bare the harsh and murderous mythologies of Northern Ireland and gives us a revision of its history that seems particularly relevant in today’s world.



About the Author
 
Derek Lundy is the bestselling author of The Way of a Ship and Godforsaken Sea. He lives on Salt Spring Island, British Columbia.
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For my uncle, William Lundy 


Men that God Made Mad

A Journey through Truth, Myth and Terror in Northern Ireland

Derek Lundy
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Ireland is a little country which raises all the great questions.

GUSTAVE DE BEAUMONT


PROLOGUE

The story has two versions. In the first, a Viking war party in a lean, dragon-headed longboat closes with the coast of northern Ireland. It is hunting priests’ gold and red-haired, smooth-skinned slaves. The leader of the fierce Northmen urges on his warriors: the first man to touch the sweet Gaelic strand with his hand or foot takes possession of it. He gets to keep whatever is there—precious metal, cattle, women, boys. There is a man aboard the longboat called O’Neill. It is an Irish name and, perhaps, in the style of slithery allegiances in Ireland, he is a turncoat. He has abandoned his family and sept and gone over to the Norse raiders, wilder even than the wild Irish. This man desires plunder and the haven of his own piece of land. It seems he craves those things more than reason, certainly more than any Viking aboard. As the longboat approaches the shore, the crew strains for the jump and its prize. Then O’Neill, the man from Ireland, lays his arm along the bulwark. He severs his hand with one swift sword blow and throws it ashore onto the sand before anyone else can make the leap. His Viking chief keeps his word. He gives that part of Ulster to his mutilated mercenary, and O’Neill takes the bloody hand as his crest and symbol.

In the second version of the story, two rival Scottish clans race each other to Ireland across the twelve miles of the wind-whipped North Channel. They have agreed that whichever reaches the Ulster shore first will take the land. The leader of the MacDonnells lusts for it just as O’Neill did—like the intense desire some men have to keep living when death comes to claim them. He’ll do anything for it. But his boat lags behind and he sees beautiful, wild Ulster, rich in cattle and slaves, sliding away from him. He severs his hand with one swift sword blow and throws it ashore onto the sand. He claims the land for himself and takes the red hand as the crest of the MacDonnells of Antrim.

Ireland has a long and complicated history of conquest, rebellion, endemic violence, and political tumult. The Irish struggle against English invasion and occupation now has the aspect of an old story—of history. The people of the independent, and now prosperous, Republic of Ireland see it more and more in that way, too. But the severed red hand still seems to be a perfect symbol for the province of the United Kingdom known officially as Northern Ireland. Its six counties, with their Protestant majority, were partitioned from the rest of Ireland in 1920 in the course of the Irish war of independence against Britain. In the North, the malignant motifs of the Irish past hung on: sectarian hatred, oath-bound private armies, guerrilla war, atrocity and outrage, riots, bombings, British soldiers on Irish ground, political dysfunction, walls and barbed wire, segregation of Protestants and Catholics, war drums and triumphalist parades, forced population movements, propaganda—the whole apparatus of civil war.

Low-level conflict went on inside Northern Ireland and along its border from the time of its inception, but chaotic and terrible open war began in 1969. It went on for thirty years and is known, with quaint understatement, as “the Troubles.”1 Now they’re probably over—although perhaps not. To the outsider, their longevity and intensity are almost incomprehensible. It’s as if O’Neill or MacDonnell never stopped hacking off their own hands. They saw away at their flesh, driven on by fear of losing the thing they desire most. Through historical accident during the seventeenth century, the red hand became the exclusive totem of the Protestants of Northern Ireland. It fits them well: Celtic in origin but denoting loyalty to Britain. Yet to the British people it has no meaning. It is, therefore, a near-perfect expression of the strange, ambiguous claim by Ulster Protestants—whose roots in Ireland go back three or four hundred years—that they are “British” and not Irish.

Nevertheless, the bloody red hand is an apt symbol of what both Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland have done during the thirty years of the Troubles. Viewed from outside the province, the hard-liners on both sides (who, in Northern Ireland, constitute the majority) seemed to be acting out a part in some bizarre and bloody anachronistic pageant. Could this terrible hysteria really be taking place in Europe in the late twentieth century, among people who look just like us, in a region of Great Britain, supposedly one of the most civil of societies?

The Protestants, in particular, have created an appalling public image for themselves. They look like unreasonable and unreasoning bullies and bigots who refuse to share political power with Catholics, shout “No Surrender!” and “What we have, we hold!” loud and often, and insist on marching through Catholic neighbourhoods in peculiar parades that mix bowler hats and rolled umbrellas with the harsh, primitive rattle of the giant Lambeg battle drum. Many of them follow the preacher Ian Paisley, who isn’t kidding when he calls the Pope the Antichrist. During the Troubles, they tortured and killed Catholics and set off bombs in Catholic pubs and sports clubs. On the gable ends of their mean little row houses they painted murals depicting a seventeenth-century Dutch prince called William, whom they idolize. They sprayed graffiti on walls that said “No Taigs on our streets!” (“Taig” is an abusive term for a Roman Catholic and is the insulting equivalent of “Prod” for a Protestant); “Fuck the Pope!” or just “FTP!”; “Remember 1690!” (the long-ago year of a battle on the River Boyne); and “Still Under Siege!” (referring to the Catholic siege of Protestant Derry three hundred years earlier). They formed numerous paramilitary militias—one of which called itself the Red Hand Commandos. They swore loyalty to Britain, a country whose people and government detested them and who thought they were just another bunch of violent paddies. For fifty years, until their sectarian regime went under in 1972, they ran a government that kept Catholics down, using a Protestant police force that looked like an army, with its heavy weaponry, and auxiliaries who were always ready with the truncheon and the gun.

The Catholics have always looked better. They appear to be conducting a version of a political movement—and a guerrilla military campaign—for civil rights and equality, for “liberation,” that resembles many such struggles around the world. Their fight also looks like a continuation of the ancient Irish striving for autonomy from British control—or from domination by those British stooges, the Ulster Prods. Catholic ideology and goals appear rational and comprehensible in a way that those of the Protestants do not. However, as we’ll discover, that rationality is more apparent than real. And, of course, “there’s bad bastards on both sides,” as someone once said. No one could outdo the Provisional Irish Republican Army (the IRA) or the Irish National Liberation Army (or more recently, the splinter groups, the Real IRA or the Continuity IRA) for atrocity. The IRA acted at first as a self-defence force to protect Catholics from Protestant pogroms, but it soon branched out into sectarian outrages of its own. It invented the car bomb, the mainstay weapon for all contemporary terrorists. Its hard men, too, killed, tortured, and bombed, often at random. Almost sixty percent of the military, police, and civilian dead of the Troubles were killed by Catholic gunmen whose violence—compared with the sporadic activity of Protestants—was sustained and unrelenting. Their goal was to shoot and bomb the Prods of the North into a united Ireland against their will. The IRA and its offspring, like their Protestant paramilitary equivalents, degenerated into criminal gangs and mafias years ago.

The numbers involved look small (almost 4,000 dead, 40,000 wounded) compared with the casualties in other places—the Balkans, some African countries, the Middle East. But there aren’t many Irish (or, if you like, British) in Northern Ireland. If the numbers of casualties during the Troubles were proportionately reckoned in the United States, they would amount to almost 800,000 dead and more than eight million wounded. The effect of such killing was intensified by the small size of Northern Ireland—it’s half the area of the state of Maryland. And a majority of the casualties were suffered within a segment of the population: among the farms, villages, and little market towns near the border with the Republic, and especially in the crowded, scummy city precincts of the working class. In the narrow streets of Belfast and Derry, the cramped sectarian territories abut each other in close-by chunks and blocs. The slaying was sometimes intimate—the killer and victim well acquainted, perhaps neighbours. That fit into the ancient Irish pattern; it was a sort of comfortable tradition. But things were worse, went the old saying from some previous insurrection or sectarian outrage, when the hard men began killing people whose names they didn’t even know. During the Troubles, both forms of communal murder happened all the time.

In those days, when I travelled from my home in Canada to visit my grandmother in Belfast, I used to buy groceries in a little store over the Ormeau Bridge across the River Lagan, just up the road from her house. Once, I was standing in the aisle down from the single cash register; I had taken a can of stew off the shelf and was reading the label.

I heard a voice say, “Give us the money.”

I turned and saw a young man with long dark hair and wearing an old fatigue jacket. He was standing in front of the cash register pointing a small handgun at the owner.

“Bill, you’re jokin’,” the owner said.

“Laugh this off,” said the young man, and he fired his pistol. It made a hollow popping noise. The shot hit the owner in the chest; he collapsed and disappeared from my view behind the counter. The young man reached over, opened the cash register, and scooped out the bills. He stuffed them into one pocket of his jacket while putting his pistol into the other. As he did so, he looked down the aisle and saw me standing, watching him, the can of stew in my hand. We looked at each other for two or three seconds. I noticed that he had bright blue eyes in a wan, pimply face. Then he turned, pushed open the door, stepped out of the store, went left, and disappeared.

I walked to the entrance, opened the door, and looked out. The young man was walking casually down the sidewalk becoming, as I watched, increasingly obscured by the shoppers and by school kids coming home. I turned back and looked behind the counter. The owner was lying on the floor; his eyes were closed and he looked as if he was asleep. There was a small red spot, the size of a large coin, on his shirt front.

I searched for a phone but couldn’t see one. I ran out onto the sidewalk and shouted: “A man’s been shot in here! He needs an ambulance”—or something like that. I recollect people stopping, staring at me, afraid of me—maybe of my accent, perhaps because I was a bearded young man and might have a weapon myself. I wasn’t the only one trying to adjust to an abrupt event. It was one of the worst times of the Troubles and people were edgy. I went into the dry cleaner’s next door. That shop had a phone, and the proprietor called the emergency number. Within a minute, an armoured police Land Rover arrived, then an ambulance, then British soldiers. A few minutes later, a Saracen armoured car rumbled up. The soldiers deployed into a ring, watching me, the street, the tree-shadows of the Ormeau Park across the road, the gathered people. They feared an ambush.

I gave my statement to the police, describing what I’d seen. The ambulance took the wounded man away. I heard later that he was all right; it was a small-calibre bullet and had missed vital organs. It was only when the police had finished with me that I realized I was still clutching the can of stew. It was hot and wet from my sweaty hand, and I left it on the store counter.

I most remember two things. The owner called the young man by name; they knew each other. It had been a casual, intimate shooting. Later, I heard that the young man was raising his small contribution of money for one of the Protestant paramilitary groups. I had already assumed that. The store was Catholic, so the logical Northern Irish conclusion was that the shooter was Protestant and that the robbery was political. It hadn’t occurred to me that he was a “cowboy,” a small-time freelance thug knocking over a grocery store for a few quid—although there were lots of his kind around.

The other thing I remember is the look the young man gave me, after he had taken the cash, had put his pistol away, and was standing with his hands in his jacket pockets. It wasn’t the expression of someone who was thinking of shooting me, too; I never had that feeling. But the way he looked at me was so familiar—wary and calculating. Many people had stared in the same way since I’d arrived for a visit. For a long time, I couldn’t understand what it meant. Eventually, I knew. They were trying to decide “what foot I kicked with”—what religion I was. There were supposed ways to tell, subtle indicators. Was I someone they should fear? Or was I one of them? That was what the armed robber was doing, too. He had just shot a man who knew him by his first name. But he was looking at me, the stranger, and trying to figure out whether I was a Prod or a Taig.

I’ve paid particular attention to the Protestants of Northern Ireland all my life because they’re my people—at least, in a sense. I was born in Belfast into a Protestant family. I was baptized in the Protestant Church of Ireland (the local equivalent of the Anglicans). My mother brought me home from hospital into a little worker’s house on Cadogan Street, on the border of the neighbourhood of the “Holy Land” (not a reference to Christian piety, but so called because its streets have names like Cairo, Jerusalem, Damascus). It was a blue-collar Protestant enclave squeezed between the River Lagan, the Queen’s University lands, and the Catholic territories of Hatfield Street and the lower Ormeau Road.

I have relatives who believe that the Taig-hating, Bible-thumping Reverend Ian Paisley is a great man. My mother was born on the Woodvale Road, which is a slightly more genteel extension of the Protestant heartland of the Shankill Road, and she didn’t know more than a handful of Catholics personally until she was seventeen and got a job. My father and maternal grandfather, my great-uncles, uncles, and cousins all followed the old Irish tradition of overseas military service and joined the Royal Navy and the merchant marine, or, once in a while, the British Army. One of my great-grandfathers was a policeman in the sectarian Protestant force stationed in County Tyrone, deep in Catholic “bandit country.” In 1921, during the war of independence, a Catholic sniper killed my great-uncle Benjamin, who was wearing a British naval uniform and walking near the house I would come home to as a newborn. When the Troubles erupted in 1969, Benjamin’s brother, my great-uncle Jack, said to me that the government should turn “the Specials” loose on the Taigs without mercy or restraint. The sectarian Protestant B Specials—the Ulster Special Constabulary—had been set up in 1920 to protect Protestants from IRA attack but also to keep the refractory Catholics in the new state of Northern Ireland under control, to assault or kill them if and when that was necessary. “What else can you do,” Jack said, “when they shoot one of your brothers?” Benjamin had been killed forty-eight years before.

I never became a member of the loyal tribe, a true Prod. I left Northern Ireland or, rather, my parents took me away, when I was an infant. We became Irish emigrants, joining the centuries-old diaspora, the Irish nation overseas. First, we went to England and I became a little English boy whose parents confounded my friends with the harsh clack of their Ulster speech. I tried to convince them that I was born in America and that the accents they heard were American, not Irish—anything but Irish. When my father’s English workmates came to visit us, I discovered that his nickname, well meant but redolent of history and condescension, was “Paddy.” On the walls bordering the train line I sometimes travelled with my mother—before the days of real black and brown immigrants in England—I read “Irish Wogs Go Home” and “Irish Niggers Out.” It was an ecumenical advisory: no distinction there between Prods and Taigs.

We visited Belfast often in the summer school holidays and stayed with my grandmother in the little house on the border of the Holy Land. I slept in the bare attic while the cold summer rain hammered down onto the skylight and, during the day, I played war with my grandfather’s army helmet. I was disappointed to see that it didn’t have any bullet holes in it. I hung about with Bernard Ferguson, a son of the only Catholic family on the street. Years later, he joined the Provisional IRA and was killed. I never found out whether it was the police, the army, or loyalist gunmen who had done it. Ten years after our first move, we emigrated again, to Canada, and stayed there. Soon, I became a Canadian. I visited Northern Ireland from time to time. For my mother and father, it would always be “home.” For me, it was a distant point of origin, an unavoidable genetic and cultural inheritance.

Then everything changed utterly, though no “terrible beauty” was born. (William Butler Yeats used the phrase to describe the aftermath of the 1916 Easter Rising in Dublin, the catalyst of eventual Irish independence.) On the contrary, the shocking outburst of bloody sectarian war in 1969 tended to concentrate the mind on sullen evil. All the old and ugly lineaments of Irish history reappeared, strong as ever, potent and murderous.

“We are now approaching Belfast airport,” goes the supercilious joke in Dublin in the peaceful Catholic Republic of Ireland (whose own Protestants have declined from ten to three percent of its population since independence). “Please set your watches back three hundred years.”

When I stayed in the little house on Cadogan Street, I went to sleep each night—no longer in the rain-troubled attic, but in a damp back bedroom on the ridged mattress my grandfather was laid out on when he died—to the sporadic pop of gunfire and the occasional whump of explosions. The atavistic ferocity of the Troubles was horrifying and frightening, although, of course, it was sometimes exciting, too. Such conflict had happened often in the Irish past (although seldom with this intensity or for as long a time). But most rational, liberal observers of the Northern Irish scene had thought all that was over with in the late twentieth century. I had thought so, too. Everyone was wrong. There were no grounds whatsoever for optimism. History—or the mythology the people had created out of history—reasserted itself. Rage and fear ran so deep on both sides that nothing could control the violence, once it had broken free of restraints that all turned out to have been temporary and fragile.

The Protestants are the key to understanding what has been happening in Northern Ireland. The trick has always been somehow to fit these prickly people into the scheme of Ireland as a whole. If the Ulster Protestants hadn’t existed, Ireland would have become a united Free State (with a dominion form of government modelled on Canada’s) after the war of independence in 1921, and a united full-fledged republic twenty-five years later. The problem in the North is partly the fact that the minority Catholic population has never accepted the legitimacy of the new political entity. But, because the majority Protestants wanted nothing to do with an independent Catholic Gaelic country, the British government divided the island and hived off six counties into a dysfunctional statelet. The Irish Free State returned the favour, in a way. It coveted the partitioned six counties, but it made no concessions to the Protestants who lived there and, in fact, regarded them with consistent hostility and condescension. It even provided a sanctuary for the IRA gunmen who began attacking across the border after independence, and continued to do so sporadically until the early 1960s, with the goal of recovering the severed part of Ireland. (The southern government made attempts to extirpate the IRA, but they were ineffectual and ambivalent.) The IRA campaign was bound to be futile—as if a few gunmen could scare off the tough Prods who had nowhere to run.

The Protestants don’t fit into the standard Irish, or “Oirish” (meaning “stage-” or “professional-Irish”), mould: twinkling-eyed and loquacious; Celtic rhetoric and charm; the Guinness-and-endless-stories crowd of “Faith and Begorra!,” “Come here ’till I tell you” storytelling which prizes entertainment above all; the claim that to be Irish is to be a charming, feckless, boozing talker, a virtuous victim of British imperialism to whom the rest of the world owes a hearing. There are two sides to this sort of malarky. It’s often harmless fun: Saturday-night shouts of “Up the Republic!”; rebel songs in pubs; praise for “the boys”; movies about the noble republican gunman. The inventions and yarns—the lies—charm and beg indulgence, but they also kill. They have long formed the basis for deadly rationales, and in Northern Ireland they still do.

The Protestant style is more straightforward and unvarnished, and it is seldom entertaining or pleasant. Yeats called the Protestants of the north “a horrid lot,” and they can be grim, laconic, constrained by the austerities of Presbyterianism and temperance, thrifty, stereotypically Scottish—as many of them are by ancestry—and not at all stereotypically Irish. Question: “What’s the difference between a Ballymena man and a coconut?” Answer: “You can get a drink out of a coconut.”

In short, anyone who wants to understand Northern Ireland has to decipher and deconstruct the Protestants—the loyalists, the unionists, the Prods. The secret lies in their collective memory, in how they interpret history, and in the themes that make up their story of themselves: siege, resistance, endurance, sacrifice, loyalty, betrayal, treachery, and, sometimes, although tentative, long in the past and mostly forgotten, enlightened solidarity with Catholics across the old divide.

Protestants and Catholics have contended with each other for four centuries in the constricted territory of Ulster. They have fought elsewhere in Ireland, too, but the north has always been the real battleground. It’s where the Protestants are most numerous and where the chaotic and interlocking pattern of sectarian settlement has guaranteed tension, the pull and shove of rival claims to land, power, and the true faith.

The idea of Protestants and Catholics fighting each other seems incomprehensible to most of us, an antique passion long grown out of elsewhere in the Western world. The fact that some form of religious war still seemed to be happening in Northern Ireland (or, at least, enmity between two groups defined and divided by religion) was one of the reasons for thinking the conflict absurd and deplorable, but ultimately incapable of explanation and, therefore, something to be ignored. Anyway, after thirty years of fighting, the old derogatory stereotype might be invoked: the incorrigibly violent Irish still doing it to one another.

However, the behaviour of these fractious people has general significance. All internecine conflicts are unique in some ways and similar in others. The specific circumstances of Irish history established the particular ways in which Protestants and Catholics have defined their dispute and how they have carried it on. But there are many similar contemporary examples: the Serbs, Croats, Kosovars and Macedonians of the Balkans; the Greeks and Turks of Cyprus; the Tamils and Sinhalese of Sri Lanka; the Palestinians and the Israelis—it could be a long list. All of them make contested claims to the same small chunks of land; they have radically different interpretations of the past; they have distinct mythologies of themselves; and they are defined by ethnic nationalism and religious difference. Each has a long memory in which the passage of time is almost irrelevant: last year’s battle or massacre calls to mind that of the fourteenth or seventeenth century, the pain and rage of one resonating with and reinforcing the mythic power of the other. The Quebec motto Je me souviens (“I remember”) might stand as the collective cry of all these small, embittered peoples.

To unriddle the Troubles, therefore, is also to form some understanding of these other conflicts. The facts on the ground and the psychology (and pathology) of the participants are similar enough for that. Northern Ireland might be a rough Rosetta Stone. Perhaps we can use it to interpret the other dark places on the earth. This isn’t an idle aim. What happens in Ulster more or less stays there; it won’t lead to apocalypse. But that’s not the case with the Middle East or the Balkans. And now we also have to contend with a worldwide version of the IRA or the Red Hand Commandos: Islamist terror. Violent Islamist fundamentalism appears to be fighting an unlimited war—of its own political-religious view against that of the entire Western world, and of traditionalism against modernity. But it also has a simple, limited, and comprehensible goal: to effect change in Muslim states. Islamist motivations and psychology would be comprehensible to the hard men of the Ulster paramilitaries. The terrorists of East and West even share a mythology of martyrdom and blood sacrifice. An Islamist suicide bomber or hijacker and an Irish hunger striker fasting to the death or a republican rebel rising in doomed, symbolic insurrection all sacrifice themselves in the name of faith or nation. Each bears witness; each believes he goes to God; each becomes a terrorist for the sake of a kingdom of heaven.

Most directly, terror is terror. Whatever murder and carnage have happened anywhere in the world have also happened in Northern Ireland in the course of the Troubles. Name any category of atrocity. Random bombings of civilians: McGurk’s Bar, 15 dead, 24 wounded; Shankill Road fish-and-chip shop, 9 dead, 58 wounded; Enniskillen Remembrance Day service, 11 dead, 63 wounded; 22 IRA bombs on “Bloody Friday” in Belfast, 11 dead, 100 wounded. Random abductions, torture, and shooting: hundreds of killings, one Prod or Taig at a time; but sometimes more than that: 5 Catholics, 4 policemen, 18 British soldiers, 10 Protestants taken off a minibus and massacred. Nothing that Islamist fundamentalists have done to individual hostages comes close to what the “Shankill Butchers” did to a score of Catholic men—except there were no video cameras around to record their torture, mutilation, and murder. The Protestant Ulster Volunteer Force set off bombs in Dublin that killed dozens. The IRA set off bombs in England with the same result. It lobbed mortars at Heathrow airport and would have fired missiles at airplanes if it had had any (it tried to buy them). Any terrorist outrage against humanity you can name is old news in Northern Ireland.

Probe the IRA or the Ulster Volunteer Force, and you learn something about the Basque ETA, the Tamil Tigers, Hamas, or al-Qaeda—and about why people harbour and support their gunmen and bombers. The apparently strange persistence of religious animosities in Ulster is an analogue of the flaring-up of violence between the West—with its own increasingly fundamentalist Christian tinge in the United States—and Islam all around the borderlands between the two and, through terror and war, in the heartland of each.

“History would be an excellent thing if only it were true,” said Leo Tolstoy. There is a familiar problem with both stories of the Red Hand of Ulster: neither is true. Of course, we don’t conceive of their veracity in the sense that actual men called O’Neill or MacDonnell once performed their self-amputations as the purchase price of Ulster land. (Although Maud, my grandmother, might have said about those mythic Irish: “I wouldn’t put it past yon.”) But we do assume their truth as two of the mythical stories from ancient times passed along by word of mouth and eventually written down. These genuine old narratives from the shadowy Celtic heroic age of the great Irish epic the Táin bó Cuilinge (the “Cattle Raid of Cooley”)—the equivalent of the Greek Iliad or the Welsh Mabinogeon—are the founding myths of a people.

The red-hand stories aren’t like that at all. They are, in fact, late creations that were made up at some time after 1700, long after the English had driven down the old Gaelic society of Ulster, the last stronghold of Irish resistance. The stories of O’Neill and MacDonnell are merely the two most popular of many versions that purport to identify the owner of the red hand.

There are always many different versions of the world and its history. “Reality is not what it is. It consists of the many realities which it can be made into,” writes Wallace Stevens. Taking a varied and inventive view of past events is not an exclusively Irish habit, of course. Every people uses the past for its present purposes. We treat history as a kind of existential emporium, and we buy there, or shoplift, what we need to live now. The Northern Irish playwright Brian Friel suggests: “Perhaps the most important thing is not the accurate memory but the successful invention.” One of this book’s themes is how people in Ireland, and the Protestants of Ulster in particular, have created out of history the myths they have needed to justify their present beliefs and actions. The historian Ian McBride defines “political myth” as “a story about the past told to justify or undermine political institutions and practices; its usefulness depends not on its fidelity to the historical record, but its relevance to the contemporary situation.” Governments and their people require historians to be shamans of the nation’s orthodox tradition. When the tradition is questioned or second-guessed, that’s more than mere historical “revisionism”; it is a kind of heresy. Myth is a narrative of a sanctified history that the nation’s people perceive as the absolute truth.

The old cliché about Anglo-Irish relations is that the English never remember, and the Irish never forget. We should insert the words “some things” after “remember” and “forget.” Forgetting is as necessary as remembering for a people to create a mythology of itself. And, “Creating a nation involves getting one’s history wrong,” Ernest Renan observed. Every standard received version of a people’s history follows these prescriptions. What have the Protestants of Ulster remembered from the past to forge a collective identity? What have they forgotten or got wrong? The Irish problem—which is now the Northern Irish problem—has not yet passed out of politics into history. Therefore, in Ireland, as in South Africa, Quebec, the Balkans, or the Middle East, historical arguments are still a crucial part of political debate. And we are often forced deep into the Irish past to try to find explanations or to gain a form of understanding. The novelist Dermot Bolger laments: “We must go back three centuries to explain any fight outside a chip shop.”

The standard received, and sanctified, version of Irish history is a Catholic and nationalist narrative. It tends to ignore the twenty percent of the island’s people who now happen to be Protestant. The Protestants have their own standard, received version of the past, but, outside Northern Ireland, it is a pale, hardly known shadow of the stirring and colourful Catholic rendition that came, long ago, to dominate the field. In the Catholic story, virtue eventually triumphs over evil, and the tale ends happily ever after—in a way. It’s true in its essentials, but it’s a simple story, too—morally and philosophically. So, beware. Life is never simple and, therefore, neither is history; in fact, both are always complex, confused, compromised, ambiguous. “It was all so unimaginably different / And all so long ago”—the historian’s caveat—writes Louis MacNeice. But in Ireland, and indeed in any nation when it creates the narrative of itself, it’s the story—its mythic force and its self-justification—that’s important.

In the beginning, Ireland was a kind of pastoral Eden, pure and egalitarian, in which, wrote G.K. Chesterton, lived the Great Gaels—“All their wars are merry, / And all their songs are sad.” They were noble warriors who, to be sure, fought each other over cattle, slaves, and land, but they valued strong drink, talk, and poetry. “I will not wish unto you . . . to be rhymed to death, as is said to be done in Ireland,” said Sir Philip Sidney. Every minor king and trifling chief had his pet bard—poets, not the gods, conferred immortality. They all loved the craic (“crack”)—the Gaelic for good talk, good times. They drew blood from their cattle and mixed it with milk, like the warrior Masai in Africa. The Gaels were tall, handsome, and healthy. The women were feisty and independent. Sexual mores were relaxed and sensible: divorce was easy, and trial marriage, common. One of the greatest Gaelic myths is about Medb (“she who intoxicates”), the warrior queen of Connacht. She could run faster than any horse, and the sight of her was enough to deprive men of two-thirds of their strength. The people spoke a sweet, mellifluous language unadulterated by clattering English and proudly unsuited to commerce or technology. Saints Patrick and Columba made Christians out of the pagan Gaels. Then the Vikings swept down on them, carrying out their usual murder and pillage. The priests had flourished on the island, which was isolated from the barbarian convulsions in Europe, and they preserved precious manuscripts from the raiders and saved civilization.

The Vikings also founded towns—Dublin, Limerick, Waterford, Cork, Wexford, but not Derry or Belfast—and encouraged trade. The Irish high king Brian Bóruma eventually broke the power of the Northmen at the Battle of Clontarf in 1014. (Although, in the Irish way, half the Norse army was made up of Irishmen from Leinster who didn’t mind fighting against other Irishmen from Munster.) The Vikings were absorbed into the resilient skein of Gaelic life. But it couldn’t last. England lay just across the water. Evil was close by, and Ireland couldn’t escape it forever. In the twelfth century, like hostile and powerful aliens from another world, the English landed.

Richard fitz Gilbert, alias Richard de Clare, aka Strongbow, arrived in Ireland with an army and captured Waterford. He was a Norman by his name, one of the Northmen temporarily diverted from Scandinavia to northern France and then, in 1066, to England, arriving in Ireland a few centuries behind the original Vikings, his long-ago countrymen. Strongbow wasn’t an invader, although the standard received story of Ireland claims he was. In fact, he was invited. The King of Leinster, Diarmait Mac Murchada, recruited the Englishman—or Norman, or Viking twice removed, whatever he was—to help him fight another Irish king. The bedevilling superiority of the English killing techniques was apparent right away: one hundred English defeated a thousand Norse-Irish soldiers. Strongbow was soon followed by the Tudor king of England Henry II, also with an army. And thus began the 8oo-year-long occupation of Ireland.

For a while, however, the English faltered; their power waned and contracted, until, by the early 1500s, they controlled the fortified English Pale around Dublin—the “four obedient shires”—and that was it. Beyond the Pale, the wild Irish flourished, and the “Old English” who had settled there became famous, much later, as Hiberniores Hibernis ipsis, “more Irish than the Irish themselves”—a phrase not coined until the nineteenth century (an example of a retrospective reach back into history for present purposes).

The English could not avoid the eternal logic of homeland security, or of the security of empires, for that matter: they had to expand into enemy territory to secure what they already held. To defend the Pale, and perhaps to defend England as well against papish adversaries who might use Ireland as a base, they saw that they had to move aggressively. And so they conquered Ireland “once and for all.” It took a while—seventy-five years or so—before they could claim success. That was three or four generations of Irish resistance: the Kildare Rebellion; the War of the Geraldine League; the revolt of Shane O’Neill; the Desmond Revolt; the Baltinglass Revolt; the Nine Years War. As one might expect, it was a brutal process, each conflict bloodier than the last. The English burnt crops and killed livestock. There were big massacres at Rathlin, Belfast, Mullaghmast, and Smerwick, and the usual run-of-the-mill massacres almost everywhere else.

The conquest provided all sorts of financial opportunities. At times, resident English administrators deliberately provoked conflict if things had calmed down for a while because land and offices flowed to them whenever their army hammered the Irish. Younger sons, the perennial troublemakers of a system of primogeniture, saw Ireland as a place to come by the land and status denied them in England. In that sense, Ireland was like the New World colony of Virginia, and it was much closer, although not necessarily less dangerous—it seems that the natives were restless everywhere. By the late 1500s, the English had evolved a kind of colonialist approach to Ireland, based on ideas of innate English racial superiority (think Shakespearean chauvinist rhetoric) and—a terrible foreshadowing—Protestant hatred of Catholics. Prods and Taigs already.

To make sectarian matters worse, England planted Ireland not with crops but with people—with Protestants. Plantations were set up in various parts of the island, but the largest was in Ulster. The English drove the Gaels off their land, or the fertile parts of it, and gave it to English and Scottish Protestant settlers. The Ulster Plantation was the biggest because that was where the Gaels stood and fought with the most determination and ferocity. Ulster was the centre of Irish resistance; it churned with rebellion. Its “kerns,” the Anglicized Gaelic for the rebel banditti of the Irish woods, bogs, and hills (“rough rug-headed Kernes,” wrote Shakespeare), gave the English more trouble than all the other Irish put together. The Plantation created the divide between the two Ulster peoples who still contend there. It intimated a future of tribal territories like the Falls and the Shankill roads, the diehard nationalist bombers and gunmen of the IRA, and the obdurate, no-surrender, fundamentalist Prods.

It wasn’t a foregone conclusion, but, in the end, the superior technology, organization, and cohesion of the English forces prevailed. “The Gael always went forth to battle and he always fell”—though there’s also the fact that the Irish tried to protect women and children and grow food while they were fighting off the invaders. Like the cavalry versus the Indians two hundred years later on a different continent, the conflict ended with the same result. By 1603, most historians agree, the conquest was more or less complete.

Anglo-Irish relations then entered a new phase. For most of Ireland, that phase ended with the conclusion of the war of independence in 1921. In the case of Northern Ireland, the phase has lasted almost exactly four hundred years and isn’t finished yet. In the standard received version of Irish history, the English occupied, repressed, punished, discriminated, stole, expelled, and colonized. They killed, too, when they thought it necessary or profitable. The worst was Oliver Cromwell, whose New Model Army slaughtered the Irish—“barbarous wretches,” he called them—in massacres that were, even by the standards of the English in Ireland, extravagant and savage.

England passed the penal laws which, at the time, were often called the “popery laws.” They kept the Catholic Irish down for a hundred years. The laws said that they couldn’t keep weapons, in an age when every man of substance carried one, ostensibly because of their propensity to use them to kill English, and sometimes Scottish, Protestants. Catholics couldn’t run schools in Ireland or teach at them or go abroad for education. Priests and bishops had to get out of Ireland, although that law was later eased to limit their number and to register them with the government. The penal laws prohibited Catholics from buying land or inheriting it from Protestants, or from taking out long-term leases. They couldn’t practise law, nor could they participate in any form of government. Eventually, they lost the vote. (The standard story ignores the fact that the severity of the penal laws disturbed many Englishmen, and some Protestants in Ireland, and that the provisions were enforced unevenly, sporadically, or, sometimes, not at all.)

And something else happened that was even worse than the penal laws: the Irish gave up their language. Or rather, the story stipulates, England took it from them—cut it out of them. In doing so, it cut out the Irish heart, because so much of the world, how you see and understand it, comes to you through your language. Irish is one of the obsolescent, or already lost, small languages, which, nevertheless, are the unique, irreplaceable vessels of the souls of the people who speak them. Lose that and you lose, not everything, but a great deal of what’s most important. Edmund Spenser, the author of The Faerie Queene, understood the importance of the form of words: “So that the speache being Irishe the harte must be nedes be Irishe for out of the abundance of the harte the tongue speakethe.” The poet, an administrator of the fledgling English imperium in Ireland, advocated draconian martial law against the Irish as the solution to rebellion there. The harsh alien tongue intruded everywhere until the Gaeltacht—the Irish-speaking parts of the country—was a mere shadow, a fringe of the Celtic fringe.

As if this wasn’t enough, England starved the Irish in the Great Famine of the 1840s or, at least, tried to help along the natural catastrophe of the potato blight by doing nothing or even by exporting grain. Meanwhile, skeletal Irish children perished of hunger or cholera, and a million people died altogether. The causes and progress of the Famine are, in fact, complex and still controversial, but its huge scale and terrible suffering, its losses and silences, are incontrovertible. The Famine and the repression forced emigration upon the Irish, says the standard version. So many left Ireland that there grew up an Irish nation overseas: in Australia, in Canada, in the slums and hovels of England itself, and, most notably, in America. The emigrants created an absence, a sense of Ireland hollowed out and diminished, of men and women, maybe the best and most energetic, lost forever. “Where are our twenty millions?” asked Joyce. If the same proportion of people had been forced to emigrate from India during the same period of time, the number would have amounted to close to 400 million. That would have been some Indian nation overseas.

What the Irish could do, says the standard version of Irish history, they did. They played the English game of politics with panache and considerable success. They formed parties and parliaments, invented the mechanics of mass protest movements—the big public meetings and parades, the infrastructure of local organizations. The “Liberator,” Daniel O’Connell, began the process of Catholic emancipation from the penal laws. Like any good mythologizer, he looked back to the golden age of the Christian Gaels before the invaders landed. “They came to a nation famous for its love of learning, its piety, its heroism [and] . . . doomed Ireland to seven centuries of oppression.”

Later, the Irish adapted for political purposes the coercive yet bloodless technique of the boycott, an Englishman of that name being the first target of economic ostracism. For a time, the Irish Parliamentary Party held the balance of power at Westminster. It seemed to come very close to solving the Irish problem by peaceful, constitutional means, but the First World War and implacable northern Prods put an end to the home rule movement. Most interesting of all, the leaders of the Irish political drive for independence were, as often as not, Protestants: not of the adamant, dour northern variety, rejectionists in the bone, but Protestants of the Ascendancy, the top rung of social and political life in Dublin and the Big Houses of the countryside. The reserved Protestant squire Charles Stewart Parnell, more English than the English (to reverse a phrase), was, for a time, “the uncrowned king of Ireland.” Protestants were even in the forefront of many of the armed uprisings over the years. None was more prominent than the Dublin lawyer Theobald Wolfe Tone. He was one of the leaders of the United Irish Insurrection of 1798, the most serious challenge to English power in Ireland between the conquest and 1916. Tone became known as the father of physical-force nationalism.

Politics was all very well, but the standard story of Ireland favours other means. Parnell’s lieutenant, William O’Brien, summed up what even the constitutionalist politicians understood: “Violence is the only way of ensuring a hearing for moderation.” Even Parnell used the threat of endemic violence in Ireland—cattle maiming, house burning, and assassination—as his hammer at Westminster. In the last resort, the English responded to force or, at least, to the threat of it.

Irish patriots who advocated physical-force means of kicking the English out had always had that opinion. And so they rebelled. They martyred themselves. They never gave up. In almost every generation, they bore witness in arms and blood-sacrifice to the continuing existence and sanctity of the Irish nation. They rose in 1608, 1641, 1649, 1688, 1798, 1803, 1848, 1867, and, finally, in April 1916. The leader of that Easter Rising, Patrick Pearse, had ended his address at the funeral of the Fenian (a member of the revolutionary Irish Republican Brotherhood) O’Donovan Rossa with these words: “They [the English] think that they have foreseen everything, think that they have provided against everything; but the fools, the fools, the fools!—they have left us our Fenian dead, and, while Ireland holds these graves, Ireland unfree shall never be at peace.”

The Rising wasn’t exactly a roaring success, the official story has to admit. But what happened afterwards brought everyone to their senses. The English executed the leaders of the Rising over a period of ten days or so with an odd, languorous cruelty (for example, they had to strap the wounded James Connolly to a chair to keep him upright while they shot him). That was what brought the Irish nation round—the exposure once again of England’s savagery when it came to Ireland; its inability, even in the twentieth century, to treat the Irish any differently from how Cromwell did, as anything other than barbarous wretches. England’s difficulty during the First World War and its aftermath was Ireland’s opportunity for the final time. In 1919, the Irish launched their campaign for independence. It soon became a bloody mess: a guerrilla war of atrocity, reprisal, massacre, and murder by both sides. But in the end, after eight hundred years, the English gave up. There was some unfinished business, it’s true: a civil war, for example. The Irish fought each other over the question of whether to accept the deal negotiated with England, and more died in that conflict than in the war of independence. One of its most important consequences for history—and its study—was the destruction of many documents of the country’s archives when anti-treaty gunmen blew up the Four Courts in Dublin. Henceforth, it would be harder than ever to discover historical fact with which to displace the old myths or to challenge previous interpretations of the Irish past.

Brian Friel asks: “What happens when a small nation that has been manipulated and abused by a huge colonial power for hundreds of years wrests its freedom by blood and anguish?” In the case of Ireland, what happens is more blood and anguish. A serious and intractable problem remained: the small matter of one million Protestants in the north of the island, a fifth of the population, to whom the Gaelic, Catholic Free State was repugnant and unjoinable. The peace treaty partitioned Ireland and created a separate Protestant-dominated province that would remain part of the United Kingdom and outside the new Ireland. The Gaels had envisaged their island as four green fields—the provinces of Leinster, Munster, Connacht, and Ulster. The agreement wrenched away most of the fourth green field from the others and, for the anti-treaty nationalists, it was an unnatural and obscene division of the ancient land. It happened for two reasons: the refusal of the Protestants—the hard, grim Prods of the North whose symbol is the bloody red hand—to accept their place in a united Ireland; and the failure of the English to stand up to them when they threatened to fight to keep Ulster “British” and out of Ireland.

The old story is still being told in Northern Ireland. On its narrow ground, two peoples still jostle and contend. The Catholics have fought their way out of repression into sharing power in the local government. (This victory took place under the 1998 Good Friday Agreement, which consolidated the paramilitary ceasefires and the “peace process” and tried to set out future relationships among Britain, Northern Ireland, and the Republic of Ireland.) Their real goal, however, is to reclaim the fourth green field, to bring it back into one Ireland. The Protestants still resist. The attempt to shoot and bomb them into a united Ireland has failed, it’s true, but political and demographic time is on the Catholic nationalist side. Eventually, the Protestants will accept the inevitable and Ireland will be whole—a nation once again. Or so goes the standard received version of Irish history.

Most of the time, I thought the Northern Irish (both Protestants and Catholics) were familiar and comprehensible: they were Caucasian, English-speaking citizens of a First World country. They drove cars on motorways, ate fast food, and flew to the Costa del Sol to drink beer and get sunburned. When I had drinks with them in pubs, they seemed to be more or less like me or my English or North American friends. They drank harder and talked faster and were generally wittier—the craic again—but they weren’t culturally exotic in the way that Chinese, Russians, or even French or Germans might seem to be.

Yet the comfortable, homey assurance could dissipate in an instant. An amiable pub acquaintance, a Belfast businessman with whom I’d been having a pleasant time, began an abrupt diatribe: the British government had done a proper job of renewing Catholic neighbourhoods destroyed in the Troubles, but not Protestant ones. The rebuilt areas of the Falls Road had as many pubs as before. But on the refurbished Shankill, where there used to be two dozen pubs, he said, now there was one. The fucking Taigs had the upper hand. They’d shot and bombed their way into the government, the murdering bastards, and now they were sticking it to the Protestants. Fuck them all!

“Tiocfaidh ar lá!” my unprejudiced laughing cousin mocked the man— “Our time will come!” It is the ubiquitous Catholic grafitto in Northern Ireland and the motto of republicans. Its meaning is ambiguous. It promises a new day for a hitherto repressed community, but it is also redolent of payback and reprisal. It may jog Protestant race memories of long-ago risings and massacres, back when they were plantation settlers with a precarious foothold on Irish frontier land, surrounded by armed wood kerns and dispossessed papish Gaels with a grudge. For that matter, it implies that the Troubles, the thirty-years’ war, might be over, but that perhaps it is only a truce.

No one in the pub, except me, thought that my cousin was at all funny. I didn’t laugh for long. In the room’s silent tension, we finished our drinks and left.

The exchange made me think about my family: Northern Irish cousins and uncles and especially my father, Alexander. They are an interesting sample of Protestants in one particular respect: they grew up in Belfast, or even lived there most or all of their lives, but they are not bigots. They escaped both the obvious and the insidious conditioning of the place. Not only are most of them without prejudice by Northern Irish standards—there are various degrees of muffled or genteel sectarian ill-will—but they’re enlightened and tolerant by any standard. They would fit immediately into the scheme of things in Canada (to which, in fact, some of them have emigrated, away from the Troubles), England, or the United States. Three of them, exogamously, married Catholics. That’s something that very few members of the two distinct, segregated, hostile, endogamous cultures do: cross the divide, marry out of the tribe. (Even now, over eighty-five percent of Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland marry inside their own communities.)

My family had lived in Ulster for hundreds of years, throughout the worst of times of rebellion and fear. My father took my mother and me out of Ireland to England, and then to Canada (and out of the working class, too). He made us part of that much larger, and already old, Irish nation overseas, which is as much Ulster Protestant as it is southern Catholic. He was filled forever after with the immigrant’s memories of home, with their contradictory mix of nostalgia and aversion. Before his death in the mid-1990s, Alexander was always a path back to Ireland for me. Whatever I think about the place comes through his eyes and mind as much as mine. He transmitted something of the essence of life there, with its odd mix of confrontations and evasions. How strange it is that in Belfast, I feel the pull of home even though I know that, for me, home never was in Ireland. But sometimes it takes more than one generation to complete an immigration.

The Protestants’ mythology of themselves was hard formed by the time Alexander was born, and he spent his time in Northern Ireland within the ambit of the harsh and static myth. But he saw the situation there from all sides; it was a tragic whole for him. He was a humane and unbiased Protestant (in his case, the term being merely a label), a nationalist in favour of a united country, if he had to be anything in relation to the Irish conflict. Perhaps his impeccable freedom from prejudice is a reason for optimism, a locus for understanding inherited hatred and the occasional mystery of its avoidance. Or perhaps it’s just chance and means nothing.

A living family’s genial and generous ecumenism brought ancestors to mind, two of whom, I knew, had done notable things in the Irish past. One of them, Robert Lundy, may have been related, although it’s impossible to trace a sure connection. However, the surname is an uncommon one in Ireland, and Robert certainly left descendants in the country. My family’s standard version of its story has always claimed Robert as an ancestor, and there are good reasons to treat him as one. For a writer looking for a human synecdoche—an individual to represent a whole mythology—he’s simply too useful a person to discard.

Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Lundy was a Scot, not an Irishman. He was appointed governor of the Protestant city of Derry (a creature of the Ulster Plantation) in 1688, just before it came under siege by the Catholic Irish army of James II. Robert prepared the city for siege as best he could, but, when the Irish approached, he ordered Derry’s surrender on the generous terms offered by King James. Like many professional soldiers, he was more inclined than the warlike civilians he governed to compromise or to fight limited war. However, the Protestant hard men of Derry would have none of it. They staged a coup de ville, refused to surrender, and denounced the governor as a traitor. Robert was expelled from the city in disgrace before the siege began in earnest. With notable bravery and endurance, the Protestants survived 105 days, losing thousands to battle, starvation, and disease, before being relieved by Protestant ships that broke the siege boom on the River Foyle.

Robert is one of those enigmatic, mute men in history, and it is his enemies’ version of events that has descended to us: he was an incompetent or a coward, or both, and certainly treacherous. As a result, in Northern Ireland, “Lundy” has some of the same connotation as Benedict Arnold in the United States or Guy Fawkes in England, although it also bears a great deal more contemporary symbolic weight—perhaps like that of Vidkun Quisling, the Nazi puppet and collaborator in Norway, whose name has also become a common noun. The Oxford Companion to Irish History says that “‘Lundy’ survives in unionist rhetoric as a synonym for ‘traitor’, his effigy being burned annually by the Apprentice Boys of the city [of Derry].” In 1974,1 watched on television a group of Protestants burn the photographs of their moderate co-religionists who had signed the Sunningdale power-sharing agreement with the British government and Catholic politicians. The general strike of the Protestant Ulster Workers’ Council and the threat of full-scale rebellion killed the agreement before it began. As the photos burned, I heard one man say, “There go your Lundys.”

I think my family chooses to claim Robert as one of its own because, like many of them, he was detached from the hard-line Protestant cause. Whatever his reasons, he behaved like a peace-seeking moderate. We claim Robert as an ancestor in spite of the discomfort, ridicule—and outright physical danger—that possessing the name “Lundy” has sometimes caused. We’ve taken pride in the supposed connection because it says that we, at least, may not be mindless ideologues or killers.

Robert’s story is one of the seminal myths of the Ulster Protestant tribe: a traitor expelled, a siege endured, no surrender for ever and ever.

The other man from long ago is the Reverend William Steel Dickson. He was a Presbyterian minister in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and he was my great-great-great-great grandfather. With eloquence that grew famous, he preached in favour of Catholic emancipation from the penal laws, and of violence if it was necessary to resist tyranny. English repression and arrogance (and Anglican establishment prejudice) in Ireland made him a revolutionary, a prominent member of the Society of United Irishmen, a general in its armed militia (which fought the Insurrection of 1798), a political prisoner held without charge or trial for almost four years, a Protestant willing to take up arms with Catholics for the independence of a united Ireland.

The nomenclature of violence is relative, of course. It’s hard to tell the difference between a “terrorist” and a “freedom fighter,” goes the old English comedy routine (from less parlous times), particularly when you’re being disembowelled by one. Irish nationalists think of William as a freedom fighter. To the English, and to many other Irishmen, even if he was a distinguished man of God, he was never more than a mere terrorist.

William suffered during imprisonment but was never broken by it, nor by the destruction of his life and livelihood. His poverty persisted because, stiff-necked and principled as he was, for the rest of his long life he refused to explain, or apologize for, his role in the United Irishmen and the planning of the rebellion. On the contrary, he argued, with his characteristic passion: Why should he be the one to apologize for something for which he was never charged, let alone tried? The government and his church (which also condemned him) should damned well apologize to him.

My father’s father was William Lundy. His friends and family called him Billy and so will I, to avoid confusion with William Steel Dickson. All these “Williams”—it’s also my middle name and my uncle’s first name—are the Ulster Protestant analogue to “Muhammad” for a Muslim. The pious homage to the seventeenth-century William of Orange is similar in nature, if fuzzier in memory. English reporter to Orangeman: “Just who was King Billy?” Orangeman: “Och away, man, and read your Bible!”

I have the Orange sash Billy first wore when he joined the Orange Order as a teenager. He was a Protestant bigot who did not like Catholics at all. He signed Ulster’s Solemn League and Covenant in 1912, pledging to fight against the British Crown to keep Ulster British (not the first manifestation of the confusing and apparently contradictory ideology of loyalism). I recognize his handwriting on the Covenant website: William Lundy, Irish Quarter South, Carrickfergus. He joined the 100,000-strong Ulster Volunteer Force (the UVF) formed to back up the Covenant’s rejection of home rule (which, to Protestants, was really “Rome rule”). When the First World War began, UVF members seized the moment to prove themselves as loyalists distinct from the sly Fenians, with their “opportunities” when England had “difficulties” (ignoring the fact that many thousands of Catholic constitutional nationalists joined up, too). The Protestant illegal army offered itself to the empire and its King-Emperor and formed the British Army’s 36th (Ulster) Division. It was almost destroyed in a few hours on the Western Front during the first day’s slaughter of the Battle of the Somme. Later, Billy joined the B Specials, apparently comfortable with their reputation for harsh policing and sectarian violence. He died before the Troubles began of kidney disease that might have been a result of swallowing too much sour gas as a gasworks labourer. It was a toxic job, at a time when workmen were still merely cheap bodies in motion.

Billy’s life straddles the ambiguous end-time of the standard Irish story’s 800-year occupation of Ireland. When he was born in 1890, the country was tied to Britain through the Act of Union of 1801; peaceful nationalists were agitating for home rule, and Fenian gunmen were plotting for independence. He lived through revolution, civil war, sectarian hate, and butchery. By the time of his death, Ireland was divided into the independent republic and the still-British province in the north. That province itself was divided, the usual mundane Ulster violence going on, but the mad eruption of terror and killing rumbling below, rising closer to the surface.

Billy represents the antithesis of the tolerant, ecumenical William Steel Dickson, and he was a living summation of what the Ulster Protestants had become by the beginning of the First World War: a tribe united in their hostility to Catholics and to the project of an independent Ireland. By then, the Prods had done their historical spadework, turning up what they needed for their armoured, self-justifying story—siege, unity, exclusivity, and endurance—and burying what they didn’t need: the memory of an open, generous moment in the past. Martyrdom isn’t a motif restricted to Catholic nationalists—the hopeless Easter Rising of 1916, hunger strikers fasting to the death. The Protestants would make their own blood-sacrifice for their beliefs at the Battle of the Somme. The killing field before Thiepval Wood was a field of fire that would anneal the political mythology of the Ulster Protestants into a still-harder, yet-undissolved form.

The historian T.W. Moody wrote: “It is not Irish history but Irish mythology that has been ruinous to us and may prove even more lethal.” I will try to substitute some necessary complexities for the distorting simplicities of myth, for the good old Irish story, for the standard received version—Protestant as well as Catholic. I’ll attempt to unravel more of the “truth” of things in Ulster history and to see what memory and the selective, myth-making plundering of history has made of the truth.

The lives of Robert Lundy, William Steel Dickson, and Billy Lundy encapsulate many themes in the northern Irish past. Robert and William played roles that can be described as pivotal. In telling their stories, and Billy’s more modest one, perhaps I can lay bare the harsh and sometimes murderous mythologies of the Protestants of Northern Ireland. The lives of my ancestors resonate in the very core of Ulster history.



1 The term also refers to the violent period from 1916 to 1923 throughout the island, but I use it here to describe only the more recent events in Northern Ireland.
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