
[image: The Painters of Belfast’s No Man’s Land]



[image: Vintage Books]




The Painters of Belfast’s No Man’s Land


How Northern Ireland is Grappling with a Hollow Peace



Stephen Groves



Runner-up in The Bodley Head & Financial Times Essay Prize

[image: logo]




Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	About the Author

	The Painters of Belfast’s No Man’s Land

	Copyright






	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7






	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Table of Contents

	Begin Reading






About the Author

Stephen Groves grew up in Colorado in the United States and attended Taylor University in Indiana. He spent four years in Nepal, writing and working for an organization that prevents human trafficking. He also met his wife Sarah in Nepal. He moved to Brooklyn last year to work towards a joint Master of Arts in Journalism and International Relations at New York University.




Every night at 6:30pm, Tony rides his bicycle to Northumberland Street and performs one of the rituals essential to maintaining peace in Belfast. He pushes a pair of ten-foot-high metal gates shut, closing off the crossway that connects the Catholic Falls and the Protestant Shankill neighbourhoods. With a clank, he seals one of the few thoroughfares between the two communities, completing a wall that now runs uninterrupted from the city centre to its western edge.

These barriers prevent violence between the communities, but they also create a no man’s land without peace. Instead of riots and martial law, the city is now ruled by walls and unspoken segregation. Instead of bombs and assassinations, suicide and heroin are now leading killers. And instead of the reconciliation the Good Friday Agreement promised 20 years ago, the city faces a schism between past and future. This is Belfast’s present, a contained violence that has turned inward.

His duty completed, Tony retires to his security patrol in the industrial park nearby, just as he’s done for nearly two decades. Behind him he leaves a 100-square-yard patch of concrete – walled in on every side, shut down every night. This is no man’s land in Belfast.

The next morning, the gates re-open, and life returns. Paul Doran and Mark Ervine pull up in a red Volkswagen Polo hatchback and unload a ladder, paint and brushes. They are completing their latest mural this week, though the temperature is dropping towards freezing and flakes of snow are blowing in – but it’s not raining, so it’s painting weather.

As they pry open cans of paint, commuters rumble by on their way to work. The road is busy at this time in the morning – it’s one of the few passageways between two busy roads. Most of the other thoroughfares between ardent Protestant and Catholic communities now result in dead ends; walls of brick or metal interrupting streets, dividing neighbourhoods, preventing riots between the two factions.

The painters have chalked out a grid to scale the photos they have printed and folded and placed in their pockets. As they work, they laugh. Paul, the apprentice muralist who hails from a family with ties to the Provisional Irish Republican Army (the IRA – the Catholic militant group fighting for independence from the UK), backtracks to his Falls side for a beer run. He returns with an eight-pack of Harp Lager, which helps keep the peace in no man’s land. Paul must tread carefully – his collaborator is an ardent Protestant, loyal to the British.

As they open the beers, Mark is in his element – a paint brush in his right hand, a beer can in his left. The inspiration flows, and he becomes a showman, entertaining the tourists and journalists who come to ask when the walls will come down. Mark loves it. His eyes widen as he jokes. He revels admirers with the message of his art, telling them it’s anti-capitalist, anti-globalist, for the people – the people of any community.

With a paint-stained track jacket, a week of stubble, and beer-and-smoke-scented breath, he could pass for any Belfast grafter. But Paul plays the hype man. He reveals that Mark is one of the most famed muralists of Northern Ireland. The Mark Ervine. The guy who has painted on both sides of the walls, who collaborated with ex-IRA man Danny D. Google him – it’s fuckin mad.

Mark plays it cool. ‘When you’re in no man’s land, you’re a nobody,’ he says. ‘That’s pretty much who I am. I’m a bit of a no man’s land nobody.’

Painting in this void, Mark can forget for a moment. He can forget about his childhood growing up in Ravenhill, going to visit his father every week who was locked away in The Maze for plotting to bomb Catholics (although his mother told Mark he was only kept there to paint and decorate the prison). He can forget about all of the things he’s seen that could make you want to ‘curl up into a ball and die’. He can forget about learning of his father’s rise to political power from an election poster he saw on his way home from school. And, for a moment, he can forget about his own son – he would have been 30 now, the same age as Paul – who committed suicide at 14.

It wasn’t an unusual thing. In Northern Ireland, more people have died from
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