War of National Liberation or Ethnic Cleansing: IRA Violence in Fermanagh during the Troubles
by Henry Patterson

In his important book Irlanda del Norte: Una Historia de Guerra y la Busqueda de la Paz, Rogelio Alonso has noted that ‘The peace process in Northern Ireland has produced authentic fascination in the Basque Country. In recent years Basque nationalism has looked in an Irish mirror to try and construct a strategy for its own peace process.’
 In Ireland the role of Father Alec Reid, long-time confidant of Gerry Adams,  in conveying the ‘lessons’ of the Irish process to the PNV and Batasuna has been emphasised particularly after ETA’s recent announcement of a permanent cease-fire.  However, as Alonso has pointed out in his book and in recent articles in El Pais and other Spanish newspapers and periodicals the ‘lessons’ from Ireland conveyed by Reid and  Adams,  are, to say the least problematic. They reflect the dominant narrative of the peace process as it is conveyed to a wider British and international audience. 

This narrative depicts the Irish process as one of a number of international examples of situations where a long war between entrenched colonial or settler interests and various oppressed groups has been brought to an end through negotiations between former combatants which addresses the issues of discrimination and structural equality that generated the original conflict. This peace process narrative is widely accepted in media and parts of academia. However, unlike other struggles for national liberation in Africa and Latin America, it was the self-designated ‘anti-imperialist’ force that killed far more victims of the Troubles than did state forces. According to McKittrick et al’s  monumental study of deaths during the Troubles  republicans were responsible for 58% of the deaths and the Provisional IRA for 48% while the RUC was responsible for 1.4% and the UDR for 0.2%. Even we accepted the republican claims of widespread collusion between state forces and protestant paramilitaries and added a 50% of Protestant paramilitary killings to those the security forces was allegedly responsible for we still come up with a figure of around 17%. 

The hegemony of a particular narrative of the peace process has been one of the reasons for the widespread unease with the   process amongst the Protestant/Unionist community in Northern Ireland. As a result the ending of the Troubles with the IRA cessation of violence and the Belfast Agreement of 1998, although it has removed the most destructive forms of ethnic conflict in Northern Ireland, has not ushered in a period of cross-community reconciliation. The ‘war’ has, in part, been transferred into a clash of conflicting narratives of ‘who was to blame’ for the Troubles and in particular for its thousands of victims. There has been much talk of a possible Truth and Reconciliation Commission on South African lines being established. But as Roy Foster has noted the South African body declared that ‘factual and objective truth’ was not enough in a traumatised society: other forms of ‘social or dialogue truth’ or ‘healing truth’ needed to be added.
 As he implies, there remains a major research agenda for contemporary historians to try and provide that factual and more objective truth without which this dreadful period will largely remain the province of ethnic entrepreneurs ransacking it for their conflicting political projects. 

This paper comes out of my initial work on a project which aims to examine in detail the relation between ethno-national mentalities, religion and political violence in the border areas of Northern Ireland: Fermanagh, Tyrone, Armagh and Down  from 1969 to 1994 when the IRA declared its first cease-fire. These predominantly rural areas were the sites of some of the highest rates of violence during the Troubles.
 They were also areas where the Protestant population, the majority in Northern Ireland as a whole, were often a minority. Fermanagh and Tyrone had been, along with the city of Derry, the sites of gerrymandering and discrimination during the years of unionist control of the Northern Ireland state. Their Protestant populations were pre-occupied with the perceived demographic threat from the Catholic community and expected their politicians to practise a politics of communal defence through control of the allocation of public housing and jobs. Catholics in these areas had hoped at the time of partition to be included in the new Irish state and living so close to their co-religionists in the Irish Republic, were particularly incensed about the ‘artificiality’ of partition. These were also areas with strong communal memories of the original plantations and the expropriation by the new Protestant settlers. 

The focus here is on county Fermanagh in the west of Northern Ireland. Prior to the Troubles although historical memories and political and national identities were deeply bi-furcated in the county , day-to-day living was usually relatively amicable and harmonious. As the Irish travel writer, Dervla Murphy, noted of Fermanagh even during the early years  of the  Troubles there was little ‘to flaw the impression of a traditional rural community going about its daily tasks in a contented neighbourly way. A Protestant lends medicine for a sick Catholic cow, a Catholic fetches a spare part for a broken Protestant tractor, everybody goes to the funeral of an Orangeman who always spoke out against the fiddling of the electoral register’. But she adds that there would be a ‘fuss’ if  ‘any member of either community breaks an unwritten sectarian law’. 
These ‘laws’  included no inter-marriage and no selling of land to the ‘other sort’. Unionists often refer nostalgically to the pre-Troubles period as one in which they and their Catholic neighbours got on well, often claiming that Catholics were happy to come out and watch their neighbours as they paraded in their Orange regalia. This mythology of a prelapsarian Ulster, functions to allocate blame and responsibility for the Troubles to nationalist demagogues and the IRA. 

In reality much of the common coinage of internal unionist and Orange discourse in the pre-Troubles period related to the always present Catholic threat in particular the alleged clerically supported strategy of ‘peaceful penetration’ :  buying up Protestant land and businesses.  Similarly many Catholics who would have not supported violence nevertheless continued to see Protestants as interlopers and partition as a continuous affront. There had been significant IRA violence in the county during the War of Independence and the period immediately after the creation of the northern state in 1921 and during the 1956-62 campaign the IRA had concentrated its activities in border counties and its most famous raid: the attack on Brookeborough RUC station, in which Sean South and Fergal O’Hanlon were killed, occurred very close to one of the areas most affected by IRA attacks during the Troubles: south Fermanagh. However, most of the victims of IRA attacks during the 1920s and the 1950s had been members of the state’s police force killed in gun battles with groups of IRA men. The leadership of the IRA during the 1956 campaign made the decision that the part-time militia, the ‘B’ Special Constabulary, would not be targets.  A participant in the campaign described the thinking behind this decision:

They (the IRA) couldn’t shoot a ‘B’ Special. There were 10,000 of them marching on the roads every night the IRA people sitting in a ditch waiting for an opportunity to hit the RUC and the British Army which were the armed people that they were fighting against, and they couldn’t even fire a shot at a ‘B’ Special because the Specials were seen as ordinary Protestant people, mostly Protestant workers, getting a few shillings for marching around. Now there was no socialism or anything involved in the 1956 campaign…but they were Protestant people and very much Irish and we had no campaign against the Protestant people.

The ‘B’ specials were abolished in 1970 as part of the reforms imposed by the British government on the Stormont regime as a result of the civil rights movement. The specials were replaced by the Ulster Defence Regiment. This was to be a regiment of the British Army although, unlike any other regiment, it was to only recruited within Northern Ireland. It was planned that the regiment would aim to recruit a significant number of Catholics and initially a considerable number of Catholics did join. However a number of factors led many of these to resign whilst the supply of Catholic recruits dried up. Most of the command staff of the UDR were former B Specials as were many of the rank and file and this could create  an antagonistic atmosphere for Catholics. This chill factor was added to by the disastrous internment decision of August 1971 and then Bloody Sunday. The Provisional IRA also set out to intimidate and murder Catholic members. The result was that by the end of 1972 Catholics made up 3.7% of the total.
The regiment was also accused of being infiltrated by Protestant paramilitaries and its members of having colluded in the assassination of Catholics. Even more common was the claim that UDR men regularly abused Catholics at vehicle check-points and when they were searching properties. 

In Fermanagh where many Protestants had been members of the ‘B’ Specials, they now joined the part-time UDR and the RUC Reserve, activities which they could combine with their day-to-day occupations as farmers, factory workers, postmen, delivery men and shopkeepers. The Provisional IRA had targeted the UDR from the regiment’s inception. The IRA’s depiction of the UDR was of an organisation of ‘state sanctioned armed sectarian thugs’.
 This description was included in an article ‘UDR in the firing line’ which reported the following incident which occurred in South Fermanagh on 5 February 1980: ‘A UDR man was shot dead by IRA volunteers during the evening. He was ambushed at Edenmore on the road to Kinawley.’ The incident is described in McKittrick et al’s  Lost Lives:

Alexander Abercrombie, UDR, Protestant, 44, married, 4 children, farmer.

A part-time corporal, his body was slumped over the steering wheel of his tractor where he had been shot by the IRA on a remote part of his farm near Kinawley, about five miles from the county Cavan border. He was found by his brother who had gone to the farm to look for him when he had returned for a meal.

AP/RN’s description of the killing was typical in its minimalism and its failure to mention that the UDR man was not in uniform and was performing his occupation when he was shot. The campaign against the UDR in Fermanagh had been going on since the early 1970s and most of its victims were part-timers who were killed when they were off-duty. Thus on 21 September 1972, Thomas Bullock, a UDR man and a farmer was shot together with his wife at their farm at Killynick, Aghalane. They were watching TV when the gunmen attacked. According to Chris Ryder’s book, The Ulster Defence Regiment, ‘Mrs Bullock was shot in the chest at the front porch and the gunmen stepped over her dead body and went inside where they shot her husband several times in the head and neck.’
  In 1972 the UDR regiment based in Fermanagh lost 6 members , four of them on their farms along the border. Another ten were wounded.  Four farm families with UDR members in the Garrison area had to sell their land and animals and move to safer areas.
 So brutal and shocking was the murder of the Bullocks  that it was claimed that the Provos had called off their campaign against off-duty members of the UDR.
 If such a decision was ever made, it did not prevent John Bell another part-timer being shot dead on 22 October when a car in which he, his father and his brother were travelling to an out-farm owned by the family was ambushed by three IRA men who opened fire from behind a hedge.

 However, over the next seven years only one more UDR man was killed in South Fermanagh. The reasons for this are not clear but it may in part reflect the fact that the leadership of the movement in the early and mid- 1970s was dominated by southern republicans many of whom had been involved in the 1956 campaign and who may  have had qualms about the attacks on UDR part-timers . The leadership’s policy document Eire-Nua had set out constitutional structures for a federal Ireland which they saw as being aimed at attracting Protestants and some of the up-and-coming Northern  Provos saw this document as unnecessarily conciliatory towards the Unionist community.

When Gerry Adams and his northern compatriots challenged the leadership of the southerners from the mid-1970s one of their targets was Eire Nua and what was seen as its failure to appreciate the totally reactionary and ‘colon’ nature of Ulster unionism.  The ‘Long War’ strategy developed by Adams and his comrades in the late 1970s accepted that it could take up to two decades of armed struggle to break Britain’s will to remain in the North and in the interim one of the main functions of the armed struggle was to ‘keep the pot boiling’ : to keep the North on London’s political agenda. Adams was particularly concerned to  ensure that no deal was developed between Unionists and the moderate Nationalists of the SDLP which would have marginalised republicans. As one Tyrone republican explained to the journalist Ed Moloney  the killing of UDR men ‘stops the Unionists doing a deal with the SDLP.’

The establishment of Adam’s hegemony in the republican movement at the end of the 1970s coincided with an intensification of attacks on the UDR in border areas. South Fermanagh was particularly affected. Protestants were a minority in this area which had 150 miles of crinkled border with the Republic which was crossed with scores of roads which left it in the words of the UUP leader, James Molyneaux, ‘wide open’ to Provo attacks launched by ASU’s based in the Republic.
 The Irish Times journalist David McKittrick visited Newtownbutler, the main town in the area, in June 1980, when local Protestants were acutely aware of the IRA threat. So far that year three members of Galoon Parish Church had been killed. One was a police reservist, Robert Crilly,  aged 60 shot in January, in April Victor Morrow, a former UDR man aged 62, was shot dead outside his home and in June, Richard Latimer, a part-time member of the UDR was shot dead inside his hardware shop in the main street of the town. As McKittrick noted of the position of UDR members in the area : ‘They seem to be sitting ducks. They are armed with legally-issued weapons for their personal protection but still the Provisionals can pick them off almost at will.’
 By this time over 50 Protestants in Fermanagh had been killed since the start of the Troubles, most of them members of the UDR or RUC reserve. 

Fermanagh had traditionally been a bastion of UUP strength but the fears and resentment caused by the IRA campaign encouraged Paisley to begin regular visits to the county to try and establish a DUP presence. He was loud in his protests about IRA ‘genocide’ and to the dismay of the UUP publicly encouraged the notion that if the British Government did not take action- by the closure of all but the main cross-border roads, Protestants should take whatever steps were necessary to protect themselves.  On June 23 1980 7,000 Protestants from all over Fermanagh came to Newtownbutler for a rally addressed by Paisley and Molyneaux and organised by the Fermanagh United Protestant Action Group for the Defence of Family and Home. The response of An Phoblacht/Republican News to the rally was revealing: 

Paisley and Molyneaux are distorting the attacks on crown forces into ‘Genocide against the Protestant people’, an allegation which immediately collapses upon inspection. Only last week the Church of Ireland Primate, Dr John Armstrong, whilst expressing concern about killings in the area, stated that ‘it is difficult to find evidence of a plan to eliminate Protestants’

AP/RN also quoted from an editorial on the killings in the Irish Times: ‘The Provos kill them because they donned a British uniform and participated in the war against the IRA’. This was news management which Goebels would have been proud of. If we read the full text of the archbishop’s interview  we find :

In south Armagh and Fermanagh 54 Protestants had been killed. Many students from border areas at Queen’s University Belfast were seriously worried about the safety of their parents and other relatives. The chaplains at Queens had been in communication with him about these students who are in a ferment of fear. Their studies are being upset. They get their Chaplains to ring to see if their parents are safe.

Asked if their seemed to a terrorist plan to kill Protestants or intimidate them so much that they would be compelled to move to other areas, he said ‘there seemed to be a disturbing pattern in the killings. Sometime the person killed would be the natural successor to the farm, like an elder son. It is difficult to find evidence of a plan to eliminate Protestants. The only evidence is that so many people have been killed.’ It seems that what the Archbishop was saying that there was no evidence that would stand up in a court of law- a common problem of democratic states dealing with terrorist movements.

The republicans also omitted this section of the Irish Times editorial: ‘To the Unionist community along the Border, they (the UDR men) are husbands and fathers, often the mainstay of Protestant families. They do what their community by and large expects in joining the UDR…the loss of men folk is a blow to the heart of any community.’

The IRA in Fermanagh condemned the organisers of the Newtownbutler rally for ‘attempting to create mass sectarian strife in Northern Ireland…we will not allow the anyone to turn the war of national liberation against the Brits into sectarian strife’. However, their declaration that ‘Fermanagh people have nothing to fear because of their religion’ would not have reassured many Protestants when they read ‘The only people who need fear are those who wear the British uniform or who associate with the collaborationist forces in maintaining the British occupation’.
 The death penalty for ‘association’ hung over a large proportion of Fermanagh Protestants many of who had members of the security forces in their families and whose unionism made them de facto ‘collaborators’. Protestants in the county also knew that resignation from the UDR or RUC reserve was no guarantee of safety.  Thus on 17 April, Victor Morrow, a former member of the UDR was shot dead 150 yard from his home on his way to work on the night shift of a factory in Lisnaskea. AP/RN had this to say of the killing:

A founder member of Britain’s sectarian militia, the UDR and a former member of the even more infamous ‘B’ Specials was shot dead by the IRA on the evening of 17th April. He was ambushed by the IRA on the Newtownbutler to Clones Road. The local IRA commander pointed out that their intelligence indicated that the dead man had been active member of the UDR in contradiction to media references to his recent resignation from the regiment.

In fact the victim had retired from the UDR a year earlier. Perhaps he should have taken the advice of  the local IRA who in a statement said that those who wish to resign from the UDR and RUC or had recently done so ‘can have their names taken off the list of targets if they make their position know through republican contacts or clerics.’
 But killings of former UDR and RUC men continued and it would be one of these that caused the IRA to announce that its Fermanagh unit had been ‘stood down’ in Janaury 1989. Harry Keys , a former member of the RUC Reserve was shot 23 times by the IRA while sitting in his car with his girlfriend outside her home in Donegal.

The use of the term ethnic cleansing in relation to the violence in these areas has been controversial. Ian Paisley used the term ‘genocide’ for the IRA killings in Fermanagh in the early 1980s.It was inevitable that for nationalists this language was objectionable as it was not used by unionists with reference to the killings and expulsions of Catholics from workplaces and residential areas in parts of Northern Ireland where they were the minority. 

In existing academic analysis there is little use of the term. In what is the main work on the human cost of the Troubles the sole reference is a fleeting one: ‘some would argue that a process of “ethnic cleansing” of Protestants from the border areas of Tyrone and Fermanagh has taken place over the years’.
 It has been left to journalists to take the term seriously.
  Because most of the victims of IRA violence were members of the security forces it has been easier for the deaths to be depicted as part of a broader essentially ‘strategic’ conflict between republican paramilitaries and the state. 
 The most recent academic history of the Provisionals by Richard English fails to mention the campaign against the UDR. In his conclusion where he attempts to subject republican justifications for armed struggle to critical analysis he is remarkably circumspect in his judgement: 

Another key point concerns the effects of IRA violence on sectarian division. For even if the organisation has intended to avoid sectarian warfare- and it seems fair to acknowledge, for example, that the IRA could easily have carried out far more simply sectarian killings than it has done- that does not mean that its campaign has not had a divisive effect in some respects.

How circumspect should we be about our use of the term ethnic cleansing?  It is true that more Protestants could have been killed and more Protestant businesses bombed and destroyed. The process of attacks and intimidation was clearly not of Balkan proportions. But this in itself does not rule the term out. The project takes as its theoretical point of departure Michael Mann’s innovatory comparative study of ethnic cleansing, The Dark Side of Democracy. Here he warns us that ‘murderous ethnic cleansing is not primitive or alien. It belongs to our own civilisation and to us’. He adds that ‘ordinary people are brought by normal social structures into committing murderous ethnic cleansing and their motives are much more mundane’.
 If we look at his general theses aimed at explaining these atrocities then we can easily identify Fermanagh as fulfilling one of his key factors: ‘the danger zone of murderous ethnic cleansing is reached when movements claiming to represent two fairly old ethnic groups both lay claim to their own state over all or part of the same territory’.
 But he also notes that ‘going over the brink’ is most likely where ‘the state exercising sovereignty over the contested territory has been factionalised’ i.e. full-blown ethnic cleansing occurs when the pre-existing state has disintegrated. Though border Protestants claimed to have been left at the mercy of the IRA, the fact that many more were not killed owes much more to the continuing capacity of the state to resist terrorism than to the ‘warriors honour’ of the Provos.

It was also limited by Adams attempt from the mid-1980s to build a pan-nationalist alliance with the SDLP and Fianna Fail. The Fermanagh Provos became an embarrassment when they carried out the bombing of the Enniskillen remembrance day ceremony in November 1987 in which eleven Protestants were killed. Undaunted they continued to provide Adams with more occasions for hand-wringing when they shot dead Gillian Johnston a 21 year old shop worker while she was sitting in a car with her fiancé. The IRA admitted to a mistake but claimed that the real target was a family member who was in the UDR. The RUC said there was no connection between the family or her fiancé and the security forces. When the same unit set of a bomb in a school bus near Lisnaskea, aimed at the driver, a part-time UDR man, but injured school children 
and then went on to kill Harry Keys, the potential political costs of such activities to Sinn Fein resulted in its disbandment. 
 In an interview with the Observer’s Irish correspondent, Mary Holland in June 1988, Adams said that it would be ‘vastly preferable’ for the IRA to target British soldiers rather than the RUC and UDR: ‘when a British soldier dies it removes the worst of the agony from Ireland..It also diffuses the sectarian conflict because Loyalists don’t see the killing of British soldiers by the IRA as an attack on their community.’

This is the nearest the President of Sinn Fein has ever come to recognising what the IRA inflicted upon Protestants in border areas of Northern Ireland .  As Roy Foster noted of Adams’ autobiography: ‘the bombing of shopping centres, the boycotting of Protestant business and the effective ethnic cleansing of Protestant communities from rural areas’
 does not feature. A more honest evaluation was given by a member of the IRA’s Army Council in an interview in 1990:

The Unionists too are victims of partition. There are Protestant families in Tyrone who have had six in one family killed. I understand that they will remain bitter for a long time: they will probably never integrate into a unitary Irish state.
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