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Preface

S

ilent Voices is a collection of personal stories. The contributors
are people who have in some way been affected by Partition or
the ‘Troubles’ in Ireland or by conflict elsewhere in the world. All
have a specific Sligo connection although the stories are not all set in
Sligo. The stories reflect the people who told them and it is their own
voice and words that you read in this book. The stories were told to
an interviewer and later edited by that interviewer in collaboration
with the storyteller. What you read here is the final distillation from
that process.
This collection does not set out to represent a definitive view
of any event, person or place. It simply tells you, the reader, how
the events recounted impacted on the storyteller. Some things you
read may make you feel uncomfortable; some may make you feel
sad. Others may cause you to laugh or smile or bring to mind friends
lost, wisdom gained, times past. For some readers the events in the
stories will be part of history, and maybe for many of us little bits of
history will emerge through these pages that are made new by being
told from a different perspective.
Storytelling is about individual truth telling. It is not about setting
any record straight and does not presume that there is a ‘true story’.
There are many true stories and for every story here there are dozens
more untold stories that make us who we are in Sligo in 2011.
Storytelling is a way to make sense of things that have been
outside our understanding, or beyond us. Telling is cathartic, it brings
closure to the storyteller and many of the contributors reported
strong feelings of relief associated with speaking their own truth to
another person whose only job was to listen and record what was
being said. It takes courage to tell our stories, especially if they are
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hard to hear. As you make your way through this book remember that
the contributors are just ordinary people trying to live their lives as
best they can.
All contributions are anonymous, except where the substance
of the contribution demands otherwise. The experiences recounted
touch on universal themes associated with the impacts of conflict.
Many names, places and other identifying references have been
changed in the stories. Images used have been mainly chosen by the
contributors.
Nothing is sanitised or tweaked to make it acceptable to any
group or viewpoint and it may well be that you will read something
in these pages that will make you think again about something and
cause you to look at people and events in a different way. If that is so,
the collection has done its work.

x

Any chance
of a salmon?
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Any chance of a salmon?

I

couldn’t tell you what age I was for sure when I found out my dad
was in the IRA but I remember he used to go away off at night times
and I would ask him ‘daddy where are you going’ and stuff like that,
and he would say, ‘son, I’m going off fishing’, but then he mightn’t
come back for three or four days. Then I remember, I came home
from school one day, myself and my sister, and our house was closed
so I went over to my neighbour across the road, she would mind us,
and she said, ‘your dad was taken away’. I said, ‘what do you mean?’
She said, ‘well, you know, your dad was taken away’, and I was pretty
dumb, thinking like ‘what’s going on here?’ She explained to me that
the army came and got him, and I was like, ‘what?’ And I kind of – I put
two and two together – and I realised what it was. It came out then
in the local papers, you know, ‘IRA escapee has been arrested in this
house’ and that was when the penny dropped. When I was younger,
I kind of had suspicions of something, he’s not going out fishing for
three or four days and coming back with no fish, you know!
Even though I was young I knew about Sinn Féin, but I don’t think
I was old enough at the time to understand the IRA or that there was
any connection. I knew there was something, but it was when that
incident happened that the penny dropped. I was in primary school,
so I suppose I was about ten. I was actually in the house that morning
and I heard a commotion downstairs and dad saying, ‘I’m telling you
one thing, don’t wake up my children’ so when I got up in the morning
there was just mum there. But there were other times when I got up in
the morning and dad wasn’t there anyway so I thought it was a normal
day. Mum made your breakfast, you went off to school, she dressed
you and whatever and that was that. I only realised this was different
when I came home and the neighbour said, ‘your dad was taken away’.
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But for some reason at the same time, I didn’t think anything bad had
happened, but then you heard people saying the army had taken him
away and I was thinking, ‘am I ever going to see him again?’. When
you hear that the army has taken your dad away, you think that they
might go and shoot him or something, when you’re ten years of age
you don’t understand, you know.
I was in school the day of dad’s arrest. The story would have
been on the radio and one of the teachers did say it to me. She was
nice about it, but then there were other teachers who would, they
wouldn’t single you out, but they cut you down, they cut you off.
I could tell at that age anyway that the teachers were keeping their
distance from me, they would teach you alright but that was it. They
did their job but I knew they were keeping their distance.
The kids in school knew. There were kids who wouldn’t talk to
me because their parents would have told them that they knew who
my dad was. I’m not saying that it was always people with money
or anything like that but the richer kids, they wouldn’t let you play
games with them and stuff like that. Then there were kids as well who
would know and say to me, ‘I heard about your dad’ and this that
and the other. I would have said, ‘heard about what?’, trying to put it
lightly, because they didn’t know what to say.
I think the parents of the other children in school told them not to
play with me. In this primary school; after school, somebody would
go to somebody else’s house for dinner. That would be the kind of
wee thing that was done. Except that I never got asked around to
other people’s houses. And so I would be thinking, ‘there’s something
not right here’. I asked my mother one time why this was, ‘why won’t
the others ask me around?’ and she told me. This was after it all
happened with dad. I knew in my heart why before then but the kids
didn’t say. In later years, I was old enough to talk with them about it
and they told me it was because they would have heard, ‘it’s Dermot’s
son and he is a terrorist and he is a bomber’ or something. They just
thought, ‘he’s in the IRA, it’s bad news, so I’m keeping my children
away from this or that’. So I wasn’t allowed around to their houses.
I’m just remembering this now, but before my dad got arrested, he
didn’t tell me exactly what he was involved in but he explained it as
something and he said, ‘look, don’t worry about it’. So I knew that if
the kids in school were doing things like that, I kind of knew that my
dad had said not to worry. To be honest, I can’t remember what it was

33

SILENT VOICES

that he said, but in my heart I knew why the ones in school were like
that, even though I didn’t know exactly what was going on.
My dad didn’t say, ‘you don’t tell that’, or ‘if anyone talks to you,
you don’t say this’, because I didn’t know anything about my dad or
what he was involved in, but in some way as a child, I was picking up
little things because dad was going, or if he would come over with
a couple of people, or had loads of people in the house on a certain
night. So, as a kid maybe I was just putting two and two together and
kind of defended him.
My mum told me everything after dad got arrested and she had
to. I knew in myself though because as I mentioned, when dad said
something to me when I was younger he must have said it in a way
that I was able to understand. Because when he was arrested even
though I had it in my head that I would probably never see him again,
I remembered he had said, ‘never to worry or anything like that, I’ll
be fine.’ I was so young that I can’t bring it back to mind what he said,
but when he was arrested, I think maybe I was waiting for the day.
All along, I’d have asked my mother; ‘is he gonna come back,
where are they going to put him?’ But she always said, ‘don’t worry,
everything will be fine’, stuff like that, the usual mother thing to do.
The main question I had was, ‘is he going to come back?’ I didn’t
know if he was going to come back at all you know. He’d go and then
he’d come back and then he would go and then he would be gone,
and I’d be thinking, ‘what’s going on here like?’ I’d only ask about
where is he and stuff like that. It was very hard for my mother I’m
sure. It was very hard for her having to live that lifestyle, it’s not the
normal happy family – towards the extreme opposite you know.
People would have asked me about what happened with my dad;
‘what did he do?’, ‘why was he in prison?’, ‘how did he escape?’, ‘how
did they do it?’, ‘how is he still out for so long?’, ‘how is he free now?’
and stuff like that. I would answer them, but I wouldn’t go into the
details. I would tell them the truth. They had probably read stuff in the
papers but I would tell them the truth. Whether they would believe
me or not I don’t know. To be honest, it was the same question off
everybody and I got sick of it. ‘How did he do it Kieran’, and I didn’t
want to be mean, I would just say ‘I don’t know’, but it was the same
thing every time like, so I just told a shortened version of it. But then
on the other hand, there was, ‘fair play to your dad.’
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The teachers in secondary school would have asked me at school.
As I was pretty handy at the football, I got on well with a lot of the
teachers. They would ask me why he was put in prison. I just said
I didn’t know. They would especially ask me ‘how did he escape?’,
‘how did he do it?’, ‘how was he living here for so long?’. I wouldn’t
say anything, I would just say, ‘I never asked anything about it, I don’t
know.’
So, on one side you had the bad handling of it but there was a
good side as well. You were respected. It kept me out of trouble when
I was at school, because nobody would bully me or anything like that,
I suppose that was a good factor, I never thought of it before. They
would have been afraid of what was going to happen if they bullied
me, not that it would, but they probably thought it you know.
It was good, it kept me out of badness. When I was a teenager, it
kept me away from going out drinking or taking drugs or whatever
which was a good thing. It was because of the IRA’s attitude towards
drugs; ‘don’t be having that fellow around with us, don’t be having
him around here, his father is in the IRA’ or ‘you don’t want be going
about with that fellow, something will happen, you will be shot’ or
something like that. I can remember things like that being said I went
was in school. I have that image. I did feel left out, sure, when you go
to teenage discos, when teenagers hang around youth clubs and stuff
like that and you’d hear, ‘don’t be having that fellow around here’,
I definitely felt left out. Of course. My best friends were there but you
always want to be part of the gang when you are a teenager. But, I just
went with it because I accepted it and it was what it was you know.
My sister probably would have had the same kind of thing going
on in her primary school. We went to two different primary schools,
I went to an all boys school, she went to an all girls school, so I’m
sure she would have had the same kind of thing as well you know.
I don’t think we ever talked about it, or said, ‘I wonder where dad is?’
or stuff like that. But we say things like that now. It’s good, I suppose
it brought myself and my sister closer. There was only the two of us.
We all had a protest for him, for me dad, not to extradite him,
in O’Connell Street in Sligo. There were loads of us, standing there
with a big sheet. It was weird at that age, me standing at the top of
O’Connell Street at 11, ‘Don’t extradite Dermot M’ – looking back at
it, Jesus! I hadn’t a clue what extradition was! It was crazy when I
look back and think. There was photos and stuff in the papers and
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you would have been going back into school. Of course the teachers
would have been saying, ‘I saw you in the paper.’ I was old enough to
know they knew exactly what was going on.
I would have been a bit young to go to the prison and I’d say mum
thought I might get a wee bit freaked out seeing my dad in prison at
ten years of age. It would have been intimidating. At the time I was
trying to understand why he was there and stuff like that – ‘sure, it’s
my daddy and he’s done nothing wrong’. I was too young to actually
fully understand what he did, or what was going on you know, but
that was probably the hardest thing, the ‘why is he there?’ Every kid’s
going to think, ‘what did my dad do wrong, he’s only my dad like, and
he’s the best person in the world.’
He came out of prison and then he went back, and then he came
out, and then he was back. My sister didn’t know though, she hadn’t a
clue, she just thought he was going away on holiday. I can remember
that actually, we stayed in a friend of the family’s house and he was
heading away and it was actually Nicola’s first Holy Communion,
and she was like, ‘why isn’t daddy coming?’, and mum was trying
to explain to her that daddy was off on holiday. Of course I knew,
but obviously I couldn’t tell my sister because she was too young to
understand. God, she was upset.
All of the guards gave you such a hard time, they definitely,
definitely did. Like, if I was walking home up to my street, they would
drive by slowly and stop and wind down the window and say, ‘where
is your father?’, ‘how’s your father keeping?’, ‘right young Kieran,
how’s things, how is your father keeping?’. Or if I was down town and
I met the guards they would always ask questions like ‘where is your
father?’ I wouldn’t talk to them. I actually genuinely wouldn’t talk to
the guards. I would just keep walking by you know. I suppose you
could say they did kind of give me a hard time. It happened any time
I saw them. Definitely. And this went on for a wee while to be honest.
They would always be up there, every single day they would drive up
and park outside the house and sit there. You can’t do anything about
it, it’s not annoying you technically, but I remember sitting looking
out and they were parked outside the house, like an hour sometimes.
At that age, the guards pulling you over and asking you questions.
Kids pulled over at 12 years of age and Jesus – you were freaked out!
My dad’s identity being out in the open probably made things
harder. Dad had set me up for what was going to be ahead when I was
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a teenager. When I was about 13, he told me everything. Everything.
He basically just put me right. He knew what was going to be said to
me, he prepared me, without me knowing he was preparing me. He
prepared me for harassment by the guards, harassment by people
who ask you questions and stuff like that. ‘It’s nothing to worry about,
nothing to be ashamed about son, and stuff like that.’ He would have
advised me on what it was okay to talk about and what it wasn’t okay
to talk about. I think he knew that I knew anyway. He wouldn’t blatantly
tell me what he did straight out, but he talked about what was said in
the papers, he explained it to me, what the truth was. They had put
crazy stuff in the papers and that was really when it went haywire.
As the years went on you learned stuff like that, he would try and
explain it in a way that you would understand, I understood it anyway
at a very young age.
Before the arrest, the guards wouldn’t have come near the house
because although they might have had suspicion they didn’t know
for sure who he was. I remember guards called to the house, and the
same guard always used to call, I can’t remember if dad was on the
run or if they were looking for him, and there was a bench warrant
out for my dad, and the guard used to call every day. We’d say, ‘no
he’s not here’, but dad would be up hiding in the wardrobe! He would
call every day and he hadn’t the right to come into the house or
something like that. Dad let me know ‘You will be grand, don’t worry
about it’. I knew the drill at this stage, I knew what to do. And he was
like ‘Jesus Christ son, you’ve a better chance of winning the lottery
than getting your father in this house’. He still calls, even now, he still
quizzes me, and would be smart like, ‘how’s your father keeping?’,
and, ‘how’s things and all that’, in a smart way, not like in a formal
way but cheeky like – ‘ha ha ha how’s your father keeping now?’
I would have to pass them on the way home from school. They
wouldn’t stop me every single day but any time they got a chance they
would. There was one particular guard, who I knew because I used to
play football a lot and he was involved in the football as well, so in
a way, he was trying to get information out of me. He would always
ask me questions at football, he would always refer back to, ‘how’s
your father, where’s your father?’ and stuff like that. He would always
try to fish information out of me but I suppose I always changed the
subject. I knew what he was doing.
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When the guards would call to the house, ‘where is your dad?’,
‘he is gone out fishing’, and then the guards would pull me over in the
street and say, ‘Kieran you must have a whole lot of fish in the freezer
there’ and then they would call to the door the next time and ask me,
‘any chance of a salmon or a trout’, and stuff like that. It’s true to this
day, if I meet them they will say it. They are grand about it though. I
know the guard and if I was going through the town with my dad, dad
would stop and have a chat with him. And he would stop and chat
away. I suppose he was grand with me. He would stop and always try
to ask information; I was in the football so it wasn’t so bad, but the
younger guards now, I would say if they had their way, they would
have a rant. I don’t know why it is, but they would like still ask, still
to this day.
I remember them coming in and searching the house, I was in bed
one time. The army came in, the emergency response unit came in
and arrested him with their guns and all that. It wasn’t just guards
like, it was armed guards. There was the army guys, the big land
rovers, they were outside the house, they were in the field out at
the back, it was like nearly the army was in the street for him. I was
asleep. They did it quietly. They knocked at the door, I didn’t wake
up, I don’t know how I didn’t wake up. My sister was in bed as well.
We didn’t wake up, it was crazy. I think if one or two Garda cars came,
sure he would have just ran out the back door or something like that.
I asked him what it was like before he was even locked up, growing
up and stuff like that. I know a bit about what it was like for him
growing up because I lived down there for four or five months of the
year and I saw what the Troubles were like. I would have been there
seeing riots and police firing plastic bullets and stuff like that because
I went down to visit my granny where he was from. It was right in
the heart of stuff and it was crazy. So I understood that perspective
but I asked him ‘what it was like when they arrested you?’, ‘why did
you get arrested?’, ‘what was it like in prison?’. He told me all about
prison and it was crazy to learn all the stuff but good to know it all the
same because you understood it. Because at that age when you are
hearing so much about what’s going on around you, you are thinking
Jesus, what is my dad actually? So it was good when he explained, it
was good to get the clarification.
It was weird when we were in history class when they were on
about the break-out and stuff like that. I remember we were talking
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about the hunger strike and yeah, I suppose it was weird in class,
thinking, ‘Jesus, they are on about my father here’. I never said
anything, but they knew. You know when you know someone knows?
The teacher did – the guy that was teaching history – he was a sound
man. He was a young enough teacher too and he knew the score.
He asked me one time about me dad and how was it growing up and
stuff like that.
Dad was actually on the radio a couple of times when we were
at school. It was lunchtime and you know when you are on your
break, you would be sitting around and the radio would be on in the
cafeteria, and there it was, me dad, talking about all this that and the
other – it was weird. Everyone was grand about it, all the shouting
and cheering, about a thousand students in our cafe, and it was
turned up an’ all. My friends used to work in the cafeteria shop, and
everyone was like ‘sssh quiet’ and then they had it all turned up and
everyone shouted, ‘go on Dermot’ – it was mad. I would have been
proud, definitely, I wasn’t going to go, ‘oh Jesus Christ there’s my dad’
or this or that you know. I was proud – yes.
It was always – ‘he’s Dermot’s son’. That’s the way it was up to a
couple of years until I was only about 18. I was Dermot’s son. I was
proud of him, I was proud of me father, you know I wasn’t – ‘I want to
be known as Kieran’. When you are a teenager, a wee bit, you are kind
of , ‘I just want to be known as Kieran’, but not in a bad way, it didn’t
affect me or anything you know.
I have my own views, I would be a Republican myself. I never had
an interest in getting involved in politics, I really didn’t. I remember
dad used to watch the news the whole time, I used to crack up when I
was a child. I thought ‘what is he on?’! I used to wreck his head asking
questions, I remember ‘why is he asking that dad?’, ‘why is this dad?’,
and ‘why is that?’. He was just like, ‘will you sit down and watch it?’.
I don’t have a huge interest in politics to be honest with you. I just
take it for what it is. My beliefs – that’s a different thing – but I have
no interest in politics. What I believe in is totally different – I’m a
Republican.
I was down the North a lot, I was down while the Troubles
were going on and I actually saw what was going on. And because
I witnessed myself what was going on, of course you’re not going to
turn around and say ‘this is wrong’. This is a way of life and that’s
how it goes and you accept it. It’s not like you are brainwashed into it,

39

SILENT VOICES

because you don’t get that ‘sit down talk’ of ‘this is how it is’. I always
had my own choice, my dad said that to me all the time, ‘I’m not going
to tell you what to do’ and still to this day when I’m voting and stuff,
he won’t tell me what to do.
(Referring to having moved to a new town)… the question is never
brought up, but actually, there was a programme on not so long ago, a
couple of months back, and it was about the break-out, and we were
having some drinks. It was on the TV and see the names coming up,
and it was like ‘Dermot …’, and a friend of mine was sitting there and
he said, ‘is he related to you?’. And I said, ‘yeah man, he’s my father’,
and he said, ‘go to hell.’ Then I told him about everything and it was
crazy. I suppose yes, it’s always coming up.
The guards where I live now I know I’m from Sligo. I don’t know if
I’m being paranoid, but if you catch a Guard’s eye, he’s going to look
at you anyway and kind of stare at you, that’s what they do, but with
me being so used to it back home, I would think, ‘why is he looking at
me?’ – weird you know!
My dad, in every way, he’s very loyal to what he did, that came
first to dad always and I knew that and I understood that. But he was
always good to me, I don’t know if I was to understand that he put
them first, put that before us. But he gave his life to that, so I think I
understood that, and that’s how it was. I never thought what he was
doing was wrong or anything like that. It didn’t bother me.
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