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 Murder is negative creation.

Every murderer is the rebel

who claims the right to be omnipotent.

His pathos is his refusal to suffer.

W. H. Auden, ‘The Dyer’s Hand’
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Foreword

The particular atrocities which are horrifyingly documented by Martin Dillon in this book were legitimized in the name of ‘God and Ulster’. Other atrocities are legitimized in the name of ‘God and Ireland’ (or simply ‘Ireland’, with ‘God’ vaguely present). Both kinds of atrocities continue in 1989 in a sinister pattern of sectarian and political ‘tit for tat’.

That is the general picture, but it needs more qualification. The Shankill Butchers remain unique in the sadistic ferocity of their modus operandi. The Provisional IRA – by far the most important of the various murderous organizations of Northern Ireland – never unleashed on society anyone quite like Lennie Murphy, the chief of the Shankill Butchers.

At the time of these ghastly random murders of innocent Catholics by Protestant sadists, Catholics found a crumb of comfort in the thought of their own moral superiority. ‘Our own’ murderers might murder more people in the course of time, but at least they didn’t do such horrible things to them before they died, and while they were dying. Catholics were confirmed in their traditional belief that Protestants have a dose of Original Sin.

I don’t find the theological explanation convincing, but I remain puzzled both by the phenomenon of the Butchers, and the absence of an exact parallel among the Catholic murderers. Lack of centralized authority on the Protestant side and the relatively tight hierarchical structure of the Irish Republican Army may partly account for the difference. The rest of the difference may be accounted for by the fact that the IRA is much more interested in its public ‘image’ than the Protestant paramilitaries have been in theirs. The IRA has had its quota of psychopaths, but it has been on its guard against them, most of the time, if only because of the ‘image’ problem; and it has been better able to control them, because of its tighter discipline. In any case, anyone who may imagine that there is no ‘Butchers’ potential on the Catholic side should reflect on the stripping and lynching of those British soldiers by those Republican mourners at that IRA funeral last year.

Martin Dillon speaks of ‘the subculture of a paramilitary world’, and his book gives startling insight into that subculture. Lennie Murphy belonged to a Protestant family which had the misfortune of having a ‘Catholic’ surname. The family suffered a good deal of ostracism on that score, as Martin Dillon shows, and this family situation may have been among the factors which turned him into a hunter and killer of Catholics. I suspect, however, that Lennie was primarily a sadist and only secondarily a hater of Catholics. He longed to hurt and kill people and, according to the values of his particular subculture, Catholics were the people who might legitimately be treated in this way.

Contemplating such horrors, we are apt to say that a person like Lennie Murphy has to be ‘mad’. Maybe. But he was certainly crafty. He cut people’s throats for the pleasure of doing so, but he was also capable of calculation on the subject of throat-cutting. As Martin Dillon tells it, Lennie Murphy – within a week of his confinement in the Maze Prison (not for murder but for a firearms offence) – received a visit from his accomplice ‘Mr A.’ (who is still at large). Murphy told ‘Mr A.’ that the cut-throat murders were to continue in order to throw the police off his track and allay any suspicions they might have about his associates.

These calculations proved to be correct. In accordance with Murphy’s instructions, the cut-throat murders continued while he was in jail. (Those who hold that it is necessarily a humane policy to allow persons convicted of terrorist-associated crimes to have their quota of visitors should reflect a little on the bloody consequences of ‘Mr A.’s’ visit. The murders continued, the authorities were duly fooled, Murphy was set free and went on to cut more throats.

Murphy’s modus operandi was such as to convince even ‘normal’ murderers, on both sides of the political-sectarian divide, that he had to be eliminated. In the end, he seems to have been set up by Protestant paramilitaries, in order to be murdered by the Provisional IRA. So in a way he died a curiously ecumenical death; nothing in his life became him like the leaving it.

There were those who mourned the Butcher, as Martin Dillon records. Eighty-seven death notices in the Belfast Telegraph (a very respectable newspaper, as also is the Belfast Catholic Irish News, which used to carry death notices of IRA volunteers ‘killed on active service’. Business is business). Messages from old friends in the Maze Prison, men with names like ‘Basher’, and ‘Hacksaw’. And there was Lennie’s Aunt Agnes who wrote... ‘To us you were very special and God must have thought so too.’

I suppose He must. It is a chilling thought. And Martin Dillon has written a chilling book. Chilling, but fascinating. Martin Dillon knows Northern Ireland extremely well, and knows both sides of it, without lending himself to the propaganda of either. The Shankill Butchers is the first book of a trilogy, covering both sides of that divide. When the trilogy is completed and published, we shall know a lot more about Northern Ireland than we do now. And not only those of us who are outsiders; Northern Ireland itself will know more. At present, Northern Ireland hardly knows more about itself than the outside world does, since both sides of the divided population feed themselves on their own inherited myths about the other side. But people on both sides – some of them – are likely to read Martin Dillon, and to learn from him.

DR CONOR CRUISE O’BRIEN

May 1989


Introduction

When I began to write this book I was determined not to apportion blame to either of the two communities in the Northern Ireland conflict, because both Catholics and Protestants must share equally the guilt for what has happened over the past twenty years. This was exceedingly difficult to achieve and I leave it to the reader to decide if I remain true to my intention. The central story in this book deals with a group of men who became known infamously as the ‘Shankill Butchers’, not simply for their crimes but because they were based in a Protestant district of West Belfast known as the Shankill. The book is also about those people who have been lost to memory: the victims. The story of how innocent people met their deaths will, I hope, illustrate the futility of violence.

The long war in Northern Ireland is littered with tragedy but the ‘Butcher’ murders remain fixed in my mind long after they happened. This is firstly because of the macabre way in which young and old were tortured and killed, secondly because of the ability of the killers to evade capture for so long, and thirdly because of my interest in the factors which created the potential for mass murder. I felt that definitions were required to explain the central theme of the conflict but I detected other factors within the ‘Butcher’ murders which bore similarities to American serial murders. Much has been written about the manner in which terrorists operate but little has centred on the elements within the psychological make-up of the terrorists which, when placed against the prejudice in the society, coalesce to produce mass murderers. It was never my intention to produce a political thesis or to imply support for any of the protagonists. Northern Ireland has its share of heroes and villains and often they are inseparable. If I sought to evidence anything from my research, it was to show that the prejudice which is endemic in Northern Ireland inevitably leads to extermination. At the outset I talked to people who had studied similar cases of mass murder, whether it was the serial murder phenomenon in the United States, or the killings by the Yorkshire Ripper and the Moors Murderers. Most of those I spoke to had never heard of the Shankill Butchers, even though they killed more people than any other mass murderers in British criminal history. The realization of that lack of knowledge persuaded me that this book should be written. I was not to know at the time of the difficulties I would face, nor that I would uncover thirteen other murders for which the leader of the Butcher gang was never charged, or that at least seventeen people who were implicated in some of the killings were never brought before the courts. I discovered that investigating this kind of dimension to the Northern Ireland conflict has its risks, and further, I found myself faced with myths which were difficult to dispel without thorough investigation. The Royal Ulster Constabulary was unstinting in its efforts to provide me with all its files and notes connected with the case.

The Head of the RUC Press Office was generous with his time and help, and the officer who tracked the Butchers, Superintendent Jimmy Nesbitt, provided me with hours of analysis and access to the members of his team, who studied and eventually trapped most of the Shankill Butchers.

It was by working closely with the police, studying their methods, their successes, their failings and failures, that I also discovered the immense problems they faced while dealing with this case. There were detractors of the police when the Butcher killings were happening and even after they ceased. The role of the police was denigrated for political reasons and through ignorance. A squad of eleven detectives hunted the Butchers, whereas in the Yorkshire Ripper enquiry there were 304, and yet the trial of the Butchers was the biggest in British criminal history, with forty-two life sentences handed down at one sitting. How many more would have been handed down had all those responsible for the crimes committed been brought to justice, and not just those who committed the nineteen murders dealt with by the Northern Ireland judiciary? This book deals with the reasons why it took so long to bring the Butchers to justice, why some of the guilty are still walking the streets of Northern Ireland, what is fundamentally wrong with the procedures for dealing with terrorists and where the blame for such failings should lie. These are the central issues which unfold with this story.

For the benefit of the reader I will seek to outline some of the background which is central to an understanding of the organization to which the Shankill Butchers belonged. They were members of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) which has its roots in the years before the 1914–18 War. The UVF was formed by Lord Edward Carson to defend Ulster against Home Rule. However, events took the UVF in a different direction and onto the battlefields of France in the Great War.

UVF members fought bravely with the 36th Ulster Division and provided a heroic legacy, which was not necessarily mirrored in the manner in which it was later to address itself to the conflict within its own society. Within the ranks of the UVF was a junior wing known as the Young Citizen Volunteers, who formed a battalion within the 36th Ulster Division. In many respects this structure was to mirror that of the IRA, which had within its ranks young men who were members of Na Fianna Éireann (The Youth of Ireland). Two years after the War many of those men who had swelled the ranks of the UVF in 1912 behind the rallying cries of Carson were back in civilian life, tired and weary of fighting, but there were others who chose to remain in the organization to defend the Protestant population. This time the action took place not on the battlefields of the Somme but in the back streets of Belfast, where a historic struggle was about to manifest itself as it had done in the nineteenth century. Between 1920–22, in what is known as the ‘Belfast Pogroms’, the UVF became involved in communal violence and sectarian assassination.

Much has been written about that period by commentators on each side of the religious divide. As with much of the history of Northern Ireland, each of the protagonists has a hidden agenda. The death toll for the two years tells its own story: 267 Catholics, 185 Protestants. The violence of the period recalls events of the past twenty years. The Pogroms unleashed prejudice which created its own barbarity. Sectarian assassination became a daily way of life and young and old, male and female, became its victims... the innocent suffered. After 1922 the UVF was rarely active and by the Second World War it had almost faded into folk memory.

The advent of civil rights protests in the early sixties, and the fact that Catholics were beginning to agitate for political and social reforms, persuaded influential elements within Ulster Unionism that the UVF should be reactivated. That is the simplistic analysis, but it was in fact more serious and sinister than that. The early sixties saw the release of the last of the IRA detainees who had watched the failure of the IRA Border Campaign of the 1950s and the change in political emphasis within the ranks of the Republican Movement towards a more socialist policy. This revaluation of IRA strategy led to Republican involvement in civil rights issues and a belief that nothing was to be achieved from armed insurrection. There were also young men, not Republicans, within the Catholic community who had benefited from the 1947 Education Act and who were determined to mimic the tactics of civil rights protesters in the United States.

As a result of this change in attitude within the Catholic Nationalist community the IRA sold its arsenal of weapons to the Welsh Nationalists. The prospect of a rebellious and truculent Catholic minority making demands was anathema to hardline Unionists who felt that the only way to deal with organized non-violent rebellion was to use force to eradicate it. However, Unionism was also changing. In 1965 the Prime Minister in charge of Northern Ireland, which at that time had its own parliament, was Captain Terence O’Neill, who felt that it was a time for change, whether in recognition of trades unions or appeasement of Nationalist demands. Terence O’Neill is remembered by many people to this day as the first Unionist politician who was determined to break the mould of sectarian politics in Northern Ireland, and to introduce an awareness of a need for change within his own party. Like many of the leading Unionists before him, he possessed the demeanour and voice of an aristocrat with a bearing which signified his English public-school training and his career in the British Army. His ancestry can be traced back to one of the O’Neills who was King of Ireland and to a Chichester who was prominent among English Planters in the seventeenth century in Ulster. His father was MP for Mid-Antrim at Westminster and was the first member of Parliament to be killed in the 1914–18 War. Terence was educated at Eton and later served as a captain in the Irish Guards in the Second World War, during which his two brothers were killed in action. In 1946 he embarked on a political career and was elected the Westminster MP for the County Antrim constituency of Bannside. In 1956 he was appointed by the Northern Ireland Prime Minister, Lord Brookeborough, to the post of Minister for Home Affairs. He proved to be a competent cabinet minister and a short time later he was made Minister for Finance, which he remained until he succeeded Lord Brookeborough as Prime Minister in 1963. At that time, Captain O’Neill, as he preferred to be called, was regarded by some of the new breed of Unionists, such as Faulkner, as benefiting from his Anglo-Irishness. In fact, although O’Neill may have had a renowned ancestry he was not part of the Unionist landowning class such as Brookeborough. When he became Prime Minister he exhibited a willingness to learn about and associate with Catholics and demonstrated what some of his colleagues saw as an ecumenical attitude and a dangerous trait O’Neill was willing to meet with Catholic clerics and to pursue a course of reconciliation which, at that time, was anathema to Unionism and to the Brookeborough tradition. O’Neill was not simply a Unionist but part of the liberal Anglo-Irish tradition. That did not suit the hardliners in O’Neill’s Cabinet; men such as Brian Faulkner, who felt he should have had O’Neill’s job and who did in fact later become Prime Minister. There were others, most notable amongst whom was the Minister for Home Affairs, William Craig. They were convinced that O’Neill was not the man to deal with the gut realities of Ulster politics and, as a consequence, there were plots and counter-plots to oust him. These plots were hatched in private, with Faulkner as the leading conspirator, but they failed.

This was also the period when a fiery orator, Ian Kyle Paisley, was convincing many working-class Protestants that their Catholic neighbours were preparing to rise up and drive them into a United Ireland.

Paisley was also bitterly anti-O’Neill. Like many others, he knew that O’Neill had been appointed by the elite ruling class within Unionism because he was part of that elite, but that he lacked the hard, uncompromising character of his predecessor, Lord Brookeborough. The former cabinet minister, William Craig, has confirmed for me that no one in the Cabinet was informed of O’Neill’s appointment as Prime Minister on 5 March 1963, until after he was given the job. The UVF was quickly re-established and one man was chosen to lead the organization in Belfast. He was Augustus (‘Gusty’) Spence, an ex-soldier whose father had fought with the UVF in the 36th Ulster Division. Spence was an ideal choice. He was born and still lived in the Shankill area of Belfast, which was the touchstone of hardline Protestantism and Unionism, its history mirrored in sectarian conflict with the Catholic Falls area which ran parallel to Spence’s birthplace. Spence, as he now readily admits, was a bigot, and therefore suitable raw material for the sectarian conflict of Northern Ireland. He was sworn into the UVF, not in Belfast but well away from prying eyes in Pomeroy in County Tyrone. He says now he didn’t know what he was entering into or who was pulling the strings. He claims that it was only years later when he was being interviewed by Special Branch detectives that he began to realize he was being questioned about a conspiracy when at that time he had seen himself as nothing but a mere foot soldier carrying out his duty. Spence says: ‘When I was interviewed by Special Branch they were not interested in shootings but rather conspiracies. I was puzzled. They knew what I didn’t know. It was then I realized that we should have turned our guns on those who were manipulating us, and not the Catholics.’

But that was retrospective analysis. In 1966 Spence did what was required of him in a manner which was to have echoes many years later when the ‘Troubles’ began in earnest.

In 1966 tension was high. The UVF bombed reservoirs and the State immediately blamed the IRA, but it was essentially the callousness with which the Shankill UVF, headed by Spence, behaved towards innocent Catholics which is of particular significance to this book. Spence admits he was born with the prejudices that afflict many people in Northern Ireland. He hated and feared Catholics and says he was uneducated and unable to think politically for himself. There is little doubt that he was willing to see himself as a soldier fighting for ‘God and Ulster’. We can see this from a statement issued by him and his associates on 21 May 1966: ‘From this day we declare war on the IRA and its splinter groups. Known IRA men will be executed mercilessly and without hesitation. Less extreme measures will be taken against anyone sheltering them or helping them, but if they persist in giving them aid then more extreme measures will be adopted. Property will not be exempted in any measure taken. We will not tolerate interference from any source and we solemnly warn the authorities to make no more speeches of appeasement. We are heavily armed Protestants dedicated to this cause.’ What this statement omitted to mention was that two weeks earlier, while the UVF was attempting to firebomb a Catholic-owned pub, a seventy-seven-year-old Protestant widow who lived beside the premises was severely burned and subsequently died.

The UVF statement took on a more ominous character in the weeks following its publication. On 26 May 1966 Spence held a meeting of his unit in a room in the Standard Bar on the Shankill Road. A bar was chosen as a meeting place because it was familiar territory, though there may also have been an anaesthetic quality in the sense that drink was available. This was later to be a feature of many of the Butcher killings. However, on that evening in 1966 alcohol was not the primary reason for the meeting; the killing of a Republican was. Spence outlined that the target was a prominent man who was an IRA intelligence officer. The hit was timed for the following night at the IRA officer’s home in the neighbouring district of the Falls Road, across the sectarian divide. Four men were selected to carry out the killing. When one of the four was asked to steal a car for ‘the job’ he replied that he was a soldier and not a common criminal. Eventually it was decided that the UVF’s ‘official’ car should be used for the task. Spence provided the name of the intended victim: Leo Martin. The plan was simple. The four would drive around the Catholic Falls area in search of Martin and then to Baden-Powell Street where he lived. Leo Martin was not at home on the evening in question, nor was he seen walking around the Falls Road, but the UVF men were not to be outdone. They took the decision to kill someone else, anyone, as long as the victim was a Catholic. As they were leaving the Clonard area of Falls they saw a man walking along the pavement in an obvious state of drunkenness. That man was twenty-eight-year-old Patrick Scullion who had no connection with the IRA. Scullion was shot there and then and died three weeks later in hospital. His killing is significant because it symbolizes a mentality which is only too prevalent in both parts of the sectarian divide to this day. Spence expresses it with terrible clarity: ‘At that time the attitude was that if you couldn’t get an IRA man you should shoot a Taig* [Catholic], he’s your last resort.’ This statement implies that within the Protestant paramilitary mind there was a crudely held belief that Catholicism, Nationalism and Republicanism were in some way inseparable.

The shooting of Scullion did not have as much impact on the public as the events which took place in Malvern Street off the Shankill Road on the night of 25 June 1966. That evening Spence held a meeting of his unit to consider once again the killing of Leo Martin. Again, Martin was not at home and, after searching unsuccessfully for him in the neighbouring streets, the UVF set fire to his house. They returned to the Shankill, not to the Standard Bar but to the Malvern Arms, and joined Spence and some others for a drink. Spence and his men were despondent at not having succeeded in killing Martin. The events which unfolded in the Malvern Arms in the hours which followed were described in a statement later made by a member of Spence’s unit: ‘When we were in the Malvern Arms for about an hour four lads came in and went for a drink to the counter. The conversation came up about the religion of these fellows. Spence asked the company if they could be Catholics and then joined the four lads to buy a drink. When he returned to our table he said, “I have been listening to their conversation and they are four IRA men.” We had some more drinks and then Spence turned to us and said, “These are IRA men and they’ll have to go.”’

The four young men standing at the bar were indeed Catholics but they were not members of the IRA and there was nothing to suggest that they were in any way connected with it. The Malvern Arms was familiar to them because it was possible to drink there after closing time and one among the four, eighteen-year-old Peter Ward, was a barman who knew which pubs in Belfast ignored licensing hours. Ward had been in the Malvern Arms on previous occasions. On 25 June, however, he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Peter Ward’s naivety was to cost him dearly.

After midnight Spence and three of his men left the pub and prepared an ambush in the street outside. When Ward and his companions left the Malvern Arms at 1.45 A.M. Ward was shot and fatally wounded. One of his friends, Liam Doyle, saw Spence in action: ‘I saw this man running after me. I saw flashes coming from him and he started to shoot into me. I was hit six times. I asked him why he was shooting at us as we were doing nothing. I pleaded with him not to shoot at me and shouted, “Please don’t.” He made no reply and kept shooting.’

At the trial of Spence and his unit, Spence was also credited with shooting Peter Ward, though he may not have personally fired the fatal shots. He did shoot Doyle. There was general revulsion in the Protestant community at what had happened in Malvern Street, and the life sentence given to Spence was greeted with relief. Spence was not then regarded as a hero but that view would soon change. He had set the tone, if not established the equation: ‘If you can’t get an IRA man get a Taig, he’s your last resort.’

Three years later Spence masterminded the growth of the UVF from his prison cell in response to serious civil unrest and sectarian warfare. The bigoted attitude which was so aptly symbolized by his actions found expression once again in both communities. It lay at the root of a politically and religiously divided community, waiting for events to trigger it, and in the late summer and autumn of 1969 killings and destruction enveloped Belfast in sectarian warfare. Painful folk memories were evoked in both communities and the IRA and UVF emerged as the defenders of their respective tribes. Young men were drawn immediately into a conflict which their mothers and fathers knew only too well would have inevitably tragic results. Romantic nationalism and romantic loyalism were given a new lease of life and many young men, some of them still in school uniforms, swelled the ranks of the paramilitaries. On the Nationalist side the IRA was unprepared and Citizen Defence Committees were established which were later to become the Provisional IRA. Likewise, on the Unionist side, the UVF was not at full strength and as a result it too set up Defence Committees. These Protestant Defence Committees would provide the genesis for the Ulster Defence Association which was later to become a sister organization of the UVF. Into the ranks of the junior wing of the UVF in 1970 (Young Citizen Volunteers) went a young man, Hugh Leonard Thompson Murphy, known to his friends as ‘Lenny’, who would express a power and an evil hitherto unrivalled in the UVF.
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SHANKILL BUTCHERS
A Case Study of Mass Murder
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1

The Making of a Killer

This story begins in the late 1940s in Sailor Town in the docks area of Belfast. At that time the docks area represented Belfast in miniature because it mirrored all the political and religious divisions which were central to a sectarian city. The area, now redeveloped and consigned to folk memory, was then equally divided between Catholic and Protestant families, living in close proximity and often as next-door neighbours. The labour force from the docks was also divided and sons followed fathers into the part of the docks reserved for their particular tribe. Sailor Town was known to be a tightly knit district where outsiders were regarded with suspicion. The name Murphy was common to the area, though most of the families bearing the name were Catholics. An exception to the rule was the Murphy family – William Murphy, his wife Mary and their son William – who lived at 8 Fleet Street and were staunchly Protestant, making no secret of their religion or politics to their Catholic neighbours. William junior was a quiet, unassuming young man who had followed his father’s example and was working as a dock labourer. The young William spent much of his time at home and was not given to drinking or standing on street corners talking to other young men. His father would have preferred him to be more assertive but was pleased that his son was working and helping to support the family financially. William was aware that his surname often led to him being regarded as a Catholic and he would have preferred his mother’s maiden name, Carson. Taking everything into account, he kept a low profile and did not come to the attention of many of the people around him.

In 1948, at the age of twenty-one, William found himself attracted by a young girl who visited relatives in a neighbouring street. The girl was Joyce Thompson and was five years younger than him. The prospect of William having a girlfriend five years his junior did not please his parents and their worries were soon realized when he told them at the beginning of 1949 that seventeen-year-old Joyce was pregnant. It was decided that they should get married before the child was born, but that they would not live in Fleet Street, where gossip was rife. This suited Joyce who decided they should live in her home at 28 Percy Street in the west of the city. They were married in the Belfast Registrar’s Office on 2 August 1949. Joyce’s father, Alexander, consented to them living in his home, which was situated between the two roads in Belfast where the two communities have fought each other from the middle of the nineteenth century; the Falls and Shankill.

Joyce was far more assertive than her husband and, though five years younger than William, she was the more dominant of the two. She had no love for Catholics and the tradition of the Shankill area where she lived was hardline Unionism. From her house she was able to view the other side of the sectarian divide. Unlike the docks, the issues in West Belfast were always more intense. In essence, two warring factions lived opposite each other, each side riddled with suspicion, fear and prejudice. It was in this atmosphere and within one month of her marriage that she gave birth to her first child, a boy, in the Jubilee Wing of the Royal Maternity Hospital in Belfast. He was called William after his father but he was given no middle names. Life in the Thompson household was not what Joyce wished for her family, and within one year and with the arrival of a second child imminent they moved to 15 Penrith Street in the heart of the Shankill. Her husband continued to work as a dock labourer and, as always, was diligent, kept a low profile, and returned straight home after work, remaining there until he was required to leave again for work. On 26 August 1950 Joyce Murphy gave birth to her second son but this time the choice of name for the child was slightly more complex. It was decided to call him John but in recognition of her father and her family his full name was John Alexander Thompson Murphy. Within twelve months the Murphy family was on the move again, this time to the docks area, though not to Sailor Town. The street chosen by Joyce was North Thomas Street, several hundred yards from William Murphy’s parents, with whom the young couple retained little contact. On 2 March 1952 Joyce Murphy gave birth to her third and final child, Hugh Leonard Thompson. At this point it is worth examining why the Murphys moved house so frequently within a short space of time. I was told by people who had known the family that Joyce and William were very sensitive about people questioning them on account of their name and asking whether they were related to the Murphy families in the docks, meaning the Catholic Murphys. Each time such questions surfaced, Joyce Murphy would make a decision to move on. I discovered there was a further problem with which she and her husband had to contend at that time and which has remained with them as a family to this day. The perceived wisdom in the Shankill was that they were Catholics and were merely hiding the fact. Their neighbours believed that Joyce was certainly Protestant but that her husband was a Catholic and for this reason didn’t associate with neighbours and rarely left his home. While researching this book I was informed by two people who knew the Murphy family that William Murphy was in fact from the Lower Falls area of Belfast. My informants, themselves born on the Shankill Road, told me that William Murphy was from Sevastapol Street in the Clonard district of the Falls Road. I set out to investigate this claim and was astonished by the coincidence I uncovered. In the 1940s and 1950s there was indeed a Catholic family called Murphy in that street and the names of the four sons in the family were William, Alexander, John and Patrick. Three of those names were chosen by Joyce and William Murphy for their two elder sons, and the name William fitted the story perfectly. However, the claim was false but the coincidence was in itself significant in that Joyce’s childhood home in Protestant Percy Street was only 200 yards from Sevastapol Street. The similarities in the names combined with the reticent behaviour of William Murphy were sufficient to create a myth which would generate great resentment and bitterness within the minds of Joyce Murphy and her family and remain common currency in Protestant minds to this day. In such a small community the belief that William Murphy was a ‘Taig’ would always have created difficulties. Joyce Murphy knew the finger was being pointed at her family, if only in a surreptitious manner. Though veiled, such attitudes were menacing and made the family behave like gypsies, continually on the move. By 1957 they had moved again, this time back to the Shankill area, and some of the residents who had forgotten what the mild and introverted William Murphy looked like came to believe that another Mr Murphy, in other words someone using the same name, had moved in with Joyce. This erroneous belief was strengthened by the fact that William Murphy was becoming increasingly reticent and retiring in his ways.

This latest house move brought the Murphys close to Argyll Primary School, where in 1957 Hugh Leonard Thompson Murphy joined his two older brothers in pursuit of an education. Those who remember those days recall that in his first few years of primary school Hugh Leonard, who preferred to call himself Lenny, was given a nickname by his classmates, ‘Murphy the Mick’. This was a derogatory way of indicating their belief that he was a Catholic since the word ‘Mick’, though applied affectionately to the Irish Guards, was used in Belfast in the same pejorative manner as the word ‘Taig’. Whether or not it was in reaction to this branding, Lenny Murphy was a belligerent child and by the time he was ten years old he was threatening other children and removing their pocket money from them at knifepoint. Unlike his brothers, he was small in stature and rarely impressed others with any physical prowess. Instead, he assembled his own gang and when confronted with overwhelming numbers would threaten his adversaries with his older brothers. He is remembered by a classmate as follows: ‘We all called him Mick because we believed that he was a “Taig”. With a name like Hugh Murphy there was little doubt. He never called himself “Hughie” as most kids would have done because Hughie Murphy would have certainly made him a Catholic. But most people in the district believed his father was “one of the other sort”. My parents certainly did. He was a tough wee nut and his brothers were known to be hard men. He would always have threatened you with his brothers if you confronted him on his own. He wasn’t particularly bright. Another thing that struck me was that he never talked about his father or, like other kids, threatened you with his father if you hit him. He was devious. I remember him taking my lunch money off me on the way into school one day. I gave it to him because he had a penknife. You just knew not to mess with him.’

The accuracy of these observations can only be assessed in the light of Lenny Murphy’s later development, but there is little doubt that he was a troublesome child. The comment about him not being ‘bright’ probably refers to his lack of application to school work, but those who remember him would add that he was cunning. It is possible that there was considerable instability in his life created by the way in which he was viewed by schoolmates, and the constant upheaval caused by house-moves together with a young mother over-compensating for her husband’s lack of dynamism. Joyce Murphy was proud of her sons and was tough with them, encouraging them to behave properly at home and in front of the neighbours. She is not known to have taught them to hate Catholics, though there is little doubt that her three sons grew up with a bitterness towards the other community and a resentment of authority, particularly the police.

Lenny Murphy first came to the attention of the police at the age of twelve when he was found guilty of shopbreaking and larceny. He was given two years’ probation and ordered to pay eight shillings in compensation. By this time he was at secondary school, where he displayed all the traits of a petty criminal. He is remembered for showing a lack of interest in his studies and more interest in running his own little rackets. One such racket was very similar to the one he ran when at primary school and involved threatening other pupils, stealing their meal tickets and then selling them to other boys at a reduced rate. His attitude to authority in the classroom was such that teachers preferred to leave him to his own devices. In the metalwork room he is known to have exercised his authority by brandishing a metal poker which he had made and on one occasion hitting another pupil over the head with it.

One of his classmates remembers vividly how Murphy dominated the class to the extent that other boys preferred to avoid his company and did not confront him when he treated them roughly. Still relatively small in stature, he continued to use the threat of his two older brothers when he found himself facing overwhelming odds or a fellow pupil who was willing to confront his belligerence. Unlike his early days when fellow pupils chided him for being a Taig, there was no question of anyone daring to do that at the Model Secondary School. He called himself Lenny and that was the manner in which he was referred to by teachers and pupils alike.

It was at secondary school that an example of his cunning emerged which illustrated the mind of a developing criminal. A classmate tells the story. ‘Lenny was always extorting money from us all but none of us dared to challenge him. There was always the threat of him calling on the support of his brothers lurking in the background if anyone decided to take him on. He wasn’t big physically but you all knew that he was capable of having you sorted out. One day in the classroom he stole another boy’s wallet and flung it out of the window onto the roof of a portakabin. The teacher was too busy writing on the blackboard to notice the incident and the boy in question did not notice Lenny removing the wallet, but some of us watched how it was expertly removed from a jacket pocket. During the lunchtime break Lenny retrieved the wallet and removed the money from it, taking only the pound notes. Someone in the class told the boy who had lost his wallet about the guilty party and in turn the teacher was informed. No one was willing to give evidence against Murphy, and he knew it. That afternoon the teacher asked everyone to turn out their pockets and the contents were closely scrutinized. Lenny went free. He boasted afterwards that he had rolled the pound notes between fingers and fed them through a hole in his tie which he wore in class with the money carefully concealed.’

Lenny Murphy knew the right people to target in the school and he chose the boys whose fathers owned newsagent, confectionery or butcher shops; the type of pupils who, unlike himself, were likely to have a plentiful supply of pocket money. In 1968 he left school and was soon in trouble with the law again for theft. He was placed once more on probation for two years, and on this occasion the compensation which he was ordered to pay was £4 10s. In the same year he took a job as a lorry driver’s helper and within a few months was prosecuted for a driving offence. The year 1968 was one of considerable change in Northern Ireland and, though Lenny was not aware of the complexity of the political events which were taking place, he was beginning to associate with people who had a vested interest in what was happening.

The civil rights movement was developing a policy of street confrontation with the police, and within the Protestant community there were fears that it would all lead to communal violence. Eminent Unionist politicians were talking of the civil rights movement as a front for the IRA which was preparing to overthrow the State. The IRA was certainly present with a new agenda and long-term objectives and, though the guns had not come out on either side, hatred, suspicion and prejudice were about to surface in a virulent way.

Lenny Murphy was beginning to behave as an adult rather than a teenager, keeping company with men in the Shankill district. He did, however, retain contact with his own age group by attending a disco near his home. A man who also attended the disco at that time recalls that Lenny would take over the running of it as if he owned it, and it was he who decided who should be allowed entry. It was, says this informant, just another example of the means by which he exercised his control over others. Some of the teenagers who went to the disco were pupils from the Model Secondary School and they noticed changes in Lenny’s appearance and temperament. He now dressed trendily and was fond of demonstrating how much he could drink. One Friday night in the spring of 1969 his demeanour at the disco left no one in any doubt that he had drunk too much. Half-way through the evening Joyce Murphy arrived and, after fighting her way through the dancers, she sought out her son and dragged him by the hair from the premises. When Lenny returned to the disco the following week no one dared to mention the incident for fear it might arouse his anger. It was a demonstration of the way in which Joyce Murphy handled her son, even publicly, but it was something she would never be allowed to do again.

Not long after this, Lenny was regularly seen frequenting two bars on the Shankill Road, the Gluepot and the Bayardo, the latter being a haunt for men connected with the UVF. It was at this time, as events in Northern Ireland were beginning to make headlines, that he joined the junior wing of the UVF. He was observed associating more openly with prominent figures in the community, unlike his brother, William, who was regarded as a loner, and his other brother, John, who had a small circle of friends but did not visit bars where trouble was easily found.

An example of the way Murphy behaved when he was under the influence of drink occurred in the Bayardo Bar and was witnessed by a former pupil of the Model Secondary School: ‘Lenny was standing at the bar drinking when a chap called Ritchie accidentally knocked against him, making him spill his drink. Lenny rounded on Ritchie and began threatening him and suggesting that he would take him outside and sort him out. A guy we knew to be a member of the UVF approached Lenny and told him that there were several people in the bar who were likely to give Ritchie support. Lenny immediately backed off. I heard a few weeks later that Lenny and a few of his mates waited outside the Bayardo until closing time and when Ritchie came out they beat him badly.’

That same witness is of the view that Murphy was developing as a thug, and the more his reputation for being a ‘hard man’ spread around the Shankill area, the more he sought to illustrate his potential for violence. Society around Lenny at this time was starting to get out of control and, added to this, there was a new dimension to his life. His mother was no longer able to control him, his brothers seemed indifferent to his activities and his father did not feature in the equation. The fact that there were fewer restrictions on the world around him and at home was a recipe for disaster.

In August 1969 Protestant mobs invaded Catholic streets on the nearby Falls Road and hundreds of homes were burned. The same happened in other parts of Belfast with thousands of Catholic families fleeing the city in what amounted to the greatest population displacement since the Second World War. Most of the violence occurred in what was the historic battleground for the two communities, West Belfast, and particularly that area between the Shankill and Falls Roads. Some of the Protestant mobs moved down Percy Street and onto the Falls Road. In the midst of the violence was Lenny Murphy. An associate of his at that time, who has now moved away from Belfast, says that he remembers Lenny being elated with the opportunity to be in the middle of it all. Murphy was not a prime mover in those events but they allowed him to vent some of the hatred which he felt for Catholics. This was the first occasion that it was manifested, though he often talked overtly while drinking in the Bayardo bar of his hatred of all Catholics because they were ‘scum and animals’! This may have been Murphy’s way of distancing himself from his own history and those school days when he was viewed as a Catholic. He was beginning to develop into what one UVF man later called a ‘super Prod’, which was shorthand for saying that Murphy was more anti-Catholic, anti-Nationalist and anti-Republican than even the most bitter man on the Shankili Road.

The violence of the summer and autumn of 1969 changed the situation in Northern Ireland utterly and, as the poet, Yeats might have said, on both sides ‘a terrible beauty was born’. The Army arrived on the streets of Belfast and Derry in August 1969 following attacks on Catholics’ homes in both those cities. Their arrival followed demands from the Dublin Government and Nationalist politicians in Northern Ireland for a peacekeeping force. Although the soldiers were welcomed by the Catholic population this did not prevent the erection of barricades in both communities where the hatred of the other side had reached an unparalleled intensity. The Army did not attempt to remove the barricades, on the basis that it was an understandable reaction by two communities who had fought and hated each other and were terrified that the conflict could start again at any moment. Behind the barricades other groupings began to flourish, particularly vigilante organizations who set themselves up as protectors of their respective communities. None of the paramilitary groups in the two communities was well prepared for the communal violence on the streets of Northern Ireland in August 1969 and the vigilantes were able to thrive though they would later be sucked into paramilitarism. In many respects the barricades provided the closed atmosphere in which Republican and Loyalist paramilitary organizations could begin to reform and restructure. Initially, the vigilantes or defence organizations, as they were commonly known, were in a primacy role though this was to be short-lived. The Army in those early days saw its role as keeping the two communities apart in those areas where they lived in close proximity. The ghetto system was reinforced. On the Catholic side of the divide there was disillusionment at the failure of the IRA to defend its own districts, and vigilante groups were set up and organized into Citizen Defence Committees. These provided the genesis of the Provisional IRA which was formed in January 1970.

Similarly, in the Shankill area and other Loyalist strongholds of Belfast the UVF was found wanting. It did not have the arms or the manpower to patrol its own neighbourhoods, and vigilante groups took to the streets. These groups later developed into another paramilitary force, the Ulster Defence Association. The vigilantes established what were called ‘no-go’ areas which in effect meant that they controlled the streets, though in most Catholic districts the British Army held the balance of power. Tension remained high in 1970 but, with the emergence of the Provisionals, romantic nationalism took to the stage and it was not long before the Provisionals turned back the historical clock and engaged in a struggle with the old Republican enemy, the British. But even this did not detract from the fact that the geography of Belfast was being carved up by the vigilantes in a way which was to ensure the permanence of old sectarian divisions and the creation of new ones. There were now areas where Catholics and Protestants could not afford to travel for fear of being apprehended and questioned. Many observers of the situation have failed to understand the significance of the vigilantes and how, on both sides, they determined the manner in which the city would be divided, with the result that sectarian gangs were able to identify the religion of their victims simply by the streets on which they happened to be walking or working. There were subtleties which were recognized only by killers; for example, outside the ghettoes there were public routes but the direction in which a person was travelling on one of those routes would indicate whether he or she was heading towards a Protestant or a Catholic housing estate. This type of information sealed the fate of hundreds of people and was later the basis on which the Shankill Butchers operated and selected their victims.

The years 1970 and 1971 were crucial in the development of Lenny Murphy. He was in the UVF and was surrounding himself with a group of people loosely known as the ‘Murphy gang’. Among them were two young men, Robert Bates and Samuel McAllister, two nonentities ideally suited to be Murphy’s cohorts, and who were to figure prominently and infamously in Murphy’s later life. Bates, who was nicknamed ‘Basher’, was a man with a short fuse who ran his own gang but abandoned it in favour of being an associate of Murphy. Bates was four years older than Lenny but was nonetheless willing to become a subordinate. He also had a criminal record which dated back to 1966, with seven separate charges of assault and disorderly behaviour. He lived in the Shankill area close to Murphy’s home and had a reputation for having beaten people with beer glasses or bottles in pub fights.

McAllister was a classic example of a petty criminal from an early age and, like Murphy, was remembered for having extorted money from other boys at school. He was born in Argyll Street in 1955 and by the age of eleven was the subject of probation orders for shopbreaking, theft and malicious damage. Two years later he faced similar charges, including one of breaking into his own school and stealing office equipment. His criminal record from childhood until he met Murphy in 1971 is a disturbing litany of petty crime and he was well known on the Shankill Road as a tough individual. He towered over other boys, being over six feet in height and heavily built. He used his size to full advantage when it came to intimidating others. ‘Basher’ Bates and ‘Big Sam’ both attended Ballygomartin Secondary School in West Belfast and were two of the most violent and unruly pupils at the school. McAllister ran a protection racket and those who refused to pay were summarily punished by a beating in the school toilets. When a pupil persistently refused to pay up it was not unknown for McAllister to bash his head against a wash basin.

Murphy encouraged Bates and McAllister to join the UVF, though this took little persuasion. The UVF at that time was not in a position to vet recruits and, like the IRA, it was only too glad to have as many members as would join its ranks. It was also competing with the vigilante groups, which were beginning to assert their independence and form themselves into a properly structured paramilitary organization. From his prison cell Gusty Spence was trying to mastermind a reorganization of the UVF and it was his belief that the organization should, as soon as possible, try to incorporate members of the vigilante organizations. His plan did not come to fruition because those running the vigilante groups were unwilling to relinquish the power they exercised in many Protestant districts. In 1971–2 the UVF and UDA operated alongside each other to protect Protestant areas and joindy carry out acts of violence. Lenny Murphy exploited this dimension to the situation because it afforded him an opportunity to engage in violence whenever the opportunity arose. In essence this dual membership enabled Murphy to undertake operations with whichever grouping was engaging in violence at a particular time which coincided with Murphy’s availability. Murphy was therefore able to exploit his own potential for violence by taking full advantage of whatever opportunities were provided by both organizations.

March 1972 saw the major change that the Nationalists and Republicans had been demanding: the abolition of the Stormont Parliament. Unionists watched their edifice crumbling without resistance and saw Provisional IRA leaders being flown to London for talks with the British Prime Minister, Edward Heath. In the Protestant community there was not just despondency but a feeling of political impotence and an increasing suspicion that, with Stormont gone, they were about to be driven into a United Ireland. The fall of Stormont created a trauma in the Protestant community which has never been properly evaluated in relation to the subsequent development of Loyalist paramilitary thinking. The Provisionals achieved something which the Loyalists had believed could never happen: the destruction of so-called Protestant supremacy. The Protestants were immersed in feelings of frustration and despair. They could not attack the British Army or the police because they saw them as their security forces; instead they reverted to terror against the other community. They had no ideological struggle to wage so they used the strategy which Gusty Spence had initiated in 1966: ‘If you can’t get an IRA man, get a Taig.’ One political scientist has suggested that the Loyalist paramilitaries recognized the impact of the Provisionals’ terrorist campaign and felt they could never emulate its success or tactics. The British Government appeared to be conceding to a guerrilla movement which was capable of acquiring new weaponry, making sophisticated bombs and waging an urban guerrilla campaign against a formidable army, namely the British Army. The Protestant population received a bad press after August 1969 and subsequently compounded the problem by behaving aggressively towards journalists who were interested in reflecting the story in both communities. As a result, Loyalists generally recognized they had no friends internationally and likewise Loyalist paramilitaries knew that, unlike the Provisionals, they could not seek to raise money internationally to buy weapons or to ask for weapons from left-wing regimes who in any event viewed Ulster Protestants as oppressors. As a result, the UVF and UDA recognized that they could not acquire the weapons or perhaps the expertise to fight ‘the enemy’. So they decided it was better to engage in a ‘dirty war’ of indiscriminate terror which would prove that the IRA was incapable of defending its own people. Such a view is simplistic, though there is little doubt that by the summer of 1972 a decision had been made by the UDA/UVF to conduct a sectarian assassination campaign. Spence, who would not have agreed with this tactic, was interned in prison at the time, together with the entire UVF leadership. With the introduction of internment without trial in 1971 the conditions had been created for new, younger recruits on both sides to devise different tactics for the paramilitaries. Initially, all internees were Republicans, and the Loyalists could not accept that such legislation could ever be used against them, but it wasmm. By thesummer of 1972 the UVF, with its leaders interned, was being led by younger men who saw themselves as terrorists and not as soldiers. The old guard of the organization, men like Spence, preferred to describe themselves as soldiers but their incarceration precluded their orders from being obeyed.

The absence of the older men paved the way for Lenny Murphy, ‘Basher’ Bates, ‘Big Sam’ McAllister and many others like them to develop their own type of warfare in alliance with the omnipresent UDA, which was prepared to flex its muscles to establish credibility as a paramilitary force.
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