
Mafia takes over in West Belfast 
 

 

Twelve feet of gridded fence has been added to the wall that separates Catholics 

from Protestants in West Belfast since my last visit a decade ago. Overall the 

number of violent episodes has decreased substantially, but the sectarian 

incidents have yielded to more mafia style conditions, with loyalist in-fighting 

claiming most casualities. 

 

The wall that separates the Catholic area around Falls Road from the Protestant 

Shankill Road is the classic symbol of the conflict in Northern Ireland. Yet although 

the fault line divides the two groups of different faiths with punctilious precision, 

nobody claims that the ongoing conflict is a religious one. (The Catholics now 

constitute 44 % of the population, to the Protestants 53 %.) The Catholic side is 

anxious to emphasize that they regard it as a war of liberation in the last outpost of the 

British Empire, while the Protestants claim that it is a public order conflict pitting 

police and armed forces against terrorist. But for anyone unlucky enough to stumble 

into the flare up of supressed hatred, it can often look like the only ones involved on 

either side are drunken football hooligans. West Belfast is among the most poverty 

stricken areas in Europe today. 

 

By the “peace wall” 

It has now become more difficult to walk from Shankill to Falls since I last visited, in 

1996. At that time the physical segregation was overseen by an eight feet tall brick 

wall, which a couple of years ago reached 20 feet thanks to the addition of a gridded 

fence, euphemistically dubbed the “peace wall”. 

 

This time upon my revisit, wandering around the Shankill area, unable to find an open 

“peace gate”, I am forced to ask a young woman who is cleaning windows in the sun 

for directions. Nicole (22) is on one of her weekly visits to her grandfather’s house. 

He lives alone and needs a helping hand with the daily chores. His house has a tiny 

garden at the back, dwarfed by the wall and the house itself, thus seemingly in 

perpetual shade. The neighbours just to the south are never seen, but sometimes heard 

when they throw eggs, rocks and even home made bombs across. This usually 

happens during the “marching season”, when the Protestant Orange Order insists on 

parading through Catholic areas, but also during “Old Firm” matches, the term given 

to the meeting between the two Scottish footballing giants Celtic and Rangers. 

Nicole’s grandad has seen to it that the glass window is protected by a plastic cover to 

make sure no bombs make it through to his living room carpet. 

 

Spot the enemy 

There are supposed to be certain diminutive signs that locals can use to distinguish 

friend from foe, like haircuts and vocabulary, but if people meet on common ground 

in a central bar or disco, they’d have to ask to make sure they didn’t befriend an 

enemy. The easiest way to spot the affinity of someone walking in the border areas is 

often by their shirts. The frequency in which one can spot Celtic’s green and white 

stripes around Falls is remarkable, while the same goes for Rangers’ all blue in the 

Shankill area. The opposite is unthinkable, a sure invitation to trouble. And while one 

street brandishes its Celtic Bar, the other one is equally proud of its Rangers Bar. 
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Recreation opportunities, apart from pubs and betting shops, seem few and far 

between. 

 

- During or after the “Old Firm” matches I don’t dare to drive through the areas north 

of here, like the Catholic enclave of Ardoyne, says Nicole. - Peace might be kept if 

there is a draw, but with an ugly result one way or the other, there will certainly be 

chaos after the pubs close. 

 

Recalling the excited pre-match talk of the sports news on TV the evening before, I 

glance at my watch and inform her that the much-feared game in Glasgow would not 

only be playing that very day, but that the game was on as we sat there drinking tea in 

her grandad’s kitchen. So that was why the “peace gates” were closed, I am thinking, 

just as she told me the police would do. Later I learnt that Celtic had lost by an 

embarrassing 1-3 in a game that included two sending-offs for the bhoys in green and 

white. The situation remained calm in the western part of the city, but that same night 

stones were thrown and a shot was fired across the walls that surround Short Strand, 

another Catholic enclave in the east.  

 

The recent past 

The atmosphere around Falls has changed during the last decade. Back then, I had 

seen the IRA march with their guns and balaclavas, while the British Army followed 

in their purpose-built armoured cars. They had grids covering the windows and down 

to the ground to impede burning objects from entering under the vehicles. The cars 

were peppered with small stones, and the braver of the kids hammered their fists on 

the hoods. But the armoured cars continued on their course, at an amazingly, almost 

disturbingly low speed. 

 

As tourists and still quite young men in such an area of conflict, we were seized by a 

growing sense of paranoia. I once asked for a pint of Tennant’s in a crowded pub 

where Falls ends, but the bartender merely shook his head and explained that they 

didn’t sell Tennant’s there. I broke into a cold sweat: had I just yelled out for a beer 

that belonged in Shankill, and only there? (I later realized that Tennant’s and Harp are 

merely competitors.) The urge to relieve myself outside the pub when the evening 

drew to a close was curtailed when I looked up and saw a watchtower, with a machine 

gun sticking out, lit up by the moon. With too much to lose I decided I was no hero, 

and withdrew. We were careful not to step on the curb, painted in Ireland’s green, 

white and orange, when we stumbled home. 

 

A picturesque tragedy 

In the 70’s and 80’s, Belfast was like a ghost town in the evenings. The centre was 

empty, and there were restrictions on parking due to the car bomb scare. Today, the 

Tourist board is trying to attract visitors by following the global trend of renovating 

harbour areas. They’ve been greatly assisted recently by the IRA’s third promise of a 

unilateral armistice. But they seem not to recognize that the most picturesque place in 

Belfast is Falls and Shankill, where tourists are seen daily with their cameras, looking 

for murals. 

 

The painted walls along Shankill are dominated by images of hooded paramilitaries 

with guns, often elaborated into short serials that tell of great deeds done by members 

of their own ranks, or misdeeds done upon them. In Falls you will see the same 
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glorification of own heroes, like Bobby Sands, but also various depictions of 

insurgents in foreign countries, like Iraq, along with the Kurds in Turkey, and the 

Catalans and the Basques in Spain. With the lampposts also draped in Palestinian 

flags, there seems to be an eagerness to connect the struggle to a wider international 

context. But apparently this view of solidarity doesn’t appeal to all locals: my 

Sudanese hotel receptionist was called “black bastard” on his only stroll up this 

otherwise so colourful street. 

 

Social problems abound 

Nicole has done social work on both sides of the demarction line. She tells me about 

the screaming social problems in the area: teenage pregnancies, drug abuse and 

suicides. Joy rides in stolen cars seem to be a favourite pastime for the kids. Her 

opinion is that poverty, lack of education and boredom walk hand in hand, and as a 

telling example she mentions that only 2% of the young in Shankill finish eleven 

years of schooling. She also claims that both parents and paramilitary groups put 

undue pressure on the young to include them in the ongoing conflict.  

 

- The worst areas are to the north of here, she repeats. - The poorest street in the city 

is Crumlin Road, and it runs up to where Shankill borders on Catholic Ardoyne, by a 

place called Ardoyne Shops. Right here you’ll find a roundabout with two security 

cameras attached to a pole. They normally provide live coverage, transmitted to 

several police stations, of a rather dull intersection. That is, if the pole is not chopped 

down, which has happened on several occasions. But regardless of how much rain the 

policemen must stare at on their monitors, this is nonetheless the singlemost important 

focal point of the conflict in Northern Ireland, and subsequently one of the most 

dangerous places in Europe. I myself was trapped in a bus shelter for more than an 

hour due to poor weather, this time with every reason to feel under surveillance. 

 

The conflict has changed 

Billy Graham, who writes for the nationalist newspaper the Irish News, agrees that the 

key issue is the struggle against poverty. 

 

-“Peace money” has been provided by the EU both to renew the harbour district and 

the poor areas to the north and west. And there really is a lot less violence in Northern 

Ireland now, he says. Furthermore he estimates that the number of fatalities has 

decreased from around 350 a year in the 70’s to approxomately ten now. 

 

- The actual situation can be described as more mafia-like, dominated by in-fights 

between loyalist groups that have become involved in the smuggling of drugs and 

cheap petrol from the Irish Republic. But even if the violence has diminished 

substantially, it is now less organized, and strikes more haphazardly. The discipline is 

on the wane. 

 

The British must go 

Caoimhín Mac Giolla Mhin (pronounced as “Keveen McGillaveen”), who works for 

the charitable organisation Coiste in Falls Road, sees the conflict simply as a long-

lasting question about British imperialism, and he has specific demands that must be 

met before there can be any talk of peace in Northern Ireland. 
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- The British troops must be withdrawn, and the archives containing details of their 

encroachments must be made public, says Caoimhín. - Right now the question about 

policing is the most pressing one. The republicans don’t trust the police, because the 

forces consist almost exclusively of loyalists, and they have a long history of crimes 

to answer for. He claims the media is most often biased, and points out that some 

episodes get more coverage than others, especially right before elections. He doesn’t 

think the Irish News deserves to be called a nationalist newspaper, saying it doesn’t 

represent his view. 

 

Caoimhín dedicates his work for Coiste to a project that aims to provide jobs for 

former political prisoners whose criminal records prevent them from obtaining posts 

in the public sector. This in effect excludes a lot of people that live along Falls Road 

from many of the jobs that they would normally compete for. He also tells me that the 

Belfast Tourist Board denied them funds to build a hostel for backpackers in Falls at a 

vacant lot up by Falls. I immediately recognize this as the very spot of the British 

fortress that I almost debased in the moonlight ten years previously. Where I had seen 

nothing but a chance for release, others now see potential for investment. 

 

“The other side” 

Coiste offers “political tours” in Falls, guided by former political prisoners. They also 

tailor for large groups, and Caoimhín says the demand from the USA alone keeps 

them more than busy enough for the time being. They do have contacts “on the other 

side” (if you will excuse me), and can arrange exchanges by the “peace gates”. The 

organisation also receives money from the EU’s “Program for peace and 

reconciliation”. 

 

Caoimhín is a demanding person to talk to. He obviously thinks I have already fallen 

into the trap when I use the term “the other side”, which I sometimes do to simplify 

matters. It is admittedly easier, at least for a tourist, just to point across the wall than 

to have to juggle with the terms republican/nationalist and loyalist/unionist. For him 

the enemy is always London, and he flares up, red in the face, when I fumble for the 

right terms. 

 

There is little denying that Caoimhín’s interpretation of history is true. Northern 

Ireland has indeed been treated as a colony for centuries, and the British state has 

been involved in the murders of innocent people through collusion with loyalist 

groups, at least until recently, as proven by the interim Stevens report in 2003. But 

when the IRA member Sean Kelly placed a bomb at a fishmonger’s in 1993, killing 

ten people and earning himself the nickname “the Shankill bomber”, he also created 

real history. Due to the amnesty pursuant to the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, he 

was released. There might be a good reason for this, a bigger picture, but it can’t be 

too hard for anyone to imagine the bitterness creeping into the pubs in the Protestant 

areas of Belfast that resulted from this. 

 

Parallel truths 

The conflict in Northern Ireland is indeed changing. There is substantially less 

violence, and a shift from a permanent state of ideological relentlessness to outright 

criminal rivalry within the blocks. But other factors act to consolidate the divide. The 

daily dynamics of the permanent rift between neighbours stem from two groups 

trapped in ideological backwaters, both indulging in their abnormally selective 
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memories. There are two parallel societies in Belfast, both relatively poor and 

uneducated, and each clings to its own interpretation of history, putting every 

occurrence into a context totally incompatible with the other’s. 

 

Nicole, Billy and Caoimhín agree on one thing: in Northern Ireland as of today there 

is virtually nothing that is flourishing on both sides of the “peace walls”, except the 

energy-consuming ubiquitous distrust. An inclusive cultural sphere is, for instance, 

totally absent. Politics and religion are divisive factors, football and music are not 

unifying ones. On a pub crawl around Falls upon my first visit in 1996, we were 

invited to after hours drinks with an IRA sympathizer and his family, and he 

shamfacedly tucked away his Van Morrison records when he thought we weren’t 

looking. How does he feel when he’s listening to this ethereal music, I wondered? Is 

he then at last able to let his mind escape politics, and float away? 

 

 


