
 



 

TO HELL OR SLIGO 

 

This book is dedicated to my sister Bernadette, who envisaged this book, and who I 

am sure would have loved reading it, if only she had been able to live a little bit longer. 

She is featured in this story, along with her husband Jimmy, our father Paddy, our 

mother Margaret, and Guinness, her loyal Yorkie. Sadly, they have all passed away, but 

my ambition is that they live on in these pages. 

This is a work of both fact and fiction. What I mean is that some of this story 

happened and some of it did not. To honour the dead, their names have been kept the 

same, and to honour the living, most of their names have been changed. 

There is so much love in this book; I really hope it comes across. 

 

   * 

 

 

I would like to acknowledge the help of ...[this is where your name goes] 

 

* 

 



 

Introduction 

 

There is something peculiarly Irish about the concept of buried gold. Maybe the 

source of this lies within its ancient legends; perhaps all those leprechauns had to bury 

their pots of gold somewhere. No better place than in County Sligo and Sligo Town, 

where generations have told stories about ‘blow-ins’ bringing in foreign gold and burying 

it here in secret locations.  

These stories are never told with the notion of anyone finding it. Instead the stories are 

used to explain how certain people came to acquire unknown sources of wealth and 

income. Surely they were living off the proceeds of some golden stash which was buried 

long ago by their ancestors.  

You see, the term blow-in is derogatory. A verb and a preposition used to denote that 

you may never be really accepted in Sligo unless you went many generations deep. The 

Sligonians have always been suspicious of outsiders, and ready if necessary to defend 

their bit of turf. Possibly when the English coined the expression, ‘To hell or Connaught’, 

they really meant Sligo.  

The first foreigners to bring in their own gold were literally ‘blows-ins’. The Spanish 

Armada met a fate worse than Drake off the coast of Sligo Bay. They were dispersed by 

violent storms, and blown onto the rocks at Streedagh. Many galleons floundered there; 

the wrecks of their keels are still visible in the sand at low tide.  

The locals weren’t too hospitable to the survivors. Many were hacked to death on the 

beaches, whilst others hid and tried to integrate with the local populace. Only a few made 

it back to Spain. Much of the flotsam was washed up on the shores or recovered from the 

shallow wrecks. Strangely no gold, despite the fact that these ships were laden with as 

much of the stuff deemed necessary to support a Spanish army of mercenaries abroad for 

at least two years.  

In Sligo, it was rumoured that the gold had been buried. Perhaps it was intended to be 

squandered by future generations of black Irish which was the name given to the 

descendants of the Spanish and their local brides. 

Those stocks of buried gold were replenished in the closing months of the Second 

World War. German U-Boats were very familiar with the west coast of Ireland. 

Shipments of arms had been delivered to Connaught with the intention of creating a thorn 

in the side of the British up north. When this Irish cause became futile, the German’s 

developed one of their own. The Nazi elite knowing that the war was practically over 

intended to spirit away many tons of gold and precious cargoes to be buried on distant 

beaches. Much of it made its way to Chile and Argentina, but the U-Boats allegedly 

surfaced off the coast of Sligo too. Those buried crates of gold which were intended to 

rebuild the party following the war, were now consigned as treasure for a later 



generation. That generation was rumoured to be the sons, daughters and grandchildren of 

the U-boatmen.  

In the late 70s, much like the rest of the world, Sligo had terrible unemployment. 

Despite this, West Germany was doing well, and a number of German manufacturing 

firms had set up subsidiary factories in County Sligo; one of them was purpose built in 

Hazelwood on the banks of Lough Gill. As a teenager, I heard the local rumours about 

the German ‘blow-ins’ who managed these. Apparently they were all the offspring of the 

same U-boat commander. Anyway, that was the way the story was told. 

Then in the early 80s, a new story about buried gold arrived in town. This is the story I 

am going to tell you. Except that it didn’t begin in Sligo; it began in Belfast. However, 

before my story takes you there, I have to briefly take you back to the beginning. That 

was the beginning of my young romance with Enya. A few years earlier, our first date 

together was to become profound for both me and rest of the British Isles.   

 

 

  

 

Grange, Co. Sligo, Monday morning, Aug 27 1979 

 

 

Meanwhile, 20 miles north of Sligo, nothing was happening. To be more exact, I was 

sitting on Enya's bed and trying to work out how to penetrate her protective shield which 

was in the form of a disco inspired blue jump suit with tight long sleeves and baggy 

leggings which tapered in tightly at the ankle. I had already worked out that the flap that 

ran down from the neck to the waist hid no zip or buttons. It was just a cunning tailor's 

ruse to hide the real target fastenings which Enya was now so protectively lying upon. I 

fiddled with the wide red sash belt wrapped tightly around her trim waist, but that had no 

give in it. It was like a fortress; the jumpsuit seemed to have no beginning or end. From 

its tight military collar down to its termination in a pair of bright red boots, it made Enya 

look a bit like Superman. If so, she was under the restraining power of krypton, because 

she was laying flat and rigid on the bed, which was in my limited experience, the 

universally adopted position amongst Sligo girls for retaining their virtue. Strangely 

enough, this posture also represented the Sligo code for access all areas. For a seventeen 

year old lad like myself, it was a difficult quandary. In fact, most of my peer group would 

often rely on the reasoning powers of alcohol to work out this dichotomy. Sadly I was 

sober at the time and unable to work out just how far she was letting me go. With her 

tousled shoulder length dark hair and piercing blue eyes, she looked up at me from her 

pillow like that picture of Jane Russell lying in the hay. I think it was from 'The Outlaw' 

which was a film from way before my time. Nevertheless, that picture had served me 

well when my hormones were playing me up, and the page of the scrapbook that it was in 



was torn where it had stuck to the next one. This was a true testimony to its erotic appeal, 

when every other source of eye candy was strictly unavailable to a catholic boy living in 

a catholic country in an age of non enlightenment.  

 

My biggest fear in life back then was getting a girl pregnant. I do not really recall why, 

except that it was shameful and known to be a game changer. I guess I didn't want my 

adolescence to end, and besides, as a father, I would have to one day explain about the 

birds and the bees to my child. Teaching my progeny everything I knew could represent a 

problem, because I knew precious little about anything, and what I knew about sex could 

be written on the back of a stamp. 

I looked at my Super-Girl with needy eyes which pleaded with her to help me help her 

out of her clothes. She stared back at me with yet another undecipherable look which 

probably meant 'get on with it'. 

Although this was our first date, we had worked together for a couple of months and 

we had begun to notice each other during our busy restaurant shifts. Fleeting eye contact 

had developed into full body contact. We would press up against each other as we tried to 

place our orders in the kitchen thinking that this was our little secret.  

I would have asked her out to a discotheque but for two factors which stopped me. 

One was the fact that she lived 20 miles outside of town and I would need a lift to collect 

her. The second was nerves, which beset me when it came to matters of passion. At 

seventeen, I was inexperienced, a little shy, and convinced that male virginity was not a 

good thing.  

 

I got a car when I was nearly 17 but had to wait for my birthday in order to legally 

drive. After that, legality went out the window. I taught myself to drive which must have 

been a traumatic experience for other road users. Four wheels and as many gears gave me 

the confidence to think that I could pass any test. Regardless of my confidence, the 

driving examiner grabbed hold of the steering wheel during my test, and following that 

insult, I asked him to step out of my car at least a mile from his office. This punishment 

didn’t help change his mind, and as a result, I had to drive that car forever with a 

provisional license, leaving insurance in the lap of the Gods.  

At seventeen, I just loved speed, and with my foot to the floor, I could take that Fiat 

127 to over a hundred, which cut down commuting time substantially to the village of 

Grange, which was situated 20 miles north of the town of Sligo where I lived on the 

provincial west coast of Ireland.  

The first day that I made that journey with Enya was on the morning of Monday 27th 

August 1979, and I was driving her home. The hotel where we worked together had been 

booked out for the last four days and we had had a very busy weekend. With the extra 

shifts involved, we had both worked exceptionally hard, and Enya had stayed over for the 

duration.  



Last night had witnessed our first kiss, and now I was dropping her home. My appetite 

was only whetted. I hoped that some privacy together, might help get me the main course. 

However, her mother seemed more intent on serving me tea; the Irish equivalent of the 

Indian peace pipe. I sipped politely and ate the offered scone, as well as passing her 

interrogation with flying colours.  

Her father who was an ambulance driver was already at work, and I assumed that I 

would meet him at some later date. Anything was possible now that her mother had been 

won over with anecdotes and politeness.  

This meant that the main defensive shield to Enya’s bedroom was down; and once 

inside her daughter’s room, I had intended to wreak havoc. But that didn’t happen, 

because her mother was soon knocking on the door and sounding distressed. 

“Your father was on the phone Enya. He said that they have had an emergency up at 

Classiebawn castle. His ambulance was called out initially for a suicide, but that was 

some kind of confusion. It’s Mountbatten. His boat has been blown to smithereens.” 

 

 
Benbulben, Co.Sligo. 

 

 

Not that I am an ambulance chaser, but her father was the driver, and I did want to 

meet him. A boat blown up at sea also offered the prospect of danger and excitement, and 

the two of us jumped back in the car and raced the few miles to the scene which was at 

the harbour in Mullaghmore. This small fishing village, just like Grange, was in the 

shadow of Benbulben Mountain which prominently stood out like the backbone of 

County Sligo. It was part of the Dartry mountain range, yet technically it wasn’t a real 

mountain at all. It was merely the remnant of an ancient plateau that had been eaten and 

eroded by glaciers. These had since departed and left behind Benbulben’s pronounced 

jagged features. The glaciers were reminiscent of the English rulers of this land that had 

shaped this country and its customs, but withdrawn once they had outstayed their 

welcome. Now only a few remnant Lords were left behind.     

Mountbatten was one of these Lords but he was a well respected man locally. Every 

year, he spent August in his castle near Mullaghmore. I had never met him before this 

day, and yet I still never got to see him alive. The bomb had killed him, along with his 

grandson and a local boat boy. I saw their bodies as they were carried to the ambulance, 

and yes, I also got to meet Enya’s father.  



This was the first time that the northern troubles had visited Sligo, and it wasn’t to be 

the last. I looked out to sea and witnessed the floating debris from the explosion. Then I 

observed all around, checking the horizon and the surrounding shoreline. If the bomber 

had used a remote control, they were probably still there, watching and witnessing, just as 

I was. It made me wonder what kind of person indiscriminately takes lives so easily, and 

then my glance took in the painted slogan on the side of Benbulben. The white letters, 

30ft tall faced in this direction. They said ‘BRITS OUT’, and that probably included 

Mountbatten. I reckoned they should have read, ‘BLOW-INS OUT’ because that was the 

real sentimentality applied to non-Sligonians who had no roots here. I looked back again 

taking in the suffering of the wounded and all of the carnage. This wasn’t hell, it was 

Sligo.  

 

       

    

The St Agnes Social club in Andersonstown, Belfast.  May 1983 

 

 

It was a good pint of Guinness, perfectly pulled by a taciturn barman who wore the 

stock expression of indifference which came with all the employees of these republican 

social clubs. 

This club was in the part of Andersonstown which bordered the lower Falls Road and 

fancied itself as a fierce Catholic no-go area. That meant it was off limits for the police, 

army, and the nearby protestant & loyalist communities. Thus, no British laws applied 

here or in any of the other illegal drinking clubs that flouted the strict licensing laws 

which closed every other licensed public bar on a Sunday.   

The man who was going to drink this perfectly pulled pint was Mickey Kavanagh. He 

was a tall and heavy set man in his mid forties. He had a matching large head, fully 

serviced by a retainer of gingery brown hair, and despite his round friendly looking face,  

he didn't suffer fools easily.  

You could even describe him as hulking. In his youth he had been an amateur boxer, 

but perhaps a defensive stance had not been his strength. His large head now resembled a 

mountain rock in which all the sharp features had been rounded off.  

His hair was brushed forward, almost touching hooded, cynical eyes. The same blue 

eyes that held a small glint that could easily be transfigured into a smile, because it was a 

large jolly heart which drove him, and a spirit of mirth which radiated from within. A 

generous nature, and a convivial persona all helped to make his bulldog features appear 

more attractive.    

He hated drinking alone, and wasn’t a great fan of drinking here either. This place 

suffered from damp and also from an underlying oppressive attitude of aggression 

subdued only by a hidden pecking order of hard men.  



The damp walls had been masked over by poorly decorated panel boards, but the smell 

of mildew remained. The aggression had been masked over by poorly orchestrated 

background music, a mix of ceili, nationalist folk songs with only the occasional rousing 

rebel songs. The amp was practically blown and the sound was fuzzy and thus kept low 

in the background. 

Kav as he was known to everyone, including his mother, liked to stay in the 

background too. He wasn’t frightened of anyone here, except maybe a few heavy hitters 

that he sat far away from. His credentials were good here. He was a volunteer with the 

provisional IRA. The emphasis however lay with the word volunteer.  

After ten years of service and loyalty to the cause and to Belfast command, he was no 

longer on the payroll. This was a bone of contention for him. He had leanings towards 

active service with an ambition to run his own unit. However, he was unlikely to be 

allowed to pick his own cell, when command wouldn’t even assign him to active service 

or put him on the payroll. They didn’t see him as reliable, and nor was he proven as a 

good earner. His loyalty was never in doubt, but his conviction to ruthlessness was, and 

that was not uncommon to old republican soldiers who had seen and lived through too 

much.  

The cause took second place to his conviction to alcohol. Even now, he was here 

purely for a Guinness. In this Presbyterian controlled city of Belfast, these illegal 

drinking clubs were the only place you could get a drink on a Sunday.   

 

Kav found a small table in the midst of a thriving social section of the room. Although 

he kept himself to himself, his active mind and smart intellect couldn’t manage to play 

along and he unconsciously listened to the broad range of conversations taking place 

amongst the different social pairings around him.  

One conversation he was listening to intrigued him. On a nearby table sat two young 

men in their early twenties. One of whom he had been acquainted with for some years, 

but the other one looked really out of place here. He had bleached white hair cut in a 

mullet style that betrayed a stronger interest in the music scene than the republican one. 

His accent kept slipping too. Kav inclined his head slightly to listen more closely, and he 

noted the west Belfast brogue seemed put on in order to fit in here.  

Kav wondered where he was from and whether he was an Englishman. With his thin 

druggie appearance and the long white plaits in the back of his hair, he certainly wasn’t a 

soldier or a policeman. In fact he looked too far gone to even be a reconnaissance agent. 

Some of those spotters were hard to tell, but they never had dilated pupils the size of 

saucers, and nor did they ramble on delivering a diatribe of inconsequential spiel.  

However the more Kav listened to the thin young man, the more he got drawn into the 

story that he was re-telling to his friend. Seemingly, it was about a Vietnamese man and a 

Chinaman who had buried a large horde of gold down south. He had mentioned Sligo a 

few times, so Kav assumed that it was buried somewhere in that county. The story about 



how the gold had arrived in the area was even more bizarre. Someone was a fighting 

Buddhist monk who had either stolen or taken his temple’s gold and somehow spirited it 

over to Ireland.  

It was a tall story; that was for sure, but the depth of detail he managed to overhear 

lent it some credibility. Apparently, this young man knew all of this because his girlfriend 

worked for one of the Asians, but nobody knew where their gold was actually buried.  

Kav took a long sup of his drink and eyed up the young man trying to determine his 

trustworthiness. He even went for a walk past his table to get a closer look at him. If he 

would have gone to the toilets, Kav would probably have followed him there, but despite 

the blond youngster’s obvious thirst here tonight, he hadn’t gone to relieve himself once. 

Perhaps that was a wise move coming from a ‘quare fellow’ like him whose accent kept 

slipping.    

Sure the guy looked like a space cadet, and would have even stood out in a David 

Bowie concert. Nonetheless, there was a glimpse of intellect portrayed in his 

conversation which suggested that he was by no means simple or stupid. His descriptive 

words inspired much imagination and Kav saw himself gazing down at a buried crate of 

gold bullion and coins, and he saw a road-map to his future form in the back of his mind.  

This was serendipity which he was here to witness. A portion of that gold would gain 

him kudos as an earner when he handed it over to Belfast command. Following that, he 

could put together his own active service team and probably go down in the annals of 

republican history.   

He just had to find it or extort it from the Asians, but first he would have to speak with 

Dillon, the young Sligonian’s friend. Judging by his body language, he was less 

enamoured with the story, and Kav wanted to know why. It was probably better that he 

speak with him another time when he was sober and Dillon was alone.  

 

* 

 

Shane departed the St Agnes social club in Andersonstown almost crippled by the 

need to urinate. He had been too scared to go inside, envisaging kidnap followed by 

torture. In truth, he had little to fear apart from someone taking a dislike to his 

appearance.  

The source of his paranoia was the copious amount of cannabis which he had smoked 

earlier in the evening and the unsettling effect of the few magic mushrooms he had taken 

as a substitute for speed. Eight was the magic number. They gave you a buzz and a strong 

desire for alcohol. Anymore and the shadows began to come alive.  

The extra mushroom he had eaten for luck had decided to provide a little altered 

perception instead. Dillon’s gaunt features were now extra pronounced, his hair a brighter 

shade of copper, and his gangly legs seemed even thinner and longer. He appeared taller 



and his stride seemed exceptionally long, and difficult for Shane to keep up as they 

headed in the direction of the bus zone.  

In the no-go nationalist areas of Belfast, only black taxis were available as public 

transport and neither of them wanted to take one. Dillon was just trying to save some 

money, and Shane was wary of getting into the back seat of any provisional IRA courier 

service. 

Dillon was drunk enough to cut Shane some slack, but he point blank refused to stand 

guard for him whilst he took a slash against a wall. Disrespectful behaviour like that was 

punished in these parts, and any clandestine behaviour invited the soldiers in the fortified 

high rise viewing platforms to target you.  

Getting closer to the non partisan main city centre, they hopped on a bus which took 

them back to the Holy Land. Their mutual friends Sean and Ciara lived in a flat in 

Jerusalem Street which was one of the many biblically named side-streets which bordered 

Queen’s University.  

There was a certain relief at reaching the house where they were staying; Shane, 

mostly because he had missed his closer friends who had declined to come along, and 

Dillon, perhaps because his flat was on the first floor. He didn’t invite Shane up, and had 

climbed the stairs by the time Sean had opened up the three mortise locks, night latch, 

and two chains that secured his ground floor apartment.  

 

“Ah, our intrepid explorer to the wild and lesser visited nationalists clubs has 

returned,” said Sean impersonating David Attenborough.  

Sean was a couple of years older than him, of similar height but stockier, and had a 

thick mop of the darkest black hair. His image showed the battle-lines drawn between his 

carefree image of a stoned biker and his more formal business persona of a retail manager 

down south.   

“Tell me; how is your armed struggle progressing?” 

“Very funny,” replied Shane. “You should have come, it was good craic.” 

“Hmm.”  

The jury was definitely out on this one. Sean was canny enough to realise that 

frequenting these unlicensed clubs could only lead to trouble.” 

“You do realise that I am a Catholic,” said Shane defensively.  

“I am also aware that you grew up in London, and only last week you visited a loyalist 

drinking hole in the Shankill road.” 

“Billy said it was safe.” 

“And Billy thinks he is Bob Marley’s cousin. Don’t be so naive Shane. You are 

playing with fire just to get a Sunday pint, and in the meantime you are missing all the 

craic here.” 

“What have I missed” said Shane dismissively. “A few hot knives?” 

“Maybe, but you are just in time for the next one, young Gilshey.” 



Sean was leading Shane through to the kitchen as they spoke. As he walked passed 

him, he nodded at Billy who lay comatose on the floor. “He has the lungs of an 

Englishman just like you.” 

“I am more Irish than you Sean,” replied Shane with hurt feelings. “I just went to 

school over there, and now I live here, but I can trace my family back to the Tuetha de 

Danaan. Your’s came over with the Normans.” 

“Methinks you can only trace your heritage to Orpington.” 

“Now you are pissing me off,” said Shane at the mention of the quiet Kentish suburb 

where he had studied.    

“Don't get irate, just soak your lungs with some of this,” said Sean, handing Shane the 

cut plastic bottle full of smoke, trapped by his thumb at the top, and his outstretched palm 

at the bottom. 

Shane inhaled with one mighty gasp, and then consumed the rest of the smoke in three 

smaller breaths. He tried to talk to settle his earlier point, but wafts of smoke came out of 

his mouth as he tried to speak causing him to start coughing. 

Meanwhile Sean had taken the empty open ended two litre plastic coke bottle off him 

and was holding it in his mouth. With his two free hands, he took the two red hot pieces 

of cutlery. Two table knives that had been resting over the burning ring of the gas hob, 

onto one of which he asked Shane to drop a small knob of cannabis resin, near its tip. 

Sean sandwiched it with the other hot knife, and captured the copious amount of smoke 

produced within the two litre bottle, which still held by his mouth, hovered overhead.   

He consumed every last trace of the smoke in one mighty breath and held it in until his 

eyes seemed bloodshot and ready to pop. Only then did he exhale, and without coughing, 

managed to taunt Shane as the retired smoke came out. “Now these are the lungs of an 

Irishman.” 

“Where’s Ciara?”asked Shane. 

“She’s in the bedroom, probably sleeping. She is getting up early tomorrow to see us 

off.” 

“That will be 5am.” 

“That is what a good girlfriend will do for you.” 

“I have a good girlfriend,” said Shane defensively. 

“Allegedly.” 

“For chrissake, we have been dating for three and a half years” 

“And never once have you brought her up to see Ciara.” 

“She doesn’t like it up here.” 

“More like she doesn’t want to spend time with us.” 

“This is not really her thing Sean. She is into sports, running, and the great outdoors 

kind of thing.” 

“Oh what fun you can have running around a circular track,” said Sean derogatorily. 

“She is serious about athletics. She nearly earned a place on the Irish national team.” 



“Just so long as she looks after and takes care of my best friend,” said Sean 

protectively placing his arm around the shoulders of his younger companion. 

 

* 

 

  

 

 



 

 


