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Foreword
by Jo Berry

It is both an honour and a challenge to write this foreword; it is unusual 
to be asked to write a foreword for someone who killed your  father. Yet I 
have for the last twenty years been in dialogue with Patrick Magee, the 
man who planted the bomb at the  Grand  Hotel in Brighton which killed 
my dad, Sir Anthony Berry, and four  others.

This book is Patrick Magee’s memoir, from his early memories to his 
vision of Belfast  today; he charts his joining the IRA, the appalling 
experience he and  others endured of internment, his active engagement, 
his imprisonment and his release. It is eye opening for us who have only 
heard of this time in history from the En glish perspective, revealing some 
harsh truths that I think it is impor tant we learn about. The last six chapters 
describe our first meeting and the work he has since done with me and 
 others from around the world, engaging in peace and reconciliation.

Please read this story as one of the many truths of the conflict; no one 
has the objective truth of what happened. Every one who was pre sent has a 
valid story that we can hear –  even if we  don’t agree. I have empathised 
with  people who have been enemies to each other, and some to me, and I 
can see that if we had lived each other’s lives we may have made the same 
choices as the other person did. It is easy to judge, make someone wrong 
and someone right, but the question for me is how we can listen to one 
another and learn from the past so vio lence is not used again.

I appreciate the honesty of Patrick’s writing and I could feel the chal-
lenging situation he found himself in Belfast. I think it is impor tant for 
 those outside his community to see something of the harsh real ity some 
Catholics experienced.  There are parts of the first half of the book that I 
found hard to read;  there is much suffering and pain. I cannot help but 
reflect on how dif fer ent my experiences  were at that age. I have never felt 
comfortable with justification for vio lence and  there is much in this book. 
The nuances and uncertainty that Patrick has sometimes expressed in our 
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x Foreword

talks do not feature but I understand that he is writing for some of his 
community who do not feel heard. For some  people he may have gone too 
far, for  others not far enough.

His description of our first meeting captures the intensity well, and to 
help the reader understand my motivation, I  will share a  little  here. Twenty 
years ago, I arranged to meet Pat Magee as a one- off encounter so I could 
look into his eyes and see him as a  human being. I did not need an apology, 
for that  wouldn’t bring my dad back; I knew from meeting  others who had 
been in the IRA that he would come with a sense of righ teousness. They 
 were the oppressed,  those without power, the marginalised – my dad rep-
resented power and the elite. I knew Pat would see it as a righ teous war 
and one they had had no choice in. He did start by justifying and talking 
from the generic ‘we’. I listened and asked open questions to find out more 
of his personal story. I remember the moment when I looked into his eyes 
and saw how much he cared for his community; at that moment, he was 
no longer a faceless  enemy but someone with his own story and humanity. 
An  enemy is just someone whose story we  haven’t heard.

I was about to end the meeting when Pat had what he now calls his 
‘epiphany’ moment. I remember the difference – he was no longer justifying 
or saying the word we. He was speaking from his heart, being vulnerable 
and asking me about my  father. He was visibly shaken and emotional; his 
voice had more depth and I knew I needed to stay longer. It was dawning 
on him for the first time that my dad had been a  human being and he had 
killed him. He realised he had lost some of his humanity and was guilty of 
demonising them in the same way he accuses the Other of demonising 
republicans. He could hear the impact of his actions.

I had reached my limit of being able to listen  after another hour, and 
that was when he said ‘I am sorry I killed your  father.’ He spoke with  great 
feeling and conveyed how this weighed heavi ly in him. I say, ‘I’m glad it 
was you’ –  the words just popped out, and twenty years  later we are still 
discussing what I meant.

I was acknowledging  that I did not think many would have opened 
their hearts at that point, to feel the emotional cost of their actions. Pat has 
said that if I had started the meeting with blame and finger- pointing, he 
would have stayed within the safe place of righ teousness. Instead he was 
disarmed by the empathy I showed. I was more curious and interested in 
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 Foreword xi

who was  behind the rhe toric than seeking revenge for what he had done to 
my  family.

Pat recognised he had lost something of his own humanity by being 
violent. He is still on a journey and the book conveys this.  People sometimes 
ask me why we still meet – is it not repetitious to still share our story 
together? I reply that it is always dif fer ent, as we are both still changing. 
Maybe it is even harder for Pat –  the more he knows me, the more the 
distress in him grows.

Pat moves from a tribal perspective in the first half of the book to a more 
holistic global perspective. His last paragraph shows the impact of our 
work of the last twenty years on him:

We need to transcend division; to leave Otherness  behind as a useless, debil-
itating, myopic and self- destructive state of  mental negation. I think it is 
profoundly inappropriate to speak of winners when so many from all sides 
have experienced loss. Nobody wins  until we all win.

Pat has been a teacher for me, sometimes very challenging and also very 
transformational. We now have twenty years of shared experience, and for 
that I am deeply grateful. I salute his courage to have become vulnerable, 
to feel the cost of what he has done and to write about it in this book. His 
actions for me show his strength and his vulnerability. He chooses to meet 
despite what I represent –  I am no easy option, instead a difficult mirror 
and a reminder of the choices he made. He trusts me and together I believe 
we show what is pos si ble.

My final thoughts: can we let go of our hatred, find the courage to listen 
to  those we do not agree with, find alternatives to vio lence and build a 
world founded on compassion and empathy? I believe we can, and my 
hope and wish is that this book adds to a new conversation.
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Introduction

‘… knowing thyself as a product of the historical pro cess to date, which 
has deposited in you an infinity of traces, without leaving an inventory.’

–  Antonio Gramsci, 1891–1937

The reader may know of me only from the tabloid branding, ‘the Brighton 
Bomber’. Drip- fed, this has served to cloud the need for deeper scrutiny of 
a complex strug gle; an example in a long lexicon of ‘thought- terminating 
clichés’* in ser vice to power, such as ‘terrorist’ and ‘godfather’. A key 
Irish Republican Army (IRA) operation, the targeting of Conservative 
government ministers, politicians and their financiers, part of a wider 
campaign against the British state and its terrorism against an histori-
cally oppressed community in Ireland, is personalised and thus reduced, 
as if the bombing of the  Grand  Hotel in 1984 was a  matter of individual 
volition, not a strategic action drawing on the vastly more  limited resources 
of a guerrilla movement against its power ful adversary. The off- the- peg 
labelling cultivated by the media points to the work of ‘a fanatic’. Look no 
further. No cause to consider motivation, strategy or context. The po liti cal 
establishment and its attendant media would have the world understand 
that operation as the consequence of an individual psychopathology, or as 
a British judge in summing up at my trial concluded, the actions of ‘a man 
of exceptional cruelty and inhumanity’.

One aim in writing this memoir, therefore, is to  counter this limiting 
view and to instead offer an alternative appreciation of the movement I 
joined as a young man and in which I served as a volunteer for nearly three 
de cades,  whether on active duty or as a prisoner of war (POW).

For an Irish republican, the task of writing about the past, of one’s own 
lived experience, is a fraught affair, like balancing on a high wire above a 
minefield.  There are the obvious  legal  hazards. Released  under the terms 

*Robert Jay Lifton, Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism (W. W. Norton & 
Co., New York, 1963).
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2 Where Grieving Begins

of the Good Friday Agreement (GFA), as a former Irish republican POW, 
I remain on licence and therefore subject to recall. Many in positions of 
power in politics, in the media and in academia continue a crusade of 
criminalisation and would seize on any revelatory slippage to undermine 
what has been hard gained by republicans  after de cades of sacrifice, some 
detail that might trigger a witch- hunt. The movement’s task –  the ending 
of British rule and the creation of a rights- based democracy – is far from 
completion. We must be aware of not giving away hostages to fortune. 
Therefore, I should also state from the outset what this memoir is not 
about. Anyone expecting to glean substantial hitherto- unrevealed detail 
about the planning, logistics and execution of the Brighton Bomb may 
be disappointed. Discussion of the operational side of that, or indeed of 
any actions I was involved in as a volunteer in the IRA, lies outside the 
purposes  here, of which I  will say more presently. At an unforeseeable 
juncture the story of Brighton may be told, though not necessarily by me.

This memoir is, therefore, less an account of events (and indeed of 
much private  family detail) than a reflection on key influences, experi-
ences, motivations and intent, and of the circumstances in which  these 
have  shaped the course of my life, the essential context being the conflict 
between the British state and partitioned Ireland.

In 1921, Britain partitioned Ireland, ignoring the demo cratic mandate of 
an overwhelming majority in Ireland who voted in the 1918 general election 
for Sinn Fein’s demand for an Irish Republic. The resulting hived- off six- 
county sectarian statelet imposed on my grandparents, their  children and 
on my generation was a gerrymandered ‘po liti cal slum’,* an act of vio lence, 
po liti cal and  actual, perpetrated by the power ful upon the weak, the outplay 
of which impacted egregiously on our communities and, more specifically 
in this account, upon my  family. It was the defining historic event of our 
lives, setting the scene for the eruption of vio lence in the late 1960s. As 
Martin McGuinness famously put it, ‘We  didn’t go to war. War came to us.’

We do appear, despite current uncertainties generated by Brexit and the 
fears within  unionism of demographic change, the extension of  human 
rights and the continuing electoral rise of Sinn Fein, to be moving slowly 

*Cal McCrystal and the Sunday Times Insight Team, ‘John Bull’s Po liti cal Slum’, 
Sunday Times, 3 July, 1966.
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 Introduction 3

but inexorably  towards a more just, more demo cratic  future, one in which 
the recourse to armed strug gle  ought never again be a morally justifiable and 
legitimate option in the Irish/British context. The resulting closure on that 
option  will clear more space for former republican combatants to reappraise 
the conflict and express our collective trauma (the trauma of the communi-
ties we defended and to which we integrally belong), certainly in ways barred 
to previous generations of republicans. Some republicans may disagree, and 
not solely from within ‘dissident’ camps.  There is a deep- rooted culture 
of silence within the republican movement, and  there are  those who  will 
rigidly abide by that code no  matter what the  future po liti cal dispensation. 
I do have some sympathy for that position. I recall, with pride, the reticence 
of older republicans from the 1920s, 1930s, 1940s and 1950s to talk about 
their involvement. Their silence was a badge of honour. And wise. They 
 were conscious of the  future and of unfinished business. And while we may 
achieve further democracy  here, and it  will certainly have to be defended, 
 there are other theatres of conflict in the world, where oppressed  people may 
gain from our example and experience. Ours is an anti- imperialist strug gle, 
 after all. Nothing about strategy or tactics should ever be revealed that could 
possibly assist the power ful in their imperialist quest for the subjugation of 
the colonised. With peace embedded  here, however –  a sustained and sus-
tainable peace within this island and between  these islands –  the truth may 
yet out. That  will still require a long- overdue ac cep tance of due culpability for 
the conflict from all sides,  whether republican/nationalist, loyalist/ unionist 
or state force personnel and their po liti cal masters. We are not  there yet and 
attitudes and interests persist as obstacles in the path of a fuller, more open 
account. I do believe, nevertheless, that it is beholden on all sides of the 
conflict to address the past with as much candour and empathy as allowed 
within the shackles of British law. The reader  will understand, however, if I 
am a  little guarded in discussing operational  matters.

I am trying to figure out the whys and hows of my life. Why did I, for 
example, born in Belfast but raised in  England, decide to join the IRA? 
For me this involves a searching appraisal of my motivations and beliefs, 
 because the older I get the more questions surface about why I chose that 
life course. Could all that followed from the choices made, and  those life 
turns not pursued –  could they be ultimately linked? The what if ’s are 
 there to haunt, however sure I can be in all honesty that  there  were no 
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4 Where Grieving Begins

other choices open for me. And we must not forget the po liti cal necessity 
of looking back over the past. For  isn’t  there an obligation on  those of us 
who made hard choices to share our truth, collectively gathered from a 
troubled, experiential strug gle within an oppressive, restricting real ity?

I know that during the conflict  there  were choices, however reduced 
by contexts and events. For even while options seemed so few in the lived 
moment, I could in theory have chosen to do nothing, to walk away, but 
that path never figured as a real option for me or for many  others who 
chose to resist.  There is that story (apocryphal, one might assume) told of 
South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission: two men pre sent 
themselves before their local hearing –

‘What did you do?’
‘We did nothing.’
‘Then why … ?’
‘ Because we are ashamed. We did nothing.’

To have done nothing was to be a part of the prob lem. Given the context of 
Belfast in 1972, I elected to volunteer. Thousands like me, constrained by 
the context of our lives, acted similarly. But  there is the personal awareness, 
shared I know by the many involved, that the playing out of our choices 
had a massive impact on  others, near and far, on families, friends and foes. 
I also reckon I was capable of, and possessed, sound judgement and was 
never easily led. Certainly not since my early teens. But even now I  can’t be 
sure of all the trace forces that helped forge me, nor of where my sense of 
right and wrong or po liti cal outlook originates, except that Belfast, or my 
conception of it, is mixed intrinsically into the  whole churning cycle. I am, 
in that sense, derived. A product. The Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci 
argued that we should ‘compile … an inventory’ of  these traces and, to the 
extent that it is pos si ble, this is one of my aims in writing, for my recall 
is not a seamless flow but an incomplete mosaic. How, for example, did I 
arrive at the huge personal decision to return to Ireland at the start of the 
Trou bles, and why, within a year, did I throw all my energy into the IRA? 
How and why did I quickly perceive that the armed strug gle I volunteered 
to further was the only option open to me and to the beleaguered nation-
alist working- class communities I found ac cep tance in and pride in trying 
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to defend? I  will speak of motivations, of context, of communal, familial 
and personal suffering and sacrifice and grief, but also of a transcendent 
spirit stemming from the strug gle against oppression, discrimination and 
injustice. I am witness to what is achievable when ordinary  people pool 
what  little they possess in common cause. Having that knowledge, that 
insight, I  will always hold to optimism, especially in difficult times.

I also believe conflict damages us all –  all victims, all combatants, all 
protagonists, all caught in the crossfire, no  matter the uniform or the 
po liti cal ideology or allegiance. It is part of the legacy of all conflict. And 
if you have been involved in causing injury and suffering,  there is an 
obligation, a moral imperative, to address past actions, to reappraise, to 
reflect and, when circumstances allow, to explain. Even before my release 
in 1999 on licence  under the terms of the peace settlement, I knew that 
 there was at least the possibility that one day I would meet former enemies, 
 whether British squaddies, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), Special 
Branch torturers, loyalists or the vari ous factions within republicanism – 
 perhaps even British politicians. I was prepared also to meet victims of 
IRA actions – of my actions. This is a state of mind largely lost in conflict.

In November 2000 I met Joanna Berry, the  daughter of Sir Anthony Berry 
MP, who was one of five  people killed, one of the five  people I killed, in the 
IRA bombing of the  Grand  Hotel, Brighton. We have met on more than 
two hundred occasions since then, sharing platforms in universities, schools, 
conferences, prisons; reconciliation events in Ireland, north, south, east and 
west; in  England; and further afield, such as in Lebanon, Rwanda and Israel/
Palestine. That we continue to meet, that Jo trusts me to be honest with her, 
however fraught the occasion, is a humbling but also a healing recuperative 
experience. All this contact despite the fact that I killed her  father.

Another significant purpose in writing, therefore, is to chart lessons learned 
from  these meetings, several of which  were filmed for a BBC documentary, 
Facing the  Enemy, first broadcast in December  2001. The documentary 
tracked our meetings over an eleven- month period and seemed to touch 
many  people with its message that we need not remain locked in a cycle 
of hatred and recrimination, and that inclusion and dialogue should prevail 
over discrimination and po liti cally fostered ignorance about  those whom the 
power ful would exclude. It is also clear that the documentary raised more 
questions than it answered. For all the production’s merits, the very nature 
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6 Where Grieving Begins

of the documentary format, of this televisual treatment of complex issues, 
often precludes a fuller analy sis. My hope is that herein I can flesh out many 
of the issues generated –  for example, the controversial  matter of forgive-
ness –  and perhaps reveal more about me as an individual. Neither Joanna 
Berry nor I would suggest that our experience is a blueprint or map for  others 
to follow. Our journey of reconciliation is not prescriptive and is perhaps 
better understood as an exploration. At times it has felt like an experiment in 
uncharted reaches of the soul. I believe our experience can offer the absolute 
conviction gained that much is pos si ble when  there is a genuine  will to 
understand the other’s perspective. Not to condone or agree with, although 
the search may reveal a considerable overlap despite profound differences.

While keeping  these themes and issues to the forefront, I  will attempt to 
track  those critical hinge moments in my developing understanding. In all 
our lives  there are key dates, successes and failures, shaping events; points 
which open up or shut off new opportunities. We each  will have known 
many such moments. I  will examine several in my life. Many qualify as ports 
of entry. In the dock at the Old Bailey? Releases from detention and impris-
onment? On the threshold of meeting victims? Further back, to me, aged 
four, on first experiencing the shattering impact of removal, dislocation, from 
all then dear? For that reason, I  will try to explain the course of my life in a 
roughly chronological order, setting the scene for my  later involvement in the 
freedom strug gle. I would also wish to address the widest pos si ble readership, 
for Britain’s propaganda reach is extensive and the world has been primed 
to see the strug gle through a distorting lens. To this day, the British public 
remains woefully misinformed, underinformed and disinformed about what 
successive British governments inflicted upon Ireland in its name.

In large mea sure I write in response to the reductionism that, in ser vice 
to power, persists as the pervading discourse about the conflict some two 
de cades  after the signing of the GFA, a discursive drag on our ability both 
to reach a genuine understanding of the past and to achieve an enduring 
peace and reconciliation. My overarching purpose in writing this memoir, 
therefore, is to examine: context, motivation and intent. For the po liti cally 
contrived ignorance of the British public in par tic u lar is a serious block on 
efforts to create a shared sustainable, peaceful  future.

If we are to grieve collectively, and therefore to move ahead together, we 
should begin with an openness to each other’s truth.
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