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The covers of the 8th Infantry Brigade’s weekly intelligence summaries pair a 
contemporary photograph with a classic quotation; the one for 11-17 November 1970 
features a portrait of ‘Big Eddie’ Harrigan above the line ‘Ah well, that’s show business’. 
Harrigan had been sentenced that week at the Derry recorder’s court to six months in 
prison for throwing stones during a riot on 11 October 1970. Nell McCafferty, a left-wing 
activist and later a journalist on the Irish Times, remembered ‘Big Eddie’ as a ‘lovable’, 
‘good-natured’, gentle giant who got sucked into the city’s regular rioting (local legend 
has it that he cast the first stone of the Battle of the Bogside). From the start of the 
Troubles, people with a learning disability were involved in the violence. Indeed, the 
2005 Equal Lives report contains evidence that members of this social group were 
deliberately recruited by paramilitaries and that some even committed serious offences. 
And yet, the report also found that people with a learning disability and their carers were 
overlooked in the peace-building that followed the Troubles. 
 
At the end of 2010, the Southern Trust Community Access Teams (the institution 
responsible for providing care services to people with a learning disability in the council 
areas of Armagh, Banbridge, Craigavon, Dungannon and South Tyrone, and Newry and 
Mourne) took the lead in putting together a pilot peace-building project for its clients. 
Funding came from the European Union’s PEACE III programme. The proposal was for 
a twelve-week training programme with two four-hour sessions per week. The 
community access teams recruited participants from among their clients and made sure 
that the thirty-strong pilot group was made up of people from both the Protestant and 
Catholic communities. The training offered a programme of personal development to 
help individuals build their skills to advocate effectively and become involved in 
community activity. It sought to encourage participants to recognise what they had in 
common as well as their differences and support cross-community relationships. As the 
project was specifically designed to address the impact of the Troubles, history 
mattered. 
 
As a big university in a small country, Queen’s University Belfast, where I spent a year 
as a research fellow, takes seriously its contribution to the social, economic, and cultural 
life of Northern Ireland. The community access teams therefore approached people at 
the university, and were put in contact with me. I provided historical evidence to back up 
the central claim that people with a learning disability were especially vulnerable to 



being pressed into political violence. This was a particular concern at a time when the 
post-conflict society was again beginning to resemble a pre-conflict society. I used 
primary sources taken from my own research on the Troubles as well as scholarly 
literature on terrorism in other countries and at other times. The pilot project also 
challenged the assumption running through most studies of the impact of the Troubles 
on individuals and families that people with a learning disability are wholly ignorant of 
history. Although some of the cross-community pilot group did indeed appear to know 
nothing, others had very strongly-felt views on the recent past. In relation to British and 
Irish history, the latter’s knowledge was scant and always tied to a political standpoint. 
Many of the sessions with the pilot group therefore focused upon history, from the 
seventeenth century up to the present day. 
 
The lessons on national and religious identities, cultural traditions, sectarianism, conflict 
management, and the peace process were delivered by members of the community 
action teams (understandably, I had to take a back seat here). Based on the results of 
tests, the lessons were customised to the needs of the pilot group. A range of teaching 
strategies – role play, storytelling, hot seating (where a teacher pretends to be a 
historical figure and takes questions from the group), theatre visits (‘Two Tribes’), field 
trips (notably to Stormont and to the site of the Battle of the Boyne) – were used to 
engage group members. Lessons were meticulously planned, but when appropriate the 
group dynamic was allowed to go into unexpected areas. Discussion was of paramount 
importance and greatly encouraged. The application of group rules allowed lively and 
animated debate to take place among most of the people at the session. The pilot group 
members, from a practical point of view, were potentially put in a place of greater safety. 
An example of this was clearly seen at an event where a photographer from a local 
newspaper was taking pictures of the group and guests. One group member explained 
that he had decided to keep his fleece on as he was wearing a particular football shirt 
underneath it and did not want to ‘offend’ anyone by displaying it. The words were few 
but carried huge significance. 
 
I wrote most of the report on the pilot project, using the History & Policy website as a 
guide to the appropriate format. It was completed in July 2011 and presented to the 
Northern Ireland Executive and the Southern Health and Social Care Trust. The report 
will serve as a learning tool for people in the public and voluntary sectors. The 
community access teams are also looking for further funding to build upon the pilot 
project. I found the whole experience vastly more rewarding than my involvement with 
either the television documentary based on my first book or the public commemorations 
marking the fortieth anniversary of the Northern Irish civil rights movement. The people 
with whom I worked on the pilot project were interested in what I had to contribute and I 
was able to play a part in making life (slightly) better for one of the most vulnerable 
social groups in Northern Ireland. 
 
Lessons for Connecting History and Policy 
 

 Historical research has more policy applications than may at first appear to be the 
case. I never thought when I began working on the production of violence at the 

http://www.historyandpolicy.org/


start of the Troubles that I would end up involved in a peace-building project for 
people with a learning disability. 
 

 My involvement with the project came about because Queen’s University Belfast 
has cultivated a reputation for co-operating with individuals and institutions 
outside academia. 
 

 Even though (to borrow and adapt François Furet) historical debate about the 
Troubles continues to involve real political stakes, Irish historians can still find 
ways to participate in public affairs without playing at politics. 
 

 Historians are often better placed than other professionals to produce reports of 
this nature, as we are used to writing long pieces and adapting our style for 
different audiences. 
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