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Prologue

The busker lowers his head and moves towards the oncoming crowd. It fills his field of vision, but he pushes his way through the throng, shuffling away from the congestion and the noise and the edifice of Old Trafford. He carries on up Warwick Road, past the street vendors – ‘Eighty pence, your programme’, ‘United scarf, only a pound’ – and onto Chester Road, where the match-day smells of fish and chips, salt and vinegar, cigarettes, ale and horse dung fill the air. He reaches the bus stop, where he waits, leather guitar case in hand, trying not to catch anyone’s eye. The bus pulls up and spews its passengers onto the pavement, chanting as they go. He gets on, hands over his fare and sits quietly, the stadium disappearing behind him, as the bus resumes its journey into Manchester.

He gets off at the bottom of Deansgate and encounters another crowd, this time the mass of Saturday afternoon shoppers. He hates being in a scrum, hates the hustle and bustle of the city, but he goes on, head down. He turns onto Market Street and walks along the front of the Arndale Centre. He pitches up in his usual place, unfastens the buckle, gets out his guitar, slings the case onto the floor, starts strumming – C major, D minor, E minor, F major, G major – and he is into his stride.

Most of the passers-by try to ignore him. A few offer a sympathetic smile. The odd one even chucks him a few pence. The busker smiles in gratitude, but he isn’t doing it for the money. He has more money than a teenager of modest tastes knows what to do with. He just wants to play, he wants to sing, he wants to perform. He wants the sense of escapism that comes over him as he works his way towards the refrain, belting it out with an anguished sincerity that even the most blinkered, head-down shoppers cannot quite manage to shut out.


How does it feeeeeeel

To be on your own

With no direction home

Like a complete unknown

Like a rolling stone?



The busker loves Bob Dylan. He especially loves ‘Like a Rolling Stone’, the hobo’s anthem. The lyrics have a barbed edge, as Dylan’s vagrant seems at first to sneer at ‘Miss Lonely’, a society woman who has suffered a sharp fall from grace, but the confrontational tone gradually gives way to compassion and a glorification of life on the street. The howling is an assault on the busker’s vocal cords – and, he would concede, on the eardrums of passers-by – but it feels therapeutic after a long, mind-numbing, physically exhausting week. He is letting out his emotions, just like those Manchester United supporters he passed earlier, who by now will be watching the action unfold from the terraces at Old Trafford.

As inconspicuous as he might look – pale, slight, scruffy, dressed in what look suspiciously like second-hand clothes – the busker is not a complete unknown. Far from it, in fact. Adrian Doherty is a Manchester United footballer of outstanding promise, spending his Saturday mornings playing alongside another hot prospect named Ryan Giggs in the club’s A team. Doherty and Giggs are United’s rising stars. The expectation is that sooner or later both will be bringing their pace and trickery to the first team – Doherty on the right wing, Giggs on the left. Both players have been compared, dauntingly, to the great George Best, Doherty even more so because he hails from Northern Ireland. He has already travelled with the first team, narrowly missing out on the substitutes’ bench at the age of sixteen, for a match at Southampton. Alex Ferguson believes Doherty has ‘great potential and could go all the way’. ‘I’m sure he’ll make it,’ the United manager says.

The mystery to Ferguson, Giggs and the rest of the coaches and players at United is why Adrian Doherty at times appears almost ambivalent about his wonderfully bright future. Music seems to excite him as much as football. Poetry, too, it is rumoured. When the club offered him an unprecedented five-year professional contract, to take effect from his seventeenth birthday, he stunned Ferguson by proposing a one-year deal before they settled on a compromise of three. His team-mates cannot work him out. The ritual among the apprentices and young professionals is that, after playing their Lancashire League fixtures on Saturday mornings, they head to Old Trafford to watch United’s first team in the afternoon. But Doherty prefers to give his two complimentary tickets away. He cuts an incongruous figure outside the ground, the scruffy lad with his guitar case, itching to hand over the tickets to some lucky soul so he can get on with his business. His football ambitions are far more serious than his dreamy demeanour suggests, but for now his Saturday afternoons are about music. At 4.45 p.m. he might look into a shop window – Rumbelows, Tandy or the like – to check the United result on the BBC’s videprinter. He might check the scores on Ceefax when he gets back to his digs later on. Or he might not. It is unlikely to be the first thing on his mind.

*

‘I had never seen anything like him before,’ says Ryan Giggs, sitting in an office at Manchester United’s training ground. ‘You would look at him the first couple of times in the changing room and think, “Well, he can’t play . . .”, because Doc didn’t really look like a footballer if you know what I mean. He was unorthodox in the way he dressed and the way he acted. He wasn’t like the rest of us. He played the guitar, he loved his music and he was obsessed with Bob Dylan. As a sixteen-year-old, I didn’t have a clue who Bob Dylan was.

‘But once he was out on the pitch, he was incredible. He was the quickest I had ever seen and he was so brave as well. He was an incredible talent. Incredible.’

Everyone knows the story of Ryan Giggs, the boy wonder who was always destined for the top and who stayed there, tormenting full-backs, winning trophies and breaking records, for what seemed an eternity. What has been lost in the mists of time is that the most successful player in United’s fabled history was not always regarded as the best performer, or even the best winger, in the club’s youth team. Opinion is divided among former team-mates, but there are plenty who, whatever their pride at having played alongside a living legend of British football, swear that at times even Giggs found himself in the shadow of Adrian Doherty.

‘I wouldn’t disagree with that,’ Giggs says. ‘It seemed like every time we went on the pitch, over a period of about six months, he was doing something special, whereas I at that time was a bit inconsistent. Doc always seemed to be able to handle any situation. He was off the cuff. Playing alongside him or training with him or watching him, he would do something that would make you smile – beating three or four men and sticking it in the top corner. But what really stays in my mind is how brave he was. He would have defenders kicking lumps out of him, because of the type of player he was, and he would just get up and demand the ball again and keep running at them again and again.

‘I wouldn’t say he had a “ping” like Scholesy [Paul Scholes] or a technical kind of cross like Becks [David Beckham], but at the same time, he could switch the play and cross it. He could go past people at will. He could ride tackles like you wouldn’t believe. He could go inside, outside, play one-twos, pass and move. He just seemed to have a picture in his head from a very early stage. You know in The Matrix, where everything clicks together, where it’s all happening quickly, but in the character’s head it’s happening in slow motion? It was like that with Doc. It looked like it was all instinctive, but it’s a bit like Wayne Rooney, where, yes, he’s a street footballer, but you know he’s also a real natural with a real football brain. Doc was the same.

‘For the manager [Alex Ferguson], he was the ideal player. The manager loved fast, attacking players, especially wingers. He used to bollock me regularly, but he never used to give Doc a bollocking – partly because he was very good at managing people and knowing what made them tick, but mainly because Doc did the right things every time, whereas I would end up learning the hard way. Doc just didn’t upset the manager. Being the type of player he was, a winger who was unpredictable and took risks, you would expect him to lose the ball from time to time, but honestly he would lose it very rarely. He was a freak. He was incredible.

‘He was definitely at the same level as me. He had been involved with the first team before me and he had travelled with them a couple of times. He was definitely on the brink of making his first-team debut. Who knows what would have happened if things had gone differently? He definitely had the talent. You never know for certain whether players will adapt and do it in the first team, but my guess is that, mentality-wise, it would have been no problem for him.

‘When I think about Doc, I feel a great sadness that he wasn’t able to give the pleasure he would have given to his team-mates, the fans and himself. People would have loved watching him. But there’s also a happy memory of the talent he had and the character he was – a freakish talent, a unique character, a boy who would just go out and play.’


Chapter 1

Take a walk along the River Mourne on a mild spring morning and, as the buzz of the traffic fades into the distance, you find yourself looking at Strabane through the eyes of its most famous son. Brian O’Nolan, better known as Flann O’Brien, one of the great figures of Irish literature, called it ‘that happy-go-lucky town at the confluence of two tumbling rivers’. His brother Ciarán wrote that their childhood days by the Mourne were ‘the happiest of our lives, particularly the hours spent in the long grass of the riverbank while the sun seemed to stand still in the cloudless summer sky and we could hear the distant clang of moving machines and the faint hum of the turbines in the linen mill’.

Now, like a century ago, life in this corner of County Tyrone is quiet. The tourist board describes Strabane, the nearby Sperrin Mountains and the surrounding forests and glens as ‘a truly unspoilt world of scenic beauty’ and ‘a place where stories are to be told, secrets are to be unlocked and where friends are to be found’.

This story begins in a very different Strabane, far from the rural idyll described by the O’Nolans. ‘Happy-go-lucky’ is certainly not the adjective one would apply to the Strabane in which Adrian Doherty was born on 10 June 1973. The decline of the textile and farming industries had caused the unemployment rate in the town to soar. By the time of the 1971 census, 20.5 per cent of Strabane’s men of working age were unemployed, far beyond the UK average of 4 per cent at the time. The town was also a major pressure point in the Troubles, which were at their mindlessly destructive height as tension escalated between Northern Ireland’s Nationalist/Republican (largely Catholic) minority, which sought to break away from the United Kingdom, and its Unionist/Loyalist (largely Protestant) majority. Strabane was not as severely affected as Belfast or Derry, or as volatile as the so-called ‘Bandit Country’ of South Armagh, but, as a Nationalist stronghold barely a mile from the border with the Republic of Ireland, it was a scene of frequent riots, bombings and gun battles. One frequent claim is that, between the end of World War Two and the start of the Balkan conflict of the early 1990s, it was, relative to size and population, the most bombed town in Europe.

The Troubles reached Strabane, like much of provincial Northern Ireland, on 9 August 1971. That was the day the British Army launched Operation Demetrius, involving dawn raids and the mass arrest and internment – imprisonment without trial – of 342 Irish Nationalists suspected of involvement with the Irish Republican Army (IRA). Operation Demetrius sparked four days of violence as British soldiers were attacked in towns across Northern Ireland. Shortly before midnight that evening Winston Donnell, a 22-year-old Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR) soldier, was shot dead by a gunman from a car at a vehicle checkpoint near Clady, five miles outside Strabane. It was the first of seventy-eight deaths that occurred in the area through bombings, shootings and other violent incidents over the two decades in which the Troubles raged.

‘Strabane was blown to pieces,’ Jimmy Doherty says. ‘There were explosions left, right and centre. Historic buildings were damaged or ruined. If you approached a car and there was no one inside, you were paranoid, worrying that a bomb was about to go off. If you went into a store, your bags would be searched in case you were carrying firebombs or anything else. Mothers would be made to take their babies out of their prams so the prams could be searched for explosives. You couldn’t blame the soldiers for that. Young soldiers were getting shot at every day. It was a war zone. A lot of people moved away, to Australia, Canada and so on. There was a bit of an exodus.’

Jimmy and Geraldine Doherty did not consider joining the exodus. War zone or not, the north-west was their home. Jimmy had been brought up in the Brandywell area of Derry – near the stadium of the same name, where he played football for Derry City during the 1960s. As one of the few local players to be signed on a professional contract, he was a recognisable face in Derry and Strabane, but it was his long hair, flowery shirts, flared trousers, cheeky smile and quick wit that made more of an impression on Geraldine Barrett when, like so many couples across Ireland in that era, they met at a showband dance. ‘Those nights were the highlight of the week,’ Jimmy says. ‘There wasn’t much else for people to look forward to. We would go to the Palindrome, in Strabane, and it would be crammed every week.’

Jimmy and Geraldine hit it off immediately, to the delight of her father, John Barrett, and the disapproval of her redoubtable mother, Rose, who had already seen one of their seven daughters, Nellie, marry a footballer (Willie Ferry, who played for Derry City before Jimmy). Geraldine had no interest in the sport, but she was warned by her mother that footballers had fewer brain cells than ordinary folk because of ‘all that heading of the ball’. ‘And when Geraldine’s mother saw what I was wearing, with the flowery shirts and the long collars, she was even more horrified,’ Jimmy says. ‘But we ended up getting on very well.’

After a two-year courtship, Jimmy and Geraldine married at St Mary’s Church in Strabane on 8 June 1970 – ‘during the Mexico World Cup,’ Jimmy helpfully points out – and moved into a rented house on the Ballycolman estate, just south of the town centre. It was a new-build, with two bedrooms and central heating. They were moving up in the world, but the Ballycolman was home to a large number of Strabane’s unemployed and it had not escaped anyone’s notice that so many Catholics were out of work while so many of the local businesses were run and positions filled by the town’s small Protestant minority. This issue, reflecting a perceived trend through much of Northern Ireland, was at the heart of the unrest that had even spread to apolitical types such as Jimmy. ‘Although we were Catholics and we went to Mass every Sunday, we weren’t political people at all,’ he says. ‘But this didn’t feel like a political issue. It was a civil rights movement, about jobs and housing, and almost everyone got involved one way or the other.’

On Sunday, 30 January 1972, Jimmy Doherty took the bus from Strabane to Derry to join a crowd of thousands in the latest protest march, organised by the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association and the Northern Resistance Movement. He was late getting there. ‘The march had been re-routed, so I had to make a detour on foot,’ he says. ‘By the time I reached Free Derry Corner, there were riots starting on William Street. Bernadette Devlin [the 24-year-old civil rights activist who was the independent MP for Mid Ulster] was on the back of a lorry, shouting into a megaphone, saying it was meant to be a peaceful protest and asking people to leave the area. Then suddenly we heard gunshots in the distance and everyone fell to the ground. I froze. I was lying on my belly in the street. It was amazingly scary for a few minutes. And then things seemed to die down. I walked through the Bogside a few hours later, back to the bus station, and the place was in darkness. It was the evening, in winter, but all the street lights were off. I wandered back and caught the bus to Strabane. There had been rumours about people being shot, but it was only when I got home that I heard thirteen people had been killed. Because of the type of area it was, I knew some of them. Hugh Gilmour [a seventeen-year-old victim] had lived next door to me. Bloody Sunday. And things escalated from there.’

*

Strabane was still relatively untouched by the Troubles when Jimmy and Geraldine Doherty’s first son, Gareth, was born on 13 May 1971, but the picture had changed dramatically by the time Geraldine fell pregnant again the following year. On 9 June 1973 she went into labour and was taken once more to Strabane hospital. Jimmy was concerned for his wife, whose father had died earlier that week, but he was advised to stay at home to look after the two-year-old Gareth. ‘In those days the matrons didn’t want you there at all,’ he says. ‘You kept your distance.’

Jimmy went to bed that night without receiving the expected bulletin from the hospital. The following morning, 10 June, he awoke at 6.30 a.m. and, after leaving Gareth with Geraldine’s sister Marie, he set off for Mopack, the plastics factory where he worked. ‘It was the nearest place I knew that had a phone,’ he says. ‘I had to climb over the gateway into the factory to use the phone there and ring the hospital. They told me our second son had been born at half past midnight, and he and Geraldine were doing well. And that was Adrian.’

Eleven days later David Smith, a 31-year-old dog handler for the Royal Welsh Fusiliers, was killed by an IRA booby trap while searching derelict houses on the Ballycolman estate. It was the fourteenth death caused by the Troubles in the Strabane area in less than two years.

*

Jimmy and Geraldine Doherty are an adorable couple. People in Strabane tell me, from my first visit, that they and their sons and daughter are ‘the nicest folk you could wish to meet’. Over a succession of meetings, always revolving around coffee and cakes, they sit in their lounge, always next to each other on the two-seater sofa, and cast frequent glances towards the mantelpiece, where – among the various photographs of their children, Gareth, Ciara and Peter, and their ever-expanding collection of grandsons – a black-and-white photograph of a teenage Adrian takes pride of place.

What kind of boy was he? ‘Energetic,’ says Jimmy with a chuckle. ‘Lively,’ laughs Geraldine. ‘Oh, definitely lively.’

‘He was into everything,’ Gareth, now in his forties, says. ‘I think I was maybe a typical first child, and I would usually think things through before acting, but Adrian was head-first into everything – spontaneous, fearless, full of mischief.’

*

The first nine years of Adrian Doherty’s life were spent on the Ballycolman estate. At number 209, Jimmy and Geraldine shared one bedroom and Gareth and Adrian shared the other. Geraldine’s mother, known to the kids as Granny Barrett, lived on the estate with her daughter Christina, while another three Barrett girls – Nellie, Annette and Geraldine’s twin sister, Marie – had also settled there with their families, respectively the Ferrys, the Sharkeys and the O’Dohertys. Granny Barrett’s house was the hub of the family. ‘It was always hiving there, always full of aunties, uncles and cousins,’ Gareth says.

The cousins were constantly in and out of each other’s houses, with Sean Ferry and the Doherty boys becoming so inseparable that neighbours assumed they were all brothers. ‘It was that time when kids constantly played out on the streets,’ Gareth says. ‘A group of us would all have races down the hill – a couple of us on bikes, a couple in home-made go-karts and the odd other “improvised” vehicle. It was like Wacky Races. One time I remember Adrian coming off his bike on a tight bend, just round the corner from the house. The doctor was called and there was no serious damage, but he was told to stay off the bike for a few days. Then, typical Adrian, he kidnapped our
wee sister’s favourite toy, Snowy, a grey dog on wheels. That was brave because Ciara was the boss of the house from an early age. I was sceptical, but, as it turned out, Snowy was a flying machine, with Adrian’s feet pounding the pavement, Fred Flintstone-style.’

*

The Doherty family had swelled to five when Ciara was born in January 1978, a sister for Gareth and Adrian. As much as her oldest brother might have considered her the boss of the family, Ciara insists she barely got a look in, particularly after a third brother, Peter, was born in July 1984. ‘Everything in our house was always like a competition because the boys were sport-mad,’ she says. ‘Because I was a girl, I wasn’t really included in all that, but I just loved being around my brothers. I know you might say we must have argued, but when I look back now, there are no bad memories. Only good ones. There were never any arguments.’

‘Apart from playing sport,’ Peter interjects.

‘Oh yes, apart from sport,’ Ciara says. ‘Adrian was really really competitive.’

‘He was an unbelievably bad loser,’ Gareth says. ‘That would probably surprise most people who knew him later as quiet and laid-back. Ninety-nine per cent of the time he was laid-back. But when he was playing sport . . .’

‘He just hated losing,’ their cousin Sean Ferry says. ‘Football, snooker, anything, he had to win. And even though he was two years younger than us – and the standard was always decent on the Ballycolman – he would hold his own. There was a wee green behind where we used to live and sometimes now, when I walk past it on my way into town, I can’t believe how small it is.’

‘Hannigans’ Green,’ Gareth says. ‘It was just across from where a couple of mates of ours, the Hannigans, lived. Obviously they didn’t own the land, but that’s what we all used to call it. The matches sort of just happened. People would go home for dinner or be called in for homework and other lads would join in – coats for goalposts, a pitch full of bumps and what must have been a 75-degree slope. To us, it was like Wembley.’

*

By now, Jimmy Doherty, having hung up his football boots, was working for DuPont, the American chemicals company that had a factory nearby, initially as a machine operator, then in charge of the conveyor system before moving to the warehouse. ‘We didn’t have much in terms of luxuries, but my da worked hard to make sure we didn’t go without anything,’ his son Gareth says. ‘He worked a lot of twelve-hour shifts, nights and weekends too, and we would often drag him out to play football after three or four hours’ sleep. He could never resist a game of football. My ma worked in the other local factory, Adria, as a machinist, but gave it up in the end to look after us. She lived for the family. She used to put up with a lot in a house full of lads, constantly playing or watching sport on TV. If it wasn’t sport, it was Bruce Lee or cowboy films or Spiderman, Tarzan, The Six Million Dollar Man or Monkey.’

Ah yes, Monkey, the weird Japanese TV drama which had Buddhist or Taoist philosophies as a background for the ‘funkiest monkey that ever popped’. The young Adrian was obsessed with it, re-enacting the fight scenes with his friends, using his mother’s yard brush for Monkey’s magical wishing staff.

The Saturday-night routine in the Doherty household would involve bathtime, pyjamas and a couple of hours in front of the television as a treat – Starsky & Hutch, The Generation Game, Kojak, perhaps even Match of the Day if the boys could stay awake long enough, which Adrian, exhausted, rarely could. ‘One Saturday night we were waiting for Adrian to come down in his pyjamas and we went up to check on him and he wasn’t there,’ his father, Jimmy, says. ‘He must have slipped out the front door. We were panicking and then Louise Ferry, our niece, came over, panicking, and said Adrian had appeared on his bike and been hit by a motorcycle. Luckily he had only cut his knee, but anything could have happened. We said to him: “Adrian, you must never go out like that. What were you doing? Where were you going?” He told us he was going out to play snooker. He was only about eight or nine. He certainly kept you on your toes.’

*

Give or take the odd bike-related drama, it sounds like a fairly typical 1970s/1980s childhood. But it was not. The Troubles, like that faint hum of the turbines in Brian O’Nolan’s day, always seemed to be there in the background – on the television news, on the radio, in the paper, in people’s conversations. And when they were not in the background, they were in the foreground.

‘The army would have armed foot patrols on the Ballycolman when we were running about,’ Gareth Doherty recalls. ‘When the police drove through, some lads would throw stones. You would see the odd riot. You would see on the news that people were getting killed in Belfast or Derry and occasionally Strabane, but we were kids, and it was the norm to us, so we didn’t think about it all that much. I remember getting stopped by a couple of soldiers when I was about nine or ten. That was a bit scary. They made you take your shoes off and they checked your pockets, asked you questions. That was seen as a common occurrence back then, but it didn’t affect you on a day-to-day basis.’

They learned to make light of the Troubles. When they looked out of the bedroom window one evening to see a car ablaze and petrol bombs being thrown, Gareth and Adrian, along with their cousins Karen and Louise Ferry, tried to convince a frightened Ciara it was ‘Mickey Mouse’s surprise birthday party and they’re having a bonfire and fireworks for him’. They learned to recognise the warning signals, like if they were called inside early, which might suggest a riot was taking place, or if an area had been cordoned off. ‘The odd time you would spot “masked men” running about,’ Gareth says, ‘and you knew there was something serious going on when you heard the helicopter out.’

John Tinney, who would play football alongside Adrian in school and district teams through their early teens, recalls the troubles in starker terms. ‘I lived in a Nationalist area, the head of the town, and there were a lot of house raids,’ he says. ‘You didn’t have to be an IRA suspect to have your house raided. Once they came into a Nationalist area, they just randomly raided, going into your house, through your personal stuff. I remember soldiers in uniforms coming in with Alsatians. They were looking for explosives, so there would be sniffer dogs tapping your bed. You could walk out in the morning and find a soldier lying at your front door. They had been lying in your front garden overnight and you wouldn’t know. We didn’t know any different, but you were trying to fit your day-to-day activities, your normal childhood, into what was basically a war zone.’

Kevin Doherty (no relation), who would become one of Adrian’s best friends once they started at St Mary’s Boys’ Primary School, has a slightly different take on Troubles-era Strabane. ‘John was brought up in a more traditionally Republican neighbourhood than Adrian or I grew up in,’ he says. ‘I would say Adrian’s family environment shielded him from it to a large extent. We were all Catholics, but you still wouldn’t necessarily venture into the tougher neighbourhoods if you didn’t really need to. It did play on your mind when you were walking home at night. You were mindful of cars if they were travelling slowly. We were all aware of it – it was impossible not to be – but only as something that was in the background.’

Dee Devenney, who also grew up on the Ballycolman, agrees. ‘To be honest, the Troubles went over my head until I got older,’ he says. ‘We didn’t know it was any different to anywhere else. Nobody had much money, but, for us kids, it was a fantastic place to grow up.’
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