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CHAPTER 8 
 

 

Belfast, Northern Ireland | January 1972 

_____________________________________________ 

iam Kelly telephoned his son Eoin in Boston. Led by his 

father, Eoin Kelly became a key figure in smuggling money 

and arms from the United States to the newly organized 

Provisional IRA. Liam’s activities transcended procurement for 

the IRA. He was a close friend of Martin McGuinness, second in 

command of the Derry Brigade at the time. Through McGuinness, 

Liam Kelly became an important figure to the IRA Army Council 

with his smuggling connections in America.  

It was Liam Kelly who previously teamed through his son 

Eoin with Irish-born George Harrison located in New York City 

to run guns to the IRA in the 1950’s for the IRA. With formation 

of the Provisional IRA in 1969, Kelly became instrumental in 

resurrecting Harrison’s network after discontinuing gun running 

to the IRA following the failed Border Campaign in 1962. 

Eoin said, “Good to hear from you, Father. Are things well 

with you and Mother?” 

“Staying safe if that’s what you mean. What’s goin’ on is bad 

for the pub business though. Terry sends his love.” 

“Got a letter and Christmas card from him. Came as a surprise 

to Francis and me his enrolling at Queen’s University in Belfast. 

He never let on to us that he was planning to stay in Northern 

Ireland indefinitely.” 

L 
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Liam replied “Well, you know how it is when you’re his age. 

But he’s doing fine. Busy with his studies while working a fair 

number of hours at an electronics store. I’m calling about 

something I need you to purchase and ship over, Eoin. Nothing 

illegal but better that it still goes by an indirect route. Got 

something at hand where you can write this down?” 

“Sure. Give me a minute.” 

After Eoin returned to the phone, Liam said, “I need a 

quantity of two-way radios. Walkie- talkies like the military and 

police use. Preferably Motorola model HT-220 with standard 

antennas. If not available, General Electric model 3-5961C will do. 

Would like twenty pairs to start with. Buy these through different 

retail sources if possible to obscure the sourcing. Arrange 

shipment by airfreight addressed to Grafton Electronics to the 

attention of Jack Quinn at No. 21 Grafton Street, Dublin 2, 

Republic of Ireland.” 

“I’ll get right on it, Da. Use the regular account to pay for 

these?” 

“Right. Wire me when they’re scheduled to ship. Telephone 

me if you have any problem locating that many pairs. Would like 

to get them over here within a couple of weeks if possible.” 

Eoin with his connections in Boston and New York made good 

on his father’s request. Paid from a bank account funded by the 

IRA with Eoin Kelly using a fake identity. He assumed the walkie-

talkies were meant for IRA communications use. Reason enough 

for keeping them secret from the security forces in Northern 

Ireland. 

From Dublin, Liam had people that would drive the radios 

across the border. Liam had already established the means of 

getting them to Terence who would then return them after 

transformation into radio-command bomb triggers. That 

preserved the secrecy of Terence as the source. That left only 

getting the modified radio detonators into the right hands within 

the IRA.  

When Liam Kelly decided to support the newly created 

Provisional IRA in 1969, he gave considerable thought to his own 

security. Too old to risk being caught up in a roundup of known 
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IRA members. With his reputation he became an obvious suspect. 

Not likely as an active member directly engaged in violent acts, 

but possibly by helping to obtain and smuggle in contraband 

weaponry. Something where he could limit the number of IRA 

that would have knowledge of his activities.  

Infiltration by loyalist spies working for the government had 

been an IRA problem since his active days in 1919. He knew of 

several uncovered touts that received a bullet to the head. He 

would use only his principal IRA contact used for coordinating 

illicit shipments of arms and explosives. Whereas otherwise using 

intermediaries as plausibly deniable cutouts, these radio 

detonators produced by his grandson must be handled directly. 

Security dictated no involvement with intermediaries. 

Brian Keenan was Liam Kelly’s principal contact. A dedicated 

clever young man of about thirty that had already risen to become 

quartermaster of the IRA Belfast Brigade. It was foremost to get 

these radio detonating devices into the Belfast IRA, by far the 

largest and most active IRA organization operating in Northern 

Ireland.  

Liam came to appreciate Keenan’s fanatical devotion to the 

Irish cause of rebellion. Keenan also displayed a range of 

exceptional skills. He not only dealt with Kelly for the all-

important connection with the United States but traveled 

throughout Europe and even the Middle East looking for sources 

of weapons. Keenan even possessed some basic knowledge of 

electrical equipment from his past employment. More 

importantly, Kelly knew that Keenan was closely associated with 

IRA bomb making activities and operational strategy.  

Most of all, Liam Kelly trusted Brian Keenan. Receiving the 

detonators from his grandson, he would personally deliver them 

directly to Keenan. The only other person to know of Liam’s 

involvement was Seamus Twomey, OC of the Belfast Brigade and 

Keenan’s superior. Not even Liam’s close Derry IRA friend 

Martin McGuinness was to know about these bomb detonators. 

Even Keenan and Twomey were led to believe these were 
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produced in the United States. Everything geared to protecting 

the secrecy of Terence’s involvement.    

Liam Kelly received twenty pairs of walkie-talkies from 

America in the third week of January 1972. He delivered ten pairs 

of walkie-talkies to Terence along with ten blasting caps after 

making the exchange at the Coleraine train station. A brief 

interlude this time over a pint of stout at the Railway Arms before 

Terence boarded his return train to Belfast. Liam Kelly watched 

him board wondering about the wisdom of allowing his grandson 

to join this new Irish war. 

     

 
  

 On Sunday 30 January 1972, both Liam and Terence came 

to realize that something seismic was happening in Derry as radio 

and television reports dominated the air waves in the late 

afternoon. Terence was working at his workbench at Comet 

Electronics when a television in the showroom could be heard 

loudly announcing that the broadcasting station was breaking 

into regular programming with a special news alert. Forces of the 
British Army Parachute Regiment have clashed with thousands of civil 
rights marchers in Derry. A seeming repeat of what happened in 1969 
when the Royal Ulster Constabulary attempted a raid in the Bogside 
district of Londonderry. An anti-internment protest march had been 
scheduled for today however it is unclear why elite British Army 
paratroops were called in to provide security backup to the RUC. 
Regrettably, sporadic gunfire has been reported in this latest incident, 
but no information is currently available regarding casualties. We will 

continue uninterrupted broadcast coverage until the violence subsides. 

Although there was no live coverage of what was happening in 

Derry the news anchor continued describing the scene 

accompanied by audio conversation with a local reporter on the 

scene in Derry. All the Comet employees and a few customers 

stood listening in rapt silence. 
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From a telephone at Comet, Terence called his grandparents’ 

apartment over the pub. His grandmother answered. “Grandma! 

Are you and Granda alright?” 

“We’re both fine. We closed the pub when learning of the civil 

rights march that was to start today in Creggan Heights and 

ending at the Guildhall close to the river at the northern end of 

the Derry walls. Yesterday, the police and British soldiers began 

placing barriers on all streets leading into the march route. Wait 

just a minute, Terry. Your Granda just walked in.” 

Liam came on the line, “You’ve been following what’s 

happening in Derry I trust? Can’t begin to tell you how bad this 

is. The worst of the violence looks to be over though.” 

“How many injured?” 

“Don’t know. I was watching with binoculars from well back 

behind a police barricade on Little James Street where it intersects 

with Great James Street. People were shot, Terry. Live rounds, not 

rubber bullets. Must be many deaths among the victims. Knew 

there was probably goin’ to be trouble but nothing as bad as this. 

Got information early on that locally garrisoned troops of the 

British 8th Brigade would back up the RUC. Among the 8th Brigade 

is the feared 1st Battalion of the Parachute Regiment. The 1st 

Battalion are special forces. A nasty bunch of buggers. 

“Weren’t those the same soldiers that killed ten suspected IRA 

here in the Ballymurphy neighborhood of Belfast last summer?” 

“The same. Part of Operation Demetrius to round up IRA for 

internment. Just a week ago they became involved in another 

violent confrontation against protestors outside Magilligan 

internment center in County Londonderry. The soldiers of One 

Para are a hard-edged bunch of killers meant only for the 

battlefield. Not the kind of troops you’d put into a sensitive 

policing situation involving unarmed civilians.” 

“Unless those in charge wanted this violence to happen,” 

Terence commented. 

“Could be that. This had all the beginnings of what happened 

in ’69 when the RUC tried to seal off the Catholic Bogside streets 

to protect a Protestant loyalist march. Bad as that was, no one at 
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least died. The march today started out around three o’clock. I 

took up my position beyond a barricade at the end of Little James 

Street to monitor what happened. 

“As this large crowd of marchers came up William Street the 

situation began turning ugly. Hundreds of marchers spilled into 

Rossville Street. Bottles and rocks started to be thrown at the 

police and soldiers behind the barbed wire barricades. The 

security forces responded first with water cannons. Then firing 

could be heard. I incorrectly assumed that these were rubber 

bullets. Then all of Rossville Street became obscured by clouds of 

tear gas.” 

“But you think people have been killed?” Terence said. 

“Seems likely. Around four o’clock a great many British 

soldiers located behind the barrier sealing off Little James Street 

at Sackville Street pushed aside the barrier and began moving 

down Rossville Street. I could see by their shoulder patches these 

were parachute troops. Pushing ahead of them where diehard 

remnants of the marchers trying escape. I’m watching with the 

binoculars but now there is a pitched battle raging about a quarter 

mile down Rossville Street from where I was observing. I can hear 

more weapons firing. 

“That was about an hour ago. From my vantage point I saw 

four or five bodies lying on the street. No one was helping them. 

British soldiers just stood around with weapons at the ready 

ignoring the wounded. Maybe knowing the victims were dead.  

“I’d seen enough by then. Assumed the military would soon 

begin making wider sweeps to root out any remaining threats. 

They came expecting trouble but there was no provocation for 

this. No one fired on the army or the RUC. I have firsthand 

knowledge that the Derry IRA was ordered to stand down. Those 

murderous pigs of One Para countered bottles and rocks being 

thrown at them with live fire!”   
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Whereas the Battle of the Bogside in 1969 looked as if it was the 

beginning of what would become called the Troubles, the events 

of this winter day in January would carry far more dire 

implications. Another Bloody Sunday. For Terence Kelly growing 

up listening to his grandfather’s stories, he immediately related to 

his grandfather’s account of Bloody Sunday of 1920 in Dublin. In a 

reprisal attack for IRA assassinations of British agents, British 

Royal Irish Constabulary Auxiliaries comprised of former British 

Army officers, killed 30 civilians and injured another 80 at a Gaelic 

football match at Croke Park in Dublin. Liam Kelly felt 

exceptional anguish over the carnage. He was among those 

ordered by Michael Collins to assassinate British undercover 

intelligence operatives that resulted in the reprisal attack at Croke 

Park.  

Terence recalled watching television coverage of Bloody 

Sunday of 1965 in Selma, Alabama where police inflicted beatings 

on non-violent African American civil rights protestors. All these 

Bloody Sundays had in common incidents of governmental forces 

killing and brutalizing unarmed civilians.  

On this Sunday in late January in Derry, Northern Ireland, 

British soldiers shot and killed 13 unarmed civilians that day and 

injured another 14. All the victims were Catholic. A fourteenth 

person died later of wounds. One victim was shot in the back of 

the head while waving a white handkerchief. By any definition, 

an execution. A state declaring war on an oppressed segment of 

its own citizenry.  

The following day, as the reconstruction of events 

demonstrated, this felt like an inflection point for every Catholic 

in Northern Ireland. The Republic of Ireland recalled its 

ambassador from London in protest. For expatriate Irish around 

the world, this truly now became yet another war of Irish 

freedom. A war beyond the corrupt racist apartheid-like 

provincial government of Northen Ireland made the British 

government the foremost enemy of Irish Catholics worldwide. 

What existed for the Irish for hundreds of years had not changed.  
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 Even for Protestant loyalists they could now expect 

proportional retaliation. This was a war where civilians regularly 

became casualties. First internment without due process of trial, 

now outright massacre. Especially for Northern Ireland Catholics, 

this looked like a real war. Shootings, bombings, destruction of 

property. Essentially martial law enforced by a biased oppressive 

government fully supported by London. The British and their 

puppet statelet of Northern Ireland demonstrated there was never 

to be any hope for collective Catholic civil rights. London would 

exercise its intent to dominate by force of brutality.  

The immediate aftermath of Bloody Sunday, reverberated 

around the world. In Dublin in the Republic of Ireland, a very 

large crowd protested at the British Embassy located at Merrion 

Square. Attacked with stones, bottles, and petrol burns the elegant 

building was burned to the ground three days after Bloody Sunday. 

Irish Americans experienced widespread condemnation and 

outrage. With its large Irish ethnic population from 125 years of 

continual Irish immigration to the United States, support for the 

beleaguered Irish Catholics in Northern Ireland took on tangible 

material and financial support. That took the form of both non-

violent assistance as well as covert smuggling of arms and money 

to the IRA. As for the Provisional IRA of Northern Ireland, they 

became overwhelmed with new volunteers. 

Terence wondered if he was witnessing a repeat of the war of 

1919. At least it felt like the beginning of a wider armed struggle. 

Already more violent than in recent memory such feelings 

became well-founded. The year 1972 would go on to become the 

bloodiest year of the decades of the Northern Ireland Troubles. 

Kelly felt ideally positioned to play an active part. Bombs would 

undoubtedly become the principal IRA weapon. His radio-

command bomb triggers would provide greater tactical 

advantage. 

Within a week, he produced two sets of triggers. After making 

slight modifications to improve the component mountings within 

the receiver unit, he wanted to confirm everything with live tests. 

Although he had blasting caps, the thought intrigued him that 

perhaps he could conduct a full-blown test if he could construct 
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an actual mini bomb. Louder noise, but he intended to perform 

his tests in a remote area.  

Making a miniature bomb using high explosives was not 

completely necessary, but an actual test would provide absolute 

validation of his design. However, the challenge was obtaining an 

experimental quantity of high explosives. He had no access to 

gelignite, dynamite, much less military grade plastique explosives 

like Semtex. That left only ANFO. Ammonium nitrate mixed with 

fuel oil.  

ANFO is the acronym for a common bulk high explosive 

commonly used in mining and construction. It consisted of the 

commercially available fertilizer ammonium-nitrate in a 94% 

mixture with 6% fuel oil. The ammonium-nitrate acts as an 

oxidizer to the fuel oil acting as the fuel. Highly stable, ANFO 

required a high explosive booster explosive to achieve detonation. 

Something with greater energy than a blasting cap. The 

improvised explosive devices assembled by the IRA favored 

using primer cord or gelignite requiring detonation by blasting 

caps. The detonation sequence therefore became the small high 

intensity blasting cap igniting the larger energy produced by 

primer cord or gelignite necessary for detonating the larger bulk 

of the ANFO main secondary explosive. The IRA extensively used 

ANFO for car bombs where large quantities of the explosive could 

easily be concealed.  

ANFO also provided the ability to easily make a suitable small 

quantity. According to the literature, even farmers used it to 

remove tree stumps and large boulders. Ammonium nitrate 

should be readily available given its principal use as fertilizer. 

However, research indicated ANFO required a greater ignition 

source than provided by a blasting cap alone. This meant a 

comparatively significant amount of energy from a precursor 

detonation of a primary high explosive became necessary to cause 

ANFO to explode. Detonation therefore required a firing 

sequence called an explosive train. This began with detonating the 

blasting cap by delivering an electrical discharge that would 

detonate a booster charge of a yet more powerful explosive charge 
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sufficient to then detonate the main secondary high explosive of 

ANFO. Another challenge to resolve if he intended to prove his 

detonator system with a full live test of a miniature bomb. 

At a garden supply outlet, he purchased a ten-pound bag of 

ammonium nitrate prills, small porous spheres. Prilled 

ammonium nitrate facilitated absorption of water for use as a 

fertilizer, or absorption of fuel oil to increase reactivity as an 

oxidizer when used as a high explosive. Fuel oil used for heating 

is essentially the same petroleum product as diesel oil available at 

any filling station.  

His grandfather had provided the essential blasting caps but 

obtaining material to act as the booster charge presented the 

problem. For non-military uses, booster charges often included a 

stick of dynamite or gelignite according to published information. 

The active ingredient in both was nitroglycerin mixed with inert 

stabilizers making it safer to handle. However, Terence had no 

way to obtain dynamite nor gelignite. He did not want to go that 

far by asking his grandfather who would surely have refused. 

Nitroglycerin can be produced by acid-catalyzed nitration 

of glycerol using sulfuric and nitric acid in a simple although 

exceptionally dangerous process. The synthesis procedure 

releases a great amount of heat and must be monitored closely to 

avoid becoming a runaway reaction. The synthesized 

nitroglycerin in pure form remains extremely unstable. In 

reference material in the Queen’s University library, Kelly found 

the process for creating nitroglycerin could be accomplished in 

any kitchen. The process did not require much time nor any 

special equipment or any expertise in chemistry. The key 

requirement seemed to be only scrupulously maintaining the 

temperature throughout the cooking of the mixture to prevent 

premature detonation or releasing toxic gas. Plenty of fearlessness 

required for a first-time amateur. 

Obtaining the basic ingredients for making nitroglycerin 

proved remarkably easy. A fellow chemistry student at the 

university provided pint bottles of the necessary ingredients. 

Terence used the vague excuse that he wanted to use them to 

experiment cleaning some antique metal items for his landlord. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glycerol
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All Terence needed was plenty of nerve making his first attempt 

at making enough nitroglycerin to fill several small vials. 

Thereafter, avoid dropping them or exposing them to elevated 

temperatures until used for his first live tests of his radio 

detonators. Striking a couple of drops of nitroglycerin with a 

hammer on a hard surface was enough to cause a very small 

explosion according to technical reference. He chose not to go that 

far with experimentation.        

Kelly’s miniature bomb design consisted of a 3-inch diameter 

by 12-inch PVC drainpipe filled with 94% ammonium nitrate and 

6% diesel fuel substituting for number 2 fuel oil. The mixture 

thoroughly mixed then tightly compressed inside the PVC pipe 

around an imbedded blasting cap that itself was imbedded within 

a sealed glass vial containing approximately an ounce of 

nitroglycerin. With the blasting cap wires protruded through a 

sealed hole in the PVC cap at one end, he had what he thought 

was a workable high explosive device filled with three pounds of 

ANFO.   

 

 
 

With his radio transmitter, receiver trigger, and miniature 

bomb in a backpack, Terence took a mid-morning train from 

Belfast Grand Central station to the small town of Magheramorne 

on the western side of Larne Lough. The one-hour trip snaked up 

the coast of the Irish Sea before turning inward toward 

Magheramorne. The library guidebook was correct about the area 

being remote with only a few scattered houses. 

Walking a quarter of a mile from the small train station to a 

deserted stretch of land on Larne Lough, he found the ideal spot. 

No trees but a slight hill allowed him to remain completely 

unseen from any structure, road, or the railroad tracks. No one 

should hear even a loud sound from this location. 

Getting quickly to the task at hand, he attached the blasting 

cap wires to the radio receiver unit. He nestled the receiver into 
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the sand then covered it with a towel adding more sand. A 

precaution to avoid damaging the trigger unit that could be 

reused. Stepping back thirty yards, he armed the device then 

fired. 

The towel kicked up as the blasting cap exploded with a much 

louder noise than expected. Proved the design worked as 

expected. Now for a test of an actual ANFO bomb. 

Having prepared the miniature bomb in advance, even the 

gentle jostling of the train produced anxiety with concerns about 

the hypersensitivity to shock of the concentrated nitroglycerin 

imbedded into the ANFO. Hollowing out a depression in the sand 

with his hands, he carefully placed the bomb then covered it with 

handfuls of sand. 

After again covering the radio receiver with the towel and 

adding sand for protection of the unit, he now retreated to a much 

further distance. Looking around to ensure no unexpected 

visitors, he rearmed the device confirming by the green indicator 

light. Flipping the firing switch this time produced a tremendous 

noise throwing sand into the air. Excitement over having 

successfully tested an actual bomb, he ran to examine the effect. 

Only a small crater existed.  

He recovered the undamaged receiver that could again be 

used and put it into his backpack. To think of the damage caused 

by a much greater quantity of ANFO, dynamite, or gelignite 

placed in the right place was a frightening thought. An 

indiscriminate horrific weapon when the target became people. 

That was an uncomfortable thought. Making these detonators 

crossed him over the line from ideological supporter to active 

combatant. Once he made them available to the IRA he would 

have blood on his hands. 

 


