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Galgorm Castle, in Ballymena, County Antrim (Northern Ireland), was built in the first half of the Seventeenth Century by Doctor Alexander Colville, who was not a doctor of medicine but of "divinity", or theology. As he got rich overnight his contemporaries suspected him of having made a pact with the Devil and practicing magic. A portrait of him still decorates the entrance to the castle and the current owner, Christopher Brooke, says that no-one has dared to take it from its place because, it is firmly held, whoever dares to, will die in the act.


This land of 'Glens', poets and story tellers has been one of the most violent in Europe. Nearly everyone I talk to is optimistic and thinks that the future will reinforce the peace process.  Seen from the surrounding trees and meadows, the cube-shaped castle built of robust black stones, with its towers, high windows, chimneys, shields and cathedral-like facade, is imposing. Inside it is a ruin which is falling apart and having taken refuge in a few rooms on the first floor, Christopher and his family hope that, in one of the crumbling cascades that have become daily, one of the thick walls will disgorge the gold coins which, they say in Ballymena, the diabolic Reverend Colville buried in the walls before he dies. 
That way they will have the capital necessary to convert Galgorm Castle into a luxurious residence of 14 apartments restored to their former splendour. They have already done this, with good taste and historical rigour, with the courtyards and outhouses, and the result could not be better.

Like every self-respecting Irish castle, Galgorm also has its ghost. It is not the spectre of Colville but of a girl of his time whom the BBC tried to photograph a few years ago when making a documentary on the castle. The crew imported a famous Greek medium who, to the great misfortune of British television, only managed to contact the ghost when the cameras had been turned off and the operators were asleep. 
According to Christopher, however, the ghostly girl is far from shy and appears frequently to the many mediums, spiritualists, diabolists and ghost hunters who make the pilgrimage there to summon her up and talk to her of things on the other side. Without going any further, she appeared to his wife one morning as she woke up, and the two had a very entertaining conversation.
Galgorm Castle has been in Christopher's family, the Youngs, since the middle of the 19th century, and one of the current owner's most illustrious forebears was Rose Maud Young, who, although she belonged to a solidly Unionist family – Protestant and pro-Britain – was one of a handful of Antrim ladies who took a very active part at the end of the 19th century in the renaissance of Gaelic language and culture, a commitment that brought them closer to the traditional adversary, Irish nationalism. In addition to writing a highly-detailed diary, Rose Young published three volumes of poems, legends and songs in Irish preserved by the oral tradition and which she herself collected in the old fishermen's and peasants' villages of Antrim. Not only beautiful, educated and liberal, Rose Maud Young – at whose parties Presbyterians, Anglicans and Catholics rubbed shoulders - was a friend and protector of Roger Casement (1864-1916), the fascinating person whose steps I am trying to follow in these lands of Ireland.
As an adolescent, in the late 19th century, Casement studied for three years at Ballymena school and he spent many weekends at Galgorm Castle, as recorded in Rose Maud Young's scrupulous diaries. Maybe it was there that he read those memories of the great English explorers, like Livingstone and Stanley, which gave him the taste for travel and Africa. 
Although he was born in Sandycove, Dublin (very close to the Martello Tower where Joyce's Ulysses begins) his family was from these parts and he spent a great deal of his childhood and adolescence in Antrim and in later years he came back to this land whenever he could to cure his nostalgia and to calm his spirit from the storms that beset him throughout an intense life, as full of adventure and risk as any in a Paladin epic. 
A great part of his life was devoted to denouncing the exploitation and mistreatment of the indigenous communities of Africa and Amazonia and, likewise - particularly in his last years - to fighting for Ireland's independence.

When, on the evening before his execution, Mr John Ellis, the dandy hangman of London's Pentonville Prison (who was a hairdresser, too, in his free time) undertook the macabre ceremony of weighing and measuring him so that the rope that was to hang him would be as long and as strong as necessary, Roger Casement asked that his remains be buried not far from here, at Murlough Bay, which in his letters he called "Paradise Bay". 
The British authorities did not grant his wish: they buried him in the prison where they hanged him (as a traitor, since he had conspired with the Germans during the First World War to smuggle arms intended for the Irish revolutionaries who rose in Easter Week 1916), in a nameless grave alongside a famous woman killer, Dr Crippen, hanged himself a few years earlier. 
Only in 1965 were his remains returned to Ireland and now they rest in Dublin's Glasnevin cemetery, under a sombre tombstone marked in Irish (a language which he, despite his efforts, never learned) with the sombre statement "Dead for Ireland".
Roger Casement was very right to want to be buried in Murlough Bay, because it is the most beautiful place in Ireland, Europe and maybe even the world. It is the culmination of one of the most beautiful Glens of Antrim, those valleys or gorges which runs between mountains of every shade of green, leafy trees, streams, waterfalls and cliffs to meet a furious sea that beats against sculptural rocky headlands. 
Flocks of birds flit across the sky and, when the days are clear and bright like those the Celtic Gods gifted me, you can see across the pier of Rathlin Island, in whose centuries-old villages Rose Maud Young gathered many of her poems and stories of age-old Eire, as far as the coast of Scotland. The landscape seems cleared of human beings, nature in its pure state, virginal and Eden-like.
This is pure appearance, of course. This land of castles, Glens, ghosts, poets and world-famous wandering story tellers (the seanchaí) has also been one of the most violent in Europe, where ethnic and religious wars have embittered hearts, and spilt blood, hate and resentment everywhere. Not just the centuries of British occupation; those of partition, too – which left six counties of Northern Ireland  part of the United Kingdom – have been marked by bloodbath and wicked outrages. 
A trace of all that remains above Murlough Bay where, some years ago, Sinn Féin raised a monument in honour of Roger Casement. Promptly dynamited by an Ulster terrorist commando, it was never rebuilt. The fragments that remain strewn across the solitary hillock are a disquieting reminder of the other side of the coin in this dream setting.

What will happen now in Northern Ireland? After the agreements reached under Tony Blair's government between Unionists and Republicans will there at last be peace in these six counties and can the ghosts and the living of Antrim sleep in peace and fraternise? 
Anyone who goes through booming Belfast and its sleepless nights, the prosperous surrounding farmland, (it and the towns and villages inland which seem to have found the miraculous secret of making tradition and modernity co-exist in absolute harmony), can have only the most remote idea that there could be a step backwards, that the tiny groups of intransigent extremists that are still bombing and killing will succeed in destroying the peace and returning to the confrontation of yesteryear. 
Nearly everyone I spoke to tends to be optimistic and thinks that the future will reinforce the process begun with the disarmament of the two sides and that politics will replace the fratricidal war for good. 
One of those optimists is Christopher Brooke, the likeable master of Galgorm Castle. He is convinced that the co-existence set in motion thanks to the agreements between ancestral adversaries, immersion in Europe, the mechanics of globalisation and economic demands will strengthen integration and peace. May Cuchulain and other Gods from the pantheon of Eire hear him and make this just aspiration come true.

We say goodbye below the portrait of the sinister Doctor Colville. He has a beatific and slightly mocking look. Under his frown his small clear eyes seem sad to see us leave. Because in this country even theologians in a pact with the Devil and ghosts bring valour to the vice of hospitality.
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