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Dear Father Curran,

You will recall we corresponded a few years back after I wrote an article in the Belfast Telegraph (which I enclose again).

I am sorry to be writing again about a subject that you may have put behind you - so far as that may ever be possible. However I was contemplating similar apparently intractable matters and read again the letters we exchanged in 2001, and other items like press cuttings of your interview in the Sunday Life. These largely concerned Iain Hay Gordon’s successful appeal of that year. 

I have also read, for the first time, the transcript of the Carswell judgment on that appeal which you had just seen. 

Recently I was also talking to a relative by marriage from near Carrickfergus whose parents (her father was a local pharmacist) were I think slightly acquainted with yours and whose brother, she said, was interviewed at the time by the RUC. I think he attended a dance where others involved were present. She had inherited all the prejudiced stories of that time, and later, and it disturbed me.

I have not read the McNamee novel, only glanced at it and looked at reviews, but it certainly adds to the myth building and the hurt. 

The issue that particularly prompted starting this letter was the unsolved murder of the beauty pageant girl, JonBenet Ramsey, in Colorado where her mother has been accused by many of participation, if not also the father and the brother. A suspect in that murder confessed in Thailand and was extradited, only for it to be discovered that he was an obsessive whose DNA did not match a sample left on the body.

Iain Gordon’s statement or confession as I read recently, far from being halting and vague, struck me as that of someone who was actually making an admission but who was trying to minimise as much as possible the level of his involvement - to distance himself from the horrible aspects. In that respect it rang true, no matter whether he was under unfair pressure when he made it.

It might also be that he had little or no recollection of many of his actions. If he has, as I suspect, a personality disorder of that type, it would go some way to explaining his certainty of innocence. I note the Crown threw in the towel almost before they got on their feet in the final appeal so little or nothing in his story was retested.

Having written a book on Roger Casement and being party to a controversy that will not easily go away – that is whether he wrote the so-called Black Diaries (he did), I am particularly attuned to conspiracy theories and the fact that almost all are based on politics or prejudice (in your case class, and more recently, anti-unionist). I’d be happy to send you a copy of my book if it was of interest.

I don’t know if you have written anything on the case or have recorded details of what you recall from that awful night, but feel you could usefully. Without at least an attempt to answer some of the newer allegations and stating what you are definitely aware of, the matter will instead go forward on the basis of the journalist John Linklater’s assertions and interpretations. 

You did state, possibly under some pressure at the time, that you were no longer certain that Iain Hay Gordon was guilty. You maintained however that you were absolutely certain that no member of your family, least of all your mother, was involved. This was in Stephen Gordon’s article in the Sunday Life. I take it therefore that you are more than content to continue defending your family from some of the grosser allegations.

To that end, and dealing more with contentious issues in largely peripheral areas, these are the questions to which I feel you could usefully record answers, although you may have already done so: 

· You were I think already in bed when you became aware that your sister was missing. Why was it so late i.e. well after 1 a.m. before your parents started getting so concerned that they rang the Steels and then the police? In the Ulster of that time if a girl or boy was not home before 11 p.m., fears would surely be raised, or was it that your sister had considerable freedom about coming home times etc?

· Had Iain Gordon, as a possible suspect, crossed your mind before the police so advised you? I presume it was they who advised you of that option? Do you recall when you first heard of the police suspicions about him?

· What are the details of your memory that Iain Gordon told you (or perhaps showed you) that he was given to carrying a knife and why?

· Were you aware, i.e. did he tell you, that he had had homosexual experiences locally, and that he had visited prostitutes?

· He states that your parents did not like him. Was that the case, so far as you were aware, or was that just his impression, then or later? You said in the Sunday Life interview that your mother and sister asked that he not be invited back. Do you recall the reason for that request?

· When you said your mother climbed through a window to gain access on her return that day it is not clear why. Had she lost her keys? (I know the answers to some of these questions are probably in the police files but I am simply looking to stop further assertions being built on minor mysteries without doing full research.)

· Did your father experience significant gambling losses at that time?

· Had you or your family met any of the Steels before these events?

· Was your brother living away at that time, or just for the day/night in question?

· Did your father discuss the legal case with you at any length and whether, in particular, it should have gone ahead locally, given that all the potential judges, and probably most lawyers, knew the victim’s family.

I must admit what shocked me most about the trial was to learn (in the Carswell judgment) that LCJ MacDermott sent the jury out around 9 p.m. and told them that they would not be getting any food or drink. 

Carswell wrote: “They retired to consider their verdict at 8.45 pm and returned to court to give it at 10.45 p.m. It would now be regarded as undesirable to keep such sitting hours…It was nevertheless a very late sitting by modern standards, and we should now scrutinise a verdict reached at that hour with some care. Moreover, the jury were informed in a remark made by the judge during the summing-up that they could not have any food or drink once they retired to consider their verdict – although the judge did in fact have a discretion to order otherwise.”

Like you, I am sure the discrepancies in the timings of the two calls to the Steels are irrelevant and probably caused by confusion. No two people give the same account of a momentous or dramatic event or of the times involved. However I feel if you could write down something of what it was like for you and your parents that night and the following days and how you in fact coped, it would be of considerable value in the historical record.

If you felt able to answer these questions, I would gladly commit (if you so asked) not to reveal any answers until after Iain or your deaths – assuming I outlive you both.

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon
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