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It wasn’t a great Sunday. First, I ran out of central heating oil, then I ironed a burn into a white shirt and then, worst of all, no Tim Pat. Controversial historian of the IRA and intimate of former US Ambassador to the Republic, Jean Kennedy Smith, Tim Pat Coogan writes a weekly column in Ireland on Sunday – most Sundays anyway.

The style is a heady brew of vitriol and blarney. It’s noisy, indiscreet, ranting and republican, but readable. It also frequently contains the most awful howlers. Sometimes it’s a simple spelling mistake: “Patton Report” instead of Patten Report, “Bobbie Sands” instead of Bobby Sands. Pretty minor, perhaps, but less than you would expect from a former Editor of the Irish Press. Sometimes it’s just confused: John Hume and David Trimble receiving their Nobel Peace Prizes in Stockholm, not Oslo while Unionist headquarters are in “Bengal Street” not Glengall Street, according to Coogan. 

More serious was his recent suggestion that Francis Molloy, rather than Francis Mackey, is an “articulate, competent” spokesperson for the 32 County Sovereignty Committee. Mr Molloy is, of course, a Provisional Sinn Fein MLA for Mid-Ulster.
Coogan’s books have been no less accident-prone. His publishers were forced to pay out £25,000 in libel damages to Ruth Dudley-Edwards for a few pages of nonsense calling her professionalism as a historian into doubt. One edition of his book on the IRA had to be pulped when Coogan’s antagonism towards the Officials got the better of him.

For all his faults, I remain mesmerised by the sheer brass neck of this increasingly confused septuagenarian chauvinist. His book on the Troubles was dedicated “To all the peacemakers. In particular, to Fr Alec Reid C.SS.R, Gerry Adams, John Hume, Jean Kennedy Smith, Senator Ted Kennedy, Niall O’Dowd and Albert Reynolds” – as if peace takes one side.
Aficionados of the Coogan school – in the absence of a Sunday column - had to make do with a thousand words in Thursday’s Irish Times. It was vintage Coogan, complete with naked pleasure at the perceived plummeting of the Protestant proportion of the population – a hallmark that has earned him the nickname Tim Pat ‘Count the Catholics’ Coogan. In some ways Thursday’s article was a disappointment: it bore a remarkable resemblance to his Ireland on Sunday piece of four days previously. Perhaps by accident, though, Coogan made a couple of perceptive points.    

