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The Edge was alone. U2s guitarist was
feeling a little abandoned in August
1982, his bandmates having left their

native Ireland tor the warmth of Jamaica on
the occasion of lead singer Bono's wedding.
To add to his annoyance. Edge had just had
a fight with his girlfriend and was becoming
increa.singiy unsatisfied with his level of skill
as a songwriter. "I did the only thing I could
think of, which was to channel all my fear,
frustration and self-loathing into a piece
of music," he recalled in the 2006 group
autobiography U2 by U2. "I picked up the
guitar and let it all come out."

He preserved a desolate, ringing melody
on his four-track recorder, and wrote one line
of lyric—not a complaint about bandmates
on vacation or romantic upheavals, but
something far more serious. "Ifl remember,
my opening line was 'Don'f talk lo me about
the rights of the IRA. UDA ...'" he said "It
was a full-on anti terrorism song."

The original lyric would be discarded,
but the subject matter remained. Northern
Ireland had been roiled for decades by
violence between Catholics and Protestants,
much of it carried out by paramilitary groups
like the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and
the Ulster Defence Association (UDA). As
Irishmen representing their home country
in the world, the members of U2 felt
compelled to speak out about the sectarian
turmoil that had come to be euphemistically
referred to as "the Troubles."

The song's central lyrical notion was

to contrast the resurrection of Jesus on
Easter Sunday—an event sacred to both
Catholics and Protestants, after all—with

"Bloody Sunday," the name given to horrific
incidents in both 1910 and 1972 in which
civilians were killed. In addition to the more
overt religious imagery, the song includes
several Biblical allusions—not least of all the
repeated refrain oV'How long?' which occurs
at several points in the Old Testament.

Given the touchy subject matter, all
four band members were invited to öfter
input into the final lyric of "Sunday Bloody
Sunday." It was entirely conceivable that U2
itself would be targeted for attack if seen
to be decidedly on one side or the other.

"There were lines in the lyrics that could have
resulted in a tot of trouble for the group, and
they were omitted, because I cannot come
to terms with the man of violence," Bono
said in 1984.

To accompany Edge's mournful guitar
line, drummer Larry Mullen |r. formulated
a martial beat that suggested the marches
upon which Catholics and Protestants
regularly embarked. (To get a natural-
sounding reverb, producer Steve Lillywhite
recorded the drums under the front staircase
at Dublin's Windmill Lane studio.) The final
touch was added by violinist Steve Wickham,
who was brought in after meeting Edge on
the street by chance during the sessions.

"Sunday Bloody Sunday" became the
opening salvo on U2's politically-charged
breakthrough album. War, released in
March 1983. The quartet had already
debuted the song on stage in Glasgow,
Scotland, on Dec. 1,1982 (during a warmup
run cheekily dubbed the Pre-War Tour) and
have performed it more than 600 times
since. After only a few shows, Bono began
regularly prefacing it by declaring, "This is
not a rebel song" and waving a white flag
to ensure its message of nonviolence wasn't
misinterpreted. "Many of our songs were
great ideas, but we hadn't yet the chops to

execute them in all their complexity," he said
later. "It was a song whose eloquence lay in
its harmonic power rather than its verbal
strength."

The band didn't play "Sunday Bloody
Sunday" live for several years following its
appearance in their concert movie Rattle
ana Hum, a performance filmed at the
McNichols Arena in Denver on Nov. 8,
1987—thedayan IRA bomb killed 11 people
in the Northern Ireland town of Enniskillen.

"It was made real for the moment, in a way
that it's never going to be again," Bono said
at the time of the film's release in 1988. "That
was the ultimate performance of the song,
and anything else would be less than that."
It was revived only sporadically through the
1990s, especially after a peace process first
initiated early in the decade led to a series
of cease-fires and finally a conclusive end to
the Troubles in 2007.

In recent years "Sunday Bloody Sunday"
has again become a staple of U2 set lists, its
plaint of "How long must we sing this song?"
finding no shortage of global horrors to
which it can be applied. The song still rings
out as a reminder to the world about the
mortal danger of religious hatred. "Rock
'n' roll can do in some practical ways what
politicians can only do in theory," Bono said
in 1984. "I really do believe that music has
the power to break down barriers." I»:
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