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‘In 1971 it wasn’t republicans in the third battalion: it was the people.’




 





‘The Brits were blazing away. There was dirt jumping up all round. I still had hold of the M1 carbine I’d been using, so I knew they knew they’d got an IRA man and if they shot me they’d be within their rights. They’d be cheering.’




 





‘If your story didn’t stand up, you got beaten. They knew you were in the ’RA, but they couldn’t pin anything on you.’




 





‘There were a couple of guys assigned to burn each hut. Me and another guy, Seamus, from Strabane, burnt our hut. I think I was in Cage 4 by then.’




 





‘There was always the chance that somebody would name you to get off a hammering themselves.’




 





‘I know you need a political wing and it’s important to get votes to endorse the IRA campaign, but, if there’s a campaign, then you have to devote resources to it. From 1982 the campaign was being run down, I know that now. Over the years, all the resources were switched to the political side.’




 





‘The people going to England were transported in what were called “coffins” – boxes and packing chests that went in container lorries.’




 





‘Extortion is what loyalists did. We were handing the money over to the army. It was to fund the war: it wasn’t for us personally. We were as poor at the end of it all as we were at the start.’ 
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DEDICATION







This book is for my mother and father, who were republicans before it became fashionable; and for my comrades in the IRA, who died for Irish freedom. I remember them with pride.


Gerry Bradley
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Unity Flats, in the heart of Belfast, where Gerry Bradley lived
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PREFACE





At our first meeting, after he had introduced himself, Gerry ‘Whitey’ Bradley’s opening remark was the almost Socratic statement, ‘The only thing I know is that I’m not an informer.’ We were meeting in an unlit house in north Belfast, on a dark November evening in 2006. Bradley had contacted me through the Irish News, the northern Irish nationalist daily for which I write a column. He had not given the paper his real name and gave as a contact number a pay-as-you-go mobile phone. When I turned up at the address he gave, he was satisfied that he could recognise me from a photograph in the newspaper.


Such precautions are partly the result of twenty-three years active in the IRA, but they are also an indication of the paranoia, dismay and bewilderment induced among republicans by a string of revelations in 2005 and 2006, which showed that senior figures from both wings of the movement, the IRA and Sinn Féin, had been British agents for years. One of the most prominent of them was Denis Donaldson. Like most republicans in Belfast, Bradley had known Donaldson as a senior figure in Sinn Féin. In 2005 Donaldson confessed to acting as a British spy for twenty years. Donaldson had run the Sinn Féin office in Stormont after the Good Friday Agreement and for years before would have been privy to all the party’s political plans and strategies. He was shot dead in April 2006. The suspicion was that others too would be uncovered and, indeed, that proved to be the case when, in February 2008, it emerged that one of Gerry Adams’s drivers, Roy McShane, had been working for the British for years.


Men and women like Bradley, who had given their lives to the IRA’s armed campaign, were shocked, disgusted and depressed by these revelations. They had been risking their lives for years, confident in the belief that the republican leadership, though they made mistakes, were immune from British influence and were directing the struggle against the British presence in Ireland with the purest of motives. By the early years of this century, no one could be sure of any of that. Of course, Gerry Bradley knew there had always been informers and was always wary of that prospect, but to hear that people at the very heart of the republican movement had been acting as British agents was profoundly unsettling. It led many IRA members to question what they had been ordered to do during the campaign, why they had been doing it and who exactly had wanted it done.


Bradley himself had twice been the victim of informers, spending years interned on the first occasion and months remanded in custody on the second. However, the stream of informers being exposed in high places in the republican movement, coupled with the ready accommodation with Ian Paisley’s DUP at Stormont, prompted IRA men, like Bradley, to reassess what had been going on at the top of the movement while they were risking their lives right up until the moment of the 1994 ceasefire.


Bradley wanted to explain his role and motivation in the IRA’s campaign and, by extension, that of colleagues like himself, whom he classes as ‘operators’ – the men and women at the sharp end who did the shooting and bombing from 1970 to 1994. Apart from two periods of internment, in 1972 and 1973-75, and being remanded in custody in 1982, Bradley was active for the whole of that period.


Bradley’s main ‘theatre of operations’ was initially north Belfast, though from the mid-1980s he was a member of an IRA squad that operated in west Belfast as well, and by the early 1990s he had moved into a different IRA role that took him all over the North.


North Belfast was where the ‘Troubles’ were at their most viciously sectarian. Even years after the Troubles were ‘officially’ over, in the sense that the major republican and loyalist groups had called ceasefires, interface fences continued to be built in north Belfast to prevent daily exchanges of stones, bottles and other missiles, and sporadic hand-to-hand fighting between youths from loyalist and republican neighbourhoods; ‘recreational rioting’ the police came to call this behaviour, because of its futility.


During the Troubles, 566 people were killed in north Belfast, about 15 percent of all the deaths in the conflict. Over four hundred of those killed were civilians, many the victims of sectarian murder. Yet the description ‘north Belfast’ is too wide for the location of the killings and belies the intensity of the conflict. The vast majority of those deaths occurred in an area of about five square kilometres of inner-city north Belfast, comprising districts whose names became well known throughout Ireland and further afield as they featured regularly in news bulletins over thirty years: Ardoyne, New Lodge, Tiger Bay, Unity Flats.


The defining feature of north Belfast is that it is a patchwork of districts, republican and loyalist, each immediately juxtaposed with a district of the opposite persuasion. Thus, republican New Lodge faces loyalist Tiger Bay; republican Ardoyne faces loyalist Woodvale and Crumlin; republican Unity Flats (now gone) faced the loyalist Shankill. The main roads running between these districts, such as the Cliftonville Road and Crumlin Road, were hunting grounds for loyalist murder gangs, the most notorious of which was the Shankill Butchers of the 1970s. Random loyalist killings would be met with IRA retaliation in the form of bomb attacks on loyalist bars and drinking clubs and, particularly in 1976, sectarian shootings which, in turn, would provoke the response of further random sectarian murders and so on.


In the midst of the continuous sectarian conflict in north Belfast, the IRA also waged its campaign against the British army and Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), attacking British army and police patrols with gunfire and bombs, and bombing police and army barracks, of which there were many in north Belfast, as well as ‘economic’ targets such as shops, warehouses and workshops. These were Gerry Bradley’s ‘operations’.


From the very beginning of the Troubles, in 1969, Gerry Bradley played an active role on the republican side. Although too young, officially, to become a full IRA member until 1971, he was fully involved in the daily confrontations that began in the summer of 1969 between Unity Flats, where he lived, and the fiercely loyalist Shankill. Initially, he was propelled spontaneously into the conflict to defend his district from the combined loyalist and police onslaught in August 1969. Very quickly thereafter, like hundreds of other teenagers in working-class nationalist parts of Belfast, he served an apprenticeship of rioting against police and British army, then in 1971 he joined the IRA, which had quickly established itself as the defence organisation of his district.


Bradley became a fully-fledged IRA volunteer in the summer of 1971. From then on, apart from the years he spent interned or on remand, he was engaged for the next twenty-three years almost continuously in shootings, bombings, bank robberies and other similar activities on behalf of the IRA. In the early years, he was central to the IRA’s operations in north Belfast. By autumn 1972, he was Officer Commanding G company, based in Unity Flats. The following year, he was appointed Officer Commanding the third battalion of the Belfast Brigade, which covered the whole of north Belfast as well as nationalist enclaves in south and east Belfast. He was the youngest battalion commander in the IRA. Each time he was released from custody – 1972, 1975 and 1982 – he rejoined the IRA and carried on as before, until 1994. Few others stayed on ‘active service’ so long.


This book sets out to place Gerry Bradley’s IRA career in context. It is not simply a list of shootings and bombings in which he engaged. That would be tedious, apart from the fact that he can no longer remember all of the scores of incidents in which he was involved – no surprise, given that in 1972 and 1973 his company could have been involved in three or four operations in a single day. What the book shows is how circumstances changed over the years as the conflict went through different phases, and the tactics and strategy that the IRA as well as the British government and security forces developed to meet those changing circumstances: from the veritable insurrection of the early seventies, with hundreds of men and women in the Belfast IRA, to the late eighties, as the campaign was being run down and IRA operations were carried out by a surprisingly small number of operators like Gerry Bradley. There were about twenty top operators in Belfast by the end of the eighties, actually carrying out shootings and bombings, though there were many more active behind the scenes.


It was Bradley who asked for the book to be written and, as far as possible, it is written in his words. This book is the first about the Troubles to offer an account by an IRA operator that has not been sanctioned or cleared by the republican leadership. Bradley wanted to explain the rationale for his actions and provide a critical insight into the day-to-day workings of the Belfast IRA. Some of the revelations about the incompetence and complacency in the Belfast IRA leadership are inconvenient truths for the republican movement. There are also uncomfortable truths about the haphazard and lackadaisical way certain operations were planned.


As for Bradley’s motives, he has had plenty of time to think about them. His convictions remain those of a simple, traditional republican. ‘Born a rebel, die a rebel’, sums up his attitude, he says. Indeed, he wanted that to be the title of the book, but such a title might have implied he wanted to continue the military campaign against the British army. He does not. ‘The war is over and there’s little support for starting it again. Guys who want to start it again – what are they going to do different from what we did and why do they think they’ll do it any better?’


His shorthand phrase sums up his adherence to Wolfe Tone’s objective: ‘to break the connection with England, the never failing source of all our political evils, and to assert the independence of my country’. After his initial unthinking, automatic reflex of throwing himself into the defence of his community as a fifteen-year-old in 1969, it took Bradley some time to learn anything about republicanism. He quickly became convinced, from the evidence of his own eyes, that there could never be any hope of equal treatment for Catholics or nationalists in the North as long as the British government remained in control of any part of Ireland. The only way to obtain equality was to drive them out and achieve Irish unity. That meant fighting the British army, who defended the presence of the British administration in the North. In the 1970s, he strongly believed that was possible.


As time went on, however, it became clear that things were not so simple. Bradley came to realise that the weaponry and manpower the unionist community had at their disposal, in the shape of the RUC and UDR, meant that even if the British army were to leave there would be no victory. Yet, for Bradley, the stronger the IRA was and the more powerful its campaign, the better the negotiating position republicans would have when it came to the negotiating table, as it inevitably would. He remains firmly convinced that it was the IRA that forced the British government to make concessions like the 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement, and that it was the IRA bombing campaign in England that led the British to begin secret talks with the IRA in 1992.


Equally, he deplores ‘the politicians’ in the republican movement, whom he calls ‘the Shinners’ (Sinn Féiners), who settled for too little. Bradley says he is ‘army’. He has no time for ‘the Shinners’, many of whom he regards as free-loading on the IRA’s achievements. While he acknowledges there was overlap between IRA and Sinn Féin members, especially towards the end of the campaign, he still draws a sharp distinction between ‘army’ and ‘politicians’. As an example, he relates the exchange between himself and a loyalist prisoner in jail. ‘This loyalist was gloating about a rocket attack on the Sinn Féin centre in Ardoyne and how it must have got republicans really worried. I said: “What’s that got to do with me? Doesn’t affect me. I’m army. That was a Sinn Féin place.” It kinda let the air out of his balloon a bit.’


For Bradley, being an IRA volunteer, in the army, legitimised all his actions and he did some terrible things – but everything he did was for ‘the cause’. The army was always right. It would be easy to be censorious about his activities, but this book takes the same position as that of Orlando Figes in his monumental work The Whisperers, which deals with life under Stalin. Figes interviewed people whose families were ruined but who still believed in ‘Stalin’s justice’, people who did terrible things – informed on relatives and led a double life – and whose own life was destroyed by Stalin. Their lives were deformed by the times they lived through, but their stories have to be told and their motivation explained. Who can say they would not have taken that direction had they lived in the same circumstances?


What particularly galls Gerry Bradley is that he continued to follow the same direction throughout his adult life – giving his all for the republican movement. Every time he asked for reassurance that the campaign was going on, not being run down, that he was not wasting his time, risking his life for nothing, he was told, categorically, that the role of the IRA was crucial. It was years after the 1994 ceasefire that he discovered, like hundreds of others, that the opposite was the case, that the leadership of the republican movement had changed direction, and men and women like Bradley were used until the bitter end of the campaign as a lever to exact every last drop from the British government.


By that time, in the early 1990s, the IRA’s military campaign had dwindled to being a tactic, not the motor force it had previously been in the republican movement. Once the tactic was discarded, men like Gerry Bradley were surplus to requirements. They had served their purpose. Finally, in 2005, the IRA was stood down and its surviving members were left high and dry, with no jobs and no prospects.
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BAPTISM OF FIRE







Bradley vividly recalls the feeling of shock and dismay he shared with all the other onlookers when they saw that the van was carrying pick-axe handles. The IRA had no guns to hand out.





Unity Flats was an estate of social housing near the centre of Belfast whose frontage stretched 350 metres from the bottom of the Shankill Road to Clifton Street. British soldiers knew the district as a hotbed of IRA support. For the soldiers, the flats were a concrete maze of stairways, connecting galleries – or balconies, as the residents called them – dead-ends and dangerous open spaces overlooked by a score of firing positions. Soldiers could be shot at from windows, galleries, doorways, from ‘wash-houses’ built of latticework brick, where washing often hung at the end of each row of flats, or from the flat roofs of the housing complex. Blast bombs, concrete blocks, bottles, bricks or pieces of metal could be hurled from the galleries as soldiers sought cover to avoid the open ground between blocks of flats. Troops always entered the complex in strength, covering each other and trying to move about quickly and unpredictably. In the 1970s, merely driving past Unity Flats in an army Land Rover often invited a fusillade of shots.


The flats had been built to replace nineteenth-century slum housing in the district known as Carrick Hill, where 1,314 tiny houses had sat on thirty-one acres. The area was designated a redevelopment area in 1958 but after the inevitable public inquiry and other delays, clearance did not begin until 1963. The first new home was ready for occupation in May 1967.


When the modern IRA was established in 1970, there were two hundred dwellings in the Unity Flats complex, a classic 1960s development of twenty blocks of medium-rise flats and two-storey maisonettes. Ultimately, Unity Flats would have 315 dwellings, but further planned expansion had been aborted by the outbreak of civil strife in 1969, which led to repeated attacks from the nearby ultra-Unionist Shankill Road, whose residents had always strongly objected to the new complex rising on their doorstep.


How and why did such a small district produce a large number of men and women prepared to risk their lives, to kill, to shoot and bomb, to go to jail for lengthy periods? Why would people living in brand new modern housing become embroiled in such activities? What circumstances changed their lives from a humdrum daily existence in summer 1969 to a frenetic, lethal, high-octane, cat-and-mouse conflict six months later? What did they think they were doing and why?


Some people claim that the name of the development, Unity Flats, was chosen to symbolise the uniting of two communities, Catholic Carrick Hill and Protestant Shankill, which had been at loggerheads for generations. Others say the name came from Unity Street, which originally ran through the Carrick Hill district. Whatever about aspirations to unite the two communities, the fact is that Carrick Hill was mainly Catholic and it was families from Carrick Hill who had been temporarily cleared out so that the new flats could be built. Since that was so, it would be the same Catholic families who would be rehoused in Unity Flats as each phase was completed. There were never more than a couple of dozen Protestant families living in Unity, and after the August 1969 disturbances, twenty of them moved out. By February 1970, only two Protestant families remained.


In 1969, the blocks of Unity Flats constructed to that date formed a rough quadrilateral, with a dent in one corner where it abutted onto the Shankill at Peter’s Hill. The base of the quadrilateral, Upper Library Street, 350 metres long, ran from the Shankill Road to Clifton Street. The narrowest side, facing Peter’s Hill at the bottom of the Shankill Road, was 60 metres long. The ‘safest’ side, because it faced the nationalist New Lodge district along Clifton Street, was 200 metres long. The most dangerous side, the ‘front line’ so to speak, because it faced the Shankill district across waste ground cleared of slum housing, stretched for a hazardous 400 metres.


This large expanse of waste ground lay ready for the next phase of building. Beyond it stood several streets of partially demolished and derelict housing, the western edge of the nineteenth-century slums of Carrick Hill cleared of their inhabitants. This scene of dilapidation would become a battleground throughout the 1970s between attackers from the Shankill and the new residents of Unity Flats. The empty houses and waste ground provided abundant ready-to-hand missiles: stones, broken bricks, ironmongery and other debris strewn thick on the ground.


By dint of hoisting the people into two- and three-storey flats, modern housing design in the 1960s enabled planners to cram over a thousand men, women and children into an area of less than nine acres, which became Unity Flats. The building materials used in the flats were cheap: the walls were prefabricated and prone to penetrating damp; the roofs were flat, thereby saving the cost of the joists and rafters and tiles that pitched roofs required, but guaranteeing leaks in Belfast’s damp, drizzly weather. In a few years, blocked internal downspouts from the roofs would cause great patches of damp on inside walls and drips from ceilings.


Nevertheless, the new homes had modern electrical wiring, heating, toilets and bathrooms, and hot and cold running water in purpose-built kitchens, none of which the people in the nearby Shankill had. Who was to know that the flats would be so horrible to live in and would start to fall apart in less than a decade? They were spanking new and brightly painted, and as more and more of them were completed and the residents moved in, it looked as if block after block of Unity Flats, with its growing Catholic population, was marching up into the Shankill, while there was no sign of any new houses for Protestants.


As soon as the first residents moved into their new homes in 1967, they were attacked. The most vulnerable flats were those called Unity Walk, fronting the Shankill Road at Peter’s Hill. Weekends were worst. Supporters of Linfield football club, the North of Ireland’s most aggressively Protestant team, would throw bottles and stones and metal bolts at the flats as they returned from matches on a Saturday. On Friday and Saturday nights, drink-fuelled groups of Shankill Road men walking home from the city centre and others emerging from the nearby Naval Club, used Unity Walk for target practice, and intimidated and sometimes assaulted residents foolhardy enough to be in the open.


Paddy Kennedy, the Republican Labour MP for the district, raised the matter of these attacks in the Stormont parliament in March 1969. Windows were broken so often in flats facing the Shankill Road that people gave up replacing them and left them boarded up, he reported. He said that although the numbers of Linfield supporters coming along the Shankill Road were large enough to constitute unlawful assemblies, and that drunks coming from the Naval Club were regularly committing offences, there was no police protection afforded to the people in Unity.


All this was a small foretaste of what was to come. The frequency and ferocity of attacks on the flats increased in direct proportion to the rise in tension across Northern Ireland in 1969. Unionists, generally, had been aggrieved by the demands of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association, its controversial marches, and the pressure the British government at Westminster was exerting on Stormont to bring in reforms in voting and housing that would benefit the North’s Catholic population – exactly the sort of people who were living in newly-built accommodation in Unity Flats.


As 1969 began, a snap Stormont election was called for February, leading to a bitterly sectarian campaign in which Reverend Ian Paisley played a major role. In March, there was a startling Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) bombing campaign at reservoirs, which the UVF did not admit and which most unionists therefore believed was the work of the IRA. Water supplies to Belfast and County Down were disrupted. In April, the Stormont Prime Minister Terence O’Neill resigned, as he later said, ‘literally blown out of office by the UVF’.


Unity Flats provided a readily available focus for the resentments of anti-Catholic gangs from the Shankill. These fears and resentments of people on the Shankill Road were channelled into aggression by the activities and speeches of local leaders, including the Stormont MP Johnny McQuade, a coarse, foul-mouthed, barely literate former British soldier, ex-boxer and ex-docker.


Most sinister was John McKeague. McKeague was a paedophile whose sexual proclivities had come to the notice of the police. In 1970, he was one of those charged with the 1969 waterworks bombings but acquitted, though in later years he bragged about his involvement. He was rabidly anti-Catholic, a dangerous rabble-rouser who formed the Shankill Defence Association (SDA) in 1969, a body that would play a violent role in the events of August 1969, and in 1971 merged with the murderous Ulster Defence Association (UDA), responsible for the deaths of 431 people over the period of the troubles. In 1969, the SDA was about three hundred strong. McKeague would go on to found the Red Hand Commando in 1972, a small group of killers linked to the UVF.


Matters came to a head for Unity Flats in the summer of 1969 as the Orange ‘marching season’ gathered steam. There are two distinct and contrasting views of what happened in July and August 1969. One is the experience of the people living in Unity Flats. The other is provided by the Scarman Report, a judicial inquiry into the disturbances in Northern Ireland in 1969 by Mr Justice Leslie Scarman, a senior English High Court judge.


Here, first, is a condensed version of the official account of events, relying heavily on the Scarman Report.


There had been minor disturbances on the evening of 12 July as Orange bands returned towards the Shankill from the main gathering of Orangemen at ‘the Field’, as they called it, in south Belfast. To reach the Shankill, they had to pass Unity Flats. There was an exchange of missiles between crowds lining the Shankill Road to watch the marchers and bands and residents of Unity Flats, annoyed by twenty-four hours of noise and provocation, which began in the afternoon of 11 July. At one point, a section of the Orange crowd tried to gain entry to Unity Flats, but were repulsed by a small group of police who had taken up position at the Peter’s Hill entrance to the complex. It was pretty much par for the course on ‘the Twelfth’, the biggest day in the Orange calendar.


Three weeks later, a minor Orange parade, which at worst should have produced a repetition of the events of 12 July, with catcalls and minor stone-throwing, instead unexpectedly exploded into intense violence involving hundreds of rioters, and changed the lives of people in Unity Flats forever.


On Saturday, 2 August, a Junior Orange procession was due to parade along the Shankill into the city centre to catch the train to Bangor, a seaside resort on the north County Down coast. Long before the parade was due, crowds from the Shankill had filled the footpath opposite Unity Flats. Ostensibly, they were there to ensure safe passage for the children in the Junior Orange march. In fact, as the Scarman Tribunal found, many of the people assembled at Unity did not comprise an ordinary crowd. John McKeague and his Shankill Defence Association, 200-300 strong, had marched down the Shankill and taken up position on both sides of the road at Unity Flats. They were intent on trouble.


As soon as the parade passed, McKeague’s men, led by an individual carrying a Union Jack, launched an attack into Unity Flats. They were held off by the residents in serious hand-to-hand fighting, though several attackers did manage to get into the forecourt of the complex. Altogether, there seems to have been about a dozen policemen on duty at the entrances to the flats from the Shankill end. Residents later accused these policemen of joining in the attack with McKeague’s men. Sporadic fighting went on for most of the afternoon until about 4.30pm.


A dangerous rumour then circulated in the Shankill Road that the Junior Orange parade had been attacked on its way into Belfast past Unity Flats. As a result, crowds of people poured down the Shankill to wait for the parade’s return, expected some time before 7.00pm. An hour before the expected arrival of the Junior Orangemen, a huge crowd, estimated by the police to be upwards of three thousand, had filled the road at Unity Flats. Shortly after 6.00pm the crowd began to attack Unity Walk, but were repelled by police, who were now present in numbers. The attackers vented their frustration on the flats in what the Scarman Report described as ‘a continuous barrage’ of stones and other missiles, breaking every window facing Peter’s Hill. Others attacked the flats complex from the rear, across the waste ground from the lower Shankill Road and managed to gain access to the courtyards between the blocks of flats, where desperate fighting took place.


There was a real danger that the flats might be overrun and burnt by the Shankill crowd. In the course of the fighting, several residents were batoned by police, and one, sixty-one-year-old Patrick Corry, subsequently died from his injuries, namely three skull fractures. Fighting between police and residents, and between residents and would-be attackers advancing across the waste ground, continued for hours. It was only about 3.00am on 3 August, after police reinforcements had pushed the Shankill crowd away from Unity Flats, that quiet returned.


Yet, later that morning, Sunday, 3 August, a mob of 400-500 appeared again on Peter’s Hill opposite Unity Walk. This time there were 200 police with an armoured car and they dispersed the mob, only for them to regroup further up the Shankill and march back down again, led by McKeague’s SDA behind a Union Jack. The confrontation then became very serious and continued all day. The mob threw petrol bombs at the police and erected barricades which the armoured car easily broke through, but then gelignite bombs were thrown at the police. Finally, around 1.00am, the police managed to disperse the crowd after several baton charges.


The Scarman Report records that the Belfast Police Commissioner, at 4.45pm on Sunday, had asked for British army troops to be deployed since all police reserves had been committed. The commanding officer of the regiment in question, the Queen’s Regiment, consulted Brigade HQ in Northern Ireland only to be told by the chief of staff that committing troops was a political decision that could not be taken without approval from England. Responsibility for British troops was a matter for the British Secretary of State for Defence at Westminster, not the Stormont administration.


In any case, the RUC Inspector-General did not support the Commissioner’s request, partly, as he told Scarman, because of ‘the political angle that there were constitutional issues involved’. Nevertheless, the point is that a fortnight before the calamitous events in Derry and west Belfast which necessitated troops intervening, the circumstances on the ground between the Shankill and Unity Flats were so serious that senior figures were considering using troops, with all the implications that decision brought with it.


The residents’ perspective of the events of 2–4 August was entirely different from the measured tones of the Scarman Report, and the details differ markedly from the official version of events. To them, the inability of the police to protect them from the Shankill mobs was unforgivable, but not accidental. There was no question in the minds of the residents that the police and the invading mob from the Shankill formed common cause. Indeed, there are some passages in the Scarman Report itself that unintentionally support their view. Some instances of collusion between police and John McKeague’s SDA are recorded without comment or explanation in the Scarman Report, although Scarman roundly condemned McKeague elsewhere in his report. For example, Scarman did not seem to think the following incident incongruous:




Some of the Protestants managed to get into the courtyard [of Unity Flats] and fighting broke out between them and the residents. Mr McKeague was present in Upper Library Street during the incident. Evidence was given that he pointed out to the police a youth within the flats who was then set upon by Mr McKeague’s supporters and ultimately arrested by the police. (Par 9.6).





Why were police following any directions from McKeague? Why was McKeague allowed to be in Upper Library Street apparently directing operations? Why was he not arrested himself as, evidently, the instigator of the assault on Unity Flats and, indeed, on the particular youth in question here?


It seems that Mr Justice Scarman displayed many of the besetting sins of English judges appointed to enquire into matters in Northern Ireland. He could not imagine that in the RUC he was dealing with a partisan paramilitary unionist militia rather than with a civil police service on the English model. He could not contemplate the prospect that the police might, in fact, have taken sides against the beleaguered residents of Unity Flats. He could not accept that policemen joined the Shankill mob in throwing stones at people in Unity Flats. In short, Scarman tended to believe the police account of each incident.


As a result, he rejected the testimony of Unity Flats residents, sometimes without giving a reason. Mrs Austin, a woman who owned two shops in Unity Walk, testified that a number of police threw stones at the flats. She was even able to identify policemen involved. Scarman says: ‘After a full consideration of the evidence, we have come to the conclusion that [the police] did not throw stones. Mrs Austin was mistaken.’ But how could she have been mistaken? The police were in uniform, easily distinguishable from the mob. How could she have imagined the incident? Why would she make such an allegation? Scarman concludes, strangely, ‘had police been present in sufficient numbers to suppress Protestant stone-throwing, it is likely that the accusation would never have been made.’


Interestingly, when examining events in Derry ten days later on 12 August, Scarman did accept the testimony of Harold Jackson of the Guardian newspaper that the police did throw stones and also encouraged Protestant rioters to throw stones at people in the Bogside. The reason the judge accepted the evidence of an English journalist in one case, but rejected that of a respectable businesswoman in another, can only be guessed at. Perhaps the televised pictures of RUC men throwing stones at Rossville Flats left him with no alternative.


Scarman never seemed to have wondered why it was that the only person who died as a consequence of the attacks on Unity Flats was a resident batoned by the police, or why so many people injured or arrested, or both, on 2 August seemed to be Unity Flats residents.


Scarman’s general conclusion about the events (par. 9.57) was that




The riots of 2 and 3 August were begun and continued by Protestant crowds. They led to loss of life and serious damage to property. They were directed initially against Unity Flats but soon developed into a conflict with police. They provide evidence not only of the risk to the peace of the province from Protestant violence but also of the determination of the police to protect Catholic lives and property. Although unable to prevent external damage such as the breaking of windows and on occasions became embroiled (once with tragic results) with the residents of Unity Flats, the police did successfully protect the residents from invasion by Protestant mobs.





The people of Unity Flats regarded the second part of this conclusion as a travesty. For them the events of 2–4 August 1969 were terrifying and life-threatening, and unforgettable in their horror. They were ‘besieged’, in Scarman’s words, by ‘a vast crowd’. Repeated assaults on Unity Flats from a number of directions by hundreds of men and youths from the Shankill and by baton-wielding RUC men were repulsed only by desperate defence from the men, and even boys, of Unity Flats. It was ‘all hands to the pumps’. Women and children too pelted the invaders from the balconies with anything they could lay their hands on. Able-bodied men used any weapons they could find to prevent attackers getting past the entrances to the flats complex and gaining access to the courtyard, and thence the stairwells. No one was in any doubt that if they had managed to get into the complex, the mob was fully prepared to wreck the place and would have burnt the flats.


One of those on the balconies on 2 August, throwing anything that came to hand, was fifteen-year-old Gerry ‘Whitey’ Bradley (Whitey, because of his fair hair). His mother prevented him from going down into the thick of the fighting for fear of him being injured. From his vantage point, Bradley saw thousands massing from the Shankill and city centre, accompanied by bandsmen marking time, fifing and drumming incessantly. The noise was terrific. The Shankill crowd had come prepared, with bottles, stones, rivets and bolts, which were soon flying through the windows of Unity Walk and littering the balconies. He watched, in disbelief and horror, the RUC in riot gear leading what he calls ‘the Orangemen’ in towards Unity. He watched his neighbours beat them back onto the Shankill where they re-grouped, bands still drumming and flutes playing, the roar of the crowd tumultuous.


One of those leading the defence was Emmanuel O’Rourke, a former British soldier who had served in Aden. Bradley can still picture clearly in his mind, as if in a film, O’Rourke fighting police armed with batons. At one stage, he was taking on four policemen who had obviously identified him as a leader, or certainly someone to be reckoned with. In the struggle, they had ripped his shirt off. Eventually they overcame him and batoned him to the ground. He was then dragged across broken glass and other debris and slung into a police Land Rover. His sister rushed, screaming, down from her balcony to his assistance, and was arrested for kicking a policeman.


A rumour swept around Unity Flats that the IRA from west Belfast were coming – and bringing guns. Gerry Bradley remembers seeing a van arriving around ‘tea-time’ (6.00pm), with Jim Sullivan, a prominent IRA man from west Belfast, in it. Everyone was convinced it contained the guns, and people ran down to watch as the back doors of the van were opened. Bradley vividly recalls the feeling of shock and dismay he shared with all the other onlookers when they saw that the van was carrying pick-axe handles. The IRA had no guns to hand out. The truth was, the IRA was a spent force, its aims in 1969 political rather than military. About forty men managed to make their way into Unity Flats during the afternoon to lend a hand, not as an organised body, but in groups of three and four. Apart from them, the people of Unity Flats were on their own. That weekend a group of men in the flats formed the Unity Flats Association to organise the defence of the district. They were correct in their assumption that the onslaught of 2–4 August was merely the prelude of more to come.


A fortnight later, the North of Ireland exploded in a paroxysm of violence. There was serious rioting in Derry and Belfast and in half a dozen other, smaller, nationalist towns. In west and north Belfast, police opened fire with heavy machine guns mounted on the turrets of armoured cars. Unionist mobs descended on nationalist districts in Belfast, burning houses and displacing hundreds of people. Scarman concluded that 82 percent of those displaced in Belfast were Catholic families. By 15 August, contingents of the British army were on the streets of Belfast and Derry where Catholic communities had thrown up barricades to keep out marauding unionist gangs.
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‘I loved rioting. So did my mates.


We used to travel to Ardoyne or Ballymurphy.
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