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“History repeats itself.


That’s one of the things wrong with history.”


CLARENCE DARROW
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Chapter 1


Introduction













The attack was so sudden, so unexpected and so brutal that I was not able to do anything about it. I had walked into it. I had failed to anticipate the danger signs. I would now pay the price for my lack of awareness.


Stationed in Newtownabbey, I had just under three years’ service in the Royal Ulster Constabulary, Northern Ireland’s former Police Service, and less than eight months in the Criminal Investigation Department (CID). Such sudden attacks upon us were commonplace: they were one of the many pitfalls of policing our violent society.


It was just before midnight when the attack occurred. In a split second, my assailant had lifted me clear off the ground and thrown me against the wall with all the strength he could muster. The blow to my head as I hit the wall was so violent that I was momentarily stunned. It also caused me to experience what happened next as if in slow motion. The pain was searing, almost unbearable, as blow after blow rained down upon me from my attacker’s fists and feet. He was a tall, well-built man some twenty years my senior. I attempted to ward off the blows, but to little or no effect.


I can recall exactly what happened as if it were yesterday. I would physically revisit the scene from time to time during my service in the Police. I also have a tendency, even today, to revisit it mentally, to dwell on it in spite of myself. The sudden and treacherous nature of the assault is something I will never forget.


Even though the room was dark, I was able to look into my assailant’s hate-filled eyes. I was so close to him that I could smell his foul breath and the stench of alcohol. I was aware of blood flowing from my nose. My mouth was filling with blood from internal cuts as my flesh was smashed against my teeth. I had bitten my tongue. I was terrified of losing consciousness as I felt myself slipping towards the floor.


My personal issue firearm, a Walther 9 mm pistol, was nestled snugly in my black serge shoulder holster, tucked into my left armpit. I had considered trying to get to my gun to use it in self-defence. That was exactly why I had been issued with the handgun in the first place: so that I would be able to produce it and use it as a means to extricate myself from such life-threatening situations as this.


I hung onto every word as my assailant screamed profanities at me. There was no mistaking the absolute venom in his speech. I then caught sight too of his accomplice, standing nearby keeping watch in case any other Police officer should come upon the scene. They were taking no chances: there were to be no witnesses to this assault. I was surprised to see my attacker’s accomplice panic and do all he could to bring the assault to an end.


“He has had enough,” he shouted to my assailant repeatedly.


Then it was over as suddenly as it had begun. They departed from the scene, leaving me sore and bloodied. I tried to stand but I couldn’t. I had virtually no feeling in my legs due to the constant kicking and pummelling to which I had been subjected. I lay there on the ground and watched the perpetrators’ hasty retreat. Then the door slammed shut behind them.


After a short time, I was able to get to my feet. I walked unsteadily to the men’s toilets next door. I had been lucky. As attacks go, it was not the worst that I would suffer in my 30 years as a Police officer in the RUC.


But this was different. This was bizarre. My assailant and his accomplice were not thugs from some street corner, they were Police officers. They were members of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, just as I was. Worse still, my assailant was a colleague of mine working alongside me in the CID at Newtownabbey RUC Station. (He has since died.) The scene of the attack was the parade room of the station itself. As for the date, it is indelibly printed in my brain. It was Friday, 13 December 1974.


Earlier that night I had arrested five suspected members of the outlawed Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF). They had been found to be in possession of two illegally-held loaded handguns. In any other Police Force in the United Kingdom, all right-thinking people would have viewed my actions as commendable.


But this was Northern Ireland at the height of a terrorist campaign and not all things were considered equal. In my naivety, I was to get a rude wake-up call. Soon after the arrests, I had witnessed blatant collusion between certain CID officers and the Monkstown UVF. I had told these officers what I thought of it: they had seen me move to redress the wrongs.


What did I expect, they were to ask me later. Well, I didn’t expect to be criminally assaulted by fellow Police officers. After the attack, I expected some support from my authorities. None was forthcoming.


I had not endeared myself to the UVF. The punishment I received was meted out by members of the RUC on behalf of the local Monkstown UVF. I stood there in that toilet area next door to the cells, examining my face and the inside of my mouth in a small wooden-framed mirror on the wall. I watched with pain and sadness as the blood flowed from my injuries into the white washhand basin and mingled with the running water. My head was still spinning. I leaned over to splash cold, revitalising water over my face.


I will resign tomorrow, I thought.


Still unsteady on my feet, I held onto both sides of the washhand basin. The blood was flowing freely. I pulled some green paper towels from the dispenser on the wall to try to stem the flow. I felt alone, isolated, no longer knowing whom I could trust.


Slumped over the washhand basin, I couldn’t help feeling sorry for myself. Wondering exactly what sort of Police Force I had joined. This was my first encounter with such people in the CID. I had already unintentionally made enemies within the RUC Special Branch, that I knew. But I had not expected to find men of this kind in the ranks of our CID.


As I stood there in the darkness in that little corner of Newtownabbey RUC Station, wondering where to go from there, I could not have known that I was merely scratching the surface of some very sinister elements within the RUC. I could never have imagined then anyway the extent and nature of the depths I was to discover during the years that followed. No-one could have imagined such things. For many, even today, they may defy belief. But everything I am about to relate actually happened to me.














	

 




	

 




	

Chapter 2


Into Care













Throughout my life, people have often asked me why I chose a career in the Police. What, they wondered, kept me going in the face of all the dangers and the difficulties I faced, particularly towards the end of my service in the RUC? To understand my outlook on life and what motivated me to join the Royal Ulster Constabulary in the first place, it is helpful perhaps to look back to my formative years and some of the key experiences of my childhood and youth. Apart from one uncle on my mother’s side, there was no history of Police service in my family. For reasons that will very quickly become clear, I was driven by a burning desire to deal with the bullies in our society. To put the bad men in jail. It all seemed to me such a simple and straightforward thing to achieve. The very last thing I ever expected was to be obstructed by members of the institution to which I devoted almost 30 years of my life. I did not anticipate that some of the worst difficulties and dangers I would face were to come from within the very organisation of which I was part . . .


I was born on 17 April 1950, in Holywood, Co. Down, the sixth child of Christina and William Brown. My parents had six more children. I have three brothers and eight sisters. The family home was at the top of the Downshire Road in Holywood, Co. Down. My friends in the district were both Protestant and Catholic: my mother had taught us to respect both religions equally. Our family was deprived in relation to material things, but we were certainly not poverty-stricken.


Violence in my home was commonplace. My father was a tyrant, a bully, and at 5’9” and 26 stone in weight, he towered above us. He seemed to actually get some sort of enjoyment from beating us frequently with his leather belt. Hardly a day would pass without a violent outburst from him. He would beat my mother senseless at least two or three times a week. There was always a good reason, it seemed. Even if there weren’t one, he would find one. He worked as a chauffeur or as a store man but he was much happier during his long periods of unemployment. Prone to mood swings, his day-to-day temperament was completely unpredictable. He could at times be the nicest guy in the world, but more often than not he would erupt into a frenzy of unprovoked violence. We were terrorised by this bully.


At 5’1” and very slim and lightly built, my mother Christina was no match for my father. He would throw her about like a rag doll. She was a decent, kind and hardworking woman, and our rock in the stormy environment that was our home life. Her maiden name was Johnston. I was the first child to be born with her dark hair and piercing dark eyes, and so it was that I was named Johnston after her.


Growing up in this violent environment was never easy. It was like walking on egg shells. We strove at all times not to do or say anything that would provoke my father. It only took some alleged misdemeanour or misconduct and he would launch a frenzied attack on us. My mother would always intervene, throwing herself between him and the child he was beating. It would make no difference: he would just beat both. “He’s just a bully,” my mother would repeat over and over again, as she tried to comfort the victim.


Each day was filled with fear and trepidation. Terrified of our father, we children could never be sure that a moment of peace and tranquillity would not be broken by a sudden and unexpected outburst of mindless violence. I felt sorry for my sisters, who would find themselves suddenly being pummelled by his fists or feet, without the slightest warning. The cruelty of the violence was doubly so, perhaps, because it was impossible to predict.


I had to sit quietly as my father beat my mother and sisters, again and again. I wanted to do more but, as a young boy, I was of course physically no match for him. I so much wanted to stop him. I wished my life away. We could do nothing for our poor mother, who would have to wear sunglasses even in winter to hide her bruised and blackened eyes. She would never strike back or press charges for assault against him.


I could do nothing then, but I was determined that some day, I would be able to confront my father and put an end to the constant suffering of my mother and the smaller children.


Some of my earliest childhood memories were of evenings when my parents would be quarrelling, my father screaming at the top of his voice. This was a frequent occurrence. My mother would rush upstairs and get us out of our beds (my younger brothers and I would sleep three to a bed). She would gather us all together in the master bedroom, and we would help her barricade the bedroom door with wardrobes and chests of drawers. Sometimes the bed itself would be used to barricade the door. My father would be outside, swearing and hammering the door with his fists, attempting to force his way in.


On more than one occasion, we would be forced to jump from that first-floor bedroom window onto the lawn in the front garden below. The screaming and the turmoil of the whole situation were absolutely terrifying. So bad that the jump from that window seemed almost inviting at times. Thank God for our good, decent neighbours. Ours was a semi-detached council house and the family next door would be alerted by our screams. Knowing we had no telephone, they would ring the Police on our behalf. On some occasions, we would take refuge in our neighbours’ house: they would always take us in and make us welcome. Sometimes we would make our way to my Grandma Johnston’s on University Road, Belfast. Again, we would be greeted warmly there, and be able to stay for a day or two enjoying the relative peace and quiet. However, my mother would return home on every occasion, bringing us with her. Father always promised to change, but he never did.


Visits by the local Constabulary to our home were frequent. The flashing blue light on top of the Police car would announce their arrival. They knew exactly how to deal with a bully and they took no nonsense from my father. They would quickly restore calm to the household. We knew the sergeants and constables by name. The local station sergeant, a Sergeant Campbell, terrified my father in particular. Sergeant Campbell was tall and well built, and not in the least afraid of confronting such a bully. But my hero was Constable Vincent McCormick, who would talk to me about his experiences in the Police and, when I was older, would often encourage me to join the Force.


We knew that the arrival of these men would end our suffering. From a very early age, I learned to respect and be grateful for these keepers of the peace, the rank-and-file of the Royal Ulster Constabulary. Their words of encouragement sowed the seeds which would later inspire me to join their number. Throughout my childhood, with its incessant cycle of violence followed by calm and then the inevitable return of turmoil, the local Police were always there to support us, and never once did they lose their patience. I was determined that when I became a Police officer — and this was one of my very early ambitions — I would treat all people with the same respect and compassion as those officers had shown to us. I was determined too that I would help to keep the peace as they had, and do my best to put society’s bully boys back in their place.


One of my earliest memories of unexpected upheaval was in 1956, when I was six years old. My mother had not been well and she was to go into hospital. The first I was aware that there was any problem was when the welfare authorities arrived at our home. We didn’t know why they were there, but we knew that it was not a routine visit. We were accustomed to frequent, regular visits from the welfare. They usually called in a little dark van and brought us second-hand clothes or shoes. My favourite welfare visitor was a lady called Miss Lister. She would always help us. We welcomed her visits. I can still see her smiling face in my mind’s eye. In later years I made many attempts to trace her within the welfare system to thank her. I only had her maiden name, however, and I was never able to contact her.


On this occasion the welfare officers were in the living room, discussing us openly in our presence. They spoke about where each of us would be going. As if we weren’t there. As if we were simply parcels to be despatched elsewhere. We were all listening to what was being said. I think their principal worry was for our welfare during my mother’s stay in hospital, when we would otherwise be left alone with our father. There were tears as my mother tried to reassure us. I looked at my younger brothers and sisters, with fear written all over their faces. The scene was horribly upsetting. The younger children were taken away first. I watched as the welfare people, with stern faces, dressed in long coats, escorted them outside to waiting cars. We didn’t know when we would see each other again.


Unless you have lived through something like this as a child, it is difficult to describe exactly what effect it has on you. For the first time in my life, I didn’t believe my mother. I felt I couldn’t trust her. For the first time I had become aware that my parents had no real control over what happened to us once the welfare authorities stepped in. All I knew was that I was destined for a bad boys’ home. Yet I had not done anything wrong. It all seemed so unfair.


The two welfare officers came back into the house. The lady called out my name and the names of three of my sisters, who would be with me. My mother hugged us. Her eyes were streaming tears but she knew there was nothing she could do except hug us and try to reassure us that all would be well. I will never forget the walk in the dark from our hallway to the waiting car of the welfare officers. It was that journey into the unknown which filled me with so much dread. I really believed that I would never see my mother or my younger siblings again. I was so glad that Louise and my other two sisters were with me.


The welfare people told us that we were going to a foster home in Ballygowan, Co. Down, to a family called Gibson. We were as quiet as mice as we were taken out to a big black car and driven out of Holywood towards Belfast. The smell of the dark-maroon leather upholstery was overwhelming as I buried my head into the back seat of the car.


When we arrived at our foster home, the welfare man went inside to speak to our new foster parents. The house was sizeable, set back off the road and there was an old horseshoe-shaped gypsy caravan in the side garden. It didn’t look like a bad boys’ home! As I was taking in my new surroundings, the man returned to the car and ushered us inside the house.


Our new foster mother greeted us and brought us inside. She was a small, plumpish woman with a warm smile. There were two girls around my own age sitting on the floor of the living room in front of a glowing fire. They were watching a black-and-white television. We didn’t have a television at home! As I went over and sat down beside them, the programme changed and “Champion the Wonder Horse” came on the screen. I was so enthralled that I didn’t even notice the departure of the welfare officers. I was sitting in a strange house with two girls I didn’t know and yet I felt strangely at ease.


My foster mother was cooking dinner for us. I sat glued to that screen, eating my dinner from a plate on my knee. There was an atmosphere of peace and calm in this house and I embraced it. It was a welcome respite.


Life in Ballygowan was wonderful. Even though we had to use an outside toilet and walk what seemed like miles to Ballykeagle Primary School each day, we had a great time. We collected eggs from the chicken coops and in the mornings Louise and I would volunteer to run across the fields to the spring and bring back a stainless-steel bucket filled with water.


Our departure from Ballygowan was as sudden and abrupt as our arrival had been. I remember my foster mother’s face as we left. The tears were flowing freely down her face and mine as she hugged and kissed me goodbye. She had listened to our horror stories: she knew exactly what type of environment we were returning to. As we left in the same black car we had arrived in, I turned to wave again but the car had already turned the corner and she was out of sight. I never saw my foster mother again but I never forgot her kindness.


Then, when I was eight years old, our family was split up again. Unknown to me, my mother was to go into hospital for some months with her latest pregnancy. Complications meant that her life was in danger. I was to be placed in a welfare home with some of my older sisters. Once again, the move came completely out of the blue. Once more, I was convinced that I must have done something very wrong.


Marmion House was a local authority-managed children’s home on the Church Road in Holywood, only a mile from our home. It was a large mansion of a house set in acres of well-maintained gardens. To a small child, it looked like a very forbidding house that first evening as we travelled up the driveway in the car with the welfare officers. By the next day, however, I was beginning to realise that my new temporary abode was not such a bad place after all. We were given a copious breakfast with generous portions of cereal, fried eggs and bacon, the like of which I had never seen at home. They kitted us out in brand new school uniforms, complete with new shoes to replace the old, worn-out ones we had been making do with for so long. There was a large sitting room full of huge settees and easy chairs. The floors of the entire house were covered in carpets. I had only ever seen carpet in my friends’ houses—this was unashamed luxury!


Later that morning, we left Marmion House to walk down the Church Road to Holywood Primary School. There were five or six of us. This was exciting, like an adventure. I was enjoying every minute of it so far. I could nearly see my face in my new shoes. My stomach was full. I had a new pullover, new socks, and a new shirt. I was on top of the world. We arrived very quickly at the Church Road entrance to the primary school. It was only a short walk up the leafy, tree-lined avenue at 75 Church Road to the back gate of the school.


My teacher at that time was a dreaded man. We were all frightened of him. He would grab a child by his ear or the locks of his hair and virtually drag him up to the front of the class. It was very painful and humiliating. He would then make a fool of the child in question in front of the rest of the class. He seemed to delight in doing this. I had fallen victim to this man’s bullying on a number of occasions. He knew that my parents could not afford a new school uniform every year, and so he habitually made fun of my old clothes. He would refer to them as rags and spin me round and round, encouraging the other children to laugh at me. I was as afraid of this man as I was of my father.


The morning after my first night at Marmion House, I wasn’t in class any more than a few minutes when I caught the teacher’s eye. I tried to avoid eye contact, hoping he would pick on someone else. Too late! I watched in horror as he rose to his feet and walked to my desk. After a brief pause, he walked around behind me. I knew exactly what was coming next. I couldn’t understand what had provoked him. We had not even started the lesson and my homework was in order.


He lifted me to my feet. He took me to the front of the class. He spun me round and round as he addressed the class. He said he was impressed with my new uniform. Such a neat turn-out. Had my parents robbed a bank? The other children were laughing as this man ritually humiliated me. I told him the new clothes were mine. I was proud of them. I told him that they had been given to me by the staff at the home.


“What home?” he asked sharply.


“Marmion House Children’s Home,” I replied.


He studied me. “You are in Marmion?” he asked.


“Yes, Sir,” I replied.


The teacher was non-plussed. For once, he didn’t know what to say. This bully who was never usually lost for words. He turned to me and told me abruptly to return to my seat.


During the morning’s lessons, I noticed that the teacher was studying me. He kept staring and staring at me. I averted my eyes. I did not need another trip to the front of the class. The bell rang, signalling the start of break-time. It was heaven-sent. I got up from my seat and went to leave the classroom.


“Brown, come here,” the teacher shouted. He was sitting on the edge of his desk. I walked over to him. “Why are you in Marmion, son?” he asked.


I explained the reasons to him. He asked about my sisters. I explained that two of them were also in the home. He put his hand on my shoulder and looked into my eyes. There were only the two of us in the classroom. Petrified, I waited for the insults to flow.


“Look, I’m sorry about earlier on,” he said.


Just at that moment the classroom door swung open, as some of the pupils returned to the classroom. I didn’t know what to say.


“Run along now and get your break, Johnston,” he said.


I turned and left the room. I was happy as a sandboy. I knew I would have no more trouble with him. I was right. He never bothered me again. In fact, he was always pleasant after that. It was sad, though, to see him turn his bullying attention to another classmate. He was never happier than when he had a pupil out in front of the class in tears, terrorised and humiliated. This was, I suppose, his way of keeping those large, post-war primary school classes in order. The other children behaved well in his class. No-one wanted to be next one up at the front.


When we arrived back at Marmion House after school that day, the staff ensured that we changed and did our homework. Then we were allowed to play outside in the grounds of the home. Those first summer months were wonderful. Five or six of us would run down the huge staircase, rush out the front door and clamber as fast as we could down the massive stone steps onto the driveway and then the grass. The front lawns were stepped in three or four grassy banks that led down to a flat, luxuriant expanse of grass, which was well laid and immaculately maintained. The perimeter of the lawn was set in dense shrubbery. The smell of the freshly-cut grass was wonderful. It sweetened every breath I took.


I settled down to life in the children’s home at Marmion House very quickly, thanks in no small measure to the kindness of the staff. Life at Marmion was disciplined, but apparently not excessively so. At eight years old, I was a junior and would not normally have been allowed to stay up until 10 pm to watch television with my sisters and the other seniors. But the older children would sneak me downstairs to the lounge and hide me so that I could watch television with them. Television was a real experience for us all of course, since we didn’t have a set at home. Many of the younger members of staff were well aware of what was happening, but few of them would move to intervene.


I prayed that my mother would be all right. I thought about my younger brothers and sisters in their new surroundings in Glendhu Children’s Home. I hoped that they were as happy as I was at that time in Marmion. The greatest benefit to me as an eight-year-old was the peace and quietness of my new surroundings. I loved the Home. I ran from school to get back to it. There was no monster of a father. No bullies. It seemed like a normal, happy environment. I had never had so long a respite from the trauma and mayhem that until then I had viewed as a normal part of daily life. My early days at Marmion House were filled with fun and joy and excitement. The other children spoke of their dread of never being allowed to go home. They would often speak fondly of one of their parents. Almost always just one. One parent had deserted them and the other could not cope alone. All of us who had been placed into care had suffered a similar plight.


However, one day in the late afternoon, something happened to threaten my new-found sense of security. I was out in the grounds playing with some of the other children. We were interrupted by the sudden exodus of a large number of staff and older children from the front door of the home. It was obvious to us that something was wrong. They ran past us and on down the banks to the shrubbery below. We ran as fast as we could to catch up with them. When I reached the shrubbery I was amazed to see members of the staff teaching the older children how to pull stinging nettles out from the ground in big bunches. They were plucking them like flowers!


“Grab some and take them inside,” we were told. I tried to, but I was stung on my bare arms and legs. I jumped back quickly in pain.


“No, no, not like that, Johnston!” one of the staff exclaimed. “Hold them as tight as you can at the bottom of their stems,” she explained, grabbing a bunch to show us how to do it.


“Don’t let the leaves brush against you. Hold the bunch in front of you,” she added.


We all followed her lead, and then, holding our bunches of nettles, went back with her into the house. Then along the hallway and up those stairs which were wide enough to accommodate two people going up and two people coming down. I could hear the unmistakable sound of a girl screaming at the top of her voice. We followed the direction of her screams. What on earth was happening? The commotion was incredible. Some members of staff and other children were running downstairs towards us. They were laughing and excited. It seemed like a game.


I was intrigued. I was also very apprehensive. From my limited experience of such screaming I knew that whatever was happening to that girl, she was terrified. When we got to the area of the bathrooms, we were stopped abruptly by a queue of staff and other children outside one of the bathrooms. The queue moved quickly. Meanwhile the poor girl’s screams were so close and so piercing that I closed my eyes. I squinted up at my friends’ faces. I could see that they were afraid too. Before I knew it, I was standing in the bathroom. The floor was soaked with water spilling from the bath. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Spent nettles were strewn all over the bathroom floor.


There was a girl in the bath—a senior girl aged about twelve or thirteen. Her name was Patricia. She was struggling as hard as she could to get out, but two female members of staff were forcibly pushing her to make her sit down in the bath. The cold tap was running as hard as it could. Other members of staff wearing rubber gloves were taking the nettles from us. I watched as they beat that poor girl relentlessly with the nettles. I will never forget that terrible scene. Patricia was naked and seated bolt upright in the bath. She had her back to us. She was being beaten with the nettles on her back, her front, her face, and her head. Her body was covered in nettle stings. Nettle leaves were floating on top of the clear water. Her screams were pitiful and increasingly desperate.


I was glad to run from that bathroom. I wondered why Patricia was being punished in that most cruel and degrading way. In front of us all! If it was intended to show us what would happen to us if we were bad, then it had the desired effect on me. What on earth had she done? What sort of bad behaviour merited such abuse? How could the staff, usually so good and so caring, be so cruel to Patricia?


I ran downstairs to join some of my young friends. I was asking everyone what Patricia had done. One of the girls, just a little older than myself, pointed to a large ornamental flowerpot lying on the floor in the front hall. It was broken into pieces. The soil was everywhere. I couldn’t believe it! Was that all? An accident like that didn’t merit such abuse! I was shocked. I thought perhaps Patricia had tried to run away. Some of the other children had run away once, but they had been brought back pretty quickly by the Police.


“It wasn’t an accident, Johnston, she did that deliberately in one of her usual tantrums,” the girl said. “Come on, we have to get more nettles,” she added.


For the rest of the day I inquired after the welfare of that poor girl. There was an air of despondency over the whole place. My friends had no desire to play outside any more. I understood exactly why: any one of us could be next. I decided to seek out my big sister Louise. I found her a short time later in the television lounge with some of her friends. I snuggled up close to her. We talked about what had happened to Patricia. Everyone was talking about it. Louise and I agreed that we would be on our best behaviour. There was no way we wanted to be the next child into that bath of nettles. I would rather run away first.


That night in bed, I found once again that I couldn’t sleep. I lay there in the darkness listening to the sounds of the other children sleeping. I reflected on the sights that I had witnessed earlier in the day. Louise and a member of staff I particularly liked had promised me that such a thing would never happen to me. But I couldn’t get those scenes out of my head. When I finally did doze off, it was a fitful and disturbed sleep. The nightmares that I had left behind me in Downshire Road returned. I dreamed of sudden and unprovoked beatings by members of the staff as my father looked on, laughing at me. I awoke in a panic, trying to catch my breath. I rushed out to the toilets and sat there, forcing myself to stay awake. The incident with Patricia in the bath had upset me terribly. I no longer felt safe. My perception of the staff as caring and fun had gone. They were now an ever-present threat. It dawned upon me that I had just swapped one home of abuse for another. This one was just cleaner and better stocked. My previous feelings of well-being and security were gone. That one terrifying incident had taken them away from me. I would have to be very careful not to upset these people. Here I was again, back walking on egg shells . . .


——


I started my first year in Holywood Secondary Intermediate School (now called Priory College) in September 1961. When I arrived at the school on my first day, I was overawed by the size of it. Where should I go? Which class was mine? Louise showed me the notice board which would tell me where I was to go.


“Oh God,” she exclaimed. “You’re in 1D, Johnston.”


I knew by the pained expression on her face that it wasn’t good news. I was about to ask her why when she was called away by her classmates.


I ended up going to our classroom with a friend from primary school, who was also to be in 1D. When we got there, the teacher, a fat, balding man, was standing at the front of the class. He urged us to be seated quickly. I chose a seat at the front of the class near the windows.


“These next few years are the most important years of your life,” the teacher started. “What you boys and girls learn here will be what you need to know before you all go out into that big, bad world. It doesn’t matter to me what you choose to do. I have a nice, big house just around the corner, on My Lady’s Mile. I have a good job and I will receive a very good pension, thank you very much.”


I took the view that this man was talking down to us, smug in the knowledge that he was going to be alright anyway—unlike us, the implication seemed to be. Remembering Louise’s reaction on learning which class I was to be in, I decided to ask what 1D meant. I will never forget the answer.


“Mean, son? Let me just tell you what it means. The ‘A’ stream is excellent. The children there will become teachers, professionals, Police officers, the pillars of our community. ‘B’ stream is above average—these children will do well in whatever profession they choose. ‘C’ stream is for those of average intelligence, son. They are not expected to excel. They will hold down mundane jobs. They will go through life as shop assistants, factory workers. They will be the grey, unnoticeable people.”


“And ‘D’, Sir, what about us in 1D?” I asked.


This man was obviously enjoying himself now. He leaned over towards me.


“‘D’, son?” he said with a smirk. “‘D’ stands for the dregs of humanity. That is exactly what you are. So far you have chosen not to work. You have settled for putting the hours in. You are destined for menial jobs.”


“Nothing too mentally taxing,” he added. “That is of course unless you decide not to lie back. If you decide to do a little work or to try harder, you could even reach the dizzy heights of ‘C’ stream. Is that clear enough for you, son?”


I understood very well. Someone in authority had written me off. At eleven years old, I was destined for the human scrap heap! I hung on to every word. I will never forget that teacher’s flippant attitude. As far as he was concerned, my fate was sealed. Worse, he was obviously talking from experience. I decided right there and then that I would change the course that this teacher obviously believed I was destined for.


Meanwhile, the situation at home had not improved. Minor misdemeanours on my part would continue to trigger ever more violent outbursts from my father. The beatings continued. There were times when I was black and blue. Bruises covered my entire body: my back, my arms and my legs.


All my brothers and seven of my eight sisters were blonde-haired and blue-eyed. The fact that I was the first child to be born into the family with my mother’s dark hair and penetrating dark eyes meant that I was to be selected for special attention. I would receive even more severe beatings than the others . . .


The fact that I would always be covered in bruises meant that I could not undress at school. Sports and physical exercise (PE) were always followed by a shower with the rest of the boys. A PE instructor would wander about the changing rooms.


This had not been a problem in primary school because my mother would give me a note for the teachers to say I had some ailment. This meant I was never made to undress in front of the other children.


Secondary school with its stricter regime was a different kettle of fish. I remember an incident in the gymnasium that was particularly traumatic for me. I had changed with the rest of the children. I was enjoying the exercise.


We were laughing and carrying on. I wasn’t too concerned because it had been a period of little trauma or abuse and the many bruises I did have were fading. I was trying to climb up a rope, but I couldn’t quite manage it. The PE teacher came over to explain in a good-natured way what had to be done. Even today I can still recall clearly what happened next.


After several futile attempts on my part to master the footwork that would help to propel me upwards, the teacher came over to me, laughing and in very good humour. He was wearing navy-blue tracksuit bottoms, white socks and black gym slippers. He had on a bright white T-shirt. A silver whistle dangled around his neck from a green silk ribbon. Before I knew what was happening, he put his arms around me and lifted me off my feet. His idea must have been to take my body weight while I manoeuvred my feet into position. He did not expect what happened next.


As soon as he lifted me off my feet and took my weight gently, as he thought, I let out a scream of agony which got the attention of all my classmates. The teacher let me down immediately. He was extremely surprised. I fell to my knees and gasped for breath.


“What is the matter?” he enquired, genuinely concerned.


“I’m sore there, Sir,” I said.


He lifted my T-shirt to expose the bruises briefly and I pulled it down again quickly so that my classmates wouldn’t see. I was so, so ashamed.


“What happened to you, son?” he asked.


“Nothing,” I replied.


“Right, boys,” he turned to the class.


He nominated one boy to ensure that the others got on quietly with their exercises on the wall bars, the ropes, the horse, and with the heavy medicine balls. Then he turned to me.


“Come with me, son,” he said.


We walked into the changing room. He sat me down on the small wooden slats. There was the heavy stench of dirty socks and body odour mixed with dissipating steam from the adjacent shower room. The dark red-tiled floor was wet here and there. I looked at it. I couldn’t look at him. I was eleven and a half years old, but I knew what discovery would mean. Our family had been split up before. I knew that the separation had had a devastating effect upon my mother. If abuse were unearthed now, it would mean the welfare getting involved again. Separation again, God knows what else. We might never be together again.


“Take your T-shirt off, son,” the PE teacher ordered.


I didn’t want to. I shook my head.


“We can do it here or in the headmaster’s office,” he said. “What is your name?”


“Johnston,” I replied. “Johnston Brown.”


He lifted my chin with his hand.


“Well, take it off, son.”


I did. I watched the expression on his face as his eyes went from area to area, and he put his hands on my chest and my back, gently prodding the larger areas of bruising. I winced in pain.


“How did this happen, Johnston?” he asked. There was no longer any hint of authority in his voice.


“My father beats me, Sir,” I replied.


“What for?” he asked.


“Mainly for nothing, Sir,” I told him.


I was shaking like a leaf. Uncontrollably. I could see that he was aware of this.


“Why are you shaking, Johnston?” he asked.


“I’m afraid, Sir.”


“Why would you be afraid of me, son?”


“I’m afraid of what you will do.”


“I must report this,” he said. “You will get help,” he added. “They will stop this.”


“My father will kill me, Sir, you have no idea. They will split us up. It’s happened before. Please, Sir,” I pleaded with him.


“But you need a doctor, treatment, they will see you are OK.” It was more of a question than a statement.


With dry eyes and pleading, I told my PE teacher what would happen to me and my brothers and sisters. He listened intently.


“Sam,” he said, referring to the headmaster. “I have to let Sam know. I don’t want to do this, Johnston, but I don’t have a choice.”


He took me to his office where he went to a first aid cupboard and handed me two tablets.


“Painkillers,” he said, smiling broadly. “Go and wash them down at the drinks fountain.”


I did as he told me and I was back in his office in two minutes. He put his arm around me gently. He was crying. He was embarrassed. Something inside me told me to pretend not to notice. He began to busy himself with paperwork on his desk and from time to time he would sniff or clear his throat.


“Sit there, Johnston, I’ll be back in a minute,” he said. He left the room. Moments later I heard his whistle and barked commands to my classmates in the gymnasium. Then there was the thunder of their feet on the wooden floor as they rushed from the gym to the changing room. Then the bell sounded to mark the end of that period.


My PE instructor came back to his office.


“Go and get changed, Johnston,” he said.


I joined my classmates in the changing room. I did not shower. I put my school uniform on over my gym shorts and white T-shirt. I had learned to come to school dressed like that on gym days so that my classmates would not see me strip. A few minutes later I was back in the PE instructor’s office. He was surprised. He looked at me quizzically.


“Did you not shower, son?” he asked.


I bowed my head. I shook it. I couldn’t look at him.


“It’s OK, son, I understand,” he said. “Go along and join your class.”


Each period lasted approximately 40 minutes. We were halfway through that period. My stomach was doing somersaults when I saw my PE teacher, Sam Christie the headmaster and a small, very stern-looking woman I had not seen before arrive outside our classroom door. They summoned our teacher from the room. All eyes were on me.


“What have you done?” was coming from the rear of the class.


I did not care. All I could think about was that woman! Was she from the welfare? Would I now be taken like before and put into care again? Was I to be removed from this new-found happy environment, Holywood Secondary School? Would I be sent to God knows where, for God only knows how long? I feared that the little stability that I enjoyed in my turbulent life was about to be taken from me. So much for the PE instructor’s caring attitude. He was going to keep himself right and damn the cost to me.


Sam Christie summoned me outside. I contemplated flight. As I stood in the corridor listening to those people talk seemingly unintelligibly about me, I stared at the fire exit to my right at the end of the corridor some 30 yards away. It opened when one pushed the bars and led outside to the front gates in Downshire Place and to temporary freedom. Left led to left again and down a few steps to the principal’s office. I was shaking. It was the fear of the unknown. Of having absolutely no control over what would happen next. The teachers were so engrossed in what they were talking about that they did not appear to even notice me. I couldn’t take my eyes of that fire exit. Sam Christie broke my trance.


“Go to my office, Johnston, and wait for me there,” he said in his usual polite and gentle manner. There was something in his tone, something in his demeanour that reassured me that nothing bad was going to happen. All thoughts of flight left me. I stood obediently outside the headmaster’s office. I saw all three appear at the top of the small flight of stairs as they walked towards me. The only one I was concerned about was the small, stern-faced woman whom I did not know. As they reached me, Sam went into his office alone. The PE instructor patted me on the head as he turned to leave the building with that stern-faced woman.


I stopped momentarily and watched the pair, as they looked proudly at the cups and shields in our display cabinets in the front hallway of the school.


“Johnston!” Sam called me into his office.


“Sit down,” he said.


I did. At this time I had only been at the school for a few months. I did not have the benefit of knowing this man as I later would do. To me he was a person in authority. A person whose decisions in the next few minutes would mean the difference between handing the case over to the welfare or allowing the status quo to continue. He too was quick to notice me shaking. He immediately reassured me.


“Johnston,” he began. “I am fully aware of your family background. I have no intention of informing the welfare authorities.”


“But, Sir, that welfare woman with the PE instructor?” I blurted out.


“Welfare woman?” he said. “That is not a welfare woman. That is a teacher, who may come to work here. We have not informed the welfare,” he said.


“We should be informing the Police,” he added.


“The Police, Sir?” I asked with obvious concern.


“Yes, son, according to my PE instructor you are covered in bruises. Open your shirt and let me see the nature and extent of the bruising,” he said.


I did as I was instructed. I waited as Sam Christie studied the mass of bruising that covered my body. He shook his head in disbelief as he turned me round and round in order to examine me. He returned to his seat and studied me.


“What did you do, son, to deserve such a beating?” he asked.


“Nothing, Sir,” I replied quite honestly.


“Nothing? Why would your father beat you for nothing?” he asked.


“I don’t know, Sir, he just does,” I replied.


“And your mother, Johnston, what does she do about it?” he asked.


“She tries to stop it, Sir, she stands between us and our father, but he just hammers her as well,” I replied.


Sam Christie continued to question me, trying to find a logical reason for a father to beat his children in this manner. He couldn’t.


“Fix yourself up, Johnston. I will have to speak to your father,” he said.


I begged him not to, because to do so would only make things worse.


“No, son, I have to, but he will never know that you have spoken to me or anyone else. I shall tell him that one of my more astute teachers saw those bruises when you were changing for PE. He will never know that you have told me, but he must be made aware that I will not tolerate abuse of this nature. If it continues, I will inform the appropriate authorities. Have you any problem with that?” he asked.


“No, Sir, but if my father gets as much as an inkling that something I did started this, God only knows what he will do,” I replied.


Sam Christie stood there towering above me, holding the lapels of his gown. He was looking at me but he was obviously deep in thought.


“Hmmmm,” he kept repeating. “I will have to be very careful,” he said. I was sent back to my class.


It was the next day or the day after that. I was standing with a few classmates at the side of the school building. Some of our number were enjoying a sly smoke.


One of our friends who was supposed to be watching for teachers came rushing around the corner causing panic. He stopped beside me. He could hardly get a breath.


“Your Da is away into Sam Christie’s office,” he said.


My heart leapt. I felt physically ill. I could feel the panic welling up inside me. It was hard to breathe. However, my dread was not for that particular moment. I feared having to go home. My father would be seated in his usual place, at the window in his chair at the table in the living room. This meant that he could watch us approach the house. He would also have had all afternoon to brood about his visit to the headmaster’s office. Would he suspect me? Would he punish me anyway? My fear was indescribable. I had told no-one of the incident in the gymnasium, not even my mother. I was too afraid of her panicking.


As I got to the front gate, I saw my father seated in his usual position. I tried to smile, tried to act as if I hadn’t a care in the world. I deliberately avoided eye contact. I could feel his eyes burning into me. I ran to the front door. There was a routine and I knew that I had to keep strictly to it. I would throw my schoolbag up the hallway at the side of the stairs. There would already be three or four bags there: my younger sisters and brothers were at the primary school around the corner at the top of Hill Street, and they were always home first. I would then hang my blazer on a coat hook in the hallway, and go upstairs to change out of my school uniform. I was halfway up the stairs when my father summoned me back down.


“Coming,” I replied. I knew better than to delay or to disobey. I walked into the living room and stared him straight in the eye. He looked away. He always did. He could never look you straight in the eye. I didn’t know what to expect. I looked for signs that he was about to attack me. I didn’t see any.


“Would you fill that coal bucket, son, the fire is dying out,” he asked almost politely.


“Yes, Dad,” I replied.


I leaned forward into the fireplace and grabbed the heavy, metal coal bucket. I went outside to the coalhouse and filled it as full as I could. I then returned to the living room and put coal on the fire. At all times, I kept my back to him, praying that he would not notice me shaking.


Mother was busy in the kitchen preparing the evening tea for us, she and my siblings unaware of the drama unfolding in this game of cat-and-mouse between me and my father. I prepared myself for a hammering. When he did speak, my father’s voice was soft and enquiring. Not as I had expected.


“Were you speaking to the headmaster?” he enquired.


“Yes, Dad, I was.”


“What was that about?” he asked.


I could see his attitude change immediately. He was now looking at me with malice as he waited for my answer.


“About me becoming a monitor,” I lied.


He asked me what a monitor was and I explained we helped the teacher with their tasks and got a yellow badge with Monitor written on it.


Father studied me carefully. I knew he was looking for telltale signs that I was aware of his visit to the headmaster’s office. He found none. I turned back to the fire and replaced the fireguard before leaving the room to go and do my homework. He remained sombre and subdued. We had a very quiet night at home that night. For me it was restless, but quiet.


The next day following assembly, Mr Christie took me to the side.


“How did it go last night, Johnston?” he asked.


“Fine, Sir,” I replied.


“Do you think he fell for it?”


“Yes, Sir, I think he did,” I said.


“I left your father in no doubt, Johnston, that if I find any further indications of physical abuse on you or any of the other children, I will personally call in the authorities,” he said. “Please tell me if he ever beats you in that manner again.”


I nodded.


“Run to your class now, Johnston, and keep me informed.”


“Yes, Sir,” I replied.


Tell him?! There was not the slightest chance of me telling him. I had been very lucky. There would be a day or two of calm but I knew it couldn’t last long.


It didn’t. After a few days of respite, the abuse continued unabated. My father had no self-control when he went in to one of his rages. Our problem was that it took very, very little to provoke him. The least annoyance was enough to set him off. Then the cycle would start again.


The Royal Ulster Constabulary visits to our home ceased when I was about fifteen years old. I arrived home one day to find my father beating my mother. Without thinking, I grabbed a heavy bronze ornament from the mantlepiece and stood between them. I raised the ornament in the air and told my father that if he ever lifted his hand to her again, I would kill him. He glared at me. It was a moment of intense madness. I thought he was going to disarm me and beat me. I raised my arm higher in an act of defiance. It worked. He turned and left the room without saying another word. He never again threatened me. He never again beat my mother. Thank God that bullies cow down in the face of courage. I am only sorry I didn’t challenge him like this a year or two earlier.


I mention this incident because in many senses it was a crossroads in my life. If I had brought that heavy ornament down on my father’s head, it might well have killed him. It most certainly would have injured him greviously. I would have been arrested and charged. There would have been no chance of a Police career. Looking back, I am intensely aware that my life could so easily have taken a very different course, that I could just as quickly have found myself on the other side of the law, launched in spite of myself on a career of a very different kind . . .


Throughout the incessant cycle of mayhem to calm and then the return to violence that was my childhood, the local Police never lost their patience, always intervening whenever called upon to restore calm and order. My encounters with the officers of the RUC who came into our home to restore the peace left a lasting impression on a child who never forgot their kindness, compassion and words of encouragement.














	

 




	

 




	

Chapter 3


Into the Royal Ulster Constabulary













It was snowing and bitterly cold outside the car. As evening drew in, the temperature had plummeted. We had already made one unscheduled stop to change a flat tyre just a few miles south of the Lisburn intersection on the M1. Despite the fact that we had travelled for nearly an hour since the puncture, I was still very cold. We had left Holywood, Co. Down, my home town, at around 6 pm in order to be in good time. The heavy drone of the car engine behind me reminded me that we were travelling in a Volkswagen Beetle. It had snowed intermittently throughout the journey. Every time I travel in falling snow like that, it reminds me of the journey to Enniskillen that day.


The date was Sunday, 30 January 1972. Now known to everyone as Bloody Sunday. It was the date that I joined the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), Northern Ireland’s former Police Force. I was three months away from my 22nd birthday and by that time was a fully qualified electrician. Yet I still hankered after a career in the Constabulary. My motives had little to do with financial reward. As an electrician, I was earning £48 per week, while the RUC were offering a mere £80 a month. I had decided to become personally involved in helping my troubled community in the only way that I legally and honourably could. Some of my friends had joined the vigilante groups of the day, only to find themselves drawn into various paramilitary organisations.


The road signs for the villages of Augher, Clogher, and Fivemiletown which would later become so familiar to me were flashing past in a blur as we made steady progress towards Enniskillen. We were unaware as yet of the events which had occurred earlier in the day in Londonderry: events which would have such a profound effect on our future and on political stability in the Province.


The journey from Holywood to Enniskillen took around two hours. We were ready to enjoy some refreshments by the time we arrived at the RUC Training Centre. We approached the checkpoint at the front gates of the Depot cautiously. Several vehicles filled with recruits stopped in front of us. We waited in line as the heavily-armed and stern-faced RUC men checked our documentation. This guard squad was responsible for the security of the entire Depot.


We entered the gates through the substantial security barrier. My colleague produced his warrant card as proof of his identity and we were waved through. He had joined the RUC only six weeks before me. Once we were inside, I looked around at the different buildings which formed the huge complex. I noted that just above the door on the outside of one of the building there was a decorative plinth which stood out. The plinth had a royal crown at the top with the initials GR (George Rex) and the year 1930 embossed into it. It struck me that many members of the RUC must have passed this way during the 42 years since the building had been built. We went inside for refreshments, joining the other recruits already assembled there.


Thirty-eight of us had joined the Police on that day. Men from all walks of life had congregated to report for training. My colleague was well used to the routine of returning to the Depot. I followed his lead. We dropped my suitcases off in the doorway to the lounge/bar.


There was talk of tragedy in Londonderry. There were rumours that a large number of protesters had been shot dead by the Army. A number of men were watching a colour television in the corner of the lounge. They were demanding silence. I had not heard any news up to that time, so I made my way over to the group. Reporters were recounting the events that had occurred in Londonderry that afternoon. A civil rights march had clashed with soldiers of the Parachute Regiment with disastrous consequences. The graphic scenes were being shown in full, living colour. Everyone’s eyes were glued to the television screen.


Thirteen civilians had been killed in that one afternoon of violence. I was stunned. I looked around that dimly-lit room at the faces of the RUC men assembled there. They were obviously as shocked as I was by those horrific scenes. Who would not have been? No-one was laughing or smiling. There were no signs of the joy or triumph that Republicans at the time might have expected.


Later I joined some of the others in a heated discussion about what those events would mean for us all as Policemen. This was the greatest loss of life in a single day since the beginning of the Troubles in 1969. That a rioter could be shot dead in such an incident was tragic and sometimes inevitable. But thirteen civilians? There must have been legitimate reasons! Surely there would be an inquiry to establish who was responsible and any wrongdoers from within the ranks of the Security Forces would be made amenable and brought to justice? We all firmly believed that this is what would happen. Northern Ireland was already into the third year of serious civil unrest. We were very much aware that we would be called upon to police any future marches of that nature. There was silence as we all took in the enormity of what had occurred in Derry.


Peace seemed more and more like a distant dream. An elusive and unattainable goal. And yet, at 21 years of age, I could remember peace. I could remember a time not so long before when Protestant and Catholic alike could travel anywhere in the Province without fear of attack from anyone. Perhaps we had taken it all too much for granted. What on earth had happened to cause this descent into near-anarchy?


Within a couple of hours of my arrival at the Depot, I got talking to one of the other recruits, a man of around my own age. He was shocked, as we all were, by the images on the television. He said he was a Catholic from Cookstown, Co. Tyrone, and asked me if I was Catholic. That age-old question which has led to such division in our community. I told him that I was Protestant, from Holywood in Co. Down. This did not appear to concern him in the least. We discussed the television coverage of the events in Londonderry. He was deeply concerned and unnerved by the footage of several Roman Catholic clergymen speaking from a mobile platform, referring to the Security Forces as “murderers”. I brought it to his attention that we were all shocked at those images.


“It is all right for you, you’re a Protestant,” he said.


“Why, what difference does my religion make?” I asked.


It was a genuine if very naïve question. I had had many encounters with officers of the RUC and I never heard anyone question another’s religious persuasion. Why on earth should they? Personally speaking, I could not understand why religion should make any difference.


“I’ll tell you exactly why it matters,” he said. “If you are a Catholic and you live in Cookstown, Republicans who live in our community don’t like you to join the Police. It was hard enough to convince my friends and family that I have always wanted to be a Policeman. But after what has happened in Derry today? No way! I’m out of here.”


Sitting in that dimly-lit lounge, he and I talked about exactly what had motivated us to become Police officers. It certainly had nothing to do with politics or religion. We spoke of our admiration for those brave men of the RUC who had gone before us. We recalled instances of having seen RUC men in action. Men who had unknowingly inspired us to join their number. Like me, this man had always wanted to be a Police officer. I was able to identify with so much of what he was saying. Yet I had had the full support of my family and friends in my sudden change of career. I had never really given any thought as to how difficult it would be for my Catholic neighbour to join the RUC. I argued the point that as a member of the Force, he could make a difference. That was exactly what he had intended, he said, but now, with what had happened in Derry, he felt it would be ill-advised to remain in the Constabulary, that he could no longer serve in or support the RUC. I tried to talk him out of leaving the Training Centre, but it was no use. He had made up his mind. I thought that he might end up joining an English force or perhaps waiting until the political climate here would change.


I have often wondered what route his life took once he made that decision to drive out of the Training Centre that night. That Sunday was to be a watershed in thousands of lives in Northern Ireland, with many young men and women feeling compelled to join Republican groupings. Decisions which would have disastrous consequences not only for themselves and their families but also for the entire Province. It is a sad fact that as a consequence of the tragic events of Bloody Sunday, hundreds of young and impressionable new volunteers flooded into the Irish Republican Army (IRA).


Nineteen-seventy-two was to prove to be one of the bloodiest years of the Troubles. Even in those early days of my initial training with the Police, I was very aware of the grave dangers that I would face. We knew that to join the RUC and to go out on duty in that black uniform would mean that we would be viewed by one side of the community as their enemy. Republicans regarded us as the armed wing of Unionism. The Loyalist community on the whole saw us as their Police, the protectors of Unionism.


During our RUC training, however, we were taught differently. It was made clear to us that we were above all public servants. The insignia of the harp and crown in plain view on our lapels and on our forage caps were potent symbols of both our British and Irish identities, and as a Police Service, we were expected to embrace both traditions. We could be as proud of our Irish identity as we were of our British identity. The same symbols of the harp and the crown were visible on each of the buttons of our tunics. Shamrocks were woven into the sergeants’ gold stripes and the other insignia of the senior ranks.


These badges were inherited from the former Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC), disbanded in 1922 following the partition of Ireland. The Police officers who had been members of the old RIC had rejected the proposal to adopt a badge for the new Constabulary, which depicted the red hand of Ulster on a white background. They saw it as too blatantly sectarian. This alone speaks volumes for the attitude of the Police officers of the period. They had no wish to be identified as a Police Force serving only one section of the community, and so they favoured the badge of the former RIC which so plainly embraced both traditions.


We were reminded that a bullet fired by a Protestant thug had murdered the first RUC man to die in these recent Troubles. It was made clear that sympathy or support for Loyalists from within the ranks would not be tolerated by the RUC. Terrorism was the scourge of our society, and our Police Force would deal effectively with all of the perpetrators, no matter what their religious or political persuasion. RUC officers would always be the meat in the sandwich. We were the “piggy-in-the-middle”, so to speak, at the mercy of every trigger-happy terrorist no matter which camp they came from.


We were encouraged to be proud of our impartial role in the policing of our divided society. “By our actions we will be judged,” they had said. I often thought of my squad mate who left the Depot on our first night. Here was a classical example of a young man robbed of a career in the Police on his first day of service because of fear of reprisal by Republicans. He was not afraid for himself personally or he would not have been in the Depot in the first place. His fear was for the safety of his family. I was beginning to understand just how divided our society had become.


The IRA had already shown that they would attack and kill any member of the RUC where the opportunity arose. But they went out of their way to target our Catholic members and murder them in the most cowardly manner. Their intention was of course to discourage any other Catholics who may have been contemplating joining the RUC. The IRA knew that if significant numbers of Catholics were to join the RUC, it would not augur well for the Republican propaganda machine, which was busy expounding the fact that the RUC was 95 per cent Protestant and 100 per cent Loyalist. The truth was that Catholics were not excluded by the RUC: their numbers in our ranks were small due to their very real fear of Republican retribution.


This did not, however, stop the many brave Catholics who came forward to join our number. Young men who had the same desire as their Protestant counterparts and who would not be intimidated by the ruthless activities of the IRA.


We met our training sergeants that first evening. One was a Scotsman known as Jock. He took us to our dormitory and showed us how to make our beds, hospital-style. We were given little pieces of cloth which we had to walk on. These “skids” were issued to us to ensure that we did not ruin the high gloss on the polished vinyl floors. By just standing on them and moving along the floor, we were in effect helping to maintain the highly-polished surface already on the floor. We would be responsible for the cleanliness of our uniform and equipment, and were expected to press our own uniforms and polish our boots to perfection.


The next morning, Monday, 31 January 1972, was a beautiful day. The sun was shining even though it was bitterly cold. We were taken to the .22 firing range. It was there in that sandbagged backdrop that we were sworn in to the Royal Ulster Constabulary by an elderly Justice of the Peace. We were handed New Testaments and were asked to share one between two. We were called upon to stand in alphabetical order. Bailey, Baillie, Bell, Boal, Brown . . . the next name called was that of the young man who had decided to leave the Depot the night before. He would have shared the New Testament with me. The sergeant kept calling his name. I brought it to his attention that one of the recruits had departed and explained why. He shrugged his shoulders. He asked me to hold the New Testament with the next officer in line, whom I had never seen before. His name was Joseph Cusack, a Catholic. We were to become inseparable during our initial three months’ training in the Depot. The rest of the men dubbed us “Pixie and Dixie”. At the end of six weeks’ training all recruits would be given a room of their own. Joe and I were the only two senior recruits asked to share a room for the last six weeks of training. Throughout our time together, our different religious persuasions were never an issue. I know that Joe would say the same thing. We held the New Testament and took our oath to serve the community without fear or favour.


After the solemn swearing-in ceremony which took only a few minutes, we set off to class for our welcome lecture. Then we were issued with our training uniform, which consisted of a pair of black heavy serge trousers, a bottle-green serge combat jacket of the type used by the British Army during the Second World War, and four green Police shirts complete with detachable collars and black ties. We had to buy a pair of Skerry boots from the Depot shop at our own expense. In this attire we looked more like a squad of borstal boys than we did Police officers. Due to the size of our “T” squad intake, we were split into two groups, “T1” and “T2”. I was in “T1”. Our youngest officer, just over eighteen years of age, was baby-faced and full of life. Our oldest man was in his mid-forties. There was a good mix of all types of people drawn from all walks of life. We all had a common sense of purpose: to make a contribution towards a more peaceful environment in Northern Ireland.


Those initial three months of training were supposed to prepare us for what we were to face out on the streets of the troubled Province. Every one of us knew exactly what we were getting ourselves into. The daily newspapers were full of examples of just how determined the terrorists were to murder us without warning. Life inside the Training Centre in those days was one of a strictly disciplined routine. First thing in the morning, we would have inspection out on the parade ground. The commandant who held the rank of superintendent and a duty officer of the rank of chief inspector would come to inspect us, accompanied by one of our training sergeants. Failure to maintain a first-class presentation of one’s uniform or boots would result in a punishment known as “show parade”. This meant that the offender would face a further inspection at lunchtime while all the other recruits would enjoy a period of relaxation. This ensured a high standard of turnout: no-one wanted to be put on “show parade”.


Drill, or marching around the parade ground in time to recorded military music, was the order of the day. Not long into our training, we were joined on the parade ground by a drill sergeant, a man in his late forties or early fifties, who was to be our drill instructor. He walked towards us with a military bearing. Despite his age he carried the uniform well. He looked like something straight out of an RUC recruitment poster. He stood before us and introduced himself. His address was faltering at times and his voice was full of emotion. I was standing in the front rank, very close to this man. I could see tears flowing down his cheeks unchecked. He was obviously terribly upset, yet he was trying hard not to let us see this.


It was a crisp, clear, freezing February morning. I was non-plussed. Why was this man crying? What on earth had caused him to well up with such emotion? His next words are etched indelibly onto my soul. He shouted loudly:


“If you believe that you are here to prop up some Unionist regime—get out the gate! If you believe that you are here to get at Catholics—get out the gate! If you think you are here to join some sort of Hitler Youth—get out the gate! I am here to teach you that you are public servants and that you are here to serve both sides of this community impartially.” He added, “You have no idea of the perils that you will face when you leave this Training Centre, no idea at all.”


He paced up and down in front of us, appearing to study us closely. He told us that for the next three months it would be his duty to make our lives a misery on that parade ground. He said he wanted us to know and never to forget the fact that none of what he would put us through was to be taken personally.


“I am proud of each and every one of you. You are very brave men indeed!” he concluded.


He stood there silently for a moment with his head bowed. We waited patiently for his next command. He came to attention and reverted to his instructor mode. He put us through our paces on the parade ground, barking his commands in a forceful manner as he marched us up and down. I was fortunate. My earlier drill training in the sea cadets and in the Royal Naval Reserve stood me in good stead, meaning that I was familiar with most of the tough manoeuvres that we were to encounter on that parade ground.


That drill sergeant did indeed test our patience and resolve to the limit. One of the recruits in our intake left during our initial training. A member of our “T1” squad, after one particularly gruelling session, actually walked off that parade ground and out of the Depot gates, never to return. He was a Protestant lad from Ballymena in Co. Antrim.
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