





[image: Defiance by Janet Alder with Dan Glazebrook]












DEFIANCE


Racial Injustice, Police Brutality,
A Sister’s Fight for the Truth


JANET ALDER


with Dan Glazebrook


[image: ]









Copyright


Published by Dialogue Books


ISBN: 978-0-349-70284-1


Copyright © Janet Alder and Dan Glazebrook 2024


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Dialogue Books


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









To my children and grandchild, Caroline, Nathan and Justice, who have battled on and endured the ups and downs in the fight for justice with me over the years; to all my family; and to all families who have lost loved ones at the hands of the British state. I feel you. The battle is long and arduous but it is essential. Keep fighting and surviving.











Some names have been changed to protect the privacy of some individuals from the author’s past.












Christopher Alder, the Man




‘My brother Christopher was a fun-loving child. He was always open to new experiences as well as a bit of a joker and really good at impressions. He could go into his shell and be a bit quiet around people he didn’t know. But he was very caring and protective and thought nothing of putting himself forward for the weak. I felt proud when he was around.’


JANET ALDER


‘I, along with many other people, would describe my brother Christopher as a gentleman. He was a quiet and calm man who would, in my experience, avoid trouble rather than start it.’


RICHARD ALDER


‘I would describe Chris as a very popular guy who knew a lot of people. He would chat to anyone and everyone, “colour” was not a problem with him. He was a very calm person.


Physically he was very fit, he had a gymnasium rigged up in one of his bedrooms and used it regularly. He certainly gave the appearance of being able to “handle” himself.’


RICHARD, Christopher’s friend


‘I have seen people try to goad him but Chris has just ignored them saying he didn’t want to get involved in trouble. In all the time I have known him I have never known him lose his temper or fight with anyone.’


CHRISTOPHER, Christopher’s friend


‘Chris was a very nice man whom I was lucky to know for the last six months. We both attended a computer course and Chris was a very humorous man and a very generous friend, and was thought of warmly by all that knew him. I wrote a few cards for him which he was going to send to girls because he didn’t feel as confident as I because I wrote poetry. He never spoke very much, he was usually quiet, even when out for the night. He was always good fun to be with.’


JOHN, Christopher’s friend


‘Chris? He was the best bloke I ever met. It’s hard to describe Chris. He was a mate, he was great. And tough. You could have broke a stick over that guy’s back and he wouldn’t have moved.’


PHIL, Christopher’s friend












Introduction


This book has been a long time coming. I wrote the core of it back in 2010, after what I thought would be the final UK legal proceedings arising from Christopher’s death, my civil case against the Crown Prosecution Service for failing to prosecute anyone for his death.1 I had represented myself in this case, having been dropped by my lawyer shortly before it began, and had been preparing for it at night while working as a cleaner and on the run from an abusive partner. Having been immersed in all the documents of the case for months, I wanted to write it all down while it was fresh in my mind, and to give myself, I hoped, some kind of closure. But these hopes were dashed. Little did I know, the worst was yet to come.


I have met many other families like mine who have been devastated by the loss of a loved one at the hands of the police or in the ‘care’ of the state. Such families are growing in Britain at the rate of more than one per week;2 one of the tragedies of becoming involved in groups like the United Families and Friends Campaign – which brings together people from all over the country whose loved ones have died in state custody – was meeting more and more newly traumatised families at the annual demonstration that has been held each year since 1999. New Christopher Alders are emerging all the time – people like Chris Kaba, shot dead by the Metropolitan Police through the windscreen of his car in September 2022, or Oladeji Omishore, who fell to his death from Chelsea Bridge after being repeatedly tasered by the police three months earlier. Neither men posed any threat when they were subjected to these violent attacks, and yet no police officer has been prosecuted for them; in Omishore’s case, no one was even suspended. By the time this book goes to print, there will have been dozens more cases like these. The British state likes to pride itself on its rule of law, but after meeting the many other families it became clear to me that this is rarely upheld when it comes to the state itself. Instead of those responsible being held to account, our families are badly let down, left with unresolved feelings of grief, and all too often made out to be criminals ourselves, while those who have killed or failed to prevent the deaths of our loved ones are exonerated. Victims are slandered, grieving relatives spied on and evidence is destroyed – all, it seems, as a matter of course.


Part of the purpose of this book is to provide some guidance to those families who will go through this experience – to let them know what to expect, and what they are up against. You will need to ask a lot of questions, because you are not necessarily going to be told the truth – and you will need to be prepared for all your taken-for-granted assumptions about how things work to be drastically changed. Holding these institutions to account is not an easy task. The situation can be very isolating, and the state you encounter when you need answers and justice is completely different from the one we have been taught to see on the surface. Just because people are in certain positions or jobs does not necessarily mean they are going to do the right thing for you; in fact, their jobs are often more important to them – and to the state – than you or the case or justice. People will put themselves first, and things like institutional reputation, good relations with colleagues and not ruffling feathers are powerful motivators.


But for these very reasons, standing up for justice is a worthwhile task, as the state will never deliver it when left to its own devices. You are defending your rights as a human being and demanding better treatment of your fellow humans. Though it will be hard, it is important not to give up when you have a feeling that something is radically wrong. A situation like this will knock you completely off kilter and plunge you into a state of extreme vulnerability – and when you are vulnerable it is hard to trust your instincts. But it is important that you do so. This is one of the major lessons I have had to learn – that my instincts were usually spot on, yet I questioned myself and ignored them too often.


This is a story – among many others – of justice denied. Fighting this battle over the past quarter of a century has been a lesson in collusion, cover-up, and all the sophisticated – as well as the crude – methods employed by different parts of the British state to maintain the status quo, protect itself and those in its employ, and evade justice. The state’s own official processes have repeatedly failed to investigate who was responsible for Christopher’s death or the institutions who should have looked after him. This book is my attempt to bring some kind of accountability, simply by telling the truth.









The Custody Suite


1998


At 3.46 on the morning of 1 April 1998, PC Neil Blakey and PC Nigel Dawson dragged the unconscious Christopher Alder into the custody suite of Queen’s Gardens police station in Hull, leaving a smear of blood along the walls of the corridor as they did so. Bleeding from a head wound, with his trousers round his ankles, he was dumped face down on the floor, his hands cuffed behind his back. Concerned, the custody sergeant, John Dunn, requested they take him to hospital. ‘This is acting now,’ Dawson told the others. ‘Oh, he’s right as rain,’ added Blakey, ‘this is a show, this.’ Dawson and Blakey seemed to be doing all they could to convince their colleagues not to take him back to the hospital. Were they worried about the staff there seeing what had happened to him?


Earlier in the evening, Christopher had been treated as the victim of a possible assault, and taken to hospital with a head injury, but the staff had been unable to treat him due to his erratic behaviour – a typical consequence of injuries of this type. The two officers, who had been at the hospital to interview him about the assault, dragged him out of the hospital, with clear instructions from the medical staff to bring him back for treatment once he had calmed down. Outside the building, Christopher continued to object to the police’s treatment of him. That was the officers’ cue to make the arrest. Christopher had not committed any crime; he had been arrested, the two constables explained to their colleagues, to ‘prevent a breach of the peace’. They handcuffed him and he stepped unassisted into the van. By the time he arrived in the police station, however, he was unconscious and had seemingly lost another tooth and his belt, and had incurred further injuries to his head, lower lip and eye. Exactly what went on between the hospital and the police station has never been properly investigated.


In the custody suite, Blakey and Dawson continued to reassure their colleagues about the bleeding man lying on the floor, motionless. ‘This is an acting thing,’ Dawson said again. ‘He kept doing dying swan acts, falling off the trolley,’ chimed in Blakey. ‘He’s shit himself,’ noted Matthew Barr, the jailor. No one responded. ‘He’s shit himself, I reckon,’ he repeated. Still, no one reacted to Barr’s observation; the conversation moved on to what Christopher had been arrested for.


Christopher was still motionless, struggling to breathe. ‘Can we get him on his side?’ Barr asked shortly afterwards. ‘He’s going to be restricted with them cuffs on.’ Blakey went to take them off, struggling because, he later explained, the ‘keyhole … was on the wrong side’. ‘Are you winning, love?’ Dawson asked him. Eventually, around forty minutes after they’d been put on, Blakey managed to get the cuffs off. He was suddenly overcome by several sneezes as he leaned over Christopher.


At Christopher’s inquest, the Force Medical Examiner Patrick Naughton-Doe explained that if there is any doubt as to whether a potentially ill patient was ‘faking it’, the correct procedure is to call for medical advice. Meanwhile, the airways should be checked, and the patient left either in the recovery position, or on their back if their breathing was severely compromised. When asked whether he would leave a patient face down in the prone position, his reply was: ‘Obviously not.’ All of this is basic first aid procedure, as taught on the most elementary first aid courses, and certainly on the courses undertaken by all the officers attending to Christopher. None of it was followed.1


Instead, after his cuffs were removed, Christopher was left face down, his arm remaining bent backwards across his back. ‘They don’t show you this on the joining video, do they?’ asked Dawson, as the station matron entered the room. ‘Just hang on, Bridget,’ said Dunn. ‘A man’s down here with no trousers on.’ Nothing was done to preserve Christophers dignity as the officers busied themselves discussing how to find Christopher’s details on their system.


At 3.51, after five minutes face down on the police station floor, Christopher started making what were later described by investigators as ‘deep gurgling’ sounds signifying ‘that someone is having difficulty’. Dunn immediately stood up and peered over his desk at Christopher. But no one attempted to move him into the recovery position, or even went over for a closer look. The police continued to discuss what to do with him. ‘The trouble is,’ said Blakey, ‘he was not like this at his time of arrest.’ Indeed, when arrested, Christopher was fully conscious, had an additional tooth, appeared to be wearing his trousers with a belt, and his head wound was not bleeding. ‘Outside … well, he’s fronted us up. Just fronted us up,’ Blakey explained. ‘He basically said he can have us any time if he fancied. We had to escort him off the premises and then in the street we give him—’ but Dawson interrupted him: ‘several options to go.’ How Blakey had been intending to finish his sentence we will never know. Instead, the officers made a plan to charge him with a public order offence.


The gurgling noises continued. Blakey would later claim he thought they were ‘snoring noises’. They were actually Christopher’s death rattle.


At 3.57, Barr noticed that ‘he’s not making any of them noises anymore, lads. There’s fucking blood coming out of his mouth as well.’


‘Well, there’s blood been coming out of his mouth since he’s been in hospital,’ replied Dawson, still attempting to persuade his colleagues that there was no cause for alarm. Blakey continued to try to argue the case that Christopher could not be taken back to hospital: ‘We can’t follow him around like minders, can we? This is the trouble.’


‘He’s not fucking breathing, lads,’ continued Barr.


It was then that the officers finally attempted to put him in the recovery position, for the first time since they’d dragged him in unconscious eleven minutes earlier. Barr then took his pulse. ‘We’ve lost him, sarge,’ he concluded, ‘we’ve fucking lost him.’









Christopher


1960–98


Christopher Ibikunle Alder was born on 25 June 1960, a year before me, making him the third in line of our family of five children.


I was so proud of him when we were growing up. He was a bit of a comedian – I think you can see that in his face, in the photographs. When we were little, we used to play a game where he would bury my head in the pillow until I admitted that I was in love with Engelbert Humperdinck! I would laugh my head off.


He was also a fantastic dancer. When we used to have school discos everybody would crowd round him as he did the snake on the floor. His speed and agility was something else; I was in awe of him.


He was a brilliant runner, and fantastic at sports – a real athlete. Watching him do so well on the track inspired me to take up running and gymnastics, which became a major part of my life.


Later in life, he took up photography. I hadn’t realised how talented he was until I got his paperwork, which included piles of beautiful photos. He evidently had a fascination with nature: there were lots of pictures of swans, ravens and bees, as well as two photographs of a tree taken from the same angle in two different seasons. It was easy to see that through his photography he was in tune with nature. Some people walk about, day in, day out, and don’t even look at a bird or a tree. They’ve forgotten they even exist. But he still had a zest for life in that way, and all life – humans, animals and plants – clearly meant a lot to him.


Our childhood wasn’t easy, growing up in state authority care in Hull. At school he was quite protective of me. I’ve learned that there are always some who fear anything or anyone different from what they perceive as the norm. So being the only Black family at school we suffered quite an extraordinary amount of racism. We were attacked on a daily basis either verbally by those with intentions to demean and degrade, or in testosterone-fuelled brawls. As a minority we were seen as either an exotic curiosity or something to be feared; race discrimination in those days was blatant yet barely ever mentioned: the only time teachers got involved was to punish us when we reacted to it. Everyone seemed to accept that we were a target and it tended to be the older boys that would give me grief. By the time I reached senior school my eldest two brothers had left and Christopher was my only brother left at the school. So, whenever I had a problem – if someone had upset me by calling me ‘nigger’ or ‘rubber lips’ – I’d go to Christopher and he’d sort it out. He protected me an awful lot – and he had to protect himself a lot too. He was doubly taunted at school, both for his race and his psoriasis, which covered him from top to toe. It was sore all the time, and he would often scratch it until it bled. The other kids at school called him ‘map of the world’.


Yet he never seemed to allow the taunting he was subjected to to bother him that much; he took everything in his stride at school – not like me. I got upset and lashed out at times. This was how I looked after myself in school, where I felt so isolated. It was only at night that the stress of our situation really came out. He would constantly bang his head on the headboard, like children I’ve seen on TV in Romanian orphanages. You’d hear the headboard going off of the wall all the time, and the house parents, who ran our care home, would go mad at him.


As an adult, he was a quiet and sensitive type of guy, but very sociable; he had many friends. Before his death, he was living in a little flat on the quayside of Hull just minutes away from the Waterfront nightclub, sharing his home with a mate who was trying to sort out his own accommodation. That’s how he was: he would help out anyone if he could. After Christopher’s death, I got several letters from his friends and neighbours offering their condolences, saying how kind he had been to them. One older couple got in touch to pay their respects and told me how he would help move furniture or go to the shops for them. At the funeral, a girl came up to me in tears, telling me that everyone had been picking on her in a nightclub but Christopher had stood up for her and protected her. She said she would never forget it. No one had anything but good to say about him. But I didn’t know him very well as an adult myself. After leaving the care home, we all went our separate ways – I was looking after my daughter as a single parent and ended up in Scotland, fleeing an abusive relationship, and I feared going back, so I didn’t see much of my brothers after that. I think we were all dealing with the demons of growing up in care.


In 1976, British unemployment approached 6 per cent, the highest it had been since the early years of World War II. That was the year Christopher left school. Job prospects were bad, but a career in the army seemed to offer a stable income, travel and an opportunity to develop his athletic abilities and physical fitness. Christopher enlisted that September. He was sixteen.


One of Christopher’s army comrades, Phil Waring, got in touch with me after his death, and we met up. He had joined at the same time as Christopher and they were part of the same battalion.


‘When I joined up it was jail or the army for a lot of the kids,’ Phil explained. ‘They came out of care, there was no jobs, so we joined as boy soldiers. I was a springboard diver at junior class and then I went into the army and saw the gymnast class and I thought: get me in! And Chris was the same.’


In the early years, it must have felt like a dream come true for Christopher and Phil. They joined the army’s junior gymnastic team and, for a year, they did army recruitment, performing gymnastic displays at ‘schools, colleges, fetes, fairs – anywhere we could get booked in’. It was, said Phil, ‘the best time ever’. They performed at the Cardiff Military Tattoo, and, in 1977, at the FA Cup final at Wembley Stadium.


After a year, when they were seventeen, they started ‘army training for serious’, including a gruelling two-week stint in the Brecon Beacons. This involved digging six-foot trenches into what is known, for obvious reasons, as ‘concrete hill’, and marching for miles up the treacherous Pen y Fan in rain and snow, with full equipment. ‘That was mad,’ Phil told me. Then there was the running: ‘Everywhere in the camp, you didn’t walk, you ran. The only time you’d not run was after a meal. And then you do the run on the shale beach and that’s murder.’ This is more than a metaphor; in 2013, two young men died in the Brecon Beacons during these very exercises.1


Then there was ‘P Company’, which Phil described as ‘five days of sheer hell’. P Company is the pre-parachute regiment selection training programme, in which all parachute regiment candidates must complete a series of eight tests which push them to the limit of their physical endurance. Among other things, it involves a ten-mile hike carrying 16 kilos and a rifle; a stretcher race, in which teams of four must carry a stretcher carrying 80 kilos five miles; a log race; and ‘milling’ – where two recruits wear boxing gloves and pummel each other. ‘These days they wear headguards, but we never had them,’ Phil remembered. ‘It’s to figure out how well you can handle the stress. It’s only about a minute, but it feels a hell of a lot longer when you’re doing it.’


Both Christopher and Phil passed P Company and were accepted as candidates for the parachute regiment. The next stage was actually jumping out of aircraft. Phil could not remember his first jump, but one US soldier told historian Robert Kershaw that ‘until I had actually taken that helicopter fall from 1,500 feet to treetop level, I had no idea how exhilarating and terrifying that manoeuvre was … your stomach felt as though it had just been pitched into the roof of your mouth.’2 Kershaw, in his book Sky Men: The Real Story of the Paras, wrote that ‘nobody liked parachuting but everybody had to do it.’3 Yet this does not seem to have been the case for Phil and Christopher, who, once they’d got the hang of it, would take every opportunity to leap, badgering hot air balloonists to take them up whenever they were in the vicinity.


Then came six weeks of parachute training in Canada: ‘We did what was called a “brigade jump” with the Canadian airborne, which involved nearly 4,000 people in the air. There were two deaths and multiple broken limbs. And they expected more. On paper, they expected at least ten deaths,’ Phil told me. Both men completed their training and were accepted into the third battalion of the parachute regiment, known as 3 Para. This was an elite unit with deep colonial roots and a history of atrocities from Aden to Ireland. Racism was rife.


3 Para’s posting between 1976 and 1981 – the exact years of Christopher’s time as a serving soldier – was to the deadliest area of the whole of Northern Ireland for the British forces: South Armagh. Nicknamed ‘Bandit Country’ by Northern Irish secretary Mervyn Rees, South Armagh was the heartland of the armed wing of republican nationalism, the IRA. During the course of Operation Banner, no fewer than 1,255 bomb attacks and 1,158 shooting incidents took place within just one ten-mile radius in the county, with its largest city, Crossmaglen, ‘a place of hostility, isolation and the constant threat of death,’ according to historian Toby Harnden.4 This is not mere hyperbole; 123 British soldiers were killed in South Armagh during the conflict, leading Harnden to conclude that ‘no other part of the world has been as dangerous for someone wearing the uniform of the British army.’5 Briefing his men in advance of their deployment to the province, Brigadier Peter Morton ‘reminded them that on average only one PIRA terrorist had died for every 50 British soldiers who had lost their lives there.’6 For several years, roads were deemed too dangerous for use by soldiers, and all supplies and personnel had to be moved by helicopter. Even this became dangerous after 1986, when Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi began supplying the IRA with shoulder-to-air RPG missile launchers in retaliation for British support for a US bombing raid on his home that killed his baby granddaughter.


By the time Christopher arrived, Britain was already sustaining heavy losses, with soldiers leaving the army in droves. As one marine recalling this period wrote, ‘Years ago, when [the Troubles] first started, soldiers viewed the conflict in Northern Ireland as an opportunity to get some active service in. To many young soldiers who had not served in Aden and Malaya, despite the dangers, Northern Ireland seemed very exciting, it was the real thing, something to boast about back home. However, the novelty wore off. By 1975 when I was discharged, a tour of Northern Ireland was the worst thing that could happen. The number of soldiers deserting or going AWOL would increase, alcoholism and violence was prevalent, and the cost to family relationships was immeasurable.’7


Christopher was part of the third 3 Para tour to be deployed in the territory, from December 1980 to April 1981. ‘They hated the paras in Northern Ireland,’ Phil told me. Harnden writes,




The very mention of South Armagh can send a shiver down the spine of any one of tens of thousands of soldiers who have served there … Before going out on patrol, troops are briefed that every gorse bush, stone wall or ditch, every cowshed, milk churn or haybale could hide a bomb; if a sniper decided to strike, the victim would probably never even hear the crack of the bullet being fired.8





Sixteen paratroopers were killed in two explosions in the country in the year before Christopher and Phil arrived.9


Yet Phil explained that the posting was ‘nothing spectacular.’ They came into very little contact with locals, and only tended to leave the base for border patrol or guard duty. Phil spent most of his time in the orderly room due to a foot injury. Christopher somehow managed to acquire a dog while he was there, a ‘little brown and white thing’, according to Phil, probably during a dog-handling course, and likely used for sniffing out the huge ‘culvert bombs’ that were planted under roads.


After that, said Phil, ‘we got posted back to the good place’: Tidworth. ‘For about five miles square it’s all garrison town. Living there is like hell on earth. If the world was an arsehole, Tidworth would be a pile.’ Christopher requested to leave the army immediately on his return, the first point at which he would legally have been allowed to do so since joining up.


I don’t know exactly what Christopher experienced during his time in Northern Ireland, or in the army more generally. I remember him coming home for a break at one point with razor cuts on his face. It must have been quite a shock to have been recruited, as a child, into what was effectively a gymnastics team, and then suddenly finding yourself as an armed enforcer of British imperialism, while your own comrades treated you as the enemy within.









The Nightclub


1998


Early in the evening of Tuesday 31 March 1998, Christopher was getting ready for a night out with some of his friends. His time in the army had instilled a sense of pride in maintaining a smart appearance, so dressing himself in navy corduroy trousers, a light blue speckled jumper and a pair of smart black slip-on shoes, he set out to meet his friends Benjamin and Neal.


At around 7 p.m., he arrived at Neal’s flat, which adjoined his own. The three of them went to a few local bars – the Buzz bar, the White Horse and Circus Circus – having a drink in each one before heading to McDonald’s for a bite to eat. Benjamin says Christopher then began ‘pestering me to go with him to the Waterfront club’, but in the end this was to no avail. Neal and Benjamin decided to return to Neal’s flat while Christopher borrowed £5 from them and headed to the Waterfront. At this point, said Benjamin, ‘he was perfectly all right: he was sober and seemed his normal cool self’.


Christopher was a regular at the club and had been for around five years, living only a few doors away. The staff at the club knew him well and spoke of him as being friendly and pleasant, always taking the time to speak to them. One of the club’s doormen described him as ‘an easy-going guy’, the other adding that ‘we never had any trouble from him’.


Christopher spent most of his time in the club that night in the ‘Soul Suite’, the Waterfront’s chill-out lounge. There he spoke with a number of people, including a local doctor, who described him as ‘pleasant and good natured’, and a couple of young women who joked that he was too old to be chatting them up. Some of the bar staff, however, thought he looked ‘nervous’ and ‘unhappy’, and at around 1.30 a.m., Christopher got into a scuffle with a man called Jason Ramm. What it was about remains unclear, but it was soon broken up and no one appeared to have been hurt. Jason Ramm was ejected from the club soon afterwards, and was allegedly heard by one witness to be shouting at Christopher, ‘I’ll fucking kill you – you fucking niggers are all the same!’1 The club closed half an hour later, and Christopher left, telling the DJ, ‘Don’t worry – we’ll all be friends tomorrow’.


Once he got outside, however, Christopher found Jason Ramm waiting for him, agitated and shouting about the incident earlier in the night. Initially Christopher ignored him, and started heading for home. Jason tried to follow him, but another man, David Okwesia, intervened and offered to talk to Christopher himself to try to sort things out. While they were talking, Jason Ramm approached and a fight broke out between him and Christopher. Various attempts were made to break it up, including one by Jason Paul.


Jason Paul and Christopher had had an altercation two weeks previously at the Tower nightclub in Hull, when Christopher had intervened in an argument between Jason and Christopher’s niece Laura (the daughter of his brother Richard). Laura had seen Jason kissing a girl in the club, which had surprised her because, as far as she knew, he was seeing her friend. Laura asked this friend, who was also in the club, if she and Jason were still together. She said they were and so Laura told her what she had seen. Later on, Jason got angry at Laura, shouting, ‘What did you do that for?’ He started pushing her, and poked her in the cheek. Christopher saw this and intervened, demanding to know what Jason thought he was doing. Jason continued shouting and made a fist, as if he was going to hit her. Christopher stood between the two of them and pushed Jason backwards with both hands. Jason walked away, so Christopher sat back down and carried on his conversation with his friend. Later on, Jason again started shouting at Laura, this time grabbing her clothing, and then her chin. She turned away in fright, and went to tell Christopher what had happened. He reassured her that everything would be all right, and then left the club with her and her friend before wishing them good night.


Some witnesses say Jason Paul was intervening in the fight between Christopher and Jason Ramm, and Christopher lashed out at Jason Paul; others say it was Jason Paul who struck Christopher first. It’s hard to say from the statements of those who were outside when the brawl occurred, but a blow from Jason Paul knocked Christopher over. He fell straight back, hitting his head on the cobbled road. It appeared to witnesses that he was knocked semi-unconscious. This was a typical fight between lads on a night out, the likes of which happen just about every Saturday night in most towns and cities of Britain.


An ambulance was called, and some of the nightclub staff put Christopher into the recovery position and checked his breathing. According to the doorman Michael Coombs, ‘after a minute or so of waiting, the injured man regained consciousness and he tried to get up’, although he was persuaded not to do so until the ambulance arrived. Another staff member, Karen Mills, placed a blanket over Christopher, who had taken his jumper off during the fight.


Eleven minutes after being knocked to the ground, the ambulance arrived, and the paramedics ushered a now somewhat disorientated Christopher into the vehicle. ‘He walked slowly but normally,’ one of them later told the inquest, but he did have a large lump or swelling (known as a haematoma) on the back of his head from where he had hit the ground. He had also lost a tooth.


Paramedic Stephen Krebs travelled in the back of the ambulance with Christopher on the way to the hospital. In his statement to the police, he noted that ‘at no point whilst in my company at the scene was the patient abusive, uncooperative or violent towards anyone’.2 Stephen and Christopher apparently developed a good rapport over the course of the journey, during which they discovered that both had a background in the armed forces. Nevertheless, others at the scene had described Christopher’s behaviour as erratic and aggressive following his fall, attempting to kick people while he was on the ground, and insulting those who tried to help him. Dropping him off at the hospital, the paramedic mentioned to the nursing staff ‘just to be a little bit aware that Chris was having mood swings, you know, and to just be a little bit extra careful’.









Finding Out


1998


It was Friday 17 April 1998 when I found out.


I had just settled down to watch a bit of TV before bed after a night out with friends at a pub near my home in Burnley. The kids were asleep and I was getting into my nightwear when there was a loud knock on the door. It was one of those very official-sounding knocks – a firm, heavy banging – and it made me jump. Wondering who was visiting at this time of night, I peeped behind the curtain and saw a silhouette looking like a man in uniform. I had an instant feeling of dread; something was very wrong. I opened the door to see a police officer.


‘Are you the sister of Christopher Alder?’


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘why, what’s happened?’


I could feel my stomach sink, as if someone had just dropped a rock in it, even before I had chance to hear what he had to say. I was pacing up and down the room, hyperventilating; I knew I was about to get the worst news I had ever been approached with. He seemed nervous, and was unable to make eye contact.


‘Your brother Christopher has died in police custody.’


I lost my breath.


‘Police custody?’ I said.


‘Yes.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I don’t know any more than that. It could just mean he was sat next to a copper when he died,’ he said.


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Emotionally, I felt like I’d been hit with a sledgehammer; I was shocked, confused and frightened. Everything I knew as normal collapsed with that knock on the door.


I immediately became quite hysterical. I sent the officer away; in fact, I couldn’t get him out of my door quickly enough. My brother had died in police custody and a police officer had come to tell me. I was shaking; I grabbed my mobile phone, going through the numbers trying to find someone who would be awake, or just not out on a Friday night. I just wanted to speak to someone, to anyone.


A lump in my throat appeared and I couldn’t dislodge it. I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I knew I needed to call the police back, but I was scared about what I would find out. Eventually I forced myself to call Burnley police station, only to be told it had nothing to do with them. All they could tell me was that they received the news of Christopher’s death in a two-line fax message, and that I should contact Humberside Police. When I did, the officer on the other end of the line spoke in a very abrupt tone, as if I was wasting his time. ‘Do you want to know how your brother died?’ he asked. I said yes. Sharp and cold in his tone of voice, he was quick to emphasise that Christopher had been in a fight, and that due to his injuries he had died. That’s all he could tell me, saying I should call again in the morning as there was no one available to talk to just now. I put the phone down. My mouth was dry. I did not sleep much that night for crying.


I spent the weekend not knowing what to do or how to handle things. Nothing could have prepared me for such traumatic news. I just got drunk, cried, got drunk, cried. On the Saturday, I went to the pub to meet a friend, but she was too distressed about her own financial situation to really listen. I didn’t have anyone to turn to, or any clue what to expect, but eventually I made up my mind to go to the police station in Hull where it had happened. I phoned the station that night and spoke to an officer at the advice desk. He put me through to the switch board, but all I heard was a recorded message about a death in custody, which obviously distressed me. I shouted, ‘What do you mean, a death in custody?’


It was not until late on the Sunday morning that I finally dropped off to sleep for a few hours. In my sleep, I dreamed of a raven landing on a chimney, its beak touching a TV aerial. But when I looked closer, I saw its feathers were broken and charred, as if it had been struck by lightning. I woke up with a start, sweating and fearful. Immediately the voice of the policeman came back into my head, telling me Christopher was dead. I knew I was going to Hull the next day, to the place where he had died, but had no idea what to expect or whether I was prepared to hear what I was going to be told. I just needed to see if I could find anything to add to the very little I knew so far.


The lump was still in my throat, making it hard to swallow, and my mouth was permanently dry. I grabbed some clothes and packed a bag, telling my daughter I would have to go to Hull for a few days and that she would have to look after herself and her brother.


I got the train to Hull on 20 April. Two of my surviving brothers still lived there, but with a busy working life, bringing up children and dealing with some difficult situations, I hadn’t seen them for some time. Emmanuel (then living in Leeds) and Stephen were in full-time psychiatric care; we’d had a difficult childhood and it had taken its toll. On arrival in Hull, I went straight to see my other brother, Richard.


Richard and I sat up most of the night, speaking about our days in the children’s home and the horrors of discipline and punishment, finding we were even able to giggle a bit and make light of some of the things we remembered. The five of us had suffered some serious emotional and physical abuse at the hands of our ‘guardians’. How we managed to laugh at those nightmare days I do not know; I guess it was just the sheer relief of not being in that situation anymore. It was great being together as brother and sister. We tried to instil a little humour in the empty, uncomfortable, silent atmosphere that kept creeping in as our minds went back to the ordeal of Christopher’s death, knowing the news we had just been given, yet almost nothing about what had actually happened.


My older brother had had to identify Christopher’s body, something I know I would have found impossible. He left with the vision of Christopher on a cold slab in a mortuary etched in his mind for ever. Richard mentioned Christopher having a cut above his eye when he saw him, which had been stitched up, and said that he couldn’t understand where it had come from or who had stitched it. I didn’t see the relevance of what he was saying at the time, and didn’t think to ask.


No one made us aware that we were entitled to be represented at the original post-mortem. I only learned later, from others who had been through similar experiences, that families are permitted to instruct that their own independent medical representative attend the post-mortem process. This had been denied to us, however, as the first post-mortem had been arranged without our knowledge. Not being able to make much sense of where my brother was coming from as far as Christopher’s eye injury was concerned, I just put his comments to the back of my mind – as I did when he mentioned that Christopher had collapsed in the custody suite while being booked in.


My brother raised his gaze from the computer now and then, and we chatted a bit more before I left him with his thoughts, cracking a joke that I was going to wet the bed, as I had done so often in the children’s home, and no one could stop me. We giggled, and then I went through to my bedroom. I spent the night tossing and turning, thinking about our discussion and fearful of what the next day would bring.
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The next day I phoned the police again to see if they had now identified the cause of Christopher’s death. They transferred me to the coroner’s office. ‘No,’ said the coroner’s assistant, ‘we have a toxicology test to do yet.’ I spent the rest of the day calling anyone I could think of who might be able to help, even Amnesty International.


The following morning I awoke at dawn: too early to call anyone. I sat with a cup of coffee in my hand, nervously glancing at the clock. The minute it turned nine, I left the house for the phone box across the road to call the coroner again. But I got the same reply: the cause of death had still not been established. Starting to get impatient, I asked the coroner’s assistant why, more than a fortnight after it had happened, he still couldn’t give my family the reason for our brother’s death. I told him I wanted to know if I should involve a solicitor and he replied that it wouldn’t do any harm. Suspicious, I braced myself to make a visit to Queen’s Gardens police station.


This was the first time I had been back to Hull for some years, and little had changed. I passed through the central square, with its statue of Queen Victoria, and saw people feeding the pigeons just as I used to, despite the cold, grey April weather.


Queen’s Gardens itself was a special place to sit when I was a child, with a huge pond in the centre surrounded by well-tended beds with some of the brightest flowers I have ever seen. It was always full of birds, bees, ducks, swans, people having picnics and children running around freely.


But this time it was nothing like that. The gloom in the air seemed to reflect my own mood, and all those familiar feelings of insecurity that I’d tried to leave behind twenty years earlier at our Hull care home began to creep back as I walked into the police station.


I was so nervous as I waited to be seen; as a society we are brought up to feel intimidated by police stations. After what seemed like an age, an officer sat at a desk behind glass knocked on his window and in a very aggressive voice told me to ‘come here’.


I was instantly angry about the way he was talking to me, and became defensive. I told him not to speak to me like that because I hadn’t done anything wrong, and that I was there to understand what had happened to Christopher. The officer walked into a back room.


Sitting in the building where he had died, I wondered if Christopher had suffered in this intimidating environment. He must have been scared, just like I was, I thought. I remembered feeling this way as a child around the bullies and racists at school, and how Christopher would protect me. Now he was dead.


After another long wait, a thin, sandy-haired officer in his late thirties emerged from the back office behind reception. Detective Inspector David Brookes led me into an interview room, where I sat down and felt a little more at ease. I hoped he could tell me something more about what had happened, but like everyone else I had dealt with, he told me very little. He said that Christopher had been in a fight, and that he had collapsed sat next to a policeman while being booked in and subsequently died.


Hands behind his head and chewing gum, Brookes wouldn’t have looked out of place on a deckchair on Blackpool beach, with nothing more to do than swat away the odd horsefly – maybe that’s all I was to him. In contrast, I felt like a frightened pufferfish: trying not to let my fear show, while also trying to appear bigger than I was. I told him Amnesty International was supporting the family, and as I did so, I felt like my words were coming from somewhere else.


I had phoned Amnesty – that part was true – but they had told me that while they sympathised, they could not assist as they dealt with atrocities affecting a multitude of people, not individual cases.


I asked Brookes how many police officers were involved in Christopher’s arrest. He picked up the phone and after making an ‘uh-huh’ sound down the phone, he told me he was asking his colleagues. But I was pretty sure his lips moved only to gnaw on the gum in his mouth – and I told him so. As I realised that our conversation had become pointless, his radio called in a murder. I took this as my cue to leave.


As I passed through the police station foyer, I was gripped by a strange feeling and turned around. Behind me, I could see a crowd of police officers behind the counter, with more heads bobbing around the corner, all competing to get a good look at me. I felt the adrenaline rush of fear coming over me. My heart pumping wildly, I just managed to blurt out a sarcastic ‘BYE!’ before stepping out of the building and bursting into tears. The more frightened I was, the more I seemed to open my mouth.


I was none the wiser as to what had happened to Christopher after my conversation with Brookes. Instead, I left feeling even worse: more frightened, and as if I was making trouble for his well-ordered police station.
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After my distressing visit to Queen’s Gardens police station, I realised it was pointless looking to the police for information about what had happened to Christopher; I was going to have to make my own enquiries. Richard said Christopher’s death had been reported in the local newspaper, so I began by heading to the office of the Hull Daily Mail on Beverley Road.


It was a large 1970s two-storey block, almost resembling a squat pyramid – one of those buildings that must have looked very stylish when they were built, but which had dated very quickly. Inside, they kindly gave me a bundle of newspapers from the past month.


The day after his death, the newspaper had published a photograph of Christopher, and I wondered where they’d got it from. The reports didn’t say much about the police’s involvement in Christopher’s death: just a line at the end of one article noting that Christopher had ‘collapsed’ while in police custody, after which ‘officers and paramedics made desperate attempts to resuscitate him’.1


Instead, the focus all seemed to be on a fight outside the Waterfront nightclub that Christopher had apparently been involved in earlier in the night, with one edition of the newspaper containing a big picture of a line of officers in uniform combing the cobbled area outside the club for evidence. Some of the reports included pleas for witnesses to come forward, even printing freeze-frames of some of those they wanted to talk to.


The headline of the second day of coverage was ‘Death Probe: Man Charged’.2 It said that a twenty-seven-year-old man, Jason Paul, who was involved in that fight, had been arrested and charged with GBH in connection with the death. I felt sick and confused. Anyone reading the papers would have been led to believe that Jason Paul was responsible for Christopher’s death. Yet during my visit to Humberside Police, no one had mentioned there was a possibility that Christopher had been murdered, nor that they’d arrested a suspect.


As I read through the news reports, this seemed to be the pattern of each newspaper article. I was later to find this was also the pattern of the press releases written by the Police Complaints Authority. All I knew at this point was that Christopher had died in police custody. I noticed the articles also said he had been ‘arrested for assaulting a hospital worker’.3 That stopped me in my tracks; it just didn’t fit with the Christopher I knew, who protected me and others.


I asked the desk staff where that claim about the hospital workers had come from. They told me they got it from a press release issued by the police. I was shocked that the police had been feeding this claim to the media before completing any investigation. It seemed that different accounts were being given to the media and our family, and added to this was the possibility Christopher had been murdered. Nothing was clear.


I left the newspaper offices in turmoil and headed back to Richard’s flat. After a cup of tea I decided to visit the Hull Royal Infirmary, where Christopher had supposedly assaulted staff. My niece Laura came with me. We entered the towering 1960s silver building through the doors to A & E and went straight to the desk. I asked if we could talk to someone who knew what had happened while Christopher was there on the night of 31 March. The receptionist told me she would find the specialist who had been working that night, so I took a seat. The area was open and brightly lit and luckily not very busy, and a few minutes later she returned with a tall middle-aged man with blond hair and glasses, wearing a white coat.


He introduced himself, shook my hand and offered his condolences. He took me into a side room, perching on the edge of a trolley with one foot touching the floor while we talked. The first thing he told me was that ‘this is now a murder inquiry, and I am bound by law not to say anything’.


My eyes widened. This was the first time I had heard anything about Christopher being murdered. Well, who murdered him, I asked myself? Neither Richard nor I had been told anything about a murder. Did this mean that Jason Paul had killed Christopher? I was stunned that DI Brookes had not mentioned it to me, when even the hospital consultant seemed to know.


I explained that all I wanted to know was what state Christopher had been in when he left the hospital. He replied, ‘He had a superficial head injury and a mouth injury.’ At no time did he mention anything about Christopher being aggressive or assaulting anyone.


It didn’t appear from what the consultant was saying to me that the injuries from the punch were life-threatening. And if they had been, surely they would not have released him from the hospital?


The last time I’d been at this hospital was in 1980, when our father was being treated after a stroke. He was unable to move and the right side of his body was paralysed. I remember looking up at the huge building back then, seeing it reaching up into the sky, trying to work out exactly where our father was, the passing clouds making it look like it was moving. It seemed to reflect my own feelings of instability, of the world shifting under my feet. Now that same feeling was engulfing me again, and far from providing answers, everything I found out just seemed to add to the confusion.


On my way home, I was stopped by a woman who looked around Christopher’s age, a couple of years older than me. She asked if I was his sister and told me she knew Christopher very well and couldn’t believe he was dead. She had seen him a couple of weeks previously and she told me what a good person he was, how bubbly and kind. It was a relief to hear someone describing the brother I knew and loved after all the hostile comments in the press.
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It was late afternoon by the time I got back to Richard’s and tried to process what I’d learned. I was angry that the police hadn’t told us about the murder charges against Jason Paul. Back in the phone box, they transferred me to a police liaison officer named Beatrice Ogunleye-Smith. Her name and voice instantly told me she was of African origin; she spoke with the same Nigerian accent as our father.


This knocked me for six; Hull was over 96 per cent white, and I had never even seen a Black policeman before. What were the chances of this case being randomly assigned to an officer apparently hailing from Nigeria? I could feel the hairs on my arms standing on end; had the police drafted her in after going through our family background?


Even more astonishing was that she had no knowledge of the case; Ogunleye-Smith knew nothing about the investigation and her role was purely to liaise with the family. But how could she do this if she was unable to answer any of our questions?


It later emerged she had been specially drafted in from Grimsby, and was qualified not in dealing with bereaved families but with victims of sexual abuse. In other words, not only did she know nothing about the investigation she was liaising with us about, she wasn’t even qualified for the role she was supposed to be performing. I told her that I needed to know what had happened to my brother, and I found it offensive that we were being contacted by someone who knew nothing about the case. The police seemed to me to be using Beatrice as a lightning rod, putting a Black face at the front of the force to take the pressure off themselves.


I insisted I be allowed to meet with someone who knew about the murder charge and the police made an appointment for me with Superintendent Ken Bates, the officer responsible for investigating the charges against Jason Paul. The day after the call with Beatrice, I met Bates. I was not keen to return to the police station where Christopher had died, especially after my last experience there, but I was not going to turn down any chance to find out exactly what had happened to my brother. Extremely nervous, I walked into Queen’s Garden police station once again and as I stood at the reception, officers walked through the foyer smirking at me and sniggering.


It was so obvious that even the other person waiting noticed it; he told me he was willing to be a witness to their behaviour if I needed, and gave me his contact details. I also noticed the camera on the wall and wondered if I was being watched by the officers who found me so amusing.


After about forty minutes, Bates opened the inner police station door, called my name and led me up some steps to an office, where we were joined by Ogunleye-Smith. Bates offered me a tea, but I declined; I just wanted to get on with it. Although very nervous, I told him I needed to know what had happened to my brother. I explained that I was confused by the misleading press releases issued by his police force, and by the contradictory information we had been getting from them, the press and the hospital.


As he talked, I started to make notes that I could relay to Richard when I got home. Apparently rattled, Bates aggressively wheeled towards me on his chair and told me in a bullish tone that he did not deal with outside organisations, only with family. I presumed he was referring to the conversation I had had two days earlier with Brookes. Trembling, I responded, ‘I am family, I’m the sister of Christopher Alder and I didn’t come here for an argument.’ I told him all communication in the future would be through a solicitor, and then, my nerves shredded, I walked out of the door. He followed closely behind. ‘We don’t deal with solicitors,’ he snarled, ‘who is your solicitor?’ I could feel him towering above me as I walked out.


It appeared that whereas I had been seen by his colleague Brookes as a nuisance, Bates saw me as a threat. He certainly didn’t treat me like a distressed sister, nor take any heed of the shock I was in following my brother’s death. His explosive reaction caught me by surprise and I left feeling totally drained of energy. And still, at no point during our meeting had he mentioned the ongoing murder inquiry into Christopher’s death which had run through the whole of April; neither did he tell me that Christopher had met his death on the custody suite floor and that the whole thing had been captured on CCTV.


I’ve always found that in times of stress, I tend to have vivid dreams; I believe this is my brain trying to make sense of what has gone on during the day: a way of sorting out the confusion of daily life. After I found out about Christopher’s death, my dreams, if I managed to sleep at all, were vivid and scary. As I walked away from the menacing confinement of the police station in a haze, detached from everything around me, an image of the raven from the dream I’d had at the weekend I found out about Christopher’s death flashed suddenly into my head. I’m not usually one for superstition; but for some reason I clung on to this dream, believing it to be significant and important in some way; all the more so when I later discovered that Christopher had had something of an obsession with ravens himself.


My eyes began welling up and as I walked towards the town centre I burst into tears, releasing the shock and fear I felt following the meeting with Bates. Most people see me as a confident, loud and gobby woman, but those visits to the police station made any insecurities and feelings of worthlessness I might have unconsciously been hiding come flooding over me like a tsunami. I was petrified.


Wanting to go somewhere that would calm me down, I headed to a Waterstones bookshop in town. I had decided to get a book on dream interpretation to try to make sense of the charred-raven image that had embedded itself in my mind so powerfully since Christopher’s death. I chose a couple of books and headed for the checkout. As I did so, I happened to glance towards the door, and noticed a white man in his early fifties standing outside, wearing what appeared to be navy-blue overalls and a navy-blue fleece jacket. I was sure I had seen him earlier, coming into the police station, walking through the foyer and out through the door at the back. Then I saw in his hand a small notebook bearing the silver badge of the police force. I was startled, like a rabbit in the headlights. I pointed to the door, and shouted, ‘My brother died in police custody and the police are following me!’


Several staff and customers started walking towards the door and the undercover officer quickly walked to the opposite side of the road. I remained in the shop, my knees shaking, overcome with paranoia. I realised at that moment that I had to get a solicitor. I needed someone to protect me from the police, the very organisation that is supposed to keep us safe. I felt hunted, like a fox being chased by hounds.


Once I had steadied myself, I headed out to search for a solicitor’s office. I was jittery and apprehensive, and afraid of sounding crazy. In fact, I probably did sound crazy. In the first office I went to, I strode up to a man putting his coat on and asked, ‘Excuse me, are you any good?’ He didn’t seem best pleased with the manner in which I approached him, and I am not even sure he was necessarily a solicitor.


‘What do you mean, am I any good? What is the problem?’ he said.


‘My brother has died in police custody,’ I told him.


‘Well, there is nothing I can do about that at this time,’ he said.


‘Well, you are no good to me then,’ I replied, ‘goodbye.’ I must have seemed supremely arrogant; I didn’t mean to offend him, but I was anxious and scared, and looking for someone who could help and reassure me.


The next solicitors I walked into told me they were acting on behalf of Jason Paul. I left immediately, wanting nothing to do with them. In hindsight I wish I had stopped and spoken to them; my feelings towards Jason had started to change after my visit to the police station, and I was starting to think that perhaps he was not responsible for Christopher’s death. I had sensed a defensiveness in the police’s hostility towards me that made me increasingly suspicious that they had something to hide.


As I left Jason’s solicitors, I saw another man I recognised from the police station; like the officer outside the bookshop, he too was just standing there, apparently waiting for me to leave. Had they sent a whole team to follow me?


Panicking, I ran up a flight of steps into the offices of Stamp Jackson & Procter. ‘It’s like the fucking Gestapo out there,’ I screamed as I entered, ‘get them told!’ I was shaking and out of breath. One of the receptionists came out from behind her desk and calmed me down. I explained what had happened, showed her the newspapers, and told her about my suspicions that the police were withholding information. It was the first time that day that I felt someone believed me and was on my side.


She booked me in for an appointment with a solicitor and then led me through the back entrance out onto the street where I got into the first taxi I saw. My heart still beating wildly, I said to the driver, ‘I can’t believe it, the police are following me!’


‘Get out,’ he replied. I suppose he thought I must have done something wrong. In the next taxi I said nothing. As we drove, I looked out of the rear window in case a police car was tailing us, but thankfully saw nothing. When I reached Richard’s house, I couldn’t believe my eyes; there was a patrol car parked right outside. I now felt sure I was being trailed. I wrote down the car’s registration number and walked into the house with my head held high, but I had entered a totally different world, one that was scary and distorted, where victims are hounded and nothing is as it should be.


By now, news of Christopher’s death had spread nationally. I was contacted by Paul Macey, a journalist from the national Black newspaper The Voice who wanted to write a piece on Christopher, and asked if I had a photograph of him they could use. I didn’t, but we knew the police had a picture, because they had provided it to the local press. Paul helped me work out they must have taken it from Christopher’s flat and used it without the consent of our family. I gritted my teeth and phoned Queen’s Gardens. At first Bates requested that the police be allowed to keep the photo. ‘No,’ I said, ‘it is to be returned to the family.’ He said I could collect it from Tower Grange police station the next day.


That night I couldn’t sleep. I was anxious and my head was pounding with conflicting thoughts. I had originally been angry with Jason Paul because of my conversation with the hospital doctor and the media reports suggesting he had been responsible for Christopher’s death. Yet I was becoming sceptical about everything the police had told us. I couldn’t understand why they had withheld vital information from me and felt humiliated by their treatment. I really didn’t know what to think.









Back to Burnley


1998


The morning after my call with Superintendent Bates, I caught the train home. It was now 24 April and I needed to get back to my kids. Aside from feeling scared by Humberside Police’s intimidation and stalking, I realised I knew little more than I had the night the officer first brought me the news.


I was glad when I finally got back and hugged my children.


Hull seemed like a bad dream and I was determined to return to ordinary life. But people treated me differently now that Christopher’s death was national news, either not knowing what to say or offering unsolicited advice. It began to unnerve me. Under my tough exterior, I was starting to feel extremely vulnerable and ill at ease. As a child I craved reassurance, tenderness and somebody to tell me things were going to be OK – and now, apart from my kids, I was alone again.


Meanwhile I was beginning to feel that the police were more connected with Christopher’s death than they had let on. Jason had been kept in a bail hostel in York, miles from Hull, since April, but it wasn’t until June that all the charges against him were dropped. In early May, the national press reported that the five police officers connected to Christopher’s death – the two who had arrested him, the one who had driven him to the police station, and two more who were with him in the custody suite – had been suspended from duty.


It was around then that I received a phone call from Jim Elliott of the Police Complaints Authority. I’d never heard of the PCA (the forerunner of today’s IOPC), but apparently it was their job to make sure deaths in police custody were properly investigated, and Elliott had been appointed to supervise an investigation into the role of the police in Christopher’s death. He asked if he could visit me at home, and we arranged a meeting for the afternoon of 12 May 1998, over a month after Christopher had died. I cleaned the house and carefully arranged the living room with the two settees opposite each other, with enough distance between them so I did not feel intimidated; I did not want a repeat of my meetings with the police. I asked Marie, a close friend from work, to join me so I did not have to face him alone.


As the fresh spring air blew in through the open windows, I sat with Marie, my hands sweating, awaiting a knock on the door. Elliott arrived at midday. He was a man in his late forties, with greying hair and gold-rimmed glasses, wearing the blue shirt and grey tie that seems to be the uniform of officialdom. He took out a notepad, removed his jacket and sat down. After some initial remarks – including curtly explaining that his role did not include consoling the victim’s family – he got down to business.


He explained that the PCA had the power to supervise police investigations and make recommendations in relation to police discipline. He gave examples of previous investigations, but made no mention of any prosecutions or even successful disciplinary action arising from any of them, and no examples of any investigations into deaths in custody. He said nothing that reassured me. I got the distinct feeling that these investigations had little to do with holding officers to account for someone’s death; they seemed to be more along the lines of an internal audit or a performance review.


In our case, he said, the PCA had appointed West Yorkshire Police to conduct an independent investigation. He told us that the highest level of independence at police level was appointing another police force. But it was still the police investigating themselves – surely that wasn’t right?


Then he said something that shocked me: ‘Your brother came out of the police van unconscious.’


‘What?’ I asked. Neither DI Brookes nor Superintendent Bates had told me this when I went to the police station. I felt sick, plunged back into that same state of shock as when I first found out that Christopher was dead. My body immediately became rigid, the tension in my neck making it hard to move. Marie stroked my back, trying to console me.


I couldn’t help but notice that Elliott’s body language appeared uncomfortable, with wet circles of perspiration starting to cover a large area under his armpits. As a child it had become important for me to watch facial expressions and body language; I had become hyper-sensitive to being let down, finding the words people spoke did not always match the way they acted. Finding myself once again in a world of uncertainty, I fell back on the skills I had learned to survive.


He continued the conversation by telling me not to forget that ‘there are five other families involved’. He meant the families of the suspended officers. I was furious.


‘But none of them are dead, are they?’ I replied. They had not lost their loved ones; yet he seemed to be suggesting I should have more sympathy for the very people I suspected of being responsible for my brother’s death.


Elliott seemed to be avoiding eye contact with me, finding it easier to stare out of the window while he spoke or concentrating on his notepad. In one particularly strange moment, he described a case where police officers had been disciplined for stealing boxes of chocolates from a lorry. He explained that a lorry had crashed, tipping all its goods onto the road, and when the police arrived, the driver gave them some chocolates as a goodwill gesture for their assistance. The officers involved later faced disciplinary action for taking the chocolates.


I was stunned. With all the hundreds of deaths in custody, was this the only case that had ever resulted in action being taken against the police? Did the PCA only discipline police officers in cases as trivial as this? Marie also thought it was insulting to compare a few boxes of chocolates to a person’s life. But there it was in black and white, in the 1997 PCA Annual Report he later handed to me.


While Elliott went to the bathroom, my friend and I had a swift discussion. She was shocked by his callous manner towards a grieving sister while constantly reinforcing his concern for the five other families. She also felt he wasn’t being truthful and told me to rip the pages out of his book.


When he returned, I asked to see his notebook and ripped out the pages where he had been taking notes. They seemed to be a record of what I had been asking, and he looked very sheepish. ‘I’m sorry, but I just don’t trust you,’ I told him.


As he had attended the post-mortem held on the night of Christopher’s death, I asked him about the eye injury that Richard had seen when he identified Christopher’s body. I thought this injury would have been considered significant in an inquiry into someone’s death, and I asked Elliott who had stitched it up. But, staring out of the window, Elliott replied that he didn’t recall seeing any eye injury. He told me that the questions I was asking him were properly suited for the inquest and that’s where I would get the opportunity to ask them.


After I asked him to leave, I pictured Christopher being pulled unconscious out of a police van. Why had this only come out now? Why had the police been telling everyone that he had collapsed in the police station? Something wasn’t right and Jim Elliott’s visit had only compounded my suspicions.


I didn’t see Elliott face to face again, but I had many conversations over the telephone with him to ask whether they had found the cause of Christopher’s death. I got the impression that if it wasn’t for his obligation to keep the family informed, he wouldn’t have spoken to me at all.


It was during one of those conversations that I discovered that Christopher’s death in the custody suite had been captured on CCTV video. A wave of nausea immediately washed over me knowing someday I would have to watch it.


Not long after Elliott’s visit I called Superintendent John Holt of West Yorkshire Police and made a desperate plea for Christopher’s clothes to be returned to the family. Holt was leading the investigation into the conduct of the police on the night of Christopher’s death.


‘Your brother’s clothes have been destroyed,’ he casually replied. I was staggered; they had not even consulted the family. I asked him why.


‘For health reasons,’ he replied.


It was an insult. I had read of cases in which the clothes of murder victims were kept as evidence for decades – and yet Christopher’s clothes were supposedly too unhygienic to have around even long enough for us to pick them up.


‘I’ve dealt with plenty of Black and Irish deaths in the past,’ he continued, in a very cocky tone of voice. Was this supposed to be reassurance or an insult? Why did he feel he needed to tell me this? Were these the type of investigations on which Superintendent Holt prided himself, with his colourful ribbons? It felt like he was trying to say they were all much of a muchness, they happen all the time, it’s just what Black and Irish people do. I ended the call, enraged.


Already struggling to keep it together, one June morning I found myself going into the shop where I worked only to be falsely accused of stealing watches and selling them in my local pub. What truly hurt was that my so-called friends were the star witnesses: two girls I knew from the estate where I lived who I had recommended for the jobs. I was sacked on the spot. It couldn’t have happened at a more vulnerable time, when my defences had been shattered by the news of Christopher’s death.


Could things get any worse? I had been the store manager, a position I had got just weeks before finding out the devasting news about Christopher. It paid £200 a week, which had allowed me to feed my children well, dress them in the latest fashions, and take them places on the weekends. Now I was unemployed.


As usual, I put on a brave face, but I felt hurt and betrayed. It upset my daughter, Caroline, even more than me; she was ready to storm over to the house where one of them lived and demand she hand back all the clothes I had lent her over the years. Stopping her took some persuading.


My head was in a mess; all I wanted was to hide and wake up from this nightmare. I made a feeble attempt to clear my name, but with the ongoing fight to find out what had happened to Christopher, I had no energy or commitment for more confrontation. It was too much of a strain having to plead my innocence when I had not done anything wrong. I couldn’t fight on all fronts at the same time; I had to pick my battles. And as Christopher Alder’s sister, the choice was clear to me.
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