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“I have recognised the work of the Honourable Member for Sunderland South [Mr Mullin]. He wrote his book and he campaigned hard. He has every right to feel proud that the convictions have been quashed . . .”

Rt Hon. Kenneth Baker, Home Secretary, 1991

“The role of Mr Chris Mullin in this sorry affair leaves a nasty odour that will not go away. Mr Mullin is paid to represent the voters of Sunderland South. Instead he acts as a mouthpiece for IRA sympathisers.”

The Sun

“. . . One of the greatest feats ever achieved by an investigative reporter”

Sebastian Faulks, The Independent on Sunday

“Whoever planted the bombs in Birmingham . . . also planted a bomb under the British legal establishment.”

Robert Harris, The Sunday Times

“A courageous book by Chris Mullin. He and his publishers are to be saluted for presenting us with a full length and well-documented narrative which gives a chilling insight into how both the police and the English judicial process operated under . . . pressure . . .”

The Scotsman

“Very occasionally a journalist starts an avalanche with a single gunshot. William Howard Russell of The Times on the condition of the British army in the Crimea in the 1850s; W.T. Stead of the Pall Mall Gazette on child prostitution in London in the 1890s; a handful of others. Chris Mullin and his TV colleagues belong in glorious company.”

The Observer

“The most powerful indictment of the British police and judiciary in our time . . . All self-respecting bookshops in Britain should be stocking it.”

The Irish Post

“It is well gracefully to acknowledge that digging out some of the fresh evidence lies to the credit of Mr Chris Mullin and Granada’s World in Action. If we honestly uphold human rights as something more than a stick to beat the Soviet Union with, we should honour the debt a free society owes them.”

The Daily Telegraph

“A book that could put him in prison . . . Mr Mullin . . . is either a liar or a hypocrite.”

The Sunday Express

“With the benefit of hindsight, my comments can justly be criticised.”

Lord Denning

“Anglo Irish relations are at a new low, the IRA have scored a major propaganda triumph as the Birmingham Six enter Irish mythology . . . Much of this is Mr Mullin’s doing, and I believe he has done it as the unwitting dupe of the IRA; a simple stooge for the dark and sinister forces who seek to impose anarchy on Ireland.”

Ray Mills, The Daily Star

“As the House will be aware, the safety of these convictions has since been challenged, notably in a book published by Mr Chris Mullin . . . I have examined all the material with great care. I am satisfied that there is new evidence that would justify my referring this case to the Court of Appeal, and I have now done so.”

Rt Hon. Douglas Hurd, Home Secretary, 1987

“It was always likely and proper that this case would have to be reopened . . . as a result of Mr Chris Mullin’s admirable investigations.”

The Guardian

“Is there a moe odious MP in the Commons than . . . Chris Mullin?”

The Sun

“To err once like this is a failure of British justice; to err twice is a scandal that points to a deeper ailment.”

The New York Times

“. . . A case which has shaken Britain’s criminal justice system.”

The Washington Post

“Loony left MP Chris Mullin has turned his twisted fight to free the six Birmingham pub bombers into a personal crusade.”

The Sun

“There has been a terrible mistake. It requires not just a Royal Commission, but a resignation. The man who bears responsibility is the Lord Chief Justice, Lord Lane. It is time he threw in his wig.”

The Independent

“The release of the Birmingham Six concludes a sorry chapter in the administration of British justice. That it has been so long delayed partly reflects on the reluctance of the Government, the judiciary, the police, and, yes, sections of the media including this newspaper, to accept that an error of this gravity could have been made.”

The Daily Telegraph

“We would have been tempted to string ’em up years ago.”

The Sun

“. . . Chris Mullin . . . worked ceaselessly to accumulate the evidence which finally damned the police case against the six. It was a long struggle against apathy and hostility. Mr Mullin was not merely fighting for these men, he was fighting against the entire legal and political establishment.”

Birmingham Post

“Mullin isn’t satisfied with demolishing the police case. He traced and talked to the real bombers . . . A piece of detective work, methodical . . . highly readable.”

City Limits

“Chris Mullin is a national hero today . . . Let’s not forget that when he took up the case of the Birmingham Six he was an unknown and unsupported freelance reporter with no resources other than the doggedness and fierce integrity that so often characterises the breed.”

Michael O’Toole, Evening Press

“The sight of Labour MP Chris Mullin relentlessly plugging his book while prattling on about justice is enough to make you throw up.”

George Tyndall, Sunday Mercury

“There is admiration for [Chris Mullin’s] dogged tenacity which has probably been the single most important factor for getting the case . . . referred to the Court of Appeal.”

Mary Holland, The Irish Times

“We praise Chris Mullin, the indefatigable Sunderland MP, whose successful twelve-year crusade prompts us to ask: if he could trace the real bombers, as seems likely, why couldn’t the police?”

Newcastle Journal

“Horror can make us blind to doubt. For years I angrily scorned Chris Mullin’s campaign for the release of the Birmingham Six . . . I was so furious about the filthy cruelty of the crime that I could not see straight about the weakness of the prosecution. I apologise to Mr Mullin, and learned from him that our justice system is not as good as we like to think.”

Peter Hitchens, The Mail on Sunday
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“Although I and others saw Mr Mullin as an irrelevance and an irritation at the time, we were all proved wrong and he was proved right.”

Geoffrey Dear, West Midlands Chief Constable, 1985–90
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PREFACE

On 21 November 1974, the IRA placed bombs in two Birmingham pubs, the Mulberry Bush and the Tavern in the Town. The bombs exploded killing 21 people and inflicting life-changing injuries on many others.

The bombs were aimed not at the pubs, but at the buildings they occupied. The Tavern was underneath the New Street offices of the Inland Revenue and the Mulberry Bush was in the base of the Rotunda, a local landmark. There was a warning, but it came too late and the bombs detonated before the pubs could be evacuated.

Several hours after the explosions, five men – all Birmingham residents – were arrested in Morecambe as they got off a train which connected with the ferry to Belfast. A sixth man was arrested at his home in Birmingham the following day. After three days and nights in the custody of the West Midlands Police four of the six had signed confessions, admitting to having planted the bombs, and two were said to have tested positive for having recently handled explosive.

They were tried at Lancaster in the summer of 1975, found guilty and sentenced to 21 life sentences apiece. Had the death penalty still been in force they would have hanged. The case would turn out to be one of the biggest miscarriages of justice in British legal history. Even now, 50 years after the event, the ripples spread outward.

My friend, the late Peter Chippindale, who reported the trial for the Guardian, was the first to draw my attention to the case. He remarked at the time that he thought the six men were innocent. He had reached this conclusion solely on the basis of his attendance at the trial and from talking to relatives of some of the convicted men. David Brazil, a journalist with the Irish Press, reached the same conclusion. Among the many journalists who covered the trial, Chippindale and Brazil were alone in realising that there was more to this story than met the eye.

Although from that moment onwards I kept an eye on the case as it wound its way through the courts, I was in no position to do much about it. In the early 1980s the publisher Carmen Calill commissioned me to write a book on the subject. Even then, however, I lacked the resources to conduct a proper investigation. It was not until 1985 when I persuaded my friend Ray Fitzwalter, editor of the Granada Television documentary programme World in Action, to employ me to research the case that we were able to make progress.

My Granada colleagues and I made three prime time documentaries. The first destroyed the forensic evidence. The second blew a hole in the confession evidence. And the third consisted of an interview with one of the actual bombers. I had realised from the outset that merely discrediting the case against the convicted men would not prove their innocence. Only that the case against them was weak. To prove innocence, I would have to track down the actual bombers and persuade them to own up in sufficient detail as to make it impossible for those in authority to go on arguing that the real bombers were in custody. This is what I set out to do. By a process of painstaking detective work I tracked down the four bombers. They each owned up to involvement in the IRA’s West Midlands bombing campaign, but only two admitted their role in the pub bombings. In previous editions they are identified only by letters of the alphabet. I am now able to name three of the four. Two are dead and one, who so far admits only to having been “collectively responsible” for the atrocity, is living openly in Dublin.

Error of Judgement was first published in July 1986 and received a mixed reception. “A book that could put him in prison . . . Mr Mullin . . . is either a liar or a hypocrite,” opined a reviewer in the Sunday Express. No one, however, alleged that my claim to have traced the bombers was false. With honourable exceptions, Birmingham as a whole was in denial. The news editor of the Birmingham Post claimed never to have even heard a suggestion that the wrong people had been convicted. The city’s main bookshop displayed just two copies on a shelf labelled “Irish interest”. The regional BBC television channel declined to address the subject, even though it was leading the bulletins of their rival Central Television. When I rang the news desk to find out why a woman replied sniffily, “we don’t have space to review every new book”.

In June 1987, I was elected to parliament, which gave me a new platform from which to pursue the case. I could now confront directly those in charge of the criminal justice system and I took every opportunity to do so. The Devon and Cornwall Police were eventually asked to conduct an independent inquiry into the evidence unearthed by Granada Television and in due course Home Secretary Douglas Hurd referred the case back to the Court of Appeal. The appeal was, at that time, the longest in British legal history. Lord Lane, the Lord Chief Justice, presided and in due course he dismissed it with contempt. “The longer this hearing has gone on,” he said, “the more convinced this court has become that the verdict of the jury was correct”. Words he would live to regret.

Gradually, however, more stones began to fall from the arch. In August 1989, West Midlands Chief Constable Geoffrey Dear was forced to disband the notorious regional crime squad following a growing list of scandals, many involving intimidation and false confessions. In at least two cases officers were alleged to have induced a confession by holding a plastic bag over the suspect’s head. Several prominent members of the squad had also been involved in the pub bombings investigation, 15 years earlier. The implications were obvious. Three months later the four people convicted of the Guildford and Woolwich pub bombings were sensationally freed after the confessions that formed the basis of their convictions were found to have been fabricated. Despite official foot-dragging it soon became clear that the Birmingham case, also heavily dependent on confessions, would have to be reopened.

The Devon and Cornwall Police were again asked to conduct an inquiry and this one, headed by Chief Constable John Evans, was a good deal more thorough than the first. They went back to the original police notebooks and quickly demonstrated that the confessions were forgeries – or “unreliable” to use the legal jargon. Another reference to the Court of Appeal was inevitable and this time there was no doubt about the outcome. On Thursday, 14 March 1991, amid much official breast-beating, the convictions were finally quashed and after 17 years in prison the men walked free.

The consequences were far-reaching. Within hours the Home Secretary announced a Royal Commission to examine the criminal justice system. It led eventually to the setting up of the Criminal Cases Review Commission which, at the time of writing, has resulted in the quashing of a further 500 convictions. It has also led to a sea change in the attitude of judges and juries towards police evidence. Despite the outcome of the Birmingham case, however, the upper reaches of the legal profession remained in denial for many years. For years afterwards, senior lawyers could be heard whispering that those whose convictions had been so spectacularly quashed were all really guilty. I lost count of the number of people who said to me, “I had dinner with Lord Justice so and so last night and you should hear what he is saying about the Birmingham Six.” Hopefully, however, a new generation of judges and lawyers will prove less gullible than their predecessors.

The question remains, who was responsible for the bombings? Over the years there have been several new inquiries by West Midlands police officers. These were, of course, hampered by their reluctance to disturb the official version of events. In 2018, however, a vociferous campaign by relatives of some of those who died in the bombings, persuaded the authorities to reopen the long-postponed inquest into the bombings. This resulted in yet another West Midlands police investigation and this one appeared to be a great deal more rigorous than earlier ones. As with previous inquiries, I co-operated to the best of my ability, but made clear from the outset that I was unwilling to disclose confidential sources. This prompted the chief constable to apply for an order under the Terrorism Act which would have obliged me to disclose unredacted notes of interviews with one of the surviving bombers. I declined on the grounds that the interview had been obtained only as a result of absolute assurances of confidentiality. It is a cardinal principle of journalism in a democracy, enshrined in Article Ten of the European Convention on Human Rights, that journalists should not be forced to reveal their sources. The National Union of Journalists, recognising the significance of the issue, paid my legal costs. The application was heard at the Old Bailey and in March 2022 I was vindicated. The judge refused to grant the order.

Although the outcome was celebrated by fellow journalists and those concerned with the rights of a free press in a democracy, I readily understand that it will not seem so reasonable to those who lost loved ones in the bombings or to the public in general. I would only ask that they bear in mind that but for my investigation the names of three of the four bombers might never have been known, the six innocent men convicted of the bombings might have remained in prison to this day and subsequent reforms to the criminal justice system would not have occurred. My goal was simply to rescue the innocent.

Could it happen again? The 1984 Police and Criminal Evidence Act, which requires all interviews with suspects to be recorded and witnessed, makes it difficult for confessions to be fabricated in the way that they were in this and other notorious miscarriages of justice. Likewise, advances in forensic science, such as the discovery of DNA, have made wrongful convictions less likely. One can, however, just about imagine a scenario involving a serious terrorist incident triggering a wave of public hysteria, fanned by an irresponsible tabloid media, leading to the conviction of innocent people. At the time of writing there are several people, serving long prison sentences, whose convictions hang only by the slenderest thread.

This is the fifth edition and the ninth printing of Error of Judgement. I hope that it will continue to be read by all those who care about justice. I am glad to hear that it features on the reading list of some students of criminal law, but it ought to be of wider interest. At one level it is the story of a nightmare that overtook the lives of six unfortunate men and their families, but it is also a tale of hope. An account of how it is possible, in the teeth of great odds, for a just cause to triumph.

Chris Mullin




ARREST

“Five men were detained at Heysham Harbour at 10.40 last night. They are being interviewed by senior CID officers from the West Midlands in connection with last night’s bombing incident in Birmingham.”

Statement by Lancashire CID, 22 November 1974




1

No one in Birmingham will ever forget the evening of Thursday, 21 November 1974. Ian Cropper certainly won’t. He was the telephonist on duty at the Birmingham Post and Mail. At 8.11 he took a call from a man in a call box. First came the pips and then a voice with an Irish accent said, “The code word is Double X.” The man’s voice was calm and clear. He went on, “There is a bomb planted in the Rotunda and there is a bomb in New Street . . .” There was a slight hesitation and he added quickly “at the tax office.” Then the line went dead.

Cropper scribbled a note, and then rang the Information Room at Lloyd House, headquarters of the West Midlands police. The news hardly came as a surprise. IRA bombs had been going off for months in and around Birmingham. An alert was immediately flashed to all policemen in the area.

Police Constable Brian Yates was one of the first on the scene. He was on foot patrol in New Street at about 8.15 when a message came over his radio that there was a bomb in the Rotunda, the huge cylindrical monstrosity of glass and concrete which dominates the junction between New Street and St Martin’s Circus, and which had been bombed twice already that year. PC Yates raced down New Street to the Rotunda. As he got there, he met two colleagues, PC Derek Bradbury and WPC Margaret Adams. Inside, at the reception, they found two police sergeants already organising a search of the building. It would not be easy. The Rotunda was twenty storeys high and the bomber’s message offered no clues.

PC Yates, PC Bradbury and WPC Adams were told to search the even-numbered floors. As they got into the lift, they felt the building tremble. From somewhere below there came the sound of a huge explosion. They were too late.

The bomb had exploded at 8.17, just six minutes after the warning. It had devastated the Mulberry Bush, a public house on two storeys built into the base of the Rotunda. At that moment, PC Rodney Hazelwood was racing towards the scene in his Panda car. “We were about three hundred yards away, just cresting the hill, when there was the loudest thunderclap and rumbling and ground shock. Debris was coming down all over the road. It was like a volcano had exploded, people running and screaming . . . the Mulberry Bush had sort of exploded out onto the pavement – rubble, half a staircase, glass, carpets, bar-tops and furniture blown to bits, and injured people staggering out.”

Bus driver Anthony Gaynor was driving his number 90 bus around St Martin’s Circus at the moment the pub exploded. “I had just passed the Mulberry Bush when I felt a loud bang. I thought at first someone had hit the bus in the back, but when I looked round I saw that a lot of windows on the bus had been blown in.” Mr Gaynor pulled his bus round the corner into New Street and went to help his passengers. The bus was a write-off.

Maureen Carlin was in the Mulberry Bush with her fiancé, Ian MacDonald Lord, when the bomb went off. “I didn’t actually hear the explosion. The lights just sort of flickered and then went out and I was being carried through the air.”

Ian said afterwards: “I knew immediately what it was and even before I landed, I was shouting ‘Bastards’.” He was referring to the IRA.

PC Hazelwood reached the scene to find PC Bradbury and WPC Adams already there. They began moving the injured out of the devastated pub and into St Martin’s Circus. The bomb seemed to have exploded in the centre of the pub, near the stairway. The stairs had been blown away.

The dead included John Rowlands, a 46-year-old electrician at the Rover car works, 56-year-old Stan Bodman, a former RAF fighter pilot, and Trevor Thrupp, a British Rail guard at nearby New Street railway station.

The bodies of two youths were recovered from under a pile of rubble and timber outside. They had apparently been passing the pub at the moment of the explosion.

Forensic scientist Douglas Higgs later said that the explosion had been caused by between twenty-five and thirty pounds of explosive, placed against the wall of a liquor storeroom not far from the rear entrance of the pub. The force of the blast had blown a hole forty inches in diameter through the ten-inch-thick concrete floor. Mr Higgs said he had recovered fragments of two Smith’s Industries alarm clocks, a D-shackle, and a keyhole plate from a briefcase or suitcase which, in his view, had contained the explosives. The explosion had been caused by two separate devices, probably in the same container.

The explosion at the Mulberry Bush could be clearly heard in the Tavern in the Town, three hundred yards up New Street. Unlike the Mulberry Bush, the Tavern was situated below street level with only a door opening out onto New Street. The clientele consisted almost entirely of young people. That night there were over a hundred youngsters crowded into the dimly lit bar.

Barmen John Boyle and Patrick Daly were on duty in the Tavern. They heard the explosion, but they had no idea where it came from. Daly went down into the cellar, opened the door at the back of the pub, looked in the direction of the railway station from where the explosion seemed to have come. Seeing nothing unusual, he returned to the bar. Boyle, meanwhile, had gone to the front doorway to check for suspicious packages. Finding nothing, he also returned to the bar. Minutes later everything went black, the building shook and the air was thick with dust. Boyle described it: “There was an almighty blast and there were screams and shouts from everywhere. The ceiling fell in and the bar blew back at me . . . It was just a screaming mass of people. I saw one man with the side of his head blown off.”

Daly said afterwards, “There was a big flash and I was surrounded by darkness. I was knocked to the floor and the next thing I remember is removing debris from about my body and getting up.” He escaped through a hole in the back wall.

A young woman customer described what happened to her. “I had come into the Tavern a few minutes before. I went over to the bar with my girlfriend and was just about to buy a drink when there was a bang and everything started falling upon us. The lights went out and there was screaming and moaning everywhere. I flicked on my lighter and saw my friend next to me had lost her foot. I thought I was dead and that my spirit was just carrying on.”

Once again, PC Brian Yates was among the first on the scene. After the explosion at the Mulberry Bush he had rushed out of the Rotunda and run up the left-hand side of New Street yelling at people to cross to the other side. As he reached the entrance to the Tavern the bomb exploded, throwing him backwards into a bus shelter. Shaken but uninjured he picked himself up and went back to the Tavern. There was smoke coming from the entrance and the steps leading down into the pub were blocked with debris. PC Yates scrambled over the debris and down into the pub. It was pitch dark and the air was thick with dust. He switched on his torch and could see people staggering about, their clothes blasted from their bodies. There was screaming and people were calling to each other in the blackness.

By the time Yates had made his way to the doorway, a number of passers-by had gathered. He asked them to help clear the rubble from the stairs so that those who were still able to walk could get out. Then he climbed back into the darkness to search for the injured. He was followed into the ruin by Police Inspector Baden Skitt. It was so dark that they could only locate survivors by feeling under the rubble.

PC Yates found two girls trapped by fallen masonry beneath the stairs. He dragged them clear and continued searching. In one corner he found three bodies stacked one on top of the other. He pulled a man out of the debris who had lost the back of his skull and the lower part of both legs. “The people who were obviously dead were left and the living were dragged clear. I tried to keep count of the dead but gave up after the fifth.”

PC Yates stayed in the ruined pub until the last of the retrievable bodies had been recovered, while Inspector Skitt climbed back into New Street to take charge of the rescue operation. Although in a state of shock, some of those who had survived the blast stayed to help PC Yates search the ruin. As they worked, masonry showered down on them.

Outside in the street, ambulances were ferrying the injured to hospital. Taxi drivers from the cab rank at nearby New Street rushed to offer their services. At Birmingham’s General Hospital 50 doctors and 180 nurses worked flat out to cope with the injured. One surgeon said, “Go to the casualty ward and you could be forgiven for thinking that roast beef was cooking. The smell of burns was still there long after these people had been removed. You want to put drips on an arm and it isn’t there. You look for a leg and there isn’t one.”

Forensic scientist Donald Lidstone later testified that the explosion at the Tavern in the Town had been caused by about thirty pounds of blasting explosive wired to two clocks. The bomb had been placed in a corner at the furthest point from the bar, on the right-hand side of the staircase as you entered the pub from New Street. As with the Mulberry Bush, the explosion had blown a hole in the ten-inch concrete floor about three feet by three feet six in diameter. Among the parts of the bomb recovered from the debris were fragments of two General Time of Scotland alarm clocks, a 4.5 volt Ever Ready battery, a Phillips-head screw and two sets of D-shackles from the handles of a hold-all or briefcase that had apparently contained the bomb.

There was a third bomb that night. It was discovered at around 9.15 – an hour after the other bombs had exploded – by Alfred Meeks, a caretaker with General Accident Insurance Company. Mr Meeks had been for a drink in the Ivy Bush pub in Hagley Road and was returning to his flat on the top floor of the insurance offices. Access to the flat was through a door at the back of the building. As he went to open the door he noticed two parcels in plain white plastic bags about a foot away. They had not been there when he left for the pub at around 7.30. He bent down and touched the top bag and felt something hard and flat inside. Then he rang the police.

The Hagley Road bomb was the subject of a controlled explosion. It was later said to have consisted of thirteen and a half pounds of an explosive known as Eversoft Frangex made by Irish Industrial Explosives Limited of Enfield, in the Irish Republic. It cannot be legally imported into Britain.

The explosives were said to be divided into two packages to each of which was taped a detonator mechanism consisting of a Smith’s alarm clock, an Ever Ready 126 battery, a light bulb and a Phillips-head screw with the point broken off. The Phillips-head screw was to prove to be the bomber’s trademark. It was inserted into the face of the clock and protruded about an inch – a dangerous practice since it risked causing a short circuit and could have resulted in a premature explosion.

Forensic evidence later showed that the Hagley Road bomb contained similar ingredients and was of a similar construction to both the bombs that went off in Birmingham that evening. It also bore a marked similarity to seven other bombs and incendiary devices placed at premises in Birmingham, Wolverhampton and Coventry in the sixteen days before the pub bombings. Donald Lidstone later told a court that in his view all the bombs were the work of the same team.

There were many reported sightings of the bombers that night.

Roy Findon and his brother, Michael, were walking up New Street minutes before the bombs exploded. They had just passed the Rotunda when they saw two men in their twenties standing outside Lloyds Bank. According to Michael, one of the men was carrying a parcel. As the brothers approached, they saw two policemen coming towards them, checking shop doorways. The policemen disappeared briefly into a deep shop entrance and the two men ran off in the direction of New Street station. The brothers then boarded a number 33 bus and, as they took their seats on the top deck, there was a huge explosion. That was the Mulberry Bush going up.

George and Edna Pugh also saw a man acting suspiciously. They were in the Odeon cinema further up New Street watching The Planet of the Apes, sitting three rows from the back in the “No Smoking” area. Just before eight, after the film had been showing for some time, a man pushed past them and sat down on the right of Mrs Pugh. As soon as he sat down he took a hand-rolled cigarette, not from a packet but from the breast pocket of his jacket, and started smoking. Mrs Pugh said, “It was the fact that he was smoking in a ‘No Smoking’ area which drew my attention to him.” She went on, “During the twenty minutes he sat next to me he smoked three or four cigarettes more or less continually. I kept looking at him and noticed that he frequently looked at his wristwatch for the time. I thought this extremely strange, having apparently just come into the cinema. During the last five minutes prior to the first explosion, he sat looking at his watch all the time and I felt uneasy about him.”

At the sound of the first explosion the man’s demeanour changed. He got up and walked casually to the end of the row, passing two other people on the way. Mrs Pugh last saw him walking towards the exit. She later described the man to police as aged about forty to forty-five years and five feet eight inches tall, with dark hair. He was wearing a dark jacket and carrying what appeared to be a dark raincoat. Although Mrs Pugh thought she would recognise the man if she saw him again, no trace of him was ever found.

There was one other suspicious incident that night. A Mercedes sports car was seen speeding away down Stephenson Street which runs off New Street between the Midland Hotel and the ramp leading into the station. A youth in his shirtsleeves was spreadeagled across the roof and the car was chased by police officers, one of whom shouted to the driver of a passing bus, “Ram the bastard, he’s a bomber.” After about twenty-five yards, the youth fell off the roof and the car sped away. The incident was filmed by a camera crew and shown on television that night. For years, it has given rise to speculation that the men in the car were the real bombers. In fact, the occupants of the car were just people who had panicked trying to flee the bomb zone. They were swiftly eliminated from police enquiries.

The most promising lead came from Clifford Goodwin, a clerk in the booking office at New Street station. He reported that, shortly before the bombs exploded, three Irishmen had purchased return tickets to Belfast via the Lancashire port of Heysham. The train for Heysham had left at 7.55. Police at Heysham were put on the alert.

It was some days before the full extent of the carnage was known. Twenty-one people had died, and one hundred and sixty-two were injured (later revised to one hundred and seventy) – the biggest murder in British history. The Birmingham pub bombings came seven weeks after pub bombings at Guildford and just two weeks after a pub in Woolwich had been blown up. The pub bombings seemed to indicate that the indiscriminate murder of civilians was now a permanent feature of IRA strategy. But the Guildford and Woolwich pubs had been blown up because many of their customers were British soldiers based at nearby barracks. This was not the case in Birmingham. Many of the Birmingham victims were Irish.

One Irishman, John Reilly, was called to identify the body of his 23-year-old son Eugene, and was shown instead the body of another man . . . his other son, Desmond, whom he had believed to be working two hundred miles away. Unknown to Mr Reilly, Desmond had returned unexpectedly to Birmingham to meet his brother for a drink at the Tavern in the Town. They both died.

The bombings triggered off a wave of anti-Irish sentiment. Revenge attacks on Irish property began almost at once. Within hours, the Irish Community Centre at Digbeth was petrol-bombed. A petrol bomb was thrown through the window of the College Arms at Kingstanding, a public house with many Irish customers. Lighted petrol-soaked rags were thrown into lorries at an Irish-owned haulage firm at Small Heath. A fire was started at St Gerard’s Catholic School in Castle Vale.

Revenge attacks were not confined to Birmingham. Irish-owned premises in London were also petrol-bombed – a pub and a tobacconist’s shop in the London Borough of Ealing were hit. So was a tobacconist’s shop in Streatham, South London.

At the British Leyland plant at Longbridge there was a mass walk-out by workers who took to the streets carrying makeshift placards saying “Hang IRA Bombers”. The National Federation of Licensed Victuallers telegrammed the Home Secretary, Roy Jenkins, calling for the immediate reintroduction of the death penalty. At Liverpool and Manchester airports, workers refused to handle flights bound for Belfast or Dublin.

In the House of Commons, Roy Jenkins promised tough measures against the IRA and its sympathisers. “Under the present circumstances,” he said, “one could be justified in enabling the police and others to take exceptional measures in order to protect our people from indiscriminate killing.”

A week later, the Prevention of Terrorism Act was rushed through the House of Commons in a seventeen-hour emergency sitting. It passed through the House of Lords in only two minutes. The Act made membership of the IRA illegal and gave the police power to hold IRA suspects for up to one week without charge. It also gave police and immigration authorities power to expel or refuse entry to suspected terrorists and anyone suspected of harbouring them. A clause saying that the possession of documents relating to the IRA or any proscribed organisation was evidence of membership was dropped at the last moment.

An editorial in the Guardian caught the mood of the hour. “A liberal society,” it said, “cannot let its freedom, and its concern for the rights of the individual be abused in order that it shall be torn to pieces. From now on anybody who complains that he is being harassed by the police bomb squad will find a less than sympathetic audience.”
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The trail that led to the disaster in Birmingham began seven days earlier outside the Central Telephone Exchange in Greyfriars Lane, Coventry. It was there, on the evening of 14 November 1974, that a young Irishman named James McDade blew himself to smithereens while planting a bomb. Another young Irishman, Ray McLaughlin, was arrested running away from the scene.

McDade’s thumbprint (the only clue to his identity) was said to match that on an incendiary device found the previous week at the premises of Guidex Limited, an office equipment manufacturer in Constitution Hill, Birmingham. Forensic evidence showed that the ingredients of McDade’s bomb included a General Time of Scotland alarm clock, an Ever Ready battery and a socket for the warning bulb. Similar items were found in nine other explosive or incendiary devices planted in and around Birmingham that month, including the bombs which seven days later devastated the Tavern in the Town and the Mulberry Bush.

Two days after McDade’s death, tributes began appearing in Republican newspapers in Ireland. One read: “James McDade, Lieutenant, Birmingham Battalion, Killed in Action.”

James McDade was born in the Ardoyne district of Belfast, a tiny Catholic enclave surrounded by the Protestant strongholds of Cliftonville, Heathfield, Lower Park Road and the Crumlin Road.

Ardoyne was a village until the 1870s. It grew up around the textile mills that were almost the sole source of employment. The mill-owners built the houses and if a worker lost his job, he also lost his house. With the decline of the textile industry, the mills began to close. By the mid-1980s they were all derelict and more than half the population was out of work. It had been that way for two generations. For many, the only hope of work was to emigrate to England and almost every family in Ardoyne had relatives in England.

There was no way a young man brought up in Ardoyne could remain neutral. Whenever Cliftonville football team played at home, gangs of Protestant youths would descend on Ardoyne smashing windows and shouting abuse. Catholic women and children would barricade themselves indoors while their men stood guard outside with sticks.

Every 12 July, on the anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne, a Protestant band would march to the Catholic chapel of the Sacred Heart, on the corner of Glen View and Park View Roads, and stand outside playing loud Loyalist tunes. When Catholic children threw stones, the Royal Ulster Constabulary would give chase shouting, “Get indoors, you Fenian scum.”

It was to get him away from this that James McDade’s mother encouraged him to go to England in search of work. McDade arrived in Birmingham in 1968 and lodged with Gerry Hunter and his wife in their back-to-back house in Aston. Hunter was also a refugee from Ardoyne and had known McDade since they were at St Gabriel’s Secondary School together. He was a short, quick-tempered youth who had come to Birmingham in 1963, at the age of seventeen, and collected a couple of minor convictions: one for being a passenger in a stolen car and the other for being involved in a brawl. Soon, however, he settled down, married a Birmingham girl, Sandra, and found work as an industrial painter. It was through the Hunters that McDade met his future wife, Jackie.

McDade stayed with the Hunters for about nine months. It was an unhappy arrangement since he was given to drinking and argument. Eventually, after a fight with Gerry, he left. Although they were never again close friends, the Hunters continued to see McDade and his wife. Sandra last saw McDade at his brother’s wedding party in August 1974. It was memorable because there was another row and McDade stormed off, leaving Jackie to make her own way home.

Gerry Hunter last saw McDade in late September when the two men worked on a contract for Carness and Pearson, a firm of industrial painters in Handsworth. Six weeks later McDade blew himself up.

McDade found other friends in Birmingham from his school days in Ardoyne. Billy Power was one of these. Power had emigrated to England in 1963 to escape unemployment in Belfast. His father had been a sergeant major in the British Army and five of his six brothers and sisters had come to live England. He had known McDade since they were together at the Holy Cross Primary School in Ardoyne.

Billy Power was a gentle, soft-spoken young man. He was never much of a worker. As a boy he had been sent to an approved school for truancy. For years he had drifted in and out of work, first as a labourer on building sites in London, and later as an industrial painter in Birmingham, sometimes working with McDade and Gerry Hunter. When he wasn’t working, he would get up late and spend the afternoon watching the racing on television. He was an obsessive gambler, always nipping in and out of betting shops to lay money on horses.

Two years after coming to Birmingham, he met Nora, a girl from Cork. They rented a room in Handsworth and lived together. Nora became pregnant and they talked about getting married. Three times they arranged to marry and three times Nora backed down. When at last they did marry, at a church in Aston, they already had one child and there was another on the way. On the day of the wedding they didn’t have the price of a drink between them. Billy went to a betting shop and Nora went home and changed the baby’s nappy.

Even after the second child arrived they were still living in the single room in Handsworth. Then, in 1968, they were allocated an old council house in Aston. It had no bathroom and the toilet was outside, but it was a step up in the world. Five years later, in 1973 they moved to a modern council house in Cranwell Grove, Erdington. By this time they had four children. Billy was still drifting in and out of work but he had his good points. He loved his children and if he had a win on the horses, he always handed most of the money to Nora.

Paddy Hill was another of McDade’s friends from Ardoyne. Hill was born in the hospital next to the jail on the Crumlin Road. His father had worked for a Belfast engineering firm. According to Hill, he was sacked when he was discovered to be a Roman Catholic. Like McDade and Power, Hill was also a graduate of the Holy Cross Primary School. He was a couple of years older than McDade and remembers walking young Jamsie home from school. In February 1960, Hill’s father went to Birmingham in search of work. Hill, his mother, three brothers and a sister followed six months later.

Paddy Hill was short, stocky and tough. He had a deep scar leading down from the left-hand side of his mouth, a memento of his turbulent early years in Birmingham. By 1970 he had collected seventeen convictions, mainly for brawling, but also for breaking and entering. In 1962 he served three months’ detention for safe-breaking and in 1970 he served thirteen months in prison for stabbing three night-club bouncers in a fight. His appearance might have been considered menacing but for a ready smile and a devilish sense of humour.

Hill, too, drifted in and out of work. Like McDade, Power and Hunter, he had worked as an industrial painter. He also did a bit of painting for nuns at the local convent. Hill says he never became a close friend of McDade’s in Birmingham. He estimates that they met only a half dozen times in the seven years before McDade blew himself up.

By the time of his death, McDade was a popular figure in Birmingham’s Irish clubs and pubs. By all accounts he had a fine singing voice. His drinking habits, however, led to trouble at home. For some time, McDade, his wife and young child lived with his mother-in-law, but she eventually evicted them and, about a year before McDade’s death, they went to stay with Billy and Nora Power in their new council house at Erdington. Jackie, McDade’s wife, was expecting their second child. “I felt sorry for Jackie,” says Nora Power, “I think Jamsie knocked her about a bit.”

The McDades stayed several weeks with Billy Power and his family. Nora remembers clearly what brought about their departure. “One day Jamsie asked if Billy had a gun. Billy was shocked. I told Billy they had to go and they left soon after.”

Nora Power never saw James McDade again but, a few days before he blew himself up, she saw a photofit picture of a man police wanted in connection with the latest outbreak of bombings in Birmingham. “I said to Billy, ‘That’s Jamsie.’ Billy said, ‘Don’t be so bloody stupid.’”

Those who knew McDade say that he was not obvious IRA material. When he first came to Birmingham he had such a baby face that he had to carry his birth certificate with him in order to get served in pubs. In the early years, at least, he showed no interest in Republican politics.

The turning point seems to have come in December 1971, when his brother Gerry, who had stayed in Ireland and joined the Belfast Brigade of the IRA, was shot dead by British paratroopers during a raid on a Republican club. Even so, most of those who knew McDade claim not to have connected him with the bombs that were going off all over Birmingham throughout 1973 and 1974. Sandra and Gerry Hunter both say they were shocked by his death. “My reaction was, ‘If that’s what the IRA are recruiting, they are wasting their time,’” says Sandra. Someone else who knew McDade said, “He was a very nervous fellow. I couldn’t believe it when I heard he was in the IRA. I thought to myself, ‘Bloody hell, they must be hard up for recruits.’”

Only Billy Power conceded there were any grounds for suspicion. “We’d be having a pint and Jamsie would say he had to go somewhere. We used to laugh and say, ‘As soon as Jamsie gets a bit of money he prefers to drink on his own.’ It didn’t stick out a mile. Only when you look back.”
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