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The city streets are bleak, uninviting and
already almost deserted although it is only
9.45 pm. Since “the troubles” began, quiet
law-abiding citizens tend to stay at home with
television and those who do venture forth
hurry about their business and keep away
from known trouble spots. We cruise around
the city centre past graffiti-smothered walls,
derelict and windlowless buildings and shut-
tered shops. It is time to set up a random
vehicle checkpoint,

Car thefts are common in Belfast. Some-
times it is hooligan joyriders but often
bombers are responsible. Occasionally wve-
hicles which have just been stolen are
intercepted but the main purpose of these
snap checks is to deter the would-be car
thieves.

In Crumlin Road near the famous prison
we jump out. The two armed redcaps melt
into a shop doorway and a gateway and
cover the Ulster policemen as they start
to flash cars down and check them over,
Driving documents have to be produced and
each driver opens his boot for inspection.
People rarely forget to carry their driving
licences in Belfast but if they have no
identification a check is made by radio with
the control centre.

Soon afterwards we are on our way to
“rival Protestant and Catholic gangs gather-
ing.” These confrontations can end in riots

and

and even shooting but on this occasion it
turns out to be a false alarm.

A quiet night, but the following evening,
s o “bomber’s moon” hung over the city
streets, we were warned that things were
likely to be warmer. And so it proved—in
two hours our Land-Rover had scarcely
a minute to spare between calls,

9 pm: We leave Task Force headguarters
and within seconds are on our way to a
suspect bomb left in a shop doorway.
Troops have the situation well in hand so
we move on a couple of strects to investigate
a complaint of suspicious persons in an
empty house.

9.15: A large van is parked outside the
house but a friendly neighbour assures us
that it was abandoned by workmen. There
is no-one in the house and we drive away
but seconds later we see two small boys
running down the road closely pursued hy a
policeman.

9.25: The boys are caught and a crowd
quickly gathers as they are put into the
back of another Land-Rover. “Hey Jack!
What's on your fillum? What are you
taking the photos for?” yells a young man,
Evidently dissatisfied with our expl
he hares off muttering “T'm going to get the
IRA!” We quickly pile in and the Land-
Rover moves off. It 1s dangerous to stay in
some areas too long.

9.40: Another call sees us back at the
scene of the non-existent confrontation of
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Children involved in an incident in Belfast are shepherded home in safety.
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Shoppers in Belfast's city centre searched
before entering the steel-gated **segments,””

Below: A Special Investigation Branch man
copies a photograph of a wanted person.

redcaps keeping an eye open for snipers.
It is an eerie experience standing on a
Belfast street waiting for a bomb to go off.
Strips of curtaining flutter from the other-
wise empty windows of nearby derelict
i Id there beag behind

proper
them? Clearly revelling in the limelight is
the pub customer who discove the

suspect bag. Thinking it was a bottle of
returned empties he put his hand in, en-
countered wires and batteries and beat a
speedy retreat. Soon a strange Dalek-like
contraption slithers noiselessly along the
road. This is Goliath, the bomb disposal
robot. An observer with a flashlight shouts
instructions and the robot turns the corner
out of sight. He is equipped with TV
cameras to peer into the bag and a shotgun
to set off the bomb. Shortly afterwards there
is a muffled report—the “bomb™ was
nothing more than an elaborate hoax.

10.45: On our way round the city centre
again & well-dressed middle-aged woman
flags us down. “You must do something
about those two boys. They have a knife this

long,” she seys, extending her hands to
sword length, Only after talking to her for
a few minutes do the police realise that the
lady, far from being a victim of two knife-
toting youths, is a victim of delusions, We
move on.

10.55: A man has committed what could
be a major error in Belfast—locked himself
out of his car. In England this usually
entails a call to the AA or RAC—in Belfast
your car could be blown up as a suspect
bomb carrier, On this occasion the for-

etful driver was lucky—the police accepted
Eis story and helped him to open up.

Just two hours have gone by. Action-
packed and yet, compared with the dangers
which this mixed team of police and red-
caps often have to face, it has been an casy
time, Perhaps the most surprising aspect of
Task Force’s work is how many incidents
which in any other British city would be
hardly worth checking must be investigated.
Every one of them could contain danger.
It will be difficult to take “Z-cars” seriously
again.

Below: The Royal Military Police control centre at Army headquarters, Lisburn,

These two pictures look alike

but they differ in ten details. Look
at them carefully. If you cannot
spot the differences see page 39.

How observant are you:
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