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THE BATTLE OF
THE BOGSIDE: THE
THREE DAYS THAT
IGNITED A
CONFLICT

I n  the  swe l te r ing
summer  of  1969,  a
small,  working-class
ne ighbourhood  in
D e r r y ,  N o r t h e r n
Ireland,  became  the
s t a g e  f o r  a
confrontation  that
would alter the course
of  Ir ish  and  Brit ish
history.  The  Battle  of
the  Bogside  was  not
merely  a  street  fight
between residents and

police; it  was a three-
day siege that exposed
the deep fractures in a
d i v i d e d  s o c i e t y ,
heralded  the  end  of
civil  rights  protests,
and marked the violent
birth  of  the  modern
Troubles.  For  anyone
seeking to  understand
t h e  r o o t s  o f  t h e
Nor the rn  I r e l and
conflict,  the  events
that  unfolded  in  the
narrow  streets  of  the
Bogs ide  be tween
August  12  and  14,
1 9 6 9 ,  r e m a i n  a n
essential and poignant
starting point.
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What
Was the
Bogside
and Why
Was It a
Flashpoin

t?
T h e  B o g s i d e  i s  a
predominantly Catholic
and nationalist  district
of  Derry  (officially
Londonderry),  situated
immediately  west  of
the city centre. By the
late  1960s,  it  was  a
t i g h t l y  p a c k e d
community of terraced
houses,  with  a  strong
sense  of  identity  and
resentment  toward
what  it  viewed  as  a
un ion is t -cont ro l led

administration  that
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
discriminated  against
Catholics  in  housing,
employment ,  and
vot ing  r ights.  The
Northern  Ireland  Civil
Rights  Association
(N ICRA)  had  been
organising  marches
demanding  “one man,
one vote” and an end
to gerrymandering that
kept unionists in power
despite  a  nationalist
majority  in  the  city.
T h e s e  p e a c e f u l
protests often met with
h o s t i l e  c o u n t e r -
demonstrations  from
loyalist  groups  and
heavy-handed  policing
by  the  Royal  Ulster
Constabulary (RUC). In
th is  t inderbox,  an
annual  loyalist  parade
w a s  a l l  t h a t  w a s
needed to ignite a fire.
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The
Immediat
e Trigger:
The
Apprentic
e Boys

Parade
Every  August  12,  the
Apprentice  Boys  of
Derry  –  a  Protestant
fraternal order – march
through the city centre
to  commemorate  the
l i f t ing  of  the  1689
Siege  of  Derry.  The
p a r a d e  r o u t e
traditionally  passed
along the edge of the
Bogside,  a  route  that
nationalists  viewed  as
d e l i b e r a t e l y
provocative.  In  1969,

tensions  were  already
at a peak. The previous
m o n t h  h a d  s e e n
ser ious  r io t ing  in
B e l f a s t ,  a n d  t h e
nationalist  community
in Derry was braced for
a  confrontation.  The
Apprent i ce  Boys ’
march  went  ahead
under the protection of
t h e  R U C .  A s  t h e
marchers cheered and
unionist  songs  filled
t h e  a i r ,  B o g s i d e
residents  began  to
m a s s  a l o n g  t h e
perimeter of the area,
pelting the police lines
w i t h  s t o n e s  a n d
bottles.  The  Battle  of
t h e  B o g s i d e  h a d
begun.

The
Three-
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Day
Siege:
Barricade
s, Bricks,
and Tear

Gas
What  s tar ted  as  a
street skirmish quickly
e s c a l a t e d  i n t o  a
c o o r d i n a t e d
i n s u r g e n c y .  T h e
r e s i d e n t s  o f  t h e
Bogside,  including
women and teenagers,
erected  makeshift
barricades  from  cars,
paving  stones,  and
furniture  to  block  the
narrow  entrances  to
t h e  e s t a t e .  T h e y
e s t a b l i s h e d  a
t e m p o r a r y  r a d i o
station,  “Radio  Free
D e r r y , ”  w h i c h

broadcast  instructions,
m o r a l e - b o o s t i n g
m e s s a g e s ,  a n d
warnings  of  pol ice
movements.  The  RUC,
re in forced  by  the
unionist  reserve  force
k n o w n  a s  t h e  B
Specials,  attempted to
storm  the  area.  They
were met with a hail of
stones, bottles, and in
some  cases,  Molotov
cocktails.  For  three
days  and  nights,  the
Battle  of  the  Bogside
raged  as  a  guerrilla-
style engagement.
The  police  responded
with  repeated  water
cannon  charges  and
hundreds  of  canisters
of  CS  gas  –  the  first
t ime  this  chemical
agent had been used in
the United Kingdom in
a civil disturbance. The
gas  drifted  into  the
narrow  streets  and
h o u s e s ,  c h o k i n g
families  and  forcing
many  to  flee.  The
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i c on i c  image  o f  a
young  boy  wearing  a
gas  mask,  clutching
stones ,  became  a
symbol  of  the  conflict.
The Bogsiders, as they
now called themselves,
held  firm.  They  had
stockpiled  stones  and
petrol bombs, and they
fought street by street,
repairing barricades as
fas t  as  the  po l i ce
dismantled  them.  The
name “Free Derry” was
proclaimed on a gable
wall  –  a  slogan  that
wou ld  r ema in  f o r
decades.

The
Broader
Context:
Why This

Was Not
Just a
Local Riot
T h e  B a t t l e  o f  t h e
Bogside  was  not  a
spontaneous  outburst
o f  m e a n i n g l e s s
violence;  it  was  the
c u l m i n a t i o n  o f  a
decade  of  polit ical
f r u s t r a t i o n .  T h e
Northern  Ireland
c i v i l  r i g h t s
movement  had  been
i n s p i r e d  b y  t h e
American  struggle  for
equa l i ty ,  and  the
Bogside’s  residents
saw  themselves  as
standing  up  against  a
police  force  that,  in
their view, had become
the armed wing of the
unionist  government.
T h e  R U C ’ s  u s e  o f
batons, armoured cars,
a n d  g a s  a g a i n s t
unarmed  residents
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only  deepened  the
chasm.  Meanwhile,
unionist  versus
nationalist  tensions
had been stoked by the
defiant  speeches  of
unionist  leaders  such
as  Ian  Paisley,  who
warned that the parade
must not be interfered
with. The Battle of the
Bogside  became  a
r a l l y i n g  c r y  f o r
nationalists  across
Northern  Ireland  that
armed  res is tance
might  be  the  on ly
language  the  state
understood.

The
Downfall
of
Stormont

and the
Arrival of
the
British
Army
By August 14, the RUC
was  exhausted.  The
p o l i c e  h a d  b e e n
battling  for  72  hours
and had lost control of
the city centre. Reports
of  police brutality and
l o o t i n g  b e g a n  t o
spread.  The  Pr ime
Minister  of  Northern
I r e l a n d ,  J a m e s
Chichester-Clark, made
a  desperate  decision:
he requested that  the
British  government
send troops to restore
order.  That  evening,
the  first  units  of  the
British  Army  paraded
onto  the  streets  of
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Derry.  Initially,  the
national ists  of  the
Bogside  greeted  the
soldiers  with  cups  of
t e a  a n d  c h e e r s ,
believing  they  were
being  saved  from  a
rampaging police force.
But the true nature of
the  A rmy ’ s  r o l e  –
p r o p p i n g  u p  t h e
unionist  government  –
would  soon  become
clear,  and  the  brief
honeymoon  dissolved
within  a  year.
The arrival of the Army
effectively  ended  the
Battle  of  the  Bogside,
but it did not end the
violence.  Instead,  it
marked a new phase of
the Northern Ireland
conflict.  The  British
A r m y  e r e c t e d  a
permanent  “peace
l ine”  and  imposed
curfews.  The following
year,  the  gun  battles
between  the  IRA  and
the Army would begin
in  earnest.  The  Battle

o f  t h e  B o g s i d e
convinced many young
nationalists  that  the
civil  rights  approach
was dead and that only
armed  struggle  could
achieve justice. By the
end of 1969, the Irish
Republican  Army  had
split  into  the  Marxist
Official  IRA  and  the
m o r e  m i l i t a n t
Provisional  IRA,  which
would  dominate  the
coming  decades.

Key
Players
and Their
Roles
Understanding  the
Battle  of  the  Bogside
involves  recognising
several key groups and
individuals:

The Bogside
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Residents –
Organised
spontaneously,
led by local
activists
including the
Derry Citizens’
Defence
Committee, with
figures like John
Hume (then a
young civil rights
leader) trying to
channel anger
into non-
violence.
The Royal
Ulster
Constabulary
(RUC) – Heavily
armed,
predominantly
Protestant, and
seen by
nationalists as a
sectarian force.
Their handling of
the riot drew
severe criticism
in subsequent
inquiries.
The B Specials

– A part-time,
almost
exclusively
Protestant militia
that fought
alongside the
RUC. Their
reputation for
brutality made
matters worse.
The Apprentice
Boys of Derry –
Their insistence
on marching
through a
nationalist area
was the
immediate
flashpoint. Many
unionists argued
they had an
ancient right to
walk the city
walls.
The British
Government –
Under Prime
Minister Harold
Wilson, the
British
government
initially resisted
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interfering but
eventually sent
the Army, a
move that would
have lasting
consequences.

The
Aftermat
h and
Inquiries:
What
Went
Wrong?
The British government
was quick to establish
a  judicial  inquiry  into
t h e  r i o t i n g .  T h e
Cameron  Commission
( A p r i l  1 9 6 9 )  h a d
already  identified
w i d e s p r e a d
d isc r im inat ion  in

Northern  Ireland.  The
Scarman  Tr ibunal
(1972)  specifically
investigated  the  riots
of  August  1969.  I t
concluded  that  the
RUC  had  been  i l l -
prepared for the scale
of the disturbance and
that  their  behaviour
had  been  “disorderly”
but  stopped  short  of
b r a n d i n g  t h e m
sectarian.  However,
the report criticised the
use of  B Specials  and
acknowledged that the
police had lost control.
F o r  t h e  B o g s i d e
r e s i d e n t s ,  t h e s e
findings  were
insufficient;  they
believed  the  entire
s y s t e m  w a s
oppressive.  The Battle
of the Bogside became
a foundational story for
t h e  n a t i o n a l i s t
c o m m u n i t y  —  a
narrative  of  a  people
who,  armed only  with
stones  and  courage,
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stood  up  against  a
state that was not their
own.

Legacy of
the Battle
of the
Bogside
The  legacy  of  those
three days is still very
much  alive.  In  Derry,
the Bogside is marked
by the famous murals
of  the  Peace  Wal l ,
including  the  “Free
Derry Corner” and the
artwork of the Bogside
A r t i s t s ,  w h o s e
p a i n t i n g s
commemorate  the
events of 1969 and the
B l o o d y  S u n d a y
massacre of 1972. The
Battle of the Bogside is
o f ten  seen  as  the
opening  engagement
of  the  Troubles ,  a

three-decade  conflict
that  c la imed  over
3,500  l ives.
Politically,  the  battle
a c c e l e r a t e d  t h e
momentum for reform.
The British government
forced  the  dissolution
of  the  B  Specials  in
1970  and  introduced
internment  without
trial  in  1971,  which
further  inflamed
tensions. It also paved
t h e  w a y  f o r  t h e
eventual  fall  of  the
Stormont  government
in 1972 and direct rule
from  London.  In  the
longer term, the spirit
o f  c o m m u n i t y
resistance born in  the
Bogside contributed to
the  peace  process.
Many  of  those  who
s t o o d  o n  t h o s e
b a r r i c a d e s  l a t e r
became leaders in the
Social  Democratic  and
Labour Party (SDLP) or
Sinn  Féin,  eventually
s i gn ing  the  Good
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Friday  Agreement  in
1998.

Lessons
for
Today: A
Preceden
t in Civil
Resistanc
e and
Conflict
Escalatio
n
In  modern  terms,  the
Battle of the Bogside is
a powerful  case study
of  how  state  reaction
to  non-violent  protest
c a n  r a d i c a l i s e  a

population.  The  civil
rights  movement  in
D e r r y  h a d  b e e n
overwhelmingly  non-
violent  up  to  1969.  It
was  the  aggressive
policing,  the  denial  of
legitimate  grievances,
and the collusion of the
state  with  loyal ist
organisations  that
turned  stones  into
guns.  The 1969 riots
show  how  quickly  a
peaceful  demand  for
equality  can  morph
into a full-blown urban
insu rgency  when
dialogue is absent. For
historians and students
of  conflict  studies,  the
Bogside  remains  a
textbook  example  of
h o w  p o l i t i c i s e d
communities  mobilise
in the face of perceived
tyranny.

Rememb
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ering the
Battle
Every  August ,  the
B o g s i d e  h o l d s
commemorations,  and
the  Apprentice  Boys
continue  to  march,
albeit now under strict
cont ro ls  and  w i th
greater sensitivity. The
legacy of the Battle of
the  Bogside  is  a  dual
one:  it  is  a  story  of
o p p r e s s i o n  a n d
resistance,  but  also  a
warning of how quickly
society  can  descend
i n t o  c h a o s  w h e n
minority  rights  are
trampled.  For  anyone
seeking to  understand
the deep roots  of  the
Nor the rn  I r e l and
conflict,  the  events  of
those three sweltering
days  in  August  1969
are  essential  reading.
The battle did not start
the Troubles alone, but

it  provided  the  spark
that fired the fuse.
Today, as visitors walk
along  the  iconic  Free
Derry Wall and gaze at
the towering murals of
the  Bogside  Artists,
they  stand  on  ground
that  changed  history.
The stones have been
cleared, the barricades
dismantled,  but  the
memory  of  the  Battle
of the Bogside endures
as  a  powerful  symbol
of  community  defiance
and  the  search  for
justice  in  the  face  of
overwhelming force.

Conclusio
n: The
Bogside’s
Enduring
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Echo
T h e  B a t t l e  o f  t h e
Bogside  was  far  more
than  a  street  fight.  It
was a defining moment
in modern Irish history
that  reshaped  the
political  landscape  of
Northern  Ireland  and
set the stage for three
decades  of  conflict.
T h e  c o u r a g e  o f  a
c o m m u n i t y  t h a t
refused  to  yield,  the
failure  of  a  flawed
police  force,  and  the
tragic  escalation  that

followed  all  converge
in  those  three  August
days. By understanding
t h e  B a t t l e  o f  t h e
Bogside, we grasp the
d e e p - s e a t e d
grievances that fuelled
the  Troubles  and  the
r e s i l i e n c e  t h a t
eventua l l y  l ed  to
peace. It is a story that
must be told, not only
as  history  but  as  a
cautionary  tale  about
the  costs  of  division
and  the  endur ing
human  desire  to  be
free.


