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Introduction


Martin Ingram





This book is about secrets, secrets the British Ministry of Defence (MOD) would prefer were not made public. But some secrets are too serious to keep under wraps. Some need to be exposed so that such things will never happen again.


In discussing the secret matters in this book the reader will continually demand evidence. The evidence I bring to this book is my own history, my activities within the Force Research Unit (FRU), the unit set up to handle agents and double agents in the context of conflict in Northern Ireland. I spent seven years working for the FRU in Northern Ireland. We were a small, tight-knit bunch in the FRU. We worked together, drank together, played football together. We were each other’s support system. Inevitably we talked about our work though each case was meant to be kept secret. My many conversations with my colleagues led me to know the details of most of the cases being handled by the unit. Usually, several of us worked with each agent as this eliminated problems if someone needed to be moved suddenly for security or other reasons. This is the background I bring to this book.


The book is confessional in nature. It is with the intention of speaking out for the sake of a better future that I am revealing things I came across in my work within intelligence-gathering. Certain activities of the FRU have sickened me. I want them aired in public. I feel this is right and necessary. I bring an insider’s perspective to bear on situations and incidents tracked and written about by many others. I am simply adding the authenticity of that insider knowledge, adding weight and personal experience, which increases the weight of evidence to the claims of others.


The MOD employs people whose only role in life is to make sure that information released to the media is controlled. For my part I believe genuine secrets deserve to be protected, acquiescence in murder does not.


This book is the culmination of a number of years’ work, work which is to be ended once I have promoted this book. Not because the job is finished, because clearly it is not, but because I made a solemn promise to my wife two years ago that normality would be returned to our lives once this book was published. This means no more helping so-called police inquiries, like Stevens 3, Bloody Sunday or Barron, or indeed any other inquiries which may or may not be established in the future. All contact with the media will also be stopped, except where a genuine friendship has been built with a journalist.


My wife, who herself is a nationalist from a deeply republican family, has been a pillar of strength and support. However, even her patience was tested when our home was broken into a number of years ago, and an early working manuscript for this book was taken. It was, within days, being presented to a High Court hearing in London with the aim of securing a conviction against me under the draconian Official Secrets Act. Thankfully, that action failed due in no small part to my brilliant lawyer Peter Binning and to the Sunday Times newspaper, which graciously and unwaveringly funded that legal advice.


My wife was incandescent with rage at the audacity of the British; she could not believe the lengths that a government will go to. The Irish Government was informed of these developments through the good offices of Jane Winters, Director of British Irish Rights Watch and a trusted confidant. The Irish Government, who granted me Irish citizenship some years ago, were, to their credit, willing to raise the matter immediately at an intergovernmental meeting. I declined that offer, principally out of self-interest – the circle of knowledge regarding Martin Ingram’s place of residence is restricted, and I am very aware that the British Government really does not consider the sovereignty of the Irish state to be of any great significance. So what was there to be gained, except to place overt pressure on the fledgling peace process and highlight my vulnerability? A compliant newspaper in the UK has since published the fact that I reside within the Irish state – for what reason, I will leave the public to decide. My promise to my wife will be honoured, unless the British state increases the stakes and continues to pursue an action in respect of any allegations of breaches of the Official Secrets Act. I believe that the disclosures contained in this book are in the public interest.


The first steps towards this book can be traced to a phone call I made in 1999 to Liam Clarke, a journalist with the Sunday Times. This call was in response to an article Liam had written regarding the RUC and its involvement in the murder of the Belfast solicitor Patrick Finucane. We decided to write some articles together. Liam and the Sunday Times were viewed with more than a degree of suspicion by the republican community and initially the early articles written under my pseudonym, Martin Ingram, were viewed with much scepticism by them. It was not until both Liam and I were arrested by the British Special Branch for alleged offences under the Official Secrets Act that the scepticism waned. Today, I believe, republicans, both mainstream and dissidents, know that Martin Ingram is being truthful when he maintains that the British State organised and participated in state-sponsored murder; they accept that he believes passionately that those acts were wrong and that we must all help expose those crimes in order to learn from the mistakes of the past. The Unionist community was and remains dismissive.


I have written numerous articles over the years published in the Guardian, Irish News, Andersonstown News and elsewhere, but this is the first time I have had the space to give my whole story.


Obviously people will be suspicious of a whistleblower and I perfectly understand that suspicion. On entering this arena I was like a lost lamb, just feeling my way and trying to help clarify certain issues. I honestly had no intention of staying in this role for any length of time. In hindsight that was a poor judgement call. Unfortunately the MOD raised the stakes: through the State’s Treasury Solicitor they applied and were granted an ex parte injunction against me under my real name, not my pseudonym, Martin Ingram. This injunction was gained without my knowledge. To be honest, that one act alone galvanised me into taking on the system and confirmed me in my conviction that it was worthwhile exposing what I know about certain incidents. At that moment I decided to stick it out, however difficult it might become. My reaction to the injunction was a mixture of petulance and anger at the audacity of the State to try to control information which, frankly, was of limited value to any potential enemy of the State.


I did take a vow of secrecy when joining the intelligence services. How can I now justify breaking that vow? I justify it by several things: I believe it is vital that certain activities from the war period are brought into the open if the ongoing discussions which are part of the peace process are to succeed. I hope that process will succeed. I believe that the South African experience in which the truth commissions helped clear the air were very valuable and that in order to move on with their lives people need to deal with their past. This, it seems to me, is a good model for resolving problems. But to deal with the past you need to know what that past actually involved. There are many unanswered questions, many rumours and counter-rumours. I feel that I have a fairly unique perspective and that I can genuinely help in that resolution so that we can all put our past behind us. I want to help clarify as much as possible, now, so that people can finally get ahead with their futures. I feel justified too because I find that the MOD have been overprotective and in my opinion somewhat paranoid about their activities. They too need to admit what happened, punish whoever deserves it and move on. We have all been too long under the yoke of claim and counterclaim and hidden, dangerous secrets. I am personally sick of that attitude and I genuinely believe that my whistleblowing is helpful. If people disagree with me, then so be it. My commitment is now to the future, not to the past.


The first article published in the Sunday Times dealt with the decision of the FRU to play God with the life of Gerry Adams. The article recounted the operation that had been undertaken by the security forces to render the bullets used in the attack as ineffectual. The Treasury Solicitor immediately wrote to the Sunday Times and informed them that ‘they were satisfied that the newspaper was speaking to someone who had genuine access’ and in future they should submit any further material from this source (me – Ingram) prior to publication. Quite rightly the Sunday Times refused. In relation to that article, there was little or no prospect of any damage. I believe the public have a right to know how its security and intelligence apparatus was willing to engage in playing God with people’s lives.


I lay my cards clearly and openly on the table here. I am convinced that Republicans/Nationalists were dealt a very strange and unequal deck of cards in Northern Ireland. It is probably inevitable that in a war situation the lines between the moral and the immoral become increasingly murky as the war goes on; over thirty years moral issues will become multilayered and very murky indeed. This is a tricky area for the State to handle. Intelligence activities of their nature deal with people who are treading along very unacceptable paths and the handlers of such agents need to work alongside this. Those in authority need to have strict standards and they need to stick to them. They also need to review them on an ongoing basis. Above all, what I do not accept is that the State whose services I was involved with was completely one-sided. This gradually became clear to me over my time in Northern Ireland, and I find it totally unacceptable. The State was not just an arbitrator, a peacekeeper, it became a participant on the loyalist side.


I now hope to see a free, democratic and united Ireland in my lifetime. I would not be prepared to fight for one because as an Englishman it is clearly not my war to wage. What I can do, though, is inform those who are prepared to listen to an ex-intelligence officer who believes the truth should win out. Much has been written of the violence waged by Republicans and Loyalists during the troubles. This book is different in that it turns over the flip side of the coin: how the State was prepared through its network of agents and agencies to get involved in and even promote a terrorist campaign. It makes for painful reading.



















Introduction


Greg Harkin





When Martin Ingram first contacted me over three years ago now, I was at first sceptical about his motivations, his reasons for becoming a whistleblower who is now despised by British Army Intelligence. I would, through time, learn of those reasons: that he had difficulty moving on in his new civilian lifestyle with knowledge of crimes committed by colleagues during what we now call, rather shamefully in my opinion, the Troubles. Three and a half thousand people died during the past thirty-five years and ten times that number suffered some sort of physical injury. Perhaps all of us who live in Northern Ireland have suffered mental scars from existing in a society where intolerance and bigotry is rife.


This book does not set out to address the issues surrounding all those deaths and injuries. The only book that successfully does that is Lost Lives, where the death of each individual is dealt with. It is a shocking book. Rather, this book shines a light on how the British Government, through its security agencies, was itself involved in the murder of its own citizens. In the past, loyalist and republican paramilitaries have been collectively blamed for the conflict in Northern Ireland. While there is no doubting their contribution to the endless bloodletting in the name of God, Ulster and Ireland, another contributor to deaths and destruction has been British Government policy. This book does not examine the role of the SAS or any other British Army unit involved in attacks on paramilitaries. That has been done many times before. This book examines the real dirty war in Northern Ireland and how security force agencies used informers and agents to, at worst, kill, or, at best, allow killings to take place.


It seems that not a month now passes in Northern Ireland without some new allegation surfacing about security-force agents being involved in murder. One report recently said a UVF informer had thirteen murder victims to his credit, all apparently carried out whilst he was a paid agent. I know of another IRA informer who took part in a similar number of killings. These sorts of allegations are rarely investigated properly. When one looks at the clear-up rate for killing, the number of people convicted in contrast to the number of deaths leaves you with the distinct impression that not everything was done to bring those responsible before the courts. I believe this, in part, is because there were so many informers operating inside paramilitary groups that to have properly investigated murders would have led to the detention of those very agents.


There will be those who will attack this book for failing to address the issues surrounding murders carried out by paramilitaries. This is, in fact, precisely what we are doing. Victims of agents include people from all walks of life: IRA members, loyalist paramilitaries, civilians and members of the security forces. That is what this book is about – agents who killed, civil servants who murdered for and on behalf of the security forces and the State.


Martin Ingram gives powerful testimony. He first began to seriously question what the Force Research Unit (FRU) did in Northern Ireland after a day out shopping with his wife and young daughter. Not being the shopping type he wandered into a bookshop and began flicking through the book Killing Rage by the former IRA member Eamon Collins. He bought it. Later that week he read through the chapter on the Nutting Squad – the IRA’s internal security department, so-called because of their practice of ‘nutting’, ie, putting a bullet through the head of their victims – and saw how ‘Scap’ and John Joe Magee had joked about the killing of an alleged informer. It left him feeling sick to the pit of his stomach. Ingram knew the ‘Scap’ referred to was Freddie Scappaticci, but more importantly, that Scappaticci was Stakeknife, an agent run by his former friends in the FRU. When he began to speak out, firstly in the Sunday Times, the full might of the law in the UK was used against him and the journalist Liam Clarke. Ingram’s home was later burgled and notes for this book stolen. At last, however, this book has made it into print.


We have set out to look at three important areas. Firstly Ingram details how the FRU worked and how agents were recruited and widely used in the conflict in Northern Ireland. (A fellow handler once told me that in Derry city alone one in six IRA volunteers worked for the FRU. This did not include the coverage obtained by the RUC.) Ingram’s account is the first time a former member of the security forces has revealed in detail how its intelligence operations worked. The rest of the book is centred around two of the FRU’s most important agents inside paramilitary groups.


The first is Freddie Scappaticci. There are still some within republicanism who believe Stakeknife was not a person but the codeword for all intelligence-gathering operations inside the IRA. This is not the case. Scappaticci was given the codeword Steak Knife after his recruitment into the FRU. He was also referred to as Stakeknife and Stake Knife. The spelling would vary depending on the handlers. We have chosen the spelling ‘Stakeknife’ because it was the one most commonly used. As Ingram says, the IRA leadership made the fatal mistake when hunting for informers in believing that someone who killed on behalf of the Provisional IRA could not possibly be used as an informer. What we now know is that many agents did kill and perhaps none of them was more prolific than Freddie Scappaticci. Infiltrating the very unit set up to provide internal security for the IRA was a master-stroke. It would give the British side coverage they had only previously dreamed of. It would also, however, lead to a change in any morals the British Government would claim to have in its war on republicans. As Ingram has said, there were no rules and there were no borders. Freddie Scappaticci himself would go on to suffer severe depression and other mental illnesses. He is a man who is finding it hard to live with the person he once was – an informer who was literally allowed to get away with murder and the murder of his fellow IRA members. His role cannot be defended. If an agent saves lives then there is justification. But if an agent takes lives while saving other lives then that is totally indefensible. Scap’s role will make for painful reading, especially for the families of his victims.


The other significant FRU agent is Brian Nelson. Nelson, a man convicted of a brutal sectarian attack on a partially disabled family man, infiltrated the UDA, but, rather than save lives as an agent, instead he contributed to dozens of sectarian attacks. In conversations with fellow FRU officers, Ingram discovered that Nelson was being used as an extension of the British Army’s secret war on the Provisional IRA. While Nelson’s role has been covered on many occasions, this is the first time a former FRU handler has given details from within the security forces. It shows the extent to which some Army officers were prepared to go in the dirty war. Innocent people, including the solicitor Pat Finucane, would lose their lives as a result.


During a speech on the IRA, the former UK prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, once famously told the House of Commons that ‘murder is murder is murder’. There was no other way to describe deaths carried out by paramilitaries, she said. Yet British agents in Northern Ireland were also carrying out such murders. After you’ve read this book her speech will never have sounded so hollow.
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When my newspaper, the People, first reported on the Stakeknife story in August/September 2000 an injunction was served on us to prevent any further exposure of this whole story. The paper remains the subject of severe legal restrictions in identifying or reporting on agents or handlers in the FRU. The People got support from all sides, with both unionists and nationalists condemning the gagging orders. Stephen McCabe MP, a member of the Northern Ireland Select Committee, said: ‘We should not be gagging stories just because they are embarrassing to the government.’ British Labour veteran Tony Benn added: ‘A government should not suppress news stories.’ Northern Ireland loyalists joined the call for the lifting of the gag and demanded that the government explain its reasons for silencing Northern Ireland’s Newspaper of the Year.


The allegations cut right across the divide, concerning as they did the horrible murders of both Protestant and Catholic people. The PUP’s Billy Hutchinson, MLA said: ‘I am concerned about what this means for the freedom of the press. In Northern Ireland we should be investigating what happened in the past. This story should be allowed to run without the government bringing out injunctions.’ DUP justice spokesman Ian Paisley Jr said: ‘I think the government should answer the questions being put to them. They should explain why they wanted this injunction because it seems that it is in the public interest to say that. It’s for the Ministry of Defence to comment on the substance of the allegations, not just to bring an injunction. The reasons for it must be explained.’ He said the government should ‘change tack and defend its position’. Ex-Ulster Unionist MP Jeffrey Donaldson (who joined the Democratic Unionist party in January 2004) has also said the issue raises fundamental questions concerning press freedom. He said the move was out of step with ‘press freedoms granted in a democratic country’. He added: ‘Clearly there are times when national security must come first, but I feel this has been abused by the authorities at times. We have to establish where the line is drawn between freedom of the press and national interest’. Sinn Féin and SDLP spokespeople also condemned the government’s actions. And Jane Winter, director of London-based British/Irish Rights Watch, said that the British Government was curbing fundamental press freedom. ‘The government is prohibiting people from doing their job,’ she said. ‘They would be better advised in addressing the issues that journalists are trying to raise and perhaps putting some of their energies into respecting the right of the family of Mr Notorantonio to finally know the truth of what happened to him. Freedom of the press is one of the most fundamental aspects of life in any developed democracy. I understand that the terms of this injunction are not even allowed to be discussed. This is ridiculous. I have long been aware of the many allegations involving the Army’s Force Research Unit in the eighties and nineties and these are not just going to go away until this matter is addressed.’


The People fought back. The then editor Neil Wallis said: ‘I was furious. It is amazing that the government and security services can gag what is supposed to be a free press. If they thought we would accept this, they were quite wrong. I told the [British] government they had a real fight on their hands. I was very pleased both the Sunday People and the company stood up to the full force of the government machine, including armies of lawyers and MI5 agents. The government initially obtained the most wide-ranging and draconian order imaginable and we weren’t even allowed to be present in court. That order has now been shot to pieces.’ Most of the terms of the injunction have now been lifted, albeit with a coda that insists that any proposed attempt to identify or investigate agents or handlers has to be submitted, in writing, to the MOD three days prior to publication for approval!



















Chapter 1


Inside the Force Research Unit


Ingram





My path to involvement in the British Army’s Intelligence Corps, and subsequently in FRU, was not a straightforward one. In fact, I had no ambitions to become a member of the intelligence services at all, but the Army seemed to know from the beginning that this was where I belonged.


Having had a normal, North of England upbringing in a family that was nominally Protestant, and a school career that was more sports-dominated than academically distinguished, I determined, at the age of seventeen to join the Army. I filled in the application forms, but chickened out at the last minute. Although my father was convinced that I was made for Army life, in truth I was probably too immature at that stage. For two years I worked in a variety of jobs, but the ‘call’ was still there, and at nineteen I took the plunge and walked into my local Army Careers information office.


What did I hope to get out of the Army? Probably an extension of school life: plenty of sport, good fun, a bit of adventure, and I would be paid for it as well. The careers officer recognised my motivation straight away and reassured me that sport played a pivotal role in Army life. The entrance exam was straightforward and at the end a senior officer interviewed me. He congratulated me on gaining the highest score that the career office had achieved to date, then left me to study a folder that detailed all the opportunities open to me in the Army. I quickly rejected the options of vehicle mechanic, cartographer, signals engineer, etc. I already knew what I wanted – to join the Paras. The careers officer was disappointed; he clearly was not a fan of the Parachute Regiment.


At this point he showed me a folder that detailed the role of the Intelligence Corps; this was obviously his passion. He explained that my exam score was good enough for entry into the training system, and he could arrange an interview with the Intelligence Corps’s own careers officer. I turned down the offer. The Paras were still my number one choice. I was given a sum of money, about twenty pounds, and a rail warrant to travel to Manchester Army Careers Offices, where myself, and about ten others, swore an oath of allegiance to our sovereign, Queen Elizabeth II.


I lasted all of ten weeks in the Paras. I failed no courses and found the physical side a challenge, but not outside my capabilities, but it was just not what I expected. My section commander noticed the decline in my enthusiasm and conveyed this to my platoon commander, Lt Adams. To cut a long story short, he recommended that I make contact with an Intelligence Corps careers warrant officer. At Templar Barracks in Ashford in Kent I underwent two interviews, a language test and a psychiatric test, and was told I was suitable. Some weeks later I joined 85 Squadron.


The social life at Templar Barracks was hectic, and, given my gregarious nature, it was not long before my coursework began to suffer. Having failed three consecutive weekly tests, myself and my best friend Kev were backsquadded to Squad 90. By the way, the test involved being able to draw a complete motorised regiment of the Russian Army, everything from the number of men, the number of vehicles and the constituent parts belonging to the nuclear, biological and chemical unit!


Second time around, we were prepared for the exams. Kev and I had built up an extensive knowledge of how the training wing worked. We had noted that the keys to the classified storage area were kept in a locked, secure, upright locker; the key to this locker was in turn stored in the Chief Clerk’s desk. Each week, usually on the Wednesday night before a Friday exam, we broke into the offices, dismantled the top to the desk, removed the keys to the locker, opened the locker, removed the keys to the classified waste area and stole the carbon copy which had been used to print the exam papers. Voilà! From being bottom of the class in Squad 85, suddenly we were perfectly placed in Squad 90 – not at the front of the class, because that would have been obvious, but just behind. I suppose we played the game by intelligence rules; we used our initiative and in many ways that experience taught us many valuable lessons. At the end of training, I passed all my exams and was now a lance corporal in the Intelligence Corps.


My first posting was to Northern Ireland in 1981 to a small unit dealing with the input of agent material directly onto the computer system. I then moved to Headquarters Northern Ireland (HQNI), where I worked for 121 Intelligence Section. This section supported the general staff and required a level one access – the highest level of security clearance. In 1982 I applied for ‘special duties’, in other words, to become part of FRU. For anyone involved in the intelligence world, FRU was the cutting edge; if you worked for the FRU you were at the ‘coalface’. After completing my FRU training, I was sent to FRU North, based in Derry. In late 1984 my father became seriously ill with a heart condition and I was posted to a security location close to my hometown in England, to be near him. I was also promoted to the rank of sergeant.


Around that time, Willie Carlin, a former Sinn Féin treasurer and Frank Hegarty, a former quartermaster of the Provisional IRA, were exposed as FRU agents. Because I had a working knowledge of both parties, I was seconded to L Branch of Repton Manor, in Templar Barracks, which was the Special Intelligence Wing (SIW) unit given responsibility for dealing with resettlement of agents. After this I was posted to York Security Section and then seconded for six months to Belize in Central America, where we were keeping a close eye upon the Nicaraguan situation and the flourishing drug trade.


I returned to England in 1987 and went to Templar Barracks for another FRU course, which was required before I could be sent back to Northern Ireland. I was then posted to FRU West, in Enniskillen. During my tour of FRU West, I met a young lady who was to become very important to me. She was a native of the Republic, working and living in Northern Ireland. I had carried out background checks on her, using the computer and local police, and discovered that she had family links with known or wanted republicans. Being a person who works from instinct and my own wits, I was reasonably certain that she herself posed no security risk, either to the unit or to me. We formed a relationship and she became well known to the other members of the local FRU.


About twelve months later, in late 1990, I applied for, and secured, a plum post at the Ministry Of Defence in Whitehall, London, whereupon I left FRU. On my posting to the MOD I informed the vetting authorities, as I was required to do, that I was living with this lady and that I intended to marry her. They carried out their own checks and found the same family links to republicans as I had some twelve months earlier. My vetting was due for a five-year review, and it was made clear that while my vetting outside Northern Ireland would not be affected, any future posting back to Northern Ireland would not be in a sensitive role. That posed big problems for me; the MOD job would be a two-year stint, after which I would be put back into the ‘mixer’ with everyone else, and could be posted to an unrewarding job in Germany or elsewhere. My expertise was in Northern Ireland; I enjoyed the work and the people, and it was where I felt I could best advance my career. So, I had to make a choice – give up my girlfriend or give up the Intelligence Corps.


I chose my girlfriend, who is now my wife. I applied for, and after some difficulty was granted, the right to buy my way out of the Army, leaving for good in 1991 with an exemplary record. The Army and myself parted on good terms. It had been a good employer. But, in the light of what follows, I would issue one caution to any soldier of the Intelligence Corps: evil only requires decent people to turn a blind eye for a moment to flourish.
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The Force Research Unit (FRU) was a British Army Intelligence Corps unit working in Northern Ireland, recruiting, developing and controlling the Army’s ‘human intelligence’ assets in Britain’s secret war on the IRA. Its motto was ‘Fishers of Men’. It was sponsored and funded by the Director of Special Forces (DSF). The FRU operated from 1980 up until the early 1990s when its name was changed to the Joint Services Group (JSG). The name change was necessary for political and symbolic reasons after the arrest of Brian Nelson by the Stevens Inquiry, the long-running investigation into collusion between British security forces and paramilitary organisations in Northern Ireland, being led by Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Sir John Stevens, and the subsequent conviction of the former agent. That said, neither the role nor operating methods of the FRU were affected either by the name change or by the exposure of its methods during the short court case. There had, of course, been similar military organisations involved in intelligence-gathering in Northern Ireland prior to the FRU, for example, the Mobile Reconnaissance Force (MRF). However, a lack of control and problems of centralisation meant that these units were deemed by both politicians and the military to be largely inefficient. They did not achieve significant successes in either preventing or frustrating the operations of terrorist organisations.


The Intelligence Corps performs intelligence-gathering operations in every operational theatre in which the British Army works. It also gathers intelligence in places where there are no troops on the ground. In the case of the Troubles, that means the Republic of Ireland. The operating methods of the FRU are not unique – the principles of handling human intelligence are the same, whether it be in Belize, Kosovo, Baghdad or on the streets of Derry.


The Army’s Intelligence Corps has, from the early 1990s, been based in Templar Barracks, Ashford, Kent. The FRU was based at Repton Manor, within Templar Barracks. ‘The manor’, as it was known to operators and students alike, was a medieval building, in many ways unsuitable for conventional military training. However, the FRU is not a conventional unit, and the manor – tucked away in a far corner of the large military establishment – was an ideal location for the purpose of training the Army’s elite band of human intelligence. It became a sort of home-from-home to most handlers.


During my FRU training it became obvious that there was no textbook in existence that could show you the right way to cope with the many different situations and scenarios that you would be involved in as a handler. Experience was a major asset and every detachment had a fair share of the ‘old guard’ – operators with, ideally, more than two FRU tours of service – alongside new recruits. This made for a good blend of youthful enthusiasm and the reliability of more experienced operators.


The place had a certain aura about it. In a small garden area to the front of the manor was a large oak tree that had reputedly been used to hang ‘witches’ during the Cromwellian era. There were many stories of ghosts and strange sightings, and there were very few who would volunteer to be the last person out of the building in the evening. Having turned the lights out on the upper floors, it seemed an eternity before you arrived at the large and imposing front door.


The FRU was manned by officers of the Intelligence Corps and by soldiers from all the British services. The operators, or handlers, were themselves recruited from all three services – Royal Navy, Army and Royal Air Force and included both men and women. Approximately forty percent of FRU handlers were drawn from sources other than the services’ intelligence corps. Initially a prospective handler would apply for ‘special duties’. The applicant would be invited to a preliminary interview where his or her suitability would be assessed. Should the interviewer recommend the applicant, he or she would be allocated a place on a three-day pre-selection course, designed to show the service person what ‘special duties’ work entailed, and giving either the applicant or the FRU the opportunity to halt the process at that stage.


The pre-selection course would involve many tasks. For instance, the prospective FRU student would be asked to go to a designated public house and engage a total stranger (of the same sex) in conversation. During this conversation, the student would attempt to extract from the unsuspecting member of the public various pieces of information, for example: name, address, date of birth, family details, home telephone number, job, place of work, hobbies, vehicle type, etc. The information extracted could be authenticated by the directing staff using local knowledge, electoral registers and, of course, the local police. This exercise was a reliable gauge of whether the prospective student could strike up a ‘cold relationship’ with a member of the public and gather intelligence, much as a handler would when targeting a prospective agent. The failure rate on the pre-selection course was approximately four out of five.


Successful applicants would next be offered a place on the full eight-week FRU course at the manor. Servicemen from the normal ‘green’ Army would now be joined by other students, such as myself, from the Intelligence Corps. An average course would comprise ten students, of whom approximately three to five would successfully complete the course.


The manor was home to many courses, on subjects such as interrogation, covert method of entry, aerial reconnaissance (photo recognition), etc. The building was an absolute labyrinth of many small rooms, some hardly bigger than a large toilet. Some of these rooms were turned into ‘interrogation’ rooms; they were soundproofed and programmed with ‘white noise’, a low emission noise made up of a combination of all the different frequencies of sound, which effectively masked other noises, causing sensory deprivation – useful for isolating and disorientating the person being interrogated. The whole complex, from photographic rooms and classrooms to observation rooms, was fitted with CCTV, fed to a staff control room. The cameras were invaluable to the directing staff – every action and every word could be analysed, helping to determine a student’s suitability for FRU work. It was a bit like the modern-day ‘Big Brother’ television programme.


Possibly the most important facility in the complex, a facility essential to any military establishment, was located in a very old, long barn adjacent to the main house. This building was known to operators by the not too subtle cover name ‘the Barn’. It was, of course, the bar, a vital cog in the Intelligence Corps social scene. In military and police circles the bar is invaluable. It is a place of business, where failures of the day can be discussed and relationships and personalities can be developed or analysed. On the flip side, I know of many students who earned a ticket back to their home unit because of their failure to understand that even in the bar, pitched into the middle of a riotous piss-up, you were still under the microscope of the directing staff, still being evaluated for suitability for the FRU. Perhaps this explains why the failure rate for students was so high. Other than Intelligence Corps applicants, a student was extremely unlikely to be granted two bites at the cherry. Failure meant that a student was given a Returned to Unit (RTU) notification and a free train ticket; normally they were escorted off the manor grounds within minutes of being notified of the RTU instruction.
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The FRU was established with unique terms of reference – unlike other intelligence units operating in Northern Ireland, such as the Special Air Service (SAS) or 14th Intelligence Company, it did not have an RUC officer commanding operations. Essentially, the authorities wanted to have an independent ‘eyes and ears’ coverage of the changing situation in Northern Ireland. A member of MI5 who was based in the FRU operations office (HQNI), saw all the material generated by FRU and channelled it upwards. Because of the way it was structured, the Force Research Unit had unprecedented room for flexibility within the field of operations. And make no mistake about it, that field of operations extended to every county in Ireland, not just the six which make up Northern Ireland.


A major difficulty in Northern Ireland for all sections of the security forces has been the multi-agency approach. The old saying about too many cooks spoiling the broth was never truer than it was in Northern Ireland. The relationship between the FRU and RUC Special Branch was frosty. The Army has far more experience at operating in a counter-terrorist role than either MI5 or RUC Special Branch. Nevertheless, the RUC fought hard over a long number of years to restrict the Army’s involvement in intelligence-gathering, or at least to operations the RUC did not control and direct.


People might imagine that the intelligence community worked like a piece of well-oiled German engineering, but this perception is entirely wrong. The internal squabbles could be childish at times. Without doubt they led to inefficiency, and sometimes to loss of life. One of the primary principles of intelligence-gathering is central coordination, but this principle was totally overlooked. The RUC had police primacy in Northern Ireland, and RUC Special Branch was the primary intelligence unit in the six counties. The British Army brought three undercover units to the party – 22 Squadron SAS, which undertook ‘executive actions’, 14 Company, specialising in covert surveillance and FRU. The security services (MI5) brought their agent-handling and electronic technical expertise to the table. These units, plus Special Branch, were commonly described as the intelligence community.


The problem that the community suffered was a basic one – little or no coordination, due mainly to the intense distrust between the various agencies. Imagine a fishing competition, with three teams each trying to land the biggest catch of fish possible. There is a significant prize for the team that wins, but if the three teams between them can reach a high enough aggregate target, they will qualify for a major international competition where the glory, and the prize-money, will be considerably larger. The reservoir chosen for the competition is large but not well stocked with the prime fish. The three teams each have their own ideas of the best methods to land the largest catch. Instead of working together, they get caught up in rivalry and members of each team attempt to deliberately foul the fishing lines of their competitors to try to deny them a catch, completely losing sight of the ultimate prize – the aggregate catch.


For example, I know from conversations with Stakeknife’s handlers that RUC Special Branch made a number of hostile attempts to lure him away from the Army to the Branch. He was threatened by the Branch, told that if he did not go to work for them his details would be leaked to the IRA and his fate would be certain death. Wisely, and to the relief of his Army handlers, Stakeknife refused their kind offer of alternative employment.


As handlers in Northern Ireland we knew that our lives and the lives of our agents depended solely on our training and our ability to infiltrate the enemy. We used lots of different methods to infiltrate the enemy, and lots of different types of agents. Our political masters described the Troubles as a conflict. It wasn’t. It was a war, albeit an unconventional one, that crossed international boundaries.


Our motivation and the motivation of our agents were often different, but they all served a similar purpose. When I was first posted to Northern Ireland I was told that there was only one enemy – the Provisional IRA. With hindsight I realise that every single resource was pitched against republicans. There was absolutely no direction from the top to take on loyalism. Although politicians have claimed that the FRU was directed at both loyalist and republican paramilitaries, this is simply untrue. It did not recruit loyalists. The truth is that the FRU was prevented by RUC Special Branch from infiltrating loyalist murder gangs. The exception to FRU’s policy of not recruiting loyalists was Brian Nelson. But then, Nelson, although a loyalist, was also a former British Army soldier and thus outside the normal terms of reference. And while Nelson did infiltrate loyalist paramilitary groups, his information was used by FRU not against loyalists but against republicans and ordinary Catholics.


It is my belief that there is a place and a role in all decent democratic societies for an intelligence agency that is working towards acceptable goals. To that end I would defend ninety-nine percent of all FRU operations during the periods in which I was involved. The one percent of operations that, in my opinion, cannot be defended should, I believe, be brought out into the open and the lessons learnt from these operations should be incorporated into the terms of reference for the entire intelligence community. We must admit our mistakes, go some way to make good those mistakes, and learn from them so we do not repeat them.


I do not regret my role in the war. I do regret, however, that certain lines, certain moral boundaries were stepped over too many times and innocent people died. There are many people who have been ‘touched’ by the activities of the FRU. In some cases this ‘touch’ resulted in people being killed or injured; others suffered loss or damage to property without ever being aware that they had been the victims of a state-employed agent. Innocent people were killed, having been labelled informers, and their families had to live with both the grief and the stigma. In some of these cases the IRA has recently offered apologies, acknowledging that the victims were not informers.


I believe that the families of all the innocent people ‘touched’ by the FRU have a right to know what happened to their loved ones. That is one motivation in writing this book.


And I have another motivation – support for the peace process and the Good Friday Agreement. It is my sincere hope that it will be saved, but in order to move on we must all deal with our past. 
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‘A sequence worthy of Catch-22 ...
But Catch-22 was farce -
this is serious business, and murder.’

Maurice Hayes, Irish Independent






