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PREFACE





IN THIS HISTORY of the Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police, Ray Wilson and the late Ian Adams have successfully produced, in a meticulously researched work, the first complete account of the formation, development and eventual demise of this unique branch of the Criminal Investigation Department. They illustrate how the bombings and other violent activities of a small group of terrorists, in an effort to change the political course and direction of a democratically elected government, brought about an extension of the Metropolitan Police remit to cover what we might describe as ‘political crimes’.


The writers correct the misconception that in its earliest days the sole purpose of the Special ‘Irish’ Branch was to contain and bring to justice the Fenians and other politically extreme Irish groups. As the reader will discover, it was also tasked with the requirement to pass information to the government of the day about the activities of the many home-grown and foreign anarchist groups; the dubious activities of the Russian secret police directed against their own targets in London; and even the intentions and activities of the women’s suffrage movement, the very nature and being of which became a huge embarrassment and threat to the government as its members adopted increasingly violent tactics.


This extensive and thoughtful story of the formation and development of the Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police will stand as a reference book, not just on its birth, life and amalgamation into the Counter-Terrorism Command of the Metropolitan Police Service, but will, without giving away any vital state secrets, add authenticity and detail to any account of the development of this country’s security services. I recommend the book, not only to those with any connection to or who work within the security arena, but also to the wider public who have an interest in the defence of this country’s interests. There is much knowledge to be gained from this excellent study.


 


Lord Peter Imbert CVO QPM DL


Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police 1987–93
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INTRODUCTION





ON 2 OCTOBER 2006, the Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police (MPSB) ceased to exist when, as part of a larger operation designed to modernise the Metropolitan Police and improve its efficiency, the Branch – which in 1986 had been renamed ‘Special Operations 12’ (SO12) – was merged with another unit, the Anti-Terrorist Branch (SO13), to become SO15.1 The move was greeted with dismay by past and present members of the redundant department, who were proud of its fine traditions and felt that the knowledge and expertise that had been accumulated and honed for well over a century were to be diluted and allowed to disappear into thin air.


While numerous books published over the years describe particular aspects of Special Branch work, there is no comprehensive history covering the whole of its lifespan, not least because the confidential nature of its work has inhibited the disclosure of some of its more interesting, but covert, operations. However, in recent years, and particularly since the passing of the Freedom of Information Act in 2000, there has been a growing tendency for some security and other official organisations to be more forthcoming about their evolution, past records and the way in which they operate. For example, in 1997, the Security Service (MI5) declassified a limited selection of its archives and shortly afterwards commissioned the publication of an authorised history of the Service.2 The Secret Intelligence Service has also given access to some of its records.3 In contrast, the greater part of Special Branch archives has remained closed, and much of its past and recent activity has continued to be unnecessarily shrouded in mystery.


There are of course valid reasons why certain matters should remain secret, and while each has to be judged on its merit, they can be summarised as those disclosures which might:




(a) prejudice ongoing enquiries;


(b) prejudice human or technological sources;


(c) damage the United Kingdom or its relations with another country; or


(d) be not financially viable due to lack of resources or manpower.





Most government papers on which a time restriction has been imposed are available after thirty, seventy or 100 years. The  Metropolitan Police has resisted disclosing many documents even after the expiry of such periods and this has made the task of historians more difficult. The primary sources cited in this book are all within the public domain; they include the few Special Branch reports that have been released, contemporary news reports and documents sent by the Branch to the Security and Intelligence Services, the Cabinet Office, the Home Office and the Foreign Office, and subsequently released by them. Together they show the substantial contribution to the security of the state made by the Special Branch during its lifetime. We have also drawn on a number of interesting articles by writers on the internet and, inevitably, on the recollections of former members of the MPSB. No single book could adequately cover the vast number of cases with which the Branch was involved, but we hope that the examples we have been able to give will illustrate how the Branch helped to enable the government to distinguish between those who sought to destroy the state and those who merely wished to express a different political view about how it should be governed.


In the early part of the book, we follow the fortunes of this unique part of the Criminal Investigation Department (CID) from its inauspicious birth in Queen Victoria’s reign, describing the ever-widening range of its responsibilities and activities during the challenging times of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and concluding in the later chapters with its loss of identity and eventual demise in the massive reorganisation of the Metropolitan Police to cope with a new type of terrorist threat at the beginning of the twenty-first century.


In the 1880s, political violence, a commonplace phenomenon in Ireland, spilled over into mainland Britain in a brief but bloodthirsty campaign, frequently referred to as the Dynamite War, which lasted from 1881 to 1885. The British police, especially those in the capital, were totally unprepared for this unprecedented development in the Irish struggle for self-determination. In particular, there appeared to be a total lack of police intelligence about the intentions of the Fenians, prompting the Home Secretary, Sir William Harcourt, to express his misgivings, in 1881, to the newly appointed Director of the CID at Scotland Yard, Howard Vincent: ‘I am much disturbed at the absolute want of information in which we seem to be with regard to the Fenian organisation in London.’ Vincent was instructed to direct all his efforts to ‘get some light into these dark places’.4


By far the most significant of the measures taken by the Director to get some light into dark places was the creation of a ‘Fenian Office’ at Scotland Yard, which would liaise with the Home Office’s Fenian adviser and its explosives officer; with British provincial police forces; and with an Irish police inspector on attachment. This was the forerunner of the Special Irish Branch (SIB), soon to become the Special Branch, the establishment of which was marked by a brief entry in Metropolitan Police Orders of 17 March 1883. From its humble beginnings (its original staff of twelve men didn’t even have their own office), ‘the Branch’, as it became known, eventually boasted an establishment approaching 1,000 officers.


We have drawn extensively on the memoirs of a number of Special Branch officers; the styles of Herbert Fitch and Harold Brust reflect the genre of the popular adventure stories of their day, in which the writer is the hero, but that in itself is no reason to regard them as apocryphal. John Sweeney, Ralph Kitchener, George Wilkinson and Leonard Burt are more factual and expand our knowledge of many incidents that occurred during their service. We also quote from the memoirs of Sir Basil Thomson and Sir Wyndham Childs, two senior officers who had ultimate responsibility the Branch in turbulent times. All these writers, however, had their own agendas.


Of the most helpful secondary sources describing the origins and development of state security, Rupert Allason’s The Branch, written in 1983 to mark the hundredth anniversary of its formation, relies on the memories of former officers, contemporary news reports and files released to the National Archives. It contains some minor errors and although Allason does not disclose his primary sources, the work provides a useful account of the challenging events of the first 100 years of the Branch’s life. Christopher Andrew’s excellently researched Defence of the Realm has been a valued source of information. Bernard Porter’s Plots and Paranoia, his The Origins of the Vigilant State and Richard Thurlow’s The Secret State cover the development of Special Branch, MI5 and MI6, but are handicapped by not having access to documents that at their time of writing were not declassified. Porter was misinformed by Special Branch that the documents he sought were pulped during the Second World War. Richard Thurlow, in a prestigious work, has pointed out that a number of documents, still covered by the Official Secrets Acts in this country, were forwarded to United States intelligence services and subsequently released to the American public. For fear of infringing the Act, he did not quote from them. Other works we have consulted, in a wide range of secondary sources, are listed in the Bibliography.


Our own requests for information from the Metropolitan Police have proved disappointing, although we have had access, during some sixty years of police service, to some of the most highly classified material and are perhaps even more aware than their present guardians of the special sensitivity of a few documents.




1 Throughout this book it will continue to be referred to as ‘Special Branch’ and SO13 as ‘the Anti-Terrorist Branch’


2 Christopher Andrew, The Defence of the Realm: The Authorized History of MI5 (London: Allen Lane, 2009)


3 Keith Jeffery, MI6: The History of the Secret Intelligence Service, 1909–1949 (London: Bloomsbury, 2010)


4 S. H. Jeyes & F. D. How, The Life of Sir Howard Vincent (London: George Allen, 1912), p. 106




















CHAPTER ONE


FENIAN TERRORISM





ON 12 FEBRUARY 1867, the citizens of Chester, alarmed by an unusually large influx of dubious-looking strangers into the city, were aware that something untoward was afoot. Reports in The Times and elsewhere graphically illustrate the citizens’ concern, the Irishmen’s crude preparations (for Irishmen they were) and the exaggerated reaction by the authorities:




Liverpool, Monday, Midnight.


In the course of the morning a large body of ruffians made their appearance in Chester. The city police were at once armed. […] Mr Binger the superintendent of the [railway] station, at once made arrangements to pull up the rails at points on the Birkenhead line if necessary. At eleven o’clock two companies of the 54th Regiment and the Volunteers mustered in the Castle.1





The authorities, regularly briefed by an informant, John Joseph Corydon, were well aware of what was going on.2 The ‘ruffians’, a group of Irish revolutionaries loosely termed ‘Fenians’,3 were proposing to storm Chester Castle and seize arms and ammunition stored there in large quantities. These were to be rushed to Ireland on hijacked trains and boats for use in a Fenian uprising planned to take place throughout Ireland later the same day.4 Confronted by the combined might of the police and army, the raiding party retired in disarray and the rising in Ireland was postponed. Although this was a relatively minor incident, it was significant for, although Fenian-inspired violence was a common occurrence in Ireland, this was the first occasion on which the nationalists had extended their activities to mainland Britain.


Centuries of what Robert Kee succinctly describes as ‘London’s claim to concern itself with Ireland’5 had led to a situation whereby the nationalists’ impassioned fight for self-determination could no longer be contained within the confines of the Emerald Isle. The Irish Catholics’ anti-British hatred, fuelled over the centuries by the British government’s repressive legislation, saw thousands of embittered Irishmen leaving their homeland for other countries, principally North America (1.5 million) and, paradoxically, England (300,000). It is estimated that by 1871, 5 per cent of the population of the United States was Irish-born.6 It was inevitable that among these hordes of disaffected Irishmen there would be some who would seek revenge for what they saw as the cruel and calculated injustices that the British government had inflicted on them and their families. And so it was that in January 1867, a group of Irish-Americans set up headquarters in London where they formulated plans for what turned out to be the twin debacles of the following month, the uprising in Ireland and the raid on Chester Castle. Most of the cabal in London had seen action in the American Civil War, an experience upon which they drew in the subsequent terrorist campaign on mainland Britain.


THE MANCHESTER MARTYRS


Secure in their London base, they rearranged the aborted February uprising in Ireland for 5 March, but once again the authorities, regularly briefed by Corydon, thwarted their plans and arrested many of their ringleaders, though not the committee who had organised the two disastrous operations. Their ringleader was ‘Colonel’ Thomas J. Kelly, who had fought with distinction for the Republican Army during the American Civil War and was now chief of the main Fenian group, the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB). On 11 September, Kelly and a fellow member of the IRB, ‘Captain’ Timothy Deasy,7 who were being urgently sought by police, were arrested in Manchester and remanded in custody. A rescue plan was immediately organised by Edward O’Meagher, with whom they had been staying.


A week later, Deasy and Kelly were rescued by an armed gang of about thirty Fenians, who attacked the prison van conveying them from the remand hearing. During the skirmish, a shot was fired through the door of the vehicle, killing the unarmed police sergeant Charles Brett inside. Of the many Irishmen subsequently arrested, three were later executed: William Allen, Philip Larkin and Michael O’Brien – ‘the Manchester Martyrs’. Their memory has been perpetuated in the press, by chroniclers of Irish history, through numerous monuments sited in Manchester and throughout the Republic of Ireland, at annual memorial services and in songs such as ‘God Save Ireland’ and ‘The Smashing of the Van’.8 The whole tenor of the trial – the suggestion of perjured police evidence, the arrest of innocent men and the condemned men’s final, patriotic statements from the dock – produced a remarkable transformation in Irish public opinion. Outrage at the executions was matched by a new sympathy for Fenianism that the ‘risings’ of 1865, ’66 and ’67 had failed to achieve.


THE CLERKENWELL EXPLOSION9



However, much of this sympathy turned to public condemnation following the IRB’s next operation in England. This was the failed attempt to rescue one of their number from the Clerkenwell House of Detention. Among the IRB members who had settled in London in 1867 was the organisation’s principal arms procurer, Richard Burke. On the evening of 20 November, acting on a tip-off from an informant, the Metropolitan Police arrested Burke and a confederate, Michael Casey, who were remanded in custody.


Burke’s IRB colleagues immediately began making plans to effect his escape from prison. James Murphy, organiser of the IRB in Scotland, travelled to London with his aide, Michael Barrett, to take charge of the rescue attempt. Burke’s sister, Mrs Barry, was allowed to visit him in prison and smuggled out a note from her brother which she passed to Murphy. It read:




Dear Friend,


You see the position I am in. If you exert yourself you can get ourselves out of it. There is a house called ‘The Noted Stout House’ opposite the yard where we go to exercise and there is a gateway at the wall. If you get a barrel of gunpowder and place it there it will drive it to hell. If you cannot do this you ought to be shot.





By 11 December, sufficient gunpowder had been purchased and a meeting of IRB members agreed to carry out the rescue attempt the following day. Guns were distributed, during which delicate operation one of the conspirators managed to shoot himself in the foot. The plan was to blow a hole in a wall of the prison yard between 3 p.m. and 4 p.m. when the prisoners were exercising there. A white ball thrown over the wall would be a signal that the attempt was on.


Scotland Yard, however, was well aware of the conspirators’ intentions, as up-to-the-minute, accurate intelligence was being transmitted from the police in Dublin through the Home Office. The elderly Commissioner, Sir Richard Mayne, was not in his office when the information was received, but his deputy, Captain Labalmondiere, took steps to ensure that the local police were aware of the precise details of the Fenians’ plans. The local police superintendent was directed to ‘have the external wall examined to ascertain that there has been no attempt to mine and arrange for an observation to be kept on it’.


An attempt was, in fact, made to blow up the wall on the 12th at about 3.45 p.m. Burke, who was being exercised, saw a white ball come over the wall and promptly fell out of line and pretended to take a stone out of his shoe. The incident aroused no suspicion at the time but a prison officer recalled it afterwards, as he pocketed the ball and took it home for his children. Murphy attempted to light the fuse but it went out, so the conspirators put the barrel of gunpowder back on the handcart that had been used to bring it to the prison and wheeled it away.


A further attempt was made the following day (Friday 13th) when the barrel containing gunpowder was again placed against the perimeter wall and ignited with a fuse. The resulting explosion caused the deaths of fifteen persons and another forty were removed to hospital, most of them disabled and affected for life. Many of the casualties were children. Six hundred families suffered loss or privation caused by damage to work, homes or property. A relief fund raised more than £10,000 to give temporary assistance to the victims and provide for those permanently disabled. The damage to property was met by a grant of £7,500 from the Exchequer, promoted by the Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli in his capacity as First Lord of the Treasury. Predictably, the public was outraged and the police were put under considerable pressure to find the culprits. Why they failed to act more effectively, in view of the precise information they had received, resulted in severe and justified criticism. Their lame excuse was that they ‘expected the wall to be blown up when in fact it was blown down’. They had anticipated a more sophisticated method to be employed for breaching the wall. Sir Richard Mayne, the elderly Commissioner, accepted responsibility for the shortcomings of his force and offered his resignation, which was declined. He died, a broken man, a year later on 26 December 1868. Ironically, Burke was not rescued, as the prisoners’ exercise time had been changed as a precautionary measure. Had it not been, Burke and many other prisoners would probably have been killed or seriously injured.


In the immediate aftermath of the explosion, Inspector Adolphus (‘Dolly’) Williamson, of the Detective Branch, was appointed to take charge of the investigation. As a result of extensive police enquiries, six people were brought to trial at the Central Criminal Court on 20 April 1868 charged with murder. The trial lasted a week, but at the end of it only Michael Barrett was convicted.


The jury accepted the testimony of a co-defendant, Patrick Mullany, that Barrett claimed to have fired the gunpowder, although his evidence was riddled with inconsistencies: he was not at the scene of the explosion and the descriptions of the man who was seen to light the fuse, given by other witnesses, conflicted with his own description of Barrett. In the wake of the allegations of perjured evidence in both the Manchester and Old Bailey trials, the authorities set up a Special Commission to examine the evidence in the case of Barrett. It concluded that no miscarriage of justice had taken place and so the sentence of death was confirmed. Barrett was executed on 26 May 1868, the last man to suffer public execution in England. And so another name was added to the rapidly growing Fenian ‘roll of honour’.


Burke was convicted and served out his sentence at Woking Prison before his release in 1872. He later emigrated to the United States, where he died in 1922 at the age of eighty-four.


In political terms, the Fenians of 1867 achieved little. The bombing of Clerkenwell Prison and the exploits of the ‘Manchester Martyrs’ were not premeditated acts of terrorism. The perpetrators had no political agenda; theirs were the actions of incompetent and inexperienced groups of men and women who made grave miscalculations that resulted in death, injury and serious damage to property. Unlike the terrorist bombing campaigns directed against England from 1881–85, their deeds were not designed to publicise the cause of Irish self-determination by murdering innocent citizens. The Clerkenwell explosion, although a total disaster for the Fenians, for the police and, most tragically, for the innocent victims, did illustrate one fact that the republicans were later to capitalise on – that one such act in England drew more attention to the Irish cause than ten in Ireland. It also accelerated the formation of the Metropolitan Police Special Branch.


THE POLICE


Up to this point in Irish history, direct confrontation with Westminster on the soil of mainland Britain had slowly become inevitable. But from this moment onwards, the demand for home rule gave the movement added impetus. Despite the Fenians’ determination to show that they were not shy of operating on English soil, Whitehall did nothing to prepare for the coming onslaught; the authorities remained comparatively unperturbed so long as the various factions engaged in warfare within the confines of Ireland. In particular, Britain’s police forces were totally unprepared for the type of terrorist warfare that was about to be directed at the country’s principal cities, none more so than the Metropolitan Police Force.


Sir Robert Peel had faced considerable opposition in steering his Metropolitan Police Bill through Parliament in 1829. The public, too, were vociferous in their objections to anything resembling a martial organisation and, in an effort to stifle their protests, members of the new constabulary were dressed to resemble gentlemen of leisure rather than custodians of the law. Their smart blue tunics had swallow tails which concealed a short wooden truncheon and in the summer the blue trousers were exchanged for white; the whole ensemble completed with reinforced top hats. Only ranks above inspector could carry firearms, though in exceptional circumstances cutlasses would be issued.10 Such a body of men was not likely to strike fear into the hearts of armed Fenian terrorists.


In the early years, officers were subjected to derision and animosity, and serious breaches of public order put the police under severe pressure, often exposing them to the risk of personal injury. Frequently, as reported by The Times, they displayed commendable courage,11 but at other times, so David Goodway claims, ‘during the Chartist turbulence of 1848 Metropolitan Police constables appear to have lost control and inflicted savage beatings on both Chartist demonstrators and anyone else who innocently got in the way’.12


When public disorder was anticipated, it was most important for the police to obtain advance intelligence about the demonstrators’ likely mood, numbers, targets and other matters that would affect the police response. In those days, the two principal ways in that such intelligence could be obtained was either through informants, notoriously unreliable, or by the police themselves. Well before the Metropolitan Police Force came into existence, Sir Robert Peel had shown himself strongly opposed to any use of informants as agents provocateurs, a practice much used by the French and the Irish. Commenting on the Prime Minister’s (the Duke of Wellington) robust views on a London police force, he remarked in Parliament, ‘God forbid that he should mean to countenance a system of espionage.’13 A Times editorial in 1845 encapsulated the general public’s attitude to police officers deceiving the populace by abandoning their uniforms and donning civilian clothes: ‘There was and always will be something repugnant to the English mind in the bare idea of espionage. It smacks too strongly of France and Austria; and the powers it entrusts often to unworthy hands are liable to great abuse.’14


Nevertheless, the joint police commissioners were well aware of the value of first-hand intelligence in preserving the peace in troubled times and officers in plain clothes, as well as informants, were sometimes used to infiltrate subversive groups who represented a threat to public order. These unsophisticated forays into the murky world of undercover police work did not always meet with success, and on occasion ended in disaster, as illustrated in the cases cited below.


In 1832, Sergeant William Popay was detailed to investigate a recently formed radical political group, the National Political Union (NPU). Masquerading as an unemployed coal merchant, he infiltrated the Walworth and Camberwell branch of the organisation and played an active and vociferous part in their meetings. A subsequent investigation by a parliamentary committee of the House of Commons into his conduct found that Popay had incited members of the organisation to commit offences which they would not otherwise have done. He was dismissed from the police and his senior officers were severely criticised, with the inevitable consequence that the police became even more circumspect in their attempts to collect intelligence.


Emsley comments that on another occasion, in 1840, two officers in plain clothes attended a Chartist committee meeting and, when challenged for their names and addresses, rather than give false particulars, left the hall to return later in uniform, requesting formal permission to attend the meeting. In the 1850s and 1860s it was not uncommon to see officers in uniform openly taking notes at political meetings.15 Such was the futility of unprofessional attempts at intelligence-gathering. However, it was rapidly becoming obvious to Sir Richard Mayne and Sir Charles Rowan, the joint Commissioners of the Metropolitan Police, that despite the public’s continued hostility to policemen operating in plain clothes, there were certain situations where anonymity was essential. In the face of public outrage, a ‘detective branch’ (variously referred to under different titles) comprising eight dedicated investigators (two inspectors and six sergeants), was set up at Scotland Yard in 1842.16 The satirical magazine Punch typically referred to it as the ‘Defective Department’, while even the Commissioner admitted that ‘a detective system is viewed with the greatest suspicion and jealousy by the majority of Englishmen and is, in fact, entirely foreign to the habits and feelings of the nation’.17


It can be seen that any proposal at this time for a ‘political’ department of the police similar to the Special Irish Branch that came into existence forty-one years later would never have been entertained by the authorities and would have met with determined opposition from the public. But the detectives were not without their supporters, one of whom was Charles Dickens who, after meeting the entire department, wrote an article entitled ‘The Detective Police’, which appeared in his magazine Household Words and was subsequently reproduced in The Uncommercial Traveller and Reprinted Pieces etc. The piece is fulsome in its praise of the officers: ‘The Detective Force organised since the establishment of the existing Police, […] does its business in such a workmanlike manner […] that the public really do not know enough of it, to know a tithe of its usefulness.’18


Whether Dickens’s writing had any influence on the public is difficult to assess, but there is no doubt that by the 1850s there were signs that at least some of the press were more favourably disposed not only towards the detective branch, but towards the police in general, the normally critical Punch magazine grudgingly conceding that:




The police are beginning to take that place in the affections of the people […] that the soldiers and sailors used to occupy. In the old war-time there was a sort of enthusiasm for the ‘blue jackets’, the defenders of the country; but in these happier days of peace, the blue coats – the defenders of order – are becoming the national favourites.19





For a number of reasons, however, the small unit of detectives formed in 1842 had failed to make an impact in the fight against crime. Detectives were greatly hampered in their investigative work by the regulation forbidding them to associate with criminals, and there remained the perennial fear of officers working in plain clothes being less conducive to discipline and more susceptible to corruption.


The abject police mismanagement of the events at Clerkenwell led to a Home Office inquiry the following year, which recommended an enlargement of the Detective Branch; fortuitously the new Commissioner, Colonel Sir Edmund Henderson, was thinking along the same lines. So, in 1869, the penultimate step was taken on the rocky road towards the establishment of the Criminal Investigation Department, and ultimately Special Branch.20 The establishment of the Detective Branch based at Scotland Yard was increased to twenty-seven men and, for the first time, 180 full-time plain-clothes detectives were allocated to the different divisions. It is true that from the early days of its establishment the Force had deployed divisional officers on an ad hoc basis for the purpose of surveillance or infiltration, as the unfortunate incident of Sergeant Popay all too graphically illustrated, but never before had each division been given the luxury of its own dedicated investigators.21


Over the next eight years, this new enlarged force of detectives achieved no outstanding successes to enhance its reputation, which had never been particularly high, but in 1877 it was rocked by a disaster of gargantuan proportions. Two of its four chief inspectors and one inspector were found guilty at the Central Criminal Court of conspiracy to pervert the course of justice and each was sentenced to two years’ hard labour; another chief inspector was acquitted on a similar charge.22


Following this scandal, a departmental commission was set up to enquire into the ‘state, discipline and organisation’ of the Metropolitan Police Detective Branch; the commission’s findings led to the formation, in April 1878, of a Criminal Investigation Department (the CID) based at New Scotland Yard under a director (later Assistant Commissioner), Howard Vincent, a barrister.23 Although Vincent was nominally the head of the new department, its day-to-day management was in the experienced hands of the newly appointed Chief Superintendent Adolphus Frederick Williamson, who had joined the Metropolitan Police in 1852 and, after successfully negotiating the lower ranks, had been elevated to superintendent, in charge of the Detective Department in 1870. Initial establishment of the CID was about 250 men, but despite a modest increase in the number of arrests for crime it was not until the next century that the CID began to enjoy the esteemed reputation which earned ‘Scotland Yard’ worldwide acclaim.


The authorities still considered it was not necessary, or indeed desirable, to form a quasi-political section of the police force. Frequent disorderly demonstrations were seen as simply overt expressions of aggression and were dealt with in a low-key and diplomatic manner, as breaches of the peace and ordinary crime.24 One possible exception to this was a special ‘foreign’ section of the old ‘detective department’, which, during the 1850s, monitored the activities of foreign refugees and reported directly to the Commissioner. Porter describes this unit as keeping ‘an effective systematic watch’ on foreign revolutionaries seeking asylum in this country from the more repressive regimes of their homelands. Low-key reports on their activities were sent through the Home Office to the Foreign Office for onward transmission to the appropriate foreign government, if this were considered necessary.25


However, a scenario was soon to unfold that would awaken police and government interest in visitors to our shores and lead to the establishment of a unique ‘political’ department of the police – the Metropolitan Police Special (Irish) Branch – which, for more than 100 years, would share with other intelligence agencies the responsibility for the defence of the realm. The circumstances leading to this remarkable shift in policy by a police hierarchy that, influenced as it was by public opinion and the views of Parliament, had always endeavoured to avoid any suggestion that it was a political watchdog, can be traced back to the oppressive measures already referred to, which were imposed on the Irish people from the time of Henry II. The compulsory surrender of all land to the English monarch in 1534, the subsequent establishment of ‘plantations’ and many other factors, created a canker which was to infect relations between England and Ireland for over 400 years.


THE LULL BEFORE THE STORM


After the events of 1867 there followed a period of apparent outward calm marked by increased political activity on both sides of the Irish Sea, of which one of the dominant topics was the age-long problem of land tenure. But, despite all the discussion over the land question by the various Irish political factions as much as by their enemies in Westminster, what remained the major target for the nationalists was independence from England. O’Brien asserts that in Fenian eyes agrarian reform or agrarian revolution was merely a ‘stepping stone to separation from England’,26 while Charles Stewart Parnell, the newly elected MP for Meath and an increasingly dominant figure in Irish nationalist politics, ‘while publicly avoiding any commitment to the Fenian movement as such’ had managed in private ‘to convince its leaders of his adherence to the principle of absolute independence’.27





THE AMERICAN INFLUENCE


Meanwhile, in the United States, the large population of Irish republican activists had not been idle. In 1871, as a result of an amnesty granted by the British government to Fenian prisoners held in English jails, waning American Fenianism was given a shot in the arm when many of these hardened revolutionaries arrived in the States, their dreams of a Republic of Ireland undimmed by their enforced stay as guests of HM Government. Their numbers included many of the IRB’s key members, such as: Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, one of the most celebrated Irish republicans of all time; Thomas J. Kelly, who was to become head of the IRB; Thomas Francis Bourke, who had been sentenced to life imprisonment for his part in the 1867 rising; and many others of similar calibre. All these were to become household names to the as-yet unformed Special Irish Branch.


In 1876, the two main Irish nationalist groupings in the States, Clan na Gael and the IRB, united to form a joint Revolutionary Directory (RD) with responsibility ‘for striking the enemy’. The Irish revolutionaries were not lacking in manpower, but needed money if they were to carry out their intentions. To meet this requirement, a ‘skirmishing fund’ was set up by O’Donovan Rossa specifically to finance what became known as the ‘Skirmishers’, who were introduced to the American public on 4 December 1875, through the pages of the Irish World:




A few active, intrepid and intelligent men can do so much to annoy and hurt England. The Irish cause requires Skirmishers. It requires a little band of heroes who will initiate and keep up without intermission guerrilla warfare – men who will fly over land and sea like invisible beings – now striking the enemy in Ireland, now in India, now in England itself, as occasion may present.28





The fund soon exceeded its target of $5,000 and, by 1877, according to John Devoy, leader of Clan na Gael, it had raised $23,000, which had risen to $78,000 by 1880.


THE STORM BREAKS


As a result of internal bickering, O’Donovan Rossa was deposed as secretary of the fund and became persona non grata with the Clan; he set up his own fund, the United Irish Reserve Fund, and prepared to launch his Skirmishers against the British mainland. At the same time, Clan na Gael was secretly making its own plans for an attack on England. The man who was deputed to mastermind the operation was Captain William Mackey Lomasney, born in Ohio of Irish parents, whose family had an outstanding republican pedigree. Formerly in the IRB, he was now a leading member of the Clan and yet another of the prisoners released under the terms of the 1871 amnesty. But it was not Lomasney who was to strike the initial blow against the common enemy – that distinction went to O’Donovan Rossa and his Skirmishers.29 The target chosen for their initial foray onto the mainland was the British Army’s infantry barracks in Salford. The date: 14 January 1881. By modern standards it was a minor incident – only one innocent child was killed and a woman seriously injured – but the ramifications were considerable. This was the first step in an Irish republican campaign to terrorise Britain into granting Ireland home rule, a campaign that was to continue intermittently throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first.


The authorities acted promptly: mindful of the Clerkenwell bomb, a police patrol, later replaced by the military, was mounted at Strangeways Prison; a troop of cavalry was dispatched to the neighbourhood; 100 foot soldiers were deployed at St Helens, an important railway junction. In Whitehall, the Home Secretary, William Vernon Harcourt, wrote to Vincent, head of the Metropolitan Police CID, in the following terms:




The reports that come into me as to the probability of explosions under the auspices of the ‘Skirmishing Committee’ become more and more alarming. I am much disturbed at the absolute want of information in which we seem to be with regard to Fenian organisation in London. All other objects should be postponed in our efforts to get some light into these dark places. If anything occurs there will be a terrible outcry.30





He further urged Vincent to ‘devote himself exclusively for the next month to Irish and Anglo-Irish business’. Without delay, Vincent contacted all police forces, seeking any information they might have about Fenian activities in their area; arrangements were put in place for additional security to be set up at all of London’s key buildings, particularly the Houses of Parliament, the Tower of London and the Royal Mint, and precautions were taken to strengthen the protection of armouries maintained by volunteer military organisations. Most significantly, in addressing himself to the Home Secretary’s anxiety to focus on intelligence-gathering, he set up a ‘Fenian Office’ at Scotland Yard that would liaise with Robert Anderson, the Home Office Fenian specialist and American spymaster; with Colonel Vivian Majendie, Home Office explosives expert; with provincial police forces; and with an Irish police inspector posted to the Fenian Office on attachment.31


Two months were to elapse before the terrorists struck again, on 16 March, when their target was London’s Mansion House. The device, consisting of 15 lbs of explosives in a wooden box, had been placed in a window recess in the outer wall of the banqueting hall, where it was discovered by a patrolling policeman who deposited it without delay at Bow Lane Police Station. The banqueting hall was empty but the detonation of a bomb in the very heart of the City would have been a tremendous fillip to the perpetrators; numerous suggestions as to the identities of the members of the group were put forward by newspapers of the day. One thing they had in common: they were all members of O’Donovan Rossa’s Skirmishers, and they were sought, not only by the police, but by the Revolutionary Directory, and, in particular, William Lomasney, who referred to them as ‘a lot of fools and ignoramuses, men who do not understand the first principles of the art of war, the elements of chemistry, or even the amount of explosive material necessary to remove or destroy an ordinary brick or stone wall’.32


Two of O’Donovan Rossa’s men, James McGrath, alias Robert William Barton, and James McKevitt, shared lodgings in Liverpool. With typical bravado, these two Skirmishers selected the police station as their first target, with the night of 16 May chosen as the time for the attack. The device was successfully detonated but, because of the bombers’ ignorance in the art of bomb-making, only caused superficial damage to the adjacent police section house. Lomasney must have derived some satisfaction from his disparaging and accurate assessment of their bomb-making ability, though his satisfaction would have been short-lived as he blew himself up when planting a bomb under London Bridge in 1884.


The second Liverpool target was the Town Hall. Early in the morning of 10 June, the two men, armed with revolvers, planted a powerful explosive device at the door of the building. For the first time, the explosive used was commercial dynamite, but the bombers’ intentions were thwarted by the timely arrival of a police constable who actually saw the fuse being lit. Other officers arrived on the scene but were not in time to prevent the bomb detonating; little damage was caused, although the officers were fortunate to escape without injury. McGrath and McKevitt were both arrested after a short chase and received sentences of life imprisonment and twelve years respectively.33


The bomb at Liverpool Town Hall marked the end of this flurry of Skirmishing activity in England, although rumours were circulating of shipments of explosives from America; indeed, a major cache of arms and ammunition, believed to be in transit from the continent to the IRB in Ireland, was discovered at 99 St John’s Road, Clerkenwell on 16 May 1882. It was a considerable haul, consisting of 70,000–80,000 rounds of ammunition, 400 rifles adorned with shamrock motifs, sixty revolvers and a quantity of bayonets; a further 400 revolver cartridges and a number of old revolvers were later found at the home of John Walsh, who was charged in connection with his possession of the items.34 In the same week a viable bomb, which failed to explode, was discovered against a window of the Mansion House in London. In the absence of any positive information as to the identity of the perpetrators, the incident was optimistically written off by the Home Secretary, acting on the police assessment of it, as ‘a Fenian scare of the old clumsy kind […] my police report very little Fenianism in London but of course it may be imported any day either from America or Ireland’.35 These two incidents, although they received little publicity, were clear indications that the Fenians were intent on pursuing their business in London.


Of far more concern to the government was the assassination in Dublin on 6 May of Lord Frederick Cavendish, newly appointed chief secretary for Ireland, and Thomas Burke, permanent undersecretary for Ireland. The assailants, claiming to be members of the ‘Irish Invincibles’, who had hitherto kept a low profile, were eventually arrested, some being hanged and others sentenced to long periods of penal servitude. In the aftermath of this outrage, the Irish police forces came in for heavy criticism, particularly from Earl Spencer, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, who constantly complained to the Prime Minister about the inefficiencies of the Irish police, in particular regarding intelligence-gathering that produced ‘rumours … of great plots coming to the boil, but never anything specific’.36 As a result, Colonel Henry Brackenbury, essentially a military man, was sent to Dublin to take up the newly created post of ‘Assistant Under-Secretary for Police and Crime’; he resigned after only two months but had already put in place the framework for an ‘intelligence network aimed to destroy Fenianism at all its various sources, in America and mainland Britain as well as Ireland’.37


Brackenbury’s replacement, Earl Spencer’s private secretary Edward Jenkinson, lost no time in implementing his predecessor’s plans. By March 1883 he was able to report to the Home Secretary that in Ireland he had in place a system of surveillance for monitoring the movements of Fenians and the operations of secret societies; had a unit of specially selected police officers; had recruited informants; and was receiving regular information from the United States.38 But, like Brackenbury, his ultimate goal was to destroy Fenianism in Britain as well as in Ireland and, as yet, little had been done to curb Fenian activity on the mainland.


THE DYNAMITE WAR


Ironically it was the Fenians themselves who stirred the authorities into action when on 20 January 1883 they caused an explosion at Glasgow Corporation’s gasworks, followed by two further explosions on the same day. The prelude to the so-called ‘Dynamite War’ had begun, and Jenkinson was ready for the forthcoming struggle. He did not have long to wait.


The evening of 15 March 1883 saw the start of a Fenian terrorist campaign in London. The first target was the head office of The Times near Blackfriars Railway Bridge; the device was similar in make-up to the Glasgow aqueduct bomb, nitroglycerine and dynamite contained in a hat box, and, like the Scottish bomb, failed to detonate. Later the same evening the bombers successfully created a tremendous explosion at the new Local Government Board offices in Parliament Street, which destroyed a stone balustrade and caused a considerable amount of superficial damage, including countless shattered windows; again, mercifully, there were no human casualties, but worse was to come.39 The next attack did not take place until October, by which time the Home Secretary, disillusioned by the continuing lack of intelligence about the Fenians’ intentions in England, had decided to call Jenkinson to London to set up a new ‘Irish Bureau’ at Scotland Yard under the management of Chief Superintendent ‘Dolly’ Williamson who was already head of the CID and had been in charge of police investigations into the Clerkenwell bomb disaster, although he had escaped the general criticism of the Force’s mishandling of the affair.


A memorandum, dated 17 March 1883, from Howard Vincent to Williamson informed him of his new role and the establishment of what, in effect, was the seed from which the Metropolitan Police Special Branch grew. Williamson lost no time in promoting one of his most trusted inspectors, John Littlechild, to chief inspector and appointed him operational commander of this new branch of the CID; its initial establishment was twelve officers (almost exclusively Irish), named in Police Orders as Inspectors Pope and Ahern, Sergeants Jenkins, Melville and Regan, Constables O’Sullivan, Walsh, McIntyre, Foy, Thorpe and two Enrights.40 Williamson was to maintain daily contact with Vincent; with Anderson, the Fenian specialist at the Home Office; with Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) officers in London maintaining a watch on known Irish extremists; and to report direct to the Home Secretary any information.


Meanwhile Jenkinson, still based in Ireland, was busy creating on the mainland a system similar to the one he had successfully established in Ireland, with a ‘supremo’ at the Home Office – similar to his own position in Dublin – who had control over the provincial chief constables and reported directly to the Home Secretary. Conscious of the risk of alienating chief constables if they saw their autonomy threatened by this arrangement, Jenkinson had chosen a man for this position whose tact and discretion he trusted and who had experience in dealing with the Irish as a magistrate in Ireland.41 This person was Major Nicholas Gosselin, who moved into his new office in May 1883. His principal responsibility was to manage the gathering of Fenian intelligence in Scotland and those centres in Northern England with large Irish populations. Initially, according to his reports to the Home Secretary, he seemed to be proving highly effective in this role, for he claimed not only to have new informants in Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool42 but also, in January 1884, that he knew ‘every Fenian Leader of importance from the Tweed to Birmingham and could put my hand on them tomorrow’.43 And yet, later that same month, he had to confess to the Home Secretary, ‘I regret to say I have nothing but bad news, all my plans have failed so far.’44


By the time Jenkinson arrived in London to take up his new post, he had been instrumental in setting up, with Harcourt’s blessing, a range of measures designed to thwart the terrorists’ plans. He himself, in overall charge of all anti-Fenian operations worldwide, was established at the Home Office with access to the Home Secretary and a direct telephone connection to Williamson at the Yard. He ran three distinct counter-Fenian agencies; one for operations in Ireland, America and on the Continent, which he controlled himself; one for London, run by Williamson; and another for the rest of Britain, which was Gosselin’s responsibility. There was one additional element in Harcourt’s security set-up and this was Robert Anderson, a barrister by profession, who operated from the Home Office for fifteen years engaged in ‘the monitoring of continuing Fenian activity’.45 His main role was to handle the ace informant, Thomas Beach, alias Major Henri Le Caron, a prominent and trusted member of the Fenian hierarchy in America.


By June 1883 Harcourt felt able to tell HM the Queen, with some assurance, that the Fenians were now under control and that ‘we have the enemy by the throat’.46 Harcourt’s confidence had been boosted by the arrests on 4 and 5 April 1883 of five members of a Fenian gang that was in Britain to carry out further attacks in the ‘Dynamite War’. On 14 June all the arrested men with the exception of Thomas Lynch, yet another ‘patriot’ who betrayed his mates for personal gain, were sentenced to life imprisonment for conspiracy ‘to depose the Queen; to levy war upon the Queen; to intimidate and overawe the Houses of Parliament’. Lynch was deported in early July.


While this team had been carrying out reconnaissance in London in preparation for further acts of terrorism, some of O’Donovan Rossa’s men who had been engaged on a similar mission in Liverpool were arrested and sentenced to life imprisonment for treasonable felony.


It appeared that the new security arrangements were paying dividends, for the information leading to these timely arrests emanated from Jenkinson’s network of informants. Moreover, Williamson and his newly created Special Irish Branch were actively involved in the police operations and it was Littlechild who arrested two of the terrorists. However, any satisfaction gained by Harcourt, Jenkinson and the police over the pre-emptive strikes in Birmingham and Liverpool was quickly dissipated when, on 30 October, bombs were detonated on two trains on the London Underground, injuring seventy-two people, none fatally.


The campaign resumed at the end of February 1884, when dynamite bombs were left at four London railway stations. On the twenty-sixth of the month an explosive device contained in a portmanteau exploded in the left luggage office at Victoria; searches at other London railway stations revealed three similar bombs, at Charing Cross, Ludgate Hill and Paddington, which fortunately had not detonated because of faulty mechanisms. No injuries were reported.47


As a result of these alarming developments, Jenkinson established his base in London in March, earlier than planned and much against his will. His first concern was to stop the importation of explosives from the Continent and America. A massive increase in police presence at ports was authorised by the Home Secretary, with some eighty police officers drawn from the RIC and Scotland Yard being drafted into a port police force. The Special Irish Branch was allocated extra men to cope with their loss of men to this unit and the additional work generated by the increased port detachments.


Throughout 1884 Clan na Gael were carrying out clandestine operations throughout the country in order to select suitable targets for their deadly operations. Two of these Fenian marauders, John Daly and James Francis Egan, were kept under surveillance by Birmingham police for some months at the beginning of 1884. When arrested, Egan was in possession of bomb-making equipment; at Warwick Assizes on 1 August both men were found guilty of treason-felony and sentenced to life imprisonment.


Satisfying though they were, the arrest and successful convictions of Daly and Egan were scant consolation for the Home Secretary compared with the disaster which befell the capital on 30 May, in a series of Fenian bombs which exploded in the very heart of Jenkinson’s security empire. Three separate incidents occurred within a few minutes of each other just after 9 p.m., the first two in St James’s Square and the third at Scotland Yard; a further device left at the foot of Nelson’s Column failed to explode. Target number one was the Junior Carlton Club, where five people were slightly injured but only superficial damage was caused, mainly to the kitchen. The second bomb was detonated a few seconds later outside the London home of Sir Watkin Wynn, although other buildings in the vicinity seemed more likely targets; again, little damage was caused.48


It was the third device that marked the pinnacle of the ‘Dynamite War’ and plunged the authorities into a slough of despond. The explosion was undoubtedly the work of Clan na Gael and the kudos it achieved for the organisation contrasted sharply with the poorly executed efforts of O’Donovan Rossa’s teams over the previous two years. The Special Irish Branch office was housed on the first floor of the CID headquarters building in Great Scotland Yard directly facing a public house, The Rising Sun; the corner of the ground floor, immediately underneath the Special Irish Branch office, was occupied by a public urinal and it was there that the bomb was deposited. A constable on duty outside the building, ‘to see that there were no evil characters about’,49 received concussion and four other people were injured, but miraculously none of the injuries was serious. The damage caused on this occasion was considerably more than that suffered by the buildings in St James’s Square, demolishing the urinal, blowing out a large part of the outer structure of the Branch office, reducing much of the remainder to rubble as well as destroying many of the records on Fenian matters held there.50


The final month of this inauspicious year for British security ended on a less depressing note for the government’s anti-Fenian forces, although not through any of their own efforts. William Lomasney, architect of the dynamite campaign, was killed, together with his two accomplices, his own brother and John Fleming, when the bomb they had placed underneath London Bridge on 13 December exploded prematurely, blowing them to pieces. But the Fenians derived some solace from their sacrifice, John Devoy remarking that they had not intended to destroy the bridge, only to scare HM Government and England’s ruling class. ‘And that it did frighten them as all the other dynamite operations did, there can be no doubt.’51 (Small consolation for Lomasney and his accomplices.)


Once again a failed terrorist attack resulted in frantic measures by the authorities to bolster security arrangements, particularly in the vicinity of the Houses of Parliament; haste was urged by Jenkinson in view of intelligence he had received from a reliable source that an attack on the House of Commons was imminent. But the team to carry out the next instalment of the Clan na Gael’s campaign was already on its way across the Atlantic: Henry Burton, aged thirty, who had masterminded the unsuccessful suitcase-bomb attacks on London stations in February, arrived from New York on 24 December, while James Gilbert Cunningham, using the aliases Gilbert or Dalton, carrying a trunk packed with American-manufactured dynamite and other bomb-making paraphernalia, had successfully negotiated the recently reinforced customs controls at Liverpool four days earlier. Burton was the leader of the group, which contained at least one other member, Luke Dillon.


On the second day of the New Year, Cunningham struck the first blow of this mini-campaign, which was to be the last chapter of the ‘Dynamite War’. Posing as a workman, he boarded an early-morning train at Aldgate on the Metropolitan Line carrying a tool box containing a dynamite bomb. As the train approached Gower Street Station the bomb exploded, slightly injuring a few people and severely damaging the train, which was able to limp as far as the platform, where Cunningham and two other men with him hastily alighted and left the station.52


But the most prestigious targets of the Fenians in their struggle to establish their own independent Irish nation were saved till the end of their five-year campaign of terrorism in Britain. Two historic buildings, the Tower of London and the Palace of Westminster, were bombed on the same day, Saturday 24 January 1885. Cunningham was selected for the raid on the Tower but the identities of the perpetrators of the attack on the House of Commons have never been revealed; Short believes they were Luke Dillon and, possibly, Burton, who was certainly a key figure in the planning of the two raids.53


It was the bomb at the Tower of London that was the first to explode. Cunningham had smuggled in the device, which was strapped under the large coat he was wearing; it exploded in the banqueting room at 2 p.m., too quickly for Cunningham to get past the guards at the gate, who detained him. Apart from the gun carriage where the bomb had been concealed, little damage was caused, but two women and two children were seriously injured.


At the Palace of Westminster at least two bombers were involved, one to cause an explosion in the Commons chamber itself and the other to create a diversion with a bomb in a different part of the building. Like Cunningham, the bombers, one of whom may have been disguised as a woman, had their missiles concealed under their voluminous clothing. The decoy left his parcel of dynamite in the crypt, primed and with the fuse ignited; the unfortunate Constable Cole, alerted to the danger, bravely carried the smouldering device up the steps towards Westminster Hall, but it exploded while in transit. Cole and another constable suffered shock, while the former also received four broken ribs, the Albert Medal, £200 reward and promotion to the rank of sergeant. As the bombers had planned, the noise of this explosion caused the constable on duty in the Chamber to leave his post to investigate, whereupon the second bomber dropped his missile into the unguarded hall. Minutes later it exploded, causing extensive damage; since it was a Saturday, the House was not sitting and there were no casualties. The two bombers escaped in the confusion and were never captured.


Although no evidence could be produced to link Burton with the explosions on 24 January, he appeared with Cunningham at the Central Criminal Court on 11 May in relation to planting the bombs at Charing Cross and Paddington Stations, while his accomplice was further charged with the explosions at the Tower of London and Gower Street Station, both treason-felonies. The Times of 12 May gave a detailed account not only of the trial but of the two men’s activities in the days leading up to their arrests. The actual wording of the charge makes interesting reading:




That they with other persons whose names are unknown, did, within the United Kingdom and without, compass devise and intend to deprive and depose our Most Gracious Lady the Queen from the style and honour or Royal name of the Imperial Crown of the United Kingdom and to levy war against her in order to compel her to change her measures and councils, and in order to intimidate and overawe both Houses of Parliament, and such intentions did utter and declare by divers overt acts and deeds.54





Both men were sentenced to life imprisonment.


Although, naturally, it was not appreciated at the time, that was the end of the ‘Dynamite War’ – not apparently the dynamiters’ original intention, for a store of dynamite of American manufacture was discovered at a house on the Harrow Road in February 1885. Although the loss of so many key players in the terrorist campaign – Burton, Lomasney, Cunningham, Deasy, Daly, Egan and others – would have made it difficult for the Fenians to regroup, at least in the immediate future, it was for other reasons that mainland Britain enjoyed many years of freedom from Irish machinations, apart from (possibly) the ‘Jubilee Plot’ of 1887.


The Irish Republican Brotherhood had always maintained a firm line in opposing the terrorist tactics of Clan na Gael and O’Donovan Rossa’s Skirmishers. They considered that the constitutional methods they favoured, rather than support for the dynamiters from across the Atlantic, put them in a better position to refuse supporting the terrorist campaign in Britain. Jenkinson himself adjudged that ‘few IRB members were in favour of explosions and outrages [which] must do great harm to the Irish working population in Great Britain’. He considered that the IRB role was that of a reluctant partner of Clan na Gael at the very most.55


A PERIOD FOR REFLECTION


The government was concerned at the cost of implementing and maintaining the new security measures. The cost of renovating the cramped offices of the Special Irish Branch alone was put at £445, although no provision was made for rebuilding the outside toilet.56


But there were other factors to be taken into consideration, particularly the conflict of personalities. Soon after arriving at the Home Office, Jenkinson was complaining that there was ‘not a man in Scotland Yard worth anything’, though he conceded that Williamson was ‘steady’ and ‘trustworthy’ but ‘without a trace of brilliancy or dash’.57 In fact he seemed to find everyone in London against him; Porter alludes to the clash of personalities, invariably involving Jenkinson. Harcourt is described as an ‘irritable’ man and Jenkinson regarded him as ‘unreasonable’, ‘impulsive’ and even ‘unscrupulous’; for his part Harcourt refers to Jenkinson’s ‘ungovernable temper and overbearing treatment of Scotland Yard’.58 Vincent had been replaced as head of the CID in June 1884 by James Munro, who was himself a man of fiery temper. Not surprisingly he too incurred Jenkinson’s wrath, not totally undeserved.


One of the main causes of disagreement between Jenkinson, on the one hand, and the police on the other, was the sensitive matter of informants and the handling of information. The police have traditionally treated informants with extreme caution in the knowledge that although they can be an invaluable commodity if handled properly, they can equally lead to disaster. Informants, or agents as the Security Service refers to them, may be motivated by any one of a number of reasons – jealousy, revenge, personal gain (usually money), excitement and many other stimuli, but rarely out of a sense of duty or patriotism. As a breed, they are notoriously unreliable and intelligence received from them has to be treated circumspectly; nevertheless they can be a priceless source of information in situations where other methods of investigation, such as surveillance or interception, are not possible.


Unlike the British police, Jenkinson derived the greater part of his intelligence from informants and in Ireland, working closely with the Dublin Metropolitan Police, operated a spy network of clandestine agents all over the country to warn of anti-British feelings.59 When he took up his appointment at the Home Office he did not appreciate, or chose to ignore, the suspicion of informants that the British police and public had traditionally harboured. The informant too closely resembled the agent provocateur, anathema to the British sense of justice and fair play. John Littlechild, head of Special Branch from 1887 to ’93, postulated this problem when he wrote in his memoirs: ‘I have to confess that the “nark” is very apt to drift into an agent provocateur in his anxiety to secure a conviction, and therefore he requires to be carefully watched.’60 Porter neatly explains the police attitude to detective work and, in particular, the use of informants which he claims, ‘was rooted […] in the Metropolitan Police’s liberal and Peelite past’.




Scotland Yard had come to accept the need for detectives … but it saw their role as not very far removed from that of the uniformed police. So far as possible they should prevent crime, by acting on what they knew as soon as they knew it, even if that meant saving putative criminals from the retribution that would have followed if they had been allowed to mature their plans. They accepted disclosures from informants, but did not go out of their way to cultivate them, and certainly not by means of wholesale deception, like setting spies up in artificial or ‘front’ occupations. Hence Jenkinson’s oft-repeated complaint about Scotland Yard’s lack of informants, which he regarded as ineptitude, but for them was a matter of deliberate policy.61





However, the warring factions in the counter-terrorist programme were soon to move on, with a corresponding transformation in the role and fortunes of the Special Irish Branch. First to go, in June 1885, was the Home Secretary, Sir William Vernon Harcourt, who had survived a turbulent five years at the Home Office and was succeeded by Richard Asherton Cross. In the same month Earl Spencer, the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, who had consistently supported Jenkinson in his battles with Harcourt and the Metropolitan Police, also vacated his office, to become Lord President of the Council. Left without a patron, Jenkinson had no one to fight his battles in Parliament and resigned in January 1887; undoubtedly the diminished likelihood of terrorists from across the Atlantic striking again in the foreseeable future made ministers less inclined to support Jenkinson-style espionage in this country. A few months prior to his retirement, Harcourt encapsulated the popular attitude to this method of criminal investigation in a speech he made in Westminster Hall when presenting Sergeant Cole with the Albert Medal for bravery:




I know that it is said sometimes that the English police are deficient as a ‘detective force’. I am not prepared myself, according to my observation and my knowledge of other forces, to admit that that charge is altogether well founded. It ought always to be remembered that in a free country, as England is, the police work under restrictions in the detection of crime which do not apply to the police of other nations. There are very good reasons for that, reasons which I do not desire to alter, but it ought to be remembered, in considering the success of the police, that they have to labour under the disadvantages to which I have referred and, having regard to these circumstances, I do not believe that there is in this country or in this metropolis a greater amount of undetected or unpunished crime than is to be found in other states.





The speech was fully reported in The Times of 27 March 1885, which included a fulsome editorial comment, giving unstinting praise to the police and the British system of policing. Could Harcourt have been having a parting shot at Jenkinson?


There were new faces at Scotland Yard as well. James Munro became Commissioner in November 1888. He had been rapidly promoted from his position as Assistant Commissioner of the CID to be replaced, surprisingly, by Robert Anderson, who was resurrected from the backwater in the Home Office where he had spent the years of the ‘Dynamite War’ running his shadowy network of agents under the watchful eye of Jenkinson. The final member of the government’s anti-Fenian team to depart was the veteran and popular Detective Chief Superintendent Adolphus Williamson, who had enjoyed a successful career in the Metropolitan Police, being involved in whatever political investigations required police attention. As overall head of the Special Irish Branch from 1883 to 1887, he managed to avoid serious criticism, was respected by his senior officers and even drew grudging praise from Jenkinson. The new head of the Special Branch was Chief Inspector John Littlechild, promoted from inspector in the Special Irish Branch, which in the dying years of the nineteenth century dropped the ‘Irish’ from its title.


Although the Special Irish Branch (SIB) had been established in 1883 as a vital cog in Harcourt’s anti-Fenian machine, its participation in the government’s lukewarm attempts to thwart the dynamite bombers was, it seemed, only marginal. Partly on account of police reluctance to arrest and convict not only terrorists but all types of law breakers on the evidence of informants, it was upon Jenkinson, Gosselin, Anderson and their team of agents that the work of uncovering Fenian plots fell. Once information had been received from the ‘spy master’, the SIB, working in conjunction with provincial forces and the RIC, would follow up these leads, through interrogations, surveillance and, hopefully, arrests. Their work, frequently repetitive and lacking in excitement was, for the most part, carried out unobtrusively and unheralded, but it played a not insignificant role in helping to contain the Fenian threat. The first anniversary of the SIB’s formation was marked by the arrival at the Home Office of Jenkinson, who promptly dispatched three-quarters of their meagre staff to supplement watchers at ports, replacing them with inexperienced recruits whose role was confined to searching baggage at railway termini; only six men remained to carry out essential enquiries, surveillance and personal protection of VIPs. By August 1884, the establishment had increased to twenty-two but the unit was still grossly understaffed; it is little wonder that the Branch found success and official recognition elusive commodities in the early years of its existence.


Contemporaneous official records provide only a sketchy picture of what Branch work was actually like when the section first became ‘Special’ in 1887.62 Edward Jenkinson, in a fit of pique, had demolished all documents relating to his counter-terrorism work when he resigned from the Home Office in January 1887 and many of the SIB’s files on the Fenians and their activities had perished in the 1884 explosion at their office in Old Scotland Yard. It is to an early member of the Special Branch, therefore, that we are indebted for an insight into what life as a nineteenth-century officer in that department entailed. John Sweeney, an Irishman born in County Kerry in 1857, joined the Metropolitan Police in 1876. For over eight years he was employed as a constable in uniform, but in 1884 he was promoted to sergeant and drafted with a number of other officers into the SIB. Nineteen years later he retired with the rank of inspector and wrote his memoirs; he frankly admits that his reminiscences are recorded entirely from memory, without recourse to notes, and that there may be ‘some stray inaccuracies’ but that ‘nowhere have I been guilty of any misrepresentation of fact that should do harm or injustice to any one’. Where authenticated versions of the events he describes are available, they corroborate Sweeney’s accounts.63


Sweeney was evidently endowed with the luck of the Irish, for on the day when a Clan na Gael bomb reduced his office to a pile of rubble, he had left it only shortly before the explosion took place; in dramatic terms he records that ‘his desk was blown to pieces’ and he himself ‘escaped death by about a quarter of an hour’.64 Some months after this escape, William Lomasney, leader of the dynamiters, perished when the bomb he was planting under London Bridge detonated prematurely. No trace was ever found of his body or those of his accomplices. However, some three to four years later, Sweeney relates, he was detailed to follow up some information of dubious reliability which led him, after several weeks of alcohol-fuelled surveillance, to the sister of John Fleming, one of Lomasney’s partners in crime. By pretending to be a friend of her brother, Sweeney induced her to virtually admit that he was dead; a subsequent search of Fleming’s belongings produced evidence which satisfied the police that Fleming had been in London in 1884 to commit acts of terrorism and had indeed perished at London Bridge.


This case illustrates the type of work that members of the SIB were engaged in during the early years of its existence – following up leads, carrying out surveillance, questioning witnesses and exploiting other sources of information on Irish terrorism – but soon the Branch was to undergo radical changes in its structure and a dramatic widening in the scope of its work. With fewer demands on its anti-Fenian commitments, the unit was able to spend more time, for example, keeping an eye on the activities of anarchists.


A WIDENING OF THE SPECIAL BRANCH ROLE


The police were increasingly being called upon to deal with anarchists from other parts of Europe, who had traditionally seen Britain as a safe haven from the less liberal regimes of their own country. Their presence here posed a constant problem to the British, not only because they broke our laws, but because our government was constantly harassed by foreign states demanding the extradition of wanted men. Before the end of the ’80s the Special Branch had officially assumed responsibility for monitoring the activities of these political extremists and Sweeney claims that he had ‘done more work in connection with the anarchists than in connection with criminals of any other type. I have had more to do as an anarchist-hunter than as a bodyguard; and that is saying a good deal.’65 Certainly his accounts of some of the anarchist cases in which he was involved are evidence of the extent to which the Branch was occupied with these revolutionaries.


Sweeney’s reference to bodyguard duties is an indication of another important function entrusted to the section. He goes on to record that ‘during my service at the Yard, no small element of my duties was represented by attendance on various august personages’.66 According to Sweeney, and there is no reason to disbelieve him, he performed protection duties at various times with members of the British royal family, including HM Queen Victoria, King Edward VII, the Prince and Princess of Wales and foreign dignitaries such as the German Emperor, the Czar and Czarina of Russia and the Prince of Naples. Other early members of Special Branch, for example Detective Inspectors Harold Brust67 and Herbert Fitch,68 have likewise recorded their memories of protection duties with members of the British royal family as well as visiting dignitaries. It was not until well into the twentieth century that Special Branch ceased to be the main source of personal protection for our royal family.


Apart from creating a wider remit for the Special Irish Branch, Munro completely reorganised the section; Littlechild was chosen to take charge of an elite and highly secretive group (Section D) of three inspectors (Melville, Pope and Quinn), which would assume national responsibility for police work of a political nature and might be called upon to act in the provinces and abroad as well as in London.69 According to Porter, this small section, financed from national funds, was the first to bear the title ‘Special Branch’. The Special Irish Branch continued to operate within the CID, under Williamson, as Section B, distinguished from Section D only by the latter’s wider sphere of operations and its source of finance; by 1911 the two sections had been assimilated, together with Section C (ports) into one unit, ‘CID, Special Branch’ (soon to be referred to simply as Special Branch), totally financed by the Metropolitan Police. A fourth division, Section A, dealt with serious crimes of a non-political nature and, as Special Branch assumed its own identity, so Section A became the CID.70


With the dilution of Jenkinson’s spy network, Munro, who had never been an admirer of the former’s special agents, looked to his own constables, both CID and uniform, to provide him with information that they might obtain while patrolling their beats, through diligent observation and the fostering of good relations with members of the public, particularly in areas frequented by Irish-Americans.71


THE JUBILEE PLOT


It was not long before Munro’s new security set-up was put to the test, when he received intelligence of a plot to disrupt Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee celebrations in June 1887. The information emanated from Henri Le Caron, who informed his handler, Robert Anderson, that General F. F. Millen, at one time a prominent Clan na Gael member and another of Anderson’s informants, had been commissioned by Alexander Sullivan, head of Clan na Gael in America, to head a team of five Irish-American members of Clan na Gael to disrupt the Queen’s jubilee celebrations with a sizeable explosion during the service of remembrance at Westminster Abbey. Special Branch was given the names of the group – John J. Moroney aka Joseph Melville, Thomas Callan, Michael Harkins, Joseph Cohen and one other. They were all kept under surveillance from the moment they left America; the intended explosion never materialised. Callan and Harkins were arrested, Moroney escaped and Cohen, too, was never apprehended – he died before the police caught up with him.72 Apparently Millen, who was in France, had been informed by Chief Superintendent Adolphus Williamson, in Boulogne, that he would be arrested if he came to England.73 Callan and Harkins were convicted at the Central Criminal Court in February 1888, of conspiracy to cause explosions and were each sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment.


This whole affair was shrouded in mystery and rumours were rife that the failure of the conspiracy was not such a resounding success for Munro’s Special Branch as the public had been led to believe. In 1910, allegations were voiced in the House that the whole affair was a ‘put-up job’ engineered by the British secret service.74 Anderson himself admitted as much when, over twenty years after the event, he wrote in his memoirs: ‘Millen arrived in Britain to carry out his two-fold mission on behalf of Clan na Gael and the British Government’ and later ‘a detective superintendent was sent from Scotland Yard to notify him [Millen] the bargain was repudiated and not to cross the channel’.75 The implication was that the Secret Service had been aware of the plot virtually from its inception and was waiting for it to develop, hoping to catch the dynamiters red-handed, but the more pragmatic Munro decided to prevent the conspiracy continuing. There were fears that, if arrested, Millen might reveal the government’s complicity in the scheme, so he was induced to return to America; police feared that his fellow conspirators might pursue their original plans regardless, and accordingly they were kept under surveillance from August to November in the hope that they would leave the country without having done any harm. Eventually dynamite was found dumped in a yard in Islington, resulting in the arrest of Callan and Harkins.76
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