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			‘One of the most compelling books I’ve read in a very long time. An absolutely extraordinary tale of secret intelligence, infiltration and murder, Four Shots in the Night is a brilliantly pieced-together psychological drama that is all the more gripping – and unsettling – for being real rather than fiction. The story is expertly woven together, exploring the characters and motivations of the four main protagonists into a truly page-turning, compulsive and also profoundly moving narrative. Superb.’ 

			James Holland

			 

			‘Gripping, urgent, superbly reported and brilliantly written. Henry Hemming unfolds a true story of violence, politics and spycraft that sits right at the edge of journalism and history.’

			Dan Jones
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			And if the world were black or white entirely

			And all the charts were plain

			Instead of a mad weir of tigerish waters,

			A prism of delight and pain,

			We might be surer where we wished to go

			Or again we might be merely

			Bored but in brute reality there is no

			Road that is right entirely.

			 

			From ‘Entirely’ by Louis MacNeice, 1940
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			Prologue

			In the small hours of 25 May 1986, in a watery, windswept corner of the United Kingdom, a man with tape over his eyes is helped out of a vehicle. On either side of him is a sweep of Neolithic moorland. We will never know exactly what is said to him as he steadies himself in the darkness, the pitch of the words and how they land, but, most likely, he is made to feel safe and is told that everything is going to be okay.

			This man is a British agent. A spy. For more than six years, he has had secret meetings with his handlers and passed on details of what he has seen and heard. His information has moved up the intelligence food chain. Some of it has been picked over in the uppermost reaches of Whitehall. After his sudden disappearance several weeks ago, a note was sent to the prime minister, Margaret Thatcher. ‘We assess that he is an extremely high-­priority target,’ she read. ‘The relevant agencies at the ports and airports have been alerted.’1 On seeing this, she underlined the word ‘alerted’ twice, before smudging the ink.

			Now the same agent is walking along a country lane, his cover blown. His eyes are still covered by tape that pulls at the skin on his face. He has spent the last three days in captivity and does not know where he is being taken or what will happen to him. The rain falls easily around him and the night is quiet, almost without sound. There are several men behind him in the gloom. At least one of them is armed.

			The agent knows a little about his captors, but for the most part they have hidden themselves behind a screen of gruff inscrutability. Perhaps as they make their way through the night, he thinks about who they are, if they come from the same part of the country as him, and whether they will be going home later to put their children to bed. It is unlikely that he asks himself if one of them could also be a British spy.

			 

			The agent’s body was found the next day by a local farmer. No attempt had been made to hide the corpse. It was not that kind of murder. The farmer told the police that he was a heavy sleeper and had not heard the shots in the night.2

			Word spread, and men from the nearby village began to gather by the police cordon. Occasionally, one would tap the briar of his pipe, tug on his flat cap, or plunge his hands deeper into his coat pockets. Otherwise, they were still and said little. A feathery rain fell as detectives and policemen moved about. Later, a television crew arrived to record a segment for the evening news.

			The victim was not from around there, which softened the shock for those who had come up from the village; but at the same time it introduced a note of curiosity. Who was he? Who killed him? Why was there masking tape over his eyes? The police had no forensic leads and very little evidence. There were rumours about who was responsible, as there will be after a crime like this, because the idea of a murder without a solution is a kind of torment, but nobody came forward with incriminating information and the police did not make any arrests.

			If every secret has its own weight, some have a way of becoming heavier with time. More than a decade later, a man who thought he knew more than the police about this murder decided to speak out. He contacted a journalist. Although he did not reveal everything, not at first, he said enough. He explained that one of his reasons for coming forward was that he had known the victim. The other was that he had a pretty good idea of who might have killed him. He believed that the murderer was another British agent: that there had been two spies inside the same extremist organisation, and one had killed the other.

			 

			Eighteen years later, in 2016, an English policeman on the brink of retirement began to look into what had happened that night. His name was Jon Boutcher. As he himself put it, he had been around the block a few times. He was measured and tough, a seasoned professional, and ambitious in a way that was not always obvious on first meeting him.

			This would be the biggest job that Boutcher had ever taken on – because he was not just looking into this one murder, but a string of killings linked to the same undercover agent: a mysterious figure referred to in the media as ‘Stakeknife’. Boutcher’s task was to build a criminal case against this individual. What he did not yet know was that this would become the largest murder investigation in British history. At that early stage, he was only interested in finding out what Stakeknife might have done and, if it was anything like what had been alleged in the media, making sure this man spent the rest of his life in jail.

		

	
		
			 

			Note to the Reader

			Four Shots in the Night is the true story of a murder: the events leading up to it, the act itself, and the kaleidoscopic fallout in the years that followed. It is based on declassified government papers, judicial reviews, police and news reports, academic articles, memoirs, historical accounts, and television documentaries, as well as my own interviews with some of those involved. Most of these conversations took place under the Chatham House Rule, or a version of it, in which interviewees agreed to be quoted or paraphrased on the condition of anonymity. Speech in quotation marks was either passed on to me directly or came from a published source. References are at the back of the book. The conversations I had with former state employees were focused on material already in the public domain, and I have left out anything that might be defamatory, life-­threatening, in contempt of court, or damaging to national security.

			With most stories, that would be enough. Time to get on with it. But this one has a different profile. Most of the narrative is set in Northern Ireland during a conflict often referred to, with grim understatement, as ‘the Troubles’. It began in August 1969 and ended with the Good Friday Agreement in April 1998. 3,720 people were killed, a further 47,541 were injured, and an estimated 10,000 men and women were imprisoned. Many more experienced the Troubles in some other, refracted way. They might have had their homes searched, been pushed up against a wall and frisked, or arrested and held without charge for up to a week. At the very least, they spent a part of their lives carrying within themselves a heavy sense of uncertainty about the future and when this was going to end.

			The Troubles is, by a country mile, the least understood conflict in recent British history, as well as the bloodiest and the longest. The scale of it is easy to overlook, as well as the impact. More than a quarter of a million combatants were involved, and almost half of the British military veterans who served in the region have since received counselling or psychotherapy.1 In a study of mental health in twenty-­six countries that had recently experienced conflict, Northern Ireland was shown to have the highest rate of post-­traumatic stress disorder.2 It is a sad fact that during the two decades since the end of the Troubles, more people in Northern Ireland have taken their own lives than were killed in the conflict itself. This period of the past is not yet history, and for many people the memory of what happened is still undigested and raw.

			Some of those who lived through the Troubles might ask themselves, on reading that this is a true story, which version of the truth I have in mind and what my link to this is. Put another way – whose side am I on? In those moments when two accounts seem to point in different directions, which way am I more likely to lean?

			I have no personal connection to this story. I am not related to anyone involved and have no close family ties to the island of Ireland. I do not belong to a political party, have never served in the armed forces or worked for the British or Irish government. Nor am I Protestant or Catholic. But it is not enough to say I am neutral, because, well, nobody is.

			The journalist and author Janet Malcolm once compared writing non-­fiction to renting a house. You cannot make structural changes to your temporary home, but you fill it with your possessions. In the same way, the factual architecture of a story does not change, but as a writer, you furnish it with some of your past.3 In that sense, what have I brought to this narrative? Which cultural belongings do I have boxed up on the pavement, ready to be moved in?

			My ancestry is mostly Scottish and Canadian, but I am English. I grew up in and around London during the 1980s and 1990s, at a time when Northern Ireland seemed hard to understand and further away than it really was. As a child, I remember how the mood in the room would change when Gerry Adams appeared on the evening news with his voice dubbed by an actor. At school, I sang Anglican hymns and learned a lot about the Tudors and the Second World War (and almost nothing about the British Empire). At home, I heard about grandparents and ancestors who fought in world wars and others who settled or served in faraway British colonies. Otherwise, I was on a rich diet of books, films, and stories – so many stories, but well-­crafted ones with hooks and punchlines often involving British men and women in exotic locations. They were the heroes and were usually made out to be level-­headed, compassionate, and fair. Without wading into a judgement on this, that was my starting point.

			To anyone from Northern Ireland, this kind of childhood marks me down as pure ‘Brit’. Surely it would be hard for me to have any real sympathy in this story beyond the experiences of British officials, soldiers, and spies.

			Yes and no, but mainly no. I don’t remember this way of seeing the world as one that was ever made to feel imprisoning. It was there to be challenged. Nor was it as narrow as I might have made it sound. Bound up in that tapestry of stories were bright flecks of opposition, tales in which somebody fights for, writes about, or becomes part of a group which is the victim of forces greater than itself. These are the stories I remember being taken in by more than any others. And who wouldn’t be? We all love an underdog. I have always been drawn to the opposite point of view, which is why I have spent so much of my life writing about people who were in some way part of the establishment before they turned against an established way of doing things.

			In the story that follows, I have tried to look for the strengths in those who were caught up in what happened, as well as the weaknesses, those moments of bravery that stand out against a background of fear, and a capacity for love that is often obscured by a desire to fight. Or, as the writer Michaela Coel put it, in words that became something of a mantra for me when writing this book, ‘There’s good and bad in everything and everyone. I hope that makes sense.’4

		

	
		
			Part One:

			CONTACT

		

	
		
			1

			Franko

			1980

			Frank Hegarty is out walking his dog early one day when he notices a figure ahead in the distance. It is a dark, cold morning in February. Winter is tightening its grip on the landscape, and the lane glitters with frost. Frank has just turned onto the Hollyhall Road, an ancient path that meanders along the edge of the city, a place he knows as Derry, although others call it Londonderry. He is used to seeing people out at this early hour, and the person he has spotted is walking a dog, which explains why he is here. But his presence catches in Frank’s mind. There is something familiar about him. At the same time, Frank cannot think where this individual has come from and how he has ended up on the Hollyhall Road. Frank did not see him join it, and no lanes feed into this section of the road. Yet there he is, barely a hundred yards away, a man and his dog who seem to have appeared out of nowhere.

			Frank and his greyhound make a striking pair. Blue is a triumph of muscular minimalism. She floats along by Frank’s side, her paws making only the lightest connection with the ground. Frank has a firmer gait and walks with a mild stagger on account of his bad back. He is neither tall nor overweight, but what locals call ‘well made’. Just a few months shy of his fortieth birthday, Frank has a steady and dependable face, dark hair, and a wolfish grin. A word that will often come up in descriptions of him is ‘approachable’. He is the kind of open-­faced, affable man who people go to for directions or fall into conversation with if they see him alone in the pub, cigarette in hand, his body angled against the bar. Some will say he’s a maverick, others will tell you he is ‘dead on’, meaning he’s decent and good-­natured. But nobody will tell you he’s perfect. He has made mistakes. And, like all of us, he has his secrets.

			The cold fills Frank’s lungs and reaches to the back of his throat. He can see his breath making miniature, silent explosions in the air ahead of him as the outlines of familiar trees rear up on either side of him out of the gloom. As he moves further up the lane, through the gothic half-­light of the dawn, the figure ahead and his dog seem to be a little closer than before. Perhaps Frank can hear the crackling sound of this other man’s feet on the frosty road.

			One thing that people who know Frank Hegarty can never agree on is what to call him. His doting mother calls him ‘Frankie’. The priest prefers ‘Francis’. Almost everyone else knows him as ‘Franko’ or ‘The General’, after General Franco, the Spanish military dictator. Most people in Frank’s world have a nickname. ‘Kinker’, ‘Smiler’, ‘Cheeser’, ‘Weezer’, ‘Dutchie’, ‘Hogie’, ‘Psycho’, ‘Stud’ . . . Your nickname is there to bring you down a peg or two, and is proof that you belong. But a nickname only works if it is in some way funny. The joke here, in calling Frank The General, is in the difference between Spain’s Franco – chest out, pompous, medals everywhere – and Derry’s own Franko, a man with a less regimented take on life, and just about the last person in Northern Ireland you can imagine taking orders from anyone.

			Frank Hegarty’s life has taken him all over the island of Ireland. He has friends in the unlikeliest places from his days driving a lorry, or his trips to see the coursing at Clonmel and the racing at Lifford and Brandywell. Frank has spent many hours on the road, but Derry is his talisman and is where he belongs. This border town at the edge of the United Kingdom – Monaco without the money, as a local journalist will later call it – is the furnace in which he has been forged and he cannot imagine living anywhere else.

			By now, Frank and his dog are further up the Hollyhall Road, and so, too, is the person ahead. But he is nearer now. Either Frank is walking faster than usual or the other man is slowing down. Around them, everything remains quiet, which allows the smallest sounds to take on an outsized significance. Frank can hear the bassline thud of his boots and the occasional trill of birdsong. The music of these morning walks is usually shattered by the noise of an approaching car. On hearing it, Frank will bundle up Blue or slip on her lead. But not today. Today the road is empty.

			What is in Frank’s mind? At some point his thoughts will turn to Blue, the handsome greyhound by his side. Frank has a way with animals. He grew up in a house with dogs, and as a boy he kept pigeons. It was clear from an early age that he had an intuitive sense of how to look after animals, but since he was a teenager the creature he has prized above any other has been the greyhound.

			The dog by Frank’s side is the finest he has ever owned. Taking Blue for a walk is, for him, like stepping out with a model. He is used to appreciative looks from passers-­by, some of them tinged with envy. In greyhound-­speak, Blue is ‘useful’. She has started to win races and might soon move up a grade. For every greyhound owner, this first rumble of success with a dog will trigger an avalanche of questions. What should Frank be feeding her in the run-­up to the next race? Has he cleaned out the kennel, properly washed her feet – as in properly washed them, getting the brush right in between the toes – and has he remembered to give her the right medicines and jabs so that she doesn’t take sick? Should he be holding her back to get her up to fitness or pushing to have her on the card sooner? Is that the start of a limp, and how are her ears, her teeth, her nails?

			Blue stands out for being quick, but she is also unusual for being a ‘blue’, which is to say she has a grey coat. For most greyhound men, owning a blue is like starting each day by walking under a ladder. It is bad luck, almost like a curse. But Frank does not see it like that. Nor does owning a blue lessen his popularity within the ‘doggy’ world of local greyhound men: a gnarly, watchful community presided over by men in muddy boots with deep Donegal accents, most of whom think of Frank as ‘a good man’, ‘a man you can trust’, ‘a kind man’.

			Frank Hegarty is good with his hands. He will see to your dog if it is wounded and you cannot afford the services of a vet. He knows how to sew up minor lacerations, the type of injury a dog might pick up after catching itself on barbed wire. Even if he doesn’t always get it right, he knows roughly what he’s doing. He won’t ask for payment, but he’s unlikely to be offended if you offer him a few pounds in return for his time.

			If Frank can earn a bit on the side, then he will. Like so many Catholic men in Derry – Derrymen, as they like to be known – Frank has recently been out of work. He has clocked some hours as a mechanic, but nothing steady. He is always on the lookout for an inside racing tip, some scrap of intelligence that will set him up for a betting coup. Gambling and greyhounds go hand in hand, and, like most of his fellow enthusiasts, he will place a bet when he can.

			The other man is closer still as Frank Hegarty continues up the hill. If Frank was someone who had hung on to the childhood stories he had been told about ghosts, raths, and other strange sightings, tales of the púca – the shape-­shifting trickster spirits who lurk at the edge of the city, in places like this – he might feel some tug of doubt about this mysterious figure who seems to have appeared out of thin air. Instead, he wants to catch up with him. Frank is gregarious. Anyone who knows him will tell you that he’s the kind of person whose reaction on seeing a fellow dog-­walker will be to start a conversation.

			The distance between the two men becomes smaller. Over to his right, Frank can see broad fields that race away to the horizon in flowing strokes, each one the kind of vivid, iridescent green you rarely see outside of Ireland or the Scottish Lowlands. To his left is the Glenowen estate, a cluster of mean-­looking buildings set out over the slope like gravestones. Plumes of peat smoke stream out of the chimneys, close enough to see but not smell. Between the buildings, Frank can glimpse the view out over Derry which comes at him like a stuttering slide show. Over at one end of it, hidden from sight, is the River Foyle, wide as a lake and silvery in the morning light. There are fishing boats and gulls overhead that look like ash above a bonfire. Just below the line of houses are the famous Derry city walls.

			Even if he cannot see them, Frank knows that there are British soldiers dotted along these dark stone ramparts. The presence of these troops can sometimes feel like a taunt. The thought of them, with their guns and their gear, immense and unassailable behind their fortifications, is enough to put anyone on edge. As one Derryman said of these troops, ‘they were Roman soldiers on Hadrian’s Wall and I was one of the savages’.1 For anyone like Frank, a local Catholic man, one of the hardest parts of living with these soldiers is the feeling they are looking down on you.

			Frank and his dog reach the stub of woodland beyond the Glenowen estate, with the other man just a little further on. The vista over Derry disappears and the light shifts. So, too, does the sound. For a moment, it is as if they are enclosed. Rainwater streams past in gullies beneath the road, filling the air with an ethereal shimmering sound. On one side is a wall camouflaged by ivy. On the other, a crumbling barbed-­wire fence. For the first time, the city feels distant.

			Now that Frank is even closer, he can see that the figure up ahead is smoking a pipe. This detail somehow makes him look more approachable, more knowable. Perhaps Frank thinks about how to start the conversation. A quick – Morning, how you going, cold today. Or the other man might begin with a remark about Blue (most people do).

			At last, with the distance between them smaller than ever, the man turns around.

			Frank can see his face, and he knows at once that they have never met. There might also be something in the way this man turns to him that feels off, some tell that hints at the idea he is about to do more than acknowledge Frank’s presence.

			The other man opens his mouth to speak, and in an accent that is not from Derry, more like one you might hear in Liverpool, he says:

			‘Alright, Franko.’

		

	
		
			2

			Cups of Tea

			Eleven years earlier

			One day in August 1969, a group of British soldiers fastened their helmets, gathered their gas masks, and checked the safety catches on their 7.62mm self-­loading rifles, knowing, as they did this, that they were about to make history. They belonged to the Prince of Wales’s Own Regiment of Yorkshire, and had been sent to Derry several weeks earlier, a city marked on their maps as Londonderry. Their orders that day were to relieve the police in the Bogside district of the city, where a riot had been under way for the best part of two days. This was the first time in more than forty years that armed soldiers had been sent out onto British streets. Nobody knew what the reaction would be, least of all them.

			The soldiers clambered into a jumble of waiting jeeps and Bedford lorries. It was just after 5 o’clock. The sun was out. The diesel engines made a reassuring growl as the flotilla of khaki-­coloured vehicles left the barracks. People stopped to stare as the convoy trundled past. Looking out of the back of their vehicles, the soldiers could see buildings that were still smouldering from the previous night’s disturbances and overturned cars on the street, many of them blackened and charred with their windows burned out. Rubble was strewn over the road like crumbs on a table, and ahead of them, the dark star leading them to their destination, they could make out a grey cloud over the Bogside.

			Most of these soldiers were used to seeing cities ravaged by fighting like this. The British Army had spent the last two decades either preparing for a Soviet invasion of Europe or attending to the break-­up of the British Empire. They had fought against the Stern Gang and Irgun in Mandatory Palestine, the Mau Mau in Kenya, the National Liberation Front and Front for the Liberation of South Yemen, the Ethniki Organosis Kyprion Agoniston in Cyprus, and an array of communist organisations in Oman and Malaya. The troops in those trucks were familiar with the sight of disfigured urban landscapes, but they had never thought they would encounter it here, in their own country.

			The British Army had no experience in policing its own streets, which was why the prime minister, Harold Wilson, had been so reluctant to use them in Northern Ireland. But he felt there was no alternative. The violence in Derry as well as Belfast was beginning to spiral, and a failure to act would surely lead to more deaths. Sending in the army appeared to be the least bad option.

			The soldiers arrived at the Bogside fifteen minutes after they had left their barracks. Most wore black gas masks over their heads as they jumped out of their vehicles and looked for cover.

			No gunfire.

			That was the first thing they noticed.

			No bricks or petrol bombs arcing through the air towards them either.

			Then came a low rumbling sound from the direction of the Bogside, steady at first before growing in intensity. It was hard to read to begin with, before it crossed over into the realm of familiarity, sounding like something you might hear in a football stadium after a goal has been scored. The soldiers were being welcomed as liberators. The roar went up a few decibels as the local police, the ‘peelers’, staggered off to get some rest. The soldiers removed their gas masks. The adrenaline started to subside.

			Then a crowd of Derrymen began to march past. They looked exhausted, sweaty, and jubilant, and they were singing at the tops of their voices. The soldiers might have been expecting to hear an Irish rebel song about rising up to smash the British Army. But instead the protesters sang the American gospel song ‘We Shall Overcome’, an anthem in the US civil rights movement, and a reminder of why they were here.

			 

			Several years earlier, a handful of people had set up Northern Ireland’s first civil rights group. Most of them were young, and they included Protestants as well as Catholics. They were inspired by the recent activism of Martin Luther King Junior and others in the United States, but they were also driven by a much deeper feeling of historic injustice which they had carried for most of their lives. Their aim was, simply, to end discrimination against Catholics in the region.

			At the time, Catholics in Northern Ireland made up about a third of the population. One of them was Frank Hegarty, then aged twenty-­seven and living just up the road from the Bogside. Although Frank had not been persecuted by his Protestant neighbours when growing up in Derry during the 1940s and 1950s – he had not been locked up, attacked, or physically injured because of his religious background – he encountered at different points in his life a fine mesh of prejudice. This affected where he lived, who he spent time with, his political power, and the jobs available to him. At times, the discrimination against Catholics like him was hard to legislate against and winkingly subtle. At others, it was as clear as the sun in the sky.

			‘People shrugged their shoulders and cracked jokes about it,’ one local activist said.1 Everybody knew what was going on. But it was hard to see how this was ever going to change. ‘You are now landing in Northern Ireland,’ went the joke, ‘put back your watches three hundred years.’ This administrative region of the United Kingdom – for that’s what it was, not a country, a state, or a province in its own right – could sometimes feel like a Sleepy Hollow in which time stood still. For most of the 1960s, with other parts of the world caught up in post-­imperial struggles for nationhood, ideological and cultural revolutions, a nuclear arms race, or plans to put a man on the moon, this corner of the United Kingdom seemed to be stuck. But towards the end of the 1960s, that was no longer true.

			Local civil rights activists organised themselves into groups and began to stage protests and marches, including one in Derry, in 1968, calling for ‘British rights for British citizens’. Those who took part were attacked by the police, and the footage of this was broadcast all over the world. The international condemnation that followed only added to the feeling among them that this was a battle they were starting to win.

			More clashes followed in Northern Ireland between civil rights campaigners and the local police, the Royal Ulster Constabulary, a force dominated by Protestants. As the violence intensified, it became more sectarian. Although Protestants in the region outnumbered Catholics by nearly two to one, if you combined the population for the north and south of Ireland, then Protestants were in a minority. This was the paradox at the heart of their identity. Many of the region’s Protestants, referred to in the media as ‘Unionists’ or ‘Loyalists’, because they were loyal to the union between Great Britain and Northern Ireland, felt that they were both in charge and under siege. They had grown up around the idea that they were locked in an existential struggle for survival, and that ceding ground to their Catholic neighbours was like turning against their own side. ‘No surrender!’ was as much a battle cry as a manifesto for some diehard Protestants, including many of those serving with the police.

			By the summer of 1969, the violence in Northern Ireland was starting to race away from itself. People all over Northern Ireland were bringing down from the attics of their minds some of their darkest fantasies of purity and sameness. Seven people were killed during two nights of riots in Belfast. In the following weeks, more than 1,800 families, most of them Catholic, were given just hours to clear out of their homes before the buildings were set alight.

			A seven-­year-­old Protestant boy who lived through that summer, and was changed by it, was the actor and director Kenneth Branagh. ‘I’d never had to worry before,’ he later said of his childhood in Belfast. ‘What it signalled for me was this sense that the world could spin out of control very quickly.’2

			Northern Ireland had gone from being one of the most peaceful places on earth, with an average of just five murders a year, to a land stalked by the spectre of violence.3 One journalist picked up on a new scent on the streets of Belfast. It was, he wrote, ‘the odour of the Blitz, one that the people of London and Dresden had come to know a generation earlier’.4 Parts of Northern Ireland had begun to look, smell, and sound like a war zone. On 14 August 1969, the local government asked the British prime minister to send in the army. Several hours later, a company of British troops set out for the Bogside, marking the start of ‘Operation Banner’, the name given to the British Army’s deployment to Northern Ireland.

			 

			The soldiers who arrived in the Bogside were not really sure what to make of the enthusiastic reception they had received and the sight of protesters singing ‘We Shall Overcome’. ‘People were waving at us and being very friendly towards us,’ one soldier remembered. ‘They were even wolf whistling.’ He was ordered by his commanding officer to occupy part of Derry’s city walls. ‘Then they started to shout up the walls, “Are you hungry?” “Yes.” So we sent down a rope and they tied baskets onto it and put fish and chips and flasks of coffee in them. It was wonderful.’5

			Thousands of soldiers arrived in the region over the next few days. All were taken aback by the warmth of the welcome. Many Catholics saw the British Army as a buffer between themselves and the police, and were genuinely pleased to see them patrolling the streets. Troops stationed in an observation post in Belfast, on top of the Divis Tower, were passed entire meals by local residents, including Ulster frys, the gut-­busting cooked breakfast of soda bread, potato pancakes, bacon, sausages, black pudding, tomatoes, and eggs. One Catholic woman lent her house keys to soldiers from a nearby army base, saying they could pop in whenever they liked to make themselves tea.6 Young soldiers all over Northern Ireland enjoyed a similar reception and were greeted with sandwiches, iced buns, and cups of sugary tea. Many of them couldn’t help but sympathise with the people who were trying so hard to make them feel at home. ‘We all had a feeling there was injustice over housing, jobs, education and even justice,’ one soldier remembered. ‘I think we certainly felt that we were on the side of the Catholics.’7

			British troops were soon going out on patrol without either helmets or body armour. They manned roadblocks and checkpoints. They built temporary barbed-­wire fences in Belfast that were known as ‘peace walls’ to separate the warring neighbourhoods. Most of these interventions had a hopeful, ad hoc feel to them. ‘We were operating blindly,’ one army officer admitted. ‘The game plan was developing quite literally on a day-­to-­day basis.’8 The British were not following some detailed blueprint for peace and had very little sense of what was coming. Intelligence, according to one report, was the army’s ‘weakest link’.9

			But whatever it was they were doing, it seemed to be working, and the violence rapidly became less intense. Major political reforms were announced in Westminster, including plans for a new housing authority in Northern Ireland and wholesale reform of the police. The way elections were held would come under review, and the government promised new laws that would tackle discrimination against Catholics.

			By the end of 1969, the British Army’s peacekeeping mission to Northern Ireland was beginning to look like a success. No soldiers had died, and almost half of the military units which had been rushed out to the region in the summer were being moved on. Newspaper editors recalled their reporters. A sense of hope was reaching out to the horizon, and the British Army’s deployment to Northern Ireland felt like a story in search of an ending.

			Beneath the surface, though, a different and much darker picture was developing. At the end of 1969, with the army looking to leave, there was a split inside the Irish Republican Army, better known as the IRA. This was the nearly defunct revolutionary group which for years had opposed Britain’s presence in Ireland and the existence of the Irish government. The IRA at that time believed mainly in persuasion. Its aim was to start by bringing together working-­class Catholics and Protestants, and then begin a military campaign to unite the island.

			In December 1969, a faction called the ‘Provisional IRA’ broke away from the original organisation. This splinter group was younger and angrier, and was shaped around an absolute commitment to violence. Its volunteers agreed to launch a fresh military campaign. There were more bombs than before and the casualty rate began to rise. With every new death, the chances of the British Army leaving the region became smaller, and with each day that the soldiers remained in Northern Ireland, the popularity of this new and deadlier incarnation of the IRA seemed to grow. Known at first as the ‘Provisionals’, or the ‘Provos’, this faction of the paramilitary group would soon be referred to in the media simply as the IRA.
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			Quagmire

			Two years later

			It’s a spring day in 1972, and Frank Hegarty is part of an IRA parade that’s moving slowly through the streets of Derry. The weather is overcast and uninviting, but the turnout that day is huge and the atmosphere crackles with intent. Frank is near the front of the procession, just ahead of the main body of IRA volunteers in black berets, bright white belts, polished boots, and heavy green jackets. (No balaclavas; they would come later.)

			Frank Hegarty is not in uniform. Instead, he is wearing a collarless shirt and fleece-­lined anorak. He looks like a man who takes care with his appearance. Frank also gives the impression of being completely relaxed in this setting, like someone who has found a place where he belongs. Some of the people who have come to see the parade recognise him as he marches past. But none can tell just by watching The General what his role in all this could be.

			It is hard for any of the spectators to know who is ‘involved’ in the IRA and who is just tagging along. That’s the point. You’re not supposed to brag to your neighbours about having been sworn into the IRA. But taking part in this parade, held each year to commemorate the 1916 Easter Rising, when a group of Irish revolutionaries declared independence in Dublin before being overwhelmed by the British, is a way of letting people know that you are, at least, somewhere in the mix.

			Another man out on the streets that day is the former butcher’s boy who has recently taken control of a local IRA brigade. He is someone Frank has come to know in the previous few months. He has curly red hair and terrible eyesight. He is taller than most of the other men in that parade and, like Frank, you’re unlikely to see him in uniform. His name is Martin McGuinness.

			Frank Hegarty and Martin McGuinness are both relatively new to this. Both men’s parents lived through the partition of Ireland in 1921, which led to the birth of the Irish Free State, containing twenty-­six of the island’s thirty-­two counties, and Northern Ireland, made up of the remaining six, but none of them came to think of themselves as ‘republicans’. Neither the McGuinnesses nor the Hegartys believed it was right to use violence in the struggle for a united Ireland. Martin McGuinness had not grown up on stories of relatives planting bombs and risking their lives to force the British government out of Northern Ireland, and nor had Frank Hegarty.

			The sight of Frank in the parade comes as a surprise to some people only because it is so completely at odds with his past. After leaving school, Frank became a lorry driver. He spent most of his twenties, which coincided with the 1960s, steering heavy articulated vehicles through the labyrinth of byways, tracks, and A-­roads around Derry. His father, Frank Senior, worked for the same company. Often, they were together on the same jobs. Frank was married, and had what appeared to be a steady life.

			But by 1972, that has changed. Frank no longer has a job and his marriage is effectively over. He is living with his parents again in the Hegarty family home, a larger-­than-­average house in Rosemount, a well-­to-­do area up the hill from the more flyblown neighbourhoods of Creggan and the Bogside. The mood in the city around him is unlike anything he ever experienced as a child. There is anger in the air, a roiling sense of injustice that can be traced back to what happened here, in Derry, just two months ago.

			On 30 January 1972, soldiers from the 1st Battalion, Parachute Regiment, known as ‘1 Para’, opened fire on a crowd of mostly Catholic protesters, and in less than half an hour had shot twenty-­six people. Fourteen of them would die of their injuries. None had been armed. The casualties on what became known as ‘Bloody Sunday’ ranged from John Johnston, a fifty-­nine-­year-­old who had not been part of the protest, but was on his way to see a friend, through to the first to be killed, seventeen-­year-­old John Duddy, shot in the back as he ran away from the soldiers. You would have to go back to 1819, in Manchester, when armed cavalry charged at a crowd of protesters in the Peterloo Massacre, to find a time when more British people were killed by their own armed forces.

			Bloody Sunday was enough in itself to turn most Catholics against the soldiers patrolling their streets. But what made this so much more troubling for someone like Frank was that it seemed to be part of a pattern. Troops from the same unit, 1 Para, had been responsible the year before for the deaths of nine people in Belfast, in what was called the ‘Ballymurphy Massacre’. One of those killed was Father Hugh Mullan, a much-­loved local priest, who was shot as he tried to help an injured man. Another was a forty-­four-­year-­old mother of eight, Joan Connolly, who had once offered sandwiches and tea to passing troops, and whose eldest daughter had recently married a British soldier. Stories were also rippling out across the region about the army’s treatment of the ‘Hooded Men’, a group of fourteen young Catholics who had been taken away with their heads covered, subjected to white noise, stood against a wall, and deprived of sleep and food for long periods.

			The army’s reaction to each incident usually had the effect of making things worse. A military spokesman would deny any wrongdoing by the soldiers and allege that the victims had been armed. This inflamed the pain felt by those who had just lost a parent, sibling, or child, while also adding to the suspicion many of them had that the British Army was above the law.

			Injustice and helplessness are an explosive mix. In the weeks after British soldiers opened fire in Derry, hundreds of young men and women looked for ways to join paramilitary organisations such as the Provisional IRA. Some were driven by a desire for revenge. Others felt this was the only way to protect their community. ‘Our motivation had nothing to do with any kind of political ideology,’ one of these recruits later said. ‘It was instinctive. We had that gut, instinctive feeling that what we were doing was right.’1 All over the region, ordinary people were being drawn into the vortex of violence, including many who had never before held a gun or so much as dreamed of planting a bomb. One of these was Frank Hegarty.

			Even if the nature of Frank’s involvement is a mystery to those watching him take part in the IRA parade, shortly after Bloody Sunday, they can see that he is comfortable in this setting. From the shape of his shoulders and the easy expression in his eyes, The General looks as if he is used to this, and that there’s nothing unusual about all the paramilitary uniforms, the British soldiers, the massed ranks of police, the more pronounced tribal divisions, the grief, the uncertainty, and the steadily rising death count.

			But none of this is normal. Four years earlier, if Frank were to open his window at night, he would have heard little more than the sound of passing cars. By the time of the parade, in 1972, it could be hard to sleep at night for the rumble of passing army helicopters, the roar of distant crowds, the clatter of dustbin lids on pavements as people warned their neighbours of an approaching army patrol, the thump-­thump-­thump of a Thompson sub-­machine gun, or the thunderclap of another IRA bomb. In 1972 alone, IRA volunteers in Northern Ireland detonated more than a thousand explosive devices. Either they were trying to destroy buildings connected in some way to the British state, or they wanted to kill British soldiers and Protestant civilians. One of their deadliest attacks that year was known as ‘Bloody Friday’, when a series of IRA bombs in Belfast killed seven civilians and two soldiers and left 130 people injured. This was described in one newspaper as a new nadir in the Troubles, the point at which ‘the three-­year bloodbath in Ulster reached a new level of savagery’.2

			The situation in Northern Ireland by the end of 1972 was worse than ever. More people were being killed than at any point in the region’s history. The IRA was larger and more active, and the same was true of Protestant paramilitary groups such as the Ulster Defence Association and Ulster Volunteer Force. Both had been responsible for a number of horrific killings. Seventy-­two civilians died in the violence that year, as well as 5 policemen, 117 Protestant paramilitaries, and 229 IRA volunteers.3

			Eighty-­one British soldiers were also killed in 1972, and senior army officers were starting to run out of ideas for how to end the bloodshed. Some were struggling to adjust to this strange and hostile environment. ‘Soldiers were burned by petrol bombs, hurt in riots or shot at by snipers,’ one army officer recalled. ‘There would be riots every night and you had bricks and bottles raining down on you.’ It was, he said, ‘complete chaos’, adding ruefully, of the contrast to the start of the Troubles, ‘there were no cups of tea this time’.4

			British soldiers had been sent over to Northern Ireland to restore peace. Three years later, they were up against a full-­blown insurgency. For many of them, it was if they had been ordered into a quagmire, and the harder they tried to get out, the deeper they sank. It was a Catch-­22. They could only leave Northern Ireland once peace was restored, and for that to happen they needed to leave. The problem was not just their presence but the way they reacted to some of the attacks. Most soldiers were being told to use tactics that had last been tried during the break-­up of the British Empire in countries such as Kenya, Malaya, and Cyprus. Often, the troops were ‘too indiscriminate and vigorous’, one officer wrote, ‘too many citizens had been unnecessarily inconvenienced and alienated, too many random arrests had been made, and some wholly unjustifiable incidents had occurred’.5

			If the British Army was going to find a way out of Northern Ireland, it needed a new approach. The situation was so bad that ordinary people like Frank Hegarty, with no history of violence, were becoming involved. But some army officers saw in this an opportunity. It meant that more individuals than ever were carrying around knowledge that could be turned into intelligence and then used to prevent future attacks. One question was how to get at this information and find out what people like Frank knew. Another was whether this was really going to make a difference.
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			Fishers of Men

			Six years later

			Brigadier James Glover, Jimmy to his friends, spoke with the kind of precision that came from having spent most of his life telling soldiers what to do. By November 1978, he seemed to be in the home stretch of his military career. He was working at a desk in Whitehall, and was attached to the Ministry of Defence with the rank of brigadier-­general. Glover was the army’s most senior officer working on intelligence from Northern Ireland. His job was to read reports from the region and work out what was most likely to happen next.

			Six years on from Bloody Sunday, Glover could see that the number of IRA attacks had fallen dramatically. Fewer people were being killed, and the army’s presence in the region was smaller and less abrasive. Senior army officers had grasped the importance of public relations – and no longer thought of this as something that had to be done for the sake of it, but as a tactic that could improve the military situation. They seemed to have acquired a better understanding of themselves and were no longer using the past as their playbook.

			By 1977, Northern Ireland was even considered safe enough for a visit from the Queen, as part of her Silver Jubilee celebrations. Due to security concerns, she was only there for one day and spent the night at sea. But this felt like a turning point. The outlook for Northern Ireland was tantalisingly good. In private, the army’s commanding officer in the region said that the IRA insurgency was about to ‘peter out’.1 One Northern Ireland secretary thought ‘the tide has turned’; his successor announced that the region was ‘almost permanently free’ from ‘terrorism’.2 Most British newspaper editors agreed and had all but lost interest in the conflict. In Cabinet, the Troubles was barely discussed, with one senior government advisor admitting that it would not even make it onto a list of their top thirty priorities.3

			Each day, Jimmy Glover walked into an office in Whitehall, where he was surrounded by people who thought the conflict in Northern Ireland was essentially over. His worry, in 1978, was that it had only just begun. Even if the security forces had contained one version of the IRA, he thought they were about to be up against a very different one and that the IRA had undergone a silent metamorphosis. Its leadership was preparing a new armed campaign, Glover explained in a classified report, ‘Future Terrorist Trends’. A core of dedicated volunteers such as Martin McGuinness was turning the IRA into a more disciplined organisation – one that was harder, younger, and leaner, and almost impossible to penetrate. It would have ‘the sinews of war’, Glover wrote, to keep the British Army pinned down in the region for many years.4 He also warned that this new version of the IRA was preparing a series of sensational attacks he called ‘spectaculars’.

			Jimmy Glover’s report ‘didn’t find all that much favour’, he said, because ‘it wasn’t a message that British government really wanted to hear’.5 Some civil servants thought he was doing what soldiers like him always did in moments like this, which was to give a pessimistic assessment of what was going on in the hope of being given more resources and then ‘let off the leash’.6 Others wondered how Glover had arrived at his Eeyorish conclusion. Elaborate hunch, educated guess, or did the British Army have a well-­placed source inside the IRA?

			Glover’s forecast turned out to be little short of clairvoyant. On one day, in late November 1978, with his classified paper still being chewed over in Whitehall like a piece of gristle, the IRA detonated bombs in sixteen towns across Northern Ireland. Next, they moved on to targets in England, adding more misery to the ‘Winter of Discontent’. The IRA attacked diplomats overseas, murdering the British ambassador to the Hague and his valet. In the same month, the IRA’s rival paramilitary group, the Irish National Liberation Army (INLA), killed the Conservative politician Airey Neave. In Northern Ireland, the IRA attacked military bases and soldiers out on patrol, and at around the same time the British Army learned that this paramilitary organisation had tapped some of their telephone lines and was listening in to calls made by their most senior officer in the region.

			With the outlook suddenly so much worse, Jimmy Glover was sent out to Northern Ireland. He arrived in February 1979 as the new ‘Commander Land Forces (Northern Ireland)’, which meant he was in charge of the army’s day-­to-­day operations in the region. Glover understood the main problem his soldiers were facing. Most people recognised that. But he also had an idea of how to solve it.

			Jimmy Glover was convinced that the best way to contain this new version of the IRA was with more intelligence, better intelligence, and improved analysis and coordination of intelligence. He wanted intelligence to become the priority for the security forces in Northern Ireland. As he loved to say: ‘intelligence is the key’.7

			Glover began by changing the way soldiers in Northern Ireland recruited and ran agents. He set up a new centralised unit dedicated to agent-­running. Until then, this work had been parcelled out to the army’s three brigades in the region, each of which had its own unloved ‘Research Office’. Now there was a single military unit referred to in army paperwork as ‘the Forward Research Offices’, or ‘the FRO’. It was later renamed the Force Research Unit, or ‘the FRU’, a label that stuck.8

			This elite new agent-­running outfit was cloaked in mystery. The FRU had its own identity, its soldiers wore civilian clothes and grew beards, and there was a rigorous selection procedure for those who wanted to join. Its insignia was a figure with a trident and net, and its motto was ‘Fishers of Men’. It reported indirectly to Glover, who was adamant that intelligence was going to be decisive in Northern Ireland and that the FRU would play a central part in this.

			Most of his colleagues disagreed. Some objected to what Glover was doing on principle, believing it was unconstitutional for soldiers to be running spies inside the United Kingdom. Others worried about the legal side of what was going on. Northern Ireland had not been declared a war zone. For the most part, ordinary British law applied. Was it lawful to have soldiers running agents who might commit criminal acts? Then there were those who knew that the army had tried this in the past, and it had ended in disaster. A secretive military unit called the MRF had been set up earlier in the Troubles. It had begun by running agents, but ended up carrying out random attacks on civilians in Belfast, and was disbanded after one of its soldiers was charged with attempted murder.

			Ordinary soldiers also objected to intelligence work, usually because they thought it was a waste of time. Many struggled, one paratrooper recalled, to ‘take any of this intelligence nonsense seriously’.9 They disliked the idea of paying an IRA volunteer to let them in on the secret of where he had planted a bomb. They could not see how running agents was going to play a part in ending the Troubles.

			History was on their side. There was no conflict in world history that had been decided by intelligence work. Even in the Second World War, with Bletchley Park and secretive organisations like the Special Operations Executive, intelligence had only played a peripheral role in the Allied victory. Conflicts were decided by ­soldiers with guns, not spies. It was hard to see why Northern Ireland was going to be different.

			 

			Jimmy Glover was travelling by helicopter across Northern Ireland when he heard on his radio headset something about an IRA attack south of the border in County Sligo. It was 27 August 1979, a Bank Holiday Monday. Two teenagers had been killed, as well as an eighty-­three-­year-­old woman, and the former first sea lord, viceroy and governor-­general of India, and prominent member of the British royal family, Lord Louis Mountbatten.

			Several hours later came a second IRA attack. An army convoy at Warrenpoint, County Down, was struck by two enormous bombs. ‘I don’t remember a sound as such. It’s a sensation,’ one of the survivors said. ‘I can remember my legs being moved and then “bang”. For I think about seven days, I had no recollection of anything.’10 Eighteen soldiers from ‘2 Para’ were killed, ranging from a twenty-­two-­year-­old from Stockton-­on-­Tees, Corporal John Giles, a father of two young children, through to thirty-­four-­year-­old Major Peter Fursman, from Northamptonshire.

			The IRA took responsibility for both ‘spectaculars’, and in a triumphant communiqué they threatened more, saying, of the British Army, ‘We will tear out their sentimental imperialist hearts’.11 The window of doubt had closed. The conflict in Northern Ireland was not about to ‘peter out’, and the recent surge of IRA activity could not be dismissed as some kind of dead-­cat bounce. Jimmy Glover was right. The IRA had been born again, and the British were facing a new and altogether different enemy.
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