
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            SHUT IT!
            
 
            The Inside Story of The Sweeney
            
 
            Pat Gilbert

         
 
         
            
               [image: ]
               

               
                  
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            To Sheila Gilbert

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CONTENTS

         
 
         
            Title Page
            

            Dedication
            

            Introduction 
            
 
            Acknowledgements 
            
 
            
                  

            
 
            1 To Catch a Thief 
            
 
            2 Anarchy in W9 
            
 
            3 Sweeney Todd = Flying Squad 
            
 
            4 The Battle of Odin’s 
            
 
            5 The Outcast 
            
 
            6 Reach for the Skies 
            
 
            7 Seconds Out … 
            
 
            8 South London Confidential 
            
 
            9 Trojan Horse 
            
 
            10 Red Cow at Night 
            
 
            11 At the Movies 
            
 
            12 Australian Rules 
            
 
            13 Backroom Boys 
            
 
            14 Sunset Over Hammersmith Road 
            
 
            15 Not Many, Guv 
            
 
            
                  

            
 
            The Sweeney Episode Guide 
            
 
            Index 
            
 
            Copyright 
            

            Plates
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION
            

         
 
         The Sweeney is one of those creations that have a place deep in the hearts of most Brits of a certain age. I was born in the mid-1960s, and was too young to have seen the first two series when they were originally broadcast in 1975, though I distinctly remember episodes from the third and fourth seasons. But even in its very earliest days, before we were allowed to stay up and watch it, everyone at school knew what The Sweeney was, and that it involved two hard coppers from a unit called the Flying Squad racing around London in fast cars, beating up armed robbers in balaclavas.
         
 
         Unlike other police dramas of the time, like Z Cars and Dixon of Dock Green, The Sweeney belonged to an adult world that was then slightly beyond our ken. It was hard and ugly, like the Leeds United team of that time, and alive with the same sort of greed for violence and winning. It existed in the same universe as football hooligans, The Who and striking power workers tussling with mounted police. Coming in 1975 at the end of post-war consensus, when society had enjoyed relative harmony, it was, like punk (which followed soon afterwards), an alarm bell that Britain was on the verge of great social changes.
         
 
         As a rule, kids weren’t allowed to watch the show, chiefly because it was by far the most violent and racy thing on TV. It had ‘adult themes’, which basically meant its lead characters, Detective Inspector Jack Regan and Detective Sergeant George Carter – brilliantly played by John Thaw and Dennis Waterman – were always trying to get their leg over a busty barmaid or bored air stewardess. They also drank whisky by the gallon and swore a lot, though in reality the language rarely went further than ‘bastard’, ‘bloody’, ‘arse’, ‘sod’ and ‘git’ – but that was exciting enough to hear on telly when you were twelve or thirteen years old.
         
 
         In recent years, of course, Jack Regan has been satirised/celebrated in the character of Gene Hunt in the BBC drama series Life on Mars and Ashes to Ashes, though watching those pioneering millennial shows will never fully prepare you for the grainy glory of the real thing, a growling, world-weary attack-dog of a man who nevertheless has a deeply compassionate strand in his make-up, a mordant wit, and some of the best lines ever mouthed by a fictional policeman – the glorious ‘Get your trousers on, you’re nicked’ being just one of them.
         
 
          
         Writing this book has been a journey, taking me to the west of Ireland and the set of Emmerdale in Yorkshire, via numerous west London streets and Soho restaurants, in search of the story behind the show. Gradually, the details of how and why The Sweeney was to become such an epochal piece of TV-making, and how it had such a seismic impact on audiences, revealed themselves.
         
 
         One thing that quickly came to light is that it was made by a generation of writers, producers, actors and technicians who were brought up in the 1940s and 1950s when life in war-worn Britain was tough, and getting on required resilience and resourcefulness; many of those involved had done National Service in the army or RAF. In many ways, this helps make it a very British story, infused with values from a bygone age: filming the series on a shoestring budget, and managing it from an HQ set up in a derelict school building in Hammersmith (the same school had been used to plan the D-Day landings), The Sweeney’s cast and crew created something pioneering with few of the luxuries afforded to modern-day filmmakers, shooting to a schedule so rapid it would be laughed out of any production meeting today.
         
 
         Rather than having trailers and Winnebagos, the actors – at least to begin with – had to make do with changing in the back-rooms of pubs. The rushes, meanwhile, were edited in a room in the former school that featured a rusty Victorian bath which people sometimes still used: one director had to endure a technician farting from beneath the bath water while he tried to piece together an action sequence. There was no budget to regularly replace the old Jags and (new) Fords used for car chases – they had to be rebuilt week after week until they were virtually scrap.
         
 
          
         The Sweeney was, famously, the first ever British TV drama to be shot on 16mm film entirely on location, a vital ingredient in its gritty, documentary-style feel. Adding to the realism was its intriguing crossover with the world of real-life London crime, with several scriptwriters, actors, extras, technicians and stuntmen having first-hand experience of Cockney villainy. Then there are the police officers who officially (and otherwise) advised the series’ producers, at a time when the Flying Squad was at the centre of allegations of corruption and illegal practices.
         
 
         So, here it is: the behind-the-scenes story of one of Britain’s greatest ever TV dramas, with all the backroom flare-ups, on-set punch-ups, scarcely credible real-life catastrophes – such as the writer imprisoned for three months in the middle of writing a script – and heart-warming tales of a band of brothers dedicated to creating something new, progressive and, as it has turned out, culturally vital and enduring.
         

         
             

         
 
         Pat Gilbert
 
         London, August 2010
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         One last note: Ian Kennedy-Martin prefers to hyphenate his last two names, while his brother Troy didn’t. As they are often talked about together, or in the same sentence, I’ve stuck with Ian’s style throughout.
         
 
          
         To view the four series, I thoroughly recommend The Sweeney: The Definitive Collection, available through Network Fremantle, which contains all fifty-three episodes, uncut and digitally restored, plus ‘Regan’ and the feature films Sweeney! and Sweeney 2. It has dozens of extras, including commentaries and interviews with guest actors.
         
 
         So don’t stand there looking like a motorway breakfast, go and watch them.
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            TO CATCH A THIEF
            

         
 
         For readers of downmarket tabloid the Sunday People, the edition opened over breakfast tables on 27 February 1972 contained a remarkable allegation – even by that paper’s standards of prurient guff. It claimed that a serving police officer, Kenneth Drury, had just returned from a fortnight’s holiday in Cyprus with James Humphreys, a notorious Soho underworld figure who ran a lucrative pornography racket. Not only had the two men and their wives shared adjacent rooms in a resort hotel in Famagusta, but they had spent part of their vacation checking out various properties with a view to going into business together as hoteliers. The criminal Humphreys, it said, had footed the bill for the trip.
         
 
          
         Worryingly for the Met, the policeman in question, Commander Kenneth Drury, wasn’t any old rank-and-file copper: he was the most senior officer in the Flying Squad, the team of select CID officers charged with policing London’s most violent, devious and dangerous criminals.
         
 
         The events that unfolded over the next few months would have a catastrophic effect on the reputation of the Flying Squad and the image of the British police in general. In an era when the public’s view of the typical bobby was still heavily shaded by the long-running BBC TV series Dixon of Dock Green – in which genial PC Jack Warner reassured the nation that we were all safe in the hands of kindly, upright, hardworking coppers like him – the suggestion of corruption in the highest echelons of the Met was dynamite.
         
 
         For the tabloids, as ever locked in a circulation war, the revelations of February 1972 were manna from heaven. The very same day that the Sunday People ran its story, the News of the World published a different version of events, fed to the paper by Drury himself. The piece insisted that he and Humphreys had been in Cyprus on the trail of Ronnie Biggs, the fugitive Great Train Robber. They’d apparently received a tip-off that he was in hiding on the island, and their plan, the piece claimed, was to capture him and bring him back to justice.
         
 
         Though few people had heard of him, Drury’s pal James Humphreys was something of a Soho underworld legend, having left behind an unsuccessful post-war career as a thief to open a successful nightclub in Old Compton Street. By the late sixties, the formidable south Londoner was the owner of a huge strip house on Berwick Street called The Queen’s Club, from which he earned enough money to buy a farm on the Kent–Sussex borders. He was also a key player in the booming trade in hardcore porn mags and blue films, imported from the Continent.
         
 
         Outwardly, Humphreys was a bona fide businessman, and in the mid-sixties few had objected to his becoming chairman of Hastings United football club. One of his legitimate schemes to bring extra income to the club was hatched with Nosher Powell – a south London hard case and stuntman who would later appear in several episodes of The Sweeney – and involved staging jousting tournaments before home games. (The other directors sadly nixed the idea.)
         
 
         Commander Drury’s counter-claim that the holiday was a ruse to snatch Biggs seemed to work – until Humphreys twigged that the policeman had essentially blown his cover as an informant. After all, no underworld character, however squeaky-clean he wished to appear to the public, wanted to be seen turning in a Great Train Robber. The pornographer consequently held a press conference explaining that the holiday had all been Drury’s idea, to explore a number of legitimate business ventures.
         
 
         In the following weeks, fascinating details emerged about the two men’s regular meetings at expensive restaurants, and boozy nights out, usually at Humphreys’ expense. The pair had even attended the 1971 Cup Final together, witnessing Arsenal’s hirsute hero Charlie George sinking Liverpool in extra time.
         
 
         After these revelations in the press, Drury was immediately suspended from duty. For the first time, the public had been given a glimpse of how tightly entwined the two worlds of law enforcement and villainy had become in London’s West End. For the police it was a public relations disaster, and led ultimately to the Met’s new Commissioner, Robert Mark, dismantling the existing Flying Squad and the closely linked ‘Dirty Squad’, which were meant to be waging war on Soho’s thriving pornographic trade, rather than profiting from it.
         
 
         Mark had been appointed Commissioner at the start of 1972 in preference to his rival Peter Brodie, regarded as a conservative figure content to preserve the status quo at Scotland Yard. It was Mark’s stated mission to clean up the force, and particularly the CID, which he felt was being compromised by ‘the misdeeds of the few’. He later said he was ‘prepared to do anything to correct [this situation]’, a statement the Home Office believed to be true, having seen him unbowed by the frosty relationships he had weathered with many ‘old-school’ colleagues since joining the Met as Assistant Commissioner in 1967.
         
 
         Mark – now in his early nineties – had famously worked his way up the ranks, beginning as a beat constable in Leicester, where his reputation as ‘Mr Clean’ began. One of his first moves after taking over the Met was to convene a meeting of fifty senior detectives, telling them that complaints against officers weren’t being handled properly. Shortly afterwards, he created A10 (Regan’s bane in The Sweeney), a new internal body tasked with investigating accusations of wrongdoing and corruption, tellingly headed by a uniformed officer. He also made it clear that, though he accepted it was part of the CID’s job to mingle with villains, it must only be done where it was obviously in the public interest. The new broom also brought in measures to ensure that payments to informants were properly monitored and catalogued.
         
 
         Mark had famously made his position on corruption clear to his officers on taking up his post, tartly informing them that ‘A good police force is one that catches more criminals than it employs.’ His reforms were deeply unpopular with Flying Squad officers, whom he immediately targeted as trouble-makers.
         
 
         Meanwhile, an investigation into the activities of Drury and Humphreys led to criminal proceedings against both men. It emerged at the trial that the Flying Squad’s unquestionably bent commander had been receiving a bribe of £100 a week – as much as £1,000 in today’s money – to allow Humphreys to operate unmolested in Soho. In court, his partner in crime half-joked that Drury had lived so extravagantly from his bungs that he’d bought him a rowing machine and a course of slimming tablets to burn off his fat.
         
 
         In a twist that suggested crime could pay better than you might think, Humphreys briefly became an adviser on the TV show Budgie, starring Adam Faith as an ex-jailbird on the make. (The lead part was initially earmarked for the actor-cum-gangster John Bindon, another minor player in the Sweeney story.)
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Up in north London, a young TV scriptwriter called Ian Kennedy-Martin was watching all this unravel with great interest. ‘From Drury’s point of view it was better to have one guy in Soho running all the porn,’ explains Ian, who presciently managed to ‘be around’ Drury before his incarceration. ‘If you arrested him and took him away, then the porn would be run by twelve Sicilians, ten Cypriots, twenty Irishmen. While Humphreys was there he controlled the whole operation. If things went wrong and two people ended up dead in Compton Street you knew who did it.
         
 
         ‘But Humphreys got irritated by the Flying Squad,’ he continues. ‘They would go to Quo Vadis [a restaurant in Dean Street] with their wives, have a meal and put it on his tab. It was always an uneasy relationship. It was about making deals.’
         
 
         But what the media failed to report widely in the wake of the damning 1972 exposés was that the methods used by the Flying Squad to keep law and order had long been unorthodox. Indeed, it was arguably the Squad’s close relationship with the capital’s post-war crime gangs, and success in running a network of ‘grasses’ and ‘snouts’, that had kept London a relatively safe place throughout the fifties and sixties. It was not for nothing that a place on the Flying Squad was considered the ultimate reward for a hungry young ‘thief-taker’ in the CID. Nor was the section’s nickname of the ‘Heavy Mob’ in any way lightly bestowed.
         
 
         Fascinated by this unfolding story of duty, corruption, crime and betrayal, Ian Kennedy-Martin began dreaming up a new TV play about what the fight against crime on the streets of 1970s London was really like. Little did he know then that he was about to create a TV legend.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2
 
            ANARCHY IN W9
            

         
 
         A breezy summer’s day in 2009, and the broad, tree-lined avenues of Maida Vale are genteel and serene, seemingly unaware of the troubled high-rise locales of nearby Paddington. In keeping with this urbane atmosphere, at the corner of Sutherland Avenue stands a smart gastropub called The Warrington, a former Victorian hotel with a grand mosaic floor at its entrance.
         
 
         Thirty-five years ago, this cavernous boozer was the setting for a memorable episode of The Sweeney called ‘Night Out’, which saw the main character, Detective Inspector Regan, monitoring a bank job from an upstairs room occupied by a prostitute friend. In an example of how the fictional world of The Sweeney often echoed real life, in the late 1800s the pub actually did house a brothel, Maida Vale then being a lively hub of frock-coated debauchery. Indeed, nearby Randolph Street may well have given us the word ‘randy’.
         
 
         Climbing the pub’s wide staircase, a quick glance atop reveals that any traces of rampant saturnalia have long disappeared. The main first-floor room is now a swanky Gordon Ramsay restaurant, the profanities it experiences no doubt chiefly of the four-lettered kind. Gone, too, is any physical evidence that The Sweeney’s cast and crew spent several days here in the autumn of 1974. Even the marks where a fake payphone was screwed to the wall at the top of the stairs have vanished, wallpapered over during the building’s long-overdue millennial refurbishment.
         
 
         The Warrington pub is not far from the home of Ian Kennedy-Martin, creator of such remarkable TV series as The Chinese Detective, Juliet Bravo and, of course, The Sweeney. At seventy-nine, with twinkling eyes and a floppy fringe, Ian still has a faintly boyish air about him, though he readily confesses that ‘too many good lunches’ have taken their toll on his waistline.
         
 
         Outside his home, I’d bumped into Glen Matlock from The Sex Pistols, at 54 still looking remarkably like a cheeky, Sweeney-style Jack-the-lad. I ask Kennedy-Martin, amid our ice-breaking preamble, whether he realises he’s a close neighbour of the bass player of a notorious punk group whose original lifespan – and extraordinary impact on mid-seventies popular culture – curiously ran in parallel lines to The Sweeney’s.
         
 
         ‘No I didn’t,’ he smiles, perhaps tickled at the thought of anarchy in W9. ‘He must be the sensible Sex Pistol. He’s still alive.’
         
 
         
         The Sweeney, Kennedy-Martin admits, has served him well down the years, generating substantial sums in TV, book, film and merchandising royalties. Yet the truth is that Ian’s association with the series ended several months before the pilot episode, ‘Regan’, was broadcast in June 1974. His departure came after a bitter behind-the-scenes battle with the programme’s producer, Ted Childs; it would leave a corrosive stain on their relationship that, incredibly, endures until this day.
         
 
         At the time, Kennedy-Martin was so incensed by Childs’ behaviour that he exploited a hiccup with his contract to acquire a cut of all future earnings from the then embryonic Sweeney brand. ‘Lloyd Shirley, the executive producer, said, “I hope you aren’t going to take us to the cleaners,”’ explains Kennedy-Martin of the ‘highly agreeable’ severance deal his agent negotiated. ‘I said, “Lloyd – yes, I am taking you to the cleaners.”’
         
 
         But what no one could predict in the spring of 1974 was that the explosive row between Childs and Kennedy-Martin, and the resulting decisions the producer made about the way The Sweeney would be filmed and scripted, was to change for ever the way British television was created.
         

         
               

         
 
         When Ian Kennedy-Martin first began writing scripts in the early sixties, the idea of a TV series shot on 16mm colour film featuring violent, womanising cops bombing around London and giving real-looking villains a bloody good kicking seemed about as far-fetched as a shuttle going back and forth from space.
         
 
         Broadcast in black-and-white, most drama at that time was recorded ‘as live’ in a studio, without much – or sometimes any – editing. Occasionally, plays were still transmitted in real time, creating all sorts of problems, such as the infamous incident in a US production of Raymond Chandler’s The Long Goodbye when an actor whose character had been killed slowly rose from under a blanket and walked out of shot.
         
 
         ‘It wasn’t very glamorous,’ explains Kennedy-Martin of TV fifty years ago. ‘You’d be called to a freezing cold rehearsal hall to work on some George Bernard Shaw masterpiece that was running five minutes short and have to write an extra speech for someone. Either that, or if it was running over you had to cut some lines from the next scene. But it taught me something valuable: nothing on the page is precious.’
         
 
         London-born, Ian bowled up at the BBC in late 1961, around the time his older brother Troy – a colourful character who will loom large in the Sweeney story – was developing the idea for a pioneering new police drama called Z Cars, which would hit the nation’s screens early the following year. Ian, like Troy before him, had been educated at Trinity College in Dublin, but he was kicked out before he graduated. Initially seeking employment as a commercial artist, he changed his mind after clocking his brother’s easy-going work habits at the BBC.
         
 
         ‘Troy was having a lot of fun,’ he laughs, ‘lying in bed till eleven then wandering in to Lime Grove studios. The secretary would cover for him, saying, “Troy’s out at the moment, can I take a message?” The pay was reasonable too.’
         
 
         It’s testament to the younger Kennedy-Martin’s flair that one of the first scripts he ever wrote – submitted to the BBC’s drama chief John Hopkins as a kind of job application – featured a conceit later to be retooled by Troy for the film that would make the older Kennedy-Martin a legend of British cinema. ‘It was about an incident that occurred in Oxford Street, when the lights went out because they were controlled by computer,’ explains Ian. ‘It was the beginnings of The Italian Job.’
         
 
         Drafted into the BBC’s writers’ pool at the newly opened, super-modern Television Centre at White City, Ian spent a couple of years adapting plays and novels, and generally learning the craft of good TV drama. In the late 1950s, BBC TV had been run by what Troy called ‘ex-army officers who had been in the war and still had their pipes’, a venerable but inherently conservative breed typified by the likes of Eric Maschwitz and Donald Wilson.
         
 
         However, by the early sixties, attitudes and tastes were changing, even if leather-patched tweed jackets and pungent pipe tobacco prevailed. Television drama was becoming toothier, thanks in part to writers like John Hopkins, Roger Smith and Tony Garnett – and, indeed, Troy, whose TV debut in 1958, ‘Incident At Echo 6’, was based on his experiences as a National Serviceman in Cyprus, under fire from EOKA insurgents.
         
 
         The establishment’s growing concern that the BBC’s drama department was harbouring Marxist radicals in black turtle-neck jumpers meant that all scripts had to be OK’d by an MI5 officer installed at White City. ‘He’d sit there in a mackintosh with his leg shaking, wondering what left-wing propaganda was going to be included in The Wednesday Play,’ recalls Ian. ‘But he never really stopped anything. The only one I remember was Troy’s play “Little Goat”, based on a true story about a female agent sent to France in World War Two, then deliberately betrayed. That had to be shelved.’
         
 
         Soon, Ian Kennedy-Martin was selling scripts to independent TV companies like ITC and ABC, who in turn commissioned him to contribute material for popular series like The Saint and the the 1960s’ The Protectors. In 1965, his surgical precision with a red pen led to a job as story editor on a hard-hitting new ABC drama called Redcap, starring a 24-year-old, RADA-trained prodigy named John Thaw, playing a sergeant in the army’s Special Investigations Branch.
         
 
         A decade or so later, The Sweeney would anoint the relationship between writer and actor in a spectacular manner that Redcap never quite managed. But the series sparked an enduring friendship between the two men, who quickly discovered a shared taste for fine wines and good restaurants. In Ian, it seemed, John found an urbane and sympathetic drinking partner he could open up to; for Kennedy-Martin, Thaw was a fascinating working-class northerner whose deadpan humour and irreverence had him in stitches.
         
 
         It wouldn’t be long before the writer made another portentous Sweeney connection. After working on Redcap, Ian took a call from Anglia’s head of drama, Johnny Jacobs, who felt he was the man to rescue an ailing twice-weekly soap called Weavers Green about a vets’ practice in Norfolk. According to Ian, the cast had grown to an unwieldy thirty or so contracted actors, which he immediately pared down – ‘I fired all but six of them!’ He then spent the next few months racing up to Norwich in his red Alfa Romeo to oversee the rejuvenated show.
         
 
         A girl on the set had caught Ian’s eye. At the time, she was romantically involved with the actor playing love interest Will Akers, who was already a well-established name in TV and theatre.
         
 
         
         ‘I’d seen Dennis Waterman on TV, and he was very good,’ says Kennedy-Martin of the future Sweeney star. ‘I saw this girl and thought, “I want her”, and after a few months of Dennis it looked as if she might be available.’
         
 
         If such behaviour suggested the writer had a ruthless streak, then it seemed to be one controlled by a healthy pragmatism. As the sixties drew to a close, Ian concluded that the best money in TV writing lay in rolling out serial scripts for weekly dramas. Returning to the BBC, he wrote six episodes of the bland oil company drama The Troubleshooters, then hired a villa in the south of France to create a new police drama for Yorkshire TV called Parkin’s Patch. Ian had by now bought a smart townhouse with a ‘nice wine cellar’ in Marlborough Place, a leafy avenue in St John’s Wood. If a sign was ever needed that the Swinging Sixties were coming to end, he had only to turn the corner of his street into Abbey Road to have witnessed The Beatles – the ultimate beacon of Britain’s sixties swagger – disintegrating amid bitter feuding.
         
 
         It was around this time that Ian was commissioned to write an hour-long play for Thames called ‘Detective Waiting’, which reconnected him with the company’s mercurial head of drama, Lloyd Shirley, a bluff Canadian with – as later chapters will reveal – a reputation for booze-fuelled outbursts, but also a sixth sense for spotting potentially brilliant TV ideas.
         
 
         Always scoping for fresh ideas, it was Lloyd’s custom to phone his favourite writers for a chat. In late 1973, when Kennedy-Martin was following his older brother into the world of Hollywood film, he received one of Lloyd’s periodic calls. ‘Lloyd Shirley was the last head of drama to ask writers, “What do you want to do? What are you up to?” No one’s done that before or since.’
         
 
         Ian told Lloyd that he knew a detective working in the elite branch of the Metropolitan Police known as the Flying Squad, who, like many of his fellow officers, was royally pissed off that Robert Mark, the Met’s new Commissioner, was conducting a mass cleanout of Squad detectives following damaging revelations about their close links with underworld crime figures.
         
 
         ‘My friend on the Flying Squad didn’t like this at all,’ explained Ian. ‘He said, “That’s how we function, we gather information by meeting villains. We’re right in there with them.”’
         
 
         The ‘detective friend’ was an officer named Dave Wilson, soon to become the raw material for one of television’s most extraordinary and best-loved fictional cops. In fact, when Lloyd Shirley got in touch, Kennedy-Martin was already working on the bones of a script. It featured a disgruntled and hard-bitten police officer named McLean, who in the eventual guise of Detective Inspector Jack Regan would soon make the Flying Squad and its grimy world of informants, car chases and desperate armed lags famous throughout the world.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            3
 
            SWEENEY TODD = FLYING SQUAD
            

         
 
         On a grey, rain-drenched November lunchtime, Detective Superintendent Barry Phillips is standing at the bar of an old-fashioned boozer in Victoria, just a stone’s throw from the Metropolitan Police’s headquarters at New Scotland Yard. Now retired and running a firm of security consultants, Phillips effortlessly fits the stereotype of the no-nonsense plain-clothes British cop: broad, honest face; short hair; raincoat (possibly even when it’s not raining); friendly manner; bullshit detector quietly set to max.
         
 
         Phillips is the head of the Ex-Flying Squad Officers Association, and is extremely proud of the section’s achievements and traditions. ‘I don’t like to refer to it as an “elite” unit, but it was a specialised unit,’ he says. ‘You could only join if you were sponsored and recommended. It was known thief-takers with a reputation who would gain entry. You were as good as your last job, you always had to be turning results over to keep your position.’
         
 
         Understandably, Phillips doesn’t wish to dwell on the dark days of the early seventies, which, echoing the title of a pivotal Sweeney episode, he personally attributes – somewhat diplomatically – to an inevitable number of ‘bad apples’ in the organisation, and the morally ambiguous concept of ‘noble corruption’ within the Squad.
         
 
         The Squad, Phillips explains, had its origins in a secret meeting at Scotland Yard just a few weeks before the end of the First World War. The conference was chaired by Detective Chief Inspector Frederick Wensley, a 53-year-old copper who’d had the distinction of working on the Jack the Ripper case thirty years earlier.
         
 
         Wensley warned his audience of a dozen select CID officers that peace would bring with it huge problems, as tens of thousands of soldiers hardened by their experiences in the trenches were demobilised. Far from returning to a land of milk and honey, it was patently clear that the servicemen would be coming back to a country blighted by soaring unemployment and social unrest.
         
 
         What’s more, the wartime black market had created a new generation of criminals, with cases of burglary increasing in London from around 7,500 in 1915 to over 11,000 in 1918, while control of bookmaking at horse races had become the focus for vicious gang wars.
         
 
          
         ‘There was another thing, too,’ states DS Phillips. ‘Criminals were starting to use motor cars. Not their own, as they stole them. This meant bobbies on the beat didn’t stand much of a chance in pursuit of suspects.’
         
 
         The problem of motorised villains – quite a glamorous notion in overwhelmingly horse-drawn London – was exacerbated by the fact that the capital’s police operated in rigidly defined areas, and traversing borders meant handing responsibility to the local force. For a bunch of thieves tearing across the city in a nicked Bentley, this meant that the risk of capture by coppers armed with nothing more than a whistle and truncheon was minimal.
         
 
         Wensley’s plan, put to the clandestine meeting, was daring and radical. He proposed the formation of a crack team of mobile plain-clothes officers, each with specialist knowledge of the underworld in a particular part of London, with carte blanche to roam wherever they pleased. All that mattered was getting results: the team’s number one job was simply to bag villains.
         
 
         Within four months, the ‘Mobile Patrol Experiment’ was at work on the streets of London, giving chase to criminals in a vehicle specially designed for the purpose. The London constabulary only had two motor cars – both Wolseleys, and both reserved for ferrying around senior officers of the Yard – so the new squad had to make do with a horse-drawn wagon rented from the Great Western Railway company, with peepholes cut in its canvas cover.
         
 
         But though the beginnings of the specialist force were inauspicious, their immediate success meant that more resources were quickly made available to them. In mid-1920 they were given two ex-Royal Flying Corps Crossley motor tenders, which gave them the opportunity to pronounce themselves the first motorised police unit in Britain – even if they could be outrun by most ordinary family cars.
         
 
         The provenance of the tenders and the unit’s ability to zip around town led in September 1920 to a puff piece in the Daily Mail – its crime correspondent went by the wonderful name of G.T. Crook – which would give the twelve-man unit its enduring nickname. The article, headlined ‘Motor Car Detectives’, trumpeted: ‘During the past two months, scores of the most daring and dangerous criminals in London have been caught. They have been picked up by the flying squads at all hours of the day and night, some while actually engaged on a burglarious enterprise.’
         
 
         In 1923, the Flying Squad’s ability to apprehend roving villains was increased immeasurably when one of the Crossley tenders was fitted with a state-of-the-art radio receiver, transmitting to and from an intelligence section in Scotland Yard. A picture from the Yard’s archive shows the tender with the aerial on its roof looking a bit like an iron bedstead, but from the start its contribution to policing the streets of London was never in question.
         
 
         A few years later, the Squad was kitted out with its first high-performance cars – half-a-dozen Lea Francis convertibles, each painted a different colour and carrying false number plates so crooks wouldn’t get used to spotting them. In a tradition that continues to this day, the cars were driven by a team of crack ‘wheel-men’, specially trained in the early days at the famous Brooklands racing track in Surrey.
         
 
          
         In 1930, the acquisition of a 90 mph Invicta sports saloon led to the kind of life-endangering car chases through the streets of London which would become a trademark of The Sweeney four decades later. One early pursuit, recounted in Neil Darbyshire’s spirited history of the unit, The Flying Squad, was to become legendary. Late one night, the Invicta was patrolling Kennington, just south of the river, when its crew spied a known smash-and-grab gang driving in a Vauxhall van.
         
 
         The Squad followed the villains at a distance, then gave chase after the gang tried to rob a tailor’s shop in Victoria Street. The Invicta managed to draw level with the speeding van in Buckingham Gate, at which point a certain Detective Inspector Ted Ockey jumped from the Squad’s car on to the running-board of the Vauxhall and grabbed one of the villains around the neck. The van’s occupants battered him with an iron bar, and he lost his grip.
         
 
         ‘By God’s grace I managed to avoid him as he collapsed into the road,’ wrote Jack Frost, the officer driving the car, in his memoirs. ‘That split second I have re-lived too often in my memory.’
         
 
         The high-speed pursuit continued into nearby Ebury Street, where Frost managed to ram the van and turn it over. After a bloody punch-up, the villains were arrested. Ockey, who escaped without serious injury, was later awarded the King’s Police Medal for his near-suicidal act of bravery.
         
 
         It was through such feats of derring-do that the Flying Squad’s reputation as fearless cops grew. However, it wasn’t until 1948 that the Squad – still a small unit numbering no more than fifty or so officers – made national headlines when it foiled a gold bullion heist at London Airport (yet to be rebranded Heathrow). ‘Forget the smash-and-grabs, that was the watershed of the modern era,’ explains Barry Phillips.
         
 
         The event – retold in stirring Boys Own comic fashion in the first Sweeney TV annual, published in 1976 – involved a gang of nine thieves breaking into a bonded warehouse near Heathrow, where £25,000 of gold and diamonds was being stored en route to South America. A quaint period detail entailed the villains’ plan to disable the security guards by slipping a ‘Mickey Finn’ (knockout opiate) into their tea.
         
 
         But inside the building, the Flying Squad were lying in wait: in the darkness they ambushed the crooks and an almighty fight broke out during which one officer was knocked out cold with a pair of steel-cutters, another suffered a broken nose and a chief inspector was hit around the head with an iron bar. Eventually, the crooks fled into the arms of uniformed policemen who’d by then surrounded the building.
         
 
         The accompanying illustration in the 1976 annual pictured square-jawed Flying Squad officers dressed in baggy suits with smartly knotted neck-ties. Back then, only in hot weather were plain-clothes officers allowed to remove their jackets – and if they did so, it was expected that they also remove their braces, senior Yard officers deeming the sight of visible elastic trouser suspension somewhat unbecoming on a Met officer, even if he was undercover.
         
 
         However, the crucial detail about ‘The Battle of London Airport’, as it became known, involved the Squad’s foreknowledge of the raid. That is to say, the robbery was foiled thanks not to old-fashioned detective work – if indeed such methods were ever that effective – but through information supplied in advance by an informant. In this case, the ‘inside man’ was one of the security guards, who couldn’t go through with drugging his mates’ tea, and instead blew the whistle on the gang.
         
 
         The notion of a ‘snout’ turning in his fellow criminals – especially for money – was as old as villainy itself, but the value of such intelligence to the Met increased dramatically following the Second World War, as highly organised criminal gangs began muscling in on the lucrative twilight trades of Soho and Covent Garden, where illegal gambling dens, unlicensed drinking clubs, black market racketeering, drug peddling and prostitution were a growing problem.
         
 
         In 1945, the Met had created a special team within the Flying Squad called the ‘Ghost Squad’, whose task was simply to disappear into the thick upholstery of London’s underworld and find out who was up to what, with whom, and when they might strike. By listening to ‘whispers’ in dingy pubs and clubs, the officers soon found themselves with a wealth of knowledge about the anatomy and methods of London’s most notorious crime gangs.
         
 
         They also began constructing a network of paid informants, who became known among the criminal community as ‘grasses’, possibly after Cockney rhyming slang ‘grass in the park’ (‘nark’) and/or the baleful wartime hit by doo-wop group The Ink Spots, ‘Whispering Grass’. The taxpayer footed the bill for keeping such snitches sweet; no one knows how much was paid out in total, but it was already a sizeable enough sum in 1947 for the Yard’s bean-counters to register a complaint to the Home Office. (To this day the size of the ‘informants fund’ remains confidential.)
         
 
          
         The conditions that followed the Second World War echoed those that had inspired the Flying Squad’s formation twenty-five years earlier. Many demobbed soldiers hardened on the battlefields of North Africa, Italy, Normandy and Holland saw black market profiteering as a quick and easy way to reward themselves for what they’d endured for king and country. The Yard soon learned that this new type of post-war blagger was not only more likely to carry a gun than his pre-war counterpart, but was also more likely to use it.
         
 
         ‘They swooped almost every night,’ wrote one Squad officer later of the post-war explosion of blagging. ‘Lorry loads of tea, sugar, butter, clothes, cigarettes and whisky disappeared from the streets, or were stolen from warehouses.’
         
 
         The Ghost Squad’s work led to the arrest of hundreds of powerful villains in the immediate post-war period, and to the Flying Squad as a whole forging ever-closer links with London’s criminals. Desperate to glean any intelligence that might result in a successful arrest – and the most effective way to get a prosecution was to interrupt a crime in progress – it soon became standard practice for Squad officers to pay grasses handsomely for information.
         
 
         ‘Up until the 1970s, all the cases were informant-driven, there was always a snout,’ explains Barry Phillips. ‘The working pattern was that you’d do one early shift, then one late. The late shift meant working till 10 p.m. An early shift meant you’d go in and work a normal nine-till-five day, but you’d be half expected to go and have a couple of pints afterwards, to work the ground.
         
 
         ‘That’s how you got your informants, in the pubs and clubs. You met faces in friendly pubs, or you went into the unfriendly pubs and tuned up [the villains] a bit. People knew who you were, and there was a healthy respect. In certain pubs, I’ve experienced this myself, you’d walk in and the villains would be down one end of the bar and we’d be up the other. And every now and then we’d pass a drink over. It was just a mark of respect.
         
 
         ‘But there was a dividing line,’ he continues. ‘We’d have a pint or two and then fuck off. There were always pubs you wouldn’t dream of going in to, no matter what. But now the young cops don’t work the pubs like we used to. I was probably the last of a generation doing just that, like you see in The Sweeney.’
         
 
         Back in the 1950s and 1960s, the increasing social integration of officers and villains – plus the common bond they shared through operating in the same area of work – would result in instances where an amicable, if uneasy, truce was reached. Deals were undoubtedly cut between officers keen for results and crooks eager to see off rival firms.
         
 
         Inevitably, the whole thing would get messy, yet it arguably meant crime in central London in the glitzy, pre-Beatles coffee-bar and strip-club era was contained. The Flying Squad may not have been able to rid Soho of heavyweight crime bosses like Jack ‘Spot’ Comer, Billy Hill and the New York Mafia-linked Albert Dimes, but it at least knew all about their inter-firm quarrels and operations, and was able to harass them out of business in their later years.
         
 
         However, Squad social occasions could still appear oddly villain-friendly events to outsiders. ‘In the sixties, we would hold boxing matches in and around central London,’ explains Barry Phillips, ‘at swish hotels and posh restaurants. You’d have the British army competing with police teams, all sorts were fighting. You’d look round the audience and you’d struggle sometimes to know where you were, seeing the faces that turned up … There was always people around who were on the verge of villainy, nightclub owners and so on.’
         
 
         In the sixties, the Krays and the Richardsons carried on where Spot, Hill and Dimes left off in the fifties, but by that time crime was changing again. A new type of major crime was becoming popular: armed bank robbery.
         
 
         ‘The major villainy of the forties and fifties was doing over lorries, safe-blowing, ram-raiding and the like,’ says Phillips. ‘But with the advent of the motorways in the sixties, villains could move about a lot easier. Banks had no security measures at all. So villains could just walk into a bank with a gun and commit the crime, there were no protective screens in those days. It became a very popular way of making money.’
         
 
         There are other theories to explain the rise of armed robbery, such as the abolition of the death penalty for murder (including, of course, that of policemen) in 1965 and the appearance of a new breed of opportunist blagger, who twigged that the Krays’ and Richardsons’ bloody feud was diverting their attention from stamping out ‘unlicensed’ criminal activity on their own patches.
         
 
         There was also the 1960 film The League of Gentlemen, which, while not exactly promoting gun-led robbery, suggested a bunch of ex-servicemen might have few problems staging an armed bank job. (With its cast of disgraced army officers, including one who killed an EOKA rebel in Cyprus and a homosexual gym instructor, it could be the script that Sweeney magus Troy Kennedy-Martin never wrote.)
         
 
         In his autobiography The Godfather of British Crime, Freddie Foreman, the south London career criminal, recalls the turning point for armed raids coming as early as December 1961. He blames the development on the banks, who’d secretly begun issuing their guards with firearms – with the tacit blessing of the Home Office.
         
 
         It was Foreman’s men who, while attempting a wages snatch from a Glyn Mills bank van on Bow Common Road in the East End, found themselves among the first villains to be dodging bullets from a bank clerk wielding a 0.22 Beretta pistol, a weapon lethal at close range and similar to the model Ian Fleming originally envisaged James Bond carrying.
         
 
         During the raid, one of the gang was fatally wounded; though it has never been revealed who he was, the dying man was spirited away in the gang’s Jag and later buried in secret by Foreman and his friends. After that, wrote Foreman, ‘The whole of the underworld decided, “Next time we’ll be armed as well.”’
         
 
         As criminal London equipped itself to deal with trigger-happy bank clerks (soon to be stamped out), in Soho the relationship between the Flying Squad and the area’s vice bosses continued to find its equilibrium.
         
 
         Freddie Foreman and his gang resolved to muscle in on the lucrative trade in porn mags, but found the ground rules distinctly to their distaste. ‘You had to clear this sort of enterprise with the Old Bill so they wouldn’t come and nick you all the time,’ Foreman explains. ‘We were told to see one particular cozzer, and we met up with him in a Soho pub. The man was puffing away at his pipe, saying, “Yes, we might be able to work this out. All I need is a body now and then. You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.”’
         
 
         By ‘body’, the officer meant a villain the police could arrest and successfully prosecute. Threatening to jam his briar pipe up his arse, Foreman and his crew made it clear that grassing up fellow lags wasn’t their game. They decided to leave Soho’s dirty mag industry to the likes of established porn barons like James Humphreys and Bernie Silver.
         
 
         Barry Phillips sees the Squad’s involvement in Soho’s illegal porn trade as a deeply regrettable chapter in the unit’s history. But he also makes the case for drawing a moral distinction between what he terms ‘noble-causes corruption’ and ‘out-and-out corruption’, something that The Sweeney’s writers would continually probe at via Jack Regan’s ‘unorthodox’ actions.
         
 
         ‘Taking a pound note from a nightclub owner is out-and-out corruption in anybody’s book,’ Phillips states emphatically. ‘With noble-cause corruption, you might cut corners to get a result. But you didn’t take a pound note. There’s a line. But then, the period immediately before The Sweeney was a different era for London policing. It was a different generation, there were different rules and regulations, tolerance levels in society were different.
         
 
         ‘Now you’ve got a more transparent policing system and a questioning public. You couldn’t even begin to consider operating the way they did. The purists will say that all of it was wrong, that you have to be transparent, ethical, and that’s quite right. That’s how we operate now. But, either way, you’ll always get the bad apples.’
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Commissioner Robert Mark’s extremely well publicised shake-up of the Met in the early 1970s, and the subsequent inquiries he ordered into alleged police wrongdoing, would provide an unprecedented window into the world of law and order in the capital. Yet it wasn’t until June 1975, after the first series of The Sweeney was broadcast, that the first in-depth TV documentary investigating Humphreys’ connections with senior Flying Squad officers was screened (on LWT’s The London Programme), and another two years would pass before Barry Cox, John Shirley and Martin Short published their pioneering probe into the Met’s troubles, The Fall of Scotland Yard.
         
 
         Ian Kennedy-Martin’s idea for a TV play exploring the Flying Squad’s work was, therefore, highly au courant when he suggested it to Euston Films’ Lloyd Shirley in late 1973. With Dave Wilson providing his information, Ian also had a secret and reliable source within the Squad who could tell things as they really were.
         
 
         ‘I first met Dave Wilson when I used to go up with Troy to Nottingham for his research on Z Cars,’ explains Kennedy-Martin. ‘We were introduced to some real cops, and the interesting thing was that they stayed with us for twenty years.’
         
 
         After a meeting with Lloyd Shirley at Thames’ HQ on Euston Road, Ian was officially commissioned to provide a script, at that point for an hour-long studio-based drama. From then on, Kennedy-Martin began cultivating an even closer friendship with Dave Wilson, to learn more about the lifestyle and professional conduct of a Flying Squad officer.
         
 
          
         ‘He opened my eyes to a lot of interesting stuff,’ Kennedy-Martin explains. ‘He’d turn up at my house in Marlborough Place and say, “I was just in the area killing time.” It was lunchtime. I thought, “Really?” It didn’t exactly seem like a hotspot for crime to me, it was a very literary sort of neighbourhood, Stephen Spender lived two doors down … But Dave said, “Oh yeah, there are a lot of villains in St John’s Wood, I can tell you.”
         
 
         ‘He went on to explain that these included a Nigerian civil servant, in exile in London, who’d nicked his country’s whole treasury. That interested me, because that stuff was fairly intense. You still see those [exiled Africans] around there today.’
         
 
         On several occasions, Ian took Wilson to dinner at Odin’s, an upscale restaurant in Marylebone, for which Thames would pick up the bill. Ian would gently pump the detective for information, though occasionally it crossed Kennedy-Martin’s mind that it was actually he who was being sussed out. ‘I’m not being funny,’ he frowns, ‘but I think he was keeping an eye on me. I know I’m on a Scotland Yard list.’
         
 
         Ian explains why: around that time, he was working on another script idea with an American, Barry Shear, who’d directed the blaxploitation classic Across 110th Street. Shear wanted to end the movie with a huge dockside explosion; Ian suggested a ship carrying a consignment of napalm back from Vietnam would do the trick.
         
 
         ‘He said, “Great! What do you know about napalm?” I said, “Fuck all.” So we got on the phone and he ended up speaking to a USAAF ordnance officer at the Lakenheath base in Suffolk. He told us the whole history of napalm and that if a B-52 shot off too much of the stuff the whole plane would blow up.’
         
 
          
         Within minutes of putting the phone down to the American officer it rang again. It was Dave Wilson. ‘He wanted to know who I was with, and what I was doing,’ says Kennedy-Martin. ‘I said the director’s name and Dave said, “He’s been making enquiries about explosives.” I said, “That’s right, we’re writing a script.” The USAAF at Lakenheath had contacted Scotland Yard, who’d checked out my name and found out that Dave Wilson was my contact. I think they wanted to keep tabs on me after that.’
         
 
         In early 1974, Ian Kennedy-Martin submitted the first draft of his Flying Squad script, ‘McLean’, to Lloyd Shirley. ‘It was considered a “go-er” from the start,’ remembers the writer. Over the next few weeks, the screenplay was refined with input from Shirley and script editor George Markstein, a Thames hotshot who’d co-written the classic 1967 heist film Robbery, based on the story of the Great Train Robbery in 1963. Together they expanded ‘McLean’ into a ninety-minute drama for the Armchair Cinema slot.
         
 
         ‘It was all ready to go,’ sighs Ian, ‘and then in walked the new producer who said he wanted this and that, and that was when the arguments started.’
         
 
         The ‘new producer’ was a former documentary-maker named Ted Childs, who had recently worked on The World at War, ITV’s extraordinary 26-part series about the 1939–45 conflict, during the making of which he’d met dozens of infamous historical figures, including the commander-in-chief of Hitler’s naval war machine. But even the German Kriegsmarine might have raised an eyebrow at the almighty bust-up that was about to kick off between Childs and Kennedy-Martin over the pilot for The Sweeney.
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            THE BATTLE OF ODIN’S
            

         
 
         The Flying Boat Museum in Foynes, on the banks of the Shannon near Limerick, Ireland, is one of those amazing, unexpected oddities you tend to find in far-flung places. In a restaurant a few miles down the road, Ted Childs is explaining that it’s well worth a visit. The producer knows a bit about the world of aviation, having been one of the last National Servicemen to serve in the RAF. ‘I was stationed in Germany as an Education Officer,’ he says. ‘I had a motorbike, drank quite a lot of free beer. When I got home all my mates from university were beavering away as trainee accountants, but I decided I didn’t want to do that.’
         
 
         Though Ian Kennedy-Martin mischievously warns me he’ll be ‘very boring’, Ted is of course anything but, regaling me with fragrant anecdotes from a career that encompasses some of the most successful TV series of the last thirty-five years, from The Sweeney and Boon to Cadfael, Inspector Morse, Sharpe and Lewis. In 1997, his immeasurable services to broadcasting were recognised with an OBE.
         
 
         Childs will be familiar to many Sweeney enthusiasts from his appearance with John Thaw and Dennis Waterman on ITV’s Electric Theatre Show in 1978, where the three men are interviewed together. (The clip is included as an extra on the Definitive Collection Sweeney DVD box set.) Now in his late seventies, his quietly authoritative manner and precise, careful way of speaking remain unchanged.
         
 
         Born in the East End in the 1930s to working-class parents, Ted enjoyed the opportunities afforded by the expansion of higher education in the post-war years, reading Economics at Nottingham University. Having served in the RAF – an experience shared by a curiously large number of Sweeney backroom boys – he decided his unusually bright mind might be put to better use in the booming world of advertising. Discovering ‘it was great fun, but not for me’, in 1960 he applied for a position as a trainee director at ABC Television’s studio in Teddington, on the Thames at Middlesex. He didn’t get the job, but instead was invited to become personal assistant to ABC’s managing director.
         
 
         ‘I went down to Teddington from Waterloo,’ he recalls, ‘and got a trolley bus up to the studio. We had a chat, and he offered me £1,000 a year. I spent the next nine months walking slightly behind him to his left, wearing a grey suit. I was a sort of status symbol. But I did pick up a few things.’
         
 
          
         Out of hours, Ted became an habitué of the big riverside pub next door to the studio, The Anglers, where he ‘got to brown-nosing a bit’ with the other employees who liked a post-work pint and natter. He became friendly with another junior, Mike Hodges, who later went on to direct Get Carter, the gritty crime film – and major influence on The Sweeney – which starred Michael Caine as a villain seeking revenge for his brother’s murder in a relentlessly bleak-looking Newcastle. ‘Mike’s father hurrumphed when he said he wanted to go into TV,’ recalls Ted. ‘It was a little looked down upon in those days.’
         
 
         Ted’s experience of commercial television in the early sixties paints a whimsical picture of a long-gone age of ‘as live’ drama and quaint programme ideas, such as the corny What’s In Store. ‘They did it in ABC’s studio in Manchester,’ he smiles. ‘It was a converted cinema, and an old actress called Doris Rogers walked around a standing set of a shop looking at products. Like everything then it was recorded on Ampex tape.’
         
 
         Childs eventually graduated to trainee director and began working on ABC’s factual output, which meant anything from religious broadcasting to regional news shows. When another independent station, Rediffusion, merged with ABC to form Thames in 1968, Ted’s career began to take off. Jeremy Isaacs, the producer of the BBC’s flagship current affairs show, Panorama, was recruited as head of Thames’ factual output, and hired Ted as a director on This Week, making documentaries. It was Isaacs – later to start Channel 4 – who came up with the still-hallowed The World at War series, for which Ted was commissioned to direct two episodes, ‘Bombing Germany’ and ‘U-Boats in the Atlantic’.
         
 
          
         ‘You can tell it was a long time ago,’ he smiles. ‘The one I did about the submarines, we weren’t allowed to mention Enigma [the German encryption devices whose naval codes had secretly been broken by the British during the war]. Everyone interviewed was talking about it, and even one of the admirals doing the D-Notices [requests to editors not to mention sensitive defence material], said, “Surely the Russians know the story by now?”’
         
 
         The experience led to Childs meeting some of the most fascinating figures of the twentieth century. ‘I had to schlep around the world interviewing all these old geezers,’ he explains. ‘We interviewed the naval chief Karl Dönitz, Hitler’s architect Albert Speer, the German fighter ace Adolf Galland … We also met the actor James Stewart, who flew on the US bombing raids on Germany. Mind you, I don’t think they let him do that much fighting as he was already a big film star by then.’
         
 
         In late 1973, while Ted was working on The World at War, he got a call from Lloyd Shirley, a friend since his early days at ABC who had not long started up the Thames offshoot, Euston Films. It was Shirley’s aim to pioneer the shooting of high-quality TV drama on 16mm colour film. Childs, who regarded the hot-headed Canadian as his mentor, arranged to meet him at a patisserie in Bayswater. Lloyd had a interesting proposition for him: over tea and pastries, he asked, ‘Do you want to produce some drama?’
         
 
         ‘I told Lloyd that I’d never done any drama,’ explains Ted. ‘He said, “You know about 16mm film.” I said, “Well, I know how to run up the Falls Road in a flak jacket, which you’ve seen me do.”’
         
 
          
         Lloyd explained the situation: he needed to find a producer, quickly, for the fourth series of the successful but rather fantastical Thames drama Special Branch, which starred George Sewell and Patrick Mower as plain-clothes detectives working for the branch of the police that deals with matters of state security.
         
 
         ‘I thought, “Why not?”’ says Ted. ‘My boss, Jeremy Isaacs’ response was, “Special Branch? Are you fucking mad?!” I’d made two World at Wars, and was lined up to do another one. But he was fine about it and let me go.’
         
 
         Ted threw himself into his new job, settling into an office at Euston Films’ base in a draughty, disused school in Hammersmith. ‘I made it up as I went along and picked it up quite quickly,’ he says. ‘I think I had the advantage that I didn’t come to the job with any baggage. I wasn’t afraid to ask questions and listen to what people told me. Special Branch taught me a lot.’
         
 
         One Friday in late 1973, Ted, Lloyd Shirley and several Euston Films technicians were present at the final dubbing of a special Branch episode at Worldwide Studios in Soho’s Dean Street. Finishing early, they decided to go to lunch at the original Pizza Express restaurant, yet to be expanded into the high-street chain we know today. ‘It did exactly the same pizzas back then,’ says Childs, ‘and you got a nice bottle of Valpolicella.’
         
 
         After the meal, the Euston Films crew stood in the grim Soho rain wondering what to do, London pubs in those days cruelly closing between 2.30 p.m. and 5.30 p.m. Eventually, they decided to button their macs and wend their way through the downpour to the London Pavilion cinema on Piccadilly Circus. Opened as a music hall in the 1880s, the building is now the home of a Ripley’s Believe It Or Not museum, but in the early seventies it was an impressively ornate 1,200-seat movie theatre run by the United Artists group.
         
 
         The matinee film showing that day was The French Connection, William Friedkin’s electrifying thriller featuring Gene Hackman as a nugget-faced, ultra-dedicated New York detective trying to nail a gang of heroin traffickers, while also fighting his by-the-book superiors. Violent, taut and gritty – and beautifully shot on location in shabby early seventies New York – it touched a nerve with the Euston Films posse.
         
 
         Film over, and pubs open again, Childs and the others headed back to Dean Street for a pint of ale in the smoke-fugged saloon of The Crown and Two Chairmen. Most of them had seen The French Connection before – it was already over two years old – but, says Childs, ‘we all agreed that we ought to be doing something like that.’
         
 
         As it happened, Lloyd Shirley and his sideman George Taylor were scouting for a series to replace Special Branch, which was running out of steam and deemed incapable of sustaining a fifth season. A few days after their cinema visit, Ted Childs remembers Lloyd coming into his poky office and saying, ‘Have a look at this.’ Childs opened the document placed on his desk, and began reading it. It was Ian Kennedy-Martin’s script for ‘McLean’.
         
 
         ‘I thought, “This will be great, a maverick Scotland Yard detective!” Ian’s idea was very good, and I said, “Fine, let’s make it.” They wanted to make a pilot first and then, unless something went terribly wrong, make a series.’
         
 
          
         Fired up by The French Connection, Childs immediately envisaged a radical way of bringing McLean to life on 16mm film. ‘I thought, yes, we have all this technology now with portable cameras and lights, ways to mount cameras on cars, we could ensure fast turnarounds on shooting episodes. There could be short speeches, lots of action. I thought we could do great things with that sort of script.’
         
 
         Recollections of what exactly happened next are contradictory and confusing. Ian Kennedy-Martin remembers ‘a long pause of four to six weeks when nothing seemed to happen’. The stumbling block appeared to be Childs’ reservations about some of Kennedy-Martin’s long speeches and the unsuitability of some scenes for the kind of action-based film he imagined.
         
 
         ‘Ian’s forte was studio drama,’ Ted explains. ‘The important thing for him was in-depth performances in offices and so on, which he was good at writing. But I felt some of the speeches were too long and there should have been more of an emphasis on action.’
         
 
         Meanwhile, Douglas Camfield, one of Euston Films’ sharpest and most imaginative directors, was brought in to shoot the pilot. Camfield had worked on Doctor Who and Z Cars, as well as Thames’ Armchair Theatre series and Special Branch, and was something of an expert when it came to military matters. In the early fifties, as a National Serviceman, he’d been an officer in the Royal Army Service Corps and, once discharged, remained a Territorial Army soldier. In the sixties, he’d grown his hair into a frizzy bird’s nest and started wearing a bushy beard; one of the crew describes him at the time of The Sweeney as ‘looking like Jesus’.
         
 
          
         Lloyd Shirley arranged a lunch at Odin’s restaurant off Marylebone Lane, for Childs and Camfield to talk through the script with Kennedy-Martin. (It’s possible John Thaw was also at the meeting.) Sat at a corner table, with Whistler’s portrait of a Victorian belle bearing down on them, it was quickly apparent there were problems. Kennedy-Martin didn’t like what he was hearing.
         
 
         ‘They tried to gang up on me,’ explains Ian. ‘I was feeling really happy, I’d got Troy interested in writing for the series they’d make after the pilot, [the scriptwriter] Trevor Preston too, John Thaw was on board … it was all going to be great.’
         
 
         Ted Childs: ‘I said, “Look, we could do this and that with the script,” suggesting a few ideas. Ian was a bit prickly, but then so would I have been in his position.’
         
 
         According to Kennedy-Martin, Camfield then suggested they should include a gang-rape scene. ‘Dougie was more extreme than I was,’ adds Ted. ‘But I don’t recall a gang rape. There were strict guidelines about that sort of thing. I think “gang rape” is Ian’s shorthand for “they wanted more action in the script”.’
         
 
         The meeting was inconclusive, and an unsettled Ian went for a long weekend in Bath with his wife. When he got back, he’d been sent his script with dozens of yellow amendment pages sticking out of it.
         
 
         ‘I thought, “What the fuck are these?”’ he froths, still apoplectic at the memory three and a half decades later. ‘They’d added in all this dreadful dialogue and rewritten scenes. I said to them, “You’re not changing a fucking word!”’
         
 
         To this day, Kennedy-Martin is adamant that, despite Childs’ subsequent suggestion to the contrary, he was keen for what had now been retitled ‘Regan’ to feature lots of action sequences. Their disagreement, he contends, hinged purely on the nature of some speeches and Camfield’s proposed amendments to the plot.
         
 
         ‘My worry was that, in Ted’s hands, it would turn out like Special Branch,’ sighs Ian, ‘which was ghastly middle-class rubbish.’
         
 
         ‘To this day, I don’t know why Ian reacted as he did,’ responds Childs. ‘He was probably given the impression that here was this guy, he’s full of beans, but he’s a documentary guy and he doesn’t know much about drama. But I was committed to the vision I had for the project. However, I do admit that I was probably a bit of an arrogant sod back then.’
         
 
         ‘It was about control,’ argues Ian. ‘Ted saw a situation where he was being pulled into a TV series he knew was going to be good. But who were the players at that point? Me, Lloyd and George Markstein. What power did Ted have? He wanted control, so he brought in Douglas Camfield. Ted was inexperienced. The writers on Special Branch were no one to write home about, and he thought writers did what they were told. I could foresee a situation where Ted would make a suggestion to, say, Trevor Preston and Trevor would say, “You fucking what?!” The reputations of the writers we had lined up were too high to mess around with.
         
 
         ‘The problem was I’d written the pilot and two scripts [for the series]. Ted started up again about my other scripts and that was when it came to the crunch.’
         
 
         Kennedy-Martin demanded a meeting in Lloyd Shirley’s office to have it out with Camfield and Childs. What ensued, he says, was a ‘terrific row’. ‘Douglas was digging in his heels about the gang rape. Lloyd was saying to Ted, “Why don’t you just shoot the script as it is?” At the end of the meeting, Lloyd said to me, “Will you leave us for a minute?”’
         
 
         Behind closed doors, the debate raged on. Eventually, Lloyd Shirley decided to back Ted, even though this almost certainly meant alienating the show’s much-respected creator, while Camfield agreed to make way for another director. ‘It came down to Ian and me, and they kept me on,’ says Ted.
         
 
         An incensed Kennedy-Martin made it clear that he was disengaging himself completely from the project. But there was a problem: the fact ‘Regan’ had originally been commissioned as an hour-long video show meant that Euston Films didn’t actually have any legal rights to shoot the script as a ninety-minute film.
         
 
         ‘Lloyd took me to lunch and said, “You know we’re in production with a script we don’t own?”’ explains Ian. ‘They’d already spent money setting stuff up, and were negotiating with agents and lining up directors. So I said, “I want the film rights, the book rights and fifty per cent of the merchandising.” Lloyd said, “Fine.” But the only reason I took them to the cleaners was because of Ted.’
         
 
         Kennedy-Martin left with an excellent deal that ensures that he still earns considerable sums from the Sweeney franchise today. However, leaving ‘Regan’ behind was an emotional wrench – not least because Ian had written the part of the main character with his friend John Thaw in mind. His decision to disconnect so abruptly from the project could be construed as bloody-minded, but Ian points out that, had he remained on the programme, his battles with Ted would only have got increasingly bitter. ‘Anyway,’ he says, ‘I was working on other things.’
         
 
         Significantly, the Kennedy-Martins had a history of walking away from projects on points of principle. Back in 1962, Troy had clashed with Z Cars’ then producer, Elwyn Jones, in similar circumstances and with the same conclusion. Troy had felt that the police advisers to the series were quietly influencing the scripts with ‘lots of modifications and excisions’.
         
 
         ‘There were parallels with Troy’s leaving Z Cars, yes,’ agrees Ian. ‘But it was like many good battles. I think by making a stand I helped keep it true to my original idea.’
         
 
         Looking back, Lloyd Shirley’s decision to back Childs seems a smart one, the producer going on to steer The Sweeney to the kind of success few involved could then have foreseen. Childs later claimed that, in his fight with Kennedy-Martin, he had the backing of influential Euston Films regulars like editors Chris Burt and Ian Toynton, as well as the director Tom Clegg. But nevertheless Lloyd clearly stuck his neck out for his protégé, an action characteristic of the loyal, bullish Canadian, who died in March 2003.
         
 
         Shirley’s story is a fascinating one. Born in Ontario, Canada in 1931, his entry on the Internet Movie Database site says he was an ex-Canadian marine and also served in the British SAS, but Childs, for one, isn’t entirely sure this is true.
         
 
         ‘He claimed various things when he was drunk,’ he smiles. ‘He was an actor before he came over here. He was very straightforward with people, but could be difficult and lose his temper sometimes.’
         
 
          
         Shirley had a distinctive head of ginger hair and matching beard, and a small, chunky frame, which as a young man had helped him excel as an ice hockey player. Ranald Graham, a writer on The Sweeney, recalled that Ted used to refer to his boss as ‘The Ginger Giant’. ‘Lloyd liked to get drunk and bullshit,’ said Graham, who, as we shall see, once experienced the darker side to the man. ‘But he was the nicest guy in the world.’
         
 
         Shirley’s first experience of TV in the UK was acting as an extra in an episode of The Quatermass Experiment in 1953. By the early sixties he was working at ABC, and in 1961 directed a Sunday night travel show-cum-drama called Journey of a Lifetime, in which a fictional married couple explored religious sites in the Middle East.
         
 
         Most of his work was initially in documentaries, but his background in acting led him towards a career in drama. In the mid-sixties, he became an executive producer at ABC, overseeing series such as Callan and Public Eye, before taking over as controller of drama at Thames in 1968, working on flagship series like ITV Playhouse, Armchair Theatre and supervising adaptations of books like The Mind of Mr J.G. Reeder and Man at the Top.
         
 
         His commitment to high-grade television drama was unflinching, endearing him to the writers and directors who worked under him. ‘He was very tough,’ remembers Ian Kennedy-Martin. ‘He fought all the fights to keep Armchair Theatre going, as [ITV] always wanted to close it down. He wouldn’t take any shit.’
         
 
         Lloyd’s directness was legendary. Kennedy-Martin recalls an incident at the read-through of a script he’d co-written, based on Paul Theroux’s book The Consul’s File. ‘I was there with the other writer, and Lloyd sat and watched as the actors read their parts. At the end there was a long silence, then Lloyd said’ – here Kennedy-Martin adopts a languorous Canadian accent – ‘“Ch-rist that was boring.”’
         
 
         But while Shirley had a highly developed ability to figure out what could make great TV, he also had a fondness for booze that didn’t suit an already quick temper. One of the most famous stories about his volatile moods involves his secretary’s typewriter when he was based at Teddington – in a rage, he picked it up from her desk and hurled it through an open window.
         
 
         According to Sweeney director David Wickes, it nearly hit Thames TV boss Brian Tesler’s car while his chauffeur was cleaning it. ‘All the keys came out and I don’t know how the bloke didn’t lose an eye with all the bits flying everywhere,’ recalls Wickes, possibly exaggerating for effect. ‘Lloyd went straight back to his desk and dealt with something on the phone. I think later he may have been called in by his boss and ticked off, but Thames knew what he was like. He was too talented to be sacked.’
         
 
         But there were subtler shades to his character too. Another writer, Roger Marshall, contends that ‘no two people will give you the same account of Lloyd’. He chooses to remember Shirley as the man who turned an ugly personal incident into a triumphant piece of television.
         
 
         ‘I came home after a weekend away with my wife and child and found we’d been burgled,’ recounts Marshall of an event that occurred in the early seventies. ‘Someone had smashed the window and kicked all the internal doors in. It was the first time anything like that had happened to me, and it was a pretty shattering experience. In the middle of it the phone rang and it was Lloyd. I said, “I don’t want to be rude but I’ve just been burgled and I want to fucking kill someone I’m so uptight.” Lloyd said, “OK, don’t waste that anger – I’ll commission it as a play.”
         
 
         ‘I wrote the play and it was enormously successful. Everybody loved it apart from the Observer, who thought it was immoral because the victim trapped the two robbers in his house and left them to starve. That ending was fine by me, I can tell you – and with Lloyd.’
         
 
         By the time the ruck over ‘Regan’ occurred, Shirley was already gaining a reputation in television as a genius – and a maverick. His journey as a successful executive producer, though, was only just beginning, with milestone series such as Van Der Valk, Minder, The Bill, and of course The Sweeney, lying in the future. And back in the spring of 1974, there was still much to do to bring ‘Regan’ to life.
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THE SWEENEY

Until The Sweeney, TV cop shows meant
a cheery salute from Dixon of Dock Green.
Then Regan and Carter got on the case...
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